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   CHAPTER ONE
 
   ‘She hid her heart deep within, while the world begged to see its light once more...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   The first thing that struck me that night was the colour of the moon. It shone a brilliant blue, like the river Fende on a summer’s day. Perhaps it wasn’t that surprising, as it was the eclipse season, and it could turn anything from green to orange, even purple. Still, I’d never seen such a hue before, and the gentle light brought a smile to my lips. Blue was my favourite colour, and I’d take any small comfort when forced to spend a night out here alone. Even though I’d been visiting the forest every month for almost two years, I never did look forward to it.
 
   A crisp wind cut through the branches, and thousands of leaves sighed as one. My stomach tensed, and I scanned the clearing. I knew nothing was there, yet the moment I relaxed my guard, something bad would happen. Or so I kept telling myself. No matter how often I heard the same creaks and rustles, I remained as jumpy as the first time I came here.
 
   Because I knew getting caught would spell my doom.
 
   I ran a hand through my hair, twisting the curled ends round my finger. It really wasn’t fair. It had all started on my fifteenth birthday, when I found out I’d fallen under that stupid curse, just like my sister and my mother. To say it was the worst birthday ever was an understatement. Heck, a punch in the face would’ve been a better present.
 
   Yet as angry as I was to have fallen victim to the Binding, I promised I wouldn’t let it rule me; that I wouldn’t end up like my sister. So I started visiting the forest. For one night every month, I had to hide from the world, lest I be Bound and have my heart tied to another’s. Luckily my village, Velwall, sat near the Galgiza forest, and that made a good hiding spot. Nobody came here this late, and this kind of seclusion was exactly what I needed.
 
   Still, the first night I spent amongst the trees, it didn’t quite go to plan. I’d mapped out a safe path, avoiding the animal dens and swamps, but half a mile into the woods, I stumbled across a lost fox cub. That wouldn’t have been so bad if I hadn’t trodden over its tail, earning me some battle wounds.
 
   I glanced to the scars on my wrist. To be honest, that was pretty tame, considering what else lurked in the Galgiza. It ranked amongst the most hazardous forests in Azaria. Wolves and bears clashed in territory wars, bogs swallowed up unwary travelers if they didn’t tread carefully, and hunters’ traps didn’t discriminate between hungry animals and lost wanderers.
 
   Yet for all its dangers, I’d worked the unfriendly terrain to my advantage. Before my second bout with the curse, I explored the area with my best friend, Adam. After days of searching, we came across the patch where I now sat. A close crop of thorny bushes kept unwanted animals away, and a smooth tree stump became my personal throne. I used to bring a knife for protection, but once I’d seen attack through the foliage was impossible, I no longer bothered. My thicket was just too much effort to get into when there was easier prey elsewhere. The best feature was the gap between the trees that let me stargaze. It was surprising how boring it could get when I had to spend hours in the dark by myself.
 
   No wonder I’d become such a daydreamer.
 
   Another breeze sliced past, and I huddled into my jacket. It was my favourite; a deep brown serge lined with wool, though it wasn’t quite thick enough for this kind of temperature. With autumn about finished, I’d have to bring some warmer clothes next month. Which reminded me, Adam still had my scarf.
 
   I grinned at the thought. I was looking forward to winter. My parents hated the four months of snow and ice, but for me, it was the best time of year. It gave me a chance to spend time with Adam. Two years ago, when he turned sixteen, he’d followed in his father’s footsteps and started training as a Guardsman soldier in Bane, our nearest town. So for most of the summer, I barely saw him. Yet he had leave every winter, and that was when we’d catch up. In fact, he was due home tomorrow.
 
   Hopefully the night would pass quickly.
 
   My eyelids grew heavy, and I yawned. Wow, had it gone midnight already? I was getting better at reading the time from the position of the moon and stars, but even without them, my drowsy spell was a good enough reminder. Yet another reason I hated these monthly ventures.  Still, much as I longed for the warmth of my bed, I needed to remain aware of my surroundings. A second’s lapse was all it would take to destroy two years of hard work.
 
   Blinking, I drummed my fingers against the tree stump, pounding out a rhythm. I’d hardly call myself musical, but if I concentrated on something, I was less likely to doze off. I’d made that mistake before and had been lucky to escape. Someone had decided to go hunting this side of the Galgiza, and as dawn approached, he came within inches of where I hid after my run-in with the fox cub. Thank the Goddess, the man had taken the western trail and left me alone. Had he run into me, it would’ve been a complete disaster...
 
   A grunt from the bushes made me stop drumming. The hair on the back of my neck prickled. What was that?
 
   Keeping as still as I could, I peered through the darkness. I regretted admiring the coloured moon earlier; the light had ruined my night vision. I hoped this was another false alarm, but a tightness in my chest told me I wouldn’t be so lucky.
 
   The grunting came again, closer. Whatever it was, it was heading towards the gateway to my protection zone. I sucked in a breath. The twin oaks guarding me were a double-edged sword. On one hand, the narrow gap kept larger creatures away, as it was too difficult for them to crawl through. On the other, it was the only way out, making it a natural trap. Sweat began to pool in my palms. What was waiting out there?
 
   Heart thundering, I tried to figure out what it could be. A wolf wouldn’t prowl this way; the thorns were too much effort to break through, and I was sure the wind would hide my scent from their hungry fangs. A bear wouldn’t be patient enough to stake out a target. And bogs tended not to move around much. That ruled out my main concerns. Anything smaller I could scare off.
 
   If it were a human, I was in for it.
 
   Keeping my eyes on the oaks, I crouched behind the tree stump. The scent of dew filled my nostrils, and I placed a hand on the grass, ready to run. Except with my only exit blocked, I didn’t have anywhere to go. The meadow was a fair size, and I was confident I could dodge a charging beast. People, though, couldn’t be avoided so easily. Strangers had a nasty habit of asking questions. A simple ‘Who are you?’ and my efforts of the last two years would be for nothing.
 
   I closed my eyes and swallowed. Whoa, Eliza, slow down! Worrying about what might be outside the clearing wasn’t helping. I needed to stay calm, focused. If I kept quiet, maybe the person would lose interest and move on. After all, what would anyone want from an empty patch of forest?
 
   The wind threw my hair into my eyes, and I scowled. I should’ve tied it back before I left. Clawing it aside, I watched the space between the oaks. With my night vision returned, I could make out an extra shadow. It wasn’t moving, just blocking the gap. Frowning, I tapped the seconds out on the grass. By the time I got to four minutes, I clenched my fist. What was it waiting for? Either come and get me or get lost already!
 
   Finally, the shadow moved back. I exhaled slowly. The Goddess must’ve been in a generous mood. Still, I didn’t move from behind the tree stump. A bit of excess caution never hurt. Adam would probably argue otherwise, saying it just made me indecisive, but hey...
 
   Five minutes passed. Then ten, then fifteen. Good, it wasn’t coming back. I sighed and relaxed, leaning my head against my arms. That was too close.
 
   I looked to the moon again. At least I could tell Adam I only got in trouble once in a blue moon. I chuckled to myself, knowing he’d disown me for such a pathetic joke. Nonetheless, I was disappointed it was hanging in much the same place. It must only be an hour past midnight. The whole night lay ahead.
 
   Chewing my lip, I kept an eye on the tree trunks. My narrow escape had me wondering. Was it safe to stay here? I’d never thought anyone would stumble across the meadow. If that hunter—for it had to be a hunter—had friends, it might only be a matter of time before one came roaming in search of game, and that would be the end of everything. It had never happened before, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t.
 
   That settled it. I needed to find another hideout.
 
   I straightened from the tree stump, brushing soil and debris from my knees, then headed towards the oaks. I stopped a few feet away, listening. The shapeless person had moved with the grace of a drunken bull. Even with my self-taught tracking skills, I wouldn’t miss such clumsy steps. Thankfully, only the soughing leaves reached my ears, and I swallowed. Now was my chance to get moving.
 
   Beyond the trunks, the forest depths loomed, and I slowly approached the trail that led back to Velwall. I stared at it for a long while. Home and a nice warm bed was a ten-minute walk west…but I couldn’t go back yet. I couldn’t risk running into someone. No, I had to stay here until I felt the stomach cramps again. Then it would be safe to return to civilization.
 
   Brushing my hair over my shoulders—I really should’ve brought a hair-band—I stepped onto the track that wound deep into the Galgiza. I resisted the temptation to ogle the moon; it would only destroy my night vision again.
 
   As I headed eastwards, I passed the bushes that formed the rear side of my safe haven. The shrub at the end was crushed, lying in a miserable pile of broken needles and leaves.
 
   I stopped dead. Even the chunkiest hunter couldn’t have done that. Not unless he’d slept on it for several weeks. My heart started racing again. Was I wrong? Was something else stalking the woods? My imagination filled with shapeless shadows and black beasts. Something whispered in my ear, and I shivered. Was that the wind, or something more?
 
   I almost slapped myself. Get a hold of yourself, Eliza! You’re seventeen and you still think monsters hide in the dark? Adam would be in stitches if he knew I was thinking such childish things.
 
   A snarl echoed through the branches, and I jumped. My eyes darted towards the sound, and I realised I’d been stupid to have left the clearing.
 
   The shiny black pupils of an enormous bear stared at me. Blue moonlight danced off its shaggy coat, and the shrub it had trodden over. As I stood there, frozen, its nose twitched. It had caught my scent. And it looked awfully hungry.
 
   An owl hooted in the distance, breaking the bear from its daze. It growled, opening jaws thick with saliva. Fear smacked me like a cold wave, and before I knew it, I was running back towards the village. The bear bellowed and took chase.
 
   The forest passed in a crazy blur of leaves, twigs and stars as I pelted across the undergrowth. The bear cried out, its footfalls slowing, but I didn’t dare look back. My lungs were tight, starved for air as I followed the moonlit track. I was such an idiot! The meadow had been safest; the bear never would have reached me. Now I was destined to be a midnight snack. It was too late to make my way back. I had to find someplace else.
 
   My foot caught in a root, and the world spun over itself. The branches and sky turned to dirt and twigs, and a sharp pain pierced my left ankle. I groaned, falling onto my side. In the distance, I could hear the bear gaining ground again. Yet somehow the thud and thwack of broken branches was wrong. It had an irregular rhythm, as if…
 
   I propped myself on my elbows and looked into the shadows. The bear was making its way towards me, but it was limping. It dragged its rear leg across the ground, catching on the forest debris. It must have broken it. No wonder it had been hanging around the clearing, waiting for an easy meal.
 
   Ugh, don’t just sit and daydream! Move!
 
   As I scrambled to get away, my left foot flared with pain. Hissing, I grasped at it. Damn, I must’ve sprained it. The bear growled, close enough that I caught its rotten breath in the wind. Reduced to crawling, I dragged myself across the trail. This wasn’t good—the bear would catch up in no time. My brow slick with sweat, I ran my hands over the ground, searching for a weapon. My arms shook so much, I could barely keep a grip on anything.
 
   At last, I found a dead branch. Not a moment too soon, either, as the bear shot towards me. I whipped the branch around, letting it take the place of my neck, and the bear’s fangs latched around it.
 
   The beast roared, shaking its head to get rid of its new chew toy. Splinters flew everywhere, so I held my forearm in front of my face. I’d get nowhere blinded by shrapnel of my own making.
 
   With the bear preoccupied, I struggled to my feet. When I attempted to run, my ankle gave way, and I crashed to the ground. No, this couldn’t be happening! I was stuck. I had no-one to call for help—and if I did, I wouldn’t dare, given what was going on this particular night—and I had nothing to defend myself.
 
   I was going to die.
 
   The bear bellowed; it had almost broken free. Trembling, I flailed for the nearest tree. Too slow. The beast struck, and I cried out as it scored a tear across my face. I slammed back into the ground, gasping. I didn’t bother to get up again. There wasn’t any point. I couldn’t run, and I was so tired…
 
   Something whistled through the air, and the bear screeched. I was facing the wrong way, so I couldn’t see what was happening, but I could hear it thrashing, cracking branches and disturbing shrubs. Another whistle, then another bellow, and finally a crash so heavy the vibration quaked through the undergrowth. The noises stopped, and I was left in an uneasy quiet. I held my breath, clenching my eyes so tight I saw lights. Yet I never felt claws gouging out my insides, or teeth ripping through my neck.
 
   After a moment convincing myself it wasn’t a nightmare, and I hadn’t fallen asleep back in the clearing, I pushed myself to a sitting position and glanced around. The bear lay slumped a couple of metres away, its breathing deep and regular. I shuffled closer, wary not to disturb it. From ravenous killing machine to sleeping beauty in under thirty seconds. Something odd was going on. I checked its claws, its snout, its coat. Nothing looked out of the ordinary.
 
   Then I saw them.
 
   Nestled between the beast’s massive bicep and chest lay a pair of red darts. My eyes widened. Those were tranquilliser shots. The terror that gripped me during the chase flooded back, and I almost screamed.
 
   It couldn’t be. No, no, no!
 
   Footsteps crunched towards me, and I couldn’t breathe. I tried to stand, but my body had gone numb. I could only sit there and wait for the inevitable. My hands shook. No, I couldn’t be caught, not tonight! Any other night but tonight!
 
   A gentle hand gripped my shoulder, and I heard the creak of leather as the person knelt beside me. I kept my gaze on the ground, but I knew it was futile. Please, no, not after I’ve been so careful for the last two years…
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   ‘...his touch renewed her senses, spreading warmth and life where there had been cold and darkness.’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   He couldn’t have been very old, maybe in his twenties. In the moonlight, I could make out fair hair that reached to just below the nape of his neck, and a scar on his chin. A high collared shirt shielded his jaw, tucked beneath a dark leather coat, and I swore I saw something silver around his throat.
 
   My gaze wandered upwards, but before I made eye contact, I forced myself to look away. A tiny part of me reasoned that if I didn’t acknowledge him, the Binding wouldn’t work. A tiny, quite hysterical part of me. Yet deep down, I knew it was too late. The curse had nothing to do with stolen glances. It was all about the feelings of the heart. Even the smallest smidgen of social interaction would set it off. And a life debt was more than enough to seal my fate.
 
   I’d become Bound.
 
   “Excuse me?” The young man gripped my arm. “You’re bleeding. Are you hurt anywhere else?”
 
   I hardly heard him, lost in a semi-daze. Despite the sting on my cheek and the throbbing of my ankle, neither felt real. It was like watching someone else on the forest floor. This had to be a dream. If I closed my eyes, I’d be back in my own bed, with nothing to worry about except what blouse to wear as I waited for...
 
   By the Goddess, who was I kidding? Fate had cast its tangled net, and I’d fallen right under it. Worse, this particular net was unbreakable. Nobody escaped a Binding. Those that tried went mad, turning into Unbound, and the only guarantee of true freedom was much too final to think about. Some might have argued that being dead was better than being Bound, but I wasn’t keen on either option.
 
   Yet while I wouldn’t die to escape the curse, with my feelings now locked to this stranger, I’d already lost my life. Once Bound, you had to stay by your partner’s side, and judging from this man’s clothing, he wasn’t a local. My home, my family, my best friend; I’d have to leave them all behind.
 
   I choked back a sob. What was I going to do? How would my parents react tomorrow when they found my bed empty? And Adam, what would he think? Knowing him, even after a hard ride from Bane, he’d probably come chasing after me. But I was beyond rescuing. There was nothing he, nor anyone else, could do. Not after I’d been…I’d been…
 
   “Hey, it’s alright!” The young man’s voice broke through, and he draped his arm around me. “The bear’s not going to hurt you, and neither am I. It’s over. You’re safe now.”
 
   It was then I realised I was breathing as fast as when I’d been running through the forest. I shut my eyes, stemming panicked thoughts. In their place, a sudden desire took hold. Without warning, my arms wrapped around the man, and I drew myself into his neck, my tears soaking his collar. The scent of leather and pine mixed with something I couldn’t recognise. Whatever it was, my body hungered for more, and I pressed closer.
 
   Oh no, the curse’s effects had started already!
 
   I clung to him for a long while, waiting for the overwhelming need of closeness to pass. I couldn’t believe it. I hadn’t hugged someone this tight since I was a little girl and wanted my mother’s comfort. It made me so ashamed. Come on, let go of him. I didn’t want to sit in his arms all night. A grateful hug to get over the bear attack was one thing, but if I couldn’t let go, he’d get suspicious.
 
   Clenching my jaw, I finally managed to push the stranger away. My hands rested on the rough ground, and the pinch of stones brought me back to the present.
 
   “Thank you.” I had to say something, to break through the emotions churning inside me. My heart pounded, but not because of fear. I forced myself not to think about what was really driving it.
 
   “It’s okay,” the man said. “Here.” He handed me a handkerchief. Sighing, I took it and pressed it against the gash on my cheek. Blood soaked through and stained my fingers, though a lot had dried on my face. “Are you in pain anywhere else?” He looked me over, concerned. “Did you hit your head?”
 
   “No, I didn’t,” I said, furrowing my brow. I had to concentrate to get the words out. My feelings were running rampant, leaving little room for my thoughts. I moved my leg, and pain shot through my ankle. My mind latched onto the sensation, and the mental haze cleared. “I think I sprained my ankle.”
 
   “May I take a look?”
 
   “Go ahead.” It would keep his attention from my flushed face, and that could only be a good thing.
 
   I stretched out my leg, wincing as my heel caught on the broken branch, and watched as he unlaced my boot. He was very gentle, and I was glad I couldn’t feel his touch through the deer hide. Giddy maiden was not how I liked to present myself.
 
   As he loosened the tongue of the boot, I noticed his fingerless leather gauntlets. That wasn’t unusual in itself, but what caught my eye was the metal casing on the right one. It spanned his whole forearm, and twin blades were folded along it, joined at the ends by a fine piece of wire.
 
   My eyes widened. That was a portable crossbow, the sort the King’s assassins were famed to use. They were very expensive, and almost impossible to get hold of. Adam was saving up for one—he claimed he knew someone in Lanaran who’d do it cheap. But this man’s was right up with the assassins’, custom built to the curve of his arm.
 
   I frowned. No way your everyday run-off-the-mill hunter could afford that. Besides, most hunters shot to kill their prey, and you couldn’t fell an alpha wolf with a few darts, poisoned or not. Whoever this guy was, he wasn’t a hunter.
 
   So what was he doing in the Galgiza?
 
   A sharp tug at my ankle jolted my thoughts, and I yelped.
 
   “Sorry!” The young man snatched his hands back.
 
   “It’s okay.” I helped him remove my boot, then placed my hand over the swollen joint. It was puffing up like a male hellersbird in mating season, and the beginnings of a nasty bruise blemished my pale skin.
 
   “Ouch, that’ll be a good one,” the man whistled.
 
   “Eh, at least it’ll go with my eyes,” I said, with humour I didn’t feel.
 
   The man looked at me strangely, before he gave a soft chuckle that made my cheeks warm. I looked away again, glad the moon had retreated behind a cloud. I’d always dreaded the feelings the curse would stir, but this was insane!
 
   “You have an interesting sense of humour,” he said. He reached into his coat and produced a bandage. “Whether it’ll go with your eyes or not, I’ll need to put some compression around it. Hold still.”
 
   He began to wrap the linen around my ankle. His fingers brushed my skin this time, sending tingles up my leg. I fought to keep still. Ugh, how could anyone stand this? I didn’t even know his name, and I was swooning like those village bimbos who dream of bagging themselves a noble. To find myself reduced to their level of shallowness made me want to cry again.
 
   Why oh why hadn’t I stayed in the clearing?
 
   “So what’s your name?”
 
   He’d finished bandaging and was on his knees, an expectant look on his face. I took a deep breath.
 
   “Eliza,” I said.
 
   “That’s a pretty name,” the man said. I rolled my eyes, reaching for my boot. Was he flirting with me? Ha, if he knew why I was out here in the first place, he wouldn’t have had to bother. “I’m Ryan. I would say nice to meet you, but I think you were hoping not to, right?”
 
   I dropped my boot. What the...did he know? How?! The Binding spell might have been common knowledge, but few would take such drastic measures to hide away like I did. It wasn’t my fault. Velwall was a major thoroughfare between two towns. Too many people passed through it for me to stay safe. Further, as my father was the healer, he saw a great number of patients in our house, so there wasn’t anywhere I could lie low without the risk of being stumbled upon. Even something as simple as a friendly greeting would’ve been enough to trigger the curse. That was why I’d stuck to the safety of the forest.
 
   “I mean,” Ryan went on, “I’m sure there’re better ways to spend a night than being chased by a bear.”
 
   “Oh, right.” I almost slapped myself. Of course that was what he meant! He didn’t know I was in the middle of my Binding time. He was trying to lighten the mood. Phew.
 
   Ryan, however, hadn’t missed the relief in my voice, and raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Sorry.” I fiddled with my laces. Don’t make him suspicious. Play it cool. “Yeah, I wasn’t planning on being a late night snack.” I had to swallow before I could get the next words out. “I was...lucky you were around to save me.”
 
   “Don’t mention it,” Ryan said. He helped pull my boot back over the bandages. Warmth spread across my cheeks, so I shifted my foot so our fingers wouldn’t meet. “But what are you doing in the Galgiza forest so late?”
 
   “I could ask the same of you,” I answered. If I wasn’t so terrified of looking him in the eye, I would’ve kept a level gaze. “Not had much luck finding good prey?”
 
   I hoped he would rise to the bait. It would give me time to think of an excuse myself.
 
   Ryan sighed, and rested his arm on his knee.
 
   “Actually, no,” he said. “I’m not much of a hunter. I’m more a traveller.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know why, but tonight I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d go for a walk. Then I heard the bear and saw you, and, well, you know the rest.”
 
   I had to clench my teeth to stop my jaw hitting the ground. Wow. I’d given him a prime excuse and he’d still gone for an explanation worthy of the title ‘Most Evasive Answer’. A traveller? Please, you’d have to be downright insane to take a short-cut through the Galgiza. Either he was painfully honest, or he was simpler than he looked.
 
   “So what about you?” He picked up a twig and began doodling in the dirt. “Out for a moonlit stroll as well?”
 
   I sighed, snaring my fingers in my laces. My moment of excuse-conjuring had only given me one option, and I really didn’t want to use it. But he was looking at me with that expectant expression again. I swallowed, thinking through what to say. The very idea made me sick. It was a lie no loving daughter should ever consider, let alone speak aloud.
 
   But I had no choice.
 
   “I…” My throat burned, trying to drown the words. I couldn’t say it. It was wrong!
 
   Ryan dropped his twig and shuffled closer. I had to say something quickly, otherwise he’d know I was hiding something. Taking a deep breath, I summoned my courage.
 
   “I ran away from home.” I licked my lips, which were parched as sandpaper. “My parents, they...well, they...” I clenched my fists. “They used to lock me up.”
 
   “Oh.” Ryan looked at me in sympathy. I pressed my hand to the cut on my cheek. Goddess, forgive me! “Why did they do that?”
 
   I gulped. Come on Eliza, think!
 
   “Well…” Finally an idea sprang forth, and I cleared my throat. “My parents were trying to arrange a Binding for me.”
 
   Ryan sat up a little straighter.
 
   “Not that I’m affected by the spell or anything, it was the other person,” I hastily added; I needed to cover my tracks. “But when I refused to go through with it, they locked me away.” I loathed the words that rolled off my tongue. “Anyway, tonight they’d gone out together, and they’d forgotten to bolt my door, so I just…”
 
   Ryan put his hand on my shoulder. I fought the urge to shiver with delight.
 
   “It’s alright,” he said. “I understand. You don’t have to say anymore.”
 
   I nodded miserably. With such a lie to my name, I deserved to be Bound and taken away. Nonetheless, I was a little surprised that was all it took to convince him. It was hardly any better than his own reason for being here. And the way he’d looked at me earlier; did he know I was keeping a low profile because of my Binding time?
 
   If that was the case…
 
   Ryan’s hand left my shoulder, and my heart juddered, forcing me to catch my breath. Sheesh, this would take some getting used to.
 
   “Well,” he said, sitting forwards, “as much as I’d love to sit here all night, why don’t we go back to my camp? You can stay with me for tonight, then tomorrow I can drop you off in Bane. I’m sure…”
 
   “No!”
 
   I cried out before I could think. Ryan blinked, and raised an eyebrow. I bit my lip. That was stupid. I might as well have confessed everything.
 
   “I mean…” My tongue seized up. What could I say? I needed to stay by his side from now on, otherwise I’d turn into an Unbound; a mindless, drooling drone with no thoughts or feelings of its own. It would only take a separation of half a mile to start the process, and after a day it would become irreversible. I folded my arms around myself, searching for words. “There’s…there’s no-one I can turn to for help. If I’m found, I’ll be sent straight home. I can’t stay in Bane.”
 
   That was partly true. I was a well-known face in the town, as I often went with Father on his healing rounds. The moment they got word I was missing, I’d be escorted back to the village. Not an option. If my parents found out I’d become Bound to a stranger, it would destroy them. My sister’s accident had been bad enough; I couldn’t put them through that torture twice. Then again, just leaving them without any word wasn’t much better. Yet what choice did I have? Considering what I’d just told Ryan, it wasn’t like I could ask him to take me back so I could say my farewells.
 
   Why had I come up with such a stupid lie?
 
   Ryan sighed, his brow creased. He looked very uncomfortable. I felt awful putting him in such a position, and based on such a weak excuse, too. Whatever his reason for being in the Galgiza, I could tell he wasn’t keen on taking a second passenger. But this was the only way I could keep close to him.
 
   “Couldn’t you just explain everything to the Guardsmen?” Ryan asked. “They’d keep you safe, I’m sure.”
 
   Damn, he wouldn’t be convinced so easily.
 
   “I-I don’t know,” I said, my nervousness not entirely false. “My father’s the healer, and he’s…he’s…often treated the soldiers.” Well, it wasn’t a lie. “They respect him too much. They won’t believe me.”
 
   “Haven’t you got any proof?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “What about those scars on your arm? Did your parents do that to you as well?”
 
   Startled, I looked to my sleeve. It had hitched up, revealing my old fox cub injury. Whoops. I was more than impressed he’d noticed, but I was also annoyed he was finding more reasons to ditch me. Stop making this so difficult!
 
   “Oh, that was an accident a while ago,” I said. “Please, you can’t leave me in Bane. You have to take me further.” I lowered my head, adopting a more submissive tactic. “Don’t leave me all alone.”
 
   I was pretty certain my acting skills left a lot to be desired, yet my words seemed to strike a chord in Ryan. He suddenly looked straight at me.
 
   “I guess…” He hesitated, as if to change his mind, but then sighed. “Well, since you’ve no place else to go, you could…you could come with me?”
 
   He still didn’t sound enthusiastic, but he’d held out the lifeline I needed. I let out a slow breath. That had been tough. Before my relief became too apparent, I sat up, feigning surprise.
 
   “Really?” It was a silly response, since he’d given what I wanted, but I couldn’t come across too eager. I couldn’t give any hint the only reason I needed to be close to him was because of a Binding. Of course, he’d find out eventually as the magic worked its way to him, but for now, this was the safest option.
 
   For me, anyway.
 
   “Yes,” Ryan said, though it was probably more to convince himself. “Look, you don’t need to be so nervous. I don’t bite.” He leant forward, and at long last I had to look into his eyes. They were dark green, and filled with warmth. “Trust me, Eliza. I said I wouldn’t hurt you, and I meant it.”
 
   Ah. Simple wasn’t the word I’d been looking for earlier. It was genuine. The Binding’s false bias aside, Ryan seemed a sincere kind of guy. At least I’d been lucky in that regard. I could’ve been Bound to a total lunatic. Nonetheless, for all his politeness, I didn’t want to be stuck with him. I wasn’t an adventurer, and the thought of starting a nomadic lifestyle made my heart sink. I was content with my simple life here. Which I’d stupidly thrown out the window tonight…
 
   Oh, give up, Eliza. No matter how much I regretted setting foot outside the meadow, I couldn’t change my poor judgement. 
 
   Time. That was what I needed. Time to figure something out.
 
   I looked back to Ryan and cleared my throat. My stomach churned at the thought of lying again, but this wouldn’t be nearly as bad as the first one. 
 
   “I’d like to go to Viens,” I said. The capital of Azaria was a good three weeks’ journey away. That should give me plenty of opportunity to sort this mess.
 
   Ryan stroked his chin.
 
   “You want to go all the way to the capital?”
 
   “I want to start afresh,” I continued, though inside I was shaking. Was I about to push too far and undo all my hard work? “Put the past behind me, where nobody knows my name or face.”
 
   Ryan said nothing for a long while. He was figuring something out in his head. I tapped the seconds out, my feelings on a knife edge. Please, he had to take me.
 
   Finally Ryan nodded, and it was all I could do not to sigh in relief. They say the best lies have fragments of truth hidden in them—it seemed I’d played it just right.
 
   “Well, I was going to head there eventually,” he said, “but I suppose I could take a short-cut for your sake.”
 
   “You’re too kind,” I said, giving a small bow for added effect.
 
   Ryan laughed.
 
   “You don’t need to be so formal, Eliza.” He glanced up at the moon. “Okay, enough chit chat. We should head back.”
 
   He locked an arm under my shoulder, helping me up. My heart jumped again, but I focused on where to place my feet. As my leg braced, my ankle gave a twinge. The pain wasn’t as bad now it was bandaged, though, and with him taking the weight, I could hobble along. Still, every step made me brush against him, provoking a hot blush.
 
   “You sure I’m not going to slow you down?” I asked, turning away so he wouldn’t see my reddened cheeks. Goddess knew what it would be like in the morning.
 
   “I’m not in any rush,” Ryan said. “Don’t fret so much. I’m sure everything will work out fine.”
 
   I smiled mirthlessly.
 
   He didn’t know the half of it.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   ‘...and in that night they escaped to the tower, screened in darkness as the moon brooded over their secret union.’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   Ryan’s camp was a short walk through the trees, but it might as well have been a month-long trek. Pressed between the crook of his elbow and his chest, I thought my head would burst. Right steps were better, as I could push him aside and put some distance between us. Then would come a left one, where he would pull me back to his chest and take the weight off my ankle. If my cheeks got any hotter, I could start hosting lava birds.
 
   He guided me towards a small copse. I had no idea how far inside the Galgiza we were, and I couldn’t see the moon, so I didn’t know the time, either. Like it mattered. I couldn’t step further than a half mile from Ryan, anyway. If I’d have known I’d be roughing it indefinitely, I’d have dressed for the occasion.
 
   Concentrating on keeping at least some distance from Ryan, I stumbled over a gnarled root. He snatched my arm, drawing me against his torso. His collar brushed my cheek, and I swallowed. My arms shook, but not because I’d almost fallen again. Each touch sent ripples of pleasure through my chest, and I had to keep aware of my body’s movements, in case it did something without my consent. It was exhausting. But if I relaxed, I was afraid of what I would do. What the Binding would make me do.
 
   Damn this curse!
 
   “We’re here,” Ryan announced. I looked up. Beneath the tangled branches, a tent loomed over a dead fire. The embers still smoked, though their glow had vanished. A horse was tethered nearby, a blanket buckled over its snowy flanks.
 
   We circled around the smouldering twigs, before Ryan eased me onto a moss-covered log. Once I sat down, he removed his arm. My heart rate settled, and I sighed. Distance was good—it would stop the Binding from feeding my desires. I dabbed at the cut on my cheek, wincing.
 
   “Hope you didn’t miss me, Cielo.” Ryan walked up and grabbed a handful of mane. “I’ve brought a guest.”
 
   Cielo snorted. He twisted his neck round and nuzzled my shoulder, almost pushing me off the log.
 
   “Whoa!” I struggled to keep my balance, trying not to put pressure on my ankle. Ryan came to my side in an instant, and helped me shuffle sideways so Cielo couldn’t reach. Again his touch left my skin tingling. I held onto the log for dear life, determined not to give in. Cielo gave his master a forlorn gaze, as if he’d been cheated of a new friend.
 
   “Hey, he won’t hurt you,” Ryan said, noting my stiff posture. If only he knew it wasn’t Cielo I was afraid of. He turned to the horse with a scolding look. “Calm down, Cielo. Eliza’s a little fragile right now, so behave yourself.”
 
   Cielo shook his forelock, almost in defiance, then turned to sniff at the grass. Ryan smiled, and rubbed the horse’s flank.
 
   “Don’t mind him, Eliza. He gets excited easily.”
 
   Cielo’s ears twitched, as if he knew he was being talked about. Despite his rather abrupt method of introducing himself, I laughed. At least he had some personality, unlike those emotionless drones in the village stables.
 
   The thought of home brought a lump to my throat. I’d never walk through the simple streets of Velwall again. Never help Father in his clinics, or fetch vegetables for Mother, nor chat with our Councillor, Serena. And after so long apart, I wouldn’t even see Adam one last time.
 
   By the Goddess, why had this happened?
 
   “So,” Ryan said, sitting beside me. He had a long stick and was playing with the ash in the fire pit. I kept my gaze on the embers, determined to stop the curse from stirring more reactions. “You’ve got a choice. Do you want to sleep, or would you rather we head off now?”
 
   I took a slow breath. Surrendering to sleep would be utter bliss, but if we hung around until dawn, we would still be close to my village. Too close, as once I was discovered missing they’d raise the alarm and comb the Galgiza faster than I could say ‘Binding’. Rescue was the last thing I wanted, because then I’d have to tell everyone the truth. I couldn’t face that, not when I knew it would break my parents’ hearts. And not when I’d yet to come to terms with it myself. There had to be a way out. It was probably the denial speaking, but I wouldn’t give up until I knew for sure there wasn’t any way to break a Binding.
 
   Ryan looked at me with his now-familiar expectant expression, so I cleared my throat.
 
   “I’m not that tired,” I lied. “I’d like to be a little further away from my village, so we should get going. We can rest later.”
 
   Ryan nodded. He stoked the embers some more, before he discarded his stick and stood up.
 
   “If that’s what you want. I’ll pack my stuff.”
 
   He marched to his tent. As he disappeared inside, I sighed, holding my head in my hands. A night without sleep, along with the loss of adrenaline, plus my struggle to keep tabs on my feelings, had worn me out. My eyes closed, and I didn’t want to open them again. At least without Ryan on top of me, I had a moment to breathe. It was frightening. I’d no idea a Binding was so powerful.
 
   And I’d seen one first-hand.
 
   It had affected my sister, Fiona, almost five years ago. The memory remained vivid. Back then, she’d been with a farmhand from Bane, Errol. Everyday she’d come prancing home, wearing flowers he’d picked for her, or showing off the wooden charms he’d carved for her. I had to admit, I was a little envious she’d found such a charming boyfriend. However, like Mother, she was affected by the Binding, too. Her times were more erratic, coming between four and ten weeks apart, but lasting only a few hours.
 
   When it was her ‘time’, she kept away from Errol, as she didn’t want to force anything until they’d been together for several months. Then finally, she plucked up her courage and proposed to him. Errol accepted, and they made their vows to enter a Binding.
 
   In all honesty, I was reluctant with her decision. I knew Mother was Bound to Father, and whilst they were happy together, part of me felt sad because neither had experienced love on their own terms before their Binding day. The spell might have guaranteed a lifelong bond, but it wasn’t fair that in the end it would always control who you were meant to be with.
 
   But before Errol and Fiona’s promised day arrived, something terrible happened. A nobleman had an accident on the way to Terent, a town fifteen miles east of us. He’d broken his leg, but my uncle Allen and Adam’s father chanced upon him and brought him back to Velwall. Father and Mother were away in Bane, so Fiona and I had taken care of him. I helped splint his leg and gave him some pethirine—a potent pain-killer—before I headed out with Adam to fetch some extra clothes.
 
   Had I stayed, I would’ve seen the man open his eye and whisper, ‘Thank you’. Not an amazing event in itself, but in that precise moment, he entered his Binding time. And Fiona accepted his thanks, sealing herself to him forever.
 
   Her one act of kindness threw my world upside down. I couldn’t believe it. A Binding could have granted my sister a lifetime of happiness, yet instead it had snatched everything away from her. Even her personality. Her cheery smiles vanished, replaced by sombre stares and silent tears. She wouldn’t go out, wouldn’t speak, wouldn’t eat…
 
   All her dreams lay in pieces before the Binding. And though the nobleman, Lord Ozier, seemed most understanding, even willing to marry her and not lock her away as most of his rank would do to an unwanted Bound partner, I hated him for taking my sister away.
 
   Yet I hated Fiona more, because of how passively she accepted her fate. Errol was going crazy, riding around the towns and seeking any information to help free her, but Fiona, she just sat there every day, feeling sorry for herself. Errol’s effort may have been futile, but at least he tried, fighting to the very end.
 
   Fiona was lost to the dogs.
 
   Once Lord Ozier’s leg healed, they went back to his estate in Estovan. Wearing her favourite lilac dress, Fiona had been escorted to his carriage, looking as if she were walking to her grave. That day, I made a vow. I would choose who I’d love, not this ancient sorcery that could destroy an entire life in the blink of an eye.
 
   So, as the seasons passed, I kept careful watch, in case the curse would come to me. Nobody had yet come up with a way of predicting whom it struck. It didn’t seem to be contagious or inherited, though family clusters were common. Also, the symptoms it stirred varied between people—mine was a short bout of stomach cramps. But the ‘instigation’, or the very first sign, was the same for everyone. A crushing sensation in the chest, like being held in a vice. By all rights it shouldn’t have come to me, as statistically speaking, I should have been safe. Of course, my fifteenth birthday ruined that. Yet I was sure I could keep my promise. And for the last two years, I’d managed fine.
 
   Except tonight, when I’d thrown it all away. Fiona had been the victim of another’s curse, whereas I was only a victim of my own stupidity. A moment of madness had left me with a life debt to a stranger, trapping us together for the rest of our days.
 
   I sighed. Eventually I’d have to betray Ryan’s kindness and tell him we were Bound. It might be easier to confess now and get it out the way, but I couldn’t. I was too scared what I might provoke. I knew he couldn’t kill me—that would cause a backlash and we’d both end up dead. He couldn’t run from me, either, as we’d end up Unbound; empty husks stripped of mind and senses, no better than animated corpses to be locked in an asylum.
 
   What terrified me most, though, was if Ryan would accept our Binding. To barely know another person and yet realise such a level of intimacy shook me to the core. Sure, he seemed friendly enough, but I’d never found it easy to trust others. And there was something about him that made me wary. I still wasn’t happy with his excuse for being in the Galgiza, and his expensive crossbow and fine steed added to the mystery.
 
   He was hiding something...
 
   Cielo snorted. I glanced up at him. He wasn’t so boisterous now. His ears pricked up, and he stared into the trees. A chill crept over me, and I clutched my jacket closer. Something was out there, and this time, I was fairly certain it wasn’t a hungry bear.
 
   “Ryan?” My voice echoed in the quiet. For a long while, he didn’t answer. Rustling caught my ear, and Cielo began to shuffle on his hooves. I braced myself against the log, about to hobble over to the tent, when the flap burst open and Ryan scrambled out, hauling a heavy pack.
 
   “We have to get out of here,” he said.
 
   I blinked.
 
   “Wasn’t that what we decided? You said you’d pack and…”
 
   “I mean we have to go, now!” Without waiting for my reply, he crouched in front of the fire. “Climb on.”
 
   I shrank back. Touching him again would stir all that lust right back up. Plus with my increasing fatigue, I wasn’t sure I could keep it in check. Who knew what would happen if I had to cling to him on horseback as we cantered through the wilderness.
 
   “Eliza, please. We have to hurry,” Ryan said. “Don’t worry about your ankle. I bound it tight. Once we’re on Cielo, it won’t be a problem. Come on!”
 
   As he finished, the crunch of a twig caught my ears. That chill feeling came again, and I swallowed. I didn’t have the luxury to sit and complain. If whatever was out there had Ryan in such a state, it was probably not a good idea to ignore it.
 
   Grimacing—and so glad Ryan couldn’t see—I leant forward on my good leg, then half-fell, half-leapt onto his back. My arms wrapped round his shoulders, and he stood up, gripping my legs against his hips. For someone of such a lithe build, he was stronger than he looked. I couldn’t think on it for long, though, as the Binding flooded me, and my head began to swim. His scent, the one I couldn’t place, was so stimulating I had to hold my breath. My pulse thudded in my ears, and I swallowed. I just had to ignore it.
 
   “Hold tight,” Ryan instructed. Adjusting his grip, he dashed to Cielo’s side. He ripped off the blanket and unfastened the ties, revealing a slender saddle. I raised an eyebrow. It seemed he’d been prepared for a fast getaway.
 
   Cielo trotted backwards, so he was level with the log. With a briskness that could only have come from hours of practice, Ryan slung his pack over the saddle horn and side-stepped onto the horse.
 
   My leg caught on Cielo’s rump, jarring my ankle. My senses were too muddled to acknowledge the pain. All I could take in was the movement of Ryan’s ribs, the tension in his muscles as he took the reins, and the whisper of his hair rubbing against my cheek. He was wonderfully warm, too.
 
   Cielo set off at a rapid trot, jolting my position. The Binding’s grip lessened, and I shook my head, able to think again.
 
   “What about the tent?”
 
   “I can buy a new one.” Ryan’s voice hardened. “Keep your head down. They’ll be following right behind.”
 
   “They?”
 
   “Bandits.”
 
   I opened my mouth to question further, when a shout broke out behind us. Ryan tensed, and Cielo raced into a gallop. Fear took over, and I buried my face in Ryan’s neck. The Binding’s urges hit me like waves on a ragged cliff, and I gave a hoarse whimper. No, don’t push yourself into him! I began to take deep breaths, counting them out in my head. One, two, three…
 
   By the time I reached sixteen, I’d settled into a quiet rhythm. I didn’t dare think about anything else, for a second’s lapse would throw me back there. Counting gave me something to focus on. I couldn’t let anything break my concentration.
 
   Thirty-six breaths on and cold splashed my legs, breaking my concentration. We were crossing water. Oh no! Frantically I tried to get back to breathing, but the moment was gone. I couldn’t stop myself from pressing my cheek against Ryan’s. His stubble tickled my skin, and my lips trembled. Argh, stop this! I jerked my head away, banging my jaw against his shoulder. My teeth clipped my tongue, and I hissed.
 
   Soon the coldness around my ankles vanished, and Cielo stumbled onto the bank. His hooves squelched in the mud, then ruffled the grass as we returned to the forest. The chasing cries had died, leaving us in an array of skeletal trees.
 
   “We should be alright now,” Ryan said, slowing Cielo to a walk. I nodded, finding the strength to push myself upright. My fingers were laced in his shirt, seeking warmth from the breeze. I hoped he wouldn’t read much into it.
 
   Craning my neck over his shoulder, I glimpsed the blue moon again. I hadn’t seen it in a while. Now, it was no longer comforting. Instead, its eerie light tainted the woodland, and my stomach knotted. This part of the Galgiza seemed so dead. Leaves were stripped off the trees, the bushes were thinning like an old man’s pate, and nothing stirred in the branches, not even an owl.
 
   I almost huddled closer to Ryan, until I caught myself and managed to lean back. Not that it did much to help, as Cielo’s steps kept propelling me forwards. Ugh, this was so pathetic.
 
   To keep my mind occupied, I focused on the moon. As the bluish haze filtered through the boughs, my thoughts went back to our pursuers. They certainly had been easy to shake off. Then again, I hadn’t been paying much attention to the distance we’d covered. We could’ve passed Bane for all I knew. More interestingly, it seemed Ryan had done this before. Everything had been too slick to suggest otherwise.
 
   “Hey Ryan,” I said. “Nice job losing them. But why were they after you?” 
 
   Ryan didn’t answer. He guided Cielo through the trees, following a dark trail. I frowned at his silence, but decided not to press the issue. He’d saved my life again, and I really wasn’t in any position to start throwing questions at him.
 
   Not for now, anyway.
 
   Fighting back the weight of my eyelids, I squinted into the distance. The blue moon was starting to sink; the night was coming to a close. As we trekked onwards, the branches parted, and we arrived at the top of a ridge.
 
   Cielo stopped. I looked into the valley, and gasped. There, surrounded by steep mud banks, stretched the biggest flower field I’d ever seen. The colours were muted by darkness, but I could imagine what the meadow looked like in the sun. How such beauty could lie hidden within the most hostile part the Galgiza was staggering. Every blossom imaginable must’ve grown here, from daisies and crocuses to snowdrops and roses. I inhaled deeply, the flowers’ fragrances washing out the curse’s hunger that had gripped me during our ride.
 
   “We can rest here.” Ryan’s voice was back to its soft-spoken tone. “We’ll be safe.”
 
   He took my arms and placed them round his neck. My heart trembled, so I counted my breaths again. I had to take a particularly sharp one when he leant back to swing his legs over Cielo. I followed his movement, taking care not to hit my ankle, and together we dropped to the ground. Securing my leg with his left hand, he used his right to grip Cielo’s bridle and start a slow walk into the field.
 
   Four…five…six…
 
   At twelve breaths, we stopped at a patch of flattened grass. Ryan released Cielo, who shook his head and trotted out a short way. Gently, he eased me onto the ground. Once again when my body left Ryan’s, it was like a door slammed down, shutting off the volatile emotions. It was enough to make my head spin.
 
   As Ryan wandered to Cielo to remove the pack, I rubbed my neck. I seemed to have crossed a tiredness threshold, and found myself oddly awake. Though it might simply have been the curse wanting to prolong my moment with my Bound partner.
 
   “I managed to pack most of my things,” Ryan said, dumping his pack beside me and rummaging inside. The poor boy was exhausted. His blinks were longer than normal, and were there proper light I was sure I’d see bags under his eyes. “Only one sleeping bag, but you can have that. I’ll use the blanket.”
 
   Slowly, his words got through to me, and I frowned. He still hadn’t answered my question as to who had chased us. Call me petty, but I wasn’t going to put up with this. Not when I’d be his travelling companion for the time-being.
 
   “Are you going to tell me who was after us?” I asked.
 
   Ryan looked away.
 
   “Is it that important for you to know?” He started picking at his pack straps.
 
   “Well,” I said, folding my arms, “if I’m going to be travelling with you, I think I should at least have an idea.” Ah, this was more like it. No more fawning around like a lovesick puppy. This was the Eliza I’d missed since leaving the clearing.
 
   Ryan stopped plucking the straps. For a moment his face fell, before he sighed. My gaze softened. What was going through his head?
 
   “It’s nothing really,” he muttered at last. “A while ago, when I passed through Terent, I upset a bandit leader and he took it personally. Ever since then he and his men have been chasing me for revenge.”
 
   I had to stop myself snorting. Did you really just come up with that, Ryan? The fire pit at his camp could’ve come up with a more creative excuse.
 
   “Wow,” I said, feigning surprise. I was getting good at it now. “Talk about holding a grudge.”
 
   Ryan flashed a hesitant smile. He wasn’t sure if what he said sounded plausible; the telltale sign of an honest soul forced to lie. Even without that, I wasn’t dumb enough to believe him. Bandits didn’t understand honour. They only cared about the next victim who’d fill their pockets. Besides, Terent was a massive trade hub. No thug would chase a single man, custom-built crossbow and thoroughbred horse or not, when he’d have the pick of the purse elsewhere.
 
   So why did Ryan feel he had to lie? He didn’t know me, and I was hardly what you’d call a threat. Fair enough if he didn’t trust me, but if that was so, why had he accepted my plea to travel alongside him?
 
   Hmm…
 
   “You must’ve really gotten up his nose,” I said, gauging his reaction. “What did you do, spit in his drink?”
 
   “Something like that,” Ryan said. His eyes were uncertain. Yup, he was definitely hiding something. That should have put me on edge, but in truth, it only heightened my curiosity. Without the Binding interfering, Ryan was starting to intrigue me. Suddenly I wanted to know everything about him, and find out why our paths had crossed this night.
 
   Or maybe his lies made me feel more justified in keeping my own.
 
   “Anyway,” Ryan said, dragging out the fur-lined sleeping bag from his pack. “Here.” He tossed it towards me. I took it from the flowers. Thankfully, the petals’ scent was so strong I couldn’t detect his own. Good. Otherwise I’d be in for a very restless night.
 
   Ryan flapped out a woollen blanket. I eyed it with a raised brow.
 
   “It’s pretty cold,” I said. “Will that be enough?”
 
   “I’ll cope,” Ryan shrugged. “You need your strength to help your ankle heal. We’ll get another one later.”
 
   “So chivalrous,” I teased. Grasping the bag’s ends, I flattened it into a wrinkled cylinder, and with some awkward shuffling managed to tuck my legs and torso inside. I didn’t notice a lot of difference in temperature, but I knew it would warm with my body heat. I longed for my bed back home, with its feather pillows and cotton sheets, my bedside lantern, and my unfinished…
 
   Forget it, Eliza. You can’t go back.
 
   I glanced to Ryan, who had settled a few feet away from me, wrapped like a caterpillar in a cocoon. He tucked his face inside, so I could only see the edges of his sandy hair.
 
   “Good night, Eliza,” he murmured.
 
   “Night,” I said, yawning. Maybe I was tired, after all.
 
   Turning onto my side, I set my head amidst the flower petals, and quietly drifted off.
 
   The night was over.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   ‘Even the stars envied their glances, for none would look upon them with such devoted tenderness...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   The chirp of a hellersbird stirred me from the darkness, and I rolled onto my back. Sunlight bore through my eyelids, and I raised my arm to my face. Why was it so bright? My room faced north; I never got woken by the dawn spilling through my window. And why were my cheeks so cold? The rest of me was wonderfully snug in these furs, so…
 
   Wait a minute. Furs?
 
   My eyes snapped open, and I bolted upright. My ankle surged with pain, and I groaned, reaching under the covers to clasp it. Rough linen greeted my fingers. At once everything came racing back. The blue moon, the hungry bear, my fall.
 
   Ryan.
 
   I turned to where he’d fallen asleep. The brown blanket had been folded, its owner no-where to be found. I almost screamed. How could he have gotten away? We were Bound—if he moved more than half a mile from me, both of us would feel the ‘Parting’. The ripping pains, the convulsions, the hallucinations; not to mention the fact that if I didn’t find him by tomorrow, we’d start to turn into Unbou…
 
   “Morning!”
 
   My eyes shot to the ridge we’d descended the night before. Ryan sat on a tree root, drinking from a water skin. Cielo stood beside him, nibbling at the sparse grassy patches. His saddle had been removed, showing off his glossy white coat, made all the brighter by the flowers surrounding him.
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief. Thank the Goddess, he hadn’t left. That had been careless of me. I should’ve thought about what to do if Ryan wandered off alone. The moment he felt any difference, he’d know what had happened, and the last thing I wanted was for him to find out we were Bound.
 
   That, and I wasn’t too keen on experiencing Parting myself.
 
   Ryan took a quick swig from his skin, then jumped to his feet. In the daylight, he looked so different. Now I could appreciate how tall he was, though Adam was a hand’s breadth higher. His features seemed softer in the sun. He’d taken off his coat, and his ivory shirt hugged his chest. He wasn’t particularly muscular, yet the cloth formed a perfect outline to his shoulders and ribs. I suddenly felt a huge disdain towards buttons. Just a twist in the right place, and then his shirt would…
 
   I snapped my gaze back to my lap, pressing my hands to my eyes. I wasn’t even fully awake, and the curse was up to its devious tricks. And I thought touching him had brought out the worst of it. If this kept up, it wouldn’t be long before I’d have to start wearing a blindfold.
 
   Once I regained control, I lowered my arms and took a breath. The scent of wildflowers filled my nostrils, and I concentrated on the crisp air. My fingers wrapped round the sleeping bag, painting a tactile picture in my head. Don’t think about anything else, and especially not why I suddenly craved a pair of sewing scissors.
 
   A gust swept the valley, and blossoms streamed across the field, screening my view. The oaks creaked in the distance, and I heard Cielo snort. I was glad for the temporary cover. It would give me time to cool my burning cheeks. It was unnerving how easily the Binding worked into my thoughts. The curse would latch onto the tiniest feeling and transform it into an almost unbreakable yearning. Rubbing the scab on my cheek, I sighed.
 
   This was going to be a long, long day.
 
   The breeze died, and the veil of petals fell back. In their place, a shadow loomed, and I looked up. Ryan stood over me, a quizzical look on his face. I resisted the instinct to jump. He’d snuck over here fast.
 
   “Did you sleep well?” he asked, dropping down beside me. His knee brushed my leg, and I half-flinched.
 
   “F-fine,” I managed to rasp; my mouth had turned to sand. Ryan tilted his head, and offered the skin. I seized it and guzzled half the contents. The cold liquid sloshed down my throat, soothing the heat in my chest and my cheeks. I focused all my attention on the sensation, as gradually the urge to reach out to him faded.
 
   “You’re a little jumpy today,” Ryan observed, as I handed back the skin. I wiped my mouth, avoiding his eyes. I wasn’t going to give the magic any more chances than it deserved.
 
   “Oh, I’ll be okay.” I took a snowdrop between my fingers. “I’m just not used to sleeping out.” I rubbed the silken petals, trying to blot out the rumbling in my chest. Without the night to hide behind, I needed to be much more conscious of my body’s reactions. If I wasn’t careful, Ryan would see everything, blushes and all, and I had a feeling he already knew more than he was letting on. But if he wasn’t going to make a big deal of it, neither was I.
 
   “Well, you’re going to have to get used to it,” Ryan said, folding his arms. “We’re going to be on the road all the time.”
 
   I frowned.
 
   “What, so you don’t treat yourself to an inn now and then?”
 
   Ryan laughed. My heart fluttered like a caged bird. I bundled my hands into fists, praying he wouldn’t notice.
 
   “I prefer it out in the open,” he said. “More freedom. Less expensive, too.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. That was an odd thing to say. I mean, it was obvious Ryan came from a wealthy background; one look at Cielo told that much. It was possible he might have stolen the horse, but what were the odds of also pinching a custom-built crossbow that happened to fit him perfectly? Finally, the fact Ryan wanted to keep away from inns and stay on the road said it all.
 
   He was trying to lie low.
 
   But why? Who was he hiding from? Or perhaps the question was, what was he trying to hide…
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   I blinked. Whoa girl, keep daydreaming like that and Ryan really will think you’ve a few screws loose. I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, trying to pull off a thoughtful gaze.
 
   “Yeah, a little,” I said, hoping there hadn’t been a long delay before I answered. “But didn’t we have to abandon your food?”
 
   Ryan dug his hand into his pocket, producing a navy handkerchief. He spread it on his hand, revealing a cluster of berries.
 
   “I found these on the other side of the field,” he said, extending his arm. “They’re not much, but they’re very sweet. I promise I’ll buy you a big lunch to make up for it.”
 
   “I’ll hold you to that,” I chuckled, making to take a berry. I was starving—I hadn’t eaten a thing since dinner yesterday, bar a few nuts I’d brought to the clearing.
 
   Ryan’s palm curled round my fingers, meaning to be supportive. My hand twitched, wanting to pull him towards me. No, no! I yanked my hand away, sending the berries flying into the flowers.
 
   “Goddess, I’m so sorry!” I hung my head. This curse was seriously getting on my nerves.
 
   “It’s alright.” Ryan plucked his handkerchief back. “I can fetch more. There’s plenty left.”
 
   “Sorry to be such a pain.” I sighed. “I just…well…” Come on, think of an excuse! “…I…being touched, sometimes I can’t help but…you know. I don’t like it.” My cheeks flushed, but this time because of shame. Such a terrible, terrible lie, and it would keep coming back to haunt me. Too late to regret it now.
 
   “Oh. Of course, your parents must have…” Ryan trailed off, not wanting to upset me. He stared at the ground. “Forgive me.”
 
   “Forgive you? For what?”
 
   Ryan swallowed.
 
   “Last night, I made you…you were holding on so tight, I never thought that…it would be uncomfortable for you.”
 
   I bit my lip. I was forcing so much guilt onto him, and after everything he’d done for me, too. How could I be suspicious of his motives when I harboured a secret so much worse?
 
   A twinge ran down my arm, wanting me to hold his hand, but I tensed my muscles instead. It would only be a repeat of the berries.
 
   “Ryan, don’t apologise,” I said at last. “You’ve got me out of danger, twice. And I have to learn not to react like that if you touch me.” This was true. If I didn’t find ways to rein back my feelings when I was in contact with him, I’d have no chance at beating the curse.
 
   Or keeping my mind.
 
   “Okay.” Ryan folded up his handkerchief, dusting the petals from his trousers. “By the way, how’s the ankle?”
 
   I shuffled back and kicked the sleeping bag off my legs. I slipped off my boot, resting my bandaged ankle on the soft bed of flowers. The swelling had gone down, but when I tried to move my foot, I winced. Ryan crawled over, inspecting it.
 
   “You should start putting more weight on it today,” he said, “else it’ll go stiff. Wait here.”
 
   He climbed to his feet and walked across the meadow’s edge. In the midst of the shrubs, I made out a bleached trunk, fallen from a storm long past. Ryan examined it, sometimes testing the branches, before he removed something from his belt. With his hunting knife, he hacked at the bark, until a straight piece broke away. He scooped up the stick and returned to me.
 
   “Try this,” he said. I nodded. With difficulty I rolled onto my knees, then placed my good foot on the ground. I braced my thigh, summoning the power to push my body up. Ryan hesitated, unsure if he should take my shoulder.
 
   “It’s alright, give me a hand,” I said. I gritted my teeth, hoping I could resist the urges that would come from the contact. Ryan crouched beside me, taking my arm, and slowly we both stood up. My pulse bounded, so I counted my breaths. I was so focused I almost didn’t feel Ryan place the stick beneath my arm. His grip loosened, and I found my balance.
 
   “Well?” He took his hands away—Goddess, it was like releasing a pressure valve in my chest—and stood back. I remained still, recovering from my latest bout of Binding. I was building some endurance to it. At least I wasn’t shaking as much as last night.
 
   When I was confident I was back in control, I took a tentative step. Pain wasn’t so much the problem as unsteadiness; I felt my ankle would give way any second. Quickly I sagged against my make-shift crutch, and let my other leg follow through. I paused, as a fresh flurry of petals whipped across my hair.
 
   “Not too bad,” I said. “If I practice a bit, I’ll be fine.”
 
   Ryan smiled again.
 
   “Show me where that berry bush is,” I said, trying out another step. This was much less clumsy, as I was more aware of where to position my legs. Too eager, I tried to take two steps in one go, and almost toppled over. Ryan’s hands sprang up, waiting to catch me, but I managed to keep upright. Fear of him touching me was quite the motivator.
 
   “Don’t overdo it,” Ryan joked. He kept alongside me as I walked, close enough to grab me should I need help.
 
   I wasn’t planning on falling again.
 
   He guided me towards the edge of the field. I swatted away the blossom storm; it had become irritating, now. Cielo lifted his head from grazing, curious. He walked over, ears twitching, but a stern glare from Ryan told him to keep his distance. I giggled, shaking my head.
 
   I was moving quite smoothly now. However, my leg was tiring. By the time we reached the bushes, I couldn’t take another step. I hobbled over to a nearby log and dropped down, rubbing my hip.
 
   “Very good for your first try,” Ryan said. He grabbed a handful of berries, placing them on his handkerchief again. This time he laid the cloth on the log. “There, all yours.”
 
   I managed an apologetic shrug, before I dived onto the fruits. They were bursting with juice and flavour, sweeter than any I’d tasted back home. I practically inhaled the entire batch. Ryan chuckled.
 
   “You really were hungry,” he said, reclaiming his handkerchief and filling it up again. He sat down next to me, tossing berries into his mouth. “Want more?”
 
   “I’m good, thanks,” I said. “I should save room for that lunch you promised.” Ryan grinned, flicking another berry down. Smiling, I looked back across the field. The colourful plants surrounded by the haze of trees soothed me, and for once I wasn’t distracted by his presence. I was even tempted to admit I didn’t mind his company. But I didn’t want to give the Binding ammunition for later. “So what’s the plan for today?”
 
   “We’ll make a quick stop in Bane,” Ryan said, swallowing the last of his fruity snack. “I know you weren’t keen last night, but you can use my cloak, so nobody will recognise you. It’s a long way to Lanaran, and there are a lot of things we need.”
 
   I sighed. He was right. Lanaran was three days away from Bane. Still, I didn’t like the idea. True, I hadn’t any immediately remarkable features that would identify me in a crowd, but it was a risk I wasn’t comfortable to take. Especially since Adam would have just left. What if we crossed paths on the road?
 
   “Not happy with that?” Ryan asked, resting his foot against the log and wrapping his arms around his knee.
 
   I hesitated.
 
