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Content Warning




ThankyouforpickingupA Peddler of Chains . Much like A  Bond of Thread, this story takes place in a fantasy world full of perils. As such, we wanted to take a moment to provide those who need it with a list of potentially difficult or triggering themes and moments within this book.

A Peddler of Chains contains themes of violence, death, war, and loss. It includes characters with a history of parental death, along with non-graphic sexual assault, torture, cannibalism, and child abuse. On page depictions of violence, injury, intense torture, blood, death, mild swearing, gaslighting, and nudity are included. Non-graphic emotional and physical abuse of a child by a parent are implied in some epigraphs and flashbacks, but not delved into. There is one instance of graphic maiming of a main character included at the end of Chapter 39, which continues into Chapter 40. This book introduces a major series villain and is the darkest the Mountain Fell gets. Most books in the series are lighter. When things do get dark, we will strive to always give warning at the start of the book.

We did not want to write a story about these dark subjects without providing due warning and giving them the weight they require. As such, we tried to explore the dark while clearly painting it as such. These acts of evil are never glorified, and the characters who suffer through them are given chances to rise beyond their trauma. However, we accept and acknowledge that many people read to get away from the darkness around us or do not wish to explore these difficult and potentially triggering subjects, so please proceed with caution, and stay safe and healthy.

If you have specific concerns, don't know if this book is for you, or would like a summary of events in chapters you do not wish to read, please feel free to contact us at www.aocollectivepublishing.com













  
  
For those still fighting,  


and those who walked away. 
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Creatures of the Mountain Fell

MOUNTAIN BORN

The Gentry

Kings, Queens

& their Soulbonded

The High Fae

Magical citizens

of the Fell

The fair folk

Magical animals, plants & creatures of the Fell

VOID TOUCHED

The Elder Fae

Gentry corrupted

by the Void

The Ferals

High Fae corrupted

by the Void

The voidlings

Fair folk corrupted

by the Void



The Magic of the High Fae & Gentry

All High Fae are born with the magic of their homeland; it is their primary magic and their most powerful inheritance. They are also graced with secondary powers from the lands touching theirs on each side, above, and below. The color of their eyes determines how much magic they can wield. All Fae are born with Rose eyes. As their reservoirs grow, their Gazes darken. This stops when they reach their mature strength around twenty. Lesser faeries also wield magic, but it is sporadic and hard to measure.

Light Eyes

Rose

Copper

Azure

Median Eyes

Verdant

Golden

Violet

Dark Eyes

Crimson

Silver

Obsidian



rings & Rings

The words ‘faerie ring’ refers to both the wild circles of stones, plants, and other natural wonders that allow people to travel around the Mountain Fell, and to the Rings of High Fae who form around a King or Queen. To differentiate the two, the second is always capitalized. A Faerie Ring is composed of between three, six, and nine High Fae who Soulbond to a Ruler, becoming one of the Gentry. Each Soulbonded takes on one of the following roles:

Knight

Defends the Ruler

Warden

Defends the Ring

Blade

Defends the Land

Heart

Nurtures the Ruler

Keeper

Nurtures the Ring

Seer

Nurtures the Land

Herald

Speaks for the Ruler

Senechal

Speaks for the Ring

Envoy

Speaks for the Land
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Prologue: Lilac Fields






Dwin invited me to Evergreen last week to speak to a little boy named Willow, recently orphaned by the War. 
“He’s angry today,” my old friend said in his letter, “and he may be angry for a long time to come, but lay the foundations, Rho. That way, when he wears himself out and stops being angry, he’ll have something to fall back on.”—From the writings of Monk Rhodiola of Herb



The crisp night air would have been beautiful, if Ash were not dying. 

The twisting sensation from the wound just under Asherah’s ribs had her stumbling, quietly trying to swallow the bile burning her throat. She pressed her hand harder against the pulsing wound in her abdomen, but there was too much blood. The assassin had gotten her right in the belly. Ash had died enough times to know a mortal wound, and this one would be a slow, painful death. 

Or maybe the toxin swimming through her veins would kill her first. Whoever had hired that Void-cursed assassin had done their homework. She’d never handled Fenwood well in any of her incarnations. When a Soulbonded Fae reincarnated, they were supposed to keep their memories, not their bloody allergies.

With luck, this life wouldn’t last long enough to feel the full effects. Better to die of blood loss than the vicious nightmares Fenwood brought on. Better yet would be a quick, violent end, which was why she was stumbling around in the dark toward enemy lines. 

If only this new body of hers had wings. It was the first time she had reincarnated without them or the body-strengthening magic of Vine, and she hated it down to her very soul. If she could have taken to the sky, maybe she could have found a blissful death with the wind in her hair and only the moon and clouds as witnesses. Instead, here she was, grounded like a bird with broken feathers, waiting for the inevitable end. 

The vast expanse of Lilac Fields wasn’t that far away, and only the Mountain knew how long this false sense of peace would last before battle broke out. Eventually, someone on the Meridian-Nadir Alliance side would find her. Even a new recruit would probably manage it—she could be killed by a child at this point.

And wouldn’t that be ironic, considering who had been spotted on the other side of Lilac Fields the evening before?

A tired laugh wheezed past her lips, but the sudden heave in her stomach cut it off. Both hands moved to brace herself against a nearby tree as she fought for equilibrium and won. Barely.

Strands of sweaty red hair were plastered to her face, her skin deathly pale in the moonlight as Asherah shakily sank to her knees, her bloodied hand sinking into the grass and moss as she rested her feverish head against the cool rough bark before her.

Get up, Ash . . . you have to get your shit together. Focus. You can jump to Maevian if you can just . . . ugh, nope. Still ready to gag. 

She could feel the concern of her Ringmates and Queen, but Ash had gotten adept at blocking them out in times of pain. They didn’t need to feel this. Not again.

I’ll die quietly this time. Maybe it’s better this way. I’ve only been back a few months. They haven’t had a chance to get to know the new me yet. It won’t hurt as much. 

Even with her eyes closed, the world spun. The cramps were getting worse, and she couldn’t even tell if it was the wound or the poison. A whimper passed her tightly pressed lips, but it cut off abruptly as a twig snapped behind her.

The wind chose that moment to whistle through the trees, carrying with it a scent she’d learned to fear above all others: woodsmoke and sage, deceptively enticing in their tranquility.

Ash tried to push herself up. Before she made it, a hand fisted in her hair and yanked her upwards, before slamming her against the tree. Pain exploded through her body, making her vision swim. When it refocused, he was there, an inch from her face, teeth bared in a bright, gleaming snarl. 

Willow Arrowsbane.

He was a good head taller than her and twice as broad, wide shoulders straining the fabric of his uniform. But it was his Obsidian eyes that held the true promise of death—the darkest of all the Gazes and more than enough to turn Ash into a thin red mist.

“Oh. Hi,” she breathed, then winced as another rippling wave of pain coursed through her belly. “You can kill me if you want. Can’t be worse than this.”

He’d killed her before. Four times, in fact, including her last death. Each time, she had been reborn into a new body only to return to the fray and be killed once more. Ash usually lasted more than seventeen years between reincarnations, but clearly this time her luck had run out. 

