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T he dog would not die.

Surely hewasill, and had been a puppy before the dawn of Rhid s earliest memory, more than five
winters ago. Helay before the firewith histhick gray head in her lap, staring dully into the flames. She
stroked thewiry hair dong hisside. Hisflesh felt cold, and she could fit her fingers between the ridges his
ribs made in his skin. Even his halting breath smelled sae, like ahaf-open grave.

All her sensestold Rhiathat Boreas would not see tomorrow’ s sun. And yet...

Her mother Mayraturned from the table and crossed the room, feet whispering over the wolfskin rug.



Holding an earthen bowl and apae green cloth, she knelt beside Rhia.

“Thiswill take away hispain and help him on hisjourney home.” She showed Rhiathe bowl’s
contents—atiny amount of liquid, no more than what the child could cup in her pam. It wasn't enough.

Mayra covered the bowl with the cloth and began to chant, low and soft, calling upon her Otter Guardian
Spirit to augment the medicine. Rhiaclosed her eyesand tried to clear her mind of fear and grief. The
Spirits worked best when those present stayed out of their way.

Through her eyelids Rhiasaw agolden light flare, the color of the sun on an autumn afternoon. A swish of
liquid and Mayra swhispered gratitude told her that Otter had hearkened to the pleafor help. When the
light faded, Rhia opened her eyes and locked her gaze onto the dog’s. Two tears, then another, plopped
onto hismuzzle.

Mayradipped the cloth in the half-full bowl to let it soak. They sat listening to the only two soundsin the
room—the dog’ slabored puffing and the snapping of sparksin the stonefireplace.

Rhiaheard the cloth drip into the bowl as her mother squeezed it. The drops must not be wasted, but
enough medicine needed to reach the dog' sthroat to give him release. Even in hiswithered old age,
Boreas was much larger than Rhia—on his hind legs he could rest his paws on her head. A year ago,
while Rhiawas recovering from amuscle-wasting illness that sapped dl strength from her limbs, Boreas
had lent her his sturdy back and legs as a crutch. Now on cold nights like this one, when the wind and the
wolves howled in harmony outside these log walls, shewould curl up within hisfurry frame, one forepaw
over her shoulder, and deep warm and safe.

“Hold hishead, dear.”

Rhiareached under Boreas' s snout and tilted it up. All at once he exhded hard, amost a cough, and a
weight lifted from him. In the back of her head she heard a sound like the hurried flapping of heavy wings.
Her breath caught, and she craned her neck to peer behind her.

“What isit?” her mother asked.

Rhiaturned to the worn face reddened by the wind and thefirdight.

“It'snot time,” shesaid.

“Timefor what?’

“For himto go.”

Mayra cast atender glance over her daughter’ sface. “1 know you wish it were not histime, but—"
“He' snot ready.” She swallowed a sob and steadied her voice. “ The world' s not ready.”

Mayra s gentle eyes narrowed. “Why do you speak of this?’

Rhiatilted her head to the northwest, from where the wind blew. “He |l take awolf with him when he
goes”

Her mother’ s whisper shook. “How do you know?’

“I just know.” Sheblinked, and her last tear fell, thistime on her own wrist. To stop now would beto
waste her mother’ s magic—magic she hersdlf hoped to carry one day. But something not entirely insgde
her begged for the dog' slife. “Please don't make him die, Mama. Wait until morning, and you'll see. |



promise”

Mayrd seyes glisened in thefirdight as she gazed at Rhiawith something more complicated than
sympathy. Thelook held more pain than her mother’ sface had shown since Rhia s sickness—which, the
girl now redlized, wasthefirst time she had heard those wings rush over the landscape of her mind.

Finally Mayrareached out and retucked one of her daughter’ s red-brown curls behind her ear, then
brushed the back of her hand against Rhia s cheek. Without aword she stood and placed the cloth and
bowl on thetable, then shuffled over to climb the ladder to the deeping loft she shared with her husband,
Tereus.

Rhiadragged athick log across the hearth and heaved it into the flames. 1t spit and hissed like a cornered
wildcat. She blinked at it with near-pleasure as she remembered how even afew months ago she could
no more have lifted the log than raise the house itsalf. Though her limbswould never regain normal
strength, they no longer betrayed her, no longer pretended not to hear what her mind ordered them to
do. They obeyed grudgingly, with the reluctance of sullen children.

She turned away from the fire and lay on the floor behind Boreas, her front to his back. Reaching around
him, she pulled the wolf skin rug over both their bodies. The hound groaned deep in histhroat.

“Goto deep,” she murmured into the knobby ridge on the back of his head. “Y ou’ Il wake tomorrow.”

The dog would not die, not for another two and a hdf years, when Rhiawas nearly eleven. A wolf pack
tried to drive the ponies from her family’ sfarm into the surrounding forest. Though far into old age,
Boreaswasthe first of the dogsto attack, killing the lead wolf. Momentslater, hisbody crumpled from
the effort. Because the summer soil wastoo dry and hard to dig agrave, Rhiaand her family made a
cairn of rocks for the dog and wolf together, then said a prayer to Crow to guide them safely home.

A rumor of Rhia svision must have escaped, for the villagers began to invite the girl to observetheir sick
hounds or lame ponies. She wanted to help, but the animas suffering saddened her, and their journeys
toward the Other Side reminded her of the one she had almost taken as a child.

The bitterest blow came when Mayra, avillage heder, no longer brought her dong to patients homes.
During Rhia’ s childhood, they had both hoped that the swest, playful Otter would touch her, too. A
different Spirit had chosen her—one that courted not life but its dreaded opposite.

Oneday, after Rhiahad just turned fifteen, Galen the village Council leader came to her family’shorse
and dog farm with his son Arcas. It was a brisk |ate afternoon in early spring, when the leaf buds were
dill only inthetrees imagination. Rhiawas cleaning the hounds penswhen she saw the man and boy
trudge up the steep hill to her home. She hurried to smooth her long hair and wipe the swesat from below
her eyes. Mustn't look dovenly for Galen, shetold hersdlf, then smiled at her feeble attempt at
self-deception. It wasthe sight of Arcas, not hisimposing father, that made her pulse jump and her hands
twitch and wonder what to do with themselves.

She couldn’t put a pin in the moment when she first saw Arcas as something other than a childhood
playmate. Mogt likely it happened ether an instant before or an ingtant after he had kissed her behind the
stables the month before. Since then, the smell of manure made her swoon with joy.

Rhiatrotted toward the house to call her parents, then stopped to regard the two men again, for
something was different about them today. Their tepswere heavy, tan faces set in unusua grimness,
heads bowed s0 that the sunlight glinted off their hair, the color of freshly tilled soil. Arcas shair fell



halfway down his back, but Galen’ s swept the top of his shoulders; it had been cut short last year to
mourn the death of his mother.

Asaways, asingle brown hawk feather, black-streaked and red-tipped, hung around Galen’ s neck.
Everyone she knew who possessed animal magic—which was every adult she' d ever met—wore some
fetish of their Guardian Spirit to signal their powers. It was not to boast but rather a courtesy to let others
know what they were dealing with. For instance, no one could be tricked into trying to deceive Owl
people, who saw through alie asif it were made of air.

When they were about ten steps away, Galen’ s sharp gaze finally found Rhia. Something in it made her
want to draw athick cloak around herself, both for warmth and concealment. She sensed he knew more
about her than she cared to confront on thistil-now-tranquil day.

Rhia greeted them with abow, which they returned. “Welcome,” she said, then looked at Galen. “How is
your brother’ s hedth?’

“Not good, Rhia. Thank you for asking.” He managed adight smile, tempering her unease. “May | spesk
with your parents?’

She nodded and reached for the front door, which opened before she touched it.

“Galen, greetings.” Her father was dressed for company, in clean shoes and arusset shirt that matched
his hair, which looked freshly combed and plaited into along braid down hisback. A sngle white Swan
feather, dust-fringed from long days on the farm, swung from alesather cord around his neck ashe
bowed. “WEe ve been expecting you.”

Mayra appeared at Tereus sside and took hisarm. Her thin lips trembled as she glanced between Rhia
and the Council leader. “Please, comein.”

Gaen crossed the threshold, turned and held out his palm in an unambiguous gesture that told Rhiaand
Arcas, “say outsde.”

The door closed, and Rhiaturned to her friend.

“Why didn’t they tdl me you and your father were coming?’ They could have at least given her the
chance to wash her face and comb the hay out of her hair. But she realized now that all day Mayraand
Tereus had behaved asif they were both monitoring and avoiding her. “ And why can’'t we hear?’

Arcas hunched his shoulders. “My uncl€ svery sick. Father probably wants some of your mother’s
hedling wisdom.”

“But he didn’'t ask for my mother. He asked for my parents. Don’t you think that’s mysterious?’

A dow smile spread across Arcas sface. “When you' ve lived with my father for Sixteen years, you get
used to mysteries.”

Sheturned away at the sight of his grin, which warmed her toes. “1 have to water the dogs.”

Arcasfollowed her into the hounds pen. Thetall gray beasts swarmed him asif he were dinner itself. He
patted his broad chest with both hands, and two of the dogs propped their paws against him and licked
hisface. Rhianoticed that for the first time, he wastdler than they were.

“It' shard on their backsto stand like that.” She picked up the two dirty pails of water.



“Sorry. Off!” hetold the hounds in atone too playful for them to heed.

They |€eft the pen and headed for Mayra' s herb garden, where Rhia splashed the |eftover water from the
pals

“Beddes,” Arcassaid, “I shouldn’t teach your dogs bad manners. If they ever jJumped on you that way,
your little bones would be crushed to afine powder.”

Rhiatried to glare at him, though she preferred being taunted rather than pitied for her lack of physica
prowess. Arcaswas one of the few people who didn’t treat her like she was made of eggshells.

“For that remark, you get to pump.” She tossed him one of the buckets.
“You'reabiggirl now, youcandoit.”
“I can, but I’ d rather watch you.”

Arcas actualy blushed as he knelt beside the well pump next to the garden. The lever squesked in
protest when helifted it.

“Beforeyou know it,” he said in ateasing voice, turning the attention back on her, “you’ll head into the
forest for your Bestowing.”

She suppressed a shudder at the thought of entering the dark woods. “1’m too busy. If my Guardian
Spirit wantsto bestow my Aspect, It can bring it here.”

“Spirits don’t grant powers to those who hide from them.” He pumped water into the bucket with adow,
Steady rhythm. “ Except maybe for Mouse.”

“I’'mnot aMouse!” Rhiaadmost dung the other pail at Arcas's head.

Heraised adefensve armin front of hisface and laughed, but then his voice sobered. “ Everyone knows
what you are.”

Shedrew in asharp breath. “Don't say it.”

They stared at each other for along moment. Everyone knows? Shewondered if this consensus made it
true. But they wereright. Denia wouldn’t change destiny’ s course, any more than turning one' s back on
awolf could make it retreat. But she was young, with timeto pretend her futurewas asopen asa
meadow instead of narrow as aforest path.

She kndt beside him to rinse her pail, then scrubbed itsinterior with ahorsehair brush. If only she could
cleanse her mind as easly of itstroubling thoughts. “Y ou’ll probably go first, snce you're older.”

“That's one mystery Father doesn't keep.” Arcas sat back on his hedls and gazed toward the distant
woods. “If anyone but Bear comesto methat night in the forest, I'll die of shock.”

“Just don't be aWolverine. Usdless troublemakers.” She tossed the brush aside and jerked the pump
handle with extraforce. Her older half brothers Nilo and Lycas—twin Wolverines—had tormented her
from the time she could walk until the day they moved to their own house when they were sixteen and
shewas eleven. She and her parents had quickly grown accustomed to the peace her brothers left
behind, dthough at times she missed the way they made her laugh.

“WE Il need Wolverinesif there sever another war,” Arcassaid.



The handle dipped from her fingers, and the meta clanged into the silence. She spoke without facing him.
“Bears, too.”

He scoffed. “Don’'t worry about me. Bears plan wars. We don't fight them.” To her suspicious|ook he
replied, “Usualy. Besides, it’ s not your concern.”

“Itis, because—" She stood and chose her words with care. “ Because so many Bears and Wolverines
have been caled. It's odd, Papa says. It meansawar is coming to Asermos.”

“Not necessarily.”

His nonchaance made her fists clench. “ The Spirits do everything for areason,” she said. “1f no onewere
ever sck, wewouldn't need hedlers, the Otters and Turtles. If no one ever had dreams, we wouldn't
need Swanslike Papato interpret them. And if we didn’t have wars, we wouldn’t need you. Or my
stupid brothers.”

Arcas picked up both pails and turned toward the dog pen. “'Y ou worry about things you can’t even see.
It makes no sense”

“Sense has nothing to do withiit.” Shefollowed him. “Y ou know I'mright.”
He chuckled at her over his shoulder. “Y ou' re dwaysright.”

Feigning surrender was his sgnd to change the subject. She searched her mind for acasud topic, but she
was curious about his upcoming Bear-ness.

“Arethere any bear paws for you to wear asafetish?’ She had never seen one up close.

“Not until the next bear kill, which could be years.” He lowered the pails over the edge of the pen. “I'll
wear acarved claw for now.”

“Will your cousin Jano makeiit for you? Hisfetishes are lovely.”

“They should be. He sthe artist of the family. The Spider, of course.” Arcaslooked around, asif to
make sure they were done. “Can | show you something?’

She nodded and waited. He reached into the pocket of histrousers, then withdrew his hand.
“Comecloser.” Hiswarm voice held adight tremor, and his eyes|ooked strangdy vulnerable.

Rhiadrew near him. Thetop of her head barely reached his chin, and she swore she felt his breath in her
hair, but it was probably just the breeze. She bent over his pam, held close to his stomach. It opened to
reved asmdl carving no longer than her thumb.

“It'sfor your mother,” Arcassaid. “Go on, hold it.”

Rhiapicked up the piece of wood and lifted it near her face. An otter stood on its hind feet, paws curled
to its chest and an expression of intelligent wonder onitstiny face.

“How beautiful. It lookslikeit’sbegging meto romp intheriver.” Sheturnedit over in her pam. “But it
doesn't look like one of Jano’s.”

“That' sbecauseit’snot.” His gazeflitted to hers before returning to the ground in front of him. “It's
rrir.eﬂ



Rhiagasped. “Y ou madethis?”’

Arcas scratched the back of hisneck and stared at his feet, which shifted on the damp brown grass. “I
thought if your mother needed anew one—or aspare one, just in case. She did so much to ease
Grandmother’ s pain when she was dying.”

It was alovely gesture. Otter people usualy had to content themselves with a carving to represent their
Guardian Spirit, for it was unjust to kill such arare anima solely for the sake of afetish. From any other
boy, Rhiathought, such atoken would be an attempt to curry favor with hisintended’ s parents. But
Arcas s heart was generous, as expansgve as the rest of him, and she wondered if it would ever be hers
aone.

She replaced the otter in his pam, looked at his hands, so huge compared to hers, and marveled a how
they had created something so delicate. “ Have you shown anyone else?’

He shook his head. “Why would 1?1t'sjust asilly thing | do to pass the time while watching the sheep.”
“Maybe you' re a Spider, too.”

“No. Bear. Father’ s never wrong about these things.” Hisjaw set, and she amost decided not to press
the matter. But if he were a Spider, he could make weapons, not wield them, and then he would be safe
and someday grow gray and wrinkled long before she ever had to hear those wings descend upon his—
stop it! Rhiagave hersef amenta smack acrossthe face. It was no use pondering such things, and she
wanted more than anything to be of use.

“Y ou should tell your father about your talents,” she said. “He may change his prediction.”

“Have you finished your chores?’ Arcas cast ady glance a the house, then at Rhia. “Because| think |
left something behind the stablesthe last time | was here”

Hetook her hand before she could reply. Two chestnut ponies raised their heads to watch them hurry
down the hill, then resumed their placid grazing.