   “Please don’t worry.” He raised his arm to squeeze my shoulder, but at the last moment changed his mind. “Besides, you’re travelling with me, remember? They’ll be looking for a lone girl, not the two of us. We’ll be fine, I promise.”
 
   All I could do was nod. I couldn’t get out of this one. I’d have to stick to Ryan and hope no-one looked too closely.
 
   A yawn escaped me, and I felt the pull of the dried blood on my cheek. I raised my hand, grimacing at the texture.
 
   “Ryan, is there any place I could wash up?”
 
   Ryan stared at me, bemused.
 
   “Goddess, I’m so sorry!” He started laughing. “How rude of me. Of course you’d want to clean up.” He pointed past the berry bush. “There’s a small stream over there.”
 
   “Perfect,” I said.
 
   “Think you’ll need help?”
 
   I shook my head, a little more vigorously than necessary. The Binding didn’t need any more encouragement.
 
   “I should be alright. I’ll shout if there’s a problem.”
 
   “I’ll come running.”
 
   Ryan tucked his handkerchief away and strode back to the blanket and sleeping bag, whistling for Cielo. I watched the white horse trot to his master, before I grasped my crutch and got to my feet. My face probably looked like it had been smeared in war paint; not a look that particularly suited me, with my pale skin and midnight-blue eyes.
 
   With awkward steps, I crossed the bushes, helping myself to a few extra berries along the way. Sure enough, the stream appeared, tucked between a pair of boulders. Water cascaded off the rock, so I could catch it in my hand without stooping. The grime and blood took a while to get off, but eventually my hands came away clean, and I felt much more refreshed.
 
   Drying my hands on my leggings, I turned my back on the stream and re-entered the field of flowers. Ryan was on the tree root again. Cielo stood at his side, saddled and ready to go. As I approached, Ryan slipped on his coat, a dusky maroon in colour, then handed me a folded cloak.
 
   “All set?” he asked.
 
   “I think so.” I opened out the cloak and shuffled into it. I had to bunch the fabric inside my belt so I wouldn’t trip over its hem. I tucked my hair inside the hood, then drew the cords taut.
 
   When I was done, Ryan knelt down, wanting to boost me into the saddle. I stiffened. Last night I’d been pressed against him for only half an hour, and that had been horrible enough. A longer journey would turn me inside out.
 
   “Um, Ryan…” I began. How could I put this? “Um, I know I said I have to get over my fear, but…well…would you mind if I rode alone? Just for today?”
 
   Ryan stood up, frowning.
 
   “Was it that bad last night?”
 
   I could only manage a nod. Just give me one day. One day to find a way to fight the Binding’s lust. For both our sake’s.
 
   “It’ll help my ankle, too,” I added. “It hurt a lot yesterday, but we had no choice. I promise it’ll only be for today.”
 
   I crossed my fingers behind my back. I was really pushing my luck. Ryan was sure to be suspicious. And this spoiled princess act wouldn’t work again. I’d have to come up with something more creative.
 
   “…alright.”
 
   His reluctant acceptance didn’t make me feel better. Already he’d given up so much, and here I was asking another favour. I muttered a prayer to the Goddess, promising as large an offering as she wanted if she got me through the day. 
 
   “Come here.” Ryan nodded at the tree root. I obeyed, and stepped onto it. It brought me higher, so Cielo’s back wasn’t so far away, but I would still need to be lifted onto him. I swallowed. Just prepare for the moment. It was possible to hold the Binding at bay, I’d proven that. If I got the timing right, it’d be plain sailing.
 
   Ryan reached up—damn, he was tall—and held me by the shoulders, making sure I stood straight. I resorted to my counter measure and began counting breaths. Come on, Eliza, you can do this.
 
   “I’ve got you,” Ryan said. “Just get your foot in the stirrup, and swing your leg over. I promise I won’t let you fall.”
 
   “Right.” I raised my good leg. Ryan tensed, making sure he took the weight off my injured ankle. I could feel his breath against the base of my throat. Before I got lost in the moment, I swallowed, drowning out my restless heartbeat. So far, so good. I was still in control.
 
   I found my footing in the stirrup and pushed. Ryan’s grip relaxed as I went upwards. I made to swing my bad leg out, but my ankle caught the edge of the ridge, and didn’t clear the saddle. Panicking, I tried to shift my weight, but I lost my balance.
 
   “Eliza, careful!”
 
   Too late; my foot slipped free and I fell awkwardly. Ryan was there in an instant, pulling me into an embrace. He shielded my head with his shoulders, protecting me from the tree root. He barked an order, and Cielo neighed, stepping away.
 
   We ended up in a heap on the ground, my face against his chest, my fingers in his shirt. I could hear his heartbeat beneath my ear, just as flustered as mine. His scent was intoxicating. This was too much. No amount of breathing could save me this time.
 
   Slowly, I eased back, and looked up at him. He was breathing a little faster, too, watching me. His lips parted, as if he wanted to say something, but words never came. My fingers clenched at his shirt, trembling. We were so close, and I started edging closer, longing for the feel of his lips against mine. No…please…I don’t want this! I don’t! Goddess, help me!
 
   Cielo neighed, and Ryan blinked. He looked away, and I drove my face into his shoulder. I closed my eyes, shaking.
 
   “Eliza, are you okay?”
 
   I simply nodded, knowing he’d feel the movement. He removed his arms, then pushed me so I was seated on the tree root. I didn’t dare look back. Those green eyes would entrance me again, and had Cielo not broken the moment, I would’ve been lost in them forever.
 
   “I-I’m fine,” I whispered, scared to trust my own voice. I couldn’t believe how quickly the situation had gotten out of hand. And the longing that possessed me…I shuddered. I’d asked for one day to build up my defences. I wouldn’t manage it in one century. Another moment like this, and I’d be helpless to the Binding’s passions. If only my ankle wasn’t in such a state! I wouldn’t have to keep so close to him, then.
 
   “You sure you still want to ride alone?” Ryan asked. From the corner of my eye, I could see his flushed cheeks. It wouldn’t be long before he started to notice the curse, too. Already he seemed more drawn to me than yesterday. Or was that just because I needed so much help with my ankle?
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “No, I’ll ride with you.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   ‘In his embrace her eyes faltered, betraying thoughts most secret...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   The ride towards Bane was quiet. With the colourful leaves and the sunlight streaking through the trees, it might even have been pleasant. Personally, I would’ve been more comfortable sitting on a firecracker. My head was a whirlwind of desires, and though I tried to push them away, it was a pointless exercise. Every jolt from Cielo shoved me against Ryan, and my mind would spiral into a renewed frenzy.
 
   Since that near-miss in the valley, the Binding had shifted tactics, and I was faring far worse against its new plan. Now, along with a flying pulse and a face redder than the finest Ornixa rubies, my head was filled with every moment I’d been with my Bound partner.
 
   It was a wonder I hadn’t jumped into Ryan’s lap and kissed his face off.
 
   Each blink brought back the night’s events with unnatural clarity. I’d never prided myself on a sharp memory, but the way I could suddenly recall things was unbelievable. I was almost in the Galgiza again, when he’d held me after the bear’s attack. The taste of my tears, the comfort of his arms, that scent I still didn’t know what to call but drove my body wild…
 
   I clenched my teeth, turning my head aside to clear my nose. I didn’t want to remember those things; didn’t want to feed the urges that would eventually be too strong to resist.
 
   “Everything alright?” Ryan called. He’d not spoken much since we left the flower valley—understandable, given what had happened. A stray petal lingered on his sleeve, begging to be flicked away.
 
   “Just fine,” I said, resting my hands against his hips. I’d discovered that holding onto his torso aggravated my symptoms the most, so this was the best compromise between going crazy with lust or falling off Cielo.
 
   “Bane’s only two miles ahead.” Ryan pointed to the upcoming fork. I peered over his shoulder, dodging the lock of hair that tried to caress my cheek, and spotted the familiar signpost. To the left lay Lanaran, a city famed for its manufacturing and historical archives, and also the South Road, which passed through most of Azaria’s major cities, ending at Viens. To the right lay our destination; Bane, third-largest town in the north after Terent and Lanaran, and closest to my village, Velwall.
 
   Home away from home.
 
   I retreated into my hood, sighing. It would be weird shying from all the local characters. Like Gregor, the master tanner who loved my father’s poultices; Darren, the butcher who could always find me a prime meat joint; Brian, the blacksmith who could shoe a horse faster than you could eat an apple; even Major Vance, the Guardsmen trainer who never behaved quite as strict whenever I spoke with him.
 
   A lump rose in my throat, and I bit my lip. This would be my last visit to the town. The last time I’d walk the cobblestone streets, or drink from the wishing fountain, or sit outside The Swan and Gate and listen to the vendors hollering out their wares. My mistake in the Galgiza had blown open the boundaries of my little world, and a great unknown awaited beyond.
 
   And there was no coming back.
 
   I shook my head. Was this what it was like for you, Fiona? Knowing you’d never enjoy the simple things again? No wonder you hid so far inside yourself.
 
   Cielo broke into a brisk trot. I lurched forward, knocking my chin on Ryan’s shoulder. That blonde lock had its revenge and grazed the cut on my cheek. Before I could question Ryan’s need for haste, a vision stirred. Ugh, no! You can’t do this, not when we could be…
 
   No use. The mid-morning sun faded, and we were riding in the darkness again, crossing the river. At the back of my mind lingered a feeling something was chasing us, but it was drowned out by the Binding’s impulses. My arms curled about Ryan’s chest, longing for the warmth of his breastbone against my palms.
 
   My hands were already at his buttons before I realised they’d moved from his hips. Unable to hide my horrified gasp, I jerked my fingers away and stuffed them under my armpits. To hell with falling off Cielo.
 
   Ryan glared at me over his shoulder.
 
   “What in the Goddess’s name are you doing?”
 
   “Nothing.” I stared at his coat seams, counting the stitches in the leather. Quick, change the subject. “Why did we have to step up the pace?”
 
   Ryan huffed, before he turned back to look ahead. I got the impression he wasn’t going to let go of this one.
 
   “Someone’s coming towards us,” he said. “I’ll try to pass them quickly. Keep your face covered.”
 
   My heart vaulted to my throat. So much for an uneventful ride. Rather stupidly, my first thought was of Adam. By all rights he should be well on his way home, but niggling doubts wouldn’t leave me alone. What if something had delayed him in Bane? Would my cloak be enough of a disguise?
 
   I clasped a hand around my forehead. Knock it off, Eliza! Plenty of other people entered and left Bane in the early hours. Whoever was heading this way was not going to be Adam. Stop being so paranoid.
 
   Following Ryan’s suggestion, I pressed closer to his back. My cheeks ignited, and I grimaced. I couldn’t let another memory take hold. Because each was so vivid, it was hard to tell between the actual recollection and the present moment, making it incredibly easy to slip from one state to the other, as I’d proven just now. I didn’t think I’d ever see buttons in the same light again.
 
   The Binding must have been listening, for my view of the trees clouded, replaced by a stream of flying petals. It was trying to pull me back to the valley, when I’d fallen from Cielo’s saddle. Into Ryan’s embrace. Oh no, think of something else!
 
   Screwing my eyes tight, I named as many animals as I could. Bear, wolf, hellersbird, squirrel, horse, bull, pig, cow, chicken, duck, goose, cat, dog, sparrow, hawk, mouse, rabbit, fox, owl, snake, frog, lizard, eagle, sloth, monkey, pigeon, elephant, er…armadillo…
 
   “It’s okay. They’ve gone now.”
 
   Ryan’s voice cut through my efforts, and I was thrown back to the flower field, looking into his leaf-green eyes. The want to draw closer overwhelmed me, and in a mad rush the feeling caught up in the present. I held him tighter, and my lips edged towards his cheek. No, not again! I buried my face into his coat, holding my body rigid.
 
   “Eliza?” Ryan shifted, so he could check on me. “You’re shaking. What’s wrong?”
 
   “I…I…just tired,” I muttered. That was only the fourth memory since we’d left the valley. One more lapse and I’d be in serious trouble.
 
   If my little button fiasco hadn’t already done its damage.
 
   “Oh, well, we’re almost there,” Ryan said. There was an edge to his voice that hadn’t been there before. I swallowed. “Hold on a little longer. I’ll take you to the inn. You can rest while I get the stuff we need.”
 
   I could only whimper as Bane’s north gate came into view.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Bane’s inn, The Swan and Gate, was a two-tier building on the east side of the square. Opposite stood the red and blue market stalls, while behind lay the north gate. To the south stood the Guardsmen garrison, which overlooked the South Road. In the centre sat the wishing fountain. A bronze statue of the Goddess crested it, gazing at the water that trickled into troughs filled with pennies.
 
   Something prickled behind my eyes, and I turned away. I’d spent countless days here with Adam, sitting on the fountain’s edge, sipping pumpkin juice and tossing coins into the crystal water. Watching the world pass by, playing cards, even splashing each other and getting told off by the Guardsmen for disrupting the peace. That happened last year at the midsummer solstice, where we got treated to a fantastic fireworks display. After which Adam had tried to set me alight with a sparkler…
 
   Drops of salty warmth rolled down my cheeks, and I wiped them away. The Binding didn’t interfere, and I was given a moment to mourn the life I could never return to. Mother, Father, Uncle Allen, Adam; I’m going to miss you all so much. I hope one day you’ll forgive my carelessness.
 
   Ryan took us around the fountain, halting at The Swan and Gate’s stable yard. He rang the brass bell. A young boy poked his head out, raising a hand to protect his freckled face from the sun.
 
   “One room, and quarters for my horse, please,” Ryan said. He reached for a pouch on his belt, his fingers coming dangerously close to mine, and produced a silver coin. The boy eyed it hungrily. “I’d also appreciate if you could give us one of your more private rooms.”
 
   My jaw went slack. Private rooms? Great, the button thing had been a step too far. Either he was totally getting the wrong impression—at least, not the impression I wanted to give—or…no. I didn’t want to consider the possibility he might know. People didn’t hide in forests in the middle of the night to protect themselves from a Binding. I was just weird like that. Rather, I had no choice, but…argh, what was I going to do now?!
 
   “Of course!” The boy reached for Cielo’s reins. “Alec, tell Rose we have a patron!” Someone scuffled in the yard; probably Alec.
 
   “Thank you,” Ryan said. He nudged me, and I blinked. “Come on, Elle.”
 
   My mind didn’t register for a moment. Before I could snap at him for such a ridiculous nickname, he pinned my arms against his shoulders, making to dismount. Just in time I remembered to hold on, and we descended to the cobbled street. His shoulder-blade rubbed against my collarbone, sending my skin tingling, so I started to count breaths again. Even if it only provided temporary relief, it was better than putting up with the fluctuations in my facial temperature.
 
   Ryan took a step forward. My hood flopped over, screening my lateral vision. I waited for him to set me down and fetch my crutch, but instead he made straight for the tavern. He kept a hand locked around my forearm. I breathed more deeply, digging my fingers into my wrists.
 
   I didn’t like where this was going.
 
   Ryan pushed the door open and entered the tavern. Fortunately, it was empty at this hour. Coming here hitched on a stranger’s back was a sure way to find unwanted attention, and it wouldn’t take long before I’d be recognised.
 
   “Greetings, travellers! You’re quite the early birds, you know.”
 
   I had to stifle my gasp. I knew that voice! It was Rose, the tavern mistress. Or Aunt Rose, as she’d always been to me. She and Mother were old friends, and I couldn’t think of a more cheerful lady. Never without a quip on her lips, she could even make the Major bawl with laughter. She used to perform live shows in the square before she took ownership of the inn. After Fiona’s departure, I visited her frequently, as Mother had been in too much of a state, and her advice and support had been as valuable as her one-liners.
 
   My tears resurged, stinging the wound on my cheek. Another stitch from the fabric of my life forever lost. More than anything, I wanted to sit in the corner with a mug of hot tea and spill my sorry tale to her. Instead I turned into Ryan’s collar, trying not to picture her rusty locks and round, smiling face. I couldn’t let her see me, not like this.
 
   “Morning, tavern mistress,” Ryan said. “Excuse me for barging in, but my friend’s hurt her ankle on our travels. I was hoping she could have a quiet place to rest?”
 
   “So Alec told me,” Rose said. “You shouldn’t be so rough with her.” I didn’t need to see to know she was grinning. “Honestly, I swear men these days treat pieces of meat with more tenderness.”
 
   “It’s not my fault she can’t keep her nose out of trouble,” Ryan said.
 
   “Oh, sure,” Rose answered, her voice laced with sarcasm. I couldn’t help but smile. When Rose got going, she could rival Adam’s dry humour. “But you have to wonder why she felt she needed to find trouble in the first place. Perhaps she made a mistake choosing her present company.”
 
   Ryan laughed. When he stopped, a tightness gripped me, as if I couldn’t breathe without the sound. Damn it, this wasn’t fair! The Binding had the upper hand again. It wouldn’t be long now before…
 
   The scrape of chair legs broke my thoughts as Rose made her way towards us. Despite myself I clung to Ryan tighter, fear of being recognised outweighing fear of the curse. Needless to say, I was extremely glad for the cloak hood.
 
   “My, a bit of a shy lass, isn’t she?” Rose said.
 
   “Oh, Elle’s always like this,” Ryan said, chuckling. My breath caught again, and inwardly I groaned. Stop that! “This is her first time away from Terent. It’s been quite the experience.” He squeezed my wrist. “Alright, Elle, we’re going upstairs to let you rest.”
 
   I simply nodded. For all my frustrations, at least he played the role of concerned boyfriend well enough.
 
   Perhaps too well.
 
   Ryan shifted his grip around my legs, before he began the climb to the first floor. I lifted my head slightly, peeking out the corner of my hood. Rose’s shoulder-length hair bobbed as she walked ahead, her green dress trailing over the worn steps. Given my current position, I was surprised I could concentrate on such things. Perhaps the Binding had overdone it earlier. Though it probably meant it was waiting to catch me off guard.
 
   I gulped. It only took the slightest provocation to drag me back into lovesick little girl mode. If the curse forced a memory on me now, it would be Rose’s turn to suffer a serious bout of blushing. Please, let it keep quiet, just for a little longer.
 
   We stopped at the end of the landing. Ryan’s grip relaxed, but instead of relieving me, it set my nerves on edge. Something was up with him, and I was about to find out what.
 
   “This is my quietest room,” Rose said. I heard jingling keys as she unlocked the door. “She won’t hear the banter downstairs when it gets busy for lunch.”
 
   “Perfect,” Ryan said.
 
   “You want anything else? I can call the healer to look at her ankle.”
 
   “Oh, we’ll make do with some bandages and hot water,” Ryan said.
 
   “As you wish,” Rose replied. “Let me know if you need anything.” She gripped my hand. I gave hers a squeeze, wishing I could say so much more. “Play nice, now.”
 
   She retreated downstairs. Ryan readjusted me on his back, then carried me inside. I raised my head, catching the breeze from the open window. It wafted between a pair of embroidered curtains, then over a vase of lilies on the breakfast table.
 
   I also noticed the room had a double bed.
 
   Ryan headed towards the creaseless sheets, where I let go, dropping onto the mattress. The air felt much colder without his warmth. Before the Binding took advantage, I began unlacing my boots. Ryan perched at the foot of the bed, watching. Waiting. I deliberately took a long time, not willing to face my upcoming ordeal.
 
   I kicked my shoes to the floor, then reached for my bandaged ankle. As I rested a finger on it, Ryan thrust his hands onto the bed and leant forward. I shrank away, pushed into the headboard as he hovered over me. Our eyes met, and I swallowed. He’d never looked at me like this before. My heart thumped in my ears, and the tightness in my chest made it so very hard to breathe.
 
   The Binding was back on form.
 
   “Eliza,” Ryan sounded more concerned than threatening, but his eyes told me he was serious. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask.”
 
   “L-Like what?” My throat was so tight, my voice had become a pathetic squeak.
 
   “Oh, well, it’s just one thing, really,” Ryan murmured, edging closer. He fingered his collar suggestively. I couldn’t tear my eyes away. Please, don’t do that! “Is there any reason why you seem so fond of my shirt buttons?”
 
   I knew it. I’d blown it. How much longer was he going to make me squirm before he forced the truth out of me?
 
   “Oh, n-no reason.” I gripped the sheets so hard I was afraid I’d rip them. But if I didn’t, I’d jump into his arms. Damn, why hadn’t I prepared for this? I should’ve known the stupid curse was waiting to corner me. Forget the blushing and memories; this was its best attempt yet.
 
   “No reason at all?” Ryan raised an eyebrow. Come on, Eliza! There might still be a way out.
 
   My eyes happened to focus on his buttons again, and I couldn’t believe my luck. The one below his collar was loose, dangling by a thread and close to falling off.
 
   “Well…” I forced myself to take a deep breath. Go for it. “I…er…I don’t know if you noticed, but…” Somehow I regained enough self-control to lift my hand and point to his chest. “Your button’s broken. I thought I’d…um…pull it off, so I could sew it back on another time.”
 
   Ryan blinked, and peered at his shirt. A bewildered look crossed his features, and he ripped the loose button off. If I wasn’t caught in a maelstrom of panic and terror, I might have laughed.
 
   At last Ryan looked at me, but the intensity in his gaze had gone. His eyes filled with their usual warmth. He backed off, chuckling.
 
   “You’re too much, Eliza.” He shoved the broken button into a pocket, then stood up. “Thank you for noticing.” He stepped towards the window. “It’s been a tough day for you. Rest up. I’ll go to the market and get what we need.” He spun round, and flashed a reassuring smile. “Don’t miss me too much.”
 
   And with that he left the room.
 
   As the door closed, I collapsed onto the pillows. An interrogation from the Guardsmen would’ve been less intimidating. At the same time, our exchange left me confused. That look in his eyes; I could’ve sworn he knew my secret. With the way I’d been acting today, even he couldn’t have missed the signs.
 
   So why hadn’t he confronted me? Why hadn’t he torn through my lies and forced me to own up that I’d caught him in a Binding? It wasn’t like he could just brush this off. And that smile before he left, as if he’d been pulling my leg to see my reaction…
 
   I shook my head. Ryan was certainly providing his fair share of riddles. There was the tiny possibility he was still clueless and was just teasing me, but I doubted anyone could be that naïve. Even him. My mind began to tick over, desperate for an answer. Only one other thing stuck out in his behaviour. Maybe he was going for a fair exchange strategy. He wouldn’t question my secrets, in the hope I wouldn’t question his.
 
   Now that was naïve.
 
   I rubbed my eyes. Never mind; I could worry about this later. I had no idea how long it would take before the magic started to work on him, but so far the spell seemed focused on me. I would have to bide my time as long as possible.
 
   For a while I lay on the bed, waiting for my heart to return to its normal rhythm, then sat up. I still felt hot, so I threw off my cloak and jacket, brushing my hair behind my shoulders. As my jacket hit the sheets, I heard a metallic thunk.
 
   Bemused, I rifled through the pockets. I didn’t remember bringing anything to the clearing. Eventually my fingers clasped something cold and heavy, and I drew out a brass watch with leather straps. The face was slightly bigger than a normal wristwatch, and it comprised of three dials labelled ‘temperature’, ‘pulse’, and ‘blood pressure’. Each ring was colour-coded with green, amber and red sections, and the underside had a loose brass pin.
 
   My mouth went dry.
 
   This was Father’s iasometer, the instrument he used to triage patients. He’d been presented it as an award for finishing top of his healing class, and he was extremely proud of it. He’d taught me how to use it when I was younger. You just had to set the brass pin on top of a main artery, and the internal gears would detect the rest. I must’ve forgotten to put it back in his workbench drawer after the last clinic I helped with.
 
   I swallowed. While the sight of the dials stirred my homesickness, I was more concerned with what to do with it. I couldn’t let Ryan see it; iasometers were very specialized and there was no way I should’ve been able to get my hands on one. But discarding it was out of the question. It was much too valuable.
 
   Sighing, I decided to buckle the straps to my forearm and roll my blouse over it. It should be safe there. Besides, I didn’t want to feel its weight in my pocket. It only reminded me of the family I’d left behind.
 
   A knock sounded at the door.
 
   “Can I come in?” It was the boy from the stable yard. “I’ve brought some hot water and bandages, and your bags.”
 
   Wow, that was quick.
 
   “Yes, bring them in,” I called. The boy wasn’t familiar; it didn’t matter if he saw me. The door opened and the freckled boy stepped through. He set his items on the table, before dumping Ryan’s pack beside the bed. “Thanks.”
 
   The boy hesitated. He wanted a tip. But I didn’t have a penny on me. I sighed, and gave an apologetic shrug. He seemed to get the idea, as he simply nodded and left.
 
   I didn’t head to the table right away. Instead I gazed out the window. Though clouds streaked the sky, it remained bright. The square was getting busier as noon approached. People poured in, most heading for the market, though some made straight for the tavern. It would be mad by the time Ryan got back. That could work to my advantage, as Rose would be too bogged down to notice me and I’d get that big lunch he promised.
 
   I watched the people mill about, before I turned away. My eyes fell to the pack with my crutch. An idea began to form, and I chewed my lip. I knew it was in my best interests to stay out of sight, yet I couldn’t deny this was my final visit to the town I’d grown up with. I wanted to roam around one last time, so I could get the chance to say goodbye. The chance I’d missed in Velwall.
 
   The plan sounded better by the minute. I’d be quick. Just a brief lap around the place, nothing more. I had the cloak and my crutch. Ryan wouldn’t even know I’d gone out.
 
   What could I lose?
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
   ‘His fierce loyalty outshone all others, and that brought forth her tears...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   After I re-dressed my ankle, I ventured out towards the Guardsmen garrison. An odd choice of landmark, perhaps, but it had a lot factors in its favour. First, it was stationed back from the main street, so I was less likely to come across a familiar face. Second, plenty of alcoves littered the base of the turret, so if I needed to hide, that was an option, too. The last reason wasn’t so much a reason as a personal preference.
 
   I wanted a moment to think of Adam.
 
   The realisation I wouldn’t see him after twelve years together was finally sinking in, and since I couldn’t say goodbye to his face, visiting his second home was the closest alternative. Last time I came, I watched him in a duelling tournament. Even as a junior, he’d shown incredible talent and had got to the semi-finals. He’d lost to the man who’d gone on to win outright, but it was an amazing achievement when he was only in his second year.
 
   I smiled. It had always been Adam’s dream to become a Guardsman like his father and grandfather. What the appeal was I never quite understood—parading around in chaffing armour and play fighting even though we’d not had a war in over forty years—but each to their own, I guess.
 
   When Adam got accepted, he was absolutely thrilled. Even when we were stuck with the spring rains, he grinned like it was the sunniest summer’s day. For a short while I shared his happiness. Very quickly, though, the reality hit that I’d been left with a raw deal. Since Fiona left, Adam was all I had to keep me company. Now he too was going to leave, only able to spend four months a year with me before his training would take him away again. And this summer I’d missed him more than ever.
 
   Mostly because everything started to kick off at home. While it was no way near as bad as I’d made out to Ryan, I still had my fair share of heated exchanges and hear-down-the-entire-street stand-offs with my parents. As I was turning eighteen soon, Mother said it was time for me to settle down. It wasn’t something I wanted to think about. I’d put my future plans on hold, since my dream to study healing at the University in Begara had already been crushed with Fiona’s forced departure. Mother wouldn’t risk her second daughter being Bound to someone from afar and leaving her and Father alone. And as I couldn’t help Father without qualifications, marriage or a consensual Binding seemed the only options.
 
   Naturally, that hadn’t gone down very well, but what had hurt most was the isolation. I had no-one to turn to for advice, to listen to my feelings or what I wanted. Even though Father was more than happy to have me as an apprentice healer, he couldn’t deny I needed proper training, which had slipped beyond my grasp. So I’d really looked forward to Adam’s return, to pour out my months of loneliness and see if he could help me come up with another way.
 
   Too bad I’d screwed that up now.
 
   I clenched my jaw. I wondered how long it would take for him to put two and two together and figure out I’d Bound myself to a stranger. He knew about my forest trips, and would’ve known my time was due. No doubt it would send him into a flying rage, and he’d come charging after me white-knight style. After all, he hated Bindings as much as I did.
 
   A flutter caught my ear, and I glanced to the garrison tower. The red and blue flag of the North Territory hung from the east wall, while the golden stag and shield of the royal crest dangled from the south side. Armour glinted from behind the narrow parapets; the archers would be scouring the hills for signs of attack. Not that they’d had much excitement in the last forty years other than the odd stray bandit, but then I wasn’t complaining.
 
   Keeping my hood against my face, I hobbled to the front gate. Just a peek inside to the training ground where Adam spent most of his days, and then I’d leave.
 
   A single Guardsman was out for the noon watch, dressed in the Bane regiment’s colours of green and gold. He stood in full leather-plate armour before the massive portcullis that needed six winches to open, as Adam loved to remind me. An axe lay tilted against his shoulder, catching the sunlight and casting a shimmering puddle before his feet.
 
   I couldn’t help but stare at the axe. That was Adam’s preferred weapon. Oh, he could use a whole range of stuff—swords, pikes, spears—but he loved axes because it required so much strength to wield them. He’d never admit it, but I think it went back to when we were children. Before his growth spurt he’d been on the short side, and the older boys used to tease him. He took it to heart, as every day after he pushed himself with physical exercise. It had even involved a stint where he would carry me to the river, until I got so fed up I pushed him into the Fende and told him to cut it out…
 
   I bit my lip, the memory stinging. Maybe it hadn’t been such a good idea to come here. It was only making me miserable. I should go back and wait for Ryan. If I looked around too much, I might not have the strength to leave, curse of the Binding or not.
 
   “Oi, you there!”
 
   I froze. The Guardsman on duty was staring at me. Of course! Dressed like this, I looked nothing if not suspicious.
 
   “This area is off-limits to citizens,” the Guardsman went on. “I request you return to the town immediately.”
 
   His words confused me at first. Then it clicked, and I rolled my eyes. Last time Adam had been with me, acting as my escort and entry ticket. By myself, I was standing on prohibited grounds. Well done, Eliza. The Binding’s memory trick must have used so much of my thought processes I couldn’t remember simple, everyday facts like that.
 
   “Sorry,” I called, retreating towards the main street. Perhaps it was just as well. I wasn’t exactly enjoying myself.
 
   “Oh, wait a moment!”
 
   I turned round. The Guardsman walked towards me, his green cape sweeping across the cobbles. Wonderful, what had I done now? I was pretty sure it wasn’t a crime to admire the garrison flags. Maybe you needed a licence to daydream around here.
 
   As I began to study his face, my brows shot up. A mop of grey curls crested a pair of washed out blue eyes, and a golden earring dangled from his left ear. A silver emblem was wrapped around his left arm, showing his rank.
 
   Major Vance!
 
   Before I could think about hobbling to an alcove, he strode to my side. I tried to avert his gaze, but a lock of brown hair slipped from my hood, giving him the last piece of evidence he needed.
 
   “I thought I recognised that voice,” the Major said, breaking into a wide grin. “Long time no see, Eliza Bryant!”
 
   I forced a smile. Did he have to say my name so loudly?
 
   “Hello, Major,” I said. “Sorry to drop by unannounced.” I cast a quick glance to the main avenue, hoping he’d get the hint and keep our conversation brief.
 
   “Forgive my rudeness.” The Major bowed, his armour creaking with the movement. “I didn’t know it was you, the way you’ve wrapped yourself up.” He eyed my crutch. “By the Goddess, what have you done to yourself?”
 
   “Oh, you know,” I shrugged, “I was hurrying around the market, but I tripped and sprained my ankle.”
 
   “Always in such haste, you youngsters these days.” The Major shook his head. “You should know better, being Healer Viren’s daughter.” He patted my shoulder. On instinct I braced, awaiting a wash over of emotion, until I realised that would only happen with Ryan.
 
   Unfortunately, it didn’t pass unnoticed, and the Major raised his hand in surprise.
 
   “Is something the matter?”
 
   “Oh, nothing, nothing at all,” I said, too quickly. Whoa girl, chill out. If you act like you’re hiding something, he’ll pick up on it. “I must’ve, er, hit my arm when I fell in the market.”
 
   “Ah.” The Major’s smile returned. “Well, the Goddess’s favour must be with me today. I was hoping to find you or Viren around. Do you happen to have any of that anti-inflammatory cream? My toe is acting up again and it’s getting in the way of parade instructing. I can’t walk on it for long.”
 
   “Not on me,” I said, biting back memories of making said cream with Father back home. It was so hard to pretend this was just a normal day in town, and not my final visit. “Father’s not come with me today, either. I can send a message to him, if you like.”
 
   “That’s alright,” Major Vance said. “Viren’s sure to come round soon. I can wait. Anyway, sorry to keep you. Give my regards to Adam when he returns.”
 
   I opened my mouth to answer, when suddenly an idea snapped to the fore. A crazy, reckless, possibly very stupid idea, but I seized onto it nonetheless.
 
   “Actually, Major,” I said, trying to keep my voice casual, “on the way here I passed Adam heading back.” I swallowed. This was really pushing it. “He said he’d left something in his quarters.” I paused to fight down a tender ache in my chest. All this lying; it would catch up to me, one day. “I know it’s probably too much to ask, but could I take a look around his room? He said it was important.”
 
   The Major stroked his bearded chin. I held my breath.
 
   “That boy will be the death of me,” he said at last, though a kind twinkle danced in his eye. “I explicitly reminded him to check his things before he left to join the escort to Terent. Just because he’s not going all the way to the city is no excuse not to be fully equipped.” He stood straight. “Alright, I’ll allow you in. Won’t have one of my soldiers running around half-kitted out on a mission. What kind of reflection does that have on his trainers?”
 
   Still muttering, the Major stormed to the gate. He began barking orders, and the soldier’s entrance opened. I limped after the Guardsmen leader, relieved my plan had worked. I wanted to find a keepsake of Adam’s to help ease my mind. He’d been such a big part of my life, and knowing his forgetfulness, he was sure to have left something behind.
 
   The Major stepped to the soldier’s resting quarters, where another Guardsman waited. The red-haired sentry wasn’t nearly so armoured, and sported a short sword at his hip.
 
   “Please escort Miss Eliza to Recruit Adam Mason’s quarters,” Major Vance said. The Guardsman looked at him strangely. One glare from the Major, however, made him snap to attention.
 
   “Yes, sir.” He pushed himself off the doorpost, then beckoned me into the tower.
 
   We climbed a set of spiral stairs, passing bracketed torches and tiny windows that let in the light. It was a long way up, and my ankle was soon throbbing. Before I could voice my concerns, the Guardsman peeled off and stopped in front of a door branded with a number.
 
   “This is Adam’s bunk,” he said. “I’ll wait here.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, stepping inside.
 
   The first thing I noted was the tidiness. The bed was stripped bare, the quill and papers on the desk lay in an organised pile, and a spare uniform hung in the wardrobe. I blinked, wondering if the soldier had brought me to the right room. Adam was a slob, always mislaying things and a firm believer in ‘scattered organization’. Then again, he would’ve emptied the place before heading home, so maybe it wasn’t that strange.
 
   I wandered around the bed and desk. There was nothing to take. Adam had done a thorough job clearing out. Ugh, not good. I had to have something in hand when I came out, otherwise the Major would ask questions. I’d also spent much longer away from The Swan and Gate than anticipated. I had to get back before Ryan found out I’d disappeared. Damn my impulsiveness! I should’ve learned by now what a mess it would get me into.
 
   Something blue caught the corner of my eye, and I turned towards it. A bundled piece of fabric had been left on a stool. I hobbled over and let it unfold in my hands. A dark wine stain stuck out to me like an archer’s target, and my breath caught.
 
   It was my scarf, the one I’d lent Adam before he left for training this year. He’d asked for something to soften the rather rough standard-issue pillows, and that was the only thing small enough to fit his overstuffed bags. I hadn’t even had time to wash it, hence the stain.
 
   I hugged the scarf to my chest. This was it; the last memento of my former life. The tears rolled freely now, soaking into the wool. I didn’t care. I buried my face in it, gritting my teeth to stifle my sobs so the Guardsman outside wouldn’t hear.
 
   I’d lost everything.
 
   Eventually, I managed to regain control. I wiped my eyes, and took a long, slow breath. That was probably the worst of it out of my system. I sighed, and stood up. My eye was drawn to the papers on the desk. Leaving a note could be foolish, but I had to let my parents know I was alright. I didn’t want them to worry.
 
   I scrawled a line, ‘Please don’t worry, I’m safe, EB’, then tore off the page and slipped it into my pocket.
 
   “Goodbye, Adam,” I whispered.
 
   I tucked the scarf into the crook of my elbow and headed back to the corridor. The Guardsman stood by the stairs, looking impatient. As I approached, he hopped down the steps. I took my time, mostly because of my ankle, but partly to ease things in my mind. I wasn’t ready to let go of the past yet, but at least I’d taken a step towards doing so.
 
   Back at the main gate, the Major was waiting.
 
   “Ah, was that it?” he asked, inspecting my scarf. “Indeed, with winter coming, he was a fool to have left it behind.” He snapped his fingers, and the soldiers opened the smaller gate. “May the Goddess bless your journey, Eliza.”
 
   I simply nodded. I didn’t dare speak. My voice was strained, and the last thing I wanted was another breakdown in front of the Guardsmen leader. I muttered a farewell, then quickly left the garrison.
 
   By the time I returned to the main street, my sorrow turned to regret. How stupid could I be—I’d let the Major see me. Heck, the whole garrison had caught at least one glance. Once my village search party came to town, they’d know I stopped here, rather than escape to the farms. If they chased us down the South Road, they’d catch up within days.
 
   I cursed. Why didn’t I learn from my mistakes? Leaving the clearing had thrown me into an unwanted Binding; now leaving the inn had started a trail a blind beggar could follow. All I could bank on was the Major confusing my fellow villagers with my story about running into Adam and returning home with his missing item. By the time my best friend would be free of his escort and admitted he had no idea what that was all about, I would be far enough away.
 
   Right, enough wallowing in self-pity. I needed to see how my Bound partner was doing.
 
   I hobbled towards the square, the cobbles trying to snag my crutch. Along the way I spotted the postal cart, and I slipped my little note inside the bag marked for Velwall. When I returned to The Swan and Gate, the long queues had dissipated, but the tavern was still bursting at the seams. I glanced around. No sign of Ryan. Phew. All I had to do was slip back inside, and he’d be none the wiser about my…
 
   “Where’ve you been, Elle?”
 
   I cringed, retreating into my hood. I looked over my shoulder. Ryan was leaning against the fountain, an empty glass in his hand. Uh oh. He’d been waiting.
 
   He walked towards me, his boots clicking on the stones, and took my arm.
 
   A whirlwind of emotion flooded my body, and I almost fell to my knees. I’d gotten used to being myself again since he’d left me to my own devices. Now I couldn’t even see straight. My heart thundered against my ribs, and it took every ounce of self-control not to throw myself into his arms.
 
   The Binding was back, and it wasn’t afraid to remind me who was boss.
 
   “You said you wanted to lie low,” Ryan hissed. “Your ankle’s not in good shape, either. You can barely walk on it.”
 
   Well, at least he’d given me an excuse as to why he had to half-carry me.
 
   “Sorry,” I muttered. “I wanted some fresh air.”
 
   “You could’ve waited til I came back.” Ryan’s voice had hardened again. He caught sight of the scarf, and his eyes widened. “What’s that?”
 
   My mind froze. Damn, why hadn’t I had the sense to hide it? Frantically I grappled for an excuse.
 
   “This? Well…I…I saw it…” One of the merchants across the way started hollering about fine shawls, and it got my brain in gear. “I, um, saw it in the bazaar, and with winter coming and everything I thought…I thought it would be a good idea.”
 
   I prayed he wouldn’t see the wine stain. Or remember that I didn’t have any money.
 
   “Fine. Just get inside,” Ryan said, pushing me into the tavern. “We’ll eat, then collect the stuff from the market I ordered. Unless there’s anything else you want to do before we go?”
 
   His tone was so fierce, I kept quiet. How anyone with such a soft-spoken voice could manage to strike such terror was impressive. It must’ve been a secret skill of his.
 
   “I said I was sorry,” I grumbled. “I won’t do it again.”
 
   “You’d better not.”
 
   Ouch, he’d unsheathed the claws now. Something had him wound up tight, and I was beginning to wonder if my impromptu stroll was the only reason. Still, whatever bothered him drew his attention away from my scarf, so I could be grateful for that small mercy.
 
   Inside the inn, the mixed scent of steaming food, stale sweat and bitter ale hit me, and I scowled. I’d forgotten how stifling it could get in the rush hour. Ryan didn’t seem fazed, and guided me to a table close to the entrance. He was holding harder than necessary. The Binding didn’t care. It hummed in my muscles, urging me to wrap him in an embrace. I gripped my scarf tighter as a countermeasure, which seemed to work as well as counting my breaths.
 
   Ryan released me, and I all but collapsed into the chair as the Binding’s ‘off’ switch was thrown. Really, this couldn’t be good for my heart.
 
   Ryan’s gaze softened.
 
   “You don’t look well,” he said.
 
   “My ankle,” I answered feebly. “Hurts.” That wasn’t a lie. It was hammering away despite the new bandage I’d put on earlier, and I needed to prop it upright before it swelled up again.
 
   Ryan must have read my mind, as without a prompt he scooted over and twisted his chair round, so I could rest my heel against the edge.
 
   “You need to be more careful,” he said, resting his elbows on the table. “If you keep pushing yourself, you’ll sprain it again. I’m sure you don’t want me carrying you all the way to Viens.”
 
   He smiled, obviously wanting to apologise for his outburst. I smiled back, though inside I remained wary. Though I’d only been with him a short while, Ryan didn’t seem a moody kind of person. That meant he was trying to cover up whatever had made him so upset.
 
   I was almost disappointed I hadn’t tried to follow him earlier.
 
   “So, any preferences to what you want?” Ryan asked. “I went ahead and ordered the special before you came.”
 
   “Eh, I’m not picky,” I shrugged. After such a draining visit to the garrison, not to mention a very sorry breakfast, I craved something hot and filling.
 
   We didn’t have to wait long for the food. As I’d guessed, Rose was pre-occupied in the kitchens, so I was able to lower my hood, too. I launched into the steak and potatoes as if I’d not been fed for a week. Well, at least it would give the right impression to Ryan as to the so-called ‘home conditions’ I’d left behind.
 
   “Ah, that’s so much better,” I sighed, dropping my fork to my empty plate. Ryan chuckled, eating at a much more refined pace. “Thanks.”
 
   “I did promise you a good lunch,” he said. “Once I’m done we’ll go to the market. I asked them to leave everything by the tanner’s stall, so we can just…”
 
   I didn’t catch the rest of his words, as the tavern door flew open and a rowdy group of Guardsmen trooped inside. Their uniforms were sky blue and white—Terent’s colours, so they weren’t part of the local regiment. Without delay they made their way towards the bar, whistling for the maid to start dishing out the pints.
 
   I looked back to Ryan, about to comment on how the soldiers’ drinking times were getting earlier and earlier these days, but whatever I was going to say dried on my lips. Ryan was staring as if an executioner had walked inside.
 
   “Ryan?” I waved my hand in front of his face. He blinked. Those green eyes of his, usually so gentle and full of warmth, were brimming with panic.
 
   Oh dear.
 
   “We have to leave,” he said, standing up. He rooted for my crutch and offered it to me.
 
   “What? Why?” I tilted my head at the soldiers. “You’re not scared of a few boisterous Guardsmen, are you?”
 
   “I can’t explain right now.” Ryan was already helping me to my feet. I clenched my fists, trying not to focus on his closeness. “Please, you have to trust me. We can’t stay.”
 
   I looked to his plate of half-eaten food, then sighed. It wasn’t like he was giving me much choice. I dropped my foot to the floor and took up my crutch. As we shifted past the chatting patrons, I noticed Ryan’s eyes never left the Guardsmen until we were out the door.
 
   The fresh air tasted sweet after the stuffy atmosphere in the tavern, but I didn’t get to savour it. Ryan let go of me and strode to the stable yard. I limped behind him as fast as I could, casting a glance behind. Everything seemed so normal. Children played by the fountain, the markets started to close up for the mid-afternoon break, and people walked around doing their own thing. I couldn’t trace a hint of threat or danger anywhere.
 
   Just what was Ryan playing at?
 
   I crossed into the stable yard. Cielo was saddled up, the leather polished to a fine shine, and both Ryan’s pack and another had been loaded onto him.
 
   “Come on.” Ryan rapped his knuckles on a boarding box, which had been set out to help me climb up. I hopped onto it, but before I swung my leg over to mount, I paused.
 
   “Hey, what about the rest of the stuff you ordered? We can’t just…”
 
   “There’s no time,” Ryan said. He was using his ‘don’t argue’ voice, the same one I’d heard at his camp in the Galgiza. “We can get whatever’s left in Lanaran.”
 
   “Lanaran?!” What the hell was he thinking? The town was three days’ ride away. With the weather about to turn as well, we wouldn’t survive a single night in the open with what little we had, let alone three. “Ryan, you’re mad! If it snows out there then what’ll we…AIEE!”
 
   I squealed as Ryan stepped up and scooped me in his arms. My cheeks burned as we jumped onto Cielo’s back, except this time I was in front. I tried to sit forward to break contact, but Ryan pulled me into his chest and reached over to take the reins. Our cheeks touched, and I could feel his breath against my skin. The Binding stirred, and my scarf almost dropped from my arm. No, I wasn’t going to lose it!
 
   Before it would fly away, I managed to grab the blue wool. Ryan waved a hand to the stable boy, then skilfully weaved through the afternoon crowds towards the south gate. Something must have really spooked him if he was prepared to leave all the stuff he’d paid for.
 
   Ryan anchored an arm around my waist, and I took a shaky breath.
 
   This was going to be an interesting ride.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   ‘...but though he begged her to leave, she refused and continued to stay by his side...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   We rode in silence down the South Road. A bitter wind chased us, gnawing at my ears, but Ryan remained unfazed. Even when darkness encroached, he kept a firm grip on the reins. He wasn’t planning on stopping anytime soon. I was tempted to ask why, but between his focused stare and the Binding’s urges, I didn’t know if that was wise. It took most of my concentration to subdue the curse—not helped by the fact Ryan was holding me against him—and it would only take a misplaced word or touch to set either of them off.
 
   The thought of another moonlit outing made my heart sink. If I had to stay awake until the sun rose again, I’d turn into a night owl. Back home, I had the safety of my bed to reset my internal clock. Here, I had Ryan’s embrace on horseback, and I’d be lucky if the Binding let me close my eyes, let alone fall asleep.
 
   I sighed, running a thumb over my scarf. I couldn’t believe how readily Ryan had abandoned everything in Bane. He’d salvaged a food pack and some extra clothes, but he hadn’t picked up a new tent or second sleeping bag, nor had he thought about fur blankets or snow guards for Cielo. Heck, I’d at least wanted a decent hairbrush. The twigs-in-your-hair look was really not my thing, and this blasted hood kept tangling my curls, too.
 
   Ryan shifted in the saddle, lifting his arm for a moment, then replaced it against my hip. I caught my breath, feeling like a child who’d had their favourite toy taken away and then given back. All I could focus on was the warmth, and how I never wanted him to let go.
 
   “Sorry,” Ryan said. I tensed my fingers around the scarf, fighting the urge to hold his cheek against mine. Well, it hadn’t taken long for the curse to fall back into old habits. It had given up on the memory thing as this was the first time I’d sat in front, so I could differentiate between past and present. However, this would be the last time I’d experience that luxury, as I was sure it would store this trip for future reference. Therefore I had to stay in control. If nothing happened, it wouldn’t matter if the Binding disorientated me later, as it wouldn’t have anything to use.
 
   Or so I hoped.
 
   Suddenly Ryan stiffened. He pulled me closer, casting a glance over his shoulder.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, turning my head slightly so I wouldn’t drown in his scent.
 
   Ryan didn’t answer right away. Instead he tightened his hold on the reins. Cielo’s ears twitched, and he turned towards the woodland that flanked the road.
 
   “Just have to take a little detour,” Ryan said. “Don’t worry.”
 
   I frowned. It seemed our ‘pursuers’ were still on our tail.
 
   Twisting in the saddle, I glimpsed the road behind. A couple of carriages hovered in the distance, but I couldn’t see anything suspicious, and certainly nothing that hinted anyone was following us. Further, I found it odd Ryan would want to take cover now, after we’d been travelling in the open for several hours. Was he just being over-cautious?
 
   Cielo jumped across the roadside ditch, entering the crooked trees. The jolt forced me into Ryan’s chest, and my heart shivered. Before the curse made me too comfortable, I leant forward and studied the trail ahead. It led towards a shadow in the near distance. At first I thought it was a deeper part of the forest; however, it was too straight to be natural. It must have been a building of some kind.
 
   But there was nothing this side of Bane other than open farmland…
 
   “Hold on,” Ryan said. “I’m going to circle the woods and cut across the farms to the Bane aqueduct. That should save us some time.”
 
   I nodded, gripping the saddle tighter. An uneasy feeling had settled in my stomach, and I was suddenly not so sure we were alone. Perhaps I’d been too hasty to judge Ryan, after all.
 
   The trail became a path, which led towards an iron gate. As we approached, I could pick out moonlit windows. I’d expected the building to be abandoned or derelict, but the place was in good shape. Nothing was broken or damaged, and the front hedges were in neat trim, too. Whoever owned the farmhouse was obviously very house proud, though I had to question why they’d site themselves here. Without a proper link to the South Road, it would be more than awkward to manage deliveries.
 
   As Cielo veered off the path, we passed a sign bolted to the gate. Even in the sparse light, I could make out the crest of a winged horse and two swords, and below it a butterfly and a rose.
 
   I almost choked. It couldn’t be. Those two symbols together…
 
   This was no farmhouse. It was an Unbound Asylum.
 
   A shiver ran through me, and I huddled into my cloak. I knew several asylums were dotted around the kingdom, but I’d never dreamt of coming this close to one. And definitely not so soon after I’d been Bound.
 
   I sank into Ryan’s arms, my mind racing with stories about the Unbound. It wasn’t a common thing to happen to couples under the spell, but everybody knew the consequences. It only took half a mile’s separation to trigger the process. First would come the Parting, sending the victims mad with hallucinations and convulsions. If the Bound partners were reunited in time, this could be reversed. If not, they’d lose their memories, and their state of awareness would disappear. Eventually they’d be left in an empty void, unable to acknowledge anything beyond pain, hunger or other basic body functions.
 
   And through not telling Ryan the real reason I had to travel with him, I was putting us both at huge risk…
 
   Cielo halted, shoving me into Ryan’s chest. The scent from his collar flooded my nostrils, and warmth spread about my cheeks. Quickly I righted myself on the saddle, and blew out a short breath. I’d never prided myself on my sense of smell, but this was getting silly. Before I could question why we’d stopped, a movement caught my eye.
 
   A boy and a woman were standing by the front gate. The boy was tugging at the woman’s arm, urging her to walk.
 
   “Come on, Ma,” he said. “It’s time to go home.”
 
   The woman didn’t move, and continued to stare into space. The boy pulled harder, and she stumbled.
 
   “Ma!” His brows knotted together. “You know the way. Let’s go home!”
 
   Ryan frowned. He checked behind us again, then sighed heavily. It was obvious he didn’t want to delay, but now we’d been seen, there was a risk our pursuer could find our trail. He made Cielo walk closer, so we were almost upon them.
 
   “Hello there,” Ryan said, meaning to be friendly. “Are you lost?”
 
   “We’re fine. Go away!” the boy snapped. “Ma’s coming home with me.” He wrapped his arm around his mother’s and dragged her forwards. “Let’s go already!”
 
   I turned to the woman, wondering why she was so quiet, and my hand flew to my mouth. Her eyes were empty, as grey and washed out as the winter sky. Her gaunt cheeks were tight, and the edge of her tongue protruded through her lips. She stood motionless, her hair flopped over her shoulders, totally oblivious to the protests of her son. She never once looked at him, or us, or the trees, or anything at all.
 
   She was Unbound.
 
   Ryan tensed. He’d come to the same conclusion.
 
   “Um…” He didn’t know what to say. “I’m really sorry, but…I think…your mother…”
 
   “She’s fine,” the boy repeated. “She’ll be better when she’s home again.” He yanked at her hand. “Come on!”
 
   Ryan took a breath, about to protest further, but I pinched his arm.
 
   “Ryan, don’t bother,” I said quietly. “He won’t listen.”
 
   “But we can’t just leave them here,” Ryan whispered back. “We have to…”
 
   A sharp crackle of twigs echoed behind, and Ryan swore under his breath. He tugged at the reins and sent us further into the trees. Just in time, as moments later, two men carrying lanterns exited the gates. When they saw the boy and his mother, they came running.
 
   “There you are!” one said. “Liam, we’ve told you, you can’t take your mother out by yourself.”
 
   “I’m taking her home!” wailed the boy.
 
   “Liam,” the other man said gently, “this is her home now. Come on, let’s go inside.”
 
   “NO!” Liam shrieked. “I’m going home with Ma!”
 
   I shut my eyes, covering my ears as Ryan urged Cielo into a trot. He kept a tight grip around me, but I was too numb to notice. All I knew was that I didn’t want to see this; didn’t want to be shown what might happen to me if I wasn’t careful.
 
   Ryan rested his hand on my trembling fingers. He didn’t say anything, but from the way he was holding me, I could tell he was as shaken up as I was. I curled my arm around his, leaning back into his embrace. His breath ruffled my hair, and I sighed. The Binding could do whatever it wanted. We both needed a little comfort after what we’d just seen.
 
   Cielo flicked his ears, and continued through the trees.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The silver moon was high by the time we returned to the South Road. My eyelids were weighed with tiredness, but I didn’t dare close them. The Binding had been quick to take advantage of my disquiet following our detour, and I’d been attacked from all sides. Now I was nestled against Ryan’s shoulder, locked between his arms and smothered with his scent. If it wasn’t for his collar stopping our cheeks from touching, I’d have kissed him senseless ages ago.
 
   As we cleared the top of the road, Cielo snorted. Ryan eased back on the reins, but the horse remained agitated. He started to slow down, and eventually came to a complete standstill. His ears quivered.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Are the bandits still after us?”
 
   Ryan looked over his shoulder. He stared for a long while, before he faced front again.
 
   “I don’t think so,” he said. “It’s probably because we’re coming to the aqueduct.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Why should that bother Cielo?”
 
   “At this hour only the workmen’s bridge is open, and Cielo hates cramped spaces,” Ryan explained. He stroked the horse’s flank. “I can coax him through. We’ll just have to go slowly. Once we’re through, we’ll find a place to rest.”
 
   He leant forward, pressing me between his arms as he encouraged Cielo to walk again. I kept stock still, sharing his every breath, but it still made me dizzy when he grazed my shoulders. The Binding was loving this.
 
   At last Cielo’s ears flopped back, and he resumed walking. Soon the dark aqueduct emerged. Very quickly I saw Ryan was right. The workmen’s bridge, sheltered by stone pillars, was barely wide enough to accommodate even a single horse. It would be a tight fit.
 
   Ryan rested his chin on my shoulder, breathing softly against my ear. I swallowed back a gasp. My knuckles must have been white, the way I clung to the scarf. I screwed my eyes shut, trying to pick another sense to distract me. An icy breeze nipped my cheeks, and I seized onto it. It was a lot colder than in the Galgiza. This familiar bite to the air could only mean snow was coming. With only the sleeping bag and blanket between us, it was going to be a very chilly night.
 
   Cielo hesitated when we arrived at the bridge, but Ryan began murmuring in gentle tones. Slowly, Cielo picked up his hooves, and we crossed the worn planks. It really was narrow. My knees brushed the pillars, even though I was huddled down as much as possible. I kept my left foot firmly pressed into Cielo’s flank, worried I might catch my ankle.
 
   As we neared the exit, a harsh wind buffeted my face. My hood flapped open, and Ryan flinched. Cielo neighed, misreading the command, and tore off into a gallop. My knee scraped the last stone column and I cried out. Ryan latched his arm around me before I slid from the saddle.
 
   “Whoa!” He regained his grip on the reins, but didn’t slow Cielo down. Instead he steered us off the road and into the fields. We cantered over the soil, mud and grit flying everywhere, and every thud of hooves sent pain lancing across my ankle. I clung to Cielo’s neck, burying myself in his mane. What was Ryan doing? If a breath of wind had him fleeing like this, I’d hate to see what a winter storm would do.
 
   The field ended, and I hissed as icy water lashed my calves. We were crossing one of the streams that fed the aqueduct.
 
   “Where are we going?” I yelled, but my words were snatched in the slipstream. Ryan’s response was to hold even tighter, so tight I could barely catch my breath. Whether that was because of the Binding or because of our speed I couldn’t tell.
 
   The freezing water vanished, and we returned to solid ground. The terrain turned from impacted earth to uneven rock; we were at the border of the Earthfire Mountains. This was insane! Why was Ryan trying to get so far from the road again?
 
   I managed to get my head up to check our position. We’d broken into a maze of rocky hills, surrounded by sheer canyon walls. Here at last Cielo slowed, winding his way around the boulders, before he stopped at a cave mouth. His breaths chugged out in steamy whispers, and he was drenched with sweat. Somehow I seemed to be puffing more than he was; partly because of the adrenaline rush, but mostly because Ryan was holding me as if I’d evaporate.
 
   The moment I gave that thought prominence, my arms trembled. A deep hunger gnawed inside, and it was all I could do not to turn around and lock Ryan into an embrace. By the Goddess, I didn’t want to deal with this, not now!
 
   Ryan wasn’t moving. His face was buried in my cloak hood, and his breaths came in short, ragged gasps. I frowned.
 
   “Ryan?” I nudged him with my elbow. A pained croak answered me. “Ryan, say something!”
 
   With difficulty I twisted round, not caring for the heat in my cheeks as my hair mixed with his. Ryan slumped on my shoulder, unable to keep himself upright. His strength had left him. What the heck? He’d been fine a minute ago.
 
   “E…Eliza…” he rasped. Weakly he jabbed his thumb towards himself. “Shot.”
 
   I couldn’t believe my ears. Shot…did he say shot?
 
   Freeing my bad foot from the stirrup, I flipped myself around, ignoring the twinge in my ankle. Ryan tried to remain sitting, bracing his arms against the saddle, but the moment I touched him, he fell forward, almost pushing us both off. With a groan, I grappled to keep us upright. Still the Binding tried to interfere, begging me to draw him close and give in to the taste of his lips.
 
   I shook my head vigorously. No way I’d let that curse have its way when I needed to focus. Ryan was hurt, and I had to get us off Cielo so I could do something about it.
 
   A cold blast of air whistled through the canyon, and I hissed. My nose and ears were turning raw. It wouldn’t be long before my teeth started chattering, too. I had to protect myself, else we’d both turn to icicles.
 
   I fumbled on the saddle. Somehow my scarf remained entangled in my lap, so I pulled it free and with one hand wrapped it around my face. Just as well, for in that moment, something chilly and wet danced onto my forehead. I looked up. Another snowflake spiralled into my eye, and I blinked it away, but soon the air filled with shimmering speckles.
 
   The first snow of winter had arrived.
 
   Cursing, I dug my fingers into Ryan’s arms. Tingles raced towards my neck, and I snarled, crushing the sensation before it took hold. I didn’t have time to play with the spell.
 
   “Ryan, stay awake,” I said. Ryan’s eyelids flickered, before he wearily looked at me. He seemed confused. “Listen to me. We’ve got to get off Cielo and back to the ground. I can’t do it unless you co-operate.” His eyes began to close again. “Ryan…RYAN!”
 
   I pinched his eyebrow, and he flinched. Good, he wasn’t totally gone yet. Grateful for the hours I’d spent with Father taking care of his semi-conscious patients, I put one hand on Ryan’s shoulder and the other on his thigh.
 
   “Lift this leg,” I said, my voice echoing. Ryan murmured, then began to move. He managed to raise his right leg and brought it over the saddle. Now came the tricky part; I had to do the same, whilst keeping him upright and taking care not to knock my ankle.
 
   The saddle creaked as I bent my good leg to kneel, making it easier to keep my balance. With some clever manoeuvring, I got both my feet to the same side, and without tipping Ryan off, either. I anchored his arm over my shoulder, feeling a strange sense of déjà vu. 
 
   “Ready?” I asked. Ryan managed a brief nod. “Okay, on three. One, two, three!”
 
   Ryan pushed off the saddle, and we descended to the ground. He couldn’t stand, though, and he sagged onto me. His sandy locks brushed my cheek, and I wanted so much to run my hand through them…
 
   I bit my lip so hard it almost drew blood. Cut it out! He was barely conscious. If I delayed much longer, he’d pass out, and there was no way I could carry him anywhere, even without a sprained ankle.
 