At least it will be quick. 

The Herb warrior’s grip on her tightened. The warm metal of his brass knuckles dug into the back of her head, pulling her hair so tight it threatened to rip out of her scalp. She flinched at the force, her eyes closing against the pain as she wondered how he’d kill her this time. Would he open a ward inside her again? Or maybe kill her with a good old fashioned blade? Would he kiss her this time, right before? Or was that just for the battlefield, when adrenaline was high and all desires magnified? 

Good way to go, with his lips on mine. I think I’d like that again.

But there was no satisfied smile curling his lips this time. Too bad. She had always liked the way his cheek dimpled when he smiled. It made him look less like the monster of death and destruction this war had turned him into. Without it, his strong jaw and furrowed brow were hard, like the cracked earth before an oncoming storm.

It would take her soon. Pity that death wouldn’t free her from this war.

Her eyes rolled toward the sky, spotting the twisting lights emanating from the Void, visible once the sunlight faded. At least it was a lovely night to die. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and gritted her teeth as she waited.

Another wave of pain hit. Her back arched, front thudding into him and likely smearing blood all over his uniform. A strangled whine left her lips, embarrassment coloring her cheeks as she realized he might think she was whining in fear. She forced her eyes open to glare at him. “Just do it. The waiting is k . . . kill . . .” 

Her knees buckled.

He caught her. 

Actually caught her, not blasted her and the tree sky high. As he did, his face came into the light. The shadows she had assumed were fury transformed into deep circles under his eyes. His cheeks were hollow, Obsidian eyes entirely lacking their usual burning fury.

He looks how I feel.

“Asherah? What’s wrong?” He lowered her to the ground. “Oh shit, you’re bleeding. Why? Who hurt you? We haven’t ordered an attack yet, we’re supposed to be negotiating at dawn.”

“Yeah, well . . .” She coughed, leaning back into the tree. “I was too slow. Asshole caught me in the side . . . Had something nasty on his blade. So do me a favor and either kill me quick or go away.” Her vision blurred, a high-pitched keen slipping through her wavering control as another jolt of agony blazed through her. 

“I . . . v-vote . . . for option one.” She forced herself to blink her eyes open again, wondering at how she had ended up with her face in the grass. Had she fallen over? “Ha . . . ha . . . the fun never ends.” Why wasn’t he breaking her skull? Why was he just kneeling there, staring at her with that confused expression on his face?

Is he that worried about them trying to kill me? What a joke.

“What? F-first time you’ve seen s-someone assassinated? I k-know it’s not. I k-killed your whole f-family, remember?” I hate this poison. But at least if it’s hitting this fast I might die fast too. Or maybe reminding him of his family will get him moving.

Unfortunately, the nausea that she’d been fighting down chose that moment to return with a vengeance. Ash doubled over and unceremoniously emptied her stomach on his shoes. Well, at least that should provoke him into murder. 

Except it didn’t. 

Arrowsbane did move, but it was to reach forward and place a hand on her forehead. Soft. Warm. Actual skin, not the wards he was famous for. The only time she’d felt his skin was when they’d danced together during the ill-fated truce halfway through the War. His hands hadn’t been calloused like she’d expected, which she supposed made sense. Why would they be, when he could ward them from harm?

Oh, and that damn kiss. The one she’d been thinking about ever since he’d blasted her to pieces last time. The way he’d pulled her close on the battlefield, his mouth covering hers and flooding her senses with the delicious taste of wild herbs and open skies. She had hardly felt the pain as his fist speared through her ribcage and brought with it sweet oblivion.

“You’re burning up, Ash.”

“No . . . shit.” She coughed, groaning a bit as the scent of her emptied stomach registered at last. “F . . . Fenwood. It’s awful.”

Arrowsbane looked around, then back at her. Moving with a surprising amount of care, he peeled back the ripped fabric of her shirt over the wound in her gut, which she hadn’t dared to do yet, for fear of what she’d see. His grimace was answer enough. 

“So you g-gonna p-put me out of my misery?” Asherah managed to whimper. 

“No,” he replied. Then, without warning, he reached forward and scooped her into his arms. “I’m going to help you.”


      [image: ]She was in his tent. 

At some point Ash must have passed out. She couldn’t remember how she had gotten there, but it was definitely his. That same woodsmoke and sage scent clung to the rough bedding she was lying on and permeated the canvas her hand rested against.

Daring to crack her eyes open, the first thing she saw was Arrowsbane kneeling beside the bed, his uniform jacket flung over a chest, a medic’s kit open on the cot beside her. His hands were bloody, and there was a streak of it on his cheek. 

He must have felt her twitch, because he looked her way. “Shh. Don’t move. I need to tie off this last stitch.” 

“ . . .what?” She was slurring. Asherah could hear it, but couldn’t seem to clear up the sound. Clenching her hands into fists, she tried again “W . . . why?” He was stitching her up? Why wasn’t he killing her? Why weren't at least ten guards dragging her off for questioning?

Why am I alive?

Her hand shook as she lifted it. It thudded down on his wrist. “St . . . stop. S’wrong.”

He jerked, and she felt it in her abdomen as his hand tugged at the twine. But the bite of the thread was nothing compared to the pain of dying . . . or the other horrors she had endured. Despite the way the Fenwood made the whole tent spin, Ash kept her eyes fixed on Arrowsbane. 

Who looked angry at last. Good. That was familiar ground. 

“You’re a fucking kid. What are you, sixteen this time? You have no business being this close to a battlefield yet.” It came out with all the vicious anger she was used to, yet the words themselves were so antithetical to everything she knew of him that it took her a minute to actually comprehend them. 

“That matters . . . why?” She asked, pressing a hand against the stitches. They were surprisingly neat and tidy for a soldier. “War . . . doesn’t c-care. And you’re here.”

“They should have sent Ilyas. Or one of the other Bloody Six. You’re too young.” With a swat, he brushed her hand away. “Your nails are filthy. Don't touch or you’ll get infected. I’ve healed the internal damage with Fern magic, but if you don’t have a scar, your army medics will ask questions. Tell them you got a small cut during training and did this yourself so as not to take up room in the medical tent. Now lie still.”

“Why?” She stared at him, demanding answers with all the exhausted energy she had left. “You c-could k-kill me and they’d l-love you for it. Pretty sure some of mine would love you t-too.”

Though his hands were gentle, Willow’s teeth were clenched. She could practically see the fury building behind his Obsidian eyes. “I’m not going to kill you like this, Ash. You’re still a kid. One who just got stabbed and poisoned by my people when we’re trying to avoid a battle here.” 

“Never . . . s-said that,” she whispered, closing her eyes and leaning back into his pillow again. “T-think . . . it was one of m-mine.”

His motions stilled. 

Good. Maybe they were finally getting somewhere. Anything to make this damnable spinning nausea stop. 

“Yours? Why would your own people hurt you?” Willow asked. There was ice there, in his tone, in the utter stillness of a body built for the endless motion of war.

