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Chapter One

	The night before I turned seventeen, I was the last one in the house. The shadows were growing long, and everyone knew to get inside during that time or risk being hollowed. It was a risk I was uncomfortably familiar with, having already lost an eye to the shadow creatures.

	I pumped a bucket full of water, and lifted the pail to carry inside when a light caught my attention at the edge of my vision. Turning my head, I watched Brother Berimund walking toward the forest’s edge. He held a lantern at shoulder height, and his back was straight. 

	The moment he realized I’d seen him, I felt a shiver run up my spine. We looked at each other for a moment across the clearing, nothing but the lantern and the wind between us. He didn’t speak, only turned and kept walking. He disappeared under the canopy of leaves, but I could see the bobbing light as he walked deeper and deeper into the forest. 

	“That will end in trouble,” I said softly. No one was around to hear me.

	There was a main road about two miles into the forest, the only one that came near our remote village tucked under the shadow of the mountains. We rarely saw travellers this far north, and only the elusive Lightwalkers lived beyond us. 

	And everyone knew that downlanders and Lightwalkers avoided each other whenever possible. I’d never even seen one.

	“Acantha!” Eoghan hissed from the doorway. “Get inside!”

	I blinked hard against the image of Brother Berimund’s red robes swaying into the forest and turned for the house. Whatever happened there, it was no concern of mine. 

	Inside, my little brother was sulking away from the doorway, disappearing up the ladder and into the loft that we shared. Hemlock was huddled under a blanket near the fire, already nodding off to sleep in the warmth. I set the bucket on the work table and untied my apron. 

	Another day gone, and not a spot different from all the days that had preceded it. Except in one detail.

	“Hemlock?” I asked, wiping my damp hands on a towel. Hemlock’s eyes snapped open at the sound of his name and found me across the room from him. “Why would Berimund be going into the forest at this time of evening?”

	Hemlock’s hairy brows furrowed together. I told him what I saw, and if anything, his brows furrowed tighter together.

	“It’s naught to do with us, lass.”

	I knew a warning when I heard one, but I wondered if Hemlock knew what was afoot. Neither of us were on speaking terms with the village priest. Hemlock said he hadn’t spoken to a priest since they started wearing those red robes, a decision that baffled me. I’d never seen any other kind.

	I went to bed. It would be an early start tomorrow, like every other day. I slept badly, dreaming about shadow creatures in red robes reaching out to me, and Brother Berimund disappearing under the trees.

	On the day I turned seventeen, I opened my eyes just like any other. I wasn’t really ready to wake up, so I squeezed them back shut as tightly as I could. 

	For a moment, I wasn’t anything. I wasn’t angry, I wasn’t sad. I wasn’t Acantha at all. I was just a mind that floated on the air.

	It didn’t stop time, though. The day had already started, with or without me.

	Beside me, my little brother was still asleep. I could hear the soft sounds of his breathing from his pallet. 

	If I were to be granted a wish this day, what would it be? A real bed, maybe? A home of my own? That sounded like a fever dream. I could wish for work that earned me a wage, but that seemed just as far out of reach. As far as birthday wishes went, they were pretty pointless. I might as well wish for a star to fall from the sky and land in the yard. 

	I huffed once, and sat up. Maybe I’d just wish for a day with no trouble. That would be enough for the likes of me.

	“Time to get up, Eoghan,” I said, nudging my brother with my foot. I combed out my tangle of curly hair, and braided it back into two long tails. Then, I washed my face and tied on my stiff black eyepatch. Behind me, Eoghan groaned, but didn’t rise.

	“S’too early,” he moaned when I nudged him again. 

	“Too early to eat?” I asked. His eyes snapped open.

	“Are you going down to cook?” he asked.

	“Don’t I always?”

	Instead of waiting for an answer, I descended the ladder. My feet hit the wooden plank flooring and I began gathering items for breakfast.

	At the foot of the long worktable, Hemlock sat writing vigorously in his little notebook. He had a fine-pointed feather quill and an ink pot beside him. As his apprentice, I also kept a notebook for my notes, but I only had a bit of charcoal for writing in it. Hemlock was always fastidious with his quill and ink, saying the tools left a much more readable record, which was important in this line of work. I had decided that if I ever earned wages of my own, I would buy a quill and ink.