With her back againgt the stable and her ankles covered in sweet-smelling straw, Rhiapulled Arcasto
stand afew inches away. Hislips brushed her forehead and the corners of her eyes, and she breathed in
the warm, musky scent of his neck.

“Isn’'t this better than talking about awar that does't exist?” he asked her.
“It exigsin here.” Shetouched her temple. “ So many troubles do, al begging meto listen.”
Arcaslifted her chin with onefinger. “Then let me quiet them.”

He kissed her softly, and she trembled even more than she had the first time—not only from the kiss
itself, but from what lay beyond it, what it made her want. Her hands tangled in his hair as she brought his
mouth harder againgt hers. If only they weren’'t so young....

Girlsand boystheir age had few chancesto be aone together. Becoming a parent would evolve their
powers to the second phase, and for that event to occur before understanding the first phase powers—or
worse, before these had even been Bestowed—would be like learning to fly before learning to crawl.
Rhiathought it unfair that the ways of the Spiritslagged so far behind the needs of young bodies, a
particularly brawny one of which was pressed against her now.

A digtant voice called her name. With asigh, she broke awvay from Arcas slips. “1t' smy father,” she



sad.
Hisarmstightened around her waist. “Hisvoice does carry, doesn't it?’

Rhialaughed and escaped his embrace to dash up the hill. Her legstired within severa steps. She turned
to walk backward so she could watch Arcas follow with his dow, ddiberate lumber, aBear inaman's
body for certain.

Her hed caught the hem of her long skirt, and she dipped in the mud. The ground was eager to break her
fal. Arcas bent double with laughter, which seemed to weaken hislegs so they could no longer climb the
hill. Rhiascraped hersdf off the ground and tried to brush the dirt off her backside with dl the dignity she
could summon. Her muddy hands smeared the spot on her light green skirt into a broad splash of brown.
Whatever creature embodied clums ness would surely be her Guardian Spirit.

“Thereyou are”

Mayrastood behind her, flanked by Galen and Tereus. The three watched Rhiawith an unusud intengity.
“Galen would like to speak with you.” Tereus extended his hand to his daughter. “Comeinside.”

“Stay here,” the Council leader told his son.

Thefour of them entered the house and sat around the wooden table. No one spoke for severa
moments, and Rhia s feet began to fidget. The toes of her right foot pulled the hedl of her left shoe on and
off several times, then her |eft foot repested the action.

Findly her mother cleared her throat. “ Galen has some good news.” The men shot her quizzica 1ooks.
“That is, hehasnews,” Mayrasad. “1t might be good.”

Gaen sghed and turned to Rhia 1 need your help.”

Rhia' s mouth popped open, and she shut it quickly. She’d never seen Galen look for assistance from an
adult, muchlessagirl her age.

“What should I—er, what could | do? For you. What can | do for you?’ she managed to Slammer.

Gden' sdark blue eyes crinkled with anguish. “ Asyou know, my brother Doriusisvery ill. Y our mother
says she can do no morefor him.”

Rhianodded. “I’'m sorry.”

“You could—" Hisjaw quivered. “ At least | would know. Know what' s to come, and when.”
Rhialooked at her parents, then at Galen. “I don’t understand.”

“Y ou have the power,” he blurted. “Y ou know when death comes.”

Her somach tightened asanicy grip took hold of it.

“Theanimds,” Gaen sad. “It started with your dog. I’ ve heard stories. Besdes—" His back
graightened, and he looked like hisusua powerful saif again. “Discerning others' giftsisone of mine.
One of my gifts. Tell me, when you see asick anima, how do you know if it will live or die?’

She looked away. “It'sjust afeding.”



“Describeit.”

Rhiatook adeep breath and focused on the words instead of the urgeto run. 1 look at them, into their
eyes, and | hear abird. It sounds crazy, but if the bird isflying avay, the creature will live, andif it's
landing, the poor thing will die. And if it flies, | know how it’'Il come back.”

“How what will come back?’ Galen asked.

She didn’'t answer, just stared at the knot in the table' s wooden surface. She wanted to stick her finger in
it and follow the swirlsto itsdark center, but thought it would look childish under the circumstances.

“Answer him, Rhig” her mother said gently.

“Crow,” she whispered. “ Crow comes and takes them to the Other Side. And | watch them go.” She
added in an even softer whisper, “1 hateit.”

No one heard her last sentence, or if they did, it went unacknowledged. Galen scraped his chair on the
floor and stood.

“Will you help me, Rhia?’ he asked. “Will you come see my brother?’
She gazed up a him and shivered. “Y ou want meto do thiswith a person?’

“It'syour gift,” hesaid. “Y ou have the Aspect of Crow.”

02

T wilight wasfaling by the time they neared the house of Dorius, Galen’ s older brother. Tereus had
stayed a hometo look after amare who was closeto foaling, but Rhia’ s mother walked with her now,
holding her hand so tightly that she twice had to remind her mother not to crush it. Galen strode ahead of
them while Arcas lagged behind. Rhia slegs ached, but if she complained, Mayra sfretting would make
it worse. Shelooked for asight to distract her mind.

Thevillage of Asermos was seitling into quiet, though afew dozen people still hurried down the wide
main thoroughfare that ran next to the deepy river. Ponies and donkeys dragged rattling cartsfilled with
bags of wool, grain or early spring vegetables. The animas lumbered down the sandy street to where
boats lazed in the harbor. Small bands of revelers made their way from one tavern to the next, afew of
them joking in didects Rhiararely heard. Now that the river had thawed enough to assure passage, a
winter’ s pent-up demand for goods and convividity was bringing the villageto life.

Near the doorway of the Hound's Tooth Tavern, atall, broad-shouldered man leaned against the stone
and stucco building, smoking apipe. A sharp, woodsy odor made Rhia s nose wrinkle as they passed.
She spared him an extra backward glance. His smooth blond hair was pulled into a short knot at the
back of hisneck, and hiseyes glittered in the lantern light asthey studied the town with disdain. A
taillored waistcoat of brocaded red velvet and the long, graceful sword at his hip put him out of place not
only in Asermos, but in the entire region. Her people' s sturdy, smple clothes suited their pastora ways,
and no one would think to tote a weapon as casudly as a handkerchief. Furthermore, the stranger wore
no fetish that Rhia could see; she frowned at this lack of courtesy.

The ders often spoke of men from the distant south—Descendants, they were called—who lacked
magical powers and worshiped human gods. The memory of the man’simposing presence remained with



her until they reached the narrow street where Dorius lived.

She hadn’t seen Doriusin severd months. He had suffered from muscle tremors and weaknessfor over a
year before taking to his bed last fal. When she was a child and came with Arcasto play with his
cousins, Dorius and hiswife, Perra, always made sure the boysincluded Rhiain their games.

Her steps dowed as they neared the door of the pale green stucco house. What if she saw Dorius's
death? How could shelook into the eyes of this kind man, old before histime, and tell him therewas no
hope? She said awordless prayer to Crow to spare hislife and her own sanity.

Galen knocked on the dark wooden door, which opened in an instant. Perra nodded to each of them
without speaking, wide gray eyesfull of sorrow. Her face seemed to struggle to remain impassive as she
looked a Rhia.

Thebed lay against the far wall on a carved wooden frame. A thin figure lumped the blankets. Galen led
Rhiato the bed and laid his hand on his brother’ s shoulder.

Dorius woke with asnort and peered around him. His glazed brown eyes focused on Rhig, and she
released the breath she' d been holding since they’ d entered. The sound of wings was unmistakable but
faint; the man’ s death was far from imminent or certain.

“Well wait outside,” Galen whispered.

After they had |eft, Rhiadragged achair next to the bed and sat down. Dorius watched her movements
without aword. His sallow skin and shadowed eyes made him look asfragile as his Butterfly Guardian
Spirit. Now that his son Jano had married and had a child of hisown, Dorius s powers of transformation
should have entered the third and find stage, to the point where he could renew his own damaged body.
Y et theillness had made him too wesk to work hismagic, for himself or anyone else.

“| asked Galen to bring you.” Dorius' s voice was barely awhisper, asif it had aready preceded him to
the Other Side and |eft behind amere ghost of itsdlf. “I’m sorry if it frightensyou.”

Rhia shook her head but redlized the transparency of her lie.

He put alimp hand over hers. It held atrace of warmth, like hour-old bathwater. “My brother said you
would know.”

Did she? A cloud enveloped her awareness. “What do you think will happen to you?’ she asked him.

Helad hishead back. Gray and brown hair spread over the pillow, grazing his shoulders. “1I'll never be
what | was” he said to the cailing.

Rhia s heartbeat quickened. The beasts she visited never voiced dismay over growing old or sick. They
feared only pain, not desth. During her own illness, she had fought for life with ferocity. Every successiul
breath would fill her with an uneasy gratitude. Here was aman losing the will to live, not because of his
suffering, but because of hispride.

“Of course not!” She softened the sharp edges of her voice, but the words flowed likeice water. “We
are never what we once were. We re born. We live, and if we relucky, we grow old. Then we die.”
Someone el se seemed to speak through her.

He gtared at her in shock, but she continued:

“Don’'t you see? Every time we change, it's like dying, even if our bodiesremain strong. Sometimeswe



have to |leave behind the person we used to be.” She squeezed his cool fingers. “Dorius, you of al people
should understand that. We can't be caterpillarsforever.”

Hefrowned. “1 know I’m not ayoung man anymore. I’m not asking to be young. | just don’t want to
be...”

“Usdess?”

His eyesflashed at her with recognition. “1’m aburden to Perra. | can’t tend the sheep, | can’t even lift
my own grandson. And my magicisgone.”

“But you'renot.”
“What do you mean?’

“All those things—ahusband, grandfather, shepherd, worker of magic—they’ re like—like the curves of
ariverbank.”

“] don’'t understand,” Dorius said.

“They shapetheriver and guideits course. But the water itsdlf isthe same no matter which way theriver
flows, no matter what it passes and |leaves behind. Underneath everything you put on and take off, one
thing will never change—your soul.” Shetouched hisarm. “ A Butterfly’ssoul.”

Rhiasat back in the chair and wondered at the source of these words. She had pondered the ideas for
years, especidly during her illness, but she had never uttered them until now.

Findly Dorius spoke, “I1t' sup to me, then, isn't it?’
“Yes” Rhiastood on trembling legs. “Now get up.”
Helooked at her, aghast. “1 can’t.”

“Doit.” Her voice quavered. She wasn't used to giving orders to adults, but it was the only way he could
live

He gestured to hislegs. “I haven't walked in months.”
“Then craml.”
Dorius started to pull back the covers, then hesitated. “How long do | have?’

Rhiaimprovised to hide her uncertainty. “If you stay in bed, afew days at the most. If you get up now, |
don’'t know. | can’t seethat path yet, because you haven't done as | asked.” Shewinced inside at her
own audacity but kept her chinhigh. “I’'ll hdlp you if you need it.”

Hewaved her off, then with agrunt shoved hislegs, gaunt from months of disuse, over the edge of the
bed. Rhia pushed the chair within hisreach. Helaid hisarm, dready glistening with swest, dong the
length of the chair’ s seat. She wrapped his other arm over her shoulder and ignored his pleas of pride.

He sat till for amoment; then with one greet effort, Dorius heaved to hisfeet. Asthey wavered in an
unsteady balance, Rhiadrew in her bregath.

The Crow had flown.



Shelet out acry of joy. The door flew open, and the others rushed in. Perratook Rhia s place while
Gden caught hisbrother’ s other arm.

“Get himoutsde” Rhiasad.

They edged toward the door. Rhiamoved ahead of them to open it wider. She turned to see Dorius
gazing at her with gratitude, and her heart swelled. Hewould live, he would heal, he would—

Soirits, no. Hewould die.
She covered her mouth, unable to hide her horror at the vison in her mind.

Doriuswrithed on the ground in a pile of golden leaves that were stained red with blood, blood that
soaked his shirt and pulsed between hisfingers asthey tried to staunch it. He cried out hiswife’ sname
with hislagt rattling breath.

Hedied done.

Rhiabarely heard her own scream above the din of battle. Someone wrenched her through the doorway,
out of Dorius ssght.

The vison vanished as the world went dark.

Rhiawoke with ashudder, the floor hard benegath her back. Her mother pulled something bitter-smelling
away from her nose.

“She'sawake,” Mayrasaid.

Arcas sface appeared above Rhia, forehead furrowed in concern. Firdight shone against hishair and
in.

A coarse blanket lay over her, itching her chin. Rhiapushed it away and fdlt the evening’ s chill. “Where
anl?

“At my aunt and uncle€ shouse,” Arcassad.
She sat up at once, and her head seemed to pound againgt the air itsdlf. “Dorius?’

“He sfine” Her mother leaned againgt Rhia s shoulder to support her. “ He' s outside with Perra, enjoying
thenight air.”

“Whenisit? How long was|—"

“Not long, maybe an hour.” Mayra put her hand to Rhia s sweaty forehead. “How do you fed ?’
“It does't matter. Dorius—| sawv—"

“No!”

Galen loomed behind her mother, asilhouette againg thefirdight. “ Never spesk what you know of
someone s death, unlessit’simminent. Do you understand?’

“But there was—"



“Never!”
She clamped her mouth shut.
Arcas knelt beside her and looked up at hisfather. “Y ou should have told her that before we camein.”

Gden'seyesflared at his son’simpertinence. Then he blinked hard and sighed. “1t wasamistake. |
thought Dorius had no hope, and that’ sal shewould see”

“It'sagood thing she' sthe Crow, then, and not you.” Rhiasaw Arcas blanch as herealized he' d gone
too far.

Gden gave him acold look. “Wait outside for me.”
After alast glance at Rhia, Arcas obeyed. The door banged shut.

Gaen sat cross-legged on the floor next to them. “I’m sorry,” he said to Rhia. “I’m sorry you have to
endurethis, that you had to witness my brother’ s eventual deeth. Y oursis one of the more difficult
powersto live with.”

Rhiabit back areply to this understatement.

“Thetime has come,” Gaen continued, “for you to take possession of your gift beforeit overwhems
you.”

Rhiaswallowed hard. “| haveto go into the forest?”’

“Not only that.” He lifted his head to spesk to Mayra. “ Rhianeeds to study with someone who has Crow
magic. | sent amessage to awoman named Coranna, who livesin Kadindos, afew days walk past the
place of Bestowing.” He spoke to Rhiaagain. “ Shewill train you in the ways of Crow.”

Rhiatightened the rough brown blanket around her to stop the shivering. “How long will | stay?’
“It'sacomplicated magic, and no one here in Asermos has experience with it.”
“How long?’ Rhiarepeated.

“Perhaps ayear or more, for your first phase. Later in life, as your powers develop, Corannawill teach
you more.”

Mayra clutched the edge of Rhia s blanket with shaky hands. “Isn’t shetoo young?’ she asked Galen.
“Y ou only said you wanted to test her. Y ou didn’t say she had to leave now.”

“Others have been younger.” Gaen touched Mayra s shoulder. “ Asermos needs her. Think how her
powers could aid your healing work.”

Rhia’ s mother looked away, then turned afew inches to move out of hisreach. *Y ou speak the truth, as
usua.” Her mouth twitched asif it wanted to say more.

The thought of witnessing a person’ s deeth again, imminent or not, made Rhia s heart fed likeit was
coiling into aknot insde her chest.

“Two generations have passed,” Galen said to her, “since anyone here has presided over the dying
process. It' sdifficult for one so near the beginning of life to devote hersdlf to its end, but won't you
consder making thejourney to learn more?’



Through the front door Rhia heard Perra sobbing, either from the joy at having her husband back or the
sadness at the reminder that hislife, like dl others, would end one day. “When must | leave?’ she asked
Gden.

He uncrossed hislegs and stood. “\We can begin our preparations as soon as you' re ready.”

Rhiaimagined the heart of the dark forest, remembered the eyes of the dying animals and the vison of
Dorius s bleeding body twisting in the leaves. She stedled her jaw and looked up at Galen.