“I’m Asherah the Red.” She cracked her eyes open, staring at Willow. “ . . . and even people on my side . . . want it to s-stop. The assassin said . . . said that without me in the way, maybe we’d lose Lilac Fields and you’d make it to Oliban Fortress. It’s a straight shot from there to Maevian. Kill the K-Keeper . . . get the Queen. Yeah?” As Maevian’s Keeper, Asherah alone was able to teleport to Maevian from anywhere in the Mountain Fell. That was the Keeper’s greatest strength: to always be able to reach the Queen and her Soul Bonded when they most needed help. It also made her the biggest obstacle in any assassin’s way. “I d-don’t get to be . . . a kid.”

For numerous reasons. But he was the enemy, and wouldn’t care. That he wasn’t killing her now was strange. His people would be furious that he’d had the chance and hadn’t taken it.

But she wouldn’t tell if he wouldn’t.

His eyes lowered to his lap. “They tried to bring me in as a kid too. But I had people looking out for me. Why isn’t your Ring here with you?”

Asherah shot him a sharp grin. “I’m the K-Keeper. They can’t jump to me—and when I realized how—Ow—screwed I am, I blocked them out. No need for them to do s-stupid things to get to me. This isn’t my first death. Probably not my last, either. It’s old news.” She started to shrug, then nearly doubled over before catching her breath as the stitches reminded her that was a very bad idea.

Exhausted, she thumped the back of her head into his pillow again, closing her eyes. “Shit.”

Once more, that warm hand pressed against her brow, and she could feel him there again, hovering close. Maybe this was all a Fenwood-induced hallucination. Yeah, that had to be it. There was no way that Willow Arrowsbane, Commander of the Meridian-Nadir Alliance, had brought her to his tent and stitched her up. Maybe she was still in the woods, lying beneath the leaves with the wind playing in her hair. 

No, not wind. Fingers, combing through her hair as the Fenwood once more dragged her under. Steam, from a cup placed against her lips. More poison? No. Mint tea, soothing against her raw throat. And music? Was she home? No, not home. Home with Maevian didn’t have music anymore, only the screams of their nightmares. But these weren’t screams, they were a deep, pleasant hum, a lullaby whispered against her hair as someone warm and strong held and rocked her as she tossed and turned. 

And then cold. When Ash blinked blearily through the crud on her lashes, moonlight shone through a small air flap in the tent, illuminating a pair of shoulders lying on a blanket in front of the mouth of the tent. Willow Arrowsbane was sleeping on the cold early spring earth with a ward beyond him, while she was in his cot. 

Keeping the world out to protect her.

No hallucination would be able to last this long, or be this well-defined;she wouldn’t still smell sage and woodsmoke, or feel the stitches in her gut. That meant this was real.

Her teeth slid into her bottom lip, pressing hard enough that she knew the tissue would be bruised, as she tried to force herself upright. Arrowsbane was camped behind enemy lines. If she got caught here, it wasn’t just her neck that would hang, his would, too.

She hadn’t saved his life before just to watch him die stupidly trying to save hers. 

As soon as the cot creaked, Arrowsbane surged to his feet and his hands were on her shoulders pushing her back into the blankets before she’d made it onto her elbows. “Shh. The tent is warded. No one can get in. Dawn won’t be here for a few hours yet. Sleep.”

“I’m going to be sick for d-days. You can’t hide me here. They’ll find me.” She shuddered, then poked a finger at him. “You killing me is fine—I w-won’t tolerate it from others unless I’m desperate.” And by ‘not tolerating,’ she meant she’d kill them.

Maybe if she weren’t sick she could have been more polite. But if she weren’t sick, she wouldn’t be here. It would be a normal day, preparing to end the lives of hundreds of Fae who likely didn’t deserve it. 

He ruffled her hair, face sad. “Don’t worry, Spitfire. I agree. No one but me is allowed to kill you, so rest. I’m not in the business of fighting limp rags.”

She wanted to stab him. A lot. Her fingers even twitched until her stomach started lurching again. “Oh . . . Void.” Her hands pressed against her mouth attempting to block what was coming. It wouldn’t work, and she knew that, but it was worth a shot.

Arrowsbane simply reached for a basin and rubbed between her shoulders when willpower stopped working. He had a skin of water ready when she was done. The sheer oddity of that had her obediently gulping at it—and shaking with nerves at the same time.

“S-still think you’re crazy. You’ve killed me plenty. Why stop now?” She flopped back into the bed, squeezing her eyes shut. A damp cloth pressed against her forehead, followed by another one of those soothing hums. Distant thunder on a cozy winter night. 

She hadn’t thought life was still capable of surprising her. Yet here he was, being incongruously caring. “World’s topsy-turvy today . . . my own trying to kill me, you trying to save me, and me not being able to aim to save my life. Elder Fae take me, someone’s got to be having a laugh.”

Willow didn’t reply. In the dim light, his messy hair cast a shadow across his face, making his features unreadable. But the hand in her hair kept gently stroking, and when he spoke, it was so soft she could hardly hear it. “I missed you, Ash. That’s all.”


      [image: ]He snuck her out of his tent a half-hour before dawn. She had woken, bleary but coherent, wound sore yet no longer life-threatening. Clearly, Willow was no stranger to Fern healing magic. 

He cast an illusion over her, then walked her right out through the camp. No one approached, or even dared look his way. 

She hadn’t realized he was so isolated. 

Once they were over the hill, he offered her his arm to lean on, as though she were a fancy lady in a novel—not an enemy soldier with a gut wound. His warmth soothed the bite of the chill morning air, so she leaned in close, beyond caring since they were completely alone. 

While they walked, she looked over the landscape as light began to stain the horizon. In the valley beyond—where death would soon bathe the land—lilacs and crocuses were just starting to bloom. The air smelled sweet, birdsong carrying on the breeze as the sun lit the sky a lemon-yellow dusted in gold. “If one didn’t know it was about to rain blood around here, it would be lovely,” she whispered, unwilling to break the quiet. “I rarely get to appreciate the dawn.”

They stopped walking by unspoken consensus, gazing down the valley. His hand covered hers. “Me neither, though lately I’ve greeted more than usual. Hoping I’d see you in the distance . . . and dreading it.”

“Don’t know why you would . . . I never win.” She sighed, running a shaky hand through the short hair she had taken to keeping three lives ago. Less for an opponent to grab. “You always manage to either get away from me, or end me. Not that I haven’t tried to end you, but it hasn’t worked.” Grimacing, she turned to face him. “To be honest . . . I’ve never really wanted to. But oh, how Ilyas does.”

Arrowsbane let out a hoarse laugh. “Maybe I’ll let him next time. It would be good for him to get a win. Poor man looked rather down last time I blasted him out of the foothills of Fruit.”

Asherah chuckled, then winced. “Don’t make me do that. It hurts too much.” She looked over at him, taking a moment to enjoy the way the morning light softened his cheekbones and turned his sun-browned skin a rich olivewood color. The stubble on his chin was as unkempt as his hair, at odds with the crisp collar of his Alliance uniform. It was a face that felt out of place in this endless war, like it was built for laboring on the land during the hot summers of Herb, dirt smudges on his nose and a cool lake reflecting in his eyes. She was sure  if he smiled fully, it would be a wholesome one. Which was probably why he rarely did. 