	“Good morning,” Hemlock said under his breath. I didn’t bother to answer, knowing he wouldn’t hear it. Instead I set a skillet on the wood stove to heat, followed quickly by thick slices of bacon. There was a thick loaf of bread, only half eaten, and I sliced the rest and laid on a good helping of butter. Hemlock often traded his cures for dairy, as he didn’t have a cow of his own. Two days ago, he’d been given a large jug of milk in exchange for a syrup for the rancher’s sick children. I’d churned most of the afternoon away to get that butter and I intended to use it all before it went bad.

	I cracked a couple of eggs into the skillet while Hemlock put his notebook away. He raised his head in time to catch a whiff of the bacon starting to crisp next to the eggs. 

	As if summoned by the smell, Eoghan appeared at the table. In a matter of moments, the three of us were tucking into a hearty breakfast. Hemlock dabbed a napkin at his mouth and began readying himself for work. 

	See? This is enough to carry on with, I thought, glancing around at the two people I shared my life with. It has to be enough.

	The morning took on its normal rhythms. The chickens needed feeding, more water drawn from the pump, and a handful of other chores that couldn’t wait, chapel day or not. My feet drug. Chapel day was my least favorite day of the week, and Eoghan’s as well. Feet dragging did nothing to stop time, though, and soon enough it was time to go.

	“Might as well get a move on, lass!” Hemlock called, pushing back from the table. He put on a coat that swallowed him whole. Then he wrapped around a scarf that was long enough to touch the ground when he stopped moving, which wasn’t often. He picked up his canvas bag, and set his hand on the door. I sighed and tied on a bonnet over my braided hair, prepared for another boring chapel day. I picked up my withy basket full of things to keep me occupied and fed, chapel day being an all day affair, and checked that my little brother was dressed as well as could be expected for it. Together, Hemlock, Eoghan and I touched the icon of Saint Hemos that hung next to the door, then filed out into the mid-morning sunshine. 

	We headed down the straight path that led to the village, and to the chapel at the other end. Hemlock pumped his arms, setting his coat and scarf to flapping. Sometimes he pumped his arms so hard and fast that I believed that it was that motion propelling him along, rather than his spindly legs. Even Eoghan’s growing legs had to stretch out to keep up.

	Hemlock used to live in the village like everyone else. The day a red-robed priest came to take over the little chapel, he started building a new home to the far west. It was only separated from the town by a brisk walk and an empty field, but the message was clear. He had no use for a priest in a red robe. 

	I didn’t understand it, myself. They mostly taught the same things as all the other priests, or so I’d been given to believe. Their main contention was with the Lightwalkers, those mysterious people that lived further into the mountains from us. I couldn’t see how it mattered. I’d never even seen a Lightwalker. But Hemlock was firm on the matter. He insisted that they weren’t evil, and I knew better than to argue.

	The village didn’t like it, of course. It all had happened before I’d even been born (I’d never seen a white-robed priest, any more than I’d seen a Lightwalker), but I’d heard the story from my brother Eoghan, who’d heard it from one of the boys in the village. The council in the village had told Hemlock that he could live on the edge of town, but they would run him off entirely if he didn’t agree to attend services.

	Apparently that was meant to extend to his wards as well. That was difficult, since I was his apprentice, and I had a hollowed eye. Hollowed folks weren’t allowed inside the chapel.

	We passed the weaver’s house, an elderly woman who spent more time shouting at Hemlock from her porch than receiving any real treatment from him. She often traded clean linen for the ointment I made for her chronic back pain. She hadn’t gone to chapel in a long time, her back and legs being too weak to get her there. It was just another reason to be angry at us. Eoghan pulled up the collar of his jacket and ducked his head as we passed.

	Hemlock stretched his neck out long, which reminded me of a turtle. He had his jaw set and I saw a similar look on Mag’s face.

	“Surprised to see the likes of you up so early in the day!” she shouted, thumping her cane against the porch railing.

	“I was up and going long before you left your bed, you old biddy!” he shouted back. 

	I sighed. This would add another ten minutes to our journey across the village, and I would much rather get there and get things over with.

	“Don’t you concern yourself with the goings on of my bed, you old lech!” Mags shouted, rising to her feet to do it. Hemlock’s jaw opened and shut in a rare episode of speechlessness.

	“As if I’d have a care in the world for your flea-ridden bed, you hateful old harpy!” he shouted. Hemlock was turning red, and I was reminded that Mags was at least ten years younger than him. 

