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 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Time stopped. 
 
    Even with a sword stuck through Eos’ chest, time stopped. 
 
    All the world was inscribed on Layla’s face. The years between them reflected in her eyes, and Castelle’s vision blurred. Layla had not changed in eight years, not beyond refining her features, yet she did not match up to the twenty-five-year-old in Castelle’s memory. 
 
    Castelle blinked. She saw Layla as the Lords of Laister had presented her: bloody, bruised, severed at the neck. Castelle’s gaze slipped through Layla. She blinked again, and it was gone, cadaverine and all. 
 
    Eos groaned. She pressed herself into the corner, sword stuck fast. 
 
    “Cas…” Layla said. Seeing Layla hadn’t made it real, and hearing her voice hadn’t, either. Castelle inched closer, willing herself to believe it, to not wake from this dream. “You—you cut your hair.”  
 
    “Eos cut it for me,” Castelle blurted out, unblinking. She couldn’t let Layla fade away. “Eos was also stabbed.” 
 
    The words didn’t sink in. Castelle feared she was as unreal to Layla as Layla was to her. 
 
    “I heard,” Layla said, voice close to a whisper. “What happened?” 
 
    “I stabbed her. With Brackish,” Castelle said. 
 
    “You did what? Gods, Cas. What happened?”  
 
    “Ava Greyser—not Ava Greyser stabbed her first. It was the only way.”  
 
    Sense eroded with every word, but the whole story, spoken with perfect clarity, wouldn’t have sunk into Layla’s bones. She couldn’t stop staring at Castelle, even with Eos’ blood smeared across the floor, the bench, the walls. 
 
    “Please,” Castelle begged. “I don’t know what to do. You have to help her.”  
 
    Breaching the impossibility that they’d reunited, that they’d ever been apart, Layla placed her hands on Castelle’s shoulders. Speech and sight hadn’t done it, but the warmth of touch reached Castelle through fabric and fear.  
 
    It reunited them with reality. Layla knelt before Eos, familiarity softening the air between them. She grasped Eos’ hand and took hold of the sword, trying to manipulate it.  
 
    “You need a blacksmith, not a doctor,” Layla murmured. 
 
    Springing to her feet, Layla opened the door and barked orders at the other priests. Her cousin hadn’t appeared after eight gruelling years of separation, and time hadn’t trapped them in their reunion indefinitely. This was Layla’s life, a life Castelle couldn’t comprehend. Layla directed the other priests to Eos and had them carry her deeper into the temple. 
 
    What would Castelle have done, had Eos been injured far from Avren and Layla? What if she’d bled out along the side of the road, far from a familiar city, a familiar face? How far could she have dragged Eos without a destination in mind? How would she explain it to any passers-by? The blood was on her hands, the sword in Eos’ chest; she’d be dragged away by strangers, guilty of the very thing she’d done. 
 
    If it had happened anywhere else, time would’ve betrayed them both. Eos would’ve faded to nothing without Layla there, giving orders none dared to ignore. The circumstances aligned, forcing fear to block Castelle’s throat. She could’ve been too late, too far, too slow, too useless, too hopeless— 
 
    What would Eos have done, had they not been on Llyne, close to Reed’s village, when the bear trap sprang? How far could she have carried Castelle? How long would the shock have protected her? She might not have bled out, but infection bit at her heels. Eos would’ve found a temple, but there was no saying if their doctors were as good as Reed. How would Eos explain it to the priests when Castelle screamed she’d been kidnapped? 
 
    Castelle would’ve fought for what she thought was an escape. She would’ve forced everything Eos had tried to tell her from her mind and gone back to Laister, back to her fathers, and not merely forgotten the truth. She would’ve never seen into the future, never learnt more than Eos’ name. 
 
    She couldn’t go back. Couldn’t. She couldn’t lose Eos. 
 
    “Cas?” came the voice she never believed she’d hear again. “Cas, are you in there?” 
 
    Layla’s hands pressed to her shoulders. Castelle blinked and they were in a different part of the temple. There were no strangers around them, gods or otherwise. 
 
    “Sorry. Sorry, I—” Castelle said. “I think I—” 
 
    “You’re in shock, Cas. That’s alright. I’ve got you,” Layla said, pulling her close. 
 
    Castelle’s fingers twisted in Layla’s shirt. Layla held her as tightly as she always had, not caring about the blood and dirt staining Castelle’s clothes, caked into her skin. Layla held her and Castelle felt her press close, warm and alive, breathing, trembling, crying, lips pressed to the top of her head. 
 
    Not headless. Not headless. 
 
    Castelle reached up, hand in Layla’s hair. 
 
    It hadn’t happened. Layla hadn’t been killed by bandits and torn apart by rebels. 
 
    She was there. She was mumbling under her breath, sniffing through her tears.  
 
    Not headless. 
 
    It hadn’t been done to her. 
 
    Castelle eased herself back. If she didn’t set eyes on Layla, she’d convince herself a stranger was holding her.  
 
    Castelle pressed a hand to Layla’s face, dark, beautiful skin stark against her own. Castelle had never imagined Layla that little bit older; she’d never imagined anything. Not after what had been presented to her, turning the temple to an abattoir.  
 
    Layla had aged without Castelle’s thoughts shaping the path her life had taken. For the first time, all those years she’d spent alone had a context as deep as a fjord, as empty as the space between islands. 
 
    “You saved me,” Castelle whispered. “You got me out of there, after all this time. You didn’t—you didn’t forget about me, you didn’t leave me there, you…”  
 
    “You don’t hate me?” Layla asked, trembling fingers pressed to Castelle’s face. 
 
    “Layla?” 
 
    “I wanted to be there sooner. I tried for years. You have to believe that,” Layla said, using her thumbs to wipe Castelle’s tears away. “I didn’t forget you. Not once. I don’t know if you’ll believe anything I have to tell you, not after I abandoned you, but it was the only way, Cas. It was the only way.” 
 
    “I know. I know everything. Eos told me it all. About our family, about the resistance. Everything, all of it—gods, Layla. I thought you were dead. They showed me your body. My fathers, they…” Castelle stopped for breath. “It didn’t have a head, Layla.”  
 
    Layla paled. She pulled Castelle back into her arms, rigid.  
 
    “I’m so sorry. I should’ve dragged you out of the forest with me. Those awful men. I’ll never forgive them for what they’ve done to you,” Layla said. 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s okay,” Castelle said, face buried in her shoulder. “I’m here now.” 
 
    “You’re here now,” Layla agreed. Rocking her on the spot, she said, “And you need a bath.”  
 
    “I can’t. Eos, she’s—Eos has to be okay,” Castelle said. 
 
    “I can’t pretend I understand what led to this, but whatever happened to Eos happened to you, too. You’re covered in her blood. We’re looking after her, and it’s going to take time to make this right. You’re going to be waiting for a while, and you won’t stop shaking until you’re clean and rested.” 
 
    Castelle relented because the past demanded it of her. It was Layla who told her she’d spent too long studying, Layla who brought her dinner and made her eat when her fathers had her poring over letters they’d forged. Layla had taken care of her, before and after the massacre, never once wavering in her sense of right and wrong. 
 
    “Is Eos going to be okay?”  
 
    “Eos is tough. She’s been through worse,” Layla said. “We need to take care of you, right now.” 
 
    Castelle nodded at the ground. 
 
    “I need a bath,” she mumbled. 
 
    Layla left the room to prepare things for Castelle. Castelle hoped part of it was selfish; Layla was as overwhelmed as she was and needed a distraction, a reason to leave the room, to clear her head and be done with the last of her tears. 
 
    Castelle fell into an armchair, pulling her surroundings out of their haze. Layla’s apartment was built into the temple. It was a large room, containing a kitchen with a small table, a mishmash of armchairs, and a double bed in one corner. Wardrobes and cabinets ran along one wall, and books were stacked along the other. Nothing in the room matched and the furniture was third-hand, but it came together in a burst of colour and shapes that wasn’t deafening.  
 
    It was Layla’s entire life, condensed into one room. 
 
    Closing her eyes, Castelle scolded herself. How wrong that was. The sum total of Layla’s existence wasn’t confined to her living space. Her apartment was her private sanctuary, but she had freedom beyond the walls. She had a job, a purpose. She had friends, acquaintances, contacts. She could leave the temple whenever she pleased and lose herself in the cheerful anonymity of the city beyond. 
 
    Layla had so much. She had so much, and she was reaching out to share it with Castelle. 
 
    She’d saved her. Her and Eos, they’d— 
 
    Castelle swallowed the lump in her throat. 
 
    Eos was going to be okay. She had to be; they’d come this far, and it was absurd to let the past drive such a deep cut between them. 
 
    “All ready,” Layla said, poking her head through the door. Time was slipping between Castelle’s fingers, marching on without her permission. “Hot water and some clean clothes will do you wonders.” 
 
    Castelle followed Layla down a corridor lined with doors leading to apartments like her own. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Layla said, hand on Castelle’s back. “Eos is going to be fine. Whatever magic you conjured has seen to that. From what I’ve been told, it’s just a matter of making her comfortable.” 
 
    “They do know it’s Brackish, don’t they? That it’s a spirit-sword they’re dealing with?” Castelle said, hand on the bathroom door.  
 
    “You wouldn’t stop saying so as we left. Go on. Take that bath. I’ll make you something to eat, and then you can explain what exactly happened to the both of you.”  
 
    Castelle dragged her feet into the bathroom. Layla wouldn’t lie to her. 
 
    Eight years hadn’t changed that. 
 
    Eos was going to be okay. There was a sword calcified alongside her heart, but she was going to be okay. 
 
    She had to be. 
 
    Layla closed the door behind her and Castelle tugged her clothes off. Eos’ blood had soaked straight through, staining her skin. 
 
    The bath was built into the floor, and a pump brought up water. Castelle’s mother used to say that only those within the castle were privy to such luxury, but time and time again, the world showed Castelle that so much of what she grew up believing was a lie. 
 
    Castelle slid into the bath without testing the temperature, steam rising around her. She rubbed her arms, her chest, her face, and blood spread into the water, more brown-green than red. Clouds formed around her, darkening as she rubbed her palms together, so much like the estuary Eos had succumbed to. 
 
    Castelle forced her thoughts to halt. No good could come of reflecting on the recent past. She scrubbed her skin until it was raw, held her breath, and ducked under the water. Her screams wouldn’t reach Layla, then. 
 
    Layla found a smile when Castelle emerged, hair quickly drying. 
 
    “Can I see Eos?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “I’ve told them to fetch us the moment she’s ready to see people. I’m worried about her, too,” Layla said. 
 
    “Eos has so many friends across the archipelago,” Castelle murmured, following Layla back to her apartment. 
 
    “I think it’s impossible not to be drawn to her, once you get to know her,” Layla said. “Even if it isn’t the easiest task in the world, it’s certainly one of the more rewarding.” 
 
    Castelle wished she could’ve smiled. 
 
    This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. Her reunion with Layla was supposed to be light, bright, and beautiful, yet something weighed so heavily upon them Castelle couldn’t take in the miracle afforded to her. The pressures of the world crept in, worry and anxiety stale in the air, making everything mundane. 
 
    Layla’s kitchen table was more or less big enough for two people. Once she sat down, Castelle decided she had no choice but to eat everything laid out in front of her. She spooned rice and vegetables into her mouth, exhaustion drawing closer than ever before. She had to clear the plates, lest she pass out in her chair. 
 
    “Not that this isn’t entertaining, but do you think you could tell me what happened? Eos and I spent a year working on the plan, and our timeline was very strict. I expected you here more than a month ago.” 
 
    “I broke my leg,” Castelle said. The moment Eos’ plans went awry was the clearest point to start from. “We’d reached Llyne, and Eos and I argued about—about everything. The truth of the world and our family, the state of the archipelago. I ran off, and I ran straight into a bear trap.” 
 
    Everything her years of service at the temple had brought didn’t stop Layla from paling.  
 
    “Eos managed to get me to someone. To a doctor. If Reed hadn’t lived so close, I don’t know what—” 
 
    “Reed? Gods, how is she?” Layla interrupted. 
 
    “Does everyone know each other?” 
 
    “That’s the lesbian population of Fenroe for you. We’re far and few between, scattered across the islands, but we always know each other’s business.”  
 
    Laughing, Castelle put her fork down and squeezed Layla’s hand. Her heart jolted in her chest, and for the briefest second, a long-dormant joy whispered Layla! It’s Layla! in the back of her head. 
 
    “Reed seems well. Busy as ever, and wonderfully kind. I have some fairly horrific scars, and walking still doesn’t come without a cost. Without Reed, I don’t know if I’d still have a leg,” Castelle said. “I understand that she was part of the resistance. That she treated Isha Brookes after the massacre, and—well, that is…” 
 
    Nodding firmly, Layla said, “Reed is an incredible doctor. It isn’t often she loses a patient.”  
 
    No matter how Layla felt about their family, no matter how clearly she saw all the atrocities they’d committed across the archipelago, her mothers had been slaughtered, too. Not being a Greyser didn’t make any of this easy for her. 
 
    “Well, that cost us well over a month. I can’t remember exactly how long we were there, because I was on a lot of medication. The days bled into one another,” Castelle said. “When we reached Fél, there was a second distraction. Brackish, that time. The long and short of it was that she asked for my help, and I could not deny it. Not after everything our family did to her. We took her from Fél, all the way to Torshval, then to Yarrin, in search of the memories she’d lost. 
 
    “It was incredible, Layla. The spirits came together, forming not just glimpses of the past, but something real. There’s no way to explain it. They gave life to Brackish’s memories. I saw her in front of me, talking to my ancestor. She came to Fenroe with her, all those years ago. The stories were wrong. Everything they told us about an angry spirit tearing across the Kingdom and finally being brought to its knees by Ava Greyser was a lie. It was…” 
 
    Castelle paused, shoving more food into her mouth. There was no way to make sense of any of it. Layla stared at her across the table. Not in disbelief, but stunned into a silence that said she could offer nothing to the conversation. 
 
    “They were arguing. Brackish and my ancestor. But here’s the thing. Brackish was the one in charge. Brackish was the one who’d brought everyone to Fenroe. She was determined to live amongst the people, to be just another Fenronian. It was my ancestor who wanted to rule, who wanted to impose new laws upon the native people.”  
 
    Layla tore off a chunk of bread, dipped it into a sauce, but didn’t take a bite. 
 
    “What did Brackish look like?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Neither does Brackish. She’s forgotten. It was all empty space and darkness crackling with light, but I know her name,” Castelle said. 
 
    Layla leant closer. 
 
    “Ava Greyser,” Castelle said. 
 
    Layla pressed her fingertips to the edge of the table and said, “I understand that this is an understatement after today, but: I’m confused.” 
 
    “Brackish’s name was Ava Greyser,” Castelle said, piecing it together as she spoke. “My ancestor took her life and her name, after she wouldn’t bow to her demands.” 
 
    “Wow. I’d be angry, too.” 
 
    “Exactly. And she trapped Brackish in the same sword she killed her with, passing her down through the generations. I can’t imagine how much she must ache.”  
 
    “The spirits are never quiet or content,” Layla said with a faint smile. “And Brackish is certainly no exception. But what happened to Eos, Cas?”  
 
    “We were down by the estuary. There was something Brackish needed to remember, but the spirits lingering there had moved on. She forced the memory using only her spirit, and it played out before us. My ancestor put a blade through Brackish’s back. The sword went all the way through, straight into Eos’ chest; it wasn’t just a memory. It was as real as anything there. 
 
    “I didn’t know what to do, Layla. I didn’t know how to save her. She was going to bleed out; she barely had seconds left. I was so, so scared, and Brackish was whispering in my head, screaming, that she could help. She’d helped me before. I know I left that part of my story out, there’s so much I have to tell you still, but Brackish was the only one who could help. So I took the sword, Layla, I took the sword, and I… 
 
    “I pushed it into her chest. Into Eos’ chest. I pushed it into her chest and I, I felt it all. Gods, Layla. I felt it all. I pushed a sword through her.” 
 
    Layla was already on Castelle’s side of the table, arms around her shoulders. 
 
    “You were so brave, Cas. You saved her, and so, so many people are grateful for that.” 
 
    Castelle clutched Layla’s arms, determined not to cry anymore. 
 
    “Does anything I said make sense? Because it doesn’t, not to me. So much has happened, and it’s only been months. I was in the temple, begging my fathers to let me make a move, to retake the Kingdom that had fallen to ruins without me, and now I am no one, I mean nothing to the archipelago, and the spirits are whispering to me, taking form in front of me, and Eos has a sword through her chest.” 
 
    “Oh, Cas,” Layla said, kissing her temple. “How could this make sense to anyone? You’ll feel better once you rest. Please. Looking at you is making me exhausted, and it’s my job to look at people who have run themselves ragged.” 
 
    “But…” Castelle protested. So much for not crying. “I promise I’m not angry, Layla. But I need to know how it happened. I need to know why you just left, why you didn’t ask me to go with you. You were there one day, and the next you were gone. Days after that, my fathers, they…”  
 
    Layla drew in a breath, deep and jagged. 
 
    Here was the truth she’d held onto for eight years. Here was the brunt of it, a story only Castelle would ever hear. 
 
    “It was Brackish,” Layla said softly. “You remember how I was. Always speaking back to Damir and Ira, always questioning them. They were constantly frustrated by me, but they couldn’t turn me away. I never liked them, but I tolerated them for you. Because I thought they made you happy and were helping you to heal a little, and now—now there’s nothing I’m more sorry for. They were using you. Using me to keep you in line. 
 
    “I overheard them one evening. I wasn’t where I ought to have been. I’d snuck out, meaning to break into their study and read the letters we had supposedly received from the outside world. They were talking about me. They said Brackish might set me straight. I don’t know exactly what they meant. That the spirit might take some part of me or scare me into compliance, perhaps. 
 
    “It didn’t take me long to realise that Brackish wasn’t what our family claimed it was. Do you know where it was, Cas? It was in the kitchens, behind one of the ovens, hidden behind loose bricks. I didn’t tell you because—gods! Because I was a fool. I thought I could find the true Brackish and prove something to you. I thought I could save us both. 
 
    “And I did find Brackish. Damir and Ira never knew that, else they would’ve moved it. I found Brackish, and the sword whispered to me. It wasn’t safe, it wasn’t safe. Not for me, not for you. I had to escape. I had to charge through the forest, between the spirits, and get help. I couldn’t save you myself, I had to run, else Damir and Ira really would take my head. 
 
    “I was beyond the forest once I realised what I’d done. My head cleared. I couldn’t remember the safe paths back through the forest, and I ran. I ran, Cas. I promised myself I was only going to get help, but I ran and I ran, and then… I was gone.” 
 
    Castelle clutched Layla’s hand. She hadn’t left her. She hadn’t left her! It was Brackish’s anger seeping through the brickwork, taking something from Layla. Giving her something she hadn’t asked for. Brackish wanted Castelle to be alone. She wanted the last Greyser to suffer in isolation, out in the forest. 
 
    Layla hadn’t abandoned her. 
 
    “You didn’t—you didn’t just leave,” Castelle said. “All this time, I thought it was my fault. That I didn’t see things clearly enough, that you thought I was a lost cause, but you didn’t leave me.” 
 
    “Never, Cas. Never,” Layla said. “I’ve wanted to tell you every minute of every day since it happened.” 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes. Layla was right about her fathers. She was unruly, and she’d had ideas about what they should’ve done with their resources. She was the one person Castelle listened to, above all others. 
 
    They wouldn’t have allowed her to stay. Had Brackish not got the better of her, it would’ve been Layla’s head thrown to the dogs, body dragged through the temple. 
 
    “Please, Cas. You need to rest,” Layla said. 
 
    “But Eos, I have to wait until…” 
 
    “We’ll know the moment she’s back with us. I’ll wake you up, I promise.” 
 
    Castelle might’ve nodded. She might’ve shaken her head. Either way, she was on her feet, following Layla across the room. Castelle fell upon the bed in the corner, certain she’d never find the strength to rise. 
 
    Her eyes grew heavy as Layla pulled back the blankets, shuffling into bed next to her. Close, but not touching. 
 
    They’d slept side by side under the stars, throughout that endless summer. They’d crammed together in Marigold’s bed, either side of her, reading the letters her future husband had penned for her. They’d huddled close on the road to Laister, knowing they were all the other had left in the world. 
 
    Sharing a bed in the forest temple was the only thing that kept the worst of the nightmares at bay. 
 
    One of Castelle’s eyes flew open. 
 
    “Do you know Svir?” she asked. 
 
    “I doubt there’s anyone in Fenroe who doesn’t. But there’s something I need you to understand, Cas. I know Svir. Svir knows me, Layla. But she doesn’t know I’m that Layla, Layla Soldas, cousin to the Greyser children. I’ve had to bury my past. Not out of shame, but to keep myself safe. To keep myself alive.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I told her I had a cousin called Layla in Yarrin. She might put the pieces together,” Castelle murmured. 
 
    Lying rigid by her side, Layla took a long moment and said, “It’s alright. You couldn’t have known. I’ve been friends with Svir for years. I ought to trust her.” 
 
    “She kidnapped me, by the way,” Castelle said, wide awake. She told the story of the dart in Eos’ neck, the arrow in Svir’s shoulder, and the journey back to her house. “Did you know that she’s married to the daughter of the late Count Lorcan?”  
 
    “Niamh? I did. Svir doesn’t stop talking about her,” Layla said. “But I haven’t met her. Not since everything. Niamh prefers to stay at home, and Torshval is… I haven’t been back to Caelfal. Not since we left.”  
 
    Castelle rolled onto her side. Layla stared at the ceiling, unblinking. 
 
    She’d done her utmost not to think of the island, but Castelle had dredged up the past. 
 
    “The fires are gone. The castle is a temple, and there’s a beautiful memorial. Eos gave me flowers. For Marigold, her children, Marcella, Tobias, and Edward. Torshval won’t swallow you whole. It won’t remember who you were,” Castelle whispered. 
 
    Layla sniffed loudly, rubbing her eyes with the back of her wrist. 
 
    “You need to sleep, Cas,” was all she said. 
 
    Castelle’s body obeyed, even if her mind was determined not to. The ache in her chest drained into her leg, settling as a dull, familiar thrum. She sunk into the mattress. She could’ve been anywhere, so long as Layla was next to her. Back in the castle, back in the temple; in any part of her past, without the shackles of what she’d learnt. Layla took her back to a time that wasn’t all darkness and despair. Not for them. 
 
    It was selfish, but she had her family back. Part of her smoothed over, like rainwater filling cracks in the dry ground. 
 
    She slept peacefully, nightmares nowhere to be found. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    The chime of a bell woke Castelle in the dead of night. Layla leapt to her feet and rushed blindly to the door. The candles had burnt out, and Avren was dark beyond the curtains. 
 
    “It’s done?” Castelle heard Layla say. The person at the door held a lantern, dimly lighting the doorway. “Thank you, Caleb. We’ll be right there.”  
 
    The door swung closed. Layla lit the candles atop a cabinet, no sense of urgency hindering her actions. Castelle scrambled to her feet in search of the shoes she didn’t remember taking off. 
 
    “What is it? What’s happened?” Castelle asked, halfway out the door before Layla caught her arm. 
 
    “Eos is fine. There was a creative solution. Catch your breath. You’ve only just woken up, and you know how disorientated you get after naps.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a nap,” Castelle said, shouldering her way into the corridor. “That was the best sleep I’ve had in months. Years, maybe.” 
 
    “It was two hours. A long nap, granted, but give yourself a moment. Eos is safe. She’s resting. She’s not going to disappear if you don’t sprint there.” 
 
    “I need to make sure. I need to see her. The last time I saw her, she was covered in blood, sword sticking out of her chest. A sword I put there. What if she hates me? I put Brackish through her, I didn’t hesitate, and the spirit could’ve done anything. Brackish could’ve possessed her while she was that weak, and I made that choice for her.” 
 
    “She’s not going to hate you,” Layla said. “You knew it was the only way to help her. You saved her life, Cas. Remember that.”  
 
    Castelle stopped halfway down the corridor, Layla behind her. She wasn’t holding her back, but the pain in Castelle’s leg had sunk to the bottom of her soles, binding her to the temple floor. 
 
    Eos was safe. She was alive, she was breathing, and the blood would’ve been washed away. 
 
    That was all that mattered. 
 
    “Here,” Layla said, nudging the small of her back. “She’s this way.” 
 
    There was no need to keep Eos monitored. Whatever they’d done had been beyond medicine and passed off as a miracle. Eos was as stable as she’d ever been. Castelle had stopped the bleeding and closed the wound, and the temple doctors had fumbled for something else to do. 
 
    Eos was set up in one of the temple’s endless chambers. Layla knocked when Castelle didn’t have the courage to let herself inside. She greeted Eos with a smile, but wasted no time rushing over to her. 
 
    Eos sat in an armchair next to the bed exhaustion ought to have drawn her towards, bandages pulled tight around her torso, shirt forgotten. 
 
    Her arms were bare, as scarred as her face. There was no more blood to seep through the bandages. She was safe. Alive. Her eyes fixed on Castelle’s, even as Layla ducked down and caught Eos in an embrace tighter than her bandages. 
 
    “Gods, Eos,” Layla breathed, face pressed to her shoulder. “You always have to out-do yourself, don’t you?” 
 
    Eos patted Layla’s back, not looking away from Castelle. 
 
    Layla had been scared. Castelle saw it in the way she clung to Eos, breathing hitched. She’d buried it deep, knowing Castelle was more terrified than she was; it had always been her job to look after Castelle, and time hadn’t changed that.  
 
    Layla had known Eos for longer than it took to plan a rescue. For years. Far longer than the paltry months the two of them had spent on the road. No wonder she’d rushed over while Castelle stood in the doorway, watching things unfold from a distance she couldn’t breach. 
 
    “I am sorry for the trouble,” Layla said, sitting on the bed. “Bear traps, broken legs, spirit quests, Svir.”  
 
    Layla sighed. 
 
    Eos shifted in her seat, face twitching with the strain of it. 
 
    “Things were no more difficult than expected,” Eos said. 
 
    “Very diplomatic. Gods, I could kiss you. Look. Look! You did it. You brought Castelle back to me. After all these years, all these failed plans, she’s here. You did this, Eos. My cousin is here.” 
 
    “She is,” Eos agreed. 
 
    She swayed towards Layla, pressing her face to hers. Layla took a deep breath and kissed both her cheeks. 
 
    Layla’s words flew out the door. The familiarity froze Castelle in place. Not long ago, she’d placed a hand on Eos’ arm and it’d turned her to stone. Yet Eos and Layla spoke like what they were: old friends with a shared mission, celebrating the only outcome that couldn’t lead to bitter tears. What did Castelle have to compare to that?  
 
    The word cousin to bind eight empty years to Layla, and a few months with Eos, who she could recite eight things about. 
 
    “I should let you rest,” Layla said, remembering herself. “I had to make sure you were safe with my own eyes. I can spend the rest of my life burying you in gratitude.”  
 
    “I will wait patiently,” Eos said.  
 
    Laughing, Layla got to her feet. She added a flurry of thanks or well-wishes or everything bubbling in Castelle’s chest in quick, practised Y’vish. Eos nodded, closed her eyes, and squeezed Layla’s hand. 
 
    Layla caught Castelle’s eye on the way out. That was her chance. She had to follow her cousin out of the chamber, down the corridor, and back into her apartment, where she could fall into a sleep so deep that nightmares couldn’t bleed into the darkness. Eos was alive, coherent, not about to slip away any time soon. Castelle had seen what she’d needed to see. She hadn’t felt what she couldn’t. 
 
    “You remember the way back to my place, don’t you?” Layla said, closing the door behind her. 
 
    Without Layla between them, smoothing out reality, the blood was back on her hands. Eos’ bandages were wet and red, face so pale nothing could ever return to her. 
 
    “I—you’re safe,” Castelle said, because one of them had to. 
 
    Eos said nothing. She stared at Castelle, at the woman who had pressed a blade through her chest. 
 
    “I was worried,” Castelle said. Eos’ eyes demanded the truth, not the apology Castelle was desperate to blurt out. “I was so scared, Eos. There was so much blood. You were bleeding so much and I thought—I thought you were going to… I thought I was going to lose you. That’s why I did what I did. It was the only way. I couldn’t let you die.” 
 
    Silent still. Eos pressed her hands to the arms of her chair. 
 
    “Layla’s right. You need rest,” Castelle said, grabbing the door handle. “I’ll see you in the morning, Eos.” 
 
    Castelle opened the door. Eos said nothing. 
 
    Castelle stepped into the corridor, taking a deep breath. She couldn’t close the door behind her. Eos was no longer in the brackish water, but she wasn’t safe. She couldn’t be. Castelle couldn’t have dragged her out of the estuary, couldn’t have carried her along the river, all the way to Avren, through its busy streets, ignoring stares as a sword protruded from Eos’s chest. 
 
    She couldn’t be there, in the temple. A different temple, serving its purpose. Layla wouldn’t be in the apartment if Castelle returned to it. 
 
    It was all a lie. A delusion. A way for her mind to make sense of Eos lying in the river, blood pouring from her chest, eyes empty and open. 
 
    “Wait,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle’s breath stuttered out of her. 
 
    She thanked the gods for a reason not to move and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Eos rose from her chair, barely grimacing.  
 
    Eos moved slowly, but without a limp. There was nothing more to it than aching muscles. The sword didn’t jut out of her chest. It was ridiculous to believe anyone could survive that, let alone be healed by it.  
 
    Castelle said nothing as Eos stood before her, hands finding her shoulders. 
 
    “Are you safe?” Eos asked. 
 
    Was she safe? No sword had been pushed through her! She was free of the forest, free of her fathers, reunited with her cousin after so long. Was she safe? 
 
    Was she? 
 
    “What—” Castelle swallowed the lump in her throat. “What became of Brackish?”  
 
    “The sword was cut from me. Seared through,” Eos said. Her dark eyes held too much. Castelle couldn’t blink, much less look away. “She is in a worse mood than ever. Several of the priests have calmed her, for now.” 
 
    Castelle’s eyes fell to the bandages wrapped around Eos’ chest, to the place she’d pressed her hands, holding back the blood; the place she’d pushed the sword through. 
 
    Details. 
 
    Ask for details. 
 
    “Is it still there? The metal?” 
 
    Eos nodded. 
 
    They were closer, now. 
 
    Eos’ arms, once outstretched, bent at the elbows. 
 
    “They could not remove it without reopening the wound,” Eos said. 
 
    Her voice was low, her words calm. Everything Eos said was tempered to soothe Castelle, though the same blade had twice impaled her. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Castelle cupped Eos’ face. She had to hold something, had to see her own hands. She had to know they weren’t covered in blood, destined to leave trails of red behind. 
 
    The bath had served its purpose. Her fingers were pale against Eos’ skin. 
 
    “I am aware of it,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle nodded. Good. That was good. So long as the agony was not constant, so long as this was not worse than what could’ve befallen her. 
 
    “Eos,” Castelle said, not knowing why. 
 
    “Yes?” Eos asked, but Castelle had no answer. 
 
    Eos waited. Five, ten seconds. A minute. Castelle couldn’t tell. Eos stared at her for an eternity and spent longer drawing close. 
 
    Eos kissed her, and Castelle understood why she’d been staring. She understood what it meant. Her fingertips pressed to Eos’ scars, and she relaxed as Eos’ arms wrapped around her, holding her close. 
 
    Eos had almost died! Eos had almost died, but she was there, flush against her, warm under her hands. She leant into the touch, leaving nothing hidden between them. Eos had almost died in the shallow waters, blood spreading through the estuary, drifting out to sea. Eos had almost died and she’d fixed her eyes on Castelle’s. She’d said her name over and over. 
 
    Eos had almost died, and she knew about Castelle’s family. She knew about Edward. She knew his eyes had never left her, yet she hadn’t looked away. 
 
    “Don’t,” Castelle said, shoving Eos back. 
 
    Eos stumbled, concern pulling her from the moment. She held out a hand and Castelle flinched, arms wrapped around herself. 
 
    “How could you?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Eos took a wise step back and clasped both hands behind her back. 
 
    “Castelle?” Eos said. 
 
    “Don’t,” Castelle said, throwing her hands out to the side. “How could you, Eos? How could you?” 
 
    “I—” Eos paused, eyes screwed shut. “I am sorry. I will not do it again.” 
 
    “Not this! Not the kiss!” 
 
    Castelle couldn’t think. She could barely stand. The room wasn’t spinning around her; rather, the whole world rotated, tearing her along, throwing everything into disarray. 
 
    Eos didn’t understand! She didn’t understand, and that was the worst part of it. She had no idea what she’d done. She was just standing there, staring at Castelle, as she always had. The burden to speak was on Castelle once again, and all the lava Fenroe had held back over the last century filled her throat, her chest. 
 
    “What did I do?” Eos dared to ask. 
 
    “What did you do?” Castelle repeated, voice higher than it’d ever been. “What did you do? You almost died, Eos. You almost died!” 
 
    “Yes,” Eos agreed, face blank. “And I am sorry if that scared you. But I am safe, Castelle, because you saved me.”  
 
    “If it scared me? Gods! Eos! You were bleeding to death, and you looked me right in the eyes. You wouldn’t stop saying my name, though you never had before. What if you had died?”  
 
    Eos’ brow furrowed. There. There! She didn’t understand at all. Edward was a child. He’d been five. He hadn’t understood what he was doing, only that he was afraid. He’d needed someone, anyone, his big sister, to save him. 
 
    But Eos had been through so much in her life, and she hadn’t looked away. She hadn’t closed her eyes. It was on Castelle. It was all on Castelle, as it always was. 
 
    “I do not understand,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle’s breathing grew more staggered. 
 
    “If you’d died, you would’ve done so with your eyes on me,” Castelle said, grasping the air. “You would’ve left that all on me! You would be gone, and all I would remember, all I would ever see, were your eyes when I closed mine. All I would ever hear when anyone spoke my name was you. After everything, after all that I’ve told you, you were looking at me.” 
 
    There was a clarity to the situation only Eos could grasp. She stood straight, hands clasped behind her back, never one to lash out with words, or otherwise. The room closed in around Castelle. The walls of Layla’s temple were the walls of Laister temple, stripped of their purpose, rebuilt only to hold her. 
 
    They’d crush her, if they could. They’d take the truth with them. They’d leave something behind, something other than empty hallways. 
 
    The temple was against her. Everything was. Since the moment the rebels had burst into their dining room, Fenroe had turned against her. Laister, the forest temple, the people that were no longer hers, the spirits slumbering in blades, the gods themselves. No one had reached out to help her, no one but Eos, and she’d— 
 
    She’d— 
 
    She’d fixed her eyes on Castelle and spoken her name. 
 
    Castelle stormed out. The corridor twisted, the walls arched, and the stairs steepened until she was spiralling down, down, into the depths of the temple, into the earth. 
 
    No one stopped her. 
 
    She wasn’t the first person to cry in a temple, to tear past others without a word. Priests and guests alike averted their gaze, keeping a respectful distance, and Castelle wanted to be away from all of it. From the archipelago, the island, the city, the temple, the walls around her. The endless rooms branching off unending corridors, the countless stairs, the cramped chambers full of statues and quiet reflection and Eos. 
 
    Eos most of all. 
 
    Eos had got Castelle to where she needed to be, and she hadn’t died. There was no reason for her to stay. She was a Yrician. She wasn’t made to linger in one place for too long, and surely there were open plains or towering forests waiting for her. Reed would be glad to see her. Svir, Tanen, and Niamh, too. Eos had no shortage of friends across the archipelago to tell she hadn’t died. 
 
    When Castelle stopped, it was because there was nowhere else for her to go. Her fathers hadn’t succeeded in desecrating every inch of Laister Temple; like her home of the last gruelling twelve years, there were secluded chambers deep in the ground of Layla’s temple, offering solitude to those who had no one to turn to but the gods. 
 
    Each chamber held statues of all three gods, but one was more prominent in each. Castelle sat before The Embracer, head turned away, though a blindfold hid the statue’s eyes. She held a stone hand out to the left and placed the other below her heart but above her stomach. 
 
    There were no Greyser spirits in Caelfal. Not because their deaths weren’t unjust, but because The Embracer knew better than to let their spirits linger. There was a kindness in that. Marcella, Tobias, and Edward were only children. Marigold too, when it came down to it. Their spirits would feel too much of their grief and understand too little of it, and they would only haunt themselves.  
 
    “Is it because we did not pray?” Castelle muttered to the statue. “Because there wasn’t a temple on the castle grounds?”  
 
    The statue did not flinch, did not glow with a light more divine than the spirit’s bright blue. It couldn’t even consider Castelle’s question. How many people had come to the gods with an ache in their chest and spite in their words? How many had blamed the gods for the actions of humans?  
 
    “My mother I could understand. My father, too,” Castelle continued. “But they were children. We were children. Marigold had started questioning our mother. The others weren’t old enough to believe the world was as she said it was. It doesn’t matter if their murderers are no more, if they are…” 
 
    Footsteps snapped Castelle’s jaw shut. She drew a deep breath, rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand, staring at the statue that’d never turn its eyes towards her. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to find you down here,” Layla said softly, taking a seat next to Castelle. 
 
    Castelle’s shoulders slumped, and she cleared her throat. 
 
    “Still a heathen, I’m afraid. Twelve years in Laister Temple didn’t fix that.” 
 
    “Because Ira and Damir pulled down the statues and rebuilt the temple in the image of Torshval’s castle,” Layla pointed out. “The gods aren’t in temples, Cas. They’re out there, in the fields, the cities, the mountains. Wherever people are, and aren’t.” 
 
    “Then why is she here?” Castelle asked, pointing at the statue. 
 
    “Temples are merely the places where we enact the gods’ will. Where we help others, no questions asked. There’s a big, big difference between being trapped in a temple for over a decade and choosing to work here, by the way. Before you ask.” 
 
    Castelle laughed flatly through her nose and said, “What brought you here, Layla?”  
 
    Layla hummed. 
 
    “If I didn’t come here, I don’t think I would’ve ended up anywhere. I’m a priest, but the temple serves me as much as I serve it. After everything our family did, after the fires of Torshval, after Ira and Damir’s mind-games, the isolation of the forest, I needed something. Something to believe in, to cling to,” she said. “I had to find a purpose, something to get me out of bed every day and integrate me into this strange world. If I hadn’t, I would’ve… I wouldn’t have been here to save you.” 
 
    Castelle covered Layla’s hand with her own. 
 
    Layla was safe. Layla was safe. 
 
    She had to focus on that. 
 
    “I wish my fathers knew where you were. What you did. That you left their temple for another,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Oh, they do. I even tried reaching out to them, imploring them to release you to me. They did a lot to keep me away from Laister, to stop my letters reaching you. Why do you think it took eight years?” 
 
    Castelle screwed her eyes shut. 
 
    They’d lied about Layla’s death, but in Castelle’s mind, they couldn’t account for what had happened to her. She was lost to the world, to the crowds of Fenroe, as good as dead to them. But they’d known. They’d known where she’d lived, where she worked. They’d fought against her for almost a decade, all the while reminding Castelle of the mutilated corpse without a head, the unavoidable fate of all those who left the forest.  
 
    Castelle dropped her head onto Layla’s shoulder. 
 
    “That’s worse,” she said. “Somehow, knowing exactly where you were and keeping it from me was worse than pretending you were dead.” 
 
    “I didn’t realise how bad it was until I left. I didn’t realise how all-consuming their control was until I left Laister and found myself thinking it was all wrong. Fenroe shouldn’t look like that. It should’ve been ruins, not being rebuilt before my eyes. I knew they’d lied, and I knew our parents had, too. But I’d internalised so much of what they’d said. The truth is, Cas, I couldn’t save myself. Only Brackish got me out of there. That’s why I had Eos take her. 
 
    “It took me years to accept the life I’d lost to them, the lies I’d been told. I still don’t understand the extent of it, Cas. Not really. I’m still so scared.” 
 
    “I missed you so much. You, Marigold, Edward…” Castelle said. “I always felt guilty about not missing Marcella and Tobias as much, but they were twins. They had their own world. They didn’t need me fussing over them. I go through phases of debating whose death was worse. Some days it’s Edward’s. He was only five. He’d barely lived at all and couldn’t begin to understand what was happening, or why. Some days, I think Marigold was lucky, in comparison. She’d fallen in love, married, had children of her own. It wasn’t a long life, but it was a full one, and… 
 
    “And some days it’s the other way around. Edward was only five. There wasn’t as much of him to lose, for him to be torn from. He didn’t have to process what was happening. Marigold lost the most. Her husband, her marriage, her children, her Kingdom. She knew exactly what was happening and why, she… 
 
    “It’s so strange, Layla. Marigold was my big sister, and I’ll always remember her that way, but she was so young. She was a child, wasn’t she? Already I’m nine years older than she was. Nine years older than she’ll ever be. When I think of her, I see a woman your age, but that isn’t right. She was a teenager. I miss her so much, Layla. I missed you so much, yet here you are again. I cannot divide the bulk of my hurt three-ways now. It’s split between Marigold and Edward, and honestly, it wasn’t better or worse for either of them. It was horrific. Evil. I can’t soften that. 
 
    “Yet at the same time, what would’ve happened if they’d survived? What sort of people would they be today? Marigold would be thirty-three. Edward would be nineteen. Gods know I may not regard them as fondly as I do now, and…” 
 
    “If Marigold had survived, she’d be right here with us,” Layla said, interrupting Castelle without hesitation. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Castelle asked, banishing the hope misplaced within her chest.  
 
    “Marigold and I used to spend a lot of time together. We were as close as you and her ever were, and we talked. We talked a lot about the future of Fenroe, and Marigold confided in me. She found it difficult to believe that the so-called rebels would spread unrest for the sake of causing trouble, or because of some imagined grudge against the royal family. She wondered why people would sacrifice their lives to challenge the monarchy if the alternative wasn’t more dangerous. We didn’t go unnoticed. Your parents disapproved of me filling Marigold’s head with ideas, so we made a point of appearing to grow apart. 
 
    “But we met in private. We wrote letters, mostly. She would’ve seen it through, Cas. She would be right here with us. And between us, we would’ve made sure Edward knew what was right. Marcella and Tobias, too.” 
 
    Castelle blinked her eyes dry. 
 
    “Do you know what the last thing I said to Marigold was?”  
 
    Layla shook her head.  
 
    “Can you pass the salt?” 
 
    They laughed, masking their sniffs. 
 
    “She gave it to little Vincent to hand to me. He dropped it, of course. It rolled across the floor, towards the cabinet, and I jumped out of my chair to grab it. If she’d handed it straight to me, then I’d—or if she’d moved to pick it up herself, perhaps she’d be with you instead.” 
 
    “They were looking for her,” Layla said, pressing her nose to the top of Castelle’s head. “She was the Greyser Heir. She was the one who’d made appearances, whose portraits had travelled the country, in honour of her wedding. They would’ve found her. You can’t let yourself think that way, Cas. Marigold saved you. Gods know she didn’t realise it, but she saved you. It didn’t happen by chance.” 
 
    Castelle’s fathers had said she’d survived for a reason, too. They spent years laying those reasons at her feet.  
 
    She’d survived because the Greyser bloodline had to. She’d survived to fight, to reclaim the islands. She’d survived to rule. She’d survived to listen to them, to take their word not only as truth, but law. She’d survived to be propped up, to keep Queen Marcella’s ideas alive, her long shadow draped across the archipelago. She’d survived as a relic of the past, as the wrong side of history, and she’d survived so her fathers could spread their influence across Laister. 
 
    She’d survived for everyone. For no one. For them. 
 
    But Marigold hadn’t cared about any of that. Marigold had saved Castelle because she was her older sister, because it was her job to save her; she’d saved Castelle simply so Castelle could continue to live. 
 
    Marigold had saved Castelle without realising it, and Castelle had survived this long because of it. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    The world didn’t stop with Castelle and Layla’s reunion. There was no ease to Layla’s workload. She was ever coming and going, no pattern to her absences, as energised as she was exhausted by all the temple demanded of her. Castelle slept through most of the days, waking to pick at food and bathe, saying little but listening to every tale Layla had to tell, all of them delightfully mundane. 
 
    On the fourth night of making up for all the sleep she’d neglected over the last handful of months, Castelle awoke to find the bed empty and the room not. With the curtains drawn tight, moonlight got her nowhere. In the quiet hours following midnight, the temple was muted by thick stone walls. 
 
    Layla’s breathing filled the apartment.  
 
    “Layla?” Castelle mumbled, sitting up. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Layla held her breath. 
 
    “Layla, are you alright?” Castelle asked, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Castelle reached for a candle, summoning a soft flame to illuminate the room. The apartment was a series of outlines and blocky shapes in the dark, and Castelle took tentative steps across the room. 
 
    Layla sat on the floor, back to the door, arms around her knees. 
 
    “Layla? What is it?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m fine,” Layla said, eyes fixed on the floorboards. “Go back to bed, Cas.”  
 
    Crouching at her side, Castelle said, “I would, but I don’t think you’re fine. Almost a decade might have passed, but I know what nightmares do to you. Did you have a bad dream?” 
 
    Layla shook her head, laughing flatly. 
 
    “Well. May I sit next to you?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Castelle didn’t take a seat until Layla finally nodded. She placed the candle between their feet, knitted her fingers together, and waited. There was nothing to fear. There were no footsteps in the corridors, no fists pounding on the doors. They were too high up for anyone to get in through the windows. 
 
    Castelle had checked, over and over. 
 
    “It’s just,” Layla said, breathing slowly. “It’s stupid. And if I tell you, you’ll hate me.” 
 
    “Layla,” Castelle whispered, wanting to reach out but knowing better. “I could never hate you. Never.” 
 
    “I’m scared. I’m scared because you’re here. I’m not scared of you, but what you mean. It’s… I’ve worked so hard. I’ve worked so hard for this life, to be safe. To ensure nobody knows who I really am. There are only four people who know what I was, before the uprising. But now you’re here, and…” Layla screwed her eyes shut, swallowing the lump in her throat. “It’s awful. I’ve wanted nothing more than to see you again, to save you. I spent almost every day of twenty consecutive years at your side, and now… 
 
    “You’re a Greyser. Castelle Marcella Adriana Greyser. There are still people who come to the temple, needing to talk to someone about what happened to their friends, their family, under Greyser rule. It’s been fourteen years, but it’s still harming people. And I know you never did a thing wrong, that you don’t believe in any of it, but—our names. They mean something. 
 
    “Things were really, really bad for a long time. For years I panicked so much and so often that I wanted to run back to the temple. And then things got better. They got so much better, but now you’re here, and I’m terrified Ira and Damir are going to show up, that assassins or bounty-hunters will come for us both. 
 
    “I can’t sleep. All I can do is sit here, keeping the door closed, listening out for any sounds in the corridor.”  
 
    Wrapping an arm around Layla, Castelle pulled her close. 
 
    “Oh, Layla. How could you think I’d hate you?” 
 
    “Because—because look at me! I escaped one temple and now I’ve set down roots in another. I left you there. I left you behind, and it took me eight years to get you out,” Layla said, head on Castelle’s shoulder. 
 
    “Gods. I was terrified you’d hate me, that Eos only rescued me so I could be reprimanded. So I could be shown what the archipelago had become, and shamed for how I wished to change it, to control it. I thought you’d hate me for having spent the last eight years doing nothing, learning nothing.” 
 
    Layla laughed. When she stopped, her shoulders kept shaking. 
 
    “Look at us. We’re quite a pair, aren’t we?” Layla murmured. “It’s hard to be okay when the past has been so cruel, and it’s even harder to be okay when the present is still a danger to us both.” 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes. Eight years and Layla was still fighting to escape the forest temple. Eight years and that fear was as raw as it’d ever been.  
 
    Castelle scoured damp, dark relief from it. She didn’t have to be okay. Not now, not all at once. If Layla, the person she loved most in this world and had spent her life looking up to, was still carrying bruises from the forest, she could too.  
 
    “We’re safe here. You’ve been safe for eight years, Layla. Everyone in the temple adores you. They’d never let anything happen to you. I’d never let anything happen to you,” Castelle promised her. 
 
    Wiping her eyes on her sleeve, Layla said, “Oh? Taken up swordplay, have you?” 
 
    Laughing, Castelle said, “I’d grab Brackish, if that’s what it took to protect you.” 
 
    Layla wrapped an arm around Castelle, squeezing her. 
 
    “Brackish’s remains are causing quite the commotion. It turns out that the only thing more dangerous than a spirit that understands itself is a spirit that understands it’s been divided from that self.” 
 
    “What’s happened to her?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Oh, the usual light shows. Screeching. Putting thoughts into people’s heads that don’t make any sense. We think she misses Eos.” 
 
    “Eos? Has she left the temple?” 
 
    “What?” Candlelight showed Layla’s furrowed brow. “No, but she can’t be with the sword at all times. The spirit has been bound to the blade for a long, long time, and part of it is now lodged in Eos’ chest. Brackish is in pieces. Most of what she feels for Eos is a mixture of resentment and longing. Eos hasn’t been able to handle what remains of the sword for more than a few minutes at a time.” 
 
    Brackish had been bound to metal as most were to the earth. Just as the spirits of Laister couldn’t leave the forest, Brackish couldn’t leave the blade. What had happened to her was tantamount to uprooting the forest and scorching the ground. 
 
    “Eos didn’t tell you this herself?” Layla asked. 
 
    “How could she? I’ve been here the entire time,” Castelle said, doing her utmost not to bristle. 
 
    “I suppose Eos is as exhausted as you are, if not more so. She’ll come around in her own time,” Layla said. “Still, don’t pass up the opportunity to seek her out. Once this issue with Brackish is resolved she won’t be around for long.”  
 
    Castelle pressed the back of her head to the door.  
 
    She was no longer angry at Eos. She was no longer anything at Eos. She thought back to their journey, bloodshed on both sides, and mustered nothing but indifference. Eos had been tasked with getting her to Avren and she’d made good on that promise. 
 
    If Castelle sought her out, she didn’t know what she’d say. Only that Eos shouldn’t have almost died in front of her, and certainly shouldn’t have kissed her. 
 
    “Isn’t Eos coming to Nor?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “No, she isn’t,” Layla said, careful not to say anything more. “The plan was clear-cut and simple, before this trouble with Brackish. We’ll have to find a new way to make it work. In the morning, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Why isn’t Eos coming?” Castelle pushed. “She’s Yrician. She’s from Nor. Surely she knows the country better than anyone.” 
 
    “Eos isn’t from Nor. She’s from the land itself. And she has her reasons.” 
 
    “What reasons?”  
 
    Layla sighed, pushing herself to her feet. 
 
    “Let’s sleep, Cas. We’re in no state to be making sense of anything.”  
 
    Biting the inside of her mouth, Castelle took Layla’s hand. It wasn’t the time to bait answers out of Layla. Not after the night she was having. Layla pried herself away from the door, and that’s all that mattered. 
 
    The pair of them fell into a deep, uneasy slumber. Come sunrise, a knock at the door made them both start, hearts racing. Despite last night’s fear, Layla held out a hand, keeping Castelle in bed. She hurried across the room as fists pounded the door and the bell rang. 
 
    There was always a disaster unfolding in the temple. It didn’t mean anyone had come for them. They were safe, they were safe, Layla was pulling the latch across, the door was swinging open, someone was charging in— 
 
    “Eos was stabbed?” Tanen cried, arms outstretched. 
 
    Castelle bolted out of bed. Unfazed by the intrusion, Layla quietly closed the door behind Tanen. 
 
    It wasn’t their first meeting. 
 
    “Yes, Eos was stabbed,” Layla said, patting Tanen’s shoulder. “And if you’d read past the first line of my letter, you’d see that sentence ended with but she’s perfectly fine now.” 
 
    Tanen was rain-soaked, giving the impression they’d swam from Caelfal. 
 
    “Eos was stabbed!” Tanen repeated. “Fuck, Layla, it don’t matter if that sentence ends with and her blood turned to gold. She was stabbed! Eos! Gods! And I weren’t here!” 
 
    Layla’s mouth twisted into a smile. She rubbed Tanen’s back. 
 
    Castelle didn’t know what to do. Tanen knew who she was, knew she was the last Greyser, and that she had a cousin named Layla in Yarrin. They’d put the pieces together. They’d realise who Layla had been in her past life, all because Castelle hadn’t been careful. Because she’d been thoughtless, sharing a story that was as much Layla’s as it was hers without ensuring her cousin was safe.  
 
    “The doctors took care of everything, along with a handful of blacksmiths,” Layla said. “Eos is up, she’s talking, she’s eating. Really, Tanen. You don’t have to worry.”  
 
    “I do! I absolutely do!” Tanen declared. “Shit.” 
 
    Their point went nowhere. Sighing, they bowed low and rested their head on Layla’s shoulder. Layla patted their head, used not only to consoling people, but Tanen specifically. 
 
    “What happened?” Tanen mumbled. “If I’m being honest, and you know I always am, I didn’t read much further than the first sentence.” 
 
    “Sit down,” Layla instructed. “You know you don’t listen when you’re worked up.” 
 
    Tanen fell onto the sofa, rubbing their hands together. Layla opened the curtains, letting in light, and brought over a glass of water. Tanen stared at the wall, eyes burrowing through Castelle, until she lifted a hand and waved. 
 
    Tanen started, almost knocking the water over. 
 
    “Cas! Yo! You made it,” Tanen said, grinning. “That’s great, girl.” 
 
    Castelle paled. The pieces were coming together, and Layla’s fears were about to be realised. 
 
    Layla laughed. 
 
    “I see you’ve met my cousin. I heard something about Svir getting it into her head that she was worth kidnapping, in order to sell to the highest bidder,” Layla said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Well, y’know Svir. She didn’t even realise Cas was your cousin,” Tanen said. “No way she would’ve fucked you over if she knew all about your sordid past.” 
 
    Castelle finally breathed again. 
 
    “And yet you knew better,” Layla said, humming. 
 
    “Oh, no, no, see, I didn’t realise it was that Castelle. Like, I didn’t know it was your cousin, either.” 
 
    “I see,” Layla said, biting back a grin. “You must’ve mistaken her for the other Castelle Marcella Adriana Greyser, last of the royal family.” 
 
    “Y’know me, Layla,” Tanen said, arms held out in a shrug. “Dunno what to tell ya. Me and Niamh saw straight through Svir. We weren’t gonna let her get away with this one.” 
 
    Castelle saw herself to one of the armchairs. Four people knew who Layla had been: herself, Eos, Rhea, and Tanen. The truth was unbound, in Layla’s apartment. 
 
    Tanen rested their head on the back of the sofa, unblinking. Layla took the glass from their hands and placed it on the low table. There was another part of Layla’s past, a friendship formed over the years Castelle had been missing. She couldn’t catch up on all that’d happened, could only take in the present and accept it for what it was. 
 
    “Do you want to tell the story, Cas? You were there,” Layla said. 
 
    “Alright. After we left Torshval, we went to—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Doesn’t matter. Like, Eos has been stabbed, there’s no taking that back. If you say she’s okay, she’s okay,” Tanen said, springing to their feet. “Screw this. What am I doing here? Gods, I should be with E right now, not you two. No offence. You’re both great, but last time I checked, you ain’t been stabbed lately. 
 
    “I mean, Cas stepped in a bear trap. That was pretty damn cool. But like, I had no emotional attachment to her at the time, yeah? She hadn’t even been kidnapped by Svir, back then. So. Eos. Where you got her hidden away, Layla?” 
 
    Castelle didn’t know the story behind each of Eos’ scars, and Tanen didn’t need to know why she’d been stabbed. 
 
    Layla waved Tanen out of the room.  
 
    “This way,” she said. “Are you coming, Cas?”  
 
    The thought of not being there to explain herself, should Tanen find out she’d pushed the sword through Eos, was worse than the thought of seeing Eos. 
 
    She couldn’t hide in Layla’s apartment forever. She’d have to see Eos eventually, and it was better if others were there to soften the blow. 
 
    In the days since she’d last seen Eos, the temple had grown to the size of a city, then an island. There were hours between them, countless corridors, turnings she’d forget as soon as she took them, doors she couldn’t distinguish between. The longer she spent in Layla’s apartment, the smaller it became, letting the rest of the temple grow. 
 
    Yet Layla led them no further than the end of the corridor. 
 
    “One of the other priests is visiting family in Llyne and was good enough to let us use his apartment,” Layla explained as she knocked. 
 
    The door creaked open. Tanen flew inside. 
 
    “E! Gods!” Tanen said, arms wrapped tight around Eos as they towered over her. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “To avoid this,” Eos said. “I am fine, Tanen.” 
 
    “Like hell you are! You like, invented being fine. Being fine don’t mean what you want it to,” Tanen said. 
 
    They squeezed Eos with no regard for any lingering wounds. 
 
    In the time it took Tanen to move aside, to stop obstructing Castelle’s view of Eos, Castelle found no fewer than six opportunities to leave. Eos caught her eye, and nothing in her expression changed. Nothing softened, or worse.  
 
    Whatever had happened didn’t matter to Eos. It didn’t linger, didn’t sting. 
 
    Eos ushered them into the room. The apartment was laid out as Layla’s was, only the furnishings were more moderate, more uniform. Light spilt in, creating a bright, open space.  
 
    Eos sat on the sofa, next to an open book. Tanen tumbled down next to her, gripping her arm. 
 
    “Don’t be so calm about this! You were stabbed! Through the chest!” Tanen said. “Hell, even Svir was worried.” 
 
    “Svir was worried,” Eos repeated. 
 
    “Damn right she was. Like, you know how she really feels about you. Anyway, what the hell happened? No one’s been able to lay a finger on you since you got to Fenroe!” 
 
    Eos caught Castelle’s eye for a split-second. The rock, the deer-skull mask. Tanen didn’t need to know about that, didn’t need to worry more. 
 
    “I was stabbed, then I got better. There are only ever two possible results when it comes to being impaled, Tanen. You know that,” Eos said.  
 
    “Would you shut the fuck up, E, just for a minute. I wanna know what really happened. You don’t need to protect my feelings, yeah? I almost fell in the ocean trying to get off the boat before it’d docked properly. I’m already pretty fucking worked up.” 
 
    Eos’ eyes left Castelle, moving to the table in the corner of the room. Unlike Layla’s, books, newspapers, and empty glasses didn’t cover every inch. Brackish, or what was left of her, was laid across the centre of the table, blade less than a third of what it once was. 
 
    It glowed softly, light twisting in the air. Tanen couldn’t take their eyes off Eos. 
 
    Layla took a seat in an armchair, ready to fill in any blanks, and Castelle kept standing. 
 
    “Very well,” Eos said, taking one of Tanen’s hands between her own. At a glance, it was hard to tell which of them had nearly died. “When I took Castelle from the castle, I took several other things, as well.” 
 
    “Like that sick necklace you gave Svir. Gods, do you know how much we got for it? Niamh knew someone who knew someone who could find it a new home, and it turns out that—no, no. Don’t get me off-topic like that, E. What else did ya take?” 
 
    “The spirit-sword Brackish,” Eos said. 
 
    Tanen furrowed their brow, squinted, and said, “You mean the royal family’s old ghost-sword?” 
 
    Tanen couldn’t be much older than Castelle. More than half their life had been lived without a monarchy reigning over them, and Brackish had gone as forgotten as the true Ava Greyser had. 
 
    “Correct,” Eos continued, prepared for interruptions. “Our intention was – is – for the sword to be taken to Nor as a symbolic gesture. The Greysers used it as a symbol of their right to rule the archipelago, wrote it into their laws, and the last of the Greysers was to put the last of their history to rest.”  
 
    “Damn, that’s pretty heavy. Can’t you just like, toss it in the ocean?” 
 
    The light along the shattered blade faded at the suggestion. 
 
    “We could not. People would claim their own aged blades were Brackish. You know how people creep out of the woodwork, claiming to be forgotten Greyser cousins and bastards,” Eos said. “More importantly, there is a spirit inside the blade. A spirit who was a person, who deserves answers.” 
 
    Castelle had used the last handful of days to warp Eos into someone she wasn’t. There was a stillness to her voice, a kindness reserved for one who had become nothing but bright, burning anger. Castelle kept her eyes on Tanen, not Eos, focusing on the way they parsed the words. 
 
    “Right. So. You got roped into helping out another poor sap, yeah?”  
 
    “Something like that. We took Brackish to sites of personal importance, where spirits lingered, recreating the past. In a sense, Brackish regained her memories by reliving them.” 
 
    “Okay. Cool. Creepy as hell, but cool,” Tanen said, nodding. “A ghost light-show, huh? Man, I bet that was something that was, like, reserved for you, right? You and your spirit-thing, yeah?” 
 
    Eos nodded. 
 
    “Yo, you seen that, Cas? Ghost-girl here ain’t never had trouble with a single spirit. It’s mental,” Tanen said, prodding Eos’ shoulder.  
 
    “It’s very impressive,” Castelle said, forcing a smile. 
 
    “As spirits are dangerous, so too are their memories,” Eos continued. “There is little distinction between past and present when they come together with purpose. The spirit in the sword belongs to Ava Greyser. Not the first Queen of Fenroe, but the woman whose name was stolen. She did not wish to impose her rule upon the archipelago and was murdered for it.”  
 
    Eos cleared her throat. Tanen squeezed her hand.  
 
    “I was foolish. I got too close. The sword passed through Brackish – Ava – and into my chest,” Eos said, pressing two fingers to the wound. 
 
    Tanen sucked in a breath between their teeth and said, “How the hell did you survive that, E? That ain’t your heart, but it’s pretty damn close. Even you don’t have that many tricks up your sleeve.” 
 
    Eos’ eyes rested on Castelle. Tanen followed her gaze. 
 
    “She was going to die,” Castelle said quietly. “You have to understand that, Tanen. There was nothing else I could do. Brackish was glowing, singing, so I—I took her. I took her and pushed her through the wound.”  
 
    She barely stuttered over her words. It was nothing, in the retelling. She had picked up a length of forged steel and moved it a few inches. Her hands didn’t tremble as she spoke, and the fear of ending Eos’ life faster, more painfully, didn’t threaten to paralyse her. 
 
    “Uhhhhhhhhhhhhhh,” Tanen said. “You. You did what?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Eos said, patting Tanen’s shoulder. 
 
    “No, no, no. I wanna know what I’m missing! You got stabbed, so Cas here made you better by stabbing you again?” 
 
    “That’s not it!” Castelle protested. “I broke my leg. You know that. There was a time on Fél when Brackish called out to me. I took hold of her. The break, my wounds, were nothing. I’d been walking with a limp, exhausted by every step, but suddenly, I could sprint. I’d never moved faster. Nothing hurt. Nothing ached. That was the spirit’s doing. And when Eos was hurt, when she was bleeding out in the water, Brackish was screaming. All I could think was that I had no other choice. There was no one around. We were miles from Avren. It was a fatal wound, and I did what I had to. I did the only thing I could.” 
 
    Layla moved from her armchair and sat next to Tanen, taking their other hand. 
 
    “Fuck. That’s like—fuck. I’m not sure I have a damn clue what you’re talking about, Cas, but that can’t have been easy,” Tanen said. “Huh.” 
 
    Tanen looked to Castelle for the rest of the story, but no words came to her. What was there, after the blood spreading through the brackish waters? There had been no river flowing from Avren, no adrenaline in her body to drag Eos to the temple, no cover of darkness to drape over them. 
 
    It was just the two of them, with nowhere to go, no one to help, no way to stop the bleeding. 
 
    Layla caught Castelle’s eye, talking for her. Filling in the gaps Castelle no longer could. 
 
    “You mean there’s still metal in her?” Tanen asked. “Gods, E. There’s no way Svir is ever gonna believe any of this.” 
 
    Tanen slumped in their seat, long legs pressing to the coffee table. More questions came, answers all along the lines of yes, I’m fine, I’m sure of it, and Castelle slunk back into the room, closer to Brackish. 
 
    What did she have to offer to the others? She’d played her part, told all there was to tell, and had nothing worth sharing. No observations to add, no reassurances or wonderings. She was better off with Brackish, or what remained of her, spirit no longer pressing to her mind or looping her thoughts in incoherent circles. 
 
    Yet Castelle had questions for her. Castelle had inadvertently stolen the spirit’s name and didn’t know what her own ancestor had been called. Who had the Greysers been, back in Nor? Better than the redheaded bloodline that’d spread through Fenroe, by all accounts. The real Ava had refused to rule, refused to shed blood. She’d turned down the crown and lost her life because of it. 
 
    She’d picked the wrong person to confide in, to trust. 
 
    She couldn’t be blamed for that. 
 
    Castelle leant against the table, one hand splayed across it. The spirit was still in there, shattered though it was. Brackish wanted Castelle to reach out, to take hold of the sword that wasn’t much of a threat, now only a hilt and the first few inches of blade remained. 
 
    Brackish’s presence lingered, tied to the steel, but she wouldn’t control Castelle. She’d burn straight through Castelle, blue light filling her veins, all the power inside her released in a flash. 
 
    Or so Castelle assumed. 
 
    Glancing back, she found Eos’ eyes on her. She dropped her hand from the table and Eos returned to the conversation. 
 
    “Seriously, you’ve had a rough time with it,” Tanen said. “Why don’t you come heal up at Svir and Niamh’s for a while? They’d love to have ya, after the whole necklace incident. But Layla wouldn’t be able to come, would she? I could stay here! Temples are great for chilling out, y’know?” 
 
    “I have spent the better part of four days sleeping. There is only so much rest I can get,” Eos said, still holding Tanen’s hand. “And there is more that must be done. Brackish’s journey is not yet over.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Nor,” Tanen said, getting to their feet. “How’s that gonna work? You guys got a boat ready or what?” 
 
    “No solid plans, but I have contacts,” Layla said. “It won’t be hard to get things into place.”  
 
    The plan was going ahead, yet neither of them had discussed it with Castelle. It was assumed she’d agreed to it, and so Layla and Eos were laying the foundations, putting things into place. And why wouldn’t they? What could Castelle add to the conversation, other than an uninformed opinion that wouldn’t change anything? 
 
    She had no contacts. She didn’t know the way to Nor, let alone the ways of the world. 
 
    She should take hold of Brackish. Just to let her know she was there, that Brackish wasn’t nothing. 
 
    Castelle looked at Eos, Layla, and Tanen, locked in a conversation years in the making. The enormity of becoming her own person, free of the Greyser name, loomed over her. 
 
    “I’ll come if you want,” Tanen said, giving Castelle a thumbs-up. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “I’ll come to Nor. I know leaving Fenroe scares the shit out of Layla, so it might be nice to have a friendly face with ya. Plus, I know like, thirty words in Norian.” 
 
    “I’m fluent.” 
 
    “Great! You can teach me more,” Tanen said. “What do you say?”  
 
    Castelle glanced at Eos and Layla, searching for a permission that wasn’t theirs to bestow. 
 
    “I hardly know what’s happening, with regards to Nor,” Castelle admitted. “But it’s very kind of you to offer your time. If you’re sincere about it, I wouldn’t object to the company.”  
 
    Tanen headed over with a grin, staring down at what remained of Brackish. 
 
    It didn’t take Eos long to get to her feet. 
 
    “That’s it? That’s the big, scary Greyser sword?” Tanen asked. “Shit. I thought it was like, a broadsword or something. That’s a dagger. Or it was.” 
 
    “Careful,” Eos warned, stepping closer. “The Greysers may have lied about Brackish’s origins, but the rest is true. She is still a spirit, still angry and shattered. Do not listen to her, Tanen.” 
 
    “Listen to her? She ain’t exactly chatty, E,” Tanen said.  
 
    They laughed off Brackish’s pull, but leant closer and closer, rocking on the balls of their feet. There was something about the spirit that tethered her to those in the room, though sense and stability were no longer hers. The sword was silent, but that silence became a hole, drawing all else into it. 
 
    Tanen lifted a hand. Eos moved, but the metal in her chest caught her off-guard. 
 
    Tanen moved faster. 
 
    They lifted the spirit-sword from the table, hand wrapped tight around the hilt. They held out the splintered edge, eyes reflecting the blue of Brackish’s light.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    Layla’s knee slammed into the coffee table as she rushed to her feet. Eos grabbed Tanen’s forearm with both hands. 
 
    After that, no one moved. 
 
    Blue light rose from Brackish. It wrapped around Tanen’s wrist, lashed across the ceiling, and fell back into the blade. 
 
    “Huh,” Tanen said, turning the sword in their hand. “That was cool.” 
 
    “Tanen,” Layla said, sounding out each word. “Be careful. The spirit is unstable. We nearly lost two people severing her from Eos. Whatever you’re thinking is Brackish’s doing. Those aren’t your own thoughts. Whatever you think you want to do is what Brackish wants. Please. Let Eos take the sword.” 
 
    “Uh,” Tanen said, looking at the blade. One of Eos’ hands crept up their arm, towards the hilt. “Nah. I’m good. See?” 
 
    Tanen passed the sword to their free hand, holding it away from Eos. 
 
    “It’s Brackish making you think that. It wants you to think you’re in control, but won’t let go of you,” Layla said, taking small steps closer. 
 
    “Seriously, what’s the big deal? I can put it down whenever I want.” 
 
    “That’s Brackish’s doing,” Eos said, reinforcing Layla’s words. “She will make you think that you do not have to prove yourself to us.” 
 
    “No, for real,” Tanen said. 
 
    They fanned out their fingers, dropping the sword with a thud. 
 
    Eos’ brow furrowed, fingers loosening around Tanen’s arm. 
 
    “See? I feel like I’m missing something,” Tanen said, picking up the sword and playing with it. “It’s just a chunk of metal. Maybe you sent the spirit running when you chopped up the blade.” 
 
    Layla and Eos stared at one another, then the sword. The blue light faded, and Tanen’s eyes were clear. 
 
    “Have you ever interacted with spirits before?” Layla asked. 
 
    “I’d say nah, but if it’s anything like picking something up and having nothing happen, I’m gonna say it’s a solid maybe,” Tanen said. “C’mere. Look. It’s fine.” 
 
    Tanen took Layla’s hand and held out Brackish. Eos called for them to stop, but Brackish ground things to a halt. She didn’t have to touch Layla’s palm. Blue fire lashed out of the blade, tendrils of light branding Layla’s palm, hissing, burning. 
 
    “Shit!” Tanen said, yanking the blade back. 
 
    They tossed Brackish on the table and crouched down to see Layla’s palm, lined with faint burns. 
 
    “Fuck. Shit. I’m sorry, Layla,” Tanen said, squeezing her other hand. “I just thought—man, I thought there was nothing to the sword! I’d never do anything if I thought it’d hurt you.” 
 
    “It’s alright, Tanen,” Layla said, wincing. “It’s no worse than picking up a hot pan.” 
 
    Tanen fussed over Layla, forgetting the spirit-sword. Eos stared at the space between Tanen and Brackish, knuckles pressed to her chest. 
 
    “I’m gonna take Layla to someone who knows what they’re doing,” Tanen said, taking Layla by her wrist. “I’ll be back later, yeah? Soon as Layla’s okay.” 
 
    Castelle couldn’t object. Not at the cost of prolonging Layla’s pain. Layla and Tanen hurried out of the room, and Brackish did not hiss or sing, did not bloat herself with blue light to brag. The room was silent. 
 
    Eos stared at Castelle. 
 
    “I’d better make sure Layla’s alright,” Castelle mumbled. “I’ll leave you to rest.”  
 
    Eos said nothing. Her hand was still pressed to her chest, where metal fused with flesh. 
 
    Castelle took the door handle, uncertain why she faltered. 
 
    “Wait,” Eos said, once the door was open. “I… I apologise for what happened.” 
 
    Castelle froze. Why was Eos apologising? Castelle didn’t need an apology and doubted Eos knew why she was sorry. She didn’t need Eos to apologise. She needed her to… needed her to— 
 
    She didn’t know. 
 
    The apology soured in the pit of Castelle’s stomach. 
 
    “It won’t happen again,” Eos added, when Castelle didn’t move. 
 
    Castelle nodded. It was all she could do. 
 
    She headed back to Layla’s apartment, forgetting to close Eos’ door behind her.  
 
    Layla and Tanen appeared an hour later. Layla’s hand was bandaged, and Tanen’s mouth overflowed with apologies. Castelle sat at the table, staring at the breakfast she hadn’t taken a bite of. Tanen helped theirself to it, and Layla had time to eat an orange before heading off to deal with her daily duties. 
 
    Castelle shadowed her, glad to be out of the apartment. The temple boasted Avren’s most extensive library, a series of lecture rooms, great gardens tended to by dozens of hands, dining halls big enough for banquets, its own infirmary, and more private chambers than Castelle had any hope of keeping track of. 
 
    The temple wasn’t an island, wasn’t a maze, but there was more to it than Castelle had imagined. 
 
    Layla knew what was behind every door, where anyone would be at any time of day. Smiles and quick questions fluttered her way, and Layla effortlessly provided solutions to every problem the priests and guests were faced with. 
 
    “What are we going to do about Nor?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Oh,” Layla said, stopping to read a noticeboard. “Admittedly, I’m being selfish. I had this grandiose, archipelago-saving plan, but now that you’re here, I don’t want to say goodbye. Not yet.” 
 
    “I’m not being sent to Nor forever, am I?” 
 
    “If all goes to plan, it won’t take more than a month. Still, a month seems like forever when you’ve been here for five of the longest days of my life. In a good way, that is. It’s strange, isn’t it? I can’t tell if you were gone forever or if we’ve never been apart.”  
 
    “I was worried. Worried what you’d think of me. Worried that you would’ve changed so much, while I hadn’t. I didn’t know what we’d talk about, or if we’d talk at all. I even made Eos take me to the Seat of the Gods, so we’d have something to discuss.” 
 
    Layla raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “That’s a Greyser-first. But I hope you know none of that matters to me. You saw how I was last night, Cas. Whatever you’re feeling is echoing inside my head. We were so close that being apart, going through different things, doesn’t matter. We built our relationship over decades, and I cherished it, even when we couldn’t be together. You didn’t stop being my cousin just because you weren’t here.” 
 
    Castelle hooked her arm around Layla’s. 
 
    “You’ve done so much with your life. I can’t wait to hear about it all,” she said. 
 
    “I’ve been given the opportunity to do something with my life. Now you have, too. Go to Nor. Get out of Fenroe for a while. It’ll do you good.” 
 
    Talk of Castelle’s blood being in the ground had been carved into her veins since childhood, but it was only at that moment she felt the full weight of leaving the archipelago. 
 
    She’d cross the grey salt-seas as no one in her family had, leaving what was once her Kingdom behind. Her family’s blood was literally in the land, but it had begun in Nor, so long ago. Part of her should’ve been desperate to reach across the ocean, but she was rooted to Fenroe by something other than her name. 
 
    It wasn’t her name and never had been. 
 
    “I have friends in high places,” Layla said with a wink. “By which I mean priests in the capital. I’ll have them present a letter to whom it may concern and set everything into motion. There won’t be much to it. Get on a boat for longer than usual, leave Brackish on Norian shores, and head back. As Eos said, it’s to be a symbolic gesture, but symbols have a power of their own.”  
 
    “What if Brackish doesn’t want to go?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Eos and I were following Brackish around the archipelago. We were helping her, but after that last incident, we… I may have done more harm than good. It doesn’t seem right to toss her onto some Norian beach and let her be their problem.”  
 
    “It’ll be a little more complicated than that. The appropriate people will take the spirit-sword,” Layla said. 
 
    “And do what with her? My great-great-great-great grandmother murdered her and condemned her to the sword that took her life. She kept her in a box and did everything in her power to make sure her descendants continued her punishment. What will these people do with her? Lock her away again?” 
 
    Layla stopped alongside the temple gardens and took a seat on a stone bench. Castelle fell next to her and pulled her scarf over her nose. The rains had subsided and the winds had fallen, but the air was cold enough to show her breath and chill her bones. 
 
    “Whatever the spirit was, she no longer is,” Layla said. “She has been severed from herself. She must’ve known this would happen, and she instructed you to help Eos regardless. She sacrificed herself. In that way, I think her anger faded. From what you and Eos have told me of Brackish, of Ava, she was a kind woman. A good leader. Perhaps helping Eos allowed her to remember who she’d been. Perhaps that was enough for her.” 
 
    Castelle frowned, watching two children playing in the gardens, thick coats bundled around them. The islands were healing, and even in the face of misfortune, the children had managed to find food, shelter, and safety. They played with smiles on their faces, cheeks bright red with the cold. 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s true. The sword – what’s left of it – isn’t empty. Brackish is still there, screaming. Howling. She wants to be heard, only she can’t form anything close to words. She’s already forgotten so much, and now…” 
 
    “There’s surprisingly little to scripture,” Layla said. “Our family always made it seem as though there were endless tomes to study, all gathering dust and contradicting each other, nothing but a strict list of rules there for the sake of it. But there are barely ten pages of scripture. Seven of those are about how best to help others, to protect the land and the creatures upon it. There’s a page on spirits, too. 
 
    “It says we’re not to treat spirits with contempt, no matter how they lash out. We’re not to despise them for what they do. If we are to hate anyone, it ought to be the gods, for they are the ones who failed the spirits. For all the power they possess, it is not enough to comfort the souls of those wronged in their world. The Embracer takes much of this upon her shoulders and covers her eyes, that she may not see the world until every soul has found its way to her realm. 
 
    “You’re probably right, Cas. We can’t disregard Brackish because it fits neatly into our plans.”  
 
    Castelle rested her head on Layla’s shoulder. All forms of scripture were removed from the castle libraries and her tutors’ private collections. Preaching had been banned on royal grounds, and in the temple, her fathers claimed that no texts had survived whatever cruel fate had befallen the priests.  
 
    It was absurd. If Layla followed scripture, if she lived by it and used it to measure her own actions, there couldn’t be much more than compassion to it. 
 
    That’s what the Greysers wanted to rid the archipelago of. 
 
    “I should talk to Brackish, or at least try. Perhaps she’ll have the answers for me,” Castelle said.  
 
    “Perhaps. You never know. She might want to go to Nor. She was from there, wasn’t she? The place has changed so much in six short years, Cas. That might bring her some relief.”  
 
    Castelle got to her feet. She’d lose heart if she didn’t head to Brackish straight away. The fear of facing Eos would override her desire to know more about the spirit. 
 
    “What was that with Tanen this morning?” Castelle asked as they headed back into the temple. The sun was already setting, marking the start of short winter days. “I know the spirits hold an affinity for Eos, but that was something different. It was like Brackish disappeared when Tanen picked up the sword.” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you, and neither could they. But it’s amazing, whatever it is. Even Eos has struggled with Brackish, of late.” 
 