“I’'mnot ready.”
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T wo and ahdf yearslater, Rhiagtill wasn't ready. After her vision of Dorius s death, she had resolved
to shut down her desth-awareness. Throughout Asermos whispers persisted, words of hushed
recrimination for her cowardice. On her sixteenth and seventeenth birthdays, Galen had tried again to
convince her to begin training in Kalindos, and she had continued to refuse. Even her brothers had added
her reluctance to their litany of thingsto tease her abouit.

Secretly she hoped that if she denied Crow, perhaps another Spirit would take His place, one who
would inspire acceptance rather than fear in hersalf and in those around her. But no Spirit came or spoke
to her; infact, they al seemed to drift farther away. All except Crow, who flew within the gray space
between waking and deeping, Hiswings offering awarm, soft promise, His eyes understanding and
accepting the darkest corners of her soul.

Each fdl, asthe oak leavesturned gold and fell to the earth, Rhiawould haunt Dorius and examine his
surroundings for anything or anyone that could give him the wounds she had seen in her vison. The most
casud alusion to tensons between Asermos and one of itstrading partnerswould steal her deep for
weeks.

It waslate summer now, and the leaves waved green and succulent on the trees adjoining the meadow
where Rhiaand Arcas sat close together. Hisfamily’s small flock of sheep grazed a short distance away.
A few of them wandered to drink from the wide, lazy stream that curled in front of the meadow before
joining theriver near the heart of Asermos. Even the smallest trading ship could not navigate this shallow
portion of water, S0 Rhiaand Arcas were blissfully, blessedly done.

Bits of grass stuck to their outstretched feet, damp from wading. She wiggled her toes and let the sun
warm her upturned face, reveling in thisrare afternoon away from the farm. Her brother Lycas had taken
her choresfor afew hours, and she tried not to imagine what favor he might ask in return. That worry
was for tomorrow or tonight. Today was here and good.

A white cloth full of ripe raspberries, which she had collected on her way to meet Arcas, sat in her lap.
He made a show of pawing through them, brushing the skin beneath her thin skirt before sdecting each
one, in abrazen attempt to make her blush asred asthe berries themsalves,

“I can't decide,” hesaid, “if | want to eat these or mash them up inyour hair.”

“My hair’ s not red enough for you?” Asusua, the summer sun had burnished her sable locks with ruddy
overtones.



“Your hair is perfect, but it would be fun to hear you squed.”

Rhia picked up ahandful of berriesand crushed them in her pam. “Marvelousidea.” She smeared his
hair from scap to ends.

Hisyelp echoed from the stream’ s opposite bank. He seized her wrist and squeezed until her hand
opened to reved the red ooze, which he wiped acrossthe front of her dress, leaving asmall, blurry
handprint. “ There. Explain that to your mother.”

“I won't have to explain anything to her today,” Rhiasaid.
“What do you mean?’

Shelooked at his puzzled face for along moment beforelosing her nerve. “Never mind.” She searched
for atopic that would deter his curiogity. “Y our Bestowing last month. What wasit like?’

His dark blue eyes grew distant and guarded. The distraction had worked. “Y ou know I’m not allowed
totdl.”

“Canyoutdl meif you were afrad?’

Arcas grimaced. “I thought | was going to die.” He glanced at her stricken face. “ But no one ever does.”
“No one? Can you be sure?’

“My father told me so. He prepares you for everything you need to know.”

“But not for the fear. He doesn’t prepare you for that, does he?’

Arcas gave an exasperated sigh. “ Anyone who dwells on their fear as much asyou do will be more than
prepared.”

Shetried to turn her face away from him, but he caught it with the tips of hisfingers and gently returned
her gazeto meet his.

“Rhig, love, you mugt go. It'swell past your time.”

She shook her head. “I’ d have to leave you.”

“For awhile. Then you'll return with your gift.”

Shethought of the war that would day Dorius. “But what if while I’m gone—?"
“Shh.” Hekissed her, and she pulled away.

“You don't understand,” shesaid. “You didn't seewhat | saw.”

“| understand that you' re troubled, and that the only way to ease your mind isto learn how to face your
powers.” His hand moved to her waist, and he nuzzled the bare spot where her shoulder met the curve of
her neck. She closed her eyesfor amoment to savor hislipsagaingt her skin, then gathered her nerve
and returned to the subject she had avoided before.

“l have asecret,” shesaid.

Heraised hishead, his eydashesflickering with intrigue, but said nothing.



“My mother’ s noticed how closewe are, you and I,” Rhia continued, “and so she sent meto Silina”

“Slina? The Turtlewoman? | thought she hel ped women have babies.” He drew back to stare at her
bely. “Areyou—"

“Of course not. Silina does help women have babies. Or not have them.”
Arcas cocked his head. “How? How not have babies?’

She grinned at hisinnocence and incoherence. “With herbs, of course.” She pointed to the lacy white
flowerswaving their heads throughout the meadow. “Wild carrot. I’ ve harvested the seeds a summer’s
end for my mother ever snce |l wasalittle girl. She called them awoman's*freedom flowers' but would
never explain.”

“Until now.”
“Until now. Also, the—our being together—it has to be during the right, er, phase of the moon.”
His gaze scampered over the blue sky until it found the moon’ s waxing crescent. “Is that agood moon?’

“For me, it'sgood.” Shetook his hand and kissed the velvet skin insde hiswrist, one of the few places
on his body not tanned and toughened by his shepherd’ swork. “For us, it’s very good.”

Without another word they undressed each other, trembling more than usual, then stretched out on the
soft, lush grass. They had lain like this before, exploring and enjoying each other’ sbodies, yet thistime
would end not in longing but fulfillment.

Rhia sfingersfollowed atrickle of sweat traveling over Arcas s broad chest and shoulders. A sudden
hesitation seized her. Once they had joined together, how could she ever leave him? Now she
understood why they should wait until they had both taken on their Aspects. She was incomplete.

Arcas s expression darkened. “What' swrong?’
“When | go away, will you wait for me?’

“I will.” Histhumb traced her lower lip in amotion she found both seductive and soothing. “ And what
about you?’

Rhiatried to answer, tried to put into words the love that would live in her heart until the day it stopped
besting. Shefailed.

Instead she kissed him, long and deep, and pressed her body forward to let his heat burn away the doubt
and fear in her mind. Arcas groaned, and his arms snaked down her back to wrap around her wait,
eventually parting her legsto accept his searching fingers. A familiar warmth spread through her, infused
with an even more familiar need.

Herolled her ontop of him, and together, fumbling, laughing at their own clumsiness, they guided him
indde her.

Ready as she wasto receive him, Rhia had not expected so much pain. It radiated to the core of her
body and outward again. The sharpness of her cry made Arcas freeze, his eyeswide.

“I’'msorry,” hesaid. “Oh, love, I'm so sorry.” He stroked the hair at her temple. “ Should we stop?’

She wanted to say yes, to retreat back into her clothes and maybe even the codl river, anything to soothe



the ache. Instead she took along breath and shook her head.

He moved more dowly inside her after that, and when her eyes were open she saw him studying her face
for thesgnsof pain shetried to hide. Findly helay still and placed his pams on the ground besde him.

“You,” hesad.

Rhia paused to wonder if she could doit, if she could bring such hurt upon herself. She closed her eyes
and said aprayer for strength to whatever Spirit might be listening.

Her hipsmoved againg his, gingerly, until shefelt herself begin to expand around him. Gradudly the pain
subsided, to be replaced with a sensation that recalled those he had given her with his hands and mouth.
Y et thisfedling, she knew beforelong, would carry her miles beyond.

The heat between them became oppressive, and she raised her upper body to cool it. In doing so, she
drove Arcas deeper inside her. They both cried out at the shock. His back arched, musclestaut, and his
gaze pleaded, “Let me...”

“Yes” shesaid, and he rdeased himsdlf.

His hands moved over her asif trying to touch her everywhere at once. She cradled his head to her
breast, and he pulled her nipplesinto his mouth as his hips surged beneath her. Never had shefelt so
powerful, nor so helpless. The cry that escaped her throat was that of awoman she had yet to mest.

Thelast thing she saw before collgpsing onto Arcas s chest was the radiant blue sky reflected in his
astonished eyes.

They lay together in slence, their bresth dowing. Arcas combed Rhia shair with hisfingers, which did
carefully through thetangles. “I'm sorry | hurt you.”

“It will be better next time.”
“| can’timagine better.”

Rhiasmiled, then turned on her back, wincing at the soreness. She felt a sudden need to bathe, and sat
up, extracting hersdf from hisarms. She congratulated herself on her rare display of bravery, then stood
on unsteady legs and walked to the stream. A rustle of grasstold her Arcaswasfollowing.

Minnows scattered, slver finsflashing, as her feet swished through the warm shallows. In adozen steps
the stream reached her waist. She scooped the water with cupped hands and held her arms straight
before her. Asit dripped through her fingers, she murmured, “Blessthe Turtlewho giveslife.”

At her side, Arcas answered, “And blessthe wild carrot seed that preventsit.”

She grinned at him, then bent over to splash water on her face. He tipped her over with a gentle shove.
Sheflalled for an ingtant before he caught her arm in time to save her from going under.

“Hey!” She smacked his chest with her free hand. “ After what just happened, you might stop seeing me
asalittlegirl to torment.”

“Grown women don’t smear berries on people.” He leaned to rinse the goo from hishair. “Besides, |
enjoy tormenting you. Would you rob me of that—" He straightened suddenly, whipping his gaze toward

the shore. “ Someone's coming.”

“I don't hear anything.”



“They'refar avay.” He listened another moment, Bear senses tuned. “But coming fast.”

They splashed through the water back to the meadow and sprinted up the hill to the place of flattened
grass where they had |eft their clothes. Arcas helped refasten her dress, then yanked on his own trousers
and shirt. Rhia heard the rumble of approaching hooves.

Arcas faced the distant edge of the meadow, shading his eyes. Two dots moved closer, one white, one
chestnut red.

“Isthat your brother, on the gray mare?’ Arcas asked her. “He sdriving her awfully hard.”

“They dways do that.” Rhia sat on the grassto put on her shoes. “Especidly Lycas. He can't go to the
market for milk without acting like he’ s being chased by wildfire” She chuckled to hersdlf, even asher
heart fluttered with an inchoate fear.

“Itishim. And—my cousin Gorin?’ Heturned to her. “They don’'t even like each other. Why would
they—"

Rhiaheld up her hand to silence him. She saw her brother, bent low over the neck of hiswhite horse. His
hair, shiny and black like their mother’s, streamed behind him in the wind. She began to run.

They met quickly. The rear hooves of Lycas's pony skidded as he brought her to ahdt. Hisface was
wet with what Rhia hoped was only swest, and his dark eyes burned into her.

“It sMother,” hesaid. “I think she'sdying.”
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R hiaclung to her brother’ swaist and tried to ignore the pain that seemed to skewer her body. The
pony’sgait was swift but not smooth—the impact of each galloping stride threatened to split her in half.

Y et it mattered little. Mother was dying. Rhia had had no time to ask Lycas questions before Arcas had
scooped her up behind her brother and they had taken off for her home. Now her voice would be
carried away by thewind that whipped Lycas s hair into her face—not to mention the pounding of the
mare' s hooves and the heave of her breath. The poor thing was exhausted but valiant.

Rhiaturned her head, straining to hear the hoofbests of the pony Arcas rode, the pony brought by Gorin,
who had stayed behind to watch the flock. But the wind swallowed dl sound, and even thisdight
movement threastened to unbalance her.

Maybe she should focus on the pain, she thought; better that than the scene that lay ahead. What would
she see when she entered her home? Would the heavy wings aight or rush away? She had never
confronted a human whose death wasimminent. Now she wished she had, so that her first should not be
the person Rhialoved above dl others, the one who had given her life over and over, not just at birth but
every year sncethen.

Lycas veered the pony suddenly to the right to avoid asmal gray boulder jutting among the long meadow
grasses. They turned uphill, yet their pace did not Sow, not until they entered the woods, where even
Lycas was not so reckless asto plunge headlong. The pony dowed to awalk, shaking her head and
splattering froth on the leaves around them. When Rhiahad caught her bregth, she puffed out the words
she’ d been wanting—and not wanting—to say, “What happened?’



“She collapsed.” Lycas svoice was clear, his breath barely quickened from their hard ride. “ Said her
heart hurt.”

Rhia s own heart seemed to constrict. She waited for him to continue.

“When | left—" his shoulders shuddered “—when | |€ft to get you, she could hardly breathe.” He cursed
to himself. “ Spirits take these brambles.” He reached down and pushed athick rope of wild raspberries
away from his pony’s chest. Blood seeped from tiny cutsin hisarm, but he didn’t wince.

“Did someonefetch aheder?”’

“Slinawas drying herbs with her when it happened. She couldn’t do much except keep Mother
comfortable. Nilo went to find Galen, incase...”

“In case?’

“In case she dies. Someone hasto prepare her spirit.” He spoke through gritted teeth. “ Since we don’t
have a Crow.”

Rhia sface burned. Her voice caught as shetried to reply. But then the clearing lay ahead of them, and
Lycas dug his hedsinto the pony’ sribs. The horse surged forward again, her strength restored, and Rhia
had to clutch her brother’ s shirt to keep from faling.

The sunlight blinded as they broke into the clearing. Her home appeared acrossthe hill. No human
puttered in the paddock or in the dogs pens. At the sound of their approach, three hounds came out of
the kennd, stretched, bowed and wagged their tails at them behind the fence.

When Lycasfindly brought the gasping pony to ahdt in front of the house, the door opened. Their
brother Nilo stepped forward to grab thereins.

“It sdl right,” hetold them. “ She’ sresting.”

He put his hands on Rhia swaist and lifted her off the pony. Her body seemed to creak as she did over
the dusty, swesty hide. Though he lowered her gently, when her feet hit the ground, it felt asif two sharp
fenceposts had been driven into her hips.

“Youtwogoin,” Nilosad. “I’ll cool her down.” He pulled the reins over the mare’' s head and led her
away a abrisk wak. Rhiaglanced back at him, grateful that his gaze had not pierced her with accusation
as histwin's had. Though they looked alike and sometimes even spokein unison, Nilo'sthoughts and
fedlings seemed to travel inward instead of sparking out to burn those around him.

A warmth enveloped her hand, and she looked down to see Lycas slong, strong fingers wrap around
hers. Their grip steeled her courage enough for her to enter the house.

Her father gpproached them, but she looked past him to her own small bed, where her mother lay.
Tereus spoke Rhia s name, and hislips continued to move, but the rest of hiswords were logt.

Lost inaroar of wings.

The sound crescendoed until she could only fed and not hear the wail ripping her throat. Her knees
buckled, and shetried to sink to the floor—through the floor, even—but Lycas s grip tightened, and he
yanked her to her feet. She tore free and covered her ears, squeezing her eyes shut asif thefeding, the
certainty, came from the outer world and she could blot it out, turn awvay from it. But there was nowhere
to turn. Crow was here to Stay.



Rhiabacked againgt the door and fumbled for thelatch. A harsh voice hissed in her ear.
“What are you doing?’ Lycas shook her shoulders. “ She can hear you, stupid.”

She sucked a breath, choking on her own cries of anguish. Her lips pressed together so hard, her teeth
bruised them. When she opened her eyes, she saw her father step in front of Lycas. He pulled her tight to
him.

“Papa, I’'m sorry,” shewhispered againgt his chest.

He stroked her hair. “I know. | knew even before you arrived that we could do nothing. But till |
hoped—" Tereus cut himsdlf off and moved to ook at her. He smoothed back the strands of hair that
tears had adhered to her cheek. “1 wish you didn’t have to seeit so clearly.”

“I don't just seeit, Papa. | fed it.” Her soul seemed as heavy as a sack of wet grain, and she wanted to
collapse, to succumb to the weight of her mother’ simpending death.

Thelarge bird shefelt on her shoulder was not real. She couldn’t seeit with her eyes or touch it with her
hands. But it touched her, its claws piercing her skin, and at that moment it was the most red thing in the
room.