	They continued to shout barbs back and forth. Eoghan and I tried our best to ignore it. I noticed a clump of sticky willy growing at the path’s edge and snapped it up. It was late in the season for it, and I could use more. While bending over to dig it up, I found a wide, smooth stone and tucked it into my pocket. The added weight felt good in my hand.

	It wasn’t much longer and Mags was shaking her cane, the usual sign that they would finish shouting at each other. Eoghan saw the signal for what it was and together we started down the path again.

	Hemlock caught up and then passed us, his indignation propelling him faster than youth ever could.

	I winked at Eoghan, and tugged my hood up and over my head. I pulled it low, hiding as much of my face from view as possible. Eoghan kept his collar pulled up and tugged his hat low. He had no reason to hide, but he did it anyway. Maybe a hollowed sister was good enough reason on its own.

	


Chapter Two

	The chapel rose up on the path to meet us quick enough. Hemlock gave me a nod as he and Eoghan split off, taking the steps up toward the wide double doors. Instead of following, I turned and followed a grassy path down the left side of the chapel. Tucked into a corner in the building sat a stone bench. Bunches of phlox grew around it, and even now I could see butterflies sampling the nectar of them.

	An entirely useless plant to me, I thought. I couldn’t regret them though. They were simple and pretty and I loved the butterflies. I sat on the bench, trying my best to not disturb those delicate-winged beauties. As always though, even nature seemed reluctant to be around me. The butterflies dispersed after I sat down.

	Ahead of me, there were two trees, narrow cedars that had not yet gotten their full growth. The hairy branches spread wide, and a litter of needles covered the ground beneath, even though it was deep summer. 

	I pulled the stone from my pocket and took aim. I hit the first tree, and the stone careened off of its trunk and bounced against the second. It hit hard enough to knock bark from the trunk of the second tree.

	“You’ve gotten pretty good at that,” said a soft, feminine voice. I turned, the blush rising on my cheeks to have been caught.

	A woman of middling age was coming down the narrow path with a large bundle in her arms. I recognized that bundle as a young boy named Sparrow. His limbs had never straightened from birth and his mind seemed to have developed strangely. His eyes wandered and he rarely spoke at all. His mother settled him on the bench next to me, and I snugged him up close with an arm around his waist. 

	“I’ll keep an eye on him,” I said. 

	“You always do,” Sparrow’s mother said, and turned and left us. 

	Sparrow’s head lolled onto my shoulder. He held a short length of rope in his hands, and he tugged it back and forth. 

	“Nice day out today,” I said, speaking softly. Behind me, I could hear the people singing and knew that Brother Berimund had begun service. 

	Just as well, I thought, wishing it to be over as soon as possible. 

	Sparrow and I sat in a comfortable silence, as we did every fifth day when the town gathered for Brother Berimund’s services. We weren’t allowed to join. I was hollowed, and no hollowed person could step foot in the chapel. Sparrow was banned for less obvious reasons. Brother Berimund had made it clear he would not tolerate Sparrow’s odd mutterings in his services, so the boy had been left with me. I hadn’t been asked, and neither had his family. I didn’t even know his mother’s name.

	Over the last five years, we’d come to an easy companionship though. He rarely spoke, and I always listened when he did. It was easy enough. 

	“Grass,” Sparrow said, his voice clear as a bell. His head was turned away from me, his eyes squinting toward the path. I hooked my arms under his and lowered him to the ground, then I spread my skirts out and sat beside him. He leaned against me, back to my back. Secretly, Sparrow was my favorite person in the village. He treated me strangely, but he treated everyone strangely. I was no different than his own mother or sisters. It was an odd comfort, and I never minded the close bodily contact of caring for him. No one else ever touched me at all.

	I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, and pondered the phlox again. Would the butterflies have stayed if it were only Sparrow here?

	Time passed. The sun traveled overhead in its endless course. I took a block of hard cheese and a bundle of blackberries out of my withy basket, and shared some with Sparrow. Blackberry juice trailed down his chin and I wiped it away with a cloth. I had tucked a water flask into the basket and we shared that as well. Sparrow laughed when the water spilled over his chin.

	I took out a drop spindle and tried to turn flax into a linen thread. I could take the wool from the shaggy sheep in the communal pasture and make a yarn, but I was only just learning the trick of working with flax. It was slow going, with many starts and stops, and occupied another long span of time while I waited for Hemlock and Eoghan. I looked over at Sparrow, napping in the grass, with some envy.