    “Have you known Tanen long? It’s incredible to think that you have all these—all these friends, that you’ve actually been allowed to meet so many people. Or any people at all!” 
 
    “Tanen lived here on-and-off for a few years, about three years back. Eos brought them here. They haven’t lived an easy life by any stretch of the imagination, even compared to the pair of us. It’s an uphill battle, but they’re always here to help me out when I need it.” 
 
    Castelle gripped the bannister as they headed up to the apartments. After a day circling the temple, her leg was sending persistent reminders of her unfortunate sprint through the grassland. 
 
    “I’ll leave you here,” Layla said, work ever biting at her heels. “And start sending out tentative enquires to Nor.” 
 
    Layla hovered at the end of the corridor until Castelle knocked on Eos’ door. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Despite having been twice-impaled, Eos wasn’t on bed rest. She wasn’t confined to the temple and knew the city beyond.  
 
    Castelle tried the door.  
 
    It swung open, revealing Tanen sprawled out on the sofa, fast asleep. Their legs hung over one arm, and their arms stretched above their head, almost touching the potted plant at the other end of the sofa. Castelle stared down at them, laughing silently. 
 
    The world was full of the most bizarre, talkative people, each with pasts as unbelievable as hers. Castelle ducked down to grab the blanket Tanen had knocked off theirself mid-nap and draped it across them. 
 
    The fire had burnt to cinders in the hearth, and the cold seeped through the windows. Castelle stoked the flames, bringing light back to the room.  
 
    Brackish was still on the table. There was nowhere more or less dangerous for her. 
 
    Castelle pulled out a chair and sat by the sword. She stared at Brackish, knowing she wouldn’t glint with light until she turned away. 
 
    No thoughts infiltrated her mind. Nothing compelled her to speak, to act; nothing made this any easier for her. 
 
    “Hello, Brackish,” Castelle said in a whisper that made her feel ridiculous. “I don’t know if you can understand me, but I believe you’re still in there. That my intent might come across. I wanted to thank you, actually. For what you did, out by the estuary. I think Layla might be right about you. You understood this might happen, but you convinced me to move regardless. So. You have my thanks. 
 
    “And I wanted to apologise. For what my ancestor did to you. For what my family continued to do. For the way your name was stolen, and you were forgotten, imprisoned all the while. It wasn’t right. Not a single part of it can be excused, but I wish to do what I can. I want to make whatever amends are mine to make. Could you… do you think you could tell me my ancestor’s name? We need to stop thinking of her as Ava Greyser. Or Not-Ava-Greyser.”  
 
    Castelle paused. Blue light didn’t rise, and no piercing wails filled the temple. In the soft light of the chamber, curtains pulled close, Brackish was nothing but a ruin. She was all steel, blade cut away, scratches worked into what remained. 
 
    Castelle could wield it, and the spirit wouldn’t sing. Castelle could pick it up, and no ill would befall her, and it wasn’t Brackish putting the thought into her head. 
 
    She could pick up the sword, but it wasn’t her place to. 
 
    “I’m going to Nor,” Castelle continued. “I don’t understand it all, to be honest. It’s clear my family’s legacy has been buried deep, but I suppose Layla and Eos fear someone will uncover those bones, one day. But I’m to go to Nor with you at my side, to make a point of relinquishing control, past, present, and future. What do you think of that, Brackish?”  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Nothing but dull steel, covered in wounds of its own. Castelle crossed her arms over the table, chin rested on the back of her hands. There were flecks of Eos’ blood in the metalwork, where it hadn’t been scrubbed clean thoroughly enough. 
 
    “Do you want to go to Nor, Ava?” 
 
    There was no hesitation. No time to blink. Two flashes of blue light filled the room. Castelle sat bolt upright, hands slamming the tabletop.    
 
    She knew Brackish was still in there. 
 
    “Whatcha doing?” Tanen asked, staring down at Castelle. 
 
    “Gods!” she exclaimed, chair legs scraping across the floorboards. “Tanen! You scared the life out of me!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Tanen said, biting loudly into an apple. “Having a chat with Brackish, huh?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Castelle said, pushing embarrassment down. What did it matter if she was talking to a sword? She’d been right. The spirit within had responded. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Eh. Eos got bored of cuddling and went for a walk,” Tanen said, pulling out the seat opposite Castelle. “I’m meant to be looking after our girl Brackish here, so, uh. Don’t go telling E about the nap, alright?” 
 
    Tanen picked up Brackish, handling the sword with as much care as the apple in their other hand. 
 
    “I covered you in a blanket. That makes me an accomplice,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Hell yeah. If I’m going down, I’m taking you with me,” Tanen said, pointing Brackish at Castelle. “Not that she’s done much of anything. Like, at least try possessing someone through the walls to make it interesting, y’know?” 
 
    “I think that would be a little too much excitement,” Castelle said. “And I don’t think Brackish wants to possess anyone, per se.” 
 
    “I used to know this girl, like, you know, know her, and she was convinced she had a spirit living in her house. It was this big old thing her uncle had left her, and she rented out a couple of rooms to make ends meet. Standard stuff. But like, she was always going on about the spirits in the basement and loft – it changed every week – until I was like, girl, what the hell are you talking about?” Tanen said, chomping on the apple. “And she says it started when a jar of sauce smashed against the kitchen floor. It must’ve been a spirit acting out! Then all this other stuff starts happening, money disappearing, clothes vanishing for a few days and mysteriously turning up in a pile on the floor, no explanation for any of it. 
 
    “So I said to her, girl, those ain’t spirits. You’ve just got some shitty roommates. And y’know what? She stopped inviting me over ‘cause I was making fun of her. Some people, huh?”  
 
    “I don’t think spirits linger in order to borrow outfits,” Castelle said, laughing. “Let’s hope the poor woman finally saw sense.”  
 
    “Uh-huh. Being right all the time is a burden,” Tanen sighed, propping their feet on the table. “Anyway, so what I wanna know is, what did you do to Eos?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Tanen’s easy charm melted with a shrug. Castelle glanced at the door, not wanting to flee from Tanen, but from the conversation. 
 
    “Now, I’m only saying this ‘cause E is my girl, and she’s got me through more than most people will ever experience. This is like, super-protective-mode,” Tanen said, dropping the apple core on the table. “I’ve known Eos for a long, long time, but I ain’t ever known her to be so upset. 
 
    “The woman nearly died, and she’s moping about for unrelated reasons! And I know, when me and E get talking there’s no shutting her up, but this time she’s being vague. Like, the first-week-you-know-Eos vague.” 
 
    Tanen rocked back in their seat and didn’t take their eyes off Castelle. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” she said. Tanen raised their brow. Brushing them off wouldn’t work. “Whatever happened is in the past. Eos apologised. It’s done with, and there’s so much more to focus on.”  
 
    “Uh-huh,” Tanen said, boots hitting the floor as they leant across the table. “You seem nice, Cas. Real nice. Related-to-Layla nice. So I’m gonna go ahead and assume you didn’t hurt her on purpose, or maybe E is just sulking about something else. But like, if she did something she had to apologise for, did you let her explain herself? Or are you jumping to conclusions ‘cause she ain’t as forthcoming as some of us?”  
 
    Castelle folded her arms over her chest. She knew how defensive it looked but couldn’t drop them. There was no point claiming it was none of Tanen’s business, because it so clearly was. They were the one looking out for Eos, and Castelle had shouted at her, had run away without explaining why. 
 
    “I… I don’t think she’ll want to talk to me,” Castelle heard herself murmur. “I get lost inside my head, sometimes, I…” 
 
    “Like it ain’t no different for her? Look. You said Eos apologised. You sure you ain’t going nothing to be sorry for, too?” 
 
    Of course there was nothing Castelle should’ve been apologising for. Eos was the one who had the gall to kiss her after almost dying. Eos was the one who’d bled out with her eyes fixed on her, her name on her lips. 
 
    Eos was the one who’d almost died. 
 
    Eos was the one who’d almost died, and for all the fear she’d felt, Castelle was the one who’d run out on her, once she was certain she’d live. 
 
    “I… perhaps. Perhaps I should talk to her,” Castelle admitted. “Only I don’t think—” 
 
    The door swung open, making short work of the argument she’d never scrape together. 
 
    Eos walked in, unbuttoning her coat as she stepped through the doorway. She paused at the sight of Castelle and Tanen huddled around the table.  
 
    Castelle’s eyes fixed on the fire, on Brackish, on anything but Eos. 
 
    “Here’s your chance,” Tanen said, hopping to their feet. “Anyway, now Eos is back, it’s time for me to fly. I’ve gotta, uh. Gotta check on Layla’s hand!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    “I apologise if Tanen made you uncomfortable,” Eos said. “They are under the impression that there is always a problem for them to solve.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Castelle said, forcing a smile as she got to her feet. “I was here to speak with Brackish, actually. I’ll get out of your way.”  
 
    Castelle couldn’t spend another second with Eos. The months they spent in the wilderness were experienced by someone else; they had not travelled side-by-side throughout the changing landscape, having only each other for so long. 
 
    “Did you get your answers?” Eos asked. 
 
    “I think so. I hope so. It was about Nor. I think Brackish wants to go,” Castelle said, hand on the doorframe. 
 
    Castelle didn’t say it to test Eos, yet she searched her face for a rise or fall in her expression, for the slightest hesitance accompanying her words. 
 
    “I see,” Eos said. 
 
    She clasped her hands behind her back, shoulders squared. Castelle didn’t know when that stiffness had disappeared around her, but it was back. Moving away from each other ought to have been the last thing they did, yet a gulf spread between them. 
 
    Something other than the kiss was responsible. 
 
    If Tanen was right about Eos being upset, Eos would never voice it. She’d push it down, return to her business, and continue across Fenroe without breathing a word of it. 
 
    “Eos,” Castelle said, voice teetering on the edge of desperation. 
 
    It really was something other than her blood tying her to the land.  
 
    “Castelle?”  
 
    “When you apologised, I believe that…” 
 
    “I should not have apologised,” Eos said, lifting her chin. 
 
    Castelle’s stomach sank to her soles, but Eos didn’t hold her silence. 
 
    “Or I ought to have explained myself at the time,” Eos said. “Everything you said, all the things that have hurt you and continue to hurt you; you cannot let yourself believe that you are the only one to suffer under them. You cannot let yourself believe that I do not understand you.” 
 
    Castelle took a step towards Eos, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “Can we talk?” Castelle murmured. “I want to hear what you have to say, Eos. I’d very much like to understand you.” 
 
    Eos hesitated not because she wished to keep something from Castelle, but because she had no choice but to give voice to all the things she’d held inside. 
 
    Eos gestured to the sofa. Castelle sat on one side, and Eos took a seat a world away, hands on her knees, eyes on the wall. Castelle didn’t rush her. She couldn’t. She steadied herself. No matter what her past held, there were still things she had to wait for. Patience couldn’t be lost to her in its entirety. 
 
    “I had a brother,” Eos eventually said. The words hung in the air, suspended by the age they’d waited to be spoken. Castelle couldn’t give Eos the pretence of privacy she needed, couldn’t keep her eyes off her. “His name was Rhett. We were twins. We knew each other long before our births, and we were inseparable. Identical. We had our own language. 
 
    “When we were seven, the Norians came to our home, at the foot of the mountains. I did not understand why at the time, but I knew it was not right. At first, they patrolled our lands. Ensuring they knew how many of us there were, and where we intended to move next. By the time I was ten, they were taking resources from us. Grain, vegetables, all that we’d foraged, blankets, wool, anything they could get their hands on. They claimed it was payment for living upon their land. 
 
    “By the time I was a teenager, so much of the land was blocked off from us. There were fewer places for us to take our yurts each season. 
 
    “Rhett was always more outspoken than I was. He learnt Norian because they would not take a word of our tongue seriously, and he never did anything without me. By twenty, much of the land around the mountains had been built upon, and Rhett and I had a reputation for causing trouble for the Norians. They were soldiers, by that point. King Mykos had dropped the pretence of sending diplomats. 
 
    “On our twenty-second birthday, the war my people had done so much to distance ourselves from came close. All those who could lift a weapon and march more than two miles were forced to enlist. We were dragged away from the mountains and told that if we wished to live upon Norian land, we had to fight for it. 
 
    “We had to fight on the side of King Mykos. 
 
    “Rhett and I would not. Could not. But we appeared obedient, for a time. We pretended we did not understand Norian and did not react to their insults, their threats, no matter how they baited us. We kept our heads down. We listened. We passed every bit of information we could to the Norian people, desperate to end the civil war the King had started. 
 
    “For three years, we helped from the inside. I still do not know how we were discovered, but we had no choice but to run. We fled the army and joined those fighting for their freedom. 
 
    “Rebels, the King called them. For a time, we were safe. I was not as noticeable, back then. Finally, there came a tipping point. A chance for us to storm a Count’s mansion we were certain the King was residing in, while protestors surrounded his castle in the capital. 
 
    “Our information was good. King Mykos was there, drinking wine and feasting on the all the beasts of the land while his people starved in the trenches he’d forced them to dig. Our information was good, but—but the King was expecting us. Someone was feeding information back to him. Rhett cut through the Count, but there were dozens of soldiers waiting for us. They dragged us before the King, that he might see who led the resistance against him, and he ensured that I—he did not want to forget my face, but Yricians all looked the same, and…” 
 
    Eos paused for the first time, brushing her fingers along the deepest cut beneath her eye. 
 
    “I did not gain these in battles, over the years. In the space of a single day, Rhett and I were—hm. You can see what they did to us. I have never been able to hide it. I had steeled myself for the lengths they were willing to go to, but believed we were more valuable to them alive, for all the resistance would be willing to give up to get us back, for all they could torture out of us, but… 
 
    “They did not need us both. One hostage was a risk, two was asking for trouble. The King’s soldiers held Rhett down and he—King Mykos drew his sword, and—” 
 
    Eos exhaled sharply through her nose. 
 
    She held out her arms, not needing to say anything more.  
 
    They had held Edward down, too. They had carved into him, knowing their cuts were not precise enough to kill. 
 
    “They had done the same to Rhett’s face. But it was not the scars that made him look like me, in the end. It was his eyes. We were born with the same eyes, the darkest in all our family, and when the King raised his sword for the last time, I—I stared into those eyes. I saw him die, but I saw myself, and I… 
 
    “I had a brother, Castelle. I had a brother. I understand some of what you have been through. I understand why you were scared. I am sorry if you thought I would put you through that again, but I will not. Cannot. I had a brother, Castelle. I understand what it means to lose someone.”  
 
    Moving down the sofa, Castelle put an arm around Eos’ shoulders, knowing it wouldn’t be too much. Knowing there was nothing else she could give her, nothing else Eos needed. Eos rested her head against the curve of Castelle’s neck, fingers gripping the fabric covering her knees. Castelle wrapped her other arm tightly around her, and pressed her face to the top of Eos’ head. 
 
    All the distance that had ever spread between them, that had been born in Laister forest, was there. It was an emptiness, but it wasn’t hollow; it was a space to be filled, and step by step, Eos had brought colour into Castelle’s life, had given her the islands back, and her family, too. 
 
    “I’m so, so sorry, Eos,” Castelle said, knowing it was futile. “King Mykos, did you—” 
 
    Castelle grit her teeth together. She wasn’t supposed to know that. 
 
    “Yes,” Eos agreed. “Did Svir tell you?” 
 
    “She did.” 
 
    “It took more than a year to get close to him again. We only managed it because Rhett’s spirit lingered. He was nothing but pure anger and knew exactly where to focus it. The Count’s mansion was ripped apart. The land was scorched. He sent the King running, made him think twice about who he put a sword through,” Eos said. “When we finally found Mykos, he was hiding in one of his properties, designed to look like a farmhouse. He was running the war dozens of miles away from any hint of danger. 
 
    “I do not know what there is to say. We broke through the guards, I stood face to face with Mykos, and he opened his mouth to reason with me, to taunt me. One or the other. He had not forgotten my face, but I did not listen. I cut his throat. It was as quick as it could have been.”  
 
    Castelle couldn’t stop focusing on her breathing. Too fast and Eos would think her scared, too slow, too shallow, and she would think herself the same as Isha Brookes and her ilk. 
 
    “Did the King—did he…” Castelle struggled to ask. 
 
    “He had two children. Seven and twelve,” Eos confirmed. “They were not at the farmhouse. They had been sent abroad for their safety, months before.” 
 
    All the breath trapped in her body deserted her. Castelle’s chest rose and fell of its own accord. The children were safe. Only the King had bled out. 
 
    “It’s a strange thing,” Eos said. Now she’d started, there was no stopping. Castelle had been there, months ago, rain-soaked as she described every inch of the dining room floor. “I knew revenge to be its own brand of poison, but I enacted mine, believing I would be the exception. It was for nothing. It did not bring Rhett back, and I did not miss him any less. Do not miss him any less. Yet it was the right thing to do. The only thing to do. It saved tens of thousands of lives. I cut King Mykos’ throat, but I did not factor into it at all.” 
 
    “I never thought of revenge. Funny, isn’t it? I’m only now realising I ought to have used it to survive, yet what happened was so complete, so wholly and singularly devastating, that I knew nothing could undo it,” Castelle murmured. “It was my fathers who wanted me to strike down the rebels and make an example of them. All I wanted was to return to my throne, as though it would heal the land—as though it would heal me. Well, it’s as you said: a strange thing. 
 
    “Was that it? Was that how the war ended?” 
 
    Eos shook her head, one hand leaving her knee to wrap around Castelle’s waist. 
 
    “No. Our resistance did not cut through the entirety of the monarchy and nobility in one fell swoop. There were countless generals intent on continuing the bloodshed, with or without Mykos. There were desperate power-grabs for the throne. But I was not there for that,” Eos said. The embrace was cut short as quickly as it had started. She leant back, hands rested atop her head. “I may have killed Mykos, but I was overwhelmed. The farmhouse was well-guarded, and something other than luck allowed me to reach the King. The moment he was dead, arms wrapped around me, holding me back. 
 
    “They could have killed me, but they did not. They could have put my head on a pike to scare off the rest of the resistance, but they put me in chains and had me sent to Fenroe, exiled,” Eos said, dark eyes flashing. “Do you know why they did not kill me, Castelle?”  
 
    Castelle shook her head, unable to speak. 
 
    “They did not kill me because they had seen what death turned Rhett into. They did not kill me because they were afraid of what my spirit would do.”  
 
    Castelle didn’t reach for Eos, didn’t pull her close. She couldn’t be reached. Not then. Not yet. She was trapped in something that wasn’t the past and wasn’t the present; it was all that had been dictated by the things she had no control over, the stark awareness that life could, and should, be so much different. 
 
    “Thank you for sharing that with me, Eos. Thank you for trusting me,” Castelle said softly, knowing the right words would breach the gap between them. “I understand how difficult it is. I wish I hadn’t told you what I had in anger, all those months ago. I wish I hadn’t let myself believe I was the only one who’d truly been hurt in this world. 
 
    “And I wish I hadn’t been angry at you, Eos. I wish I hadn’t stormed out. It’s only now, almost a week later, that I’m beginning to comprehend how scared I was. I was more terrified than I could account for, convinced I was going to lose you. I was scared by how scared I was. The fear looped, and I blamed you. I thought you did it to mock me, or that the world was intent on replaying itself, or… 
 
    “I cannot say, Eos. If you had died, you deserved someone at your side. You deserved to be looking at someone, and… and I’m sorry, Eos. I’m so sorry. I was so scared, but you’re safe, you’re safe, and I shouldn’t let the fear of what could’ve happened turn me to spite.” 
 
    “No,” Eos said, blinking her way back into the conversation. “I ought to have been more considerate.”  
 
    “You thought you were going to die, and you didn’t,” Castelle said, holding out a hand. “We both acted not in spite of our pasts, but because of them.” 
 
    Eos bowed her head, extinguishing the gap between them and entwining her fingers with Castelle’s. 
 
    For a time, nothing was said. For a time, that was enough. Rhett’s memory lingered between them, warmed for having been spoken of. The fear that Castelle had expected could not crash down upon her with Eos’ hand in hers.  
 
    “I did not speak of my past with Mykos because of what happened to you and your family. I did not want you to think I was like those who had hurt you,” Eos murmured. “Yet you have known for some time. I was certain you would be afraid, that you would see me differently. Yet you do not.” 
 
    Castelle shuffled closer to Eos. 
 
    “I did, at first. All I could see you as was a murderer, standing in that dining hall, cutting down Kings and Queens and Monarchs,” Castelle admitted. “There was so much happening. I had been kidnapped for a second time, Svir had been shot, Tanen was overwhelmingly Tanen, and I had learnt I ought to question my entire life over a few short months. Nothing made sense in my head. You certainly did not. I was prepared to throw all manner of cruel accusations at you, should you ever turn up, but… 
 
    “But you walked – stormed, rather – through the door, and all I could think was Oh, it’s Eos. You were you, and that could not be thrown into question. I understood who you were, even if I knew so little about you, about your past. 
 
    “And so I did not dwell on it. I put it away. It was not my truth to know, and so I waited for you to tell me yourself. I waited until now.” 
 
    The changes in Eos’ expression were so slight, so unperceivable to those who weren’t looking for them, that Castelle would’ve missed them weeks ago, days ago. 
 
    Minutes ago. 
 
    Eos pulled Castelle’s hand to her cheek, eyes closing. 
 
    “I did not thank you,” Eos said. “For what you did with Brackish. I knew it could not have been easy. I know it should never have been asked of anyone. But if you had not, then—” 
 
    “I know,” Castelle whispered. “I know.” 
 
    Only then did fear and anger subside, letting the weight of what could’ve been wash over her. 
 
    Castelle freed her hand from Eos’ and pressed her palms to her face. She brushed her thumbs over her scars, pressed upon her all at once, changing her life in a single moment. Eos did not freeze, but she didn’t move. She let Castelle run the pad of her thumb across her face, settling on the deepest scar, just beneath her eye. 
 
    Castelle rocked forward on her knees, kissing Eos’ forehead. She didn’t understand her own actions, but it was the undertaking of them that mattered. 
 
    Eos’ arms wrapped tight around her, holding her close. 
 
    “What’s going to happen now? With Nor? Brackish wants to leave, but if you cannot…” 
 
    “Tanen is eager to go with you,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle settled onto the sofa, leaning against Eos. 
 
    “What is that all about?” she asked. 
 
    Her words were too loud. It was wrong to speak of the future after all Eos had told her, and the weight of the conversation begged her to give herself over to the silence of exhaustion. Yet Castelle couldn’t stop. Eos was finally here, present, talking, sharing.  
 
    “I could not tell you,” Eos said. “But Tanen has always been full of surprises. It’s just as likely that they have some hold over the spirits as it is that Brackish has simply decided she likes them.” 
 
    Castelle laughed. The sound cleared something inside of her. Eos placed a hand on the back of her head, and if Castelle had her own way, if the past had never crept into her present and bled through her fingertips, she never would’ve pushed her away to begin with. 
 
    “Layla says it won’t take long. That it’s all symbolic. But I have to help Brackish. Ava. I have to help her remember whatever it is she’s lost. Whatever is stopping her from letting go.” 
 
    Eos said nothing, only stroked her hair. 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt, does it? Your chest is alright, isn’t it?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “It does not hurt, but that does not mean I cannot feel it. I am aware of the metal in my chest in the same way I am aware of the teeth in my skull.” 
 
    Castelle pressed her tongue to the back of her teeth. 
 
    “Should we find the others? Make plans with Layla and Tanen?” 
 
    She didn’t want to rush out of Eos’ arms, but she didn’t want to overstay her welcome. She didn’t want to risk becoming a burden. 
 
    “Do you wish to move?” Eos asked. 
 
    “No,” Castelle said. “Yes. Not right now. Not—I don’t want to get up. Not yet. But I don’t want to stay here, either.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with the temple, and I’m so happy to be with Layla, but…” Castelle paused, preparing herself to put it into words for the first time. “I spent so long in the temple, confined to one place, that when I finally left, when I realised it was a good thing to be free of Laister, I didn’t want to stop moving. I don’t want to. Reed’s house, Svir’s, this temple—I’m fine here. Comfortable. But I don’t want to be stuck. I don’t want to stop, and I don’t want to be still.” 
 
    Eos laughed, short and breathy. 
 
    “Yes. I can understand that. But we do not have to make plans today. We do not have to do anything but sleep.” 
 
    “Sleep? It’s barely seven.” 
 
    “Does that matter? I was stabbed and healed with the same sword, centuries and minutes apart. I am entitled to rest when I please.” 
 
    Castelle had never heard a fairer point. Eos shifted beneath her, attempting to stand without disturbing Castelle. Castelle found herself on her feet, hands on Eos’ shoulders, desperately staring ahead. If her eyes trailed towards the door for even a second, she’d have to leave. 
 
    “I think,” Castelle said. “I think I’d like to be still. For one last time, while we have the opportunity. I would like to—that is, if you wouldn’t mind, perhaps we could…” 
 
    “Castelle,” Eos said, cutting her off. “It’s fine. Come.” 
 
    Eos took her hand, leading her across the room. Castelle stepped out of her boots and saw her hands pull back the bedcovers. Hours ago, anger was all she’d let herself summon at the thought of Eos, yet now she could only soften around her. Eos climbed into bed next to her, eyes on the ceiling. 
 
    Castelle rolled onto her side. 
 
    “I don’t want to be a Greyser anymore,” Castelle said. “I don’t want to use that name. Any of my names.” 
 
    “Even Castelle?” Eos asked. 
 
    “No, no. That’s fine. That isn’t connected to anything. Only to me. But I’d rather be without the rest. Knowing all the hurt those names have caused, knowing Greyser isn’t even our name. It doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    Eos dropped a hand by her head, palm facing the ceiling. Castelle covered it with her own. 
 
    “What would you go by?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Castelle said too quickly. 
 
    “You don’t?” Eos asked, catching her eye. 
 
    “Not my surname, at any rate. But I thought, rather than Adriana Marcella, I might—I might use Marigold, and…” 
 
    “Your sister’s name?” 
 
    Castelle nodded, burying her face in the pillow. 
 
    “Castelle Marigold,” Eos murmured. “It suits you.” 
 
    Eos shifted onto her side and wrapped an arm around Castelle. She said nothing, only pulled her close, nose pressed to the top of her head. Castelle was tired, so very tired, and sleeping for days on end had done nothing to relieve it. 
 
    Her leg ached from the bear trap. Her chest ached from something much older. 
 
    Eos pulled her into her arms, and with firelight falling across the both of them and the cold air pressing to the windows, Castelle closed her eyes without thinking a second into the past, a second into the future.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    The knock at the door didn’t wake Castelle, but Layla’s voice did. 
 
    “I’m sorry to intrude so late, Eos,” Layla said. “But Castelle hasn’t come back, and it’s almost midnight. I—oh. Oh, I’m so sorry.”  
 
    Castelle sat upright, room spinning, boiling beneath the blanket. 
 
    The room settled. Her eyes focused. The room was dark, fire burnt out, and the only light came from Layla at the doorway. She ducked her head, muttered an apology, and disappeared into the corridor. Castelle glanced between the now-empty doorway and Eos next to her, hair matted to her face but otherwise unperturbed.  
 
    “I have to…” Castelle muttered, casting aside the blankets and shuffling down the bed. 
 
    Eos said nothing. She placed a hand on the small of Castelle’s back, helping her to her feet. 
 
    “Wait!” Castelle called as Layla slipped back into her apartment. 
 
    Layla held the door for her, brow raised. 
 
    “We were just taking a nap. I didn’t mean to disappear,” Castelle said, messing with her short hair. 
 
    “I hadn’t realised you were so close,” Layla said, mouth pressed into a tight line. 
 
    “We’re not. Well—nothing of the sort has ever happened before,” Castelle said, wishing for long hair to wring between her hands. “We were talking about family, Eos’ and mine, and it was exhausting. It was all I could do to keep my eyes open.” 
 
    “Mm,” Layla agreed, expression not changing. It wasn’t fair on Castelle; she’d always been susceptible to blushing. “Nothing of the sort has ever happened before?” 
 
    “Of course not!” Castelle said, making a fine defence of falling into an armchair, arms folded over her chest. 
 
    “Then you didn’t kiss her, shout at her, then run out?”  
 
    Layla’s mouth finally broke out into the grin she’d been biting back. 
 
    “What? How did you—what are…”  
 
    “Eos tells Tanen everything, and Tanen tells me everything.” 
 
    Castelle had two choices. Sulk, refusing to say a single word, or take the opportunity to speak of something with levity, for once. Rhea had been her only source of news, back in her old life, and it had never involved her. After all she’d learnt from and about Eos, Castelle ought to have been clawing at the chance to talk about something, anything. 
 
    And Layla was the very person she’d always wanted to talk to, whenever anything unfolded. How could she squander the opportunity?  
 
    It’d been so long since she was allowed to act like anyone else her age. 
 
    “First of all, I didn’t kiss Eos. Eos kissed me,” Castelle said, pushing down the nervous excitement in her stomach. “And I only shouted at her because, oh. I don’t know. Because she’d almost died and I blamed her for that. Blamed her for looking at me, for daring to be mortal.” 
 
    “You were scared,” Layla said. She sat on the arm of the chair and tugged Castelle close. “Gods. I was so worried that you would’ve changed, that you would’ve forgotten yourself, but here you are. Same as ever. Making eyes at girls.”  
 
    “That isn’t what’s happening here,” Castelle protested. 
 
    “You’re right. Grown adults kiss and then nap together all the time.” 
 
    “Oh, hush,” Castelle said, jabbing her side. “Well? What about you? Is there anyone in your life I ought to be aware of?”  
 
    Sighing, Layla said, “Between rescuing Princesses and serving the gods, where would I find the time?”  
 
    Layla fell on the sofa opposite Castelle and shared all the love and heartache eight years had brought. All the women who had been in her life, for months and years at a time. There was so much lost to the time they’d been parted, but it wasn’t all misery. Castelle had thought Layla dead, but in truth, she’d been held, and she’d been loved. 
 
    “There’s something else,” Layla said. “I was looking for you for a reason.” 
 
    “Oh?” Castelle asked, following Layla’s gaze to the doorway. 
 
    A large box was propped next to the door, standing four feet from the floor. It was tightly wrapped, dented and scratched from its journey to the temple. 
 
    Castelle rose from her seat, eyes fixed on the parchment nailed to the front. 
 
      
 
    To The One Who Can Wield It 
 
    Care of Layla Blake 
 
    Central Temple, Reyt Street 
 
    Avren 
 
    YARRIN 
 
      
 
    Castelle didn’t have to open it. She didn’t have to pry back the wood to know that the parcel was the manifestation of all that’d come between her and Layla. It was eight years forced into its own casket, and her fathers hadn’t taken the time to write the address themselves. 
 
    “When did this arrive?” was all Castelle could ask. 
 
    “A few hours ago. I would’ve found you sooner, but… honestly, I didn’t want to find you. I couldn’t stop thinking that they could’ve put your name on it, your full name, and half the temple would’ve seen it. I considered throwing it out, but I couldn’t lie to you.” 
 
    “It’s in there, isn’t it?” Castelle asked, eyes fixed on the box. 
 
    “So it seems. Here—” 
 
    Layla laid the box flat. She pried a fire poker under the lid, nails breaking free, and left the rest to Castelle. 
 
    There was nothing that could win her back. Nothing that could be crammed into a box could mean more than Fenroe open to her, friends on far-flung islands, Layla back in her life, Eos down the corridor. Gold would mock her and jewels would fill her with spite. 
 
    But this was something else. Something more. 
 
    Castelle hooked her fingers around the lid, splinters be damned, and pulled the box open with a groan. 
 
    The box contained more shadows than anything else. 
 
    A letter rested atop a silk cream cloth, covering the width and length of the box. 
 
    Castelle snatched the letter. The words were written in Father Ira’s handwriting, but nothing he said could hurt her. Eos had torn apart the last letter and she would destroy this one, too. 
 
      
 
    Castelle, 
 
    We did not think to ensure Brackish was where we’d kept it safe, for all those years. Who knew a Yrician could be so cunning? Dull steel and trapped spirits do not matter. Brackish is what your family has long-since safe-guarded the Kingdom against. The sword you always knew as your family’s birthright has all the power. 
 
    It is what the people have always held in their hearts as the symbol of the Greysers. It is what your mother wore at her hip throughout her reign. It is what made hundreds of thousands bow before her. 
 
    The spirit means nothing. It is one more burden for a Queen to bear. 
 
    This is the true Greyser sword. 
 
    Trust yourself.  
 
    You will know what to do with it. 
 
      
 
    Always,  
 
    Your father, Ira. 
 
      
 
    The letter crumpled in her hands. Castelle pulled back the silk cloth. Lantern light reflected off the perfectly-polished silver surface. The jewels gleamed, eyes watching her, cut to catch her from any angle. 
 
    It was a beautiful piece, delicate and meticulously cared for. Its history was as long as the Greyser’s. It was a vile thing. It had kept thousands in thrall for centuries, had been all the authority needed to take countless lives. It had kept Castelle trapped for decades and had come so close to costing her her life. 
 
    Layla placed a hand on Castelle’s back. 
 
    She was shaking, too. 
 
    The sword pierced the armour she’d spent months building up. She’d never been good enough to wield it and never would. She wasn’t her mother, wasn’t deserving of the crown. She’d stolen Marigold’s place and had never once lifted the family sword. It would burn her palm, would tear through her, spirit taking her body, the last of the Greyser line. 
 
    She wasn’t enough. Wasn’t enough! Even Father Damir had wielded the sword, and they didn’t share a drop of blood between them. She needed to focus, to dedicate herself to her cause, to her Kingdom, needed to study one more book, then another, and finally, finally, the spirits of the past would take pity on her. They’d bow to her, and the Kingdom’s usurpers would fall into place. 
 
    The sword would make her into something. Into someone. The sword would banish doubt in the minds of all those who thought the Greysers were gone forever. It would dispel the fear clutching the hearts of those who had been crushed by the rebels.  
 
    The sword was nothing. Nothing! It was a lifetime of lies, materialised before her, encrusted with jewels that could’ve fed a dozen families for decades. 
 
    Castelle lifted her hand. The fear was still there. What if, what if, her mind whispered, but never went further than that. All her life, she had thrived on what-ifs, never questioning what the if was, and if it could truly be worse than a lifetime trapped in a desecrated temple, made to linger on all the evils that had been committed upon her family. 
 
    Forget fear. Forget never putting potential futures into words. 
 
    Castelle wrapped her hand around the sword’s hilt and it did not burn. It did not ache. 
 
    It did not threaten to steal her from herself. 
 
    It was only metal, cool to the touch and beautifully made. 
 
    It did not promise to press callouses to her palms, as Brackish did. 
 
    Layla started. 
 
    “Gods,” she murmured. “I know what it is – what it isn’t, rather – but it’s still a lot to take in.” 
 
    Castelle turned the sword in her hand. She had no idea how to use a weapon, but she knew the blade belonged with her. 
 
    “Did they believe they could win me over with this? Did they believe that I would think I’d finally proven myself worthy of—of what? Unquestioned tyranny?” Castelle said, catching slivers of her reflection in the blade. “What did they expect? For me to run back to Laister and show them that finally, I had overcome myself and picked up the sword?”  
 
    The sword had always been within reach. She could’ve lifted it a hundred times over, could’ve stolen it from its stand a decade ago, but her fathers knew she’d doubt herself. They knew she could be shaped as they wished, made to obey, convincing her the world was made for her. 
 
    “It’s sickening. Fourteen years and they still have no idea who you are,” Layla said. 
 
    The sneer in her voice strengthened something inside Castelle. Her fathers were in the wrong. No, not her fathers: Lords Damir and Ira. They had no hope of returning their lives to the parody of nobility it’d once been, and this last desperate measure proved they had nothing left. 
 
    They had nothing, nothing! 
 
    Castelle had Layla. Castelle had Eos, and she had the archipelago open to her. 
 
    Castelle had the sword, metal sweating in her grasp. 
 
    It didn’t matter that the Lords knew where she was. Let their people skulk in the shadows, powerless to do anything but send her mementos from the past, promises that would never be fulfilled. They were beyond despicable. They didn’t deserve an ounce of pity, yet it was all Castelle could dredge up for them. 
 
    They’d trapped themselves in the forest. They’d chosen to disregard reality, to focus on a future that would never come to be. They had imprisoned her because they could not bear to live as those they considered beneath them, happy and free. 
 
    “I need to speak with Eos,” Castelle said, sword in hand. 
 
    One moment she was knelt on the floor with Layla and the false sword, and the next she was in Eos’ apartment. Had she knocked? Castelle didn’t know. The stillness of the room forced all momentum, all anger, from her. The past had raged in Layla’s apartment, let out of the box it’d been buried in. It’d escaped as a great gust of wind, but all was calm and quiet, around Eos. 
 
    “Eos,” Castelle said. 
 
    She didn’t need to speak another word. 
 
    Light from the hallway caught the sword, unmistakable in its intricacy.  
 
    “Castelle? Why do you have that sword?” Eos whispered, pulling herself out of bed. 
 
    “Because they sent it to me. My fa—the Lords, they sent it to me. They know where Layla lives. They knew I might be here, and they were right. Predictability has taken the edge off my escape, and… and…” Castelle paused, catching her breath. “They think this is all it will take. That I am a child, theirs to manipulate. If I am given this sword, if I am able to wield it, then surely I will stumble back onto the path they set me on…” 
 
    Eos placed her hands on Castelle’s, stopping them from shaking. 
 
    “Here,” Eos said, carefully taking it from her. “You do not know how to wield a sword.” 
 
    Eos set the sword on the table, next to Brackish’s remains, and didn’t say a word about Castelle’s fathers. About the Lords. She tugged Castelle close and held her tight. 
 
    Castelle pressed her face into Eos’ shoulder. Her eyes stung, but she didn’t cry. She didn’t need to, with Eos’ arms around her. 
 
    “I can’t tell if I’m terrified that they know where I am, or disappointed they won’t show their faces,” Castelle mumbled. “If they could only see me, they would understand how much I have changed. That their grasp is nothing on me.” 
 
    “No,” Eos whispered. “They do not deserve to see you, Castelle. They never have. They only see what they want to.” 
 
    Castelle clung on tighter. 
 
    “I want to leave,” she blurted out. “I want to leave Yarrin. Fenroe. I want to go to Nor, to take Brackish across the sea, and I want to make sure no one can ever use the Greyser name to impose upon the archipelago. I want to help Brackish. Ava. I want to grant her whatever closure there is to be found. I don’t want to act as though she is nothing, as though empty metal is what matters.”  
 
    Eos tensed at the word Nor. Castelle did all she could to ignore what it meant. 
 
    “… Was there a letter?” Eos asked. 
 
    “There was. It was all nonsense. It said that I could finally wield the sword, and that it held all the power. That I was ready. They spoke as though I have learnt nothing of the world and have not seen through them for months. They did not even have the courtesy to talk as though I was a person, rather than an unchanging pawn in their game.” 
 
    Eos pressed a hand to the back of her head. 
 
    “Would you like me to destroy the letter?”  
 
    Castelle laughed. 
 
    “I would,” she said, and forgot fear to say, “I’m serious, you realise. About heading to Nor, even though I know what it means for you. I understand you are exiled, Eos, that I would have to leave you, and…”  
 
    Castelle pressed her lips together. How could she take Brackish across the seas without Eos? Who was to guide them, to lead Brackish to what she had longed for, for so many centuries? How was she to spend her days not knowing Eos was sleeping on the ground next to her, in a room just down the hallway? 
 
    “Layla says it won’t take long. A month in all, all told,” Castelle continued. “But to me, a month is such a long time. So very much has changed in that time, and I cannot imagine what my life will look like tomorrow, let alone in a month. And throughout it all, you have been here. You have been with me all this time, finally allowing me to live my life.” 
 
    Eos clasped her hands behind her back. 
 
    “There are things that must be done. Spirits that must be returned to The Embracer,” Eos said. “You have become yourself these last months, Castelle, and this is the final step of your journey. You do not need me.” 
 
    “Actually,” Castelle said, voice hushed. “I think I might.” 
 
    Eos’ dark eyes reflected all that swam within Castelle’s chest. 
 
    She reached out a hand. Blue light blazed behind her, lashing the table, striking the ceiling. The backs of Castelle’s eyes burnt, lightning unfurling within the confines of the chamber, spirit surging against the silver steel placed beside it. 
 
    “Gods. Of course Brackish doesn’t want that sword anywhere near her,” Castelle said. 
 
    She took a step forward, but stopped herself. 
 
    The Greyser sword had been used in Brackish’s name for centuries. It had taken her place out in the open, sunlight glinting along its blade, instilling fear in the hearts of those Ava had only wanted to live amongst. All the while, Brackish had been left in the dark, locked away, forgotten, and now Castelle had brought them together. 
 
    She couldn’t reach for Brackish. The sword had been dangerous enough when it’d been whole, when the light had slumbered; if she wielded her now, her own spirit would be ripped from her bones. 
 
    “Eos, can you…”  
 
    Castelle’s words died in her throat. 
 
    Eos doubled over, hands clasped to her chest. Light slipped between her fingers, bleeding through her shirt, blue as the spirit on the table. Eos seethed, sweat rolling down her forehead, and Brackish’s remains no longer mattered. 
 
    Castelle placed her hands on Eos’ shoulders, helping her to the cool floor. Eos knelt, rocking till her forehead scraped the floorboards, light pouring from her, rising into the air and fading to nothing. 
 
    Part of the sword was embedded in her chest, and like the remnants on the table, the metal was white-hot. 
 
    “Eos. Eos, what do I do?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “It’s the sword. It’s—” She paused, muttering strings of Y’vish under her breath. “She doesn’t want it close. It’s hurting us. Please, just—the sword.” 
 
    Castelle cupped Eos’ face. Her eyes fluttered open, as blue as the spirits of Laister forest. 
 
    “Please,” Eos said. “We need to go to Nor. We need to go to Nor. We—” 
 
    The light wasn’t fading. It wasn’t reflected in her eyes, but born from them. 
 
    Castelle shot to her feet. There was one sword she could wield. Tendrils of light stretched from Brackish, wrapping around the Greyser sword, desperate to sink into it. To claim it as her own. 
 
    But it didn’t matter how much Brackish reviled the sword, how much it had hurt her. It wasn’t the blade that had sunk into her back, wasn’t the sword that had taken her life and severed her spirit from all three gods. 
 
    Castelle grabbed the sword she’d spent so much of her life in fear of. Brackish lashed at her wrist. It hurt not because of the heat, not because it seared her skin, but because Castelle had felt the very same, short minutes ago.  
 
    Castelle had been trapped, bound by the Greyser name. The silver sword had mocked her. She’d never been good enough. She’d never been smart enough to realise she was being used, that it could only end in betrayal. 
 
    She pulled the sword from the table and Brackish roared without words. Castelle pulled herself free of the light, tore past the spirit’s reach, and stumbled across the room. 
 
    She threw the sword into the hallway, away from Eos and the chunk of metal lodged in her chest. The sword was nothing. It was metal and polished stone, but it held no power. It was a tool to be used and discarded, and it had never been a person. It had never had a heart and could not force Castelle to act against a Kingdom that’d never been hers. 
 
    Eos was still on her knees, gasping for breath. Castelle fell to her side, and the light retreated from her eyes, falling back into her chest. Across the room, Brackish found a way to bring herself peace, if only for a night. 
 
    “It’s over,” Castelle said, rubbing Eos’ back. “The sword is gone. Brackish is calm.” 
 
    Eos took a deep breath, eyes fixed on the dark spot above Castelle’s head. 
 
    “What was that? Has it happened before?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Eos shook her head, jaw fused shut. 
 
    Brackish let off a faint, warm glow, releasing Eos from the nothingness above Castelle. 
 
    “I do not know,” Eos murmured. “I thought—I thought only metal was left within me. That Brackish was in the sword, shattered though it is. But that would explain why she does not want me to go far. I am carrying part of her.” 
 
    Castelle wrapped both arms around Eos’ and helped her onto the sofa. 
 
    She lit a handful of candles and brought Eos a glass of water. Eos stared into the middle-distance, never once blinking. 
 
    Nothing glimmered, nothing glowed. 
 
    “You said we needed to go to Nor,” Castelle said cautiously. 
 
    Eos shook her head. 
 
    “You need to go to Nor. Brackish needs to go to Nor. I cannot go to Nor.”  
 
    Castelle nodded. Eos’ exile had been at the front of her mind for weeks, never once so prominent as it was now. 
 
    “But you said yourself that Brackish doesn’t want to be far from you. From the metal it left behind. We can’t remove it, can we? Not without hurting you.”  
 
    Eos said nothing, but let Castelle take her hand. 
 
    Understanding passed between them. It was all for nothing: the plan Eos and Layla had spent so long working on, the years they had dedicated to ensuring Greyser rule never fell upon Fenroe again. Eos’ dedication to reuniting Brackish with the memories she needed to finally rest. The months spent traversing the archipelago, fleeing from invisible enemies, escaping bear traps and the jaws of the past. 
 
    It was ruined, lost, all of it given away at the cost of Eos’ life. 
 
    Eos’ hand tightened in Castelle’s. She’d fought so hard for peace to prosper across Nor and Fenroe, and now the consequences of her past made it an impossibility.  
 
    “What are we going to do?” Castelle asked in a whisper. 
 
    “I will come with you, as far as Caelfal. I will travel with you to the port. I will help make the plans, and there will be another way. There will be, there has to, I will not fail you, and—” 
 
    “Shh, shh,” Castelle murmured, wrapping her arms around Eos. 
 
    The door creaked open. Tanen and Layla were illuminated in the dark of the corridor. Layla held a lantern in one hand and the Greyser sword in the other. 
 
    Her brown eyes gleamed. Castelle’s heart pushed into her throat, mouth dry. Everything her family had taught her, everything the Lords had told her, was true. There was a spirit in the sword, sworn to bring ruin to the unworthy. 
 
    Layla’s blood was enough to keep it at bay. Layla’s determination could crush any spirit. 
 
    Castelle blinked. 
 
    Layla’s eyes glowed with lantern-light, with concern. 
 
    “Hey,” Tanen said, tip-toeing into the room. “We came running when Brackish started throwing a fit, but kinda got side-tracked by the sword lying in the corridor. You gotta be more careful, E. There coulda been kids out there. 
 
    “I reckon Layla’s as shaken as you two are by this. But, uh, we kinda accidentally-on-purpose overheard a lot of that, and me and Layla have been talking. E can’t go, so it’s up to us, yeah? Me and Layla are gonna come to Nor with you, Cas. Whatever it takes, y’know?”  
 
    Castelle held Layla’s gaze. 
 
    The same fear had been branded into them from birth. 
 
    No Greyser could leave the archipelago, and the ships built from their branching family tree would sink like stones upon the ocean waves. 
 
    Yet Layla clasped the sword that had kept Castelle in thrall, turning it to mere metal. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    Castelle had feared she’d have nothing to talk about with Layla, that eight years had left her wilted. Over the months since the bear trap, she’d convinced herself Layla had seen all the world, Fenroe, its islands, and beyond. 
 
    Yet she had not returned to Caelfal. 
 
    Castelle clung to her hand as they journeyed towards the capital, speaking softly of the memorial and the flowers left beneath it. 
 
    After five years of service to her temple, Layla had earnt indefinite leave. The donation of a particular sword, jewels pried from the hilt and metal melted down, hadn’t hurt her case, either. 
 
    Tanen urged them towards Caelfal. Brackish had unfinished business there, they said. Brackish was not yet done with the ruins of old Torshval. 
 
    Layla and Eos reached out to their contacts, putting plans into motion. Autumn turned to a distant thought the archipelago no longer lingered on. Winter made its intention clear with blustery winds and short, dark days. It was rarely cold enough to snow upon Fenroe, but all those they passed muttered that this was the year the islands were going to be buried. 
 
    “What do we need to take with us?” Castelle asked. She pulled her scarf over her nose, wrapped in a coat thick enough to make manoeuvring Torshval’s markets difficult. “How much will be provided for us on the boat? Are they expecting such a large party? Do we need food for all the days it’ll take?” 
 
    “The boat is just a boat. It is expecting no one, beyond paying customers. There is nothing special in it. Passage to the mainland is surprisingly easy to come across,” Eos said. 
 
    “Still,” Castelle said, eyes flitting across the stalls of produce that were taking on a darker, rougher appearance with the changing seasons. “This is Nor. It seems fantastical enough that we could use all our names combined to bargain our way there, much less walk up to a sailor at the docks and hand over a handful of money.”  
 
    “The world has changed. Fenronians take vacations to Nor, and vice-versa.”  
 
    The nations had been separated for so long, invisible, unpassable barriers raised between them. It was the way of things, the way of any country who hoped to survive, to cling to itself. To Castelle’s mother, there was more to be gained in ensuring her people were free of the influence of the outside world than there was in opening the islands to change, to discoveries from across the continent.  
 
    Now, as Eos and Layla told it, anyone with a spare handful of money could head to Nor for a week or two, for no reason beyond the itch of exploration. 
 
    “I should practise,” Castelle said, gaze fixing on the food on offer. 
 
    “Practise?” Eos asked, pointing out vegetables Castelle’s eyes had skimmed over. 
 
    “Norian,” Castelle said, snatching up everything Eos gestured to. Pausing, she forced her tongue to move in old, unfamiliar ways. “It has been a long time since… speaking Norian. I have not had need to, and…”  
 
    Eos raised her brow. She slipped a few coins over to the merchant and took the bag from Castelle.  
 
    “It’s understandable, if not a little slow,” Eos said, switching to Norian with ease. 
 
    Eos’ accent didn’t disappear, but took on a new shape. Norian had come to her long before Fenronian had. She’d grown up surrounded by it, so much of it spoken in anger. Castelle didn’t know whether she ought to bite back the words, but had learnt avoiding talk of Nor was impossible. 
 
    Determined though she was to carry out her duty and help Brackish cross the waters, Castelle had turned to selfish prayer in the hopes the days would never pass. 
 
    “That’s why I need to practise,” Castelle said, clamping her teeth down on the Norian. A month. She’d only be gone for a month, if that. “I’ll look foolish if I get to Nor and forget… forget…” 
 
    “The basics?” Eos asked. 
 
    “Exactly. And… if I’m slow, people will think I’m not who I say, or…”  
 
    “I understand. When I first arrived, I did not wish to learn Fenronian. I was despondent. It happened incidentally, at first, and took me years to gain any real confidence. For a time, I feared I would never understand it in earnest, that I would forever be translating scattered words into Y’vish to parse them, but…”  
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “People thinking you foolish for not being able to express yourself quickly and clearly is motivating. I will practise with you, Castelle. Do not forget that Layla knows Norian as well.”  
 
    Castelle nodded, focused on each of Eos’ words. She understood the language better than she spoke it, if nothing else. Those distant parts of her brain had rusted over with disuse, but a little effort would scrape them back to fluency. 
 
    “It’s… strange. That Layla has the same education as me. The same upbringing,” Castelle said, grateful for Eos’ endless patience. Her thoughts raced ahead but her tongue caught on the words, slow and clunky. Frustration threatened to silence her. “I remember all of it. Growing up together, watching her study, but… Layla is so different, now. She never could’ve been, um—” 
 
    “Nobility?” 
 
    “Nobility. Thank you. She must have always been, that is…”  
 
    “A priest?”  
 
    “They never taught us that word. Yes, a priest, ever since she was old enough to work. She must have grown up in Avren, must have always been there.” 
 
    “Yes,” Eos agreed. “But you do not seem as though you were ever royalty, either.” 
 
    “What? Of course I do! I am—I am clueless.” 
 
    “Most people are,” Eos said, shrugging. “At least you are upfront about it.” 
 
    Laughing, Castelle shook her head. 
 
    Together, they made their way through the city. There was no press to the crowd, no urgency sown through the streets. If people hurried, it was because the cold bit at their heels. The last time she’d come to Torshval, it wasn’t only Brackish weighing them down. 
 
    The buildings had towered over her, determined to consume her like the past that tried so hard to. The castle had loomed, dragging her towards it though she clung to the cobbles of the pavement. Now, Torshval was only a city. There was history around her, not malevolence. 
 
    It had been rebuilt, shaped in a better image. She stood in Torshval as its equal, given the chance to start over. 
 
    Castelle would’ve taken Eos’ hand, had they not both had their arms full. 
 
    Had she been brave enough to do more than think warm thoughts in Eos’ direction. 
 
    A month wasn’t anything. She’d wasted so many in the temple, all of them forgettable, empty. 
 
    “This way,” Eos said, guiding Castelle away from the inn Layla and Tanen had picked for the night. 
 
    “Oh?” Castelle asked, arms tightening around her share of the shopping. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Since the Greyser sword had appeared in Avren, Castelle had been looking over her shoulder, convinced the Lords’ lackeys had planted themselves in every crowd. Since the Greyser sword had been broken apart and melted down, Castelle had been disappointed when no one stepped forward to challenge her. 
 
    “Nothing is wrong. I have a meeting, that is all,” Eos said. 
 
    She gave nothing else away. Castelle had begun to enjoy the promise of what laid beyond Eos’ silence, trust beating back anxiety and turning apprehension to excitement. 
 
    Eos cut through an alleyway, as familiar with Torshval as the hills of Llyne, and headed for The Bear’s Head on the corner. 
 
    Holding open the tavern doors for Castelle, Eos weaved around the pulled-out chairs and busy tables, stopping by a booth at the back. 
 
    “You’re never a minute late, are you?” came a bright, cheery voice. “Hakar, lor. Ka svensa ha kamar.” 
 
    “Ka svensa enta kamar. Hakar, tor,” Eos replied. 
 
    Despite all the recent past should’ve taught her, Castelle couldn’t hold back a grin. 
 
    “Svir!” she said, dropping her bags onto the padded bench. “How are you?” 
 
    Sighing, Svir pointed to her shoulder. 
 
    “Still in the sling, sweetheart. Wounded, body and ego alike, but fabulously wealthy. I hardly know why I’m complaining.” 
 
    Castelle fell into the seat opposite Svir, shuffling over to make room for Eos. Now that being kidnapped and auctioned off wasn’t a possibility, seeing Svir brought out something bright in her. For all the past weeks had held, it was like seeing an old friend for the first time in an age. The sensation sat well within Castelle. 
 
    “As for you, Eos, I hear you were stabbed,” Svir said, taking a sip of her drink. “I still don’t have all the details. Tanen yelled Eos has been stabbed! She’s been f-ing stabbed! and ran out of the house without reading the letter. Well, what can I say? Our lives have run parallel in so many ways, Eos. We are one and the same.” 
 
    Svir gestured between her shoulder and Eos’ chest. 
 
    “I’d say that’s more roughly adjacent,” Castelle said, laughing. “I was there for both incidents, and yours was nothing like Eos’.” 
 
    “Hm. And yet here we sit, my arm in a sling, Eos without a single bandage to show the world,” Svir said. “Perhaps I was too generous. I always did get the short end of the stick.” 
 
    “You fainted more than Eos did.” 
 
    Glowering over her drink, Svir swivelled away from Castelle and turned all attention towards Eos. 
 
    “Out with it, then. I want all the gory details. And they’d better be good. My darling wife has been worried sick. Already, you have got more sympathy from her than I ever have.” 
 
    Svir would get the details, whether Eos told her or not. It was better Eos got to share the story in her own words, truth not yet mangled. 
 
    Eos laid Brackish across the table and started at the beginning. 
 
    The beginning, back in Laister, sword liberated from its prison. The beginning, before Castelle had known her. Before she’d been dragged through the woods, certain she was going to die, certain death was better than waiting a moment longer. 
 
    Castelle kept her eyes on Eos as she spoke, telling Svir who the sword was, what she’d wanted. She spoke of the spirits that had risen from the tomb the earth had become, and re-enacted the past before their very eyes. The world had changed, all to show them some fading glimpse of the wrongs the roots of Castelle’s family had done. 
 
    Fél, Caelfal, Yarrin. The past surging into Eos, blade-first. Eos didn’t soften her words, didn’t hold anything back. Svir needed to hear them, and Eos needed to speak them. 
 
    Blood in the water. Blood on Castelle’s hands. Eos sitting next to her in a tavern, wounds healing over. 
 
    Eos told the story, their story. No lines drawn across any map could depict how far Castelle had come. 
 
    With Eos, because of Eos. So much had changed, and it wasn’t that it’d taken so little; it had taken everything she thought she had, everything she could’ve been. But with Eos there, accepting the bleak, bitter truth was easier than fighting against being herself. 
 
    “Castelle managed to get me to her cousin’s temple, in Avren,” Eos concluded. “The sword was severed from me.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Svir asked, chin propped in her palm. “Gods. I thought there was going to be some manner of daring action to it, but it’s always the impossible with you, isn’t it? Who else but Eos Ká Araz-Ek could be twice-impaled by the same sword and come out all the better for it?”  
 
    “I am sorry to disappoint. There was no sword-fight worthy of song.” 
 
    “Hm. Well. We can’t all be mere mortals, I suppose,” Svir said. “But I do have one question, Castelle. Your cousin Layla, who works in the temple. The one you told us that heart-wrenching story about. She wouldn’t happen to be Layla Blake of Avren’s central temple? She wouldn’t happen to be my friend of many years, living a secret life, boldly lying to my face, would she?”  
 
    “I think that’s her story to tell,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Indeed, sweetheart. Terribly well-played on her behalf. I never once suspected her to be anything but a humble priest. But cousin to the remaining Greyser! Now, that is not something one brags about. I’ll have to have her over, once you’re done with your little adventure.” 
 
    For all Svir’s nonchalance, Castelle could see the urge to run back to her wife and share all the news play out behind her dark eyes. 
 
    With talk of bloodshed presumably over, Svir waved the barkeeper over and ordered the same for all of them. Hearty vegetable soup with fresh rolls to keep the cold at bay. 
 
    “I suppose you’re wondering why I invited you here,” Svir said, tearing off a chunk of bread. 
 
    “Not particularly,” Eos said, blowing on a spoonful of soup.  
 
    “I’m here to ask a favour,” Svir soldiered on. “I may have given Niamh my heart, Eos, but you have always been my heart—insomuch as you are the reason it beats still. I understand that I am not in the position to ask favours, but you are the salvation of our people. Surely putting in one meagre request will be nothing in comparison to, oh, toppling a tyrannical regime and reminding the world that we Yricians are, indeed, people.” 
 
    Eos narrowed her gaze. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Gods, it’s cold, isn’t it? These walls aren’t as thick as they look. Here I am, eating hot soup within the comforts of the capital, yet I’m still finding reasons to complain about the weather. I can scarcely believe I spent the first twenty-two years of my life living outside. If it has snowed here since I made Fenroe my home, I haven’t noticed it. The winters we used to have! Do you remember when we were, oh, ten and twelve respectively, and Rhett talked us into playing on that frozen lake? It’s all fun and games until you hear that first crack.”  
 
    “What is the favour?”  
 
    “Always to the point, aren’t you? Have you ever once stopped to reminisce?”  
 
    “When I was six, you told me potatoes came from an animal. That they were the squishy parts of the stomach. I refused to eat it in any form for six months,” Eos said. “Shall we talk about that?” 
 
    Svir coughed, banishing a smile. 
 
    “Well, since you give me no choice but to be blunt, here it is. I should like you to deliver something home for me. To Araz-Ek, to be precise.”  
 
    “Does your family still live in Nor?” Castelle asked.  
 
    “Goodness, no. Distant cousins, perhaps, but my parents live upon Veritas. They’re shepherds. It’s utterly adorable.”  
 
    She pulled a package from her coat pocket. It was no bigger than Castelle’s fist, wrapped tightly in cloth. 
 
    “I have done you countless favours. You owe me more than a dozen, at this point,” Eos said. 
 
    “Oh, what does one more matter, then?”  
 
    Eos tore her bread apart and said, “I am not going to Nor.”  
 
    “You’re not going to Nor?” Svir was inches away from rising out of her seat. “Why ever not? Isn’t that what all this heroic Princess-rescuing boiled down to?”  
 
    Eos chewed on the bread and said, “You know why I am not going.” 
 
    “Do I?” Svir scoffed. “If it’s because of the absurd notion of exile, I believe you’ll find—” 
 
    Eos cut her off in Y’vish, louder and clearer than anything Castelle had ever heard her say.  
 
    Svir raised her brow. She didn’t waste time doing anything other than match Eos’ tone. The shift was complete, overwhelming. Eos and Svir’s voices rose to cover each other’s, and suddenly they were on their feet, pointing at each other across the table, soup and bread forgotten. 
 
    Castelle backed into the corner of the booth. Eos’ dark eyes flashed as she spoke, and the rest of the tavern fell silent to take in the uproar of the two Yricians.  
 
    Eos considered the consequences of her outburst once the damage was done. Svir shook it off and fell back into her seat. Shaking her head, Eos picked up the bulk of the bags and muttered that she was leaving. 
 
    Castelle sat still, blinking at Eos’ back. Svir rolled her eyes from the other side of the table and said, “It’s funny, isn’t it? I have known Eos since we were children. I am a mere two years older than her, and along with Rhett, we travelled much of the mountains, much of the land, together. When I heard the news of Rhett’s fate, I believe the last of the goodness instilled within me by the twins withered. Not that I should like to blame either of them for the things I have done across these islands. 
 
    “Yet Eos acts as though I am a stranger. As though I would not, have not, mourned alongside her. As though we are not one and the same, fragments of the same heart.”  
 
    Castelle pulled the last of the bags towards herself. Svir picked at her soup, only a little more solemn than before. 
 
    “I don’t understand what happened here, and I don’t think I’m meant to. It wasn’t for me,” Castelle said. “And I don’t know if we’ll head to Ara—the place you mentioned.” 
 
    “Araz-Ek.” 
 
    “I don’t know if we’ll head there, but I could take the parcel for you. I could deliver it.”  
 
    “Araz-Ek is in the mountains, far from the coast. If Eos insists on staying behind, there will be little reason for you to head that far south,” Svir said, sighing. “But go ahead, sweetheart. It is much of nothing. A mere sentimental thought and not much else.”  
 
    She poked the parcel across the table. Castelle dropped it into one of her bags. She stood slowly, not knowing how to say goodbye, not wanting Eos to disappear.  
 
    “You’ll take care in Nor, won’t you?” Svir said as Castelle tiptoed away. “I remember it all as fire and brimstone, but the rest of the world ensures me it has begun to fulfil its potential. I look forward to your return, sweetheart. Perhaps your stories may well convince me that I too have the strength to board a boat and sail south. Alas. Do talk sense into Eos, if you can. We know far too much about one another for her to listen to me.” 
 
    Castelle leant over, hugging Svir tightly. Svir patted her back, and Castelle headed out of the tavern, followed by dozens of eyes.  
 
    She rushed into the bitter cold of the street, ready to sprint in the direction Eos had most likely fled. 
 
    Eos stood a few yards away, leaning on a lamppost. 
 
    “I apologise. I lost my temper,” Eos said. “I did not mean to cause a scene.” 
 
    Castelle set her bags down and put a hand on Eos’ arm. 
 
    “You didn’t cause a scene. Svir upset you, and I doubt it was entirely unintentional,” Castelle said. Eos looked away, jaw tight. “I won’t ask what you were arguing about. It obviously wasn’t meant for me. But don’t let this sour your mood, alright? It won’t be long before we reach the southern port, and I have to leave for Nor, and—and…”  
 
    Eos’ gaze left the end of the street, meeting Castelle’s.  
 
    “And?”  
 
    “Oh, I don’t know!” Castelle lied, ducking down to pick up the bags. Eos took them from her and placed them back on the ground. “Well, it’s simply that, all thoughts aside of what is going to happen, that is—it’s been a nice day, hasn’t it? Shopping together, not rushing anywhere, doing much of nothing. I’ve… it’s been enjoyable. And I’m going to be gone soon, so soon, and I’d rather enjoy our remaining time together.” 
 
    Castelle almost bit her tongue.  
 
    “You will not be gone for long.” 
 
    “Yes. But I will be gone.” 
 
    Eos’s shoulders finally relaxed. Letting go of whatever had happened with Svir, she placed both hands on Castelle’s shoulders and kissed her forehead. 
 
    “You will,” she agreed. 
 
    Castelle leant into the contact. She cursed herself for letting so much time slip between her fingers, for not daring to do more. 
 
    Pretending it didn’t fluster her, Castelle grabbed the bags and was allowed to keep them, this time. They came to the wordless agreement of heading back to the inn, walking close enough for their elbows to touch. 
 
    “You’ve known Svir for a long time, haven’t you? You and Rhett both.” 
 
    “Yes. We belong to the same community,” Eos said. “We were adopted by our respective families around the same time. I am told there was a landslide, shortly after Rhett and I were born. I have known Svir my entire life. I may not show it, but I am better for it. She is part of Araz-Ek, part of me.” 
 
    “You’re adopted? Sorry, sorry—I didn’t mean to sound surprised. There are simply so many new things to take in! I never knew there was this much to anyone.”  
 
    “We were adopted. It is about as common amongst Yricians as it is elsewhere.” 
 
    “Only royals care for blood relations,” Castelle said, sighing. 
 
    “Indeed.”  
 
    “Why did Svir leave Nor?” Castelle asked. She was no longer pushing Eos; they were sharing truths about themselves with no demands, no urgency. “She seems like the sort to put up a fight.” 
 
    “She is. But she was intent on protecting people in her own way. Her parents in particular. She did not flee Nor; she escaped it, and took more than a dozen with her. She begged Rhett and me to leave with her, but we would not. Strange that fifteen years ago, things were so bad in Nor that Fenroe was the better option.” 
 
    “And so she came here and fought for Fenroe while you fought for Nor,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Do not phrase things that way around Svir. She is convinced we are but mirror images of one another,” Eos said. 
 
    “I shall keep that observation to myself,” Castelle promised. 
 
    She’d have to visit Svir, once she was back in Fenroe. Niamh, too. There was so much she could learn from them, so much she could share with them.  
 
    As The Badger’s Paw came into view, Eos slowed her pace and said, “I like to paint.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “I like to paint. Landscapes, mostly. Animals, sometimes. You are intent on learning more and more about me. So: I like to paint. Some of my paintings are displayed in Svir and Niamh’s house.” 
 
    The corner of Castelle’s mouth curled into a smile. She shuffled the bags into one arm so she could take Eos’ hand. 
 
    “I’m going to run out of fingers to keep count on,” she said. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Back at the inn, Tanen was dead asleep. Layla was checking over the letters she’d written and had yet to send, and Castelle tiptoed into the room. Eos dropped her bags on the floor and Tanen didn’t stir. 
 
    Leaving Tanen to sleep, the three of them sorted their supplies on the floor, packing them for a journey across the ocean. Nor was hardly wedged into a distant corner of the world, but after the journeys between islands that barely took an hour, four days on the sea was a lifetime.  
 
    It was long enough to succumb to seasickness. 
 
    “Oh. You’re back,” Tanen said, stretching their legs. “Took you long enough.” 
 
    “We’ve been back for an hour,” Eos said. 
 
    “We stopped for lunch. With Svir,” Castelle added. 
 
    “What? Why didn’t you tell me? I love Svir!” Tanen said. 
 
    “You live with Svir,” Eos said. “Now, get up. If you fall asleep again you won’t sleep tonight.”  
 
    “Ain’t no point in sticking to a schedule while that sword is still in your chest. Brackish is gonna send us to the ocean floor if we don’t get that last bit of ghost out of you.” 
 
    The day dragged on, but darkness fell in the blink of an eye. In the heart of winter, Fenroe was lucky to see five hours of sunlight a day. The cold days closed like a vice around them. 
 
    Castelle took medicine for her leg, more troublesome than it’d been in days, and retired to her room with Layla. It was no different to Eos and Tanen’s, two beds and little else to speak of, and Castelle devoted her evening to staring at the ceiling. 
 
    Layla fell on her bed, exhausted by the monotony of waiting, absorbing the worst of what was to come. The city left her off-kilter, threatening to steal what eight years of clawing her life back together had left her with.  
 
    “Is it strange for you?” Castelle asked, once the candles burnt out and galvanised her courage. “Being in Torshval after all these years?” 
 
    “At some point, I promised myself I’d never return. That it was imperative to my safety, because Caelfal would know me. The island would swallow me whole. I would be put in irons, or worse. I pushed it out of my mind, until Caelfal was as far from Yarrin as the frozen caps. I thought—I thought there’d be something momentous to returning. I thought it would change me, that it might put something to rest, but… 
 
    “I can’t stop thinking about the flames. It’s all I can see, Cas.” 
 
    Castelle nodded. Layla didn’t see it. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here. I’m glad I got to be with you when you finally came back,” she said. “You don’t have to be scared of it, anymore. It can be just an island to us. Just a city. It doesn’t have to be the place I was convinced I’d come back to rule, doesn’t have to be…” 
 
    Castelle trailed off. 
 
    “The place they slaughtered our family?” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be that.”  
 
    “But it is. It is, and it always will be. And I’ll never know what happened to their bodies. Whether they were burnt in the flames or left to rot, or—” Layla took a deep breath. She didn’t have to say another word. They’d all rattled through Castelle’s head. “I don’t know what became of them, so I don’t know how to shape my prayers.”  
 
    “I think it’s the praying that matters.” 
 
    “That’s the thing. Should I be praying for them? Do they deserve prayers? Are the gods laughing when I ask them for safe passage, for soft edges?” 
 
    “Pray for yourself, then. Pray that you’ll stop thinking of the fires, and that you’ll stop wondering,” Castelle whispered, rolling onto her side. “If the gods don’t listen to that, they won’t listen to anything.” 
 
    Castelle reached a hand into the darkness. Layla grasped it. 
 
    “How long have you used a different name?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “Blake. It was on the parcel my—the Lords had delivered to you. Layla Blake.” 
 
    “Oh,” Layla said. She dropped Castelle’s hand, blankets rustling as she sat up. “It’s been so long that sometimes I forget I haven’t always had that name. Almost six years now, if you’ll believe it. I know Soldas wasn’t as memorable as Greyser, but people still knew it. I couldn’t use the name across the archipelago, so for a while, I was Layla. Just Layla. But when I joined my first temple, a priest took me under her wing. She was an older woman, much older, she… 
 
    “She’s no longer with us. But she was here for me when I needed her the most. Towards the end, she asked me to take her name. After everything, after all I’d been plied with my entire life, then denied, just her asking, giving me something like that… Well. I wouldn’t want to go by anything else.” 
 
    Castelle shuffled to the edge of the bed, sitting opposite Layla. 
 
    “Tell me about her,” Castelle said. 
 
    It was easy for the bitter parts of her to believe that Layla had gained everything, after fleeing Laister, but there was loss in the world beyond the forest temple and its dogs. There was loss, but it wasn’t all heartache. Layla spoke with a smile in her voice and an occasional sniff, telling Castelle all about the woman with eyes like embers, the first person brave enough to see through Layla’s fabrications. 
 
    The first person to know who she truly was and all she’d been through; the first person to see all she could become. She’d found Layla her first real placement. She’d taught her scripture, and how putting the teachings into action was so much more important than poring over faded words. 
 
    Castelle moved to Layla’s bed, taking her hand. 
 
    Layla had someone. She’d been free to experience something Castelle never would. It was too late for her. Her mother was gone, she’d denounced the men who’d claimed to be her fathers, and she would not let another close because of it. The tears left Layla’s voice, replaced by laughter.  
 
    Castelle entwined her fingers with Layla’s. If only Layla had dragged her out of the temple. If only she’d taken her by the scruff of the collar and marched her out of the forest, not letting her look back. If only she’d tried harder, thinking of someone other than herself. If only she’d cared as much for Castelle as she’d convinced Eos she had! 
 
    The world would’ve been hers. Theirs. They both would’ve taken the name Blake, sharing the old woman’s warmth. Instead, there was nothing but renovated walls for Castelle, drawing in with each agonising year. There were lies upon lies, lonely corridors, guards barely keeping a straight face behind her back, maids who knew it was all a ruse, all for nothing, and Layla was laughing. All those years had been hers and hers alone. She’d never thought of Castelle. She’d only want to protect herself. She couldn’t risk Castelle ruining that. It was only boredom that drove her to thoughts of the forest. 
 
    “Cas? Are you—you’re hurting my hand. Cas!” 
 
    Castelle yanked her hand back but couldn’t let go. A glimpse of the moon beyond the window showed her Layla’s eyes, wide with worry, and the wall shook behind them. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa!” came Tanen’s muffled voice. 
 
    Castelle’s hand fell slack. 
 
    Her thoughts faded with a flash of blue. Layla and Castelle rushed for the door, shouldering their way into Eos and Tanen’s room. 
 
    Darkness had never touched the chamber. Fenroe’s creeping winter was nothing. Brackish’s light emanated from the hilt like a dying star, and Eos’ chest burnt just as brightly. She pushed herself into the corner of the room, sweat on her face, eyes fluttering open, not yet torn from sleep. 
 
    “Okay, so, uh. That woke you guys up. Great,” Tanen said. “I’ll be honest. This is one-hundred percent my fault. I was talking with my girl Brackish, asking if she didn’t wanna get out of there, and—she’s trying? Maybe? Maybe this is a good thing, yeah? Fuck! Any idea what to do? Layla? Cas?”  
 
    With no fear of the light threading itself between Brackish and Eos, Castelle grabbed Eos’ shoulders, knees pressed to the bed. The resentment that swirled in her chest, aimed at the one who deserved it least, dissolved and filled Eos’ eyes. 
 
    “Eos? Are you alright? What do we do?” Castelle asked. “Is Brackish talking?”  
 
    “Not to me. To—to Tanen. She listens to them, and she is… we are…” Eos breathed, reaching blindly for Castelle. “In Sertal, so long ago, she told us nothing would change. That we would come here together, that we would stay together, and now it is—even the metal, is…”  
 
    Her words weren’t her own, but no one else spoke them. Castelle pressed a hand to Eos’ chest, covering the metal, but flesh and bone were nothing. Brackish’s light passed through her, not caring about seizing control. 
 
    The only thing that stopped her was Tanen. 
 
    They backed out of the room, holding out the sword. 
 
    “Fuck’s sake, I was only talking to you,” Tanen said, waving the sword around. “If you want something, you can just ask! Like, we ain’t completely heartless. You’re a permanent part of the team now, yeah? None of us are gonna be happy if we get kicked out of here, Brackish. I wanna sleep!” 
 
    Castelle pressed her hands to Eos’ face. Light surged between them. Eos had changed: she was herself, but she wasn’t. It wasn’t only that her eyes were bright. Her expression twisted into something that didn’t belong to her. Her scars scattered, rearranging themselves, and Castelle couldn’t map what it meant. 
 
    “Ava!” Castelle called, eyes fixed on Eos’. “We’re here. We’re listening. Tell us what you need and we’ll do whatever we can to help. Whatever it takes. It doesn’t have to be this way.” 
 
    The answer came not from the hilt in Tanen’s hand, but from Eos’ lips. 
 
    “It started in Sertal, but in Torshval—in Torshval, words and actions joined. The tides of Fenroe changed, and she—” Eos drew a deep breath. Her eyes blackened for half a heartbeat. “We break apart, but we remember, and in the city… in the city…”  
 
    “You went to the ruins of old Torshval, didn’t you?” Layla called over the light. “If that’s what Brackish needs, we’ll take her. Do you hear that, Brackish? We’ll take you where you need to be. Let go of Eos and we’ll take you to the Torshval you remember.” 
 
    “Uh. Guys,” Tanen said, bringing the hilt to their ear. “She says she ain’t the one holding Eos. Eos is holding her.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I know a cry for help when I see one. Come on. It isn’t far from here.” 
 
    The sound rose. The light fell. Eos’ eyes darkened and her scars made sense beneath Castelle’s palms. 
 
    “E!” Tanen said, dropping Brackish and hopping on the bed. “E. Eos! You in there, girl? If the rest of the journey is gonna be this exciting, I’ve got half a mind to go crawling back to Svir.” 
 
    Castelle dropped her hands. Control was Eos’ again and silence concluded the words Brackish had spoken through her. 
 
    “Come,” Layla said gently. “We made a promise to Brackish and we’d better make good on it before she changes her mind about quietening down.” 
 
    Tanen walked ahead, shattered sword in hand. The living, breathing Torshval of the day turned to a ruin of itself under the night’s blanket, cast in blue light that writhed as flames never would. All was quiet and far from calm, city pulled taut, drenched in the spirit’s glow. 
 
    Eos pressed her knuckles to her chest. She said nothing, looked at no one. The spirit had saved her, but at what cost? Whatever it was, the debt was not one Eos had any say in being saddled with. Magic coursed through her, godless and bright, and it was nobody’s fault but Castelle’s.  
 
    As they left Torshval for the ruins, Castelle knew Eos would never look at her again. 
 
    She didn’t deserve it. She didn’t deserve her attention, her warmth. 
 
    She didn’t deserve Layla’s eyes on her, either. Not after all she’d thought about her. Layla placed a hand on the small of Castelle’s back, offering comfort that would turn to ice, had Castelle breathed half of those words aloud. 
 
    It was the spirit. It was Brackish, torn in two, preying on her darkest fears and turning them to poison. 
 
    The streets were deserted. By coincidence, by design. 
 
    The pavement fell away, and the abandoned outskirts turned the land uneven. Tanen tripped, swore under their breath, but did nothing to banish the silence creeping upon them. 
 
    Castelle turned a blind eye to the sign bearing her mother’s name and intent. Layla stared at it and said nothing. Castelle climbed over the fence, helping Eos. 
 
    In the dark, the spirits drifting through the ruins were all that remained of the world. The rubble glowed at their command, and lingering trails of blue-white illuminated the paths people had walked an age ago. Castelle spared a glance at the city, a hundred miles away. The buildings on the edge of Torshval had their shutters closed, their curtains drawn; how could they ignore the spirits that had come before them? 
 
    Castelle had spent so long staring into Laister forest, hoping for a flash of blue to change the monotony of her life. Here the spirits danced with one another, drawing unfathomable shapes across the landscape, yet the city slumbered. It was nothing of remark. It was the background of their lives, something they’d never come into contact with, no matter how close they were. 
 
    “Shit,” Tanen muttered, gripping Brackish with both hands. “She’s shaking like one of those—what do ya call ‘em? Those sticks for tracking down water. Gods, it’s alright, girl. We’re here, yeah? What do you think?” 
 
    Layla drew closer to Tanen as the spirits rose in the ruins, wildflowers turning towards them as they would the sun. Like Eos, the spirits paid Tanen no heed. Their influence spread, shielding Layla. 
 