“Goto her,” Tereussad. “And Lycasisright, you must be strong. Dry your eyes.”

Rhiabresthed in deeply, every muscle straining to maintain control. Her exhale was less shaky. She
wiped her cheeks and the hollows under her eyes.

Her legs moved of their own accord asthey carried her across the room, and she was grateful to them.
For thefirst time, she noticed Gaen sitting on the floor at Mayra sfeet. He watched her with an
inscrutabl e gaze as she passed.

The weight on her shoulder and on her spirit grew heavier with each step. It was arelief to snk onto the
bed next to her mother. She reached for Mayra' s hand, then hesitated. Mayra s eyes were closed, her
face dack, skin wan, dark hair carefully arranged on the pillow. She looked peaceful—and completely
unfamiliar.

Who wasthis stranger? A future corpse. Not her mother. It was safe after all.

She touched Mayra s hand, and her mother’ s eyes opened. In an instant the distance between them
vanished. Rhiafdt light again, like only adaughter. She held back tears but knew her eyes shone asthey
looked upon the dying woman.

Mayra sthumb twitched on Rhia swrigt, asif she were trying to squeeze her hand. She parted her dry
lipsto speak. Her throat strained with no result.

“Shh,” Rhiawhispered. “We can speak |ater, after you' ve rested.”

Mayranarrowed her eyesin disbdief. Shetilted her chin to beckon Rhiacloser. Rhialeaned forward
until their faces were ahand' s width apart.

“Yes?’ wasal her mother said. Rhialooked into her eyes and nodded dowly. A tear fell from her lashes
onto Mayra slips.

“I’'m sorry, Mother. | wish...” She gave Mayraa pleading look, expecting her to provide comfort or
reassurance, as she always did when Rhiawas distressed.



Instead Mayraonly stared at the celling, eyeswide and fixed. Her hand grew cold.
“Mother?’” In anear-panic, she shook Mayra s shoulder. “Mama?’

Mayra blinked and took adow breath that seemed to pain her. Without looking at Rhia, she whispered,
“I'mfrightened.” Another long breeth. “I’ m frightened, Rhia Help me.”

Rhia s glance jerked toward Galen. He kept his eyes on Mayra and sighed.

The door opened behind her. The hulking figure of Arcas stood next to Nilo's muscular frame. Thetwo
men were slhouetted againgt the sunshine outside so she couldn’t seetheir faces. A whispered
conference with Lycas passed along the grim news.

Rhiaturned to her mother and felt on her back every gaze in the house, which was becoming crowded,
difling.

Mayra s lips moved to form one word. “When?’
Rhialooked at Gaen. “You can know,” he said.
Sheturned back to her mother. “Wait amoment.”

Rhia closed her eyes and clutched Mayra's cold hand. She turned her mind to Crow, whose presence
hovered, shimmering black and violet, near her shoulder. His spirit merged with hers, His knowledge and
certainty spreading over and enveloping her consciousnesslike apair of dark wings.

Her mother had strength. Not enough to survive, but enough to say goodbye.

“A day or two,” Rhiasaid at lagt. “1 wish it were more, but—" She couldn’t finish the sentence: you
don’t have enough life.

Mayrarelaxed, her hand going limp in Rhia's. “I can deep.”

“Yes. Good.” Sheredlized her mother had feared she would never wake up. “ Do you heed another
blanket?’

Mayratilted her head from side to sde, dmost imperceptibly. Her eyes closed in the next instant, and her
face went dack. Rhiastared &t it, trying to etch every detail into her memory.

A hand lay on her shoulder. “Let us speak in private,” Gaen said.

Rhiarductantly let go of her mother’ s hand and followed him toward the door. As she and Galen
stepped out into the sunshine, Rhialooked back to see her father sit by Mayra, his head bowed.

The bright day mocked her mood and the darkness that would aways dwell within her now. The air was
s0 clear and sharp she could even see the distant brown face of Mount Beros to the northeast,
unshrouded by summer haze.

“I should have gonelong ago,” she said to Galen.
“Ther€ sno sensein regrets.”
“Isn’'t that what you wanted to tell me, that | should have gone when you asked? Y ou wereright.”

“What mattersisthat you find peace, peace in yoursdf that you can give your mother in her final hours.”



“Wheredo | findit?" She gestured to their surroundings. “ Under which stone, in which tree?” Shekicked
asmall branch that had blown into the yard during the previous night’ s storm. “Peaceisn't insgde me, and
fedslikeit never will be now.”

Gden pulled hislarge leather pouch to the front of hiswaist. He loosened the ties and withdrew ablack
feather the length of hishand. He held it out to her on aleather cord.

“It’' stimefor you to havethis”
She wanted to reach for it, but didn’t. “I haven't even been for my Bestowing yet.”

“Youwill,” hesad, “after you mourn. In the meantime, thiswill help you focus on your powers. Y our
mother needs them.”

Shetook the feather from him and stroked its smooth barbs. “What do | do?’
“You'll know.”

Rhiawithheld afrustrated sigh at his vagueness.

“How long will shelive?’ he asked her.

“Shelll see another sunrise, but no more, | think. | want to—I want to stay with her al night. Help her,
though | don’'t know how.”

“Crow will show you, as much as He can. | will return early tomorrow morning. She needs her family
now.” He turned toward the house.

“Wait,” she said. “What will you do for her? Can you help her pass over? Make her not so afraid?’

“I can help ease her mind with regard to her life. Therest isup to her. And you, of course” Helaid his
hand on her shoulder again. “I’'m sorry, Rhia. It shouldn’t haveto belikethis.”

Ashewaked away, she wondered if he meant to comfort or rebuke her. Probably both: Galen’ swords
never meant only onething.

In afew moments, Arcas came out of the house alone. With no hesitation, he wrapped his arms around
Rhia ssmdl frame and held her while she cried. What she couldn’t tell him was that she wept not only for
her mother’ s death but for the part of herself that had once felt fully dive.

Though Arcas s body seemed far from her, she clung to it, asif it alone would anchor her to thisworld.

05

T he candldight cast ahoney-colored glow over the walls of Rhia s home as darkness crept acrossthe
sky. She closed the window’ s curtain and wondered if it would be the last glimpse of the outdoors her
mother would ever have. No, she thought. She'll watch the sunrise even if we have to carry her outside.

She turned back to the table, where her brothers and father sat in silence. It would have been generous
to call the medl in front of them half-esten; the food on the plates was rearranged rather than consumed.

Silina sat with Mayra and monitored her breathing. She had offered to attend to Mayra s bodily needs,



50 the family could attend to their own grief.

Rhiawondered if Silina s assistance only made it harder for them; they were | eft with nothing to do but
look at one another. They had intended to take turns sitting with Mayrawhile the others dept, but Rhia
suspected only her mother would deep tonight.

“She'sawake.” Silina s soft voice cut through the sllence asif it were ashouted proclamation rather than
awhispered notice.

The three men stood. Lycas and Nilo sat again, agrudging deference to their stepfather’ s place. Tereus
moved to Mayra sside.

Slinaapproached Rhia at thewindow. “Tell mehow | can help. | could feed the hounds or the horses,
fetch some water.”

“It' sbeen done,” Rhiasaid. “We ve checked the animals severa times. There' s nothing to do but wait.”

Silinaglanced over her shoulder at Lycas and Nilo brooding at the table. “1 think afamily could do other
things besdeswait.” She picked up alantern and dipped outside.

Rhia considered the advice. Over ayear had passed since she had spent an evening with her brothers.
She st at the table next to Nilo.

“Tedl meadory,” she asked them.

They looked at each other, eyebrows pinched. Lycas said, “We don't know any stories that would be,
e,._”

“Appropriate,” Nilo finished.

“| don’t care about gppropriate. Tell me one of your stories about hunting with Rhaskos.”
Nilo'slipsthreatened to curveinto agrin. “Now?’

“They makeyou giggle” Lycassaidto Rhia

“I know.”

He glanced in their mother’ sdirection. “Do you redlly think—?"

“I think she’ d loveto hear her children laughing together again.”

“If wemust.” Nilo leaned forward, then took a dramatic pause. “Asyou may remember, Rhaskosthe
Goat has dightly Iessintelligence than the average hound.”

“Sightly?’ Lycassad. “Y ou insult our hounds.”

“Shameon you.” Rhiafaked astern look. “For such an affront you must clean their penstwice
tomorrow.”

Nilo held up hishands. “ Slightly lessintelligence than the average hound’ sleft dewclaw. Better?’

“You areforgiven.” Rhiaglanced at her mother. The candldight played distorting effects about her face,
but she thought she saw Mayrasmile.

“Inany case,” Nilo continued, “one morning we went hunting after Rhaskos had a bit too much aethe



night before.”

“It wasn't that he was hung over,” Lycas added. “Hewas till drunk. See, he had the impression that no
matter how much you drink, aslong asyou deep, even for an hour, you should wake up sober.”

Nilo chuckled. “He thought if it' sanew day, you're anew person. His body had different ideas, though.”

Asthey continued the story, with Rhia prompting them as they forgot details, the three of them picked at
the cold bread in front of them, then the meet, until most of the food was consumed.

Finaly Tereus rose and approached the table. He looked at the twins. “ She wants to speak with you,
Lycasfirg.”

It made sense; Lycas was older by afew hours and had always been treated asthe elder twin. It meant
Rhiawould belast. She stared hard at the floor and prayed to Crow to let her mother remain awake long
enough to spesk with her.

Tereus s body dropped heavily into the chair next to Rhia.

“Papa, why don’'t you deep?’ she said. “We can wake you if—when she' s—”

He touched his daughter’ s cheek. “No. I'll stay up. | can’'t imaginelosing any of these momentsto deep.”
“But it could be days.”

“Soon enough I’ [ wake up without her. | don’t want to start quite yet.”

A choked sob came from Mayra's corner. They looked over to see Lycas bent over their mother’s
frame. Tereus dropped Rhia s hand and scrambled over to them.

“It' sdl right.” Lycas stood and wiped hisface with astroke of hisarm. *Y our turn, Nilo.”

Nilo took hisbrother’ s place at Mayra s side. Lycas returned to the table and sat, his elbows on the
table, facein hishands. Rhiafdt the barely controlled fury pour off him, and understood for the first time
how dangerous he could be. Even with hisfirst-phase powers, he could kill aman in little more than an
ingtant with no weapon at al. The veins on the back of his hands bulged as he clenched hisfistsin hislong
black hair. She shifted away from him afew inches.

When he surfaced from hiswell of rage, Lycas gave Rhiaaglare that withered her soul. In that moment,
she knew, her brother hated her. The meal in her ssomach soured.

“I'll seeif Sllinaneeds help with—whatever she sdoing.” Her chair nearly crashed to the floor when she
stood.

She had to smack the latch severd times before it gave way and the door opened. Once it closed behind
her, sheleaned againgt the house and gulped the stagnant, humid air that had dunk in afew hours ago.
Crickets and katydids sang in an uneasy chorus, so the night had not progressed far. No glow lingered
near the western horizon, however. The haze of late summer hid dl but the brightest of stars, and the
setting half-moon gave off a muted glow behind the treesto her west.

A lantern bobbed into view near the barn. Silinacalled her name, and Rhia gave aweak wavein
response.

The Turtle woman held abasket against her ample hips as she approached. “I found some dried
chamomilein your mother’ s herb shed. It will help her rdlax.” The lantern light glowed against the gray



hairs that had overwhdmed the brown on her head. “1 wish | could do more.”
“Sodol. Me, thatis. | wish | could do more.”

Silina put her basket down and hugged her. Between the healer’ swarmth and the scent of the
chamomile, Rhiafelt momentarily soothed.

The door opened, and Nilo'simpenetrable face looked past her. “It’ syour turn.”

Shewithdrew from Silina s embrace. “ Thank you,” shetold him asthey passed in the doorway. He did
not respond.

Sitting next to Mayra, Rhiafelt Crow’ sweight upon her again, but she shoved the awareness to the back
of her mind.

“Wereyou with Arcastoday?’ her mother asked in arasping voice.
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“And?’ The corners of her mother’ slipstwitched upward.

Rhia sface warmed. It felt like weeks, not hours, since she had made loveto Arcasin the sunny
meadow. With a sickening fedling, she realized they had probably been intimate at the instant her mother
hed falen from the attack.

Mayra squeezed Rhia shand. “Don’t have that look. 1t' s not your fault this happened.”
“I should have been here”

“It wouldn't have made adifference. | can’t be saved. It'smy time. So wasit how you thought it would
be, with Arcas?’

Rhialooked at the wall above Mayra s head. “ It was better. And worse.” To change the subject dightly,
sheadded, “I’ll misshimwhen | go away.”

Mayrafrowned. “I’m sorry, Rhia. | should have made you go into the forest when Gaen first asked. |
was afrad.”

“It wasmy choice. | was afraid, too.”

“| should have pushed you out of the nest, baby bird. If | had—"
“I could help you now. Asl am, | can’'t. I'll never forgive mysdf.”
“I forgiveyou,” Mayrasaid.

Thetearsthat had swollen Rhia s eyes spilled out onto her cheeks. She wiped them away with the back
of her hand.

“I’'msorry,” shesaid. “1 should be strong for you.”

“Y ou have no idea how strong you are. Someday you' |l know. Someday soon, | think.” With agreat
effort, Mayrareached forward and touched the end of one of Rhia sauburn curls. “1 hateto think of all
thishar gone”

“Mother, don't—"



“I must spesk of my death, and dl it means.” Shelet her hand fall and gazed & Rhia shair. “1t’Il be
curlier, likewhen you werealittle girl. Y our brotherswill look strangeto you.”

Rhiawanted to ask what Mayra had told the twins, why their anger had suddenly resurged, but she
didn’t want to distress her mother. No doubt they would soon tell her themsalves.

“When you go to Kdindos...” Her mother’ svoicetrailed off as her breath ran out sooner than expected.
She drew another shdlow inhde. “When you go to—oh!”

A gasp burst from Mayra sthroat, and she began to pant. Her eyesrolled white with pain and fear.
“Mama?’ Rhiaheard her voiceturninto achild's. “Mama, no—not now! Mamal”

Mayra s handsflaled over the blanket covering her, asif reaching for the bresth that wouldn’'t come. An
inarticul ate plea bubbled from her throat.

Tereus lunged to hiswife s side. Rhiadrew back, stepping away from the body before her, abody that
wasfighting the journey from life with every shred of energy.

She shut her eyesbut till heard her mother’ s desperate struggle for the air her lungs refused to grant. A
sound like agreat wind arose then, swirling past Rhia, moving up, up, and she looked to seeiif the door
had opened to a storm.

She wished she had kept her eyes closed. Though no wind blew through the room, it was anything but
cam. Tereuswastrying to hold Mayrain hisarms, but she pushed him away.

“It'sdl right, it'sal right,” he murmured. “Let go. Just let go.” Hisvoice, which had started in awhisper,
grew louder. He seemed to hite back the words even as he uttered them. As Mayra' s struggles became
more feeble, he was able to embrace her. He held her trembling body in his arms and rocked her, while
Rhiaand the twins stared in horror at their mother’ sfutile battle.

At lagt Mayrafdl silent and till. Tereus eased her onto the bed and closed her eyes, praying to himsdf as
he did so. Whigpersto Rhia sleft and right told her that Silinaand Nilo were beseeching Crow to guide
Mayra s pirit home.

She looked at Lycas. He stared straight ahead, hisface frozen in grief. After along moment, his gaze
shifted to pierce Rhia, though his head did not move. Thisiswhat it would fed liketo meet himin battle,
she thought.

When the others had finished praying, Lycas hissed, “Y ou said shewould live the night.”
Tereusturned from Mayra. “Leave her done.”
“He sright, Pgpa.” Rhid slip trembled. “I waswrong. I'm sorry.”

“Shewasn't ready.” Lycas spit hiswords like venom. “Galen wasn't coming back until morning to
prepare her. Because of you.” He pointed to Mayra s corner. “ She shouldn’t have had to die like that!”