   “Sorry,” Ryan whispered. “Cold…cave…” He was getting more drowsy.
 
   “I hear you, stay with me,” I commanded. Grimacing, I stretched out my left foot. I was really going to feel this in the morning, but I’d wrapped my ankle tight, so even without my stick I could hobble along. Ryan tried his best to take his own steps, so I didn’t have to cope with his entire weight, but he dragged his feet, and I was afraid he might twist something as well. Not to mention a certain curse kept trying to put my hands in places definitely not appropriate when helping someone walk.
 
   Why did the Goddess hate me so much?
 
   Cielo followed us into the cavern. Its edges sloped upwards, forming a dome-like roof studded with stalactites. Pillars of rock flanked the entrance, protecting us from the blizzard. I breathed a sigh of relief. Neither the snow nor the wind would penetrate through, so we’d be spared the worst of it. Still, it wasn’t what I’d call toasty. Looking for firewood was out of the question, so I forced Ryan to walk as far away from the entrance as he could.
 
   “Out…take it out…” Ryan started to shake. He dug his heels into the ground and gripped my shoulder. “Please…I can’t…”
 
   “Take it easy,” I said. “We have to get out of the snow first. I promise I won’t let you go.”
 
   My heart burned. He was so scared; as scared as I’d been when escaping the bear in the Galgiza. The Binding crept over me again, and my other arm wrapped around Ryan. Before it would tighten into an embrace, I pushed him against the wall. Ryan’s knees buckled and we both collapsed to the ground. He arched his back, trying to keep his left side away from the icy stone. I leant over to take a look, but it was too dark. I needed a light.
 
   Propping him between a stalagmite and the wall, I limped back to Cielo, holding a hand against the stone to ease the stinging in my foot. When I was near enough, the horse nuzzled my shoulder, seeking reassurance.
 
   “Don’t worry,” I said, stroking his mane. “I’ll look after Ryan. I promise.”
 
   I felt along his neck towards the packs. The first thing I removed was my stick. If I had to put pressure on my ankle any longer, it would give way and I’d be worse than useless. With that sorted, I snatched the bags and dumped them by the cavern’s entrance. Fortunately, my night vision was at its keenest, so as I rummaged through I could see what I was doing. I found a small medicine pack, and took out the spare shirt. As I yanked out the fabric, a wax stump rolled against my knee.
 
   A candle! Phew. A quick search in the other pack rewarded me with a pair of flints, and soon I had the light I wanted.
 
   Picking up the water skin, I hobbled back to Ryan, my make-shift medical kit in tow. His breathing had deepened.
 
   “Ryan?” No response. Frowning, I pressed my knuckle against his breastbone, the way Father did when he assessed someone unconscious. Ryan groaned, but didn’t waken. Sighing, I laid him onto his side, so his back faced me. A dark patch of blood stained his coat on the left side. I frowned. Whatever missile had hit him had fallen out. That would make identifying the toxin more difficult. No simple projectile would have turned him so stuperous so quickly.
 
   I reached for his buttons, unable to stop my wry smile, but as my fingers neared I hesitated. I needed to see the wound, but that meant I’d have to remove his shirt. Just the thought of it made my heart rumble. A momentary glance and the Binding would drown me with its false desire. And I was exhausted. Even if Ryan was so out of it that he’d probably not remember anything, the curse wouldn’t be so lenient with my memory.
 
   Maybe I could compromise…
 
   My hands fumbled with Ryan’s coat, pulling his arms from the sleeves. I began to tremble as I loosened his shirt from his trousers. My gaze lingered on his belt for longer than I was comfortable with, before I turned to lift the fabric to his shoulders.
 
   A bloody pinprick at the edge of his shoulder-blade marked the entry point into the skin, and a bluish-purple substance oozed from it. I wiped it with my finger, and the odd hot-cold sensation made my eyes widen.
 
   He’d been hit with tranquilliser serum.
 
   I exhaled slowly. I was expecting poison, or worse. This was simple enough—I’d dealt with it many times myself. Ryan’s own body would vanquish the toxin, and by morning he would be back to normal, save for this little inconvenience. Lucky for him, I was a healer’s daughter. But I still had to take this seriously.
 
   First, I unbuckled the iasometer and strapped it around the front of his elbow, so the brass pin sat above the major artery. It clicked and whirred, and the dials began to flicker. Moments later, they settled on their final readings. His pulse was in the amber, but his blood pressure and temperature remained stable.
 
   Relieved, I reached for the hunting knife in Ryan’s belt, making sure I didn’t look too closely. I grabbed the spare shirt and sliced off the collar and a sleeve. The former I folded into a square, while the latter I ripped the seams, making a long band of fabric. Hoisting up the bloody shirt, I tipped some water onto the wound. Ryan hissed at the cold, but didn’t otherwise move. Once I’d washed out most of the serum, I took the skin balm from the medical pack, and rubbed a generous amount over the cut. Then I placed the folded collar on it, before I bound it tight with the opened sleeves.
 
   Once done, I pulled down his shirt, and checked the iasometer again. His pulse had settled into the green, and I wiped my brow. That had taken a lot out of me. I was shivering, too, and not just because of the Binding. We might’ve been out of the snow storm, but we may as well have been in an ice cavern. It wasn’t long before Ryan started trembling, too. I had to keep him warm.
 
   I closed my eyes for a long while, gathering my strength, then unfastened the iasometer and tied it back to my forearm. He didn’t need to see that in the morning. Then I staggered to the packs. Cielo had retreated from the entrance as far as he would dare, sheltered between a pair of stalagmites. He was shaking, too. I groaned. I would have to clean the sweat off him, otherwise he’d freeze.
 
   Night owl, indeed.
 
   The saddle was my first priority, and once it was free I threw it to the ground. Next I emptied out the packs. I found a rough sackcloth, and wiped Cielo down. His blanket was also folded amongst the clothes and other assorted items, so I clipped it around him. Cielo brushed his head against my hand, and I stroked his nose. Another satisfied patient.
 
   I yawned, but my work was far from done. Leaning heavily against my stick, I stuffed the items back into the packs, then dragged them back to Ryan. He’d curled up into a ball, holding himself tight as possible to keep out the cold.
 
   Sighing, I snatched out the fur-lined sleeping bag and blanket. The thought of the night ahead filled me with dread, but I had no choice. I wasn’t so self-sacrificing I’d let myself freeze so Ryan could survive the night, and I wasn’t so callous to let him frost up for my sake, either. However, that did mean we had to share what little warmth I could dredge up.
 
   I swear the Binding planned this.
 
   Kneeling beside Ryan, I spread the blanket over the ground. That should keep the chill away from our backs. I took Ryan’s shoulder and rolled him onto it, so he was lying flat. His chest rose and fell with his even breathing, his shirt stretched taut over his muscled frame. My hand crept towards him, and I rested my fingertips against his breastbone. Still warm…
 
   Ryan twitched, and I snatched my hand back. Fortunately he didn’t open his eyes. Frowning, I scooped up his coat and spread that over him, then slipped off my cloak. The intensity of the cold pierced me like an arrow, and I clamped my teeth together as I spread the cloak on him, too. Finally, I unbuttoned the sleeping bag and draped that across the top. I hoped it would be enough to get us through the night.
 
   With a final glance to Cielo, I slipped under the layers and nestled myself against Ryan, pulling the cloak and sleeping bag around me. As I turned to blow the candle out, Ryan grumbled. I looked to him, and he turned, his nose but an inch from mine.
 
   Goddess save me.
 
   I couldn’t help but pick out the details of his face. The scar on his chin was the only imperfection on his pale skin. With a tan like that, he was definitely a Northerner, like me. His fair locks were tousled, caught between his ear and the blanket, but I knew how perfectly they framed his face. His mouth was slightly parted, letting gentle breaths flow against my eyelashes. Barely realising it, I reached out and caressed his cheek. He didn’t stir. White-blonde stubble tickled my palm, and a shiver caught me that wasn’t because of the cold.
 
   My hand lingered at his chin, when I caught sight of the silver chain I’d glimpsed in the Galgiza. It bore a ruby pendant, shaped into a round crystal. I’d never had a good look at it, but here its beauty entranced me. There wasn’t a single blemish on the stone, and it reflected every beam of the dim candlelight. I ran a finger along it, feeling it move with Ryan’s breathing, as if it were a part of him.
 
   Suddenly the gem flashed, and I blinked. When I looked back, though, nothing had changed. Huh, must’ve been my imagination.
 
   I lost track of where I was, and curled closer. I took his left cheek in my hand, then softly pressed my lips against his right one. Warmth filled me from the inside, and I sighed. I’d let the Binding have this one moment. Maybe then it wouldn’t bug me so much for another one.
 
   “Good night, sweet prince,” I murmured, before I closed my eyes and let sleep take hold.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   ‘To leave his tender arms tore her heart, and even the sun could not banish the darkness left behind...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   Something tickled my nose, stirring me from sleep. I tried to wriggle back, but whatever it was wouldn’t leave me alone. It was going to make me sneeze. Growling, I reached up to flick it away. My fingers skimmed rough stubble, and I opened my eyes.
 
   My heart almost vaulted out of my chest. I was snuggled against Ryan’s shoulder. We were burrowed under the cloak and sleeping bag, and my hand rested on his cheek, about to swat the stray hair that had fallen over my face. This wouldn’t have been so bad, if not for one tiny detail.
 
   Ryan was awake.
 
   He was reclining on his side, an amused smile on his lips. He didn’t move, or speak; just lay there, staring. I blushed, mesmerized by his green eyes. Then I realised where my hand was, and with a yelp I snatched it back. How long had he been watching me?
 
   “You’re not much of a morning person, are you?” Ryan asked. In answer I hastily disentangled myself from him and rolled off the blanket. I squealed. The cavern floor was like ice! I shuffled back to his side, hissing, and turned away so I didn’t have to meet his gaze.
 
   This wasn’t the start to the day I’d been hoping for.
 
   “Are you always this jumpy when you wake up?” Ryan’s voice was teasing.
 
   Only when I wake up in your arms, I thought dryly. Though technically that wasn’t true. He hadn’t held me or anything during the night. I’d just found his shoulder more comfortable than the rocks. Thank the Goddess. I was simply glad I’d fallen asleep before the Binding ran riot.
 
   Something warm grasped my hand, and I looked down. Ryan had wrapped his fingers around mine. His expression turned serious.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. “You helped me a lot last night. I should be more grateful. Thank you.”
 
   “Oh, it’s alright,” I said, trying not to pay attention to his thumb stroking the back of my hand. Or to the urge to squeeze his fingers in kind. “You did the same for me with the bear. I guess we’re even now.”
 
   Ryan smiled. He pulled off the sleeping bag and cloak and sat up. I burrowed into my scarf, the brittle air stealing my warmth, then pushed myself upright as well. Light filtered through the cave entrance, glancing off the ice on the rocks. It had stopped snowing, though the chilliness remained. It was lucky Cielo had brought us here. We would’ve frozen out there overnight.
 
   I was still holding Ryan’s hand, but when I tried to tug it away, my fingers didn’t obey. Then right on cue a hot blush forced its way to my face. I silently groaned. The Binding had decided to wake up, too.
 
   “Does it still hurt?” I felt obliged to keep the conversation going. Maybe Ryan wouldn’t notice I hadn’t—couldn’t—let go. “The wound, I mean.”
 
   “It’s fine, thanks to you,” Ryan said, rolling back his left shoulder. “You did a great job.” At long last he released my hand, though I couldn’t stop reaching after him. In panic, I snapped my arm back to my chest. Damn, I was getting sloppy.
 
   Ryan stared, but didn’t comment. Instead, he wrapped his arm around his knee and tilted his head.
 
   “You seem pretty knowledgeable about the healing arts,” he said. “I’m curious how you managed to learn so much.”
 
   I didn’t miss the mild accusation in his tone.
 
   “Oh, you know,” I shrugged, clutching my forearm to shield the iasometer, “I picked up a few things here and there, when my Father wasn’t looking.”
 
   “A few things, hmm?” Ryan watched me for a long moment. I didn’t look back. Eventually he sighed and clambered to his feet. He unfastened his belt to tuck in his shirt, and I faced the cave wall, pretending to be fascinated by the rock. “You must have quite the memory.”
 
   I picked up the sleeping bag, rubbing the lining between my palms. He was digging for information.
 
   “I like to think I’m fairly observant,” I said at last, not looking up. “I did catch your button after all.”
 
   Ryan ran a finger over his collar. His hand lingered above the silver chain.
 
   “That you did,” he said, lowering his arm. He glanced towards the cave entrance, before he shuffled into his coat. “But for someone so observant you really lost out yesterday.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “I mean, that merchant must’ve ripped you off good.” His eyes fell to my scarf. “Didn’t you ask him about that wine stain?”
 
   My heart skipped a beat. I groped at my scarf, but I knew it was too late. He would have seen it clearly when I was lying beside him. I let go of the wool, mulling my answer. Ryan didn’t take his eyes off me, awaiting a response. A response he already knew the answer to. I frowned.
 
   Well, if that was how he wanted to play…
 
   “Maybe I had other things on my mind at the time,” I said. The Binding crackled, eager to join in, but I forced it out of my thoughts. I had another plan in mind. “But before we get into a game of twenty questions, there’s a few things I’d like to ask first.”
 
   Ryan leant against a stalagmite, folding his arms.
 
   “Go ahead, I’m listening.”
 
   I nodded. It was time for some digging of my own.
 
   “Just some observations,” I said, emphasising the word. “Did you know last night you’d been hit with tranquilliser serum?”
 
   Ryan shrugged.
 
   “So what? It still hurt. Those bandits will try anything.”
 
   “Perhaps,” I drawled, “but that’s a pretty unusual tactic for one of them. Why would they bother knocking you out? Why not shoot you and let you die there and then?”
 
   Ryan went quiet.
 
   “I also noticed,” I continued, “that as nobody could have followed us from Bane, since you took a detour in the woods, whoever shot you must have been waiting at the aqueduct. That was the real reason Cielo turned into a bag of nerves, wasn’t it?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “But I was the front passenger. If a bandit was going to hit anyone, it would’ve been me. Plus, if it had been the gang after you, I was wearing your cloak. They had no way to tell it wasn’t you sitting there. And bandits being bandits, they would’ve fired first and asked questions later.”
 
   Still nothing.
 
   “So.” I was in my stride now. “Having established that a bunch of blood-thirsty bandits wouldn’t have wasted the effort to tranquillise you, and that none of them would be clever enough to realise you were sitting behind me, I’ve come to the conclusion that actually, you’re not being chased by a group of thugs.”
 
   Ryan tensed.
 
   “And since whoever’s after you wants you alive,” I said, “that leaves two possibilities. Either you’ve a juicy bounty on your head, or you’re hiding a secret someone is dying to get their hands on.” I ended my speech with a triumphant smirk. “Am I close?”
 
   Ryan said nothing, but his eyes gave away I’d rattled him. Maybe it was a bit heavy-handed to come straight out with all this, yet I reasoned that if I put him on the defensive, he’d be too distracted to question me. Also, I wanted a better idea as to who was after him, and why. Even if they did want him alive, I didn’t fancy getting caught in the cross-fire.
 
   Or being treated as excess baggage.
 
   Ryan picked up the cloak and crouched down beside me. I focused on his chin, knowing that if I met his gaze, the Binding would seize control and I’d do something stupid. I’d been treading thin ice with the curse. One false move, and it’d pay me back, big time.
 
   He ran his hand over my scarf. I swallowed, pleasant tingles racing down my neck. All of a sudden I hated the fabric, and wanted to rip it off so I could feel his touch against my skin.
 
   I knotted my fingers into the sleeping bag. Hey, this wasn’t supposed to happen! I was supposed to have put him on the back foot.
 
   So why was I the one shivering in his presence?
 
   “Impressive deduction,” Ryan murmured. “You certainly look deeper than most.” He brushed back a strand of my hair, and I screwed my eyes shut. He was doing this on purpose. “But let me give you some advice.” His lips were right next to my ear. “I wouldn’t peer too far. Even the clearest window can cast back your own reflection.”
 
   “W-What does that mean?” My voice trembled. Ugh, why did he have to be so close?
 
   “Oh, you know,” Ryan breathed. Damn it, stop touching my scarf like that! “Maybe I’ve noticed a few things myself. Like how you managed to buy a scarf, firstly from a Guardsmen garrison, and also without any money.”
 
   My chest tightened.
 
   “Not to mention your fascination with my buttons. Or should I say what’s underneath them.” He ran a fingertip over my cheek, and I swallowed, clutching the sleeping bag so tight I thought it would rip. “At first I thought you wanted to ‘borrow’ my necklace, like you did that scarf, but there’s more to it, isn’t there? And I think I might have an idea…”
 
   “Alright!” I cried out. I couldn’t stand it any longer. Ryan tilted his head, his eyes shining. He had me cornered. Yet before I could continue, he said, “We’re all entitled to our secrets, Eliza. I’ll let you have yours if you’ll let me have mine.”
 
   And with that he stood up and strode to Cielo.
 
   I sagged onto the blanket, my knees turned to mush. So much for digging out answers—I’d almost had to give up my own. I shook my head. I’d sorely misjudged Ryan. His earlier excuses might have had more holes than rotten Wolfdale cheese, but he’d been paying as much attention as I had.
 
   Nonetheless, he still wouldn’t broach the subject of Binding, and that gave me hope. He might only be bluffing to get me to spill the truth. If that was the case, I needed to tread carefully. No way I’d admit we were under the curse. At least, not until I found out if the Binding was as irreversible as everyone claimed. Not that I’d made much progress on that front, though then again the South Road wasn’t famed for its extensive libraries or research scrolls…
 
   Ryan whistled. I snapped my head up, and he tossed an apple at me. On instinct my hand shot up and I caught it. He laughed.
 
   “Good reflexes,” he said, letting Cielo nibble some oats. “That should come in handy.”
 
   “Come in handy for what?” I asked, tearing into the crunchy fruit. After that grilling, my stomach was more than ready for some nourishment, however meagre.
 
   “You’ll see.” A sly smile spread across Ryan’s lips. “You never know, you might even enjoy it.”
 
   I chewed my bite slowly. That didn’t sound good, and the day hadn’t even started yet.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Ryan’s ‘surprise’ turned out less dreadful than expected, though it wasn’t exactly something to look forward to. Since he’d wasted his money in Bane, we needed to replenish our funds, and for a pair of travellers with little except the clothes on our backs, only one simple way existed to do that. Simple, that is, if you weren’t an amateur village healer with no experience whatsoever in...
 
   “You’re holding it wrong again,” Ryan sighed. We were back on Cielo—me sitting at the front—heading across the farmlands to the South Road. He reached over and repositioned the hunting knife in my hand. “Like this.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” I said, trying to sound casual, while in actuality my heart was doing overtime. Enmeshed between his arms and pressed against his chest, the Binding was loving every minute of my ‘training’. I concentrated on the glisten of the knife, nuzzling my scarf to hide my now-permanent blush. “Why does it matter so much?”
 
   “Because,” Ryan said, “if I do this…” He jarred my wrist, and the knife dropped into his outstretched hand. I rolled my eyes. Show off. Then again, with the Binding making me so giddy, the lightest touch would’ve melted me in his arms. “See? Hold it the way I showed you and you won’t lose your grip. You can’t fight if you lose your weapon too early.”
 
   “Of course, oh wise master,” I mumbled. He handed back the knife, and his crossbow caught my eye. “Why can’t I use that instead? I’m sure I work better long distance.”
 
   “It won’t fit you, and I doubt you’ve got much of an aim if you’ve never used one before,” Ryan answered. I huffed. “Anyway, if all goes to plan, you shouldn’t have to use the knife today. Just get used to the feel of it for next time.”
 
   Next time? I shook my head. Mixing me with weapons was never a good idea. Adam had tried to teach me to use a sword before—some notion about ‘getting me to take care of myself’—with near-disastrous results. I wasn’t built to slice and dice, unless it was vegetables in the kitchen. Or Adam’s leg, as it almost ended up. Needless to say, we’d quickly abandoned that exercise.
 
   Having said that, Ryan’s hunting knife was much easier to control. The shorter blade wasn’t as heavy, and its bone handle sat comfortably in my palm. Ryan said it was more important to strike quickly and lightly; I didn’t need strength to effect devastating blows. In fact, with practice, I could fell even the most brutish Guardsman, though I wasn’t planning to test that theory anytime soon.
 
   Holding the knife as per my instructor’s guidance, I glanced to the parchment in my lap. This was the real reason for my impromptu weapon handling session. Ryan hadn’t left Bane as empty-handed as I thought. He was actually a part-time bounty hunter—how he managed to pay for his travels—and he’d plucked one before I’d come back to The Swan and Gate.
 
   The idea still felt weird. I’d passed the Bounty Board many times, never giving it a second thought. Though it was the Guardsmen’s job to protect the citizens, the board advertised criminals for the freelance hunters. Most cities had similar boards, and they covered the whole of their townships, including the villages. The system had been in place for centuries, and I had to admit it did have a high success rate in keeping the crime rates down.
 
   Ryan had picked a boy responsible for some fires in a village in the south Bane township. All we had to do was catch him, collect the cash and we’d be on our way again. The bounty wasn’t particularly pricey, but bigger rewards meant bigger risks, and with my combat experience limited to cabbages and carrots, that wasn’t really an option. Hopefully this would be enough to get us to Lanaran.
 
   I was not going to be sharing the sleeping bag again.
 
   Cielo snorted as we returned to the roadside. The aqueduct was a faint shadow behind us, the road ahead packed with wagons, carts, riders, and pedestrians. I tucked my scarf around my face and pulled the cloak hood over, the banter strange to my ears after riding in the quiet for so long.
 
   “Ruthwall is about four miles that way.” Ryan pointed south-west, taking his bearings from the aqueduct. “That’s where the fires began.”
 
   “The paper said they happened last week,” I said, flipping the knife in my hand. “You really think whoever started them would hang around the scene of their crime?”
 
   “We have to start somewhere,” Ryan said.
 
   “Oh please.” I unfolded the parchment and squinted at the name. “If this ‘Will James’ had any sense, he would’ve legged it days ago.”
 
   “That’s why he’s been put out as a bounty,” Ryan said. “Look, don’t complain. The alternatives were a man wanted for murdering three people and a gang of wagon raiders working in the north Bane township. Not exactly on the way. And we need the money.”
 
   “Not my fault your spending habits are so out of control,” I grumbled under my breath. Ryan didn’t hear me. Instead he tilted forwards, guiding Cielo onto the dirt track that led to Ruthwall. Despite myself, I couldn’t stop leaning back against him. My scarf stopped our cheeks touching, but I could still feel his warmth, and it was all I could do not to nuzzle his chin. Ugh, why did it have to be so cold?
 
   “We’ll get some thicker cloaks straight after,” Ryan said. He curled his arm around my waist. “I hope you’re not too chilly.”
 
   “Not at all,” I mumbled, resisting the urge to rest my hand on top of his. Cielo’s mane was warmer, I kept telling myself. Not that the Binding wanted to listen.
 
   Soon the thatched cottages of Ruthwall came into view. They were arranged into a staggered circle around the well, and beyond them lay the barns and corrals for the winter grain and livestock. The Councillor’s House sat at the rear, and a wooden fence sectioned it from the snowy fields.
 
   Cielo stepped up the main path. Most of the ways were deserted, but a woman dressed in furs and shawls lingered at the well, using an ice pick to break into the water.
 
   “Hello there!” Ryan called. The woman spun around, a shock of dark greasy hair tumbling from beneath her shawl.
 
   “Greetings, travellers,” she said, setting aside her pick and bucket. “I expect you’ve come to warm yourselves on your journey?”
 
   “Actually, we’ve come for the bounty on Will James.” Ryan jabbed me with his elbow, sending my pulse shooting, but I maintained enough composure to raise the reward poster.
 
   “Ah.” The woman pulled her shawl closer. “I know the lad. He burnt down one of my husband’s barns and lost a whole month of winter store!” She slammed her pick into the well. “Brutal child. Can’t believe he’s one of ours, too.”
 
   “He lives here?” I asked, hunching so my shoulders didn’t rub against Ryan’s arms.
 
   “Yes,” the woman said, “though as you can imagine he’s been keeping his head down. But we’ve been enforcing curfew, and so far nobody’s made any attempt to flee. It’s likely he’s hiding out somewhere, especially since we’re so close to the Earthfire Mountains. Only a couple miles’ walk and he’d have the pick of caverns to hide in.”
 
   “Great,” I muttered. “Only most of western Azaria to look through, then.”
 
   “He’d still need food and water,” Ryan pointed out. “He won’t have drifted far.”
 
   “Too true,” the woman said. “I’m sure you’ll sniff him out.” She nodded towards the Councillor’s House. “Once you find him, bring him to Councillor Van. The lad’s only fourteen; it won’t be for a Guardsmen jury to decide his punishment. Be sure he won’t be lenient, though. Arson is not a crime we take lightly.”
 
   “Thank you,” Ryan said. “Can you show us where the barn is?”
 
   “Gladly. You can leave your horse in the stables while you search.”
 
   The woman took her bucket and beckoned us to follow. We passed the corrals heated with copper pipes, and a pair of cows looked at us, chewing their cud as we entered the stables.
 
   I dismounted first—hesitating as my leg brushed Ryan’s—and he handed me my stick. My ankle was still weak, but when I’d redressed it earlier, the bruising had been fainter. A couple more days and I should be able to walk without aid.
 
   We left Cielo with a muddy-coloured mare and headed for the barn. Rather, what was left of it. A pile of ash flecked with ice, almost nothing remained. A breath of wind sent the dust drifting, and I coughed. This was ridiculous! How would we find anything in this mess? More to the point, the longer we stayed, the more likely I would be found by my ‘rescuers’. And telling Father I thought I’d found my calling as a bounty hunter was not going to cut it…
 
   Ryan whistled, and I looked up. Goddess, what was I, his dog? But when I laid eyes on him, I almost forgot to blink. He was so focused, his sandy hair cascading over his forehead, his brow creased, his lips narrowed into a thin line. My heart pined, demanding I walk over and shift such intense concentration onto me.
 
   “Over here,” he said. A fresh blush crept over my cheeks, and I swore silently. Hoping he hadn’t noticed, I hobbled to his side. He was examining a half-burnt rafter. It didn’t look particularly special, although something thick and sticky clung to its upper side.
 
   “What do you think?” Ryan prodded the rafter with his toe. The murky substance was greenish-black, and as the breeze fluttered I caught the scent of almonds. A memory stirred.
 
   “I’ve seen this before,” I said. “It’s flametar residue.”
 
   “Flametar residue?” He flashed a sidelong glance. “How do you know about flametar?”
 
   I bit my lip. Great, me and my big mouth! Flametar was a recent discovery, a tarrish liquid mined in Ornixa. It was a volatile fuel that burned hotter than coal, and with a characteristic green flame. I knew as much because I’d seen the stuff at the midsummer fireworks. Afterwards it left a weird sludge that smelled of almonds.
 
   Interesting trivia, perhaps, but there was no way someone as ‘sheltered’ as I claimed to be should know such a thing. I was betting Ryan knew that, too. I’d fallen right into his trap. Honestly, he was getting as crafty as the Binding.
 
   “Er…” I stood up. No excuses came to mind, so I shrugged. “That’s a secret.”
 
   Ryan frowned, but didn’t challenge me further. He did, however, rest his hand on my shoulder. Excitement pulsed through me, and I had to stifle the moan that almost escaped my throat.
 
   “That aside,” he said, rolling the rafter over with his foot, “how could someone so young get hold of flametar? Only the official merchants are allowed to transport it out of Ornixa.”
 
   Despite being swarmed with visions of the times Ryan had touched me recently, I managed a nod. Flametar was slippery stuff; even the nobles had a hard time finding it. How had it come to this sleepy village?
 
   Before I could say as much, charred footprints caught my eye. Most led back to the well, but one set led to the mountains, where they disappeared.
 
   I tapped my stick.
 
   “We might have something here,” I said. Ryan took one glance at the prints, and nodded.
 
   “Let’s see how far they go.”
 
   He released me and began to follow the trail upwards. My hand shot up to hold his, but in a swift movement I made it look as if I wanted to scratch my nose. Goddess, this was getting so old. At least I was perfecting more tricks to hide the curse’s effects.
 
   Half-way up the path, Ryan glanced back to me.
 
   “These go into the caverns at the summit,” he said. “Mind if you check the other village paths while I head up there?”
 
   I tensed. That mountain trail went deep into the Earthfire range, and was definitely longer than half a mile. If Ryan searched too far ahead, the Parting would kick in, and my secret wouldn’t be quite so secret any more. I had to keep us together.
 
   “I’d rather stick with you,” I said, hiding a grimace. I hated sounding so needy.
 
   “What, afraid you’ll miss me?” Ryan teased.
 
   “Actually, I’m pretty sure I won’t find anything worthwhile,” I answered. “The villagers have had a week to check their own grounds. Anyway, I need to practice walking on my ankle to get it back to normal.”
 
   Ryan’s brow narrowed.
 
   “If you come with me, you’re more likely to turn it again,” he said. “You’re not ready for this kind of path.”
 
   “You can’t get rid of me that easy.” I put my hands on my hips. He wasn’t going to have the last word on this. “I’m sure it won’t be that bad. Besides, someone’s got to drag you back if you get shot again.”
 
   A dumbstruck expression crossed Ryan’s face. Quickly, though, he broke into a grin. My breath caught. Wow, he looked so very handsome when he smiled like that.
 
   “I forgot about your stubborn streak,” he said. He jogged back down and took my hand. A jolt raced up my arm and my fingers contracted. Oh, you sneaky...I was getting irked at how swiftly he could turn the tables on me. Part of me worried this meant the Binding had started affecting him, but something wasn’t right. He only acted like this when he wanted to pull my leg, not on a whim. If my experience was anything to go by, it should have been more spontaneous.
 
   Or maybe it was the denial speaking again.
 
   A clack caught my ear, and I looked up. Loose rocks tumbled from the path, and my ankle gave a nervous twinge. The track was horrendous—all jagged edges and jutting steps, topped with a dusting of rock that would give way under the slightest weight. If I’d managed to injure myself on a flat forest floor, I stood no chance now. Was it too late to change my mind? The Parting hallucinations couldn’t be that bad, surely.
 
   Ryan tugged me forward, leaving no choice. I was soon sliding all over the place, so he nestled me in the crook of his elbow. My pulse ran at double its usual rate; however, fear of falling was the least of my worries. Really now, why did every situation play into the Binding’s hand?
 
   Once we reached the summit, we surveyed the area. I purposely stared at the ground, the mountains, the sky; anywhere but Ryan. I was finding it harder to resist today, probably because I was still tired from last night. Ruthwall lay below, frosted over like a giant midwinter cake, while around us four caverns branched into darkness. The one on the left reeked of rotten eggs. A hot air vent must be inside.
 
   “What an idiot,” Ryan said, pointing to the stinking cave. Flametar residue was plastered on its edge, the almond smell masked by the sulphur. “Is he trying to blow the place up?”
 
   He let go of my shoulders and approached the cave. My heart did a double somersault and I had to lean against a boulder, feeling as if I’d gone a few rounds against Major Vance. The Binding was in its stride now, pushing yet another tactic. Since the curse struggled to control me with false desire, it was going to scare me with harsher punishment. It wanted to make me so dependent on Ryan’s touch that I couldn’t live without it.
 
   Literally.
 
   It couldn’t have chosen a worse time, either. Last night had worn down my defences. If these rebounds kept up, it wouldn’t be long before I couldn’t even stand without his help. Already I’d had two slips. A third strike and I’d be out.
 
   “Are you waiting for the red carpet, princess?” Ryan’s voice was faint. “Come on!”
 
   Sighing, I hobbled inside.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
   ‘Their promise was sealed with the sun’s embrace, and from then on they braved all dangers together...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   I hadn’t taken more than three steps when the acrid stench really hit. Tears welled in my eyes, and I pressed my scarf against my face. Ugh, and I thought Ryan’s scent had been overpowering.
 
   Coughing, I waded in, guided by the glaze on the basalt pillars. As I left the breezes behind, the temperature rose sharply. Soon my hair stuck to my forehead, and my clothes clung to me like a second skin. I flipped back the cloak hood, grimacing as a spray of sweat went with it. I was definitely going to wrangle a bath out of the reward money, amongst other things.
 
   Ryan waited at the final row of pillars, tapping his foot impatiently. Bathed in the hellish aura, his face was a mix of shadow and fire. My heart fluttered again, and I clenched my teeth. I was hot because of the vent, nothing else.
 
   “You took your time,” Ryan said, flicking a strand of his hair aside.
 
   “Forgive me, Your Highness,” I said, giving a mock bow. Before the curse could draw me back to his silhouette, I studied the cave. We were about to enter a chamber studded with rock columns. Plumes of gas coiled around them, escaping through fissures in the roof. With so many nooks and crevices, it was as good a hiding place as any.
 
   If the smell didn’t drive a person nuts first.
 
   “You’re taking this royalty thing too seriously,” Ryan said. Though I avoided eye contact, I was sure he was smirking. “Don’t worry. Your sweet prince shall bring your litter and servants next time.”
 
   I almost choked. The way he emphasised ‘sweet prince’, he must’ve heard me last night! Wonderful, yet another thing he could tease me about.
 
   Then a more horrifying thought struck. Did he also remember the kiss on his cheek? It wasn’t supposed to have meant anything. I was just so tired, I’d let the Binding have its way because he was too out of it to notice. Obviously he hadn’t been as unconscious as I’d thought. I’d have to have words with whoever supplied that tranquilliser serum. It wasn’t nearly as strong as it should have been.
 
   “That was a joke,” I replied. “And not a very good one, considering I was the one rescuing the damsel in distress.”
 
   Ryan chuckled.
 
   “Touché, Eliza,” he said.
 
   I sneered.
 
   We weaved between the pillars, covering our faces to avoid the boiling gases. Eventually a halo of daylight appeared, and we returned to the cold outdoors. We were in a natural courtyard within the mountains. A snow-sprinkled plateau stretched before us, and a series of chasms split the ground into tiny islands.
 
   I tugged my scarf down, breathing deep to wash out the stench in my lungs. The sulphur did have one saving grace; it had removed the traces of Ryan’s scent that lingered on my borrowed cloak. I had yet to put my finger on what it was. It was peppery and harsh, like some kind of spice, but with a hint of something sweeter, like honey. Or cinnamon. Or maybe it was closer to mint?
 
   I suddenly realised what I was thinking and vigorously shook my head. It couldn’t be natural to wonder what other people smelled like.
 
   “Eliza, over here.”
 
   Ryan pointed to another set of prints. We followed them, as hot steam wafted around us. By the time we arrived at the next vent, Ryan was drenched in so much sweat he was sparkling. My hand twitched, wanting to caress his sodden brow. My stomach churned. The Binding could be really sordid when it wanted to.
 
   “Wow, you’re not going to believe this!” Ryan gawked at the vent. “There’s loads of it here!”
 
   “Loads of what?”
 
   “Flametar.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Come see for yourself.”
 
   I staggered to his side—careful to keep a respectable distance—and peered over the edge. The chasm overhung a ledge that extended into the rock. Inside the crevice were crates marked with the crest for flametar. I whistled in awe. There must have been at least thirty of them.
 
   I started to back away.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Ryan asked.
 
   “Um...” I didn’t take my eyes off the crates. “Shouldn’t we be running back to the cave now?”
 
   Ryan shook his head.
 
   “Flametar needs a naked flame to catch. If these are straight from Ornixa, the bottles will be sealed with wartner’s oil, which stops it from reacting. You need to shake it thoroughly to separate them out.”
 
   “Oh, of course,” I muttered. It seemed I wasn’t the only one who knew a thing or two about flametar. I was intrigued as to how Ryan acquired such broad knowledge, but I knew I wouldn’t get a straight answer, so I let it go.
 
   Still, the question remained: why would anyone store flametar near Ruthwall? The penalty for unwarranted possession was five years imprisonment, so if someone were going to steal it, they’d sell it even faster. Selling it in small batches to prevent suspicion was another possibility, but why keep it this far north, and so far from any town?
 
   Something other than petty arson was going on.
 
   “Well, this would explain how Will got his hands on the stuff,” Ryan said. “I wonder who brought it...”
 
   A tremor rippled across the chasm, and boiling steam erupted from the rocks. Without thinking, I grabbed Ryan to haul him backwards. He was already in mid-dive, so we crashed into each other. He fell first, and I banged my jaw on his collarbone. We both hit the downward slope, rolling over and over in a tangle of arms and legs towards the cavern, while the steam blasted overhead. My back smacked into solid rock and I gasped, the wind knocked from my lungs.
 
   We lay there in stunned silence. Wincing, I pushed myself upright. The pain was too much, though, and I sagged back down again. My hand brushed Ryan’s, and that was it. The Binding tore through, and before I knew it, my arms had wrapped around him, bringing us nose-to-nose. In the chaos, my scarf had fallen from my face, and now hung limp around my neck. I was defenceless.
 
   Ryan lay very still, his green eyes locked on mine. I tried to pull away, but my body refused. Oh no, it was just like in the flower field! My head dipped, our mouths so close we practically shared breath. I traced his nose, his cheek, his jaw; finally stopping at his lips. My eyelids lowered. Inside I was screaming to stop, but it was no use. The Binding had won. Our brows touched, and my lips edged towards his.
 
   Another rumble shook the gorge, and Ryan pulled me into his chest. I thought I was going to faint—my heart was bubbling like a molten pit. Yet this was only delaying the inevitable. I still couldn’t move. If Ryan didn’t let go, I’d be nothing more than the Binding’s puppet. Strike three, I was out. Goddess, and when I’d done so well to get this far, too…
 
   Her Holiness must have been listening, as against all odds Ryan jumped off me and bolted to the sulphur cave. I could only lie on the ground, listening to his heavy footfalls as sweat poured down my face. The Binding had drained all my energy; I was a dead weight. The steam cloud drifted across my face, and my eyes began to close.
 
   No! I forced myself to inhale, gagging at the taste of sulphur. I couldn’t stay here. I had to get away before I suffocated on the fumes.
 
   “Eliza, watch out!”
 
   Ryan’s voice—he sounded frantic. It was enough to break the curse’s grip, and at last I regained control of my body. Spluttering on the mist, I struggled towards fresh air. My bruised spine cried out, and the stones cut into my shins, so I was forced to stand up. I collapsed against the nearest wall, puffing. My ankle throbbed, competing with everything else that hurt, but I couldn’t rest yet. I was too near the toxic gas.
 
   Gritting my teeth, I limped towards the sulphur cave. Every left step was agony. The earlier fall had done damage of its own, and now I was putting my full weight on my ankle, it was going all over the place. I was undoing the healing of the last few days in a few scattered minutes.
 
   I dropped onto the boulder beside the cavern, gasping. I swore if the Binding tried any more tricks today, it was going to kill me. Then again, that was perhaps its point. If I didn’t stick close to my Bound partner, I’d suffer the consequences. Looking back to the steam that now smothered the place I’d been lying, I shuddered. This could be its most successful tactic yet.
 
   My ankle was throbbing like mad now, so I reached for my boot to reassess my injury. My fingers barely brushed the laces when a blur shot out of the cave. He wasn’t watching where he was going and bowled straight into me. By some miracle, I managed to twist around on my good leg, so he hit the rock behind me first. I’d already received enough battering; it was time the mountain picked on someone else.
 
   “Out of my way!” the boy snarled, scrambling to get past. My instincts kicked in, and I snatched the hunting knife. Before he could bolt into the distance, I grabbed his collar and held the blade against his neck.
 
   “That’s not very polite,” I said, tightening my grip on his shoulder. “Now, keep your hands where I can see them.”
 
   “A-alright.” The boy lifted his arms into the air. “Don’t hurt me.”
 
   Despite feeling like I’d been run over by a herd of wild deer, I smirked. Finally! That second sleeping bag was as good as mine.
 
   “Ryan, I’ve got him,” I shouted.
 
   I didn’t get an answer. I squinted towards the cave, then scanned the surrounding islands. Nothing. I swallowed, my victory rapidly turning bittersweet. With my ankle re-sprained, I couldn’t get back to the village by myself, never mind towing a captive along as well. Further, once the boy found out I was crippled, he’d run for it, knife or not.
 
   I looked around one last time. Where had Ryan run off to? Any other time I’d be jumping for joy to be alone, but now that I needed him…
 
   Pain lanced up my arm, and I yelped, dropping the knife. I snapped my hand to my chest, cradling the stinging bite marks. The boy was already disappearing into the steam clouds. I glared after him. That little pest!
 
   He didn’t get very far. Something zipped across the air and he cried out, grasping the back of his leg. He ripped out a dart from his thigh, but it had done its job. Seconds later, his knees gave way and he fell, catching himself on his hands.
 
   I reclaimed the hunting knife from the rocks, while Ryan strode out of the sulphur cave, crossbow loaded with a second shot. Wow. Even with all the wind changes and poor visibility, he’d still hit his mark. No wonder he hadn’t been keen on giving me a go.
 
   Ryan nodded at me, then continued towards our target. The boy stared in defiance, his face smeared with singe marks and sweat.
 
   “You can’t run,” Ryan said, stopping a few feet from him. “Not for the next three hours, anyway.”
 
   “This isn’t fair. I haven’t done anything!” the boy protested. His eyes burned. “It’s against the law to shoot minors. I could have you arrested for assault.”
 
   “I wouldn’t throw around empty threats, Will,” Ryan answered.
 
   The boy’s jaw dropped.
 
   “How do you know my name?”
 
   “You’re more popular than you know.” Ryan knelt beside him, his crossbow clearly visible. “You seem to have built a reputation as an arsonist in Ruthwall.”
 
   Will’s anger reignited.
 
   “It wasn’t me!” He tried to move his legs, but the paralyser serum was in full effect. “I didn’t burn the barn, I swear. I never touched the flametar!”
 
   “Really?” Ryan drawled. He tapped Will’s shoes. “So why are you covered in the residue from the wreckage? Not to mention you’re hiding out exactly where there’s a massive store of the stuff.”
 
   “I can explain,” Will said. “It wasn’t my fault, it was…HEY!”
 
   He flinched as Ryan touched his side. Frowning, Ryan lifted the boy’s shirt, revealing a full bottle of flametar tucked into his waistband.
 
   “You’re not making a very good case for yourself, Will,” he said, withdrawing the glass container.
 
   “You’ve got it all wrong!” Will shrieked. “If you’d just listen…”
 
   Ryan stood up. He’d heard enough. However, I wasn’t quite as convinced. Something about the whole set up nagged at me. I limped forward, wincing as my ankle snagged in the rocks.
 
   “Wait a second,” I said. “There might be more to this than we think.”
 
   “Like what?” Ryan asked. “Even if those crates aren’t Will’s, he still stole the flametar. And the tracks we followed belong to him. We’ve got all the proof we need.”
 
   “Half of this bounty is mine, remember?” I said. “And I say we collect more information before we start jumping to conclusions.”
 
   “Eliza, we haven’t got…”
 
   “I won’t let you take him back otherwise.”
 
   Ryan blinked, taken aback by my directness. I managed to keep a level gaze, despite the Binding’s efforts to twist my intentions. Will had something to say, and I wasn’t going to deny him the chance to defend himself.
 
   “Fine.” Ryan stepped away, though his crossbow arm remained tense. I staggered past, dragging my sore ankle, and crouched beside Will. He refused to make eye contact. Watching him sit there, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. His clothes were filthy and torn, his curled hair matted, and judging from his skinny frame he probably hadn’t eaten much lately, either.
 
   “Will…” I began.
 
   “Don’t pretend you care,” Will spat. “Whatever I say, you’re still going to hand me over to the Councillor for your reward.”
 
   I frowned.
 
   “Look,” I said. “You can’t blame us for making assumptions when all the evidence is pointing to you. We could just drag you down and leave it at that. But I’m going to give you a choice.” Will’s hand twitched. “If you speak up now and tell the truth about what happened, I promise to listen. Stay in your little sulk, though, and we’ll leave you here to enjoy the rest of the winter.” I folded my arms. “Better make a smart decision.”
 
   Will sighed. He didn’t look up for several moments. At last he lifted his head.
 
   “Okay.” He shuffled round to face us. “Last week I saw some strange men come here at night. When they went back to the village, they were carrying flametar bottles. I thought they would raze everything to the ground. So I tried to steal the bottles off them.” He gestured to the container Ryan held. “I got one, but they caught me and threw me into the barn. Then I heard glass smashing and they tossed a burning black thing onto the grain sacks. I just managed to get out before the whole place went up in flames.” He clenched his fists. “Of course, all everyone else saw was me running out of the blaze, so they thought I’d started it.”
 
   “What did the men look like?” Ryan asked abruptly. I caught the worry in his tone. He must have been wondering if these strangers had any connection to the group after him.
 
   “I don’t know. They wore dark hoods,” Will shrugged. “One of them had this red mark on the back of his cloak, like a snake biting its own tail. That’s all I could make out.”
 
   If that description meant anything to Ryan, he didn’t show it. Certainly it didn’t mean much to me; I’d never heard of such a symbol. Still, whoever these people were, they were definitely up to no good if they were prepared to silence any witnesses.
 
   “I held onto that bottle because it has the same mark on it,” Will went on. “I thought it might be useful.”
 
   Ryan examined the glass, and his eyes widened. He held it out for me to see. Around the neck of the container coiled a bright red insignia, just as Will had described. That was enough for me. He really was innocent.
 
   I smiled.
 
   “Good answer, Will,” I said. “Looks like you’ve been caught in a major misunderstanding. I think we can do something about that.” Will’s face lit up with hope. “We’ve seen the flametar boxes. We can vouch for your innocence. A few words with the Councillor, along with this bottle, and we can clear this right up.”
 
   “Really?” Will said. “You believe me?”
 
   “I find it hard to believe you could steal one of Azaria’s most expensive resources by yourself,” I answered. “Plus your story seems to add up, and you’ve got the evidence to prove it. No reason why we can’t help set things straight. Right, Ryan?”
 
   Ryan murmured, still staring at the red lines. Eventually he tore his eyes away and nodded.
 
   “Alright. We’ll talk with the Councillor,” he said.
 
   He reached into his coat and pulled out another dart, this one crested with a blue feather. Will cringed and tried to drag himself backwards, but Ryan touched his shoulder.
 
   “Don’t worry, this will only sting for a second,” he said. “It’s the antidote to the paralyser serum. Hold still.” Will glanced to me, seeking reassurance. I just nodded. Ryan straightened his leg, finding the original wound. He pricked the skin beside it, and Will winced. “You should be able to move again in a few minutes.” Ryan replaced the dart into his coat. “But don’t try any tricks. I’ve got plenty more paralyser darts waiting.”
 
   “I won’t,” Will said. He glanced at his right leg, urging it to move. Once he found it responsive again, he rose to his feet. “I’ll wait for you on the other side of the cave.”
 
   He walked into the dark archway. Ryan raised his crossbow, but I grabbed his arm. The Binding buzzed, making my hold tighter than necessary.
 
   “He’ll keep his word,” I said. “We’ve got the bottle, anyway. He can’t clear his name without it.”
 
   “So it seems,” Ryan said. “We’ll see what the Councillor has to say.”
 
   “You don’t sound that enthused,” I said. “Can’t admit I was right to let him speak?”
 
   “This hasn’t got anything to do with us,” Ryan scoffed. “We shouldn’t interfere. It’s none of our business.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. Well, someone was being defensive all of a sudden. However, when I thought back to how closely he’d studied the bottle, it made sense. This little discovery might be linked to that secret he was so desperate to keep under wraps. Somehow, I’d have to find out the connection…
 
   “So, I take it you need a lift?” Ryan asked.
 
   I blinked. Honestly, I needed to stop daydreaming so much.
 
   “Sorry, what?”
 
   “Your ankle,” Ryan said. “You’re going to need some help walking, seeing as you’ve lost your stick.”
 
   My face flushed. I’d forgotten the worst part of this ordeal was yet to come.
 
   “Eh, so I might have misplaced it,” I said with an apologetic smile. “You’re going to waive the transport fee, of course?”
 
   Ryan rolled his eyes, though they still gleamed with amusement. He walked in front of me and knelt down. I sucked in a breath. Well, better get it over with. Clamping my teeth together—this was going to be so much fun—I clambered on to his back. The moment we touched, the Binding’s magic vanquished the soreness in my back and legs. I pressed my face against his collar, arms locked tight in what was fast becoming a regular arrangement.
 
   Heart rumbling, I started to count my breaths as we headed back into the cave.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
   ‘...and so she peered beyond their fate, to the destiny cast in plumes of light.’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   The trip to the Councillor’s House was the longest ten minutes of my life. Though I wasn’t feeling particularly strong urges to keep close to Ryan, I knew the fireworks would start the moment I had to let go. Still, that didn’t mean the Binding had spared me. It made me painfully aware of Ryan’s movements. The way his hair tickled my ear, how his muscles tensed to support me, and of course that infamous—though extremely elusive—scent of his. However, every time I turned away to escape these feelings, the cold would attack me, as I’d forgotten to pull up my scarf.
 
   It was times like this I almost wished the steam cloud had smothered me.
 
   Taking my one hundred and sixty-seventh breath (and counting), I raised my head as we entered the village. People lined the doorways and porches, their attention focused on Will. He kept his head down as he walked alongside us. Ryan noted his posture and stepped up his pace.
 
   “I hope he gets a good thrashing!” called out one of the farmers. Others soon joined his cries, including the woman we’d met at the well, but I tuned them out. Though I knew Will didn’t deserve their jeers, I couldn’t blame them for being sore. The loss of a whole month’s grain would make this winter a tough one. Even after we explained things to the Councillor, I didn’t doubt Will would bear the brunt of the shortages.
 
   Three men waited on the main path ahead. It seemed they were expecting us. Two were broad-shouldered and sported red and blonde hair respectively, while the third was a lanky man with mousy-brown hair and a moustache to match. He wore a badge on his cloak; he must have been the Councillor. He extended his arms in greeting as we approached.
 
   “Welcome, good hunters,” he smiled. “You’ve done us a great service. We’ve been looking for Will James for a time now. Please, leave the boy with us.” He looked like he was about to say more, when he cast his gaze over me. I was sure I looked a real treat. My clothes were torn, my face covered in grit marks, and that was before I got to the cuts and bruises on my arms. Anyone would think I was the bounty.
 
   “My dear,” the Councillor said, “you seem quite worse for wear. Shall I fetch our healer to attend your injuries?”
 
   “Yes, thanks,” I said, somewhat ashamed that someone with my healing knowledge would need looking after. It wasn’t my fault the mountain and I hadn’t seen eye to eye. “But before we hand Will over, we’d like to have some words first. There’s been a mix up.”
 
   The Councillor raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “We’ll talk inside,” Ryan said, readjusting his grip on my arms. I shivered, and firmly assured myself it was because of the cold. “It’s a long story.”
 
   The Councillor looked at us, then at Will, whose stare was fixed on his shoes. He didn’t seem keen to hear us out.
 
   “Please,” Ryan went on. “It’s important you hear everything Will has to say. What he knows could be serious. And we’ve got evidence to prove his innocence.”
 
   The Councillor twisted his lip. For a moment I thought he’d deny us, but then he bowed his head.
 
   “Very well. Come with me.”
 
   We climbed the porch steps, following the farmhands Blondie and Red-Head, and entered a warm hallway. I turned my head aside, letting the wood smoke choke out the Binding’s preferred odour. Oblivious to my relief, Ryan headed into the front room. A set of cushioned chairs were laid out before the fireplace, and the Councillor gestured for us to sit.
 
   I gritted my teeth. Uh oh.
 
   Ryan strode over to the seat nearest the burning logs, then knelt down, waiting for me to get off. I made to unclasp my fingers.
 
   They wouldn’t budge.
 
   Swallowing, I tried to flex my elbows and raise them over Ryan’s head, but that only tightened my hold around his shoulders. Goddess, this was like training to be an escape artist.
 
   Ryan squirmed.
 
   “What’s the problem?” he asked under his breath.
 
   “Sorry, my, er…my arm, I hit it when we fell, it hurts to move,” I whispered back, hoping he’d fall for it. “Besides, you’re comfier than you look.” I was trying to remain upbeat, but inside I was going into meltdown. This would be the worst rebound yet. And in front of all these people…
 
   Ryan shook his head. He gripped my wrists and prized them apart. My hands went lax, and I slumped back into the chair. A faint pounding started in the front of my skull, accompanied by some blurred vision. Just what I’d always wanted.
 
   I raised a hand to wipe my eyes. Only, I couldn’t. Heart galloping, I tried to move my little finger. I barely managed a flicker.
 
   This wasn’t happening!
 
   “Is your friend alright?” Councillor Van eyed me with concern. Well, that was an understatement. The way I dangled out of the chair, I’d make the most pliable contortionist jealous.
 
   “We had a fall on the mountain,” Ryan said. He sounded genuinely worried. “I didn’t realise it was this serious.”
 
   “Do not fear, we will sort her out,” the Councillor said. He turned to Red-Head. “Adrian, fetch Miriam at once.” Adrian nodded and dashed away. The Councillor walked over to Blondie. “Ben, take her to my wife’s chambers so she can be more comfortable. I will send Miriam to you as soon as she arrives.”
 
   I wasn’t in much of a position to argue, so I let Ben tuck his arms around and lift me. The movement caused my head to swim, and I shut my eyes as light spiralled across my vision. What was this, a Binding migraine?
 
   Then, as if those symptoms weren’t enough, a dull ache throbbed in my chest. Ah, I recognised this one. The Binding was upset the person it wanted to perform this task wasn’t doing it. Despite my pain, I managed a wry smile. That’ll teach you to turn me into a flaccid doll, you stupid curse!
 
   Ben brought me to a chamber which totally clashed with the simplistic décor in the hall. Everything was adorned in green silks and silver beading, even the clothes chest and dresser. Way too tacky for my liking, but at least I knew why the rest of the house had such basic furnishing.
 
   He laid me onto the bed, but I remained floppy. I couldn’t even croak out a thank you as he left. I could only stare at the plastered ceiling, and listen to my quiet breaths. It was incredibly eerie.
 
   And incredibly terrifying.
 
   The one good thing was the feather mattress, which soothed my bruised spine. Were I able to move, I’d have wrapped myself in the crisp sheets. I hadn’t imagined how much I’d miss something as simple as a real bed. Forget a life of free-roaming adventure; I’d take the creature comforts of home any day.
 
   Ryan’s hunting knife pinched my hip, as if to chide my thoughts. I wanted to adjust the sheath so it didn’t dig into my skin, but the Binding was having none of it. I could just about blink and breathe; that was it. Worse, though, was the thought the paralysis wouldn’t wear off until Ryan touched me again. It made my stomach churn. The idea I had to depend on someone else just to feel normal…
 
   I lay there for what seemed like an eternity, trapped inside my thoughts. I was going crazy. I couldn’t roll over, or rub my arm, or stretch my leg, or anything. I was chained to the bed by an invisible force. A chain only one person had the means to break.
 
   I was close to screaming when the door finally opened and a short woman entered, carrying a covered basket. It was the lady from the well.
 
   “Ah, I see you had a little mishap in the caves,” she said, placing her item on the stool beside the bed. She drew back her hood, revealing her greasy hair. “Eliza, is it? I’m Miriam.” She paused, awaiting my response. I managed a slight nod. Fortunately that was enough to satisfy her, and she smiled. “Well done on catching Will, by the way, though I see it’s taken its toll on you. Let’s see how you’re doing.”
 
   She took my hands and inspected them, before she felt my pulse. Next she unwrapped me from Ryan’s cloak and my jacket and scarf, checking my bruises. Her methodical approach made my eyes mist. I’d watched Father go through the same routine for many years. However the Binding’s paralysis also seemed to affect my tear ducts, so nothing spilled.
 
   Eventually her calloused fingers came to the iasometer at my elbow, and she gasped.
 
   “A iasometer!” She cast me a wary look. “How did you come into possession of such a thing?”
 
   “F-Father’s,” I rasped; I could barely move my lips.
 
   Miriam nodded, and didn’t question further. She left the device in place, preferring a more homely method of assessment. She pressed the back of her hand to my forehead.
 
   “Dear me, girl, you’re running a fever,” she said.
 
   Had I the ability to do so, I would’ve frowned. I didn’t think I was that feverish, but then again with my recent increase in blushing, I probably wasn’t able to tell the difference anymore. Nonetheless, the Binding had really proven its strength if it could make me so unwell so quickly.
 
   “Your ankle’s not looking so good, either,” Miriam said. “It’s still quite swollen. I assume you’ve turned it recently?”
 
   I managed another nod, the movement making creases in the pillow. Oh, to be reduced to this silent mime act! Even infants could mewl when something was wrong.
 
   “I’ll let you rest it for now,” Miriam said. I could feel pressure as she tugged off my boots, and then unravelled the bandage. “The bruise is fading, but your hike hasn’t helped. You need to let the joint strengthen before you can practice getting your balance back. Otherwise, apart from the fever, you’re not too bad.”
 
   Yeah, if you considered being reduced to a paralysed vegetable ‘not too bad’.
 
   “I’ll brew some tea to settle your temperature,” Miriam said. “It should also help you sleep. A good rest and you’ll be back to normal in no time.”
 
   She patted my arm, then stood up and left the room. As the door closed, I tried to bend my toe. Nothing. Like it or not, I was staying put til the curse dictated otherwise.
 
   I was so having a tantrum later.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The door creaked and I blinked, jolted from sleep. I rolled onto my right side, and got a face-full of light from the window. I braced my forearm over my eyes, scowling. Since I had no way to break free of my paralysis, I’d decided to heed Miriam’s advice and savour the luxury of a proper bed. Whoever had interrupted my couple hours of blissful unconsciousness better have a good excu…
 
   Wait a second. I removed my arm from my face, staring at my fingers. I wiggled them. They responded. I could move again!
 
   But that could only mean…
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   Ryan stood at the door, leaning against the oak frame. He was grime-free and dressed in fresh clothes, and had the same worried look as when he found me in the Galgiza. I sighed and turned to the window. Of course, I appreciated him looking out for me, yet it had been those words that landed me in this craziness in the first place.
 
   “I’m feeling much better, thanks,” I said, shuffling up the bed so I was sitting up. “Miriam’s tea helped a lot.”
 
   Ryan nodded. He came inside and sat at the foot of the bed. I curled up against the pillows, hiding the iasometer, and bracing myself for the Binding attack sure to strike any second.
 
   “You should’ve said something,” Ryan said quietly. He was more subdued than usual.
 
   I raised an eyebrow.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “That you weren’t well.” He began wringing his hands. “It’s my fault. You had to do so much for me in the cold that night. It’s no wonder you got sick.”
 
   “Ryan, lay off it.” I wanted to edge closer to reassure him, but I knew that would be too risky. “I was tired, that’s all.” I gave a long stretch. “See? A little nap and I’m right as rain. And we really did need the money.”
 
   Ryan flinched.
 
   “A little nap? You’ve been asleep for a day and a half.”
 
   My eyes almost popped out of their sockets. Wow, the Binding had hit me good this time. No wonder Ryan looked so worried.
 
   Ryan began to play with the buckle on his coat.
 
   “I’m sorry. If I hadn’t insisted on leaving Bane so quickly…” He lowered his head. “I didn’t think everything would get so out of hand.”
 
   Before I realised, I slinked over the sheets and squeezed his wrist. My pulse streamed like an arrow, but I breathed deep and kept it within reasonable limits. Cursed or not, I wouldn’t let him sit there and wallow in self-pity.
 
   “Look, stop beating yourself up,” I said. “Sometimes these things happen.” I rested my fingers on my ankle. “I pushed myself that bit too far, and paid the price for it. But it doesn’t matter, I’m fine now. We can put this behind us and get on our way. And don’t ever say it’s your fault. I’m the one with the stubbornness issue, remember?”
 
   Ryan managed a small nod, before he looked up at me. I froze, unable to catch my breath. Damn it, why’d he go and do that? A perfectly reasonable discussion ruined with a single glance.
 
   Before I could get lost in his green eyes, he leant forward and kissed my cheek.
 
   “I don’t know, I’ve grown quite fond of it,” he smiled. “You’re one of a kind, Eliza. I’m glad we met.”
 
   My face flushed, but this time my embarrassment had nothing to do with the Binding. As Ryan stood up, I brushed my fingers where he’d kissed me. It still tingled. Stranger was the fact I remained quite calm inside. This wasn’t right. The curse should be working overtime, forcing me to return his gesture of affection while I fumbled for no end of excuses. Instead I was left with mild surprise; the first natural reaction I’d had around him since we first met.
 