“I owe you one, Arrowsbane,” she said, to distract herself from those thoughts. “And I don’t like it. You have . . . confused me.” She motioned towards the dawning light. “But this—this is a gift. I so rarely get to see colors like these.”

Willow said nothing, his gaze sweeping over the landscape again. His perennial frown eased, and with those worried, hard lines gone, he looked young too. This new body of hers might only be seventeen, but she was much older. She could still remember staring down into his tearful young eyes when he’d been naught but a boy, and Asherah the monster had come to end his life. It was the only time he’d run from her, and as far as she could tell, he’d never stopped moving. 

That had been lifetimes ago. 

Seemed as though they were never lining up right.

Finally, he looked back at Asherah, staring down at her for just as long. As though something in this incarnation’s homely freckled face and rough, frizzy red curls was just as worthy of his attention as the crisp spring dawn. 

He cupped her cheek. Though he said nothing, the silence held the weight of words, unspoken but loud, heavy as the Mountain itself yet immaterial as the breeze. 

She couldn’t hold his gaze anymore, so she closed her eyes, tilting her head towards the sun. “Everything is still possible, when the sun rises. It’s why I love this time of day. If you kill me again—bury me at dawn, alright?” Her breath sucked inwards. “I’d like that . . . The dark of night behind me, and the possibilities of the day ahead.”

His hand on her cheek tightened, drawing her attention to him. Her eyes opened, Crimson meeting his deep Obsidian. With surprising forcefulness, he whispered, “Go home, Ash. For at least a few more years. Promise me I won’t see you on the front again until you can actually defend yourself again. Promise me.”

“I can’t. My home is gone.” She raised her hand to his, then slowly pulled it down so that she could lay a soft kiss on his knuckles. “And there is no one left there that would care for me. This is what I am, Arrowsbane. I can only promise to be who I am.”

“Then go to your Queen. Or Ilyas, or somewhere. Just not here.”

“. . . A different battlefield then?” Asherah gave him a sad smile. “While the Mountain sits empty, there is no peace. You’ll learn someday, whether I survive it or not. Thank you, Willow Arrowsbane—for proving I can still be surprised. May the wind be at your back, and Mountain bless your steps.”
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Chapter 1

Come out, come out wherever you are





“Why Asherah?” I asked Willow as he packed up to leave my monastery after ten years as my student.
“Why breath?” he parried.
“Because without it, there can be no life.”
“Exactly.”—From the writings of Monk Rhodiola of Herb



Willow Arrowsbane rubbed his hands together as he walked through the Land of Evergreen, hunting a ghost. Snowy forest spread out in every direction, the only sounds were the crunch of his footsteps and the occasional slither and crash of snow falling from high in the trees. 

Down in Evergreen—the coldest of all three Lands of Nadir, on the lowest Plane of the Mountain Fell—winter never ended. The cold felt good for the most part—a nice way to burn off the extra power that came from having Obsidian eyes—but it always made Will’s fingers and toes ache. 

He rubbed his hands again, thick gloves creaking, then stuck them under his armpits as he surveyed the empty landscape. His quarry was here. No one would believe it, of course, because Asherah was from Vine. Evergreen was far from hospitable for those born in the three Lands of Zenith, but that was exactly why Willow’s gut was telling him she was here. It was the last place anyone would think to look, making it the safest place to hide. He had tracked her from the village he had passed through a fortnight ago, where one of the children had seen a stranger with bright red eyes and tall hunched shoulders hidden under a cloak. 

It was nice that the youth of Evergreen didn’t know what concealed wings looked like. The War had been distant here. The Fae of Evergreen tended to animals, which had been of minimal use during the War. They had instead served as a refuge for the injured or displaced, including him. 

Willow had come to Evergreen when Maevian Oriset’s Crimson-Eyed Keeper killed his parents. Perhaps today he could begin to pay back the debt he owed them for sheltering him as a child. 

There was only one Vine Fae with Crimson eyes who would be hiding out here in the middle of nowhere, and he planned on catching her today.

Asherah. 

Even thinking her name made heat roar in his belly, though whether from rage or eagerness he didn’t know. If this really was Asherah, it might finally be able to end his centuries-long quest for justice and be free of the last tether tying him to the War. Then he’d be able to put away his weapons for good and try to . . . find a life. He’d search out a place to set down roots and attempt to put the War and the Queen he had lost before ever finding her behind him. Well, unless the new King of Vine, Ashan Oriset, followed in his mother’s footsteps and started another conflict . . . which was looking more likely by the year.

With a grunt, Willow shook his head, attempting to dislodge that unsettling thought. The politics of the Mountain Fell weren’t Will’s business anymore. He wasn’t a soldier or a general, just a bounty hunter tracking the largest outstanding bounty from the War.

Asherah of Vine had been one of six High Fae Soulbonded to Maevian Oriset—the Queen of Vine who had started centuries of wholesale slaughter. While Maevian lived, the Bloody Six had reincarnated into a new body each time they were killed, but their Queen was long dead. Out of them all, only one remained unaccounted for. 

Willow had hunted Asherah ever since she butchered his family when Willow had been no more than a child. In retaliation, he had killed her four times before the night at Lilac Fields—which still haunted his dreams—and once after. This time would be different, though. Without her Queen, when death took her, Ash would stay dead. That changed everything.

His eyes scanned the icy landscape, looking for movement. Where are you, Asherah?

He inhaled, trying to catch a whiff of Vine. Nothing but ice and pine. Not even the telltale scent of flowers that haunted his dreams and seemed to pop up every time Willow let down his guard. For twelve heart-stopping hours more than twenty years ago, he had felt the Call to a Queen. He had raced up to Zenith only to find the unmistakable traces of a fight, a rotting corpse, and no Queen. After years of searching and stumbling upon far-flung caves and abandoned campsites where he could have sworn her scent still lingered, Will had finally given up. Either he had imagined her to begin with, or she was dead and he was clinging to vain hope so strongly that it was driving him mad. There was just no way a Ruler hid out in damp grottos and wandered near the Rim.

Asherah, on the other hand, was exactly who he would expect in such places. There was nowhere else a war criminal could run.

A few will-o’-wisps bobbed between the trees, but he knew better than to ask those mischievous lesser faeries for help. They would as soon lead him into the maw of an Elder Fae than do as he requested. Not for the first time, Willow wished he had more of the power of his old enemies. Vine Fae were made for combat with their wings, superior strength and speed, and most of all: sharpened senses. Willow’s own primary power of creating wards—while useful in combat—did not lend itself at all to tracking. Having been born in Herb, which sat underneath Vine in the Mountain Fell, Willow could draw on a little of their magic, but never to the extent or with the finesse of those born there.

But wards did come mighty handy when it was time to catch his prey.

“Come out, Asherah. Don’t make me do this the hard way.” He took another step forward and froze as he heard the smallest of gasps. The hair at the back of his neck stood on end. 

She’s here.

Immediately, Will pulled a shimmering Obsidian ward around himself, layering it atop the ones that usually rested just above his skin. He scanned the nearby trees but still didn’t see her. In the case of this particular Faerie, that was monumentally dangerous. She had once turned him into a pincushion of arrows despite his superior strength, which had frankly been as embarrassing as it was painful. “I know you’re out there. Show yourself and I won’t harm you, Ash.”