    Eos gave up all pretence of standing. She fell atop a shattered pile of bricks, both hands gripping her knees as she rocked forward. 
 
    “This is the place,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle knelt by her side, hand on her back. 
 
    “Good. Great,” Tanen muttered, swinging Brackish at the spirits drifting past. “What do we do now? You got any tricks up your priestly sleeves, Layla?” There’s gotta be a prayer you can use, like, Hey, gods, I’ve worked in your temples for the last hundred years, how about doing me a solid?” 
 
    Layla held her arms out, ready to grab Tanen the moment a spirit drifted too close. 
 
    “It really doesn’t work that way. If the spirits understood prayer, it would only insult them,” she said. 
 
    “Yo, these guys understand a hell of a lot more than you give ‘em credit for,” Tanen said, dropping the blade.  
 
    “Eos,” Castelle said, resting her hand on Eos’ knee. “What do the both of you need?” 
 
    Grunting, Eos pointed at the ground. Tanen obliged, pushing the remnants of Brackish into the soft earth. 
 
    The other spirits didn’t move, didn’t draw closer. Nothing happened. Even as the sky lightened, clouds drifting apart to reveal the sun, a hopelessness weighed down by gratitude sunk to the bottom of Castelle’s stomach. 
 
    It was useless. There was nothing to be done. The shattered parts of the spirit couldn’t be reunited, Brackish couldn’t bear to be separated from Eos, and Eos would have no choice but to cross the ocean, exile-be-damned. 
 
    Castelle shook her head. The stars were gone. She couldn’t wish for Brackish to remain shattered, for the spirit to hollow out a place in Eos’ chest, nestling behind Eos’ ribs. 
 
    “Gods wept,” Layla whispered, turning on the spot. 
 
    As Castelle saw the spirit’s truth through Eos, Layla had taken Tanen’s hand. The long grass and flowers were gone. Stone pressed beneath Castelle’s feet, worn smooth from centuries of wandering, and the buildings didn’t have a single crack across them from the weight of the last crumbling memory. 
 
    Castelle’s eyes didn’t have to adjust to the sunlight. The chatter of the crowd didn’t divide her attention. Brackish – Ava – was still a void, a whisper of forgotten light, impossible to tear her eyes from. She sat on a bench, a little to the left of Eos. 
 
    Castelle clutched Eos’ hand, but there were no unsheathed swords to be seen, no cloak for the woman who wasn’t Ava Greyser to pull blades from. She sat on the other side of the table, elbows either side of her drink. 
 
    An ancient breeze played with her long, red hair. The plates laid out between them were clear, but conversation still flowed. 
 
    Well, what can I say? the woman with Castelle’s face began. When you’re right, you’re right. 
 
    And to think, you thought we’d be better off in Amaros or Kansteen, Brackish said. Yet Torshval and Fenroe beyond has welcomed us with open arms. It’s everything we could’ve hoped for. 
 
    Don’t rub it in, said the woman who’d one day steal Brackish’s name. And Fenroe is… quaint. Which may be better than my idealised notions of perfection in the nations further flung from here. 
 
    There was a lightness the spirits had never projected before. Castelle’s ancestor sat with her chin in her palm, grinning across the table. How many times had Castelle’s mother laughed over banquets, in their private chambers? How bright had her smile been, secured by the knowledge of the ripples she’d sent across the archipelago, the lives she’d ruined and ended? 
 
    Castelle wanted to grab the woman who’d started Fenroe’s downfall by her throat and scream that she was a traitor, that she was going to steal more than a life, but no good would come of it. Like all those who bore the stolen Greyser name, she was dead, dead, dead; no amount of cruelty or scheming could save her from her fate. 
 
    You always get ahead of yourself, Elise, Brackish said. And Fenroe isn’t quaint. Their ways are different, and they are all the better for it. 
 
    Elise. Elise! There were no Elises in her family; the first Queen of Fenroe hadn’t passed the name down the generations. 
 
    Oh, hush. Don’t be so charmed by the tranquillity of the place that you miss the potential. They call Fenroe a single nation, yet each island may as well be its own Kingdom. Their shipping routes are primitive at best. Imagine all we can bring to Fenroe. All we can give back to this land! We left Nor because of war, Ava, not because we hated the shape of our Kingdom. Don’t forget that. 
 
    The flickering shape Brackish had taken on lifted both her hands. 
 
    I’m not saying we can’t give back to Fenroe. It’s simply up to the people what form that help takes. Besides, you need to improve your Fenronian before you set about changing the world, Brackish said. 
 
    Laughing, Elise reached across the bench to clasp both of Brackish’s hands. She grinned, and the darkness did the same. Around them, the people of Torshval hurried and strolled through their city, attending to their own intricate, unravelling lives. Brackish and Elise saw none of that. They only saw each other, only saw the ways they’d fought to leave their Kingdom behind and find a new home, together. 
 
    “That isn’t right,” Eos muttered under her breath. “This isn’t right. She said that we would be here, that we would be together, yet I have seen—from Sertal, the river’s mouth, by the brackish water, she…” 
 
    Eos’ hands moved to her face. Castelle pulled them back before her nails dug into her cheeks. The voice was Eos’, but the words were not; a stranger stood before Castelle. 
 
    “It’s alright. It’s alright,” Castelle murmured. “This was before all of that. You understand that, don’t you? This is when you first arrived on Fenroe, with your people.” 
 
    “No!” Eos howled. The light from Brackish’s resting place broke through the perpetual midday. “This isn’t right. She said we’d be together and we are not together, I am not together. I would not have come, if not for her, would not have found the strength, but we are not together! I am here, I am stuck, and we are not together, we are not together!” 
 
    “Hey. Yo. It’s okay. Calm down, yeah?” Tanen said, ignoring the dark shape of Brackish knelt at Eos’ side. “I’m like, a hundred and ten percent not okay with you possessing E, but I totally get that you’re upset. That this ain’t what you wanted, and being reminded of getting fucked over is sometimes worse than getting fucked over. But you wanna be back with yourself, don’t you? You don’t wanna be torn apart, right?”  
 
    The light blazed brighter in Eos’ eyes. Elise’s hands crumbled like dust, but no one in the memory took heed. Her, least of all. 
 
    It was easy to think Brackish was all spirit, all spite. It was easy to think getting inside Eos had been part of a sprawling plan, but Brackish had wanted to save her. Despite the anger that imprisoned her, she’d chosen to save Eos. 
 
    She didn’t want to be torn apart. She didn’t want to talk through someone else’s teeth. She wanted to be whole, and she wanted to be herself.  
 
    She wanted to rest. 
 
    “Get the sword,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Get the sword!” 
 
    Tanen scrambled through the dark and the daylight, past and present melding together. 
 
    They clutched the sword tightly. Castelle covered Tanen’s hands with her own, and for what she promised herself would be the last time, she pushed the the sword to Eos’ chest. 
 
    Light pushed against light. Layla thought better of what she’d said and whispered a prayer. 
 
    Eos leant back, gripping the bench, and the blue-white blaze fought to leave her eyes. 
 
    “We’ve got you,” Castelle murmured, hands turning white around Tanen’s. “It’s going to be okay, Eos. I promise.” 
 
    “No,” Eos hissed, teeth grit. “It isn’t enough, isn’t enough.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck you,” Tanen grunted, fighting to keep hold of Brackish. “We’re doing everything we can, E! Don’t be so fucking pessimistic.”  
 
    But Eos was right.  
 
    It wasn’t enough. They weren’t enough. The light of Brackish’s blade and the metal in Eos’ chest darted back and forth, crackling, hissing, spirit shattered into new fragments each time. It wasn’t enough, they weren’t enough, they couldn’t seal a spirit in a broken blade, and Elise was turning to dust, the past along with her. 
 
    The sun slipped away. Light soon followed. The old city was ruins, and only the looming shape of Brackish, the emptiness of Ava Greyser, remained. 
 
    They weren’t enough, but the void teemed with light. Brackish’s memory knelt between Castelle and Tanen, before Eos, and held the hilt between the nothingness of her hands. 
 
    The blue light simmered. The spirit remembered itself, found its old seams, and stitched itself within the steel. 
 
    For a time, Brackish said. Let me be whole, for a time. If only to take me across the ocean, to take me home. 
 
    Eos leant back, sweat on her face, dark eyes lost to the night. Brackish was gone, a void swallowed by the impossibility of space, and only the coiling spirits bound to the city remained. They twisted like seaweed in the depths of the ocean. 
 
    They hadn’t been enough, but it was done. Brackish fought to remain in her sword, and only metal marred Eos’ chest. 
 
    She didn’t have to cross the grey waters, didn’t have to face Nor. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Pain flared in Castelle’s leg the next morning, worse than the night they’d fled Reed’s. It didn’t linger. Within the hour, breakfast and medication seen to, it was but a dull ache. She barely had a limp to speak of.  
 
    It certainly wasn’t bad enough to delay their travel plans.  
 
    Eos headed out as though a spirit had never shared her body, securing a carriage for the journey. It wouldn’t take a long to reach the southern coast. Castelle had headed there in reverse, on horseback with Svir. As they bundled into the carriage and watched Torshval fall over the horizon, Castelle searched the open plains for the tell-tale signs of birds circling a body. 
 
    Tanen caught her eye and winked. 
 
    It was easy to avoid speaking with Eos in the carriage. There was nothing that demanded eye contact. Layla and Tanen squashed together, newspapers spread over their laps, squabbling over which articles to read. Privacy was a long-forgotten joke. 
 
    It was better they weren’t alone. Better Eos didn’t have to deal with Castelle’s selfish fears. It was a month. It was only a month! Castelle would be back before she knew it, head full of stories to share with Eos, heart light from having released Brackish. There’d be no lingering fear of having to leave. 
 
    It’d be done. It’d be in the past. She’d get back and she’d live with Layla, most likely. Eos was welcome at the temple. Eos was forever coming and going. There’d be plenty of time for them to, for them to… well, Eos would find work of her own, would be with Tanen a great deal of the time, but it was only a month.  
 
    Months had passed in the blink of an eye. She’d find herself in Nor, understand what she was to be, if not a Queen, and she’d come back knowing her place in Fenroe. 
 
    Just a month. Just a month. 
 
    The hours on the road dragged on. A weight pressed to Castelle’s chest and she couldn’t stand to feel the seconds pass, let alone the coming days and weeks, the month that wasn’t just a month. 
 
    Reaching over, Eos handed her a canteen of water. 
 
    “Is your leg still troubling you?” she asked. 
 
    Wanting to laugh and cry and settling on huffing, Castelle said, “It isn’t. Thank you, anyway.” 
 
    “Yo, if it is, I can probably get you something stronger for it,” Tanen said.  
 
    Eos glared at them and Layla hit their arm. 
 
    “Ow! Hey! Never said she had to share with me,” Tanen said, snatching the newspaper from Layla. “I’m just trying to help out a friend. A friend who happens to be your cousin.” 
 
    As the two bickered to pass the time, Castelle leant towards Eos and said, “You shouldn’t be wondering how I’m doing. You’re the one who went through something there are no words to describe.”  
 
    “I always wonder how you’re doing,” Eos said. “And I am fine. It happened, it is done with, and it did not linger.” 
 
    “You’ll tell me, won’t you? You’ll tell me if anything troubles you?” 
 
    Pausing Eos said, “Of course, Castelle.” 
 
    They took a room in a small village inn, halfway between Torshval and the coast. Castelle laid on the top bunk, staring at the ceiling within arm’s reach. Layla slept in the bunk beneath her, and Tanen and Eos mirrored them on the other side of the room. 
 
    Castelle resolved not to sleep. 
 
    She’d make the most of her time left on Caelfal, upon the land none of her blood were ever supposed to leave, breathing in the salt of the bitterly cold air. She’d take in every inch of the land that had finally revealed itself to her. She’d memorise the breath of the wild across the open fields and jagged, volcanic rocks, and think of nothing but nature on the long journey to Nor. 
 
    Layla nudged her awake the next morning. 
 
    Castelle found herself more rested than she’d been in weeks. 
 
    A second carriage, much like the first, took them the rest of the way. Without the press of bodies, including two strangers, the cold would’ve been intolerable. The wind had begun to howl and the woodland they passed trembled.  
 
    Perhaps everyone had been right about snow finding them, this year. 
 
    “At least it’ll be warmer in Nor,” Castelle said as she alighted the carriage, sea within sight. 
 
    “It will not,” Eos said, following her, bags in hand. 
 
    “It won’t? But it’s further south,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Yeah, but like, we’ve got some kinda, what’s it called, current coming up from the tropics that keeps Fenroe that little bit warmer,” Tanen said. “Nor’s colder in the winter, warmer in the summer. Read that in a book.” 
 
    Castelle frowned. Some distant part of her knew that. She rubbed her hands together, breath coiling around her lips, and reminded herself that not everything in the books the Lords plied her with were lies engendered to deceive her. 
 
    “Come,” Eos said. “We will find rooms for the night. It’s already getting dark.” 
 
    Tanen hooked their arm around Eos’, following her through the port without a word of complaint. Castelle watched them leave. She saw herself rush ahead, tap Tanen on the shoulder, and say it was alright; she’d help Eos out. That would buy them a moment together. A moment to say goodbye, a moment for Castelle to show the courage she’d scraped together on their journey. 
 
    She didn’t move. 
 
    Layla took her arm and said, “Is there anything else we need?” 
 
    “Our bags are full to the brim. Eos has checked them time and time again. Is there anything you need?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    Castelle shrugged. 
 
    “You might not be a Greyser in name, but you were raised as one. Something about your bloodline being made of the right stuff to join ours. I’ve spent the last few weeks – months, really, since Eos said I was to head to Nor – terrified of what will happen when I leave the archipelago. Sometimes, I swear I can hear my mother’s voice whispering for me to stay put, to keep rooted. I’ll turn to ash or worse, should I leave Fenroe. Our blood is in the land, and it’s in my best interest that I stay close to my blood.  
 
    “I’ve spent all this time worrying, but I think I understand something of it. I’m the last Greyser, but not the last of our family.” 
 
    Layla huddled a little closer and said, “I was hoping you wouldn’t be that insightful. I wanted this to be all about you. I’ve had opportunities to leave before. Chances to go to Nor, to Amaros, to head beyond them both. I thought about it for a long, long time. I made arrangements, yet the day came and I couldn’t do it, Cas. I couldn’t’ get on that boat. I couldn’t leave Fenroe behind. 
 
    “Sometimes, I told myself it was for you. I wasn’t going forever, but I was leaving, and surely those weeks or months would be the time my letters finally reached you. Or you’d escape of your own accord. But it was me. It was my own fear stopping me. Ridiculous, isn’t it?” 
 
    Laughing, Castelle said, “It’s a relief. I’ve spent so long thinking you weren’t afraid of anything, but here we are. All that remains of the castle, of our family, terrified of what the dead have told us. Terrified that magic runs through us, binding us to one particular lump of rock over another.”  
 
    “And if we believe that, we have to believe the land is ours. That we have a divine right to it,” Layla said, sighing. “So, let’s go. Let’s head to Nor and refuse to be afraid.” 
 
    “I won’t be, so long as we’re together,” Castelle said.  
 
    “Gods, I love you,” Layla said, throwing an arm around Castelle’s shoulders. “It feels like we’ve never been apart. Do you know what was greater than the fear of leaving Fenroe? The fear that came with knowing I’d abandoned you.” 
 
    Castelle bit the inside of her cheek. Brackish was with Tanen, far off. The spirit-sword couldn’t bring those bitter thoughts bubbling to the surface. 
 
    “You didn’t abandon me. You had to save yourself to save me. Don’t forget that.” 
 
    “Oh, stop it. You’re going to make me cry,” Layla said, grinning “And don’t worry, Cas. It really isn’t going to take long. You’ll see Eos soon enough.” 
 
    Not knowing what to do beyond scoffing, Castelle jabbed Layla’s side and dragged her to the docks. They watched the Norian ships bring their wares to Fenroe, crates of spices and grain and salted meats. All the trade the Greysers kept out while their own people starved. 
 
    Tanen insisted on making a real evening of their last night. To see them was to believe they’d never spent a day away from Eos and couldn’t fathom surviving a month without her. Tanen took them to their favourite restaurant along the port, the only place that’d make Eos a decent meal, and took the biggest table. All evening, as voices rose with cheer and Tanen roped Eos into conversations with them and Layla, Castelle kept catching Eos’ eye. 
 
    She didn’t know what to do with her gaze, once she had it. 
 
    She saw the morning unravel. She saw herself at the docks, ships looming over them, face to face with Eos, saying nothing but goodbye. The shape of their journey had changed. Castelle was beyond grateful to have Layla and Tanen with her, but it was so different from the months she’d spent with Eos and Eos alone. A new chapter of her life was starting as abruptly as her initial kidnapping.  
 
    The silence between them hadn’t been empty. It was one of waiting, of anticipating, of finding the right time. It teemed with potential, with things unsaid, desperate to fill the air. Now the silence was made flat by the others, by the ears that would take in any words Castelle dared to speak. 
 
    Goodbye. That’s all she was going to say. 
 
    After dinner, Eos headed for the room she shared with Tanen. Determined to keep the celebrations going, Tanen showed theirself into Layla and Castelle’s room. 
 
    They talked for a solid half-hour, bowing to Layla’s occasional interjections, and fell asleep propped up on her bed. Layla squeezed in next to Tanen, elbowing them to make room for herself. 
 
    Castelle sat on her own bed, feet swinging, waiting for one or both of them to wake and ask her what was wrong. When they didn’t, Castelle convinced herself she had no choice but to crawl under the covers, numb to the cold night air. 
 
    Would Eos be sleeping? After the ordeal with Brackish in the old city, Castelle wouldn’t have been surprised to find her dead to the world, intent on sleeping through the next month. 
 
    Castelle sat up, laid back down. 
 
    Eos wouldn’t be sleeping. Couldn’t be. Something had to be keeping Castelle awake, and why wouldn’t it be Eos’ own restless wonderings? 
 
    She hadn’t said anything to Castelle, but she knew Eos better than that. She knew she did not remain silent simply because she had nothing to say, did not keep her expression neutral because nothing lurked behind it. 
 
    Eos could be staring at the ceiling, wondering the same of Castelle. Waiting for Tanen to drag theirself back to their room and hoping someone else would knock on the door. 
 
    Castelle threw the blankets aside and got to her feet. Tanen grunted but didn’t wake. Castelle left her boots behind, tiptoeing down the dark corridor. 
 
    Eos could be sleeping; it could all be in her head. It didn’t matter either way. She was leaving for Nor in the morning, and there was no escaping it. Even Brackish had relented to the way of things.  
 
    Castelle was leaving Fenroe. There was nothing she could do to change that, but she could kiss Eos before she left. 
 
    She knocked on the door. She didn’t hesitate. 
 
    “Castelle,” Eos said, confused but not irritated. “What has happened? Are you safe?” 
 
    Eos threw her gaze down the corridor. With nothing out of the ordinary stealing the shapes of shadows, she fixed her eyes on Castelle. 
 
    “I…” Castelle began. She’d been right. Eos hadn’t been sleeping. She was too alert for that; she could see right through Castelle. “I came to say goodbye.” 
 
    “Goodbye? It is midnight, Castelle. You have ten hours until your ship sets sail.” 
 
    “Yes,” Castelle said, clenching her teeth together between each word. “It’s just that. Well, I thought. You see, in the morning, the others will be there. There will be a crowd, and I rather wanted to have some privacy. The chance to take my time, and. And to say goodbye to you, Eos.” 
 
    Head tilted to the side, Eos stepped out of the doorway and ushered Castelle inside.  
 
    A single candle burnt on the cabinet between the beds. Eos closed the door behind Castelle, banishing bravery along with the outside world. 
 
    There wasn’t as much room as Castelle had expected. Her chambers had seemed bigger, even with Layla and Tanen inside, yet Eos stood before her and she couldn’t back away without hitting a bed or wall. 
 
    “Well?” Eos asked. 
 
    “Well,” Castelle said, clearing her throat. “Goodbye, I suppose. Thank you, Eos. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. Thank you for rescuing me, for bringing me this far. For staying with me, after I reunited with my cousin. Thank you for—” 
 
    “It is only for a month,” Eos said. 
 
    “Yes. Gods, Eos, I am very aware of that. You’ve said it. Layla’s said it. I’ve thought it a thousand times. It is only a month, yet I have only been myself these past few months. You know that.” 
 
    “You spent close to a month drifting in and out of consciousness at Reed’s.” 
 
    “I’m being serious.” 
 
    Eos put her hands on Castelle’s shoulders, and she found it within herself to continue. 
 
    “It isn’t only a month. I have no idea what awaits me, what setbacks there will be. Through all I’ve seen, all I’ve gone through, you’ve been here, Eos. I know that you’ve experienced so much of the world alone, or with others, but it hasn’t been that way for me. It’s only a month, but it’s going to be so different. I won’t have you here, and I’m not certain how to face the world without you. Aren’t—aren’t you going to miss me at all?” 
 
    Forget banishing bravery. It was trapped in the room with them, mingling with the air Castelle breathed. 
 
    “I have been by your side since summer,” Eos said. “Of course I will.” 
 
    All the breath in Castelle’s body left with a shaky exhale. Her shoulders rose beneath Eos’ hands, and Eos pressed her thumbs to the sides of her neck. 
 
    A month. A month. A whole month without Eos, yet it was harder for Eos than it was for Castelle. She was being kept from her homeland, from her family. She was going to stand on the docks and watch them sail to the distant shores she hadn’t set foot on in years. Eos was the one who’d be left behind, the one exiled from a land she’d given everything to liberate. 
 
    Castelle remembered her promise to herself, remembered why she’d come. 
 
    Hands bundled in the front of Eos’ shirt, she leant down and kissed her. 
 
    Castelle’s actions were her own, but they caught her as off-guard as the first kiss had. The shock in her body smoothed out, arms slipping around Eos’ shoulders, Eos’ hands finding her hips. 
 
    There was no fear, no anger. No thoughts of blood upon the floor, spreading through the brackish water. There was only Eos, Eos kissing her without hesitation, hands holding her tight.  
 
    A month! A month! Castelle had wasted so much time already, but what did it matter? Eos was in her arms, flush against her, kissing her to fill all the silences between them. A month wasn’t nothing, not to Castelle, not to Eos. The time would crawl by with them apart, each not knowing what the other was going through. 
 
    It had been so long someone had kissed Castelle, since she’d kissed another, but she could’ve believed Eos had been trapped in a forest temple of her own for the way she moved into the motion. Her arms wrapped around Castelle’s waist, offering a gentle pull, a tentative guidance, out of sorts with her breathing. 
 
    A kiss was all Castelle wanted, brief and fleeting, a memory worth holding onto. She hadn’t dared imagine more. But Castelle could not stop herself from wanting, whether or not she’d let that need turn to thoughts in the light of day. 
 
    The kiss hadn’t ended, but it wasn’t the one she’d started. Neither of them stood any longer. Eos was on the bed, pressed into the corner, and Castelle had no awareness of falling into her lap. She only knew it was where she was supposed to be, one leg either side of Eos’, hands in her hair, pulling her loose ponytail free. 
 
    Eos splayed her hands across Castelle’s back. She arched at the touch, dizzy with how light it was, how simple, how overwhelming. She pressed her palm to Eos’ face, desperate not to break the kiss. Eos didn’t freeze, didn’t flinch when Castelle’s thumb ran across her scars. 
 
    “Eos,” she breathed as Eos’ fingers found the hem of her shirt. 
 
    She pressed her forehead to Eos’, heart hammering, hands gripping her shoulders, her hair, her arms, unable to keep still. A month didn’t matter. The morning was an age away. She’d go to Nor, do her part for the archipelago and Brackish alike. She’d endure however long it took, if only she could have another minute of this, another second. 
 
    Eos pressed her mouth to the line of Castelle’s jaw, down to her throat. Castelle bucked her hips, body slack against Eos’. Her hands wandered to Eos’ waist, shirt displaced by the kiss and more, and ran her palms across her stomach, muscles pulling taut. 
 
    There was the scar, hidden away, the one Eos had promised to show her, one day. It was rougher than those across her face, unfathomably deeper than the cut beneath her eye. Eos grunted as Castelle pressed her fingers to it. 
 
    Eos tilted her head back. Without knowing how she knew what to do, Castelle pressed her mouth to Eos’ throat, emboldened by Eos’ movements beneath her. 
 
    It was one way to say goodbye. 
 
    Gods, it was so much more than that. 
 
    With her fingers fanned across Eos’ stomach and her mouth on her throat, Castelle rocked her hips, pushed herself closer, determined there’d be no space between them. 
 
    Eos froze. 
 
    “Castelle,” she said. 
 
    Her tone cut through everything that’d happened. 
 
    “Eos?” Castelle asked, leaning back. “Are you alright?”  
 
    “Don’t,” Eos murmured. 
 
    Her hands took Castelle’s hips to push her back, this time. 
 
    Almost losing her balance, Castelle swung a leg over Eos and didn’t think it wise to sit next to her. 
 
    Mind swimming, she took a deep breath of the air that was supposed to be cold. 
 
    Eos sat on the edge of the bed, elbows on her knees, eyes fixed on the floor. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Castelle blurted out. “I’m sorry, Eos. I didn’t mean to… it hadn’t been my intention. I’m sorry. Are you okay?” 
 
    “It isn’t you. It isn’t you, I—I cannot do this. It isn’t right.”  
 
    “It isn’t right?” Castelle asked, indignation creeping into worry. “What do you mean, Eos?”  
 
    “It isn’t you,” Eos said, holding up both hands. “It isn’t you. Castelle. I am sorry. Please believe that, if nothing else.” 
 
    Castelle swallowed the lump in her throat. There was the cold, creeping up the back of her neck. 
 
    “What is it, Eos?” she asked in a whisper. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” Eos said, rubbing her hand against her mouth. “But I am not exiled from Nor, Castelle.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Castelle took wide steps back. 
 
    The room was big enough to get away from Eos again. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she heard herself say, clear and controlled. “Did you say you aren’t exiled from Nor?” 
 
    Eos shuffled to the edge of the bed. She moved to stand, but Castelle held up her hands. 
 
    Eos thought better of it. 
 
    “Yes,” was all she said. 
 
    “I see,” Castelle said, smoothing out her shirt. “Are you going to elaborate?” 
 
    “I was exiled from Nor. Everything I told you was true,” Eos said, words coming like sludge. “But the King was killed. The war ended, and my side won. After a time, things were set right. My exile was lifted, and—” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Castelle?” 
 
    “How long have you known you were no longer exiled from Nor?” 
 
    Eos threaded her fingers together. 
 
    “Four years,” she said. 
 
    “Four years? Four years?” 
 
    She was going to wake the entire inn if her voice kept rising. 
 
    If it had been a matter of months, if the news was fresh, Castelle could’ve started to absorb Eos’ silence. A homecoming eight years too late was a hard thing to swallow, but Eos had known about it for four years. Where had Castelle been, four years ago? Only a decade into her solitude.  
 
    “Yes,” Eos said, after a time. 
 
    “I’m trying my best to understand, but I don’t. You aren’t exiled from Nor. You can come with us, and you didn’t need to push yourself and Brackish out in the old city. You aren’t exiled from Nor, but you told me you were. You lied to me, Eos.” 
 
    “I had thought,” Eos began, swallowing the lump in her throat. “I had hoped that you would question it. Nor is no longer under the rule of a monarchy. Those who exiled me have been brought to justice. I am not some villain, some exile, and—” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about the world! You know I can’t put two and two together. You knew I wouldn’t question you. You knew I trusted you.” 
 
    A long pause. The words were taken by the darkness as the candle spluttered out. 
 
    “It is not that you aren’t capable, Castelle. It is not that you have failed. I simply thought you would see through me, through my hesitance, and…” Eos exhaled heavily. “The others did not question it, either. Only Svir knows. It is not your fault, and—” 
 
    “Of course it isn’t my fault! After everything I’ve told you, everything that has been done to me, you lied to me, Eos. You lied, and I don’t understand why.” 
 
    Eos rocked forward, palms pressed together. 
 
    “Not all lies are engendered to harm you. To use you, to deceive you. This is not about you.”  
 
    “Not about me? I’m the one who’s spent all this time dreading going to Nor without you. I’m the one who came here like an idiot, thinking this might be my last chance to—to—gods. Do you know how scared I was in the old city, watching the spirit tear at your chest? I didn’t have to go through that, through any of it!” 
 
    Eos remained silent, rocking on the spot. She shook her head but said nothing, making no effort to explain herself. 
 
    “Well?” Castelle demanded, throwing her arms out. “If these lies have nothing to do with me, then why tell them? Why not tell the truth?” 
 
    “Because,” Eos murmured. “Because I wanted to be exiled.” 
 
    Castelle moved from anger to incredulity in a heartbeat. She stared at Eos, knowing it was impossible they’d been so close short minutes ago, that she’d wanted nothing more than to express all she felt, all that had dissipated into the air with yet another lie. 
 
    “What?” Castelle said. “Why would you want to be exiled, Eos? That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Because if I am not exiled, if I have to return to Nor, then Rhett will be dead,” Eos said, rising to her feet. “If I return to Nor, to the mountains, I will have to face my mothers, and I will have to tell them what became of him. What I saw happen to him, what his spirit did. What has become of me, of my face, of the face so much like his, desecrated.”  
 
    Castelle didn’t dare move. The anger in her veins cleared. Forgiveness did not course through her, but whatever she felt was less important than what Eos was saying. 
 
    “Eos,” Castelle said quietly. She took Eos’ wrist when she couldn’t stop pressing her palms to her face, tugging at her hair. “Eos, what do you mean? Rhett’s already dead, isn’t he?”  
 
    “No,” Eos said, shaking her head. She tried to pull her wrists free without fighting against Castelle. “Not here. Not inside my head. I have been gone from the mountains for so very long, and the only way I have kept myself whole is by believing that he is there. That we are separated by something so meaningless as distance alone. That he is married, that he has a husband or wife, that he lives around the mountains with their children, close to our mothers, I…” 
 
    Castelle squeezed Eos’ hands.  
 
    “I refused to believe my exile was lifted. Svir brought the news to me, but I would not listen. I lived with Reed at the time and did not leave her house for a month. I am sorry, Castelle. I am sorry, but none of this is real to me. I lied to myself, not you. Even the thought of you leaving Fenroe was not enough for me to speak up, no matter how deeply I wanted to. But when you came to me, I could not continue under false pretences. I am sorry. I am sorry, I…” 
 
    “Eos. Eos, stop it,” Castelle whispered. “You don’t have to say anything else. The truth is out there now, isn’t it? We can go to Nor, Eos. We can go together, and anything you have to face, we can—” 
 
    “No,” Eos said, pulling her hands free. She was the one taking steps back, now. “The truth does not change what I have become. What has been done to me. I cannot go to Nor.” 
 
    Castelle didn’t reach for Eos again. She wouldn’t have been able to grasp at anything, wouldn’t have understood anything she said. 
 
    She backed out of the room, closing the door behind her. The floorboards stung her bare feet, and she couldn’t get back to her own room quickly enough.  
 
    The door swung shut too loudly. She dived into bed, pillow pulled over her head. 
 
    “Cas?” Layla asked groggily, accompanied by a snore from Tanen.  
 
    Castelle said nothing, only wrapped her arms around the pillow. 
 
    Layla pulled the blankets aside, mattress dipping next to Castelle. 
 
    “What is it, Cas? Did something happen?” Layla whispered. 
 
    Castelle swallowed the lump in her throat, determined not to cry. 
 
    “It’s Eos. She isn’t exiled from Nor after all,” Castelle said. 
 
    “She isn’t?” Layla’s voice pricked with a hope Castelle dreaded. “That’s—that’s wonderful.” 
 
    “No. She still isn’t coming with us.” 
 
    Layla said nothing else. She shuffled closer, smoothing out Castelle’s hair. Castelle screwed her eyes shut, words lost to her, and prayed for sleep as Layla held her.  
 
    Come morning, nothing was different. Darkness filled the room, sun determined to slumber until nine or ten. Castelle bolted upright, convinced she’d overslept. Her ship had left the docks, already halfway to Nor, until far-off bells tolled.  
 
    Six o’clock had only just come. 
 
    Castelle climbed out of bed, leaving Layla to sleep in her bed and Tanen in Layla’s. Stepping into her boots, she closed the door behind her and didn’t stop at Eos’ room. 
 
    She didn’t glance at the door. 
 
    Outside, the port was alive, and citizen and travellers alike were doing their utmost to banish the darkness. There was work to attend to, whether or not the sun cared to visit them. Lanterns blazed along the streets and outside cafés setting up for the day, and workers carried lanterns along the docks, taking care of all that could be done under the spell of darkness. 
 
    Throughout so many bleak winters, Castelle had considered the short days a blessing. When there were barely five hours of sunlight, it was easy to spend the day sleeping, or pretending to. Her body yielded to the darkness, beckoned to sleep; it was her only escape, the only respite she’d get, soon banished by the promise of spring. 
 
    Castelle wandered the docks. If it was dangerous to be alone in the city, she didn’t care. She’d seen arrows in shoulders, blades dug in throats, swords through chests. Let the Lords’ lackeys follow her, let them approach her. She wasn’t afraid to scream.  
 
    She wasn’t afraid of their lies. 
 
    It was to be her last day on Fenroe, the last day she could claim to have never set foot on foreign soil. She truly would be the last of the Greysers. None had left the archipelago, not since Princess Adriana had given up all future claims to Fenroe by sailing south and marrying the Queen of Nor. 
 
    There’d been no family on her side at the wedding. She’d never seen her parents again, never met her siblings’ children. 
 
    It was her last day on Fenroe, her last day numbered amongst the scattered islands, but Castelle couldn’t take it in. She couldn’t tell sea from sky, horizon from islands. It was all blotted out, hiding itself from her. Fenroe wanted her to forget it as it wanted to forget the Greysers. 
 
    Taking a deep breath of salty air, Castelle turned back to the inn. 
 
    Someone grabbed her elbow. 
 
    The certainty that she’d scream, that she’d fight against any who tried to drag her back to her old life, fizzled and died. She couldn’t lift her hands, couldn’t find her voice. 
 
    She didn’t need to. 
 
    “Castelle! Gods, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”  
 
    Castelle parted her lips. Something other than fear silenced her. 
 
    “Rhea!” she finally yelped. 
 
    The darkness couldn’t banish the grin across Rhea’s face. Rhea took Castelle by the arm and led her off the path, towards the cafés setting up for the day, breakfast ready to serve. 
 
    “Rhea!” Castelle repeated, letting herself be guided. “You’re here! How are you here?” 
 
    “Eos gave me a heads-up,” Rhea said. She pulled a chair out for Castelle, having always known precisely what she needed. Castelle fell into the seat, staring up at her. “I couldn’t not see you off.” 
 
    The only tolerable parts of the forest temple materialised before her. Castelle didn’t dare blink. 
 
    “I wanted to drop in on you before this, but you were rather mad, last I saw you. I wanted to let everything sink in,” Rhea said, sitting opposite Castelle. 
 
    Burning bridges were nothing. The flames faded. How easy it had been to perceived Rhea’s actions as a betrayal when she was one of the few who’d tried to help her. 
 
    “Gods!” It was all Castelle could say. “Gods. Gods. It’s certainly sunk in. Everything, all of it—gods, Rhea. I couldn’t have done anything without you. I wouldn’t be here without you.” 
 
    Rhea winked under the café’s lantern light. 
 
    “I barely did anything. Layla was the brains, Eos was the brawn. And the rest of the brains, too. I’m so sorry it had to happen the way it did, Castelle. I’m sorry I had to lie to you, that I—” 
 
    “Don’t apologise,” Castelle said, grabbing Rhea’s hands across the table. “Do you think I would’ve believed you, had you told me Layla was alive? Had you told me that my mother was evil and my Kingdom was better off without her? How do you think I would’ve reacted if you told me I would never be Queen? Gods! I would’ve had the Lords fire you. You would’ve have spent another day in the temple, but I would’ve.” 
 
    Rhea’s grin faded, replaced by a soft smile. 
 
    “I really do have a sister, you know. And she’s pregnant. It’s funny. She and her husband have spent years trying for a baby, and it wasn’t until I thought of the first lie that came to the top of my head that it happened. Not long now.” 
 
    Castelle didn’t know what to say. She’d reached for Rhea’s hands so many times and she’d always been there, warm and patient. She couldn’t stop staring at Rhea. Something in her chest dislodged, something that never should’ve been there. 
 
    Rhea had lied to her, and Castelle couldn’t be more grateful. 
 
    “I love the new hair, by the way. It’s a shame you didn’t do that a few years ago. It would’ve saved me a lot of brushing,” Rhea continued. “You look great, Castelle. You look like a whole different person. I haven’t stopped thinking about you this entire time. I would’ve been here sooner, but Eos and Layla both thought it wise that I hide from the Lords for a handful of months, too. But you’ve been on my mind every day, I promise you.” 
 
    “You haven’t been on mine,” Castelle said, laughing. She didn’t let Rhea’s face fall. “I think I stopped believing you existed. You were the one thing from the temple that truly got me through. You were the only one I could turn to with my nightmares, the only one I could be honest with about what I felt. After I was torn from the temple, after I learnt the truth and realised how awful it’d truly been, some part of me was convinced I’d made you up. That you had been some sort of—guardian to me, honestly. A kind spirit. You were all I had for so long.” 
 
    Rhea scrunched up her face. 
 
    “I hated lying to you. I truly did.” 
 
    “Yet in spite of your lies, you were the only one who was honest with me. It’s like you said yourself: you were working for my family all along. You knew the Lords weren’t my fathers. You knew Layla was who truly mattered, deep down. I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “There’s no need. You may not be a Queen, but still,” Rhea said, tipping her head. 
 
    “Don’t be silly. I’m not a Queen, and you aren’t a maid. We’re equals now, Rhea. Equal in the eyes of Fenroe, as everyone ought to be.” 
 
    After years spent sobbing over her nightmares, it was Rhea’s eyes that filled with tears. There was something humbling in being there for her. 
 
    “I didn’t know how you’d react. I knew that you were good, that you were nothing like the Lords, but I never…” Rhea said, wiping her eyes with the backs of her hands. “I never believed you’d be this bright. This much like you. I was with you for six years, and this is the most I’ve ever seen you smile.” 
 
    Leaping from her seat, Rhea rushed around the table and flung her arms around Castelle. The Lords had always muttered that Castelle’s Lady-in-Waiting was far too forward, that she gossiped with the outdoors staff. Castelle hugged her as tightly as it took to banish thoughts of the Lords, blinking her own eyes dry. 
 
    “I haven’t slept in days. I rushed over the moment I got Eos’ letter,” Rhea said, falling back into her seat. “But I think I’d be this emotional if I’d spent the last month hibernating.” 
 
    Eos had sent the letter. Eos had known how much it would mean for Castelle to see Rhea again, and she’d made it happen. 
 
    “Tell me what happened after I saw you at the fjord,” Castelle said. “Tell me everything.”  
 
    Rhea secured two cups of tea and a stack of toast before starting her story. 
 
    “Most of what you know about me is true. My family, where I’m from, what I did before working in the temple. I had years to see what was happening in the temple for myself. We just clicked, didn’t we? I think we’d be friends in any world. When I went home one winter and found a correspondence from Layla, I didn’t waste any time mulling it over. I knew I had to get you out of there. I knew you were suffering. 
 
    “In short, I suppose I’m trying to say that once I got out of there, I had to find another job,” Rhea said, gulping down a mouthful of tea. “Which was both easier and harder than I expected. Laister is a mess, and that isn’t as bad as it sounds.” 
 
    “Oh?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Her hand hovered over the toast she’d intended pick up for the last few minutes.  
 
    “Things broke down after you left. The Lords couldn’t keep it secret for more than a few weeks. There was a lot of grumbling. Most of the staff tried to leave, so the Lords called in all their soldiers from across the island,” Rhea said, sighing. “I think they would’ve managed to keep everyone in the forest, if not for the Captain. She’d been in the temple since day one, hadn’t she? It turns out she’d been lied to as much as you had. As soon as the truth was out, she took her soldiers and marched away. 
 
    “There are still people working for the Lords, if only because not all of their money has dried up. The Lords tried imposing on the local settlements for a while, but found the people of Laister harder to intimidate without the Captain to back them up. 
 
    “They won’t leave the temple. They have nowhere else to go. They don’t have much of anything, Castelle. Laister’s a mess. It’s been shaken up, and it’s going to find its feet again. It’s finally going to join the rest of the archipelago.” 
 
    Castelle listened in stunned silence. Her toast was cold as a rock. 
 
    In her mind, nothing had changed in the forest. The staff barely noticed her absence, and the Lords didn’t have to lie to the locals about Castelle’s whereabouts, for she was always hidden. In her mind, the Lords would live out the rest of their lives trapped in an illusion of their own making, and it was up to her to head to Laister and begin making amends. 
 
    But Castelle hadn’t reduced the island to what it’d become. She hadn’t meant nothing to the balance of things, either. Laister was safe. Laister was free of the Lords, and Castelle was, too. 
 
    “You couldn’t have brought me better news if you’d tried,” Castelle said. 
 
    “You’ll have to come back, once the worst of it is over. Back to my place, that is. You have to meet my family, Castelle. I’ve spent so long bragging about you.” 
 
    “I’ll let your family know you’re a hero. Gods. Do you know what I just realised?” 
 
    “What?” Rhea asked, munching through her toast. 
 
    “I can come visit you, once I’m back from Nor. I can do anything I want to! There’s no path set out for me. No one I’m running from, not anymore,” Castelle said. The salt of the air swelled in her chest, making a home of Fenroe for the first time in fourteen long years. “I can do whatever I want. I can—I can find hobbies. I could get a job! What are you doing now, Rhea?” 
 
    “I needed a change as much as you did. I decided to take up fishing. It’s not far from home,” Rhea said. “Do you think you’ve got it in you?” 
 
    “Well—no! Not at all! But I could try, couldn’t I? Who knows! I might surprise you. I might surprise myself. I could, well, I could—” 
 
    “You’ve never had to think about what jobs exist, have you?” 
 
    “I haven’t,” Castelle said, and there was no shame in it. “Not until this very moment. Once my duty to Fenroe is done, I want to try everything. There’s so much for me to experience. I wasted away for fourteen years, Rhea. Fourteen years!”  
 
    “Promise you’ll visit as soon as you’re back. You’re going to hate fishing. I can tell.” 
 
    The pair of them spoke until the sun rose. Castelle didn’t tell her about all that’d happened across the archipelago, all the tears, the revelations, the broken leg, the lost spirits, the sword twice-pushed through chests. She spoke of a past so easily banished in Rhea’s presence and a wide open future, hers for the taking. 
 
    So much of her life had been stolen from her, but she’d clawed it back. There was nothing she couldn’t do, nothing she wasn’t allowed to do. Everything she’d missed was suddenly within reach. 
 
    Rhea’s eyes finally wandered from Castelle, fixing on Eos in the distance.  
 
    Eos didn’t approach. The corner of Castelle’s mouth tugged downward. Eos had probably convinced herself Castelle wanted nothing to do with her, but she’d still sought her out to ensure she was safe. 
 
    Rhea lifted a hand, waving Eos over. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long until their ship left, making the most of the scarce daylight to navigate the rocks surrounding Caelfal and the archipelago beyond. 
 
    “Excuse me for a moment,” Castelle said, rising from her seat. 
 
    She headed across the wide street, through the port’s busiest road. Eos flinched, but the shouting she expected never came. 
 
    Castelle didn’t dare double-guess herself. She wrapped her arms around Eos and pulled her close. 
 
    “Castelle?” Eos barely whispered, stiff as a board. 
 
    “I’m upset. I’m still upset,” Castelle murmured. “But not with you. You didn’t lie to hurt me. You’ve never done that and you never would. I understand that. Not everything revolves around me. You taught me that. It must’ve been so hard for you to say what you did this morning. I’m sorry if I backed you into a corner.” 
 
    Still tense, Eos placed her hands on Castelle’s back. 
 
    “I didn’t want to lie. I didn’t think I was lying,” Eos said. “I’d convinced myself it was true, and I—”  
 
    “It’s alright. No matter what we’ve been through, no matter the similarities, we can’t always understand one another. It’s just that I’m going to miss you so much, Eos. I can’t get around that. It’s selfish, I know. I’m worried you’ll disappear, or…” 
 
    “I will not,” Eos said, finally relaxing into the embrace. “I do not want you to leave. I do not want to be apart from you. You are leaving. Tanen is leaving, and Layla, too. I will only have Svir left for company.” 
 
    Breathing a laugh, Castelle leant back, hands on Eos’ shoulders.  
 
    “You’ll have Niamh and Reed,” she said. “Don’t be silly.” 
 
    “I am not,” Eos said. 
 
    “I said it before,” Castelle said, hand on Eos’ face. “I don’t think I can do this without you. And it doesn’t matter if I can. I don’t want to. But I wouldn’t ask you to do anything you can’t bear. I’ll understand it, Eos. Now that I know the truth, I’ll understand what you have to do, no matter what that may be.” 
 
    Eos bowed her head, eyes closed. 
 
    “I know it is not within the scope of your journey,” she said, taking a deep breath. “But if I were to go to the mountains, if I were to speak with my mothers, would you…” 
 
    “Yes,” Castelle said, cupping her face. “Whatever you need, Eos.” 
 
    Eos nodded over and over. When she could not speak, she wrapped her arms around Castelle and buried her stinging eyes in her neck.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    Tanen and Layla weren’t far behind. Castelle’s shaky grin was out of sorts with how her cousin had found her in the dead of night, but Layla didn’t question her. Catching sight of Rhea, Layla ran across the docks and caught her in a hug. 
 
    Tanen yawned through an introduction. Everyone dragged chairs over to Rhea’s table and its cold toast. Castelle sat between Eos and Rhea, knee bouncing under the table. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’ve got this far already. It feels like it was only yesterday when you were secretly recruiting me,” Rhea said. “What’s your plan?”  
 
    “I have friends in all sorts of high places,” Layla said. 
 
    “Temples,” Tanen clarified. 
 
    “Yes, yes. I have friends in temples across the archipelago, Torshval included. There’s a lot of mingling of priests and government officials there. One of them has had their ear to the ground for a while, with a particular interest in seeing Brackish sent across the ocean. They have a penchant for the symbolic, apparently. My friend owed me a favour, and the official owed my friend a favour, resulting in us getting a contact in Nor. Someone by the name of Lethe. They do… something within Nor’s still-developing government. We’re going to deliver Brackish to them and they’re going to wave their hands and make it official. Easy.” 
 
    “Except for the part where we gotta put an ancient spirit to rest, but sure. Easy!” Tanen said. 
 
    “Oh, hush. Also, I don’t think a handful of centuries constitutes Brackish being ancient.” 
 
    Tanen and Layla bickered over semantics, and Rhea did her utmost to piece the past together from their upbeat argument. Castelle’s gaze wandered. Eos’ eyes fixed on the ocean, thoughts already in Nor.  
 
    The struggling sun lined the horizon. The ship was set to depart in little more than an hour, but Castelle was desperate to be onboard, heading away from Caelfal, too far from the shore for Eos to change her mind and suffer the sea to return to Fenroe. Eos didn’t need the opportunity to give into fear; it would hold her down and it would win, as it had so many times. 
 
    Castelle knew what fear could do. She’d seen the open world changed for the better and had been terrified ink on parchment from the Lords of Laister would make the reality around her untrue. She couldn’t imagine all Eos was saddled with. The thought of seeing her mothers after so long and all that had happened, would force her to Fél, where she could hide in the deepest of the winding caverns. 
 
    Castelle understood how it felt to have wasted so much of her life; to regret all the time she’d had to act, to heal, but hadn’t. 
 
    Wasted time was nothing to honour. Continuing to waste time to normalise it, to make something tolerable of it, would never help either of them. Accepting that time had been wasted, lost, and stolen from them would not make it any more of a gnawing void than it already was. 
 
    “Yo, our boat ain’t gonna wait around forever,” Tanen said, hopping to their feet. “Where you off to, Rhea? Maybe you can keep Eos company back to Torshval.” 
 
    “Oh! Yes, I’d planned on visiting the capital before heading home. I’d be glad of the company! We have so much catching up to do,” Rhea said.  
 
    Castelle caught Eos’ eye. Eos’ teeth were fused together, but the slightest nod gave Castelle permission to speak on her behalf. 
 
    “Actually, Eos is coming with us,” Castelle said. 
 
    Her voice was loud, verging on giddiness. Tanen and Layla paused to absorb what she’d said. 
 
    “Uh,” Tanen said. “Come again?” 
 
    “Eos is coming with us. To Nor!” 
 
    Castelle rocked on the balls of her feet. What did a month in Nor matter? What was a year in Nor, if that’s what it took? 
 
    “Okay. Cool. That seems sensible. It goes well with the, y’know, with all the exile. Like, what we’ve all been missing lately is definitely more drama in our lives.” 
 
    “I am not exiled from Nor,” Eos said. “It was a misunderstanding.” 
 
    She gathered her bags and headed for the docks. Tanen stared at her back, arms held out, and Castelle stifled a laugh. Eos was coming to Nor, and it almost meant as much to Tanen as it did to her. 
 
    “Hey, what the hell? What kinda misunderstanding is that?” Tanen yelled at Eos’ back. 
 
    “I said I was exiled from Nor, but it turns out I am not,” Eos called over her shoulder. “It is a very simple misunderstanding.” 
 
    Tanen rushed after Eos. Layla, Castelle, and Rhea hurried after them, lugging Tanen’s bags along. 
 
    “You ain’t exiled. I’m sorry, how did I not know about this?” 
 
    “You do not know everything about me,” Eos said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m gonna have to beg to differ,” Tanen said, listing things off on their fingers. “I know your birthday, I know your shoe size, I know what you’re allergic to – oranges, seriously, don’t forget that – I know your mums’ names, I know your—holy shit. Holy shit, wait! Does this mean I get to meet your mums?” 
 
    Sighing, Eos set her bags in front of a ship that was neither the biggest nor smallest in the port. Middling though it was, it was far from the fishing boats that had taken Castelle from island to island. Her neck ached to take in its mast and slack sails, and The Ocean Wanderer was written in letters taller than she was. 
 
    “If you wish to,” Eos said. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Tanen said, slapping Eos’ back. “Yes. Fucking finally. Gods, E, how long have we been friends? And you know I woulda let you meet my folks, if I had anything other than a shitbag dad, but this is awesome. I’m almost willing to overlook you not telling me you weren’t exiled. Wow!” 
 
    Not understanding exactly what’d happened, Layla hooked her arm around Castelle’s and nudged her side. Castelle bumped her head fondly against Layla’s. 
 
    She couldn’t stop buzzing. 
 
    Nor. Fenroe behind them. Eos alongside her. Her cousin right there, and Tanen making light of the long days on the ocean. Brackish laid to rest, the last of her duty behind her, the Greyser name turned to ash on distant shores, and a lifetime demanding nothing but normalcy from her. 
 
    “Good luck!” Rhea said, catching Castelle in a tight hug. “You’ll do great. I know you will, Castelle. And don’t forget what you said. You’ve got to visit me, alright?” 
 
    “I’ll be looking forward to it every day,” Castelle promised her. “Thank you, Rhea. Thank you for everything.” 
 
    “Layla and Eos were the real masterminds. I just opened a few doors. Take care of yourself, alright?” Rhea said, kissing her cheek. 
 
    Castelle promised she would. She could’ve spent forever saying goodbye to Rhea, had Eos not been on the ship behind her, hesitance and fear leaving with every step she took. 
 
    It would’ve been so much harder to leave Fenroe behind, had Eos not been ahead and Layla behind. 
 
    The Ocean Wanderer would’ve reminded Castelle of her family’s prized ship, had The Ursa Major ever been put to use. It wasn’t as large, but the basic structure was the same. There were only a few parts that mattered to passengers: the wide dock to wander across in fair weather and the cramped chambers below, lined with bunkbeds and benches, all less than a foot from each other. 
 
    Thankfully, voyages between Fenroe and Nor were common enough that the whole archipelago hadn’t crammed into the ship. Most of the passengers were Norians, returning home from business. They were seasoned travellers who weren’t excited and overwhelmed by every rock of the boat and every smudge on the horizon. 
 
    Castelle couldn’t keep her hands still.  
 
    They were minutes away from setting sail, from leaving Fenroe, and things had changed so dramatically in a handful of hours. Tanen kept checking their bags, ensuring Brackish was definitely there, and Layla and Eos found a compartment for their luggage. 
 
    Castelle stood at the port of the ship, gripping the railing. 
 
    The sails rose, the captain barked orders, and sailors scurried around the ship. Rhea stood on the dock, waving both hands above her head until she was a speck in the distance. The ship pulled away from Fenroe, from the land her blood meant nothing to, and Castelle didn’t turn to dust. The ship veered towards Nor, and it wasn’t more than Eos could bear. 
 
    She didn’t break apart. She didn’t shatter. 
 
    They were both free. Free of Fenroe, of the land Eos had been exiled to, the land Castelle had been exiled within. Nor was ahead, an expansive country Castelle didn’t know the first thing about, rich with possibilities, mountains reaching the clouds. 
 
    Caelfal was the speck on the horizon Rhea had been short seconds ago. A jumble of rock rose to the east, and after squinting with enough dedication, she realised it was Llyne. It was the southernmost island, signalling they weren’t far from leaving Fenroe’s rocky waters. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long until she’d left the archipelago, going against everything her parents had ever taught her. Her cousin was a priest. She was in the company of a Yrician who’d mingled with the rebels that’d risen up against the Greysers. She’d stayed in temples, had found her castle gutted and open to all the world, had seen that her family had been wrong, wrong, wrong, they’d been cruel, they’d made the archipelago suffer for centuries, and yet— 
 
    Her hands were shaking. No matter how tightly she gripped the taffrail, her hand shook. The bitter wind tore across her face. She was doing the right thing, she was doing the right thing, but the right thing meant trampling across her family’s legacy, disavowing everything her parents had ever done. 
 
    It didn’t matter how much her mother had loved her, how genuine her warmth had been. It wasn’t enough. It wasn’t enough to forgive a fraction of all she’d done. The woman had harmed so many. There was nothing in her memory worth respecting, and victory over her had been hard won and bloody, and yet— 
 
    And yet she was Castelle’s mother. She’d taken Marigold’s blood into her mouth and bit down on her murder’s hand to save her, to buy Castelle a few seconds to hide. She’d brushed her hair of a morning, had pulled her into her lap and read to her. 
 
    She was Castelle’s mother. She always would be, but that didn’t change the woman she was. 
 
    She was the woman whose shadow Castelle had escaped, whose claim on the Kingdom Castelle had hacked and severed at without turning to dust and bone. 
 
    She couldn’t hold back her tears. Her shoulders didn’t shake; she didn’t sniff, didn’t blink, didn’t move. All the jittery excitement from the docks had masked the sorrow within, deep as the ocean beneath her feet. Castelle didn’t take her eyes off the grey water pulling her far from Fenroe. 
 
    Eos leant against the taffrail. She stared at the waves, watching them drag her home, and said, “I know, Castelle. I am scared, too.” 
 
    The following days were a repeating cycle. For the other passengers, the journey to and from Nor was a mundane part of their lives. The normalcy of the ship on the open sea assuaged Castelle, Layla, and Eos’ fear and Tanen’s chatty excitement. The air grew colder, the wind picked up, then fell. The ship rocked and jolted on the waves, cutting clean through the waters. The sun hid behind clouds, rain fell, and the communal quarters beneath deck were close to tolerable, this far into winter. 
 
    Tanen kept them busy with card games, most of which Layla won, and showed them all the magic tricks that made them such a good pickpocket. They’d brought a copy of The Mermaid’s Wife for Castelle, but when she focused on more than a few paragraphs, seasickness pressed behind her eyes. 
 
    She held the book close, glad for the attempted distraction. Grateful to have been thought of at all.  
 
    “What do we do once we reach Nor? Lethe will be waiting for us, won’t they?” Castelle said, chewing on the cold dinner they’d settled for. “Should we be upfront with them? Explain that we have Brackish, but need to take a considerable detour first?”  
 
    “I don’t know anything about Lethe,” Layla said, “I’ve no idea how they’ll react to the news, but honesty tends to be—” 
 
    “Boring,” Tanen declared, mouth full of food. “How many times we gonna have this same conversation? Shit, we’ve got like, the most unique circumstances lined up here. We’ve got a Princess set to denounce the Greyser bloodline, an Eos heading to her homeland for the first time in eight years, after doing in the King, we’ve got a formerly-shattered-now-just-kinda-broken sword holding a spirit that’s like, kept Fenroe in thrall for centuries, and a priest who used to be… uh. What did you used to be? Like, did you have a title? Or were you just like, cousin-to-the-princess, or some kinda mouthful like that?” 
 
    “Were the monarchy not a thing of the past, I’d technically be a Countess,” Layla said. 
 
    “Yo, seriously? A Countess?” Tanen asked, rubbing their chin. “That’s cool. But yeah, my point is, we’ve got this like, crazy party, and all you guys can talk about is whether or not some uptight stranger is gonna like us. If they’re gonna be okay with our masterplan of wandering around until things work themselves out.” 
 
    Castelle had no retort. All building fear and excitement encircling the enormity of what was to come had given way to planning, to worrying about the small, uncertain things outside of her control. 
 
    “And where do you stand?” Eos asked. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You gave us all imaginative titles. How do you fit within our group?” 
 
    “Oh, man, that’s easy,” Tanen said, patting the bag that’d scarcely left their side. “I’m Brackish’s best friend.” 
 
    Smothering a laugh, Layla said, “You’re Brackish’s best friend.” 
 
    “Sure am,” Tanen said, grinning. “Ain’t no other explanation for it. She’s like, all about possessing anyone who gets their hands on her, singing and screaming if she can’t do that, but I pick her up and bam. Not a thing. I’m telling ya, I’ve got no connection to the spirits, no spooky ghost shit going on. I’m just me, yeah, and Brackish is all about that.”  
 
    “Imagine children learning about this decades from now,” Layla said. “And the spirit-sword Brackish was carried safely over the waters by Seran Tanen. How? It just sort of happened that way and everyone was okay with it.” 
 
    “Hey,” Tanen said, shrugging. “That’s just how history is, sometimes.” 
 
    Leaning against the ship’s groaning side, Castelle kept catching Eos’ eye. Whenever Eos held her gaze for more than a few seconds, Castelle reached over and squeezed her hand.  
 
    “Imagine the nonsense you’d come up with on a real journey across the sea,” Layla sighed. “I hear the trek from Nor to Ketov can take up to eight weeks.” 
 
    “This ain’t my first trip away from Fenroe, and I’ve always been a delight,” Tanen said, puffing out their chest.  
 
    “Oh? Do tell?” 
 
    “Right, so,” Tanen said, shuffling on the spot and sitting straighter. “This was, what? About five years ago now, E? We got this one job from a guy who was no more or less shady than everyone we worked for, wanting this big ol’ crate delivered to Amaros. Don’t get me wrong, the pay weren’t amazing, but like, the dude was gonna give us a stipend for food, cover all our transportation, and hey! Who doesn’t wanna get off the archipelago from time to time? 
 
    “The only problem was, we get on this ship, right, and only then does Eos take a proper look at the address. I swear to gods, it was 123 Main Street, Amaros.” 
 
    “It was 45 Main Street, Amaros,” Eos corrected. 
 
    “See?” Tanen said, grinning. “Ain’t much better, yeah? So me and Eos are thinking uhhhhh, ‘cause Amaros is a big fucking place, right? They say if you pushed the archipelago together, Fenroe could fit in Nor ten times, and Nor could fit in Amaros ten times. Anyway, it was a two-week journey and everyone else on the ship was from Amaros, blabbing on about some shit I didn’t understand. 
 
    “I get to thinking we’ve been duped. Like, just chucked on a ship to get us out of the way, to give someone a good laugh or something. And, y’know. You don’t really want to go up to someone from Amaros and being like yo, any of you guys know where 123 Main Street is?” 
 
    “45 Main Street,” Eos repeated. “And Tanen asked at least eight people that very question.” 
 
    Tanen made a hand gesture Castelle had been ensured only commoners disgraced themselves by making. Layla snatched their upright finger, pulled their hand into her lap, and demanded the story continue. 
 
    “Ain’t none of you about to laugh at me, alright? Actually asking people was better than Eos’ usual plan of sitting in a corner, looking unapproachable,” Tanen said. “And, yeah. They all laughed at me. One woman slapped my back. Shit, what were we supposed to do? We were seven days away from Fenroe, seven days away from Amaros, slap-bang in the middle of the ocean. We couldn’t turn the ship around and ask for better instructions, and—” 
 
    “Tanen asked the captain if we could head back to Fenroe for better instructions,” Eos said.  
 
    Grinning, Castelle turned her attention away from Tanen. Her expression soured. Eos was rubbing at her chest, brow furrowed with more than the bemusement Tanen’s stories always brought. Castelle reached out to her, but Eos shook her head, mouthing I am fine.  
 
    “Eos! Girl! Let me tell the story my way, okay?” Tanen huffed. “So, after a week of fretting and Eos not letting me crack open the crate to hunt for clues, we pull up to the dock and there’s this big ol’ sign. And you know E, she’s spent those two weeks on the sea being all productive, and knows enough of Amaros’ language to look like she’s making a real effort. 
 
    “And so this sign, right, it says, Welcome to Port Amaros. I’m like shit, Port Amaros of Amaros? That’s some real originality there, but it turns out—” 
 
    Tanen narrowed their gaze as Eos cleared her throat, but she had no intention of stopping them. Castelle shuffled closer, hand on Eos’ arm. Eos shook her head, focus back on Tanen. 
 
    “It turns out that some Norian idiot sailed all the way to this fuck-off country a bunch of centuries ago, got to the port, and was like, hey, where the hell am I? and some local was like, my guy, this is Amaros. And the Norian in question was like great! That’s definitely the name of the country, obviously! My question was super specific and avoids all confusion. 
 
    “So Amaros is just some port. I mean, it’s a pretty big port, there are like, twenty-thousand living there, but they’ve got cities of millions! The whole of Fenroe crammed into one settlement. The actual country is called Turein. We just never got around to correcting ourselves.” 
 
    Eos grunted, pushing her back to the wall. 
 
    “So you arrived in Port Amaros with your package, and… the main street was right in front of you?” Layla asked. 
 
    “You know it. All that worry and the place was right there!” 
 
    “The Norian idiot in question was probably one of my ancestors,” Castelle said. 
 
    Eos reached over, gripping Castelle’s wrist. 
 
    “Okay, seriously, E. What the hell is up? I know you love interrupting my stories, but I’m just gonna go ahead and say it,” Tanen said. “This was rude.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Eos said, plastering her hand against her face. “Sorry, it is—” 
 
    Eos drew in a sharp breath. The bag closest to Tanen began to glow. 
 
    Their story had drawn the idle gazes of a few passengers with no entertainment beyond eavesdropping, and the blue-white light sent a ripple through the ship. A dozen people jumped to their feet, backing away without blinking. 
 
    “Whoa,” Tanen said, pulling the bag into their lap. “This ain’t the best time, Brackish.” 
 
    “We are almost at Nor,” Eos murmured. 
 
    Layla got to her feet, holding her hands out to the crowd. 
 
    “It’s alright. It’s alright,” she assured the other passengers. “I’m a priest from Fenroe. There’s nothing to be afraid of, for we know exactly what we’re—” 
 
    Layla didn’t get the chance to finish. The spirit went from shining to screeching, and destruction followed the sound. The light shot up, desperate to escape its confines, and punched a hole through the ship’s deck. 
 
    Tanen wrapped their arms around the bag and fell atop it. Light bled through the fabric, wrapping like tendrils around Tanen’s back. It snaked towards the sky, escaping the shattered ceiling. 
 
    People began to yell. They scrambled up the ladder, and the crew rushed over, staring into the hole that’d been blasted through the deck. 
 
    “Eos,” Castelle said, clasping her shoulders. “What’s happening, Eos? How do we help?” 
 
    “You don’t,” Eos said, shaking her head. As the light engulfed Tanen, it reflected in Eos’ eyes, taking away the darkness that was hers. “Brackish, she, she was not meant to return to Nor. Not after everything that happened. I understand that, I understand, she cannot be contained. She is not doing this to hurt us, Castelle. She left because she thought I would not cross the ocean. Now that I am here, she wants to return to me, to be safe. She is afraid, she is panicking. It took so much for her to rejoin herself, and…” 
 
    The blue-white light thought better of reaching the sky it’d drown in. It coiled in the air, drifting towards Eos, but there was no spite in it. No overwhelming need to possess, to control. Brackish reached out not to take Eos, not to fill her veins and bleed through her eyes, but to beg for help. 
 
    “Eos?” Castelle whispered, watching the spirit draw closer.  
 
    Helpless against strands of light, Tanen leapt to their feet and helped Layla keep the panicked crowd back. People shouted, the sailors tried to break through, but like those on Fél, none were willing to act. There was strength in numbers, but the most they’d do was arch over them. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Eos murmured. “In the old city, it was not—not enough to make her whole. That was my doing. I pushed her away… pushed her away because I was afraid, and—but it is not enough. What remains of the sword isn’t enough, she tried so hard, but it isn’t enough…” 
 
    Castelle understood Brackish’s fear. She understood how the thought of setting foot on Nor pulled at her, understood how real and ridiculous the fear of turning to ash was. But she understood her own fear, too. She understood that Eos and Brackish had never truly been severed and never would be, until one of them rested. 
 
    And as Eos gritted her teeth, drawing the light back into her chest, Castelle understood that it was her doing, too. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-One 
 
      
 
    In the rush that followed, people pushing, shoving, shouting, voices bellowing, splinters falling from the deck, Castelle was more concerned with ensuring Eos was safe than she was with being dragged off. Tanen yelled that no one else could touch the sword, Layla did her utmost to defuse the situation, and Eos let herself be led straight into the ship’s brig. 
 
    The door slammed shut, the chaos in the ship beyond a distant, muffled sound. 
 
    “Hey!” Tanen called, Brackish shoved into their belt, both hands clinging to the bars. “C’mon, guys. We didn’t mean for any of that to happen. Hear us out! There’s a simple explanation for it all.” 
 
    The ship’s captain paced the length of the brig, hands clasped behind her back. Tanen’s words went in one ear and out the other. 
 
    Layla stood at Tanen’s side, fingers wrapped loosely around the bars. Eos saw herself to the back of the cell and slumped on the bench. 
 
    “It really isn’t what it seems,” Layla said, rubbing Tanen’s back. “We’re on an important diplomatic mission, and have a government official waiting for us at port. If you’d only let them speak for us, you’d understand that—” 
 
    “Understand that my ship’s deck has a four-foot hole in it?” the captain asked. “That my passengers are hysterical, and half my crew are muttering about the ship being possessed?”  
 
    “We could help to explain. It’s a long story, but when you get down to the bones of it, it really does make sense.” 
 
    “I don’t care if it makes sense,” the captain said, sweeping close to the bars. Tanen stood straighter and Layla blinked a dozen times. “I don’t want to know the first thing about this. About any of it! Once we reach Nor, I’ll hand you over to the authorities. Let this be their mess to deal with.” 
 
    Torn between comforting Eos and protesting imprisonment, Castelle stood there uselessly. 
 
    “The authorities? Gods! It ain’t like we did anything illegal,” Tanen said. “So we brought a haunted sword with us. Big deal!” 
 
    “Actually,” the captain said through grit teeth, fingers pressed to her forehead. “There absolutely are laws against transporting spirit-possessed relics. Especially internationally.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tanen said. “Uh.” 
 
    “As I said, I don’t care for the details. The main reason you’re down here is to get the rest of the ship to calm down,” the captain said, throwing a hand to the side as she left. “You’ll pay for the damage, of course, but I’ve endured worse. You have no idea how outrageously Fenronians act when they get their hands on Norian rum.” 
 
    The captain slammed the door shut behind her. Two sailors who’d never pictured themselves as guards stood awkwardly on the other side of the bars, avoiding eye contact with each other and their prisoners alike. Tanen rattled the bars uselessly, only stopping when Layla rested her forehead on their shoulder. 
 
    Castelle’s thoughts caught up with her. 
 
    It wasn’t how she’d imagined reaching Nor. If they were handed over to the authorities and locked away, Lethe might head back to the capital. They couldn’t afford any more delays. Not with the spirit residing in both the sword and Eos. The authorities wouldn’t understand that Eos needed the sword close. They’d never let a prisoner keep a blade, broken or otherwise.  
 
    Eos and Brackish would be torn apart, the spirit would howl, and Nor would see destruction worse than a hole punched through wooden planks. 
 
    Castelle’s title had never meant less. Declaring herself Princess of Fenroe would get her a raucous round of laughter, at best. They needed to escape, needed to slip free of the sailors before they were handed over, if they wanted any chance of putting Brackish to rest. Yet irons hung from the wall, ready to wrap around their wrists, and, and… 
 
    Eos took Castelle’s hand, pulling her into the seat next to her. 
 
    “Calm down, Tanen,” Eos called. “This is not the first time you’ve been arrested.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s the first time I didn’t deserve it!” Tanen barked, throwing their hands in the air. 
 
    “Second,” Eos corrected. 
 
    “Second? Oh, gods. Yeah, shit. You’re right. This is the second time I didn’t deserve it. What the hell, man? We were trying to help them. Like, we could’ve just let our girl Brackish tear the ship to pieces. It’s a tiny hole! They can patch it over!” 
 
    “You need to calm down,” Eos said. 
 
    “You need to stop letting strange spirits in and out of your ribcage!” 
 
    Tanen folded their arms across their chest and slid to the floor. 
 
    “It will be fine.” 
 
    “That’s what you always say!” 
 
    “And it has always been fine.” 
 
    Grumbling to theirself, Tanen rested their chin on their knees and glared at nothing. 
 
    The brig was small and dark. Only a single porthole let light in, and it resided on the other side of the bars. Had Castelle been able to get near it, it would be too high for even tiptoes to help her see out of. 
 
    She’d pictured herself at the bow of the ship, mirroring the figurehead, watching the horizon as Nor came into view. All fear and anxiety within her would swell in her chest, diffused into hope, wind stealing all thoughts of ash. The port would rise before her, tall buildings welcoming her to her ancestors’ lands, and she’d know what to do. She’d know where Brackish needed to be and how to see it done.  
 
    Castelle had never imagined herself in a dim, albeit fairly tidy, cell, ready to be handed over to foreign authorities. 
 
    “Will it really be okay?” she asked Eos in a whisper. 
 
    Eyes closed, Eos nodded her head. 
 
    “This is not how you expected to arrive in Nor, but it is not the end of the world. We will explain the situation and Lethe will see us freed. It is only a temporary setback.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be making this about me. This can’t be how you expected to arrive in Nor, either.” 
 
    “I did not expect to return,” Eos said. “I had never allowed myself to imagine even the potential of any sort of homecoming. I denied myself daydreams. But here I am, laden with Brackish’s spirit, accompanying the Heir of Fenroe across the ocean, privy to a past that has been buried. Strange. It does not feel monumental at all. It is not even close to overwhelming. It is…” 
 
    “The result of sitting in the dark, I imagine,” Castelle said. “We’ll see Nor soon enough.” 
 
    “It will have changed. As Fenroe has changed, Caelfal especially. Nor will have become something different. Fires raged as I left. All along the docks. Most of the port towns had been left as ruins, after being kept out of Fenroe for so long; yet they have not changed, have not been rebuilt or repaired, in my mind,” Eos said. “I do not think the change will scare me, so much as the thought that I was not around to help the land heal.” 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes against the darkness. Laister was supposed to be Fenroe’s last haven, yet it was nothing but the bones of a once-great island. The other twelve islands were supposed to be the wasteland she had waded through to escape, fires burning, buildings dilapidated, roads unsafe, yet Fenroe had never stood taller. 
 
    Trade flourished. The streets swarmed with people from across the archipelago and far-flung shores. Temples opened their doors to all and guards did not patrol the streets, swords at their hips, spears in hand. 
 
    Fenroe had done all of that without her. Without a Queen, without a ruler, without one whose blood forced the land and the people upon it to bow to them. 
 
    “I understand that,” Castelle said, opening her eyes. “I was almost upset to see how well Fenroe was doing. How it had thrived. Now I believe it was not because I had been convinced I was destined to play some integral part in that, but because the archipelago had healed, had changed, becoming something better while I was stuck in the past. The problem was not that it had changed without my guidance, but that it had changed without me. I had held its future in my heart for so long, had given so much of my life over to what I believe was the only way to help it, but in the end, Fenroe had abandoned me. 
 
    “Or so I thought, without understanding what I felt.” 
 
    Eos opened her eyes, mouth twitching at the corner.  
 
    “You are not wrong, Castelle,” she said, stretching her legs. “I was not trapped in the past, but in the present of my own delusions. In the end, the result is much the same.” 
 
    “Shit,” Tanen muttered from the corner. “Don’t go getting too deep over there.” 
 
    There wasn’t time for any more speculation. The ship slowed and jolted, and footsteps pounded overhead as the sails were pulled slack and ropes thrown onto the docks. Castelle, Eos, Tanen, and Layla stood at the bars, waiting for something, anything to happen. The sailors stood with their backs to them, shuffling their feet whenever Tanen demanded to know what was going on. 
 
    The captain wanted them off her ship, but she wanted the other passengers safely on shore, first. They waited an hour in the darkness, ship swaying in the waters around Nor. They were close enough to leap onto land but denied the chance to jump. 
 
    “These are the ones?” came a gruff voice as the doors opened, Norian taking command of the conversation. “Do they have the relic on them?” 
 
    “They do,” the captain confirmed. “Look. They aren’t troublemakers. I’m certain of that. Just—do whatever you see fit, alright?” 
 
    The man snapped his fingers. Two underlings darted into the room, uniforms indistinguishable to what most more: dark breeches, grey shirts, and a hefty coat atop them. The cell door groaned as it swung open. Tanen curled their hands into fists, ready to bolt.  
 
    “Tanen,” Eos warned. “Go easy.” 
 
    Grunting, Tanen pointed at Brackish’s remains and said, “You can’t take it, alright? Whatever you do, don’t touch her. You guys would be ripped to shreds, yeah? I’m not gonna do anything funny. Swear down. But don’t touch the spirit-sword, alright?” 
 
    The uniformed guards glanced at each other. Fenronian sounded like nothing but aggression to them. 
 
    “They said not to take the spirit-sword from their possession,” Eos translated into quick, easy Norian. “It wields immense power and would do worse to any who tried to wield it than it did to the ship’s deck.” 
 
    Light ran along Brackish’s blade as she voiced her agreement. 
 
    “Put irons on them all,” the head of the city guards ordered. “Gods. Spirits. What a headache.” 
 
    One by one, the city guards put irons around their wrists, eyes averted apologetically. There was no real crime, but procedure had to be followed. 
 
    Procedure. That’s all it was. They’d explain themselves, the whole thing would blow over, and it’d be a great story to take back to Svir. 
 
    Layla looked away as the irons snapped shut around her wrists, eyes screwed shut. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Tanen said, stepping closer. “Are you crying?” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m being arrested,” Layla muttered miserably. 
 
    “It’s gonna be okay. I’ve done it a bunch of times,” Tanen said, kissing her cheek before the city guards pulled them apart. 
 
    Castelle watched the guards place the last pair of irons on Eos. They were rougher with her, maybe. Castelle couldn’t say. She was more worried for Eos than anyone else. Her fear warped the actions of those around her. 
 
    “Let’s get going,” the head guard said. “Don’t need to waste all day on this.” 
 
    They were marched out of the brig. The blustery eastern wind hit Castelle and the metal began to make her wrists ache. She only had a moment to take in Nor, to take in the port town of Carsen, but hours wouldn’t have been enough.  
 
    The port was like all others. Its dock was lined with towering ships from this part of the world and others, its streets bustled with people coming and going, roads lined with taverns, inns, shops, apothecaries, homes, temples, yet there were so many differences to uncover. It hit her all at once: a wide, open world her country could fit into ten times over, her forest temple squeezed into a million times over, then a million more. 
 
    The Norian filling the air made her head pound. Eos walked with her eyes on the ground. Those who’d been on the ship lingered at the docks, waiting to see what’d become of the group that’d smuggled a spirit across the ocean. 
 
    Nothing they were privy to. 
 
    Castelle, Eos, Tanen, and Layla were bundled into a carriage with blacked-out windows. It set off without warning, taking a quick, direct route to wherever the city guard kept people who were in irons before they’d set foot on Norian soil.  
 
    Again, little of the town was revealed to Castelle. She was marched from the carriage to a door a matter of feet away. It was a large, square building, reddish-brown and neat inside. Other members of the city guard glanced up from their desks, took them in without shame, and returned to their work after lingering on Eos. 
 
    They were shown down a narrow corridor and into a locked room that was a cell all the same, even without bars. 
 
    “Okay. No timewasting, now,” the head guard said, gesturing for them to sit. “The name’s Cecil. From what the captain told me, you all thought it was a fine idea to bring a spirit across the sea and blow a hole in the deck of her ship.” 
 
    “We’ll pay for repairs,” Castelle blurted out. 
 
    “Yeah, you will. She also said you claimed there was something official in all of this. A diplomatic mission, of sorts.” 
 
    “What’s he saying?” Tanen asked. 
 
    Eos translated quickly and Tanen nodded along. Holding out their bound wrists, Tanen knitted their fingers together and pointed at Cecil. 
 
    “Would you believe me if I said we’re here with the last surviving Princess of Fenroe?” 
 
    Eos translated the question back. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Cecil said. 
 
    Tanen slumped in their seat, understanding enough. 
 
    “I understand we’ve caused quite the commotion,” Layla tried. “But it’s true that we do have a contact here in Carsen. Someone by the name of Lethe. The sword, you see, is a spirit by the name of Brackish, who—” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me who Brackish is,” Cecil interrupted. “Heard all the stories myself. But that doesn’t look like it.” 
 
    “Please,” Layla implored. “I have the address of where we’re to meet Lethe. They’ll be able to verify this all.” 
 
    Cecil begrudgingly jotted down the details Layla gave him and said, “Right. I’m going to need to take some names.” 
 
    “Layla Blake,” Layla said. 
 
    Cecil pointed to Tanen. 
 
    “Seran Tanen. Real fucking nice to be given such a warm welcome,” they said. 
 
    “You?” Cecil asked, moving on quickly.  
 
    “Eos,” Eos said. 
 
    “Yrician?” 
 
    Eos nodded. 
 