	Inside the building, the singing was dying down, and I knew they were at the part Eoghan hated most. The sermon. Brother Berimund seemed to think himself a fine speaker, but I knew Hemlock had little use for the man. Eoghan said they sat on the back row and spoke to no one. I usually made small hand pies for them to tuck into their pockets on chapel day because Hemlock even refused to eat with the others in the narrow hall at the back of the building.

	“Acantha” Sparrow said, and my thoughts stuttered to a halt. I had never heard him say my name. I didn’t even know he knew it.

	“Yes, Sparrow?” I asked. I turned my head toward his voice, and saw his head lolling toward me. “What is it?”

	“Witch.”

	The word fell like a hammer blow and I sucked in my breath. My head snapped back and I felt my eyes swell with tears.

	Witch. It was the worst thing he could have said to me. 

	Inside the building, they were probably saying the very same thing. I knew enough people thought it. A few had spit on me, cursing me with that very same word.

	But not Sparrow. 

	Poor child, I thought of the boy. He probably doesn’t even know what that word means.

	I gripped the spindle, another line of flax ruined, and tried to slow my breathing down. As far as birthday presents went, I could have done without this one.

	

	




	


Chapter Three

	 A loud sound from inside the chapel pulled me out of my thoughts, and my head turned to listen. I heard footsteps coming at a quick pace. Alarm sizzled through my veins, and I looked down at helpless Sparrow on the ground.

	“Let’s get you up, Sparrow,” I said, and levered his body up and against my own. His arms went around my neck, his clubbed hands hooked there stiffly. I scooped his long legs up in one arm and together we went toward the spindly cedar trees. There wasn’t much cover, but it was the best I could do.

	Instead of trouble, it was Hemlock, his arms pumping furiously. Eoghan was fast on his heels.

	“Leave the boy, Acantha!” Hemlock whisper-shouted. “We must go! Now!”

	“But Sparrow!” I called back. How could I leave him here alone? What if he fell? What if he hurt himself?

	“Nevermind him now, girl!” Hemlock said, taking Sparrow out of my arms with his own. He propped Sparrow against the bench, and checked his twisted legs once. 

	“We must be gone, and quick about it!” Hemlock said, his face like a thundercloud. The old man had never hit me, in all the five years I’d lived with him, but for the first time it looked like he might.

	“What’s going on, Hemlock?” I asked, frozen. Hemlock grabbed my arm and began pulling me down the path. I stumbled once, then twice, and twisted my arm out of his grip.

	“Stop! Enough!” I shouted, anger and confusion swelling up in my chest. “Tell me what’s happening!”

	Hemlock and Eoghan both turned to face me on the path, and I saw at once that they wore the same expression. Hemlock wasn’t angry at all. He was afraid.

	“I’ll tell you at the house. Now go! Run!” Hemlock hissed between his teeth. Eoghan had gathered my things, shoving them unceremoniously in the basket, and tugging on one of my hands.

	“What on the land is going on?” I asked, but Hemlock was already moving again, once again towing me alongside him. Eoghan dropped my hand and ran ahead of us down the path.

	The house rose up to meet us on the path ahead. I could see that Eoghan had beat us by quite a bit, and was even now shutting the chickens up in the coop.

	“Inside the house!” Hemlock shouted.

	“But the chickens?” Eoghan called.

	“Hang the chickens!” Hemlock shouted back, and Eoghan scrambled to get out of the coop. Stupidly, all I could think about was the clear inch of ankle visible at the bottom of my brother’s trousers. I had let the hems out only a month ago. We’d have to ask Hemlock to buy us new clothes. Again.

	I followed my mentor inside, and set my hands on my hips.

	“Want to tell me what this is about, Hemlock?” I asked, keeping my voice firm. The old man was scaring me.

	He spun on his heel and tossed his medicine bag in his chair. His hands went to his eyes, rubbing them, then pulled off the scarf he wore even in summer.

	“Acantha, you have to take your brother and go.”

	I felt the words like a hit to my middle for the second time that day. I willed myself to stay standing tall, though I wanted to crumple like a doll.

	“What?” Eoghan was behind me. I heard the crack in his voice and felt it as if my bones were cracking instead. “Did we do something wrong?”

	We’ll be homeless again.

	“No, no,” Hemlock said, waving his hands around. “I’m not kicking you out. You’ve done nothing wrong. God on the Land, you’ve never done anything that made me want to be rid of either of you…” Hemlock’s eyes squeezed shut.