   What did that mean?
 
   “Oh, by the way, everything with Will’s been cleared up,” Ryan said. “The Councillor’s sent some men to investigate the flametar store. He’s also given us the reward. We can leave whenever you feel ready.”
 
   I nodded slowly. Well, at least we got what we came for. Now we could stop playing around and make a beeline for Lanaran. I was looking forward to it, as I could start researching about the Binding. The city had an impressive collection of archives, and there was a high chance I could find something to help me. If Ryan didn’t run off at a moment’s notice, anyway.
 
   “Alright,” I said, swinging my legs off the bed. “Let me get cleaned up and we can go right away.” I paused, caught by a long yawn.  “Do think you could go find Miriam? I’ll need some help.”
 
   “Sure.” Ryan headed towards the door. At the threshold he hesitated, and glanced back. “Oh, there is one thing I forgot to tell you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “They don’t have any spare sleeping bags.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Dusk had fallen by the time we returned to the South Road. The way was empty, and so we rode alone. I was much more refreshed after a hot bath and a proper dinner, and my ankle was wrapped in fresh bandages. I’d exchanged my clothes from home for a dark blouse, a pair of cotton trousers and a woollen jumper. I kept my jacket and scarf, which Miriam had kindly washed for me, and at long last I had a cloak that wasn’t infused with Eau de Ryan.
 
   At my insistence I sat behind him again. I was not going to put up with any more rounds of ‘dodge the embrace’. On the downside, it did mean I had to press close to Ryan to fend off the cold. Thankfully, my scarf remained fragrant with the cleaning soap, so the Binding’s favourite weapon was rendered useless. It also seemed to have abandoned its memory trick, too. In fact, since Ryan’s display at the Councillor’s House, the curse had become very quiet indeed. However, I knew it was too good to be true. The Binding was biding its time.
 
   And when it struck again, it wasn’t going to be pretty.
 
   We rode in companionable silence, occasionally disturbed by Cielo’s snorts. The air was freezing, but it didn’t have the bite like before, so I didn’t think it would snow again. Typical the weather would pick up when we were better equipped to face it. Though seeing as we still only had one sleeping bag, I shouldn’t be complaining.
 
   The plan was straight forward. Ryan said we could ride until we were too tired to continue. Since Lanaran remained two days away, we would have to camp out for another night. However, with this being my third all-nighter—not helped by my earlier nap—my body clock had been thrown completely off kilter. Ryan would tire long before I did, and I didn’t doubt the Binding would take advantage while he slept and I remained wide-awake.
 
   Cold wind skimmed my face, and I burrowed into my scarf. The chill still seeped through, and I hesitated. Then I shrugged and rested my chin on Ryan’s shoulder. Nothing sparked off inside, and I let out a sigh. This was like walking on eggshells, never knowing what might trigger the curse again. Nonetheless, I had to admit that without the Binding’s constant badgering, it wasn’t that bad being around Ryan. I’d grown used to his presence, despite the fact it had only been five days since we started travelling together.
 
   I shook my head. Had that really been all the time that had passed? It felt like so much longer.
 
   “You okay?” Ryan asked.
 
   “Just fine,” I answered, sitting straighter. I didn’t want to provoke the Binding into making its grand entrance. “Kinda bored, actually.”
 
   “Really?” Ryan shifted in the saddle. “Got tired of playing with my buttons, hmm?”
 
   “Ha, ha,” I said, flicking his arm. “What can I say? When the entertainment is that limited, you have to make do with what you have.”
 
   “Want me to show you some more moves with the knife?”
 
   “I think I’ve had my fill of weapons training for now,” I said, glancing down to the blade at my hip. No way I was switching places to sit in front again.
 
   “How about a history lesson, then? Seeing as we’re going to pass the Goddess Shrine on the way to Lanaran. I could tell you about it.”
 
   Well, it wasn’t like there was anything better to do.
 
   “Go on then, Scholar Ryan,” I said. “Enlighten me.”
 
   Ryan chuckled.
 
   “If you insist.” He cleared his throat for effect. “There are six Goddess Shrines scattered across Azaria. They date back at least a thousand years, and were built by the Gladier family.”
 
   “Gladier?”
 
   “They’re one of the two lost noble Houses,” Ryan explained. “Gladier and Farrontine. Before the House of Kinslet took over as the ruling family, those Houses had a system of alternate rule, until they got into a blood feud and both family lines were slaughtered.”
 
   “Ouch,” I said. “Who stepped on whose toes for things to get that bad?”
 
   “I don’t know what started the feud,” Ryan said, “but we know the Gladiers built the shrines because their coat of arms is engraved on the stone used to construct them. They did own the Ornixa mines at the time, after all.”
 
   “Interesting,” I said. “House Balthanders own the mines now, don’t they?”
 
   “Yup.” Ryan twisted his head round. “Did you pick up that piece of information along with your healing arts?”
 
   I scowled. Idiot; first the flametar thing, now this. Keep slipping up like that and you’ll blow everything. If I hadn’t done that already.
 
   Ryan winked at me, before he turned back to the road. He’d save that one for later.
 
   “Anyway,” he said, “the shrines all have a similar layout, with two outer ring chambers and an inner sanctum, and the Lanaran shrine was the first to be thoroughly excavated. All the relics were placed in the city archives. They’ve been researching them for years, but they still don’t know much about the ruins.”
 
   “What else is there to know?” I asked. “They’re just temples dedicated to the Goddess, right?”
 
   “Maybe on a superficial level,” Ryan said, “but scholars think there’s more to it than that. There’s even a theory going round they’re linked to the Binding spell.”
 
   Involuntarily I squeezed Ryan’s waist. He tensed, and on reflex I snatched my hands away. Goddess, even without the Binding, I was making a fool of myself. But this was the first time Ryan had mentioned the curse. Sure, he wasn’t speaking about it in the context I dreaded, yet now the thought had surfaced, it would only be a matter of time before he put the pieces together and figured everything out.
 
   “So far, though, no-one’s found any connection between the two,” Ryan continued, cutting through my thoughts. He hadn’t seemed to notice my jitteriness. Doubtless he was too used to it by now. “You’re probably right that they’re just holy shrines.”
 
   I murmured in agreement.
 
   An awkward silence descended. Cielo’s hoofbeats echoed in my ears, and I sighed. It had been stupid to react like that. I couldn’t even blame the curse this time. But it was because of the Binding’s quietness that my nerves were on edge. The mere mention of it had me twitching.
 
   I rested my hands on the saddle. I never thought I’d miss the curse’s presence. At least when it was active, I could keep tabs on it. This dormancy thing was too much. Was it waiting for the moment I went to sleep? Or for when I was in more a compromising position with my Bound partner? It seemed quite fond of those lately.
 
   I closed my eyes. I had no idea what the Binding was plotting. The only thing I could think of was that the curse had finally turned its attention elsewhere, and aimed to pull Ryan into its clutches. Why else would he have kissed me earlier?
 
   But if the Binding was making Ryan fall under its influence, it was going about it in a strange way. With me, the curse hadn’t exactly gone for the subtle approach. Heck, it had tried to get me to rip open his shirt on the first day. Yet for Ryan, there’d always been a reason why he’d shown his affection, and he hadn’t overstepped any lines.
 
   I held a hand to my head. Viens was still weeks away. And the longer I travelled with Ryan, the more confusing things would become. I was starting to consider him a friend—his unwillingness to share his secret aside—yet it was so difficult to stay behind boundaries when the Binding kept twisting the circumstances. My mind told me it would be safer to keep my distance, to think of him as a stranger so the curse couldn’t play with my feelings, but it wasn’t like I’d had any success at that, either. Like it or not, a stronger connection existed between us, and the Binding was going to milk it for all it was worth…
 
   “Eliza, do you hear something?”
 
   Ryan sat straighter, looking towards the east. I raised my head and listened. Aside from the flutter of the wind, I couldn’t pick out anything else. However, as I looked to the horizon, a faint glow caught my eye. Another breeze wafted past, and it didn’t just bring the cold. It also carried a hint of…almonds?
 
   “Ryan?”
 
   I didn’t need to say anymore, as Cielo stopped dead. Ryan stood up in the stirrups, scouting ahead. He’d smelled it, too.
 
   “Look!”
 
   I glanced back to the distant glow. A black cloud clustered over the same area, coiling into the sky. Except it wasn’t a cloud.
 
   It was smoke.
 
   “That’s the Goddess Shrine,” Ryan said, sitting down again. “Someone’s trying to burn it to the ground!”
 
   I continued to watch the flickering light. The flames flared bright green, and I snapped my fingers.
 
   “The flametar bottles in Ruthwall,” I said. “They must have been hiding it for this!” I bit my lip. “If only we’d found out sooner, we could’ve warned someone.”
 
   Ryan fiddled with the reins.
 
   “There’s nothing we can do,” he said. “We don’t know who’s involved, and it could get very dangerous. We have to move on.”
 
   “What?” I blurted. “You’ll turn a blind eye to this? There could be people hurt there!”
 
   “It’s not like anyone lives at the shrine,” Ryan shot back. “Whatever this group is trying to achieve by razing the ruins, we have to ignore it. It’s none of our business.”
 
   I growled, but deep down I knew he spoke sense. Those thugs hadn’t had any qualms against burning Will alive, and with my injured ankle, I wasn’t in a position to challenge anyone. The best thing to do would be to hurry past and hope we wouldn’t get mixed up in their affairs.
 
   Cielo set off once more. Ryan steered him towards the edge of the road, keeping alongside the thin line of trees. I didn’t take my eyes off the burning halo. Why were those men doing this? It seemed awfully petty to burn the ruins down. Were they hoping to smoke out a secret treasure? That sounded even more pointless, given the value of the flametar they were using to fuel their fires. It didn’t make any sense.
 
   The next few hours were nerve-wracking. Every movement in the shadows caught my eye, and my neck soon ached from darting from side to side. The shrine loomed, its marble stones bathed in jade flames. Were the circumstances different, it might have looked pretty, although the pillar of smoke had started to drift over the road and obscure our path.
 
   By the time we came to a fork, the silver moon was smothered. The right path led to the shrine, while the other would take us to Lanaran. No prizes for guessing which way we went. Now we were this close, I could hear the crackling flames, and the almond smell was sickly. The trees captured most of the smoke, but some still seeped through, choking our visibility. Peering upwards, I could make out the fire. It seemed focused on the far side of the ruins.
 
   “Keep an eye out,” Ryan said. I snapped my attention back to the road. “We might run into stragglers.”
 
   Holding the edges of Ryan’s coat, I glanced behind. The South Road was as empty and quiet as it had been since we’d left Ruthwall. I turned back and watched the shadows again. How refreshing it was to focus on a task, and not have the Binding wittering in the background! I’d almost forgotten what it was like to…
 
   A piercing yell broke out from the roadside. Shortly after a flaming brazier burst through the trees, smashing into the ground. Oil oozed over the packed stones, and instantly caught fire.
 
   Cielo whinnied and reared. I grappled for Ryan, almost thrown off the saddle. My legs lost purchase and I yelped, but Ryan’s hand latched around my arms, holding me against him.
 
   “Whoa!” Ryan hauled on the reins, forcing Cielo to sidestep on his rear hooves. Once we were clear, Cielo dropped back to all fours. The poor horse trembled, shaking his forelock. “Easy, easy,” Ryan murmured, stroking his mane. Cielo whickered, and slowly calmed down.
 
   I loosened my grip around Ryan, my brow drenched in sweat. Even without the Binding, I was getting my fix of excitement for the night. But where had that come from? Wiping my forehead, I checked the side of the road.
 
   And then wished I hadn’t.
 
   A broad figure emerged from the trees, his body lit up by another brazier. He was cloaked in a black robe, the hood open and revealing his livid expression.
 
   “Kill them!” he roared. “We don’t want any witnesses!”
 
   He flung his brazier at us, but Ryan was quicker. He dug his heels into Cielo’s flanks and we shot into a canter. I held on for dear life, burrowing my face into Ryan’s cloak hood. Memories of our escape in the Galgiza flittered through my mind, and I fought to hold them back. I couldn’t tempt the curse. It had a bad habit of rearing its ugly head when it was least wanted.
 
   The pounding of Cielo’s hooves became constant, matching the tempo of my heart. I had no idea how far we’d gone when suddenly we stopped. The horse skidded over the stones, and I was thrown into Ryan. My ribs cried out, and I spluttered, gasping for air. I barely had time to recover, as the next thing I knew Ryan had dismounted and was forcing the reins into my hands.
 
   “Find some cover,” he said. “I’ll get those men off our back.”
 
   “What?!” He was insane—he’d be no match against so many enemies! That, and I couldn’t let us be separated. “Ryan, you can’t…”
 
   “I’ll catch up and find you, I promise.” Ryan was already loading his crossbow. “I’ll be fine, I’ll keep my distance. Just lie low and keep out of their sight.”
 
   “Ryan, wait! You don’t understand…”
 
   “Look, we can’t outrun them. I have to do this. Don’t worry, I’ll come back for you. Now go!”
 
   He slapped Cielo’s rump. Before I could protest further, Cielo bolted off once more. I tugged at the reins, but he wouldn’t slow. He was following his master’s orders. My hands began to shake. If I went beyond half a mile, it would be over. Never mind Ryan knowing he was Bound to me; if he suffered Parting, those men would tear him to pieces. He was risking himself for me, not knowing he’d done the worst thing possible by splitting us up.
 
   I had to do something!
 
   “Cielo,” I cried, “please, stop!”
 
   I yanked the reins again, and this time Cielo slowed. He reduced himself to a trot, then a walk, before coming to rest at the edge of the road. I looked back, catching my breath. The shrine had grown smaller again, but I guessed we remained less than half a mile away. At the very least I wasn’t half a mile away from Ryan, as I still felt well.
 
   Yet what could I do? If I went back, I’d be mincemeat at the hands of those men. If I circled around here, they’d be sure to find me, too. Wandering further ahead was not an option, either, so…
 
   “There she is!”
 
   My head snapped to the fore. Three men armed with clubs approached, and they didn’t look like they wanted a friendly chat. I cursed.
 
   To think I’d been hoping for a quiet night.
 
   Grasping the reins, I wheeled Cielo around and clicked my tongue. Cielo responded, and raced back the way we’d come. The men shouted, so I pressed myself against Cielo’s neck and tried to watch where we were going. On my right lay the smouldering ruins. We’d come close to the shrine again; I needed to change course.
 
   I made to steer Cielo into the trees, when something struck my back. I screamed, and looked to my shoulder. An arrow tip had found its mark, tasting blood. Gritting my teeth, I turned back to the trail, though Cielo did a good job navigating himself. Branches whipped past, so I crouched as low as I could, adrenaline blocking out the pain. I could only hope the arrow wasn’t poisoned.
 
   Cielo broke through the last of the trees and stumbled to a standstill, wheezing. I pushed myself upright, my wounded arm shaking, and glanced around. He’d brought me to the back of the shrine, which remained untouched from the flames. A granite archway led into darkness. An emblem of a wyvern and a spear had been carved above. That must’ve been the Gladier’s family crest.
 
   The wind changed direction and smoke coiled around me. I coughed, pressing my scarf to my face. I needed to find cover.
 
   It took a long time for me to dismount, given the state of my shoulder and ankle. As I disentangled myself from the stirrups, my heart thundered. The men could be on me any second.
 
   Eventually both my feet were back on the ground. My arm throbbed wildly; I couldn’t move it. I braced it against my chest, trying to furrow in the saddle bag for my new walking stick. The only path of escape lay beyond the archway. I’d have to go inside the shrine.
 
   “Cielo, hide somewhere,” I gasped, clutching at the arrow shaft sticking out of my shoulder. I was in two minds as to whether to pull it out. I couldn’t tell how deep it had gone, and I’d not be doing myself any favours if I ended up bleeding to death on the ground.
 
   Resorting to holding onto the arrow shaft to ease the pressure, I staggered away. Cielo followed. He wasn’t willing to leave me alone.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I said, wincing as the arrow tip snagged again. “I’m going inside the shrine. They won’t think to look for me here, and the fires are on the other side.” I hoped the ruins were mostly stone. That would stop the flames spreading towards me. “Find Ryan and help him. Come back when it’s over. I’ll be waiting, I promise.”
 
   Cielo whickered, nuzzling my chest. My shoulder sang with pain, but I didn’t care. I would buy him an extra bag of oats once we’d escaped this mess. He was an intelligent creature. I was sure he’d keep his nose out of trouble. I stroked his snout one last time, before I slapped his flank. He snorted and trotted off into the trees to find his master.
 
   I watched him go. For the first time in a while, I was on my own. I could only pray my little taste of adventure so far would be enough to keep me safe.
 
   Raising my hood over my head, I sucked in a breath and limped into the darkness.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   ‘And when he chanced upon her their stares lingered, their every breath shared in divine harmony...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   It didn’t take long to realise I’d not thought this through very well. The hallway was pitch black, and I hadn’t had the sense to take the candle from Cielo’s pack. The smoke, too, seeped through the masonry, stinging my eyes and burning my nostrils. To top it all off, the passage was actually not a passage but a descending staircase. A one thousand year old staircase that had skipped out on any recent maintenance.
 
   I groaned. This must have been where the Binding had focused its attention; on eliminating my common sense. Now I was caught in an impossible situation. I could head further inside, but one mistimed step would turn me into a pile of broken bones. On the other hand, if I stayed here, I’d choke, and there was a higher chance the men would find me.
 
   Goddess, I should’ve stayed in bed in Ruthwall.
 
   I pressed myself against the wall, the rough stone gnashing at my cloak. If I took my time and felt my way along, I was sure I’d reach the bottom safely. Nonetheless, every step jarred my wounded shoulder, and I hissed, leaning heavily on my stick. I gripped the arrow shaft, trying to keep it from twisting, but it was all I could do to stop my trembling. It hurt so much! And if I had to keep hold of the arrow, I wouldn’t be able to walk.
 
   I had no choice. I had to take it out.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I yanked the arrow free, and shrieked as the barbed tip took a chunk of flesh with it. Liquid warmth spilled onto my elbow, and I clamped a hand over the bleeding tear. My shaking intensified, and my breaths came in ragged gasps. Damn, that had been a mistake. As if my ankle hadn’t been enough; at this rate, I wouldn’t make the next step, never mind the bottom. What was the point, anyway? Already it was getting harder to breathe, and that would only worsen given the lack of ventilation in the ruins. My thoughts clouded, and my knees began to buckle.
 
   I slumped against the wall and closed my eyes. Pain fuelled my panic. I needed to take stock of the situation and figure out a plan. I clutched my shoulder tighter, wishing I’d never touched the stupid arrow. I was an embarrassment to healers everywhere. It was a basic rule with penetrating wounds not to pull out the offending object, for precisely the reason I’d just experienced.
 
   Stop acting so recklessly, Eliza.
 
   I concentrated on my breathing, and gradually the ache faded. I would’ve checked the iasometer, but I was hurting too much to adjust it, and I couldn’t make out the readings in the dark, anyway. My fuddled mind cleared, though that wasn’t as much of a triumph as it should have been. My actions had put me in a very vulnerable position. Though the fires had yet to reach this side, I’d not counted on the smoke. Further, Ryan had no idea of my location, and once he found Cielo again I didn’t doubt he’d ride around to look for me. And if he strayed past that half-mile boundary…
 
   I shook my head. Too late to worry about that. Luck might have been on my side since I’d left the Galgiza, but my good fortune quota had reached its end. Tough if Ryan learned we were Bound; I’d just have to pray neither of us would suffer any drastic Parting symptoms.
 
   With somewhat more resolve than before, I glanced down the stairs. Strangely, I could see further through the shadows. It wasn’t a case of my eyes adjusting to the dark; between my blinks every object gave off a golden halo, allowing me to picture my position for an instant.
 
   How odd.
 
   I set off down the stairs again, bracing my injured arm against my chest. It was hard to walk, even with my stick and the wall to support me, and the pace was slow and painful. Sweat poured into my scarf, leaving my neck clammy, and by the time I reached the end, I was close to throwing up. With one hand grasping the stonework, I doubled over, but though I could taste bile in my throat, I couldn’t spit it out.
 
   Swallowing—and scowling as the bitterness trickled back to my stomach—I looked up again. This part of the passage levelled out, forming a straight line into darkness. In the distance stood a shaft of light, though I had no idea where it was coming from. Either way, it provided something to aim for, so I hobbled towards it.
 
   As I walked along, guided by my golden after-image vision, I passed two sets of doorways. One pair was reinforced with scaffolding. I paused beside the planks and poles. These must have been the ring passages Ryan talked about. If so, that meant the pillar of light ahead was the shrine’s sanctum. Possibly not the best place to hide, as a blind dormouse could follow this corridor. Nonetheless, I couldn’t stop staring at the light. There was something about it I couldn’t put my finger on, and my curiosity compelled me to investigate.
 
   Yup, I’d definitely lost my common sense.
 
   I limped onwards, wincing as my jacket snagged my bleeding shoulder. As I neared the sanctum, a cloud of dust shot to the back of my throat, making me splutter. Honestly, I’d have been better off throwing myself onto the fire.
 
   Close to tearing my hair out—or dropping unconscious to the floor, whichever came first—I rested against a pillar and studied the sanctum. I couldn’t tell how big it was, but my coughs resonated, so it must have been a fair size. A round altar sat beneath the tower of light, and as I blinked, the golden spirals revealed piles of rubble around it.
 
   I rubbed my eyes. This glow was weird. It was like the after-dazzle you got if you stared at the sun directly, but not quite. I couldn’t see things, yet I could picture their outlines. However, other than the light pillar, I’d not been exposed to anything bright enough that could have stunned my eyes like that.
 
   What was happening to me?
 
   A thunderous crash boomed above, and stones pattered onto my jacket. I covered my head with my hands, then howled as my shoulder ignited. Whimpering, I hugged my burning limb to my chest. The grit continued to shower down, so I retreated into the corridor. The fire must have eaten through the tree roots, loosening the upper stonework, which would bring the whole thing crashing down.
 
   I had to get out of here.
 
   However, despite reaching this somewhat urgent conclusion, my legs had other ideas. As I tried to head back towards the ring passages, they refused to budge. Yet if I made for the sanctum again, they worked fine. I frowned. Only able to go in one direction? This reeked of the Binding’s interference. But what was it trying to achieve? Ryan wasn’t down here, and the only path to him lay behind me. It made no sense for it to block my escape.
 
   I growled. If the curse’s purpose was to bring two people together, it wasn’t doing a good job when it went out of its way to kill one of them.
 
   Gripping my stick again, I peered into the sanctum. The shaking had quieted, but I remained tense. No way I’d step back inside and get crushed. However, no matter how I strained, I couldn’t backtrack to the ring passages. An angry lump settled in my throat. This was too cruel! The Binding was really…
 
   I cut the thought short, as something more horrifying struck me. What if I was wrong? What if this wasn’t the Binding at all, but a Parting symptom? It would make sense. The magic was forcing me to stick to one place, not goading me into finding my Bound partner. If that was the case, then that meant Ryan would…he could be…
 
   My knees hit the floor, and I buried my face in my hands. The tears came flooding out, and a hoarse cry bubbled in my throat. After I’d worked so hard to conceal everything, and now it was all for nothing! You idiot, Eliza. Coming to the shrine had been a huge mistake. Not only had I blown open my secret and started the Unbound clock ticking, I’d triggered Parting. And if Ryan felt it, too, he might pay for it with his life.
 
   I had no idea how long I sat there, my breaths coming in sharp gasps and heaves, but I was still in full breakdown when a rustle caught my ears. My head snapped up, my eyes blurry with tears. Hastily wiping them away, I squinted through the darkness to the staircase.
 
   My halo-vision outlined two figures, and they were carrying something between them. One brought forth a torch, illuminating their portly bellies and deadly cargo.
 
   “Who cares if she ran in here,” he said, his voice echoing. “She’ll be smoked good anyway!”
 
   “Put these bottles in the ring passages,” ordered the other, in a somewhat more nasal tone. “Once you’re set up, let me know, and we’ll light the whole lot.”
 
   “What about the girl?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. If you see her, make sure she can’t breathe a word of what she’s seen.”
 
   “Yes, sir!”
 
   My throat tightened. I’d done it now. With my exit blocked, and my only hide-away soon to become a smoking ruin, I was as good as dead.
 
   Clumsy footsteps neared, and I grimaced. With his torch the man would see me instantly, and I was in no position to dodge more arrows. I searched for cover, but the only thing large enough to conceal me was the archway pillar. Meaning I’d have to go back inside the sanctum.
 
   I swallowed. I’d have to take my chances.
 
   It was a struggle to heave myself upright, especially with the footsteps getting louder and louder, but somehow I found the strength to crawl back into the main chamber. I slipped around the pillar, and held my breath. The steps hesitated, then faded away again. He must’ve gone down the ring passage.
 
   I let out a sigh of relief. Still, I was hardly out of trouble. Once the flametar got going, I’d have less than five minutes before it would suck out all the air. With my ankle and shoulder the way they were, it’d take me ten minutes to walk through the corridor, let alone traverse the stairs.
 
   Once more hot tears spilled down my cheeks. I was going to die. Adam and Father would continue to search for me, and they’d never find out what happened. And Ryan; if he survived, would he blame himself for my foolishness? I doubted it. He’d feel some sorrow, perhaps, before moving on. He’d forget about me, continue his travels and not be worried about being Bound, since the spell would end with my death. It was only fair. I’d cursed him to this fate. He shouldn’t have to suffer for my mistake.
 
   So why did the thought of being apart from him hurt so much?
 
   A crash bellowed from the corridor, and I gulped. They must have ignited the bottles. My eyes locked onto the light pillar, and I sighed. Maybe I could buy myself a little time if I kept away from the passage. It would take a while for smoke to fill this chamber. Even if I’d only be delaying the inevitable.
 
   I staggered to my feet once more, and began a slow limp towards the light. It must’ve been five or six metres away, but it felt like five or six miles. My injured arm was a dead weight, my ankle sore and unsteady, and I had to stumble along at an awkward angle. Every whisper of a touch against the cut renewed the pain, and I was scared of making it bleed again.
 
   At long last I arrived at the altar. It had been mounted onto a plinth, which I promptly collapsed against. The light kissed my sweaty face and spread across my arms, soothing the ache at my shoulder. I closed my eyes, glad for a moment of peace before…well, I didn’t want to think about it.
 
   Something prickled beneath my hand, and I glanced down. A ridge was mounted in the centre of the stone, very much like a sundial. Rather than show hours, it had a tangle of criss-crossing lines. Each line formed its own point—twenty-seven in total—though I had no idea what they represented. Still, the design was well detailed, and I traced a finger along the engravings.
 
   The rock shuddered, and the light pillar flickered. I jerked my hand back, diving for cover under the plinth. My shoulder roared, and I dug my nails into my palm so hard I drew blood. However, when the ceiling failed to fall on top of me, I frowned. Blanking out the pain with some controlled breaths, I stumbled out and snuck a peek at the roof.
 
   My mouth went dry. Another source of brightness had joined the light pillar, but it wasn’t the ravaging inferno breaking through.
 
   It was a rune, etched in white fire. It resembled a letter from common Azarian, yet I was certain I’d never seen it before. Two intersecting lines, one of which curled round the other, crested by a single dot. At the same time, an overwhelming sense of familiarity washed over me, and I gasped.
 
   “Pain,” I murmured. That was what the rune meant.
 
   But how did I know that?
 
   I didn’t have time to think on it, as the white fire started to flicker. A bolt separated from the rune, streaking over to the west side. A new series of lines came into being, flashing once, before settling into form.
 
   “Solemn…tears?”
 
   Why could I read these things?
 
   The fire altered course once more. This time it streaked north, and took on a third shape; a circle crossed with four lines.
 
   “Tragedy?”
 
   The fire danced in excitement, before leaping to form a fourth rune. I squinted, studying the interweaving of light.
 
   “Desire.”
 
   My voice echoed, hanging in the emptiness, but the fire moved no more. I watched it for a moment, then turned away. This was crazy. The lack of air must have taken its toll. Either that or it was another Parting symptom—I’d heard hallucinations were very common.
 
   I scoffed. Like it mattered. Before the night was out, neither I nor Ryan would have to worry about trivialities like that.
 
   As I made for the altar again, a fierce pain blazed through my skull. Blindsided, I cried out, dropping to my knees. What brought this on?! Clutching at my forehead, I dug my fingers into my temples. It felt like someone was driving a spike through my eye. A wave of nausea quickly followed, and I was forced onto all fours as the remnants of my dinner from Ruthwall came gushing onto the shrine floor. Ugh.
 
   Exhausted, I collapsed onto my back. The pain flowed out of me, and all my strength along with it. The runes circled the light pillar, burning away like tiny suns. The last bit of brightness I’d ever see.
 
   My eyes closed, and I thought I heard someone call my name, but the pull of sleep was too much and I faded into darkness.
 
   * * * * *
 
   A cool hand brushed my cheek, stirring me back to consciousness. My eyelids tensed. I didn’t want to wake up. It was comfortable here. A bundle of tears escaped, trickling down my face, so I raised a hand to wipe them. Well, I would have, if not for a heavy weight pinning my arms down. I made to tug free, but whatever it was kept me in its grip. Too weak to put up a struggle, I soon gave up. The same touch caressed me again, and I shrank away. Leave me alone, damn it!
 
   “Eliza, are you awake?”
 
   Ryan’s voice; a gentle whisper that tickled my ear. Tired though I was, I forced my eyes open. I was sitting in his lap, propped against his shoulder, his arms wrapped around me. If I wasn’t already too exhausted to move, I’d have frozen.
 
   What did he think he was doing?
 
   “Eliza?” Ryan ran his thumb over my cheek again. My skin tingled, and I withdrew. I knew he was only being supportive, but with my mind groggy, I didn’t want to take a chance of provoking anything more intimate.
 
   “Alright, I’m up,” I croaked; my mouth was so dry. Coughing, I lifted my head from his shoulder and freed myself from his embrace. Ryan’s grip tensed, afraid to let me go, but then he relented. Part of me didn’t want to leave his warmth, so I forced myself to shuffle back. I didn’t want to get too comfortable.
 
   Rubbing my teary eyes, I looked around. We were in a dark room, sitting on a bed, with Ryan’s back pressed against the headboard. He’d taken his coat and boots off, and something white was wrapped around his upper arm. A bandage. I raised an eyebrow. When had he hurt himself?
 
   Still confused, I stared at the night sky through the window. We must’ve been in an inn of some sort. But how? Lanaran was miles away from the shrine, and…
 
   The shrine!
 
   Memories flooded back; trying to ride past unnoticed, dodging the burning lanterns, splitting up from Ryan, heading into the shrine alone, and that weird pillar of light.
 
   My brows narrowed as I recalled the white fire and strange runes. Not to mention that horrible headache. That was the last thing I remembered before blacking out.
 
   “How did I get here?” I asked, folding my arms around myself. It was cool, and I missed my jacket.
 
   “We brought you to Lanaran after we found you collapsed in the shrine sanctum,” Ryan said.
 
   “I don’t remember…”
 
   “You’ve been asleep for three days.”
 
   My jaw went slack.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I tried to wake you when I found you,” Ryan said, “but nothing worked. Even on the cart ride here you didn’t stir.” He swallowed. “I was starting to worry whether you’d ever wake up at all. So I kept you close to make sure you were still breathing.”
 
   Stunned, I could only answer with a nod. Three days shrouded in blackness…Adam used to joke about me being a heavy sleeper, but this was plain silly. Even the arrow wound couldn’t explain why I’d been out of it for so long. 
 
   I chewed my lower lip. Of course, the most obvious explanation, beginning with the letter ‘B’, was the first thing that sprang to mind. However, when I thought about what had happened, I began to wonder. Sure, I’d ended up in Ryan’s arms—a near-perfect result for the curse—but why wasn’t it playing its advantage? It shouldn’t have let me escape from him so easily. Neither could I blame Parting, as it appeared Ryan had never wandered far enough to trigger it.
 
   It must have something to do with those runes.
 
   I raised a hand to brush my hair behind my ear, when I noticed my arm wasn’t hurting. In fact, I’d not felt the slightest twinge since waking up. I gripped my shoulder. My fingers skimmed the tear in my blouse, however the flesh beneath was unscathed. Brow raised, I tested my arm movements. They were completely normal.
 
   Bemused, I stared at my hand. The light show in the shrine might have been the conjuring of my panicked imagination, but I’d definitely been shot. How could the wound have healed so quickly? Now that I thought about it, my ankle hadn’t throbbed in a while, either.
 
   Ryan slid over the sheets and squeezed my shoulder. He pressed his palm over the rip in my blouse, warming my skin. I resisted the urge to lean towards him.
 
   “Eliza, what’s wrong?”
 
   I closed my eyes. I wanted to tell him about the light and the runes, but I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t sure if it had even really happened.
 
   “How did you find me?” I asked, deciding to avoid the question.
 
   Ryan watched me for a moment, before he let go and sat back on the bed.
 
   “It wasn’t just me,” he said. “I found some help. Some Guardsmen from Lanaran were passing by from a training exercise, and I flagged them down. We stopped the men from setting fire to the ring passages. We did a search for the flametar bottles, and that’s when we came across you.” His brow creased. “What were you doing there, anyway? I told you to find someplace safe.”
 
   My cheeks burned. I’d asked myself the same question whilst staring down that rickety staircase.
 
   “Sorry,” I muttered. “I panicked. After we split up, some men chased me, and Cielo ended up back at the shrine. I couldn’t think of anyplace else to take cover.”
 
   Ryan nodded.
 
   “I shouldn’t have put you in that position,” he said. “I didn’t realise how many men there were. Forgive me.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I guess I’m still not used to travelling with a partner.”
 
   I stiffened. I didn’t like how he said ‘partner’.
 
   “How’re you feeling now?”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “Still tired,” I said, stifling a yawn. “My body clock’s totally out of sync. If I don’t start sleeping at night, I’ll never be able to face sunlight again.”
 
   “No problem, we can stay here,” Ryan said. He shuffled across and put his arm around my shoulders. I shivered. Why did he feel so warm, even when I was dressed in as many layers? And that damned scent…
 
   “Hey, I promise I won’t stop breathing,” I said, nudging him in the ribs. I meant it as a joke, but one look at Ryan told me he didn’t see the funny side.
 
   “Please don’t scare me like that again,” he murmured, pulling me into an embrace. My face flushed, and my heartbeat echoed in my ears. “I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   His words left me speechless. When fumbling for a reply didn’t work, I sat as still as I could, unsure of what to do. Courtesy told me to hug him back; it was the least I owed him after he’d saved my life again. And I was touched he thought so much of me, despite our short time together. Yet fear of the Binding was never far behind. It could pounce at any moment and overcomplicate things.
 
   I sighed. The curse hadn’t poked its nose out yet. I couldn’t constantly cower away when it might awaken and interfere. I had to learn to show Ryan my gratitude while my body remained under my control.
 
   “Ryan…” Hesitating only briefly, I slid my arms around him and rested my head on his shoulder. Ryan twitched; he obviously wasn’t expecting that. I chuckled. “Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere. Not when I’ve got you to look out for me.” I poked him in the chest. “Just don’t send me out into the wilderness alone again, okay? Not until I’ve had more lessons with the knife.”
 
   Ryan smiled.
 
   “I promise I’ll keep you safe,” he whispered. He pulled back, so I was looking at his face. His gaze lingered on mine, waiting. I was too afraid to maintain eye contact for long, and ended up staring at his nose. Ryan leant forward a little, and I swallowed. At the last moment he changed his mind, and he kissed my forehead. “Sleep well, Eliza. I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   He released me and stood up. Picking up his boots and coat, he slipped out the door. I watched him go, then sighed, turning to the window. The moon was a pale crimson, glinting off the frost on the city rooftops. I rolled the sheets between my fingers, still warm from where Ryan had been sitting.
 
   Somehow I doubted I’d get much sleep now.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   ‘...and with it came knowledge unbidden, a truth which tore her heart in two. For what choice could she make?’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   Dawn broke through the frosted window, and I rolled onto my side, watching the light creep across the floor. I’d been waiting for morning for what seemed like forever. Drumming my fingers on the bed sheets, I let out a long yawn. Much as I appreciated having a real bed—and being spared another night sharing the sleeping bag—I was irked my insomnia hadn’t let me enjoy it. So many thoughts raced through my mind, and despite my efforts, I’d never quite managed to tune them out.
 
   I leant back against the mattress. Events in the shrine kept replaying in my head, as they had done all night. I’d lost count of how many times I’d gone over it, yet I still couldn’t make head or tail of what had happened.
 
   Or why.
 
   Resting my hands behind my head, I let out a slow breath. It seemed no matter what I did, I was destined to get entangled in deeper and darker things. As if fighting the Binding and evading Ryan’s pursuers hadn’t been enough, last night—wait, three nights ago—I’d almost become a living sacrifice. Not that I’d exactly helped myself with my rather panicked survival choices, but I wasn’t accustomed to having my life threatened on a regular basis.
 
   What had those men tried to achieve by setting fire to the shrine? More to the point, why had they needed flametar? It might have made the flames more colourful, but fire was still fire; changing the fuel source wouldn’t make it burn any hotter, and certainly not hot enough to melt stone. Assuming that destroying the shrine had been their purpose, of course.
 
   I frowned. Maybe I was looking at it the wrong way. They could have been going for another angle, like a publicity stunt, or something. But they’d not planned that out very well, either. At the most, burning an ancient shrine would cheese off some scholars. Nobody else would care. If the gang wanted to cause real uproar, they should’ve targeted Lanaran’s churches or even its cathedral.
 
   Then again, judging from their reception of me and Ryan—and Will—the men seemed to want to keep their operation to themselves. Hence why they started the fire at night, and their determination to eliminate witnesses. Which made even less sense. What had they to gain from turning a pile of ruins into…well, more ruins? And what was so important they felt they needed to take such extreme precautions?
 
   I sank back into the pillows. I’d exhausted myself of theories. Only one possibility remained, but it was so far-fetched, so crazy, so stupid, I was almost embarrassed I’d even thought of it.
 
   Maybe the group were trying to trigger something within the sanctum. And I’d been the one to see the results first-hand.
 
   I closed my eyes, twiddling a finger around the curled ends of my hair. The runes of white fire appeared, as vivid as that night. I blinked, and they disappeared. I couldn’t understand why they lingered in my memory. Not only that, but what was so special about me that meant I could read them? I wasn’t gifted in languages. Adam tried to teach me Esturian once, his mother’s native tongue, but I’d never picked it up. I could just about introduce myself, and as for reading that elegantly curved script, well, deciphering a sheep’s bleating would’ve been easier.
 
   Grumbling, I threw off the covers. I had to stop thinking about this; I was going round in circles. And, recalling Ryan’s little display last night, I had other problems to deal with.
 
   The light from the window beckoned, and I ambled towards it. The chill was more prominent, so I hunched inside my blouse. My jacket and cloak rested on a chair by the door, but I was lured by the view outside. Through the misted glass lay the snow-laden buildings of Lanaran. I marvelled at the novel architecture. The Councillor’s Hall was decorated with broad pillars and purple banners, and archways and bridges surrounded it. The square stretched before it, currently devoid of people, and in the distance loomed the frosted dome of the cathedral.
 
   My breath fogged up the window pane, and a droplet of condensation dribbled down the glass. I reached out, wiping it aside, and before I knew it, I’d sketched out a rune. I had to get them out of my system, somehow. The cold sent shivers up my arm, but I didn’t stop until the four shapes were completed.
 
   Pain, solemn tears, tragedy, and desire. Pretty potent words, but also pretty meaningless. My eyes drifted from rune to rune, seeking a hidden link. The first three followed the same kind of theme, however desire came out of no-where. Swapping the order of the letters didn’t make better sense, either. And solemn tears? Why not simply tears?
 
   My eyes narrowed, and I smeared the window clean. I wouldn’t get far working myself up like this. More helpful would be to do some research. Fortunately, I was in the perfect place for it. I’d been looking to dig things up on the Binding anyway; hopefully the archives could also shed some light on the mystic symbols, too.
 
   I turned back to the bed. While Ryan had said we could stay as long as we needed, that probably didn’t include me wandering about on my own. He’d want to keep tabs on my whereabouts, especially given his promise last night. Therefore, now was the time to slip out, while he was snoring his head off. Although the last time I tried this in Bane, my plan had spectacularly backfired, I wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. There’d be no distractions. I just had to get to the archives, breeze through whatever I could, and get back.
 
   Easier said than done, of course.
 
   My boots lay at the foot of the bed, so I sat down to pull them on. However, as I began undoing the laces, it occurred to me my ankle wasn’t hurting.
 
   At all.
 
   Eyebrow raised, I hitched up my trouser leg. The bruising and swelling around my left foot was gone. I brought both my feet together to compare. They were exactly the same size once again.
 
   Okay…
 
   I crossed my leg and prodded the joint. Nope, not even a trace of discomfort. I flexed it, stretched it, made a circle with my toe; all movements were full and pain free. My eyes widened. Just like the arrow wound, my ankle seemed to have magically healed itself.
 
   Scowling, I ran a hand over my shoulder. I’d been sceptical about whether I’d been shot or not, but this proved it. Both my injuries were gone, despite the fact I’d had such a bad sprain. Not even Father’s best skin cream could cure an open, bleeding cut in three days.
 
   I glanced back to the window pane. The runes had definitely affected me. Yet while it was a relief to be at full strength again, my heart tightened with dread. Such a blessing had to come at a price.
 
   I groaned, covering my head with my hands. Stop. Thinking. Now!
 
   A change of scenery was what I needed.
 
   After fastening my laces, I stood up and shuffled into my jacket and cloak. Scarf in hand, I left the room. A short corridor led to a staircase, and before it stood another door, slightly ajar. Hands in my pockets, I headed to the stairs, and as I passed the doorway, I couldn’t help but glimpse inside.
 
   Ryan lay tangled in the bed sheets, his sandy hair sticking out at all angles. His mouth was partly open, a sliver of drool pooling onto his pillow, and his shirt was unbuttoned. Strips of light crept in from the curtained window, playing across his face, which was more stubbled than I remembered. His chest rose and fell in a peaceful rhythm, and I couldn’t break my gaze. Heat blossomed in my cheeks, and I sighed. Ah, my favourite playmate was back. You know, I’d almost missed it.
 
   My legs tensed, driven by a sudden desire to curl up beside him, but I clenched my fists and fought the urge down. It looked like normal service had been resumed. I’d have to put my guard up again. My eyes lingered on his slumbering form, when I closed his door and made my way to the main hall.
 
   The reception area consisted of a desk, a fireplace and a series of plush chairs. The fire had dwindled to embers, though I still felt a caress of warmth as I strode past. The innkeeper wasn’t around, so I made for the door. As I gripped the handle, I hesitated. Ryan would throw a fit if he woke up and found me missing. The poor boy had been worried sick since I collapsed, and I remembered too well his reaction when he found me wandering Bane. I should at least leave a note so he didn’t come chasing after me.
 
   I retraced my steps to the desk. Some blank parchment had been left, along with a quill and some ink. I tore off a small piece and scribbled a quick note that I’d gone for a walk. I crept back upstairs and slipped it under Ryan’s door. I didn’t feel brave enough to open it; the Binding would take over, and I certainly didn’t want Ryan to tag along and find out what I was up to.
 
   Or to wake up and find me lying beside him.
 
   Satisfied, I returned downstairs, then headed into the freezing streets. At this hour, they were mostly empty. The icy air grazed my skin, so I tugged my scarf up. Unfortunately the soapy fragrance from Ruthwall had vanished, but at least I didn’t have to drown in that nameless scent of Ryan’s the curse loved to tease me with.
 
   A misty breath escaped me as I gazed around the paved streets. The buildings towered so high I couldn’t see the city walls, so I tried to get a sense of direction from other landmarks. To the north lay the square, crested by the Councillor’s Hall, and in the centre stood a statue flanked with benches. Beside that a tall signpost marked directions to various city districts. Aha, that should tell me where to go.
 
   I strolled beneath the cloudy sky, thrilled I didn’t have to rely on a stick anymore. The path to the square sat only a few hundred yards away, but I took my time, admiring the elegant archways, stylish windows, and brickwork glazed with ice. Lanaran was a beautiful city, and under the snow it seemed all the more enchanting. I’d love to get to know the place better, though I doubted I’d have the chance. For all Ryan’s words last night, I knew he’d want to be back on the move as soon as possible. I’d have to make the most of the time I had now.
 
   Crossing the bridge, I headed for the statue. At first I thought it was another rendition of the Goddess, but it represented a different woman. Her features were sharper, and she was dressed in scholar’s robes. A brass plaque below revealed her name; Lady Adenia Ezengarde, esteemed patron of Lanaran.
 
   I murmured thoughtfully. The name sounded familiar. Then it clicked. She’d written many of the healing books we had back home. Father must have brought them with him when he finished his studies here. I’d started reading them during the long summers in Adam’s absence, and surprisingly, a lot stuck. Of course I didn’t know half as much as Father, but hey, he was the official healer. I was just the apprentice. How ironic my journey had brought me to the city where he’d learnt his art. Had circumstances been different, I might very well have followed in his footsteps.
 
   A lone tear rolled down my cheek, and I clutched the iasometer under my sleeve. I was starting to miss him, and Mother, too. I could only imagine how worried they must be. First Fiona, then me; two daughters lost to this awful curse. Not that they knew a Binding had stolen me away, but the consequences were just as terrible. I prayed they’d found my note; I didn’t want them thinking something awful had happened. And Adam—I wondered how he was doing. Was he out there, searching for me? Or had he found someone else to worry about…
 
   Pigeons cooed, and I spun around. My eyes fell to the building beside the Hall, where a cart stood waiting. Burlap sacks were stacked next to the horses, each marked with various symbols; the different town and city crests of Azaria. That must be the postal cart about to set off on deliveries.
 
   The temptation to write a proper letter home jumped to mind, but I wrestled it down. Much as I wanted to be certain my parents knew I was alright, I couldn’t waste time. I’d have plenty of chances to feel homesick once I came back from the archives.
 
   Crossing my arms to keep warm, I scanned the signpost behind the statue. However, I couldn’t find the way to my destination.
 
   Someone whistled, and I looked back to the post office. The postmaster was waving the driver off. As the cart set off with its cargo, I wandered over.
 
   “Sorry to bother you, sir,” I said. “I’m looking for the Lanaran archives. Could you tell me where they are?”
 
   The postmaster smiled.
 
   “No trouble at all, miss. Follow the Cathedral Road,” he said, pointing at the lane that ran parallel to the Councillor’s Hall, “and it’s on the street before you reach the cathedral itself. You might be too early though. They tend to let visitors in after the ninth hour.”
 
   “Ah, thank you.”
 
   The postmaster bowed, then returned to the office. Stifling a yawn, I made for the Cathedral Road. It was aptly named, as the buildings were arranged in such a way the elegant crystal dome could always be seen. It was also closer than it appeared from my room at the inn, which was a relief. Lanaran was built to a scale I wasn’t used to, and easily spanned a couple of miles. A problem when you considered my limit to explore wasn’t even half that.
 
   People began to fill the alleys, and stalls popped up on street corners. The aromas of charcoal and roasting nuts mixed in with the scents of honey and almonds, and my mouth watered. I hadn’t eaten for days, and a sugary treat would’ve really hit the spot. However, as I reached for the money pouch I’d acquired from Ruthwall, it wasn’t there. I rolled my eyes. Ryan must have taken it for safekeeping when I’d passed out. Sighing, I forced myself past the tasty snacks, pinching my nose to stop my stomach growling.
 
   Soon the archives came in sight. Engraved letters proclaimed its name on a triangular plaque. Two iron gates flanked the front, revealing a small courtyard. They bore brass emblems of a sword and fox. One of the noble families must own the place.
 
   I headed for the main door and knocked. No reply. I tried the right hand gate; it was locked. I stamped my feet. The postmaster had been right—I was too early. And it was freezing out here. But going back to the inn was unthinkable. I couldn’t leave, not until I’d had a chance to look through the records. If that meant turning into an icicle in the meantime, then so be…
 
   “Something the matter, miss?”
 
   My heart vaulted into my throat. Coughing to hide my yelp of surprise, I glanced round. A portly man dressed in so many layers he could have been mummified had appeared, a quizzical expression on his face. His bushy eyebrows and tufty beard made up for his bald head, and his brown eyes gleamed.
 
   “Forgive me, I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said, lowering his head. “But you seem rather interested in the Goddess Shrine archives?” He sounded hopeful.
 
   “I…er…yes?” I spluttered. Then I bit my lip. Had it been wise to admit that? What if he was going to swindle me? Not that it would do him any good. I hadn’t anything of value on me. Nothing of monetary value, anyway.
 
   The man’s eyes lit up.
 
   “Oh, that’s wonderful!” he beamed. “You’re lucky I caught you.”
 
   Yup, he was definitely going to swindle me.
 
   “You see, with the University closed for the midwinter holidays, we’ve had no visitors, so I haven’t opened up at all this month,” the man went on. “I came to do some cleaning, but if you’re here to take a look, then I’d be delighted to let you in!”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. So he wasn’t a conman out for a quick coin; he was a scholar. That explained his sudden appearance, though it did raise the question as to why the place was open to the public if nobody cared to visit them. That aside, this was ideal for my purposes. With no-one around, I could browse freely and not have to fight over particular books or scrolls. I’d be back at the inn in no time.
 
   “Oh, where are my manners?” the man said, scratching his head. “My name is Bergundy. I’m the scholar responsible for the upkeep of the archives. Pleased to meet you!”
 
   I smiled.
 
   “Likewise,” I said. “I’m…Elle.” It was safer to fall back on Ryan’s silly nickname. I didn’t want to leave clues as to my whereabouts. “I’m visiting from, er, Bane. I’ve heard a lot about the archives, and I’ve always wanted to see them for myself.”
 
   “From Bane?” Bergundy asked. “You’ve come quite a way! I am impressed with such dedication.” I had to hold back a chuckle. He probably hadn’t been this excited in a long while. “Please, let me delay you no longer. Follow me.”
 
   He waddled towards the gate, where he produced a bundle of keys from his wrappings. The bars squeaked open, and we crossed the courtyard. He unlocked the main entrance, then gestured me inside.
 
   The scent of musty books and old leather was such a contrast to the outside, I sneezed. On the plus side, the warmth was more than welcome. Copper pipes lined the walls and ceiling, no doubt to preserve the artefacts, and windows broke up the wall, allowing an unspoilt view of the cathedral grounds.
 
   “Is there any part of the archives you are particularly interested in?” Bergundy asked, reaching for the torch cradle in the entrance hall.
 
   “Um…” I wasn’t sure how to respond. Then I shrugged. The Binding was common knowledge, and I had nothing to hide from the scholar. I might as well tell him straight. “Well, I was wondering if you have anything about the Binding spell?”
 
   “Ah, a complex subject,” Bergundy said, lighting his torch. “We don’t have much, but we do have an interesting thesis on how the spell was created. I’m sure you’ve heard of The Tale of the Binding?”
 
   I nodded. Every child in Azaria knew the story of how the curse came to be. Mother used to tell it to me when I was young. It started with a prince and princess who fell in love, but they were forced apart by their families. Treachery and deceit caused the prince and princess to turn against each other; however, the Goddess intervened, and cast a spell so nothing could tarnish the purest love. She called the spell the Binding, which would always keep those in love together forever. The prince and princess, reunited at last, made an oath to the Goddess so the spell would remain eternal, and then they lived happily ever after.
 
   Of course, my experience was a whole lot less idealistic…
 
   “My dear, are you alright?”
 
   Damn it, I was daydreaming again. I flashed an apologetic smile.
 
   “Oh, sorry, I was miles away,” I said. “Yes, I’ve heard of the Tale.”
 
   “Well, the esteemed Lord Balthanders wrote a very thought-provoking paper that claimed the Tale was based on the feud between the Gladier and Farrontine Houses. He managed to find a diary belonging to one of Lady Farrontine’s maidservants to try and prove his theory. It’s quite the read.”
 
   I nodded again, though much less enthusiastically. A scholar’s thesis written by a powerful nobleman? Did I want to plough through something so academic? Father had schooled me to be a fast and able reader, but I wasn’t sure I could handle so heavy a text. It wouldn’t do me any good to read it and not understand a single word. But it was the only lead I had.
 
   I sucked in a breath. Well, beggars couldn’t be choosers.
 
   “Sounds perfect,” I said.
 
   Bergundy’s smile widened.
 
   “Excellent! Then let me take you to the library.”
 
   Once again I trudged after the scholar, our footsteps echoing off the floorboards. Eventually we stopped at a set of double doors. Bergundy unlocked them, and I helped him remove the steel bar blocking our way.
 
   The moment I stepped into the chamber, I gasped. Row upon row of books, scrolls and leather folios stretched from end to end, leaving narrow aisles to walk through. A brass chandelier dangled from the ceiling, and oil paintings adorned the walls. What caught my eye the most, though, was the beautiful stained glass window at the rear, which cast pools of colour at my feet.
 
   “Quite the sight, isn’t it?” Bergundy purred, lighting the candles mounted around the room. “Only Begara’s Vault of Knowledge and the Academy in Viens are larger. We have had many generous donations over the years, none less from Lady Ezengarde herself, who founded the archives, and many original documents and relics recovered from the shrine. In fact…”
 
   “Sorry to interrupt,” I said; I didn’t have time for a lecture on the history of the archives, “but I’ve waited quite some time to see this place and find what I was looking for. Mind if you show me the paper first?”
 
   Bergundy looked crestfallen. Immediately I regretted my words. I hadn’t meant to hurt his feelings.
 
   “I mean,” I added hastily, “I’d love to hear more about the archives later. It’s just I really did want to learn more about the spell.”
 
   The scholar brightened.
 
   “Ah, I understand,” he said, rubbing his palms together. “When one becomes gripped in the fever of learning, there is little that can be done to stem it. Wait here. I shall retrieve the document.”
 
   He disappeared into an aisle. I could hear him humming as he checked through the books. I rocked on my heels, glancing at the stained glass window. To no-one’s surprise, this depicted the Goddess in her four winged form. She gestured to the sky, and around her stood men and women carrying farming tools. They were praying for good rains.
 
   As I peered closer, a golden shimmer appeared around the Goddess, akin to the strange haloes I’d seen in the shrine. Panicking, I looked away. Nothing else took on the sparkling glow, and I sighed.
 
   I didn’t dare look at the window again.
 
   “Here we are, Elle,” Bergundy called. His footsteps clopped across the floor, and finally he appeared, carrying a leather-bound book tied with red string. With almost holy reverence he handed it to me. “The pages are in better condition than most other works here, but please take care.”
 
   “I will,” I said, eyeing the leather greedily.
 
   “You may use the reading area over there.” Bergundy nodded towards the desks and chairs below the stained glass window. A candle stand sat amongst them, which he’d already lit. “I shall be around if you need anything. Just call for me.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   The scholar trotted down another aisle, so I strode to the desks and sank into the nearest seat. Propping the book on my knees, I turned to the first page.
 
   ‘The Binding spell has long held a mysterious influence over the people of Azaria since the Era of the Goddess. The source of its power and its purpose remain lost in the distant past, yet the only known record of its birth is the Tale of the Binding. Though the historical accuracy of the legend has been long disputed, there has never been any attempt to verify it using contemporary sources. My recent discovery of an eye-witness account concerning the feud between the lost Houses of Gladier and Farrontine prompted me to challenge this trend, as I feel there are many parallels between the two tales. Whilst I cannot prove the two stories are one and the same, I have nevertheless provided a structure through which…’
 
   Yawn. This was going to take forever. I tried to take in as many words as I could, but it wasn’t long before my attention drifted. The language was so verbose, not at all bedtime reading. Sighing, I skimmed through the pages, until I found a chapter that looked promising: ‘The Tragic Tale of the Lost Houses’. Curling up in my chair, I settled to read through.
 
   ‘After the end of the Era of the Goddess, the two most ancient noble Houses, Gladier and Farrontine, shared rule of Azaria. Their heirs would take turns on the throne between generations. This system had been in place for centuries, to acknowledge the pact forged between them after both families unified the kingdom. However, in order to keep the tradition fair, the Houses were forbidden to form relationships with each other.
 
   ‘Sadly, tragedy was to bring this harmonious custom to an end. The Farrontine heir, Leanne, who was to become the next Queen, fell into a river whilst out riding one day. She was saved by the Gladier’s only son, Romano. They took a liking to one another, for both had been sheltered and missed companionship of one their own age. But their innocent friendship soon became much more, and they started seeing each other in secret, despite knowing they were breaking the ancient taboo. It went along for a while, when at last they were discovered and forced apart.
 
   ‘Leanne tried desperately to escape, but she was imprisoned and made to drink a vial of crestorvine, the mind-numbing concoction, by her own father. This removed her from her senses, and she was married to another lord. Romano, not knowing his love had been manipulated, flew into a maddened rage and killed Leanne’s younger brother. This led to a bloodthirsty bout of revenge killings, assassinations and murders, and eventually both families were slaughtered.
 
   ‘Some days after the fall of the last Gladier, a cloaked woman visited the palace. At first the guards would not grant her passage, but she pleaded to leave an offering for the dead. Moved by her words, the sentries let her walk into the gardens where Leanne and Romano were buried. This was a final kindness from Leanne’s most loyal servant, who managed to re-site Romano’s grave to let them rest together.
 
   ‘The woman stepped to Leanne’s tombstone, and there placed a wreath of lilies. For Romano’s, she gave a wreath of roses. Kneeling before both graves, she muttered a prayer, and then departed. The guards followed her, untrusting of her motives, but she vanished without a trace.
 
   ‘When they returned, they discovered the gravestone engravings had changed. Instead of proclaiming grief about the two deceased lovers, they now bore the same message: “Love ties our souls as one, and all who are touched by its blessing will remain together in an eternal Binding”.
 
   ‘Immediately one can see the obvious similarities between the two tales, but most striking is the use of the word ‘Binding’. Several points can be noted thus. First, this is amongst the first written record to capitalize the noun, and could well be a reference to the spell we are familiar with today. Second, there appears no evidence the spell was involved in the relationship between Leanne and Romano, though many have speculated that Leanne’s out of character state could have been due to the effects of becoming Unbound. I would not concur with such a conclusion, for…’
 
   I slouched in my seat, rubbing my eyes. This was going way over my head. While the story was interesting—if a bit predictable—whether it proved the origin of the Binding or not was irrelevant. It didn’t tell me how the curse worked, or give clues to combat it, which was what I was really after. Still, there were a few tidbits that had caught my attention.
 
   For one, both the Tale and the Gladier-Farrontine feud suggested the curse’s original purpose had been different. The Binding was created to keep people in love, not force strangers to be together, which was what it had done with Ryan and me, and my sister and Lord Ozier. But that could have been creative wording on the author’s part. It still took a moment of shared feeling to trigger the magic, so technically it continued to work to its basic principle.
 
   However, slightly more than coincidental was the fact the very same Gladiers who built the Goddess Shrines were also involved in the possible creation of the spell.
 
   Meaning there had to be a connection to the shrines and the curse.
 
   At once the runes flashed in my mind, and I scowled. Whoa, girl, that was a big conclusion to jump to. Yet the more I thought about it, the more it fit. Tragedy and desire were certainly ways I’d describe the curse; pain and solemn tears all the more so. Those words also related perfectly to the fall of the two noble Houses.
 
   But why me? Surely I couldn’t be the only person in a thousand years to have noticed these things…
 
   I buried my face in my hands. This was insane. It had to have been a dream. All my pent up frustrations about the Binding; of course I’d think up some garbled rubbish to pretend there was a way out. To feed my false hope I had a chance at escaping my fate.
 
   Yet how could I explain my healed shoulder and ankle?
 
   Ugh, I’d get further banging my head against a brick wall!
 
   Screwing my eyes shut, I flopped back in the chair. Calm down, Eliza. Stressing over these mysteries would not get me closer to solving them. I’d have to count my losses. Coming here hadn’t given the solution I wanted, but that wasn’t the archive’s fault. If a way existed to reverse a Binding, it wouldn’t be locked away in a scholars’ library. It would be auctioned for ransom to the highest bidder, or circulated around a select few groups. Such powerful knowledge wouldn’t be left lying around.
 
   It was time I faced the truth.
 
   I turned to the last few pages. All that was left was the afterword. I wasn’t in the mood to read any more, but after a brief deliberation I made myself finish what I’d started.
 