    “Uh-huh. And you? I guess you’re supposed to be the long-lost Princess, right?” 
 
    “Castelle,” Castelle said flatly. 
 
    “Castelle what? You don’t look all that Yrician to me.” 
 
    The Greyser name wasn’t going to get her any further than it had over the last handful of decades. 
 
    “Castelle… Well, that is…” 
 
    “Castelle Blake,” Layla said. 
 
    “You’re related, huh?” Cecil said, not caring what name Castelle was given, so long as he had something to write down. “Cute.” 
 
    Cecil flipped over his notes and left without another word. The door closed heavily behind him, lock turning from the outside. Layla let out a heavy breath. Castelle caught her eye and amid everything, found herself smiling. 
 
    Layla offered a sheepish smile in return, shoulders finally slumping. 
 
    “Damn. Can’t believe I forgot I know how to say a couple of disgusting things in Norian,” Tanen muttered. 
 
    “You do not need to provoke anyone, Tanen. This will be over soon. It is all for show,” Eos said. “They have left us with Brackish, knowing what it is capable of. They would rather we deal with it than be left with a puzzle of a spirit, but they have to maintain the illusion of control.” 
 
    “It’s still fucking stupid.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Castelle kept her ear to the wall, but there were only distant mumblings beyond. She was too unpractised to pick apart Norian when it wasn’t spoken directly to her. She resolved to wait, to stay calm. 
 
    Eos was right. She always was. There was little that could be done for and about spirits, and the city guard had to be seen taking the potential threat seriously. They didn’t want to risk handling the sword, and they didn’t want it in their building for a moment longer than it had to be, either.  
 
    Brackish needed to be outside in the bitter cold that promised so much more than any Fenronian winter had ever wrought. She needed to guide them through the unfamiliar streets, letting them take in the land bit by bit, moment by moment, difference by difference. 
 
    Most importantly, Castelle needed to be with Eos. She needed to be alone with Eos, so Eos could feel whatever she needed to feel and know she was safe letting the ache out of her chest. Eos had been there for Castelle when she’d escaped the forest temple. Castelle had been convinced she was an assassin, but Eos had been there, and Eos had revealed the truth every step of the way; Castelle needed to do the same. 
 
    But in the cell they were confined to, wrists bound in front of them, Castelle couldn’t even take her hand. 
 
    She sat close to Eos and leant against her side, hoping it was something. Hoping it was enough. 
 
    Eos rested her head against Castelle’s shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t understand how you’re the most worked up about this,” Layla said, watching Tanen shuffle on the spot. “You never stop going on about how much trouble you’ve got into before. Castelle and Eos are the ones who really have something to fret about in Nor, yet you’re acting like you were the one exiled.” 
 
    “Hey. I ain’t been in trouble in a really long time. You know that,” Tanen said. “I’ve turned over a new leaf. A whole tree’s worth! This ain’t good for me. Like, being reminded of bad times is one sure way to relapse.” 
 
    Sympathy threatened to overtake Layla, until she said, “Didn’t you recently hide a body for Svir?” 
 
    “Didn’t get caught so I didn’t get into trouble,” Tanen said. “Plus I ain’t the one who murdered the guy. A corpse is a corpse. Don’t matter if it’s out in the open or chucked in the woods, yeah?” 
 
    “I see. So this leaf you’ve turned over means that you won’t get caught, not that you won’t continue to do questionable deeds.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Tanen said, winking. 
 
    They settled into a seat by Layla, content to wait out the immediate future. Layla had always had that calming effect on people. She always knew what to say, when to hold back pity and when to get to the point, letting people glow a little brighter around her. 
 
    When they were children, a fourteen-year-old Layla had been the only one who could stop Edward crying. He hadn’t responded to his mother’s coos, his father’s embrace, or any of the castle servants with decades of experience. Layla had swooped him up in her arms and he’d fallen into a deep, contented slumber. 
 
    She’d shown Castelle the trick, had taught her how to pick him up, how he liked to be rocked. Castelle was never as good at it as Layla, but it only took a few minutes to help Edward settle down. 
 
    Even as he got older, Castelle would hold him in the same way while he squinted at the books his tutors were teaching him to read. 
 
    Castelle smiled at Layla, though she was staring at the door. 
 
    Castelle Blake, she’d said. She’d shared her name as she’d shared so many things. It was in the heat of the moment, blurted out to move things along, but maybe Layla had meant a little more than spontaneity suggested. Maybe she’d held the thought somewhere in the back of her mind for weeks, or years. 
 
    Castelle Marigold Blake. 
 
    It sounded like she had a family to be proud of again. 
 
    Within a handful of dreary hours, life arose on the other side of the door. Short, sharp bursts of Norian flew back and forth, too quick for Castelle to make sense of. 
 
    Eos sat straight, not having the same problem. 
 
    She was on her feet before the door clicked open, stood to attention as Cecil entered the room with someone behind them. 
 
    The person at Cecil’s side was tall and dark, long hair worked into a braid behind them. They dressed well in a stiff, formal uniform that wasn’t often given the chance to see the light of day, red cape hanging from their shoulders. 
 
    Their eyes marked the group off one by one. Even Tanen knew not to speak up. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting these last three days for your arrival,” they said. “And when you do get here, you’re in the city guards’ possession. This spirit-sword of yours had better be worth it.”            
 
    “I’m so sorry for the delay and the misunderstanding,” Layla said. “You’re Lethe, aren’t you? It’s a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for coming all this way.”  
 
    Ignoring Layla altogether, Lethe said, “What were you thinking, Cecil? Putting Eos of Araz-Ek in irons.” 
 
    Cecil’s eyes darted between his feet. He mumbled something to the floor. Lethe held out a hand and Cecil dropped his keys into them. 
 
    Lethe unlocked Eos’ irons, pulling the metal away so they could shake her hand. 
 
    “Eos,” Lethe said. “It truly is an honour. We had started to fear you were no longer with us.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
    The port of Carsen had been rebuilt as a grid. Square, purposeful buildings gave the town a modern, alien charm. So much had been destroyed throughout the centuries of neglect culminating in a civil war that the entire town was the same age, at a glance. Yet Carsen did not lack history; everything one needed to know about it, struggle and triumph alike, were evident in its relentless resurgence. 
 
    Lethe took them to a building used by visiting officials. Lethe explained they’d been stationed in the capital for the last three years, but had got their start in Carsen, once all remaining traces of the monarchy had disintegrated. They’d composed the blueprints for much of the new Carsen. 
 
    “Nor doesn’t have much in the way of gold reserves anymore, but its people have an indomitable spirit. Nothing brings people together like the quiet tragedy of peace,” Lethe said, walking at a pace Tanen couldn’t match. “Its progress has been remarkable, on a wider scale than Fenroe, and in half the time. Not that we don’t owe a great debt of thanks to your example.”  
 
    After years in the forest temple, Fenroe had grown unrecognisable to Castelle. The bright, rigid fashions of Nor made Fenroe her home all over again. People dressed in long coats, colourful patterns sewn up the arms, and Castelle pulled her bulky coat with its sheepskin lining around herself. She’d always known Fenroe was a small nation, mighty for its exclusivity, yet the scale of Carsen shocked her. It was larger than most Fenronian cities. 
 
    The thought of the capital and settlements to rival it made Castelle’s head spin. Ruling over hundreds of thousands had been intimidating at best. Her mother had always said it was a great shame she couldn’t learn the name of every citizen in her Kingdom. It was impossible, but she had to start somewhere. With the nobles, of course, with the landed families firmly rooted in Fenroe’s history. 
 
    Yet Nor was a nation of millions, ruled by its people. It wasn’t about knowing the name of each citizen; it was about ensuring no one’s name made their opinion weigh heavier than anyone else’s. 
 
    Not one to waste time, Lethe led them up a flight of stairs and into a room that’d been prepared for their arrival. Food was laid out on the table, far from the banquets of the castle and forest temple. Everything in the room served a purpose, most of it manufactured from whatever the war had left to salvage.  
 
    Everything had an edge to it, a clear purpose, but it wasn’t unnecessarily unwelcoming. 
 
    “So,” Lethe said from the other side of the table, Layla sitting to her right. “I presume you’re the last Princess of Fenroe.” 
 
    “The hair gave me away, I expect,” Castelle said. “I was the last Princess of Fenroe, yes. I don’t go by that title anymore.” 
 
    “Naturally. That would be paramount to painting a target on your back,” Lethe said, helping theirself to the simple spread of food. “But it is interesting to meet you. No one’s ever been entirely certain whether you escaped or not, but here you are, throne eternally abdicated by virtue of stepping onto foreign shores. I’m glad our monarchy never had anything so ridiculous written into its charter.” 
 
    Not expecting praise but still caught off-guard, Castelle paused to consider her answer. 
 
    “I’m not speaking too fast, am I?” Lethe asked. 
 
    “No. No, it isn’t that. My Norian isn’t what it once was, but I’ve been practising with Eos,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Your friend, on the other hand, doesn’t have the faintest idea what I’m talking about, do they?”  
 
    Lethe pointed their fork at Tanen. Mouth full of food, they raised their brow, ready to accept whatever challenge had been set. 
 
    “I’m afraid not. Norian isn’t one of their strong suits.” 
 
    “Then why bring them?” 
 
    Castelle faltered but didn’t take Lethe’s bluntness to heart. 
 
    Hesitance didn’t rebuild cities. 
 
    “They can handle the spirit-sword,” Eos said. “It is a unique skillset.” 
 
    Lethe lowered their fork, slowing their pace for the first time since sitting down. 
 
    “Interesting,” they said. “And what gives them this unique ability? Nor is plagued by restless spirits. They could be an attribute to our renewal efforts.” 
 
    “I know you guys are talking about me,” Tanen said. “It’s alright. Keep saying nice things in Norian so I don’t have to get embarrassed.” 
 
    “None of us know,” Layla said, rolling her eyes at Tanen. “As they put it, it’s just something that happens. Brackish doesn’t so much as flicker when they hold her.” 
 
    Nodding, Lethe said, “Can I see it?” 
 
    “Brackish?” 
 
    Assuming it was their cue, Tanen drew the shattered sword from their belt and placed it between the roasted potatoes and string beans. 
 
    Lethe rested their elbows on the table and leant close. 
 
    “That’s it? That is the spirit-sword Brackish? I’ve heard no fewer than a dozen stories about it in my time, and it was never a broken relic. Not to mention the jewels it was supposedly emblazoned with. There was a painting of some forgotten Fenronian King in what was the castle, no doubt a self-serving gift to his so-called cousin. Brackish had pride of place at his hip. I certainly hope I haven’t been dragged from the capital for no good reason.” 
 
    Eos tapped two fingers against her chest. Brackish hummed in response, and a soft blue glow cast colour across the room. 
 
    Lethe didn’t flinch. They dropped scepticism for the sake of expediency. 
 
    “There’s a lot that needs explaining,” Castelle said. “If you’d be willing to extend your patience while I find my feet in Norian, I’d be happy to give you all the details.” 
 
    Lethe looked between Eos and the window, and with a shrug, heaped more food onto their plate. 
 
    “There are too many people who will drop in on me if I’m not doing something at every moment of the day,” Lethe said. “Go ahead. Tell me the tale of Brackish.” 
 
    It began with a stolen sword, with the spirits that made it glow across Llyne. Castelle backtracked, sparing a few clunky words to explain that the Lords of Laister had kept the false Brackish in their chambers, convincing Castelle its cool metal touch would claim her. Castelle kept the truth of Brackish’s recovered memories to herself, but faltered when it came to the heart of it: Eos lying in the bloodied waters, spirit-sword pushed through her chest. 
 
    “Sometimes the most absurd solution is the only one that works,” Layla said, stepping in for her. “Eos was injured. Gravely—gods, fatally. The only thing that stood a chance of stemming the bleeding and closing the wound was the spirit’s power, so Castelle had no choice but to—” 
 
    “Drive Brackish through the wound,” Lethe said, concluding the story. 
 
    “That’s, well. That’s it. How did you…?”  
 
    “Brackish is in front of me, and only half of it remains. Eos was injured, and now the rest of the sword is in her chest, spirit having cauterised the wound. Correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eos said, putting down the fork she’d yet to use. “That is very… astute.” 
 
    “Not particularly,” Lethe said. “People have thought you dead for a long time. I suppose you are Nor’s version of the last Greyser. There was much debate about the Kingslayer, about whether or not your exile was a ploy on the generals’ part, when your body was really face-down in some muddy trench. Then there were those who said you’d never made it to Fenroe, or perished there. The more optimistic believed you’d moved on to Amaros and the like. Yet here you are, four years after we sent for you. What kept you from your homeland, Eos?” 
 
    “Procrastination,” Eos said. 
 
    Lethe laughed, teeth flashing. 
 
    “There are few good memories for me here,” Eos said. “But duty dictated I return Brackish to Nor.”  
 
    “About that,” Lethe said, ever jumping from topic to topic. “Will your companion bring Brackish to the capital with us? I expect the spirit-sword will be sealed away, and my job description doesn’t cover the handling of angry spirits.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing,” Layla said. Eos and Castelle could only stare at one another. “We need to take something of a detour. With the whole, well, shattering of the spirit, we need to find a way to truly reunite it and release Brackish from the confines of the blade. We don’t expect it to take long, but—” 
 
    “Layla.” 
 
    “… Yes?”  
 
    “You were the one who sent me the letter, weren’t you? The one who pulled at strings to get in contact with me?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Layla said, biting the inside of her cheek. 
 
    “And you couldn’t have mentioned this in your letter? I’m a busy person. Meeting Eos is an honour, but it’s an honour that could’ve been saved for the capital, once your little adventure was done with,” Lethe sighed. “Well, there’s no undoing that. I suppose you wouldn’t have got out of jail without me. Fine, fine. Take the sword where you please, then find me.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes. Yes, I suppose I ought to have mentioned it. It’s simply that it’s a rather unbelievable series of events and I didn’t want you to think I was bringing you nothing but delusions.” 
 
    Tanen raked corn off a cob with their teeth, drawn into the conversation though they understood nothing of it. 
 
    “I put the pieces together in a matter of minutes. It isn’t that strange,” Lethe said. “Sometimes plans go awry. In the future, I recommend being upfront about these things.” 
 
    “I—yes. Of course. That’s the best plan, moving forward,” Layla said. “Then you’ll give us time to do what we need to?”  
 
    “You’re overestimating the importance of Brackish to Nor. It’s a thoughtful gesture, but we’re hardly chomping at the bit to have the relic in our possession. Fenroe’s monarchy reinstating itself isn’t our greatest concern. Besides, it’s hardly as though I can carry it off myself.” 
 
    “Oh,” Castelle said. “We appreciate your understanding.” 
 
    “Of course you do. Now, Eos. How closely have you been keeping up with our progress, of late?” 
 
    With one obstacle overcome by virtue of it being of no importance to anyone but them, Castelle should’ve relaxed. It didn’t work out that way. Lethe wasn’t interested in anything unless it came from Eos’ mouth. They ate their fill and asked Eos question after question, undeterred by her monosyllabic answers and grunts. 
 
    Castelle tried asking Lethe precisely what it was they did within the government, but their answer had less substance than Eos’ obvious discomfort. They turned back to Eos, showering her with praise and fascination in that flat way of theirs. 
 
    “Yeah, y’know, I know everyone likes Eos and stuff,” Tanen said, hand on their stomach. “But I forgot she’d be a hero over here. Is everyone gonna be eyeing her up like that?”  
 
    Castelle’s shoulders rose a little. Layla kicked Tanen under the table. 
 
    “Well,” Lethe said, ending the meal as abruptly as it’d started. They ferried the group to the street without any fanfare. “That will be me done. Unless there’s anything else you need, I’ll be heading back to the capital. There’s an inn on the end of the street, The Redtail. I’ve stayed there plenty of times. There are far worse establishments in Carsen. 
 
    “I expect I’ll see you soon, Eos. Do whatever you must with the sword and bring it to the capital. I’ll have a wonderful letter drafted for our Fenronian friends to finally find closure in, or whatever it is you expect to get out of this.”  
 
    Eos nodded, shaking Lethe’s hand as they left. 
 
    The four of them watched Lethe disappear into the crowd with a confidence born of having shaped the streets. Tanen snorted a laugh once they were out of earshot. 
 
    “What a day! I didn’t understand most of what was said, but that was fucking wild. Y’know, part of me was expecting all sunshine and rainbows when we got here. People falling over at the sight of Cas, cheering for Eos in the streets,” Tanen said, rubbing their hands together. “But that was business as usual, huh?”  
 
    They slung an arm around Eos, taking in the town. 
 
    “Man, I am gonna be so disappointed if I don’t get to see snow,” they said. 
 
    “Wait until we travel further south,” Eos said. “Then you will truly need gloves.”  
 
    Stomachs full, heads struggling to take in all that had unfolded and all that surrounded them, they came to the silent agreement to retired to The Redtail. It was a taller building than any Fenronian inn Castelle had stayed in, with a staircase running up one side and a dozen rooms on each floor. After paying for their accommodation, they hiked up four floors, dinner weighing them down. 
 
    It was early evening, yet light still tinged the sky. In Fenroe, it would’ve been dark hours ago. Strange that a few days on the ocean changed the land and sky. After all that had unfolded and all that awaited them, not even Tanen wanted the day to stretch on. 
 
    Eos headed to her room after doling out goodnight-nods. Layla unlocked the door to her and Castelle’s room and lingered in the doorway. 
 
    “Tanen,” Castelle said, grabbing their wrist. “Can you do me a favour?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Cas. Whatever you need,” Tanen said, yawning. “Want me to like, follow you across the ocean or something?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Castelle said, “I want to talk to Eos. That’s all.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, alright,” Tanen said. Exhaustion forgotten, they rubbed their chin. “You want to ‘talk’ to ‘Eos.’ Uh-huh. Sure thing.”  
 
    “Why did you put air quotes around Eos’ name?” Layla asked. 
 
    “Stop that,” Castelle muttered, determined not to blush. “I’m worried about her. Returning to Nor isn’t easy for her. You know that. Not to mention Brackish recently taking up residence within her again. She needs someone to talk to her or she’ll never let any of it out.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’m just teasing. Go look after our girl, okay? I’ll keep Layla company till you’re back. I mean, if you come back,” Tanen said, nudging Castelle’s shoulder.  
 
    Ignoring Tanen, she hurried after Eos. 
 
    The door swung shut behind her. Eos turned on the spot, faltering. 
 
    “You’re not Tanen,” Eos settled on. 
 
    “I’m not,” Castelle agreed. 
 
    Her determination to comfort Eos shrivelled. Eos stared at her, no worse for wear after all the day had offered. Perhaps Castelle had been wrong to assume Eos needed comfort, thinking this some great trial to bury her under. Eos knew who she was and what she was made of. 
 
    This was no homecoming for her. She wasn’t from Nor. 
 
    She was from the mountains, from the land itself. 
 
    Carsen was as new to Eos as it was to Castelle. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Castelle said. “I didn’t mean to—that is, I’m not certain what I’m doing. I didn’t mean to intrude. You must be tired.” 
 
    “Yes,” Eos agreed, stepping out of her boots and unbuttoning her coat. “But you are not intruding.”  
 
    “I’m not?” 
 
    “No,” Eos said, hanging her coat by the door. “I have spent countless nights sharing a room with Tanen. They always wait until the moment I’m falling asleep to remember a story they absolutely have to tell me, and usually insist on cuddling.” 
 
    A smile helped Castelle shake off some of the day. 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Indeed. They prefer to be the little spoon.” 
 
    Eos sat on the edge of the bed. The weight in Castelle’s chest sunk to her soles. They’d come so far in so little time, found themselves arrested, been thrown straight into a new culture, and that was only in the last few days. There’d been weeks before that, months preceding it, and years stacked upon years, leading to the dark marks beneath Eos’ eyes.  
 
    Eos tilted her head towards the spot next to her on the bed. Castelle didn’t have to be told twice. She fell down next to Eos, mattress bouncing beneath her, and kicked her boots off with a yawn.  
 
    “It’s a lot, isn’t it? Everything we’ve seen, everything we’ve done. We’ve been in Nor for half a day and already I’ve experienced a more honest sort of imprisonment than ever before,” Castelle said. “I didn’t come here to push, but I did want to ensure you were alright. Or as close to it as one can expect you to be. I know this can’t be easy for you, and I know you might not want to talk, but—” 
 
    “I do not mind talking,” Eos said, as quickly as she’d ever said anything. 
 
    “You don’t? Not that I don’t want you to! I didn’t want to presume, that’s all. I didn’t want to cross any lines.” 
 
    “You are allowed to ask me things. You are allowed to care,” Eos said. She reached for Castelle’s hand, but pressed her palm to the mattress between them. “I am glad that you do. You are right. It is not easy for me. But you are here, and Tanen and Layla are, too. Even Brackish is with me. With her here, my return is almost inconsequential. How can it compare to what she has been through?” 
 
    “That’s no reason to bury things any deeper,” Castelle said, taking Eos’ hand. 
 
    “It would’ve worked in the past,” Eos admitted. “But it is strange. We are in Nor, yet I do not believe it. In spite of the evidence surrounding us, witnessed with my own eyes, I am convinced this is some room in Fenroe, and we will walk out to Torshval or Avren, and the air will forever smell of salt.” 
 
    Castelle’s fingers tightened around Eos’ hand. Eos had put the bubbling feeling of displacement lingering in her chests into words.  
 
    “It doesn’t feel as though any of this is happening to me. It ought to happen to the Princess of Fenroe, and I am not her.” 
 
    “You are not. You are only Castelle,” Eos said. With a tug of her hand, she pulled Castelle closer and wrapped an arm around her. “And that is all you have to be.” 
 
    Castelle buried her face in Eos’ shoulder. 
 
    “The people here stare at me. That is not unusual in itself, but there is something different in it,” Eos said. “They are not staring at my scars, but rather trying to place why they think they know me. But in the same way that you are not the Princess of Fenroe, I am not Eos of Araz-Ek, the hero they believe set the end of the war into motion.” 
 
    “And yet you are,” Castelle said. 
 
    “It is a strange thing to be recognised. To be seen, to be known. In Fenroe, I could hide behind the stares. If everyone was staring at me, then no one was.” 
 
    Eos paused, humming. Tugging her closer, Castelle let her weight fall upon the bed, pulling Eos down with her. Eos fell easily. She slipped between Castelle and the wall, letting Castelle rest a hand on her face. 
 
    “Lethe certainly seemed interested in you,” Castelle said. 
 
    “I am very interesting.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement.”  
 
    As reserved as Eos had always been, certain in her stillness and defined by her distance, she had no trouble pressing her forehead to Castelle’s. 
 
    Castelle fumbled for words. 
 
    “There’s so much ahead of us. For you, especially. Brackish, the mountains, your mothers,” Castelle mumbled. “Are you certain you don’t want to talk? To come up with some plan? I’m here for you, Eos. Any time. I mean it.” 
 
    “There is too much ahead of us. I do not want to speak of any of it right now,” Eos said. 
 
    Eos’ hands were calloused, her fingers rough, but Castelle closed her eyes, leaning into her touch. Eos shuffled, arm slipping between Castelle and the mattress. Castelle exhaled shakily as Eos kissed her forehead, her mouth. 
 
    Castelle moved beyond believing she wasn’t in Nor. She wasn’t anywhere. Nothing mattered beyond that room and its thick brick walls, cold kept at bay as Eos pressed against her. She’d come so far, and Eos had always been at her side. This was the natural result of that, something that wasn’t quite a conclusion; it was as much of a beginning as everything else had been. 
 
    Castelle clung to Eos. Eos hooked her fingers around her jaw, kissing her deeper. 
 
    Smiling against Eos’ mouth, Castelle sighed happily. Still, Eos didn’t miss her shoulders tense. She broke off the kiss, pressed her nose to the top of Castelle’s head, and held her close. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m doing,” Castelle admitted. 
 
    Nothing like shame rose within her. 
 
    “You are doing well,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle swatted her shoulder, but the warmth of Eos pressed against her and the inexplicable urge for everything in her body to relax negated any mockery. 
 
    “Have you known many women?” Castelle asked. “Other than Reed, that is.” 
 
    “Some,” Eos said, running her fingers through Castelle’s short hair. “As I said, I am very interesting.” 
 
    Laughing into Eos’ shoulder, Castelle said, “You’re funny, too. You should let more people see this side of you.” 
 
    “Then you would have competition.” 
 
    “Oh, stop it,” Castelle said, futilely trying to pull away. Eos didn’t hold her tight; Castelle couldn’t summon the strength to sit up. “Tanen’s going to burst in any moment now.” 
 
    “They’ll want to cuddle too.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Castelle wrapped both arms around Eos. So what if Tanen walked in? Whatever was between them was hardly a secret. 
 
    “I liked Reed,” Castelle mumbled, eyelids heavy. “She was pretty. There are so many pretty girls across the archipelago.” 
 
    Eos patted Castelle’s head, shuffling on the mattress to get comfortable.  
 
    “You should sleep, Castelle. Tomorrow, we head into Nor,” Eos said, kissing her forehead. “Tanen has their own bed. You are welcome to sleep here.” 
 
    “You’re one of them too, of course,” Castelle continued, head swimming. 
 
    Eos’ arms were around her and nothing else mattered. 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “You’re one of them. One of the pretty girls across the archipelago. Even if we aren’t on the archipelago, anymore.” 
 
    “… I see,” Eos said. “Even with my scars?” 
 
    She said it to make a joke of herself, but Castelle nodded into her shoulder, gripping the back of her shirt. 
 
    “Of course. They make you you,” Castelle said. “I’m sorry you had to endure them, but I have grown fond of trying to memorise the patterns.”  
 
    Eos grunted, not entirely displeased. 
 
    “You are strange, Castelle Blake,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle wanted to agree, to reinforce her original point, but the bed swayed beneath her like ocean waves, and Eos’ arms were her only anchor to the world. She gave into the warmth emanating from Eos, the feel of her fingertips dancing on the nape of her neck, and smiled her way to sleep. 
 
    Let Nor throw everything it had against them. 
 
    There was nothing they couldn’t overcome. 
 
   


  
 

  Chapter Forty-Three 
 
      
 
    Morning came early to Nor. 
 
    The sun rose around eight or nine, and Castelle, Eos, Layla, and Tanen dragged themselves out of the inn. The woman at the front desk slid a note across the counter with Eos’ name written in large, clear letters. Lethe had arranged transportation for them, over at the stables on the edge of town.  
 
    The day was slow to start. Layla and Tanen couldn’t stop yawning as they meandered through the streets, breakfast in hand. Castelle wasted no effort taking in the rest of Carsen. They wouldn’t be there for more than another hour. Why commit the architecture to memory when she’d see a thousand things that’d catch her off-guard that very afternoon? 
 
    Four horses had been set aside for them. Without any more ocean to cross, there was no fear the animals would have to be left behind. Eos accepted the offer gratefully. Castelle watched her saddle her horse, hook her bags on him, and spend a moment talking with him under her breath, hands on his muzzle.  
 
    Tanen and Layla led their horses beyond the edge of town. Castelle waited until everyone’s attention was ahead of them to mount her horse with the help of a stool. The horse swayed beneath her like a wave made flesh. Castelle gripped the reins, determined to draw back the past.  
 
    She’d ridden horses since she was old enough to walk. It was second nature to her by the time she was six, and she’d never had to break what she was doing into simple steps. She’d been in sync with her horse, a beautiful black creature called Tali, and had spent as much time deep in conversation with him as her siblings. 
 
    The horse beneath her didn’t know her voice. Castelle fought the urge to wrap both arms around his neck in a desperate bid for balance. Other than her stint with Svir, she hadn’t been on horseback in fourteen years. It was difficult enough to get people through the forests of Laister. Horses would’ve been trapped by spirits, encircled by the dogs, tripped by tree roots. Her army’s horses lived on the open plains of the island, far beyond the forest. 
 
    If they’d ever had horses. 
 
    If there’d ever been as many of them as the Lords had claimed.  
 
    Castelle focused on the horse’s mane. It’d been an age since she thought of Tali. There was no knowing what’d become of him. Hopefully, he’d been seized as a prize and gone on to lead a life of indulgence, far from the fires of Torshval and the rebels’ blades.  
 
    “All good, Cas?” Tanen called over their shoulder. 
 
    “It’s fine!” Castelle said. “It’s been a long time since I last did this, that’s all.” 
 
    “Huh. Figures,” Tanen said, gripping the reins with one hand and rubbing their horse’s mane. “Best thing to do in situations like this is just go for it. Don’t go worrying about what could go wrong. You’re gonna remember better than your brain’s telling ya you do.” 
 
    Tanen gave her a thumbs-up. The others showed mercy and set off at a canter, backs to her. Castelle took a breath and focused. Nobody forgot how to ride a horse. If she could speak Norian after so long, she could follow the others along the wide, level path leading out of Carsen.  
 
    Feet firmly in the stirrups, Castelle tugged the reins. The horse set off, intent on doing his job in spite of her anxiety.  
 
    All uncertainty withered at the sight of Nor beyond Carsen’s towering buildings. 
 
    The country spread on forever. Within an hour, all signs of the sea were gone. The air tasted of nothing but the cold, leaving no salt for them to breathe. The grass was not as vibrant as it was in Fenroe, but it had taken on its own shade of green, assured of its existence even as frost clung to it. Forests rose to the north, south, east, and west, branches stripped of their leaves, taller than any Castelle had ever seen. 
 
    Tanen let out a low whistle, releasing the reins to spread their arms out wide. Each tree was a petrified giant, greater than Laister’s forest stacked upon itself.  
 
    No one spoke. Nor was as new to Layla and Tanen as it was to Castelle, offering a thousand things to discover every which way they looked, and Eos relived all she’d lost over the last eight years. She hadn’t forgotten Nor and it hadn’t forgotten her, but neither of them expected to see the other again. 
 
    They travelled for hours. Brackish hung at Tanen’s hip, refusing to light the way. The ocean never caught up with them, no matter how many miles they crossed. The sound of waves didn’t touch the horizon, and the air didn’t smell right. 
 
    Nor wasn’t divided and never had been. The gods hadn’t pulled it from the ocean in sodden clumps. It was vast and green and green and green. Dark, ashy rock didn’t protrude from the ground, didn’t spill into the sea, forever frozen. Volcanos didn’t force the earth to reach skyward. They could travel for days, weeks, and not see the ocean. There was land beyond Nor. A whole continent spreading itself towards the equator. 
 
    “Pretty cool, huh?” Tanen asked, horse falling into step with Castelle’s. “Like, you read about Nor and just figure, okay, so it’s Fenroe but bigger, but damn. All I had to go off was like, Fél compared to Caelfal, and this is already ridiculous. How did they manage to have a civil war here? How did anyone manage to find each other?”  
 
    “It’s amazing,” Castelle agreed. “I knew it would be different, that there would be so much to take in, but I hadn’t thought it would feel different. We’re not in Fenroe, and there’s more to it than names and borders.” 
 
    “Uh huh. And y’know what? I’m kinda cool with not knowing where we’re going. It’s kinda relaxing, just riding for the sake of it.” 
 
    Castelle wanted Brackish to find peace, wanted to leave the empty sword with Lethe and hurry back to Fenroe, but she couldn’t disagree with Tanen.  
 
    She’d been trapped in Laister for so long. She’d had no choice but to watch over her shoulder, pulled along the islands, not knowing the full truth of it. But here she was not being abducted or guided or guarded. 
 
    She was part of a group. Part of something real. 
 
    “I’m starting to realise there’s no rush. I don’t have to be done with this as quickly as possible,” Castelle said, glancing at the sword on Tanen’s hip. “Of course, I’d like to for your sake, Ava. But I don’t have to tear through this and hurry back to Fenroe. After this last thing is done for Brackish, I don’t have anything waiting for me. And that isn’t a scary thought. It’s incredible, actually. 
 
    “I’ve never been in a position where I could do whatever takes my fancy.” 
 
    “I’ve gotta tell ya, it’s the best,” Tanen said. “It’s pretty damn new to me, too.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    Once upon a time, Castelle would’ve scoffed at the thought of anyone understanding her. Now there was only genuine curiosity, friendship hard-won but flowing naturally. 
 
    “Sure. It ain’t the same as being trapped in a forest temple, but I was always living minute-to-minute, y’know? Every week it was just like, if I can get through this next week, I’ll be fine! Then it’d start all over again,” Tanen said, eyes fixed ahead. “My parents were shitty in a different way to yours. I mean, my mum kicked the bucket when I was a tiny, screaming thing, so I can’t really blame her for that. But my old man was – is, I guess – a complete… uh, he ain’t the best guy. 
 
    “He never held down a job, never accepted help. Wanted me paying rent when I was like, eight. And being eight, I didn’t have that kinda cash. So, like, I spent most of my life on the streets, doing odd-jobs for people, always hungry, always frantic to scrape by. Then I got a little older and there were drugs, and then I wasn’t so hungry. But I needed money more than ever! So I was, like, constantly worrying about where I was gonna sleep and how I was gonna cope and how I was gonna pay back half the scum of the city. 
 
    “Anyway. That’s a long, boring story, and I ain’t in the mood for moping. It was Eos, Svir, and Layla who proper sorted me out. Eos literally pulled me out of the gutters a few times and dumped me at Layla’s temple when I was being too much of a mug to listen to her. Svir eventually took me in, gave me a roof over my head, a kitchen that was never empty, and a wine cellar containing zero wine. Man, she didn’t even ask for anything, either. I mean, sometimes I’ll hide the occasional body, yeah, but she’s definitely got an approximation of a heart in there somewhere! 
 
    “And fuck if it didn’t take me a couple of years living off the streets to realise that I weren’t spending every second of the day fretting. That my chest weren’t tight from dawn till the next dawn. Gods! Scared the shit outta me, but in the best way. So, yeah. I get it, Cas. Freedom is this big, terrifying thing, but it’s also the best. Look at where we are! When I was living on the streets, too down to even drag myself to a temple, I never thought I’d be friends with the former Princess of Fenroe.” 
 
    Tanen ended their story with a wink. Castelle smiled, glad to have been trusted with the truth. Everything Tanen had said was something they’d made theirself accept, something they weren’t comfortable with, but had no choice but to take in their stride. 
 
    There was so much that Castelle couldn’t imagine. So much that was worse than twelve years trapped in a forest temple, blood on the banquet floor. 
 
    So it was with all people. The whole world ached, everyone experienced things that would reduce her to tears, and the only thing that gave them the strength to keep going was one another. Eos, Reed, Layla, Tanen, Rhea. Even Svir and Niamh. They’d all done something unspeakably kind for her, no matter how small, and they’d all helped her keep going, pushing her along to this very moment. 
 
    “I never thought I’d have a friend as interesting as you,” Castelle said. “My whole life must seem utterly dull compared to all you’ve been through.” 
 
    “That’s the way of it, huh? Our own problems seem boring ‘cause we’ve lived every second of ‘em, ‘cause we’ve replayed them over and over,” Tanen said, shrugging. “So, what’s next, Cas? What do you wanna do when this adventure is over?” 
 
    “I promised Rhea I’d visit her and make a fool of myself hauling fishing nets onto shore. I want to visit Reed. I want to thank her for everything she did for me and apologise for some of the things I said to her. I want to see more of Laister, too. I want to apologise to the people and make amends for all that was done in my name,” Castelle said. “I want to go wherever I can. I don’t want to stay still ever again. I want to travel because I want to, not because duty dictates I must, or because there’s someone on my heels with a bow and arrow. 
 
    “I think… I think I’d just like to spend time with you.”  
 
    “With, uh. With me?” Tanen asked, pointing to their chest. 
 
    “Of course!”  
 
    Fighting to keep a straight face, Tanen said, “Yo, I’m absolutely down for it. I’d have to check with E first, y’know, make sure she’s cool with it, but I definitely want to—” 
 
    Castelle hit Tanen’s arm as best she could from horseback. 
 
    “That isn’t what I meant and you know it,” Castelle said, burying her face in her scarf. “I want to spend time with people who enjoy my company! I want to talk about everything and nothing. I don’t want it to all be death and despair. I want to have friends, Tanen. I went without any for so long.” 
 
    “That’s the saddest damn thing I’ve ever heard,” Tanen said. “I’m gonna make you a bracelet.”  
 
    Lunch was a brief affair, mostly for the benefit of the horses. Tanen refilled their canteens from a stream while Layla prepared their food, making a small fire to heat what they had. Norian winters were unlike anything on Fenroe. It wasn’t as simple as the cold sweeping across the land, drawing in the darkness; in Nor, the land became winter. It took on all the season had to offer, forcing its own fields to lie fallow, and showed no signs of ever passing. 
 
    Castelle sat by Eos, shivering through her coat and gloves. Eos wasn’t moved by the cold. The wind picked up. Eos stared ahead, scarf loose around her neck. 
 
    She hadn’t said anything all day. She’d awoken before Castelle and paced the room restlessly. Castelle knew better than to push, and didn’t ask anything more of Eos. It would be for her own comfort, not Eos’. 
 
    Eos needed her silence, needed to lose herself in her thoughts, in the land. It was the only way for her to keep moving through a past made present. 
 
    Castelle squeezed Eos’ hand as she returned to her horse, letting her know she was there. 
 
    “You getting anything out of this, Brackish?” Tanen asked the sword as they set off. Castelle kept her eyes on Eos, waiting for her to rub her chest, but she never did. “Anywhere you wanna head, anything you wanna see?”  
 
    The sword remained as steel. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to call it a day, eventually. Won’t be long till that sun starts setting,” Tanen said, sighing. 
 
    Daylight held out longer than it would’ve on Fenroe, sun staying strong until gone five. Not knowing much of the land that far north, or how it’d changed in the last eight years, Eos relied on a map to guide them off the road and towards a sizable town between the hills.  
 
    “Are there any temples nearby?” Layla asked the man who saw their horses into a stable. 
 
    “Temples?” he said, busy squinting at Eos. “Sure. There’s one not far from here. Second left off that road. You got some business with ‘em?”  
 
    Shaking her head, Layla said, “No, no. Curiosity, really.”  
 
    The refuge of a temple sounded wonderful to Castelle. Her back ached with the rediscovered joy of riding, and in the sun’s absence, the temperature plummeted close to freezing. There’d be a fire burning within. Rooms for them to discuss their plans, without the eavesdropping that came with taverns or the lingering stares that followed Eos through the streets. 
 
    If there was ever proof she wasn’t her mother’s daughter, there it was: no longer a Greyser, smiling at the thought of a temple.  
 
    “It won’t be what you’re expecting,” Eos said. 
 
    It was the first thing she’d said all day. 
 
    “Temples are different wherever you go,” Layla said, nodding to herself. “It just seems right to drop in on them and pay my respects. I really am quite curious, you know, and I’m certain the priests will aid us on our journey.”  
 
    The temple was upon them soon enough. There was no mistaking it, set apart from the rows of houses stuck to one another’s sides. It was a tall, narrow building, with a roof coming to a sharp point, made of the same red bricks the rest of Nor was built from. A low fence ran around the outside, gate closed but not locked. 
 
    Layla led the way down the gravel path, eyes flitting between the windows and the dim lights behind them. 
 
    The temple boasted two heavy wooden doors. Tanen leapt forward, helping Layla heave one open.  
 
    “Hello?” Layla called into the temple. 
 
    Her voice reverberated off the walls. She stopped dead a few steps in. Tanen placed their hands on her shoulders, taking in the temple over her head. 
 
    The temple was hollow. It was a large, empty hall, rafters visible from the ground, with a statue of a woman at the far end. A dozen candles and a few forgotten torches did what they could to light her up. She reached from the floor to the ceiling, towering over the smaller carvings spread across the walls. 
 
    “Huh,” Tanen said. “This ain’t creepy at all.”  
 
    Benches lined the temple. Castelle took a step inside, stones worn flat and shiny beneath her feet, and Eos closed the door behind her. 
 
    A flurry of footsteps crossed the hall. A man in his forties, dressed in a long, red tunic, hurried over to them. 
 
    “Hello,” he said, polite but uncertain. “Can I help you? I’m afraid you’re a few hours late for the sermon, if that’s what you were after.” 
 
    Layla shook her head. 
 
    “Oh, no, no. It’s nothing like that. I’m a priest from Fenroe and I wanted to get a look at a Norian temple for myself. Get to know how they work, and the sort,” she said. 
 
    “Oh!” The priest’s shoulders relaxed. “How fascinating. Well! This is a temple to the Creator. It’s one of the oldest in Nor, this side of the capital.” 
 
    “A temple to the Creator? What of the others?” 
 
    “There’s a splendid temple to the Embracer, not far from here. I’m sure you could reach it before it closes for the night. If it’s the Preserver you’re after, I’m afraid you’ll have to head a town over.” 
 
    Tanen swayed towards Eos, letting her whisper a translation in their ear. 
 
    Castelle understood all of the individual words, but they made little sense to her. The Creator, Preserver, and Embracer were nothing without each other. Castelle had grown up in a castle that shunned the weakness they perceived religion as and even she knew that. The thought of dividing the gods was as empty as the temple itself. 
 
    “Well,” the priest said, when Layla only tilted her head to the side. “Do take your time looking around! I’ll be here for another hour or two.” 
 
    A single priest, making plans to leave for the night. 
 
    Castelle caught Layla’s eye. Taking her arm, she led her around the temple. 
 
    “There’s so much space here,” Layla whispered, once they were out of earshot of their Norian host. “You could easily turn this into a dozen rooms, split it into two levels, make real use of the grounds. There isn’t even a kitchen!” 
 
    “Did you know it would be this different?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Oh, you always hear how strange religion is, across borders. I never paid it much heed. The gods are the gods and it doesn’t matter how we acknowledge that. It doesn’t change what they are, what they’ve done, and what they’ll do,” Layla said. “But this seems so pointless, doesn’t it? What did that man mean by sermons? Does he stand on the plinth and tell people about the gods? How is that supposed to help anyone!” 
 
    Castelle bit the inside of her mouth, thinking it disrespectful to laugh in a temple of the sort. 
 
    “Temples are not what they are in Fenroe,” Eos said. “It is one of the reasons Svir believed there was some hope in fleeing to Fenroe, for the temples here would not help the Yricians. The Greysers did not succeed in closing all of the temples, after all. 
 
    “Do not think the people less pious for what you see here, Layla. The Norians have only had a handful of years to heal from centuries of war. Their temples help people in different ways. People come for advice, for funds to be raised. The temples offer meals to those in need, when they can. If circumstances are dire enough, you might even be allowed to sleep on the floor. 
 
    “But above all, these are places for prayer and contemplation. Some find great comfort in that.”  
 
    “What do they contemplate?” Layla muttered. “What they could possibly do about rampant homelessness when all they have is this big, empty building?”  
 
    Eos said nothing, but patted Layla’s back as she headed through the castle. 
 
    Castelle watched Eos for as long as she could bear and left Layla to grumble under her breath as she squinted at engravings lining the walls. 
 
    “I did not come here by chance,” Eos said, hands clasped behind her back. 
 
    “You didn’t?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “I do not think this temple or place in particular means anything,” Eos said, only then letting herself press two fingers to her chest. “But I was not waiting for a sign from Brackish. I was not wandering aimlessly. I believe there is something here. Something she wishes to show me.” 
 
    Castelle said nothing. There was a light in Eos’ eye that didn’t belong. Brackish’s spirit couldn’t overcome Eos, couldn’t take what wasn’t hers, but her influence was in Eos’ veins. One day, Eos would mistake Brackish’s whispering for her own thoughts. 
 
    Behind them, Tanen drew what remained of Brackish. They walked the length of the temple and stood before the Creator, sword thrumming gently. 
 
    Castelle took Eos’ hand, and Eos said, “The gods are the gods, no matter what stories we tell of them, or how we choose to worship them. But these are Brackish’s gods. Ava’s gods. These are the ones who have failed her, who have abandoned her.”  
 
    “Is that what Ava wants?” Castelle asked. “Revenge on the gods?” 
 
    Eos stared at the statue as Tanen did. Light ran along Brackish’s blade, reflecting in Eos’ eyes. She could knock the statue down, could pull it apart in great, shattered handfuls, but Brackish would find no reprieve there. 
 
    It would only bury her deeper. 
 
    “Castelle,” Eos said, blinking the light out of her eyes. “Can we talk alone?”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Four 
 
      
 
    The priest locked the temple behind him. Layla and Tanen headed off to find food and rooms for the night. The streets were frozen solid and still, and Castelle’s breath coiled in the air each time she stepped into a pool of lantern light. The burning need to know what Eos had to say stopped Castelle from feeling the cold, even along the cracks in her leg. 
 
    She shoved her hands into her pockets, wind playing with her short hair, and gave Eos the chance to speak. 
 
    The cold didn’t motivate Eos. The things she wanted to say were lost to even herself, and all Castelle could do was wait. 
 
    Waiting wasn’t always a punishment. It wasn’t always something she’d be condemned to. Sometimes getting to wait was a privilege; there were so few Eos would ever try to find the words for. 
 
    “There was some discussion,” Eos began, after they’d circled the road the temple rested on twice. “A suggestion that perhaps we could visit the mountains, that we would… hm.”  
 
    “Of course we’re going there, Eos. It doesn’t matter how out of the way it is,” Castelle said. “We’ll go before we help Brackish, or after. Whatever you’re both most comfortable with.” 
 
    Eos shook her head. Her teeth took the brunt of her frustration. 
 
    “It is not that. Not in its entirety, at least. Do you remember that you said you needed me to come to Nor with you? I believe I return the sentiment. Without you, much of this would have never come to the surface, or ever been dealt with.”  
 
    Eos took a deep breath, lips pursed together. 
 
    Her pace quickened by the second, footsteps close to frantic. Castelle led Eos to a bench with its middle plank missing, and tugged her close. 
 
    “It’s alright. Take your time, Eos,” she said. 
 
    “Eos closed her eyes, bouncing her knee. Castelle wanted to fling her arms around Eos, wanted to hold her close. She knew how hard Eos was trying and wanted her to know how much it meant to her. It meant more than she could ever say, more than the tightest embrace could express. 
 
    But Eos needed time. She needed to be still, to not be touched. 
 
    “Brackish is in my chest. That much is evident. When we tried to join both parts of her together in the old city, it only appeared to work. It was no lasting solution. Had you sailed across the sea with Tanen, Layla, and the sword, I cannot imagine what would have happened. She is not only in the metal, but in me, too,” Eos said. “Her spirit has anchored itself to me. I am bound to her by more than steel.”  
 
    She took another sharp breath. Shame saturated her voice. She pressed her forehead to the heel of her palm, and Castelle couldn’t bear to see Eos blame herself for what she’d become; for what Castelle had done to ensure she’d live. 
 
    But she had to. She couldn’t interrupt her, couldn’t deny her what she needed to say. 
 
    “We cannot help Brackish unless I too am settled. I understand that now,” Eos murmured. “I do not know what is doing it. Whether it is the land I have returned to, what I have told you, or Brackish singing in my veins. But I cannot stop thinking of Rhett. He is truly dead, now that I have returned. My thoughts have not left him for a single moment. There is a turbulence drowning out what Brackish needs, and I am scared I cannot help her. I am scared I am not strong enough to help her, that I am not enough.” 
 
    Now the words were out, Castelle could take Eos’ hands and squeeze them through the fabric of her gloves. 
 
    “It’s funny. I grew up believing – or being made to believe – that I wasn’t enough for Brackish. That I was not strong enough, that my will could not overcome a solitary spirit left behind by the gods. And I wasn’t. You know that. You’ve seen what happens when I try to wield Brackish. I am not strong enough to control her, to use her, and it’s taken me too long to realise that isn’t a strength I want,” Castelle said. “You want to help Brackish. There’s already strength in that, and I know you’ll see it done. We’ll see it done, together. 
 
    “Brackish has people who care for her now. That’s more than she’s had in centuries. That has to count for something, doesn’t it?”  
 
    Eos said nothing. She gripped Castelle’s hands tightly. 
 
    “And I think it’s a combination of all three things. Being here, opening up to me, having Brackish with you,” Castelle continued. “I know it doesn’t compare, but I’ve had to face up to so many things of late. The truth of my family, the way Fenroe thrives, the memorial outside the castle… 
 
    “Gods. Even seeing Layla each and every day terrifies me. She was a corpse in my mind for eight long years. Having her back is the most wonderful gift, but—but I see her, and all the time I’ve lost becomes so stark in my mind and chest that I could almost reach out and throttle it.” 
 
    Castelle paused, forcing her jaw to relax. 
 
    Eos’ knee stopped rocking. 
 
    “How do we help you, Eos? How do we help Rhett?” Castelle asked softly. “His spirit hasn’t left the land, has it?”  
 
    Closing her eyes, Eos said, “That is the worst of it. I know where it is, where he is. I cannot find some place that was of importance of us, cannot make a symbolic gesture to the land. I know exactly where his spirit tethers itself to the earth, and I know where I have to go.” 
 
    Castelle had fortified herself for years with the thought of her family’s spirits haunting the capital, immovable from the dining hall. Had she been taken to Torshval and found blue lights seeping from the castle, no part of her could’ve faced it without breaking. 
 
    They were dead, they were gone. No matter what they’d done with their time in this world, whether it was her mother who’d incited people to turn against their Queen, or Edward who’d never had a thought of harming another being in his short life, they were with the Embracer.  
 
    They were safe, or people were safe from them. 
 
    One, the other, both. 
 
    But Rhett clung to the spot where his life was drained, and haunted the land his sister had been forced to watch him perish upon. 
 
    And there sat Eos, prepared to face him, prepared to take in what his spirit had become. Castelle could only think of one thing braver than that: Eos had come to her, open and honest, and pulled the words from her lungs to talk about it. 
 
    “I’ll go with you. You must know that, Eos,” Castelle said. “Wherever you need to go, whatever you need me to do. However long it takes, I’ll be with you.” 
 
    “Castelle, I—” 
 
    “You’ve been with me through so much, and I know it wasn’t all because Layla asked you to. It wasn’t all for Fenroe alone, was it?” Castelle asked, chest tightening. “You gave me flowers for my siblings, for my niece and nephew. You were there when I placed them on the memorial, and if I could do a tenth of what you’ve done for me to help Rhett, I’d be honoured. Please. Let me come with you.” 
 
    Eos freed her hands from Castelle’s and rubbed them together. 
 
    “It is as I said. I do not think I could do it without you. I know it is asking so much, I know it is not why we came to Nor, but—but, I…”  
 
    “Eos,” Castelle said, putting her hands on her face. “I’m coming with you, no matter what. You aren’t asking anything of me. I want to help you more than anything. It means so much that you’ve shared this with me.” 
 
    Eos’ gaze darted to the side, but she didn’t pull away. 
 
    “It is not easy, but I cannot keep these things to myself,” Eos said. “After misleading you last time, I wish to ensure it does not happen again.” 
 
    Pulling her a little closer, Castelle kissed Eos’ forehead. 
 
    There were things she’d shared in anger with Eos, but far more had come from a place that was harder to reach. It had not all come at once, and it had not always been easy, but Eos had listened, Eos had taken it in, and Eos had known what Castelle needed to hear, even when that was silence. 
 
    She was getting more than a glimpse in return. This was not Eos beneath her scars, but the Eos ever entangled in them; the Eos who’d always been by her side, and the Eos who’d had the world turn against her, too. 
 
    The Eos who understood her. 
 
    “That means so much to me,” was all Castelle could say. “We’ll go wherever you need to. Whenever you want to.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Eos said, nodding into Castelle’s palms. “I know that this is a lot to deal with. A lot to take in. I know I am forever souring the mood, that you deserve something so much brighter after the life that has been forced upon you, but I am grateful.”  
 
    “Oh, shush,” Castelle said, pressing her nose to Eos’. “You don’t have to thank me. You don’t have to act like you’re dragging me down! We wouldn’t understand each other nearly so well without this, would we? So, don’t concern yourself with anything but Rhett. After all, you’re my… we are— Well, that is, I…” 
 
    Castelle paused, frowning. 
 
    The bemusement in her face gave Eos reason to smile. 
 
    Remembering herself, or at least her feet, Eos got up and tugged Castelle along with her. 
 
    “It will only take a handful of days to reach the Count’s mansion on horseback,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle nodded, letting Eos know she was free to speak, but not obligated to delve any deeper into the matter. Castelle knew how Eos’ heart felt, turned to stone, sunken in her chest. So much of her life had been lost to the feeling, warmth only returning when the truth overcame anger and sent cracks racing along the surface. 
 
    They meandered through the streets of the strange town, enduring the cold for the sake of prolonging the feeling pulled taut between them. Castelle hooked her arm around Eos’, and Eos tore herself from her thoughts for long enough to kiss Castelle’s cheek. 
 
    “Do you think it’ll snow while we’re here?” Castelle asked. 
 
    The night sky was clear, stars shining bright. They were no closer or further than they’d been in Fenroe. The same moon hung over them, the same constellations, and Eos was by her side; it was no wonder she hadn’t turned to ash. 
 
    “Without fail,” Eos said. “The snows come every year. They are heavier in the north, but around the mountains, it often reached our knees.” 
 
    “I can’t even imagine. What is it like?”  
 
    “Cold. And less exciting on the third day than the first,” Eos said. Castelle huffed a laugh. “But it is beautiful. I have missed it. It covers the land like a blanket and everything is still and quiet. Everything is how it should be.” 
 
    Castelle smiled, leaning closer to Eos’ side. Half the novels she’d read had indulged in snow for their setting, but she’d never found a phrase or paragraph that made it as real as Eos had. She’d stay in Nor for more than a month if it meant getting to walk through the snow with Eos. 
 
    The streets were close to deserted, thanks to the cold and the hour, but those they passed stared at Eos, some slowing to take her in. Castelle had freed herself of her hair and name, but Eos couldn’t wash her scars away. 
 
    Ignoring the onlookers, they continued through the street of a Norian town, millions of miles from the forest temple. No assassins lurked in the shadows. It was just her and Eos, for all it mattered, just her and the woman who’d dragged her through the forest, deer skull mask becoming her face. 
 
    The urge to express it all to Eos swirled in her chest. It didn’t matter that she’d never find the words; Eos felt it, too. Eos walked with her arm linked with the former Princess of Fenroe’s, someone who’d been a rigid concept to spite, nothing but talking cargo to be hauled across the archipelago.  
 
    “Sometimes, I think we both—” Castelle started, only to be cut off by someone who’d held Eos’ eye as she passed and taken a few swift steps back to interrupt them. 
 
    “Eos?” the woman asked in a whisper. Lantern light showed that she was Yrician too, but Norian was the first language that found her tongue. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to pry, but are you Eos? Eos of Araz-Ek?” 
 
    Eos nodded. 
 
    “Gods!” the woman cried, grasping Eos’ free hand. “Gods, what an honour. We never met, but I was there, all those years ago. Fighting against Mykos, and—and we didn’t think you were ever coming back. We didn’t know what had happened to you, or if you were even alive. Gods!” 
 
    It was all she could say. 
 
    Eos nodded again and said, “Thank you for helping the land as you did. Ka svensa ha kamar.” 
 
    “Ka svensa enta kamar!” the woman replied, grinning. “Really, truly, it’s such an honour. I won’t take up any more of your time, Eos, but I live at the end of the street. That building sticking out there. If there’s anything you need, don’t hesitate to find me.” 
 
    The woman ran off, eager to tell her friends who she’d stumbled across.  
 
    Eos shook her head and moved on. 
 
    Castelle’s stomach twisted. She ignored the bitterness that lingered, even if she had thought her own people would greet her like that, after so long. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “It means that I am far too recognisable, and we are going to get stopped no matter where we go,” Eos said.  
 
    “Not that,” Castelle said, nudging her side. “The Y’vish.”  
 
    “It is a greeting, of sorts. It is difficult to translate, but I would explain it as thus: the gods envy you, answered with the gods envy no one.” 
 
    “Oh,” Castelle said. Cold finally getting the better of her, she tugged Eos towards the inn where Tanen and Layla were waiting. “And what does it mean?”  
 
    “That is what makes translation so difficult. Do not take it too literally. It can mean whatever the speak intends.” Eos’ pace quickened as she too remembered the cold. “In this case, it is a show of gratitude: the woman’s kindness made her greater than the gods, which she humbly denied. When Svir uses it, it tends to mean I will insult your gods to mock you, and you will be forced to defend them.” 
 
    “Aren’t your gods her gods as well?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Svir is a complicated woman.” 
 
    They hurried to the inn, wind picking up. Dark clouds were drawn south from Fenroe, and the faint glow of a spirit led them to the alleyway beside the establishment.  
 
    “Yo, what the hell?” Tanen asked, teeth chattering once they were close enough for Eos to hear them hiss. “You guys wander off far enough? Brackish is getting antsy as hell without you here, E, and I can’t go inside with this damn thing glowing! You got any idea how cold it is?” 
 
    “No. We are experiencing a different climate to you,” Eos said, placing a hand on Tanen’s shoulder. “I am sorry. Next time, I will take Brackish with me.” 
 
    “Nah, nah, it’s all good,” Tanen sighed, patting the sword as the blue-white light faded. “Don’t want this all on you, E. Besides, I like the cold. Gets me pumped as hell! C’mon. Layla’s getting us a table for a sit-down situation for dinner. Glad she’s in charge. I ain’t got a clue what these people are on about.” 
 
    The restaurant was built into the lower level of the inn, round tables covered in cream-coloured cloths. Layla waved to them from across the well-lit hall, and Tanen took Eos by the wrist and dragged her to the bar, eager to discuss something that likely had no relation to Brackish.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Layla asked as Castelle slid into the seat next to her. “Your nose is bright red from the cold.” 
 
    Draping her scarf and coat over the back of the chair, Castelle smiled and said, “Yes, yes. Everything’s fine. It was—it was good, actually.” 
 
    “Oh?” Layla asked, eyes flitting across the menu. 
 
    “Eos wanted to talk about what was bothering her. It was—Well, I think I was able to help! Funny, isn’t it? Talking is all it takes, sometimes. I’m so glad she feels comfortable opening up to me. It’s hard to believe that a few months ago, she was…”  
 
    “The woman who kidnapped you?”  
 
    Laughing, Castelle said, “That’s one way to put it. I can’t imagine how difficult this is for her, but I’m glad I can help. I’m glad you and Tanen are here, too. I can tell how important you both are to her.” 
 
    At the bar, Tanen was holding a glass of something that looked decidedly like water. They had an arm around Eos’ shoulders and talked energetically, relentlessly, prodding Eos’ chest and barely spilling a drop as they gesticulated. Eos nodded, eyes on Tanen’s, probably taking in most of what they said. 
 
    “Talking’s the only way out of so many things,” Layla said, closing the menu. “What about you, Cas? Have you been talking about things?” 
 
    “Gods, I feel like talking is all I’ve been doing! It’s like fourteen years of the things I didn’t let myself think or feel have all spewed out at once,” Castelle said, relaxing into her seat. “I’m so grateful for you, Eos, and Tanen. I’ve always been able to tell you anything, and it’s wonderful not to have to put it all on you.” 
 
    “And I’m always here for you,” Layla agreed. “But if you ever need to talk to someone else, if there are things too big to share with those close to you, let me know. I know people who can help.”  
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Many of the priests – many of our priests, in Fenroe – have studied this sort of thing. If you ever need to go to anyone, they’re always willing to help. Body and mind; we take care of it all, in the temples,” Layla said. 
 
    Castelle leant forward, trying to read Layla’s face. She said it so casually, so purposefully, that Castelle dug into her own mind, trying to pry something free to share with Layla. 
 
    “I… It’s all there, out in the open. There’s nothing more for me to share. Everyone knows everything about me.” 
 
    Layla smiled softly and said, “There’ll always be more, Cas. I’m not saying you have to, not straight away, but you’ve been through so much. More than any of us can comprehend.” 
 
    “Oh,” Castelle said. “I’m sorry. Have I been putting too much on you, or—” 
 
    “No, no. That’s not it, Cas. You’d be talking to someone in addition to me, not instead of. I suppose it wasn’t really discussed in our family, was it? And I doubt the Lords put much emphasis on talking about your feelings. 
 
    “But when I escaped Laister, I had a lot troubling me. For the first few years, I buried it deep. Really deep. It wasn’t difficult. I had so much going on, so much to keep me busy. Trying to build a life for myself, discovering what had happened to Fenroe, moving from place to place, learning to be a priest. I pushed it to the back of my mind, ignored all the nightmares, the flashbacks I didn’t yet have a name for. I ignored the way I refused to accept what was in front of me, because two selfish men I didn’t want to believe had told me it wasn’t true. 
 
    “I ignored it until I couldn’t. I was a mess, Cas. I couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t eat. I couldn’t go about my work without my hands shaking, couldn’t go a day without crying, and I convinced myself I didn’t know why. The past was the past, right? I don’t know what I would’ve done, if it wasn’t for the other priests. If I hadn’t had someone to talk to, someone who understood what I was going through when I didn’t. 
 
    “It was a real life-saver. We’ve been through things no one else can understand, but when it comes down to it, trauma’s trauma. There are ways around it. You still have nightmares, don’t you?” 
 
    Layla was strong. She was so much stronger than Castelle. She’d broken free of a lifetime of lies, had escaped through the forest through sheer force of will. Nothing had stopped her. Nothing had weighed her down. She hadn’t been plagued by nightmares, by flashes of the past. 
 
    She’d taken her life in her hands and lived it, free of the solitude Castelle was confined to. 
 
    “Nightmares are perfectly normal,” Castelle said. “Everyone has them.” 
 
    “Not every night,” Layla said. Castelle’s shoulders reached her ears. Lowering her voice, Layla said, “The men that pretended to be your fathers took the mutilated corpse of a young woman, had her beheaded, and told you it was me. They made you look at it, Cas. And that’s hardly the worst of it! You’re not on the other side of it. Not yet. There’s still so much for you to work through, and I want you to have the help I didn’t know how to ask for. 
 
    “I don’t want you to lock yourself in a dark room, arms around your knees, not knowing why you’re shaking. I want the best for you, Cas.” 
 
    Castelle’s eyes skirted to the side. She prayed Tanen and Eos would return from the bar. 
 
    “Layla,” Castelle said, forcing a smile. “You’re alive. You’re here. That’s all that matters. Everything else is behind me. That’s in Fenroe, in the forest temple. I don’t want to cling to it any more. I know you’re only looking out for me, but I’ve never felt so good. Not ever.” 
 
    Reaching over, Castelle squeezed Layla’s hand. 
 
    Layla returned the smile, nodding to herself. 
 
    She knew better than to say anything else. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to accost you like that,” Layla said. She caught Tanen’s eye, smiling as they wandered over. “Let’s just have dinner, shall we? I’m sure you and Eos must’ve come up with a plan between you.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Five 
 
      
 
    Eos stewed in silence as Tanen and Layla chatted over dinner. Castelle did her best to join in. Eos poked at her food, not saying a word until it all came out at once. Tanen and Layla knew better than to interrupt. Eos laid out the plan as concisely as she could, and Tanen nodded for a solid minute afterwards.  
 
    Rather than ask if Eos was okay, they scraped her favourite vegetables onto her plate. 
 
    With dinner attended to and everyone’s minds on the immediate future, they saw themselves to their room. Eos followed Tanen at their behest, and Castelle didn’t know how to object. They’d only ever spent the night together by chance, through incidental moments that blurred into hazy sleep, and Castelle had no experience with being forward. 
 
    She closed her eyes as Layla ranted about the state of Nor’s temples. The heavy blankets brought back the memory of Eos’ arms wrapped tight around her.  
 
    Come morning, Layla hadn’t dropped the subject. 
 
    They collected their horses, heavy clouds blotting the sun, and Layla rode ahead with Eos. 
 
    “I’m simply saying there’s so much potential for the temples,” Layla said. “They’ve got the space, and they’ve dedicated themselves to the gods – or god, it would appear! Do you know what I could get from a temple in Fenroe? Shelter, clothing, as many hot meals as I needed, medical care, someone to speak to, classes on an array of subjects, space to pray, help finding a job or housing beyond the temple—and this list isn’t even exhaustive! 
 
    “Yet what could I have got from the temple last night? Somewhere to go during the day, perhaps. A lecture from a priest on the gods. I’m sorry, on a god. It’s all so wasteful! Please, please, tell me that the temple we stumbled upon last night was a one-off. Tell me the rest of the country has itself together.” 
 
    Eos shook her head. Her eyes left the horizon, flittering over to Layla. 
 
    “That is the way of it, I am afraid. Religion is in most people’s minds, but not their hearts,” Eos said. 
 
    “Gods! Just the idea that the three gods can be divided or understood without each other is absurd. What sort of scripture do people have in Nor? The three are inexplicably joined, unable to function without the others. No god is greater than any other, so none is more worthy of worship,” Layla said, sighing. Castelle’s attention wandered. She’d heard it all last night. “There are plenty of priests that believe there aren’t three gods. It’s merely the only way we can begin to comprehend what they are, what they do. The gods are not three individual beings. They are not even beings! They are a force running through the world. Through the universe itself.”  
 
    “There are countless ways to interpret the gods,” Eos said. “But I believe you Fenronians are closer to the mark.”  
 
    “Thank you!” Layla said. “Has it always been this way? Have Nor’s temples always been so sterile?”  
 
    Eos mulled over her answer. Layla wasn’t ranting for the sake of it; Eos needed a distraction, needed something to think of other than the Count’s house waiting for them in the west.  
 
    “It has,” Eos said. “It is different to the Yrician way of things. When the Norians came to our lands, they were excited to share the way they revered the gods with us. When we weren’t taken with their ways, they began to question our statues, our shrines. It was not long before we were being preached to and invited to their temples. 
 
    “Invitations became orders. Twice a week, we were marched to the nearest temple. The Norians are interested in division, in focusing on one god alone. The Creator, the Preserver, the Embracer. We did not get to choose which we worshipped. The temples have always unified people in troubling ways, ensuring everyone’s thoughts were in line with each other. In Nor, religion is personal; it is about finding inner-strength and improving your own life, not the lives of others.” 
 
    Eos spoke with her brow raised. She knew exactly how it sounded. 
 
    “What? That’s awful, Eos. That’s abhorrent. To use the gods like that, imposing upon the Yrician’s ways; that isn’t what any of them would want!”  
 
    “It is how they broke apart our communities. Many of our statues were destroyed, our shrines desecrated.”  
 
    Layla glared at the back of her horse’s head. The temple had given her so much, and she’d given twice as much back to all those in need of the gods’ refuge. In Nor, the scripture she’d dedicated her life to had been turned into a tool, into something to shape minds and whittle people down into unquestioned conformity.  
 
    “That’s heart-breaking, Eos. No one can improve their lives without the help of others! All the Norian temples seem to preach is accepting blame for one’s own circumstances. Why did you never tell me?” Layla asked. 
 
    “I understand what the temple means to you. I did not want to disenchant you with the ways people have warped those ideas to exert their power over others. Nor was in a terrible state for a long, long time. The temples are something the country has yet to shake off.”  
 
    “It seems like repairing them would’ve been a good place to restart society,” Layla said. 
 
    Eos nodded, but said nothing. She had not been there to usher in Nor’s new age and had no right to dictate its future. 
 
    The horses couldn’t outrun the cold. Castelle spent much of the day fantasising about leaping from her horse’s back and sprinting down the hillside, exhaustion and adrenaline bringing a little warmth to her bones. 
 
    When nothing came of her daydreams, she focused on the piping-hot dinner they’d find in the evening’s tavern. 
 
    But the further west they headed, the fewer settlements they passed. Cities and towns dwindled into sparse villages, then isolated farms, abandoned long ago. Much of Nor’s recovery had necessitated leaving splintered homes behind, banding together and consolidating everyone’s strength to keep settlements running. So many lives had been lost, and some places were better left to return to the earth. 
 
    “Yo,” Tanen called to Eos, hours after Castelle had resorted to praying for dinner. “Dunno about you, E, but my horse is getting pretty damn tired. We riding through the night or what?”  
 
    Eos looked back at Tanen, framed by the full moon. 
 
    “I had not realised it was so late,” Eos muttered. “We will stop for the night.”  
 
    Castelle would’ve wept with gratitude, would the tears not have frozen to her face. Eos rubbed her horse’s neck and slowed, searching for distant lights across the landscape. 
 
    Eos had been so focused on the horizon, searching for the Count’s mansion that wouldn’t show itself for another two dozen miles, that Layla, Tanen, and Castelle had shared her focus. No one remembered how far back the last village was. 
 
    After another five miles, horses’ spirits as low as Castelle’s, Eos veered off the road and tugged at the doors of an abandoned barn. 
 
    They swung open with a toothy creak. No one dared complain about the thin walls and hard floors. The horses were ushered inside, bags were unpacked, and Tanen and Layla started a fire in the middle of the dusty floor. The barn groaned as the wind battered it, but most of the cold was kept out. 
 
    “I can’t believe we used to sleep outside without thinking anything of it,” Castelle said, joining Eos on the crate she’d found in the corner. 
 
    Dinner wouldn’t cook any faster with four of them crowded around the pan, and Eos would be eternally condemned to her own thoughts if someone didn’t drag her out of them. 
 
    “We slept outside all year round, by the mountains,” Eos said, only shuffling far enough away to give Castelle somewhere to sit. “But I am out of practice, and lacking in tents.”  
 
    Castelle pressed her shoulder to Eos’. 
 
    “Everything you said to Layla about the temples was awful. Horrific, even,” Castelle said. “I never imagined anything like that could happen. How could anyone bring themselves to do anything so insidious?”  
 
    “Easily,” Eos said. “They framed it as a charitable act. The Yricians were under-privileged and had been denied the truth of the gods for centuries. With this new initiative, they would begin to understand their place in the world and how they might contribute to society. That sort of thing.” 
 
    Castelle shook her head, knowing she had no room to talk. The problem wasn’t unique to Nor. Her parents had shut down the temples across Fenroe and urged people to shirk religion altogether. The Norians demanded unity by erasing the Yrician’s beliefs, and the Greysers would’ve jumped at the chance to do the same.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Eos,” Castelle said. 
 
    “It is in the past.”  
 
    “No. Not for that. For how I acted when we first met. For the ways I treated you, simply because you were Yrician. For the things I thought, more than the things I said. I was not kind. It was utterly dehumanising, if I am to be honest.”  
 
    Eos nodded slowly, hands pressed together. 
 
    On the other side of the barn, Tanen and Layla emptied their bags onto the ground, sorting through the hardy root vegetables as the wind stole their conversation. 
 
    “You did not realise I was Yrician until I told you,” Eos said. 
 
    “Because I’d never met one. Because my family did everything in their power to keep your people out of Fenroe, no matter how you were suffering,” Castelle said. “And in spite of that, Svir still took her chances with Fenroe. I’m starting to understand how terrible things were, and… I was not kind to you, Eos. I made assumptions, judgements, and I never apologised for them. My questions were invasive, and I treated you as a curiosity.”  
 
    Castelle sighed, staring at her hands. 
 
     “It is how you were raised. Your family, your tutors, all the adults in your life, were intent on making you believe their version of the world.” 
 
    “That’s no excuse. I should’ve questioned it. I should’ve asked why the Yricians did the things they claimed. I should’ve seen through their lies, I should’ve—I should’ve made the effort! The fact that it was my upbringing doesn’t change the impact it had on you.” 
 
    Eos hummed and said, “Do you still think those things are true of me? Do you still think that my people are of one mind, that we go where we are not invited, that we benefit from the labour of others, that we might not lift a finger?”  
 
    “Absolutely not,” Castelle said, swivelling on the crate to face Eos. 
 
    “And do you still think of me as a Yrician?”  
 
    “Well—yes. Yes, I do,” Castelle said, brow furrowed. “You are a Yrician, aren’t you? It’s an important part of who you are as a person, and has shaped your life in ways I cannot comprehend. I have always thought of you as a Yrician, but I have since gained a truer understanding of what that means.” 
 
    “And Svir?” 
 
    “What of her?”  
 
    “Do you think of her as a Yrician?” Eos asked. 
 
    There was something patient and understanding in Eos’ face. The conversation was a privilege Castelle had earnt, not something Eos was obligated to engage in. 
 
    “Of course. Her heritage has shaped her life, along with the world’s opinions of her. You two are very different people, yet so are Tanen and I. It doesn’t make either of us less Fenronian,” Castelle said. 
 
    Eos wrapped an arm around Castelle’s shoulders.  
 
    “You have thought a lot about this. I am glad,” Eos said, kissing the top of her head. “The things you said and implied in the past were hurtful, but you are earnest. I know you have made a sincere effort to break away from so many parts of your past, and I trust that you will not make the same careless mistakes again.”  
 
    Castelle rested her head on Eos’ shoulder. Shame caught in her throat. She’d spent so much of her life believing the worst of Yricians, believing in the spiteful synchronisation of an entire people. She’d always had a chance to raise her voice, to question what she was taught; going forward, it was her duty to not make the same mistakes. 
 
    “Could you teach me some Y’vish?” Castelle asked. “If we’re to head to the mountains, if I’m to meet your mothers, I’d like to be prepared.” 
 
    “Even I am not prepared to meet my mothers,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle sat straight, ready to console Eos, but she lifted a hand. There was levity in it. Facing Rhett’s spirit and returning home after eight years of exile was something Eos would be processing for years to come, but for the first time, Castelle felt the underlying current of excitement pushing her onwards. 
 
    Her chest ached. She’d dreamt of her parents for so many years, but since leaving the temple, could no longer comprehend the soft joy that came from the promise of reunion. 
 
    “Please,” Castelle pushed. “I don’t want them to think I’m completely clueless.” 
 
    “Hakar means hello,” Eos said. 
 
    “… Hakar,” Castelle repeated unsteadily. 
 
    “More guttural,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle practised it over and over, until it sounded like something Eos or Svir could’ve said. Tanen and Layla were in the process of chopping vegetables as the smell of boiling stock drifted through the barn. 
 
    Eos taught her the basics. Hello, goodbye, nice to meet you, how are you. Castelle did her utmost not to feel foolish as she repeated the phrases. She’d never had to fret about language barriers before. She’d been taught Norian long before she ever met a Norian, yet she was clueless when it came to the Yricians. Going in with nothing would be insensitive, but taking along a handful of crudely shaped phrases would give the impression of only making an effort to show off. 
 
    “And how might I introduce myself?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Va tir Castelle,” Eos said. 
 
    “No, no. Not in general,” Castelle said, clearing her throat. “How should I introduce myself to your mothers?” 
 
    “Va tir Castelle Marigold Blake, yriv Castelle Marcella Adriana Greyser, yriv Lsin a Fenrir?” Eos suggested. 
 
    “No, no, that isn’t… isn’t what I meant,” Castelle said, glancing away. 
 
    Layla and Tanen had been fussing with dinner for the better part of an hour. The cold had been chased out by the fire that’d eaten an unsightly amount of kindling. Any moment now they’d be called over to eat, conversation stopped dead. 
 
    “Castelle?” Eos asked, leaning close. 
 
    “How do I present myself in relation to you?” Castelle asked. “Should I say I am a friend from Fenroe, or—” 
 
    “Or the woman I kidnapped?” 
 
    Managing to both glare at Eos and avert her gaze, Castelle said, “Never mind. What’s the word for friend?” 
 
    “Tor. But that does not matter,” Eos said, taking one of Castelle’s hands. “How would you like to be introduced?” 
 
    “I don’t know! It doesn’t matter, Eos. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    It was a stupid thing to have brought up. Dancing around the topic didn’t mean Eos didn’t know exactly what she was thinking. There was so much to focus on, the spirit-infested ruins they’d reach tomorrow, the mountains beyond, Brackish, silent these past few days, saving her voice, her anger, for something else. 
 
    There was so much to focus on, yet heat crept up her throat. Eos wouldn’t stop staring at her. Surely dinner was ready. Surely Layla would rescue her all over again by calling her over.  
 
    “Would you like me to tell them you are my girlfriend?” Eos asked. 
 
    Her voice was low, but there was nothing teasing in it. 
 
    “What?” Castelle asked, loudly enough to make Tanen and Layla glance over. “I—well, you see, I had only intended to suggest that…”  
 
    “Castelle,” Eos said. “We are sitting here, like this. We have kissed several times and it has not always ended disastrously. Tanen and Layla no longer find this interesting enough to whisper about. It is a fair question to ask.”  
 
    “Well!” Castelle said, puffing her chest out. “Yes, I’d like that. But I didn’t think—I never thought that you’d, that this was…”  
 
    “It is a good thing you never became Queen,” Eos said, wrapping both arms around Castelle. “Your speeches would never go anywhere.” 
 
    Castelle couldn’t bring herself to scowl. It was such a small thing, a few syllables threaded together, but the cold of Nor fell away. She squeezed Eos, never having imaged such a thing possible for herself; she clung to the moment, embracing the truth of it.  
 
    “I would like that,” Castelle murmured. “I would like that very much.” 
 
    Eos pressed her nose to the top of Castelle’s head. 
 
    “And I would appreciate it if you returned the sentiment. In Y’vish we say tal-oka. Chosen-person, to be literal.” 
 
    “Tal-oka,” Castelle said, smiling into Eos’ shoulder. 
 
    Castelle had spent so much of her life being told a wife would be found for her. In her family, marriage was the beginning and end of any courtship. She’d never considered the tentative, early steps of getting to know someone, of nurturing feelings and making soft mistakes. She’d never imagined anything building and building within her, until she was somewhere she’d never believed she could be, entirely of her own choice. 
 
    “Is that alright?” Eos asked. “I do not wish to rush things. I understand circumstances have been different for us both, that you have never had a girlfriend before, but—well, it is unfair to leave you wondering. To act and not discuss it. I care for you, Castelle, and do not wish to pressure you into anything.” 
 
    Castelle placed a hand on Eos’ face, smiling up at her. 
 
    “You’re nothing if not thoughtful, Eos. Thank you. Thank you for everything.” 
 
    Kissing her, Eos said, “Dinner must be ready now.” 
 
    Gathered around the fire, the silence of the road and the mute anticipation of what was to come was banished into the dark of the night. Conversation turned to much of nothing; the shapes of the settlements they’d seen in the distance, and how the cold felt heavier here, like something that couldn’t be shaken, no matter how they rubbed their hands together. 
 
    There was no telling what would unfold at the Count’s mansion or what Rhett’s spirit had seared into the landscape, but for now, Eos had Castelle, Layla, and Tanen. They were happy to talk about anything but the inevitable. When Eos began to pace, Tanen threw a brush her way, letting her focus all her nervous energy into grooming the horses. 
 