“That’senough.” Tereus svoice resounded like athunder clap. “I said leave her done.”

Lycasignored him and focused hiswrath on Rhia. “Y ou couldn’t get the timeright, you couldn’t even
comfort her, al because you wouldn’t go for your Bestowing.”

Nilo put arestraining hand on his brother’ sarm. “Maybe we should—"



“So now your own mother diesin agony and fear.” Lycastore out of Nilo's grip and advanced on Rhia.
“Areyou happy now, you little coward?’

Rhia’ s sorrow turned to rage. She shrieked and flew at her brother.

Tereus stepped between them, moving faster than she' d ever seen him. His arms stretched out to hold
Rhiaand Lycas at thetipsof hisfingers.

“Not one moreword.”

Hisvoice was qui€t, little more than awhisper, but it held more strength than Rhia' s scream or Lycas's
shouts of recrimination.

Slinamoved toward Mayra, heaving the sgh of the habitually practical. “Preparations must be done.
Rhig, help me, please”

Rhiaturned and took severa hating steps toward what had once been her mother. Her feet felt shackled.
Behind her, Lycas wept grest, racking sobs. The sound muffled, and Rhia guessed that Nilo had drawn
his brother close againgt his shoulder.

Her imagination of the scene would have to suffice, for she would not ook at her brothers again tonight.

06
R hiakndt while Galen sharpened the knife,

Her scalp smarted from the leather band that pulled her hair into one long mass at the back of her head.
Beside her, Lycas, Nilo and Tereuswaited their turns.

What seemed like half the village stood outside for their most beloved hedler’ sfunerd to begin. Mayra
would be buried here on the farm where she had raised her family for over twenty years, nestledina
bower of oak trees. Rhiatried to envision the place of peace that her mother’ s soul would know forever.
But dl she saw and heard was the knife, its blade glinting in the light that trickled in from the window, its
shing-shing-shing againgt the sharpening stone.

The house was silent. This private part of the ceremony involved no chants, no songs, no celebration of
Mayrd slife. The Shearing was somber, matter-of-fact.

In theory, Rhia appreciated the custom of cutting one' s hair after the loss of a close rdative—a parent,
sbling, child or spouse. Not only did it provide an outward expression of grief, it allowed othersto treat
the mourners with the proper deference and sympathy. Such awound should not be concealed.

But as Galen came toward her with the knife, she had to fight to keep from lurching away, from lesping
to her feet and shrinking into the corner. Shetold herself it wasn't vanity, thet it wasthe pain of carrying a
congtant reminder of loss. But she thought of Arcas and wondered how he would view her without her
long chestnut tresses, which she knew held most of her beauty.

Gden twisted his hand into the rope of hair to maintain a better hold. She leaned forward to pull the hair
taut and tried not to wince. Only children needed Galen’ s gpprentice to hold their heads. She would be
brave. She would—



The blade diced the air with a whoosh. There was adight tug at the back of her head, then the remains
of her hair swung forward to caress her ears. Sheresisted the urge to touch it.

Gaden’ s hand gppeared before her, holding alock of her hair in hispam. It looked longer and redder
than she had expected. Shetook it from him reluctantly, asif it belonged to an unsavory stranger.

From the corner of her left eye, she saw Lycas knedl straight as afence post, gaze sharp and focused
sraight ahead, neck musclestight. The blade sang, and Lycas s body tilted forward from the release of
tension. Black hair swept hischin.

Rhiarolled thelock of hair between her thumb and first two fingers. Numbness was setting in at last.

Later that morning, Rhiaand her family gathered at the edge of the bower near the foot of Mayra's
grave. The other villagers, numbering in the hundreds, stood around the perimeter of the shady burid
area. The sun, only halfway up the sky, filtered through the leaves to dapple the gravesite and promise an
unusualy warm day.

Gden stepped forward through the crowd, followed by his apprentice, the young Hawk woman Berilla.
They both wore ceremonia white robes with hawk feathers sawn into them, but while Berilla's garment
bore only afew small brown and black wing feathers, Galen’s held glorious red-tipped tail feathersthat
covered half hisbody. When he reached the head of the grave, heraised hisarmsto the Side to sgna
dlence. Thefeathers gave him the splendor of ahawk with wings outstretched.

Rhiaknelt with her father and brothers on the green woolen blanket laid out for them. Therest of the
villagers remained standing and would continue to do so throughout the ceremony, even if it reached past
SUNseL.

When dl was quiet, Galen began alow, mournful chant, asmple tuneto cam and focus the minds of
those gathered. The crow feather hung heavy around Rhia s neck, and she longed to concedl it. Everyone
knew that if she had gonefor her Bestowing years ago, she might be taking part in the ceremony right
now. She might have helped her mother.

The chant finished, and Mayrawas brought forth. Eight of the village' s older maes carried her body,
which was wrapped in awhite shroud from head to feet. Rhia had spent hours the night before helping
Silinaapply thyme and bergamot oils to her mother’ s skin and wrapping her body in strips of scented
clath.

Ontop of Mayra s chest and stomach lay dozens of blossoms—blue coneflower and chicory, lacy white
wild carrot—and over her throat, the otter fetish that Arcas had carved for her years before. Many of the
flowersfel asthe men moved her, leaving acolorful trail. The otter remained in place. Themen laid
Mayra s body next to the grave and stepped back into the crowd.

Gden began to sing her spirit home. Berilladrummed the rhythm while an ederly man played the haunting
melody on awooden flute. The voices of the villagers—everyone but Rhig, Tereus and the twins—rose
together to lift Mayra s spirit into the winds, high enough that Crow would find it and carry it home. They
would sing until acrow came into sight nearby, cdled, then flew away.

Without one of its People to do the beckoning, however, the bird' s appearance could take hours. Crows
could not be summoned and directed like shegpdogs. Rhia hoped the Spirit would have mercy on them
al and send one of Hisminionsquickly.



The drummer thumped and the voices sang, never flagging. The sun rosein the sky until itsraysangled
through the opening in the trees, tingling Rhia s newly exposed neck, which would no doubt be red by the
ceremony’send. A drop of swest trickled from her temple past her ear, and her knees throbbed beneath
her. She chided hersdf for noticing physica complaints when her mother was forever beyond the pains
and pleasures of the body. But it was easier to concentrate on the ache in her legs than the hurt in her
heart and the stinging behind her eyesthat made them full and hot.

No one met her gaze except Arcas. Hisface held amixture of sadness and shame. He must have figured
out, as she had, what the two of them had been doing when Mayra began to die. She wanted to dash
acrossthe funera ground into hisarms. It would ease his pain, if not hers, and she needed to make
someone fed better rather than worse. Such would be her role—turning death, the most inescapable
redity, into an acceptable part of life.

But how could she move people to accept death when she hersalf wanted to rail and rave againgt it, to
best her fists and forehead againgt the earth in futile defense of the person it had just consumed?

Though she was not supposed to join in, Rhia closed her eyes and sang the chant in her mind, reaching
out to the Crow Spirit and begging Him to send one of Hiskind to end thistorture of her neighbors and
friends

A hdf minute later, acrow cdled overhead, from the topmost branch of ahickory tree. The chant faded,
and therelief, while not expressed aloud, was pal pable as everyone looked up to confirm the source of
the sound.

The bird cawed afew more times, its head and chest bobbing with each throaty utterance. An unseen
crow, probably its mate, returned the call from down the hill. Asthe crow took off, the branch shook,
and asingle dead |eef floated to the ground. Autumn was on itsway.

The bird passed the bower, wings thumping the air, at once the softest and harshest sound Rhiahad ever
heard.

A choked cry from her |eft sgnaled Tereus sfina surrender to grief. She wrapped her arms around her
father’ s neck, and they sobbed into each other’ s shoulders as Mayra s body was gently lowered into the
grave.

Her father’ s pain rolled off him in waves. Tereus had claimed many timesthat he would never remarry if
he outlived Mayra. Rhiabelieved it now, and wept for his emptiness.

A feast was held on the hillsde after the ceremony. Villagers made along linefor the water and de, their
throats no doubt raw from singing.

Tereus and Rhiasat on their front step, on display—or soiit felt to her. The funera attendeesfiled past to
greet them, but as soon as her father took one of them to the paddock to see the new yearling, the
parade dwindled. Her brothers had retregted to afar corner of the farmyard, clearly preferring solitude.

Arcas soon joined Rhia
“Areyou sure you want to be seen with me?’ she asked.
“I'm sure | want to be with you.”

She gestured to the villagers, who had banded together in groups of eight or twelve to eat. “No one will



even look at me, much less share my company. My own brothers haven’t spoken to me since she died.”
Arcas sudied the frayed hem of hisdeeve. “They’re grieving. Don't expect them to make sense.”

“But something does't fit. We were getting dong last night. | thought they’ d forgiven me for not having
the power to help her. Then she told them something that set them off.”

“Why don’t you ask them?’

Rhialooked acrossthefield at the twins. They sat done, with no food or drink, Lycas scowling and Nilo
directing his stony gaze a the ground in front of him. The villagetailor and her husband the horse hedler
approached the twinsto offer condolences. The villagers received polite nods but no words, so they
hurried back to the feast as soon as courtesy would alow.

Rhiaturned back to Arcas, who made a conciliatory gesture. “They do seem less than receptive right
now,” hesaid.

“Arcas, may | speak with Rhiaaone?’

Shelooked up to see Gdlen, till in his ceremonia white robe. Arcas did away after giving Rhia shand a
surreptitious squeeze.

The older man eased himself to it beside her. “I’m sorry. | should have stayed last night. | wanted to
give your family sometime aone, but—"

“But you shouldn’t have trusted my judgment.”
Hisvoice held a heavy weight. “ Our powers can become cloudy when we turn them on those we love.”
“Must | never love anyone, then, sothat | won't fail them when they die?’

Gaen shook hishead. *Y ou can learn to separate your fedlings from your magic. But it will dways be
harder with some. Not impossible, just hard.”

Rhialooked to the east, where the pale green valey met the Great Forest. “| wanted Mother to see
another sunrise. It was her favorite time of day.”

“They say that the Other Sideis more beautiful than a thousand sunrises, though that’ s no consolation.”
When shedidn't reply, he asked quietly, “ Are you ready, then? To travel to Kdindos and train with
Coranna?’

Ready? Shewould never fed ready to live among the wild Kaindons, to learn to wield her powers by
watching people die.

Nonetheless...
“Whendo | leave?’

“At spring thaw. By the time your mourning period isover, it will bewell into winter, when it' s best not to
travel. I'll take you into the forest mysdf.”

Rhiaknew she should be grateful that the Council Leader had taken a specia interest in her, though she
suspected it was more for her value asa Crow than for any belief in her ability.

“Butfirg,” hesad, “I must train you in ways of the Spirits. How to journey within, vigit their dwelling



placesin the Spirit World.”

Rhiatouched the ends of her shorn hair for the first time. The training would let her escape, give her
somewhere to put the pain whereit couldn’t prick her heart.

Now shewastruly ready.

07

T hroughout the next month, Galen taught Rhia the rituas and observances known to the adults of
Asermos. Shelearned chants and prayersto achieve tranquility, without which she might misinterpret or
even ignore the Spirits’ messages.

Gaen aso took her into the forest to teach her surviva skills, for she would remain alone therefor three
days and nights before her Bestowing. He demonstrated how to gather wood and start afire, and how to
purify stream water to rid it of animal wastes. He showed her the path to Kaindos, which made her
frown—it appeared to be uphill &l theway.

Other practical knowledge included handling encounters with large forest dwellers such aswolves,
cougars and bears. Of these she feared wolves mogt, though she knew they posed the smallest threat.

Her favorite lessons, however, focused on spiritud rather than physical chdlenges. With Galen's
guidance, she embarked on trance-induced journeysto the Spirit World. A lifetime of worship rituas,
observed without question or deviation, had made the Spiritsfed distant and indifferent, especidly asshe
grew out of childhood. Now They came dive within her, each with unique qudities, until They seemed
like old friends. She had missed much by postponing her journey into adulthood, and she struggled not to
brood over the lost years.

After one particularly arduous but rewarding session at Galen’ s house, Rhia stepped outside and squinted
into the harsh afternoon sun. Dizzy from the glare, she fumbled to shut the door behind her.

A rustle of grass came from her left. “ Thereyou are.”

Rhiaturned dowly toward the voice, contemplating the stlatement. Here | am. But whereis here? Who
am|?

Arcastouched her arm. “I’ ve been waiting for you.”

She gazed a him. He looked new, sharp, asif someone had traced the outline of hisbody with a
fine-pointed piece of charcod.

“Communing with Spirits, | see” He brushed back a curl from her forehead. “ Y our eyes shine.”

She blinked. His outline was fading now, and his edges began to flow into the background of the house
and trees.

“Forgiveme,” shesaid, “I'm ahbit...” Sheflapped her hand in acircle near her head to indicate her state
of mind.

Arcaslaughed. “You'll get used to it. Do you have timeto teake awak?’



“Y our father said | should contemplate what | learned today. | imagine he meant alone.”
“I won't keep you long. Promise.”

Rhia hesitated. She wanted to hear nothing inside her head but her own thoughts, to dwell within her new
experience. But she also wanted to share the encounters with someone who had recently made the same

journey.

Besides, she missed Arcas. They had spent little time together in the month since Mayra sfunerd. When
shewasn't training with Gaen, Rhiastayed close to home, both to help with the farm and household
duties and to share comfort with her father in their mourning.

“A short walk.” She glanced back at Galen’s house to make sure he didn’t see her disobedience.

They followed a path leading down the hill toward the sheep pen. A long-haired black-and-tan dog
sueezed under the fence and bounded over to greet them.

“Fili!” Arcas scolded. With aseries of hand gestures, he instructed the dog to return to the flock. Fili
snapped to attention and obeyed.

“That’' samazing,” Rhiasaid. “ She doesit just because you said so. Our hounds have to have agood
reason. They do things because they want to.”

“Fili’ sashegpdog, alot smarter than ahound. She wantswhat | want.”

“Hmm.” All indl, Rhiapreferred the hounds' independence, and thought that the ability to take orders
was apoor measure of intelligence for human or beast.

She shook the remaining clouds from her mind. “Wasit like thisfor you? Journeying?’
“Likewhat?’

“Everything' sdifferent. | look around, and thisworld seemsless substantial. Lessred.”
“That’ s because you know there' s another world we can't see with our eyes.”

“But | dready knew. I’ ve been taught about the Spirits dwelling place sincel wasachild. | beieved in
it”

“Bdieving isnot the same as experiencing.” He dipped his hand around hers. It, too, fet insubstantia
agang her skin. “Enough talk about the Spirit World.”

But that was al she wanted to talk about, think about. She sighed, which he mistook for an utterance of
desre.

“I’'vemissed you.” He pulled her close and pressed his mouth againgt hers. She returned the kiss, but for
thefirg time her mind was not consumed with wanting him. Part of it remained e sewhere.

Arcasdidn’t notice her distance, or if he did he sought to overcomeit by crushing her tighter against him.
His hard, pent-up passion demanded release.

He whispered againgt her neck with breath so warm it made her shiver. “1 know aplace we can go.” He
drew hishand over her hip.

She pulled away before hisfingers could wake her desire. “ Arcas, it' snot right. I'm ill in mourning.”



Helet go of her and wiped hisface hard, asif to erase his embarrassment. “I'm sorry, Rhia. | forgot.”
“Y ou forgot my mother died?’

“Of course not. But | missyou. Even when | seeyou, it’slike you're not redly here” He reached for her
hand cautioudy, asif it might burn him. “Do you gtill love me?’

“I do, but you can't be the most important thing in my life right now. When you prepared for your
Bestowing, | barely saw you for months.”

“| didn’t change the way you' re changing now.”
“Then you don't understand.”