   ‘Of all the intriguing mechanics of the Binding, one which has stunned scholars for centuries is how the spell has not waned despite its age. It remains irreversible, with no power to quell or quash it, and yet it keeps to its ancient law. It does not Bind more than once; it will only Bind those within close proximity who share an exchanged feeling; it Binds the partner who was not under its influence more slowly than the other; it does not allow others to protect one from a Binding as it will Bind them to the affected party, regardless if they are blood related; and if either partner attempts to flee, it will force them back together through the ailments of Parting or, failing that, turn both into Unbound—lifeless husks devoid of mind and soul.
 
   ‘I have hypothesized the spell must be immensely powerful to have persisted for over a millennia, as well as have a reach that encompasses the entire kingdom. Scholars have theorized the Binding magic must have a source in order for it to propagate as it has, although so far no expedition has been successful in locating it. Nevertheless, our investigations continue, and someday we shall uncover the truth behind the Goddess’s will.’
 
   That was it. I exhaled slowly, wiping my forehead. I wished I’d never bothered to leave the inn. Now I felt ten times worse. And that line, ‘…remains irreversible, with no power to quell or quash it…’. I shook my head.
 
   There wasn’t any way to undo a Binding. And sometime soon, I’d have to tell Ryan.
 
   Brushing my hair back, I closed the book and stood up. The scrape of my chair against the floorboards alerted Bergundy, who ambled out of the bookcases.
 
   “Everything alright, Elle?” he asked.
 
   “I’m finished,” I said, returning the book. “Thanks, it was more than I’d hoped for.”
 
   “A pleasure,” Bergundy said, tucking the leather under one of his sleeves. “Now then, would you like to view the gallery?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Bergundy,” I said, “but I’ve got a bit of a headache. I think I read a little too much. Maybe next time.”
 
   Bergundy didn’t make much effort to hide his disappointment; however, he managed a solemn nod.
 
   “A pity you are feeling under the weather, but I will not force you,” he said. “If you wish to visit again, look for me at the Scholar’s Quarters at the University. I’ll be more than happy to bring you back.”
 
   “You’re very kind,” I said, bowing. “Thanks for everything you’ve shown me.”
 
   “The honour was all mine,” Bergundy smiled.
 
   Soon we were back on the cold streets. The breeze was like a slap to the face, and I rubbed my ears as the scholar locked up. I bade him farewell, and we set off our separate ways.
 
   I made a slow trek to the inn, staring at my feet. The weight of my discovery had started to sink in, and I didn’t know what to do. The Binding was inescapable. I could pretend I could continue to resist, but I knew I was chasing smoke trails. Even if I could hold the curse’s infatuations at bay, I would still have to keep within half a mile of my partner to avoid becoming Unbound. If I had to keep that close to Ryan for too long, the Binding would destroy what remained of my resolve, and I’d end up in its thrall for the rest of my life.
 
   The unfairness of it all made my blood boil. I hadn’t asked for this. Heck, I’d actively tried to avoid it. But my worst nightmare had come true. My heart and mind were no longer my own, compelled by this unseen, ancient magic, and I was boxed in from every side. I couldn’t run, couldn’t hide, and the only way of escape was too final to even think about. I swallowed back a sob, as tears threatened to escape my clenched lids.
 
   I’d lost.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   ‘Her confession dried upon her lips, her heart too soft to say the words...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   As I returned to the inn, I was greeted by chatting voices. A group of patrons filled the armchairs by the fire, which had been rekindled to a crackling blaze. They sipped hot drinks and munched oat biscuits. My stomach growled, still affronted I hadn’t tended to its needs, so I grabbed a sweet treat and started to nibble. Anything to distract me from the hollow ache in my chest.
 
   “Good morning!” called the innkeeper, who was gathering empty plates. He was a broad-chested man with flecks of silver in his hair; perhaps a former Guardsman. “I trust you’re feeling better?”
 
   I swallowed my mouthful.
 
   “Yes,” I said, wishing it were true. I might be back to normal physically, but my mind remained heavy with the knowledge from the archives. I started to play with my scarf, hoping to dispel the numbness inside.
 
   “Glad to hear it,” the innkeeper said, dropping the plates and dusting his hands. “You gave us quite a scare, you know. Even our healer wasn’t sure what would happen to you.”
 
   “Sorry.” I hoped he would drop the conversation. I wasn’t in the mood to talk.
 
   “Oh, don’t apologise,” the innkeeper said. “From what I heard, you had a rough ordeal at the shrine. You’re lucky your friend ran into General Grants and brought you to us so swiftly.”
 
   “Yeah. I’m thankful.”
 
   At last the innkeeper seemed to get the hint. With a smile, he picked up his plates and left for the kitchens. Keeping my head down, I made for the stairs. My back felt tight and knotted, so I loosened my cloak. While the weight of the fabric disappeared, the burden of despair remained on my shoulders.
 
   With all options snatched away, there was only one thing left; a thought I’d buried in my mind since I’d first been Bound. Until now I’d run from it, clinging to my excuse I’d find a way out of the curse’s grip. But the harsh reality had caught up, and there was no escaping its bitter taste.
 
   I would have to tell Ryan the truth.
 
   My eyes prickled, so I paused on the landing. How would he react when he discovered I’d been lying from the start? Not just about the Binding, either. Everything about me was based on falsity. And though we’d become friends—tempered by the curse trying to push things—it would all change once he realised his feelings were not his own but the Binding’s compulsion. He’d never trust me again.
 
   I let out a shaky breath, pressing my hands to my eyes. It was too much. I couldn’t do it. Not when the fear and hopelessness were still so raw. And not when I couldn’t afford to lose Ryan’s friendship. I was a long way from home and a familiar face—I couldn’t stand the loneliness. Or his anger. But I knew I’d have to talk with him sooner or later. Only another twelve days stood between us and Viens, and the longer I kept the secret, the worse it would be when the time finally came to speak up.
 
   Regaining my composure, I wiped my cheeks and headed for my room. Ryan’s door remained closed, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Good, I didn’t want to face him just yet. Yawning, I ran a hand through my tousled locks and nudged open my door. A few minutes to freshen up, and then…
 
   I stopped dead.
 
   The room wasn’t as empty as I’d left it.
 
   Standing above the bronze basin in the corner, a small towel draped over his bare shoulders, was Ryan. His hunting knife lay on the table, flecked with foam. Dressed in his trousers and boots, he was rinsing shaving soap off his face, his eyes shut. Mine, on the other hand, were wide and staring. The glistening water droplets trickled down his neck, over his collarbones and onto the contours of his chest, following every outline of toned muscle. He was standing at just the right angle for the light to catch each shimmer of moisture. Absently I licked my lips.
 
   I so didn’t need this right now.
 
   “There you are!” Ryan removed the towel from his neck and dried his face. “Sorry for intruding, but my room doesn’t have a sink. How was your walk?”
 
   I tried to speak, but my mouth was dry. The Binding had sealed my faculties of thought, and my ability to move, too. And it was pretty obvious what held me in such rapt fascination. Inwardly I snarled. This had to be the curse’s most shallow offering yet. Come on, Eliza, look at the window, the curtains, the ceiling, anything else!
 
   Fortunately, Ryan soon put me out of my misery, as he wandered to the chair by the door and picked up his shirt. As he discarded his towel and pulled the fabric over his arms—those wonderfully sleek, muscled arms—my senses returned, and I dropped my gaze to the floor. My cheeks smouldered.
 
   “It…It was…fine,” I managed to mumble, slumping onto the mattress. My knees had turned to jelly, and my pulse raced. Though the whole thing couldn’t have lasted more than two minutes, I felt ill. I’d almost forgotten how powerful the curse could be when it was in full swing. I’d only have to get used to it.
 
   Ryan came over and sat beside me.
 
   “Is everything alright?” he asked, fastening the buttons on his sleeves. “You look a bit worn out.”
 
   I sighed, tangling my fingers in my cloak. Part of me wanted to blurt out the whole story there and then, but I held back, reminded of my reservations. I couldn’t count on Ryan being so sympathetic when he found out how deeply I’d betrayed him.
 
   “I didn’t sleep much,” I said. “I thought a walk would clear my mind but…” I shook my head. “It just gave me more to think about.”
 
   Ryan squeezed my shoulder, provoking a bout of tingling that raced down my spine. I stiffened, determined not to show a reaction.
 
   “There’s a lot going on we don’t understand,” he said. “But don’t worry. We were just unlucky to get caught in the middle of it.” I nodded, bunching my hands into fists. “In fact, General Grants wants to speak with us about what happened. We might be able to piece things together.”
 
   “Sounds like fun,” I muttered, unable to keep the edge from my voice. Like I cared about the stupid shrine anymore; trying to figure out what went on wasn’t going to change anything. And this was the last thing I expected from Ryan. He’d always been intent to stay on the move. Why was he suddenly so keen to stick around?
 
   “Eliza?” Ryan took my hand in his. I didn’t meet his gaze. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong!” I snapped, snatching my hand free. Immediately I regretted my action, as a hurt look crossed Ryan’s face. He was still within reach, but I was too scared to touch him again. Scared, or ashamed, a nasty voice mocked in my head.
 
   In a quieter tone, I added, “Sorry. I’ve got a lot on my mind.”
 
   Ryan nodded. “Anything I can help with?”
 
   I started to wring my hands. “It’s…complicated. I need time to sort it out.”
 
   Ryan sighed, but said nothing more. I kept staring at my lap, until he rose from the bed and headed for the door.
 
   “Ryan, wait!”
 
   He paused at the threshold.
 
   “I’m…I’m sorry.”
 
   Ryan simply nodded.
 
   “It’s okay. I’ll meet you downstairs when you’re ready.”
 
   He closed the door, and I buried my face in my hands.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The Lanaran Guardsmen garrison was gigantic compared to the pitiful turret back in Bane. It had three parapets, a vast complex of barracks, a viewpoint tower and an arena big enough for an entire farming market. I shouldn’t have been surprised. After Terent, this was the biggest regiment in the North Territory. Still, its size intimidated me, so I kept my eyes on the ground as I followed Ryan to the main gate.
 
   We’d not spoken much since leaving the inn, although he’d been quick to notice my lack of walking stick. I kept the explanation short, pretending I’d met a good healer during my earlier excursion. He accepted that readily enough, though I doubted it was because of my newfound persuasive skills. Something was bothering him; so much he’d let slide such an obvious excuse. Coupled with his eagerness to meet the General, I couldn’t help but wonder if our run-in at the shrine was as coincidental as he claimed.
 
   “Halt!” called one of the guards. His shoulder armour rattled as he approached. Once he saw Ryan, his expression lightened. “Oh, it’s you. General Grants is waiting in the courtyard. We’ll take you to him.”
 
   Ryan nodded, and I waited by his side as they cranked the delivery entrance open. His sandy locks were a little dishevelled at the back, and it took all my willpower not to comb them down. Instead I wove my fingers in my scarf, where they wouldn’t stray. Inescapable or not, the Binding would have to try harder than that.
 
   The soldier escorted us into the snowy courtyard. The viewpoint tower rose ahead, surrounded by a series of buildings that separated it from the arena. Another three Guardsmen stood by the tower’s entrance, dressed in their colours of purple and silver. The tallest of the trio, a man with short cropped hair, also sported two silver bands on his arm; the rank of General.
 
   “Welcome, Ryan!” He extended his gauntleted hand. Ryan took it smartly. “Thank you for your message earlier.” The General turned to me, so I made do with a polite bow. “And Miss Eliza, it is good to see you restored to health. I am General Oscar Grants. A pleasure to meet you.”
 
   “The pleasure’s all mine,” I said, feigning cheerfulness. I just wanted to get this over with. “Thanks for everything you did to help me.”
 
   “You are most welcome,” General Grants smiled. “I am sorry you and Ryan became entangled in such matters. It was fortunate my scout troop was passing by and could offer assistance.”
 
   I tensed. I’d not realised just how lucky an escape I’d had. No wonder everyone was so uptight about my well-being.
 
   “Anyway, you will be pleased to know we managed to arrest most of the men responsible,” General Grants went on, “and they are awaiting judgement from the Jury as we speak.”
 
   I nodded, folding my arms around myself. Despite how close I’d come to being burnt alive, I only felt mild indifference towards the culprits. Perhaps because I was bogged down with my other, slightly more pressing concern regarding a certain curse…
 
   As if on cue, Ryan edged closer, his shoulder brushing mine. The Binding surged, promising warmth and comfort if I tilted forward half an inch, but I dug my heels into the ice. Even if I had to come out with the secret eventually, I’d do it on my terms, and not because the magic forced me into a compromising situation.
 
   The General noted my posture, and gave a sharp nod.
 
   “Come to my office,” he said. “It will be easier to discuss matters there.”
 
   We followed the General and his escort towards a rectangular building. Though the temperature had hardly improved since my expedition to the archives, the sky was overcast, and a nip to the air promised another blizzard soon.
 
   Briefly I closed my eyes. Even without my upcoming confrontation with Ryan, there were plenty of other hardships to enjoy. We had two possible routes to get to Viens, although both would mean hard nights in the open. If we took the North East Road, we’d shave off a couple of days to get to the capital, but it would require four days sleeping rough before we got to Darkdale. If we kept on the South Road, we’d only have to camp for one night as there were more villages around Dhjerba, though it would take longer to arrive at Viens.
 
   Glancing at the clouds, I knew which route I preferred.
 
   The soldiers held open the doors, and the General ushered us into a compact room. A desk overflowing with scrolls and maps took up most of the space, while the walls were lined with books on weapon craft. A shield hung above the General’s seat, bearing the now-familiar purple and silver stripes.
 
   “Please, sit,” the General said, taking his position behind the desk. Ryan and I sank into the creaky chairs, forced into a huddle as the office was so cramped. Our arms touched again, so I kept my gaze ahead, ignoring the twitch in my hand.
 
   General Grants reclined in his chair.
 
   “So, Ryan has told me most of the story,” he said, “but you were inside the shrine once the fires started, Eliza. Do you remember anything?”
 
   I folded my hands into my lap. If only I could forget.
 
   “Bits and pieces,” I said. “The men chased me through the trees around the ruins, so I had to go inside the main corridor, but they followed me. I overheard them planning to bring down the ring passages. So I hid in the sanctum, hoping to escape the smoke.”
 
   “And then you passed out?”
 
   I hesitated, wondering if I should mention the runes, then thought better of it. They’d never believe me, anyway.
 
   “Yes. It must’ve been the lack of air.”
 
   Well, it wasn’t like I was out of practice twisting the truth.
 
   “Interesting,” the General murmured. He sat up straight again and reached beneath his desk. He pulled out a bottle of black liquid, which had a red insignia on its neck. My eyes widened.
 
   It was the same mark we’d seen on the flametar bottle in Ruthwall.
 
   “I believe you may have seen this before?”
 
   Ryan and I nodded, almost in unison.
 
   “We found a store of flametar around a village not far from the shrine,” Ryan said. “The bottles had the same symbol on it.”
 
   The General gave a sombre nod.
 
   “I was afraid of this,” he said. “My men found a similar stock close to Darkdale after investigating a series of missed deliveries to the town. And all the bottles we recovered from the shine bear this emblem. It seems more people are involved in this than I thought.”
 
   He sighed, running a hand through his hair.
 
   “Astounding how they managed to transport so much flametar without anyone noticing. The Balthanders family are notorious for their security checks at Ornixa. Whoever fashioned this scheme is certainly well connected.”
 
   “But who would do this?” Ryan blurted. “And why would they go to that much effort to burn some ruins?”
 
   Despite my resolve to be cautious, I risked a glance at my Bound partner. His green eyes burned, hungry for an answer, and I was soon staring at the shield again. Amazing to think I’d survived that gaze when he questioned me in the Earthfire caves. Why was he so desperate to know?
 
   The General leant on his elbows, resting his chin on his hands.
 
   “So far, I have only part of an answer to that. One of the men questioned was surprisingly forthright, and claims to be a member of an organisation called ‘The Order of Amaranth’. He was very proud to take responsibility for his crime in their name.”
 
   I watched Ryan from the corner of my eye. His befuddled expression said it all; this information was as new to him as for me.
 
   “Yet he refuses to tell me their objective,” the General went on. “He keeps repeating some nonsense about ‘deposing the Goddess’. While some might say the Shrines are a symbol of her power, I cannot fathom why they would waste so valuable a resource like flametar on such a nebulous aim. If this group was against the church, it would make more sense for them to target symbols of their authority. Though of course I am grateful they have not.”
 
   He peered over his hands.
 
   “And apart from the two of you and the troop I accompanied, very few others know anything happened three nights ago. Since I have confirmed reports that two of the men escaped, it strikes me as odd they would not spread word of their deed when they were so willing to name their Order on direct questioning.” He shook his head. “Their actions make no sense.”
 
   I nodded, reminded of the same conclusions I’d drawn myself. So much for Ryan’s hope we’d figure something out. Although there was still one piece of the puzzle I could bring to the table…
 
   A strand of my hair flopped in front of my face, and I frowned, tucking it behind my ear. The words were on the tip of my tongue, but I left them there. I didn’t see how mentioning the runes would add to the discussion. None of the men had ventured into the sanctum, so they couldn’t have been aware of the mystic letters, and besides, setting fire to the ring passages would’ve brought the entire ruin crashing down, and the chamber’s secrets along with it.
 
   Better to stick to the role of recovering victim than hysterical loony.
 
   “So,” Ryan said, shifting in his seat. “This ‘Order’, how long have they been around?”
 
   “Their name is not unknown to me,” General Grants said. “Though this is the first time they have committed acts of violence. My impression is that they are a small cult who generally keep to themselves. They lurk around Dragonvale, which would make sense given the strong anti-Goddess sentiments there, though they sometimes venture to Darkdale as well. I was most surprised they would stray so far to target our shrine.”
 
   Ryan began fingering his collar. He tended to do that when he was puzzling something out.
 
   I blinked. Damn, I really had to stop watching him so closely.
 
   “Those men were quite upset to run into us,” Ryan said. “You’re sure two of them escaped?”
 
   “I trust the word of my men,” the General answered. “Is this important?”
 
   “Well, we’re heading for Viens,” Ryan said, “and I was hoping to take the North East Road and pass through Darkdale, but if the Order knows who we are, then…” He trailed off.
 
   “I see,” the General said. “My advice would be to err on the side of caution. Given your unfortunate experience, it would be wise to stay clear of the Order until we are better informed of their intentions.”
 
   For the briefest moment, I caught alarm in Ryan’s eyes. In that instant, I was both elated and dismayed. On the one hand, we only had to brave a single night in the freezing temperatures instead of four, which was a relief. However, I had a good idea why this made Ryan edgy. Staying on the South Road—which was much more open and didn’t have the cover of the Airwater Gorge—would make it easy for anyone to track us. And with two potential enemies on our backs, it would be all the more dangerous.
 
   My guilt bubbled to the surface, and I glanced at my feet. It was my fault we were heading for the capital, anyway. Now that I knew I couldn’t escape the Binding, there actually wasn’t much point continuing. I could avoid all this uncertainty by speaking up. It wasn’t fair to put Ryan at risk. But my fear was too crippling, and the words wouldn’t come.
 
   Oblivious to my inner struggle, Ryan sighed.
 
   “Alright,” he said. “The safest way would be to keep south. We’ll do that.”
 
   General Grants nodded.
 
   “Then I wish you a safe journey onward,” he said. “Many thanks for sharing your information. As a token of my gratitude and as an apology for your rough time, I shall arrange for the rest of your supplies. My workman Arivannan has already repaired your horse’s equipment. He should have left it at the inn’s stables.”
 
   “You’re too kind,” Ryan said, giving a short bow.
 
   “May the Goddess bless you both.”
 
   I fought to hide my wry smile. Dear General, if only you knew just how Her Holiness had done so already.
 
   We left the room and joined the waiting soldiers. They led us back into the courtyard. The shock of the cold made me grimace, so I pulled my scarf up again.
 
   “Do you feel alright to leave today?” Ryan asked, rolling up his collar as we made our way towards the garrison gate.
 
   I sighed. There was no reason to hang around, but the thought of being chased by two potential gangs—three, if I included Father and Adam—didn’t enthral me, either. I swallowed, trying to dredge up some courage. Tell him the truth!
 
   “You know…” I licked my lips. “We don’t have to go all the way to Viens.”
 
   Coward.
 
   Ryan stopped at the gate, then looked at me. My heart pounded that little bit harder, but I wasn’t sure it was entirely because of the curse.
 
   “We don’t,” he shrugged, “but I promised, didn’t I?”
 
   “Ryan, if we hadn’t got stuck with the shrine fiasco, it wouldn’t matter, but I don’t want…”
 
   Ryan pressed his finger to my lips. A hot blush flowered across my cheeks, despite the fact my scarf stopped direct skin contact.
 
   “Eliza, please stop worrying.”
 
   He lowered his hand and let out a misted breath. I rooted myself to the spot, determined to stop the Binding making the situation any more embarrassing.
 
   “I’ll admit I’ve not been as careful as I should have, and made some rash decisions that weren’t fair to you. But I meant what I said last night. I’ll protect you, no matter what. You have my word.”
 
   A bitter taste rose in my mouth. We didn’t have to do this.
 
   “Ryan, I…” I shook my head. “Thank you.”
 
   Ryan smiled, before he led the way out of the garrison. Behind his back, I gripped my temples.
 
   Why couldn’t I just come out with it?
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   ‘...and in whispered flight she departed, leaving his tears to cool upon his smited cheek.’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   Lanaran’s south gate was overflowing. Carts, horses, and pedestrians piled on top of each other, eager to squeeze through the checkpoint first. Many sported odd contraptions, from pocket-size boxes to enormous tanks with bits attached, and it was all we could do to navigate around them. Even with a team of Guardsmen manning the lines, only the first fifty or so people were in any order. Everyone else was left in chaos, and we were right in the middle of it.
 
   We sat atop Cielo, stuck before the bottleneck of the hallowed queue. Two hours crawled by without much progress, but it wasn’t the wait that bothered me. I was more pre-occupied with my seating arrangement. With all the carriages and machines threatening to knock me out of the saddle, I had to huddle close to Ryan.
 
   And after its brief hiatus, the Binding had not been in a forgiving mood.
 
   With my cheek resting against Ryan’s shoulder-blade—and my heart fluttering like a panicked pigeon—I gazed across the crowd. We were seven carts, two riders and a family on foot away from the checkpoint, while beside us the madness sprawled. I couldn’t even see the ground through the mass of bodies. I’d been impressed with Lanaran’s size; now I was suffocating with its populace.
 
   Maybe I was keener to get out than I realised.
 
   Cielo blew a hot breath. He flicked his tail, agitated with the lack of space. Ryan stroked his mane.
 
   “I didn’t expect it to be this busy,” he said, glancing to the clock above the archway. “What’s with the rush?”
 
   “Don’t you know?” squawked a woman behind us, wheeling along a bundle of metal bars mixed with cogs and gears. “Dhjerba’s Inventor’s Fair begins this week!”
 
   “Inventor’s Fair?” I repeated, eyeing the strange device. It had a seat in the middle, and two wheels, one at the front and one at the back. I’d never seen anything like it.
 
   “It’s where all of Azaria’s greatest minds come together to share their genius!” the woman crowed. “My pedal cycle is sure to be a winner this year. I made a lot of improvements on my previous design. That sarper tree gum worked a treat for the wheels.” She eyed Cielo darkly. “One day you won’t need his like. Everyone will be riding my cycles instead! They don’t need half as much maintenance, and…”
 
   Cielo snorted. The woman shrieked, and Ryan snickered. I raised an eyebrow, wondering what the fuss was about, when the line surged forward. Cielo was swept along, and I glanced behind. In the seconds before the gap closed, I spotted dark muck on the bottom of the woman’s cloak, and I burst out laughing.
 
   “That’s exactly why we need alternative transport!” the woman screeched, waving her fist in the air. “Your days are numbered, horse, and your bowel movements are going with you!”
 
   Ryan and I couldn’t contain our hysterics. I struggled to catch my breath, my cheeks hurting from smiling so widely. Goddess, I’d needed that.
 
   “You showed her, Cielo,” I said. Cielo flicked his ears in approval. “That thing looked like it would fall apart any second. Can’t imagine it would ever go anywhere, let alone replace you.”
 
   “It explains the queue, though,” Ryan said, resting his hands on the saddle. “Most of Lanaran’s Scholars are architects and mechanics. They’d jump at any chance to show off their work.” He lowered his voice. “That’s good for us, too. If we can blend in, it should make it harder for anyone to follow.”
 
   I nodded, though I was annoyed he had to remind me of our potential Amaranth trackers. Sure we needed to keep a close eye on our backs, but couldn’t I enjoy a quick giggle now and then? If he stuck to being so serious all the time, his hair would turn as silver as his crossbow gauntlet.
 
   Cielo stepped into a clear spot, and I was propelled into Ryan’s back. My arms went rigid, keeping me tight against him, and I couldn’t pry my fingers off his coat. To rub salt into the wound, my scarf didn’t protect me from his musky scent, either, even though it was wrapped around my mouth and nose. Ugh, why did the Binding have such awful timing?
 
   I screwed my eyes shut. Quick, think about something else. The stained glass window in the archives sprang to mind, but it didn’t take long for the colours to blur. Even the runes slipped from my grasp. All I could concentrate on was that intoxicating smell, and how I wanted to reach up, curl my hand around Ryan’s cheek and bring his lips to…
 
   “Present papers!”
 
   The checkpoint guard’s cry severed the curse’s hold, and I shrank back as far as the saddle allowed. Despite the cold I pulled my scarf away, as it was now infused with that infatuating odour. Great, and just when I’d had it washed again, too.
 
   The guard’s assessment didn’t take long, since General Grants had provided Ryan with the necessary documents, and soon we were back on the South Road. Dense pines flanked us, and to the west the Earthfire Mountains cut through the clouds. Lanes split the road, cordoning off areas for different vehicles. It was certainly a lot more organised than the stony track we’d followed from Bane.
 
   “Comfy?” Ryan asked, leaning back so our bodies were in contact again. His warmth was so inviting, I snuggled closer. Wait, don’t do that!
 
   “I’ll cope,” I grumbled, praying I’d keep control of my arms. I was not willing for a repeat of the button disaster.
 
   Ryan chuckled.
 
   “Well, you should enjoy the view,” he said. “We’re going to pass Lake Breska. It’ll be frozen over, and the trees on its banks will be dusted with snow.” He sighed, scratching his nose. “It’s a shame. If we weren’t in such a hurry, I could’ve taken you ice skating.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t think you’re missing much,” I said. “Me and ice skates don’t mix. Not unless you want to lose a finger, or three.” That was true; I’d almost ended Adam’s career as a Guardsmen after our little adventure on the river Fende two winters ago.
 
   The memory barely crossed my mind when my flippancy turned to panic. I clasped a hand to my head. Why couldn’t I think before I opened my mouth? I was supposed to have come from an unhappy home. Like any cruel parent would let their child play in the snow, let alone go skating. The numb feeling in my chest returned. Already the cracks were forming in my lies. It wouldn’t be long before they came crumbling down, and I’d be left amidst the rubble.
 
   “You just need a good teacher,” Ryan said, oblivious to my blunder. “Speaking of which, here.” He groped at his side, then handed me his hunting knife. It took a lot of effort, but eventually I yanked a hand from his waist and took the blade. “Just in case.”
 
   “Thanks,” I muttered, fixing the sheath to my belt. I couldn’t say I’d missed the thing, but its weight was reassuring against my hip. At least with my ankle sorted, I was in more of a position to fight. Though I suspected that if it came down to it, I’d bolt for the hills before attempting to defend myself.
 
   “You can practice that other grip I showed you,” Ryan went on. “Try not to poke me, okay?”
 
   “That depends on how well you behave,” I replied, nudging him in the ribs. Ryan squirmed. He glanced back and grinned. Caught in his green eyes, my cheeks flushed. He rested his hand on top of mine, pressing it against his coat. I swallowed, my pulse thundering in my ears.
 
   “And if I don’t act up to your standards?” he asked. I clenched my teeth together, determined not to edge closer. Damn it, why did he have to do that? Just because he couldn’t match me in a battle of wits didn’t mean he could fall back on pure charm and let the Binding reduce me into a stuttering…
 
   Cielo whinnied, as another rider came too close and almost collided into us. Ryan hauled on the reins, steering clear, and my face jerked into his spine. Tears burnt into my raw cheeks, and I grimaced. The black stallion alongside us shook its head, while its rider scowled. I caught a flash of silver beneath his sleeve, but it vanished before I got a proper look.
 
   “Watch where you’re going!” he spat, righting his hood that had fallen off his head. I frowned. He was the one who’d barged into us. I took a sharp breath to tell him as much, but Ryan tightened his grip, urging me to keep quiet.
 
   “Sorry,” Ryan said, taking Cielo to the far lane. The rider stared, his dark eyes menacing, then turned back to the road. However, as I watched from the corner of my eye, every now and then he glanced in our direction. I wasn’t sure we warranted such attention because of a near-accident. That left another possibility; one I wasn’t comfortable with.
 
   “Ryan, slow down,” I murmured.
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “I want to check something, that’s all.”
 
   Shrugging, Ryan obliged. Cielo’s steps shortened, and we drifted back as the other riders overtook. I peered over Ryan’s shoulder, waiting for the man on the black horse to gain some distance. When he was far enough ahead, I squinted at his hood. A red emblem stuck out on the back, and my eyes widened.
 
   He was a member of the Order.
 
   Beneath my arms Ryan tensed. He’d seen it, too.
 
   “They didn’t waste any time,” he mumbled, sitting straighter. “And he’s brave if he’ll show that symbol around. How did the Guardsmen miss him?”
 
   “Must be too many people coming through,” I said. “But outside of the General’s men who went to the shrine and us, nobody else would recognise the mark. Heck, we only know about it because of the bottle we found in Ruthwall.”
 
   “Maybe, though it’s not giving him much credit for his intelligence,” Ryan said. He took my hands and anchored them around his belly. “Hold tight, I’ll try and ditch him.”
 
   The Binding liked the sound of that, and my fingers latched across his stomach. Through his coat I could feel his muscles tighten, and the memory of catching him shaving began to surface. Inwardly I groaned. I could only hope the curse wouldn’t be too distracting, else we would be in serious trouble. Though it would provide quite the show for the onlookers around us.
 
   Cielo picked up his pace, and we slipped into the crowd. I rested my chin on Ryan’s shoulder, mindful of his hair that threatened to tickle my ear, and kept the man in the hood in sight. He’d stopped watching us, but he too drifted between the other riders, keeping at least two horses’ breadth away. My lip curled. What was he up to? He couldn’t attack us in broad daylight—a Guardsmen patrol would be on top of him faster than he could say ‘Amaranth’. However, if he forced us into the surrounding forest, we would be easy pickings.
 
   This wasn’t lost on Ryan, either. With some skilful manoeuvring, he folded back into the masses, dodging the various objects being carried around. Even then I had to duck to avoid the extendable poles, furled sails and cogwheel bars. Goddess knew what most of these things were built for. Other than to take my head off, of course.
 
   Yet the man in the hood continued on our trail. I let out an irked growl. How did he know which way we were going when he was in front of us? Ryan, too, was getting antsy with this game of cat and mouse. He held the reins tighter, his jaw tense. I didn’t take my eyes off the red emblem, a pearl of sweat rolling down my forehead. The same flash of silver sparkled from the man’s wrist, and this time I saw the hilt.
 
   Uh oh.
 
   Before I could whisper as much to Ryan, a sharp whistle of air caught my ear. The man in the hood cried out, his knife dislodged from its hiding place. His horse shrieked, stamping its hooves, which set off the grey gelding beside it. The beast reared in fright, throwing its rider and the invention strapped to its saddle. Crates and metal rods went flying in all directions, raining down onto the other horses and sending them into a wild panic.
 
   “Whoa!” Ryan dug his thighs into Cielo’s flanks, struggling to keep him from rearing as well. However, he couldn’t stop the horse from bolting into the trees. Every bone in my body jarred with each thunderous hoof-beat. I curled against Ryan, crouching low to stay clear of the branches. Snow splattered into my hair and pine needles showered over my shoulders as we ripped past. The frantic neighs and angered shouts died away, and soon only the screaming wind hollered in my ears.
 
   “Cielo, knock it off!” Ryan roared.
 
   Cielo ceased his mad rush. My forehead smashed into Ryan, and I groaned as coloured spots danced across my vision. Ryan hissed, doubling up and gripping his side; one of the saddle bags had whacked him below the ribs. I rubbed my sore head, wincing. I’d have a fine bruise tomorrow morning.
 
   “Ryan, you okay?”
 
   “I’m…fine,” Ryan gasped, sitting upright again. He paused, waiting for his breathing to return to normal. “What about you?”
 
   “I’ll live,” I said, blinking to clear the haze. When my sight returned, I glanced back to the tree-veiled path. There was nothing but a trail of shredded pines and hoof-prints. “What happened? One minute we were trying to lose that guy, then everyone went crazy. I thought I heard a shot, but…”
 
   “You did,” Ryan said, wiping snow off his cheek. “Looks like our assassin had his own stalker after him.”
 
   “What?” I blurted. “Are you sure?”
 
   “I saw the crossbow bolt,” Ryan said. “I also saw who fired it.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Oh? So who was looking out for us? One of the Guardsmen? Though it seems a little direct to open fire like that.”
 
   Ryan hesitated. He opened his mouth, but at the last moment he closed it again and sighed.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. At least we escaped in one piece. Still, I don’t think we should go back to the South Road. We can cut across the lake and get to Dhjerba this way.”
 
   I blinked. Well, someone was keen to change the topic. Which could only mean that whoever had saved us was someone Ryan didn’t consider an ally.
 
   I bit back an irked hiss. Goddess, Ryan, why do you have to be so secretive all the time? We’d been moments away from being attacked, then saved by the purest of chances, which he happened to have an explanation for, and the most informative thing he had to say was ‘it doesn’t matter’?
 
   It was almost enough to give up being lady-like and clout him with the back of the hunting knife.
 
   Ignorant of my annoyance, Ryan squinted through the tree cover. I followed his gaze. We’d come to the border where the pines ended and the lake began. Except, in place of greyish water stood pure ice. It gave off a bluish tinge, contrasting with the conifers, and the centre resembled etched glass. Pieces of forest debris were trapped within the frozen water, blemishing its surface with dead branches and bleached logs. Finally, a break in the clouds let sunlight filter through, setting the whole lake sparkling.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” I murmured, resting my hands on Ryan’s waist. For once, I didn’t have to fight a rush of emotions; the scene was peaceful enough to quell even the Binding.
 
   “Told you,” Ryan chuckled. “And you get to enjoy the view for the rest of the journey.”
 
   I scoffed.
 
   “Oh please, pour on any more charm and I’ll drown,” I said. “Let’s get going before we’re joined by anymore unwanted company.”
 
   “Aha,” Ryan said, “so you prefer us being alone? You should’ve told me sooner.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. He was in a flirtatious mood all of a sudden. No doubt trying to take my mind off his evasive answer earlier.
 
   “Maybe you should get your head out of the clouds and concentrate on riding,” I said, poking his shoulder. I could save the brutal questioning for later. “Onwards, driver.”
 
   I didn’t have to see Ryan’s face to know he was grinning. He chose a path parallel to the lake’s edge and the trees. I shifted back, taking in the view. Snow dotted the ice, and the air was still. Hard to believe that only a mile beyond the trees lay one of the busiest roadways in Azaria. I curled against the back of Ryan’s neck, warming my cheek against his collar. Perhaps this trip wouldn’t be so bad, after all.
 
   I’d spoken too soon. Cielo had hardly taken four steps when something stirred in the trees. Some crows broke free from the canopy, followed by a rustle as woodland creatures fled into the undergrowth. I sat bolt upright, watching the shadows. Ryan didn’t bother to look and instead leant forward, urging Cielo to run.
 
   We were too slow. A click echoed from the pines, and Cielo screamed. He kicked his hindlegs, almost throwing me off, then burst into a canter, straight onto the lake.
 
   “Cielo, no!” Ryan yanked the reins, desperate to get back to the bank. If Cielo didn’t change course, he’d take us straight to the thinnest part of the ice, and into the water.
 
   Seconds later Cielo shrieked again, and this time I felt the ripple of flesh beneath my leg. I held onto Ryan tighter, looking to the horse’s flank. My jaw went slack. Two crossbow bolts were sticking out of his rump. No way…who was firing at us?!
 
   The icing on the cake was yet to come, as a hissing crack added to the mess. We were too close to the centre. The ice was going to shatter!
 
   Instinct took over and I gripped Ryan’s shoulders, managing to get a leg onto the saddle. Cielo slowed even more. I had to get off before he’d stop altogether.
 
   “Eliza, what the hell are you doing?!” Ryan snapped.
 
   “Cielo can’t take the load, and neither can the ice,” I shouted back. “Get him to the bank, then come back for me.”
 
   Ryan snatched at my sleeve, but I was too fast. Bracing against the saddle, I kicked off, trying to get as much distance as I could. I landed on my hands and knees on the ice, skidding slightly. The crackling sharpened, so I threw myself on my belly to spread my weight and crawled as fast as I could. The cold scorched my hands, but I continued to scramble towards the pine trees.
 
   Once the creaking stopped, I sat on my haunches. I surveyed the ice behind, now crosshatched with white steaks. Phew, I’d gotten off just in time.
 
   “Eliza, behind you!”
 
   “Huh?” I glanced round, and gasped as something sharp and cold snapped to the back of my neck.
 
   “You’re not going anywhere,” a gravelly voice hissed in my ear. “Move another inch, and I’ll shoot you before you take your next breath.”
 
   I gulped. What had I thrown myself into now?
 
   The snap of a crossbow being loaded cut my thoughts, and the pressure on my skin grew more intense. My legs started to ache, and I was desperate to change position, but I didn’t dare move, terrified to provoke my captor into firing.
 
   “Leave her out of this!” Ryan’s voice carried across the lake. He was somewhere on my left. Footsteps crunched over the ice, heading straight for me.
 
   “Stay where you are!” my assailant bellowed. The footsteps stopped. “Come any closer and I’ll kill her, Ryan. I don’t think you want that.”
 
   My eyes widened. This man knew Ryan by name. At once the pieces clicked into place. This had to be the person Ryan had been fleeing; the one who’d shot him at the aqueduct. He must have seen the Amaranthite threaten us, and stepped in to stop Ryan getting hurt. Knowing that we’d run from the commotion, he was now in the perfect place to capture his prize.
 
   And I was the bait.
 
   Steeling myself, I managed to lift my eyes from the ice. Ryan stood a few metres away. He was alone—he must have left Cielo at the bank. His crossbow was unfolded, but it lay limp by his side. He wouldn’t risk using it, not when my life was in danger. I let out a silent curse. Why was it that whenever I tried to help him, it was always thrown back in my face?
 
   “Get to that side of the bank, Ryan,” the man ordered. “And keep clear of your precious Cielo.” He gave a dark laugh. “Not that you’ll be riding him anytime soon. You will wait there while I bring the girl.” He shifted his grip and pressed the crossbow bolt against my throat. “Make any move I don’t tell you to and I’ll throw her corpse into the lake.”
 
   Ryan slowly walked over to the pine trees, his face clouded with frustration. It must have torn him up inside to feel so helpless. Worse was knowing it was my action that had landed him in this situation in the first place.
 
   “On your feet!” A hand latched around my shoulder and forced me upright. I gritted my teeth, determined not to give him the satisfaction of making me cry out. I caught a glimpse of a grey longcoat and black stockhat, before the man twisted my arm and pinned it to my back. “Don’t try anything.”
 
   Heart racing, I managed a tiny nod. What could I do, anyway? Things had changed so swiftly, and neither I nor Ryan were in a position to fix it. Further, the Binding added another layer of danger. I had no doubt the man wouldn’t want to take excess baggage, and so the moment he captured Ryan, he would toss me aside, leaving the curse to transform me into an Unbound. Alternatively, if he wanted to make a clean job of it and silence any witnesses, I was dead meat, too. After all of my close scrapes, it seemed this one would be my last.
 
   But if I slipped upon the ice and caught him off guard…
 
   The thought was so abrupt, I almost lost my footing. My instep skimmed the frozen surface, and the hold on my arm tightened. I frowned, thankful my assailant couldn’t see my face. My subconscious must be working overtime if that was the best it could come up with. Anyway, I couldn’t fall on story clichés to save my skin. Not when it would earn me a crossbow bolt to the head.
 
   Yet if I could reach my knife…
 
   Again, my brow creased. I could barely wield the thing. I’d end up hurting myself rather than inflicting damage to my opponent. However, as we got closer to Ryan, the fear in his eyes strengthened my resolve. If I didn’t do something soon, everything would be over.
 
   I had to try.
 
   I took two more paces, then deliberately overstepped, making my heel shoot out from under me. My captor’s fingers clamped around so hard I was sure it left imprints in my arm. He braced me against his torso, stopping me from falling.
 
   “Nice try,” he growled. He raked his crossbow tip against my cheek. “I wouldn’t suggest you do it again.”
 
   Now!
 
   I kicked backwards, striking the man on the shin. He groaned, and the grip on my arm loosened. I snatched it free, and in moments the knife came to my palm.
 
   Aim for his legs!
 
   Adopting the new grip Ryan taught me earlier, I dropped to one knee, then lunged for the man’s ankles. My blade scored a deep cut in his calf, tasting blood, and the man screamed. He grasped for the wound, but I didn’t let him lay a finger on it as I slammed my shoulder into his knee. He flew onto his back and crashed to the ice, landing awkwardly on his crossbow.
 
   Get him into the lake!
 
   My muscles acted of their own accord, aiming for a second strike. At the last moment the man rolled away, and my knife cut into the frozen lake. I freed the blade with a snarl, while he flipped himself onto his hands and knees. He stood up, crossbow poised, his dark curls revealed as his hat had fallen off.
 
   “Don’t think you can match me!” he sneered.
 
   “Aronzo, don’t do this!” Ryan yelled. I could hear him storm across the ice, and load a crossbow bolt. He raised his arm, which trembled slightly. “Please, leave her alone.”
 
   “Sorry, Ryan, but I can’t,” the man said. “I have to fulfil my duty.”
 
   He groped in his longcoat pocket, seeking another weapon. Without thinking I raced across the ice, planting my feet and letting the slickness build my momentum. He raised his arm to throw the dagger, but I was quicker and thrust my elbow into his chest. He gasped, the wind knocked from his lungs, and he grabbed my cloak. We hit the ice, hard, and fresh crackling rang through my ears again. Goddess, no!
 
   Ryan screamed my name, as the ice buckled and I plunged into the freezing depths.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   ‘His only wish was to see her once more, to glance upon her starlit cheek as he had done that cloudless night...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   The icy blackness pierced my skin, and bubbles escaped my mouth as the cold tore into my bones. It wasn’t just the chill that had me seized up; the man’s arms were tight about me, squeezing the air left in my lungs. Miraculously, the knife remained in my hand, but with his weight pinning me down, it was next to useless. I stared at the cracked ice above, writhing, kicking, thrashing, yet nothing would make him loosen his hold. My throat burned, and my chest tightened. I wouldn’t be able to hold my breath much longer.
 
   My vision began to blur, so I redoubled my efforts to break free. Try as I might, I simply couldn’t overcome his grip. Had I the air to spare, I would’ve screamed. How could he keep such a vice-like grasp and not fear for his own safety? We must have been down for almost a minute, and he showed no sign he needed to surface. Was he so determined to get rid of me he’d drown the both of us? I couldn’t let him do this!
 
   If only I could free my knife arm and make him let go…
 
   A rune flashed into my mind: pain. The white fire appeared, followed by a jolt that raced through my arm. Against all odds, the man shifted his hand, so I could move my elbow. With dexterity I never knew I had, I flipped the blade in my palm so it was angled downward, then thrust it back as hard as I could. The steel bit into something soft, and at long last the pressure around my chest and neck fell limp. I didn’t waste a second and kicked out towards the gap in the ice.
 
   I ripped through the surface, hungry for the frozen air. I struggled to keep my head above the water, my breath coming in sharp wheezes. My chest hurt so much, it was painful to inhale. Blotting out the ache, I grasped for the nearest ice slab, only to have it snap in my fingers. I cursed. The fragments weren’t solid enough to hold onto, and certainly not stable enough to bear my weight.
 
   My hand flopped back to the water. The chill penetrated deeper, and my teeth rattled. No way, I couldn’t be stuck in this icy pit! But where else could I go? The bank was miles away. I’d never crack through enough ice to reach it in time. As it was, I could barely stay afloat with all my shaking. And it was so damn cold…
 
   “Eliza!”
 
   I looked across the lake. Ryan stood a few metres away, utterly helpless. Of course, if he came any closer the ice would split apart even more.
 
   I was on my own.
 
   Swamped with shivers, I paddled to the other side, swatting at the ice that continued to drift along the surface. Something sharp pricked my shoulder, and I spun round. A trunk had frozen in the lake. The bough was thicker than my arm, and the bulk of the log sat firmly in a sheet of unbroken ice.
 
   It was my ticket out.
 
   I snatched the branch, its edges cutting into my skin, and gave a sharp tug. It didn’t budge. Good, it should be strong enough to let me climb up. I used my knife to get some purchase, then dragged myself out of the water’s grip. But my cloak was too heavy, and I was snatched back into the depths. I snarled. After all I’d been through to get the garment, I wasn’t keen on discarding it, but it wasn’t doing its job right now, either. I needed to prioritise.
 
   I tore the fabric off, and the difference in weight was instantly noticeable. This time I could draw much closer to the log and yank myself up. I dug my fingers into the bark, pulling further, and finally managed to get a knee out. Yes! Spurred on, I grappled for the next hold, and finally I was free from the water. Still, I wasn’t out of the woods yet; I could hear the ice cracking. Then my shivering tripled in volume—maintaining my grip was becoming difficult.
 
   Ryan remained at a distance, circling the log and awaiting the moment I’d get to thicker ice. I was exhausted, my arms aching, yet stopping to rest, even for a moment, would be fatal. If I fell into the water again, I’d not make it out a second time. The freezing air bit into my cheeks, and my breaths came in ragged grunts. I tightened my jaw, determined to keep going. Come on, a few more metres, and I’d be safe.
 
   At last I reached the end of the log. The crackling ceased, and I slid off onto the frozen surface. I scrambled on my hands and knees, edging towards the bank, but I only managed a tiny shuffle before I collapsed, the kiss of ice stinging my skin. The shivering was uncontrollable, and my strength left me. My eyes closed. Goddess, make it stop hurting…please…
 
   “Eliza, hold on!”
 
   Ryan’s boots crunched over the ice, and the next thing I knew, his arms were around me, hoisting me upright. I grimaced.
 
   “Eliza, stay with me,” he said, draping my arm around his neck and helping me to stand. I couldn’t keep my balance and sagged against him, a dead weight. “We have to get to the bank.”
 
   I nodded, though I didn’t think it was noticeable over my trembling. It took a lot of effort to get my legs to work, and my muscles screamed. Ryan didn’t wait, and had to carry me. Fortunately the bank wasn’t far, and soon we were back in the tree cover.
 
   Ryan took me to a tree stump. He wiped off the snow with his forearm, then set me down. I drew my arms around myself, trying to stop the shivers, but it was no use. Ryan stood there for a moment, looking lost. Eventually he started to wander around to find twigs. Before he got too into it, I grabbed his wrist.
 
   “No.” My throat burned as the air raced past my raw vocal cords. “Too late…for fire. Have to…dry…me…then…dress in…layers…”
 
   Ryan stared blankly. Then the penny dropped.
 
   “Oh, of course!” With a reassuring squeeze on my shoulder, he sprinted off into the trees. He quickly returned with two saddlebags. He rummaged around, drawing out a blanket. He peeled off my sodden jacket and scarf, then wrapped the thick fur around me. “You can change under this.”
 
   I nodded, reaching for my buttons, but I couldn’t undo them. My hands were shaking too much. That, and my blouse was sticking to me like gumpaper. I didn’t have the energy to pull it off.
 
   “I…I…need…a…hand,” I murmured, struggling to form the words. Ryan reached out, then hesitated, his fingers stopping short of my blouse. Were I not so damn cold, I might have empathised with his embarrassment. But now was not the time to cower behind protocol. To hell with the Binding, too; if I didn’t get warmed up soon, I was going to die. “Please…just…it doesn’t…it has to…be done.”
 
   Ryan’s eyes narrowed. He drew the blanket tighter across my shoulders, and tucked its edges into my fist.
 
   “Hold it there,” he said. I closed my eyes, my knuckles white. His hands reached beneath, and I felt his fingers slip my buttons loose. The cold seeped deeper as my moist skin met the frozen air, and my trembling intensified. The back of Ryan’s hand brushed my bare stomach, and I croaked out a whine, desperate not to push closer. It was tearing me up inside, to want something so much, and yet knowing it wasn’t what I wanted at all.
 
   “Sorry.” Ryan turned his attention to my sleeves, and pulled them down. The blouse peeled off, and I bowed my head, a hair’s breadth from losing control. It would only take a single touch of his skin on mine to break down the last of my resolve. Please, no, not here, not now…
 
   Ryan’s fingers brushed the iasometer, and he blinked.
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   Oops, I’d forgotten about that.
 
   “I-Iasometer,” I croaked. Ryan’s eyes widened. He turned the device so the dials faced him, but it wasn’t in the right place and didn’t show any readings. “F-Forget it…” I stammered. It wasn’t worth him trying to use it when he wasn’t trained. “Just…warm!”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   The following few minutes were the most agonising of my life, as Ryan dried me off and helped dress my upper half. Thank the Goddess, he took extra care not to touch me again, and had the bright idea to button my blouse first and let me pull it over my head. A woollen over-shirt followed, then one of his spare shirts. I was glad he acted so swiftly; this would work as well as a fire in warming me up.
 
   Once I’d got about five layers on, Ryan snatched the damp blanket away and replaced it with his coat. It was long enough to cover my knees, and radiant with his body heat. I shuffled inside it, grateful for the warmth, though I had to breathe through my mouth to avoid its scent.
 
   Ryan paused again, looking at my boots. I swallowed, knowing what had to come next. I didn’t like it, but I didn’t have a choice. Though I didn’t think I was badly hypothermic, I couldn’t read the iasometer to make that judgement, and I’d seen first-hand the effects of underestimating the temperature drop. I couldn’t afford to risk losing my toes for the sake of personal pride.
 
   Or dignity.
 
   “Just…get it…over with…” I stuttered. The shivering had become less violent, but it hadn’t quieted anywhere near enough to return my co-ordination. Ryan simply looked at me, an apologetic expression on his face, before he knelt down and started to unfasten my belt. I gripped the tree stump, my teeth clamped together. The curse fought as hard as it could, goading me to give in, but I wouldn’t let it win. I couldn’t.
 
   Thankfully, changing my trousers wasn’t nearly as painful as I imagined, as Ryan used the blanket and his coat to keep me covered and prevent any inadvertent skin contact. Soon I was high and dry again, save for my soggy boots. I wrapped my arms around my knees, trying to retain what little warmth I had left.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered.
 
   Ryan nodded, discarding my soaked garments, though I made him keep hold of my jacket and scarf. They were too valuable to lose—in more ways than he knew. He stowed them away in the emptied saddlebag, and from the other he pulled out another blanket and his cloak. He sat beside me, pulling me close, and wrapped us both in the layers. My arms folded around him, and I nuzzled his shoulder.
 
   Ryan rested his cheek against my hair. I was still caught with spasms of shivers, so he gently rubbed my back to soothe them away. I closed my eyes, listening to his breathing and feeling his chest rise and fall beneath my hand.
 
   “We can’t ride Cielo,” he said at last, brushing a strand of my hair aside. “But Aronzo left his horse behind, so we don’t have to walk.”
 
   “Aronzo,” I said, fumbling with this new information. It would give me something to keep the Binding at bay. “He was…the man chasing you?”
 
   Ryan sighed.
 
   “Yes,” he said. “He’s been after me for a long time. I didn’t think he’d follow so closely once we passed Lanaran.” He gazed to the hole in the lake, which remained still and lifeless. “Guess I don’t have to worry about him anymore.”
 
   His voice was riddled with sadness. I blinked. That wasn’t a reaction I expected, considering Aronzo’s tactics. Either Ryan was being his usual compassionate self, or—and this was a wild guess on my part—there once was a time he and Aronzo weren’t enemies.
 
   A tight feeling gripped my chest, and I shut my eyes. Given how Aronzo had reacted to the Amaranthite’s threat, it had to be the latter, which made what I’d done ten times worse. Because of me, Ryan had been forced to injure his former friend. And I hadn’t had any qualms about shoving him into the freezing lake.
 
   “I’m sorry I never said anything,” Ryan said, breaking my thoughts. “I…I didn’t want to scare you.”
 
   “Well, it wasn’t like you were expecting company on your travels,” I said quietly.
 
   Ryan said nothing, and resumed rubbing my back. I didn’t press for anything more. I could only imagine what was going through his mind. Having to choose between me and Aronzo…I shook my head. No wonder he’d made up the story about bandits.
 
   Despite my guilt, it didn’t stop a flurry of new questions coming to mind. What had happened to turn the friends against each other? Something so important that Aronzo would have done anything to get Ryan in his grasp…
 
   Ryan prodded my shoulder.
 
   “We shouldn’t stay here,” he said. “How are you feeling?”
 
   I shrugged. We’d been sitting for almost an hour, and while my muscles ached, I’d stopped shivering. Next to sitting beside a roaring fire, I was as warm as I was going to get.
 
   “Not exactly toasty, but not an icicle, either,” I said. Just to be sure, I slid the iasometer to my elbow, adjusting the brass pin. Ryan watched, fascinated, as the dials flickered. Soon the temperature dial clicked, and it sat snugly in the green. “See?”
 
   “Incredible,” Ryan breathed. “Where did you get that iasometer from, anyway? I remember seeing it when we brought you back from the Lanaran shrine.” He pulled back slightly. “Is it your father’s?”
 
   I sighed. One by one I’d have to spill my secrets, anyway. Might as well start here.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I see,” Ryan murmured. I took a breath, awaiting the barrage of questions sure to follow. However, he didn’t press the issue; probably because he didn’t want to upset me. Instead he held me at arm’s length, checking me over. “Think you can walk?”
 
   “Won’t know until I try,” I shrugged.
 
   Ryan chuckled, and I felt the tension ebb a little.
 
   “Good to see your swim hasn’t affected your sense of humour,” he said. He pointed to a copse of pines in the near distance. “The horses are over there.”
 
   He took the cloak for himself—understandable, since he was only wearing his ivory shirt and woollen waistcoat—then stepped away. Clutching the blanket close, I stood up. My legs trembled, worn out from so much shivering, but they held firm. I took a shaky step, then another. It looked promising. Still, Ryan wasn’t taking any chances and took my elbow.
 
   Cielo and a dappled brown mare stood beneath a broad pine. Blood caked the white horse’s flank, but the bolts were gone, and he didn’t seem distressed by his injury. He neighed in greeting, and I rubbed his nose, his hot breath warming my fingers. Ryan lingered at my side, before he transferred our kit to the other horse. With a wound like that, Cielo needed his load as light as possible, else he would go lame.
 
   We swapped the saddles, and then Ryan mounted up. I passed him Cielo’s bridle rope, and he hooked it over the saddle horn. He offered his hand, and I swung up to sit in front of him. He pulled me into his chest, so I rested against his torso. The curse frothed again, and I almost pulled his cheek to mine. Quickly I managed to brush back my hair, disguising the gesture.
 
   “All set?” Ryan asked.
 
   “Ready,” I said, picking up Cielo’s lead rope. At least it would keep my hands where I could see them.
 
   We followed a trail of muddied snow, keeping the Earthfire Mountains on our right. As Ryan had said earlier, it would be too dangerous to follow the South Road, even with one of our pursuers…dispatched, so we were going to take the scenic route. For a long moment all was quiet, save for the shuffling of hooves on snow. I didn’t let the peace lull me this time. The Binding was on the prowl again, and I dreaded to think what would happen if I let my attention drift.
 
   “When we get to Dhjerba,” Ryan suddenly said, his arm tightening around my waist, “I’ll tell you everything.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “About Aronzo, about why I’ve been travelling,” Ryan went on. “Why I was there that night in the Galgiza, and everything that happened before. You deserve to know.”
 
   My eyes went wide. Since our exchange in the flower field, I’d been dying to know all of this, yet now my enthusiasm seemed to have drowned in the lake. If Ryan revealed his secret, then I would have no more excuses to hide behind. I’d have to tell him my own truth at the same time.
 
   I sighed. No putting it off any longer. It seemed both of us would clear the clouds following us since that night beneath the blue moon.
 
   And Dhjerba was where this game of façades would finally end.
 
   * * * * *
 
   A light snow had started by the time Dhjerba, City of Merchants, appeared on the horizon. We’d cut through the woods, stopping to rest every eight hours, before riding through the moonlit darkness. Neither Ryan nor I were keen to stop for longer than necessary, and we’d taken turns to keep watch, but both of us were feeling the effects of broken sleep as dawn crept over the trees. Two days must’ve gone by, though it felt like much longer. I was struggling to hold onto Cielo’s lead rope, my eyelids drooping. Only the pain in my muscles stopped me from drifting off.
 
   “Two miles to go, give or take,” Ryan said, though a massive yawn cut him off. “We’ve made good time.” He glanced towards the rising sun. “We should be in the city by mid-morning.”
 
   “Good,” I said, only half meaning it. While it was reassuring we’d escape the road soon, it also meant the countdown had begun. I’d tried to formulate what to say when the promised moment arrived, yet it always sounded so clumsy in my head. It wasn’t the kind of thing you could slip into general conversation. Besides, who would go first? And would either of us let the other continue once we’d heard each other’s story?
 
   I shook my head. I was making this unnecessarily convoluted. Concentrate on the small steps, Eliza. If I could sort my words out, that was half the battle won. Worrying about the consequences could come later.
 
   The city’s five towers appeared as we crested the next hill, so Ryan returned to the South Road. At this hour it was quiet; most of the party from Lanaran would still be a fair way away. A few carts hovered in the distance, and a theatre troupe travelled a little ahead of us, but otherwise we were alone.
 
   I watched our approach to the gates, admiring its decoration of copper leaves and silver trees. Dhjerba was a unique city in Azaria, since it was governed by a Merchant’s Council, rather than a single Councillor selected from a Guardsmen Jury. Oh, they had a garrison and everything, but it was the merchants who ran the place, with representation for every guild. I knew this because Mother’s family hailed from here; tanners by trade. She’d taught me all about the city of her birth, and it had been her dream to bring me to visit. Until Fiona’s sudden departure shook things up…
 
   A tear escaped my eye, and I flicked it away. I could almost hear Mother’s voice describing the ivory towers, the special lamplights that paved the streets, the Grand Councillor’s hall which hosted public fairs, and the Market Street where you could find anything you wanted. Moments she wanted to share with me, and now never would. Goddess, I missed her.
 
   “Eliza, you okay?”
 
   I snapped my head up. Cut it out, Eliza. I had enough to be getting on with without lamenting over the past. Again.
 
   “…oh, it’s nothing.”
 
   As we crossed the gates, the checkpoint guard barely batted an eyelid, bored witless. We stepped into the main street. It was much like Lanaran, except the ways were broader and shops more extensive. However, it was no less as frantic. Inventors filled the streets, carrying, wheeling or riding their latest gadgets. Guardsmen in red and grey uniforms were everywhere, directing the lines, but no sooner did they disperse a group than another came to replace it.
 
   Ryan caught the eye of a soldier, who helped clear a path for Cielo. The congestion thinned as we entered the heart of the city, giving us space to breathe. Ryan’s head darted around, glancing from sign to sign.
 
   “Can you see a vet anywhere?” he asked. I sat forward, scanning the alleys for the familiar symbol of a dove carrying a red oak branch. The sooner we found it, the better, as I noticed Cielo was struggling to keep up. I didn’t want him to meet the fate of a lame horse after all his faithful service.
 
   After weaving through the pedestrians and overloaded carts, I finally saw the pinewood building. It was overrun by a massive queue. Women cradled fuzzy cats, boys led speckled dogs, a farmhand stood between two rheumy-eyed oxen, an elderly man had an owl perched on his wrist; there seemed no end to them. Knowing full well what it was like to work under such pressure, I didn’t envy the vet and his staff.
 
   Sighing, Ryan let go of my waist and took Cielo’s lead rope.
 
   “This could take a while,” he said. He craned his neck, looking the street up and down. “Why don’t you meet me at that inn? There’s no need for both of us to wait here.”
 