    Tanen told no fewer than eight stories without a beginning or end as Layla laid out the bedrolls. She ensured everyone was as comfortable as they could be in the rickety barn, wind howling through the gaps in the walls. 
 
    Castelle slept close to Eos, not saying a word. She didn’t have to. There was nothing to be said, nothing that would make the morning’s arrival any easier. Her presence alone was enough. She felt it in the way Eos held out a hand, pressing their fingers together. 
 
    Come sunrise, Layla nudged Tanen awake with the confidence of someone who’d done so a hundred times. Tanen grumbled and groaned, joints stiff, and made a great show of waking as they shuffled on the spot to knock the weight out of the day. 
 
    They left the fire as cinders and headed northward. Castelle rode by Eos’ side, not taking it personally when Eos pulled ahead. She always caught herself, always let the reins fall slack as the horse slowed to a canter. 
 
    Eos wanted to see Rhett, no matter how it terrified her. Castelle understood something of that. Layla had been alive, yet Castelle was convinced she’d changed too much, or hadn’t changed at all; there was no way she’d know what to say to Layla. She was certain she wouldn’t be enough, that she wouldn’t be worth all the effort Layla had gone to. 
 
    They’d both had corpses splayed before them, yet Eos wasn’t getting anything back. Eos was here to put something to rest, to let go of the paralysing delusions she’d clung to. 
 
    Her brother wasn’t living his life, as free as Nor after centuries of struggle. He hadn’t been waiting for her, hadn’t stared at the horizon, hoping every traveller would take on the shape of Eos. 
 
    He wasn’t anything but a spirit, bound to the earth. Bound to the spot Eos had watched him die. 
 
    Castelle didn’t understand how Eos kept going. 
 
    But she didn’t understand how she had left the forest temple behind and shirked the life that had been carved under her skin, either. There’d been no other choice. All she could do was move forward, away from all that had ensnared her, from all that had made her a spirit before her time. 
 
    Eos hadn’t spent the last eight years content in the manufactured knowledge that Rhett was happy; she hadn’t believed what she’d so desperately convinced herself. The truth had been there all along, gnawing away, caving in her chest and whittling down her bones. 
 
    The truth did not need Eos to follow it. It was its own creature, crossing land and sea alike. The truth had come back to this winding, abandoned roar time and time again. The truth had cut through the hills, had stumbled upon the ruins of the Count’s mansion, had seen the spirits mourn, tethered to the ground they beat their fists and hearts against. 
 
    The truth had taken this path so many times, and now Eos had caught up with it. The truth could not be ignored, could not be doubted, now she’d opened herself up to it. 
 
    The truth ran ahead, skirting around the shifting shadows of late afternoon. It rose along the horizon as a brilliant blue light. 
 
    Eos gripped the reins of her horse, slowing to take it all in. 
 
    Only then, in the presence of a spirit so much brighter, did Brackish begin to glow. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Six 
 
      
 
    They did not rush to the spirit’s source. There was no thundering stampede across the countryside. Castelle, Layla, and Tanen followed in Eos’ example and tied their horses to low-hanging branches. 
 
    Eos said nothing. She rummaged through her bags, checking their supplies for the next leg of their journey. She didn’t glance at the horizon, but blue-white light danced along her face like a thousand fingertips reaching for her. 
 
    They approached the mansion on foot. In the Count’s lifetime, it was a home he seldom used. It stood in the heart of a small village, there to remind the people who owned the land they tolled upon and the draughty houses they took shelter in. The path into the village had fallen to disuse, and nature had claimed back this-and-that; weeds crawled across the hard-packed dirt, but did little to obscure the way. 
 
    It wasn’t the old Torshval. Centuries hadn’t pushed down upon it, convincing the forgotten city it had never been anything but ruins. The village had only been abandoned for a handful of years. The common people had clung to their homes, not having estates out east or houses in the capital waiting for them, but it was all for nothing. 
 
    Rhett’s spirit hadn’t let them stay.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Tanen whispered. 
 
    Brackish’s light turned from bright blue to a burning white in their hand. Her spirit surged, desperate to escape the shattered steel. The corresponding piece bled light through Eos’ thick shirt and coat. 
 
    Layla covered her mouth, whispering a prayer beneath her breath. 
 
    The village was abandoned in leaps and bounds, houses moss-covered but not moth-eaten. Cobbled streets ran like veins through the settlement, and lampposts, dark for years, waited for a single flame to remind them what they were. It was a true Norian village in all senses, save its angle. 
 
    The mansion had stood in the centre of the village, atop a gentle slope, where the Count and his inner circle could give the impression of always looking out over the common people. Now it towered over the hollow houses. A spirit had surged through the earth, turning the ground to chunks, ledges and boulders and columns pushing the mansion higher and higher. The ground swirled, tearing everything free of its foundations, slanting the buildings, shattering the roads.  
 
    It hadn’t happened all at once. It hadn’t happened quickly. The village would’ve turned to rubble, had the ground risen in hours or days. It hadn’t happened; it was still happening. 
 
    The earth whined beneath their feet. Brackish burnt brighter. Eos plastered a hand to her chest, keeping the light at bay. 
 
    “We’ve gotta climb that?” Tanen asked. They pointed to the village that’d become steeper than the sides of Stalf, only now slumbering. “Uh. Tell you what, E. You’re lucky I love you, because damn. It’s like one of those paintings that don’t make sense.” 
 
    “You do not have to come. Give me Brackish,” Eos said, holding out a hand. “Only I need to go.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Tanen said. 
 
    They slapped Eos’ hands away, taking wide, purposefully-placed steps up what had once been the main street. 
 
    “Someone has to keep an eye on Tanen,” Layla said, following close behind them. 
 
    Eos kept her eyes on the mansion. Light escaped every doorway, every window, brighter than anything Brackish had ever summoned. She searched not for a way in, but a way forward. Much of the mansion had crumbled with the earth’s uprising, whole wings turned to dust, but she saw it for what it had been. 
 
    She saw the King’s hiding place. She saw the path she had taken with her brother, each of them refusing to believe this was it; they’d finally see an end to the land’s suffering. 
 
    She saw every mistake she’d made, almost a decade ago. The mutilation of the land was as nothing. The spirit’s song fell upon deaf ears. The past had her in its snare, and the only way to break free was to relive it. 
 
    “I’m with you,” Castelle said, taking Eos’ hand. “We’re all with you, Eos. I know this is yours to face, but you aren’t going up there alone.”  
 
    Eos dropped her hand from her chest, light spilling out. 
 
    “I will not be going anywhere at this rate,” she said. 
 
    Still, she didn’t move. 
 
    Castelle squeezed her hand. Eos’ gaze left the mansion, fixing on Tanen and Layla a third of the way up, clinging to the backs of each other’s coats in an effort not to slip. 
 
    Sighing, Eos headed after them.  
 
    When she let go of Castelle’s hand, it was only to focus on not falling. The village had become a puzzle with an obvious answer, one that felt more out of reach with every step Castelle took. 
 
    She focused on her breathing and dropped her shoulders, glad of the freezing air around them. Last summer, the mere sight of such an incline would’ve made her legs ache. Her chest would’ve tightened, and with those first few steps, sweat would’ve covered her face, vision flashing. 
 
    Now, only the break in her leg screamed at her. Castelle took careful, well-placed steps and measured her breathing, convincing the spirit she’d never led a sedentary life of solitude. She was one with the world, not bound to a few scattered islands. 
 
    “I do not know why I am doing this,” Eos said. She’d long since given up hiding the light that blared from her chest. “I do not know what to say to Rhett, or how to put his spirit to rest. I do not know how to begin apologising.”  
 
    “You don’t owe him an apology. Nothing that happened was your fault,” Castelle said. 
 
    “We came up with the plan together. I could have told him it was too dangerous, that we needed to wait until we were better equipped. I should’ve seen that it was a trap,” Eos said, huffing with the incline. 
 
    “I can’t begin to imagine all that the pair of you went through. All that you endured, even before you were dragged into the civil war. From all that you’ve said of being a child and the Norians visiting you, marching you to their temples, to this. They wanted you dead, Eos. Both of you. All of you. Rhett must’ve known the risks. You must’ve lost allies, friends, and yet he kept fighting for the greater good. For all of Nor, for your lands. He knew what was right and was willing to give up everything for it,” Castelle said. 
 
    She gripped a lamppost, almost perpendicular with the ground. The impromptu landscape turned to a stretch of cliffsides. 
 
    “I understand that. I know the facts. Nor is free, largely due to him,” Eos said, hoisting herself over a stone bench that made a half-decent ledge. “But in the end, I saw his eyes, and he was not thinking about the greater good. He was in so much pain, he was so afraid, and I have to apologise for that, if nothing else.” 
 
    Edward had been scared at the end, too. His eyes had been Rhett’s. Castelle had to believe Rhett’s death hadn’t reduced all he was to that single, harrowing moment, otherwise Edward had nothing but fear to offer the Embracer. 
 
    “Rhett probably doesn’t want to hear that you’re sorry,” Castelle said. 
 
    “He doesn’t?” 
 
    “No. He’s your brother. Your twin. If you were half as close as you say you were, he already knows exactly what you’re feeling. His spirit doesn’t want to be reminded of that,” Castelle said. The land flattened for a few brief steps and she caught her breath. “Tell him about yourself. About what’s happened in Fenroe, everything you’ve seen, everyone you’ve met. That’s what he’ll want to know. He’ll want to hear that you’re alright.” 
 
    Eos faltered. Her gaze slipped through the house. Her eyes darted across the façade, walls only held together by threads of blue light swimming through the gaps, and traced the path she’d taken with her brother so long ago. 
 
    “What if he hates me?” Eos asked. “What if the only reason his spirit lingers is because of the contempt he holds for me?”  
 
    The light holding the masquerade of a mansion together stopped swirling and changed direction. 
 
    “I promise you, Eos, there is nothing within you vile enough to keep a spirit bound to the earth, let alone do this,” Castelle said. “If he is here because of you, it’s because he misses you. Because he wants to see you one last time.” 
 
    Eos said nothing. The light in her chest threatened to overcome her eyes. She squeezed them shut, taking a deep breath before marching on. 
 
    The spirit swirling and rising within the mansion was misleading. The light brought nothing like warmth to the air. It was colder than ice before the mansion, frost threatening to seal Castelle’s eyes shut each time she blinked. 
 
    “I’m guessing Layla and Cas better stick close to us, huh,” Tanen said, sword held out. There was no effort in it; Brackish was drawing herself towards the mansion and all that haunted it. “This makes the ruins around Torshval look like the Embracer’s garden.” 
 
    The four of them stepped into the mansion. Their only other option was to stand atop an impossibly steep hill and stare into the crooked village, wondering how they’d done anything but plunge to the ground below. 
 
    There were places where the walls still joined their foundations, doorways the spirit didn’t fill. Castelle didn’t take her eyes off it as they headed into the dark of the dilapidated mansion. It wasn’t anything like the spirits of Laister forest, or Llyne. It wasn’t anything like the spirits along the coast of Fél or the ruins of Torshval, all of them made shapeless by time. 
 
    Rhett’s spirit hadn’t forgotten itself. It hadn’t become nothing but anger; hadn’t lost its memories as Brackish had, or merged with other lonely spirits, sinking in and out of the earth, formless, purposeless.  
 
    Rhett knew who he was. He knew where he was, and he knew why. 
 
    He’d pulled the earth out from under itself because of it. 
 
    Their intrusion didn’t go unnoticed. 
 
    The swirling of the spirit slowed. 
 
    Eos moved to the heart of the entrance hall. Castelle stuck close to Tanen, knowing it wasn’t her place to stand where Eos did.  
 
    The mansion had been abandoned when the King fled, and Rhett’s spirit ensured the villagers couldn’t force their way in, taking what they were owed. Paintings lined the walls, some slanted, other slumped to the ground, singed along with the wallpaper as the spirit made restless rounds of the building he was bound to. 
 
    Dust and dirt crept upon the carpet, and not all of the cabinets had been knocked over. Castelle couldn’t keep taking in the details. Not when the light swelled before them, leaving the confines of the walls, the illusion of structure. 
 
    The walls collapsed. Whole chunks tumbled down the hillside, shattering against risen rocks and the tiny houses that had outlasted the mansion. The floorboards shook with the impact. Castelle grabbed Layla’s arm, knowing they couldn’t flee. The hillside was no safer than the crumbling mansion. 
 
    She couldn’t run. Not when Eos stood her ground, staring up at the spirit that pulled itself together at the base of a wide staircase. 
 
    “Rhett!” Eos called to the haze of blue light. 
 
    It grew larger at the sound of her voice, reaching through the ceiling that crumbled at its behest. 
 
    Tanen’s face twitched. Brackish’s light paled in the face of another, gathering in tendrils around Tanen’s arm, before falling back into the metal. 
 
    Eos saw something other than blinding light. Tanen did, too. The spirits Castelle had encountered in the past were ancient, lives and deaths blurring into one, but Rhett had died a matter of years ago. The King hadn’t had time to drag his body away, to put his head on a pike to emphasise the point he’d forever be making. Rhett’s bones were in the ground beneath them.  
 
    “Fuck,” Tanen muttered. “I don’t like this. You’ve got this, yeah, E? You know what you’re doing?” 
 
    Eos drew closer to the spirit, to the wall of warmthless light that rose like a curtain of flame, water flowing in reverse. She held out a hand, stopping the others from following. 
 
    “Did he always, uh—” Tanen said, pressing a hand to their throat. “Gods.”  
 
    Something worse than the mansion crumbling around them was promised in Tanen’s pale, clammy skin. Castelle needed to know what was before them. She needed to see something other than light tearing past her eyes. Without looking away from the spirit, Castelle grabbed Tanen’s hand. 
 
    The room warped.  
 
    The hall no longer made a ruin of itself. The wallpaper was bright, gold flourishes glinting under the light of the chandelier that still had a roof to hang from. The carpets were spotless, plush and red beneath her feet, but Rhett couldn’t make himself part of the tapestry of the past. 
 
    He stood as tall as the light was, floor splintered around his waist. His neck ended where the ceiling did, nothing more than a torso tearing itself apart along the edges. The same nothingness that took the place of Brackish in her memories rippled along Rhett’s arms, across his throat, drawing out a darkness that didn’t belong.  
 
    “Rhett!” Eos cried again, but the rest was Y’vish. 
 
    Rhett understood as much of it as Castelle did. His body flinched. He heard the sounds, not the words. It’d been almost a decade since anyone had drawn close, since someone had spoken his name, and he reacted to it like the wind. 
 
    “Rhett,” Eos repeated. She was so close to the spirit that tendrils of the void lashed out at her. Eos stepped clear of each one, but the darkness struck the floor, sending slithers of the memory Rhett’s spirit projected into the present. 
 
    Dust and decay were slashed across the floor. Layla took wide steps back, knowing all she could do was pray. 
 
    Castelle dropped Tanen’s hand, daylight spilling through the ceiling lost to the sky. She charged towards Eos. The spirits had never bothered Eos across Fenroe, but this wasn’t the last embers of a fire that’d been burning for centuries. This was her brother, her twin, and Eos had pinpointed the moment life left his eyes. 
 
    She was getting too close. She was putting herself in the spirit’s path, even though the reminder of Brackish’s hurt shone form her chest. 
 
    “Eos!” Castelle called. Beyond Rhett’s projection of the past, the mansion roared as it fell into itself, chunks cascading down the hillside. “Eos, be careful!” 
 
    “I need to get closer,” Eos said, clasping her chest. “He can’t hear me. He doesn’t—he doesn’t know it’s me.” 
 
    There was no stopping Eos. It’d taken her everything to cross the ocean and Castelle couldn’t hold her back now.  
 
    Eos circled Rhett, running towards the curved staircase. In Castelle’s eyes, only a single banister and a few solitary steps remained. It could’ve been the same for Eos. It didn’t matter whether Rhett’s influence had changed the shape of the stairs; Eos wouldn’t stop, not now. 
 
    Blinding herself to what laid ahead, Castelle charged up the staircase. It splintered under her feet, creaking, groaning, snapping behind her. She lunged, catching Eos’ hand. 
 
    The past returned. The staircase spread out before her, carpet running up the centre, banister polished to a shine. 
 
    A level up, Rhett’s neck pushed through the white ceiling. Blood lined his throat, running down his shirt. 
 
    Again, Eos called out in Y’vish. Again, Rhett did not move. 
 
    “He can’t hear me. He won’t listen,” Eos said, hand clasped to the metal embedded in her chest. “What do I—what do I do?” 
 
    “We need to get away,” Castelle said. “We need time to think.” 
 
    Eos gripped the banister, pulling Castelle close as the floor collapsed behind them. A fear brighter than Brackish’s blade shone in Eos’ eyes. If she left now, Rhett would find peace without her. He would depart this world without hearing the last whispered words of Eos’ apology. 
 
    Castelle couldn’t let the mere threat of it happening hang over Eos. She couldn’t leave this place without getting her what she needed. She couldn’t let Rhett’s spirit burn without resolve. 
 
    Letting go of Eos’ hand, Castelle lunged forward, hands pressed to the wall of the spirit before her. 
 
    “Rhett! Rhett! Your sister is here!” Castelle called in Norian. “Eos is here. Please listen to her. Please stop this!” 
 
    Guilt had softened Eos’ voice, had made her hide from who she was. Rhett’s spirit had played Eos’ voice over and over within the surging light he’d become and could not believe it filled any part of the mansion he didn’t. Castelle had no such attachment. Her voice tore through Rhett, and the spirit’s rage slowed. 
 
    The walls stopped trembling. Wood and bricks twisted in the air, suspended by nothing. The spirit’s form set fast, shoulders rising towards the roof, neck tilted.  
 
    He couldn’t see them. 
 
    Not through the roof.  
 
    That and that alone began to crumble, while blue-white light held the rest of the mansion together. Eos grabbed Castelle’s arm and pulled her back, holding her close. Sunlight took the place of the roof and Castelle saw that the blood on Rhett’s throat had come from nowhere. 
 
    He had no head. 
 
    The light faded into wisps. 
 
    He lifted his arms to protect them from the roof he’d brought down, but had no hands to cover them with. His arms stopped at the wrists, but without eyes, he couldn’t see what was missing. 
 
    The roof was gone. The walls were stable. 
 
    Castelle dared to breathe. A pang of lightning jolted through her chest. 
 
    Eos pressed her face to Castelle’s shoulder and breathed deep, eyes on Rhett. 
 
    “Never do that again,” Eos whispered. “Thank you.” 
 
    Letting go of Castelle, Eos held out a hand to the towering spirit. Rhett jerked, knowing there was something he should be seeing. 
 
    Dust fell to the ground. 
 
    “Rhett. I am here,” Eos said softly, letting Norian guide her. Shout or whisper; it made no difference to the spirits. They either heard or didn’t. “I am here. It has been so long, I know, but I am here. You have been avenged. Nor has been freed. Everything you fought for, everything we fought for, came to be. There is no monarchy, no war. Our people are free.” 
 
    The spirit wheezed in a way only something without lungs could. 
 
    Eos held out a hand. Not to reach for Rhett, but to let him know she was no threat. She lowered herself and sat cross-legged on the edge of the crumbled landing. 
 
    Her fingers curled towards her palms, and her eyes flickered towards Castelle. 
 
    Castelle swallowed the lump in her throat. 
 
    Eos wasn’t speaking Norian for Rhett. They shared a handful of languages between them and this wasn’t their first. She spoke it so Castelle could understand; she spoke because she wanted, needed, to share this with her. 
 
    Castelle sat by her side, inches from the edge of the shattered floorboards. 
 
    Eos squeezed her hand. The mansion became its old, grand self, carpet plush beneath them, paintings watching over them. Rhett’s spirit no longer stretched floor to roof. It stood before them, still twice the height it should be, human-shaped, save for the missing head and hands. 
 
    Eos looked at him, gaze fixed where his eyes should’ve been. 
 
    He was the void Brackish was in her memories, the nothingness that remained after the spirit was torn from the body and denied rest. 
 
    “I have been so far,” Eos said quietly. “I have been in Fenroe for so long, but I came back because—I returned for so many reasons, Rhett. I returned here, to this mansion, for you. So much as happened. So much. I am not certain where to start. I… 
 
    “They did not kill me. I know you, Rhett. I know much of your anger, much of what kept you bound, was fear of what would happen to me. But I am not dead. They did not dare kill me. After what your spirit did, they could not risk that kind of destruction. In that way, you saved me. Me and the others. That was your intention, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Rhett’s spirit flickered in the air. 
 
    The shoulders slumped, and he sat opposite Eos. 
 
    “We fought on, after we lost you. I did not sleep for months, or so it felt, refusing to stop until the King was dead,” Eos said, and laid out the paths they had taken, the months they had spent searching for another opportunity. She’d spoken of the trap she was certain she was walking into, the comrades they’d fought alongside, and how she knew nothing could stop her. She wanted to save the land, but she wanted to avenge Rhett more. “And that is where exile comes into it. They could not kill me. They could not have another Yrician tearing apart the land they laid claim to. 
 
    “And so I was sent to Fenroe, arm broken, ribs battered. I was certain I would be there forever, but two years later, our people won and the last of the monarchy and nobility were dissolved. They sent word that my exile had been lifted, and yet… I could not do it, Rhett. I could not come back and accept that you were dead. So much happened in Fenroe, and I wish I could say it was all awful, but…”  
 
    Eos entwined her fingers with Castelle’s and did as she’d suggested. She told Rhett about her life, from her first days on the archipelago, struggling with the language, to the jobs she’d worked and the people she’d met; Reed and Tanen, Layla and Rhea, and so many Castelle didn’t know. She spoke of Svir, and all the gifts life had granted her. She told Rhett how she’d watched the archipelago change, years on from the fall of its monarchy, and how the Greyser name had threatened the peace, the prosperity the people had built for themselves.  
 
    She told Rhett about the plan she’d made with Layla and Rhea, how she’d found her way to Laister and into the forest temple. She told him how she’d kidnapped a Princess, the last Heir of Fenroe, and how that had brought her back to Nor. 
 
    Back to him. 
 
    When there was nothing left to say, Rhett was the size any human should be. He held the head that wasn’t there in hands he no longer had, and with darkness rippling along the edges of his forgotten form, he pointed deeper into the house, to a door not yet destroyed by the present day. 
 
    The metal residing in Eos’ chest burnt bright. Deep within the house, the voices of the dead thrummed through the walls.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Eos didn’t follow the light in her chest. She was pulled by it, down the stairs that both were and weren’t there, across the landing, and into the corridor beyond. Castelle raced after her. Tanen and Layla, too. They all saw something different around them, and wound around obstacles the others ran through. 
 
    The mansion was a poor imitation of the castle Castelle had grown up in. It blurred into nothing. Eos was the only thing worth focusing on. Eos and the light that grew from her chest like a blade. 
 
    After a dozen turns and arching doorways, carpet growing thin until it was replaced by bare stone floors, they found themselves in a narrow entrance hall only ever used by servants. 
 
    The hall was full of barrels and crates, vegetables and grain waiting to be moved to various pantries, ale lying dormant until the next feast. The servants were nowhere to be seen, even in memory. A dozen people in armour of varying shades and suitability pressed their backs to the walls, knelt behind crates, barely daring to breathe, let alone speak. 
 
    The past played out. A servant had let the rebels in, had betrayed the King and the Count from inside his own home. The rebels huddled together, racked with an anticipation that wouldn’t pay off today; the King would leave with his life and it was more than could be said for most of them. 
 
    Castelle forgot they were spirits. She forgot that blue-white light filled the ruinous mansion, not bodies of flesh and bone and bravery. 
 
    It wasn’t Rhett Castelle was drawn to, but what his memory projected. 
 
    Eos, younger than Castelle was now, face free of its scars. 
 
    Her skin was dark and smooth, her hair tied back in a braid that met the small of her back, but her eyes were as dark as ever. The Eos of the present’s jaw trembled at the sight of her. Her lip curled into a snarl. 
 
    The sword was deep in her chest again, made solid by the light that formed it. The shattered blade shuddered in Tanen’s hand. 
 
    Rhett, with his head and hands intact, was the first to move away from the wall. Clear-faced Eos grabbed his wrist, pulled him back, and forced him to meet her gaze. 
 
    She said it all with a clenched jaw. 
 
    It was too dangerous. Too great a risk. It was a trap, a ploy. They’d been lured there, but there was no turning back. 
 
    Rhett clasped her shoulder. His face was like hers: unblemished, eyes just as dark, hair shoulder-length and messy, worn in the same way Eos did years and years later. 
 
    If we do not take this chance, we’ll spend the rest of our lives regretting all the King was allowed to get away with, after this day, Rhett said. 
 
    It didn’t matter which language he spoke. In death and memory, intent and meaning came as clearly as raindrops down cliffsides. 
 
    The Eos of the present, forced to live in a world Rhett did not, stumbled back. Not wounded, but with a plan. She pressed her back to the door, barricading it with the knowledge of what would happen, so much more tangible than the young, scarless Eos’ fear of what might happen. 
 
    She pressed her back to the door, believing as it was so easy to that they were in the past, not merely replaying it. She believed she could change this all, that sacrificing who she’d become was worth becoming who she would’ve been, had Rhett lived. 
 
    Castelle had let go of Eos, and Tanen was not in reach, but Castelle saw it all so clearly. Rhett knew she was there. Rhett wanted to see her. 
 
    What if he is not here? Eos asked a decade ago. What if the Count has set this trap? What if we are struck down and the King lives out the rest of his life, not the mere months or years it will take us to get another chance?  
 
    Eos’ voice was as clear as ever. It was what it was. The things that had happened to her, that were about to happen to her, had not stolen her voice, reshaped her words, or stilted all language as it crossed from her mind to her tongue. 
 
    Castelle stepped back, wanting to take Eos’ hand, but Tanen beat her to it. They pinned Brackish’s hilt under one arm and clung to Eos’ hands tightly as she slumped against the door, sweat rolling in beads from her forehead. 
 
    We’ve been into dozens of situations more dangerous than this, Eos. There’s always a chance that we’ll fail, that it’s a trap! If we don’t take these chances, nothing will ever change. 
 
    Rhett patted Eos’ cheek. She scowled. 
 
    I know, I know, she said. You’re braver than I am. But this is the closest we have ever come to the King. If he is in this building, then he—then we must… 
 
    Yeah, Rhett agreed. This could be the big one. 
 
    Eyes on Eos, Rhett’s hand fell to the sword at his hip. Now that her shoulders were slumped, now that he had convinced her it wasn’t a trap, his own fear bubbled to the surface. They were one and the same, their thoughts echoing each other’s, and though they did not need to say any of these things aloud, they did. 
 
    No heroics, Eos warned. I will be left to take the news to our mothers, if you do something stupid. What am I supposed to say?  
 
    Rhett managed a grin. 
 
    You need not tell them anything. I would not leave this world without you, and I would not let you leave it, Rhett said. Eos grabbed his shoulders, shaking the laughter out of his voice. After a terse silence, he said, Tell them the world was changed because of me. Tell them our people are free, and so am I. Let me indulge in heroics, if the Embracer calls me home. 
 
    Eos drew a deep breath. 
 
    Knocking Rhett over the side of his head with an open palm, she said, She won’t. 
 
    The conversation was over. They resumed their stances, checked over their weapons, tightened the buckles on their belts, their boots, passing whispers and silent commands through the small group.  
 
    Using his fingers to count down from three, Rhett moved towards the door. 
 
    Castelle took a step forward, hands as fists. This wasn’t it. This couldn’t be it. They needed to keep talking, needed the conversation to never end. Eos couldn’t watch her brother walk through that door again, ten years on, and she couldn’t watch herself follow him. 
 
    Castelle reached for Rhett, for the sleeve of his shirt. Eos never had. She’d trusted him, had followed him, and she’d been right to. They’d saved Nor. They’d ended a regime that punished people for living upon the land, for simply being. It was not how they’d planned it, it was not what either of them wanted, but it was a sacrifice that saved tens of thousands and set the country on the course it was always meant to be on. 
 
    Rhett’s spirit flickered. He was not flesh and blood, was not bound in cloth; blue light rippled, warping the illusion of the past around him, and Castelle’s hands burnt. 
 
    Layla grabbed her arm, pulling her back. 
 
    Rhett faltered. He glanced at his arm but didn’t stop. It was only a breeze that’d touched him, and he couldn’t turn back now. Not after all he’d said to Eos, after all this could surmount to. 
 
    “Whoa, buddy,” Tanen said from the doorway. “You’re getting a little close for comfort. Gimme a second, yeah? E here’s having some trouble.” 
 
    Tanen tugged Eos’ arm, flesh and blood, but she wouldn’t be moved. It wasn’t the brazen belief that she could change the past that bound her to the spot, but the sword of light speared through her chest, impaled upon the wooden door. 
 
    Layla let go of Castelle to rush to Eos’ other side. She took her arm, pulling as hard as Tanen did. 
 
    Rhett reached for the door. His hand passed through Eos, and he stared at nothing for too long. He pulled his hand to his chest, took a step back, and looked around for the source of the light thrown across the room. 
 
    Behind him, Eos and the other soldiers were frozen. He had gone off-script. The memory was no longer true to itself; only Rhett’s spirit lingered, so only Rhett remained. 
 
    He placed a hand on his chest, then his face. He traced the scars that were not yet there, but would be, moments after he stepped through the door.  
 
    “Can’t you get her to calm down?” Layla asked, gesturing to the remnants of the sword pinned under Tanen’s arm. 
 
    “I don’t think she’s in the mood to help!” Tanen called, dropping the sword. “Eos, you think you can, uh. You think you can not do this right now?” 
 
    Eos grit her teeth. She tilted her head back, eyes wide. The light was in her eyes, her mouth, and she only saw Rhett. She’d let herself become a spirit of the past. 
 
    This wouldn’t stop until Rhett did, until he moved on from the moment and accepted his fate over and over. 
 
    Finding it just as hard to turn from Eos as Eos did from Rhett, Castelle faced her brother’s spirit for her. Her burnt hands trembled. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rhett,” Castelle murmured, stepping closer. “I’m so sorry, I truly am. I just—please, you must…” 
 
    She reached for Rhett with both hands. The light flickered as she wrapped her hands around his wrists. Her touch threatened to inhale the present and leave them in a collapsing building, caught in a cascade of wood. 
 
    Castelle didn’t let go.  
 
    She hissed as the burns on her palms deepened, deaf to everything Layla and Tanen yelled at her. 
 
    The light faded. Rhett’s skin was warm and brown beneath her hands, but her palms didn’t stop burning. 
 
    She tugged Rhett’s hands from his face, stopping him from tracing the scars his memory couldn’t escape. Rhett didn’t stare at Castelle, but he didn’t stare through her, either. 
 
    “Not yet, Rhett,” Castelle whispered. “They’re not there yet. You’re safe.”  
 
    Rhett brought his hands together, pressing one to the back of Castelle’s. 
 
    His touch was cold, more like the dead than what lingered. 
 
    Eos? he asked.  
 
    “She’s right there,” Castelle assured him. 
 
    “That ain’t a bad idea,” Tanen muttered. “Here, E, I got you, hold on!” 
 
    Fingers still around Rhett’s wrists, Castelle watched Tanen grab the sword of light with both hands, scream through grit teeth, and pry Eos from the wall. Eos jolted forward, light shattering in Tanen’s hands. Layla caught her before she could fall. 
 
    The light fell as glass upon the floor, shards glinting in the dim light, tearing open more than one memory. 
 
    The house shifted around them. A corridor bisected the servants’ entrance, tall and grand, lined with paintings and décor that did not match the fashions of the Count’s mansion. It was not the same building, was not even its past. They had made their way through a labyrinth of corridors, and the hallway open before them could not fit within the hilltop architecture.  
 
    “Gods,” Layla breathed. “Gods, if you’ve ever listened, if praying has ever been anything but an act of desperation, then please—” 
 
    “Make sense of this right the hell now!” Tanen said. 
 
    Castelle didn’t let go of Rhett, even as she stared down the long corridor. 
 
    Eos slumped against Layla, and the glass upon the floor was no longer. 
 
    Two figures made their way down the corridor. One was a darkness, a void flowing and moving and once breathing, and the other’s white teeth flashed as long, red hair fell over her shoulders. 
 
    “Yo, Brackish. There’s a time and a place for a trip down memory lane, and this ain’t it,” Tanen said, nudging the discarded sword with their boot. 
 
    What is this? Rhett wondered out loud. 
 
    Neither Brackish – Ava – nor Elise heard him. 
 
    They wandered the corridor arm in arm, caught in the aftermath of delighted, incredulous laughter. 
 
    I cannot believe you, Ava. You are—well, audacious is putting it lightly, Elise said, grinning. Your mother is going to kill you, you realise! Look at all of this! You cannot be serious when you say you mean to leave it all behind. You could spend the rest of your days never lifting a finger. 
 
    Ava tugged Elise’s arm, pulling her to a window. Now the spirits had drawn attention to it, the bright, midday sun poured in, lighting the din of the servant’s entrance. 
 
    I have plenty. The Greyser family have all they could ever need, because we are on the royal family’s good side. How long do you think that will last? The Queen is old. Her daughter believes her too soft, her allegiances worthless. Perhaps I have five years before my loyalties are tested. Perhaps I have twenty, Ava said. But that is not the point. For everything I have, there are a hundred families that go without. Nor is changing, as it always must, but it is taking a path that rewards the few by punishing the rest. I do not wish to be part of that. But I do not wish to cast my possessions away, either. 
 
    Elise stood with her arms on the windowsill, squinting at the landscape beyond. Searching for the fear that rang through Ava’s voice. 
 
    So that’s your solution, is it? Abandon the Kingdom and head to Fenroe to live as, what—a fisher? A shepherd? Elise asked. 
 
    If I must, Ava said. 
 
    You don’t know the first thing about either of those, Elise said, laughing. 
 
    I don’t, Ava agreed, taking Elise’s shoulder and turning her towards her. But you do. You spent most of your life on your family’s farm, didn’t you? I will not go alone, Elise. I will take as many people as I can, will find a better life for those who have suffered the most. I will rely on them to teach me. 
 
    Elise’s eyes left the window. She turned to Ava. She didn’t see the formless, forgotten mess Brackish had become, but the young woman stood before her.  
 
    I’m a little incredulous. That’s all. It’s as you said. I’m the daughter of farmers, and you’re to inherit this all, one day. Why come to me with these plans? Will the other nobles not indulge you? Do you fear they’d laugh at you? 
 
    Castelle let go of Rhett’s hands, pain overcoming her. His hands fell to his sides and he did not move. As Castelle, Eos, Tanen, and Layla watched the past unfold, so too did Rhett. 
 
    You know why, Ava said, exasperated and fond. She pulled Elise closer, and slipped something like arms around her waist. Soon it will not matter whose daughters we are. We will be in a new land, free to make our own choices. We can be together there, and no one will say a word against us. 
 
    The memory stuttered. The corridor warped. What remained of Brackish trembled on the floor. 
 
    The strain it’d taken to pull a memory from another part of the land made itself known as the walls groaned around them. Like the memory of Eos from a decade back and those who’d fought alongside her, Elise froze. The sunlight faded at the window. 
 
    Only Ava remained, but she was not yet Ava. She was still Brackish, was still the paltry parts she’d been allowed to keep; anger, resentment, and faded memories. Getting a glimpse of her past hadn’t changed anything. 
 
    She moved towards them as an emptiness cut from the air. If she had eyes, they would’ve turned to the shattered sword on the ground, then Eos. 
 
    Rhett saw more than they did. Rhett moved before Castelle could, placing himself between Eos with all her scars and Brackish. 
 
    The spirits said nothing to one another. They didn’t even have to move. Rhett stood his ground, and after an excruciating minute as the corridor warped and groaned, falling away to leave nothing but stone walls, Brackish crouched on the ground. She wrapped her arms around her knees, staring at nothing. 
 
    “Is that… is that a good thing?” Tanen asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Layla murmured. 
 
    “Some priest you are,” Tanen said. “Although, fuck, I’m gonna say it. Feels like there’s a conspicuous lack of gods here, huh? They took one look at this and were like fuck it. At least they get to be omnipresent elsewhere.” 
 
    Layla spared a moment to stare at Tanen. 
 
    The light filling Eos’ eyes was gone. Not even embers smouldered behind the black. All of Brackish’s spirit had worked itself free, both from the sword Tanen wielded and the sword that remained in Eos’ chest. It stood as its own entity, as the shadow of a woman who’d lived and died and been denied the next step. 
 
    But Brackish wasn’t what held Eos’ focus. Brackish wasn’t what mattered. 
 
    Rhett stood in the centre of the room that was just a servants’ entrance, no doorways opening to far-off, crumbling estates. He turned on the spot, staring at the frozen Eos of the past and the soldiers who’d fought alongside them. Some of them had died in that building, others had died on distant hillsides, deep in valleys; some lived on, oblivious to their past taking form. 
 
    He took a step towards the Eos of the past but couldn’t close the distance between them. Faltering, his shoulders rose, and blue-white light drifted from his skin like water turning to so much vapour.  
 
    The Eos from back then, skin clear, eyes dark, wasn’t the one who’d summoned him. She hadn’t brought him here. The past and present spiralled into one, and Rhett turned towards the Eos who lived on, who had bloodied her hands in revenge and engendered her own exile. 
 
    He blinked hard, taking in all she’d told him of the future that sprawled out without him. 
 
    He stared at her, then the door she’d been impaled on. 
 
    It wouldn’t be okay if he stepped through the door. It was a trap. They’d been lured there, and the King and all his wrath were waiting for them. No amount of bravery could change that, could help Rhett endure the cut of their blades.  
 
    It was a trap. 
 
    He hadn’t listened to Eos, and he was going to die because of it. 
 
    He hadn’t listened to Eos a dozen times before, and he’d come this far because of it. He’d saved countless lives, had strengthened their cause, had torn open the path that would see them free their country from a tyrant. 
 
    The door was closed, but wouldn’t be for long. He’d step through it and he’d die, but before that, he’d suffer the same scars across his face as Eos. He’d watch them torture her, and he’d leave the living world never knowing what happened to her. Dying with fear in his heart that she’d met the same fate, clinging to the loam and mulch of the world because of it. 
 
    It wouldn’t be okay. He was going to step through the door and die, and he couldn’t change the past. He was the past, was the culmination of all that had happened, all that had unfolded as they lived and breathed, world turning in the black of space. 
 
    It wouldn’t be okay, but Eos was there now. 
 
    Eos was ten years older than he’d ever be, face scarred, surrounded by friends. Eos had told his spirit all she’d been through, all the ways in which the world had changed, and the pieces fell into place. 
 
    He moved towards her. He placed his hands on her face, and it did not burn. 
 
    Eos didn’t hesitate. She gripped the sides of his shirt, and they stared at one another, one older, one scarred, but both the other’s reflection. They were one and the same and always had been, always would be. 
 
    Eos pressed her forehead to Rhett’s. He smiled, fingers turning to light.  
 
    He wasn’t tearing himself from the memory, but something far more harrowing.  
 
    “Don’t go,” Eos whispered, voice cracking. 
 
    I won’t, Rhett promised, only moving to kiss her forehead. 
 
    Behind them, the other forms began to fade. The Eos of the past was wisps of light up to her knees.  
 
    The walls came down first. Light from the present flooded over the stone floors of the past, and there was nothing but ruin around them. The door was set into nothing but the air itself. The protection of the past had spared them from much of the destruction, mansion lying in ruins around them, and Layla and Tanen huddled together as dust filled the air. 
 
    Rhett took a step back, hands on Eos’ shoulders. His eyes darted up and down as he nodded firmly to himself, saying I have to do this. We have to do this. You know we do, Eos. 
 
    Eos knew, but it didn’t matter. Her hands trembled, jaw set, dark eyes shining. 
 
    Rhett dissolved around himself, light lost to the air. He stepped around Eos, burning eyes fixed on the door. 
 
    He hesitated before taking that first step. He turned to Castelle. Rhett caught her hands in his own, and they did not burn. They soothed what promised to leave blisters, and Rhett looked up at her, the same height as Eos, mouth curling into the same smile. 
 
    Thank you, he said. Look after her. 
 
    The tears that wouldn’t fall from Eos’ eyes rolled down Castelle’s cheeks. Castelle would never again see her siblings, and after this moment, Eos wouldn’t either. It was the closest Castelle would ever get to facing Edward or Marigold, Marcella or Tobias, that once ever-present warmth that had been torn from her chest in such brutal, grasping fistfuls that she never truly comprehended all she’d lost, until she stared into Rhett’s eyes. 
 
    She was dizzy with gratitude, sick with contempt. Guilt became her, for her siblings’ spirits hadn’t lingered, despite the horrors inflicted upon them. 
 
    Castelle took a sharp breath. That didn’t matter. It didn’t matter. 
 
    Rhett was headed for the door. The Eos of the past and their comrades had turned to light, then air, and Rhett alone reached the door. 
 
    He turned the handle. Castelle grasped Eos’ hand, determined to be there for her, desperate for her never to know that envy had ignited within her. 
 
    The door creaked and groaned as it was opened, but the past did not show through it. It was not for their eyes to see. Rhett stepped through the rubble, where the dark shape his spirit had become waited for him, headless, handless. 
 
    Rhett reached out, taking the hands that were not there, and the void joined with the white-blue light, pulling itself together, embracing its own pain. 
 
    For a moment, Rhett stood amongst the rubble, neither light nor shadow. The wind played with his hair.  
 
    He lifted a hand, mouthing something in Y’vish to Eos. He was gone before she could reply, spirit free of the earth, returned to the Embracer. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Eight  
 
      
 
    The dust cleared. The cold rushed back in. The sun had barely inched across the sky in the little time that had passed, but Castelle couldn’t understand how she was part of the world she’d lived within that morning.  
 
    Most of the mansion had slid down the hillside, splintered and shattered on jutting rocks and protruding houses. The floor had sunk into its unstable foundations, and the ceiling formed craters around them. 
 
    The shrapnel should’ve struck them, leaving more than bruises. Only Rhett’s spirit and the past he held close had saved them. 
 
    Eos stared at the space Rhett no longer took up. She’d find a stone soaked in his blood if she searched the rubble too closely. Castelle crossed the ruins and pressed her hand to Eos’ elbow, letting her know she was there. 
 
    “I am fine,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle’s hand moved to her wrist, turning her around. She pulled Eos into her arms and Eos clung tightly to her, murmuring, “I am fine. I am fine.” 
 
    Castelle covered the back of her head, shushing her. 
 
    None of them were equipped to deal with the enormity of what’d happened. All Castelle could do was let Eos know she was there; she was alive, she was warm, and she wasn’t going anywhere.  
 
    Eos’ teeth chattered with the past and the cold. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Castelle whispered. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes. If she’d watched Marigold’s spirit fade from the earth, if she’d had the chance to set her eyes on Edward again, to tell Marcella and Tobias that they weren’t alone, it would give and take so much from her that nothing in her head or heart would ever ring with feeling. She’d be numb to the rest of the world, from that moment on. There would be no closure in it, only the desperate, gnawing need to see them one more time, then one more.  
 
    “Eos. Hey, E,” Tanen said, clapping a hand on her back. “I feel for you, man, I really do, but this has gotta wait. What are we gonna do about that?” 
 
    Castelle’s eyes snapped open as she drew a breath to scold Tanen. She followed their gaze, arms falling slack around Eos. 
 
    Brackish was still there. 
 
    Brackish hadn’t found the rest Rhett had longed for for a decade. 
 
    She sat in the corner, light and dark forming the shape of what was once a person, arms around her knees, tendrils torn from her. They reached across the dusty ground, clinging to the sword that bore her name. To look at her was to overcome the cold, only to find a new way to shudder. 
 
    Spirits ever inhabited the land, the ruins of forgotten cities and the trees of ancient forests, and they clung to the objects that had once meant something to them. Never did they pull away from what they’d been bound to, even in the most outlandish novels Castelle had whittled her life away reading in the forest temple. 
 
    To look at Brackish was to commit to staring at her indefinitely, pity and nausea making all Castelle’s gestures, all her words, sluggish and empty. Layla’s prayers would get them nowhere, but she muttered them regardless. 
 
    Eos was focused on Brackish, shattered, severed. For a moment, her thoughts were free of Rhett. For a moment, she knew she had to act, to find a way to right centuries of wrong. 
 
    “Hey, Brackish. I know we’ve had our differences, but how about you get some of that inner peace and vanish, too?” Tanen said. “Go get all cosy with the Embracer. It’s been a long time coming.” 
 
    Brackish tilted her head to the side, further than had been possible as Ava. 
 
    “It’s no good,” Layla said. “This wasn’t her home. It isn’t the place we saw. There’s still something troubling her. Something she has yet to put to rest.”  
 
    Eos stepped away from Castelle, drawn towards the dark-bright mess on the floor. 
 
    “Return to your sword,” Eos said, voice hoarse. “I will get you to where you need to be. I promise.” 
 
    Brackish would listen to Eos. She had to. Eos would keep her promise, would stride through spirit-infested forests and across islands and oceans alike, if that’s what it took. She’d brought Brackish so far, but now that Brackish was free from the confines that had killed her, it didn’t matter. 
 
    She pressed a hand to the ground, pushing herself to unsteady feet. 
 
    “Okay. Cool. Cool, that ain’t terrifying,” Tanen said, slowly lowering theirself to the ground. “You ain’t messing around. Got it.”  
 
    Tanen kept their eyes on Brackish, slowing reaching for the shattered sword. 
 
    Castelle’s hands curled into fists. What was Tanen doing? Brackish had been confined to the blade for so long, had sacrificed her spirit to save Eos, only to shatter, and now Tanen was intent on forcing her back into her poor excuse of a grave.  
 
    Everything Brackish had gone through no longer mattered. The path she’d led them on, the spirits she’d joined with to show them the truth, the centuries of loneliness she’d endured. Tanen despised her, now she was free. They feared her. They’d do nothing but trap her for a second time, for the hundredth time, and Castelle couldn’t let them do it.  
 
    Layla grabbed Tanen’s wrists as they rose to their feet.  
 
    “Don’t!” Layla said. “She’s been in there for long enough. She’s fought so hard to free herself, Tanen.”  
 
    “Huh?” Tanen said. “Seriously? Whatever the gods want, Layla, I’m pretty sure it ain’t that.”  
 
    “The gods don’t want her to suffer. She might not be able to return to the Embracer, but that doesn’t mean they’ve condemned her to the sword.” 
 
    A weight lifted from Castelle’s chest. If anyone could get through to Tanen, it was Layla. Layla had devoted so much of her life to the gods, helping those the Creator had brought into the world and those the Preserver watched over; Layla knew right from wrong. 
 
    She knew people deserved freedom, dead or alive. 
 
    “The gods might not want her to suffer, but they don’t want her walking about looking like that, either. You know it ain’t safe,” Tanen said, pulling their hand back. “I mean, look at her! She can barely keep herself together. She ain’t in her body no more, and she’s gotta be tethered to something.”  
 
    “It’s alright, Tanen,” Layla said, taking their hand again. 
 
    Tanen tugged it back. When Layla didn’t let go, Tanen held out the sword and took wide strides towards Brackish. 
 
    “Don’t!” Castelle blurted out. “She’s right, Tanen. Please. Don’t make her go back in there.” 
 
    Tanen marched forward. Layla kept hold of Tanen’s wrist, and Eos stepped forward, placing herself between Tanen and Brackish. 
 
    “Tanen,” Eos said softly. “We will take Brackish where she needs to be. She will follow us, as she is. She will not harm us.” 
 
    “You too?” Tanen asked, finally shaking Layla off. “Eos, what did you just say about her getting in her sword?” 
 
    “I spoke in haste. I did not understand what was best for her, only what was best for us. It is fine, Tanen.” 
 
    “Gods!” Tanen exclaimed. “It’s always fine with you, ain’t it? Everything is always fucking fine! You know what, E? You ain’t in the right place to be dealing with this. There, I said it! You don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m in charge now.” 
 
    Tanen stormed past Eos. Brackish backed away, towards the precipice formed by years of Rhett’s anger. The tendrils hanging between Brackish and the sword grew thicker, till strands were being pulled from Brackish’s arm, mutilating the shape of her. 
 
    “Stop it!” Castelle called. “You’re hurting her!” 
 
    “She’s dead. Can’t hurt her more than that,” Tanen grunted. 
 
    They knelt in front of Brackish, sword clasped between both hands. It glowed white-blue beneath the oily threads engulfing it, pulling Brackish apart at the seams. Layla shouted, Eos grabbed Tanen’s shoulders, but Tanen dug the sword into the spirit, refusing to yield. 
 
    Castelle’s heart pounded. Tanen stood their ground, torturing a spirit who’d fought so hard for her freedom. They were determined to force her back into a prison, and short months ago, Tanen would’ve done the same to Castelle. They would’ve sat by as Svir sold her, would’ve shrugged it off, slinking out of the city to hide a body without sparing a single thought for her. 
 
    The shattered sword was deep in Brackish’s chest. Castelle grabbed one of Tanen’s arms, Layla grabbed the other, and Eos wrapped an arm around their chest, pulling them back. Tanen stumbled but didn’t fall. The tendrils binding the spirit to the sword held them up. The blade slid from Brackish’s chest but didn’t let go. With mere seconds to act, Brackish reached out and reeled in all the sword had stolen from her. 
 
    Eos held Tanen back, sword no longer glowing. Brackish stepped forward, wind howling where breath did not come. She did not scream, did not cry, but the silence sang between them, searing through the air. 
 
    Brackish stared at Tanen, eyeless, but did not linger. She reached for Eos, hand on her heart, where metal was embedded. Only then did Castelle realise what she was doing. Only then did she release Tanen’s arm, once it was too late. 
 
    There were no more tendrils. No more light and dark. Brackish took a final step forward and reunited with the steel in Eos’ chest. She faded from sight with a certainty that said no living thing had ever stood there. 
 
    Layla had let go of Tanen, too. She stared at her hands, uncertain what had moved them. Tanen threw the sword to the ground and pushed them all back. 
 
    “What the hell, guys? What the fuck?” they demanded. 
 
    “Tanen, it is not—” Eos began, hands covering her chest. “I do not think that—hm.”  
 
    Tanen shook Eos by the shoulders. 
 
    “What the fuck, Eos? What just happened? What did you let happen?” Tanen said. “How do we get her out of there? Gods! Cas and Layla, I get it, spirits can do whatever they want to ‘em, but you? You’re meant to be better than that! You’re meant to be above their influence!” 
 
    Tanen had pieced it together before Castelle, and she’d experienced it a dozen times. She’d felt the slow, soft creep of Brackish’s thoughts through her head, yet she believed she’d wanted the spirit’s freedom; she wanted it to walk free of any confines, to eek into the world and spread its revenge between those who had done nothing to invoke its wrath. 
 
    “Tanen,” Layla whispered. “I’m so sorry, I…”  
 
    “Oh, fuck you guys,” Tanen barked. “Doesn’t matter what I do, where I go. No one fucking listens to me. And now E’s got an entire spirit inside her chest. A spirit you all invited in! Don’t tell me I’m the only one freaking out here.” 
 
    Eos’ eyes were closed. Her fingers dug into the fabric of her shirt. 
 
    The spirits had never touched her before. Not like this. Brackish had amplified the anger swirling in her thoughts, had calloused her words, but she’d always overcome it. She’d always chosen to push the spirit’s intent back and kept herself safe from them. 
 
    Yet Brackish had walked right up to her. 
 
    Into her. 
 
    Eos had fought to let her in. 
 
    “We weren’t thinking clearly,” Castelle said. “But that doesn’t matter right now. Eos just—” 
 
    “Oh, Eos, Eos, Eos!” Tanen said, throwing their hands in the air as they marched off. “Whatever. You got yourselves into this mess, not me!” 
 
    Tanen hopped over the rubble along the edge of the foundations, paying no heed to the steep hillside. They skidded their way down, stumbling without slowing, and Castelle, Layla, and Eos could only watch them leave. 
 
    “Is everyone…” Castelle began. “Should we—Eos, are you alright? Are you…?”  
 
    “Am I myself?” Eos asked. 
 
    Castelle nodded, swallowing the words she didn’t dare speak. 
 
    Eos placed a hand on her scars and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, listening for any echoes within her head that weren’t hers. “Brackish has been here before. If this is what she needs, I will endure it.”  
 
    “But she’s never had control like that, before.” 
 
    “I was caught off-guard. My brother was here. The land was drenched in his spirit, and then it was not. It will not happen again.” 
 
    There was more to it than that. Tanen’s fear said as much, but Castelle couldn’t speak up. Not here, not now. They had bigger things to worry about. 
 
    Tanen stumbling down the hillside, mostly. 
 
    “I’ve never felt a spirit’s influence so strongly,” Layla murmured, kneeling by the discarded sword. “Rhett only wanted to show us things, to help us. But it was—it was like thinking my own thoughts, only easier. The answers were right there. It seemed so obvious.” 
 
    “And only Tanen could see through it,” Eos said. 
 
    Reaching out slowly, Layla closed her eyes and grabbed the sword. She held her breath, but nothing burnt. There was nothing beyond this world in it; it was only metal, cold in her hand.  
 
    “Come,” Layla said. “Tanen feels things more keenly than any of us, and they’re going to be ten miles away at this rate.” 
 
    Layla headed beyond the perimeter of the mansion, leaving it without a glance over her shoulder. She’d been there for Eos, not the ruins. She ran down the hillside, taking more care than Tanen, but moved with a single-minded haste. 
 
    Castelle waited for Eos to move, for her to take the first step down the hillside, but she didn’t. Castelle kept her eyes on Eos, and gods help her, she searched for flashes of light in her eyes, not the sorrow that consumed her. 
 
    Castelle held out a hand. 
 
    There was nothing atop the hill for Eos, and that was the worst of it. 
 
    Rhett’s spirit no longer lingered. There was so much that had gone unspoken, so many thoughts Eos had not conjured into words, and she would not get the chance to speak them in this life. 
 
    Castelle understood that much. 
 
    “Tanen’s really upset,” Castelle said softly. “I don’t want them getting hurt.” 
 
    Eos tore her gaze from the spot Rhett had faded upon. 
 
    With a wordless prayer, Eos turned from the place she never should’ve been able to leave. She tackled the hillside with more care than she’d taken on the way up, climbing over obstacles old and new, offering her hand to Castelle. 
 
    From the foot of the hill, nothing was amiss. The mansion could have never stood and the world would know no difference. It was Rhett who had shaped the land, who had changed the tapestry of the earth. With his spirit gone, the upheaved earth would settle, would forget its anguish and relent, letting the village thrive; the ground would be tilled and harvested; the village streets would be built upon, and the rains would wash away the blood that had been spilt there. 
 
    Castelle and Eos collected their horses. Layla had taken the one Tanen charged straight past. 
 
    “Tanen, we really are sorry,” Layla called out. “And Eos is safe. See? It’s alright. None of us knew what we were doing, none of us knew we weren’t thinking our own thoughts. I’m sorry we left all the hard work to you.” 
 
    Tanen grunted, arms folded across their chest. They walked faster, and the horses kept up at a trot. 
 
    “Some good it did! Man, I was like this close to getting the spirit back in the sword and saving the day, but noooo, Eos had to go and get possessed,” Tanen said. “Like, why the hell are you guys so calm about this?”  
 
    “We aren’t calm. We’re in shock. After everything Eos has been through today, we—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I get it. I shouldn’t be selfish and sulk. Gods! I just really, really wanted to help you guys, y’know? I wanted to not screw up for once.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” Eos said. “You pulled one sword from my chest. You have done much more than that for me, in the past.”  
 
    Tanen narrowed their gaze over their shoulder, rolled their eyes, and relented enough to mount their horse. 
 
    They grasped Eos’ shoulder as their horses walked side-by-side, softening, bringing more comfort to Eos with a look than Castelle could with any of the words rattling around inside her head. 
 
    The road was empty for miles. The signs warning of spirits were far behind, and the winter sky grew dark early. Castelle pulled her scarf over her face, amazed the cold could touch her after such a day. 
 
    “There. Up ahead,” Layla said, gripping the reins and pointing ahead. “We can stop there to rest. I think we all need it.”  
 
    A temple preceded a small town, standing tall against the flatlands. Layla clung futilely to the Fenronian notion of temples, but they were all too exhausted to suggest heading into the actual town and fumbling to find an inn. 
 
    They tied their horses to the fence surrounding the temple and moved in the opposite direction of those pouring from the tall, ornate doors. 
 
    The basic shape was the same as the last temple they’d visited. An arched ceiling with its ribs exposed, open and empty, floors bare save for a narrow carpet down the centre, rows and rows of benches facing a great statue at the far end. 
 
    Layla caught her mistake when one of the priests stared at her, waiting for her to follow the crowd heading back to town. 
 
    “Can I help you?” the woman asked. 
 
    “We just need a moment to rest,” Layla said. 
 
    Eos sat amongst the benches. Tanen stood in the doorway, hands on their hips. 
 
    “I see,” the priest said. “Our next sermon won’t be until the morning, if that’s what you’re looking for. 
 
    “I’m a priest from Fenroe. I’m here to take in the differences between our temples and practices.” 
 
    The Norian priest bowed her head, still puzzled, but glad of the excuse to leave. Layla waited until the woman was out of earshot to switch back to Fenronian and lean against Castelle’s side. 
 
    “I can’t stand this,” she said. “It’s so unwelcoming. Everything about their temples feels like a mockery. And it isn’t the priests themselves, I doubt few of them are truly cruel, but that woman was genuinely confused by the notion of helping people. It’s ridiculous! That’s the only things temples should be for. Not for lecturing others. Not for looking pretty.” 
 
    “It is beautiful,” Castelle said, taking in the intricacies of the stonework, the flourishes carved into the columns. “But it’s so empty. It feels more ungodly than the temple in Laister forest.” 
 
    “Right? The moment I stepped into a real temple on Llyne, I understood what a farce Laister’s temple truly was. At least there was no pretence of the gods being worshipped there.” 
 
    “They moved all the statues to the basement. Do you remember that?” 
 
    “Do I remember that? I spent weeks arguing with them over the blasphemy of it all! The gods are in all things, not just stone carved in their likeness, of course, but it was rude. People put their hearts into those statues! They ought to have had some respect.” 
 
    Castelle smiled, resting her head on Layla’s shoulder. All Castelle needed in life was to care about something as much as Layla cared about the gods and helping people. 
 
    “They tried to punish you for that, didn’t they? Not that there are many ways to punish someone trapped in a forest temple.”  
 
    Snorting a laugh, Layla said, “They could only ignore me. They’d never have me scrub the floors. I was nobility, you realise. I was the only living relative of Fenroe’s true Queen! What a farce. I never imagined I would one day laugh and gawk over how absurd it was.” 
 
    “Mm,” Castelle agreed. She wasn’t ready to laugh at her past life but was glad Layla could. “And what are you going to do about it? About Nor’s temple?” 
 
    “Well, I certainly can’t reform them,” Layla said. 
 
    “Why not? If anyone could, it’s you.” 
 
    “It would take decades,” Layla said. “Although, I suppose it’s not the least worthy cause I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    Tugging Layla’s arm, Castelle pulled her onto the bench behind Eos, letting her lose herself to fantasies of the far-flung future.  
 
    Eos sat with her eyes fixed ahead, thoughts far from the temple. Far from the Count’s mansion, turned to dust. Eos didn’t need to be told that things were alright, that she was alright. She needed time. Castelle couldn’t rush to console her, only to soothe herself by having Eos assure her that she was fine; it was all over. 
 
    Eos needed time, and she needed them all to be close. 
 
    “Hey. Layla. You said these temples are all to one god or another, right?” Tanen asked, still stood in the doorway. 
 
    “That’s right,” Layla said, glancing back. “Please don’t get me started on how absurd the notion is.” 
 
    “Yeah, you wouldn’t shut up for hours last time,” Tanen said, nodding without blinking. “Who’s this one to?” 
 
    The woman carved into the far end of the temple stood with her eyes cast away, but not covered. She held a python in her hands, wrapped around her arm, teeth sunk into her palm. Her fingers pressed to the back of its head, soothing the creature. 
 
    “The Embracer, if I was forced to guess,” Layla said. 
 
    “Huh. That ain’t what she looks like,” Tanen said. 
 
    “You’re telling me. I’ve never once seen her depicted without her eyes covered. And what’s the purpose of the snake? I appreciate the imagery, but I can’t say I understand the necessity.” 
 
    “No, no,” Tanen said, shaking their head. “Fenroe’s temples don’t get it right, either, but this really isn’t what she looks like.” 
 
    Layla furrowed her brow. Castelle swivelled in her seat to look at Tanen, and even Eos did the same. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Layla asked. 
 
    “Okay, to begin with, the whole having-a-body thing is way off. She isn’t nothing like that, and there definitely weren’t no snakes. Or there was. There was kinda everything. It was a lot, but…” Tanen paused, shaking their hands in frustration. So rarely were words lost to them, but they had to bite their tongue to force their thoughts to pass their lips. “She’s meant to be all light, right? And light always looks like it’s whole, yeah? Like you can’t see half a flame. Only you can tell there are parts missing, and it’s not like it’s dimmer or made of shadow or not just there. You just know she’s waiting for all the other lights to rejoin her, and shit, maybe you’re the missing one!” 
 
    Tanen’s hands fell slack at their sides. They shook their head, looking away from the statue, and stared at the others as though they’d asked what was for dinner. 
 
    “Tanen,” Layla said, kneeling on the bench. “What are you talking about.” 
 
    “Oh, y’know,” Tanen said, shrugging. “That time I died?”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
      
 
    “The time you died,” Layla repeated. “I’m sorry. What?” 
 
    “The time I died! You know! The time I died?” Tanen said. 
 
    Castelle glanced back, confirming Eos’ expression matched hers and Layla’s.  
 
    “I think I’d remember you telling me that you’d died,” Layla said. 
 
    “I did! Like, more than once. Y’know, I was a kid, like fifteen or something, and I overdosed?”  
 
    “I know about that! Of course I know about that,” Layla said, shooting to her feet. “I know about the overdose, but you never mentioned that you’d died.” 
 
    “Never mentioned that I’d—damn, Layla!” Tanen said, holding their arms out. “What do you think overdosing is? A really bad hangover? What do you think the over part means! It’s like, over the edge. And that edge, Layla? It’s death. Death!” 
 
    Hands in her hair, Layla said, “I don’t know what I thought. I hoped you’d just been worse for wear, or… or—” 
 
    Shoulders raised, she dropped her hands. 
 
    “I know what an overdose is. Gods. Why didn’t I—I’m so sorry, Tanen. I must have seemed more than insensitive when you shared that with me. I thought it hyperbole, a bad experience, or…”  
 
    “Yeah. At the time, you were just like damn, man, that sucks. And I was like, cool, opening my heart here, but whatever. Just another sob story Layla Blake has to deal with. I dunno. I guess I thought you’d heard it all before and weren’t bothered by it.” 
 
    Layla rushed to her feet, catching Tanen in her arms. They protested, but Layla squeezed tightly, refusing to let go. Her true reaction to the news was no less raw for coming years late. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Tanen. I never meant to dismiss you or your experiences,” Layla said. “It’s selfish, honestly. I expect I didn’t want to deal with the thought of something that awful happening to you.”  
 
    “Ow. C’mon, Layla. It ain’t like I actually died,” Tanen said, prying an arm free to wrap around her. “Uh, not for long, anyway. I know you didn’t mean no harm by it. We’re cool, yeah?”  
 
    Layla held them tight in agreement. Tanen rolled their eyes but leant down, settling into the hug. 
 
    “… And you saw god!” Layla belatedly realised, pulling back to clasp Tanen’s shoulders.  
 
    “Uh-huh. Pretty cool, right?” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to bring this up when we discovered that spirits do not acknowledge you?” Eos asked. 
 
    “Huh? What? No? Why would I?”  
 
    “Because they clearly think you are one of them, and so treat you as though you do not belong to the world of the living.” 
 
    “What? Damn, that’s sick as hell,” Tanen said, slinging an arm around Layla’s shoulders. “And what a place for a revelation, huh?”  
 
    Tanen grinned. The poor imitation of the Embracer watched over them, forever comforting the snake that bit into her flesh. 
 
    After everything the day had held, none of them could delve any deeper into what Tanen had seen. The four of them slumped onto the benches, Layla against Tanen’s side, each of them waiting for their hearts to stop racing and their thoughts to slow. Castelle leant forward, placing a hand on Eos’ shoulder. 
 
    Eos reached back, covering it with her own. 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    Castelle stared at the empty spot next to Eos, but it was Tanen who moved. Castelle wasted minutes imagining offering Eos more than a hand on her shoulder, and Tanen sprawled across the bench next to her. 
 
    It was for the best. Tanen had known Eos for years. They were Eos’ family and would know how best to support her. Castelle would feel it all too keenly, making any sorrow about herself. She didn’t know what to say to Eos, didn’t know what was too much, what wasn’t enough. 
 
    She shuffled over to Layla and rested her head on her shoulder, eyes fluttering closed.  
 
    Rhett’s spirit. Eos’ past. The earth upturned, memories protecting them from destruction, Brackish pulling herself from the blade, and clawing her way into Eos. 
 
    They needed to find an inn. 
 
    They needed to sleep for a week. 
 
    The Norian temple would never offer them real comfort. 
 
    “With all the things you exaggerate and overplay, I thought your death would be one of them,” Eos said in a low voice. “You were vague about it. Layla is not at fault.”  
 
    “Eh. I was a kid,” Tanen whispered back. “Plenty of crazier shit was going on. And on the streets, every other person had overdosed and had someone slam their chest full of something to bring ‘em back. Maybe I was gone a little longer than other people. It weren’t a big deal. There were other things to worry about. Like, fuck, the recently revived still have to eat, y’know? That was my main concern, those days. That and more drugs. I guess it was like—if I dwelt too long on it, maybe the Embracer would realise she’d made a mistake and come snatch me away.” 
 
    “Well,” Eos said. “If you ever wish to discuss it.” 
 
    “Don’t go being like that, E. I died like, thirteen years ago! You’re the one who’s had a big day. You’re the one who needs to talk. And don’t go shrugging at me. I know you, yeah? And I’m sorry I freaked out at everyone.” 
 
    “It is fine. It was a lot to see. A lot to endure. It is difficult to be the only one in your right mind.” 
 
    “For once! I dunno, I just got so frustrated. I get that everyone was stuck under Brackish’s influence and that I was scared as shit, but—gods. I feel like a dumbass pretty much all day, every day. I mean, look at you. You’re my best friend, yeah, and you don’t ever lose your head. Not even after a day like this,” Tanen said, sighing with every sentence. “Everyone takes you serious. I mean, not the people that hate Yricians and shit, but everyone that matters. They take you seriously, and they know you mean what you say, yeah? And Layla, everyone respects her. You guys all get your point across, but I use too many words, I say the same things over and over, I get carried away. I talk shit!  
 
    “But I was right. For once, I was doing the right thing, and you were all being idiots, letting a spirit-ghost make you think she was more important than me. Like, damn, E. I gave it all I had, but Brackish is back in your chest. What’s up with that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Eos admitted. “She is quiet. She has not said anything, not wanted for anything.”  
 
    “Yeah. ‘cause you’re so cosy, I bet,” Tanen said. “But I mean, what’s up with her being there? You couldn’t do a damn thing to stop her, could you? You’ve never had a problem with spirits before. That’s like, half the reason Layla sent you to rescue Cas.” 
 
    Eos and Tanen’s words never rose above whispers, but there was nothing Castelle could do to not overhear, short of sticking her fingers in her ears.  
 
    “I could not. I do not know what has changed, only that Rhett—hm.”  
 
    Eos paused for a long time, and even Tanen knew better than to jump in and finish the sentence for her. 
 
    “Rhett and I were inseparable. We came into the world together, identical from the start. The only thing that has changed is that his spirit is no longer in this world, and perhaps…” Eos hummed, tapping the bench in front of her. “We were one and the same. The spirits mistook me for him, saw his spirit where I stood. They thought I was one of them, in the same way they think of you.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Tanen said softly. 
 
    “I cannot say whether it is true, but I have had many years to think on it,” Eos concluded. 
 
    “Hey, it’s better than any guess I could come up with. My leading idea was that your spirit powers just stopped working.” 
 
    “Indeed. And now all the responsibility is on your shoulders,” Eos said. “And Tanen?” 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Nobody thinks you are an idiot. I certainly do not. There is much I admire about you, and I wish I had such an ease with words. I am glad you were here today, as you have been so many other times. If people do not take you seriously, it is their loss. You are my family, Tanen. Rhett would have liked you, and this is what matters.” 
 
    Layla’s arm tightened around Castelle’s shoulders. 
 
    “See what I mean about always saying the right thing, huh?” Tanen said, sniffing loudly. “That’s sweet, E, but I didn’t say I was an idiot. I said I was a dumbass.” 
 
    “You did,” Eos agreed. 
 
    “C’mon. Say it. I need to hear it, or I’m gonna end up believing it forever.” 
 
    Sighing, Eos said, “You are not a dumbass, Tanen.”  
 
    Castelle’s eyes fluttered open in time to see Tanen pull Eos close and kiss her. 
 
    Tanen’s rediscovered smile was interrupted by the priest clearing her throat. The four of them came to the wordless decision to head into town and find rooms for the night. It had been dark for hours beyond the temple. They took the horses’ reins, leading them down the short path into town, lit only by the torches of people heading in the opposite direction. 
 
    “That was sweet, wasn’t it?” Layla said, while Tanen and Eos went ahead, talking out of earshot. “Those two. I never would’ve put them together, but there you have it.” 
 
    “It was,” Castelle said. Eos’ words had reached further than Tanen. Castelle’s fingers twitched, and she blinked too many times. “There’s something I want to say. Something I want to ask you. Is that alright?” 
 
    “I won’t know until you ask it,” Layla said. “But you can always tell me anything you need to, Cas.” 
 
    Castelle nodded, patting her horse’s mane for support. 
 
    “Everything that happened today. Rhett, Tanen, Eos… You’re my cousin, Layla. You’re my cousin, and I couldn’t be prouder of that, but there’s more to it. You’re my sister, too. You always have been. I was always as close to you as I was to Marigold, and I never felt any differently about either of you. You are both my sisters, and I didn’t realise it until I saw Eos and Rhett, Eos and Tanen. It means something. It means everything. We have so little family left, and given our blood, we have a duty to choose to start anew, to take on those who matter to us, and—and…”  
 
    Layla’s horse grunted as she tugged on the reins, stopping him. She took both of Castelle’s hands in hers, stopping her ramblings, and pressed her thumbs to Castelle’s palms. 
 
    “Cas. I know, I know. Our parents, grandparents, uncles, aunts—none of that matters. They were our blood, branches of the Greyser tree, the Soldas tree, but that isn’t family. Not to me. Had what happened never happened, I would’ve broken away from them,” Layla said, sniffing. “It’s you. You’re the one I’ve been waiting for, all these years. You’re the only one who matters to me, the only part of my old life I want to remember.”  
 
    Castelle was crying. Layla saw through her silence because she was crying, too. She pulled Castelle close, holding her in the dark, under the stars that blanketed them in a new land. 
 
    Seeing Rhett’s spirit fade had opened something deep within Castelle. She clasped Layla as tightly as she wished she’d held her when they’d been reunited, and Eos and Tanen carried on ahead, oblivious to the outpouring of emotion. 
 
    “I love you,” Castelle said. 
 
    “I love you, too,” Layla said. “But that wasn’t a question, was it?” 
 
    Castelle eased herself back, laughing through tears. She’d almost got away with it. 
 
    “I would like to formally request—that is, I’d like to ask you if you’d consider…” Castelle took hold of her horse’s reins, strangling them in her grasp. “I understand that it doesn’t mean the same thing to me as it does to you, but if you are my sister, then—” 
 
    “Yes,” Layla said, voice light. “Please, Castelle. Blake would suit you. It’d be an honour.” 
 
    “How did you know?” Castelle asked, heart in her throat. 
 
    “Honestly? I considered offering myself,” Layla admitted, leading her horse down the path. “But I didn’t want to assume. I didn’t want to pressure you.” 
 
    Nothing could’ve been further from the truth. Castelle Marigold Blake. A name she’d chosen, a name that hadn’t started with bloodshed. It sounded right. 
 
    Felt right. 
 
    It echoed through her head all the way to town. 
 
    Eos and Tanen waited outside the town’s only in, horses taken care of for the night. Castelle caught Tanen’s hand as Eos and Layla headed into the building to make enquiries. 
 
    “Hey, Cas. What’s up? If you’re after a heart-to-heart, I’m kinda wiped for the day,” Tanen said, hovering in a pool of streetlight with her. “I’ve definitely got, like, eight near near-death experiences I can share with you, though.” 
 
    “It isn’t that,” Castelle said, though she wished it was. “It’s about Eos.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, yeah, E! That’s no problem, Cas. I was gonna give you two a room to yourselves tonight, anyway. No point tiptoeing around that, yeah?” Tanen said. “Super happy for you guys, by the way. Me and Layla go way back. She’ll probably wanna like, make sure I don’t die in my sleep tonight, anyway.” 
 
    “Um,” Castelle said, stepping out of the streetlight as her face began to burn. “That isn’t what I intended to ask. It’s well—it’s good of you to offer, Tanen, but it was actually rather the opposite. You’ve known Eos for so much longer than I have, so I thought you might have some insight into how best to help her right now. You might know what to say, what to do, what not to do. I don’t want to overwhelm her. I don’t want to be a nuisance, don’t want to ramble, to say more than she can bear to listen to. 
 
    “In fact, it might be for the best that you stay with her tonight.” 
 
    Tanen stared blankly at Castelle for ten solid seconds. They slapped a hand on her shoulder and broke out into laughter. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry. I’ve felt a lot of things today,” Tanen said, still laughing. “Cas. Cas, you’re my friend, yeah? I wanna let you in on a little secret.” 
 
    Tanen slipped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close. They leant in, prodding Castelle’s chest with every word they spoke. 
 
    “You’re Eos’ girlfriend. That means you get to be there as much as you need to, and you don’t have to worry about bothering her until she says you’re bothering her,” Tanen said, finally dropping their hand. “Damn, Cas. I might have years to lean back on Eos with, but I ain’t never been her girlfriend. It’s like she said. We’re family, yeah? I mean, just imagine it. It’s almost too weird to be sexy, huh? 
 
    “Point is, there’s no one else she wants by her side more than you, even if she don’t say it. And you can trust that, coming from someone who’s known her for the part of their life that matters. Eos is good at shrugging everything off, at putting on a brave face, but she needs you right now. So. Take my advice, yeah? Go get in bed with your girlfriend and squeeze her until she lets herself feel something.”  
 
    Tanen’s advice was as solid as the ground beneath her, yet she heard herself say, “But it’s all so new.” 
 
    “Svir ever tell you about how her and Niamh got together?”  
 
    Castelle shook her head. 
 
    “It’s gotta be about four years ago, now. Niamh’s ma was over in Yarrin, so Niamh decides she’s gonna enjoy the freedom. She pays for Svir’s services for a few nights, but morning comes, and the two have hit it off. Svir stays for another day and it ain’t a work thing. Niamh almost forgets her ma’s due back, and trust me, that woman liked Yricians less than most people. Niamh and Svir get to laughing about it, thinking it will be hilarious if the former Countess returns to her former mansion and finds her daughter sitting down to tea with a Yrician. One thing leads to another, and the next thing you know, bam. 
 
    “The pair of ‘em are married. Three days in and they knew what they wanted, and they’re some of the best-suited people I know.” 
 
    “That’s, well…” Castelle said, not entirely sure what she was supposed to get out of the story. “You’re probably right. I’ve never had a girlfriend before, you realise. I don’t have the faintest idea what I’m doing. 
 
    “What? No way! You’re really damn pretty, Cas. It runs in all the good parts of your family!” 
 
    “I was locked away for fourteen years, remember? The Lords were intent on marrying me off to someone in order to produce an heir, so my experience with romance has been limited to fighting off the mere notion of it and losing myself in books that were far from realistic.” 
 
    “Damn,” Tanen said, tugging Castelle towards the inn. “That sucks! But don’t worry about how you should or shouldn’t suddenly be acting. Eos likes you for you, yeah?”  
 
    “People should listen to you more often,” Castelle said, smiling as they stepped into the dimly lit lobby, fire burning against the far wall. 
 
    Castelle took Eos’ hand. Girlfriend was only a word, but there were so many facets to it. It brought the soothing realisation that Eos wanted her by her side, no excuses or pretences made; she truly did mean something to Eos. She was no longer cargo to be transported across the archipelago. She was part of the family Eos had created across Fenroe and brought all the way to Nor with her. 
 
    “You look exhausted,” Castelle said. “Let’s go to bed.”  
 
    Eos tilted her head. Her dark eyes reflected the fire and any surprise faded as soon as it formed. There was no presumption in what Castelle did, no unwanted attention. She wasn’t taking up all of Eos’ time, wasn’t forcing her to carve out a niche for her. 
 
    Eos wanted her there. Needed her there, maybe. 
 
    Eos nodded her goodnights to Layla and Tanen and let Castelle lead her down the winding corridor. Castelle stepped out of her boots, moved her bags to the corner of the room, and rid herself of her coat, her scarf, the bulk of her clothing. She’d stayed in so many inns of late that she didn’t take in her surroundings. She fell to the bed, shuffled over to the wall, and waited for Eos to do the same. 
 
    Eos locked the door, exhaustion peeling off her. Castelle said nothing and watched Eos as she sorted through her bags, eyes fixed on her until she had no choice but to look around. 
 
    Castelle held up the heavy blanket. Eos shuffled over, slotting against Castelle. Castelle wrapped an arm around her, holding her close, and only then did Eos dare to close her eyes. 
 
    “It’s been a big day,” Castelle said into Eos’ hair. “It’s alright if all you want to do is sleep. You don’t have to say anything.”  
 
    Eos wrapped her arms around Castelle’s waist. There was no hesitance, nothing held back. She laid entwined with Castelle as though it had always been the way of things, as though no night had ever been any different, or would again. 
 
    “I never told Reed,” Eos murmured. 
 
    Castelle forced her eyes to open. She hadn’t been asleep, but she’d drifted from the moment. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “That I was no longer exiled. I was with Reed at the time, living in her cottage, yet I did not tell her,” Eos said. “She knew something was wrong, of course. I was sullen. Distraught. And so I told her that Svir had visited and made threats, intent on claiming some prize for my head. Which, I suppose, is why Reed and Svir are no longer friends, and Reed will no longer listen to a word she says. 
 