The only movement in the forest was the wind in the trees and the bobbing wisps. But he knew he wasn’t wrong. She was there.

Snow exploded in every direction not five feet from where he stood. Willow didn’t see the blow coming. One second he was looking around, trying to spot what was out of place, and the next a fist impacted his sternum with more force than should have been possible considering his wards. 

He flew through the air like a green recruit, but years of training kicked in before he hit the ground. He twisted mid-flight to land on his feet, fingers digging into the snowy ground for balance. Willow swiveled around, ignored the pain in his chest, and caught the tip of a wing disappearing out of sight into a snow drift. 

His lips twisted into a grim smile. 

There you are. Gotcha.

His quarry didn’t move again. Will stood and pretended to look around. He even cursed under his breath as if confused, and took a few steps to the side, always keeping the snow drift in the periphery of his vision until he had a clear line of attack.

Not for the first time, Willow wished he could just create a ward around his quarry from afar, but that wasn’t how the magic of his homeland worked. Wards remained pinned to a place or person after he created them, and he could alter and manipulate them from afar, but he could only originate them from his own body. He had to touch her if he wanted to trap her in place. Since Asherah was too fast for Willow to chase down, he did the next best thing. 

He twisted on the spot, flung out his hands, and created a ward around him, his quarry, and enough land to maneuver in. It spread out, passing through trees and bushes alike until it was far enough to trap Asherah in with him. The moment it was in place, he turned the shimmering barrier solid, yet invisible. It wouldn’t pin her in one spot, but it would keep her from fleeing. Even so, it was a risk. She would have felt it pass through her. A cornered Vine Fae was an immensely dangerous creature, so he created a second ward just inside the other, pulsing with crackling Obsidian energy. 

Overkill, perhaps, but he wasn’t taking chances with this one. Her Crimson eyes made Asherah powerful, but not as powerful as Will’s Obsidian ones. He could take his time, draw her out, and she wouldn’t be able to bolt like a damn coward. 

Layering a few more wards around himself at different distances so that she couldn’t knock the wind out of him again, Willow turned in a circle, speaking loudly into the quiet woods. “Asherah of Vine, centuries ago you murdered my family. Before and after, you did the same to countless others by order of the Mad Queen, Maevian Oriset. There is a warrant out for your capture, dead or alive. I’m here to bring you in to face a fair trial instead of ending up with your head on a pike. You can fight me if you want, but I’m going to win. Come quietly, and I promise no harm will befall you by my hands. Come out, Asherah.”

A head of ice-white hair popped out of a completely different snowbank than Will had seen her dive into. He crouched low, arms coming up defensively. 

“The name is Kiarian, you complete lunkhead, and I didn’t kill anyone. I don’t know who this Asherah person is, but you’ve just scared off all the game for miles with your tromping and stomping through the woods chasing after me. So now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to go find them. You’re after the wrong lady, boyo, so could you please stop crawling up my ass?”

Asherah looked very different from the last time Will had seen her. This reincarnated version had long white hair and skin as dark as night, not at all the usual coloration of a Vine Fae. The equally monochromatic moth-like wings that extended as she shook off the snow, though, were a dead give-away that she didn’t belong on the Plane of Nadir. Down here only lesser faeries flew, and those wings . . . Willow wouldn’t soon forget the wings of the woman who had murdered his parents. 

Nothing else about her looked the same, but that didn’t matter. It never had. He’d seen her in so many bodies—tall, short, dark, light, male, female—but there were one or two features that were usually there. She had the wings and, yes there they were: Asherah’s eyes.

Crimson orbs staring out of the shadow as arrows fell at Willow’s feet. His parents, their slumped bodies unmoving. Fire, screaming, and death.

Willow retreated another step, Obsidian eyes narrowing as he searched her hands for a bow. “Not sporting a bow with your new body? This explains why I’ve had this hard of a time finding you.” He reached for the spelled set of cuffs at his belt and pulled them loose. Every motion was slow and ready to change if she made a move towards him. “Not that it matters. How many Crimson-Eyed Vine Faeries with your skillset and those wings do you think are wandering around Evergreen, Asherah?” 

He refused to use the name she had given him. Kiarian. Pah! Others might be fooled, but she was not the only quarry of Willow’s to try to change their name. Feigning ignorance and starting over were good tactics, but not good enough. 

They were about twenty yards apart, but Will still caught the eye-roll as Asherah waded out of the snow and shook out her wings, white specks flying everywhere.

Willow’s twitchy fingers flexed for the weapons he no longer allowed himself to hold. 

He hated wings. 

“I am not Asherah,” the Faerie before him said. “Look, I get it, really I do. You think it’s easy to have the same type of wings and eyes as a war criminal? People have been mistaking me for her since I was a child.”

She crossed her arms, an almost comical look of annoyance on her face. It might have made Willow question whether he had, indeed, made a mistake, had she not also been circling around him to get to higher ground. This was a stalling tactic, and it wasn’t going to work.

“Oh, cut the shit, Ash.”

“I’m not the one being a lunkhead. You’ve been tracking me for days and I’m sick of it. I want no part of their War, alright? I hunt Ferals and big bad beasties near the Rim because the way I look scares people, and it’s a job that needs doing. All I’ve ever wanted was to be left alone, but you’re not the first bounty hunter to make this mistake. If you insist on turning this into a ‘mine is bigger’ contest like they did, you’re going to lose, ward-boy. Don’t you have better things to do than be a racist prick?”

Excuse me . . .? Willow blinked a few times. “What? No, I have no quarrel with the people of Vine, just the ones who participated in Oriset’s messed-up War.”

“Suuuure you don’t. It really shows, what with the hunting me and the not listening to me when I tell you I’m not Asherah. My name is Kiarian Vasiliev, born of Vine, raised in Palm, currently of Evergreen. I’m not who you are looking for. Assuming that I’m a hardened criminal just because I have wings like these is racist as shit. So fuck off.”

Will’s cheeks reddened as he took a step forward. “I’m not assuming anything. If you are who you say you are, the Lichen Queen will be able to confirm it when she looks. I’ll let you go and even spread the word around the bounty-hunter circles not to bother you. But if you are Ash, then you know as well as I do that it’s not going to end. They’ll keep coming and eventually one who isn’t me will find you. You know I’m the better option.”

“Ha. Like I’m going to let you drag me all the way to Lichen so some evil mind snake can rummage about in my head. No, thank you.” Her wings twitched, and she spat to the side. “They’d kill me without thinking about it. Every Vine Faerie knows that. Lichen doesn’t have mercy for the winged. I’m not willing to take that chance. Rather beat you with your own cock than go through that.”

It was Willow’s turn to roll his eyes. “Queen Ysala of Lichen isn’t a murderous monster like Maevian Oriset. She’s a fair Ruler who is offering impartial judgment. If you’re not Asherah, I won’t let them lay a single finger on you.” And if she was, Lichen was her only chance for a fair trial. Every other Land would kill her on sight. 