	“Then what?” I asked, trying to firm myself up for whatever he said next.

	“I’m trying to get you out of here alive!” Hemlock said. He stepped forward.  Had he been a different kind of man, he might have taken my hands, or hugged us both. Instead, he stood there, wringing his hands in front of him.

	“Eoghan heard it the same as I did,” he said, but Eoghan looked as bewildered as I did.

	“What happened at chapel?” I asked.

	“That red-robed idiot was going on about witches coming to their power when they turned seventeen…” Hemlock’s voice continued, but I could hear nothing except the pounding in my ears.

	“What’s that to do with us?” Eoghan asked, still lost.

	“Today is Acantha’s birthday, boy. Her seventeenth birthday,” Hemlock answered, rubbing his balding head as he spoke. “And I’ll not be the only one to remember it.”

	“They think Acantha is a witch?” Eoghan asked. Bless him, he had no idea. How did he have no idea? Everyone in town seemed to think I was a witch.

	“Aye, boy. They were practically whispering witchcraft and Berimund wasn’t half done with his sermon!”

	“Witchcraft!” I gasped. “But it’s not true!”

	“I know that, lass,” Hemlock said, his voice soft again. “But the council has been after me ever since I took you on for the same reason.”

	“What?” I said, my voice rising along with the hair on my arms.

	“I’ve been fending them off. There haven’t been any complaints- legitimate ones anyway- about our work. And I take you along with me so that the folks can see you working hard and doing nothing wrong! I thought we were finally getting past all of this superstitious nonsense!”

	Hemlock was ranting again, pacing the room. I, however, had gone stock still. My brother, beside me, seemed to be shrinking down and down until I thought he might disappear altogether.

	“Why didn’t you tell me?” I whispered. Then, louder, “How could you not tell me?”

	“What did it matter? Let the fools say what they will! You were my apprentice!” Hemlock beat his crooked hand against his chest. “The council are a load of fools if they send you away!”

	I blinked back tears, vowing to take his vehement defense of me and tuck it into my heart for later. 

	“Then what’s changed? Why do we have to leave now?”

	Hemlock’s hand dropped away and his eyes looked into the fire glowing softly in the fireplace.

	“If I were a betting man, I’d say it had something to do with you seeing Berimund heading toward the woods last night.”

	My blood ran cold. I put my arms around myself.

	How can they do this to me? I thought it, but immediately remembered little Sparrow, calling me a witch. Of course they would do this to me. It had always only been a matter of time.

	“We can’t leave now!” Eoghan said, choking on the words. He was right, of course. The sun was sliding toward the treeline, and the long shadows would be on us soon. Shadow creatures would already be out in the deep forest, searching for victims to hollow out.

	Hemlock’s hands were wringing again.

	“I have candles,” he said. 

	I foolishly thought I couldn’t be hurt by words anymore. I was wrong.

	“There’s no amount of candles that would get me into the forest at night!” I said, my voice rising.

	“Berimund is, even now, telling them all to take action against you!” Hemlock said, his voice rising to match mine. “How long do you think you will have in the morning to escape them?”

	I felt a shaking in my body. It started in my middle and radiated out until my hands and feet were trembling violently.

	“We can’t, Hemlock! We can’t!”

	“Acantha,” Hemlock said, gripping my hands between his own. “I don’t want this either. But I can’t stand by and watch them burn you alive. I can’t, Acantha. I owe your parents more than that. If you go now, there’s still a chance.”

	I knew tears were running down my face, but I couldn’t feel them. All I could feel was the hollow feeling in my middle, as if a shadow creature had already grabbed hold of me. Surely I was just a shell of a person standing there, and they would only take my leftover husk if I stayed.

	“Think of Eoghan,” Hemlock whispered. “How long do you think he’ll last without you?”

	It wasn’t fair. I quickly wiped the tears off of my face and drew a sharp breath.

	“You only have to make it to the old holding tonight.”

	“That’s the first place they will look for us,” I said, meeting his eyes.

	“Yes. But they won’t leave for it until the morning. You’ll have time.”

	Eoghan’s eyes were on me, and I could see the panic simmering under the surface. 

	“We will do this,” I said, nodding to my little brother. Then I looked back at Hemlock. “This isn’t fair. But we will do this anyway.”