    “I do regret it. They were close, once. They fought together, fought for Fenroe, and I—I thought it better than telling Reed the truth. In my mind, I justified it by convincing myself that Reed would want me to return to Nor and that I would have to leave her. But I did not tell Reed, and I think that speaks for itself.”  
 
    Castelle propped herself up on an elbow, brushing Eos’ hair as she spoke.  
 
    Brackish was within her, but she was buried deep. The spirit had curled inside the steel, not Eos’ heart. For that night, at least, Castelle did not have to worry that they would never truly be alone, even if it was only the two of them in a room. 
 
    “You can still tell her. It’s never too late,” Castelle said. “You were scared. She’ll understand that.” 
 
    “She will,” Eos agreed. “She is nothing if not understanding.” 
 
    “I need to visit her, one day. I need to thank her for everything she did for me. I probably wouldn’t have a leg, if not for her.”  
 
    Eos nodded in agreement, conversation lost to the cold of the room beyond the bed. 
 
    How would Llyne look to Castelle, now she’d seen so much of the archipelago and Nor? She had learnt so much about her family there, the truth behind the monarchy, the false idol Brackish had become; she had learnt the headless corpse laid out before her wasn’t Layla’s. She’d felt the true depths of hatred, after fourteen years spent preparing herself to become the Queen one wanted or needed, and that hatred had been directed at the wrong person. 
 
    She’d known nothing of Eos, but let herself loathe her. 
 
    Castelle held Eos a little tighter, nose pressed to the nape of her neck. 
 
    She hadn’t hated Eos. She’d hated herself for not seeing through the Lords’ lies, for not questioning her mother’s rule. She’d hated herself for believing she was the centre of the universe, that Fenroe mourned her absence every day, and that the wheels of the world only turned to get her back to her rightful place. 
 
    But things were no longer about her. There were greater problems behind them, ahead of them, and Castelle didn’t meet them with resistance, with fear of change. She took Eos in her arms, held her close, and let her know that she’d take care of her, if only for a night. 
 
    She’d learnt a lot about her family on Llyne, but she’d learnt a lot about herself, too. 
 
    She’d taken in the truth, had let it settle into her like a smooth stone dropped into a lake. She’d cut her hair and her ties with the dead alike. 
 
    There were still rough edges. Her chest tightened when she let her mind fixate on her siblings’ spirits, torn from the world, never to say another word to her, though they were nothing but children.  
 
    “I thought about this day, sometimes. I was not always in denial. Not all of the time. I imagined myself returning, embracing Rhett’s spirit, and I thought—I thought I would feel better. I thought there would be closure,” Eos mumbled into the pillow. “It is a strange thing. I have seen terrible things, have endured war, but I have spent so much of my life being happy. As a child, with my mothers and Rhett. With Svir, even. Before they turned us from our lands. Travelling the archipelago, meeting Reed, Tanen, Layla, Rhea, so many of my friends. Living simply, helping to farm, crossing the seas, getting to sit and paint. Finding you. I have had so much happiness, but there has always been an underlying current, something that would drag me under if I dared to think about it for more than a moment. 
 
    “And beneath that, there was something else. The certainty that I would finally heal, once Rhett’s spirit was returned to the gods. Yet I have not healed. I do not feel better. I feel worse than I ever have, Castelle. I watched him die a decade ago, and now nothing remains of him in this world.” 
 
    Leaning over, Castelle kissed Eos’ cheek. She held her as close as any two people had ever been. 
 
    “I can’t begin to understand what you’ve been through today, Eos, but I know how much it must hurt,” Castelle said. “But this is only the beginning. Rhett isn’t gone from this world. He never will be. He’s at peace, but you carry his memory with you. I saw him and—and he saw me, Eos. He reached for me, asked me to look after you. So, as long as I do that, he’ll always be with you.” 
 
    Eos let out a shaky breath, muscles finally unknotting. 
 
    “You’ll feel better in the morning, even if only a little,” Castelle assure her. “Nothing will help you more than sleep, Eos.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
    Despite Tanen’s constant inquiries, Brackish had no particular direction she wished to head in. She slumbered within Eos’ chest, never touching her eyes or thoughts. Layla pulled Tanen along the road, reminding them that Brackish wasn’t their enemy. She’d been hurt by the same sort of person they all had, and they owed it to themselves to help the spirit.  
 
    Tanen wasn’t convinced but eventually gave up talking to Eos’ chest. 
 
    The spirit had slumbered before. Brackish had lain dormant in her sword for weeks on end, dwelling on all that had unfolded. Brackish hadn’t sparked in Eos’ eyes, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t waiting for the right moment, for a swathe of countryside she recognised. 
 
    “I am fine,” Eos told Castelle each time she asked, and Castelle had no choice but to believe her.  
 
    Without any spirits guiding them, they headed south, towards the mountains. They were ten days away, weather permitting. Eos hadn’t forgotten the paths her people took across the land as the seasons changed and years rolled by, and she charged onward with a clarity Castelle had never witnessed. 
 
    They changed horses regularly, taking carriages along the flat, open stretches of grassland. Castelle pressed her face to the window as the carriage rocked at the whim of the wind, waiting for the world to fall away. They travelled for days on end, yet the air never smelled of salt, and waves refused to rise in the distance. Nor had been pressed flat by the hand of a god, or something greater. The hills were nothing but bumps in the road, and the rich grey of volcanic rock went forgotten. 
 
    Farms cut the landscape into fallows squares and trees gathered in small bursts, branches bare, taller than any that stood upon Fenroe. All over, the world was made of dirt and rock and grass and wood, yet nothing here was familiar. Nor wasn’t pushing Castelle away, though; the monotony the Norians took their surroundings for drew Castelle in, whispering for her to explore the wide, waiting world. 
 
    The air changed when it rained. A rain-soaked Fenroe was salt and rich, dark earth, a weight in the air that reminded them of the sea, but to breathe in Nor was to understand the loam beneath them, the chill in the air that had never reached their bones before. It was the promise of what felt endless, land whole and united, far from the division of neat, convenient islands Castelle had pored over. 
 
    Castelle had never memorised the rivers running through Nor, the names of the cities, the maze of great forests, and was glad of it. The land revealed itself to her bit by bit, never demanding anything. 
 
    Tanen and Layla were caught up in the sights, too. Between the new country tearing past them and the bitter cold keeping their teeth clamped together, there was little time for talk. They slept in inns most nights, an old barn once, and each evening, Eos got to her feet and stood by the window, only letting herself take in her homeland by moonlight. 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re gonna meet your mums!” Tanen said from horseback. “They’d better be pretty damn great. You’re the only one with parents between us, E.” 
 
    They were twelve days into that journey, after a blustery storm had forced them to pace restlessly around a creaking inn. That morning, Eos had promised the mountains would be upon them, yet noon came and the horizon was as flat as it’d been for weeks. 
 
    Castelle stared dead ahead, not bothering to throw a glance Tanen’s way. The sky was bruised with heavy clouds and frost clung to the grass, spreading across the cloak Eos had wrapped Castelle in that morning. 
 
    “They are,” Eos said. 
 
    “Well, duh. They raised you, didn’t they?” Tanen said, steering their horse towards Eos’. “How long’s it been?” 
 
    “Twelve years.” 
 
    Eos didn’t hesitate. It was only a number, only the cold fact of things. 
 
    “Shit, that’s right, huh? Eight years in Fenroe, and before that, you were off across Nor, setting things right, fighting your war. Damn. They’re gonna be so happy to see you. I go a month without you, and I’m straight-up pining.” 
 
    Tanen’s transparent efforts didn’t bring a smile to Eos’ face, but it did get her to talk. Since leaving the Count’s mansion, it’d been like the first weeks Castelle had spent with Eos; strangers crossing the archipelago in the same direction, not knowing what to say to each other. 
 
    At least Eos let her hold her now, let her take her hand. That helped. 
 
    Castelle hoped. 
 
    “They may not be there,” Eos said. 
 
    The fear nestled in her chest, somewhere between Brackish and her heart, spread to her veins when she spoke it out loud. Eos’ shoulders rose, her eyes darted around, but she couldn’t steal her words from the air. 
 
    Not with Tanen there. 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “It has been twelve years. Anything could’ve happened to them. They could have moved to a new community, they could have travelled the land to find Rhett and me, one or both of them could have become ill…” 
 
    Tanen scrunched up their face. 
 
    “Better not have. Nor is pretty and all, but I ain’t travelling a fortnight in the freezing cold just to turn back,” Tanen said.  
 
    “I’m sure they’re fine,” Layla chimed in. “They’re as Yrician as they come, aren’t they? They’ll know to have waited for you. They’ll be headed back towards Araz-Ek at this time of year, won’t they?” 
 
    Eos nodded, using her thumb to push up the hat threatening to slip over her eyes. 
 
    “See? I have a good feeling about this,” Layla said, smiling at Eos. 
 
    Castelle waited for everything that’d been said to settle before approaching Eos. 
 
    Tanen and Layla pulled ahead, sharing the Y’vish they knew and grumbling about the cold in equal measures. It was a good thing snow never reached Fenroe. The people were barely made for frost, let alone a blizzard.  
 
    “What are your mother’s names?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Anja and Hasa,” Eos said. “Anja is tall, for a Yrician, and blind in one eye. Hasa may talk more than Tanen. You will have no trouble telling them apart.” 
 
    “I know this is hard for you,” Castelle said, when Eos had nothing to offer but stilted facts. “But they’re going to be so happy to have you back. And I say that as someone who’s had more than her fair share of questionable parents. I really do believe this is going to work out.” 
 
    Eos said nothing, but it wasn’t because she couldn’t conjure the words. Castelle followed her gaze. The horizon had changed. The flat plain grew jagged, mismatched shapes darker than the clouds above. The world turned faster, pulling the mountains towards them. Castelle’s mouth parted in awe, having cobbled together nothing but the scattered volcanoes across Fenroe. 
 
    The swathe of mountains had been pushed from an ancient sea, stretching east and west as far as Castelle could see. The sight of them, even at such great a distance, told Castelle how colossal the world truly was. There was enough stone in each mountain peak to recreate the archipelago a dozen times over. 
 
    “I am worried they will flinch,” Eos murmured, once Tanen was done whooping and pointing. 
 
    “Flinch?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “I am not worried that my mothers will be angry, that they will disown me. I am not worried they will blame me for what became of Rhett. I am afraid that they will see my face and flinch,” Eos said, mouth and nose buried in her scarf. “I am their daughter. They know my face as well as they know their own, and would have spent all this time imagining me as I was. Ageing, without these scars. It is almost as though it has not been done to me, but to them. I am their daughter, and this is their punishment.” 
 
    “Eos…” Castelle said softly. She steered her horse as close as she could to Eos’, reaching out and brushing her fingers against the back of Eos’ gloved hand. “You’re beautiful, Eos. With or without the scars, and you have to believe me. I’ve seen both. It doesn’t matter what you look like. They’re only going to care that you’re safe.” 
 
    Eos pulled her scarf down, nose poking out. 
 
    “When I was seven, I grazed my knee on a mountain path. My mother Hasa wouldn’t stop crying, even after Anja had bandaged the scrape,” Eos murmured. “Rhett had to calm her down. I hope time has toughened her.” 
 
    Castelle smiled at the story. She steered her horse to the other side of the path, travelling alongside Eos but giving her space to think. 
 
    The mountains weren’t as close as Castelle had thought. After hours on the narrow dirt path, they were no closer to reaching the mountains that grew between blinks, gods in and of themselves. The dark spots on the side revealed themselves as lush, evergreen forests, and snow dusted the peaks, reaching through the clouds to keep themselves blanketed. 
 
    Castelle couldn’t comprehend how the earth kept its balance with them upon it. The mountains ought to have knocked it off its axes, dragging them all into the depths of space. 
 
    “Up ahead!” Layla called. “You weren’t wrong, Eos.”  
 
    The mountains nestled something other than endless meadows in their shadow. The land dipped at the foot of the mountain, forming a fertile plain rich in berries tough enough to contend with the cold, filled from east to west with yurts the size of houses. They were draped in felt, blue-green throughout, and smoke rose from the centre of some. People walked the paths between the yurts, temporary but well-worn, and all around the settlement, sheep grazed in their dozens. 
 
    “Whoa,” Tanen said. “It’s, like, exactly what I was expecting.”  
 
    It wasn’t what Castelle had prepared herself for. The old, cruel stories of the Yricians still festered in the back of her mind. Without realising it, she’d expected something small and scattered, felts torn and grimy, fires left to burn across the lands. But a community spread before her; she felt its warmth, even from a distance. There was life out there, carefully arranged, all of it meticulously and naturally planned out.  
 
    Castelle bowed her head in a wordless apology. 
 
    She’d do better. She could always do better. 
 
    Following in Eos’ example, they climbed from their horses and led them down the gentle hillside. Castelle didn’t dare catch Eos’ eye. Returning to Torshval had been its own struggle, fourteen years on, and Castelle had been safe in the knowledge there’d be no one waiting for her. There was no one to judge her for what she had and hadn’t done, for the time it had taken her to return home, and the ways she’d changed in the wasted years between. 
 
    A few people on the edge of the settlement caught sight of them, but the sheep paid them more heed. A shepherd ran over, crook in hand, apologising in Norian as they hooked the sheep back to the flock. They faltered mid-apology, eyes fixed on Eos, words turning to Y’vish.  
 
    Eos held out a hand, silencing them. She parted the sheep, ignoring their bleating, and marched towards the yurts. 
 
    She’d come so far, and it had taken her so long. There was no stopping her, not now. 
 
    She headed through the crowds. People stepped back, stopping to stare at her. She passed one yurt, then another, eyes fixed ahead, not stopping, moving, moving, passing through the settlement, across the wide plains, weaving around grazing sheep, heading for the mountains. 
 
    “Uh,” Tanen said. “Did she meant to do that?” 
 
    Castelle hurried after Eos, apologising to the Yricians and sheep alike as she cut through the settlement. Any one of those people could know Eos, any one of them could be her mother, but Castelle didn’t dare catch anyone’s eye. 
 
    Eos marched with a determination that’d see her stride straight through any mountain that dared to get in her way. Castelle broke out into a jog to catch up with her. 
 
    Tanen and Layla followed, stopping a short distance away. 
 
    “Eos,” Castelle said. “What is it?” 
 
    Castelle had expected Eos to freeze, unable to approach her home of so many years. She hadn’t expected her to charge through the settlement, unable to stop, but the results were the same. Castelle wasn’t worried that Eos had run, only that she wouldn’t know how to help her. 
 
    “This isn’t right,” Eos said, shaking her head. 
 
    “What isn’t right?” 
 
    “This. Here. It isn’t right. This isn’t my home,” Eos said, stomping through the long grass. 
 
    “Oh!” Castelle said, stepping around a huddle of sheep. “Have we come to the wrong place? Has your community moved elsewhere, or—well, I can’t say I understand entirely how it works, but something along those lines, perhaps.”  
 
    Eos shook her head. She stopped dead with the frustration of having to explain what was so abundantly clear to her. 
 
    “This isn’t right. It isn’t where I live,” she said. “Isn’t where I lived.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Eos. I don’t understand what you mean,” Castelle said, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to explain yourself. Not now. But I do want to understand, when you’re ready. None of this is easy for you.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to understand!” Eos said, throwing a hand towards the yurts in the distance. “Do I look as though I grew up in the mountain’s shadow? As though I lived amongst the sheep and slept under the stars?” 
 
    Castelle drew her hand back and held it to her chest. 
 
    “What’s—what’s happening, Eos?” 
 
    Castelle’s gaze flickered between Eos’ eyes and chest, and it felt like a betrayal to search for blue-white light. Nothing glimmered, nothing sung. Eos’ eyes were as dark as they’d always been, but they did not settle on Castelle with the warmth that had grown between them. 
 
    “You know where I live,” Eos said. “You have walked its corridors, its gardens, so many times with me. Why did you bring me here? Is it a joke to you?” 
 
    Castelle took a step back. Brackish’s thoughts had mingled with Eos’ before, had caused their words to join and swirl together, but there was nothing of Eos left in the woman stood before her. 
 
    “Brackish?” Castelle asked. “What do you want?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Eos’ arms flew in front of her, imploring Castelle to start making sense. 
 
    “Brackish, you—” Castelle bit her tongue, not daring to glance back at the others. “Ava?” 
 
    “Finally,” Eos – not Eos – murmured. Dropping her hands, she drew closer to Castelle and said, “What is the meaning of this, Elise? If we were lost, you ought to have told me.” 
 
    Ava’s words twisted deep in Castelle’s gut. She could cut her hair, she could sail from Fenroe, but her blood was her blood, and she could not drain herself dry. 
 
    She looked just like the woman who had started this all. 
 
    “Ava,” Castelle said softly. “I didn’t bring you here. I haven’t led you to the wrong place, haven’t led you astray. You aren’t meant to be here. You understand that, don’t you?” 
 
    Ava used Eos’ hand to reach for her. Castelle snatched her arms back, regretting it as she moved. She couldn’t tell Ava she wasn’t Elise, couldn’t explain that they’d both been dead for centuries. The Ava in Eos’ veins was the living, breathing Ava, the one who trusted, who looked to a better future; Brackish was part of her, but she’d never believe in a betrayal so brutal. 
 
    “Elise? What is it?”  
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Ava. Here, let me—” 
 
    Ava ignored the crack in Castelle’s voice and followed the hesitance in her hands. She let Castelle take her wrists, brow furrowed with a bemusement Eos had never shown. Her skin felt no different, no warmer or cooler or rougher than Eos’. Castelle faltered, praying it wouldn’t make things worse, and moved Ava’s hands to Eos’ face. 
 
    “What? I don’t…” Ava began, voice rich with the indignation of a noble who had not yet made good on her word to leave that life behind. “What is this, Elise?” 
 
    Castelle pressed Ava’s hands to the scars that shouldn’t have been there. She gripped her wrists tightly, holding Ava’s gaze, hoping her green eyes would guide Ava to the truth. Back to the steel her spirit had been condemned to, and not the black of Eos’ eyes. 
 
    “It isn’t what you think. This isn’t for you. It isn’t what you need,” Castelle said. “We’ll get you there, Ava. I promise. But not today, okay? Not today.” 
 
    Ava screwed Eos’ eyes shut. She shook her head over and over, yanking her hands back. Eos stumbled, almost tripped on the rock behind her, and it was Eos. The muscles in her face summoned the expressions she knew how to hold, and Castelle understood how long this had been going on. She was so certain Eos stood before her, because over the last weeks, it hadn’t been her so many times. 
 
    Castelle had let herself mistake silence and the lack of blue-white light for normalcy.  
 
    “Eos?” Castelle dared to ask. 
 
    Eos caught herself, gaze split between the mountains behind her and the yurts in the distance. She’d been on the other side of them, before her last blink. 
 
    “Hm,” Eos said. 
 
    “Eos,” Castelle said, taking hold of her shoulders. “Are you alright? Do you remember what happened?”  
 
    “You’re shaking,” Eos said, pulling Castelle closer. 
 
    “Do you?” was all Castelle could say. 
 
    Tanen and Layla stood at a safe distance, faces dripping with worry. It was enough to tell Eos that her answer should’ve been yes.  
 
    Shaking her head, she said, “I saw the yurts. I marched towards them, and then I… walked straight through the community?” 
 
    Castelle had no idea where to start. How did she tell Eos she had suddenly become someone else, voice taking on a grating accent, movements stiff and unsettling? How did she tell Eos there had been no fight for control, that the switch had happened like a candle snuffed out at night? How did she know it had happened, that she had not imagined it, that it was not her own fear making nonsense out of nothing? 
 
    “Castelle?” Eos asked. “Was it Brackish?” 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes, swallowing thickly. 
 
    “It was Ava. She thought we were taking her to her home and didn’t understand why we were here. It just happened, Eos. There wasn’t a struggle. Your eyes weren’t glowing. I didn’t realise what had happened, at first.” 
 
    “It is fine,” Eos said. 
 
    Castelle gripped the front of Eos’ shirt, silently pleading her to never say those words again. 
 
    “Brackish was only looking out for me. I was overwhelmed,” Eos explained. “Anxious, dissociated. Brackish took over, and…” 
 
    “This has happened before, hasn’t it?” 
 
    “I have my suspicions. A lot has weighed on my mind, of late. There are stretches of time I do not remember. Minutes or hours. I believe Brackish surfaces, during these times.” 
 
    Castelle let go of Eos and stepped away. She couldn’t find the words. They were so close to Eos’ home, to her mothers, and it wasn’t the time or place for Castelle to raise her voice and make things about her. 
 
    “I wish I’d known,” she said, turning away from accusations. “We have been close, of late, and if there was any chance it might not be you, well…” 
 
    “I did not know for certain, until now. I am sorry. I could not tell you because it did not seem right. As I said, I have had a lot on my mind. At first, I put it down to being distracted from the present. A common coping mechanism. But you do not have anything to worry about. Brackish would not impersonate me.” 
 
    Castelle watched the sun between the mountain peaks, neck aching. Eos wasn’t wrong. Ava hadn’t understood what was happening, hadn’t known enough to realise she was in a body that wasn’t hers. 
 
    “I’m scared,” Castelle admitted. “I’m really scared, Eos.” 
 
    “Yes,” Eos agreed. “But Brackish is not our enemy. She has been hurt, and all she wants is peace. I will help her in any way I can.” 
 
    The mountains were far from awe-inspiring, with Eos there. She took Eos’ hands in her own, squeezing them as she tried to turn her feelings to thoughts to words, but came up short each time. The fear she felt was nothing compared to what Eos was riddled with, in her chest and heart alike. 
 
    Eos had been through so much, in the distant past and the tumultuous present. She’d come so far, yet she was willing to help the spirit that had lodged itself in her body. Brackish had saved her once, and Eos would do the same. Eos understood her pain, her anger, and knew it wasn’t all she was. 
 
    “I couldn’t have been kidnapped by a better person,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Rescued, Castelle. We agreed the word is rescued.” 
 
    Managing a laugh, Castelle pulled Eos into her arms. Eos clung to the back of Castelle’s coat a little too tightly. Castelle gave her a moment, not asking anything of Eos until she pulled back. 
 
    She stared at the sheep, not the settlement. 
 
    Castelle took her hand.  
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    “No. But we are here, and so we must go.” 
 
    Tanen patted Eos’ back as she passed, falling into step with her. Layla shot Castelle a questioning look, but there was no answer Castelle could give that wouldn’t drain her. 
 
    “I am so excited about this,” Tanen whispered loudly, almost tripping over a sheep. 
 
    Together, the four of them headed up the gentle hillside, towards the yurts. The people who’d stared at Castelle and Eos as they rushed through the open plains had returned to their business, but all eyes were on them again as they stood on the dirt paths. 
 
    A whisper rippled through the community. People stopped in their tracks, eyes on Eos. They didn’t stare at her scars but searched beneath them. Castelle held her breath for Eos, heart hammering in her chest, but there was no anger in her homecoming, no hurt. 
 
    There was only familiarity, making nothing of the distance of time. 
 
    “Eos!” someone exclaimed, and it spread through the settlement, until it was the only thing anyone was saying. 
 
    Eos, Eos, Eos, over and over. 
 
    She was there. 
 
    She was home. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-One 
 
      
 
    Half the community had gathered. The other half kept a respectful distance. 
 
    Eos stood in the arms of a woman who’d rushed from a yurt at the sound of her name. She clutching the back of her thick winter tunic to stop her hands trembling. The woman covered the back of Eos’ head with a gloved hand, only letting go to tear the glove off with her teeth. She rocked Eos in her arms, but stared clear over Eos’ shoulder, eyes on the mountain, refusing to blink. 
 
    A glance at Eos and she’d disappear for another twelve years. 
 
    Tanen sniffed loudly. Layla wrapped an arm around their waist and tugged them closer.  
 
    The woman holding Eos, the woman who had to be her mother Anja, mouthed something over and over like a mantra. Eos nodded fiercely, unable to do anything but bury her face in her mother’s shoulder. Her mother’s shoulder! The wonder of it had yet to catch up with Castelle, even as tears gathered in her eyes, spilling over a smile she couldn’t bite back. 
 
    Word spread through the community. A second woman came bounding over, Eos but twenty, thirty years older, remarkably alike in the way she held herself for someone who shared everything but blood with Eos. She threw her arms around Eos and Anja, squeezing them so tightly the spell broke. 
 
    Anja looked down at Eos, hands on her face. Thumbs on her scars, eyes on Eos’. 
 
    “Eos,” she said. “Eos, Eos, Eos.” 
 
    The rest was lost. The rest was Y’vish, meant only for Eos’ ears, for her mother’s ears. Hasa didn’t let go of either of them. She was crying, close to sobbing, and Anja had turned pale, twelve years mangling their guts and tightening their chests. 
 
    Castelle wiped her tears on her sleeve before they froze to her face. Eos took hold of Anja’s face, then Hasa’s, not explaining a moment of the past twelve years, but saying enough. Telling them she was safe; she was real. So much had happened, but she’d come home after so long. 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes. There was so much more than a stone monument, names unwritten, for Eos, and she deserved so much more yet. This was about Eos, about the twists and turns her journey had taken. Their reunion hadn’t happened at the expense of Castelle’s. Castelle hadn’t lost anything in Eos gaining this, in having some semblance of her past back. 
 
    It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair, but the world did as it pleased, and Eos was owed all the happiness left in its rivers and streams, in the water that trickled deep into the earth.  
 
    Castelle batted her nose, but it wasn’t tears falling on her face. She opened her eyes, seeing without understanding. Tiny specks of white fell from the dark clouds above, stolen by the wind, blurring the air.  
 
    “Holy shit. Snow,” Tanen squeaked, hands held out. “Like this day could get any better!” 
 
    Castelle laughed, pulling off her gloves, but didn’t have the chance to catch the tiny flakes in her palms. 
 
    Hasa tugged Eos towards a yurt, away from the closing crowd, delighting in Eos’ return, bursting with too many questions. Eos remembered to look back from the doorway, gesturing for Castelle to follow. 
 
    Anja tilted her head, only then noticing the mismatched group. 
 
    “Go on,” Layla said, giving Castelle a shove. “We’ll wait out here. Tanen will lose their mind if I don’t let them play in the snow.”  
 
    Letting her feet lead the way, Castelle sounded out the Y’vish she’d learnt from Eos. She blurted out, “Hello, my name is—” as she reached the ornate wooden door of the yurt, but Hasa didn’t care who she was.  
 
    She pulled Castelle into a fierce embrace, piecing together enough to know that Castelle had urged Eos back to the mountains. Anja reached over, taking her hand. 
 
    Castelle was still shaking it as Anja led her inside the yurt, snow and daylight left behind. It was a beautiful, spacious chamber, with an iron stove in the centre, where the thick felts above left a hole for the smoke to escape. Rugs covered the floor, so vibrant Castelle didn’t know where to look. Cabinets and chests encircled the room, and a low bed pressed to the back of the yurt.  
 
    Hasa took Eos’ hands and led her to a low table by the centre of the yurt. Not knowing what to do, Hasa began boiling water. She talked without pausing for breath, words coming so rapidly that Eos had to squint to take them in. She glanced over at Anja, standing cross-armed by the door, and the two of them shared a look that hadn’t surfaced in more than a decade. 
 
    Eos cast her gaze upon the tabletop, swallowing the lump in her throat. It was such a simple gesture, so reflexive, and she did not yet know if she deserved to have it back. 
 
    “Ha. Hakar,” Anja said sharply to Castelle.  
 
    She was a wiry woman, and from the way she held herself, even Tanen would’ve felt small in her presence. She continued talking, fast and to the point. Castelle could recognise an interrogation in any language. 
 
    “I—sorry, I don’t…” Castelle murmured. 
 
    “She does not speak Y’vish,” Eos said in Norian. 
 
    “They never do,” Anja said, taking wide strides around the edge of the yurt. 
 
    “Anja, dear. Be kind,” Hasa said, dropping stone cups onto the table and fumbling with a pot of tea. “Look! Eos is here, our Eos. And if I know Eos, then this young lady had a lot to do with getting her home.”  
 
    Anja narrowed her gaze at Castelle before relenting and sat cross-legged next to Eos. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “I’m being emotional.” 
 
    “And who could blame you? It’s been twelve years, and Eos is—Eos is…”  
 
    There were the tears. The teapot trembled in Hasa’s grasp and Eos carefully pried it from her, setting it on the table. Anja sighed, reaching out an arm, and tugged Hasa into the space between her and Eos. They both wrapped their arms around Eos, and Anja kissed her forehead, murmuring in Y’vish. 
 
    Had Castelle not followed and guided Eos there, had she not known the truth of it, she wouldn’t have seen the twelve years missing between them. Tears could’ve been summoned over anything; perhaps Eos had been ill, perhaps she had moved far away and not seen her mothers in months; perhaps it was good news she brought. 
 
    The weight of what had happened didn’t rest upon them. None of them knew how to shoulder it, how to act. It was all too much and not enough. They were too close, too distant, saying too little, too much. Wounds were healing without explanation, and others opened at the close proximity. 
 
    It was impossible for an outsider to see what was missing between them, but a loss of that magnitude couldn’t be seen.   
 
    It could only be felt. 
 
    Eos held out a hand, drawing Castelle over. Castelle hurried to sit by her side, making herself less of a sore spot in the yurt. Hasa poured tea nobody took a sip of. 
 
    “I am here—I have come home because,” Eos began, hands on her knees. “I am here to tell you that the world has changed because of Rhett. That our people are free because of him. That there is only peace in these lands, from the mountains to the ocean, because he—I am sorry. I am sorry. He is dead, and he—” 
 
    Eos stopped mid-sentence, face buried in her hands. 
 
    Anja and Hasa shared a look Castelle wished she couldn’t read. They had heard rumours. Members of Rhett and Eos’ cause must’ve come to the mountain, bearing the news. Twelve years on, Eos turned it to truth. There was no misunderstanding, no hope to cling to in the night. 
 
    Rhett was dead. 
 
    “We know, darling,” Anja said. She placed a hand on Eos’ back and pulled her close. “We know. This is not your burden to carry. Not any longer. It has been a decade, Eos. There was a memorial for him at Araz-Ek. We return there each year.”  
 
    Eos nodded into her hands, not dropping them. Anja stared at the ceiling, at the sliver of sky showing through the yurt’s wooden ribs. 
 
    Hasa wiped her tears away before Eos looked back up. 
 
    “His spirit has returned now. It is over,” Eos said. 
 
    “He never would go anywhere without you,” Hasa said. “We’ve heard so many stories, my darling. Your companions came here, years and years ago. They told us about the King, about what he did to you, but I did not… gods, I never imagined it would be so…” 
 
    Hasa faltered, searching for the right word.  
 
    “Remarkable,” Anja said, finishing Hasa’s thought. “I hope you have worn each scar with pride, these last ten years. Their blades could not stop you, yet yours put an end to their King.” 
 
    Hasa nodded in agreement, fierce and proud. Eos’ shoulders dropped, grateful she didn’t have to explain the long and short of it, to relive everything that’d happened since she’d left the mountains all those years ago. 
 
    “They exiled me for what I did,” Eos said. “I have been in Fenrir, these past eight years.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Hasa said, slapping her open palm with a fist. “People said it was a ruse, that they had killed you, but I knew it was not true. Your spirit would have torn the land in two.” 
 
    “It would have, and they were afraid of that. Too afraid to kill me.” 
 
    “Good,” Anja said. “Yet your exile was lifted four years ago. Your companions told us about that, too.” 
 
    Eos took a deep breath. There was no spite in Anja’s voice, no admonishment. Only the invitation to tell her story, if she wanted to. 
 
    If she could. 
 
    Eos took the tea between her hands and spoke in a soft, understated voice. Her story zigzagged across the trajectory of her life as she explained how she had found her feet on Fenroe, how she had learnt the language and travelled the archipelago, taking work where she could. She told them how the fear of facing the truth had bound her to the islands. She jumped back to her time with the rebellion, sharing stories of the lighter times on the road, exploring the land with Rhett, and helping all those they could. 
 
    She spoke of her guilt, and the responsibility she’d felt over what had happened to Rhett. She’d convinced herself she could never return to Nor, to the mountains. Her mothers didn’t interrupt her, didn’t prompt her to keep speaking, but the words came, slow and steady. This was something real. These were people who loved Eos, who Eos loved. 
 
    This was her family. This was where she felt safe. 
 
    “We knew you’d be back, one day,” Hasa said, no end to her tears. “All that matters is that you’re home.”  
 
    “Your brother would be proud of you,” Anja said. 
 
    There was still so much to say, so many questions hovering between them, but talk of the past had drained them dry. Hasa’s eyes met Castelle’s. She started, delighted she was there. 
 
    Castelle had never been happier to provide a distraction. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, dear. Do forgive us. My name is Hasa, and this is my wife, Anja. As I’m sure you’ve gathered, we are indeed Eos’ mothers,” Hasa said, smiling. “And you are?”  
 
    “Hello,” Castelle said, forcing too much of a smile. “My name is Castelle Marigold Blake. I came with Eos from Fenroe.” 
 
    The importance of what was happening around her, of what would never happen again, turned to nerves. Eos’ mothers sat before her and she had no idea what to say to them. 
 
    “It’s wonderful to meet you,” Hasa said, beaming. 
 
    “You Fenrira are just like the Norians. Too many names,” Anja said, but the corners of her mouth twitched. 
 
    “Well, that is—just Castelle is fine, of course. Or Cas, if you prefer.” 
 
    Scowling at her mother, Eos said, “Castelle is the only reason I am here today. The only reason I broke free of my denial and fear. I would’ve let her and our friends sail to Nor without me, if not for her.” 
 
    “I see,” Anja said. 
 
    “Wonderful!” Hasa said, leaning over to squeeze Castelle’s hands. “Wonderful, wonderful. You’re welcome in our home for as long as you wish, Castelle. Truly, we can’t tell you what this means to us. Tell me! How long have you two been together?” 
 
    No number of novels could’ve prepared Castelle for meeting Eos’ mothers as her girlfriend. It was obvious to all the world. Castelle wished for them to discuss the turmoil of Eos’ exile again. She considered blurting out that she was the former Princess of Fenroe, if only to stop her face from burning. 
 
    “We… we’ve only known one another since the summer,” Castelle explained. 
 
    “Eight years of exile and you manage to bring Eos home in so short a time?” Anja asked. 
 
    “I did,” Castelle said, sitting far too rigidly.  
 
    Anja shrugged, somewhere close to impressed as she lifted the tea she abruptly remembered. Eos squeezed Castelle’s hand under the table. In a flurry of answered prayers, Hasa turned in circles, determined to make a dinner worthy of the occasion. 
 
    She told Eos to invite her friends in, and Castelle took it upon herself to fetch Tanen and Layla. She didn’t have to go far. They were huddled outside the yurt, pushed up on tiptoes, and almost tumbled forward at the sight of Castelle. 
 
    The snow hadn’t let up. It filled the air like autumn leaves, turning the grassland white. Castelle’s gaze fixed fast on it, the world not buried but blanketed by it, soft and soundless, beautiful in its simplicity. If anything said things would be alright, it was the snowfall upon Eos’ return.  
 
    “Yo! Let me tell you, it is an honour,” Tanen said, arms spread out. “I’ve heard almost nothing about you, but me and E are like this, so I’ve been looking forward to this for years. Gods! Never thought I’d get to meet you, but wow. Love the yurt. Love the rugs. And did you guys see that it’s snowing out there? This is like, the best day ever. I’m being real with you, and—oh, fuck. You guys don’t have a clue what I’m saying, do you?” 
 
    Hasa smiled pleasantly at Tanen. Anja tilted her head to the side. 
 
    “This is Tanen. They are my dearest friend,” Eos said. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to have you here,” Hasa said, smiling brightly. 
 
    “Tell them they’re tall,” Anja said. 
 
    “They’re both glad you’re here,” Eos said in Fenronian.  
 
    “And this one?” Anja asked, pointing at Layla. 
 
    Not missing a beat, Layla introduced herself in quick, clear Y’vish. Hasa clasped her hands together, exchanging pleasantries back and forth, while Tanen inspected the rugs hanging from the walls. 
 
    “Layla Blake?” Anja asked, switching to Norian. “Does that mean you’re related to Castelle?” 
 
    “I am! She’s my sister,” Layla said.  
 
    After everything Castelle had endured that last hour alone, she wasn’t certain how her heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “But only one of you knows Y’vish?”  
 
    Layla and Castelle opened their mouths to stutter an answer, but Hasa took her wife’s arm, tugged sharply on it, and said something in Y’vish that Eos and Layla did their best not to laugh at. 
 
    Anja sighed, pulled herself free, and set about collecting utensils from a cupboard in the corner. 
 
    “Do not mind her,” Eos said, wrapping her arm around Castelle’s. “She is protective and in shock. I doubt she knows what to do with herself.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Castelle said, face flushed. “I should know more Y’vish. I came all this way to the mountains, to your homeland, and I can’t even carry a conversation in your tongue.” 
 
    “Castelle. Did you not hear what you said? We have only known one another since summer, and we did not get off to the best start. You have not had the time to learn an entire language. You have barely had time to make sense of your surroundings.” 
 
    Biting the inside of her mouth, Castelle said, “I can’t believe it’s only been six months. It feels like so much more than the decade that came before it. I’ve experienced more than I ever did in the forest, have seen more, and—it’s all down to you, isn’t it? To you and Layla and Rhea, and all you did to help me.”  
 
    “We cannot take all the credit. So much of this is down to who you are as a person,” Eos said. “But you are right. It feels like so much longer than half a year. And yet…” 
 
    “And yet?” 
 
    Eos paused, biting back her words. 
 
    “You heard my mother, Castelle. Even she was impressed that you managed to bring me home in so short a time,” she said. 
 
    Castelle rested her head on Eos’ shoulder, not needing her to say anything more. Not wanting to push her. 
 
    Tanen inspected the yurt, walking circles and prodding all the rugs, and opened more drawers than they should’ve. Anja followed them, arms over her chest, not deterring them at all. Layla jumped in to help the moment she could, and prepared dinner with Hasa, chatting away in Y’vish like they were old friends. 
 
    For a time, it was perfect. It was everything Eos had needed for so long. Any snow that drifted through the top of the yurt melted with the heat of the stove. Even with her eyes closed, Castelle had a deep sense of the world being covered and made anew. There was nothing fraught between them, no accusations flying around, no questions that were too hard to ask, let alone answer. 
 
    Eos was with her family after so long, yurt filled by the smell of a meal she’d eaten as a child.  
 
    “When do we tell them who I really arm?” Castelle asked, taking all the privacy Fenronian had to offer. “Should I tell them who I am?” 
 
    “In time,” Eos said. 
 
    “And what about, well—what about Brackish?” 
 
    “My mothers are smart women. They may not have seen me in twelve years, but it will not take them long to put the pieces together.” 
 
    Castelle didn’t understand how anyone could surmise that a two-hundred-year-old spirit had possessed their daughter, but didn’t say a word about it. Eos had done enough today. 
 
    She’d done enough for a lifetime.  
 
    Hasa and Layla served up dinner, rich, flavourful dishes representing the best of Yrician cooking. The six of them huddled around the table, sharing stories of Fenroe, at Hasa’s request. Layla told them how she’d met Eos while working in a temple, and Tanen listened intently, not understanding a word of anything anyone said. 
 
    Eos told them about Reed, about the work she’d done across the archipelago, and the shape of the islands; how they were so different to Nor with its flat plains and sudden mountains, and had offered so much to her. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Tanen said through a mouthful. “I know I ain’t had the chance to say a lot about myself, and that’s fair, translating is a pain, but they know Svir, right? Tell ‘em I live with her.” 
 
    Anja looked up from her plate, brow raised. 
 
    “Are my ears deceiving me, or did they just say Svir’s name?” she asked.  
 
    Tanen gave an educated thumbs-up. 
 
    “Svir!” Hasa said. “Goodness. That’s a name I haven’t heard in far too long.” 
 
    “She lives in Fenroe,” Eos said. “… We are friends.” 
 
    “You always were! That’s wonderful to hear, dear. Goodness, I suppose she isn’t the teenager I once knew anymore, is it?”  
 
    “She is not. She is close to forty. She lives in Torshval, the capital of Fenrir, with her wife. And Tanen.”  
 
    “I knew she’d make it,” Anja said. “I always liked her. She didn’t let anyone push her around. And her parents?”  
 
    “They live on one of the smaller islands. They are both shepherds.” 
 
    “Still?” Hasa asked, laughing. “Some things never change. Perhaps—perhaps we should visit them. They were such dear friends. It took the combined effort of the four of us to raise you, Rhett, and Svir.” 
 
    “And leave the mountains?” Anja asked. 
 
    “Well, why not? Stranger things have happened, on this day alone. And we can’t expect our Eos to stay here forever, can we? As much as I would love her to return to these lands, I know her journey is not yet done.”  
 
    “None of ours are,” Anja said, chewing bread. “We’re nomadic.” 
 
    Laughing, Hasa leant over and kissed her wife’s cheek, saying, “I’d like to visit the land our daughter has called home, all this time. I want to see Svir, I want to meet her wife, and I want to catch up with her parents.” 
 
    No one asked why they had not left the mountains before, why they had never headed to Fenroe. The answer was implicit in all they’d seen in the Count’s mansion; something had bound them to the land, all those years. 
 
    “I’d be happy to show you around Yarrin, if you do visit,” Layla chimed in. “Eos has spent a lot of time at our temple, helping us.” 
 
    The conversation continued long after they finished dinner. Layla and Hasa kept it afloat, and everyone joined in. Tanen couldn’t hold their usual stream of thoughts back, language barrier or no language barrier, and there was as much laughter as there were tears. 
 
    “You all look exhausted,” Anja said, ever the sensible one. “There are tents. We will set them up for you, until better arrangements can be made in the morning.” 
 
    Layla thanked Hasa profusely for the meal, and Castelle beat her to helping clean up. Hasa hummed as she scraped the plates clean, washing them in water gathered from the nearby river. There was nothing else either of them could think to say through their collective exhaustion, but Hasa kept catching Castelle in a side-on hug as they worked. 
 
    Castelle hugged her back, propriety overcoming the gnawing in her gut. 
 
    Things would make sense in the morning, once she’d slept. 
 
    Hasa and Layla headed off to fetch tents from the storage outside, and Tanen followed, ready to be set to work. Eos sat in the corner of the yurt with Anja, whispering Y’vish, knowing she had more than the night’s fast-dwindling hours to say all she had to, in awe that it wouldn’t all be stolen from her. 
 
    She was home. She was home, and twelve years hadn’t changed how much her mother loved her. 
 
    She’d returned to the mountains, and nothing but understanding and forgiveness awaited her. 
 
    Castelle turned away, watching Hasa, Tanen, and Layla work through the door, cracked open an inch. Even in the darkness, the white hillside glowed, reflecting the moon.  
 
    Eos headed out into the cold, never one to sit still while there was work to be done. Anja caught Castelle’s arm before she could follow her. 
 
    “I knew where my daughter was, all these years. I could not leave the mountains for reasons you will pretend to understand, but I learnt a lot about Fenrir, over the last eight years. Castelle. Marigold. These are names that mean something to the Fenrira people, just as Mykos does to ours. Perhaps not as much as Marcella, but still,” Anja said in a whisper. 
 
    “I’m—I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to hide it, but—” 
 
    “Don’t apologise,” Anja said, releasing her arm. “Eos knows herself. Eos has always had her integrity. If she has chosen you, that name has a new meaning.” 
 
    Castelle held her gaze, jaw trembling. Anja lifted a hand, stopping Castelle from saying another word. 
 
    “… Thank you,” Anja said, heading out to help her wife and daughter. “Thank you for bringing her home.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Two 
 
      
 
    The tent was larger than any of the scathing stories about Yricians Castelle had been led to believe, with room enough for the four of them and their bedrolls. The others had set it up in no time, Anja and Eos doing most of the legwork. Generous armfuls of blankets and thick felts kept it safe from the unrelenting snow. 
 
    Castelle and Layla had set up tents around the castle grounds as children, telling their parents they intended to sleep outside, spending the summer nights sharing secrets, tales growing more absurd as the sky lightened with dawn. There was no nostalgia in it, that night. 
 
    Layla was asleep by the time Castelle shuffled into her bedroll. Eos, who’d come to bed last, lingering to hold Anja tight, fell asleep without a struggle. Even Tanen had nothing to say. They didn’t demand translations of everything they’d laughed at, or share stories of that one time that reminded them of this. 
 
    It was as if they hadn’t closed their eyes since Rhett’s spirit had returned to the gods, and now they were making up for that. 
 
    All of them but Castelle. 
 
    She laid on her back, watching the tent dip under the weight of the snow. After all she’d seen and felt that day, her head was empty. She didn’t replay the day, didn’t weigh it against the past, the present. She just stared, teeth grinding together. 
 
    She couldn’t roll over and wrap her arms around Eos. It wasn’t right to seek solitude in her arms when Eos ought to have been weeping. 
 
    She couldn’t wrap herself around Eos, couldn’t sleep, couldn’t lie there doing nothing. 
 
    After an hour of telling herself she wouldn’t, Castelle crawled out from under the blankets. She felt for her boots in the dark and wrapped herself in a coat, hat, and scarf that probably weren’t hers. She dressed quietly, looking over her shoulder to ensure no one had stirred, praying someone would wake and catching her leaving.  
 
    Even the force of the wind against the tent doors didn’t disturb anyone as she fumbled to close the flaps.  
 
    Outside, starlight covered the land. 
 
    Castelle made it four steps before it overcame her. The stars had shone brightly over Laister, but they’d gathered in a cluster, staring down at her. They’d pinner her in place, surroundings swirling without changing. She could walk in circles, and nothing more. 
 
    There, they spread far and wide, taking up the enormity of the sky. There was so much of it, without forests and jutting volcanic rock to obfuscate the borders. Nor was so broad, so vast, that the mountains did not take up more of the sky than it could bear to give away. 
 
    The stars played along the edge of their silhouette, creating constellations no one else would ever see. 
 
    “It’s cool, huh?”  
 
    Castelle started. Snow crunched beneath Tanen’s boots. 
 
    “Never thought I’d get to see snow,” they said, kicking up a crescent of it. “Never thought I’d get to see a lot of things I have, so this is its own kinda mundane. Like, we’ve seen so much shit lately that snow is just kinda—huh, okay. It’s pretty, I guess.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Castelle said. 
 
    “And it happens every year, more or less. The people here expect it, prepare for it. It ain’t exactly clockwork, but it’s as close to reliable as the world gets,” Tanen said. “So that’s neat for them. What do ya think’s gonna happen if I jump in it?” 
 
    “I think you’ll get more than a little cold.” 
 
    Castelle caught Tanen’s grin in the moonlight. They sprinted away from the tent, between the yurts, towards the once grassy plains. Castelle followed, sinking into the snow that touched the top of her boots, and Tanen flung theirself off a slope. 
 
    They hit the snow hard, laughing as they rolled down the hillside, limbs flailing everywhere. They fell into a pile, coated in clumps of snow. 
 
    “Cas!” they called. “Girl, you’ve got to try this!”  
 
    Castelle stood atop the slope, arms wrapped around herself. 
 
    “It looks cold,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah. Cold as hell! But that was fun, and you don’t have enough of it.” 
 
    Castelle fought off the urge to prove Tanen right. She didn’t quite follow in their example, but skidded down the hillside, falling next to Tanen. The snow packed together beneath her, surprisingly deep once she was lying in it. 
 
    Tanen stood up, snow falling in sheets off them. 
 
    “It’s cool, right?” they asked, slapping their hands against the untouched snow. “The way it goes crunch and all that. I always through snow would be all soft and fluffy, but it’s also like—crunch!”  
 
    “It’s very crunchy,” Castelle said, accepting Tanen’s outstretched hand when they hopped to their feet. “Can’t sleep?”  
 
    “Nah,” Tanen said, patting the snow off their coat and trousers and doing the same for Castelle. “I’m tired, ain’t no mistaking that, but I can’t get myself to drift off. My temples are fucking pounding.” 
 
    “I know that feeling,” Castelle said, wandering through the fresh snow. “I couldn’t stop grinding my teeth together. I would’ve cried if I kept trying to sleep.” 
 
    “That sucks. How about this? We go for a walk, get exhausted and cold, then go collapse in the tent, all snug-like. Sound good?” 
 
    “Sounds perfect,” Castelle said. 
 
    Walking in the snow presented its own challenges. Slow, heavy, and unsteady, Castelle walked with her arms stretched out, muscles already burning. Her leg hurt worse than ever in the cold, but there was something exhilarating in finding a new way to make herself look ridiculous. 
 
    “Can I tell you something awful?” Castelle asked. 
 
    She hadn’t meant to speak the words, hadn’t thought them, but they’d been waiting. Waiting in the dark, for the snowfall, for someone to listen. 
 
    “Cas, I can’t stress this enough: yes. Absolutely. Always.” 
 
    Castelle laughed, sound dry in her mouth. Tanen gave her time to pull her thoughts together, but kept their eyes on her, ensuring she didn’t take too long. 
 
    “I’m bitter. I’m bitter, and I’m jealous,” Castelle said, grasping the air for words that weren’t good enough, but would have to do. “Because of Eos. Because of everything she has.” 
 
    It was enough to make Tanen slow their pace. Castelle clamped her teeth together, but she’d already drawn poison into the wound. 
 
    “Whoa, uh. That sounds big. You wanna expand on that?” Tanen asked. 
 
    “Yes? No? It’s awful, Tanen. I know how terrible it is before I say it, but I can’t let it go. Ever since we were at the mansion, ever since I saw Rhett, I can’t stop thinking that it isn’t fair. Why am I not entitled to the same?” 
 
    “You want a headless, handless spirit the size of a building to destroy a village by pulling the earth up into a nightmare spiral mountain?”  
 
    “No, no. That’s—you know what happened to me, don’t you? To my family?” What a pointless thing to ask. There wasn’t a person on Fenroe who didn’t know the intimate details of her trauma, privy to the truth decades before her. “I won’t contest what happened to my parents’ spirits, to my grandparents’, and all the adults in our family, but my siblings—they were innocent. They were children. Even Marigold, nineteen at the time, married with two children of her own, was a child. They were children, and the rebels murdered them in front of me. In front of their mother. 
 
    “They deserved to cling to the earth. To take revenge on the people who hurt them, no matter if it was for the greater good or some absurd, heartless notion like that. Their spirits should’ve lingered, and I should’ve been there to say goodbye, to set them free. I should’ve had the chance to tell them everything I’ve needed to, all these years. Do you know the last thing I said to each of them? Because I don’t, Tanen. I remember asking Marigold to pass the salt, and that is the long and short of it. It was all so mundane, so commonplace. Why would I think to keep a record of it? 
 
    “How was I supposed to know that my family would be slaughtered over dinner? Gods! There’s nothing left of them. Their heads were put on pikes, their bodies were thrown into the moat to rot, or fed to the pigs, or—it doesn’t matter. There aren’t even graves. There is nowhere on this earth I can visit, save for the memory of blood upon the dining room floor. 
 
    “I want to say goodbye to them. I want to hold them one last time. Marigold, Marcella, Tobias, Edward. My niece and nephew, too. All I want is a minute, a handful of seconds, to embrace them. That’s all I want, and Eos got that. She got that with Rhett, and I’m terrible, Tanen. I don’t hold it against her. I know she deserves it, and that it is no reward after seeing a sibling slaughtered, but my mind wanders, and I… 
 
    “After all that, we get here, and her mothers welcome her with open arms. She’s with them again. She has a family, and I—even if my mother and father were alive, I could not in good conscience take comfort from them. Eos has her family, has said goodbye to her brother, and I am jealous because I have spent the last fourteen years being coddled and controlled by men who pretended to be my family.” 
 
    They’d marched further from the settlement than Castelle believed possible. Tanen struggled to keep up with her, and Castelle’s face burnt with the cold. 
 
    “Fuck, Cas. That’s dark,” Tanen said. “You’re not just a pretty, traumatised face, huh. You wanna know something?” 
 
    “What?” Castelle snapped. 
 
    Her tears would freeze if she let them fall. 
 
    “I get it,” Tanen said. 
 
    “What do you mean you get it?” 
 
    “I mean I get it! Like, hell, seeing this family reunion has done a real number on my head. And that ain’t mentioning my gut. I’m lucky I didn’t understand most of what they were saying,” Tanen said, taking Castelle’s elbow and veering towards a snow-covered rock. “I don’t exactly have the best track record with my own family, either. Ain’t got no siblings, and my ma died forever ago. Which was my fault, according to my dad. Some days I believe that, some days I don’t. Worst of all, some days I don’t care. I never met the woman. I mean, not that I remember. Grandparents were dead before I came around, met two of my aunts but wouldn’t recognise ‘em now, and a second-cousin once threw dirt in my eyes. 
 
    “I’ve never had anything like this. Fuck, it’s so easy to get bitter about it, Cas. I never had anyone who’d hold me like that! And it doesn’t matter that I know everything Eos’ been through, that I know how much she’s struggled, how hard she’s fought, how many years it’s taken. All I see is Eos and her mums, full of love and warmth and ugh. I feel stupid saying this, y’know? You just told me how your parents and siblings and niece and nephew were murdered in front of you, and what’s my damage? My dad was meant to me. That’s all.”  
 
    Castelle shuffled as close as she could to Tanen, thick clothing keeping them apart. Tanen stared at the moon without seeing it, jaw tight, and Castelle couldn’t help but pry. 
 
    “You can talk about it, Tanen. Just because bad things happened to me doesn’t mean they didn’t happen to you, too.” 
 
    “It’s stupid,” Tanen grunted.  
 
    “Really? Because from what I’ve gathered, you were homeless as a child, something I could never comprehend, fought every day to survive, and literally died and met god at one point.” 
 
    “Eh. Fair point.” 
 
    “Please? If nothing else, it will make me feel better about my own dark thoughts.”  
 
    “Fine, fine. But only ‘cause you’re pushy,” Tanen said, elbowing her side. “It’s just weird, y’know? My life is my life, it’s all I’ve ever known. It should just be the way of things to me. Yet it ain’t. I can tell there’s something wrong with it, could always tell something weren’t right. My dad was loud, angry. He drank a lot, did all kinds of messed up drugs, and I swore I wouldn’t be like him. Until I was. I mean, I never hit anyone that didn’t swing first, but—I dunno. History repeats! Addiction runs in the family. 
 
    “I say that like I went years, decades, before I crumbled, but you wanna know the truth? I was thirteen, Cas. I was thirteen, I’d been out on the streets most of my life, but I was sick of the cold, the hunger, the boredom. I gave it a go. I felt better. I felt invincible. So I thought fuck it, I’m gonna go show my old man a thing or two. 
 
    “But I was still a kid, and he was as wide as I was tall. Didn’t go great. Lotsa broken ribs. Couldn’t chew properly for months. Sometimes I’ll simplify it like, yeah, he treated me like an animal. But that ain’t it. 
 
    “He had this dog, yeah, and he loved it. He fed it off his plate, let it sleep in his bed, took it with him everywhere. Never laid a hand on the dog, never shouted at it. The dog just got it, he said. The dog knew how to act. It was this big, gentle thing, all fur, never barked ‘cept for when it was happy and shit. I hated that dog, Cas. 
 
    “My dad treated it like it was his kid, not me. He would’ve done anything for that dog, and I couldn’t get over the fact that my dad could love something, could care for it. But he didn’t love me, didn’t look after me, which could only mean one thing—I was the problem. I was the one doing something wrong. 
 
    “I can’t tell you about half the shit I did, half the shit that was done to me. Can’t, Cas. And it ain’t all out of shame. I just can’t reach most of it. It’s there, but it ain’t. It’s been cut out of my head, and I’m not allowed to reach it.” 
 
    Castelle wrapped both arms around Tanen’s, letting out a heavy breath. She was selfish. Selfish and self-absorbed; her chest ached with every word Tanen spoke, but there was relief in it. Tanen understood her. They hadn’t been through the same things, but maybe that let them understand each other better. 
 
    Castelle opened her mouth. No words came. She couldn’t say anything to comfort Tanen after all they’d shared. 
 
    She was out of her depth. 
 
    “Layla told me something,” Castelle said softly. “About the priests. About how you can talk to them, confidentially, and—” 
 
    “Oh, therapy? Yeah, that’s great. You go in with all this shit rattling around your head, dreading it every time, and some stranger who ain’t allowed to breathe a word of it makes you feel all sweaty and put on the spot, then you leave, drained, knowing way too much about yourself. And somehow it works! And I mean that. Used to go a lot. Layla used to listen to me, before that got, uh. Inappropriate. Sometimes still go. Believe it or not, this is me at my best. I don’t drink, don’t take drugs, no matter how much I want to. I really, really want to, Cas. Drugs are awesome, and they make me feel awesome, but—I dunno. Being aware of everything that happens day after day is cool, too. 
 
    “Not pushing my friends away, not stealing from ‘em, that ain’t bad either. But I dunno. It’s only a matter of time before I slip up, y’know? Then my dad’s gonna be there, laughing at me. Born in the gutter, die in the gutter. That’s what he said. 
 
    “So this is how I cope! I’m way too comfortable telling everyone my business, I overshare so people will think it’s funny, but really, I just…” 
 
    Castelle rested her head on Tanen’s shoulder and said, “I can tell how far you’ve come. How living with Svir has helped you, how much Eos and Layla care for you. I do, as well. You’ve been such a good friend, and I… honestly, I know nothing about drugs. But people slip, don’t they? Even now, some part of me could be convinced that the Lords are the only ones who have ever looked out for me, that this is the lie. Your addiction is in your body as well as your head. That’s a lot to contend with, Tanen.” 
 
    “Yeah, but still…” Tanen murmured. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    As soon as she prompted them, the words came. 
 
    “Maybe I am a bit like an animal. I dunno. Maybe I’ve been… maybe I was caged for too long. Like, all that shit that happened to me, all that shit I did to myself. I was super young. I lost all the important parts of my life, all the formative years. I was in my mid-twenties before I started thinking clearly. Maybe I’m like an animal, and the part of me that matters is still in that cage. Some days I think—I dunno, Cas. I think I ain’t capable of love.” 
 
    “You aren’t capable of love?” Castelle asked. An incredulous laugh left before she realised Tanen was serious. “Tanen. What do you mean? You tell Eos you love her twenty times a day, don’t you?” 
 
    Tanen shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s just like, part of my brand. I’m Tanen! I’m loud, I’m obnoxious, I’m a complete dumbass! I say everything that’s on my mind! It’s part of my charm. I tell Eos I love her ‘cause that’s what you do with your friends, right? That always gets a laugh out of people,” Tanen said. “But deep in my chest or head or whatever, I… I don’t know if I believe it. If I’m doing it right. Said it to some girls before, ‘cause enough time passed that it seemed like the right thing to do. I loved a lot of girls when I was off my face. 
 
    “But I think I just ain’t made for it. I even said it to Layla, once. Couple of years ago. That was great, for about three days. After that, I bailed. Freaked out and went running back to Torshval.” 
 
    “You said it to Layla?” Castelle said, blinking away the snowflakes caught in her eyelashes. “You two—?”  
 
    It wasn’t the thing to focus on, but it gave Tanen time to catch their breath. 
 
    “Yeah. We’re just friends now, though,” they said, shrugging. “Friends who sleep together, sometimes.” 
 
    “Oh,” Castelle said. “That’s a lot of information.”  
 
    “See? Oversharing! Classic Tanen.” 
 
    Castelle wrapped an arm around them. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know what to say,” she said. “But it makes my problems feel like nothing. Strange, isn’t it? The things that happened to us are entirely relative. This time last year, I believed none had suffered a fraction of what I had. Partly because of an ego carefully cultivated over my life, partly because I hoped I had borne the brunt of all the world’s suffering. 
 
    “But I think you are very loving, Tanen. I think you are kind and brave and the truest sort of friend. I think people love you, and I think you mirror that without realising it.” 
 
    “Cas,” Tanen said. “That’s nice and all, but didn’t you hear my story? I told Layla I loved her, then you came along and I thought Sure, yeah, let’s just let Svir sell Layla’s cousin, the one she’s been trying to rescue for a hundred years, and live off the profits! I spent about three seconds thinking about busting you out, then shrugged it off.” 
 
    “Did you know it was wrong?” 
 
    “Huh? Yeah, of course I did.” 
 
    “Well, there you have it. You and Niamh both said much the same to me; you knew Svir would not go through with it and were waiting for her to realise it. I do not think you are fundamentally broken, Tanen. I think you have started to heal in some places and not in others. You are out of balance with yourself, but you want these things, don’t you?” 
 
    Sighing, Tanen said, “Yeah. Yeah, guess I do.” 
 
    “See?” Castelle said, kissing Tanen’s cold face. “You’ll get there. We both will.” 
 
    Kicking the snow until there was a well in front of them, Tanen nodded, chewing on their teeth. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, maybe. Thanks, Cas,” they said. “You’re a real friend.” 
 
    “Love you,” Castelle said, nudging their side. 
 
    “Love you too,” Tanen said. “Or I sure as fuck hope I do.” 
 
    Laughing, Castelle said, “It’s funny. I never thought about it for myself. Love and romance, that is. As a child, I knew my marriage would be arranged for me, that I would never have to seek out a partner. I was a Princess. Women would be queuing up to meet me. Once I was on Laister with the Lords, marriage turned to talk of my producing an heir, as many heirs as I could, as quickly as I could. I was so determined to protect my potential children from my family’s fate, from my fate, that I fought against even talking about a potential partner. 
 
    “I had books, of course. I read countless romance novels, but each and every part of them were fiction. Nothing within their pages were meant for me. Love happened to other people, to imaginary people, and it never crossed my mind that merely kissing someone could be part of my future.” 
 
    Tanen patted the back of her head. 
 
    “First of all, that’s depressing as hell. What were your parents gonna do? Marry you off to some Baroness you’d made eye contact with once?” 
 
    Holding out her hands, Castelle said, “The gods only know. But Niamh was the daughter of a Count, and she’s my age. Had the rebellion not taken place, who knows what would’ve become of the two of us.” 
 
    “No fucking way,” Tanen said. “Man, don’t tell Svir that. She’ll sulk for days. She’s super protective of Niamh. Like, they’re embarrassingly in love. But yeah, here’s a thought. You’re here in Nor, with Eos, your girlfriend, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Castelle said, face warming to hear someone else say it. “I don’t truly understand how it happened. It feels like one day I hated her, and now—well. Now it’s just happened, beyond my control.” 
 
    “Eh. Yes and no,” Tanen said. “If it’s gonna happen, it’ll happen. But from what I can tell, the two of you did a hell of a lot of hard work to get here.” 
 
    Tanen wasn’t wrong. From bear traps to would-be assassins, they’d had more than outside forces hurtling after them. 
 
    “Yeah, so here’s my point. You’re hurting, you’re getting all bitter, but those are just your thoughts, yeah? You ain’t saying ‘em, ain’t putting ‘em into action. It’s not what you want to feel. You’re not angry that Eos gets this, only that you don’t have the same. But,” Tanen said, lifting a finger to point at her nose. “Look around you, Cas. Maybe this it is. Maybe this is yours, too. Eos has her mums back, and maybe this is your family too, now.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Three 
 
      
 
    Come morning, a crowd had gathered around the tent, all eager to see Eos. They’d been patient as she embarked on her reunion with her mothers, but now they were itching to shake her hand, to welcome her home; they’d missed her, and knew exile wasn’t going to hold her back. 
 
    Eos’ community consisted of a few hundred people, and word had spread across the mountains. Dozens of people knew Eos from her youth, had helped raise her, educate her, taught her to forage, to cook, to bake, to endure the depths of winters so far south. Others had known her in passing but held an unspeakable fondness for her. Some were too young to remember her but wanted to get a glimpse of her for themselves. 
 
    Castelle gave Eos space, helping Hasa and Layla prepare breakfast, while Anja dragged Tanen off to see about setting up more stable accommodations for them. When Eos was finally free of the well-wishers, old friends, and mentors, Castelle placed a hand on her cheek and kissed her, praying to the gods that Eos never learnt of the cruelty that had crossed her mind. 
 
    She had no more than a handful of minutes with Eos before Hasa announced “Firewood!” and pointed an axe at Castelle. 
 
    “I, um,” Castelle said, pointing to herself. “Me?”  
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind, dear,” she said, offering Castelle the axe. “Eos must be exhausted from the onslaught of reunions, and Layla looks like she has breakfast handled.” 
 
    Layla beamed at Hasa. Castelle shot Eos a look, pleading for a way around this. Eos shrugged, kissed her forehead, and settled into a pile of blankets. Castelle had no choice but to follow Hasa out of the yurt and across the plains, axe in hand. 
 
    Hasa greeted each sheep they passed. The closest swathe of woodland was a good mile off, and Castelle had spotted piles of wood bundled outside the yurt. She gripped her axe tightly, waiting for an admonishment that never came. 
 
    “Did your wife tell you about me?” Castelle asked, when Hasa did nothing but whistle for antagonising minutes. “About who I really am?” 
 
    “She did,” Hasa said. “But that isn’t who you are. I’m more interested in what your favourite foods are than who your parents were.” 
 
    “Oh,” Castelle said.  
 
    “There’s no need to be so tense! I understand Anja might not have given you the warmest of welcomes, but yesterday was a big day for us. A day neither of us could admit we’d been dreaming of, all these years. Anja really isn’t as gruff as she seems. The gods know she spent all of last night sobbing into my arms. She simply has an, ah. Understandably acquired dislike of outsiders, shall we say. I hear the world is changing, that things are better, but I doubt any amount of progress in our lifetime will ease the sting of what has befallen our people. 
 
    “I share my wife’s concerns, but I trust my daughter. I trust her judgement, and so I’m choosing to trust you, Castelle.”  
 
    There was no threat behind the words, no promise of what would come if Castelle followed in the footsteps of the royals that had ruled over Nor. 
 
    “There’s something you should know, in that case,” Castelle said. “I’ve never chopped wood in my life.” 
 
    Chuckling, Hasa took her axe from her belt and said, “I know, dear. It’s an excuse.” 
 
    “An excuse?” 
 
    “To spend time with you. To get to know you.”  
 
    A primal fear Castelle had never felt coiled in her stomach.  
 
    She realised it as a stuttered, “Why?”  
 
    Hasa raised her brow, belatedly realising Castelle was serious. 
 
    “Because you’re my daughter’s girlfriend, and I love my daughter,” she said. “I’ve gone twelve long years without my children beside me, and I have a lot of catching up to do. I want to know about all aspects of her life, as well as the important people in it.” 
 
    Castelle pulled her coat tighter around herself. The snow hadn’t let up. Flakes the size of her fist landed on her burning face. 
 
    “It isn’t—I don’t know what I can tell you. It’s new. It isn’t…” Castelle stuttered. She closed her eyes, chiding herself. A year ago, she was certain she’d be giving speech after speech to a nation of loyal subjects. “Eos has been gone for twelve years, but she’s only known me since the summer. We talked about this – about us – on the boat to Nor. I don’t want you to get the wrong impression. I don’t want you to think it’s more than it is, or that I know some hidden part of Eos.”  
 
    Castelle bit the inside of her mouth, stopping herself. It was absurd. She was Eos’ girlfriend, and the title alone meant everything to her. Yet surrounded by Eos’ past, by those who had known her for decades and missed her for as long as Castelle was trapped in the forest temple, it withered to nothing. She couldn’t give Eos’ mother what she wanted, couldn’t be taken into the community. 
 
    It was asking too much. Demanding the world for nothing in return.  
 
    “Now, now,” Hasa said, squeezing Castelle’s shoulder. “Don’t sell yourself short, dear. Do you know how long Anja and I had been together when we adopted Eos and Rhett?”  
 
    Castelle shook her head. 
 
    “Two months,” Hasa said, holding up her fingers. “We only just started thinking in terms of us and we, and certainly hadn’t discussed having children. I didn’t know if I wanted children, yet the landslide wasn’t concerned with any of that. I can’t tell you how awful it was. How utterly devastating it was for our people. Eos doesn’t know the depths of it. I lost so many friends to it. Family, too. We all did. It felt like the sun had been blotted out, like our people would never survive. It disrupted everything from trade to travel, and there were long, hungry months ahead of us. 
 
    “It wasn’t only Eos’ and Rhett’s birth parents who died. Not just Svir’s, either. There were countless children left orphaned, and so many more left without children, without siblings, without homes. Everyone was desperate for somewhere safe to stay, and people opened up their doors, letting their neighbours in. 
 
    “Someone came up to Anja and me while we were helping dig through the rubble and said, I hate to ask, but is there any way you could look after these two? Gods! Our possible future was laid out before us. Everything would change, no matter our answer. I’d been with Anja for two months. It was ridiculous to even consider it, but in the wake of a tragedy like that, you do what you can. 
 
    “Anja, it turned out, had always wanted children. I looked at her, and some part of me knew her answer was always going to be yes, whether I was there or not. Some part of me knew that it was how it was meant to be and that things would work themselves out. We took them in. Eos and Rhett. We raised them together, learning about each other all the while. 
 
    “So don’t fret if it’s only been a little while, Castelle. Don’t worry if you feel like you barely know her. Sometimes, it’s alright to have faith in each other. There’s no timeline to follow. I see the way she looks at you, and moving Eos is like moving the mountains. You got her here.” 
 
    Castelle couldn’t find the words. After everything Tanen had said last night, all they’d seen in Nor and everything that came before it, all she wanted was to wrap her arms around Hasa. Hasa sensed it. She pulled Castelle into a hug, not too tight, but with the promise of more.  
 
    “Eos saved me. You know who I was, what happened to my family. I spent fourteen years trapped in a lie, trapped in a forest,” Castelle said. “I never got to leave, never got to think for myself. I had to work hard, to study, to prove myself worthy of ruling Fenroe, and I was miserable. I didn’t have friends. I didn’t have hobbies. Eos rescued me from that. She changed my life. She gave me my life.”  
 
    Hasa eased Castelle back, eyes glinting with pride. 
 
    Castelle had treasures to share, after all. 
 
    “Tell me,” Hasa said. “Tell me everything my daughter did for you.” 
 
    Castelle’s shoulders relaxed as they continued towards the trees, taking shelter from the wind. 
 
    All she had to do was talk. That’s all Hasa wanted. When she started, she found she couldn’t stop. She wanted to share all that Eos had done for her, how terrifying it’d been, and how that fear was a welcome release from the monotony of her life. Hasa and Anja laughed as Castelle told the tale, raised her brow and blinked in disbelief, and Castelle found herself laughing, saying, no, no—it’s not as bad as it sounds! over and over. 
 
    What did it matter if they were only short months? She’d need all day to tell Hasa the half of it. Years had gone by with nothing to remark on, yet Eos had set her life to burst with tales to tell, anecdotes to stumble over, because, oh, and that reminds me—no, no, hold on. I’ll come back to that. This is more important. One time, Eos… 
 
    Realising the stories weren’t going to run dry any time soon, Hasa ensured it wasn’t a wasted journey. She taught Castelle how to swing an axe, and Castelle returned to the settlement with an armful of chopped firewood and a grin on her face. 
 
    Hasa was right. Tanen was right. 
 
    She found Eos and Anja setting up the polished wooden skeleton of a yurt. It was considerably smaller than Anja and Hasa’s, but more permanent than a tent. Tanen and Layla were doing their best to follow in Eos and Anja’s example and set up their own. Other Yricians gathered to help, donating blankets and swathes of wool to get them started, and for the first time in a long time, Castelle was part of something. 
 
    She ducked down when Eos caught sight of her, dropping the wood in a pile and resting her axe in the snow. She broke into a jog, closing the distance between them, and pulled Eos into a kiss. 
 
    “Hello,” Eos said, hand on the back of Castelle’s head. “Did you have a good walk?” 
 
    “Your mother and I talked. A lot,” Castelle said. “About you.” 
 
    “Oh. Well. You both appear to be in good moods.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we be? We were talking about you, Eos.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    Eos took her hand and led her to Layla and Tanen’s yurt, in dire need of guidance. Eos took their structure apart and started again, showing them how to build it from the ground up, how to insulate against the cold and safely place the stove in the centre. Layla paid as much attention as she could with Tanen throwing snowballs at her. 
 
    Anja watched from a distance, arms folded over her chest. Castelle arched her shoulders, fearful of being judged, but when she dared to glance back, a smile crept across Anja’s face. 
 
    Her eyes were on Eos, proud of her for never forgetting her roots. 
 
    “How long is this going to keep up?” Layla asked, shoving Tanen and their handfuls of snow back. “Will it snow all winter?” 
 
    “Now that it has started, it is unlikely to stop for long. Days, at most. What has settled will not clear until spring,” Eos said. 
 
    “Incredible. I doubt I’ll tire of it. Of Tanen trying to shove it down my shirt, perhaps, but not of the way it makes the world so crisp. Cas, do you remember the time we—” 
 
    Layla trailed off, mouth hanging open. Castelle glanced over her shoulder, worried a bear had snuck up on her. 
 
    Only Anja stood behind her. 
 
    “Excuse me, Anja. What’s today’s date?” 
 
    “The twenty-fifth,” she said. 
 
    “The twenty-fifth!” Layla repeated, throwing her hands in the air. Tanen and Eos both stared at her. “Cas! Do you know what this means?” 
 
    Layla shook Castelle by the shoulders, refusing her the chance to answer. 
 
    “We missed your birthday! By two days! Gods, I’m so sorry. I completely lost track of the date.” 
 
    “… Oh,” was the best answer Castelle could muster. “That’s right, isn’t it?” 
 
    Layla’s face lit up. Tanen clapped their hands together. 
 
    “Damn, Cas. Why didn’t you say so? You know what this means, right? We gotta celebrate!” Tanen said, wrapping their arms around her. 
 
    “I—I wasn’t keeping track, either. It’d completely slipped my mind,” Castelle said. 
 
    She’d kept a meticulous record of each day, back in the forest temple, ever aware of the gruelling trap time had become. Since crossing Fenroe and heading to Nor, the days and months had become nothing. There was only the constant cycle of the seasons, driving her away from Laister and towards herself. 
 
    “Twenty-nine!” Layla said, joining Tanen in hugging her. “For once, Tanen’s right. This is your first birthday free of that awful place! It’s certainly worth celebrating.” 
 
    Castelle forced a smile, pushing the sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach further down.  
 
    “Twenty-nine,” Castelle repeated. “That’s, well… I’m here, aren’t I? I think that’s celebration enough.”  
 
    Layla and Tanen disagreed loudly and ran off to plan the party. Castelle’s protests went unspoken, for celebrating her birthday with friends wasn’t something that ought to make her fingers twitch. 
 
    Eos closed the door of the half-finished yurt and said, “What is it?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “What’s wrong? You do not look happy.”  
 
    “It’s nothing,” Castelle said. Eos tilted her head, catching Castelle’s eye. “It’s stupid.”  
 
    “It is probably not,” Eos said, holding out her hand. 
 
    Castelle took it. Together, they headed through the snowy fields. 
 
    Eos was never one to push. The words echoed around the inside of Castelle’s head, never threading together. There was too much pulled taut within her, and forgetting her birthday hadn’t been an accident.  
 
    Not entirely. 
 
    In the forest temple, the beginning of winter had started a countdown in her head. It was a private dread that would resolve itself once the Lords were done with whatever spectacle they wished to put on that year. This year, Castelle had carved that dread out, replacing it with so many new, wonderfully terrifying experiences that the countdown had never started. 
 
    “It’s silly,” Castelle reiterated. “I came to associate my birthdays with the events the Lords of Laister would make of them. Each year, all the servants and guards would gather, along with representatives from across the island, and Lord Damir would give a lengthy speech about how each year brought me closer to reclaiming my throne, and how I truly was a Greyser for surviving for so long. 
 
    “I hated it. It was one of those things that I knew I hated, even with the Lords convincing me I didn’t. I told them more than once. Lord Ira said my birthday wasn’t for me, not truly. It was for the people. It would inspire them, would let them know their suffering wasn’t all for nothing. I was there, I was strong, and I was going to save them. 
 
    “Absurd, isn’t it? To me, it was nothing but a reminder of how long I’d been there, and how nothing had changed. It was a punch in the gut. I promised myself I would be out of there by the time I was eighteen, then twenty, then twenty-two. After that, I stopped hoping. Whatever was going to happen would, and time would slip through my fingers…”  
 
    Eos squeezed her hand.  
 
    “But you are free of that, Castelle. There is nowhere to escape from, no one to save. You simply have to live for yourself, now.”  
 
    “I know, I know,” Castelle said, sparing a sincere smile. “But I – and here’s the stupid part – I convinced myself that time was only being stolen from me while I was in the temple. Once I was free, it would stop passing. I would be twenty-eight forever, or at least as long as it took to regain those lost fourteen years. Yet here I am, twenty-nine, at the mercy of time. And it isn’t that I’m afraid of getting old, gods, I know that’s a long way off, but—I’m scared that I never got to be young. Not properly. Everything is slipping away, and…” 
 
    “Castelle,” Eos said, stopping on the spot. She took both of Castelle’s hands in her own, facing her. “I wish I could have the last twenty years of my life back. I wish I was still a child and did not understand what the Norians were doing to us. I wish I could relive so much of what I wasted, but—but I do not wish I was anywhere else. I do not wish I was somewhere other than here, with you. With my mothers, with Tanen, with Layla.  
 
    “We cannot change these things, cannot regain what was lost to us. But we can head back to our yurts and enjoy whatever disaster of a party Tanen puts on.” 
 
    Castelle laughed, breath puffing in the air in front of her. 
 
    “Look at you,” she said, placing a hand on Eos’ face. “I never thought I’d hear you talk like that. You’re almost beaming.”  
 
    “I am glad to be home,” Eos said, ducking her head. “And to have put certain fears to rest.”  
 
    Castelle pulled Eos into her arms, face falling. She screwed her eyes shut, forcing herself to feel the brunt of the bitter wind. The mountains were beautiful, the Yricians were welcoming, but this was Eos’ place to heal. Castelle was there to stand beside her. She couldn’t expect a land that wasn’t hers to assuage her of the fear that came with the years slipping between her fingers, the certainty her siblings didn’t rest as Rhett did; that she might not, either. 
 
    Shaking her head, Castelle leant back. 
 
    “Happy birthday,” Eos said. “Belatedly. I did not think I would ever have reason to say that to you.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d say most of the things you have to me,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Yes. I thought you were going to murder me with a rock before you saw my face.”  
 
    Pushing her away, Castelle huffed and said, “You have to let that go! I thought I was defending myself! I had no reason to believe you weren’t an assassin, you realise.”  
 