   “If you say so.” Cielo was his horse, after all. And though I was in no mood to rest, it would give me time to prepare for later.
 
   I glanced to where Ryan had pointed. A faded sign depicted a riverbank lined with trees. The Water and Willow. I hoped its interior was as peaceful as its namesake.
 
   As I swung my leg over the saddle, Ryan gripped my arm. My face flushed.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking,” he said. “Do you want me to take you to the healer, first?”
 
   “There’s no need,” I said. “They won’t add much more to what you already did.” I flicked his shoulder. “Stop worrying so much. I’ve survived so far, right?”
 
   I didn’t wait for an answer and slipped to the cobbled floor. My legs cried out, and I winced, but taking a few steps eased the stiffness. Ryan watched, unsure if he was doing the right thing. Smirking, I strode over and slapped the mare’s rump. She trotted out, much to my Bound partner’s protest.
 
   “See you later!” I called. Ryan shook his head, heading to the back of the ever-growing queue of animals and owners.
 
   I sighed, leaning against a brick building. Okay, so I’d got a few moments to myself. Better make the most of it. Straightening Ryan’s cloak—he’d taken back his coat—I squared my shoulders and strode towards the inn. Now was as good a time as any to ready my speech. Perhaps I should go for the casual approach. ‘Hey, Ryan, about that time you saved me from the bear…’
 
   On reaching the inn I grasped the door handle, but before I could pull it open, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I frowned. Goddess, could the curse not leave me alone for one second? I wasn’t even ten metres away from Ryan, and it was already pestering me.
 
   Although, thinking about it, why should it? The Binding shouldn’t act up over such a small distance, and it’d never gone for the fear approach before. Which meant there was a high chance it was my own instincts trying to warn me.
 
   Hmm.
 
   Slowly, I withdrew my hand, keeping my head forwards. Pretending I’d made a mistake, I huddled inside my cloak and walked away. A dark feeling crept over me; I was being watched. I resisted the temptation to look around, relying on my peripheral vision to check my surroundings.
 
   Though the streets weren’t exactly empty, there was a figure that stood out. He wore a black hooded jacket, and leant against a statue of a flock of hellersbirds. I only caught a glimpse, but as I ventured away from the inn, he started following me.
 
   I stepped up my pace, my palms slick with sweat. The knife sheath pulled against my hip, but I ignored it. Getting caught in a fight would just land me in trouble. Instead, I began to weave through the masses, taking a twisted path across the city. I was painfully aware of the distance; I needed to stay within my half-mile radius. Fortunately the vet’s was beside a clock tower, and with that as my anchoring point, I stuck to a curved path around it.
 
   Stalls cropped up on street corners, selling all sorts of odds and ends, and I slipped between their bright coverings. Hopefully, they’d conceal my trail. One woman had an array of mirrors on display, and I used them to spy on my stalker.
 
   He was trying to be discrete, taking a zig-zag route as I had, but he continually looked my way. My pulse started to rumble, and I pressed my hand to my chest. What if it was another Amaranthite? No doubt he’d want revenge for what had happened to his fellow Order member. If he was anywhere near as armed…
 
   I was all but running to the next street. I knew it was a bad move, but I couldn’t help it. Our run-in with Aronzo had taken my paranoia to new heights, and I didn’t want to be in such a helpless position again. As expected, the man lengthened his strides. I needed to find some cover, now!
 
   A gonging echoed above, and I glanced up. I was approaching a cathedral. Not quite as grand as Lanaran’s, but then half of it was buried beneath scaffolding. I caught some curved windows, a grey wall, and the snow-covered roof through the poles. At the top sprouted a pergola housing an enormous brass bell. Its tolling meant the morning service had finished. Aha, perfect. If I hid there now, my pursuer would never find me, as the prayer hall would be shut until the next service.
 
   I just had to get inside before they locked up.
 
   As I rounded the corner, the entrance steps appeared. Worshippers filed out, and the acolytes helped the frail to their carriages. Drawing my cloak closer, I tore up the staircase, not bothering to look back. Beige was the colour of the season, so I was sure I blended in quite nicely. He’d never keep track of where I’d gone.
 
   Once past the archway, I stormed towards the prayer hall. The gate was open, and I jumped over the threshold. I paused against a pillar, catching my breath. The chamber was empty. Phew, the cleric must have gone for the post-sermon cleansing. I’d have the place to myself for the next hour or so.
 
   Despite the scaffolding shielding most of the windows, enough light entered to see by. Rows of pews and candle-stands filled the chequered floor, and ahead sat the main altar. The all-too-familiar stained glass windows ran around the upper walls, depicting Her Holiness in her various guises. The centre-piece showed off her traditional four wings, while the others went for her more aggressive forms, like her celestial tiger incarnation. Considering its size, it seemed a lot of money had been spent on the cathedral’s renovation.
 
   Footsteps echoed from the corridor, and I ducked behind a pew. I watched the entrance, readying an excuse for a questioning acolyte. I wasn’t nearly so lucky. Instead, the hooded man entered. I cringed. Damn it, why couldn’t I shake him off? He was as persistent as the Binding.
 
   He stopped by the rear pew, looking around. I kept low, holding my breath. Eventually he seemed to tire of his search, and he retraced his steps outside. Moments later the gate closed, the metallic clang resonating in the chamber.
 
   A sigh escaped me, and I pulled down my hood. That had been close. Just like that night in the Galgiza when I’d heard noises outside the clearing. And made the biggest mistake of my life…
 
   Scowling, I blotted out the memory. I’d vowed not to mull over that moment, and I wasn’t planning on breaking that oath now. With a quick wipe of my forehead, I made to stand up, when movement caught my eye. I glanced back to the exit, and swore silently.
 
   The gate was closed alright. And the hooded man was standing right in front of it.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
   ‘She turned away and tore through the palace, her tears streaming in a silver veil...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   He circled the pews like a hawk. Each step quickened my pulse, which had gone past thunderous and was deep in the realms of tropical monsoon. I couldn’t keep still, my heart hammered into my ribs so hard. Desperate to stem my trembling, I shuffled along the pew, never taking my eyes off the man. I tried to keep a constant distance, but this game of hide and seek wouldn’t last. And I couldn’t keep it up for an hour. I clenched my teeth. There had to be somewhere he couldn’t find me…
 
   I glanced around the chamber again. It wasn’t looking too favourable. There was nothing but a high vaulted ceiling, coloured windows, pillars galore, dusty candle-stands, and…aha!
 
   A second exit lay beyond the altar. Scaffolding and netting screened it—which was why I hadn’t seen it earlier. A squiggled sign hailed it as the east wing, which had been closed for repairs.
 
   I chewed my lip. Retreating there could buy me some time, but if it led to a dead end, I’d be easy pickings. Then again, I wasn’t in much of a better position here. What should I do? Confront my stalker, or keep running?
 
   The man coughed; he was a lot closer than when I last checked. Damn it, Eliza, quit with the fence-sitting and make a choice!
 
   Since I wasn’t willing to rely on my less than adequate combat skills, I judged the distance to the entrance; about ten or twelve paces. A slight problem, then, as the tiled floor would give my footsteps away and the man would pounce on me.
 
   Unless…
 
   I was unfastening my laces before the thought fully formed. The man’s strides resonated, and I counted them out as I slipped my boots off. Pins and needles shot into my feet as they touched the freezing tiles, but I bit back my hiss and knotted the laces together. Finally, I draped my boots around my neck, then glanced towards the man again. He’d vanished behind the wall pillars. I’d have to make a dash for it.
 
   Tightening my jaw, I scrambled to the altar. Fortunately the man’s footfalls drowned out my own, and I got there without mishap. Crouched on my knees, I peered around the stone. He rounded the final pew, pausing where I’d been hiding. Then he turned his back and walked down the centre aisle. Heart in my mouth, I crawled to the east wing doorway.
 
   I had just crossed the threshold when my elbow clipped a loose pole. I scrambled to catch it before it clattered to the floor. The bar landed in my palm, and I rested it against the wall. A quick check reassured me the man was none the wiser. Phew, that was close. It seemed Ryan’s assessment in the ice cave was true. I did have pretty sharp reflexes.
 
   My knife trick in the lake came to mind, and I scratched my chin as I headed into the corridor. I’d never considered myself particularly athletic. Perhaps a life on the run was training me as well as any Guardsmen regime. I could probably give Adam a run for his money next time he challenged me to a race.
 
   If I ever saw him again, that is.
 
   I silenced the thought with the coldness of an assassin. My daydreaming was really getting out of hand. Concentrate on the path, and find a way out.
 
   The darkness forced me to feel my way around, and I half-wished I’d had the foresight to steal a candle. Not to mention the passage was such a tight fit. I was hemmed in with boxes, boards and poles, and I was terrified I’d knock something over. It wasn’t long before my neck and back ached, and my breathing echoed in my ears. The sense of déjà vu wasn’t lost on me, and I managed a wry smile. All it needed was the smell of burning flametar and it would be just like in the Lanaran shrine.
 
   No sooner had the thought crossed my mind when golden speckles danced across my vision. I stopped, watching it settle on a box. No, not this again! I blinked, hard, and the haloes vanished. I sighed. I didn’t need to be reminded of that near-disaster when I had to focus. Honestly, why was it that whenever my life was in danger, my mind would bring up the most useless…
 
   Another flash of gold caught my attention. The sparkles were back, casting glowing outlines on the spades. I scrubbed at my eyes. Oh come on, I’d been joking about the similarities to the shrine!
 
   A scrape from behind brought me back to the present. I could whine about my strange vision later; right now I needed to make a speedy exit.
 
   Guided by the golden aura, I wove around the clutter and entered a spacious hall. Sheets were draped over most of the furniture, and new tiles were piled in the corner. Scrapers, hammers and saws littered the ground, and the canvas on the windows allowed a thin sliver of light inside. That played over the hole in the ground, where the tiles were stripped free.
 
   I shoved my boots back on. Loud steps or not, I wasn’t going to cut my feet on the broken stones. Anyway, the mess around the chamber gave me an idea. If I could dodge the construction debris, I could trap my pursuer, at least long enough for me to escape. All I had to do was lie in wait, cause a small commotion, and I’d be…
 
   A horrible spasm gripped my belly, and I doubled over. Great, now what?! My arms started to shake, so I staggered towards a covered seat for support. The back of my neck was clammy, and my undershirt stuck to my skin.
 
   My breath caught. I knew this symptom! It was my Binding warning, back when I was ‘available’. I’d get a bout of stomach cramps before and after my vulnerable time, so I’d know when to hide in the forest and when to return home. But why was I feeling this now? If I was Bound to Ryan, I shouldn’t experience this anymore.
 
   Another pain tore through, this time radiating to my back, and I cried out. No, this wasn’t my warning symptom. This was much, much worse. Tears spilled down my cheeks, and I held a hand to my stomach. My insides were on fire, as if something was trying to burst out.
 
   My eyes fell to the chamber floor, where the foundations poked through. Except they didn’t look much like foundations. In fact, it resembled a solid block with etched markings.
 
   Markings consisting of twenty-seven criss-crossing lines.
 
   I shook my head. That number—it was the same as the plinth in the shrine. It was all happening again; the golden vision, the pains and feeling sick, the odd compass. It could only mean one thing.
 
   Right on cue, the stone flared to life. A fountain of white fire emerged, flowing onto the carved lines. It began to split into fragments. The rune took on its final form—a circle with a jagged line through its centre—then hovered in the air. My lips parted, whispering its meaning:
 
   “Passion.”
 
   The rune flashed, as if I’d confirmed its existence, then twisted into a new shape. This one had curved edges and a crosshatched segment.
 
   “Judgement.”
 
   The word rang through my ears, and then the rune disappeared, leaving me alone in quiet darkness.
 
   Shivering, I dropped to my knees, burying my head between my arms. The pain in my belly eased, but the shock of what happened hadn’t. All the questions I’d hoped to leave in Lanaran came flooding back. Why did I keep seeing these creepy things? More to the point, why could I decipher them? And why did they leave me feeling so ill?
 
   I screwed my eyes shut, swallowing back the nausea. At least I hadn’t passed out this time. But I was so weak, I could barely flex my little toe, let alone stand up. And Ryan wasn’t around to come to the rescue. My mind reeled. The hooded man could come any second! I couldn’t wait for my body to recover. Gripping the priest’s seat, I begged my legs to straighten, but they refused to obey. Why, why did this have to happen now, and here, of all places?
 
   Fresh footsteps caught my ear, and I gulped. All I could do was brace myself for the worst.
 
   A hand took my shoulder, and I froze. Oddly, the hold wasn’t rough or painful. In fact, it was almost…reassuring?
 
   “There you are!”
 
   My heart pounded threefold harder. That voice, it couldn’t be…
 
   “I never knew you liked playing hard to get, Eliza,” the voice continued. “But you know I can’t resist a challenge. Still, you’ve caused me no end of trouble. I’m so glad I’ve finally managed to catch up with you!”
 
   He helped me to my feet. I clung to the arm of the covered seat, my mouth dry. I was caught between absolute terror and desperate longing, but I was too numb to turn around and see which of my feelings were right. It wasn’t for me to decide, though, as the hooded man spun me around.
 
   He lowered his hood, and his mismatched eyes of blue and brown watched me with both puzzlement and mischief. He wasn’t exactly as I remembered him; he’d let his dark hair grow out and he hadn’t shaved in a while, but there was no mistaking that broad grin. One I’d never thought I’d see again.
 
   “Adam?” I whispered. Now I knew I had to be hallucinating. I shrugged off his arms and took a step back, my legs abruptly working once again. The runes were playing with my head, making me see things that weren’t there. “It can’t be…”
 
   “Is that any way to greet your best friend when I’ve spent almost two weeks tracking you down?” Adam quipped, folding his arms. “We’ve been worried sick about you!”
 
   I withdrew further, shaking my head. How could Adam be here? Ryan and I had blitzed down south so fast, he couldn’t have caught up so quickly. How had he known to follow me here?
 
   “I’ve been riding almost non-stop from Bane,” Adam went on, scratching the back of his head. “Looking through every town and city, passing through any village where you might have stopped. I couldn’t believe it when I saw you heading along the Dhjerban road. I tried to call out to you, but you walked away, and, well…” He trailed off.
 
   I remained silent. I didn’t know what to think, what to say. I’d longed to see my best friend again, but that also meant I’d have to tell him what happened. It would tear him to pieces.
 
   “Eliza?” Adam waved his hand in front of me. I blinked slowly. “Eliza, what’s the matter?”
 
   “I…” My lip began to tremble, and I took yet another step back. “You’re not…you can’t…”
 
   Adam had grown tired of listening. In a single stride he closed the distance between us and gripped my shoulders. I raised my head, my cheeks soaked. His face tightened. It always did whenever he saw me like this.
 
   “Eliza, it’s really me,” he said. “Come on, say something! This isn’t like you at all.”
 
   That was too much. The last of my resolve broke down, and the floodgates opened. One tear became many, and I threw myself into his arms, sobbing. Adam stood for a moment, stunned, but he soon pulled me into an embrace. I simply held onto him and wept, so grateful he was there, yet at the same time dreading what would come next. How could I tell him I’d been Bound? After our long talks, finding the clearing, and two whole years of success, how could I confess that a moment of foolishness had undone all our hard work?
 
   “It’s okay,” Adam said, stroking my shoulder. “Let’s go back to the prayer hall.”
 
   Wiping my eyes, I pulled away. Soon we’d crossed the corridor and were sitting side by side on a pew. I kept my head down, ashamed to maintain eye contact. His black jacket clung tightly over his shoulders, and he wore the green shirt and dark trousers of his Guardsmen uniform. A scabbard hung at his side. He’d opted for his second favourite weapon, rather than his preferred axe.
 
   “So, do you want to start?” Adam asked, folding his hands over his stomach. I said nothing. “Don’t rush to get it all out, now.”
 
   “Adam, don’t,” I said, my voice hoarse. Though I always loved bantering with him, I wasn’t in the mood. I let out a long breath. “A lot’s happened.”
 
   “You don’t say,” Adam said. “Your parents were in a right state when I came back from Bane. Took me ages to calm them down. Viren was going to get the whole village out for you. It was only when Major Vance got involved that he relented and was happy enough for me to bring you home.”
 
   I stiffened. My note must have gotten lost. I knew I’d left quite a mess behind, but hearing it first-hand made it so much worse. Nearly two weeks of not knowing whether their youngest child was alive or dead. On top of all the lies I’d told about them, too. Totally unforgivable.
 
   “Course I didn’t tell them what I thought happened,” Adam said. He sat forward, staring at me. “Because I knew it would devastate them more if they learnt the truth.”
 
   “W-What are you talking about?” I murmured, keeping my eyes on the floor, though I had an idea what was coming.
 
   “Something happened in the clearing, didn’t it?” Adam said. “Or should I say, someone.” He flicked something onto my lap; the red tuft of a spent tranquilliser shot. “I found that close to the track that leads to the village. And the Major had an interesting story regarding a certain scarf I’d left in my bunk in the garrison.”
 
   My hands clenched to fists.
 
   “So,” Adam continued, “who did you get Bound to?”
 
   I kept quiet, not wanting to admit the truth, but I knew Adam wouldn’t speak until he got an answer. I glanced up to the stained glass Goddess, seeking some courage.
 
   This was going to hurt.
 
   “There was…well, I heard something that night in the Galgiza forest,” I said. “I thought it was a hunter. So I headed out to find someplace else to hide.” My voice grew steadier. “But the thing making all the noise was an injured bear, and it chased me. I ran, but I tripped and sprained my ankle, and it would’ve killed me if not for a man named Ryan.” I twirled the red dart in my fingers. “He shot it and saved me. But before I could say anything, he asked me if I was alright. And that was the end of it.”
 
   Adam murmured his understanding. I turned back to him. His eyes were closed.
 
   “A life debt,” he said at last, resting his hands on the pew. “I see.”
 
   I looked away. My fear dissipated, and in its place was strangling guilt. Adam wasn’t going to say as much, but I knew he would be raging inside. I should never have set foot outside the clearing. I’d let him down. No—I’d betrayed him.
 
   Adam took a slow breath, then faced me again.
 
   “You said his name’s Ryan?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Tell me about him.”
 
   I hesitated. What did he want me to say?
 
   “He’s…he’s a good friend,” I began, uncertain where this was leading. “He’s looked out for me, and he’s been very kind. He told me he was a travelling bounty-hunter, though I think he’s actually a noble’s son.”
 
   “You think he’s a noble’s son? Hasn’t he told you himself?”
 
   “Not in great detail,” I said. “I mean, he has a custom built crossbow like the one you always wanted, and a thoroughbred horse, so he must be from a rich background. He’s also been on the run, and we’ve had a few close escapes, but he’s never spoken about who’s after him or why.”
 
   “You didn’t think it was relevant to question that?” Adam was opening and closing his fist; a sure sign he was agitated.
 
   “Oh, I’ve asked,” I said. “I just never get a straight answer.”
 
   “Huh. So he lies about who he is and why he’s travelling alone, then he drags you into a mess of his own making, and to top it off he shoves you into the firing line of his enemy. Yeah, I’d say he’s a really good friend.”
 
   “Adam, knock it off!” I placed my hand on his arm, the tension in his muscles transmitting to my fingertips. Why was he working himself up like this? “It’s more complicated than that. Ryan didn’t want to frighten me. In fact, we lost the man chasing us quite recently, and he promised he’d explain everything once we reached Dhjerba.”
 
   “Why’d he leave it so late?” Adam asked. “Didn’t he care he was putting you in danger? If he’s Bound to you, he shouldn’t have kept any secrets.”
 
   “Well…” I stared at my feet. “I’m not exactly innocent, either.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   I swallowed.
 
   “I…um…I haven’t…well, I haven’t actually told him he’s Bound to me.”
 
   Adam’s eyes bulged.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I was going to,” I added hastily, “but things kept…getting in the way, and…”
 
   “Hasn’t he shown any signs?” Adam blurted. “You’ve been together long enough. How can he not know?”
 
   “That’s what confuses me,” I said, frowning. “Sometimes he acts like you’d expect for someone under the spell, but other times he keeps our relationship strictly friendly. He doesn’t seem compelled by false feelings.” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Unlike me.”
 
   Adam didn’t answer. He dropped a hand into his pocket and stared at the altar. I tensed, waiting for his reaction.
 
   Finally he took my hands.
 
   “What do you mean when you say you don’t think he’s compelled?” he asked.
 
   I sighed, running my thumb over his fingers. Rough and calloused, quite unlike Ryan’s.
 
    “Whenever I’m near him,” I said, “I get these…urges. The spell pushes all my thoughts aside, until the only thing in my mind is my need to be with him. These attacks strike at random, or whenever the situation suits it. But it never happens the other way around. If Ryan’s ever shown affection towards me, there’s always been a reason for it.”
 
   “Have you kissed him?”
 
   My face flushed. Then I actually processed the words.
 
   “What…What kind of a question is that?!” Had so much time away from the garrison turned him into a gossipy washerwoman?
 
   “I want to know,” Adam answered. “So?”
 
   “Well, if it’s that important to you, no, I haven’t!” I snapped. “Not on the lips, anyway.”
 
   “Yet it’s been almost two weeks,” Adam said, more to himself than to me. “Interesting.”
 
   “What in the Goddess’s name are you getting at?!”
 
   Adam glanced at me. His grin was back. I’d forgotten how easily he could wind me up.
 
   “You know, Eliza,” he said, “maybe you’re missing something here.”
 
   “You’re going to be missing a few teeth if you don’t explain yourself,” I growled.
 
   “Hey, relax!” Adam held up his hands. “Think for a second. If what you’ve told me is true, don’t you find it odd that after all this time, Ryan doesn’t seem as, well, into you as you supposedly are for him? Even Fiona…”
 
   “Of course it’s strange!” I cut in, refusing to let him bring up the topic of my sister. “So what am I supposed to make of it? Having never been in a Binding before, I’ve no idea how long it’s supposed to take the magic to work on the other person.” I crossed my arms. “Maybe it’s different for different people.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Adam replied, “but I’d say two weeks is plenty of time for the spell to work.” He gripped my hands tighter, raising a suspicious eyebrow. “You’re absolutely sure he saved you when you were in your Binding time?”
 
   My affirmation was on my lips, but something held me from saying it aloud. Now I’d had a chance to talk things through, all those niggles at the back of my mind started to join together. Adam was right. Two weeks alone with a Bound partner was more than generous for the curse to work. Yet I was certain Ryan remained in control of his emotions. Heck, if he’d been under the curse’s thrall at the lake, Adam would have had a lot more to worry about than a mere kiss, that was for sure.
 
   So what did that mean? I hadn’t been dreaming all these drives that had plagued me since leaving the Galgiza forest.
 
   Had I?
 
   “What are you two doing in there?”
 
   I jumped, and would’ve fallen off the pew had Adam not caught my arm. We turned to the gate. The bars clanked open, and a red-faced acolyte stormed in. He pointed an accusing finger.
 
   “The prayer hall is closed until the noon service,” he said, trying to remain calm, but I could see the vein bulging on his temple. “Please remove yourselves.”
 
   “Sorry, sorry!” Adam waved his hands in apology. He draped his arm around my shoulders and headed for the gate. The acolyte muttered—I caught a line about ‘really, before Her Holiness herself!’—before we were forcefully ejected onto the front steps.
 
   The sharp wind numbed my ears, but I didn’t have to raise my hood as Adam’s broad frame shielded me. I picked at a fold in his jacket and rubbed it between my fingers.
 
   “You didn’t answer my question,” Adam said, sliding his hands into his pockets.
 
   I sighed.
 
   “I told you already,” I replied, looking for the peaked roof of the clock tower. “I definitely got Bound that night.”
 
   “But what if…”
 
   I caught his wrist and looked him in the eye.
 
   “Adam, I know it’s hard to accept, especially when nothing’s happened over the last two years, but I made a mistake, okay? And since that moment Ryan saved me, I can tell something has taken control of my feelings.” I shook my head. “Do you really believe I’d leave everything behind for no reason?”
 
   Adam glanced at the ground.
 
   “You still can’t prove it,” he muttered. “If there’s even the slightest chance you’re wrong…”
 
   “There isn’t any,” I said. “Whether you believe it or not, you can’t drag me home. Not without Ryan, anyway.”
 
   Adam scowled.
 
   “I’m not going back without you,” he said. “I didn’t ride all this way to let you slip through my fingers. If that means he has to come along as well, then so be it.”
 
   “Adam, he won’t.”
 
   Adam stepped closer.
 
   “He’s not going to have a choice, Eliza. I won’t let him cart you around Azaria indefinitely.” Without warning he curled his arm around my waist, breathing softly against my ear. “I won’t let him take you away from me.”
 
   He stared so intently, I almost forgot to breathe. Gone was the playful teasing; replaced with a deep sincerity I’d seen only once before. That was after Fiona left, and I’d been an emotional wreck. Back then he’d been my anchor in a sea of despair, promising he’d never let me suffer and would always offer a shoulder to cry on.
 
   Except, I thought bitterly, he hadn’t, thanks to his Guardsmen training. He hadn’t been there when my parents began making choices for my future, he hadn’t been there to ease my long days of silence and isolation, and he hadn’t been there that night beneath the blue moon to stop my worst nightmare coming true.
 
   I squirmed out of his embrace, wanting some space. Adam’s hold lingered, but he didn’t deny me. We stood in silence, our gazes averted. I took a particular interest to the mud on my boots. Goddess, where had these thoughts come from? It wasn’t Adam’s fault I’d not seen eye to eye with my parents, or that I’d stepped out of a well-protected clearing to play tag with a bear. Blaming him for my idiocy was completely uncalled for.
 
   My eyes narrowed. Only one thing could’ve put such spite in my head. It looked like the Binding wasn’t limited to my feelings for Ryan; it would also trick me about my loyalties to my friends. That was pretty malicious, even given the magic’s tactics to date. I rolled my eyes. Yet another reason to keep a closer eye on my actions. Because I didn’t want to…
 
   A shiver ran through my left leg, and my muscles seized with cramp. Gasping, I clamped a hand around my calf, and my limb went floppy. Before I dropped to the floor and smashed my head against the steps, Adam snatched my cloak and hoisted me against him. With his support I tried to stand again, but I couldn’t hold my balance. His eyes widened.
 
   “Eliza, you’re shaking. Are you okay?”
 
   I stared into space for a moment, then closed my eyes. The sickness was back.
 
   “Not really,” I murmured. I must still be woozy from reading the runes. Well, if it had taken me three days to recover last time, three-quarters of an hour wouldn’t have done much in comparison.
 
   Adam helped me to a nearby bench, and we sat down. My brow was sweaty.
 
   “What’s going on?” He felt my forehead with the back of his hand. “You don’t look so good.” A panicked expression crossed his features. “Wait, you’re not experiencing Parting, are you?”
 
   “No, no,” I said, holding my head, which had started to throb. “Ryan’s not that far.” I pointed to the clock tower. “Not more than half a mile, anyway.”
 
   The tension in Adam’s face lessened.
 
   “So what’s up?”
 
   I rubbed my eyes, trying to think of an answer. Part of me wanted to blurt out everything about the runes, yet as I bounced around the idea, I found myself less and less keen. Adam was already sceptical about my Binding, and my hallucinations were less believable than that. Plus, he didn’t seem to have noticed anything in the east wing when he found me. Whatever this was, it seemed to be affecting only me.
 
   I could let him worry about it another time.
 
   “I’m just a bit dizzy,” I said. “It was a bit claustrophobic in the chamber.”
 
   Adam nodded, and tightened his arm around my shoulders.
 
   “Sure,” he said, though the glint in his eyes told me he knew I was hiding something. “Wait here, I’ll fetch you a drink.”
 
   He strode off towards the crowded stalls. I watched him disappear, then let my head roll back to watch the sky.
 
   Things were about to get complicated.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Ryan was waiting at the bar at The Water and Willow. He was nursing a mug of ale, his brow creased with worry. I swallowed; he must’ve been sitting around for a while. The tavern was pretty empty, so I made Adam linger a few steps behind. I didn’t want to give the wrong impression.
 
   “Sorry to keep you waiting,” I said, pulling up a stool beside him. Ryan blinked, startled from his thoughts, but once he saw me he smiled. “I thought I’d take a quick look around.”
 
   “You certainly love exploring new cities,” he said, taking a sip from his mug. “Find anything interesting?”
 
   I sighed.
 
   “Well, you could say that,” I said. “You know, they weren’t lying when they said you can find everything under the sun in Dhjerba.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   Adam cleared his throat in the background, telling me to get to the point.
 
   “Yeah. I mean, I managed to run into an old friend. Amazing what you can pick up around here, isn’t it?”
 
   Ryan raised an eyebrow. Before he could respond, Adam took his cue and strode forward. I’d told him to behave himself, but from the way he smiled, he looked as if someone had dropped an axe on his foot.
 
   “Ryan, meet Adam,” I said. “Adam, this is Ryan.”
 
   “Pleasure,” Adam said, sticking out his hand. After a brief hesitation Ryan took it. There seemed little friendliness in the gesture.
 
   “Eliza’s told me a lot about you,” Adam went on, grabbing a chair and sitting on it backwards so he could rest his arms on its back. “It’s an honour to meet you.”
 
   “Right.” Ryan looked at me strangely. I tried my best to look casual, though inside I was on edge, knowing a single word could make this end very badly. “May I ask how you know Adam?”
 
   “Oh, we go way back,” Adam said, before I could answer. At once the alarm bells started ringing, and I gasped. Oh no! I’d forgotten to warn him about what I’d said to Ryan about my home. “I’ve known Eliza since she was three. We grew up together.”
 
   I held a hand to my forehead. This was going to be a disaster.
 
   “Really.” Ryan shuffled in his seat, so he faced me. “Eliza, do you want to tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “Ryan,” I said, as Adam opened his mouth. “Look, there’s something I’ve been meaning to confess.” I hesitated, scrounging up the words. So much for preparing myself. “What I said about my parents, my home, well…it wasn’t…wasn’t strictly the truth.”
 
   Ryan gave a slow nod. His green eyes narrowed.
 
   “I…my parents never locked me away,” I said feebly. “I made it up.”
 
   Ryan continued to stare at me. I focused on his ale mug, licking my lips.
 
   “And why did you do that?” His voice remained level, but a slight hardness had developed that wasn’t there before.
 
   “Because…” My breaths started to quicken, so I held a hand to my chest. “Because I needed an excuse to stay with you. Because…”
 
   “She’s Bound to you,” Adam finished for me.
 
   An awkward silence descended. My hands trembled, so I bundled them in my lap. Ryan stared, more in puzzlement than anger, but that didn’t make it any less intense.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered, unable to bear the quiet any longer. “I wanted to tell you right away, but…I was scared. I didn’t want to believe it. But it’s the truth. I swear.”
 
   Eventually Ryan sighed. He stroked the edge of his mug with a fingertip.
 
   “That’s impossible,” he said at last. “You can’t be Bound to me.”
 
   I frowned.
 
   “Ryan, I understand this is a bit of a shock,” I said, “but you have to believe me. The night you found me in the Galgiza forest, I was in my Binding time. And you saved my life. So…”
 
   “It’s not that,” Ryan said. He looked up, his green eyes sincere. “You can’t be Bound to me, because I’m already Bound to someone else.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   ‘...his words stung her deep, but his sorrowful eyes reminded her of his pledge of loyalty.’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   The chatter of the tavern patrons faded into the background as Ryan’s words repeated in my head. I stared at him, dumbstruck, while my brain attempted to process the information. Yet no matter which angle it took, it always reached the same conclusion; one it couldn’t accept.
 
   Because it wasn’t possible.
 
   I glanced to the bar, trying to figure out what Ryan meant. It was too outlandish an excuse, even for someone in denial, but nothing else could explain it. And despite myself, I couldn’t stop a new hope flourishing. If Ryan was being truthful, could there be a chance I wasn’t as stuck as I’d thought? That I might yet walk away?
 
   I shook my head. I was deluding myself. The feelings that had taken over since we’d left the Galgiza…they weren’t mine. I knew they weren’t. My heart was trapped to his, whether he liked it or not.
 
   He couldn’t be Bound to someone else.
 
   “I’m sorry, what?” Adam cut through my musings. Ryan looked back to his mug, and sighed. He pushed his drink aside, then turned to face me properly. He reached out for my hand, but a dark glare from Adam made him reconsider, so he rested his elbow on the bar.
 
   “You heard me,” he said. “I’m Bound to someone already.” I opened my mouth to protest, but he held up his hand. “Before you say anything, yes, I know, you’re wondering why I’ve not turned into an Unbound.” He fingered his collar, and I caught a glimpse of his necklace. “It’s linked to why I’ve been travelling. I was going to explain that along with everything else.”
 
   “If this is some kind of sick joke…” Adam snarled, but I held his shoulder.
 
   “Let him talk,” I said. I dropped my voice to a whisper. “I know you’re itching to punch his face in, but this might change everything.”
 
   “He’s a lying snake!” Adam hissed. “Everyone knows you can’t be Bound twice. How can you trust a single thing that comes out of his mouth?”
 
   “You don’t know him,” I muttered back, more to convince myself than anything else. “You wouldn’t send a convict straight to prison without a fair trial, would you? Give him a chance.”
 
   Adam pulled a face. I glared back. I wouldn’t back down on this one, even if I’d be proven wrong. Eventually he shifted in his seat and dumped his chin in his hand, sulking. Allowing myself the briefest of smirks, I nodded at Ryan. I’d deal with Tantrum-boy later.
 
   “Okay, Ryan, I’m all ears.”
 
   Shaking off his bemusement, Ryan sat forward.
 
   “It started four months ago in Terent,” he began. “Like you, I used to be affected by the Binding, and whenever it struck, I would go riding with Cielo. But that day, I had an accident. I managed to make it back to town alone, a few moments before my time came to an end. I planned to wait before calling for help, but a woman came across me first. When she offered to tend my injuries, I ended up Bound to her.”
 
   “All well and good,” I said, tapping my finger against my sleeve, “but that doesn’t tell me why you’re not a drooling lunatic in an Unbound asylum. Or if the lady you left behind met the same fate.”
 
   “She hasn’t,” Ryan said. He seemed awfully confident. “And that’s because I’ve…”
 
   The inn door burst open, drowning out the rest of his sentence. A broad-shouldered Guardsman dressed in the Dhjerban red and grey pushed his way inside. On any other occasion, this wouldn’t have been out of the ordinary. However, four soldiers wearing Terent’s sky blue and white followed, along with a man in civilian clothing. The latter wore a grey longcoat, and walked with a slight limp. A scar trailed over his left cheek, blemishing his dark features, and without his stockhat I could see his black curls.
 
   My jaw hit the floor.
 
   Aronzo!
 
   But how? We’d never seen him come back up at the lake…
 
   Aronzo’s gaze fell upon us, and he pointed at Ryan.
 
   “Those are the ones, Captain,” he said. “Arrest them.”
 
   “At once, sir.” The Terent troop dispersed, surrounding the bar. Ryan and Adam pushed me behind them, hands on their weapons. All eyes in the tavern turned towards us.
 
   “Do not resist, Ryan,” Aronzo said. He pulled a scroll from the crook of his elbow. “The Dhjerban officials have granted me full rights to charge you. By order of your father, Lord Glenford, you and your accomplices are under arrest for theft of his personal belongings, for failing in your duties to Lord Svendmar, and for the attempted murder of the head of his household. You are to be detained at his home in Terent pending further investigation.”
 
   “Glenford?!” I gaped at Ryan. “You’re Lord Glenford’s son?”
 
   Ryan only managed an apologetic shrug. I shook my head, my thoughts whirling. Lord Glenford was the most powerful noble in the North Territory, one of the oldest of the twelve noble families of Azaria. And while I guessed Ryan was from a wealthy background, discovering he was from this family made my blood run cold. Lord Glenford was a ruthless man who clung to old traditions, and he’d go ballistic if he found out his only son was Bound to a commoner. He wouldn’t think twice about executing me.
 
   Assuming, of course, I was actually Bound…
 
   “Hey, watch it!” Adam grumbled, as his sword was taken and his arms pinned behind his back. “We’ve nothing to do with…”
 
   I stomped on his toes.
 
   “Quiet!” I whispered. “If they arrest Ryan and leave us here, you might turn me into an Unbound!”
 
   “You can’t be Bound to him if he’s Bound to someone else!” Adam shot back in an undertone. “We don’t have to be dragged into this along with him.”
 
   “We don’t know the whole situation yet,” I said, as my hunting knife was snatched away and I was shoved in line behind him. “I can’t risk being separated when I know for sure my feelings are being controlled.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Don’t argue! Besides, Terent’s much closer to home, so if I’m wrong, it’ll work out better anyway.”
 
   Adam rolled his eyes. He said nothing further as we were herded into the streets. The way had been cleared by Guardsmen, and two carriages and a horse box were waiting. Cielo’s white head poked out of the latter—they’d already seized him from the vet. Wow. Aronzo must have had a lot of influence to make such complicated arrangements on such a busy day. At any rate, he certainly had the most incredible luck. Just how had he made it out of the lake?
 
   Aronzo blocked our path. He gripped my arm, his brown eyes menacing.
 
   “You ride in this one,” he growled, while Ryan was led to the front carriage. I bristled, but didn’t argue. I’d have to hope we wouldn’t drift apart further than half a mile. Aronzo didn’t let up his hold, and as he guided me to the carriage he muttered, “Thanks for the swim. But it’ll take more than that to get rid of me.”
 
   Adam bared his teeth, but didn’t have time to convey the rest of his anger as we were pushed into the carriage. A Terent Guardsman followed, clasping us in irons. He took a seat and closed the door. I looked at the shackle about my wrist, testing it with a tug. Despite its rusted edges, it was as sturdy as when first wrought. I wasn’t going to luck my way out of this one.
 
   Adam placed his hand on mine, squeezing my fingers. I rested my head against his shoulder, and sighed. I felt bad forcing him into this, but when I was still in the dark about so many things, I couldn’t afford to take blind chances.
 
   We would have to be patient.
 
   “That’s right, make yourselves comfy,” the Guardsmen said, removing his helmet. “It’s a long ride to Terent.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Eight days passed before we arrived at the Glenford manor. A morose building on the outskirts of Terent, its twin turrets and grey stone gave it an ancient, haunted look. I watched our approach from the carriage window, my reflection glazed with shadows. Adam dozed quietly, a trickle of slobber dripping onto his chest, and our guard was polishing his helmet.
 
   I sat back in my seat, running a finger over the shackle on my wrist. We’d spent the majority of the journey like this, always under watch, and with a few stops where we could stretch our legs and eat. Ryan was kept separate at all times, though he did steal the occasional concerned glance now and then. In all honesty, I ignored him, if only because the Binding had started to pester me again. In the last two days, it had fallen back on its memory trick—made a hundred times worse given the more intimate moments we’d shared, including our lakeside antics. Every blink returned me to that cloaked embrace, stirring up flushed feelings and robbing me of sleep.
 
   That wasn’t the only thing; the curse also mourned the loss of physical contact. It drove every part of me to pine for Ryan’s arms, and the more I was denied, the more it deepened the cravings. I’d get bouts of terrible shaking and headache, and my skin would prickle with goose bumps. It was almost enough to be thankful for my chains. If Ryan came close now, I’d not be able to stop myself.
 
   On the plus side—if you could call it that—these symptoms put a lot of weight in favour that I was under the spell. Especially as they struck hardest whenever my thoughts turned to Adam. It had got to the point where a mere touch from him would make me flinch. The Binding was desperate to drive a wall between us.
 
   But I wouldn’t let it happen.
 
   Our carriage rolled to a standstill, and I opened my eyes. The darkness was complete, the green half-moon tucked in a blanket of cloud. The horses snorted, and the carriage creaked as the driver shuffled out of his seat.
 
   “Stay here,” our watchman ordered, donning his helmet and opening the door. “Don’t move until I come back.”
 
   I gave a dry smile.
 
   “I’m hardly going to go out for a stroll,” I said, rattling my chains. The Guardsman’s expression soured.
 
   “Oh, get a sense of humour,” Adam growled.
 
   The soldier grunted as he jumped out and slammed the door behind him. Adam sighed, stretching his legs on the far seat, though he was too tall to extend them fully.
 
   “Major Vance always said the Terent regiment were a cold bunch,” he said, flexing his wrists, which were probably as stiff as mine. “Not one drop of warmth between them.”
 
   “I suppose they prefer to call it disciplined,” I commented, twisting my arms so I could scratch my nose. Goddess, these chains were so uncomfortable. “Any ideas on what we’re going to do?”
 
   “That was your department,” Adam said. “You were the one so keen to follow Ryan.”
 
   I sighed. I couldn’t blame his bitterness, given how the curse had made me react to him. I tried to explain as much, but no matter how I phrased it, nothing would convince him it was the spell’s doing. He was determined to prove I was mistaken and would return home. The fact he was my best friend aside, I couldn’t fault his reasoning. Even the text in Lanaran said the curse ‘did not Bind more than once’.
 
   But they were wrong. For better or worse, my Binding was different.
 
   And I was about to find out why.
 
   The carriage door clicked open again, and a pair of Guardsmen I’d not seen before poked their heads through.
 
   “Come on out,” one said, unlocking the chain clip that trapped me and Adam to the seats. I exited first, into the deep evening mist. Once assembled, we were led towards the gates. Adam stuck close, his hand entwined with mine as we passed the crest of a winged horse and twin swords; the Glenford emblem. The muscles in my arm tightened, wanting to withdraw, but I held firm. I wouldn’t have the Binding push away the one anchor of trust I still had.
 
   The path was wet from recent snowfall, so we took up a careful pace. The snow masked the dead flower beds, and the hedge maze looked like a glazed cake loaf. Empty trellises hung from the manor walls, and the peaked windows shimmered with frost. The turrets brooded beneath the velvet sky, and I shivered. I might as well have been walking into a dungeon.
 
   When we arrived at the master entrance, I spotted Ryan with his escort. He wasn’t chained, though Aronzo was at his side, keeping a tight hold on his arm. I tried to catch his eye, but Ryan took no notice. His face was set with grim determination, and nothing would break his concentration as we were taken inside.
 
   The main hallway was bright, and I blinked to let my eyes adjust. A crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling, and candelabras lined the dressers. My boots sank into a plush rug, which complemented the mahogany banisters on the dual staircase. Soft furnishings filled the rest of the room, and a large mirror hung on the rear wall.
 
   That was all I had time to admire, as we were ushered through a long corridor. One of the soldiers peeled away, leaving a single Guardsman to take us into a large drawing room. This was no less as lavish as the hall, except the walls were painted green and a fire roared in the hearth, lacing the chamber with woodsmoke.
 
   The biggest difference, however, was the two men that occupied this room. One was balding, the buttons on his blue overcoat bursting from his girth, while the other was lean and tall, dressed in black and silver finery.
 
   The taller man stood up as we entered, holding a decanter of wine. He sported grey hair that matched his beard and brows, and his sharp face was lined, making him appear older. Harsh green eyes completed the ensemble, and he cast his gaze over us, like a hawk eyeing fresh prey.
 
   Well, at least Lord Glenford lived up to his stern reputation.
 
   “Lord Glenford,” Aronzo said. He shoved past, dragging Ryan in tow. “I present your son and his two accomplices who have aided him in his refuge.”
 
   Adam took a breath, about to speak. I squeezed his hand so tight it left marks. He clenched his teeth and gave me a sidelong glance. Ever so slowly I shook my head. He had to keep quiet, or we’d get into worse trouble. Adam continued to frown, before he huffed and swallowed back his response. I let out a quiet sigh. I didn’t want to stir the pot before knowing the full set of ingredients.
 
   “They’re not my accomplices,” Ryan said. “They have nothing to do with this. Release them.”
 
   Lord Glenford’s eyes narrowed. He set his glass on the table. With measured steps, he approached his son. Ryan’s gaze was no less as hard. They stared at each other, when Lord Glenford abruptly slapped him. Ryan groaned, blood seeping from his left nostril. My mouth hung open, and it was all Adam could do to stop me from running to his side.
 
   “You betray your own father,” Lord Glenford said, with such coldness my blood froze, “and yet when presented with the opportunity to take responsibility for your crime, you waste your breath giving me orders?”
 
   Ryan stared at the ground, not bothering to wipe the blood that dripped onto the floorboards. My heart burned, yearning to comfort him, so I leant closer to Adam. He curled his arm around me as best he could. I gritted my teeth. Whether it was the curse goading my emotions or not, this was horrible. However, all I could do was sit tight and wait, no matter how gruelling it was to watch.
 
   When Ryan still didn’t respond, Lord Glenford gripped his shoulders and forced him onto his knees. I winced, listening to the crack of Ryan’s kneecaps on the wood.
 
   “And in the presence of Lord Svendmar, the man you insulted,” Lord Glenford went on, “you don’t even consider to apologise for your insolent behaviour? For the dishonour you’ve brought me and your family name?”
 
   Ryan bit his lip, determined not to answer. I clung to Adam, unable to hide my shivering. If this was how Lord Glenford treated his own son, I dreaded to think what he planned on doing to us.
 
   To me.
 
   “Leon, enough,” the portly man spoke, rolling to his feet. “The boy’s tired from the journey. Let him have some time to reflect upon his actions. We can discuss this in the morning. I’m sure he will be more than willing to acknowledge his mistake.”
 
   Lord Glenford snarled. I gulped. I’d seen raging bulls with less fury in their eyes. There was a long pause.
 
   “Very well, Abel,” he said at last. “His unacceptable behaviour towards your daughter can be addressed later. Please, retire for the evening. I have other things I wish to discuss with him.”
 
   “Then I bid you good night.” Lord Svendmar bowed, downed the last of his wine, and ambled to the corridor. He passed a sympathetic glance over Ryan, before closing the door behind him.
 
   Once he was gone, Lord Glenford nodded. Aronzo stormed to Ryan and hauled him to his feet. My stomach churned. So much for my theory they were once friends.
 
   “Now then.” The lord pointed at me and Adam. “How much have you told them about your little misdemeanour?”
 
   Ryan’s eyes clouded. I had no idea what battle raged in his mind, but his worry was obvious. Whatever response he chose would affect all our fates.
 
   He took a breath and looked his father square in the eye.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Lord Glenford raised an eyebrow.
 
   “You’re a terrible liar,” he said.
 
   “It’s the truth!” Ryan exclaimed. “They’ve only helped me keep clear of your guards. I’ve not breathed a single word to them! I swear on Mother’s grave!”
 
   “Perhaps I should have them executed, just in case?” Lord Glenford said, tilting his head quizzically. My heart skipped a beat, and I recoiled into Adam.
 
   “NO!”
 
   Ryan made to wrest free from Aronzo, but a sharp elbow to the ribs stopped him. Then Aronzo punched him in the back, and he slumped to all fours. Tears pricked my eyes, and I looked away. I didn’t want to see this anymore.
 
   “Don’t hurt them, please,” Ryan begged. “They don’t deserve to be punished. Take it out on me, all of it. I wronged you, I betrayed you, and I’m sorry. I’m sorry!”
 
   Lord Glenford stared at his son, his expression sombre.
 
   “At least you keep your honesty,” he muttered. He turned to me, and gave a curt nod. “You are fortunate my son holds such compassion. But your part in this tale has come to an end.” He nodded at the Guardsman and Aronzo. “Sergeant Vale, Aronzo, please escort my son’s…comrades off my property. I will hold no charges against them.”
 
   The Guardsman crossed his arm over his chest. “As you wish, my lord.”
 
   My mind froze. Lord Glenford was releasing us?
 
   Then the realisation hit me, and my eyes widened.
 
   “No, wait!” I said, as the Sergeant took Adam’s arm and Aronzo took mine. I made to shake him off, but he wasn’t letting go. “Please my lord, I can’t leave him!”
 
   Lord Glenford huffed.
 
   “Don’t play with my patience, girl,” he said. “My son is Bound, waste your infatuations on someone else.”
 
   “But I’m the one who’s…”
 
   A cry of pain silenced my protest as Aronzo pinched my arm.
 
   “Your game of hide and seek is over.” His grip eased, and for a moment I thought a flicker of remorse crossed his features. “You must let him go.”
 
   His hold tensed again, and the last I saw was Ryan bowed at the feet of his father as Adam and I were led away. I swallowed. I might have escaped execution, but I still had no proof about Ryan’s first Binding. No way of knowing what would happen if I strayed over that half mile boundary.
 
   And this was not how I wanted to find out.
 
   * * * * *
 
   We retraced our steps to the gates. The mist had cleared, revealing the dark buildings of Terent, but I couldn’t concentrate on them. I kept an eye open for a place to hide, although deep down I knew it was futile. With Sergeant Vale and Aronzo at our heels, I’d never get far enough away. And how could I leave Adam after all he’d braved to find me? On the other hand, once we set foot off the estate, I’d never get back inside. And if my fears about the curse were true, well, that would be the end of it.
 
   Goddess, what was I supposed to do?
 
   “You okay?” Adam pulled me against him—they’d taken the shackles off once we’d left the manor. His touch ignited an urge to throw up, and I had to step away to keep my digestive system from revolting.
 
   “Not particularly,” I mumbled, trying not to notice his hurt expression. If only he’d believe it wasn’t my fault.
 
   “You’ll be fine,” Adam said, meaning to be reassuring. “Lord Glenford himself said Ryan was Bound, so it has to be true.”
 
   “But how could he be?” I blurted. “He’s been travelling alone for four months, Adam. Four months! It’s not possible to be that far apart for that long and not become Unbound.”
 
   “It’s not,” Adam said, “but it’s also not possible to get Bound twice.”
 
   “One of us has to be wrong then,” I said, drawing my arms around myself. “Either he’s not Bound, or I’m not.”
 
   “Well, let’s hope it’s you.”
 
   I let out a long breath, watching the main gates come into view. Either way, we’d soon find out.
 
   Aronzo unlocked the bars, and gestured towards the town.
 
   “You are fortunate Lord Glendford is in a generous mood,” he said. “Do not take his goodwill lightly. You no longer have permission to remain on his estate, and if you are found trespassing, you will be suitably punished.”
 
   I nodded, though I couldn’t help but pick on a slight hitch in his voice. Perhaps he wasn’t as cold-hearted as he’d made out. Or maybe he felt guilty for trying to drown me in the lake.
 
   Before I could ponder on it, Adam took my hand and led me to Terent’s main square. I stood tall.
 
   No turning back now.
 
   Fighting down the butterflies in my stomach, I began to count my steps. If my guess was right, the half mile boundary would be about five hundred paces from the estate. My heart thudded in time with my strides. Keep calm. I’d have my answer soon.
 
   “Well?” Adam watched me carefully.
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “I’m alright for the moment, but we’re not at half a mile yet.”
 
   “But you’re not feeling any urges to run back, either?”
 
   “Adam, it’s not as simple at that,” I grumbled. “Besides, I’ve been fighting those desires since the moment I met him. I’m bracing for something much more potent.”
 
   “Oh, be a little more optimistic, Eliza.” Adam nudged me with his elbow. “You’re always expecting the worst to happen.”
 
   “At least I’m never disappointed,” I muttered back.
 
   Adam didn’t answer. He simply gave my hand a squeeze.
 
   The lamplights were already lit on Terent’s main street. I focused on their blurry outlines, listening to our footfalls. The curse seemed to have gone quiet again, but all that did was focus my attention on the upcoming moment. My heart was a hurricane of dread, anticipation and hope, each vying for dominance as I kept counting. Four hundred sixty-seven, four hundred sixty-eight, four hundred sixty-nine…
 
   On the threshold of the town, a crisp wind picked up, blowing in the mist and cloud. The green moon vanished, and I lost sight of the road. At the same time, Adam’s hold on my hand disappeared.
 
   I stopped.
 
   “Adam?”
 
   No answer.
 
   “Adam, where are you?”
 
   The cold howled past my ears, and I swallowed.
 
   “Adam, I’m not in the mood for one of your games right now.” I was trying to sound irritated, but inside I was trembling. How could he leave me alone? I needed him around in case anything happened when I came to the half mile boundary. If this was his way of cheering me up, he needed to rethink his strategy.
 
   “Adam, come on, this isn’t funny…”
 
   Frantically I looked around, but the mist and darkness were too thick. I couldn’t even see the city gates, though they must’ve been a few steps ahead. The chill seeped deeper, and I shivered, suddenly finding it hard to breathe.
 
   “Adam!” I shouted. “Please, stop it now! Come back!”
 
   My hollow cry echoed back. Damn it, where had he gone? I had to find him, find someone. I stumbled forward, walking blindly through the smoky air.
 
   “Adam?”
 
   My foot caught on something and I tumbled to the ground. The stones cut into my palms, and I hissed. I fought to get up again, but my arms were shaking so much, and my muscles wouldn’t work. What was going on?
 
   Suddenly the ground began to move. At first I thought it was just my shadow, but then the blackness began to elongate. It spread out, smothering the path, and I caught my breath. Without warning, several inky tendrils burst from the earth, growing at an impossible rate. They fanned out across the sky, surrounding me in a cage of darkness. I screamed, desperate to run, but my body had stopped responding.
 
   More tendrils erupted from below, and snapped around my waist, throat and ankles. My screeches became inhuman as I thrashed wildly, but their grip was deadly. They wound between every joint, pulling and stretching my tendons to breaking point. All I knew was pain, and my struggles ceased, my limbs threatened to be rent apart.
 
   Trapped in the monster’s hold, I could do nothing as it dragged me into the shadows. The cold clawed at my skin, snatching my breath away. In a final effort, I arched my neck back, straining at my bonds, but yet more snares appeared, seizing my chest and torso and squeezing hard. My ribs snapped, and my shrieks died.
 
   Limp and lifeless, the darkness swallowed me whole.
 
   * * * * *
 
   “Eliza, Eliza! Snap out of it!”
 
   A panicked voice broke through the emptiness, and I blinked. Slowly, the world came back into focus. I was lying in Adam’s lap. Terent’s gates were right before us, clearly visible now the mist had cleared. Some stars poked out from the velvet sky, and I stared at them, thankful for their brightness. I didn’t want to go back to the shadows.
 
   “Thank the Goddess, you’re awake.” Adam drew me against his shoulder. “Are you alright?”
 
   I gazed at the green moon, lost in its light, then sat up. I almost slid back to the ground, but Adam kept me upright. A dull throb pulsed behind my left temple, and I winced. My mind was so fuzzy.
 
   “What happened?” I asked, rubbing the side of my head. It seemed to lift the fog on my thoughts, and I snarled. “Why did you walk out on me like that?”
 
   “What are you talking about? I’ve been here the whole time,” Adam said. “We were walking along, when you fell to your knees and started screaming.” He shuddered. “I never want to hear you make that sound ever again. I thought you were going to die.”
 
   I frowned. I didn’t remember any of that, but my throat was tight and painful. I must’ve been screeching my heart out. I glanced to the iasometer, which Adam had set at my elbow. The readings were sitting in the green zones. Nonetheless, the darkness and unbridled fear stuck in my memory. Had everything else been an hallucination?
 
   A lump rose in my throat.
 
   Oh no.
 
   The Parting.
 
   “I guess you were right.” Adam’s voice was quiet. He reached for my hand, and despite the ugly feelings it generated, I tensed my fingers around his. “You really are Bound to Ryan.”
 
   I cast my head down, wounded by his disappointment. It was the revelation both of us dreaded. But for once, I had never been so unhappy to be right.
 
   “Told you so,” I murmured, staring at my boots. This would only be the beginning. Even if I came to terms with being forced to fall for a stranger, the issue of Parting had become much more problematic. Travelling around with Ryan had made it easy. Now he was stuck at home, and I was banned from the estate. I was trapped. I’d have to spend the rest of my days roaming around the manor, lest I turn into an Unbound. A lonely vagabond torn from my family, my friends, my life.
 
   Execution was suddenly starting to sound not so bad.
 
   “Eliza, don’t.”
 
   I glanced at Adam. His face was full of concern.
 
   “I know that look. You’re giving up.” He rubbed my shoulder. “You can’t.”
 
   “What else is there to do?” I growled, shrugging off his hand. My harsh words to my sister Fiona all those years ago came flooding back, and I bit my lip. I had been much too hasty to speak against her. Now I understood why she had withdrawn into herself, why she had never smiled again. She hadn’t lost her will to fight; only known it had been a losing battle from the start. For all my bravado, my determination to beat the curse, it had broken me within a month.
 
   I’d been a fool to think I could stand up to it.
 
   “You need to talk with Ryan,” Adam said. “If you suffered Parting, he must have too.” He hesitated, before adding: “And if what you said about him is true, he’s not going to let you go like that. He’ll find a way to catch up, even if Lord Glenford tries to lock him in the manor.”
 
   “So what?” I spat, wiping at the bitter tears. “It won’t change anything. You saw what Lord Glenford did. Ryan will be like a bird in a cage, under constant guard. If his father sets eyes on me again, he’ll kill me without question.”
 
   Adam’s brow creased. He hauled me back to my feet. I was still dizzy, but while he didn’t let me fall, his grip was a little too tight to be merely supportive.
 
   “Listen to yourself, Eliza!” he snapped. “Has the curse affected your personality, too? You went all the way to Dhjerba to find a way to free yourself, and now that you’re faced with the truth of being Bound, you’re going to submit to it?”
 
   I gave a cold laugh.
 
   “Face it, Adam. We tried to be careful, we tried to outsmart the magic, but it beat us in the end. And I wasn’t lucky like Fiona. I’ve become Bound to a noble’s son; a noble who’s sealed him away and I have no means of staying with. So if I have to choose between death and becoming Unbound, then I choose…”
 
   Something sharp stung my cheek. Clutching my face, I stared at Adam in shock. His eyes blazed.
 
   “I didn’t promise your parents I’d protect you to hear you whimpering like this.” He gripped my shoulders. “I might not understand what the Binding’s done to you, but it’s clouding your judgement. You’ve got more options than you think. You need to get Ryan to explain everything. If he managed to escape a Binding, then why can’t you? It’s obviously possible, and he knows how.” He clenched his teeth. “And you’ll get an answer, even if you have to beat it out of him.”
 
   I sighed, averting his gaze, but he held my chin. His expression softened.
 
   “Don’t go the same way Fiona did, Eliza,” he said. “You’re not her. And deep down, I know you don’t want to give up, either. You’ve already fought the spell for so long. If you need more strength, take it from me.” He kissed my cheek. “Cursed or not, you’re still you. Don’t let the magic sap you of yourself.”
 
   I rested my hand on his, and let out a long breath. He had a point. I couldn’t let despair take hold, not yet. My focus had to change. What it would change to, I wasn’t sure, but the first step was to find out exactly what Ryan had done.
 
   “What would I do without you?” I said, managing a half-smile. “Thanks, Adam.”
 
   Adam pulled me into a hug.
 
   “Well, that’s a first. You’re actually thanking me for something.”
 
   I elbowed him in the ribs. 
 
   “Don’t push it,” I said, withdrawing slightly. “We’re still not out of the woods yet. I’ve got to find a way back into the manor, for a start.”
 
   “Oh, that won’t be a problem.” Adam had a mischievous glint in his eye. “Just follow my lead.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   ‘They kissed beneath the midnight moon, knowing fate would forever be against them...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   Adam led the way up the hill, and I stuck close. We were crossing from the east side, well away from the dirt track we took earlier. The Glenford manor flitted in and out of the mist, like a half-remembered image of a murky dream. I sighed. If only my problems could be that insubstantial.
 
   I focused on Adam’s footprints, following in his exact steps. He insisted we make it look like just one person was walking, and since he was more experienced in these matters, I didn’t argue. While it wasn’t the stealthiest approach, the other route was more than half a mile away, so we were limited in our options.
 
   I was not going to go through Parting again.
 
   Adam halted some feet from the estate wall, and I bumped into him. He didn’t even acknowledge the jolt as he dropped into a crouch, ushering me to do the same. Rubbing my nose, I bent down, wincing as my knees sank into the ice. Goddess, couldn’t I have been Bound in the spring?
 
   Adam tapped my arm and pointed to the wall. A clear patch appeared in the mist, and I caught sight of the courier’s gate. Ah, so this was how he planned to get in. The narrow arch provided an entrance to the servants quarters which by-passed the main rooms. It would be much easier to broach than the front doors.
 
   One guard was on duty, armed with a crossbow. He looked woefully disinterested, stamping his feet to keep warm, but it would only take a tiny error and he’d be onto us in a flash.
 
   “Plan?” I whispered.
 
   “Simple enough.” Adam nodded to the frosted bars. “This guy won’t be hard to get past. Once I’ve got him out the way, all you have to do is walk through the gardens and find a window.”
 