	Hemlock sighed, and I could see that he had been afraid I would refuse. 

	“It isn’t fair, Hemlock.”

	“Very little is, lass.”

	Hemlock didn’t say more, merely went to the kitchen and began packing items for us. He would know what I would need to start over somewhere else. I slipped up into the loft that I shared with my brother and began stuffing clothes into a sling bag. Eoghan came up as well, and watched me.

	“Where will we go?” he asked.

	“I don’t know. The old holding tonight. But tomorrow? I don’t know.”

	He watched me a while longer, then began packing his own bag.

	Somewhere they don’t believe in witches, I thought bitterly.

	

	




	


Chapter Four

	Bags packed and candles gripped in wavering hands, I opened the door and knew that it was too late. My fate had already come for me. In our haste, we hadn’t been watching the windows. 

	The long shadows were out, and if anyone had asked me the day before, I would have said that would be enough to hold off rough country justice of any kind. Apparently their fear of me was greater than I realized.

	Outside, a crowd of people bearing torches were coming down the path. Hemlock’s cabin stood at the western edge of town and the crowd was already almost upon us. With a sinking feeling in my stomach, I knew that if I ran now, they would burn the house down. Even if Hemlock and Eoghan were still inside of it.

	I set down my things and pushed Eoghan back into the house. He stumbled backward into Hemlock. Tears were on my face, but I met the old man’s eyes.

	“Keep him safe, Hemlock. Please,” I said, and shut the door. Hemlock had tears on his cheeks and I tucked the image away, a sacred memory to carry up to meet Saint Hemos and beyond.

	The crowd was moving quickly, their anger rolling over the land like a living thing. I stepped out from under the cover of the porch and let them take me.

	Hands found me quickly, then ropes. They pulled at my limbs and I pulled back. Even though I’d surrendered myself to them, I couldn’t go without a fight. They would have to take me down thrashing at the end. Four sets of hands held me and picked me up from the ground, taking a limb each. I pushed and pulled against them with all of my strength until another four sets of hands had to hold on. Ropes went around my arms and legs, strapping them down tightly. Then more hands took hold and carried me, hanging from the ropes like a pig for the spit. 

	The roar of their cries was in my ears, such a loud din that I couldn’t make out individual words any more. 

	The crowd parted and I was hoisted up onto a stake. Another rope went around my middle. It wasn’t until a gag went into my mouth that I realized I’d been screaming all along. 

	The rope around my middle tied me to the stake and I dangled over a pile of wood, dry as old bones.

	Berimund perched on the edge of the crowd like a crow, his red robes looked black in the waning light. I stared at him until he finally broke eye contact with me. It was a hollow victory. He would live. I wouldn’t see the morning.

	They carried a torch my way, and a chill iced the blood in my veins. The wood at my feet caught quickly enough. Smoke filled my vision until I could no longer see the shadowed faces that had brought me here. They were faceless voices clamoring in a swirling smoke. They were exactly like the shadow creatures that lurked in the forest at night. They were exactly like the things they accused me of cavorting with.

	It isn’t fair!

	My heart quailed in my chest. I’d barely gotten to live, and too much of it had been sorrow. If this was to be my end, I prayed to the God on the Land to take me quickly. I had suffered enough in life, let him grant me this last wish, that I not suffer in my death as well.

	The heat licked upward, and sweat was on my brow, pouring into my eyes. I blinked and blinked, but couldn’t raise my hand to wipe it away. The smoke rolled into my lungs and I coughed roughly against the gag. My body was taut with pulling against the restraints and my feet twitched, anticipating the flames.

	God on the Land save me!

	I thought of Saint Hemos’s indifferent face and knew that I was alone.

	This very morning I had lain in my pallet and dreamed dreams, hoped hopes. What happened to the hopes of a dead person? Would they die with me? Would they float away like the dust motes? The tears on my cheeks were evaporating before they could fall.

	There was a roaring, and I supposed it was the flames, in my ears. I closed my eyes, and wished for an end. It was only a matter of time before my dress caught fire, or my hair. Knowing I had no better choices, I sucked in a lungful of smoke. Hopefully I would lose consciousness before the fire took me. Instead, I coughed viciously, feeling my ribs strain against the ropes. Water streamed out of my eyes, blurring my vision further.

	Then the roaring changed. Voices in the crowd changed, their rioting turning to fear. I raised my head and squinted through the screen of smoke.