“Help me, then. Help me understand.” He drew her close again, thistime with tenderness instead of
urgency. She pressed her cheek againgt his broad chest and wished she could grant hisrequest. But even
shedidn’t comprehend the transformation that had begun. She only knew that becoming a Crow
woman—witnessing, sharing and communing with the exit from life—would require her old sdf to die,
ether little by little or dl a once. What would be born on the other side of this death might be awoman
Arcas could never love.

The clothes-laden cart threatened to roll over Rhia s hedls as she dragged it downhill toward the stream.
When the entire family had lived under one roof, it had taken a pony to bear the burden of five people's
laundry, but now even Rhid s strength sufficed.

The sycamore trees ahead had lost dl but afew amber leaves, reveding twisted, ghostly trunks. Rhia
preferred their bare, tortured beauty over the demure loveliness of the surrounding pines. The oaks had
aready dropped their golden foliage, which relieved her. Another year had passed without Dorius's
brutal demise.

As Rhianeared the riverbank, the sound of laughter broke her reverie. She saw with dismay two of the
young Village women. Tal and thin, Mali the Wasp was nineteen, more than ayear older than Rhia. She
was training to be one of Asermos sfew female warriors. Torynna, ablond, full-figured Sparrow woman
whose song could quicken the blood and raise the spirits of the weary, had just returned from her
Bestowing at sixteen years of age. Rumors claimed Torynnawastrying againgt al adviceto bear achild
s0 she could progress to her second phase. Then her song could befuddle any who heard it, causing a
brief paralysis of will or even complete obedience.

The two women drew a cart between them and shared a piece of red fruit. They gave her hafhearted
waves, then Mdi said something to Torynnathat Rhiacouldn’t hear. They burst into cackles that made
her skin crawl. Her hand froze in greeting and dropped back to the cart pole.

“Good morning, Woman of the Crow,” Mali said with the barest hint of asneer. “ Beautiful day, don’t
you think?’

“A bit cold.” Rhiacarried the clothes, washboard and soap bar to her favorite washing spot, where a
long flat rock jutted into the stream. Itslocation had less mud and put distance between her and the other
women.

“True,” Mdi said. “Thismay bethe last washing day before theriver freezes. But it’ s pretty, no?’

Rhiasensed Mdi wasonly being cordid out of deferenceto her mourning. Usualy the Wasp tried to



devise ever snider comments on Rhia slack of stature and coordination.

She nodded to Mali and dipped the first garment, one of her father’s gray work shirts, into the cold
water.

“Rhia, | likeyour hair short,” Torynnasaid.

“I don't,” shereplied to the insincere compliment.
“What does Arcasthink of it?’

“You'll haveto ask him.”

“lwill.”

The washboard nearly dipped out of Rhia s hands. Knowing the Sparrow girl’ s reputation, she didn’t
want her anywhere near Arcas. Torynnaturned away with aflashing smile.

The other women unloaded their wash and took seats on the edge of the bank, their skirtstucked up to
keep them dry. Torynna began to hum ameody Rhiadidn’t know. It sounded seductive, even to her
ears.

“Guesswhat I’ ve heard about the Kalindons?’ Madi said to her companion. “I hear they livein trees.”
Torynnastopped humming. “In trees? Like squirrels?’

“They have houses, silly, in the branches, and some of them don’t come down for years. My brother and
hisfriendscal them ‘termites.””

“If they livein trees, then where do they piss?’

“Off the edge, of course.”

Thewomen'shightittersfet like pinsagaing Rhia spine.

Torynnatold Mali, “1 heard they eat nothing but breakfast so they can get drunk faster at night.”

“I bedieveit,” Mdi said. “But what | want to know is, how do they make love with those seven-inch
fingernails?’

The bar of soap scooted from Rhia s palm and plopped into the stream. She lunged for it, soaking her
deeve. Madi and Torynnaerupted in laughter. After several desperate grabs, Rhiafound the bar among
the pebbles at the stream bottom. She drew it out of the water, her forearm covered in cold green dime.

“| guess some of us could uselonger nails,” Torynnasaid, “then wewouldn’t be so clumsy.”
Rhiaturned to them. She let her eyesfocus on apoint far beyond Torynnaand kept her faceimpassive.
The Sparrow’ s smile faded. She glanced over her shoulder. “What are you looking at?’

Rhiasaid nothing. After afew moments, she shifted her gaze past Mdi, whose eyes grew angry.

“What are you doing?’ she asked Rhiain asharp voice.



“Sedng what?’

Rhiablinked dowly, then shook her heed asif to clear avison. “Hmm...”

“What?’ Mdi stood asif facing off in battle. “* Hmm' what?’

“Nothing.” She turned back to the clothes. “1 wouldn’t eat that appleif | wereyou, Mdi.”
“Why?

“And Torynna, you should probably stay away from water from now on.”

“What water?’ Torynnd svoice trembled. “Y ou mean theriver?’

Rhiaraised her head and stared at the opposite shore asif the answer lay there. “Yes, | think theriver.
Puddles are probably safe.” She went back to her washing.

The two women exchanged hasty whisperstinged with horror, of which Rhiaonly caught pieces.
“Cansheredly—"

“—hasn't been for her Bestowing.”

“—heard she hasvisons”

Fedling a pang of mercy, Rhiagave them abroad smile.

Mali planted her hands on her hips. “You'rejoking.”

“Perhaps”

“You are. You don't really see our, our—"

“Deaths? Probably not.”

She picked up another shirt and promised herself that thiswould be thefirst and last time she would use
her identity as death-seer to intimidate others. That vow, she felt, made up for her lack of shameinthis
ingtance,

“I toldyou,” Mdi saidto Torynnain alow voice. “I knew thelittle runt waslying.”

“She was so spooky, though.”

“She’ saways been spooky.” A pause. “Y ou want the rest of my apple?’

Torynnagiggled. “What were we talking about?’

“Kdindons.” Mali’ s voice took on an edge. “We have a source right here who we can ask.”
Rhiaignored them and scrubbed her father’ s shirt harder to release amuddy spot on the deeve.

“Y ou mean her?” Torynnasaid. “ She hasn't been there yet.”

“She does’t have to go there to meet Kaindon men. She spent most of her life with two of them.”
Rhiastopped scrubbing and stared at Mali.



“Oh, look, shedoesn’'t know.” Mdli flipped her hand a Torynna. “Just as| thought.”
“Doesn’'t know what?” Rhiatried to keep her voice steadly.

“Lycasand Nilo'sfather. Hedidn’t dielike your mamatold you. He went back to Kaindos.”
Rhia sfigts clenched the soggy shirt. “ Y ou'relying.”

“Ask your brothers. They were thelast to find out, the night your mother died.” She smiled at Rhiawith
mock sympathy. “Last, that is, except for you.”
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T he door to her brothers' hut opened afew inches. One of Nilo’s black eyes peered out through the
crack.

-
“It'sme” Rhiasad.

“I know.”

“May | comein?

Nilo dammed the door shut. Rhiaturned the latch and entered anyway.

“I won't leave until you explain why you're mad a me, o if you want me gone, you'll haveto sart
taking.”

Nilo’smouth set into agrim line. He motioned her to Sit on the bearskin rug next to the stove.

It only took Rhiatwo stepsto reach therug. Their hovel was lessthan half the size of her father’ s house
and had fallen into adisarray beyond even what one might expect from a place where two young men
lived without materna supervison. The only clean areawas a section of wal that held her brothers
collection of daggers. The weapons, with which they had trained for nearly ten years, featured blades that
varied in size from a handspan to the length of her forearm. The straight ones were for stabbing, the
curved for dicing, but al were sharp, deadly, and spotless.

To st, she had to move a half-loaf of bread so stale it could have been used as awespon itself. A
tankard held traces of dein the form of agooey brown residue that smelled liketheingde of ahorse's
mouth.

“It could be cleaner,” Nilo mumbled. Suppressing agag, Rhia handed him the tankard with the tips of her
thumb and forefinger. He set it next to the stove. * Other things have been on our mind besides washing.”

“Likethefact that your father’ saKaindon?’

Her brother whirled on her so fast she thought she had blacked out for amoment.
“Quiet!”

She steded hersdf. “It’ snothing to be ashamed of .



“We re not ashamed, we' re embarrassed. To be the last to know.”
“Youweren't last. | was.”
He scowled at her. “Mother thought you knew.”

“No onetold me, unlessit waswhile | wasill. | don’t remember much about that part of my life” Other
than the wings in my head. “I only found out afew hours ago, | swear to you.” Sherose and put her
hand on hisarm. “1 would havetold you if I'd known. Please believe me.”

“Then tell me how you heard.” She hesitated. “ The truth,” he said.

“| was washing clothes today when Torynnaand—and Mdi came by.”

Nilo'shead jerked. “Mali?’

“Shetold me.” Rhiaput up her hands. “1 provoked her. Although they provoked mefirgt.”
“What did she say?’ Hisfierce voice, barely above awhisper, wasimpossible to disobey.
“They were discussing the things they’ d heard about Kdindons, and Mali said—"

“Good things?’

Rhiashrugged, in afailing attempt a casualness. “It’ shard to say good or bad.”

“I’ve heard nothing good about Kalindons, so unless Torynnaand Mali have come into some secret
knowledge—"

“ Secret knowledge about what?’ said a voice behind them.

Lycas stood at the door. Rhia stepped back, astonished that his burgeoning powers of stealth had
alowed him to unlatch the door and dip in without her awareness.

Nilo, on the other hand, appeared unsurprised. “ She says Mali told her about our father,” he said to
Lycas. “Today.”

“Mai?" Lycastossed aleather bag onto the table with aloud thunk. A rabbit’ s stiff brown foot emerged
from atear in the seam. “| trust she spoke well of our kind?’

“Tdl him,” Nilo said to Rhia. “ Tell uswhat she said.”

“I don’t want to know.” Lycas picked through the flasks near the stove until he found one with contents
to hisliking. He took along gulp, then wiped hismouth. “1 just cameinfor adrink, now | need to clean
these rabhits. Got three.” He reached for the bundle on the table.

“You should listen,” Nilo said.
“Youwant meto do it in here? This placeistoo clean for you, needs some fur and guts on the floor?’
Nilo moved the bag of dead rabbits out of Lycas sreach. “Rhig, sart.”

Shetold them everything. The three had aways shared abruta honesty, which was probably why her
brothers were so hurt to think she had kept the secret about their father.

For once, Lycas s face was impassive. When she was finished, he grabbed the rabbit-bag and |eft the



house.

Nilo turned back to Rhia. “1 dways said Mai was no good for him. They'retoo dike.” Hetried to amile,
then gave up, since it was an unnatura contortion for hisface. “If they married, they’ d kill each other, and
then Asermos would |lose two warriors before the baitles even began.”

“Battles?” Rhid s pulse jumped. “What have you heard?’
“Nothing certain. Always rumors about the Descendants.”

Shetried to hold back ashudder and only succeeded in twinging aneck muscle. 1’ ve seen more of them
intown lately. Why do they need to come thisfar north to trade?’

“They don't. | don't think they're redlly traders. They’re spies, seeing if our lands and towns are worth
their time and wegpons and lives.”

Rhiahad trouble believing that the strange men she had seen dawdling around the docks and taverns had
been related to her people at one time. From their provocative dress that contained so many usdess
accentsto the way they walked upon the earth, asif they owned the soil under their feet, they were
different. Perhapsit wasthe ease of the southern clime they had migrated to after breaking from her
people generations ago, or the grest citiesthey had built to hold their pride. Whatever “it” was about
them, the Descendants always made her fedl, for amoment, ashamed to be human.

“Y ou think they want to invade us?’ she asked.
“They want what we have, and they don’t understand our ways. Perfect combination for an invasion.”
“Something should be done”

Nilo scoffed. “The Wolverines, we ve dl been telling Torin we should capture afew of these ‘traders
and interrogate them.” Torin, the third-phase Bear man to whom Arcas was apprenticed, served asthe
Asermon military leader. Hewas dso Torynnd sfather, but Rhiadidn’t hold that againgt him.

“What did he say?’

“Hesaditwasn't ‘grategic.’” Nilo haf grinned. “Lycastold him that waking up one day to find
oursalves dead was't exactly strategic, ether.”

Rhia s mind wanted to turn away from the thoughts of war, yet her powers would be indispensable in that
event. “How could they defeat us? They don’t even have magic.”

“When their army isten timesthe sze of ours, they don’t need magic.”
“But if they had magic, they wouldn't need those big armies, would they?”
He smirked at her. “Y our logic oneisworth abrigade or two.”

She laughed, relieved in an odd way that adanger like war could put their sibling feud into perspective.
Y et one problem needed to be addressed. She cleared her throat.

“I’'m sorry for the way Mother died, so hard and frightened. She deserved better.”
“Shedid.” Hereturned to the stove. “But you' re going to Kalindas, to be a Crow woman.”

“Toolae”



“For Mother, but not for the rest of us.”

Rhiawanted to bind Nilo'swrists to the house so that he could never walk onto a battlefield. But he was
created to fight, called to be awarrior. Unlike Rhia, her brothers embraced their Guardian Spirit. So
ingtead shetold him, “1 can’t think about losing you, too.”

Hewaved hishand in dismissal. “Anyway, if it'snot obvious, | forgive you. We forgiveyou.”
“Thank you, but Lycas sforgivenessis not yoursto offer.”

“True” Nilo scowled at the dirty dishes, then swept a disgusted glance over therest of theroom. “He' d
be morelikely to giveit if you helped us clean the house.”

“I'll take my chances. Give me the bread, though.”

Nilo picked up theloaf and knocked hisfist againgt it, making asound like agourd-drum. “Y ou'll break
atooth.”

“It' snot for me.”
“Thedogs Il bresk atooth.”
“Not for them, either. For ones who have no teeth.”

“Ah.” He handed it to her. “Thereyou go, birdiegirl.” As her hand touched the latch, Nilo made one last
try: “If you help us clean, we'll give you one of those rabbits.”

“I think I'll get one anyway.”

Lycas sat on arock next to amapletree, amidst itsfallen scarlet leaves. Rhia stood within speaking
distance of him but said nothing as she crumpled the stale bread in her hands to scatter the crumbs on the
dirt.

From the corner of her eye she watched Lycas hang arabbit by its heels from the tree and start to clean
it. He stabbed into it with afury, asif the creature had insulted him. His cuts went too deep and gouged
theflesh.

Under her breath she offered prayers of thanksgiving to the bird Spirits whose kind would feast on the
crumbs: Crow, Jay and—after amoment’ s hesitation—even Sparrow, Torynna s Guardian Spirit. One
could not hold a grudge againgt the Spirits themsalves for the pettiness of their human protégés. Besides,
Rhiahad returned Torynna s meanness threefold by pretending to envison her death. The least she could
do was give her rivd’ slittle winged counterparts some crumbs.

Would Torynnatake her placein Arcas s affections? Others had left home for their Bestowing and
training for only afew months, yet returned to find their beloved in another’ sarms. Rhiamight spend a
year or more in Kalindos.

“I wasgoing to edt that,” Lycas said.

Rhiatossed the last piece of bread—a chunk too large for anything but a crow—on the ground and
brushed her hands together. “Better hurry up, then.”

He beckoned her over with the wave of abloody, short-bladed knife. She stood across from him and
waited. Without taking his eyes off the rabbit, he spoke at lat,



“Remember the batch of tanglefoot Nilo and | distilled when we were Sixteen? The one that dmost set
the woods on fire?”

“yes”
“Y ou never told Mother and Tereus.”
“Of course not.”

“You'regood at keeping secrets, Rhia”
“For you, not from you.”

He examined her, then tilted his head in admission. “We shouldn’t have acted like you were our enemy.
I"'msorry.”

“I forgiveyou.”
“Lately thewholeworld fedslike our enemy.”

“It'snot.” She stepped closer to him. “If you' re ever going to fight for Asermos, you haveto believe
you're one of us. Has anyone ever treated you differently?’

He considered for amoment, then shook his head.

“They dl knew,” shesaid, “but they didn't care.”

His mouth formed atight line. “Mali cares. Apparently I'm just a‘termite’ to her.”