    “Other than the fact that you had not been murdered?”  
 
    Eos grabbed her arm, pulled her close, and covered her face in kisses. 
 
    “Oh, hush,” Castelle said. “Who thinks wearing a deer skull is a good idea, anyway?” 
 
    With nothing but a shrug for an answer, Eos took Castelle’s hand and led her back to the yurts. 
 
    Castelle focused on everything Eos had said, on the way their hands felt together, even through their gloves. The fear souring her insides wouldn’t abate with a simple night of celebration, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t room for warmth and laughter within her, too. 
 
    Had Rhea, Layla, and Eos never worked to rescue her, Castelle would’ve celebrated her twenty-ninth birthday in a building that had been forced to forget its purpose, in a place where nothing changed, and neither did the people. There would’ve been a feast in her honour, as extravagant as all their meals, and all the servants and guards dragged from nearby towns would pretend to revere her, to be desperately waiting for the day she reclaimed the throne. 
 
    She would’ve turned twenty-nine and learnt nothing more, seen nothing new, and not had a single thought worth lingering on. She wouldn’t have seen the expanse of Fenroe as it thrived, rich with the freedom people had fought and died for. She wouldn’t have met Eos and Tanen, wouldn’t have been reunited with Layla, and her nightmares wouldn’t have loosened their hold. 
 
    She wouldn’t have learnt any hard truths. There would be no struggle to accept it, no desperate, grasping attempts to reframe everything she’d known of herself.  
 
    There wouldn’t be any struggle in her life. 
 
    There wouldn’t be anything. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around Eos and headed back to the settlement. The snow had already settled atop the yurts they’d set up, and Tanen and Layla were rushing back and forth with armfuls of food that’d been donated by the Yricians. 
 
    Piles of blankets were thrown across the floor of Tanen and Layla’s yurt, and Layla was busy lighting the stove. There were none of the markings of a birthday celebration, no carefully planned feast, no seating plan, no piles of gifts, no row of people waiting to shake her head. 
 
    There was only warmth, friends, and family. Castelle knelt at Layla’s side, eager to help with dinner, but Layla pushed her back. It was Castelle’s belated birthday, and she wasn’t to lift a finger. 
 
    With no choice but to listen to Layla, Castelle fell back into a pile of blankets and watched as everyone set about making a celebration of the day for all the right reasons. They didn’t want her to reclaim her Kingdom, didn’t want her to play the part of the Last Greyser, that they might live a life of luxury at the expense of others. 
 
    All they wanted was to be with her, to make her smile. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    The food was nothing they hadn’t eaten the night before, the only music came from Tanen clapping and whooping, and when they danced, it was around a cooling stove, not beneath the arched ceiling of a ballroom. There were no gifts beyond tight embraces and well-wishes, but for an evening, the last of the fear that lingered within Castelle was drowned out by the sheer happiness of those around her, and the joy they brought out within her. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Four 
 
      
 
    As with the repeating pattern of history, Tanen’s insistence on throwing a party didn’t stop them from being the first asleep. 
 
    Anja and Hasa came and went, bringing offerings of food and conversation, along with a handful of Yricians who mistook the nature of the celebrations, thinking they were in honour of Eos’ return. People drifted in and out until the early hours of the morning, and Castelle stifled a yawn as Layla slept beside her. 
 
    Only Eos joined her in the waking world, either ruminating on all the faces she’d been reacquainted with or pre-empting yet another visit. Each time they thought the evening, night, morning, was winding down, someone else popped into the yurt, all grins, impromptu gifts bundled in their arms. 
 
    Eos sat facing the door, back to Castelle. Making sure not to disturb Layla, Castelle dragged herself to the other side of the yurt, one hand pressed to Eos’ back. 
 
    “Are you enjoying your party?” Eos asked. 
 
    Had Castelle not yawned at the same time, she would’ve said something other than, “All eight hours of it.”  
 
    Eos’ back tensed, pushing Castelle’s hand away. Castelle’s fingers curled towards her palm, but she didn’t press. As long an evening as it’d been for her, it’d been infinitely longer for Eos; everyone wanted to know her story or presumed to already know it, and Eos could barely speak over the buzz of the well-meaning crowd. 
 
    “Was it only eight?” Eos asked. 
 
    Or didn’t ask. 
 
    Her voice had lost its edge. Her accent was more Norian than Y’vish. Castelle shuffled back, palms on the floor. Her eyes darted around, searching for a weapon, for the shattered sword; for something to hide behind. 
 
    She didn’t move. 
 
    Eos looked at her. Eos’ neck turned, Eos’ eyes were on her, but it wasn’t Eos. 
 
    Castelle sat straighter, pretending her gut reaction wasn’t to run and did the best to banish the fear from her eyes without blinking. 
 
    She couldn’t let Ava know she was afraid. 
 
    “Ava,” Castelle murmured. “It’s you, isn’t it?”  
 
    Ava huffed, slumping Eos’ shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I know why you have to ask,” Ava said. 
 
    Castelle didn’t know whether it was better or worse that Ava knew she wasn’t in her body, that the time she now pretended to live in wasn’t hers. If the body wasn’t hers, its bones could be broken without consequence. If she was in control, she could take Eos and run across the country, across its borders, into the unknown. 
 
    And all while Castelle was sleeping. 
 
    “What do you want?” Castelle asked. 
 
    She took a deep breath, steadying herself. She’d overcome worse. She’d seen Eos with the wound of a timeless blade pushed through her chest, bleeding out into the brackish water. She had to remember that some part of Ava had wanted to save Eos at the cost of her own confines. 
 
    “What do I want?” Ava asked. “What makes you think I want anything?” 
 
    Without taking her eyes off Eos, off Ava, Castelle reached across the piles of blankets. She gathered her coat, her gloves, her boots. She needed Ava to listen to her, needed to listen to Ava, and she couldn’t do that if Layla and Tanen awoke. 
 
    “You’ve possessed Eos,” Castelle said slowly, pulling her clothes on. “You’re using her body. There must be something you want.” 
 
    “Eos? That’s her name, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is,” Castelle said, getting to her feet. “You didn’t know? You’ve been with us for a long time. Seven months, almost.”  
 
    Ava watched Castelle rise. 
 
    “Brackish was with you for all that time. Not me,” she said. 
 
    Castelle moved to the door without a word. She opened it an inch, and the howling wind gasped at the door, snowflakes drifting in. Ava held Castelle’s gaze with eyes that were close to glinting. She pushed herself up with a hand, unsteady not because she was in a strange body, but because she was in a body at all. 
 
    Castelle held the door open. Ava headed out into the darkness before dawn. Castelle slipped out after her, coat buttoned up but doing nothing to banish the cold, heart hammering in her chest. The wind and snow didn’t touch Ava. She wore only the thick tunic Eos’ mothers had given her, one that had gone unworn for more than a decade, without a glove or scarf in sight. 
 
    Retaining control of a body of flesh and blood took all of her concentration. The elements had yet to touch the nerves Ava wasn’t tuned into. 
 
    “Is there a difference between you and Brackish?” Castelle asked, speaking over the shift and crunch of snow beneath their boots.  
 
    “Of course. I am Ava; Brackish is the sword. The vessel, the container, whatever you wish to call it. Brackish is the thing that imprisoned me, that held me. But after centuries, the lines blur. It is easy to forget who you are when you burn with anger, and all you have to focus on is cold steel. There is not as much of a distinction between Brackish and me as there once was, but we are two. 
 
    “Yet now that we are apart, it feels as though we were one and the same.” 
 
    Castelle nodded without understanding and said, “Then you really didn’t know Eos? You didn’t know who I was?”  
 
    “There were shapes. Warmth. Brackish had been in a box for so very long that it did not matter who was around me; only how we could use them.” 
 
    That much rang true. When Castelle left Laister, she’d taken in so much of the world around her, processing it as dark shapes and slants of light. The rest of the archipelago was so alien from the deep forest and its dogs that Castelle presumed to understand the world by knowing what it wasn’t. 
 
    “Then who chose to save Eos? Was it you or Brackish?”  
 
    “It was us,” Ava said, without hesitation. “Eos was worth saving. She understood what we needed. She could see the real shape of my spirit, of the other spirits. She was one of us. She understood, and so Brackish and I healed her. Had Brackish not been a sword, it would’ve been less of a mess.” 
 
    “And you were shattered because of it,” Castelle murmured. 
 
    “That is when the real trouble started. Spirits are bound to the earth, spirits entangle with each other, with metal and wood, when there is nothing else to cling to. But I was in the sword, I was in Brackish, yet I was in this Yrician girl’s chest. I was stretched beyond the confines of the mind I had left, but it gave me space to think.” 
 
    The settlement was far behind them, mountains lost to the darkness. If they walked far enough through the cold, Ava’s steps still unsteady and misplaced, gait too wide, Eos might have the chance to regain control. 
 
    But the more Ava said, the slower Castelle’s pace became. She wanted to hear everything she had to say, and what the journey meant to the woman whose name had been desecrated by Castelle’s ancestors. 
 
    “Thank you for doing that. For saving her,” Castelle said. “If you hadn’t, she would’ve—” 
 
    “Do not thank me, Greyser girl. She was injured helping me, and I have always been the sort of fool to help others. And Eos, she was different. Is different. She is closer to the surface than most.” 
 
    Castelle bit the inside of her cheek. Bringing up that she was no longer the Greyser girl would only soothe her own wounds. 
 
    “Helping others doesn’t make you a fool,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Does it not?” Ava asked, holding out her arms. “I have been dead these last centuries because of it. I have been in a sword, in a box, in a body that is not mine. I have had my name twisted, used against the people I wished to live amongst, and I have had what I became in death turned into decoration, threat implicit as it hung from some false-Greyser’s hip.” 
 
    Ava had brought Brackish’s anger into Eos’ body. 
 
    “We had that sword melted down. My cousin and I. We had the jewels distributed through the temples of Yarrin to help repair and rebuild, to help those who were struggling. Trust me. I hated the sight of the garish thing as much as you did,” Castelle said. 
 
    Ava narrowed her gaze.  
 
    It was dizzying how unlike themselves someone could become when their face took on new shapes, furled into expressions that weren’t their own. Castelle stared at Eos’ face but could not convince herself it had ever belonged to anyone but Ava. The skin and bones were Eos’; all else was not. 
 
    “I’ll take that as truth, for now,” Ava said. “I called you Elise, didn’t I? Back when I first had a control close to clarity in this form. There are obvious reasons for it. No one’s hair was ever as red as hers, and the centuries have yet to wash that from her bloodline. Your eyes, the shape of your jaw; I suppose you might look like her. I suppose you might not. It has been so very long since I last laid eyes on her, and I remember her actions better than anything else.”  
 
    “I think I look like her,” Castelle said, pulling her coat tight around herself. “There was a portrait of her hung in the castle’s grand entrance hall. I expect it was burnt to cinders, frame and all, but it’s only been fifteen years since I last saw it. Nowhere close to centuries. My mother, Queen Marcella, would beam with pride whenever it occurred to her to compare me to the first Greyser Queen, which was often. Part of me thinks she was disappointed my older sister inherited our father’s darker hair. 
 
    “But my mother would place a hand on my shoulder and tell me that while I might not rule, the Greyser blood was stronger in me than any other of my generation. I would continue the Greyser lineage, and we would be all the stronger for it. 
 
    “I had two sisters, and she never said anything of the sort to them. There must be some truth in it. I am sorry for that, Ava. I am sorry to remind you of someone so awful.”  
 
    Ava’s mouth slanted downwards, forming a frown out of sorts with the glint in her eyes. 
 
    “Do not apologise for the way you look, girl. The outside is only a façade. With a strong enough will, it warps itself to match the truth of us, but it is only flesh and blood. It is what we are, not who. Look at me,” Ava said, lifting her chin. “I never looked like this in life. I was not Yrician. My eyes were… they were… I do not recall, but they were not black. My skin was—darker, darker perhaps, and…”  
 
    Ava was in a flesh body and could suffer headaches, now. She pressed her fingers to her forehead and drew in a deep breath that caught in her lungs, making her cough. 
 
    “Elise always spoke sweetly. I was blind to the intentions behind those words. I made myself blind, wanting to ignore what lingered, and…” Ava paused, shaking her head. “You speak softly. It is not the same, not the same at all.”  
 
    Daring to reach out, to touch someone that was made of Eos but wasn’t her, Castelle took hold of Ava’s elbow. She pulled her out of the thoughts she could not yet reach, and Ava regarded her not with trust, but interest. 
 
    “What will you do now? Now that you have control of Eos’ body? Is it revenge you want? Justice? Do you wish to return home, or will—will you stay here in this form?” Castelle asked. 
 
    Ava pulled her arm from Castelle’s grasp but didn’t step back. 
 
    “Revenge? Elise has been dead for hundreds of years. The monarchy stands before me in its entirety. What good is revenge to me? I could keep this body. I suppose it is fit for purpose. I could reacquaint myself with the world, and live the life that was stolen from me. I could get used to its strangeness, in time. I could grow accustomed to the scars across its – my – face. I could see what became of Nor and Fenroe both, and I could forget my time in a sword, as a sword in a box, but—” 
 
    Ava stepped back, staring at Eos’ hands. Castelle held her breath, but no fear swirled within her. Ava’s words were dry, not callous, and who she’d been had never left her. 
 
    “But it is not my body. It would not be right. It would be so much worse than theft. The Yricians have suffered enough. They’ve lost enough, at the hands of my family, the nobility, the monarchy,” Ava said, curling Eos’ hands into fists. “Eos has been kind to me. She has let me see what I need to. She has let me understand the passage of time and all it has wrought. She was the only one who could resist me, who could keep the spirits back, but once that was lost to her, I took advantage of that common weakness. 
 
    “Well. Brackish did, more than me. But I am Brackish, and Brackish is me. I should not shirk responsibility. Yet Eos is kind. She could force me out, if she wished to. She could struggle, she could fight, yet here I am. From Sertal to Fenroe to the mountains, I am here because of her.” 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes, letting relief reach her through the bitter air. Ava hadn’t left behind a life of wealth and privilege and travelled to a distant land, only to carve her way into a body that wasn’t hers. She hadn’t wished to live amongst the Fenronians, to learn their way of life and work with them, only to steal the shape of another. 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you, I…” Castelle murmured. 
 
    “I told you not to thank me,” Ava said. 
 
    The wind lost its momentum and fell beneath the horizon. Castelle’s jaw trembled. She didn’t have to protect Eos, didn’t have to save her. She only needed to trust that Eos knew what she was doing in opening herself to Ava. 
 
    “There’s Tanen too, isn’t there? They can resist the spirits as well, because—because they died and saw the Embracer.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Ava said. “I liked them. That was all. Though I suppose they aren’t best pleased with me now, are they?”  
 
    On the snowy plains of Nor, in the shadow of the mountains the Yricians made their homes beneath, Castelle stood before the ancient spirit possessing her girlfriend and laughed. 
 
    She took Ava’s hand and said, “Come back to the yurts. You – and Eos – will be freezing, once you remember what having a body feels like.”  
 
    Ava glanced down at herself, at the thin cotton undershirt beneath the tunic, and said, “Were you trying to freeze me out? Very clever.”  
 
    “I was protecting Eos,” Castelle said. 
 
    “And now you’re helping me? Is that it?”  
 
    “Eos is helping you. I’m doing nothing, compared to her,” Castelle said, pulling Ava along. “You say you aren’t going to hurt her, that you aren’t going to steal her, and so—so I’ll trust you. If that’s what it takes, that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
    “You are interesting, aren’t you? You have so few reasons to trust anyone, but the truth adheres itself to you. You’ve been free from your family, from that decrepit temple, for as long as I have been free of my box. Hardly long at all. Yet you have disregarded what they taught you, what the Greyser bloodline has meant for so long, like dust blown from a sill. You have left behind your archipelago, the land you were destined to remain upon, lest you turn to ash, and for what reason? To bring me home? I have caused so much trouble for you, as Brackish. I fear I will cause more trouble yet.”  
 
    She had heard as much from Eos and Layla, yet to hear it from Ava, from the only true Greyser, sent a chill through Castelle’s chest that only the sword Ava would one day become could ever echo. 
 
    Castelle gripped the front of her coat, forcing the piercing sensation back. 
 
    “The truth is the truth. It finds its own way out,” Castelle muttered. “What is so interesting about it? About me?”  
 
    “More than I first imagined. Do you not remember what happened when I first learnt the truth of my family? Of my people, and how those less fortunate were treated? Lies swarm like flies, but the truth is not a corpse. Lies cannot feast upon it, cannot sustain themselves, and it walks free of the buzzing cloud. I realised I was not a corpse – not yet – and left my homeland behind. I left all that was promised, all that would be mine, and I crossed the ocean to set foot on a foreign land.” 
 
    Ava clasped Castelle’s hands. She squeezed them tightly, and for the first time in her life that mattered, Castelle thought there would be no shame in being a Greyser, had the name come from Ava. 
 
    Not daring to look back, she led Ava across the gentle, snowy plains. The sheep huddled together, blending into their surroundings. From that very spot, Castelle could see the moon between two sloping mountain peaks. 
 
    Years ago, she couldn’t have imagined such a thing. There was no monument greater than Stalf, and mountains were but distant hills, laid upon lands that did not matter. No book could’ve brought it to life, no bard’s tale, yet there she stood, humble in the presence of the mountains’ ancient wisdom. 
 
    It was only a fact of her life now. This what freedom brought her; not what she was owed, but what she’d earnt for herself. 
 
    “… Castelle?” Eos asked. 
 
    And it was Eos. Her voice was so clear, accent rich, that Castelle did not doubt it was her for a heartbeat. She heard Eos’ voice and forgot Ava had ever possessed her, making strange shapes of her words.  
 
    “Eos!” Castelle said, tugging her along. “Oh, Eos, you’re back. Come, come. It’s freezing out here, and—” 
 
    “What has happened? Why are we out here?” Eos asked, picking up her pace as the wind hit her. 
 
    “It was Ava. She wanted to talk, or—or you wanted her to see the world for what it was, maybe,” Castelle said, weaving between the yurts. “She isn’t hostile, Eos. She isn’t trying to steal you or hurt us.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Eos said. She stepped into the yurt she’d made with her mother earlier in the day, shivering. “I am allowing her to be here. Ava has been hurt as deeply as any of us have, if not more so, and… and…”  
 
    Her words trailed off. Castelle closed the door, blocking out the wind. Eos stared at her hands, ensuring they were hers to control, and blinked as she succumbed to the missing time. 
 
    “This is how we help her. All she needed to realise was that she was a person again, not a sword, and… and…” 
 
    The excitement was knocked from Castelle’s voice as Eos brought her hands to her face, checking her scars were still there. Castelle closed the gap between them and threw her arms around Eos. 
 
    Everything she’d learnt was gone. Everything she’d glimpsed from Ava, the distant life she’d been let into, faded to nothing. Fear twisted her gut, and she clung to Eos as though she was the only thing binding her to the earth. 
 
    “Castelle?” Eos asked softly. “What is it?”  
 
    “It was fascinating. Talking with Ava, it was—it was incredible. Everything about her is so different, so certain, though she has become nothing but uncertainty. It didn’t take me long to forget that she was possessing you, Eos. I was staring at your face, only it wasn’t you. It was Ava, and if she wanted to, she could stay in control. Maybe not forever, but for too long. I trust her, I really do, but I thought you were gone.”  
 
    “I was not gone,” Eos said, wrapping her arms tightly around Castelle’s waist. “I would not leave you, Castelle.”  
 
    “But you were gone,” Castelle said, shaking more now that she was in Eos’ arms. “I cannot explain how it feels to look into your eyes and know you aren’t looking back at me.” 
 
    “I trust Ava,” was all Eos could murmur. 
 
    “I trust her, too. But she’s dead. She’s a spirit, and she doesn’t understand herself. Not fully. She doesn’t remember all that she was. She doesn’t even remember what she looked like. It is a privilege to speak with her, and I know she’s a victim in all of this, but… What if she needs to use your body for hours? Days? Weeks? You will be gone for all that time, and I won’t know when you’re coming back…” 
 
    Gently lowering Castelle to the bed that had been set out of them, Eos wrapped the blankets around them both.  
 
    “We will find her peace before that happens. She will find rest before I am lost to you. I want to do this for her, Castelle,” Eos said, placing a hand on her cheek. 
 
    “I know. I know you do. Gods, you’re so good. Who else would let a spirit possess them?” Castelle said, laughing away the tears in her eyes. “But I’m afraid. It’s selfish, but I’m afraid.” 
 
    Pressing her forehead to Castelle’s, Eos said, “I am, too. But there is so much to be afraid of, and I am choosing this fear for myself. I am not letting it fall upon me. I am not letting it take all I am. I have lived so much of my life at the mercy of fear, and it has stopped me from moving forward. It stopped me from saying goodbye to Rhett, from finding him peace. It stopped me returning home, until I met you. 
 
    “I do not want you to be scared of losing me, Castelle. I will do whatever it takes to put you at ease.” 
 
    “Anything?” Castelle asked, eyes darting off to the side. 
 
    “Anything at all,” Eos said, fist beneath her chin to catch her gaze. 
 
    “Alright,” Castelle said. She swallowed the lump in her throat, knowing what she had to do. “In the morning, we’re going to your mothers. We’re telling them what’s happening. All of it.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Five 
 
      
 
    Shortly after dawn, Anja invited them to breakfast. Castelle leapt at the chance to speak with Eos’ mothers and tore out of bed, dressing before the events of last night washed over her. Eos was Eos, that much was evident. There was no need to look her in the eyes, no need to search for the spark Ava had become. 
 
    Hasa had breakfast waiting for them, and Castelle and Eos weren’t the only ones they’d summoned. Anja led Tanen and Layla into the yurt, and Eos’ shoulders slumped in relief. 
 
    It was an impossible topic to broach. Castelle wouldn’t push. Eos had said she’d tell her mothers, and Castelle took her word, hoping breakfast would instil her with the bravery she needed to speak of near-death and possession. 
 
    “We still have these,” Hasa said brightly, pulling a stack of canvases from a low cupboard. “I doubt Eos has shown you any of her work, has she? She’s always been far too modest for her own good.” 
 
    Castelle put down the bright breakfast bowls and reached for the pile of paintings. Tanen shuffled over, leaning against Castelle as she pored over the pieces. 
 
    “Eos!” Castelle exclaimed. “Why didn’t you show me these sooner?”  
 
    Eos shrugged and kept her attention on her bowl of rice. 
 
    The subjects of the paintings were broad but intrinsically linked by the hand that had given them life. There were mountains, seen from a great distance, and there were the sheep, inches from the viewer. There a river flowed while someone perched along a far-off bend, washing the smudged shape of their clothes. There Rhett sat, barely more than a teen, twisting strands of wool around thick twigs for storage. 
 
    None of the colours matched the world around them. None of them were right, but they were. The orange and blues and purples did not exist atop one another in nature, with such vibrancy, but they spoke of more life than the mere facts that met the eye could. 
 
    “These are amazing! I can’t believe you made these,” Castelle said, pressing her fingers to the rise and fall of the paint. 
 
    Eos shrugged. 
 
    Tanen reached over to smack her around the back of the head. 
 
    “Don’t be so modest! These rule,” Tanen said, holding out a painting of the clouds above golden yurts. “Right, Layla?”  
 
    “They are beautiful, but you’ve seen dozens of Eos’ paintings. Svir’s house is adorned with them, and there are plenty in the temple.” 
 
    Castelle smiled to herself. If only she’d had the chance to focus on anything but being kidnapped and sold while in Svir’s house. She’d have to visit Svir and take in all the works lining the great house. 
 
    “Yeah. Well! They don’t stop being impressive. Each one is unique, yeah? Gotta take ‘em for what they are, not based on what you’ve already seen. Past paintings ain’t an indicator of future paintings, right?” 
 
    “I’m certain that makes sense to someone here,” Layla said, grinning. 
 
    Ignoring the flurry of Fenronian, Anja said, “Some of these were made fifteen, even twenty years ago. I cannot imagine how much you have improved since, Eos.” 
 
    Eos shrugged. 
 
    “I have not had as much time for painting as I would like,” she said. 
 
    “This recent snowfall is as inspiring as anything will be,” Hasa chimed in. “We still have plenty of your old paints.” 
 
    Anja’s gaze drifted to the cabinet Hasa had taken the paintings from. Castelle tried to see what she saw, and her chest tightened with something that was not quite sorrow but could not be severed from it. 
 
    The cabinet was full of Eos and Rhett’s things, kept there for safe-keeping. How long had their belongings sat idle before news of what had happened to Rhett and Eos at the hands of the King reached them? How often had they taken those things out and turned them over and over, having no other connection to their children? Often, Castelle expected. Whenever grief overcame them, which could not have been less than daily. 
 
    They had spent years poring over those things, paintings, belongings, clothes that would not fit the twins, even if they did come home; and then they did not. Castelle saw in Anja’s eyes that neither of them had opened that door to the past in a long, long time. In years, perhaps. And it was not that they had given up on their children, but simply the cruel reality that life trundled along, taking them with it. 
 
    “There are other things we must still attend to,” Eos said, finally done with breakfast. “But I would like to paint again.”  
 
    “The snow won’t be here forever,” Anja said, brow raised. 
 
    She cared more for other things than art. Her daughter had been missing for twelve years. Anja wasn’t going to let Eos keep secrets from her without a fight. Eos shuffled, crossing her legs then moving to her knees. She reached for a fruit she had no appetite for. 
 
    “We don’t expect you to stay forever,” Hasa said, swooping in. “It isn’t in our blood. We could never ask you to put down roots. And you’re an adult, Eos. Gods, you’re thirty-six! 
 
    “But you’ve been gone for so long. We know your journey is far from over, but we… we want to know that you’re safe. We want to know where you’re going, if only a general direction.”  
 
    Having nothing to contribute to a conversation in Norian, Tanen snatched the fruit from Eos’ hand, chomping loudly. 
 
    “I do not—I am not certain where I am going,” Eos said. 
 
    “There’s more to it than that,” Anja said. 
 
    Eos hummed. Castelle placed a hand on her shoulder, and Eos caught her gaze, dark eyes hazy. Castelle nodded slowly, moving her hand to Eos’ face. It would be alright. Her mothers would understand. Even if they couldn’t help, they’d understand. 
 
    “I believe there’s something we need to tell you,” Castelle said. 
 
    Anja and Hasa leant forward, waiting for Eos to speak. When she didn’t, they glanced at one another, eyes flashing and fixing on Castelle’s stomach. 
 
    “Oh,” Eos said, louder than anything she’d said before. “No. No, that is not—no. Gods. Mothers. It is not—no. No.” 
 
    Hasa chuckled under her breath. Anja shrugged, neither relieved nor disappointed. Castelle understood absolutely nothing until Layla whispered a translation in Tanen’s ear and they howled with laughter. 
 
    Face burning, Castelle blurted out, “Eos is possessed.” 
 
    Even Tanen knew to stop laughing. 
 
    Hasa and Anja stared at Eos, waiting for her to deny it. Castelle winced, knowing it wasn’t her place to bring it up, to put the words in the air between them. Yet without her, Eos might never have spoken. 
 
    “Eos is possessed,” Anja repeated. “By what? Her own hesitance?” 
 
    Frowning, Eos said, “By a spirit, mother.”  
 
    “By a spirit,” Hasa murmured. “That is… Oh, Eos. You don’t mean…?”  
 
    Eos shook her head, gripping the knees of her breeches. 
 
    “No. No. Not Rhett. He is… he is gone from this world. You know this,” Eos said, not daring to lift her gaze. “I am possessed by a spirit much older.” 
 
    Leaning across the table, Anja placed a hand on Eos’ face, thumb beneath her eye. She pulled down the lower lid to get a better look at her. 
 
    “You don’t look possessed,” Anja said. 
 
    Eos knocked her hand back. 
 
    “She is possessed by Brackish, the spirit—” Castelle began. 
 
    “The spirit-sword. We know what Brackish is,” Anja said, frowning. “I told you, Castelle. I did my reading. The Greysers insisted the Norians knew all about their haunted blade, and the Norians insisted we knew all they did. Is this true, Eos?” 
 
    “It is. But her name is Ava, not Brackish,” Eos said. 
 
    Anja leant back, close to Hasa’s side. They stared at Eos, at each other. Of all the ways they’d dreamt of their daughter returning home, imbued with a spirit wasn’t one of them. 
 
    Hasa got to her feet and circled the table. She knelt by Eos’ side and took her hands in her own. 
 
    “I think you’d better explain how this happened, dear,” Hasa said. 
 
    Swallowing the lump in her throat, Eos said, “Castelle was a Greyser, the Last Heir of—” 
 
    “Obviously,” Anja interjected. “And you took the spirit-sword when you rescued her, I suppose? Handy that they were able to take the spirit-sword from the castle with all the commotion in Fenrir during the uprising.” 
 
    Castelle kept her gaze on a painting. If she reached out and touched it, she’d feel the rough bark Eos had captured upon the canvas, so long ago. She couldn’t move a muscle.  
 
    Eos looked at her. Castelle said nothing. 
 
    Eos had stolen Castelle and Brackish, and the Lords had done the same. 
 
    The realisation crept down her spine. Her fingertips itched. 
 
    The Lords not only knew what and where the true Brackish was, but they’d had time to hunt it down while their ilk were being slaughtered. They’d had time to gather heirlooms, trinkets, the most valued of the Greyser jewels. 
 
    They’d known what was going to happen. They’d known, and they’d— 
 
    No, no. 
 
    This was about Eos, not what Castelle should’ve realised so long ago. 
 
    She focused on the end of Eos’ story. 
 
    “… I had only intended to send the sword to foreign shores, but the spirit reached out to me. To us. She needed help, and so we took her across the archipelago, where she needed to be. We saw much of the past through her, through other spirits, and pieced together what happened to her. But I was injured. Gravely. It would have been fatal, but… 
 
    “Spirits can heal, when they choose to. Castelle took Brackish and pushed her through my chest—” 
 
    “You put a sword through my daughter’s chest?” Anja demanded, pointing at Castelle across the table. 
 
    “Oh, stop it,” Hasa said, lowering Anja’s hand. “Our Eos is alive, is she not? Carry on with the story, dear.” 
 
    Eos’ story buzzed in Castelle’s ears. She’d heard it. Lived it. 
 
    Niamh’s mother had sided with the rebels. She’d betrayed her inner circle in exchange for the lives of her and her daughter, and she’d hoarded the remainder of their wealth to live out the last of her days. 
 
    Lords Damir and Ira repeated over and over that the Greysers were betrayed by those closest to them. 
 
    Eos trailed off, words lost to her. Castelle screwed her eyes shut, returning to the moment. 
 
    There was too much to tell, and Eos’ mothers were too eager for the truth. Cutting the story down to mere minutes took the heart from it, but Castelle covered Eos’ hand and continued where she could not.  
 
    “It’ll take a lifetime to explain what truly happened,” Castelle said, surprised by the clarity of her words. The distraction of Ava’s ghost pulled Castelle back to the moment. “When Eos went to Rhett, when she helped free him, Brackish – Ava – severed herself from Eos and the shattered sword. With Rhett returned to the Embracer, Ava possessed Eos. 
 
    “She isn’t vicious. She isn’t a malignant spirit, I promise you that. All she wants is to help. She wants to be free, like Rhett, but…” 
 
    “But?” Anja asked. 
 
    “But it’s a unique situation. A terrifying one. And you’re Eos’ mothers, so I thought you had a right to know.” 
 
    “That we do,” Anja said with a curt nod. “But this isn’t a story you can skim over. We need to know everything.” 
 
    Eos said nothing. Having committed herself to the truth, Castelle started from the very beginning. Layla stopped pretending to lose herself in the paintings. She added what she could to the story, from months she’d travelled with them and the truths Castelle had confided in her. 
 
    It took hours. The story looped around, collapsing on itself as they realised they’d missed a tiny detail that made all the difference. Anja didn’t take her eyes off Eos as Castelle and Layla spoke, but Hasa met their gazes, nodding encouragingly as they stumbled. 
 
    Tanen sprawled on the floor, eyelids heavy. They only moved when Layla shook their shoulders and had them fetch what remained of Brackish. The shattered sword sat on the table between them, lost amongst the clutter of breakfast things. 
 
    “Oh, my dearest,” Hasa said, stroking Eos’ hair. “You couldn’t have led a slightly less interesting life, could you?”  
 
    “I am sorry if I have worried you,” Eos said, leaning against her mother. “I hope you do not think less of me, or that this has changed me.” 
 
    “Hush. You are you, and that’s all you’ve ever needed to be,” Hasa said, kissing her temple. 
 
    “A little too generous, if anything,” Anja said, getting to her feet with the sole purpose of pacing. 
 
    Tanen, strewn across the floor, was no obstacle.  
 
    “And what is your plan now?” Anja asked. 
 
    “That is up to Ava,” Eos said. “We have been following her guidance for some time now.” 
 
    “I want to talk to her. Let her possess you.” 
 
    Eos’s brow creased in concentration. Castelle dug her fingers into the rug beneath her, but nothing followed. 
 
    Eos shook her head and said, “She does not wish to speak. Not now.” 
 
    Anja cleared her throat. Hasa’s face paled. 
 
    “There must be guidance to be found,” Anja said. “The gods must know what to make of this.” 
 
    “That’s what we were hoping,” Layla chimed in. “Or rather, what I was hoping. Ava died in Fenroe, but she was born in Nor. Eos is from these lands. I had hoped the temples here might offer a guiding light, that the priests might know what to make of a spirit possessing a body, but those hopes were crushed the moment I set foot in a temple. They’re frightful things. Almost blasphemous. They aren’t serving the people, and they certainly aren’t serving the gods.” 
 
    Hasa and Anja hummed in agreement, truth worn into their bones. 
 
    “Once this is over, I want nothing more than to set things right. To bring the gods together under one roof, to see that the temples shelter, educate, and heal.” 
 
    Anja raised a brow. 
 
    “An ambitious task,” she said. 
 
    “And one that’s likely beyond the scope of my lifetime. Yet look how much has changed in six short years, since the war ended. The priests want to do better.”  
 
    “Do they?” 
 
    “Yes—yes, of course. They were drawn to the gods for a reason, weren’t they?” 
 
    “Were they?” 
 
    Glancing at Hasa for help and getting a sympathetic smile, Layla said, “I’m sorry. I’m not certain I follow.” 
 
    “How do you know what the Norian priests want? How do you know why they do what they do?”  
 
    Layla shuffled on the spot. Castelle didn’t say a word. The subject had shifted from the spirit in Eos’ veins, to the benefit of everyone in the yurt. 
 
    “Well, it’s obvious,” Layla argued. 
 
    “That’s it? It’s obvious?” Anja asked. “How long has it been since you reached Norian shores?” 
 
    “A little short of a month.” 
 
    “After less than a month, you presume to know what’s best for the Norians, what they truly want, and why they act as they do. Careful, Layla. You may have changed your name, but you still belong to the branching Greyser family tree.” 
 
    Layla pressed her palms to the table, leaning forward to defend herself. 
 
    “Pardon? I have spent my life, my entire life, doing what I can to hold my family accountable for their actions and ensure I do not repeat them,” Layla said, voice hard. “My actions are my own. Not my mothers’, not my aunt’s, not my ancestors’. I am trying to help people.” 
 
    “Indeed. And when the Greysers first took hold of Fenrir, they were only trying to help the common people. They knew what was best for them, which trade routes to implement, which alliances to strengthen, how much grain each farm should produce, and who those gains ought to go to,” Anja said. “Wrap it up as you wish, but you have plainly announced your intention to march into a foreign land and reform its religion to match your expectations.” 
 
    Layla opened her mouth but did not speak. It wasn’t often she was at a loss for words; it wasn’t easy to back her into a corner. 
 
    “Darling, perhaps now isn’t the time for this,” Hasa said. 
 
    Anja lifted a hand, silencing her, and stared at Layla, demanding a response. 
 
    “Layla only wants to help people,” Castelle said. “It’s all she’s ever wanted to do, all she’s dedicated her life to. She is no reflection of our family.”  
 
    “Please,” Anja scoffed. “You cannot help people by telling them what’s best for them. You cannot break their traditions apart, simply because you cannot imagine that they might benefit the native population.” 
 
    Castelle snapped her mouth shut, not wanting to make it worse for Layla. Tanen sat up, ears burning with the shape of an argument.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Layla said, finding her footing. “Eos told me what the Norians did to your people. How they broke your communities apart, how they destroyed your shrines, your traditions, and used their temples to re-educate you. Why are you defending them?”  
 
    “Oh, no. You don’t get to use a past you so poorly understand,” Anja said, elbow on the table as she leant closer to Layla. “There is much I know about your past, your family, how they have shaped Fenrir over the centuries, and how Fenrir has pressed down upon Nor, influencing it and being influenced in turn. I have spent years studying your history, recent and long-since passed. And all you have is word-of-mouth to use against me.  
 
    “I may live in a yurt, upon the land, but I am no less for not living in some sprawling city. The Norians did awful things to our people. Their temples cut deep, and we have yet to heal. But their temples have already changed more than you can dream. Progress happens as quickly as wounds can bear to close. 
 
    “Your intentions are good, Layla, but good intentions do not grant you permission to reshape a land you do not understand, a land you are not part of. Nor’s temples are not perfect, but neither are Fenrir’s.” 
 
    Layla, face flushed, had moved through indignation to frustration. 
 
    “Nor’s temples cannot be compared to Fenroe’s. Ours are there for no reason but to help people. The hungry, the homeless, the wounded, the scared, the haunted, the lost—all of them, without question. We have doctors, cooks, therapists, gardeners, cleaners, priests, all ready to go without sleep to help a stranger. We put ourselves in harm’s way over and over, we help those we rather wouldn’t, and the temples here—the temples are closed, come evening! The priests were confused when we wanted to linger once one of their speeches were done.” 
 
    Anja pinched the bridge of her nose.  
 
    “I am not slandering you. I am not suggesting you are not noble in your cause, or that Fenrira temples do not help hundreds, thousands. I wish to the gods that the temples across Nor were half as selfless. But you are not doing the work of the gods, Layla. You do the work of people, as people, for people. 
 
    “The gods are an afterthought. There is nothing of the spiritual present, and you go about your days as though prayers are more than thoughts that rattle around the inside of your head and set your intentions straight. I have read your scripture. It is a list of instructions for treating people kindly. Admirable, but empty.” 
 
    Layla had argued her worth countless times over the years and was too fascinated by the truth behind the debate to take things personally. Anja’s words no longer stung, but Layla’s voice rose. 
 
    “And what is that supposed to mean? What have we forgotten? What are we missing?” 
 
    Rising to the challenge and her feet, Anja towered over them and pointed at Eos. 
 
    “The spirits! You all speak as though Brackish, Ava, is the only spirit amongst you. As though the spirits belong to the dead, are the dead, as though they are something we cannot possibly comprehend,” Anja said. “We are all only spirits, Layla. Whether we are bound to the steel of a blade, the earth itself, or flesh and bones—it doesn’t matter. We are spirits, all of us, but we forget this so easily. Before we walk these lands, we are with the Creator. After, we return to the Embracer. While we live and breathe, we are with the Preserver; it is no different. Everything is fleeting, except for our spirits. They are what we must nurture, what we must use to connect with our gods.” 
 
    Castelle had sat still, hoping not to be noticed. Desperate not to be roped into a conversation beyond her understanding. But when Anja spoke of spirits, Castelle found she could not move, for the truth of it sunk into her bones; it was obvious, so overwhelming but understated, that she felt something other than her heart twist in her chest. 
 
    “I—well. Well, then,” Layla said. “So, what are you saying? That we are only spirits, our bodies a mere shell?” 
 
    “You are choosing not to listen. We are our bodies as much as we are our spirits. While we live here, there is no distinguishing between the two. Much can be changed, by and because of our spirits. Transitions are possible, eyes can gleam brighter, and our bodies are what they are. They are with us the entirety of our lives, and we must learn to live with them. To accept them. We are our bodies, and we are our spirits, but one day we will only be our spirits. 
 
    “There is not as much difference between Brackish and us as you have let yourselves believe.” 
 
    Layla’s shoulders slumped. There was no fire in Anja’s eyes, no anger. Layla opened her mouth twice without speaking, and both times she drew back in contemplation, determined to reassess her life, as she had so many times before. Anja sat down, giving her time to think. 
 
    “It all seems so clear now,” Layla murmured, hands on her forehead. “Marching into a foreign land and assuming I knew best for the people I had scarcely spoken to. What was I thinking? The worst of it is that my mothers would be proud.”  
 
    Reaching across the table, Anja gripped her shoulder. 
 
    “You needed a nudge on the right path. That’s all,” she said. “It takes a lot to hear you’re wrong. You have escaped the poison in your family’s blood.”  
 
    Forcing a smile, Layla said, “What you said about the spirits, it’s—gods. That’s how we’re going to help Eos and Ava, isn’t it?” 
 
    Helping Hasa up, Anja said, “It is. It’s time we returned to Araz-Ek.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Six 
 
      
 
    The path to Araz-Ek was not short but didn’t demand more than an armful of supplies. Hasa let the neighbours know where they were headed, and everyone spoke of Araz-Ek with such solemnity and reverence that Castelle didn’t dare ask what or where it was.  
 
    They set out through the snow once the breakfast conversation settled in their guts. Eos found a wooden staff amongst her mothers’ things for Castelle to take. She thanked Eos with a smile, and as she headed past the huddled sheep, Castelle accepted that the wounds along her leg weren’t as old as she’d like them to be. 
 
    In a year, she might not feel the bear-trap-shaped sting around her bones; in five years, only faint bumps on her leg might remain. Or the scars would never fade, and the cold would never stop igniting the memory of metal splintering bone. 
 
    Only time would tell. 
 
    Castelle leant heavily on the staff. Her late-night excursion with Ava had left its fingerprints on her. Neither Hasa nor Anja asked what was wrong. They slowed their pace to match hers, and together they marched along the foot of the mountains, far colder for being in their shadow. 
 
    Layla explained the morning’s argument at Tanen’s behest. She told them about the spirits of the living and the spirits of the dead, and how the Yrician believed there was no worthwhile distinction between them.  
 
    Tanen nodded and said, “Yeah, uh-huh, seems kinda obvious, right?” 
 
    Castelle took in Layla’s words, trying to relive what had washed over her when Anja brought light to the stark truth of spirits. She focused on the air in her lungs, the blood in her veins, the thoughts in her mind, and did what she could to carve out a place for her spirit; a crack in her bones, or an inch between the soft tissue of her organs. 
 
    There was no such place, and she knew it. A spirit could not be made to choose between her head and heart, the rest of the pulp that made her up. Her spirit was there, it was all that would remain if she died, if she was slaughtered, if her skin rotted, her bones decomposed, her blood evaporated; it was light, and it would release itself into the air, free of physical confines. 
 
    Her spirit was far from dormant. It had to be ready to stir at any time, should the worst happen. Should sickness claim her, should the ground shift beneath her feet and throw her against some rock, should an assassin with nothing better to do track her down, after so long. 
 
    Her fingers itched. Her throat was dry. 
 
    Castelle looked to Eos but could not meet her eye. She turned away, gaze fixed on the path, on the surrender of snow each time her staff found purchase.  
 
    Eos had not changed, not in Castelle’s eyes, but she saw her clearly. Eos was not a body possessed by a spirit, by death turned to blue-white light. She was a body that had always hosted a spirit, now lumbered with one extra. How long would it take for Ava’s spirit to become Eos’, too? How long did she have to linger in her bones, her blood, her thoughts and fears, for her spirit to forget the feel of metal and stop longing for freedom? 
 
    Eos wasn’t safe, not like that. Her spirit coiled tight within her, ready to flee the moment the whims of the world dictated it, and Ava’s spirit pulled her taut, turning her to a beacon for the gods. 
 
    Eos wasn’t safe. 
 
    Ava wasn’t their enemy, but Eos wasn’t safe. Not so long as another spirit resided within her, not so long as she lived. 
 
    With a yelp, Castelle slipped on a buried rock. 
 
    Eos caught her elbow. Tanen and Layla glanced back and smiled to find her still standing.  
 
    “The road to Araz-Ek is not so long as my mothers have made it out to be,” Eos said, reassuring her of the wrong thing. “There is more respect than distance between Araz-Ek and us.” 
 
    To Castelle, every strange shape on the horizon was Araz-Ek. Everything her eyes could not immediately place was Araz-Ek, poised to tear the wrong spirit from Eos. 
 
    What would she possess, then? The staff in Castelle’s hand? The ground itself? Would enough hurt still burn within her to hold onto the earth? 
 
    Castelle grit her teeth together. Her mind was racing ahead, fears getting the better of her. Eos had always had a spirit of her own, and for all she’d been through, Eos had always survived. 
 
    “Castelle? What is it? Do you need to stop?” Eos asked. 
 
    Shaking her head, Castelle said, “It’s embarrassing. Svir spoke of Araz-Ek, I have heard countless people reference it, but I still don’t know where it is. What it is. I’m half-convinced it’s too late to ask, that my ignorance will drive us away from our destination.”  
 
    “You do not need to be embarrassed. I doubt they cared to teach you of Yrician heritage in the castle or the temple.” 
 
    Castelle’s mouth quirked at the corner. Six months. Seven, now. It wasn’t long enough to know everything about the world around her. 
 
    “You always make the best points,” Castelle said, wrapping an arm around Eos’. 
 
    Eos was Eos. Ava was only residing in her, keeping her safe. This would be over soon, and Castelle would not suffer her skin crawling each time she thought of the spirit lurking within herself, within others. It had always been there, and learning about it did not mean blue-white light would begin to seep through her skin.  
 
    “We never had temples, as such. The Yrician settlements themselves function as Fenronian temples do. If someone needs food, shelter, healing, anything, it is given without question,” Eos explained. “But we did build shrines, when we moved on from one part of the land. We left inscriptions upon the stones, forever connecting us to the land and the sky above, and all else the gods placed upon the earth. Other Yricians would visit and understand that our living spirits were already in the soil. That the land was already their home. 
 
    “When I was young, no older than eight or nine, the Norians began destroying these shrines. They did not give us a reason why. They made a sport of shattering them from horseback with a mace. Little of our religion survived the civil war that was not ours; only Araz-Ek. 
 
    “Some say it is the first shrine the Yricians left behind. Others say it is simply the oldest that remains, elevated in importance for its solitary nature. Araz-Ek was not a shrine in the grasslands, along the edge of a forest, or by a river. It is within the mountains themselves and still stands because of it. 
 
    “Try as they might, the Norians could not topple a mountain.” 
 
    Castelle turned her attention to the mountains looming over them, already ubiquitous with the horizon. She stopped searching for strange shapes ahead and instead looked for an entrance, a doorway carved into the foot of the mountains, columns cut from the great stone of them, designed to hold up an ancient titan. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll find help there? Is that how it works?” Castelle asked. There was only snow and ice protruding from the mountainside. “Are there priests in Araz-Ek?” 
 
    “There are not. The shrine cares for itself. And there will be no answers for us there, Castelle. No magic. But it is a space for us to stop, for us to think. To focus on what matters. I believe that is what Ava needs. She needs to see the world for what it has become, not for all the awful things she left behind.”  
 
    Ahead, Tanen had broken away from Layla. They walked between Hasa and Anja, engaging in stilted conversation. From Hasa’s smile, Tanen’s tentative attempts at Y’vish didn’t go unappreciated. 
 
    Anja pointed to the world around them, teaching Tanen the shape of things in Y’vish. 
 
    “Whatever it takes,” Castelle said, continuing on. 
 
    When night fell, Hasa and Anja set up tents within minutes. They ate heartily, and Tanen played with the shattered Brackish as they all wound down to sleep. Talk of spirits weighed heavily on them all, and with little said as the wind rippled the walls of the tent, Castelle fell into a deep sleep curled up next to Eos. 
 
    Her dreams were dark and dank, but did not come to her as dreams at all. They pressed behind her eyes as memories she’d shed, as a truth she’d denied for a decade and a half. In her dreams, her siblings were dead on the floor, and the sour blood covered the gleaming white tiles, until they rested upon soil and loam. 
 
    Holes were dug, their mangled corpses were thrown in. Still Castelle watched, silent and safe behind the cabinet. The dirt was kicked atop them, and their gravediggers spat onto the turned earth before leaving. Crouched there, alone in the woods behind Torshval, Castelle found herself with no place to hide. The trees would not shelter her. They’d tear their roots out if it meant getting away from her. 
 
    But there was nowhere she could run. In the distance, Torshval was burning, fires spreading along the archipelago. There was nowhere she could run, and the earth began to glow with a faint blue-white light. 
 
    Their bodies! Their spirits! The blows had been so quick, so sudden, that their spirits had not known their bodies were to become part of the mulch of the earth. They had not expected to die, and their spirits hadn’t escaped their bodies. 
 
    Of course! Of course! That was why the castle was not haunted, why her siblings’ spirits had not upturned Torshval and torn apart the smouldering ruins of their home. That was why the rebels had got away with what they’d done, why her siblings had never avenged themselves. 
 
    Their spirits hadn’t escaped. They were trapped in the ground, in decaying flesh, and could neither linger nor return to the Embracer. 
 
    Castelle fell upon the mass grave and clawed at the dirt, tearing through the earth. She had to get them out, had to free them. Their spirits were trapped in bodies that no longer breathed, and they would never know peace, never, never, never! 
 
    She awoke to Eos holding her tightly, whispering that she was safe, she was safe. 
 
    Castelle held her breath. She refused to blink. The wind howled, the air was colder than it’d ever been on Fenroe, and there was no dirt caught beneath her nails.  
 
    She clung to Eos, telling herself her siblings’ spirits had escaped.  
 
    Edward had been tortured for too long not to realise he was going to die. 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes, but sleep would not approach. 
 
    Come morning, as they continued onto Araz-Ek, Castelle walked by Layla’s side. 
 
    “I never said I was sorry, did I? For what happened to your mothers,” Castelle said. 
 
    “Why would you?” Layla asked, reflexively forcing her shoulders down. 
 
    “Because they were murdered. I never told you that I was sorry for your loss. Things happened so quickly, and we were both made to accept it as it unfolded, and… and I never said how sad I was for you, did I?” 
 
    Huffing, Layla said, “My mothers were terrible women. You know that, Cas. They were every bit as culpable as your parents were.” 
 
    “Yes, but they were your mothers. They were always so kind to us as children, always so much fun to be around. They loved you, and despite all their lies, I’m sure you loved them, too. I’m sure it still hurts, even if you don’t want it to weigh upon you.” 
 
    Layla’s footsteps slowed. She chewed on her words, having resolved not to lie. 
 
    “It was a sad thing,” Layla said. “I miss them still. Not often, but at times, that loneliness, that void, gets the better of even me.” 
 
    “But their spirits are with the Embracer, now,” Castelle said. 
 
    “For whatever that’s worth. They had the decency not to linger, I suppose. But thank you for saying as much, Cas. You really are the only one who can understand.” 
 
    By noon, Araz-Ek was upon them. Castelle would’ve walked straight past, if not for Hasa and Anja’s guidance. 
 
    A crack in the rock gave the mountain the appearance of having been struck by lightning. The rock was darker around the edges of the narrow entrance, with only darkness within. Hasa and Anja put their bags down and lit torches. Light washed across the mountainside, and the doorway was no longer so narrow, so foreboding. 
 
    Castelle let Anja, Hasa, and Eos head in first, searching for some tradition to respect, if not replicate. The three of them walked into the mountain like it was any yurt in their community, any archway formed by trees. 
 
    Inside, Araz-Ek’s previous visitors had left torches pinned to the wall with metal rings. The space was not large, not small, but the dark of the rocks reflecting the heat of flames made it into the heart of a volcano, viscera set to boil, to spew, to rush into the sea and create more life from deep within. 
 
    “Whoa,” Tanen said. “Didn’t know what to expect, but damn. I’m liking it. It’s simple, y’know. Way less of a headache than all those carvings and statues and shit.” 
 
    Araz-Ek felt as Fél ought to have. The rocks rising around them, forming a point a hundred feet up, meant nothing to Castelle, but they meant so much to so many people. It reached Castelle in the way the ground was worn smooth, like marble; it touched her in the handprints left along the walls. 
 
    A small altar stood at one end, dwarfed almost entirely by darkness. 
 
    Eos beckoned her closer. 
 
    The altar was low, made of the same stone as the rest of the mountain. It had been carved into the ground, into the back wall, and Castelle couldn’t read the words inscribed upon it. Above it, three masks were pinned to the back wall, almost identical. They were deer skulls of the same size, antlers twisting and rising, never touching, bone yellowing, cracks growing along the eye sockets. 
 
    “That’s—what is that?” Castelle asked, voice falling to a whisper. 
 
    “The Creator, the Preserver, the Embracer,” Hasa said softly. 
 
    Even Layla did not bow her head in prayer, in reverence. She only stared, trying to understand.  
 
    “I don’t parse the meaning, I’m afraid,” Castelle said. 
 
    “We cannot conceive of the gods’ true forms, or if there truly are only three of them,” Anja said, head bowed. “So we do not try to. What you see before you is the truth of things. The Creator pulled our bones from the dirt, wrapped us in mud and flesh. The Preserver holds us close, keeps our hearts beating and protects our bones. The Embracer takes our spirits when all that is left of us is bones. That is all we are created from, all we are, all we will be. Only bones.”  
 
    Layla whispered the meaning to Tanen. Castelle dared to step closer, to lift a hand and let it hover over the skull of the Preserver.  
 
    She’d seen this before. It was the first thing she’d seen, in her new life. In the life that meant a damn thing. Eos had worn a mask like this, had let the deer skull speak for her, antlers framing the moon. It had been only bone, but her heart had caught in her throat. Only bone, but Castelle had shattered it with a rock. 
 
    Eos’ nose had bled. She was only flesh, but beneath that flesh, she was only bone. There was no stopping the inevitable, no holding back what they would become; all of them were only bones, and the Preserver held an illusion in their hands. 
 
    “How does this help Eos or Ava?” Castelle murmured, hand falling to her side. “What do we do here? Are there rituals? Ceremonies?” 
 
    “You will find whatever you need here,” Anja said. “I do not expect you to understand it, and I do not mean that as a slight. You aren’t Yrician. You aren’t of Araz-Ek, the dirt-womb of the mountains. This is what our people are born of, in all the stories that have survived. I hear Fenrir was pulled from the oceans. This land was, too. Once the seas washed away, dark clouds gathered, and lightning cracked open the mountain. The Yrician people poured from it. 
 
    “And so we return here, whenever one of our own is lost. This is where we said our farewells to Rhett, for this lifetime. This is the heart of the mountains, the centre of the land. The rest of the world spreads out from this point, and we always return here.” 
 
    Castelle turned to the walls towering above her, older still than the winding caves of Fél, more than the Seat of the Gods to the Yricians. The handprints on the walls were not hers to cover, and the deer skulls were not hers to bow to. 
 
    Araz-Ek was the source of all life. It was where they honoured their dead, too, for there was no difference. Life and death bled seamlessly into one another, and the intervention of the gods would not stop that. The passing of time would not change it. Fight or succumb to fate, it did not matter; all who left the dirt-womb returned to it as but a memory held by a grieving heart. 
 
    Castelle’s eyes were dry, her head buzzing. 
 
    “Y’know, I like it,” Tanen said, stepping towards the skulls of the gods. “It’s like, too abstract to pretend it’s meant to be accurate, yeah? It feels right, even if it don’t look right. Like some of E’s paintings! But yeah, man. Fuck me, I think the Embracer would like this.”  
 
    “It’s incredible,” Layla agreed. 
 
    Stepping forward, she reached for Anja’s hand and squeezed it softly. 
 
    “I’m glad my intentions never turned to actions,” she whispered. “You were right. Nothing is ever perfect. Nothing is ever worth giving up on. There is room for improvement, for understanding, I…” 
 
    “See?” Anja said, smiling. “No part of the world is so haunted that our own spirits cannot overpower all we are afraid to feel.”  
 
    “Take your time here,” Hasa said. “After everything you’ve been through, you deserve the chance to stop, to think. To simply be.” 
 
    Layla mumbled her thanks. Tanen was still staring at the skulls. Eos hadn’t moved an inch since standing in the centre of Araz-Ek, but there was a heat in Castelle’s veins that would build and build until she was screaming through mouthfuls of magma if she did not leave that second. 
 
    They deserved more than a resting place for the names of the dead. They deserved more than the promise of decay, more than the bones in front of them. They had come so far, and what was it for? Nothing, nothing! Death was there whether they fought it or not, whether they were rich or poor, powerful or weak. It did not discriminate. It sneered at them for daring to think of anything else.  
 
    Eos dropped her bags. She knelt, searching through them quickly and quietly. Hasa and Anja watched with faint interest until they realised what she was doing. 
 
    Smiling, they turned their attention back to the bones of the gods. 
 
    From the depths of her bag, Eos produced the small parcel Svir had given them in Torshval. 
 
    Pulling the twine, Eos let the rough jute wrapped around it fall away. 
 
    Inside, nothing gleamed. Eos cradled a small vial of dirt and stood slowly, using her teeth to pry the cork free. 
 
    She spoke under her breath, Y’vish that made her mothers smile as their eyes gleamed. She turned the vial, tipping the dirt upon no particular part of the ground, and found a handprint to press her own to. 
 
    Castelle watched as Eos did this twice, once with Svir’s vial of dirt and once with her own. When it was done, Hasa placed a hand on her back and pulled her close. 
 
    “The hell was that about?” Tanen asked. 
 
    Castelle passed the question along. Hasa and Anja bit their tongues, letting Eos speak. 
 
    “The Yricians were born of the mountains, but are not bound to it. Wherever we go, the land is the land, but we never forget the mountains. To ensure they are always with us, and us with them, we collect dirt from all the strange places we visit, that we might bring it back to Araz-Ek. All the world is the same, but there is much to be learnt from it.” 
 
    Castelle took Eos’ hand. Eos, Svir. Neither of them had ever stopped thinking about the mountains, about their people. 
 
    They remembered their first language, the one their mothers and the mountains spoke, and they remembered what was true to their people, what was true to themselves. They gathered up the world around them, knowing they always had somewhere to return to, once the day was ended and the night was cold. 
 
    “That’s it, isn’t it?” Castelle asked softly. 
 
    Nodding, Eos said, “It is. It is all anyone needs.”  
 
    Eos placed a hand to her chest, covering the metal. Cradling Ava. 
 
    Her own spirit thrummed. 
 
    It was not about revenge and never had been. It was about having a place to return to, where remembrance was etched into the walls and torches waited, ready to be lit. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Seven 
 
      
 
    There was a rare break in the snow on the journey back from Araz-Ek. The skies cleared, pure blue obscured by mountains, not clouds. Sunlight hit the snow, vibrant and mute. The crunch of their boots disrupted the slumber of the world, and only Tanen dared speak over it. 
 
    Eos grabbed the back of their coat, after they’d spent two miles monopolising her mother’s time. 
 
    “What are you saying to my mothers?” Eos asked. 
 
    “Not much, as it turns out,” Tanen said, scrunching up their nose. “All I can really say in Y’vish is like, hi, hello, how’s it going, my name is Tanen, big blue tree, cat, river, lettuce. Your mums are sound, though. They tolerate it, yeah? They’re teaching me all kinds of crazy stuff. Did you know the word in Y’vish for stone is almost exactly the same as the word for wood?” 
 
    “I did know that. And they are not nearly so similar, once you understand the nuances of the language.” 
 
    “I absolutely do not.” 
 
    “You do not have to push yourself to learn an entire language, Tanen. We are happy to translate for you.” 
 
    “But I ain’t happy always being left out. Besides, they’re your parents! I wanna chat with ‘em in their own language,” Tanen said. “I don’t wanna be just another Norian going in and expecting ‘em to understand my language, y’know?” 
 
    “Seeing as you are not Norian, I do not expect that to be a problem,” Eos said, smiling. “But I appreciate the effort, Tanen. I am certain they do, too.” 
 
    Slinging an arm around her shoulders, Tanen said, “Anything for you, E.”  
 
    They stopped to eat, and it wasn’t long before they stopped for the night. The tents were put back up, a fire was lit, and everyone sat around talking, Araz-Ek far behind them. Their spirits were safe and settled in their bodies, but Castelle was stuck in last night’s dream. When Eos asked what was wrong, Castelle said her leg was hurting, and she needed to sleep. 
 
    Her leg hurt the next day, too. She gripped her staff till her hand ached and stared at the path ahead of her, not the horizon and the intolerably bright plains ahead; not the others, though they tried to speak with her. It was too cold, they had been walking for too long, they had seen too much. Even Eos gave up, eventually. 
 
    “I’m so glad we went,” Layla said, and not for the first time. “Thank you for taking us, Eos. For letting me be a part of it.”  
 
    “Of course,” Eos said. 
 
    “You feeling any better about things?” Tanen asked, nudging Layla’s side. 
 
    “It wasn’t my place to feel bad. I was in the wrong,” Layla admitted. “Araz-Ek doesn’t provide much in the way of shelter, food, medicine, any of the practical forms of help I have long since held above all others, yet its importance cannot be understated. Its importance to people who are not me. Had I stumbled across it alone, I wouldn’t have understood all it held. 
 
    “Perhaps the same is true of the Norian temples. Just because they don’t offer all ours do doesn’t mean they don’t offer anything.” 
 
    “So you’re a fan of ‘em now?” Tanen asked. 
 
    “I’m not saying they can’t do better. I’m saying that all they currently are can’t be replaced. I see that now. I think I am so intent on doing good that I do not question what that means. I try too hard to quantify it, assuming that if a temple can offer shelter to twenty people, it is better than one that offers shelter to five, and that in turn is better than one that offers shelter to nobody.” 
 
    “Dunno. That logic seems pretty sound to me,” Tanen said. 
 
    “That’s my point. It’s logic. That’s all it is. It has to have heart. That’s my problem. I am so wrapped up in trying to be a good person.”  
 
    “Uhhh. How’s that a problem?” 
 
    “It’s the trying. If you’re a good person, you do good things. It happens as naturally as breathing. There is no inner turmoil, no active measures taken to cross good things off a list. But everything I do is so intentional, so precise. Every morning I wake up and think I have to do this because it is good. As if I am trying to redeem myself for the family I was born into, for all the bad things I could’ve done. Sometimes I fear I am retroactively trying to assuage my mothers of all the ill they did throughout their lives.” 
 
    “Okay, first of all, that’s stupid. For someone as smart as you are, you’re a real dickhead sometimes. Right, E?” 
 
    “I am not agreeing with that,” Eos said. 
 
    “Listen, all I’m saying is, like, there ain’t no such thing as a good person, right? Not like you’re describing ‘em. There ain’t nobody who gets up and incidentally or accidentally does good things all day long. Everyone’s always thinking about the consequences of their actions, Layla. And if someone comes into your temple, starving and freezing, it doesn’t matter if you sit ‘em in front of a fire and feed ‘em because it was your gut instinct, or because you thought hmm, yeah, this seems like a good thing to do. All that matters to them is that they’re fed and warm, right?” 
 
    Layla frowned, doing her utmost not to let Tanen’s words sway her. 
 
    “But if I only do good things to be seen as good, then it is not truly good. It is selfishness. It is using the hardships of others to build a reputation upon.”  
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake! So maybe doing good things makes you feel good! It’s okay to be aware you’re doing good. Like, okay, so. I’m sure it’s real selfish to get out of bed at three in the morning ‘cause someone’s having a panic attack. It’s real selfish to spend your days off helping at another temple, ‘cause there’s a real bad case of flu spreading around their priests. It’s real selfish to stay up for seventy-two hours straight ‘cause everyone deserves help, and they don’t know how long you’ve been working for. It’s real selfish to save your cousin-slash-would-be-Queen, it’s real selfish to—” 
 
    “I think we get the point,” Eos said. 
 
    “Listen! Shit! All I’m saying, Layla, there’s a real big difference between thinking about doing good and actually doing it. That’s where most people fall short. Like, we can all sit here and think, damn, I’m gonna get my act together and make sure my ancient neighbour’s got someone to keep ‘em company and cook for ‘em, I’m gonna start spending my free time at the temple, I’m gonna stop bitching about the people I work with, but like, only one in ten people is gonna follow through. That’s the thing, Layla. You always follow through. 
 
    “Gods, girl, it’s fucking exhausting watching you, sometimes. I’m like, is she ever gonna stop? And you ain’t! So stop feeling sorry for yourself, just ‘cause you got ahead of yourself and kinda got a bit imperial on the Norian temples.” 
 
    The corner of Layla’s mouth curled into a smile. She hooked an arm around Tanen’s. Tanen, chest puffed out, glowered at her from the corner of their eye, until Layla muttered that they were right. There was something that gleamed in Tanen, something that had not been muddied by the life they’d lived. They were so much more than they believed they were, and there was a spark within them that banished much of the darkness that had latched itself onto Castelle on the dining hall floor and sunk its teeth deep in Araz-Ek. 
 
    They had an indomitable spirit in more ways than one. Even death and a god could not take it. 
 
    Castelle took Eos’ hand and squeezed it tightly. Eos smiled at her, welcoming her back, but Castelle said, “We need Ava. We need to talk to her.” 
 
    Eos stopped on the spot. Layla and Tanen slowed to a stop, but Eos’ mothers strode ahead, out of earshot. 
 
    “We need Ava,” Eos repeated. “Now? Here?” 
 
    “Yes,” Castelle said, licking her dry lips. “While this is all fresh in our minds, while we’re thinking of it. Of Araz-Ek, of the spirits. Our spirits, her spirit, we…” 
 
    “Castelle,” Eos said, placing a hand on the side of her arm. 
 
    Castelle shook it off and said, “This is going to sink in, soon. We’re going to lose this feeling. We’ll go back to wondering what we need to do for her, go back to waiting, and we won’t—we won’t be afraid, anymore. That’s what we need to do this. To get through to her. We have to feel what she’s feeling, what she’s felt. Eos, please. Please.” 
 
    Tanen and Layla stared at her as blankly as Eos did. It was the first thing she’d said all day. She pressed her lips together. Her heart pounded, filling her ears with the sound of blood. 
 
    “Cas,” Layla said, stepping close without touching her. “What do you mean we won’t be afraid? Afraid of what?” 
 
    “Of the truth!” Castelle said. How did they not understand? How did Layla of all people not feel the press of the world around them, gods and spirits and wind and all? “All this talk of the gods and spirits, of what Ava needs, what she deserves. We need to cling to it. We need to use it. We need to put her to rest before she suffers anymore, before she pushes Eos’ spirit out.” 
 
    Ahead, Hasa and Anja stopped in their tracks. Anja shielded her eyes from the sun and squinted at them, and Eos called out something in Y’vish. The pair continued on their way with a shrug. 
 
    “Yo, Cas. Did you see something in there we didn’t?” Tanen asked. “I’m getting used to seeing all the spirits and shit, and when it comes down to it, no matter what it means, it was just some old cave full of bones and dirt. No, uh. No offence, E.” 
 
    “Most things are only bones and dirt,” Eos said, and placed a hand on Castelle’s face. “Do you want to sit down?” 
 
    “No!” Castelle snapped. “I don’t want to sit down. I want to help Ava. I want to help you!” 
 
    “Cas, please. You’re panicking. You’re overwhelmed. You don’t have to sit down if you don’t want to, but you need to slow down. Take a deep breath,” Layla said. “Come on, Cas. Breathe along with me.” 
 
    Castelle stumbled back, ready to knock away the next hand that reached for her. They had all made their peace with the gods that had never looked out for her, had never pried her siblings’ spirits from their bodies, and were content to let time take its course. 
 
    Fourteen years! Fourteen years trapped in a temple, trapped in a box, years, decades, centuries, whittling Ava away, whittling her away. They needed to act while revelations were raw, but the others stared at her with empty eyes, as though she herself were empty. Nothing she had to say meant a thing, but just because she had not died or embraced a fading spirit did not mean she didn’t understand death more intimately than any of them. 
 
    “We need to get Ava out,” Castelle repeated. “We need to get her out before she becomes stuck.”  
 
    Nothing had ever made her stomach sink so deep into the ground as Layla, Tanen, and Eos looking at one another for an explanation. There was something in their eyes, something worse than a lack of understanding. Pity, worry. Regret that they’d brought her along, that they thought she could handle something so simple as bones and dirt. 
 
    “What do you mean, Cas? Where will she get stuck?” Layla asked. 
 
    “In Eos! In her body! Weren’t you listening to Anja? We’re all spirits in bodies, there’s no distinction between the living and the dead. That isn’t Ava’s body, Layla. That isn’t where she’s meant to be! She’s going to get stuck there, she’s not going to return to the gods, she’s going to push Eos’ spirit out, and, and—” 
 
    Layla remained steady. This was her job; this was what she had spent the years Castelle was trapped alone doing. Helping others, keeping calm. Speaking softly, making them see there was no sense in their ramblings. 
 
    “Okay, Cas. Why do you think she’ll get stuck? What did Anja say that made you think that? What was in Araz-Ek that gave you that idea? I’m not saying you’re wrong. I’m only saying I don’t understand.” 
 
    Her fear and frustration couldn’t take the form of words. Castelle grabbed Layla’s shoulders, clinging on tightly. 
 
    “Edward!” she said. 
 
    Layla’s lips parted. No sound passed them. 
 
    “Edward, Marcella, Tobias, Marigold! The babies, too. They were slaughtered! They were innocent, they were children, and they were slaughtered! Why didn’t their spirits stay? Ava’s did, and what happened to her was nothing in comparison to what they went through. I saw it. I saw it all. Ava, Edward. It—it isn’t fair that Ava is here, after what happened to him. Their spirits aren’t in Torshval, Layla. Where are they?” 
 
    Layla said nothing. 
 
    This wasn’t part of her job. This was part of her life, her family. Her eyes were wet with tears she didn’t dare let fall. Castelle’s fingers dug into her shoulders and Layla took hold of her arms, steadying herself. 
 
    “They—” she tried, voice hoarse. “They are with the Embracer. They…” 
 
    “No!” Castelle howled. “They aren’t, they aren’t. They can’t be! After all that happened to them, how could they rest? How could they know peace?” 
 
    Behind Layla, Tanen wasn’t blinking. Their eyes were wide, and they stared at Eos as she plastered her hands to her face, nails digging into her scars. 
 
    “I—I don’t know, Cas. But they must.” 
 
    “Why must they?” Castelle demanded. “Because the world is fair? Because the gods are good, because they care for us?” 
 
    “Because they were children. Because they were innocent,” Layla said, tears rolling freely down her cheeks. “Because they must.”  
 
    “That isn’t good enough!” Castelle said, shaking Layla’s shoulders. “It doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    Layla couldn’t speak. Castelle couldn’t stop her jaw trembling. Layla pulled Castelle into her arms, refusing to let go when Castelle struggled. They were Castelle’s siblings, but they were Layla’s cousins, too. She’d spent as much as her life with them as Castelle had, had known Marigold for five years longer than Castelle ever would. 
 
    She’d loved them, but she hadn’t seen what happened to them. 
 
    She hadn’t seen it. Hadn’t seen it. She didn’t understand that their spirits were trapped in the ground, in the sodden earth of an unmarked grave, light begging to be free, forever caught in that moment, inhaling the sour blood from the dining hall floor. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Layla whispered. “I’m so sorry, Castelle, I—” 
 
    Eos grabbed the back of Layla’s coat, pulling her away. 
 
    “What did you say?” Eos demanded. 
 
    “What are you—shit,” Tanen mumbled, finally focused on what was before them. 
 
    Eos – Ava – held out a hand, silencing Tanen. 
 
    “What did you say?” Ava repeated, stood before Castelle. “Well? You asked for me, so here I am, Greyser girl. What did you say?”  
 
    Castelle brought a hand to her face, but only Layla’s tears were smeared across her cheek. 
 
    “What did I say?” Castelle whispered, less a question for Ava than herself. 
 
    What had she said? Nothing she hadn’t said before, over and over. She only found new ways for her grief to crawl out, fourteen years too late. She only ever blamed the world, the people with blades, the gods; never once had she thought of her mother, blade held to her throat, Marigold’s blood smeared across her face, and told the spirits, the air, that it was the Queen’s fault. It was her fault; she had brought this upon her children, no matter how she bit into her murderer’s palm to buy seconds of safety for Castelle. 
 
    It was her fault! Queen Marcella, her mother, had engendered it all. The rebels had not struck that day by chance, had not started their rebellion in the dining hall. They had planned it for years. For decades. Queen Marcella had known what they were planning, had known her family was not safe, and she had persisted. It was her fault. It was her fault! 
 
    “Are you not listening?” Ava demanded, shaking Castelle’s shoulders. “You said nothing happened to me. That it is not fair that I am still here. Of course it is not fair! It is not fair that I was murdered at twenty-seven. It is not fair that I was betrayed by the one I thought loved me. What do you mean by it?”  
 
    “Your death was quick,” Castelle said, gripping Ava’s wrists. “I saw it. You did not expect it, did not see it coming. She pierced your heart. It was clean. There was no torture, and you—you were not a child. So many have been betrayed. So many have died as you did, yet you are here. You have been here for centuries, and it is not fair.” 
 
    “Stop saying that as though I do not agree,” Ava said, sneering. She did not use Eos’ mouth; it had never been Eos’. No part of her remained. Eos was gone, washed away, and there was only Ava. There was only Ava, and Castelle could push her back, could tower over her. “Do you think there is nothing else to it? That I only linger because I was upset that the woman I intended to marry put a sword through my back? Do you think I became the sword that murdered me because I was disgruntled? Do you think this was all about me, Greyser girl?” 
 
    “Stop calling me that,” Castelle said, knocking Ava’s hands from her shoulders. “I am not a Greyser. That name has never brought me anything but misery.” 
 
    “And a life of luxury, before that.” 
 
    Castelle’s hands were fists, but she would not strike Ava. She would not strike a tree, a rock; no force could shatter the anger in her veins, the lava encasing her heart. She could only turn it against herself, and she could not scream as she needed to with Layla and Tanen staring at her, not knowing what to do. 
 
    “What is it about, then? What kept you here, while so many moved on?” Castelle asked, throwing her arms out. “What makes you so special? So deserving of this?” 
 
    Ava took a deep breath, palms pressed together. 
 
    “That is your problem, girl,” Ava said. “You think of this as a reward. You think that I gain something in being here still. That being forced into a sword, into a box, pays off in its own twisted way.” 
 
    “You aren’t answering the question,” Castelle said. 
 
    Ava’s spirit could’ve remained in her body, drowned in the brackish waters. It could’ve drifted out to sea, could’ve lost itself amongst the silt and salt. What was a sword in comparison to eternal drowning? 
 
    “I did not stay because of my own hurt. Because of the depth of my personal betrayal,” Ava said, jabbing a finger against Castelle’s chest. “I remained because at that moment, as the sword slid into my back, I understood all that I had ignored. All the warning signs, all of Elise’s impassioned speeches against the Fenronians, against anyone she considered beneath her. I had taken her insistence on ruling this new land as nothing but air. I had let myself believe she was good, simply because she had taken the opportunity to align herself with me. To leave behind an oppressive monarchy, a cruel ruling class. 
 
    “I ignored it all, and I brought her to Fenroe. She said she loved me, so I blinded myself to all else. And she did love me, I believe that still, but that love did not stop her from pushing a sword between my ribs when I proved too great an obstacle. 
 
    “Would that I could return to Sertal and set this all right. I do not linger in this world because of my own hurt. I do not ignore the embrace of the gods because I am sad. I am not myself, Greyser girl. This is not who I was, and this is not how I spoke to others. I was not cruel. I was not callous. 
 
    “I stayed for fear of what would happen to Fenroe, for fear of what I had brought to the archipelago. I stayed because in my last seconds, clarity washed over me, and I knew the islands would fester and rot. I knew it would become as Nor, and I knew I was responsible for sowing those seeds, for setting it all into motion. I stayed because I was to blame, because the cycle would never end. We escaped Nor, praying for better, and we spread the corruption that clung to us through Fenroe, thinking we were better than those who ruled over us. 
 
    “I stayed to punish myself. Because I deserved to be trapped in a sword, in a box. I am not Ava. I am still Brackish; I am nothing but salt spreading through the freshwater of Fenroe.”  
 
    Castelle wrapped her fingers around Ava’s wrist. Every muscle pulled taut, but she let Castelle hold on.  
 
    Castelle could say nothing. Think nothing. It was lodged between her ribs, desperate to get out. She wanted to tell Ava that she understood; she had been where Ava was. She had spent day after day trapped not in a sword but in a temple forced to forget its purpose, and she had focused on nothing but the archipelago. Her archipelago. She had replayed the fires of Torshval in her mind day after day, desperate to inhale the thick, coiling smoke. 
 
    Fenroe was falling apart. Day after day, the islands were crumbling into the sea, people were starving, buildings were left derelict, crops refused to grow, and the people had nothing. Dark clouds covered the sun from dawn to dusk, the land was parched, and the rivers and lakes filled with salt. 
 
    It was all upon Castelle’s shoulders. She was the only one who could save them, the only one who could set things right. People would have tried, over the years, but she was the only one who could heal the land and its people. Her people. The responsibility had been hers, day and night, never abating, situation growing worse and worse as she sat and waited to be strong enough, to be good enough. 
 
    It didn’t matter that it was all a lie. 
 
    It had been her life, and the suffering had been real; real at the hands of her mother, her grandparents, her ancestors.  
 
    Ava had taken that responsibility upon herself and turned to steel. Her spirit lingered because of what would happen, what had happened; yet it was no more. 
 
    The lands had healed, slowly cleansing themselves. The salt was of the sea. Fenroe was free of the confines Elise had placed upon it, and Nor was free of the encroaching darkness that had forced Ava to flee, so long ago. 
 
    But Ava understood nothing of that. She was still in the sword. Still in a forest temple of her own.  
 
    “Ava,” Castelle whispered. “I understand.” 
 
    “You do not,” Ava said, lip curled. “How could you?”  
 
    “I do. I promise you, I—” 
 
    But it was no good. Ava faded, leaving less than wisps behind. Eos’ dark eyes were on her again, and Ava’s spirit stuck fast behind them.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Layla guided Castelle back to the settlement. Tanen took care of Eos, speaking in a low voice that faded into the buzz the whole world was made of. Everything was light and dark and flashes and scratches, scratches, scratches, clawing at the inside of her head, behind her eyes, filling the world with dark clouds. 
 