   “Really? What if there’re more guards waiting inside?”
 
   “If there are, they’ll be at the main gate,” Adam said, “and you’ve only four more to worry about in the manor itself. I’m pretty sure they’ll be busy keeping watch over Lord Svendmar and Ryan, anyway.”
 
   “How in the Goddess’s name can you be so sure?” I blurted. “If I’m caught, Lord Glenford will have my head off my shoulders faster than you can say ‘peasant girl’.”
 
   Adam playfully flicked my forehead.
 
   “Unlike some people, Little Miss Daydreamer, I was paying attention when we were taken inside.”
 
   I pulled a face. I’d always loathed that nickname. No matter how accurate it was.
 
   “The only things I can’t count on are Aronzo and Sergeant Vale,” Adam went on. “They might make things trickier. But I’ve played hide and seek enough times with you to know you’ll be able to handle it.”
 
   I licked my lips, wishing I could feel as confident.
 
   “What about you? Even you’re not fast enough to dodge crossbow bolts. And if they’re more guards in the garden…”
 
   Adam rolled his eyes.
 
   “Eliza, what did I say about positive thinking?”
 
   “I know, but…”
 
   He pressed his finger to my lips.
 
   “Don’t worry about me.” He flashed a toothy grin. “I’m not arrogant enough to think I can dodge crossbow bolts. I have a backup plan in mind.”
 
   “And that is?”
 
   “Nothing you need to worry about,” Adam replied. “Just be thankful it’s misty tonight.”
 
   I grumbled to myself. I hated it when he did this. Just because I was a girl didn’t mean I couldn’t understand evasive tactics. I knew he only did it to tease me, since I always boasted about my healing knowledge, but still…
 
   “Wait here,” Adam said. “I’ll signal you when I’m done. Don’t make a sound.”
 
   I had no time to question further as he rose to his feet and headed for the courier’s gate. Heart in my mouth, I clenched my fingers around my cloak. Goddess, please keep him safe.
 
   “Is anybody there?” Adam called. He’d started to walk with a limp. “I need help!”
 
   “Who’re you?” grunted the guard. The clack of metal soon followed; he must have adjusted his crossbow. “Where are you?”
 
   “I’m right here,” Adam said, though he made sure to stay in a pocket of mist. “I’m a traveller, and I got attacked by bandits on the road. Now I don’t know where I am.”
 
   “You’re on Lord Glenford’s land,” the guard growled, stepping to the bars, though from the way he turned his head he couldn’t pinpoint Adam’s location. “Off with you.”
 
   “But I need help!” Adam begged, dragging his leg over the snow. He was very close to the gate pillar. “Can’t you escort me to town?”
 
   “I can’t leave my post,” the guard said. He peeked through the bars, trying to get a better glimpse of his target. I crossed my fingers. Adam better know what he was doing.
 
   Warily, Adam hobbled to the gate. He had a hand clamped over his thigh, and winced with every step.
 
   “Keep your hands where I can see them,” the guard barked, poising his crossbow.
 
   “My wound will bleed again if I stop pressing on it,” Adam answered. His eyes were intent on the bolt aimed at his chest.
 
   “I’ll give you another wound to go with it if you don’t obey,” the guard snarled. “Which leg is it?”
 
   Adam hesitated. Then he sighed, and began limping again. I fought the urge to jump out and pull him back.
 
   “They got my right one,” he said, holding said limb at an awkward angle. Though he had his hands up, he made sure to hunch over his thigh, obscuring the guard’s view for as long as possible. Come on, this had to work.
 
   Once Adam was close enough, the guard gasped.
 
   “Wait, that’s…”
 
   His sentence became a muffled groan as Adam grabbed his coat and slammed his temple into the icy poles. The guard slumped forward, out cold, but Adam kept his hold, stopping him from crashing to the ground. He reached through the bars, and unhooked the steel latch.
 
   “Eliza, come on!”
 
   I gathered my cloak and hurried through the gate. The guard lay face-down in the snow, still breathing, but oblivious to his surroundings. Adam prized the crossbow from its sling and tossed it into a nearby bush. He closed the gate, then knelt down. Tucking the man’s arms and legs together, he pushed him between the wall and a snowy shrub, making him almost impossible to see.
 
   “Alright, let’s go,” Adam whispered. “Keep following my prints.”
 
   We wandered across a stone path, entering the hedge maze. It was actually one of several. The bushes towered to Adam’s forehead, but the leaves had shrivelled in the cold, so it was easy to find our way through.
 
   At last we came to the centre point, where the four mazes joined together. From here I spotted the banqueting hall; an oblong structure with a panelled window. Warm candle-light bathed its interior, and between the middle panels stood a glass door. That would be my best bet to get inside. However…
 
   Adam hauled me behind a rose bush. I hissed, catching my arm on the thorns.
 
   “What now?”
 
   “Listen!”
 
   I took a breath to silence my chest’s heaving, and cast my hearing out. Panicked voices echoed from the courier’s gate, and I gulped. They’d found the guard.
 
   “Goddess, I didn’t think they’d be that quick,” Adam muttered. He squeezed my shoulder. “I’ll have to lead them away.”
 
   “Adam, no!” I cried. “They’ll…”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Adam said. “Once I’ve got them away, try the banqueting hall. If that doesn’t work, search for an open window. Whatever you do, don’t let them see you! We have to make them think only one of us has broken in.”
 
   “Adam…” I grabbed him in a quick hug. “Be careful.”
 
   Adam winked, before he bolted back to the hedge maze. His boots crunched over the ice, and moments later the guards roared; they’d seen him. I heard a rush of footsteps as they charged into the maze. Adam sprinted east, stepping into a pool of moonlight, and then he was gone.
 
   I stayed behind the roses as the guards fanned out to search. Two were armed with crossbows, and the last one had a rapier. My heart flopped to the pit of my stomach, only to leap into my throat again. The bricks pressed into my back, but I ignored the urge to shiver. If I kept still, they wouldn’t see me. It was too dark, and they already had a culprit to blame the footprints on.
 
   A loud whistle—much like a hellersbird’s chirp—rang across the garden, and the guards dispersed to follow it. Despite the danger, I smirked. Adam was certainly keeping them on their toes. I waited, tapping out the seconds with my foot. The minutes drifted by, and the guards didn’t return.
 
   I let out a slow breath. Now it was my turn.
 
   With my palms against the bricks, I inched across the wall, mindful of the spots of light and shadow. Still, I had to admire the garden’s design. The hedge mazes formed the cardinal compass points, and in their centre stood a marble fountain. Climbing plants and potted foliage plastered the buildings, and the former wrapped themselves around the banqueting hall. In the height of spring, it must’ve looked breath-taking draped in flowers and leaves.
 
   The silence deepened, and I made it to the glass door. I crouched beside the branches, and wiped the frost away.
 
   The hall was dimly lit, and I could make out two figures inside. One had messed up sandy hair, while the other was a more slender shape. I peered closer, and could not hold back my gasp.
 
   Ryan hovered by the dining table, and beside him stood the most striking lady I’d ever seen. Her tanned skin complemented her braided honey-gold hair, and she wore an elegant evening gown that glittered every time she moved. Her profile was flawless, her features even and balanced, her eyes thoughtful and sharp.
 
   They were studying a parchment. Dark letters spiralled across it, but whatever it said remained a mystery. The lady’s lips moved as she pointed to the scroll, but I couldn’t hear her words. She seemed intent for an explanation. Ryan looked more than uncomfortable, struggling to maintain eye contact. Heck, he’d looked happier when I told him to undress me at the lake.
 
   I withdrew from the glass. The lady must be the one Ryan had been Bound to first. And as he’d said, she definitely didn’t look any more Unbound than I was.
 
   My fists clenched. This wasn’t right! How could they be fine while I’d been thrown from compulsion to compulsion, then forced to face the most terrifying moment of my life the second I stepped over half a mile? It wasn’t fair, damn it! It wasn’t…
 
   A sudden crash jolted me to the present, and I flung myself into the branches. Caught in my ranting, I’d knocked over a flower pot. Ugh, why was I so careless?
 
   The door shuddered; someone was about to open it. Uh oh. I back-pedalled to the shadows, but I was too slow. A dusting of snow fell to the grass and Ryan’s head poked out. It didn’t take long for his eyes to meet mine. His face, so strained and concerned, went to puzzlement, and then relief.
 
   “What is it?” The lady’s voice drifted over like silk. Bitterness bubbled in my throat, and I had to swallow it down.
 
   “Just a stray cat, Navinka,” Ryan said, flashing me a knowing look. He wanted me to wait. “It’s getting late, you know. Don’t you think we should talk about things tomorrow? I’m still tired from the journey from Dhjerba.”
 
   Navinka sighed, and approached the door. Ryan turned around, blocking her view so she wouldn’t see me. I caught a glimpse of golden hair clips and a lily flower.
 
   “Why are you trying to change the subject?” she asked. “You’ve been giving me nothing but one word answers since you came home. Nor have you even looked me in the eye.” She stifled a sob. “Don’t you think I’m entitled to learn what happened? After you left me in the night without a word of goodbye, without telling me whether I would ever see you again or what would become of me…” Her voice became quiet, and she sniffed. “Do you think that little of me? Was I that much of a burden that you would do anything to escape?”
 
   Ryan stepped forward, and took Navinka’s hands in his. He lifted them, and planted a delicate kiss on the back of her wrist. I clung to the branches surrounding me, almost snapping them in half. What was this, the Binding’s jealousy? It was the curse’s fault the lady had feelings for him in the first place!
 
   “It was never like that,” Ryan said, holding her hands level with his chest. “I wanted you to be free to make the choice I stole from you.”
 
   “But I only wanted to be with you.”
 
   I curled into a ball, shivering from head to toe. A tide of rage roared inside, and I was terrified it would break through any minute. Had someone so much as looked at me the wrong way, I would’ve torn them to pieces. And with every passing moment, the curse was determined to set that fury on the woman before me. The hot anger was much harder to ignore than the spell’s usual compulsions of affection. I screwed my eyes shut, and silently hummed a melody to distract myself.
 
   Ryan sighed.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said at last. “I…I need some time still.”
 
   “I understand,” Navinka said. “I can wait. But I won’t wait forever, and neither will your father.”
 
   Ryan gave a startled gasp, and I had to open my eyes. Navinka was stroking his cheek. My legs tensed, about to propel me into a leap, but my ankle was tangled in a vine, so I didn’t get far. A piece of broken pot jittered across the ground, thankfully silenced by the grass.
 
   “Promise me you’ll make up your mind soon,” Navinka said.
 
   “I…I promise,” Ryan said. He bowed his head. “Forgive me. I never meant to hurt you like this.”
 
   “There’s nothing to forgive, my love,” Navinka purred. “You’re home now, safe. Rest well, and we shall continue in the morning.”
 
   She leant forward and kissed Ryan’s cheek. My arm tensed, and ripped a strip of ivy clean off. Ryan acted quickly and wrapped an arm around Navinka, pushing her back inside.
 
   A long silence followed, before Navinka murmured a farewell. Her steps quieted as she walked away, and then a door closed.
 
   We were alone.
 
   Ryan lost no time in coming to my side. I was a sorry mess. Tears and sweat smeared my face, and my hands were scratched and bloody. He pulled away the remaining creepers, then helped me to my feet. His touch banished the chill in my limbs, and I leant against him, comforted by his closeness.
 
   Just like the night we first met…
 
   “Eliza!” Ryan pulled me into a hug. “I’m so glad to see you. I’m so, so sorry. I should’ve told you everything from the start.”
 
   I was too drained to muster a response. Jumping from fiery rage to deep longing had left me stuporous, and my arms wrapped around him. His embrace was the only thing my fuddled brain understood.
 
   Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea after all.
 
   “Are you okay?” Ryan pushed me away slightly. I stared at the ground, fighting the desire to lose myself in his eyes. I’d forgotten how hard it was to maintain my senses when I was this near him. “Where’s Adam?”
 
   “He’s…fine,” I said quietly. Why was it suddenly so hard to speak? “Helped me break in.” Thinking about my best friend dampened the curse’s influence, and I managed to detach my arms and step back. I needed to keep clear of his touch. It fogged my thoughts too much. “I came back because we need to talk.”
 
   Ryan was disappointed I didn’t stay close, but he didn’t pull me back. I continued to avoid his gaze, staring at the silver chain at his throat. The curse was stronger than ever—I had to play this carefully.
 
   “You must be full of questions,” Ryan said. “It’s too open here. Let’s go somewhere a bit more private.”
 
   He led me into the moonlit gardens. My fingers begged for the heat of his palm, so I tucked my hands under my cloak. The key was to steer clear of physical contact. I was here to listen to his explanation, nothing more.
 
   No matter what the curse said otherwise.
 
   We walked to a portico, stepping through to a bench. Rime glazed the planks, and a brass plaque was fixed to the seat back. I caught the name ‘Julia Glenford’, before Ryan sat us down. His knee brushed mine, and I almost ended up in his lap, but a quick shuffle sideways broke the contact. Phew.
 
   A sliver of moonlight played through the pillars, bathing his face in a gentle aura. I traced his features; details I’d not thought about since the night he’d been shot. The scar on his chin, his ruffled sandy hair, the way the moonlight brought out the green in his eyes…
 
   I caught myself before I made proper eye contact, and focused on the stones below. Stop taking chances, Eliza. This was important. I couldn’t let the curse distract me.
 
   Ryan watched me for a while, until he finally sighed. He seemed lost. His eyes drifted over the plaque.
 
   “Where to start,” he said, his shoulders sagging.
 
   “Why not tell me about that lady?” I asked. Questioning him directly would keep my mind occupied. “Navinka, was it?”
 
   “Yes.” Ryan rested his arm on the backrest. “She’s Lord Svendmar’s youngest daughter. I’ve known her for a couple of years now.” He ran a finger over his collar. “She studies in Begara in the summer, then returns home to Dragonvale at the end of autumn. When she was on her way to the University, she came across me outside Terent after my accident.”
 
   “So she came to help you,” I murmured. How ironic; it was very much like how Ryan and I had crossed paths.
 
   “Yes,” Ryan said. “And the Binding that followed was the most brutal thing I’d ever experienced.” He let his chin loll to his chest. “I’ve never had my heart pulled in so many directions. We got along well enough before, but our encounters had been strictly formal. To suddenly be consumed with such intimate emotions tore me apart.”
 
   I nodded slowly. He’d experienced the same thing I had, knew better than anyone the feelings I’d been fighting.
 
   Except he’d not been fighting anything for the last four months.
 
   “There was only one thing I could turn to,” Ryan went on. “I’d already been researching about the Binding, so…”
 
   “Why were you researching the spell?” I asked, my ears perking up. He’d never mentioned this before.
 
   Ryan went quiet. He ran his thumb over the plaque, melting the ice.
 
   “Because of my mother,” he said. “She was Bound to my Father, against her will.” His expression hardened. “I wanted to fix it, to take away her loneliness.” He lowered his head. “But she died before I could find anything.”
 
   I let his words sink in. The image of Fiona’s face the day of her departure came forth, and I closed my eyes. Both of us had been stung by the curse, even before it snatched us up. Still, what were the odds we’d chance upon each other?
 
   And what were the odds that our Binding would have been so twisted…
 
   “After that, I forgot about the spell for a while.” Ryan’s voice had changed. He was burying the painful memories behind. “Until I realised I’d fallen under its thrall as well. So I got out the books for a second look. This time, I did find something.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   Ryan drew out his ruby pendant. The crystal shimmered, like sunlight on a clear stream.
 
   “Have you ever heard of the Goddess Jewel?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “It’s one of the gemstones from the Goddess’s crown,” Ryan said. “Every picture of her, every statue, always shows her wearing a tiara with a stone missing. Legend says the stone was lost eons ago, and it had the power to grant a wish.”
 
   My mouth hung open.
 
   “No way…” I stared at him. “You’re telling me that…you found this jewel? And you wished not to be Bound and it worked?!”
 
   “I know it seems impossible,” Ryan said, letting the necklace retreat under his shirt, “but I was lucky. My father had shown me the Glenford treasures on my sixteenth birthday, and amongst them was this ruby. I never thought much of it at the time. So once I was Bound, I remembered the legend of the Goddess Jewel, and this stone.”
 
   He looked up at the moon.
 
   “I didn’t honestly believe the two things were one and the same, and I never expected it to work. It was a desperate plea to escape the inescapable. But by some miracle it broke the spell. Once I made the wish, my Binding symptoms resurged, then went away. And the next time I was with Navinka, I didn’t feel a single compulsion.”
 
   I began to shake my head. My ears caught every word, but my mind couldn’t reconcile their meaning. For centuries and centuries, people had tried to combat the curse, to overcome its false desires, and all had failed. No record existed of anyone who had successfully evaded a Binding, amongst the hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of couples who’d been forced to endure its misery. Not a single one!
 
   Yet here was Ryan—the partner the curse had chosen for me—telling me that with a simple wish on a legendary stone, he had broken free. He had beaten the unbeatable.
 
   This couldn’t be…it couldn’t be…
 
   “I wasn’t sure whether the gem protected me at first,” Ryan said, “but as the days passed, Navinka didn’t seem as keen to stay close to me. About a week after I made the wish, I decided to go on walks at night, when Navinka was asleep. I dared to go further and further, until I crossed the half mile boundary. To my amazement, neither of us suffered Parting.” 
 
   The rage I’d quelled earlier stirred again, and I screwed my eyes shut. The memories of the black tendrils remained fresh, and I shuddered. Why…why had Ryan managed to escape this? Why was he given a second chance, while I was chained to him through feelings that weren’t mine, and punished if I attempted to stray?
 
   “But I knew if people found out, they’d be after me to get the stone.” Ryan continued. “So I wrote Navinka a note, explaining as much as I dared let on, and ran away on Cielo. I wanted to…”
 
   “Shut up!”
 
   My voice cut through the air, as cold as the north wind that brought the snows across Azaria. Ryan blinked.
 
   “Eliza?”
 
   “I’ve heard enough!”
 
   I stood up, my fists shaking.
 
   “Why should you be so lucky,” I spat. “Why should you, a spoilt noble’s son, have a second chance, when so many people trapped in unhappiness were denied?!” Venom dripped off my every word. “Why should you be allowed to escape when my sister had to sacrifice everything for the curse! When she was snatched from my family against her will!”
 
   “Eliza…”
 
   “And why did it have to be you?” I was practically screaming now. “Of all the people I could’ve been Bound to, why the one who’d been Bound before? The one who could walk away any moment he wished!” I glared at him. “Why did you have to be in the Galgiza forest that night? Why was I forced to be Bound to you?!”
 
   “Eliza, I’m sorry, but…” Ryan reached out, and I shrank back.
 
   “Don’t touch me!” I snapped. “Do you have any idea what I’ve had to suffer since we met? The constant struggle to keep hold of my feelings, the compulsions, the memories, the desires?” I was breathing hard. “You can just sit there, tucked up in your father’s cosy manor, Bound to no-one, while I…” Hot tears rolled down my cheeks. “…I was drowned in darkness the instant I was half a mile from you!”
 
   Ryan’s eyes went wide.
 
   “What? You felt the Parting?”
 
   “Don’t pretend you care!” I howled. “You’re nothing but a selfish hypocrite! A lying, cheating, weak-hearted, stupid…”
 
   The rest of my words dried on my lips, and I sank to my knees. A violent sob tore through me, and I buried my face in my arms. I couldn’t take it anymore. The truth was far more horrible than I could’ve ever dreamed. I was trapped in an unrequited Binding. Only I was driven by false desire. My partner faced no such compulsions. There was nothing that would keep him by my side, and nothing I could do to escape.
 
   I couldn’t live like this.
 
   Ryan slipped off the bench and knelt in front of me, pulling my hands from my face. I couldn’t resist as he drew me against his chest. My arms slid around him, desperate for his hold, his comfort, his scent. The hatred and sorrow had spent my energy, and I couldn’t fight any longer. He took my chin in his fingers and tilted my head up.
 
   “Eliza, please listen to me.” My mind screamed, begging to break free, but my body was no longer under my control. The Binding was going to play its winning hand, and there was nothing I could do to halt it.
 
   “Ryan, don’t…” My voice had never sounded so pathetic. He stroked my cheek, brushing the tears aside. My breath caught. I didn’t want him to stop. No, it was the Binding that didn’t want it to stop.
 
   “I’m really sorry.” He kissed my forehead, and I trembled, closing my eyes. “I know what it’s like, to be driven by feelings that aren’t your own. The anger it creates, the frustration, the sadness.” He rubbed his stubbled cheek against mine. I reached up and held it there. I couldn’t bear to lose his touch. “I thought the jewel would stop others being Bound to me, too. And you kept it all so quiet, I assumed that was the case for us. I didn’t think it mattered.” His breath warmed my ear. “I can’t ask you to forgive me, but there’s something you need to know.” His hands dropped to the small of my back, and pushed me against him. “You might be Bound to me…” He pressed his lips against my eyelid, my cheek, and finally the corner of my mouth. I gasped. “…but even if the curse doesn’t compel me, it doesn’t mean I don’t lo…”
 
   I didn’t let him finish. My mouth met his, and my breath escaped in a quiet sigh. His lips were warm, brushing against my own with gentle tenderness. It wasn’t enough, and I pushed harder, parting his lips, wanting as much as he would give. My anger and desire merged together, until one thought remained; how I had to be with him, and only him.
 
   He raked his fingers through my hair, and I cupped his cheek, hungering for the taste that was as indescribable as that scent of his. My other hand skimmed his throat, touching his necklace, still warm from where it had been lying against his skin. He tightened his embrace, and I moaned, holding onto his shoulders as he withdrew slightly, only to capture my lips again. Lost in the moment, I could think of nothing but how I never wanted this kiss to end.
 
   At last we parted. I rested against Ryan’s shoulder, panting. The rush lingered in my veins, and I closed my eyes, drinking in his smell, his body heat. I hadn’t realised how much I’d wanted this. How much more I still wanted.
 
   Wait, had I wanted this? It was the curse making me want it, surely. But Ryan, what was he trying to say? If he wasn’t affected by the Binding like me, then…did that mean…?
 
   “I love you, Eliza.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
   ‘His tender gaze never left her, even while she lay tucked in the embrace of sleep...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   I didn’t move for a long while. The Binding still had me in its grip, despite its massive victory, while inside my emotions warred. And it was a pretty bloody battle, as for the first time I wasn’t sure which feelings were mine and which were the curse’s.
 
   Ryan loved me, and I had no idea how to respond. It wasn’t that I didn’t harbour any feelings for him; it was just I couldn’t judge how far those feelings extended. He was a friend, I’d concede that much, but whatever else drew me to him was a result of the spell. No matter what we’d been through, or what I owed him, I could never say I loved him back.
 
   The words would never come from my heart.
 
   Besides, even without that confusion, how could he love me? I’d lied to him from the start! I wasn’t the person he thought I was; like he wasn’t the person I thought he was. He was throwing words around out of guilt. Knowing I was stuck, trying to make me feel less isolated because I was compelled and he wasn’t.
 
   My doubts proved stronger than the curse, and I withdrew from Ryan. He held on, not wanting to let go.
 
   “Ryan, I’m sorry.” I pushed his arms away and took a step back. I might as well have driven a knife into his chest, the way his face fell. I felt like a monster. But loving him out of pity would be as bad as giving in to the Binding.
 
   I couldn’t win.
 
   “Is that all you have to say, after everything we’ve been through?” Ryan asked, grasping my wrists. “After all we’ve done for each other?”
 
   I sighed, ashamed to meet his eyes. Cruel as it was to act like this, Ryan needed to understand. He was being childish. We barely knew one another, had kept secrets from each other. Fairly major secrets, too. Yet after a few weeks of travelling, he’d come out with his feelings like that.
 
   He didn’t know what he was saying.
 
   “How does any of that mean anything?” I said. “How can you think about me in that way when I’ve not spoken a word of truth to you?” I eyed him darkly. “You don’t know a thing about me. And until today I knew the same amount about you.”
 
   Ryan drew me closer again. Much as I wanted to shake him off, I couldn’t. The Binding—and my guilt—wouldn’t let me.
 
   “I don’t have to know your past to know you,” he said. “The things we told each other might have been false, but the journey we shared wasn’t. After I was shot at the aqueduct, you went out of your way to make sure Cielo and I were taken care of, when you didn’t have to.” His breath tickled my cheek. “Your quick thinking helped us catch Will, and your faith in his innocence spared him an unfair punishment.” He leant his brow against mine, and my eyes closed. Stay calm, stay calm… “You showed me your strength when you faced the shrine ruins alone, and proved your determination by challenging Aronzo at the lake. You even found the courage to tell me the truth, when you could’ve led me on until we reached Viens.” He kissed my forehead. “You can’t say any of those were a lie.”
 
   I remained silent, adrift in a torrent of mixed feelings. The Binding urged me to curl up in his embrace, to lose myself in his scent and surrender to his lips again; however, my own thoughts begged me to turn away. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t deny there was something between Ryan and me, but what? It was the curse!
 
   It had always been the curse…
 
   Ryan sighed, and broke contact. A sharp pain crackled in my chest. The Binding was furious.
 
   “This was the reason I was researching,” he muttered, striding over to the pillars. He leant against the ivory column, his back facing me. “So many people have suffered because of this unfair spell. My mother, your sister, now us. And though I’ve told you how I feel, it’s not enough for you.”
 
   I stepped forward.
 
   “Ryan, I didn’t…”
 
   Ryan turned around, his green eyes intent. Whatever response was on my lips died. He was the spitting image of his father when he stared like that. It chilled me. Fortunately it didn’t last long, and his gaze softened.
 
   “If there was a way to free you from the magic,” he said, choosing his words carefully, “would you want to find it?”
 
   I rolled my eyes.
 
   “Ryan, I’ve been down this road before. There’s no way out of a Binding.”
 
   “But if there was,” Ryan persisted, “you’d want to know. Right?”
 
   I hesitated, unsure why he was so insistent. Of course I wanted to be free to make my own decisions about who I would love. Who wouldn’t? But indirectly that also meant I didn’t want to be with Ryan. Which I didn’t. Well, not because the curse was telling me to be with him, anyway. Yet that didn’t mean I wanted him out of my life forever, and I didn’t want him to think I’d outright rejected him. Because I hadn’t.
 
   But was it the spell driving that feeling, or my own curiosity?
 
   Ugh, this was so confusing!
 
   “Maybe,” I said. “Regardless, it’s a moot question. Don’t think you can get me out of this with a far-fetched promise.”
 
   “Who’s to say it’s far-fetched?” Ryan stepped back to the bench, fingering his necklace. “I found the Goddess Jewel. If this can resist a Binding, there must be other ways to break the spell, too.”
 
   “What are you suggesting?”
 
   Ryan took my hand.
 
   “Let me help you,” he said. “Help you find a way to remove your Binding.”
 
   “Eh?”
 
   “You’ll never believe my feelings so long as the magic has you,” Ryan went on. “And it won’t let you trust your own. So give me a chance. Let me find a way to free you, and I can prove what you mean to me.”
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I pulled back, frowning. “Have you forgotten already? How many people in the past have tried the same thing? How many people are still trying now, only to discover they can’t escape their Bindings?” I shook my head. “You were very, very lucky, Ryan. That kind of good fortune doesn’t strike twice. Besides, the jewel only protects you. It’s not going to grant any more wishes.”
 
   “That may be, but…”
 
   “And where in the Goddess’s name would you start?” I continued. “Where would you look? Heck, would you even know what to be looking for?” I glanced to the gardens. “That’s just for starters. I’m betting your father won’t be thrilled to let you out of his sight again, and Navinka’s not going to let you slip away, either.” I wrested free of his hold. “You need to get your head out of the clouds. I’m stuck with you and there’s nothing we can change.”
 
   “What else is there to do?” Ryan shot back. “You can’t stay with me here, and there’s no way I’ll let you turn into an Unbound. We’re not going to lose anything by trying, so what’s the harm? We can go to Begara, check the other shrines...”
 
   “Don’t pretend you’re giving me a choice,” I scoffed. “The Binding’s got me on an invisible leash, and you’re in charge of it. You can drag me all over Azaria, hoping we’ll stumble upon an answer one day. Until you grow tired, see how empty your promises were, and leave me to lose my mind.”
 
   “Eliza, I’d never…”
 
   “You ran away from Navinka readily enough.”
 
   Ryan didn’t answer right away. Instead he gripped my hand again. My fingers involuntarily curled around his. Goddess, let me go!
 
   “You want the same thing,” he said. “You want to escape your fate, even when my feelings are genuine, and not prompted by some spell.”
 
   I dropped my gaze. His words did strike close, yet he was making the situation too simplistic. He could explain his feelings ‘til the hellersbirds flew home, but when I couldn’t see where mine lay, anything I might have reciprocated would be a lie. It wouldn’t be any different from a real Binding.
 
   And he was an idiot if he thought he could find a quick fix so easily…
 
   Someone cleared their throat from the shadows. Yelping, I leapt into Ryan’s arms. His embrace tightened, and I got a sharp breath of his tantalizing scent. Great, like this wouldn’t send conflicting messages.
 
   The unseen person stepped into the light, and flung back his hood.
 
   “Nice and cosy, are we?” Adam said, slicking back his sweaty hair. “I didn’t think it was that cold.”
 
   My heart swelled with relief. Thank the Goddess, he’d escaped the guards! Then I realised my current position. Blushing furiously, I disengaged from my Bound partner. Ryan watched, torn between resentment and concern. Adam glared right back. A painful silence descended, so I gave a nervous cough.
 
   “What happened to the guards?” I asked.
 
   Adam shifted his gaze.
 
   “Oh, you don’t need to worry about them,” he said. “Had more trouble finding out where you’d got to, ‘til I heard you talking.”
 
   I cringed. He must’ve heard the whole exchange.
 
   “How long have you been waiting there?” Ryan asked.
 
   “Long enough,” Adam said. He sat on the bench, resting his elbows on his knees. “So, you’re planning to break the spell for Eliza as well?”
 
   He sounded hopeful. I clenched my fist, tempted to smack his head into Ryan’s. Had the two of them lost their minds? What would it take to convince them there was no way to undo the past! A Binding was final, irreversible, inescapable…
 
   Except, a tiny voice in my head said, Ryan had shattered those preconceptions and freed himself. Twice, as though I was Bound to him, he still avoided the spell’s influence. Navinka, too, had not succumbed to the fate of an Unbound, despite a four-month separation.
 
   Maybe it was still too early to give up entirely.
 
   Ryan took a breath, about to explain everything again, when a voice bellowed through the manor. Adam bolted to my side, ready to drag me into the shadows. Ryan watched the windows, eyes narrowed.
 
   “Aronzo’s looking for me,” he said. “If I don’t go back, he’ll get the guards searching.” He nodded to the hedge maze. “You can hide in the stables. They’re just past the gardens.” His eyes told me this conversation wasn’t over. “Think about what I’ve said, Eliza.”
 
   Hmph, like I had a choice anyway.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” I mumbled. “Come on, Adam.”
 
   I grasped his arm and led the way through the maze. The curse screamed at me to turn back, so I stepped up my pace. Adam winced, lengthening his strides to keep up. It was then I noticed dried blood on my fingers. I withdrew my hand, and spotted the graze on his forearm.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Eh, got a little close to one of the guards,” Adam said. “It’s stopped bleeding. It’s fine.”
 
   “Why didn’t you say anything?”
 
   Adam snorted.
 
   “You were a bit pre-occupied.”
 
   Cheeks flushing, I looked away. He must have seen me kiss Ryan. Absently, I licked my lips, the memory crystal clear. My heart fluttered, recalling the warmth of his cheek, his overpowering scent, the tender caress of his mouth against mine…
 
   I shook my head. Damn it, the Binding would haunt me with this one forever!
 
   For the rest of the way I kept quiet, focusing on the path. The grass turned to cobbles, and we entered a stable yard. Cielo was no-where to be seen, and my heart sank. I’d started to miss him. The lone watchman lay slumped against a barn, snoring beneath some furs. We tip-toed around him, sneaking into the stall furthest away, then collapsed onto the hay.
 
   I hitched Adam’s sleeve up. A superficial tear had been scored along the skin. Sighing, I took him to the water trough and began cleaning the graze. Adam hissed.
 
   “Ow, that’s cold!”
 
   “Quit being such a baby,” I whispered back. “Be glad you don’t need stitches.”
 
   Content I’d washed off the blood and there was nothing concerning about the wound, I rolled Adam’s sleeve down again.
 
   “Good job, Healer Bryant,” Adam said, resting his arm around my shoulder. “Thanks.”
 
   “Healer Bryant junior,” I corrected. Thoughts of Father brought a lump to my throat, and I fell silent. Velwall was just a day’s ride away, yet he would have no idea I was so close. I longed to see him again, and Mother, too. Just to let them know I was safe, that they needn’t worry about me. Although it would devastate them if they found out I’d been Bound to Lord Glenford’s son.
 
   I yawned, glancing to the stars outside. Much as I wanted to believe Ryan’s promise, I knew it would only lead to disappointment. I’d been far too naïve to think I could find a way to escape. That realisation had stung enough back in Lanaran. I didn’t want to trust in a false hope and waste years of searching to go through that heartache again.
 
   “So,” Adam said, reclining on the hay, his arm still around me, “thanks to his jewel, Ryan doesn’t feel anything. Not for the first lady he was Bound to, or you. He didn’t feel Parting, either. But you did.” He slammed his fist against his thigh. “You’ve dug yourself pretty deep.”
 
   “Care to start looking for a shovel?” I grumbled, playing with my cloak.
 
   “Ryan seems to think he can find one,” Adam answered. “I suppose he’d be most likely to succeed, since he’s already broken his spell with his necklace.”
 
   I sat up, scowling.
 
   “How can you believe him?” I said. “Weren’t you the one who told me not to trust a single word that came out of his mouth?”
 
   “You seemed pretty trusting when he put that mouth to another use.”
 
   My cheeks burned. The Binding wasn’t the only one that wouldn’t let go of our kiss.
 
   “I didn’t mean for it to happen,” I said, wringing my hands. “Anyway, it’s not like I have a choice. If Ryan finds a way to leave the manor, I’ll have to follow wherever he goes.”
 
   Adam frowned. He began opening and closing his fist.
 
   “Why are you being so resistant?” he asked. “Don’t you want to find a way to escape your Binding?”
 
   “There’s no point wishing on an empty promise!” I snapped. Adam’s eyes flicked to the stall door, afraid I’d wake the guard. Meekly I lowered my head. “We went through this with Fiona, and I’ve seen myself there’s no way out. Ryan is just throwing useless words around out of pity.”
 
   Adam huffed.
 
   “The old Eliza wouldn’t think like that,” he said. “She’d seize her opportunities and find light in the darkest corner, no matter what the future might hold.”
 
   “The ‘old Eliza’ is back at the clearing,” I muttered. “She wouldn’t have been stupid enough to tangle herself in this mess in the first place.”
 
   Adam’s gaze softened. He wrapped me into a hug. I didn’t resist, and curled my arms around him. It was getting too much.
 
   “I’m sorry I can’t be more understanding,” he murmured. “I have no idea what the magic’s done to you, but it’s wounded you deep.” He sighed. “I just want things to be like they were.”
 
   “They can’t,” I whispered, a tear escaping. The dam was close to bursting again.
 
   “I know,” Adam said, his breath ruffling my hair. “Sorry for not believing you. There’s not a lot I can do to make up for it, but I promise I’ll stay with you, whatever happens.”
 
   “What about your parents?” I asked. “Your grandfather’s not been very well, either. You can’t…”
 
   “They’re used to me not being around,” Adam broke in. “And Grandfather’s been ill for a while. It’s not like he even remembers me these days. Anyway, I can send them a message before Ryan takes you anywhere. It would reassure your mother and father, too.”
 
   “We could be gone a long time,” I protested. “You might not be able to continue your Guardsman training.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter,” Adam said. “I wasn’t there for you when you needed me. I’m never going to make that mistake again.”
 
   “Adam…”
 
   “You don’t need to say anything, Eliza.”
 
   I fell quiet. Just as well, as I had no words to express my thankfulness. I rested against his chest, and squeezed him a little tighter. For all my fears of him finding me, I was so glad he had. It had been such a burden keeping my secret buried in my heart. At least I could share it now, and not have to face everything alone.
 
   “Get some sleep,” Adam said. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   We settled into the hay. I watched the stars outside, listening to his breathing. It had been a while since I’d been this close to him, and I was grateful for the peace it brought. Even the curse couldn’t take this away from me. Eventually the warmth and darkness overtook, and my eyes closed. Before I drifted off completely, Adam whispered, “I’ll get you back, Eliza. The Binding might’ve stolen you away, but it’ll never take you from my heart.”
 
   A pleased jitter raced through me, but I pretended I was already asleep.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The stall door creaked, and my eyes snapped open. The smell of hay was unfamiliar, and I glanced around, blinking off sleep. Where was I? Had the carriages stopped by an inn or something?
 
   Moonlight caught my attention, and a tall shadow approached. A quiet rattle of metal told me he was armed. My thoughts melted to panic, and I scrambled to flee. My knee caught a loose pole, and I fell on top of something not quite as soft as straw.
 
   “Ouch!”
 
   Ah, that wasn’t a pole. It was Adam’s leg.
 
   I shuffled back, my tousled hair falling into my eyes, only to trip over his other leg and land face-first on the frosty ground. Well, this was going well. Our assailant was probably laughing his head off.
 
   Adam gripped my arms and sat me on my haunches.
 
   “Down girl,” he said, yawning. “You could take out a whole army if you’re not careful.”
 
   “Sorry,” I said. “But there’s…”
 
   “Am I interrupting anything?”
 
   Ryan’s voice cut through the darkness. My panic melted in an instant. That was lucky; I’d worried it was one of Lord Glenford’s men. He knelt beside me and rested his hand on my shoulder. My fingers twitched, desperate to hold him there. I swallowed back the impulse, not missing Adam’s irked expression, either. The Binding might have triumphed earlier, but I wouldn’t let it cry victory again. Not twice in the same night, anyway.
 
   “Nothing,” I said, trying to act nonchalant, when it was all I could do not to throw myself on top of him. “What happened with Aronzo?”
 
   “He’s waiting outside,” Ryan said. “I told him I wanted to check on Cielo.”
 
   “Uh, in case you hadn’t noticed, Cielo’s not here,” Adam said dryly. His eyes focused on Ryan’s hand. Ryan frowned, and slipped his palm off my shoulder. My pulse juddered back to its usual rate, and I sank onto the hay. Damn, my few hours’ rest undone by a single touch.
 
   “He’s sleeping next door. Aronzo’s not going to notice the difference in the dark,” Ryan replied. “Look, I haven’t got time to argue. A chance has come up, and I’ll need both of you on my side to make it work.”
 
   His eyes fell to me again. I let out a breath, twisting a strand of straw between my fingers. I remained hesitant about the idea. When we had a pretty much zero chance of succeeding, I didn’t see the point in trying. Yet even though I knew I’d be disappointed, that this would be a complete waste of effort, I couldn’t deny Ryan wanted to free my heart as much as I did. He’d never give up.
 
   It would be shameful to ignore his resolve.
 
   “…alright, what do you want us to do?”
 
   Ryan smiled—a relieved, genuine smile—before his features returned to their serious look. I held a hand to my chest, hoping to calm my palpitations. The curse wouldn’t abandon its old tricks anytime soon.
 
   “Navinka is going to Begara to meet her tutor tomorrow,” Ryan said. “Because Father’s made a big announcement that we’re Bound, he can’t let anyone know about my protection, so I have to accompany her. Lord Svendmar is also returning home, so Father hasn’t got the guards to spare to escort us. Aronzo planned to come instead, but Navinka out-argued him and convinced Father we can manage with a servant each.”
 
   I fought down a scowl. Navinka most likely wished for those conditions so she could have Ryan to herself. Not that I cared or anything.
 
   “So you want us to pose as your servants?” Adam asked.
 
   Ryan nodded.
 
   “This way we won’t be forced apart, and the University would be the best place to learn more about the spell and how to reverse it.”
 
   “Sounds like fun,” Adam muttered.
 
   I sighed. These two were going to get along like a pair of hungry vipers, and to have to act subservient on top…I shook my head. Not to mention that if Navinka found out the extent of my relationship to Ryan, she’d not be a happy kitten, either. Nonetheless, it was the simplest way to travel and not raise suspicion.
 
   “You should be safe enough for the night,” Ryan said. “I’ll send Marietta to give you some furs, then she’ll come tomorrow with your disguises.”
 
   I could only nod. The plan sounded so straight-forward, it should have given me confidence. However, there was so much potential for things to go catastrophically pear-shaped.
 
   “Positive thinking,” Adam said, gently pinching my arm. I sneered, but didn’t comment. Sometimes I wished he couldn’t read me so easily.
 
   “Okay,” I said, gathering enough courage to look at Ryan. The Binding chimed, and I almost embraced him, but I held firm. I’d had enough of my fair share of goodnight kisses. “We’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   The University Road was empty, although very picturesque beneath the ice. The farmers had cleared the snow, and the crystal fields stretched to the horizon. Snowflakes tumbled from the clouds, and I constantly had to blink to get them out of my eyelashes.
 
   The barren landscape was a complete contrast to when I’d last been here. That was on my eleventh birthday, where Fiona had treated me to a visit to Begara, the Scholar’s City. It had been my first outing from the village, and we’d spent two nights there. I fondly remembered sitting on the campus steps, eating chocolate and playing with my present, a clockwork falcon. I imagined I’d live there myself one day, studying healing in Azaria’s most prestigious centre of learning.
 
   My chin jolted on Adam’s shoulder as he guided Duke, our grey gelding, across a slushy patch. Of course, that dream was further away than ever. First because of Mother, and now thanks to my Binding. It seemed the only person who never got to plan ahead for my future was me.
 
   But maybe, just maybe, I could claim it all back.
 
   Cielo snorted. He was in a perky mood. I’d been delighted to see him that morning, though I hadn’t ventured too close in case Navinka noticed. With his wounds healed, he’d been itching to travel again, and was making the most of his newfound freedom. Currently he was teasing Navinka’s mount, Sandy. The chestnut mare held her head aloof, ignoring the white horse’s playful neighs, until it became too much and she snapped her teeth at him. Cielo shied, his brown eyes shining.
 
   “I see Cielo is as boisterous as ever,” Navinka said, tossing her golden braid over her shoulder. Dressed in formal riding gear, she sat perfectly in the saddle. “You must get Sergeant Vale to train him.”
 
   “What for?” Ryan asked.
 
   “He should act with more restraint for a mount of House Glenford,” Navinka answered. “We can’t have him misbehave like this on our wedding.”
 
   I fell into a sudden coughing fit. Navinka raised an eyebrow; about the most facial expression she’d shown me all day.
 
   “My dear, what’s the matter?”
 
   “Sorry, snow in my throat,” I gasped, grabbing Adam’s water skin and downing a good sip. Adam gave me a sidelong glance, before returning his attention to the road.
 
   I kept my gaze ahead, swearing silently. The Binding was enjoying its new playing card: mind-numbing jealousy. That was on top of its usual antics. Since we’d left the Glenford estate, I’d struggled to hide my flushed cheeks, and stop my eyes drifting to Ryan. The curse’s way of reminding me where I should be riding. Though Navinka had only caught me staring once, it didn’t lessen my paranoia. The noble boy and the servant girl—I could only imagine what kind of ideas she might have.
 
   “What’s up?” Adam whispered. It wasn’t permissible for servants to speak to each other in the presence of their masters, so we were reduced to hushed exchanges.
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “You’re not holding onto me anymore.”
 
   Bemused, I looked to my arms. My left hand remained around his waist, so I didn’t tip out of the saddle. My right one, however, dangled uselessly at my side. It was also numb; why I hadn’t noticed it slip from its resting place.
 
   “Huh? Why can’t I…” My words turned to a shriek as I lurched sideways. My leg had become unresponsive, and wouldn’t balance me on Duke’s flank. Before I would tumble, someone snatched my cloak and hoisted me up. Ryan had drawn alongside us, arm outstretched to stop me falling. At once the feeling returned to my limbs, and I gripped Adam’s chest as if I’d almost plummeted down a cliff.
 
   “Thanks,” I said, then bit my lip. No talking, damn it!
 
   “You’re welcome,” Ryan said. Navinka’s eyes narrowed, so he backed away. I sighed.
 
   The Binding was in a devious mood.
 
   After that near miss, I was more vigilant, flexing my fingers and toes to make sure I could still feel them. This was the second time the curse had paralysed me because I’d not maintained contact with my Bound partner. Never mind he wasn’t more than a few metres away. In addition to the involuntary movements, the chest pains, the headaches, the racing heartbeat and flushing, the wild fluctuations in emotion, and Goddess-knew what else, was there anything the spell wouldn’t try to get me in his arms again?
 
   The answer came sooner than expected. A mile or so on, dark speckles flashed across my eyes. I blinked, hoping to clear them, when they merged together. The darkness spread, like fire burning through paper, until it consumed my entire sight.
 
   I took a deep breath, pulling closer to Adam. His jacket hood rubbed my cheek, and I seized onto the touch, the only sense I had to keep my bearings. So I couldn’t see anything. No big deal, right? I just had to wait it out. It would go away.
 
   Snow danced across my face, and I clenched my teeth. The cold was merciless, but my scarf—returned after its soggy stint in the saddle bag—hung loose against my neck, too low to protect me. Yet if I tried to pull it up in my current state, I might fall.
 
   Eventually I couldn’t take any more. Carefully, I removed an arm from Adam’s waist, and adjusted my scarf. Before I could replace my hand, light flooded my vision. The fields, however, didn’t return. Instead I was back beneath the moonlit portico, no longer clinging to Adam, but Ryan, our faces close, his lips at the corner of my mouth. My eyes went wide. No, not another flashback! And especially not this one!
 
   Snarling, I fought to break free. I wouldn’t let the curse relive this moment, not when the memory still held so much power over me. Surprisingly, my body responded, and I withdrew…only to watch the world turn upside-down as I lost my grip and smacked onto the frozen road. Pain rang through my chest, and I groaned.
 
   “Eliza!”
 
   Adam stopped Duke. I heard him jump to the ground, and he was promptly at my side. He tried to get me to sit, but I couldn’t move. My right side had gone numb again, though the lack of feeling did nothing to calm the fire in my chest. My ribs ignited whenever I inhaled, and it brought tears to my eyes. I hoped I hadn’t broken anything.
 
   “Is she alright?” Ryan’s voice; I heard him dismount. Adam’s grip shifted, cradling my dead side so I was off the freezing ground. I listened to Ryan approach, and felt his hand encircle mine. Warmth blossomed from the tips of my fingers, shooting up to my right shoulder and plunging down to my right foot. The paralysis vanished, and I clasped my injured side. “Eliza?”
 
   “I’m…fine,” I managed to rasp. I was caught by a cough, and doubled over. Damn, that smarted!
 
   “Let me take a look.”
 
   Navinka had also decided to join in. She handed Ryan her cloak to hold around me, while she removed her riding gloves. She lifted my layers and examined my chest. As she did so, I made my own assessment, testing my breathing and whether I could feel any bony prominences. It seemed I’d gotten away with minor bruising, which was more than lucky considering the hardness of the ground.
 
   Once Navinka was satisfied—not that she’d given more than a cursory glance—she pulled down my clothes and signalled for Ryan to step back. Slowly, I returned to my feet, when a coppery taste soured my lip.
 
   “Here.” Ryan handed me his handkerchief. The Binding surged, about to snatch me into the memory of our first encounter in the Galgiza, so I deliberately inhaled sharply. The pain would ground me in the present.
 
   “I’m okay,” I said, dabbing the graze on my jaw. “Sorry.”
 
    “My girl, what were you thinking?” Navinka eyed me with mistrust. “Why did you jump off the horse?”
 
   I pressed Ryan’s handkerchief harder, contemplating how to respond. I couldn’t let her know what really prompted my fall.
 
   “I…I blacked out,” I said at last. “I didn’t know what happened. I must’ve only woken up again when Ryan…”
 
   “My dear, I clearly saw you push yourself off,” Navinka interrupted. “You didn’t pass out at all.”
 
   The blood drained from my face. She wasn’t going to be so easily tricked.
 
   “You know, I’ve been meaning to ask, you’re not a face I’ve seen around,” Navinka went on. “Are you new to serving House Glenford?”
 
   I swallowed, my palms sweaty. She’d not spoken to me all journey. I assumed it was because my disguise had worked. It seemed she paid closer attention than she let on. A little more prodding and the whole façade would crumble.
 
   “Eliza’s not been with us for long,” Ryan said quickly. “She works in the kitchens, so we don’t see her much around the manor. But she’s good with the healing arts so I thought it’d be useful to have her come along, since the roads are so icy.”
 
   “We’re hardly on a dangerous adventure.” Navinka turned up her nose. “And for a healer she’s certainly clumsy. She needs more medical attention herself.”
 
   I bristled, but remained silent. I couldn’t let her suspicions deepen.
 
   “Navinka, I’m sure it was an accident,” Ryan said. “Let’s patch her up and be on our away again.”
 
   Navinka frowned. With a huff, she stormed back to Sandy. Ryan gave me an apologetic shrug, then returned to Cielo. Adam fished in Duke’s saddle bags, producing some gauze, and once I was treated, we remounted the old horse. This time I sat in front, so I would stay in place. I gripped Duke’s reins. He twitched his ears, not expecting a new set of hands on the reins. I stroked his mane, whispering words of encouragement. He gave a contented snort, and we set off again.
 
   But the Binding wasn’t finished yet.
 
   A couple hours later, we came to the half-way mark. There, my arms started shaking. And not because I was cold or nervous. These were proper convulsions, so violent that every muscle in my limbs cried out with each twitch. I tried to keep hold of the reins, but it was becoming harder to steer Duke.
 
   “What’s wrong now?” Adam reached over, taking charge of the horse.
 
   “It’s not me, it’s the curse!” I hissed back. My arms were aching beyond belief, and my ribs had flared up again as well. Honestly, why wouldn’t the stupid spell leave me alone? Hadn’t it done enough already?
 
   The pain became too much, and I begged for a stop. I dropped to the ground, clenching my fists, stretching my arms, yet nothing would make the tremors cease. Well, I knew one thing that would cure me, yet with Navinka breathing down my neck, I didn’t dare step close to Ryan. Her disdain was not unnoticed as she looked on from atop Sandy.
 
   “For a kitchen girl, you seem to have quite a taste for the wines,” she said coolly. “I bet the bottles are missing their mistress.” She looked to Ryan again. “Tell me why you thought she should come with us again?”
 
   “Eliza’s…not acting like herself today,” Ryan said. He looked like he would dismount. I flashed him a warning glance, praying Navinka wouldn’t notice. If he healed me with his touch again, she’d know something was up. This symptom had to wear off soon. Surely the curse couldn’t keep it going forever.
 
   ‘Soon’, though, wasn’t soon enough for Navinka. She threw her hands into the air, her braid flying to one side.
 
   “We can’t sit here all day because of her!” she exclaimed. “My tutor expects me at the fifteenth hour, and he will not wait. If she cannot control herself, send her back at once!”
 
   Ryan’s mouth twisted. He’d made his choice. He wheeled Cielo around, and stopped behind me. In a more than obvious gesture he reached down to adjust his bootstrap. His fingers happened to brush the spot above my shoulder-blades, sending a pleasant shiver down my spine.
 
   The result was immediate. The shaking stopped, and I wrapped my arms around myself. I felt like I’d run a marathon.
 
   Navinka’s face contorted.
 
   “Will someone please explain what is going on?!” she snapped. “She’s been sneaking glances at you all day, Ryan, and this is the third time she’s gotten better after you’ve touched her. Who is she?”
 
   Ryan hesitated. He looked to me, unsure. I shrugged, ashamed I’d let the curse expose me so quickly. We couldn’t let Navinka know the truth. Not that she’d ever believe it, but still…
 
   “Alright, Navinka,” Ryan said. “I promised I wouldn’t keep anything from you. I’ll tell you everything.”
 
   My jaw went slack. No, no, no! What was the idiot thinking?!
 
   Ryan caught my look, and responded with a sigh.
 
   “Eliza, I’m sorry, but she has to know.”
 
   I opened my mouth to protest, but Ryan held up his hand. I couldn’t change his mind. Gulping, I edged closer to Duke. This wasn’t going to be pretty.
 
   “Navinka, this might be hard to believe, but Eliza has some…attachment problems,” Ryan said. “Her mother used to lock her up for weeks at a time, so she gets a little agitated if she’s not touched regularly. It seems worse around certain people, hence why we employed her in the kitchens.”
 
   It was all I could do not to bury my face in my hands. Really Ryan, we’d have been better off telling the truth. Even that had an element of believability.
 
   “So why did you insist on bringing her?” Navinka asked. “Marietta would’ve been a better choice. At least she is competent at her work.”
 
   “I…I felt sorry for her,” Ryan said. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. “She’s had such a hard life, and she’s never been out of the manor since she started to work for us. I thought it would be a kindness to take her out.”
 
   Navinka’s scowl lessened, though the scepticism remained in her eyes. I tried to keep a neutral expression, though I doubted she’d fall for it. Seriously, Cielo would’ve given a better alibi.
 
   “You are much too compassionate for your own good,” Navinka said at last. She turned Sandy around, so she was side by side with Cielo, and rested her hand on Ryan’s knee. “I feel you’re not telling me the complete truth.” Ryan swallowed. “Much as I would like to get to the bottom of this matter now, time is not on our side. My tutor has travelled especially for our meeting, and it would be a great dishonour to keep him waiting. We will discuss this later.”
 
   Her eyes fell to me.
 
   “And do not think your ‘illness’ precludes you from my judgement,” she said. “Ryan may be sympathetic, but such kindness does not extend to me. Do not forget he is my betrothed, and I will not tolerate this behaviour towards him, no matter your excuse.”
 
   Her glare was so fierce, it could have melted stone. I was just glad she wasn’t within reach of any weapon.
 
   “My apologies, my lady,” I said, bowing low. “I will try not to trouble you again.”
 
   “Not try,” Navinka said. “You will not.”
 
   With a flick to Sandy’s reins, she went off ahead. The moment her back was turned, I glared at Ryan.
 
   “What were you thinking?!” I mouthed. “That was the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard!”
 
   Ryan gave a defensive shrug.
 
   “What else could I say?” he uttered back. “She’ll…”
 
   “Come, Ryan!” Navinka called. “They can catch up at their own pace.”
 
   Ryan sighed. He waited for me to remount behind Adam, then clicked his tongue, hurrying after the chestnut mare and her brooding rider. As I clasped my arms around Adam, he shook his head.
 
   “Attachment problems?” he muttered, urging Duke into a trot. “What will the great maestro think of next?”
 
   I cowered beneath my hood.
 
   Begara couldn’t come soon enough.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
   ‘...so she took his hands, whispering her promise as they determined what path their love should take...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   By the time we rode into Begara, a light snowstorm had started. I huddled against Adam, shivering as the flakes danced over my nose. The Scholar’s City was the northern-most settlement in Azaria, and unlike any in the kingdom. Filled with architects, scholars and inventors, it was much more developed, rivalling the capital Viens with its technology. Steam turbines heated the buildings, and a lot of stock transportation was semi-automated. There was even talk once they were going to build an airship, but the Begarans were known to be a little arrogant. Either way, it was the centre of knowledge, and the best place for me to find a way out of my predicament.
 
   If there actually was one, that is.
 
   We entered a road flanked by rails, passing buildings of stone, glass and metal. The horses’ hoof beats echoed in my ears, and I took a slow breath. The Binding hadn’t tried any more tricks after Navinka’s outburst, but I was alert for its next move. So far, the worst it had managed was an oscillating heart beat and random blushes; nothing I couldn’t handle.
 
   The lack of stronger ailments, however, hadn’t made the rest of the ride any more comfortable. My ribs ached, and I was almost too scared to breathe, fearing sharper pains. I could only pray I could get some pethirine somewhere before it became too much.
 
   Adam brought Duke to a halt, and I hissed as my chest brushed his back. We’d come to the main inn, The Clockwork Falcon. The most expensive place to stay in the city, famous for its mechanical interior and glass ratchet lift. Where Fiona had bought my birthday present…
 
   “Please make the necessary arrangements for our overnight stay,” Navinka said, dismounting Sandy. She offered the reins to Adam. He stared, until she pressed them into his hand. “Ryan and I shall go to the Vault of Knowledge to meet my tutor. See that the horses are tended to, as well.”
 
   Adam twitched, trying not to explode. If I wasn’t so edgy, I might have found it funny. He’d not taken to his servant role very well—almost blowing our cover when he refused to pass Ryan the water skin earlier. And if there was one thing he hated, it was cleaning horses after a long ride.
 
   I tugged at his sleeve, reminding him to keep in character.
 
   “…yes, my lady.” I didn’t need to see his face to know he was grimacing.
 
   Ryan dropped to the paved stones, but didn’t hand over the reins. Navinka flashed a disapproving stare.
 
   “I’d like to see Cielo’s taken care of myself,” Ryan said, rubbing the white horse’s cheek.
 
   “You told me these two can be trusted,” Navinka said. “Despite their…less than adequate etiquette, I’m sure they will not let any harm befall Cielo.” Adam gripped Sandy’s reins a little too tight, and the mare flinched. Navinka ignored it. “I cannot keep my tutor waiting.”
 
   Ryan sighed. Knowing that arguing would only aggravate things, he passed me Cielo’s reins. The muscles in my arm stiffened, but I made sure our fingers didn’t touch.
 
   Navinka encircled her arm around Ryan’s, and they set off down the road. The Binding snarled, and it was all I could do not to jump across and tear them apart. Nonetheless, my arm still jerked in reflex, and Cielo grunted, hurt from the pull on his bit. I stroked his mane.
 
   “Sorry boy,” I said. Cielo nuzzled my shoulder.
 
   “You can play with him later,” Adam said, removing my hand from his waist. “If you don’t go after them now, they’ll get too far ahead.”
 
   “What?”
 
   He rolled his eyes.
 
   “You do remember the Vault of Knowledge is a mile across town, right?”
 
   My heart leapt to my throat.
 
   “Why didn’t you say so?!” I thrust Cielo’s reins into his hand and disentangled myself from the stirrups. Before I bolted into the snow, I looked back to him. “Can you manage the horses yourself?”
 
   Adam waved his hand.
 
   “Please, I’ve had to look after the Bane regiment’s mounts. These three won’t be any hassle.” He bent down and gave my hand a squeeze. “I’ll be waiting for you. Stay out of trouble, yeah?”
 
   I stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek.
 
   “Of course. See you later.”
 
   Tightening my scarf, I sped off down the street. Through the falling flakes I spotted the clock tower in the near distance. It marked the entrance to the Vault of Knowledge, Begara’s esteemed library. Back when I came with Fiona, we’d gone on the tour, marvelling at the books and ancient carvings dating back to the Era of the Goddess. They also had a wing dedicated to holy relics recovered from the shrines. That day I’d almost broken a vase, if not for Fiona’s quick reflexes…
 
   I shook my head. I’d never missed my sister as much as I did right now. So many questions I wanted to ask her, so much uncertainty I couldn’t face without her support. But she was miles away in Estovan. Much as I was struggling, I’d have to find my own strength to carry on.
 
   The snowfall grew heavier, so it was easy to stay out of sight and follow the prints to the Vault of Knowledge. Soon I was upon the library, and I waited behind the gate as Navinka and Ryan ascended the entrance steps. Navinka didn’t so much walk as glide, practically floating across the stones. Ryan’s pace matched perfectly, his head held high and shoulders square. Heck, they might as well have been practicing for the wedding aisle.
 
   Acid bubbled in my throat, and I swallowed. Why did the curse always choose these moments to eavesdrop on my thoughts? Before it would send me on a tangent, I studied the library. The iron and sandstone goliath stood in the shadow of Mount Ymir, the largest peak in the Furosta Mountains. It had been constructed about four hundred years ago under Queen Helena, who wished to house the city of knowledge far from the seat of royal power. Just as well, as my original plan to get to Viens had been so rudely quashed.
 
   I crept to the nearest pillar, glad for shelter from the wind. Scholars were scattered beneath the heated porticoes, clutching books and quills. Some read quietly, while others chatted with friends, or sipped hot drinks. I trudged past them to the main doors, swallowing back my jealousy, and pushed through the glass panels.
 
   The warmth was delightful, and I rested against a copper pipe. I wasn’t too worried about being spotted. I was young enough to pass as a student, and if anyone asked annoying questions, I was confident my healing knowledge would be about on par for a second year. Otherwise it was a twenty-five silver coin fee; a bit out of my reach given that my ‘investments’ were still in Aronzo’s care.
 