“Ha ha, not funny.” She widened her stance and her face grew colder. 

Willow sighed. “You’re going to make me do this the hard way, aren’t you?”

In answer, Asherah attacked.
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Chapter 2

Fighting in the snow






Asherah the Red was the monster who haunted the worst of my nightmares. Every time she was reborn, she could be from any Land, bear any name, but still be Asherah the Red. The possibilities terrify me, because she wouldn’t need Flower’s illusions or Lichen’s mind tricks to hide. My mother sees something about her, but won’t tell me of the vision. The only hint I’ve gathered is that Asherah the Red will come to Lichen. Soon. 
How am I supposed to face a nightmare?—From the writings of Plume of Lichen



It was him. Void curse her, it was him. 

Time seemed to slow to a crawl as Kia lunged forward, her heightened reflexes kicking in. It gave her time to survey the battlefield, and more importantly, her opponent.

This close, Kiarian could see his chilling Obsidian Gaze, and worse, smell him. She inhaled deeply, unable to help herself despite knowing the danger in doing so. Woodsmoke and sage, like waking up after a gentle rainstorm in the shelter of a tree, droplets of water hissing onto a warming fire. 

Kia clenched her jaw, twisting to plant her boot on a tree root for a better angle of attack. She couldn’t afford to be distracted by his scent, that was a mistake she had made before, and it cost her dearly. Like a sweet-smelling poisonous flower, it was a deadly lure shared by all Faeries from Herb, and this one happened to just be particularly enticing. 

She had to get away. Unfortunately, that was easier said than done. Kiarian didn’t have the magical or physical reserves for long fights in the blistering cold of Evergreen. It was the biggest downside to being from Zenith and living in the wilds of Nadir. The cold chewed through her magic with unyielding swiftness, so she would have to end this fast.

Her wings flared for balance, time still moving at a glacier’s pace. It was always like that before a battle, like the inhale before the plunge. 

In the War, he’d looked different. More bloodthirsty, more . . . cruel. He had taken the perversion of his people’s magic to a new level. Void beyond, he’d made it an art. Warders. Kiarian hated warders. It was why she’d gotten good at popping the bastards quickly and from a distance. But if she used any of those tricks now, he would know the truth of who she had been in her last lives. 

Arm up, fingers tucking to form a fist. 

She hadn’t given up everything to put her past behind her just to be killed by Willow of Herb again. He wasn’t the first to come hunting for her, but those Obsidian eyes made her much more nervous than usual. This man outranked her by two colors, his power exponentially darker and deeper than hers. If anyone figured out she was Asherah and lived to tell of it, even if Kia somehow survived, there would never be any peace again. Which meant she couldn’t run. She had to end this.

Why won’t they just leave me alone? 

All she wanted was to live a life in peace away from people and politics. Well, she wanted more than that. She wanted to have a family and a home, but the chance of that was slim to none, because they kept coming. The hunters, the soldiers, scouring every corner of the Nine Lands of the Mountain Fell for the last of Maevian’s Bloody Six. 

You’re going to have to kill him, darling. An old memory of Maevian saying that to Ilyas made her spine tingle. Ash had made it clear that she would not kill the boy . . . and Ilyas had paid for it.

Now, she might not have a choice.

Willow was moving, too. He held a set of gleaming cuffs in one hand. Damn it. Kia should have just cut her damn wings off years ago. It would have prevented this sort of situation, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She was from Vine—a creature of wind and sky. Cutting away her wings felt wrong, even if having them meant she was a more obvious target.

Willow lunged to the side as her fist collided with his ward. Blood was pounding in her ears faster and faster. Time snapped back into its proper speed, then raced forward as though making up the difference. 

Kia swung her leg around in an arc to collide between his legs. Even through the ward, she was pretty sure he felt it. Enough force applied to any armor would make the armor uncomfortable, after all. 

Willow stumbled back a step, swearing loudly. “I’d forgotten how hard you hit, Ash.”

Kia darted away from him with a little laugh. She probably shouldn’t laugh, but it came out involuntarily. Tingles raced along her skin, the thrill of the fight—this fight, with this Faerie—as heady as it had been during the War: the chance to test her mettle against someone stronger than she was.

But unlike those times, if she died now, there would be no reincarnation. Good.

Kia refocused on her target, darting away in time to dodge a flailing grab. If he got too close, he’d ward her in place, best scenario. Worst case? He’d get fed up and put a block in her heart. Or explode her into little bits. That was a terrible way to go. She should know—Willow had done it to her before.

The Herb Faerie straightened and started to march towards her. Kia scampered away again, and again, and again, but every time he gained so much as an inch he adjusted the wards surrounding them. He was being obnoxiously cautious in his own attacks, circling for longer and longer between lunges. Kia got in a few satisfying hits, but they didn’t fill her with the joy they should, not when their arena became the size of a field, then a ballroom, and finally an intimate parlor. She had no idea why he didn’t just yank it in. Maybe he was scared of being that close to her? Probably, but whatever the reason, she was running out of wiggle room and getting tired.

In this snow, if she killed him, he wouldn’t be found for months. She’d be well out of tracking range . . . she’d be free. But . . . But . . .

They were circling each other in a ten-foot sphere. Willow was out of breath and clearly pissed off. He was probably bruised in places that a warder from Herb should never be bruised, and had yet to land a single blow on Kia. Yet her breath was coming just as fast, the frigid air sapping her energy at an alarming rate. To give herself a second to catch her breath, she tried stalling. “Haven’t you had enough of being embarrassed by a little girl? Drop the ward and go jump off the Rim.”

“You know, I’m half-tempted to do that. You’re a real pain in the ass,” he panted, then bent double. “Shit. I’m out of shape.”

Without warning, the shimmering black ward dissolved around the clearing.

Kia didn’t stop to wonder at her good fortune. She turned tail and bolted in the opposite direction. She got exactly one step before everything went wrong.

First, she crashed straight into a second layer of warding, translucent but solid. Then, the bastard retracted the ward sharply inward, forcing Kia to stumble backwards, off-balance and dazed by the impact. Willow took the advantage, springing forward to grab at her wrist about twice as fast as he had been moving before.

The Void-fucker had been bluffing. She was almost proud of him for it—clearly, he had finally learned some tactics. 

Willow thudded into her back, pinning her wings between them and shoving her forward until Kia’s face was pressed against the humming, invisible ward. 

“Hey! Let me go, you creep!”

He angled himself so that she didn’t have an easy shot with her feet and caught her wrist. Kia tried to tug her arm back, teeth bared as she squirmed and struggled. By all rights she should put her fist through his damned chest, but the angle was all wrong, and her wings were between her and his heart. 

The son of a bitch wasn’t even breathing heavily anymore. With a sudden and chilling moment of clarity, Kiarian realized what he had done. He had tricked her into wearing herself out. How could she have been so stupid?

“Let me go!” 

He ignored her, twisting her arm back. Kiarian drove her elbow into his ribs, but the blow feebly bounced off his skin-tight wards. She was tired. Her wings wilted a little as a bit more warmth fled with every panting breath. Her eyes were going to start clouding up any minute now. She’d spent too long fighting, too long out in the cold before that, and not enough time eating.