“Mdi’ sfrightened.”

“How dareyou?’ Lycas sglare nearly set her on her hedls. “ She' sasbraveawarrior as| am.”

“And you're scared, too. Y ou' d be crazy if you weren't. But being braveisn’t about cramming your fear
deeper ingde you. It sabout bringing it into the light.”

Hiseyebrowsrose. “You're oneto talk about facing fears.”
“I' know. | made mistakesin the past because | was afraid. | won't do that again.”

Lycaslaughed and turned back to hiswork. “Bravery’ sahabit, little Sster, and you' re definitely not in
the habit.” He glanced at her crestfalen face but didn’t retract his statement. “ Sorry, but it’ strue. | have
fathinyou, though. You'll find away.”

A warmth enveloped Rhia “Thank you.”

He shrugged. “Mother told me to be nice to you or shewould find away to nag me from the Other
Sde”

“Good.” Rhid sfoot nudged the paw of the biggest, fleshiest rabbit. “ This on€ s rather scrawny.”
Lycasrolled hiseyesat her. “Takeit.”

He even |et her have the bag. As sheturned to walk home, Nilo appeared in the doorway of ther hut.
She held up the bag and waved. Her grin broadened at the sight of his scowl.
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T helandscape was swollen with winter’ sfirst snow the day Arcasvisited Rhia.

Nearly amonth had passed since she had last seen him, during achance meseting in town. They had each
brought animalsto market—she apair of young hound bitches and he aram and aewe—and had been
too distracted by businessto speak more than afew words. She sensed that afew words would not
suffice to discuss the distance that had grown between them since her mother’ s deeth.

When shelay donein bed a night, her thoughts no longer turned by reflex to hisface, hisarms, his body,
except to imagine them lifeless on a battlefield. Gone were the memories of summer heat between their
kins.

More often she meditated on Galen’ slessons, pondering the mysteries of life and death. She drifted to
deep amidst images garnered from the Spirit World, where pain subsided and anguish disappeared. She
welcomed the numbing cold of winter and saw the season’ sfirst snowstorm as an excuse to remain at
home, inside, cozy and safe.

Now Arcas appeared on her doorstep, and he looked anything but cozy and safe. The hood of hisfur
parka gave his head abestid appearance, and the chill air had flushed hisface awild, mesaty red. He
looked past her.

“Isyour father home?’

“No, he'sgoneto seeif Silina sfamily needs any help after the sorm. Their roof |eaks sometimes, and
her husband istoo sick to fix it.” She smoothed her hair, wondering if shelooked as unkempt as shefdt.
“Did you cometo seehim?’

“No, | just wanted to know if we were aone.”

She opened the door al the way. Arcas ssomped the snow from his boots before stepping into the house.
Helad his outerwear near thefireto dry, then without further ceremony, pulled her closeto him. She
tensed.

“What' swrong?’ he said. “ Are my hands cold?’
“No. But now isnot agood time.”

“Not the right moon? | thought—"

“Canwejug st and talk? It’ sbeen so long.”

“Of course.” Arcas moved toward the bed in the corner, sill holding her hand. She pulled out of hisgrip
and st at thetable. Instead of joining her, he reclined on the bed and gave her a steady, seductive gaze.

Something insde her stirred, and shefdt drawn to him, not with alover’ s attraction, but with the
compulsion of one under a predator’ s spell. She turned away to pour hersalf acup of cold water. A mass
of mdting snow floated at the bottom of the pitcher.

“Would you like some?’ she asked Arcas without looking at him.

“Please”



She did the pitcher down the table. After afew moments, he got up and sat across from her.
“I'm sorry if I'm pushing you,” he said.

“You'renot.”

“What | meantodoispull you. Back into life, that is.”

“Lifeisnat my cdling.”

“It' severyone scdling, even you. Lifeisthe onething we dl have”

How profound, she thought with a sarcasm that shocked her.

“How isyour training going?’ she asked him.

Arcas studied the bottom of his cup as he spoke. “Torin has me playing alot of strategy games, to
sharpen my skills. I'm theworst player he's ever seen.”

“I’'msureyou’ |l do better with practice.”

“Not only have | no tdent, but no love for the games, ether. Planning ahead severd moves, getting insde
the opponent’ s mind, sorting through al the possibilitiesto find the best tactics—not my ideaof a
pleasant afternoon.”

“No one promised your Aspect would be fun. Mineisn't.”

“I don’t need to have fun, | just need to be inspired.” He brightened, then fumbled under the table for a
moment before withdrawing afig. “Put out your hand.”

Rhialifted her palm up. Arcas covered it with hisown, then revedled a small white stone that fit perfectly
in the center of her hand. Its surface was as smooth as milk and marbled in black. The silhouette of a
crow, painted black, was carved into one sde of it.

“It Il fit inyour pocket,” he said, “and whenever you're afraid or nervous, you can run your thumb over
the crow and fed your Spirit’s presence.”

Rhia swords—or more precisdy, collections of incoherent noises—stuck in her throat as her lips moved
without sound. Findly a sentence formed.

“Y ou madethisfor me?’

“No, | madeit for dl the other Crow women in town, but none of them wanted it, so it’ syours.”
A truth that had gnawed at her for years now sat in her palm, no longer ignorable.

“Arcas, may | ask you something, and you promiseto tell the truth?’

Histeasng demeanor faded. “If you promise never to speak of it again.”

She held out the stone with her fingertips. “What are you?’

Arcas opened his mouth to speak. He pushed back the chair and began to pace the floor.

His movements struck her as odd. It took several pacings before Rhiadiscovered that hislumbering gait
had been replaced with a step so smooth and quick she wouldn't have recognized him had hisface been



turned away.

“When | went into the forest for my Bestowing,” he said, 1 expected to see Bear. Look at me—I’ve got
the physique, the strength, the walk—"

“You'velos thewak.”

“Because I’'m aonewith you. | can let my guard down, | hope.” She nodded, and he continued. “It was
my destiny to lead warriors, to defend my people. | was so sure, my wholelife. My father was so sure.”

“He saw what he wanted to see.”
“That night in theforest—" Hetried severd timesto finish his sentence. Rhiatook pity on him.
“Spider cameto you.”

Arcas stopped and let out asigh, asif releasing aburden after along trek. “I wanted to tell Her to leave,
to step aside for Bear, but—"

“Bear wasn't coming.”
“Andit felt soright, indde me.” He gave Rhiaalook of near-ddlight. “I can make beauty.”

“You can.” Shefingered the stonein her hand. “ But remember the day Lycas rode to find me, when my
mother took sick?Y ou heard him coming long before | did. Wasn't that your Bear senses?’

“Not that kind of sense, like hearing or seeing. It sfeeling danger or trouble from along way off, the way
aspider sensesatremor in the farthest reaches of itsweb.” He swept the air asif viewing ahuge murd.
“And | see patternsin things, connections that others don’t. Not so different from aBear’ s Strategic
thinking.”

“Soyou've beenfakingit.”

She regretted her choice of wordsimmediately. His face went dark, and his hands dropped to his sides.
“I'msorry,” shesaid. “What | meant—"

“No, you'reright. I’ ve been pretending to be Bear.”

“Why?

“It'sessier to bewhat others believe meto be.”

“Y our fether does't know?”

“What happensin the forest is between a person and their Spirit.” Arcas spread hislong fingers and
gazed a them asif they held the memories of hisBestowing. “I never lied to my father. | just never told
him thetruth.”

Rhialooked at the bed where Mayrahad died. “ Galen told meit’s hard to see the truth about those you
love. | wanted to believe Mother had more lifein her than she did. My desire hindered my magic, he
said.” She gasped. “He knows about you.”

Arcas mirrored her darm. “What makes you think so?’

“It must be why he told me that. Because he knew from experience. He seemed sad when he said it, asiif



he were disgppointed in himsdlf.”
“For being wrong about me.”

“No.” Shegot up and went to him. “For trying to guide you down the wrong path, for guiding you at dl.
He should have let you become who you are on your own. He knows that now, at least part of him
does”

“Hejust wants what’ s best for our people. Wedl do.”

She thought about the implications of this statement, that Asermos needed men and women to fight awar
that might be far on the horizon.

Thewar.

“Arcas—if you' re a Spider, then you won't beawarrior. You can livealong life” With me.
Hebristled. “I an awarrior. Not by birth—by choice.”

“Y our Spirit called you for areason. Maybe our people need your Spider gifts.”

Arcas gave a hitter chuckle and tapped the sone in her hand. “Our people don't need more trinkets.”

“Trinkets?” She drew back her hand, pulling the stone out of hisreach. “Isthat what you think thisis?Is
that why you made it for me, for decoration? | can't draw strength from atrinket.” Shelowered her voice
to awhisper. “You said it yoursdlf, you can make beauty. Beauty has meaning.”

Hetouched her cheek with atenderness that made her want to weep. “1 know it does.”

He kissed her then, so softly her lips ached asif he were bruising them with force instead of caressing
them with aprofound sense of the moment’ sfragility. His mouth moved to her neck and his handsto her
breasts, not demanding, only inquiring. When she tensed, he dropped them to her waist again. Rhia
leaned againg his chest.

“I want to be with you,” she whispered. “But not here. Not where it happened.”

“I understand.” He rested his chin on her head. “ Do you think the hayloft would be too cold?’

She dipped the white stone into her pocket. “1 don’t think anyplace with us would be too cold.”
“Thenlet'sgo.”

“Wait.” She grabbed his hand to stop him. “Y ou need to know that | love you no matter what you are.”
Hisfaceturned serious again. “Evenif I'm aBear?’

She dropped his hand. “If you're aBear, you're afake.”

He staggered back asif she had struck him. “ A fake? I’'m afake? Y ou spent two years pretending you
weren't aCrow.”

“Yes, | denied what | am, and others suffered for it. | don’t want you to have that regret.”

“Thisisn't about protecting me from my own mistakes, isit, Rhia?’ He pointed at her. “Y ou want me not
to be Bear because you're afraid I’ll die, because you' re too sdlfish to share me with theworld.”



“Isthat so wrong? Isit wrong to want a husband who might live to meet his grandchildren? And what
about that, Arcas? When you become afather and move to the second phase of your powers, what
happens when instead of becoming a stronger fighter, you start predicting the westher and walking on
ceilings? How will you hideit then?’

“I don’'t know how, but I do know this—it won’t be your concern.”

Rhia s breath turned cold in her throat, and adull pain filled the space between her ribs. “What does that
mean?’

“It meansthat youand...” He shook hishead and went to the door.
“Youand|?" Shegrasped hisarm as he jammed hisfeet into hisboots. “What are you saying?’

“Things have changed, ever since your mother died. Y ou' re so harsh with yoursdlf, and now you' re doing
ittome” Heflung hiswet parkaover his shoulders, splashing meted snow over Rhia scheek. “This
confuson ingde me, it’s hard enough without your judgment.”

“I'msorry.”

He studied her face for amoment, then opened the door. “ Y ou’ re sorry you hurt me, but not sorry for
theway you fed.”

She steded hersdlf againgt the cold air and the dlure of her own desperation, the fedling that begged her
to say anything to make him stay. “No,” shewhispered. “I’m not sorry for that.”

As shewatched Arcas trudge through the snow, the stone in her pocket seemed to grow heavier, until
findly she did down onto the doorstep, shivering through her tears.

The winter would be along one.

Snow fell knee-deep, and the hounds frisked like puppies, shoving their muzzles under the white drifts.
Some days shone warm enough for the snow to soften, but the ensuing nights gave it ahard crust that
made each step a struggle for forward movement. Rhia had to apply beeswax and lanolin to the dogs
paws before wolf hunts to protect the pads from the sharp ice layered within the snow.

In the middle of the winter, the wind roared nonstop for three days and nights, and Rhiaand Tereus took
turns every hour clearing snow from the door. Drifts piled against windows and turned day to twilight
insdetheir home. When Rhiawas forced outside to tend the animals, the wind burned her eyes and
made her nose run and nodtrilsfreeze.

The sun shone boldly on those blustery days, making the snow cavort and sparkle like the magic
powders Mayraonce used in her healing work. Rhiawatched the dancing glitter and let thewind dry her
tears.

During the brief thaws, she hurried to Galen’ s house for training. Arcas was never home when she came.
She dreamed of him often in thefirst two months of winter and woke most mornings with awet pillow,
but by the approach of spring hisface blurred in her memory, until their love seemed like a beautiful but
unreachable childhood dream. She kept taking the wild carrot seed, however, for the herb was plentiful
and eased her monthly cramps and headaches.

Tereus had begun to deep downgtairs after Mayra s degth, allowing Rhiato have the larger bed inthe



loft, where it was warmer and more private. She knew he could no longer deep aonein the bed he once
shared with hiswife. Sometimesin the dark she heard him weep.

The night before she wasto leave for Kalindos, she lay awake worrying more than usud.
“Father?’ shesaid, loudly enough for him to hear only if he weren't adeep.

“Yes, Rhia?’

“How will you manage whilel’m gone?’

Hesghed. “As| told you the nineteen other times you asked, your brothers will help with the animals,
and the neighborswill help with anything ese. | can cook just fine.”

She withheld comment. His preparations barely deserved the name “ cooking,” but they would prevent his
darvation.

“What if you get Sck?” shesad.
“I'll take care of mysdf until I'mwel.”
“What if you can't take care of yourself?’

“ThenI'll lie here and expire. My last thoughts will be ones of degp resentment againgt you for growing
up.”

She chuckled. “Stop.”

“You asked.”

It was as good atime asany to say, “I think you should marry again.”
Hisvoice quieted. “1 can't.”

“Won't you be londy?’

“There are worse things than londliness.”

Rhiacouldn’'timagine. “Likewhat?’

“I'll befine”

“Y ou should have more children. What if something happensto me and you' re never agrandfather?’
“Nothing will hgppen to you.”

“But whet if—"

“Nothing will happen toyou,” he said with aforcefulness that told her more than wishful thinking was
involved.

“Father, isthis something you' ve divined?’
Heturned over in bed with asmall grunt. “I’ll be agrandfather. Go to deep.”

Shelay in the dark with her hand over her belly and wondered how it would fedl round and full of life.



“It'sodd to have only one child, though,” she said.

Her father’ s sigh held more exasperation thistime. “Galen never remarried after Arcas smother died in
childbirth.”

“But he doesn’'t have afarm. Lycas and Nilo won't stay around forever to help you. They’ re not made
for thislife”

“Rhig, do you honestly want to come homein ayear to find another woman in your mother’ s place?’

With that image in her mind, shetried to squesk out thelieof “Yes,” but couldn’t. “1t’s not about what |
want. It sabout what you need.” When he didn’'t answer, she pressed on, “Y ou’re not even forty. Please
say you'll consder it.”

A long silence passed, filled with his choppy breeths.

“No.”

From the tone of hisvoice, she knew it wasthe final word. “I loveyou,” she said.
“I love you, too. Good night.”

Rhia pulled the blanket to her chin and waited for adumber that refused to come.
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T he next morning, Rhiaentered the hounds pen to feed them for the final time. Asthey finished egting,
they approached her one by one for hugs. Her bonds with the current pack’ s six members were not as
close as the one she had shared with Boresas, but she could identify each of them with her eyes shut, by
their barks or even the unique rhythms of their paws.

“Will you miss them more than me?’ her father asked.

She looked up, startled, then shook her head, unable to speak.

He entered the pen and scratched the closest hound behind the ears. “ The dogs will be fine without you.”
“Don't let Lycastease them.”

“I won't.” He sgquatted next to her. “Are you ready?’

“There snothing to pack. Galen won't let me bring any of my own belongings.”

“He |l bring everything you need. When | asked if you were ready, | meant, are you ready?”

Her thoughtsflitted to Mayra s desth. “I’ m long past ready, Father.”

“Good.” He stood with a brisk movement, knees popping. “Because they’ re coming right now to see you
Orf_”

113 TW?!
“Gden, your brothers, other villagers”



“Oh.” Shetwisted her hand in her long skirt.
“Arcasiswith them.”