   Keeping an eye out for Navinka, I stepped into the main hall. The varnished floor bore the stag and shield emblem of House Kinslet, and multiple passages and staircases branched into the library sections. I caught sight of the healer’s archive, and spent a long moment staring, wishing I was here because I wanted to be, not because I had to be…
 
   A light touch brushed my shoulder, and I squealed. Heart doing overtime, I spun around. Ryan stood behind me, looking puzzled.
 
   “Goddess, don’t sneak up on me like that!” I snapped.
 
   “Sorry,” Ryan said, swiftly removing his hand. “I called your name, but you didn’t answer. I didn’t know how else to get your attention.”
 
   My eyes darted around the hall.
 
   “Where’s Navinka?”
 
   “Upstairs with her tutor,” Ryan said. “She said she’ll be at least a couple of hours.” He pointed to the east passage. “The books about the Binding are on that side. Shall we?”
 
   He offered his arm. I hesitated, knowing that if I took it the spell would burst into life again. But if I didn’t, I’d hurt his feelings.
 
   Deciding to err on the side of caution, I ignored the gesture and headed towards the left-hand corridor. Ryan followed, though I was too ashamed to check his expression. Surely he would understand why I had to act like this. Then again, with our Binding totally inconsistent with its compulsions, he might not. Either way, it was a lose-lose situation. If I touched Ryan to placate the spell’s demands, my emotions would spiral out of control, and if I didn’t, I’d get physically abused until I relented.
 
   He didn’t know how lucky he was to escape the curse a second time.
 
   The scent of leather and old pages were thick as we stepped into the ancient history section. Rolling ladders stood at the bookshelf’s edges, and desks, candle-lamps and chairs were strewn about every corner. They didn’t call it the Vault of Knowledge for nothing; this area alone rivalled the entire Lanaran archive. Two hours would not be nearly enough time to comb through everything.
 
   I walked down the first row, scanning the spines. Ryan took the aisle ahead, and everything fell silent again. Most of the books were too generalized, or didn’t date back far enough, but with so many to check through, it would be easy to overlook what we needed. My eyes began to blur, and I wiped them in frustration. This would take ages, and we hadn’t even started reading yet.
 
   “Hello there, you look a little lost. May I help?”
 
   My ears pricked up. That voice sounded familiar. I turned to the edge of the row, where a chubby scholar perched on a ladder. His bald head glimmered in the candle-light.
 
   I gasped. It was the scholar who’d shown me around the Lanaran archives! What was his name again?
 
   “Bergundy?”
 
   “Elle, is that you?” Bergundy asked, stepping back to ground level.
 
   “Sure is,” I smiled. “Fancy meeting you here!”
 
   Bergundy grinned.
 
   “Well, after your visit in Lanaran, I was so inspired by your drive for learning, I thought I would spend some time quenching my own thirst for knowledge,” he said. “I see you have not curtailed your endeavours, either. Truly admirable!”
 
   “Ah, you know how it is.” I flicked a loose strand of my hair. “But the Vault is more extensive than I imagined. It’s taking me a while to find what I want.”
 
   Bergundy nodded.
 
   “Perhaps I may be able to point you in the right direction,” he said. “Are you still after information on the Binding spell?”
 
   “Yes.” I had to quell the urge to tackle him in a hug. This was perfect! With a scholar to guide us, we’d find what we needed in no time. Especially since asking the library staff would result in bothersome questions regarding the entrance fee.
 
   Bergundy led the way back to the master corridor. Ryan was nearby, flipping through a dusty tome.
 
   “Ryan, I’ve got a friend to help us,” I said.
 
   Ryan closed the book.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “This is Bergundy. I met him back in Lanaran. He’s in charge of the archives there.”
 
   “A pleasure,” Bergundy said, managing a small bow.
 
   “Likewise.” Ryan shook the scholar’s hand. He leant closer to my ear. “You went to the Lanaran archives?” He was frowning slightly.
 
   “Preliminary research,” I muttered under my breath. “I thought I could find a way to break the spell.”
 
   Ryan huffed.
 
   “Why were you so quick to turn your back when I suggested the same, then?”
 
   “Because I didn’t find anything useful, and I didn’t feel like gearing myself for disappointment again.” Goddess, why wouldn’t he let this go? I’d agreed to come along in the end. He had nothing to complain about.
 
   Bergundy started to look uncomfortable, so I shot Ryan a warning glance. We could argue later.
 
   “So, Bergundy,” Ryan said, catching the hint, “do you know if there’s anything on the Binding spell’s origin here?”
 
   “That there is,” Bergundy said, his smile returning. “Come this way.”
 
   We followed him to the back of the row, where he began picking out books, seemingly at random. Soon he’d gathered a pile of about twelve, and he dropped them onto the nearest desk.
 
   “These I think would be the most relevant,” he said. “The two rows here are all concerned with the Binding in some way, but these focus on its creation.”
 
   “Thank you.” That must’ve saved us several days of searching.
 
   “I will be around this section regardless,” Bergundy said. “Please, don’t hesitate to call me if you need anything.”
 
   “You’re very kind,” Ryan said. Bergundy nodded, before he waddled back to the front rows.
 
   Ryan sighed.
 
   “I guess it was lucky you met him after all.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. It had been a tiring journey. No wonder we were both a bit short-tempered. “Come on.”
 
   We took a pile each and sat at the desks. Fortunately the texts were much easier to skim through than that paper in Lanaran, and I lapped up the words. However, while I gleaned a lot of interesting information, it wasn’t quite what we were looking for. I read another rendition of the Tale of the Binding, more on the theory that the spell had a physical location somewhere in Azaria, and further details on its laws.
 
   Then I came across a chapter on the Goddess Jewel. I rubbed the page between my fingers, trying to get past the first paragraph, but I couldn’t. It stirred too much bitterness. Besides, it probably wouldn’t tell me anything Ryan hadn’t already mentioned, and I knew that avenue was closed to me anyway.
 
   I snapped the book shut and reached for the next one. As I grasped the spine, something sparkled across my eyes. I blinked. A trick of the candle-light, perhaps. Then my vision blurred, and I wiped a stray tear. Surely I hadn’t been reading for that long?
 
   The blurriness changed to a stream of gold. I froze, and the book in my hand dropped to the floor. The objects around me took on a honey-coloured halo, and my mouth went dry. No, it couldn’t be…not here!
 
   “Eliza?” Ryan peered up from his leather-bound folio. “Is everything alright?”
 
   “Fine, just fine,” I said quickly, rubbing my eyes. I took a deep breath, ignoring the ache in my ribs. I had to stay calm. “Found anything yet?”
 
   “Not really,” Ryan said. “Nothing I haven’t read about before, anyway.” He glanced to the clock at the end of the passage. “You?”
 
   “About the same,” I said, still rubbing.
 
   “We’ve got an hour, we can keep going.”
 
   I nodded, removing my hands from my face. To my dismay, the golden shimmers didn’t go away. They continued to glisten off the shelves and wall paintings, leading back to the main hall. I bit my lip. This was bad, really bad. It meant more of the strange runes were nearby. Memories of my previous encounters came to mind, and I shuddered. Those things made me so ill. I didn’t want to read them again, and definitely not in such a public place.
 
   Picking up the fallen book, I flicked back to the first page. If I ignored the golden haloes, maybe they would leave me alone. After a few attempts at reading, though, I had no such luck. The bright sparkles kept swirling across the text, making it impossible to see. I screwed my eyes shut. It was giving me a headache.
 
   The pain spread deeper, and I gripped my temples. Still the flashing spots wouldn’t leave me alone, and I groaned silently. I’d not be left in peace until I read the cryptic symbols, and the longer I delayed, the more it would hurt.
 
   I pushed my chair back and stood up.
 
   “I’m going to get some water,” I said, trying not to make my distress too obvious. “Want anything?”
 
   “I’m good, thanks.” Ryan glanced to me, brow raised. “You sure you’re okay? You look a bit pale.”
 
   “Reading too fast, probably,” I lied. “I’ll be back soon.”
 
   The golden speckles flew around like tiny fireflies. I spent a moment fighting down dizziness, before I followed them along the corridor, past Bergundy, and back to the main hall. There the spots swirled together, concentrating towards the ceiling. I looked straight up.
 
   A beautiful icon of the Goddess in her two-winged form had been painted there. She sat on a river bank, letting water flow from her hands to the dried earth. My eyes drifted to her tiara, where a single jewel was missing, then to her outstretched palms. Between them an unusual design had been cut into the marble. Almost like…
 
   Before I could finish the thought, the rune burst into brilliance. I stood there, mesmerized, listening to the gasps of the scholars as they too witnessed the spectacle. The white fire condensed into shape, and its meaning came with sudden clarity.
 
   “Secrets.”
 
   The rune vanished. The room went spinning, and I collapsed. I hit the varnished floor, clutching the side of my head. My eyes were burning. Someone rushed to my side, placing a supportive hand on my back.
 
   “Miss! Are you alright?”
 
   I managed a nod, my mouth too dry to speak.
 
   “Get her some water.” Multiple footsteps scattered, and I crawled to a sitting position. I was so dizzy, the pain in my eyes unbearable. It was as if someone had thrown chilli powder into my face, and even though the tears came in droves, the irritation remained.
 
   Still, while I couldn’t see properly, my ears were fully functioning, picking up the excited chatter of the scholars.
 
   “She read the Holy Rune!”
 
   “How could she? No-one’s been able to read them for a thousand years!”
 
   “We saw it come to life! It had to be!”
 
   “We must inform the Dean at once!”
 
   “How did she do it?”
 
   “Eliza!”
 
   Ryan’s voice broke through the babble, and I forced my eyes open. My vision had returned, but everything appeared double, and it was painful to focus for long. He shoved past the awestruck scholars and gripped my shoulders.
 
   “What happened? Is…” His words stuck in his throat as his eyes met mine. Inside I shivered. I didn’t like the way he was looking at me.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked, my voice hoarse.
 
   “Your eyes…” Ryan shook his head.
 
   “What?” I grabbed his coat lapels. “What about my eyes? Ryan, tell me!”
 
   “They’re…” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “They’ve turned gold.”
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
   ‘With renewed strength she welcomed the dawn, embracing its promise of brighter dreams to come...’
 
   —Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   I let go of Ryan. My whole body began to tremble, and for once it had nothing to do with the Binding. My chest felt so tight, I couldn’t breathe. Ryan wrapped his arm around me, but he might as well have been a figment of my imagination. My eyes…what had happened to my eyes?!
 
   “It’s alright,” Ryan called to the crowd. “She fainted. I’ll take care of her.” He bent closer to my ear. “Can you walk? There’s a reading alcove nearby. It’ll be more comfortable. And more private.”
 
   His voice broke through my terror, and I clung to it; a thread of hope in an ocean of darkness.
 
   “I…I’ll try.”
 
   I slid an arm around his waist, and he hoisted me up. By some miracle, I forced myself to walk, and we stepped towards a glass door. Inside were furnishings and lighting for reading. It was also empty—no doubt because of the interesting light show I’d provided. Some scholars followed tentatively, but Ryan’s assurances got them on their way again. The library staff began dispersing the other onlookers, and soon we were left alone.
 
   As we came to the door, I caught my reflection. Ryan was right. My midnight-blue irises had become an iridescent gold.
 
   Really not my colour at all.
 
   Ryan guided me to the couch, and I lay down and closed my eyes. My headache was improving, but the dizziness was still bad, and I was so very tired.
 
   “What happened?” Ryan sat beside me, his hand around mine. I sighed, and rolled onto my back.
 
   “Runes,” I whispered.
 
   “Runes?”
 
   “I’ve…I’ve seen them before,” I said. “In the Lanaran shrine, and in Dhjerba.”
 
   “Eliza, I don’t understand.”
 
   I shifted position, so I was against his shoulder. I wouldn’t have to speak above a whisper this way. Oddly the curse didn’t stir, allowing me to think.
 
   “Remember…that night when the shrine was on fire,” I said. “Those men came after me…and Cielo. I went to hide inside…the ruins. There I saw golden speckles…so I followed them. Four runes appeared…and then I passed out. Didn’t wake up…until we were in Lanaran.”
 
   Ryan gasped.
 
   “Then in Dhjerba,” I continued; it was getting easier to keep the words flowing, “after I left you and Cielo at the vet, I thought an Amaranthite was chasing me, so I hid in one of the churches. Two more runes appeared there, and gave me a horrible stomach ache.”
 
   “So this is the third time you’ve seen them?”
 
   I nodded. Ryan murmured, and drew me closer. I kept still, in case the Binding decided to wake up. I was surprised it hadn’t jumped in already, but it seemed as knocked out as I was. Not that I was complaining, as I was no way near well enough to fight it.
 
   “Why didn’t you say anything?”
 
   I scoffed.
 
   “What was I supposed to say? ‘By the way, Ryan, I’ve started seeing weird lights lately’?” I shook my head. “Like you would’ve believed me; like anyone would’ve believed me. I didn’t want to believe it myself, at first.” I stared at his lap. “Something horrible is happening, and I…I don’t know what to do.”
 
   Ryan said nothing. He stroked my hair, meaning to be comforting. I closed my eyes. Guilt plagued me. I shouldn’t be doing this, not after the way I’d treated him. The way the curse forced me to treat him. Staying clear of his affection, only to bury myself in it when the situation became too much to bear.
 
   I was such a hypocrite.
 
   The alcove door creaked. I backed away, though Ryan’s arm didn’t leave me. Bergundy’s bald head appeared, his tufty brows creased with worry.
 
   “Elle, are you alright? I saw you collapse in the hall.”
 
   “I’m fine, Bergundy,” I said. “I fainted. I think the sheer scale of it was too much.”
 
   Bergundy strode over. He was trying to look at my eyes. I avoided his gaze, feigning interest in the leather cushions.
 
   “I think there is more to this than a simple faint,” he said. “You read a Holy Rune.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. The runes had a name?
 
   “Holy Rune?” Ryan repeated. “What’s that?”
 
   Bergundy tilted his head.
 
   “You don’t know?”
 
   “Never heard of them,” I shrugged.
 
   “But you read Lord Balthander’s paper in Lanaran,” Bergundy said. “He mentions them there.”
 
   A blush rose on my cheeks. I had skipped half the folio, after all.
 
   “Sorry, I don’t remember. Care to give a quick refresher?”
 
   “Oh, but of course!” Bergundy beamed. I got the feeling he was rather pleased I’d forgotten. He cleared his throat, making himself comfortable on a chair. “The Holy Runes are an ancient language. They date back to the Era of the Goddess and the Binding spell, although little is known about their origin.”
 
   My eyes widened. I exchanged a glance with Ryan, who was equally as stunned. This couldn’t be coincidence.
 
   “It has been quite the mystery,” Bergundy continued, “that the runes have survived this long, yet no way of translating them has been discovered. Though the letters bear resemblance to modern Azarian, they share none of its syntax, structure or meanings. And outside the shrines, it does not exist, not even in the remotest parts of the kingdom.”
 
   I sank back in my seat. This information was unsettling. A language that had remained a secret for centuries, and suddenly I had the ability to read it. What was going on?
 
   “So how can Eliza read them when generations of scholars have failed?” Ryan asked.
 
   “That is the question running around the library right now,” Bergundy said. His cheeks reddened. “It may have been wrong of me, but I witnessed the whole thing. It was magnificent. The hall carving blossomed into light, and you spoke the word ‘secrets’. Was that truly what it said?”
 
   “It’s what came to mind,” I shrugged.
 
   “And—forgive me, I couldn’t help but overhear earlier—you say you’ve read similar runes before?”
 
   I hesitated. If the Holy Runes had been impossible to decipher, and I held the key to their meaning, every scholar in the kingdom would want their hands on me. It probably wasn’t wise to admit as much.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Bergundy said, picking up on my pause. “I will not speak of this to anyone, and what happened today will soon die down as rumour. Further, as far as I can tell, no-one has noticed your eyes.” He loosened his collar. “Scholars are fickle things. They will not deign to believe a young lady with no research credentials could decipher the Holy Runes by tricks of the light.”
 
   “I suppose,” I said. Then I shrugged. Bergundy had been very helpful, and the first thing he’d asked was whether I was alright, not about what I’d done. I felt I could trust him.
 
   “So what happened before?” the scholar asked. “Was it much the same?”
 
   “Yes,” I said. “I see this golden aura, which leads me to the runes. Then the symbols burn with light, and the meaning appears.” I rubbed my eyes. “I saw four of them in Lanaran, and two in Dhjerba. Plus the one here, of course.”
 
   “Fascinating!” Bergundy drummed his fingers together. “I always knew a method existed to unlock the secret of the runes. Although I never realised it would be a magical one.”
 
   “What else do you know about the Holy Runes?” Ryan broke in, a fresh eagerness to his voice. He had an idea brewing.
 
   “Well, there are twenty-seven known runes recorded,” Bergundy said. I swallowed, recalling the Lanaran shrine compass. Somehow I wasn’t surprised this number kept coming back to haunt me. “They were discovered in the Goddess Shrines, engraved upon various relics. For example, the hall carving here is from the Viens ruins.” He scratched his nose. “As well as this, some claim the runes possess mystic properties, which I myself did not believe, until I saw what happened today.”
 
   Absently I ran a hand over my shoulder. I’d seen those ‘mystic properties’ first hand, when the runes had healed my injuries. Even my ribs weren’t troubling me anymore. Now they’d gone as far as changing my eye colour.
 
   Ryan played with his collar. He was mulling something over.
 
   “Bergundy, you said the Holy Runes and the Binding date back to the same era,” he said. “How do you know this?”
 
   Bergundy smiled.
 
   “Through Lord Balthanders’s research,” he said. “He’s the leading scholar in this area. In fact, only last month he discovered the Binding spell and the runes share the same power source, which has been a remarkable breakthrough. It has brought us closer to learning why magic does not exist independently in Azaria, and…”
 
   He continued rambling, but I stopped paying attention. Everything had clicked into place, and I almost snapped my fingers. My Binding! My twisted, malformed, unrequited Binding—that was why I could read the Holy Runes. Ryan’s jewel had distorted the curse’s magic, and since both the spell and the runes shared power…well, I didn’t need to worry about the mechanics. At least I had an explanation for my strange ability.
 
   And, thinking about it, there did seem a difference in the curse after I’d read the symbols. I mean, I’d comfortably escaped Ryan’s embrace in Lanaran, despite how weak I’d been, and once we left Dhjerba, the compulsions hadn’t bothered me until a few days into our journey to Terent. Even here in the alcove I didn’t feel anything, even though Ryan was practically on top of me.
 
   Perhaps they were the key to my escape.
 
   Yet this temporary immunity didn’t come without a price. Reading the first set of runes had left me unconscious for three days, and I hadn’t particularly enjoyed that stomach ache in Dhjerba. Further, I had no idea about the long-term consequences, or what other side effects I might have to endure.
 
   “Eliza?”
 
   I turned to Ryan. His lips pursed into a thoughtful expression.
 
   “If what Bergundy says is true,” he said, “and there’s a link between the Binding and the Holy Runes, this might be the answer we’re looking for.”
 
   “Well…” I trailed off, chewing my lip. While my hatred towards the curse hadn’t changed, doubts plagued me. This wasn’t what I’d been expecting. Even if the runes did offer me protection, I had no guarantee they would actually break the spell. Also, if the Binding and the Holy Runes drew on the same power, meddling with one would surely affect the other. It wouldn’t only be about my Binding to Ryan. Other Bound couples might become involved, too.
 
   Yet if it meant I could escape the constant infatuations, the forced situations, and the ravenous desires…
 
   The chime of glass broke my thoughts, and I glanced up. The alcove door burst open, and a woman with a golden braid stormed inside.
 
   “There you are!” she cried. “I’ve been looking all over for you, Ryan.”
 
   My heart stopped, and all thoughts about the Holy Runes plummeted like a stone.
 
   Navinka’s meeting with her tutor was over.
 
   * * * * *
 
   I sprang aside, discarding Ryan’s arm, but it was too late. Navinka’s gaze went to Ryan, then me, then back to Ryan.
 
   Uh oh.
 
   Navinka closed her eyes briefly, and took a slow breath. When she opened them again, she stared hard at Ryan.
 
   “What is she doing here, my love?” Her voice was silky smooth, but carried an edge sharper than an axe. “Don’t tell me you wanted to teach her to read?”
 
   Well, to be fair, that wasn’t far from the truth.
 
   When Ryan didn’t answer right away, Navinka stepped forward. I kept my head down. However, instead of going to Ryan, she stopped in front of me. I refused to meet eyes with her. I couldn’t reveal what the rune had done.
 
   “Please give us a moment in private.” Navinka jerked her head at Bergundy. The scholar’s face flushed, and he bowed low. He crept out of the alcove, closing the door behind him. Probably very wise.
 
   Navinka crouched, so our faces were level.
 
   “My dear, do you realise what you’ve done?” She snatched my cloak and hoisted me up. I was too tired to resist. “Impudent girl, your deceit will be your undoing!”
 
   She drew back her arm, when Ryan grabbed her wrist.
 
   “Navinka, that’s enough!” he said. “I won’t stand for you to hurt her. We don’t treat our servants like that.”
 
   Navinka released me, and I crumpled into the cushions. She shook off Ryan’s hand, her eyes narrowed.
 
   “Ryan, I fear our time apart has caused your judgement to falter,” she said. “I know she’s not a servant. She wanted to come to Begara for a reason, and you provided her the opportunity.” She began to circle the couch, running a finger on its back.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Ryan was growing uneasy.
 
   “You met her on your travels, didn’t you?” Navinka said. “Fell prey to her simple charms, discarding your rank and name because you couldn’t accept your fate.” How she could keep her voice controlled and have her words so venomous was amazing. “Running from our Binding, our destiny to be together, so you could harbour after a commoner like a lust-crazed dog!”
 
   “Navinka, you’ve got it wrong!” Ryan snapped. “It’s nothing like that. It was an accident in the Galgiza forest. I saved Eliza’s life, but she was in her Binding time. She became Bound to me. I couldn’t leave her…”
 
   The crack of Navinka’s palm smashing into his face silenced him. Ryan groaned, gripping his cheek.
 
   “You’re pathetic,” Navinka scoffed. “Do you think I’d believe such nonsense? You said yourself the Goddess Jewel protects you. The fact neither of us became Unbound is testament to its power. How can this wretch be Bound to you? You are immune to its effects!”
 
   “Eliza isn’t,” Ryan said, stepping in front of me. “She’s suffered with the spell alone, driven by its compulsions as much as we were. I promised her I’d find a way to break it, so I brought her to the Vault.” His face held such defiance, I was astonished Navinka could keep her gaze. “And we might have come across a way to free her.”
 
   “If you think I’m that naïve…”
 
   “Navinka, listen to me!”
 
   “Only when you start telling the truth!”
 
   “I am telling the truth!”
 
   “Your eyes tell a different one,” Navinka snarled. “You claim you are spared the Binding, yet I’ve seen how you look at her.” Her lip trembled. “The way you used to look at me when we were together. You are as much under the spell as she is!”
 
   “Navinka…”
 
   “This was never about choice, was it?” Navinka hissed. “Your words mean nothing, Ryan. I can see where your heart lies. You don’t really want to free her, do you?”
 
   “That’s enough, both of you!”
 
   Navinka and Ryan turned to me. I stood up, though I had to hold the couch for support. I wouldn’t listen to them go round and round.
 
   “Navinka, Ryan is not lying,” I said coldly. “For some reason I’ve become Bound to him, and the magic affects me and only me. Whether it’s because he was Bound to you first, or because of the jewel, I don’t really care. The only thing I’m interested in is fixing it.” I brushed back a loose strand of my hair. “I’ll never let some spell tell me who I’m supposed to spend my life with.”
 
   “Is that so?” Navinka arched an eyebrow. “Does that mean you don’t love Ryan, then?”
 
   My face flushed. Navinka’s smirk broadened, while Ryan held a guarded expression. Inwardly I groaned. How had I painted myself into a corner? While I wanted to be clear I wasn’t Navinka’s competition, I wasn’t prepared to do that at the cost of Ryan’s feelings. Never mind I had no idea how I felt myself.
 
   “I can’t know what I feel so long as the Binding has control,” I said, picking my words carefully.
 
   Navinka’s smile dimmed. Ha, she didn’t know who she was dealing with.
 
   “Wise words,” she said, changing tact. “But while you might be determined to escape, how do you plan to do so? Think you might stumble across another Goddess Jewel or two?” She peered closer, meaning to continue, but was caught by my eyes. “What happened to your eyes? I could’ve sworn they were blue before.”
 
   I looked to Ryan, who simply shrugged. I didn’t see the harm in telling her about the runes. Whether she would believe it or not was another issue. It had been hard enough convincing her about my Binding. This would surely be the icing on the cake.
 
   “They were,” I said, deciding to go for it. “Until I read the Holy Rune in the hallway.”
 
   Navinka’s eyes widened.
 
   “What? You can’t be serious.” She seemed more curious than angry. “You deciphered a sacred rune?”
 
   “You know about them?” I blurted.
 
   “Of course I do, it’s…my tutor’s specialist subject,” Navinka said. I couldn’t help but catch the hesitation. “How is that possible? Nobody has understood the runes for almost a millennium!”
 
   “She’s read several,” Ryan broke in. “This is what I was getting at. We’ve been told the runes are connected to the Binding. In fact, they have the same source of power.” His jaw tightened. “If we can turn it to our advantage, we might be able to break the spell’s hold on Eliza.”
 
   “Wait a moment.” Navinka paused to regain her composure. “You’d tamper with the magic that has governed our people for centuries?”
 
   “Haven’t I done that already?” Ryan asked, reaching for his necklace. “I’ll destroy the spell entirely if that’s what it takes.” He looked back at me. “So long as it has Eliza, I’ll never rest until she’s free.”
 
   A long silence followed, and I sighed, twisting my finger in my hair. Suddenly I had a lot to think about. If we did go after the runes, I’d be exposing myself to an unknown risk, for an unknown reward, and I really wasn’t the gambling type. Then again, the alternative wasn’t much better. Unless I was constantly in Ryan’s embrace, the Binding would hurt me as much as the Holy Runes. And with Navinka around, that would only become more frequent.
 
   So, I could either sit around and remain the curse’s plaything, or pluck up my courage and change my fate. The way Fiona, Ryan’s mother, and so many others couldn’t.
 
   But would my body withstand the power of the runes?
 
   Navinka sighed.
 
   “I still find this difficult to believe,” she said, holding a hand to her forehead. “Nevertheless, I cannot deny the change in Eliza’s eye colour. Even the most skilled lens maker could not brighten a darker iris.” She pursed her lips. “Though this leaves me with a predicament.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “If you mean to find the other runes, as Ryan claims, I can hardly allow you to run around Azaria with him,” Navinka answered. “I will therefore accompany you. I will see you keep your word, and that Ryan is returned to me.”
 
   “Navinka,” Ryan said, “you can’t come with us. It’s too dangerous. If anyone found out about Eliza’s power…”
 
   “Then she will need all the more protection,” Navinka finished. “I take it that was why you brought the servant boy? Or should I say Eliza’s protector, as I saw him escorted off the manor with her yesterday.”
 
   Damn, she’d seen that as well? She was really observant.
 
   “Navinka…”
 
   “Ryan, if you abandon me here, I will have no choice but to tell your father,” Navinka cut in. “You don’t want Aronzo and his men prowling after you again.” She gave a stretch. “I can inform Lord Glenford we are joining my father in Dragonvale. The East Pass is a safe route. He will not insist on sending a further escort.” She flashed a deadly smile. “I can make your life easier or more difficult. I leave the choice to you.”
 
   Ryan sighed. I had to admit, I’d not thought of the potential problem of Lord Glenford. Navinka was quite the tactician. Not that surprising, given the noble politics she’d have grown up with.
 
   “Alright. We’ll go together,” Ryan said, though it wasn’t like he could say anything else. I was starting to see why he was so keen to run away from her.
 
   “Perfect,” Navinka smirked. She glanced to the door. “I suppose I should find that scholar again. He did seem knowledgeable about the runes. Perhaps he could provide further guidance.”
 
   She sauntered out of the alcove. I stared after her, brow raised. Well, that had been totally unexpected. I thought she would’ve ordered Ryan to dump me in a ditch someplace. Yet while I wasn’t thrilled we’d still be enjoying her company, at least I wouldn’t have to hide my Binding. Goddess knew what exotic excuses Ryan would’ve conjured up.
 
   Ryan turned to me, looking as if he’d escaped a thrashing.
 
   “That went better than I’d hoped,” he said, rubbing the imprint on his face. “I thought she’d rush to tell Father.”
 
   “She will, if we don’t keep on her good side,” I said darkly. “You better not upset her again.”
 
   Ryan rubbed the back of his neck.
 
   “I didn’t plan for her to find out like this,” he admitted. “Maybe it’s better she knows already. We have nothing else to hide, then.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, knowing how much Ryan hated lying. Possibly because he was so bad at it.
 
   “She’ll be a lot of help,” Ryan went on. “She has a lot of contacts. It should make things easier.”
 
   “You sound pretty confident about this,” I said, resting back against the couch.
 
   “Aren’t you?”
 
   I sighed, fingering my scarf. My doubts had resurged again.
 
   “You’re putting a lot of faith into the runes when we don’t know they’ll even work.”
 
   “They’re the best lead we have,” Ryan answered. “Other than the Binding and the Goddess Jewel, there’s no other magic source in the kingdom. It’s the only thing that has a chance of rivalling the spell.”
 
   “How am I going to do that exactly?” I shot back. “I’ve not been able to do much other than reading. And threatening the Binding with bedtime stories isn’t going to shatter it.”
 
   “Eliza, you’ve only found seven runes,” Ryan said. “Their power is spread out, so you won’t be able to match the Binding ‘til you’ve found the rest.” He gripped my hands. “I don’t understand. This is what we were searching for. What are you afraid of?”
 
   I bowed my head. I felt stupid, having never been one to share my feelings, but something compelled me to speak up.
 
   “I…I don’t know what the runes will do to me,” I whispered. “After the shrine fire in Lanaran, I was unconscious for three days, and in Dhjerba I thought my stomach was going to burst. If I have to read more…”
 
   “Eliza, don’t be scared.” Ryan reached up and stroked my cheek. I leant into his hand, comforted by his touch. “You might’ve been overwhelmed the first time, but you didn’t pass out in Dhjerba, and you’ve recovered more quickly from this one. Yeah, it’s changed your eye colour, but it’s not altered anything else about you.” His fingers lingered on my chin. “You’re strong, Eliza, and more than able to master the runes. You need to believe in yourself.”
 
   I glanced to my lap. He had a point—I wasn’t anywhere near as ill as in that smoky sanctum, and my recovery times had speeded up considerably in just three encounters. If this kept up, I’d be able to brush off my symptoms with no problem. And I’d have more time to focus without the curse interfering, too.
 
   “You won’t have to face this alone,” Ryan went on. “I’ll be right there with you.” He brought my hand to his chest. “I won’t let you get hurt.”
 
   “What if we go too far?” I asked, as an older thought struck. “Breaking my Binding is one thing, but the runes might affect everyone else. We can’t play with people’s relationships like that.”
 
   “Would it really be such a bad thing?” Ryan stroked my wrists. “If we destroyed the spell, everyone would be free. There’d be no more Parting or becoming Unbound, no more accidental Bindings between different classes or extremes of age. No more forced Bindings separating families and causing endless heartache. Everyone could choose who they want to be with, and their feelings would be genuine.” He pressed close to my ear. “And you’d finally see the truth inside your heart.”
 
   I closed my eyes. That was what I wanted most of all—the freedom to choose who I loved. My failure in Lanaran had dashed my hopes, yet by the grace of the Goddess I’d been offered another chance. It wouldn’t be a simple fix, but one thing was certain. I couldn’t forget how the curse had destroyed Fiona, and ripped away my future. Running would mean the spell had won, and I’d never forgive myself for giving up.
 
   Braving a smile, I squeezed Ryan’s hands.
 
   “Thank you, Ryan,” I said. “I was wrong to doubt you. Sorry for…”
 
   Ryan pressed his finger to my lips.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Have faith, Eliza. We’ll get through this, I promise.”
 
   I could only nod in response.
 
   We remained in companionable silence, our fingers entwined. This should have set alarm bells ringing, yet I couldn’t detect the curse’s presence at all. No blushes or palpitations, no errant thoughts, no sudden urge to throw myself into his arms; the rune had definitely worked its magic. Nonetheless, I couldn’t be sure how long this protection would last.
 
   That didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy it while it stuck around.
 
   Sooner than I liked, the alcove door opened. Navinka waltzed in, looking smug, though that vanished when she saw Ryan holding my hands.
 
   “The scholar is making the necessary arrangements,” she said, frowning. Ryan swiftly released me. “In the meantime, we should go back to the inn and rest. It’s a long way to Ornixa, and we need to be suitably prepared for the journey.”
 
   “Why Ornixa?” I asked, secretly glad she’d done most of the legwork. Perhaps it would be worth putting up with her haughtiness, after all.
 
   “Because that is the closest shrine,” Navinka answered. “Unless of course you’d rather we went to Viens and needlessly retraced our steps?”
 
   Not in the mood for the lady’s sarcasm, I conceded with a nod.
 
   We left the alcove. Ryan reached for my hand, but my dizziness had resolved, so I didn’t take it. Old habits, and all that. Plus, I didn’t need to provoke Navinka’s wrath again. The ceiling carving loomed, but I kept my eyes on the floor. I didn’t want to look at it again. A few scholars glanced my way, though they lost interest as we headed outside. Even so, I drew my hood over, just in case.
 
   The snow continued to drift in sheets, blanketing the city in a beautiful frosting. The cold was more refreshing than harsh, and washed away the last of my nausea. It also seemed to blow away my final doubts, as for the first time since leaving Lanaran, a new hope swelled within me. It could just have been relief that I’d been given some moments curse-free—or the fact Navinka was keeping quiet—but the clouds of despair had definitely started to lift.
 
   I had a plan—a real, concrete plan—and there was a good chance it might even work. It was no Goddess Jewel, admittedly, and I needed to be careful the Holy Runes wouldn’t put me at greater risk, but their potential was clear. Already they’d proved to offer protection from the Binding, so it wasn’t a stretch to believe that with their full power, I’d be able to fend the curse off entirely. I knew there was a long way to go, and travelling to the shrines in the middle of winter wasn’t the greatest idea, yet this was something I could hold onto. Little by little, piece by piece, I’d forge my shield of runes, and reclaim my heart as my own once more.
 
   We arrived back at The Clockwork Falcon. Most of the morning rush had died, leaving the foyer empty. I stamped my boots to clear the snow, then entered the hall. Adam was waiting near the reception area. He stood up as we approached. Navinka passed him without a second glance, dragging Ryan to the ratchet lift, but I hung back.
 
   “Well?” Adam stepped towards me. “Did you find…” He stopped short, staring at me. “Whoa, what happened to your eyes?”
 
   I let out a breath.
 
   “It’s a long story,” I said. “But to be honest, I think it’s a good omen.”
 
   Adam raised an eyebrow.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   I licked my lips.
 
   “There might be a way out of this, after all.”
 
   Adam’s eyes lit up.
 
   “Really?!” His voice quivered with excitement. “How?”
 
   Before I could offer an explanation, my stomach growled. Well, I had spent all morning in the library.
 
   “Uh, why don’t we discuss this over lunch?” I said. “Your treat, of course.”
 
   Adam blinked. Quickly, though, his confusion became a grin.
 
   “Whatever you found must be good if you’re cracking jokes again.” He draped his arm around me. “Good to have the old Eliza back.”
 
   His words brought on a smile. I didn’t think I’d ever be quite the same again, but he wasn’t far wrong. The curse had shaken me up so much, I’d lost myself in hopelessness and despair. Just like my sister had, all those years ago. Yet unlike her, I’d succeeded in finding another path. I didn’t have to be Bound to another through feelings that weren’t my own, nor be pushed towards a future I’d never chosen. And though I had no clue what dangers lay ahead, I wouldn’t let fear hold me back.
 
   My Binding revolution had begun.
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   CHAPTER ONE
 
   ‘Though the darkness held her fear, she knew he would always be by her side…’
 
   –Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   Snow was falling gently, and I traced the flakes drifting past the window. They sparkled beneath a pink moon, like the embers of a spent firework, and I smiled. It was almost hypnotizing—why I’d taken to watching them—although it had yet to calm my restlessness. Surprising, given I was so tired from riding all day, but even the comfort of a bed couldn’t help me settle. I’d only managed to toss and turn, and enjoy Adam’s snoring as he lay sprawled on the floor in his sleeping bag.
 
   It had been two days since we left Begara, the Scholar’s City. Two days since we’d set out to break my Binding; the ancient spell that forced people to fall in love. While it sounded like a fairy-tale, it was more a curse, stirring untrue desires and punishing those who resisted. For almost two years I’d avoided it, until recently, when in a moment of madness I’d abandoned my safe haven and run into Ryan.
 
   Binding myself to him.
 
   Of course, that had only been the start of my troubles. Too afraid to tell the truth, I’d convinced him to take me on his travels, hoping I could free myself in the meantime. Our journey had me on a knife edge between false feelings and an actual need to keep close to him. However, after I’d confirmed the curse was truly unbreakable, my best friend Adam caught up, along with men sent by Ryan’s father. That was when I learnt Ryan’s horrifying secret.
 
   He was already Bound, and through a legendary gemstone avoided the ill effects of separation from his first partner, Lady Navinka. Namely the symptoms of Parting, the terrifying delirium that hailed the transformation into an Unbound; a lifeless shell without thoughts or feelings. This left me in an unrequited Binding, where I would face those consequences if I strayed from Ryan, while he did not.
 
   Yet my hopes were rekindled in the form of the Holy Runes, a mystic language of uncertain power. I’d stumbled across them by accident, and during our visit to Begara had learnt of their relevance to the Binding—and their potential to free me. Hence we were travelling to Ornixa. There we planned to explore its Goddess Shrine, where hopefully we would uncover more runes, and be a step closer to breaking my curse.
 
   The window shimmered, and I caught my reflection. A pair of navy eyes shone back, their edges still tinted gold. I frowned, reminded of my latest rune-reading. I hadn’t expected to find a symbol in the Begaran library, and certainly not the change in my eye colour that came with it. Whilst I’d been exposed to the Holy Runes before, this was the first time they’d affected an uninjured part of me. It left me wary. Even if the runes were my weapon against the Binding, what price would they demand in return? Was I messing with something beyond my control?
 
   Adam snorted and rolled onto his side. His brown locks were messed up, and saliva pooled at the corner of his mouth. I drummed my fingers on the bed sheets, jealous he could lie there so blissfully. Judging from the moon, it was well past midnight, and I needed a proper rest for tomorrow’s ride. Yet despite my heavy eyelids, something kept me from sinking into sleep.
 
   I wouldn’t be surprised if it was thanks to a certain curse.
 
   A sigh escaped me, and I stood up. Sitting here admiring the snowflakes wasn’t working. I needed a more potent sedative.
 
   Tip-toeing across the floorboards—and cringing when one creaked loudly—I picked up my boots and slipped into the corridor. A brief walk might exhaust my mind. ‘Brief’ being the key word, as the Black Fox only had six rooms. Still, it was better than camping in the blizzard outside. We had Navinka to thank for that. Irked as I was that the lady had become the self-proclaimed leader of our trip, I had to admit she knew the East Pass well. I’d never have found the village of Bardwall by myself.
 
   I eased down the stairs to the main hall. Everything was silent, tangled in shadows and moonlight. Flashes of that horrible night in Terent flickered past, and I shivered. I’d only suffered Parting once, but the memory would last a lifetime. Those black tendrils, choking my breath and snapping my ribs as they dragged me into an abyss of nothingness…I never wanted to go through that again.
 
   So long as I didn’t step more than half a mile from Ryan, I wouldn’t.
 
   By the time I passed the empty couches, I’d come to the stable entrance. Well, might as well make a complete lap before heading back again. I stepped inside the heated stalls, greeted by the scent of hay and horses. Duke lay on my left, his head bowed, while Sandy remained standing, resting her cheek against the wall. However, I wasn’t alone in paying them a visit.
 
   Ryan stood beside Cielo, stroking the white horse’s neck. His sandy hair lay tousled, his shirt untucked and stretched taut across his shoulders. The dim candlelight played around his face, framing his thoughtful expression. Absently I licked my lips. Goddess, he looked handsome.
 
   Cielo snorted, and Ryan spun around. My breath caught.
 
   “Eliza?” His confusion turned to a smile. “Couldn’t sleep either, huh?”
 
   I leant against a stall door, remembering to breathe again. The curse was as crafty as ever. Better stay alert.
 
   “No, not really,” I said, trying to act nonchalant. “I’m surprised you’re down here this late. You’re normally out like a light.”
 
   Ryan’s smile dimmed. He rubbed Cielo’s nose.
 
   “Actually, you’d be surprised. Sleeping used to be a big problem for me. Especially back in the manor.”
 
   I blinked, forgetting my smouldering cheeks.
 
   “Really?”
 
   Ryan nodded. His green eyes were distant. He hesitated, unsure whether to continue, but then he found his voice again.
 
   “I just…” He sighed. “I was always forced to act like someone I wasn’t, to be the ‘noble heir’ my Father wanted. Every night I’d lie awake, filled with guilt because I couldn’t live up to his expectations.” He clenched his fists. “After Mother died, it became unbearable. I’d get nightmares. So I’d take Cielo out star-gazing to find some peace.” He scratched Cielo’s ears. “I hoped he might calm me down tonight, too.”
 
   I sat on a hay bale, intrigued. Ryan had never spoken much about life at home. I could see why; he’d been downright miserable there. A somewhat humbling revelation, considering I’d lied about having a troubled past of my own. No wonder he’d been so sympathetic with me in the Galgiza forest.
 
   “I see,” I said. “That must’ve been tough.”
 
   “It was lonely,” Ryan replied. “Cielo was the only real friend I had. I wouldn’t have coped without him.”
 
   “He’s better company than some people I know,” I said. Cielo grunted in approval, and Ryan laughed. “How long have you two been together, anyway?”
 
   “Father bought him when I was fourteen. He was only a foal then.” He nudged Cielo with his elbow. “When he grew big enough to ride, I spent almost all my time with him. He became my escape.”
 
   “Escape?”
 
   “From home.” Ryan’s expression hardened. “I’d go riding any chance I got, just to get away. It was the only time I was ever happy. That angered Father, so he ordered Aronzo to accompany me whenever I went.” He chuckled softly. “Though that didn’t stop me ditching him sometimes.”
 
   I nodded, though my memory of the dark-haired servant of Lord Glenford wasn’t nearly as cheerful. He had almost drowned me in Lake Breska, after all.
 
   “It was also a good way to keep away from others when in my Binding time,” Ryan went on. “Even Father couldn’t argue with that.” A wry smile crossed his lips, and he fingered his necklace. “Of course, I never counted on running into someone.”
 
   A dark thought stirred, and the words escaped me before I could think.
 
   “Neither did I.”
 
   I’d spoken quietly, but from the way Ryan tensed, I knew he’d heard me. An awkward silence descended, and I folded my hands in my lap. I hadn’t meant to hurt his feelings, but the circumstances around my Binding remained a sensitive subject. Especially since the spell only affected me. It was a bit much for Ryan to speak so casually about it.
 
   “Um, so…” I fumbled for a change of topic. “You must’ve seen a lot of Azaria on your travels.”
 
   Ryan blinked, brought back to the present.
 
   “Oh, well…sort of,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ve mostly been on the South Road. This is the first time I’ve come to the East Pass. I’ve not visited Estovan or the Greywater Canal, either.”
 
   “It’s more than me,” I said, seizing onto the distraction. “Before I met you I’d never been further than Bane, and Begara was about as exotic as it got.”
 
   Ryan smirked. He abandoned Cielo and sat beside me. The Binding purred, but I ignored it.
 
   “Jealous of my exploits, Eliza?” He raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Oh please,” I scoffed, though it was light-hearted. “The whole ‘wandering vagabond’ thing never appealed to me. I was more than content helping Father with his clinics.” A more painful thought crept up, and I let out a wistful sigh. “Though that was never going to last, anyway.”
 
   Ryan looked puzzled.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   I twirled a finger into a curl of my hair. It was my turn to give up some history.
 
   “It’s complicated.” I began to play with the dials on the iasometer, which was still strapped to my forearm. My ‘keepsake’ from home. “Since I was little, I dreamed I’d study in Begara and become a healer like my father. After my sister became Bound, though, Mother wouldn’t let me travel alone. She was scared something might happen.” I swallowed, bitterness swelling to the surface. “Father let me assist him, but without a formal education, there was only so much I could do. Then Adam joined the Guardsmen, and I was pretty much on my own. When Mother started nagging me to settle down, I couldn’t deal with it anymore.”
 
   I had to take a breath to stem my anger.
 
   “Everyone got to have a say in my future, except me. Nobody cared about what I wanted, and I didn’t have anyone to talk to, either. I was so isolated.” I wrapped my arms around myself. “Now, with the Binding on top…” I shook my head. “I can’t even choose what I feel.”
 
   The straw rustled, and Ryan clasped my shoulder. A soothing warmth rushed through me, and suddenly it was a struggle to keep my eyes open.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he murmured. His breath tickled my cheek, and I gripped the hay to stop myself jumping into his arms. “I didn’t know.”
 
   “It’s okay,” I whispered. Goddess, my tiredness had caught up quick. “We both haven’t had much control in our lives. I should be used to it.”
 
   Ryan drew closer. A ripple ran down my spine, and I gulped. Uh oh. The curse was moving in.
 
   “Not anymore,” he said. “I won’t let the Binding hold your heart forever. We’ll find the runes and break the spell. I promise.”
 
   He kissed my cheek. My eyelids drooped, and I lurched sideways…off the hay bale and straight onto the floor. The impact shocked me back to wakefulness, and I groaned. At least I’d had a soft landing.
 
   “Eliza!” Ryan knelt by my side, and helped me sit up. My fatigue rushed back, and a curtain fell across my vision. I could feel myself drifting away, my body turning limp. My eyes widened. His touch—his touch was making me sleepy!
 
   Without thinking, I shrugged off his hand and scrambled away before I’d pass out. Ryan stared, his face a mix of confusion and hurt. I curled my knees to my chest, slightly nauseous. Damn, the curse was up to its tricks again, and it was taking no prisoners.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s the spell,” I said hurriedly. “It’s acting up again.” Despite my drowsiness, I managed to haul myself upright. Ryan raised a hand to offer support, but I shrank back. Lack of sleep or not, I refused to cave to the magic’s demands. “It’s alright. I can handle it.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I said I can handle it!”
 
   The words came out harsher than I meant, and I bit my lip. Ryan watched me, silent, but his expression said it all.
 
   “…sorry.”
 
   I spun on my heel and hurried out of the stables. I didn’t stop walking until I was back in my room, the door safely closed. The snow still lashed outside, though I didn’t pay it much attention. My whole body trembled, and it took a few breaths to get it under control. Adam continued to snore away, ignorant of my pounding heart.
 
   My head slumped against the door. You idiot, Eliza! Why had I taken such a stupid risk? I’d invited the curse to do its worst by being alone with Ryan. It’d been strangely quiet the last couple of days—no doubt because of the protection from the rune in Begara. I should’ve realised it was planning something and turned back the moment I saw him in the stables.
 
   Yet seeing him there, so lost in his thoughts…it was only natural I’d ask what was on his mind. Although I’d not expected such a personal truth to come out. I had no idea his problems at home ran so deep. Bullied by his father, pressured by the household; it seemed it wasn’t just his Binding to Navinka that prompted his escape.
 
   I crawled back to bed, sighing. There was still so much about Ryan I didn’t know. Another reason the feelings in my heart couldn’t be trusted. Nonetheless, it seemed we did share something in common. Neither of us had enjoyed much freedom even before we fell under the spell. Also, I had to admit it had been comforting to exchange stories. Finally, someone who could empathise with what I’d had to put up with...
 
   My eyes closed, and I let out an irked breath. Well, that might have been the case, if these ridiculous compulsions would leave me alone. I couldn’t even have a normal conversation with Ryan anymore. The magic was sinking deeper, making it trickier to maintain control. Worse, it was giving him completely the wrong impression.
 
   I tightened my jaw. The curse was evolving; I couldn’t keep tabs on it as easily as before. I’d hoped it wouldn’t have come to this so soon, but my options were running scarce. I would have to keep my distance from him. The spell might have free reign over my emotions, but I wouldn’t let it play with his.
 
   Even if it did mean forfeiting my sleep.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   ‘Though she lost the memory of his face, her heart broke upon the echo of his cries...’
 
   – Tale of the Binding
 
    
 
   A yawn escaped me, and I caught a mouthful of snow as we rode deeper into the East Pass. My tongue burned, and I drew my hood over, shivering. I could barely feel Duke’s reins in my hands, and my nose was raw. Adam pressed closer, blocking the worst of the blizzard, though even he couldn’t keep the cold at bay. We’d kept a gruelling pace since morning, but this sudden snowstorm had really slowed us down. The daylight had started to fade as well, making visibility next to nothing. We needed to find a village, and soon.
 
   “Keep going!” Navinka shouted, both she and Sandy blanketed by the haze. “We are almost at Celwall!”
 
   I could only mumble in response. While I was eager to avoid another night in the open, I wasn’t sure how much longer I could go on. My left eye was sore and twitching, my shoulders tight and heavy. Scraping through the day with an hour’s sleep hadn’t particularly helped, either. Damn that stupid curse!
 
   Adam squeezed my waist, and I sat up straighter.
 
   “Don’t doze off on me now,” he teased. “Maybe I should take over, just in case.”
 
   “Why, so you can steer us into the nearest tree?” I quipped.
 
   “Hey, that happened once, and it was foggy,” Adam protested. He jabbed me in the ribs. “Besides, you’re the one with the daydreaming problem. If I don’t keep an eye on you, who knows where we might end up?”
 
   “Ha, ha,” I sneered, though it didn’t dim my smile. He was closer to the truth than he knew. In fact, it was only because of some broken naps and steering clear of Ryan that I’d been able to cling to consciousness at all.
 
   “Celwall is through that tunnel.” Navinka’s voice cut through the gale. “We are fortunate to have made it in time. Stay close and follow me!”
 
   I gritted my teeth. The blizzard hadn’t dampened her bossiness one bit. Fortunate to have made it in time—what a joke! It was her fault we’d been late leaving Bardwall in the first place. Not to mention she’d not stopped complaining from the moment we’d set out. ‘Stop riding so close to Ryan’, ‘Don’t pull Duke’s bridle so hard’, ‘Don’t forget to fill the water skins fully’, ‘You didn’t cook this the whole way through’, ‘You expect me to drink that cold?’.
 
   It was almost enough to give in to the Binding’s jealousy and show her what for.
 
   Pulling my scarf over my face, I followed Ryan and Navinka into a rocky tunnel. Cielo whickered, stumbling into us. He still wasn’t a fan of enclosed spaces. Ryan reined him in, but it didn’t stop his leg skimming mine. A wave of tiredness washed over, and my head lolled. Luckily the contact was brief, and I jerked my head up before my eyes would close.
 
   “Sure you don’t want me to take the reins?” Adam leant his chin on my shoulder.
 
   “I’m sure,” I said, too quickly. “We’re almost there, anyway.”
 
   Adam sighed, and tightened his hold. I rested against his chest, recalling the last time we’d ridden like this. That was two years ago, when he returned from his first year’s training and I told him the Binding was affecting me. Together we’d searched for the perfect hiding place, as our village wasn’t safe enough. We rode so much that eventually the stable-master refused to lend me a horse, and we’d ended up sharing a single mare. It was on that final journey we stumbled across the clearing.
 
   The clearing that had protected me every month, until I’d betrayed its shelter…
 
   Duke grunted, taking bigger steps as the tunnel sloped upwards. The rock wasn’t quite natural, reinforced with girders, while slats buried in the ground provided better traction. The clop of horses’ hooves echoed, dancing off the walls that shimmered with icicles. If I weren’t feeling so rough, I might have found it enchanting.
 
   When we emerged, it was still snowing, but it no longer drifted into my face. Celwall was sheltered by the Blackvale woods, much like the Galgiza forest protected my home in Velwall. My bitterness about Navinka quickly vanished. This place would’ve been impossible to find, even without such bleak conditions.
 
   “How’re you doing?” Adam’s breath warmed my ear.
 
   “Fine, for the moment,” I said. A second yawn took hold, so big I couldn’t hide it.
 
   “You’re exhausted.” Adam shuffled back, letting me dismount. “I’ll sort out Duke and Sandy. Navinka will be finding a place to stay, go with her.”
 
   I rolled my eyes.
 
   “Adam, I’m fine. Stop…”
 
   I didn’t get the chance to finish; he’d dropped to the ground and snatched Duke’s reins. As he led the gelding into the square, I sidled towards Navinka, who was deep in conversation with a villager. She was obviously a familiar face. She must have stopped by often during her trips to Begara.
 
   “Eliza?”
 
   I looked up. Ryan came over with Cielo, ignoring the horse’s protests to follow Duke. I managed a smile. We’d not spoken much since the incident in the stables. I hoped it hadn’t dampened his spirits.
 
   “Good thing we made it before nightfall,” I said, glancing to the sky. “I wasn’t sure we’d reach the village through the snow.”
 
   “That makes two of us,” Ryan said. Cielo jerked his head, and Ryan laughed. “Or should I say three. He’s been more temperamental than usual today.”
 
   “Maybe he’s not fond of the snow,” I said.
 
   “Actually, I think he misses you.” He made to grasp my hand, but I shoved my arms beneath my cloak. He sighed. “I know I do.”
 
   I scratched Cielo’s ears, unsure what to say. With tiredness fuddling my brain, I didn’t want the curse to twist my words. Ryan watched me for a moment, before he tugged Cielo’s bridle and headed for the stables.
 
   Adam crouched by the water trough, scrubbing down Duke. I made to walk over and help, when Ryan halted. Our shoulders rubbed, and the curse jumped to attention. My legs swayed, and I caught myself on Cielo’s flank before I’d hit the ground.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Ryan dropped the reins, reaching for me. I shook my head, and backed against the stall door. Goddess, talk about déjà vu.
 
   “Nothing, it’s just the spell.”
 
   Ryan’s brows narrowed.
 
   “It never made you flinch before.” His voice softened. “Has the Binding made you that afraid of me?”
 
   I wrung my hands beneath my cloak.
 
   “I’m not afraid of you,” I said. “I’m afraid of what the curse might do. It’s changing tactics so much, I can’t keep up. Don’t take it personally.”
 
   Ryan sighed. He turned around and busied himself unbuckling Cielo’s saddle. I scowled. Why couldn’t that stubborn idiot see I was only trying to protect myself? Not just from the curse’s punishments, either. I was still wary of its false desire, which remained as strong as ever. For someone who’d experienced the Binding’s effects first hand, he could at least be a little sympathetic.
 
   An irked sigh broke through the stalls.
 
   “Must you always take so long?” Navinka leant against the doorpost. “Enough with your meandering.”
 
   I bit my lip, resisting the temptation to mention it was her fiancé causing the delay. It would only set her off, and Ryan didn’t need any more reason to be upset.
 
   Once his lordship finished, Adam handed me a saddle bag, and we stepped into the snow again. Navinka pounced, wrapping her arm around Ryan. Stabbing pains shot through my stomach, and I pressed the bag into my belly. Ugh, why did the curse bully me so much? Its mood swings could rival Navinka’s.
 
   “Come,” Navinka said. “Ria has prepared suitable accommodation for us.”
 
   The ‘suitable accommodation’ turned out to be a log cabin beside the woods. I was surprised Navinka hadn’t tried harder to get a separate place for herself and Ryan, but perhaps even she couldn’t talk the villagers into loaning further lodging.
 
   She led us into the lounge, where a fire blazed in the hearth. The place was pretty empty, sparing only a single mattress and some wooden chairs. Navinka lost no time in placing her bag on the bed. I snorted to myself. No prizes for guessing who’d be demoted to the sleeping bags tonight.
 
   Yawning, I dumped my bag and flopped into a chair. We’d been riding for hours, and I was as frosted as the icicles in the tunnel. The fire melted through the cold, and my eyes half-closed. Finally, a proper chance to catch up on my sleep…
 
   A hand pinched my shoulder.
 
   “Plenty of time to laze about later,” Navinka said. “You should unpack and prepare the sleeping bags.”
 
   I bit back a hiss. Really, when she wouldn’t even be using them, what gave her the right to boss me around? Before I could say exactly where she could stick those sleeping bags, Adam stormed over.
 
   “Leave her alone!” He threw his pack aside. “Can’t you see how tired she is? I’ll do it.”
 
   Navinka scoffed, and took a seat beside the fire.
 
   “We all rode for as long as she did. I see no reason why she cannot perform her share of the work,” she said. “I made the arrangements to stay, and you and Ryan attended the horses. It is her turn now.”
 
   I grabbed Adam’s arm, cutting off the retort on his lips.
 
   “Adam, it’s fine.” I forced myself to my feet, not missing Navinka’s triumphant smirk. I knew she wouldn’t budge for the rest of the evening, yet if this would spare me a night of her endless moaning, it’d be worth it.
 
   I reached for the nearest pack and began unfastening the clips. Adam settled beside me, doing the same with his own bag.
 
   “She’s too much,” he growled under his breath. “Spoilt good-for-nothing little witch!”
 
   “You’ve really taken to her, haven’t you?” I teased, unfolding a sleeping bag.
 
   “Who does she think she is?” Adam grumbled. “She orders you around like I’m not even here to share the work!” He tossed his empty bag aside. “She needs some lessons in humility.”
 
   “She’s only doing it because of Ryan,” I said, glancing to the fire. Navinka and Ryan sorted through their own things, their shoulders touching. An ache flickered in my chest, and I took a sharp breath to fight it down. “Making a point about my place in all this.”
 
   “Like she hasn’t been shoving it in our faces enough already,” Adam mumbled. “If she should get angry at anything, it should be the Binding.”
 
   “How could she? The spell’s the reason she got together with Ryan in the first place.”
 
   Adam’s lip curled.
 
   “Oh yeah, and she’d never dare speak a word against him.” He opened and closed his fist. “Never mind he was the one who abandoned her. It’s his fault you got Bound, anyway…”
 
   A chair scraped from the fire. Navinka was staring at me. Great, what did her Royal Frostiness want now?
 
   “Eliza,” she said, “I left my hair brush in the compartment on Sandy’s saddle. Could you fetch it, please? The rest of us will go for the meal Ria prepared. You can meet us at her house. It’s opposite the stables.”
 
   Adam bristled. I thought he was going to throw something. Before he could voice his opinion—or come across any sharp objects—I snatched his wrist. He didn’t need to stoke this further. Flashing a sweet smile to Navinka, I led him outside.
 
   The freezing temperature cut through my cloak and jacket, and I shivered. Adam curled his arm around me, protecting me from the falling snow.
 
   “Better?” he asked.
 
   “Much.” I rested my cheek on his chest. “Sorry to drag you out like this. But you’ve got to learn to control that temper.”
 
   Adam huffed. “I’m not going to stand by and let her pick on you.”
 
   “Adam, we’ve got no choice right now,” I said. “She’ll run straight back to Ryan’s father if we get on her nerves.” I poked him in the ribs. “So you better watch your mouth.”
 
   “While she gets to shoot hers off any time she likes?” Adam shook his head. “I don’t know how you can tolerate her. Especially when you’ve got the Binding to deal with as well.”
 
   I sighed. “I’ve managed so far.” Another yawn escaped, and I blinked. “Look, let’s just find her stupid brush and get it over with. Even she has to sleep sometime, and she can’t moan then.”
 
   I made towards the stables, but Adam held firm.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Why don’t we let our dear princess wait on us for a change?” he said, a grin spreading. “Let’s go for a walk.”
 
   “In this weather?”
 
   “You could always listen to Navinka whine for the rest of the evening,” Adam said. He held a hand to his cheek, pretending to be abashed. “‘Oh, don’t you dare breathe, Eliza, you know it’ll spoil my hair, which takes forty virgin maidens to braid under a pink moon.’” His deep voice was so far from Navinka’s subtle tones, I burst out laughing. His grin broadened. “So what d’ya say?”
 
   I smiled. Despite the cold, it would be nice to rest my ears from the lady’s constant whinging. I didn’t want to face Ryan at the moment, either. A little time to ourselves would be perfect.
 
   “Okay, lead on.”
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