Not a problem for Asherah, maybe . . . but Kiarian? Kia had never returned to her Ring to have it bolster her power. She had Asherah’s memories, but none of the grueling physical training to condition this new body for combat. Clearly, it was a problem. 

“I feel like we were just here yesterday, Ash. How many times is it going to take for you to learn that you’re not in my weight class?”

The body pressed against hers was, indeed, familiar. She didn’t like the thrill it caused. Not when the last time he had pinned her to a wall had been during the War, when the high of battle and bloodlust had been coursing through both of them. Kia could still remember the way he had smirked down at her, Willow’s lips finding hers in a brutally delicious kiss before saying, “See you next time, Ash.” 

Death had followed.

Kia shuddered, jolted back into the present as a shiny metal cuff snapped onto her wrist. “You . . . are a world-class asshole.” 

“Takes one to know one, Spitfire.”

Still leaning all his weight into Kia’s back and wings, he took the other cuff and placed it around his own wrist, the glimmering enchanted silver chain between lengthening at his command. She’d seen such mechanisms before. Hell, she’d used them on prisoners before. 

He’s really going to take me in instead of killing me here. 

The burning panic that flared within her gave her a renewed burst of energy. She tried to struggle, but dammit . . . it was just too cold out. Her knees buckled as the icy wind crashed through the last tatters of her spells. Her heightened senses faded, the extra power in her muscles fizzled. If not for Willow pinning her, she might have fallen right on the spot.

“Woah there, Ash. Push a little too hard? Bet you’re not used to fighting real opponents anymore.” 

“Damn you.”

Willow slowly let her slide to the ground and then crouched in front of her. Kiarian wanted to stab him for that cheeky grin.

“Hey, don’t blame me if I use tactics to my advantage,” he said. “It’s not my fault you chose to hide somewhere your powers don’t agree with. Why do you think most Fae never leave their home Plane? If anything, you should be thanking me. Notice that you don’t have so much as a bruise to show for this little scuffle. Now then, tell me when you’re ready to walk. The sooner you are, the sooner we can get out of the cold.”

He had to bring up the cold. He just had to bring it up. The second she heard the word, Kiarian started shivering. Stubbornly, she clenched her jaw and turned her head away. Why were her eyes leaking tears? The damned things would freeze, and then she’d have to deal with raw spots on her cheeks. Marvelous. 

She tucked her face down into her scarf, trembling and closing her eyes as she tried to stoke the fire in her gut. Magic would keep her warm, except it wasn’t working,she’d fought for too long. The cuff around her right wrist wasn’t heavy, but as the cold from the ground and the sickening realization that he had won sunk in deeper, Kiarian couldn’t find the energy to so much as lift her arm. “I’m not going anywhere with you, so let out the air in your hot head. I don’t do long fights . . . don’t know how anyone ever has. Void beyond, I’m tired.”

Yet another thing Asherah had been better at. Long fights. She could fire arrows—magically enhanced ones that could level whole armies—for hours. One would think that such differences would mean he’d listen, but of course not. And honestly, Kia didn’t blame him. If she’d watched someone slaughter her parents, she’d probably act the same way.

Oh wait. She had. Numerous times.

Just thinking of fighting like she once had made Kiarian’s head hurt. Not that she didn’t miss her bow, oh, how she missed her bow. But picking up a bow would be like ringing a bell to the world. Come and get me, motherfuckers. 

“Go away,” she groaned. “I’ll crawl off into a snow drift and die eventually, problem solved. Why can’t you leave me alone?”

Willow rolled his eyes. “Ah, so you’re a sore loser on top of a mass-murderer. Charming. Are we really doing this, Ash?”

She didn’t reply. 

“Alright then. Fine. If you want to be petulant about losing, I guess this is happening.” 

Wait? What was happening?

This isn’t going to end well.
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Chapter 3

Dead Weight






“Asherah will weigh down your soul and bow your shoulders as long as you carry her in your mind and heart. If you wish to be free, you must first let her go,” I told Willow in today’s lesson.
“I’ve killed her five times. That should not be weightless. It reminds me of who I was and can never allow myself to be again, so I will carry her with me always,” he replied.—From the writings of Monk Rhodiola of Herb



Will heaved himself to his feet, stretching to relieve the ache from the several places she had hit him, then reached down to tug her up too. Asherah dead-weighted—typical—but Will persisted. When she continued to resist, he bent, then wrapped an arm around her waist. 

With a grunt, he hoisted her over his shoulder despite her sudden, loud protests. “Let me down! You can’t just carry me like a bag of potatoes. Why not just let me die? Isn’t that what you want anyways?”

Shit, she really was cold. He rolled his eyes and sighed before nudging the dwindling Palm-made warming spells in his coat to extend to cover the fool-woman. He created a tight ward to keep the heat in and Asherah from bolting. “If you run, you get to spend the rest of your days slowly starving out here by the Rim while dodging bounty hunters who would rather bring you in dead than alive. I know you don’t want to hear it, but me finding you is the best case scenario. I’m the only one who will make sure you get a fair trial. Besides, Lichen is nice and toasty as long as you’re willing to risk dying in a pit of lava.” 

Willow adjusted her weight, wrapping an arm over her legs then pinning them in place with a ward in case she tried kicking again. Not that he expected her to. Zenith Faeries did not do well in the cold. She had been stupidly easy to take down, which was worrisome—even newly reincarnated, she had always put up more of a fight than that. It was almost enough to convince him that maybe this was not Asherah, except for how she had moved. She’d been slower than he remembered, but the way she had used his own wards against him was familiar. 

Will began to walk. There would be no easy way through these forests, but there was plenty of dry wood around in the shadow of the larger trees. If he could find the cave he had slept in the night before, they could hunker down, get warm, and tomorrow she would walk, or he really would drag her. 

At least she didn’t resist too much. He felt her yawn, then she cursed as Willow jumped down a short embankment and into the path of a long-frozen stream, jolting her in the process.

“Elder Fae’s Breath! Can’t you be more careful if you’re going to carry me? I don’t want a damn concussion.”

“Do you want me to remind you of your murder tally or how many wounds much more grievous than a concussion you’ve inflicted? A bit of jostling won’t kill you.”

She wiggled as though trying to get away, but his wards held tight, and for good measure he put a band around her wings, too. The last thing he wanted was a smack in the back of the head.

“You really are a racist prick, aren’t you? And here I thought it was just the typical nonsense. Do you call all Vine Fae murderers? Guess that might be fair, actually . . . considering the old Queen forced a bunch of folks into it.”

This was already getting old. Will had expected she would drop the façade once the cuff was in place around her wrist, but apparently not. Every incarnation had its quirks, he’d just hoped he’d get an Asherah he could reason with, not one of the ones that irritated him. Oh, how he’d enjoyed the third Asherah he’d met, who had argued the minutiae of military theory with him while they’d danced during the failed peace talks during a break in the War. She had been downright charming.

He let out a sigh. “Cut the crap, Ash. I know it’s you.” 

“Cut it yourself, asshat. I know it’s not.”