	A ball of light was out there, so bright that it outshone the flames at my feet.

	What is that? I wondered. The brightness was drawing closer, eradicating the darkness and smoke around me. I could no longer hear the crowd. The brightness drew to the edge of the smoke and parted it, like a hand pushing aside a curtain.

	I raised my head and watched as a figure in white stepped up onto the pyre with me. A face like an angel smiled and nodded, as if meeting me on an afternoon stroll in the village.

	“I’ll just cut those ropes for you, miss,” he said.

	An angel? It must be. No other being on the land could walk through fire.

	I realized I must be hallucinating. Maybe this was the God on the Land’s mercy. Or Saint Hemos’s? Maybe my suffering had been enough that an angel would carry me into the beyond on wings made of light.

	I closed my eyes and let my head fall backward with a sob. Whatever mercy I might be afforded, I would take it.

	It was with a shock then, when the ropes released me and I collapsed forward into solid flesh. The angel’s arms came around me, and picked me up as easily as if I were a child.

	The arms tightened, and he leapt. We were taking flight, heading to the great beyond. I leaned my head against his shoulder and surrendered to death.

	But he touched down again, the landing hard enough to jar me down to my bones, and began walking.

	“Excuse me, miss. You don’t look in any shape to walk. I’ll just get you out of here then, shall I?” he said, his lips close to my ear. I tilted my head back to look at him, but his brightness made it difficult. He was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, like an icon carved from sunlight. I opened my mouth to answer, but the gag was still there.

	“Ah. Apologies,” he said, then raised a hand and cut the gag away with a quick, economical tug from his knife. “Didn’t realize they’d gagged you as well.”

	I took in a breath of clean, cold air and it hurt my lungs. The pain shocked me. I coughed and that hurt, too. 

	He laughed, a gentle sound that I felt in his chest. “Easy, girlie. You’ve been through a lot.”

	I tilted my head back to stare at him. 

	“You’re real?” I gaped, my voice gritty. He laughed again, this time louder.

	“I’m real alright,” he answered. The light was fading, dialling down until it didn’t make my eyes water to look at him.

	“Are you an angel?” I asked.

	“No, miss. Just a Lightwalker.”

	The simple statement proved to be the end of what I could endure. I passed out completely.

	

	

	

	

	




	










Part Two

	




	


Chapter Five

	When I opened my eyes, another set of eyes were staring into mine. My hand went to my eye and I felt the patch in place with considerable relief.

	“Get out of my face, Eoghan!” I croaked. He didn’t, instead throwing his arms around my neck with a sob and a laugh.

	My arms came around him on instinct. He was sobbing in earnest now, and that was when I remembered.

	They had tried to burn me alive at the stake. 

	I had been rescued.

	By an angel. No, a Lightwalker.

	My head snapped around to take in my surroundings. We were in Hemlock’s cabin, but I couldn’t find Hemlock. Instead, the Lightwalker sat in his chair, watching us over steepled fingers. 

	“Who are you?” I asked. I winced. My voice was ragged from the smoke, and sounded painfully rough. The smoke inhalation would have taken its toll on my lungs as well and I experimentally drew a long, slow breath in. There was pain, and spasming. Mentally, I was already thinking about doses of medicine that would ease the pain in my lungs, clear up my breath, ease my throat. My fingers twitched to get to work, but the smoke inhalation had left my head foggy. I couldn’t seem to think clearly, or jump to my feet with my usual alacrity.

	“My name is Athan,” the Lightwalker said. He sat back, as if the space between my place on the floor near the hearth and the chair he occupied wasn’t quite enough. 

	“Why did you save me?” I asked, choking again. Eoghan’s head snapped up.

	“Acantha!” he said, eyes wide. “Be nice! He saved your life!”

	“I understand that,” I answered, meeting the man’s eyes over his head. “But a stranger doesn’t normally do that without a reason.”

	Athan shifted in his seat and looked away.

	“I need a healer.”

	“Hemlock is the bonesetter here, I’m just his apprentice.”

	Athan met my eyes, but his face was unreadable as stone. 

	“Would you have preferred that I left you to burn?” he asked, one eyebrow raised high on his face. Even without the glow, he looked like something an artist had carved and the thought irked me.

	“Of course not,” I snapped. “But I like to know where I stand with people.”

	“Alive,” he snapped back. “Isn’t that enough?”

	“So you’ll just leave now? I’m rescued from the flames and you’re done now?”