    Layla kissed Castelle’s forehead and squeezed her hands as she lowered her onto the bed of her and Eos’ yurt. Castelle felt none of it. Ava was gone, and Castelle had been so close to understanding her, to reaching out to another who truly understood. And now that connection was severed, a frayed rope pulled about her throat, veins tangled, heart sunk.  
 
    When it occurred to Castelle to feel something, hours after curling up in the bed, she began to cry. When it occurred to her to cry, she began to heave, vomiting into the snow outside the yurt. She had no recollection of bolting the door, but when she made her way back to the bed on unsteady legs, Eos had a cloth and a bowl of warm water waiting for her. 
 
    She cleaned herself in jagged, automatic motions, and fell back upon the bed. Eos wrapped her arms around her, and Castelle realised she’d been there the entire time. Eos had been holding her, mumbling softly into her hair. Castelle let herself be held, let herself take in the things she’d spent so long staring at. 
 
    “Eos?” she croaked. 
 
    “Yes?” Eos said, unable to smother the relief that came with Castelle returning to the world. 
 
    “Do you think me crazy?”  
 
    Kissing her forehead, Eos said, “I have never thought such a thing.” 
 
    “Really? Because the things I said do not make sense, even to me.” 
 
    “They do not?”  
 
    Castelle closed her eyes. Spirits in the earth, spirits in the air. Spirits in her veins, trapped in something so fleeting as flesh and bone. Ava’s spirit trapped in Eos, her siblings’ trapped in the dirt. There were no threads to pull her ramblings together. It was all nonsense, all paranoid ravings. 
 
    “They do not. I was—panicked. I felt things I could not find a name for, influenced by nightmares,” Castelle said, resting her head against Eos’ collarbone. “I am fine, now. I am fine. It is out of my system.” 
 
    “You are only now shaking,” Eos pointed out. 
 
    “Well. I should think so. I am exhausted, Eos. After the day we had and the scene I caused, I am surprised I am not unconscious.” 
 
    “You should sleep. It is the only sure way to feel better.” 
 
    Managing a laugh, Castelle said, “I’m too tired to sleep. My eyes feel like rocks in my skull. Gods. The nonsense one can come up with if pushed far enough.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t call it nonsense. It meant something to you, if only at the time. I would like to understand what it was you were feeling. Why you were so certain Ava would become stuck in me.” 
 
    Castelle rolled onto her side, facing away from Eos. Eos didn’t push, didn’t move, and after minutes of silent frustration, Castelle reached for Eos’ arm and tugged it around her waist. 
 
    Eos went with the motion, curling up behind Castelle and kissing the back of her neck. 
 
    “It began with what your mother said about spirits. How we all have one, how we all are one. When she spoke the words, some part of me knew them to be true. It was an unsettling sensation. I believe I was reassessing the whole of my being, the physical matter of it. Trying to find a space for something that had always been there, but suddenly did not fit,” Castelle said. “Our bodies are so frail, Eos, and our spirits are wisps of nothing. I am both terrified it will fly away and certain it will drown in my blood.” 
 
    Eos nodded, nose brushing the nape of Castelle’s neck. 
 
    “I knew as much about spirits, as a child. I believe all people do, no matter how it is phrased. But after the Norians came and marched us to their temples—hm. Their words sunk deeper into me than I care to admit,” Eos said. “I disregarded all Araz-Ek ought to have taught me. I treated the spirits across Nor and Fenroe as something separate from myself. Something I was immune to, something I could not understand.”  
 
    “You know everything of my upbringing,” Castelle said. “Spirits were things to be eradicated. Something terrible had bound them to the earth, and that something terrible was not our responsibility. It was only an inconvenience. There was always the suggestion that only the weak-hearted would be left behind when death came for them. The gods were rejecting them, turning them away.” 
 
    “And what did you make of the spirits of Laister forest?” Eos asked. 
 
    “Like most things, I was taught they were there solely to serve me. To protect me. Something foul had befallen the temple, and the priests had never escaped the forest. The gods they revered wanted nothing from them, and so they became the trees, dormant until I arrived. Until they saw there was something worth protecting,” Castelle said. “Absurd, isn’t it? I was told I was greater than the gods, that the wandering spirits had no purpose until I arrived. More absurd still that I believed it.”  
 
    “People can be made to believe anything,” Eos said. “You do not believe it now, do you?” 
 
    “Of course not. I am no Queen, and if I were, the dead would not care for the crown atop my head. The spirits of old Torshval never stopped tormenting my mother, never stopped crippling her attempts to rid them from the land. Now I only think it is all sad. It is sad that I never spared a thought for what happened to the spirits, that I never thought to help them. It is sad that I lived in their temple, made a castle of it, when they had been forced to flee and died horribly in the forest.” 
 
    “You could not have done anything. You were only a child,” Eos said, running her fingers through Castelle’s hair. “And there is so little we can do for the spirits.” 
 
    “Except for Ava,” Castelle said, eyes fluttering closed. 
 
    Sleep would come, soft and gentle, if only Eos kept speaking, voice barely rising above a whisper. 
 
    “She isn’t here now, is she?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “No. She only sees the world when I let her. It is only the two of us, Castelle.” 
 
    Muscles sore, Castelle stretched her arms above her head and rolled over. She placed a hand on Eos’ chest, rested her forehead against the crook of her shoulder, and let out a long, shaky exhale. 
 
    It was just them, together, safe. Eos had her arms around her, her nose pressed to her forehead, in spite of all that’d happened that day. In spite of all Castelle had been, all the terrible things she’d said and thought before knowing the truth of the world, and the nonsense panic had driven from her lips. 
 
    Shame burnt like bile in the pit of her stomach. Eos didn’t let go. Eos didn’t tense at her touch, didn’t hesitate to hold her close. 
 
    Castelle shuffled back enough to press their foreheads together and smile at Eos. Eos mimicked the expression, scars crinkling across her face. 
 
    “Thank you,” Castelle said. “Thank you for everything. For today, especially. You could’ve left me alone to deal with this.” 
 
    “I could not have,” Eos said, and then, easily as anything, added, “I love you, Castelle.”  
 
    Castelle’s lips parted, but no words came. 
 
    It started in her chest. A vice around her ribs, forcing them closer together. Her heart either slowed or raced; she felt none of it, only the tightness in her throat and the scratching in the back of her head. 
 
    The room span as she sat bolt upright. Her head swam. Eos stared up at her, knowing better than to move, and Castelle drew her hands into her lap. 
 
    “What?” Her voice filled the yurt, reverberating off the stove. “Why did you say that?”  
 
    Eos tilted her head to the side in a mockery of understanding and said, “Because it is true. You are not obligated to—” 
 
    “Eos!” 
 
    Eos stared at Castelle, waiting for her to make her point, to speak something close to sense. Castelle shot to her feet, hands in her hair, and stared at everything in the room but Eos. 
 
    What game was this? What test was she being presented with? The yurt was small, too small to pace, and the cold didn’t rush through the small gap in the top. The air inside the room was warm and stagnant, coiling in her lungs like vapour. She couldn’t focus, couldn’t think. 
 
    Months. It’d been months. Six, seven. Eos had not even been a stranger at the start of summer, and spring was still a distant thought. She had not seen Eos’ scars this time last year or imagined anything of the sort. Eos did not know enough of her, Eos only saw what she wanted to; she saw the ways Castelle had defied her expectations, and made a framework of a person from it, a blank slate to idealise. 
 
    “Castelle?” Eos asked, voice soft with concern. 
 
    Concern! It was always concern! Castelle was there to be concerned about, to be looked after. She could not walk through the long grass without shattering her leg, could not be near a spirit-sword without seizing it. 
 
    “Eos—look, I am sorry,” Castelle said, turning in circles. “I am not—this is—” 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    Eos sat on the edge of the bed. She didn’t rush to her feet. She was always calm, her voice was always steady. 
 
    Castelle had a boot on the wrong foot. Sneering at herself, she kicked it off and started again. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Eos asked. 
 
    “Out!” 
 
    Eos nodded, fingers knitted together. 
 
    Laces pulled tight, Castelle grabbed the door handle but could not wrench it open. Not while Eos was sitting there, staring at her, saying nothing. 
 
    “It’s too much,” Castelle said. “It’s not what you think. We shouldn’t—I should not be here.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t?”  
 
    Why was her voice so soft, her questions so open! Why did she just sit there, why did she not rise to her feet, why did she not shout, why did she not tell Castelle she was being ridiculous, that she was overreacting! 
 
    “I have had one girlfriend in my life, Eos. One! And it has barely been months, and I—you, you have had others, haven’t you? You understand what you are doing, but I have rushed into this. I have—” Castelle paused to catch her breath. “How could you? You know that I… that I am…” 
 
    Eos pressed a hand to her jaw but didn’t let anything show in her eyes. 
 
    “I see. And would you like freedom from this? Would you like to see other women?” 
 
    “What? No, I—” 
 
    “Then is it like the first time I kissed you?” Eos asked. 
 
    The bile moved from Castelle’s stomach to the back of her throat. Her eyes flashed, and her mind blared, war horns covered in scratches, scratches, and too many words rushed into her head to be spoken. Castelle’s shoulders rose to her ears, but she could only shake her head, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    Her leg wasn’t hurting anymore. It never had. She was no longer shaking, no longer light-headed, uncertain of her place within her own body. The world had never been clearer, even as it tore past. 
 
    Castelle marched through the settlement, towards the snow-covered plains. She’d left her coat and gloves in the yurt, but what did it matter? Eos didn’t understand. She had some nerve, daring to think she could comprehend what was happening within Castelle’s head, daring to say the things she did. 
 
    Love. Love! She did not know Castelle well enough to speak the word. 
 
    Once she did, she would not be saying it. 
 
    “Castelle!” Eos called. 
 
    Castelle moved faster through the snow, half a mile from the yurt. She wouldn’t stop for Eos, wouldn’t stop for anything. The mountains would crumble, parting for her. 
 
    “Castelle,” Eos said, closer now. “Castelle, stop.” 
 
    “What?” Castelle demanded over her shoulder. 
 
    “You will get cold. Please, come back to the yurt,” Eos said. “Talk to me.” 
 
    “Talk to you?” Castelle scoffed. “Why would I need to do that when you presume to know everything about me?” 
 
    Eos held her gaze, face softening. So little changed in her expression, but Castelle’s stomach twisted. She knew that look. She’d felt it across her own face when she stared into Eos’ eyes and seen Ava. 
 
    She wasn’t herself, wasn’t herself. Of course she wasn’t! Why was she running! Why was she screaming! 
 
    “I am sorry if my timing was poor,” Eos said. “I am sorry if what I said has panicked you, Castelle. I would take saying it back if I could. I did not mean to burden you.”  
 
    “Burden me? What do you think is happening here, Eos? What do you think the problem is?” 
 
    “I think you are afraid.” 
 
    Castelle swallowed the lump in her throat. She bit back bile-soaked words to say, “Yes, Eos. I am afraid! I am always afraid. That’s all it is, that’s all I am. I am still cowering in the forest temple, and I have not been saved from that.”  
 
    “That is not it,” Eos said. 
 
    “What then, Eos?” Castelle asked. “What do you know that I do not?”  
 
    Without hesitation, Eos said, “You are afraid that I am going to die. And I am, Castelle. I am.” 
 
    Eos spoke the words as though they were not poison, as though uttering them did not invite death itself closer. Eos was not trying to hide, was not stealing what little time she could. 
 
    Something in Castelle crumbled. The scratching was gone, replaced by thick, dark lines in the back of her head, blotting all else out. 
 
    “You are afraid of what I said because you are afraid I will die,” Eos continued. “You are angry at me because it is an inevitability. Because I cannot escape it and will not deny it.”  
 
    “Yes,” Castelle heard herself whisper. “Eos, you—you say these things to me, but what does it matter? In the end, you will—” 
 
    “I will die,” Eos said, eyes flashing. She placed her hands on Castelle’s shoulders, not letting her look away. “I will die, and you need to be able to say this. I will die, and you cannot stop it, cannot keep it at bay.” 
 
    “Why are you saying this?” 
 
    All her breath was caught in her throat. She couldn’t stop staring into Eos’ dark eyes, couldn’t bring herself to cry. There it was, a wound none could survive. 
 
    “Because it is the truth!” Eos said. “And my loving you will not make death come for me any faster.” 
 
    Castelle shook her head, stepping back through the snow. Eos let go of her shoulders and stepped closer, never letting Castelle have her own stupid way and escape. 
 
    “But… my family, my siblings. Everyone I’ve ever loved. Even Layla, I—I saw her body,” Castelle stuttered. “Edward, he, right in front of me—they all died, Eos. Right in front of me! They were slaughtered, and they were children.” 
 
    “And it was awful. A tragedy I cannot bear to hear of, let alone imagine unfolding. But they did not die because of you. They did not die because they loved you, and you them. They died because of the workings of the world, because they were failed by those who came before them. You are not cursed, Castelle. You will not bring death upon me.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Look how many have tried,” Eos said, pointing to her face. “There is a wound in my stomach so deep, so thick, that every doctor I have met does not understand how I live. Yet I do! I do. My brother, the other half of me, died in front of me. Countless good people I worked alongside died, and I ought to have been executed for assassinating the King. But I was not. Gods. I have had a sword twice pushed through my chest! Yet I have not died, Castelle. You cannot do anything to me that the world has not already tried and failed.”  
 
    Castelle twisted her fingers in her hair. Eos was not dead. Eos was not dead. She had been lucky, had been overlooked, but all that would end now. Surely nothing Castelle could offer her was enough, was no protection against the world and its blades. 
 
    “You… you don’t understand,” Castelle whispered. 
 
    “What? What do I not understand?” 
 
    “That it doesn’t matter! None of it matters!” Castelle said. There were the tears, filling her throat. There was her rising voice, finally sounding like her own. The words rushed out, words that had been pressed behind her ribs for so long, never whispered, never thought, ever-present. “It does not matter if I am not cursed, if I will not lead you into death. You will die, Eos. No matter what I do, no matter how I protect you, no matter how long it takes, you will die. You will be gone, dead in the earth, and I will be alone. I cannot stop that! Nothing I do, nothing I feel, will stop that. You will die, Eos. You will die, and I cannot bear the thought of it. It is paralysing, and it does not fade. I cannot live my life like this.” 
 
    “Then you cannot live your life at all,” Eos said, throwing her hands in the air. It was not that sympathy was lost to her, or that she did not understand Castelle’s hurt; she already knew everything she had to say and had lived with it in her bones for decades. “I will die, Castelle. All of us will die, and we cannot live in fear because of that. We cannot stop ourselves from pursuing anything close to happiness because one day, it will be gone. You do not know what the future holds, Castelle.  
 
    “Perhaps I will die in five years. Perhaps I will not die until I am a hundred and six. Perhaps I will grow sick, perhaps I will be caught in a boat during a storm, perhaps—perhaps I will fall and hit my head on a rock tomorrow. My birth parents died in a horrific accident, Castelle. They could not predict the future, but that fear did not stop them from living what lives they had. It did not stop them from having children, from bringing Rhett and me into the world. Had the fear of death consumed them, they would have died and left nothing behind. I would not be here.” 
 
    Castelle’s hands trembled. She needed a coat, needed to huddle around a fire, needed to run, run, run. 
 
    “How can—how can I hold you when that is all I can think of?” Castelle asked. 
 
    “Because you will still be afraid if you do not,” Eos said, taking Castelle’s hands and warming them between her own. “The choice is yours, Castelle. I will not push you, but I will fight for you. You will fear death, whether you are with me or not. You can be with me and be afraid, or alone and afraid, and I know you have already done too much of the latter for one lifetime. 
 
    “Listen to me, Castelle. There is no saying that this is forever. We could be together for a year, five, ten. Death is not the only end to a relationship. And should things unfold that way, it would not make all we have shared a waste. It would not negate all we felt, simply because we no longer feel it. Reed is still important to me. I will never forget her, and the time we spent together has not lost its importance in ending. Death is the same. It is not something to fear every minute of the day. It is not the end of all things. 
 
    Castelle’s hands stopped trembling in Eos’. She wanted to believe her. Gods, she wanted to believe her, but there was blood on the dining hall floor, spirits caught beneath the loam of the land.  
 
    “But you will die,” Castelle whispered. “And what will I have then?” 
 
    There it was. 
 
    It was not the fear of love that turned every part of her rancid. It was not that she did not deserve it; only that she would lose it. 
 
    Eos let go of Castelle and stepped back, arms outstretched. 
 
    “When I am dead, this is all you will have. This is all that will remain,” she said, hands stretching between the mountains of the south and the clouds blotted along the northern horizon. “The mountains will not crumble. The snow will still fall. The seasons will change, lava will burn deep within the earth, and ships will sail from Nor to Fenroe. The islands will keep their names, the people will farm, and the temple doors will remain open, lanterns burning. 
 
    “When I am dead, this will all be here, Castelle. The land will remain, ever ready to embrace you. When I am dead, this will all be here, and the only thing that will change is how you see it. You will see the earth as a stranger, as something you never found a home upon, as only the stone and dirt and wood it is made of. You will see the sunrise as a sunrise, as a fact of nature, and rivers will only flow because the oceans beckon them. 
 
    “Or you will see the mountains and remember the first time we came here. You will visit the ocean and remember the days we spent along the coast, watching boats come in. You will remember the paths we walked together, and you will find comfort in the places that became ours, for the simple fact of us sharing the moment. 
 
    “When I am dead, Castelle, the whole world will be here to cradle you, if you let it. It is your choice. It has always been your choice.” 
 
    Castelle took in the land as Eos held out her arms, took in the breadth of the plains, the power of the mountains. Snow blanketed the land, deep as her knees, but there was life beneath it, slumbering till spring came. The seasons would turn, the world would change, and Castelle would come and go. 
 
    She had no say over death. She could only choose whether the world around her was part of the monotony of her life, ever rolling by, or whether it became part of her, part of her bones, her spirit, her heart. 
 
    She tore her eyes from the landscape and stared at Eos. She was not poisoned, not cursed. Not if Eos could stand before her, arms outstretched, offering her all she was. She was more afraid than she’d ever been, but there was something louder than death, something that only needed to whisper.  
 
    Eos was there. Eos would die, one day, but Eos loved her. 
 
    She loved her, and death would not erase that. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Nine 
 
      
 
    The hefty, time-proven felts covering the yurts kept out most of the cold. In the dead of winter, snow claiming the world for its own, most Yricians kept the stove in the centre burning low. It was surprising how little it took to keep out the worst of winter, and Castelle quickly learnt that mere blankets could do too good a job. 
 
    Eos was warmer than all else. Warmer than the flames that had been extinguished hours before, warmer than the forgotten summer sun bathed across her skin. Her warmth was matched only by Castelle’s. It built between them, embers filling the air. It would’ve been intolerable, had a greater sensation not rippled across her skin, rushing through her veins. 
 
    Eos was beneath her, above her. Eos had her arms wrapped tightly around her waist, her hands on her back, her hips, her thighs, long hair falling loose, brushing across Castelle’s stomach. 
 
    Castelle didn’t know the steps, but her back knew how to arch. Fear was chased out into the dark, and uncertainty was banished with contact, with friction. Nerves turned to something else in the pit of her stomach, and Castelle moved not without understanding how she was doing what she did, but not knowing how she’d ever done anything but that. 
 
    Castelle fell between the pillows, room spinning, tingling down to her teeth. Propped on an elbow, Eos smiled down at her, hair flying in all directions. Laughing through a grin, Castelle reached out to smooth it back. Eos slid a hand around the back of her head, moving it to an actual pillow. 
 
    “You look very silly,” was the only thing Castelle could think to say. 
 
    “Thank you,” Eos said, failing to find a frown. 
 
    Reaching down the bed, Eos grabbed a blanket, and Castelle protested, “Oh, no, no. Please, I’ll burn.” 
 
    Shrugging, Eos dropped it in a pile. 
 
    “You will want it in a moment,” she assured Castelle as she wrapped an arm around her waist. “Come here.” 
 
    “Gods. You’re so warm,” Castelle said, burying her face in Eos’ neck. 
 
    “As are you. Are you alright?” 
 
    Hoping Eos could feel the grin press against her neck, Castelle nodded over and over, legs entwining with Eos’. 
 
    “Are you?”  
 
    “Indeed,” Eos said. “Exhausted, granted, but at least Tanen will stop asking when it will happen.”  
 
    Spluttering incredulous laughter into Eos’ shoulder, Castelle looked up and said, “What?” 
 
    “You know how Tanen is. They insist on knowing all there is to about me. They have grown impatient, of late.”  
 
    Deciding it would be weird to expect anything else from Tanen, Castelle said, “Well, had you not revealed you were secretly not exiled from Nor, this would’ve happened a lot sooner. Tanen wouldn’t have had to fret.” 
 
    “Yes,” Eos agreed, laughing. “That would’ve been an excellent start to things.” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Castelle said. 
 
    She reached out, shuffling that little bit closer. 
 
    Her body ached in ways she hadn’t thought possible, but the strain brought a smile with it. Eos settled behind her, stroking her hair. Castelle laced her fingers with Eos’, not needing to say anything. Exhaustion ran over her, light and gentle, as Eos’ chest rose and fell with breath. 
 
    Castelle traced her fingers along the jagged piece of metal embedded in Eos’ chest, between her breasts, four inches long and surrounded by nothing like scar tissue. No skin raised around it, angry and roiling. Had she not known it impossible, Castelle would’ve believed the shard of Brackish had always been in Eos’ chest. 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes and took in Eos’ heartbeat. She was frail, so frail, all it would take was for her heart to just decide to stop, for the metal to shift, but—no, no. She had to choose to not be afraid. Not tonight. 
 
    Taking deep breaths and pushing the thoughts from her mind, Castelle settled, listening to Eos’ heart; the wind rushing through the mountains; the snow falling in fresh flurries. She was so close to sleep, but there was one thing that wouldn’t let her drift off. 
 
    “You were right,” Castelle said, groaning. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “I need the blanket.” 
 
    Kissing her forehead, Eos reached down for it and wrapped it around the both of them. 
 
    Come morning, Castelle had an appetite like never before. She hummed to herself as she mostly figured out the stove, and heated a ceramic pot full of food Anja and Hasa had brought them the evening before. Eos sat on the edge of the bed, blanket draped across her lap, watching with a smile that said this was real, even if she didn’t believe it. 
 
    “Yesterday was a big day,” Eos said, clothes more or less pulled on, cross-legged at the table. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Castelle agreed. 
 
    Frowning, Eos said, “Everything with Ava, and all that came after it.” 
 
    “The multitude of panic attacks,” Castelle said, nodding. “I think… I think I’m going to talk to Layla about it today. She tried to reach out to me, but I brushed her off. I insisted I was fine, and I truly believed it. But she mentioned… she said there are, well. Certain priests who…” 
 
    Now was the time she couldn’t look at Eos, sat across the table from her, fully dressed and indulging in breakfast. 
 
    “I think that is a good idea,” Eos said. “It is a brave step to take.” 
 
    Nodding into her breakfast, Castelle said, “I expect I’ll have to head to Fenroe, for that. Unless there is some equivalent here.” 
 
    “I expect there is. But we can return to Fenroe if you are more comfortable with that.” 
 
    “We?” Castelle asked, finally meeting Eos’ eye. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No, no. You’ll come with me? Back to Fenroe?” 
 
    “Why would I not?” 
 
    “Because you have only just returned to Nor after eight years of exile, after twelve years away from your people? You don’t want to stay here?”  
 
    “I am still nomadic, Castelle.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I understand that, but—really?”  
 
    “Of course. Did you think that once this business with Ava was done with, we would go our separate ways?” 
 
    Castelle shuffled on the floor, pins and needles running the length of her legs. With Eos back beneath the mountains, Castelle couldn’t imagine her leaving again. Castelle was not part of that. She was an outsider, one who had made life so difficult for the Yricians, and in truth, she had done everything in her power not to think of what came next. 
 
    “I… we never spoke of it,” Castelle said. “I suppose I assumed I would return to Layla’s temple with her, but I made that assumption months ago. Much has changed, since then.” 
 
    “I do not want you to think that I would make any decision without consulting you first,” Eos said, pushing her food aside. “I am home for the first time in many, many years. That much is true. I wish to spend time with my mothers, to tell them all I have been through, to learn all they have experienced since I left, but I do not want to live with them. I am thirty-six, Castelle. Nor is open to me again. Fenroe, too. I would like to see it all with a little more clarity. 
 
    “What do you wish to do, Castelle? What are your intentions? Your wishes?” 
 
    Castelle bundled her hands into her lap, searching for an answer that didn’t sound ridiculous. Searching for something that would spread into the rest of her life. What was there, beyond escorting ancient spirits across the land and outrunning assassins? 
 
    “I… I don’t want to stay still,” Castelle said. 
 
    Eos tilted her head to the side, letting Castelle say as much as she needed to. 
 
    “I spent so long in that forest temple, Eos. I don’t want to find some—some house of wood or stone, I do not want to be confined to some tiny patch of land. I know I will not be a prisoner, but I do not want to be still. I want to see all of Fenroe, and Nor. The rest of the continent! I want to travel. I want to know I have places to come back to. I want to see my friends. 
 
    “I want to visit Rhea. I want to get to know her life, her family. I want to see Reed and thank her for all she did for me. I want to see Svir and Niamh again, I want to spend as much time as I can with Layla and Tanen. I want to go everywhere, Eos. I want to see everything.” 
 
    Eos reached across the table and squeezed Castelle’s hand. 
 
    “Then we will start with Fenroe, and the temples Layla directs us to. We will have plenty of time to visit Svir, Niamh, Rhea, Reed, and see the rest of the archipelago.” 
 
    Castelle bit back her smile, then realised there was no need to. For so long, the archipelago had been hers, hers for her family to rule over, hers to inherit, to heal, there to serve her. She had remained in the castle, in the forest temple, and had never experienced the archipelago as other Fenronians did. She had never crossed its ashy plains, never sat on rickety boats, navigating the tall rocks encircling the islands. She had never worked upon the earth, never seen the world as true Fenronians did. 
 
    Not until she met Eos. 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” Castelle said. “I love you, Eos. So, so much.” 
 
    And for all that was ahead of them, for all they’d already discussed, there was no rush in it. There was nothing stalking her, and time did not slip between her fingers. The rest of the world would be there whenever Castelle got to it. 
 
    Castelle found Layla on the outskirts of the settlement, staring at sheep and discussing something in rapid Y’vish with Anja. Castelle stood in the periphery, wondering how she’d ever been warm, hands shoved in her pockets until Layla and Anja were done. 
 
    Layla jogged over, hat falling over her eyes, and greeted Castelle with a hug. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Layla asked. “You look so much better today.” 
 
    Castelle squeezed her and said, “I’m feeling better. Or I’m realising that I don’t have to be fine. Not all at once.”  
 
    Layla, having never been smug in her life, didn’t berate Castelle with a barrage of I-told-you-sos. She took Castelle’s arm, and together they walked the snowy plains at the foot of the mountains, leaving behind winding trails only the birds could see. 
 
    Everything they’d gathered to say slipped away. Layla threw her arms around the landscape, pointing out the beauty of the place, as though it wasn’t all Castelle could see. The mountains changed with every day, every hour, snow spreading across the slopes, burying forests, surrounded by fog, then not. 
 
    “I’m glad we didn’t get to see any of this as children,” Layla said. “At least one of our parents would’ve decided they had to own it.” 
 
    Laughing at the sad truth of it, Castelle said, “I don’t think we could’ve appreciated it. We were always being brought so many new wonders, dragged to Fenroe from across the world, that this would’ve just been one more thing on a long list.” 
 
    “Albeit less shiny,” Layla said. 
 
    Favoured merchants and adventurous Baronesses had forever been bringing the Queen and her family gifts from the far corners of the world, golden trinkets and spools of fabric with thread that glimmered. Funny how there had never been any embargos on travel in and out of the archipelago when it came to other lands’ spoils.  
 
    “It isn’t anything like I imagined it’d be,” Castelle said, kicking up an arch of snow. “It’s so simple, yet I can imagine how terrifying it could so easily be.” 
 
    “Do you think we’ll be here for long?” 
 
    “Until Ava lets us know where she wants us to go,” Castelle said. “As eager as I am to see the rest of Nor, I’d rather not traipse aimlessly through the snow. I like having a warm yurt to return to.” 
 
    “And then some,” Layla said, grinning. 
 
    Castelle nudged Layla’s side. The pair of them laughed. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll forget any of this? Most of this?”  
 
    “Well, some small details, certainly. I can’t memorise the exact shape of the mountains against the horizon,” Layla said. “But what do you mean?”  
 
    Castelle filled her lungs with cold mountain air, but there was no hesitance. Not around Layla. She was the one person Castelle never feared not making sense to. 
 
    “When I think back to our old life, I remember it as a story I heard. A story I cannot remember the form of. It could’ve been a book, a play, an opera, something a bard regaled us with over dinner. It’s such a deep memory, but when I reach for it, it turns to smoke. It would take little to convince me I’d never been a Princess, and it was a life I dreamt up. Stranger still, all that happened in the forest temple feels like a particularly persistent nightmare, rather than the stuff of the waking world. And I don’t have the distance of time to blame that on,” Castelle said. “I worry that life is forever like that. That all we are experiencing, the pressure it puts upon us, the tears, the happiness, the sheer importance of it all, will be as wisps in the air, ten years from now. 
 
    “And that, to an end, none of this matters. Or rather, only the moment does, and the moment only lasts for, well. It’s all there, isn’t it?”  
 
    Pulling Castelle closer, Layla said, “If you wanted to discuss philosophy, you should’ve brought Tanen.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I’m certain they’d say something very wise, like—” 
 
    “Please don’t swear,” Layla said, holding back a laugh. 
 
    Castelle rested her head on Layla’s shoulder as they walked, giving her the time she needed to turn her words over. It wasn’t easy to dwell on, for Layla had been through much of the same. Her life was now unrecognisable from the trajectory she’d been set on, and she’d spent so much of it alone, without Castelle, without any family.  
 
    “We’ll forget a lot of it. And that doesn’t have to be a bad thing, because so much of this is the mundane every day. We spent weeks travelling to the Count’s mansion, but I can’t find anything worth remarking on throughout that leg of the journey,” Layla said. “But we’ll remember the things that count. We’ll remember what happened with Rhett, we’ll remember coming to the mountains, remember visiting Araz-Ek. 
 
    “You can’t worry about things not holding importance simply because time moves on. Everything that happens now ripples into our future, whether we remember it or not. And as for all you’ve forgotten, Cas—that brain of yours is a remarkable thing. It wants to protect you. It blots out everything you can’t process, even if that isn’t always for the best. You’ve forgotten so much because you need to. Because it isn’t your life anymore, even if it was. You’re who you want to be, where you want to be, because of your choices. 
 
    “So, you’ll remember plenty. But it won’t always be remembering. You’ll have so much to look forward to, too.” 
 
    How right Layla was. Castelle wished to the gods that her mind was a blank slate, up until the moment she was dragged from the forest. She wished she could have her past rewritten, believing she would be better off not remembering her siblings than living with what became of them, but it would be as much of a disservice to herself as it was to them. 
 
    She was who she was because of all she’d been through. The past twenty-eight years were bitter, but not all of them were wasted. She’d been happy, as a child. She’d known love, had never once doubted her safety, and her siblings had been bright and brilliant. They’d cried and screamed, too, had pulled her hair and purposely taken a book she wanted to read; there’d been such a depth and breadth to them all, no matter how short their lives. Nothing could erase them. 
 
    Nothing should. 
 
    All she could do was stop mourning the people they had the potential to become and accept that they were already whole, were already exactly who they needed to be. They rested with the Embracer, forever as they were: young, safe, and loved.  
 
    They didn’t need to know the rest.  
 
    “You’re very good at this,” Castelle said. 
 
    “It’s quite literally my job,” Layla said, shrugging. “And a preoccupation of mine. Whatever you’re thinking or feeling, Cas, I went through it all eight years ago. I’m going through it now. It’s absurd to think we used to live in a castle, isn’t it? My apartment in Yarrin is smaller than the corridor outside my old chambers. To think, we used to have great rooms that stored nothing but a single piano! What a waste.”  
 
    “Gods. You’re right. When I was thirteen, I believed it was just something that was done. Of course an instrument needed its own room! Gods forbid it was put in a library. That room would’ve been larger than most people’s houses, yet there’s all I’d ever need in a yurt.”  
 
    “Strange, isn’t it? We used to sneer at this,” Layla said. “Or were at least brought up to believe we should.”  
 
    Castelle nodded, and out of nowhere found herself saying, “Do you know what I realised, Layla? There was nothing normal in our upbringings. Not in the castle, but especially not in the forest temple. It isn’t normal to flee for your life while the city burns around you, yet still find time to collect Brackish, true and false, along with enough jewels and heirlooms to prop yourself up for a lifetime, is it? I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. I was too close, I suppose. The Lords always said my family was betrayed by those closest to them, but I never thought for a moment that they spoke of themselves.” 
 
    Layla nodded, biting the inside of her cheek. 
 
    “We were in too much shock to put the pieces together. You’re right. We were too close to it. It wasn’t until I left the temple, spurred on by Brackish, that the final piece fell into place. Ira and Damir sold out our family so they might live, then recreated a mockery of our home on a far-off island. 
 
    “They did not care what became of the common people. They only cared that their own lives didn’t have to change. But whatever you do, don’t give them too much credit, Castelle. They did nothing to bring the world down around us. There were so many working within the resistance, so many far braver, playing vital roles. The last thing I want is for you to think they were responsible.” 
 
    Humming, Castelle said, “You’re right. They were cowards and nothing more. I could forgive them for what they did, had something good come of it. Had they been fighting for the people of Fenroe, not desperate to save their own necks.”  
 
    Castelle shook her head, moving them onto better memories. The horses they’d adored as children, the passages they’d found hidden in the castle walls, Marigold’s wedding, Edward’s first words, the time Tobias and Marcella had gone missing for a full day, only to be found napping in the bottom of a wardrobe. 
 
    There was so much to it, a whole life lived. With Layla there, Castelle found more warm memories than she’d dared to hope for. 
 
    “What happens when we’re done here?” Castelle asked. “Are you heading back to Yarrin?”  
 
    Layla shook her head. 
 
    “I still want to help the Norians with their temples, but I’ve been thinking a lot about what Anja said. I can’t barge in and change things. I’m going to work alongside them. It’s going to take time, but gods know Yarrin has enough brilliant priests already. I think I’d be of far more use here.” 
 
    Layla ducked her head, nervous. Pride swelled in Castelle’s chest. One of Layla’s mothers had been a Countess, another an exceedingly rich spice merchant, yet there she was, determined to spend the next chapter of her life working side-by-side with priests of another nation. 
 
    Castelle kissed her temple, hoping the warmth she felt reached Layla, and tentatively said, “What about Tanen?” 
 
    “Oh, Tanen will head back to Torshval, I’m certain. Svir will be missing them, and it’s good for them to have a solid routine to fall back on. I can tell they’re getting restless already.” 
 
    The spark in Layla’s voice was gone. Castelle gave Layla what she hoped was a look, the sort Tanen would give Castelle in the same situation, and Layla threw out a hand, grasping the air. 
 
    “Tanen and I are friends,” Layla said, rolling her eyes. “Very good friends.” 
 
    Leaving it, if only for the time being, Castelle said, “Well, it doesn’t take terribly long to get to Fenroe. You’ll be able to visit them plenty. Me, as well.” 
 
    “You’re heading back to the islands?” 
 
    “For a time, at least. I want to visit Rhea, Reed, Svir, Niamh. I want to see all of the archipelago as it’s meant to be, and…” 
 
    “And?” Layla prompted when Castelle’s tongue grew heavy. 
 
    “Do you remember what you said? About there being priests to speak with, should I want to? I still do not want to, but I believe it has become more of a need than anything else.” 
 
    Castelle didn’t miss Layla making a real effort not to fling her arms around her, letting her own relief ebb into the moment. 
 
    “Cas,” she said softly. “Of course. I’ll write to the best priests I know. We’ll find someone right for you. Someone who can help. I’m so proud of you, you know? It’s a big step. It took me years to get there.” 
 
    “Eos said much the same,” Castelle said, forcing her shoulders to relax. 
 
    It was nothing to be ashamed of. Nothing that should eat at her. Her pride alone could not protect her from all she’d already been forced through, and not recovering, not healing, would not keep the truth of her past away 
 
    “Is she going with you?” Layla asked. 
 
    Castelle could only grin. 
 
    “I’m so happy for you,” Layla said. “For both of you! Eos has been my friend for years, so I know you’re in the best hands. Gods. I never would’ve imagined any of this! I only sent her to kidnap you.” 
 
    “She prefers the term rescue,” Castelle said. “And I couldn’t have imagined any of this, wouldn’t have any of this – a life, happiness, autonomy – if not for you, Layla. You’ve given me everything. Everything.”  
 
    Layla stopped dead, eyes wet with tears threatening to freeze to her cheeks. She flung her arms around Castelle and held her close, clinging to the back of her coat. 
 
    Sobbing, she said, “I missed you so much, Cas. I missed you so much, and now, now you’re going back to Fenroe, I’m staying in Nor, and I—I don’t want to lose you again. Not after everything.”  
 
    “Layla,” Castelle mumbled. “I’m going back to Fenroe. To the archipelago, all of it. I won’t be trapped in some dreadful temple for half my life. I’ll be free to come and go, to visit you, to write to you. And you know I’ll be happy, don’t you?” 
 
    “It’s just—” Layla said, clearing her throat. “I’m going to miss you so much, Cas. I managed to get you out of Laister, and now it feels like I’m abandoning you. But I’m not, Cas. I’m not. I love you so much, but this is something I have to do.” 
 
    Laughing and crying, Castelle patted the back of Layla’s head and said, “I’m not angry at you, Layla. You have to live your own life, and it’s always going to entwine with mine. We’re sisters, aren’t we? You aren’t losing me or abandoning me. We’re just going to have so much to talk about, the next time we see each other.” 
 
    Knocking her forehead against Castelle’s, Layla said, “I suppose I didn’t rescue you just to imprison you by forever keeping you at my side, did I? I have to let you stretch your legs a little.” 
 
    “Exactly. We’ve got all the time in the world to get on each other’s nerves.” 
 
    Wiping her tears away with her scarf, Layla took Castelle’s arm. Together, they headed back to the yurts, sharing all the stories of their youth they didn’t want to let go of and didn’t have to lose, so long as they were together. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixty 
 
      
 
    Tanen welcomed Castelle into Anja and Hasa’s yurt with two thumbs up. Fighting to read nothing into it, Castelle sat by Eos’ side while Layla beat the snow and ice off her boots. 
 
    Castelle rubbed her hands together, waiting for the heat of the stove to reach her. Eos glanced up from the book she was reading and smiled at her. On the other side of the yurt, Hasa made the bed while Anja saw to cleaning the breakfast things. Layla closed the door, slipping into the yurt mostly snow-free, and made herself comfortable next to Tanen. 
 
    Nothing was said. Everyone tended to their own thoughts, enjoying each other’s company without having to voice it. 
 
    It was as close to serenity as Castelle had ever reached, until Tanen said, “Hey, you remember when you had that breakdown yesterday, huh?” 
 
    Castelle sat straighter. Everyone pretended not to glance over. 
 
    Understanding none of it, Anja and Hasa continued with their daily chores. 
 
    “Yes,” Castelle said. “I do remember that, Tanen. Thank you.” 
 
    “Sure, no problem. Didn’t wanna bring this up earlier, ‘cause you were in no state to be listening to me, but do you wanna think about what Ava said?” 
 
    Eos, brow furrowed, was on the verge of dragging Tanen from the yurt. 
 
    Castelle held out a hand, wanting Tanen to elaborate slightly more than she wanted them to never say anything again. 
 
    “Which part?” she asked. 
 
    “Uh, the bit about… Sorpal? Y’know, how everything started in Sortal or something. I dunno. She definitely said something like that. Sounds like it’s a place, right? Maybe that could be her Araz-Ek.”  
 
    Ava’s words had become more feeling than fact, a shape more than a speech. Of all the impossibilities life had thrown her way, her argument with Ava unfolding the morning before was the most absurd of them. It ought to have been a lifetime ago. Castelle was a different person now. She could not remember the words Ava had spoken, only the ones she’d churned out in return. 
 
    “I’m not certain. But I feel as though she’s said something similar in the past,” Castelle said. “What do you think, Eos? Do you know where this—Sorpal, Sortal is?”  
 
    “I do not. If it is in Nor, I have never heard of it,” Eos said. 
 
    “Oh, shit. Y’know what this calls for?” Tanen said, clapping their hands together. “A map! Man, I’ve always wanted to sit around a table, hunched over a big ol’ map, rubbing my chin.” 
 
    Layla caught Eos’ eye so they could shrug in unison. Not having a better lead to follow, Castelle supposed a map wasn’t a terrible place to start. Tanen darted over to Anja, having no idea what to ask for. After a lot of uhhhing, they drew a rectangle in their air with their fingers, held a palm out flat, and alternated between squinting at it and staring into the imagined distance. 
 
    Eos and Layla watched in silent amusement.  
 
    Tanen’s gestures grew increasingly less coherent. Hasa sighed, said Anja wasn’t to tease them and fetched a map for them. It was kept locked in a trunk outside and wasn’t quite the size Tanen had hoped for. It was beautifully made, with a hint of Fenroe in the north, and lands Castelle had never heard of lining the southern borders of Nor. 
 
    It’d been a gift from a Norian traveller they’d taken in for a few weeks after she’d slipped on a mountain path. 
 
    Castelle, Eos, Layla, and Tanen knelt around it, squinting at the names. Every time Castelle spotted a town or city beginning with S, her heart leapt, only to plunge into disappointment. 
 
    “We know Ava was nobility,” Layla said, after a futile ten-minute search of the country. “Perhaps Sortal was the name of her family’s estate.” 
 
    “Or perhaps Tanen did not hear what they thought they did,” Eos said.  
 
    Having watched the entire thing unfold over a mug of tea, Hasa slipped into Norian and said, “Just what is it you’re looking for?” 
 
    “Tanen heard Ava mention what they believe is the name of a town or city, or perhaps even an estate,” Layla explained. 
 
    “What was the name, dear?”  
 
    “Tanen isn’t entirely sure. Sorpal or Sortal. Something of the sort,” Layla said, leaning back and rubbing her eyes. 
 
    Castelle wasn’t certain how the cartographer had made the names of smaller villages legible. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ve never heard of it,” Hasa said, setting down her mug to come help. “But it’s been a long time since Ava lived here. So many Norian settlements were lost during the war. Well, you’re the historian—what do you think, darling?” 
 
    Sitting behind her wife, chin on her shoulder, Anja didn’t need to squint at the map to say, “I think our friend Tanen didn’t hear what they claim to have. There’s no Sorpal or Sortal in Nor.”  
 
    “Well, they heard something, and it rings familiar with me,” Castelle said, chiding herself for not holding onto the memory better. 
 
    “Sertal, I’d imagine,” Anja said, shrugging. 
 
    Slapping a hand against their knee, Tanen said, “Yes! That’s it. Damn, I knew I was close. Sertal. That’s what our girl Ava was blabbing on about. Tell Anja she’s right.”  
 
    “Tanen says you are correct,” Eos said. 
 
    “I gathered,” Anja said. 
 
    “Sertal,” Castelle murmured, eyes darting across the map. It was so close to Tanen’s first guess that one of them would’ve spotted it in their original search. “Where is it? What is it?”  
 
    “It’s nothing. Not anymore,” Anja said. “It was the name of the docks along the river Teras. The river passes through the capital on its way to the ocean, straight towards Fenrir. It was an important military outpost, long ago. So important it was burnt to cinders, decades back. Now there is only Terna, a Norian village a mile to the south of the original site.” 
 
    Castelle, Eos, and Layla looked at each other, all thinking the same thing. A riverside port, leading to Fenroe. Where else could it have started? It was the place Ava had stepped away from her family, from her title and lands, and taken responsibility for her own actions, her own life. 
 
    It was what led Elise to Fenroe, to the Greyser name being pried from Ava’s dead hands and imposed upon the people. 
 
    It was where they had to go. 
 
    Ava had sailed from her homeland and hadn’t turned to ash because of it. 
 
    Tanen leant across and whispered, “I’m guessing that was good news, yeah?”  
 
    Hasa leant back, kissed her wife’s cheek, and said, “I knew reading all of those books would pay off one day.” 
 
    Eos filled Tanen in on the truth of Sertal, and within minutes, the four of them were scraping a plan together. The river Teras was not far. It started in the mountains and widened on the open plains, a dozen miles east of the Yrician settlement. No wonder Ava had not objected as Eos took her spirit south. No wonder she had not guided them as they made their way towards Rhett, waiting for a sign. Her silence had been the sign: they were headed in the right direction all along. 
 
    Anja marked Sertal’s ghost on the map. It wouldn’t take long to reach. Days, even with the deep snow. It wouldn’t take long to reach, and excitement bubbled in the pit of Castelle’s stomach. She could barely keep still, could barely stop herself from darting out the door. She told herself this was all for Ava. She’d waited for so long, had been trapped for longer than a life should stretch, and she deserved to take the next step in her journey back to the gods. 
 
    She told herself it was for Ava, but in truth, excitement rose to cover the dread of what was to come. Not the travelling, not the wind striking them across the open plains, but Eos, leaving the settlement behind, reunited with her mothers for a mere handful of days. 
 
    Castelle kept her eyes down. Anja and Hasa were not blind to the truth. They knew Eos, knew it was not in her nature to let one suffer for longer than they already had, and did not want a second spirit lingering in their daughter’s chest. They clasped each other’s hands under the table as they helped put the plan into action. 
 
    Layla didn’t miss it, either. She dragged Tanen to their feet and announced that they were going to get their things together. 
 
    Intentionally oblivious, Tanen lingered for another handful of minutes. They yelled goodbye in Y’vish as Layla finally pushed them out the yurt. 
 
    “It will only take a few days to reach,” Eos said, breaking the silence Tanen always left in their wake. “We will be there and back within a week.” 
 
    “Or some new trouble will find you,” Anja said. “Or else this is only one step of many in Ava’s journey.” 
 
    Eos shook her head. 
 
    “Perhaps. But I do not think so. She is here, within me. By my heart. There is an urgency that has not pressed upon me before. She does not want to linger. She does not want to, but she must. For now,” Eos said. 
 
    Leaning across the table and clasping Eos’ shoulder, Hasa said, “Or you’re just opening yourself up to her, dearest. Don’t take your mother too seriously. Anja and I both understand that you only do as you must.” 
 
    “I will come back,” Eos blurted out. “Not only once this is over, but as often as I can. I will always come back. It will never be like before, I will never wait so long, and…” 
 
    Castelle reached over, taking Eos’ trembling hands in her own. 
 
    “Oh, we’ve no doubt about that,” Hasa said, wrinkles deepening around her eyes as she smiled. “You won’t let her stay away for long, will you, Castelle?” 
 
    Castelle could’ve cried for being called upon. For being part of something, for being welcome in the room during the most intimate of moments, caught in a goodbye they were saying after so few days. 
 
    “We’ll be back,” Castelle said, smiling. “And once we’re back, we won’t have to worry about anything like possession or duty or going anywhere simply because we have no other choice.” 
 
    Anja nodded sharply and said, “You know where we are. You always do. And remember that you are thirty-six, Eos. We do not expect you to live every moment of your life with us.” 
 
    “I will be glad to miss you, knowing you are safe,” Eos said. “Knowing you understand all that has happened, knowing that I can return to the mountains whenever I need to.” 
 
    “The mountains will always be here, waiting for you,” Anja said. 
 
    “And so will we,” Hasa added. “Now, go get ready before you change your mind and leave Ava waiting. Your mother and I will prepare food for your journey. Go on. Go.” 
 
    But there was no leaving. Not yet. Eos rose to her feet, took her mothers’ hands, and pulled them both into her arms. It was impossible to say who held who the tightest, who had needed who the most over the years, but Anja and Hasa were Eos’ mothers, and they made sure she knew that. They made certain they were strong for her, that they were not holding back, not begging her to stay a day, just a day, longer. They passed gentle words in Y’vish between them. 
 
    When the embrace was over, Eos headed to her own yurt, as though she did the same every day. 
 
    Castelle followed her, but Anja stopped her with a stern, “Castelle.” 
 
    Castelle stopped dead. Eos kissed her forehead and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Fingers knitted together, Castelle took far too long to turn on the spot. 
 
    “Gods, Hasa. You’ve terrified the girl,” Hasa sighed. “We’re not going to bite. Come here, dear.” 
 
    Darting out the door wouldn’t leave the best impression. Castelle stepped around the table and reminded herself that she’d made eye contact before. 
 
    “Castelle. Darling,” Hasa said, opening her arms to her. Only then could Castelle move, only then did every muscle in her body stop pulling taut. “I honestly can’t thank you enough for all you’ve done. I’ll be saying it until my dying breath. You brought our daughter home after all this time. It’s a gift. It’s truly a gift, and you are too.” 
 
    “I could see she was hurting,” Castelle murmured. “I only want to help her.” 
 
    “And you did. You did,” Hasa said. “I know we’ve only just met, and I don’t want to put any pressure on you, but we’re here for you, too. Spend as much or as little time here as you want. Get to know us in your own time. But we’ll be your family, the moment you wish it.”  
 
    Castelle drew a sharp breath. It was so much and it was so soon, but it didn’t settle poorly within her. Tanen had been right. Gods, they always were. Tanen, Layla, Eos: each of them knew what she wanted, what she needed, before she did. 
 
    That was her family. The people she’d chosen, spread out across an archipelago and the coast of a continent. And there were more people ready to accept her, to be accepted by her, people who wanted nothing more from her but to see her happy, to see her safe. 
 
    “Thank you,” was all Castelle could say. 
 
    She hoped the crack in her voice said the rest. 
 
    “You’ll suffocate the poor girl,” Anja said, easing Castelle and Hasa apart. She placed her hands on Castelle’s shoulders, held her gaze, and gave the slightest nod. “You put a sword through our daughter’s chest, didn’t you? I don’t know how I should take that, only to say that I doubt I could do such a thing. Not even to save Hasa, and the world would be poorer for it. I’ll never doubt that you’ll do anything for Eos.” 
 
    “I would,” Castelle said, placing her hands on Anja’s wrists. 
 
    When Anja finally smiled, Castelle pulled her into a hug, caught off-guard and delighted by her own bravery. 
 
    “Go on. Pack your things,” Anja said, gently shoving her out the door. “Get ready for another absurd adventure.”  
 
    Castelle waved over her shoulder, barely feeling the bulwark of cold as she stepped onto the street. Ahead, Eos sat on one of the great chests outside Anja and Hasa’s yurt, housing the bulk of their belongings. 
 
    “I thought you were packing for us,” Castelle said. 
 
    “I wanted to ensure my mothers did not interrogate you for too long,” Eos said, getting to her feet. 
 
    Castelle took her hand and fell into step next to her. It was so natural, embedded so firmly in her every day, that Castelle almost didn’t feel her cheeks redden. 
 
    “As much as they terrify me, by virtue of being your mothers, they’re—they’re wonderful, honestly. Seeing two people who love each other so deeply after so long is a blessing. Hasa told me how their relationship started,” Castelle said. 
 
    “With Rhett and me. Despite that, they have only been married for twenty-six years.” 
 
    “Oh? That’s rather a long time to wait, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Indeed. But they wanted to ensure Rhett and I were truly part of it. That we would remember the day in its entirety,” Eos said. “They waited until we were ten, no matter how much they wished to marry before that.” 
 
    “I already can’t wait to come back. I want to know everything about them.” 
 
    Looking up at her, never short of smiles, these days, Eos said, “You are sweet.”  
 
    “I have ulterior motives. I want to know all the embarrassing things you got up to as a child,” Castelle said, pushing the door to their yurt open. 
 
    “Do not think that I cannot obtain the same information from Layla,” Eos said, following her in. “Or that I have not.” 
 
    Narrowing her gaze, Castelle grabbed a pillow from the dishevelled bed to throw at Eos. Eos brushed off the assault and retaliated by gathering her bags and sorting through her things. 
 
    Castelle sat on the corner of the bed and clumsily pulled the blankets into place. She frowned. They wouldn’t obey her. No matter how she threw them out or smoothed them with her palm, the creases wouldn’t fade. She’d seen Rhea do it a hundred times, yet the bed she made looked as though it’d already been slept in. 
 
    Castelle supposed that was the difference between her and Rhea. She’d watched Rhea do it a hundred times, but Rhea had done it a hundred times. 
 
    Castelle ran her fingers through her hair, in dire need of a cut. She had so much to learn of the world, and it would be so utterly overwhelming, if not for the others. If not for Layla and Tanen, if not for Eos, sitting cross-legged on the floor, folding clothes and fitting a confusing amount into each bag. 
 
    As Castelle sat there, forgetting the pillow she was fluffing up, a pang of something more urgent than fear ran down her spine. 
 
    “I love you,” Castelle blurted out. 
 
    Taking her time to look up, Eos said, “Because I am packing our things?” 
 
    “No,” Castelle said, pillow falling from her lap. “Well, yes—but that is only one of a multitude of reasons. I was looking at you and could not keep the words inside.”  
 
    Eos propped her chin on her fist, smiling.  
 
    “You are allowed to say it whenever you please,” she said. 
 
    Castelle pressed her lips together, wanting to say it again already. She needed to repeat the words to know she’d found the courage to say them in the first place. The words came slowly. There was a weight to them, now she wasn’t giddy, a meaning that spanned far into the future.  
 
    What could’ve been a terrible responsibility was only a commitment, as natural to her as breathing, and the weight was only so great as her own spirit slowly settling inside of her. 
 
    “I love you, Eos. Gods, I love you,” Castelle said. 
 
    Getting to her feet, Eos sat next to Castelle on the bed. She picked the pillow off the floor, shook it out, and placed it neatly at the head of the bed. 
 
    “I know,” Eos said. 
 
    “Oh? You do, do you?” Castelle asked, trembling in a way she didn’t quite wish to be rid of. “And how is that?”  
 
    “Because,” Eos said, tapping Castelle’s nose. “You blush each time I kiss you. You are transparent.”  
 
    “Eos!” Castelle said, batting her hand away. 
 
    All admonishments fell silent. Eos’ expression was soft in a way Castelle had never known it to be; not as they laid together naked at night, not as she watched Eos sleep, bathed in the morning light. There was something in her eyes, a spark that bloomed from nothing but her own spirit. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around Castelle and held her as tightly as Castelle had ever been held. There was a promise in the embrace; a promise she’d always have Eos to come home to, and would always be home, so long as they were together. 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes. She wasn’t afraid. The old fear would creep upon her again, when she finally thought it was banished, but Eos would still be there. Eos would hold her, and there would be so much more in her life than that knot of fear. 
 
    When she leant back, the light in Eos’ eyes was gone. She wore the sort of expression she did every day, the one Castelle wanted to see every morning, noon, and night. It was the normalcy of a life together, meaning so much more than any sudden epiphanies. 
 
     “You are terrible at this,” Eos said, taking Castelle’s hand and guiding her off the bed. “But I doubt you have ever had to make your own bed, have you?”  
 
    “Not in… so many words, no,” Castelle said. 
 
    “First of all, this blanket is sideways.” 
 
    “There’s a sideways?”  
 
    Eos opened her mouth in something close to horror, but Castelle couldn’t keep a straight face. 
 
    “Very funny,” Eos said, holding back a grudging laugh. “Here. Take this corner.”  
 
    They stretched out the blankets between them, letting them flutter to the bed. There was barely a crease to be seen, and those were easily covered by yet more blankets. They set the yurt right, emptying the ashes from the stove and brushing the rugs. 
 
    It seemed a shame to leave so soon, but Eos explained there was no harm in it, no waste. The yurts were even easier to dismantle than they were to put together, and there was always someone in need of shelter. People visited from other communities, bringing trade and stories along with them, and Eos told tales of her childhood and all the people who’d come to their community.  
 
    The people who’d become part of it, who’d drifted through, but were remembered decades later. It wasn’t all Yricians and Norians, either. So many people had come from so many strange, distant parts of the world, all of them bringing the light of their own with them. 
 
    The mountain was only a metaphor. All people were made from the same stuff, born of the same land. The borders that people imagined and scored across the earth did nothing to change that; even the oceans, unfathomably deep and forever shaping the land, could not keep the people apart. 
 
    They packed the last of their things and sat with their backs to the bed, taking a moment to be still. Neither wished to leave Ava waiting any longer than they already had, but they could not be forever surging forward. Stillness was not always a poison in Castelle’s veins. There was so much to be said of resting, of waiting for the right moment. 
 
    Inside the yurt they’d made a fleeting home of, snow not yet relenting, there was as much to learn from staying still as there was from rushing forward. Eos knew that, and Castelle had to let the truth of it wash over her. 
 
    There’d be stillness, back in Fenroe. The archipelago was as small as it was great. It would take mere days to explore some of the islands, but there would be still, quiet moments, too. She would need to listen to what the priests told her, to what she told the priests. She would need to take a deep breath and be content with the walls around her. 
 
    Stillness and shelter were not the same as imprisonment. She had rushed across the archipelago, the ocean, the land, yet as she sat there, shoulder pressed to Eos’, there was as much to learn in the calm quiet between them as there was in all the truths Fenroe had revealed to her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixty-One 
 
      
 
    In a matter of days, Tanen had strung together a handful of mostly passible sentences in Y’vish. They gave Anja and Hasa hearty goodbyes in their own language and spent longer hugging them than Eos did. 
 
    Layla thanked them for all they’d done and promised she’d be back soon, to listen and learn from Anja and the rest of the community. Anja slapped her back, told her she was already on the right track and sent her off with a smile. 
 
    Castelle embraced them in an abridged version of the morning’s outpouring of emotion and said goodbye with a lump in her throat she hadn’t expected. It wasn’t all for Eos, either. It wasn’t because she knew precisely how difficult it was for her to say goodbye. 
 
    They collected their horses from the people who’d playfully squabbled over who got to take care of Eos’ and her companions’ steeds, and as though they’d never stopped, they were on the road again.  
 
    The snow was a new addition, and one the horses tackled admirably. The last time they’d travelled, the weight of the world had pressed upon Castelle’s mind. Rhett’s spirit haunting the mansion on the hill, the reunion with Eos’ mothers, twelve years overdue, the truth of Araz-Ek; all that was behind her. It had been so long since Castelle had taken in the world around her for what it was, and lived in the moment; it would never be the same again, even if she walked this very same path the next day. 
 
    Nothing was static. The snowfall emphasised the silence Castelle had never truly let herself relax into. She didn’t focus on what could go wrong; since leaving Laister forest, nothing had. Not truly. There’d been setbacks, many of them bloody, all of them terrifying, but they were all together. No one had been lost. Relationships had been rekindled, had grown out of the nothing her life had once been. 
 
    Tanen and Eos rode ahead, deep in conversation. Tanen kept the shattered sword at their side, somehow knowing they were heading in the right direction. 
 
    Castelle took in her surroundings as she had, long months ago, from the back of Eos’ cart. Every bare tree and protruding rock brimmed with as much wonder as Stalf had, after more than a decade spent staring at the same ring of trees, creeping closer with each hollow year. 
 
    The world around her was not hers, was not owed to her, but it didn’t push her away. It opened itself to her, offering all it was, all she thought she could never have. 
 
    That night, crammed into a tent Hasa and Anja had leant them, Castelle slept as she never had before. 
 
    There were no dreams, no nightmares. Her teeth did not grind together, and when she awoke, she knew exactly where she was and what the day held for her. 
 
    It would not be like that forever. The nightmares would rise again, but she could appreciate the peace she’d been granted. Gratitude wouldn’t push it away for the rest of her life. 
 
    “So, I’m thinking,” Tanen said, on the road again. “This sword is just a sword, huh? Like, it’s a pretty shitty one, old and cut down the middle, but it ain’t got no spirit in it no more, right? Ava ain’t gonna want anything to do with it, and that, uh. What’s their name? Lethe? Lethe, yeah, they’re kinda waiting on us to bring it back. To do all the fancy diplomatic stuff with it. Which I still don’t super get, honestly.” 
 
    “We’ll take it to them,” Castelle said. “On our way to Fenroe.” 
 
    “Oh. Huh. So you don’t need me to do it, then? Don’t need me to deliver anything back to Torshval? I’m guessing that’s where all the important stuff has to go.” 
 
    Tanen rubbed their chin as they spoke. Layla kept her eyes on the horizon, searching for the river that was a dozen miles off. 
 
    “You are welcome to come with us,” Eos said. 
 
    “Yeah, but you don’t need me, right?” 
 
    “Not in a sense outside of companionship, no. What are you getting at?” 
 
    “What makes you think I’m getting at anything?” 
 
    “Because I have known you for years, and you are always getting at something.” 
 
    Tanen mumbled that Eos didn’t know them and let the matter go for a handful of miles. To their credit, there was a rather interesting collection of rocks along the roadside that demanded careful study. 
 
    “I was just thinking,” Tanen blurted out. “I dunno, it’s probably dumb as hell, but I was thinking, maybe I could stay in Nor for a bit.” 
 
    Layla looked over her shoulder, reins wrapped tight around her hands. 
 
    “You wish to stay here?” Eos asked. “Why?” 
 
    “I dunno! Maybe because it’s a neat place, E. Gods,” Tanen said, rolling their shoulders back. “And it ain’t like I’ve got anything better to do. Probably be a relief for Svir and Niamh to have the house to themselves. I mean, I know like, twenty people live there, but I feel like I probably count for a dozen of ‘em. 
 
    “And hell, it sounds like Layla knows what she’s on about. It sounds like a halfway decent thing to do, yeah? If I went back to Fenroe, I’d probably be straight back to hiding bodies for Svir. Not that it has ever happened more than twice, but yeah. That kinda thing. 
 
    “Wait, no. More than three times. It’s never happened more than three times.” 
 
    Layla tugged her horse’s reins, urging him to slow. 
 
    “You want to stay? You want to stay here, with me, and help with the Norian temples?” Layla asked. 
 
    “That’s what I said, ain’t it? I mean, if you’d be cool with it, I’d like to tag along for a bit. See what it’s all about, yeah? And I figure you could do with a friendly face for a while.”  
 
    Layla bit the inside of her mouth and said, “Would you really be okay with that? Being in a new place, away from your routine, from your home?” 
 
    “Fuck, don’t worry like that,” Tanen said, nudging Layla’s shoulder. “I don’t know anywhere to get drugs in Nor, and I don’t know enough of the language to be subtle enough asking. I’d probably be safer here, all things considered.” 
 
    Layla smiled. Castelle felt herself do the same. 
 
    “I’d love to have you with me if you really do want to come,” Layla said. “I would’ve asked, but I didn’t want to presume, didn’t want to put you in an uncomfortable position, or—” 
 
    “C’mon, Layla. It’s for you. I’d do way more boring things if I got to hang out with you,” Tanen said. 
 
    The pair of them said nothing more, only slipped back into the silence that blanketed them as the snow blanketed the ground, letting them see the world a little differently than they had, minutes ago. 
 
    Leaning over, Eos whispered, “They have been anxious about asking that for days, now. I could tell.” 
 
    The sky darkened, and the ruins of Sertal did not come into view until they were mere feet from the river Teras. They were not so much ruins as remembrance etched into the ground, foundations doing little to shape the fallen snow. Whatever had been there was no more; it had been plundered during the war, resources turned to yet more carnage. 
 
    Eos leapt from her horse, tied the reins to a low-hanging branch, and waded through the snow, towards the river. The snow reached her waist, riverbank sudden and sharp, and what little sunlight remained glinted across the ice. 
 
    The river was frozen, but not so much that any of them would’ve dared set foot on it. 
 
    “This is it, yeah?” Tanen asked Eos. “I dunno if it’s the sword, if it’s just me, or ‘cause I’m looking at you, but I’ve got this feeling. This might just be it, huh?”  
 
    “We passed a village a mile back,” Layla said, tying her horse next to Eos’. “Just like Anja said.”  
 
    Castelle and Tanen followed the pair of them and skidded down the riverbank, feet catching on rocks beneath the snow. Castelle stood at the water’s edge, now frozen, and searched for something in it. She searched for meaning, for memory, for something that could put a spirit to rest. 
 
    But the river was only a river, beautiful though it was with its surface halted by ice. Castelle had never seen anything of the sort, but there were so many things she’d never seen before. She didn’t need something new, something to tighten in her chest with the unfailing intricacies of nature. 
 
    She needed something she’d seen before. Something that had been there to guide them all. 
 
    She needed the spirits to show the way, to make the past present, to clear the dark skies. They needed spirits, but the only tragedy that had unfurled along this stretch of the Teras was Ava’s. Nobody clung to the earth, and blue-white light did not flash across the snow, northern lights pulled from the sky. 
 
    “What do we do?” Castelle whispered, taking Eos’ hand. “There are no spirits here. How do we see what Ava needs us to? Is she there? Will she talk?”  
 
    Eos closed her eyes, pressing two fingers to her chest.  
 
    “Ava is here. She can’t stop talking. I can’t understand it,” Eos said, lips pursed together. “I am not certain what to do, Castelle.” 
 
    “Hey,” Tanen said in a loud whisper. “Admittedly, I don’t get a lot of this stuff, it ain’t really what I’m about, but I think we all remember the crazy shit Ava did with Rhett. And I know, technically, his spirit was there, but like, she was pulling in stuff from all over Nor, and she was sure has hell standing in that not-body of hers after Rhett found his peace.” 
 
    Layla nodded slowly. None of them said a word. One by one, they sat in the snow, along the riverbank, and Tanen placed what remained of Brackish at their feet. 
 
    There were no spirits along the Teras. And that should have been a relief; for all the war had wrought, docks torn down and razed, there were none so haunted by the violence that they could not find relief in even the gods’ arms. 
 
    Leaning close, Tanen whispered, “Hey, Cas. About that breakdown you had the other day. There was something I wanted to say. Dunno if it will help, but…” 
 
    “What is it?” Castelle asked, taking Tanen’s hands and pulling them into her lap.  
 
    “Y’know that time I died? Think I might’ve brought it up lately. Anyway, when I was there, when I was with the Embracer, it was so, so tempting to stay. All that shit I’d been through in my life? It weren’t there. It was like, boom. Gone from my head, my heart. No pain, no worries, nothing clinging to me. 
 
    “Anyway, uh. Your siblings and stuff, when they got to the Embracer, everything would’ve been okay. They wouldn’t remember what you do. All this stuff here on earth, that don’t matter no more. It won’t cling to ‘em. It isn’t all they are.” 
 
    Tanen wrapped their arms around Castelle, holding her tightly as she trembled. 
 
    “Tanen,” Castelle whispered. “Everything you’ve done lately—learning Y’vish for Eos’ parents, wanting to stay here with Layla. Sharing things with me that no one else could, things no one else would think to. I don’t think you need to worry as much about love as you do. Just because you have trouble saying it doesn’t mean you don’t show it with a brightness unmatched by anyone else.” 
 
    Castelle closed her eyes as Tanen kissed her forehead, laughing softly under their breath. 
 
    Eos may have carried Ava’s spirit in her chest, but Castelle had felt the spirit in her veins, before. The blue-white light had been in her bones, coursing through her heart, and it’d found its way into her thoughts. Tanen had held Brackish without suffering for it, was the only one who could keep theirself safe from the spirit, yet there they sat, silent, lost to the same thoughts as the rest of them.  
 
    Even Layla had taken the sword, had felt the spirit shape her thoughts, freeing her from the forest temple. 
 
    All of them had been close to Brackish, to Ava. All of their spirits had reached out for hers, not always understanding that she needed help. 
 
    There were no spirits bound to the earth, none who had forgotten what they’d died for, only knowing that it had hurt, it had hurt, it had hurt. There were no spirits bound to the earth, but between them, there were five wrapped in flesh and bone. 
 
    They sat there for hours. Night rolled over them and stars blossomed overhead. In a heartbeat, the snow was gone. The cold no longer touched them, and the grass grew tall, tulips turning to face the sun. Spring was in the air, taken in by the lungful as Castelle’s eyes adjusted to the midday sun above. 
 
    She didn’t dare look at the others, only ahead. Sertal was not the sort of dock the common people had used. The ship docked there, billowing sails being tugged into place, was too fine, too polished, to have crossed rivers and seas for anything but decoration. 
 
    It was a large ship, good for three-hundred or more. People piled on, carrying all they owned in great barrels, sacks, and crates, more than ready to start a new life north of Nor. 
 
    Three people stood upon the dock itself. Elise, red hair shining in the sunlight, caught by the wind. Ava, still a blot and smear on the landscape, a void churning ever faster, curling into some central point, form barely holding onto itself. A third woman, older than Ava and Elise by decades, looked between the pair with nothing but scorn. 
 
    I have played along with this little charade all year, Ava, but this really is enough, the woman said. I cannot permit this. Your father cannot permit this. Call this rabble off the ship. Come home. 
 
    Mother, Ava said, reaching for the woman with something reminiscent of hands. I have not played at anything. I have only ever been sincere in my wish to find some better place for as many people as I can. I know you are disappointed, mother, but I am too. Disappointed you will not join us, that you refuse to see what this Kingdom is becoming.  
 
    The woman scoffed, tearing her hands away from Ava’s. She raised her chin, lip curled into a snarl as her eyes met Elise’s. She blamed the farm-born girl for digging her claws in and turning her own daughter against her. 
 
    And what will you do once you reach Fenroe? You will be as nothing there. You will be no one. They do not understand blood and rank as we do. It is a horrid land, Ava, where you were learn nothing and save no one, her mother said. 
 
    I will learn more than I ever did here, Ava said. I cannot say what I shall do there. But I shall live my life, and I will never hold my blood over anyone else’s. I will live amongst the people, and— 
 
    Make yourself a commoner, then! Ava’s mother cried, hands thrown in the air. But know the moment you set foot on that ship, you are no daughter of mine. Your title, your lands, your inheritance. All of it will pass onto one deserving of it. Make no mistake, Ava, you will crawl back here. It might take a year, it might take ten, but you will come crawling back, having destroyed the Greyser name, and there will be nothing left for you. You cannot take this back. 
 
    Ava tensed. Even as a dark stain against the sky, Castelle saw her shoulders rise as everything stopped within her. All the plans she’d made were nothing. Her integrity withered away, a voice in her head whispered that she was wrong, she was wrong, and all because she wanted her mother to see the truth of things. She wanted to be on the same side as her mother and would do almost anything for her family to understand her, to accept her. 
 
    But she couldn’t lie. She couldn’t turn a blind eye to the suffering of others. 
 
    Elise reached out, squeezing Ava’s hand. 
 
    Ava stood tall and said, If it’s the ship you’ll miss, mother, I’ll have it returned to you. Don’t worry. 
 
    Knowing she could no less change her daughter’s mind than she could take a long, hard look at her own life and the habits she’d fallen into, the luxuries she’d indulged in at the cost of others, Ava’s mother turned away. She took a step, faltered, but headed away from the docks, towards her carriage. 
 
    Ava and Elise watched the horses drag it along the horizon, back to the Greyser estate. 
 
    Castelle, Eos, Layla, and Tanen did the same. 
 
    Don’t cry, Elise ordered. Not over that woman. You’ve given her so many chances to see the truth, Ava. She doesn’t want anything better for herself, anything better for anyone else. 
 
    I know. I know, Ava murmured. But she is my mother, still. All I can do is pray to the gods that I am not doomed to make her mistakes. 
 
    Elise wrapped an arm around Ava’s shoulders, kissing her temple. She tugged her towards the ship, but Ava shook her head, shrugging Elise off. 
 
    Just a moment, Ava said. Let me say goodbye. 
 
    Elise bowed from her waist and backed away, climbing the gangplank. She barked orders to those on board, and a rabble of conversation filled the air as Ava stared out at Nor, at her home, never again to set foot on it. 
 
    She stood with her hands clasped behind her back, her chin lifted. Castelle could leap to her feet, could clamber up the docks and cling to Ava, but it would do no good. This wasn’t the past. It was only a retelling of it, and Ava had already boarded that ship hundreds of years ago. 
 
    Castelle couldn’t storm onboard and throw her red-haired ancestor overboard. She’d find herself upon the slowly-cracking ice, past unchanged. 
 
    From the edge of the dock, Ava took a breath and stared down at Eos. Even without eyes, her gaze was fixed upon her. Eos rose to her feet, knowing the truth of it. The dark shape on the docks, cut against the backdrop of spring, was a mere reflection of what had happened. The real Ava was within Eos, not forcing her to climb the docks, but needing her to. 
 
    Layla shuffled closer to Castelle, head rested on her shoulder as they watched the two of them stand face to face. Eos, spirit in her chest, and the Ava that was, the Ava who yet dared to dream of a better world; the Ava who did not yet know the sting of betrayal. 
 
    “Ava,” Eos whispered. “I am here. You are here.” 
 
    The spirit’s twisting, collapsing shape forgot the past. 
 
    The framework of Ava reached out to Eos, and they both clasped each other’s arms at the elbow. Eos pressed her forehead to Ava’s, a flicker of light and dark skidding between them. Behind them, the memory forgot Ava wasn’t on the ship. 
 
    The ropes were reeled in, and the wind picked up the sails, sending them downriver. The distant chatter of a hundred people excited for a new life, for what foreign shores would bring, faded into nothing as the ship drifted towards the horizon.  
 
    Eos moved her hands to Ava’s face. If darkness could smile, she did. Her hands pressed to Eos’ chest, and she took from Eos what she should never have been lumbered with; what had saved her life, what she had been willing to take to the ends of the earth if that’s what it took for the spirit to find rest. 
 
    It washed over Ava as blue-white light. The void, the nothingness between light and dark, no longer was. It was not the past that had come creeping back to Ava, was not the present that had risen over her. Eos had brought her back to Nor, and there, stood on the docks that no longer were, Ava had returned to herself. 
 
    She was a young woman. Younger than Castelle, but with eyes that had seen just as much, and calloused hands that had made as many difficult decisions. This was not the Ava who had sailed away to Fenroe, but the one who had made it her home, the one who had lived and died with the knowledge of what the archipelago became under the Greyser name. 
 
    There was a tear through her shirt, mirroring Eos’ most recent wound. Blood seeped through, darkening the cloth and staining the hands that grasped the wound. She ducked her head in an embarrassment too light for what had become of her.  
 
    Her long black hair fell loose around her shoulders, and her hazel eyes flickered around, taking in Eos more than her surroundings. She was beautiful, but that did not matter. She was herself, and she could ask for nothing more, nothing less. 
 
    Eos unwound her scarf and held it out to Ava. 
 
    “Oh, goodness. Thank you,” Ava said, pulling it to her chest, letting it soak up the blood. 
 
    Her voice was light. The anger was gone, fear and accusations laid to rest. 
 
    Stood in front of Eos, she was as real as anyone who still breathed. 
 
    Castelle moved to her feet, unblinking. Tanen’s hands pressed to the small of her back, helping her onto the dock. 
 
    “Castelle,” Ava said, mouth curling into a smile. “I’ve caused so much trouble for you, haven’t I?”  
 
    Castelle’s eye stung with tears, for Ava looked at her with clear eyes and did not see the woman who had murdered her, the woman who’d imposed centuries of selfish rule upon Fenroe. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Castelle said. She looked Ava in the eyes, never once glancing at the blood already soaked through Eos’ scarf. “You needed help and you were scared, just like I was. We’ve caused no more trouble than each other.” 
 
    “That’s right, isn’t it? I was in a sword, in a box, but so were you,” Ava said. 
 
    “Here,” Eos said, taking Ava’s elbow and lowering her to the edge of the docks. 
 
    Together, the two of them sat with their feet hanging over the edge, river flowing gently beneath them. 
 
    Castelle faltered. 
 
    Dark red stained the back of Ava’s shirt, spreading downwards. Castelle pulled off her scarf and held it to the wound as she sat next to Ava, feet swinging in time with hers and Eos’. 
 
    She’d been stabbed in the back, after all. 
 
    Along the horizon, darkness spread like an inverted sunset. Their spirits weren’t enough to stop the inevitable, to keep the truth of the world at bay. 
 
    “I got on that ship,” Ava said, nodding as she clung to Eos’ bloody scarf. “Nothing changes that. Even now, I am on that ship, heading to Fenroe. But it won’t happen again, will it?” 
 
    “It won’t,” Eos murmured. 
 
    “It can’t,” Castelle agreed. 
 
    Along the river, ice began to spread. The winter moon had risen, side by side with the waning spring sun. 
 
    Ava pulled Eos’ scarf from her chest and smiled down at it. The blood was gone, the fabric scrunched in her hand, clean as snow. Holding her breath, Castelle pulled her own scarf from Ava’s back. 
 
    The warmth of blood had never touched her hand. 
 
    Even Ava’s shirt was as it had been so long ago, no tears or stains to be seen. 
 
    Still, Ava rubbed at her chest. 
 
    “Look at you, Castelle. You’re a Greyser, blood as strong as any, but you’ve come so far. You’ve left everything behind, you’ve done what I always wanted to, and you’ve found…” Ava said, reaching for Eos’ hand. “You’ve found that the world has changed. That it changed without you. That your anger, your isolation, did nothing to hinder or halt that.” 
 
    “The world changed because it had to,” was all Castelle could say. “The world changed because of people like you. Fenroe, Nor—they’re safe now, both of them. We won’t let the same mistakes unfold again.” 
 
    Castelle took Ava’s other hand. Ava nodded, squeezing tightly. Some part of her was warm. The shattering of the spirit-sword Brackish had not been enough, and the spirits of the past had not severed or saved her from her anger; but sat there, along the docks torn down during a war the land was fast healing from, Ava had enough to understand that she was free.  
 
    She had not been betrayed so deeply as she was loved, at that moment. The river was ice before them, and snow gathered in piles around them. Trembling, Ava’s skin began to glow with a blue-white light. 
 
    She looked between Castelle and Eos, eyes crinkling as the light overcame them. Nothing had ever been so cutting, so hard-earnt. Castelle clung to the hand that was only light now, and the world inhaled all the cruelty that lingered upon it and held its breath. 
 
    Castelle reached for Ava’s face. She was no longer a sword in a box in a temple forest, surrounded by spirits that did not speak for her and dogs that would not protect her. 
 
    As Ava had turned to light, the light turned to nothing. 
 
    Castelle curled her fingers towards her palm. Ava was gone, gone.  
 
    The past was the past. It could never be undone, yet the cycle was broken. There was freedom there for all of them, homes nestled in the hearts and spirits of those around them. The past faded away, the bitter wind drew in dark clouds to cover the stars, and only truth remained, brighter than the moon. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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