“If this is how it’s going to be . . .” With a flick of magic, he created a soundproof ward around her head. Out of the corner of his eye he saw her lips move, felt her squirm and pound at his wards with her hands, but it came to nothing.

She was too tired to make any real attempt to break free, and seeing her mounting frustration brought a smile to his lips. Just like in the old days. As he walked, the reality that Will had captured Asherah began to settle in at last. His smile grew wider, then turned into a cheerful whistle, his heart lighter than it had been for decades.

After a while, she stopped struggling. He let the soundproof ward dissolve and heard nothing but quiet snores for a good hour. While part of him wanted to jostle her out of spite, Willow resisted the temptation. If she was actually sleeping on an enemy’s shoulder in this uncomfortable position, that fight had wiped her out. It shouldn’t have done this much damage, which meant she must have already been running on fumes when he’d found her. 

His arm around her legs tightened a little, taking in the lack of any notable fat reserves. Girl was nothing but skin and bones under her padded trousers. Idiot. Didn’t she know that surviving in the wrong climate took more fuel? Fae were intensely connected to the Land of their birth and those it bordered. Those Lands were where they got their magic from, and where it was the strongest. Evergreen was as far from Vine as it was possible to be. She’d be drained, and the Vine power set of enhanced might, elemental magic, shapeshifting, and wards would all take more of her essence to use. 

Then again, this was exactly like her. He could still remember how furious he’d been during the War, the day she had tried to take to the field with a broken arm. Willow hadn’t even deigned to fight her, just locked Asherah in a discreet ward where she’d be found once the combat ended. Fool woman never grasped her own limits.

“Mmm. You smell good.”

Her mutter interrupted his thoughts and made him wrinkle his nose. “Creepy much?”

She didn’t reply, but the comment stuck with him as the girl fell back to sleep while he continued to trudge through knee-high snow. The stories he’d heard during the War had made her out to be just as dangerous to someone with a pretty face as someone her Queen wanted dead. That had been the style of most of Maevian’s Soulbound Bloody Six.

Ash had tried it on him before the first time he killed her. She’d offered him a good time he’d never forget if he took his wards down. Will had ripped out her heart before the offer had finished flowing from her blood-red lips, though her beguiling smile had imprinted itself on his psyche and never faded. He could still remember the sizzling excitement each time he had seen her on the battlefield, their fights as much flirtation as death-matches. Will’s commanders would have skewered him if they had ever found out the number of times he could have killed her but didn’t, just so he could meet her on the field one more time.

Those thoughts led to other, less savory ones, and Willow’s elation faded. Would bringing Asherah in really make the memories go away? He could still taste her blood as it had spattered him, and that was nearly half a century ago. Could justice really erase those scars? The sounds of the dying? The putrid battlefields etched into his consciousness? Would it make the nightmares go away, or make the faces of those who had died in Willow’s arrogant quest for glory stop haunting him?

Probably not.

As soon as they reached the cave, Willow dropped Asherah onto the loamy floor exactly like a sack of potatoes, shaken by how much those memories could still catch him off guard. Considering she still slept, Will stretched the enchanted chain as far as it would go and let her be. 

It was only once he had a fire blazing and wards in place that Willow looked down at Asherah. Even with the warmth of the flames, the girl shivered. His brow furrowed. “Oh Ash, what have you put yourself through this time? Why didn’t you come find me?”

With a sigh, he called in his blanket and bedroll from Elsewhere—the ethereal space where the Fae could store items to retrieve later—and tucked Asherah into the warm blanket after removing her shoes. He even layered an extra pair of wool socks over her threadbare ones, just to be sure she didn’t lose anything to frostbite. He did not give her his pillow, though,what with the bruises on his ribs and jaw still aching, but at least she would be warm. 

It was still early, but the fight in the cold followed by hours of dragging Asherah around had taken their toll on Willow, too. While he’d grown up down here after Ash had killed his parents, his powers were no happier to be in Evergreen than Ash’s. Once he crossed the border to Fern, though, all would be well. It was one of his five Lands, one down from his birthplace in Herb.

With a groan, he lay down on the other side of the fire, on the ground, with only his coat, cloak and, yes, pillow. Once he was as comfortable as he was likely to be he looked over at his captive again. 

Asherah. 

Her sleeping face betrayed the youth of this new body—the last body she would ever have. It made an unpleasant guilt twist in Will’s gut. Was he doing the right thing, bringing her in? The world needed to move on from the War, but there were reasons he had put off hunting Asherah until the very end. Reasons that had made part of him hope he’d never find her, even as he scoured the whole Mountain Fell for her. It was only when he’d gathered every shred of evidence he could and was certain he had the best case that could be made for her to be punished but not killed, that he had started his hunt in earnest. Would it be enough, though?

I wish you looked less like you. If you’d reincarnated on Meridian or Nadir, maybe you’d have been able to truly start over. 

Without the wings, she would have been different enough this lifetime to probably escape notice. She looked nothing like the most notorious version of Ash—the one who had sent Willow running from his burning home—with her pale skin and long, dark hair always braided down her back. 

Through the flickering tongues of flame, he tried to see any trace of the Ash he’d found in the woods at Lilac Fields. When she’d looked so unthreatening with those round cheeks, fiery curls, and more curves than muscle. 

There was nothing.

Her features were sharp, skin nearly the color of Willow’s eyes, and wings and hair a stark white. No one would be able to mistake this woman for someone from Fruit, the only Land not in Zenith to have Fae with wings. She looked exactly like the fourth version of Asherah he had met, the one who had lived the longest and committed unspeakable crimes in the name of her Queen. Asherah the Butcher. Somehow, he couldn’t imagine that bloodthirsty, elegant creature huddled on the floor of a cave in threadbare clothes.

Did I get the wrong girl? 

Fortunately, he’d spent most of his life as a soldier, so despite the less than ideal arrangement and unanswered questions buzzing around in his mind, sleep found him swiftly. 

And then left, just as suddenly, when his captive woke up with a strangled scream. Willow leapt to his feet, looking around for the danger. When nothing jumped out at him or moved, his racing heart began to slow and he looked down at the panting form of his companion, clutching at her neck. “Void above, are you trying to call down every monster on the Rim, or do you just have something against rest?”
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“WHAT DO YOU WISH FOR?” THE PEDDLER ASKED,
“A MAP TO LOST TREASURE? A GHOST FROM YOUR PAST?
BE IT LARGE OR BE IT LITTLE, | HAVE WHAT YOU WANT.
SO NAME WHAT YOU WISH FOR, OH GREAT COMANDANTE.”

“I’'M SEARCHING FOR JUSTICE,” THE WARRIOR REPLIED,
“AN END TO THE WAR WHERE SO MANY HAVE DIED.
KEEP ALL THE TREASURE, THE GHOSTS, AND THE PAST,
GIVE ME AN END TO THIS NIGHTMARE AT LAST.”

THE WIZENED OLD PEDDLER SHOT HIM A SLY GRIN,

“I'VE JUST THE RIGHT THING TO BRING THEM ALL IN!

| HOLD IN MY HANDS AN UNBREAKABLE CHAIN,
AND ALL IT WILL COST IS WHAT'S KEEPING YOU SANE.”
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