	I saw his jaw clench and the heat in his eyes. I’d made him angry. It was an emotion I was intimately familiar with.

	“Your mentor asked us to save you in exchange for services.”

	“Hemlock was going to withhold his services?” I asked with some skepticism. I’d never known him to turn away a patient. Ever.

	“Not his services. Yours.”

	Eoghan was pulling on my arm, and I finally looked away to hide the shock. My services? 

	“Hemlock says we have to leave still. They’ll come for you again, Acantha. We still need to get out of here!” He hadn’t appeared so young to me in a while, and I was reminded that he was only twelve. Still very much a boy.

	“Then let’s take our things and go,” I answered, rising unsteadily to my feet.

	“Where will you go?” Athan asked. I raised my head to glare at him.

	“What business is it of yours?”

	“I paid for your services, remember?” he answered, and a sly look came over his face that did little to endear him to me. “I said I needed a healer.”

	“Then settle up with Hemlock and leave me out of it. I have enough troubles of my own at the moment.”

	“At the moment, Hemlock has his hands full treating the villagers I just climbed over to rescue you, and you can’t stay here,” Athan said, rising to his feet and stepping close to me. I looked up and up into dark green eyes that burned. “You need to leave, I need someone to care for my partner on the trail. Come with us.”

	I stepped back, shocked.

	“You’re crazy. I just met you.”

	“Haven’t I made a good enough impression? Gods Above, a man must work hard to impress you indeed, if saving you from the flames isn’t enough!” he answered with a laugh.

	“I still don’t understand,” I said, looking at the way he leaned back on his heels, hands in his pockets as if he had all the bargaining power. I supposed he did have all of the bargaining power, which rankled. “Why me?”

	Athan met me with those burning eyes again and shrugged, a motion in complete disagreement to what I saw in his eyes. “Why not?”

	God on the Land save me! I have no better choices!

	“When do we leave?” I asked. Beside me, Eoghan let out a relieved sigh, and scrambled to gather his things. 

	“Now, little healer.”

	“Bonesetter,” I corrected. “I’m not a Lightwalker healer. Here in the foothills, we’re bonesetters.”

	Athan nodded once, tersely, and opened the door.

	I picked up my things, and looked around the empty cabin one last time. Five years I’d labored here, and a lifetime in this nameless village. And yet everything I cared about was leaving with me, save poor old Hemlock himself. Stupidly, I thought about the butter I’d churned. It was too much for Hemlock to finish on his own. It would ruin in a day or two.

	“Let’s go.”

	

	




	


Chapter Five

	It was fully dark outside. I wondered how long I’d hung on the stake, breathing in smoke. My lungs were still burning with every breath and I wondered if I’d be able to walk to the treeline, much less the main trailway. 

	Athan was taking long strides, and he stopped to look over his shoulder at our straggling. With another clench of his jaw, he stepped over and lifted a bag from my shoulders without asking.

	“I don’t need your help,” I said, reaching for the bag, but he easily held it over my head.

	“I’d like to get out of here sometime tonight, before they can regroup and come after you again. I’d rather not have to rescue you a second time.”

	I glared at him.

	“The candles are inside that bag,” I answered indignantly.      

	“Candles? Little girl, you’re travelling with Lightwalkers. You have no need of candles now,” Athan answered with a smirk.

	Eoghan was staring warily at the dark treeline, and swallowed hard. 

	“Why not?” he asked. Athan looked from him to me again and frowned.

	“Do you two not know anything about Lightwalkers?” he asked.

	“Just that they are heretics,” I answered easily enough. “It’s the only thing we’re allowed to know.”

	Athan rolled his eyes and began glowing, bright enough to push back the darkness. Eoghan caught his breath, looking around for who-knows-what.

	So it wasn’t a hallucination!

	“It’s alright,” he said. “You don’t have to be afraid of the dark while I’m around, little rabbits.”

	I harrumphed loudly and picked up my pace, walking determinedly toward the treeline. Eoghan gulped and followed to catch up. Athan was at my side in two long strides.

	“Truly you didn’t know I could do that?” he asked. I just glared and kept walking.

	“And you still agreed to follow me into the forest at night?” he asked, his voice rising.

	“I didn’t have much of a choice, did I?” I asked. Beside me, Eoghan piped up.

	“We were going to leave tonight anyway, before you came along.”

	For the first time, Athan appeared genuinely surprised.
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