“Oh!” Rhiascrambled to her feet and hugged her father. With afind pat for each of the hounds, she
scampered out of the pen to the top of the hill.

A crowd trudged up to meet her, nearly haf the sze of the multitude attending her mother’ sfunera.
Some carried baskets of food and flasks of drinks—they must have planned a cel ebration feast in her
honor (and absence) after her departure. Tradition called for such, but Rhia had not expected such
attention, given the tardiness of her Bestowing. She wondered how much of the food would fit in her
pockets.

Upon seeing her, Lycas and Nilo broke from the pack and dashed up the hill. Nilo scooped her up in his
amsasif shewereachild.

“What are you doing?’ she yelled through her laughter.

Lycas grabbed her hedls, and the twins carried her toward the woods, her body hanging between them
like adead deer.

“We thought you wouldn’t go unlesswe dragged you,” Nilo said.

“Please put me down.” A little-sister whine had comeinto her throat. She cleared it and deepened her
voice. “1 demand you release me.”

“Releaseyou?’ Lycassad. Thetwins eyes met with amischievous spark. “ Interesting thought.”
“Oh, no.” Shejerked her legs. “If you drop meinthemud, | swear I’ [l—"

“Ah, you're no fun anymore.” Lycas dowly lowered her feet to the ground. Nilo lifted her shoulders until
she was standing, then he dusted absolutely nothing off the back of her coat. She turned to him.

“I won't missyou,” she said, and hugged him hard.

“My lifewill be paradise without you, too, little bird.”

When Nilo released her, shefaced Lycas. “| realy won't missyou.”

He embraced her, lifting her up. “I’ll miss having you for target practice.”

When her feet hit the ground again, she smoothed her hair and looked at the approaching crowd, which
had crested the hill. Arcas strode next to Galen, his gaze on Rhia, hismood inscrutable from this distance.

Lycas whispered over her shoulder. “If that boy hurts your feglings, he won't be feling much for long.”
“Please stay out of this,” she said with enough gravity that her brothers stepped back.

Everyone bowed in greeting. Galen carried alarge pack on his back but did not appear to labor under its
weight. Rhiaspent amoment hoping it contained many varieties of food before turning her attention to
Arcas. He smiled at her, though not in the way he used to, and beckoned her aside. She looked at Galen,
who nodded his approva before moving to greet Tereus.

Arcas and Rhia entered the bower of bare-branched oaks, where they stood near Mayra s grave. Her
pams grew clammy with sweet, and she drew her hands up into the deeves of her coat.



“Areyou cold?’ Arcas asked.

“Why did you come?’

He opened his mouth but no sound came out.

“I’ve no time to discuss the weather, Arcas.”

“I came because | wanted you to know two things.”

She held her bresth.

“I loveyou,” hesaid.

A smile spread over her face, then dissipated. “What' s the other thing?”
“I think we should be free while you' re away.”

“Freefor what?”’

“Tofigureout if what we haveisred. When you come back, you' |l be Crow, and I'll be—maybe I’ll
have accepted what | am. Until then, | don’t think we should hold each other to any promises. If you
meet someone—" helooked away “—or if | meet someone—"

Torynna sface flashed in Rhia s mind, dong with those of adozen other girls. “Have you?’
He shook his head, alittletoo quickly. “Y ou know | love only you.”

“How would | know that? When | cometo your home, you're never there. How can | know anything
about what you fed or who you are anymore, when al winter you pretend you don't exis?’

“I'm il me. Y ou know me.”

“Not anymore.”

“Then | wasright to say we should be free.”
Rhiafdt patronized. “I’m not arguing with you.”
“I didn’t think you would.”

“How could I, when you wait until | leave on the most important journey of my life? Did you expect me
to set asde all other carestoday and beg you to bind yourself to me?’

“I’m sorry. I’ ve been a coward—about you, about being a Spider.” Arcas paused, and she hoped he
waan't waiting for her to contradict him. 1 wish thingswere smpler, Rhia”

Shefdt none of the cold dread that had permeated her during their last fight. Now only resgnation
remained. In her mind, their love had been mortally wounded when he walked out of her house months
before. Its demise now brought her amixture of grief and relief.

“What happened to us?’ she said.
“I don’t know.” He stepped forward to touch her cheek. “ But something tells me thisis not the end.”

“I don't want it to be.” She wrapped her arms around hiswaist. He kissed the top of her head and



returned her embrace.
Rhiapulled away firgt. “I’ m taking thiswith me.” She showed him the white stone he had given her.

“You'll needit.” Heruffled her hair, whose curls now brushed the tops of her shoulders. “ Take care of
yoursdlf.”

“Crow will take care of me.”
“Or dse HE Il have meto reckon with.”

When they left the bower, Rhid s brothers regarded them with narrow eyes, probably judging her level of
pain to determine whether they needed to inflict some upon Arcas. She gave them a smile she hoped
would lull theminto &t least atemporary peace.

Gaen gestured for Rhiato join him. She stood behind him and waited while the crowd processed,
Tereusat its head, her brothersfollowing, and the rest of the villagersin amass behind them. Galen and
Rhiabrought up the rear asthey moved toward the forest.

Rhiatook onelast long look at the pastures of her family’sfarm. She could almost see her mother’s
figure bending to collect the herbs and flowers to soothe and heal her patients.

When they reached the place where their farm met the dark woods, the crowd parted to let Galen and
Rhiamove through its middle. As she passed them, the villagers reached to touch her garments. She held
her composure, trying not to shrink from the mass of hands seeking contact with that which would soon
be holy. A child grabbed her skirt and halted Rhia’ s movement until his mother pried open hisfist to let
her go.

Shewas permitted one final goodbye to each of her family members. Nilo and Lycas hugged her
together.

“Don’t tease the dogs,” she reminded Lycas.
“But it makesthem feidty,” hesaid.

Sheignored him and planted a quick kiss on each of their cheeks. Findly she turned to her father.
“Remember what we talked about.”

“Boiling water killsthe yeast and makes bad bread. | won't forget.”

Sherolled her eyes and decided to forego further admonitions, especialy since her throat was growing
tight. Tereus embraced her quickly, then let go, asif hisarmswouldn’t unlock if he held her for more than
amoment.

“Without further ceremony—" Galen raised his hand “—we shdl depart.”

It truly was without further ceremony, as he turned on his hedl and strode into the woods. She had to
hurry to keep sight of him, and only had time for a brief wave goodbye to the others. Off to the side,
Arcas watched her go.

She and Galen walked without speaking on awell-worn path covered by dry, ash-colored leaves.
Sunlight streamed across the forest floor, for the trees had yet to bud. Though she had begun the hikein
shivers, the exertion warmed her, and she unfastened her coat.

“Isthe pace too quick for you?' Galen asked, long after it would have made a difference.



“No.” Rhiatried to hide her panting. “When would you like to stop to eat?’
“Not now.”

Shefdl back into sillence and tried to think of something other than food. To theleft of the path, asquirrel
scratched at the dirt under athin pile of leavesto extract aburied acorn. Chattering in triumph, the
creature scurried up anearby treeto find acomfortable spot in which to munch and gloat in Rhia's
direction.

The path curved uphill, and soon the trees began to change from hickory and oak to pine and spruce.
Cones mixed with leaves on the forest floor, which grew more shrouded from the late morning sun. Rhia
peered warily at the shadows. They had never ventured thisfar during her training.

Finaly Galen stopped in what seemed to be a predetermined spot, yet to Rhiathe area appeared no
different than any other place they had passed. But her tired legs and empty belly forbade her to question
histiming. Galen sat on afallen tree and opened the top of his pack.

“WEe |l eat the fresh meat firdt. After today it will be dried venison only.”

She took the hunk of meat and loaf of bread he offered, trying not to appear too eager. Her mouth
refused to cooperate, however, and gobbled down thefirst half of the food before she even tasted it.

“Y ou certainly have the appetite of aCrow,” Galen said. 1’ ve no doubt now, Heisyour Guardian
Spirit.”
Rhiaforced hersdf to finish chewing before she asked, “Y ou had doubts before?’

“Thesethings are never certain until the Bestowing.” His speech dowed, asif he were choosing hiswords
with care. “ Sometimes when one does not honor one's Spirit, another will take Its place.”

Rhia s sscomach tightened around her medl. “I tried to rgject Crow after that day with Dorius, | tried to
pretend—"

“Nevertheess, Crow has chosen you. | am certain.”
She wondered why he was so certain about her when he had been wrong about his own son.

Galen touched thetip of the brown and red fegther hanging from hisneck. “A Hawk’ssight isonly as
strong as hiswillingnessto see. My blindness made mefail before, and | prayed | would not fail you.” He
looked &t her. “I have not, and | will not.”

“Falureisfind,” shesad, “and so long as Arcaslives, you have not faled yet. HE Il find hisway, if you
hdphim.”

Gden molded the soft part of the bread between hisfingers, flattening it into athin brown wafer. 1 regret
that my son’s confusion has brought strife between you.”

“If he pretends to be something he' s not, what future can we have?’
“Heisacoward.”

Rhiawas taken aback at Galen’ s harsh words, though she didn’t disagree with hisjudgment. She had
ascribed the same word to herself for denying her own Spirit.

“A coward, for not defying hisfather’ swishes?’ she said. “Have you made it easy?’



“It doesn’'t have to be easy. It just has to be done.”
“Thenlethim.”
“He' saman, not aboy. | do not ‘let” him do anything anymore.”

“You're hisfather. He craves your gpprova and awayswill, because he respects and loves you. Tl him
you know he's Spider and that you accept him for it. Only then will he accept himself.”

Gaen' s patient expression eased her concern. “1 know what | must do, Rhia. Give metimeto be
hurmen.”

She silenced hersdf with the rest of her meal, chastened but not regretting her words. Whether she and
Arcas ever renewed their love, she wanted him to be happy. Sherecadled her last glimpse of him through
the trees, how empty and lost he had |ooked.

“What did you think | would be,” she asked Galen, “if not Crow?’

A brief amileflickered over hislips, asif he were embarrassed to share histheory. “Crow iswisein the
ways of degth, has a strong understanding of right and wrong and an enormous ability to solve
problems.” His voice stooped to awhisper. “But Raveniswisein al things. She moves and seesthrough
time and space.”

The back of Rhia s neck tingled. Raven, not Ssmply another Spirit, but the Spirit Above All Others.
Mother of Creation. “ But Raven never—"

“Never lends Her Aspect to ahuman, not since anyone can remember. The Aspect of Raven would
make one more powerful than everyone e se and upset the balance among humans. Welive in harmony
because we are different but equally essential to the whole. But some say that in extraordinary times,
when the survival of our peopleisat stake, Raven will bestow her Aspect upon one young woman or
man, who will be able to go anywhere, inhabit any time, to saveusdl.”

The forest seemed to grow colder. “ And you thought—" she amost didn’'t dare say it “—you thought it
could be me?’

“The way you spesk sometimes, asif you possess many times the wisdom for someone your age. It
made me wonder.”

“Hawks are dso wise beyond their years.” Rhiahoped she didn’t sound obsequious. “Why didn’t you
think | could be Hawk?’

“Y our gifts were obvious when as a child you foretold the deaths of animals. They say that Crow often
chooses those who confront and conquer degth early inlife. Likeyou.”

“| did hear Crow for thefirs timewhen | wasill.”

“Perhaps a the same time, Raven aso brushed you with Her wings before giving you to Her favorite
son.”

Rhiasat stunned. So many questions burned inside her, each competing for the chance to be thefirst one
asked.

“Before we begin our journey again...” Galen reached in his pack and handed her asmall pouch.

She tugged on the pouch’ s strings to open it, and her mouth watered. An assortment of dried



fruit—pears, apples and grapes—spilled like jewelsinto her hand. She shone agrin of gratitude upon the
Hawk. If his offering was atactic to get her to stop talking, it worked.

As she chewed, she reflected on what Galen had said about Raven. Only afew minutes before, she had
had the presumption to tell him how to handle his own son. Now she understood how much experience
and wisdom Gaen held within hismind, and recalled the awe she had fdlt for him in her younger years.
Hisforbearance in the face of Rhia s ondaught of opinions showed a patience and control that she
needed to learn. Someday she would undoubtedly face grieving family members who would question her
ability to servetheir loved ones. Even her mother had encountered those who thought they knew more
about hedling the sick than she did.

When Rhiafinished esting, Gaen rose without aword, heaved the pack to his shoulders, and continued
up the path, deeper into the forest. Rhia scrambled to her feet and hurried to catch up. She did not want
to think about being |eft alone in aplace that was becoming stranger by the step.

The afternoon darkened early, due both to the increasing tree cover and the clouds that had blown in
from the south. Rhia s feet ached less now, asthe path had grown softer from the presence of fallen pine
and spruce needles. It looked soft enough to lie down on and deep until dinnertime. Her mind dulled
from exhaustion, and she had seen nothing but the path benesth her feet for what felt like hours.

Suddenly Galen pulled up short, and Rhiawalked into his back with an comph! of surprise.
“Sorry,” shesad. “What isit?’

He pointed to a pine tree about ten paces from the path. Four claw marks gouged its trunk, higher than
Rhia could reach even on tiptoe. Strips of fresh bark dangled from them, red as clay, standing out against
the gray-brown of the trunk.

“Bear.” Gaden went to the tree and reached for the claw marks. The bear’ s paw dwarfed his hand. Rhia
imagined the power such apaw would wield in an angry strike.

“A big one,” he noted with typicad understatement. “ Probably groggy from itswinter rest. We should
make plenty of noise. If it hears us coming, it will move away.”

He waked up the path and began singing afavorite Asermon tune, alively harvest song meant to
srengthen field workers through their hard labors. Rhiajoined him. Her voice was strong but by no
means melodic. The Hawk switched to aharmony that would accompany her limited vocal range.

When the sky’ s gray was more black than white, they stopped for the night. Galen chose a spot off the
path where a clearing would make a safe place for afire. In the center of the clearing sat alarge boulder
the height of Rhia s head. It widened at the top, providing a sort of roof, which would shelter them if the
rain that the skies promised cameto pass.

Rhia cleared needles from a section of the forest floor and built acampfire. She stayed by itsside, for it
wasthe only familiar thing in this place, and ingtinct told her the fire would hold danger at bay. She
imagined brandishing aburning stick to ward off afurry, fanged cresture.

For dinner, they skewered pieces of rabbit and root vegetables on sticks and roasted them over thefire.
Though the meal lacked herbs and oils she would have added at home, she savored it like a harvest feast.
It would be the last fresh mest she would est for days, maybe longer.

“How much farther to the place of Bestowing?” she asked Galen midway through the medl.

“You'll know when you'rethere.”



“How?
“By thefact that I’'m gone.”

“Oh,” shesaidinasmadl voice. “Will that be soon?’

Gaen crunched a blackened potato ped and pretended he hadn’t heard her.

That night Rhialay with her back to the boulder, a section of blanket tucked behind her to prevent the
stone' s cold from seeping into her body. She stared at the fire and waited to hear Galen abandon her.
The dightest movement from where he dept at her feet, or even achangein the rhythm of hisbreath,
roused her to terror.

On the other side of the campfire, abundle hung from a branch, swaying in the gathering wind. The
bundle contained their food, which Galen had suspended high enough to keep out bears, raccoons,
cougars and even starving little Crow women.

When the wind died down, signding the sky’ stemporary withholding of rain, the forest became quieter
and louder at the same time. The sounds the wind had muffled now came sharply to Rhia sears.

A smdll creature scurried through the nearby underbrush. An owl dove with a soft roar of wings. A
scrambling of twigs and apeep cut short told her the nameless anima had just turned into prey. She
appreciated for thefirst time how well the walls of her home muted the night’ stiny battles.

A distant shriek diced the darkness, and Rhiayelped. Galen turned over with agrunt.

“What wasthat?’ she whispered. He snored in response. She resisted the urge to kick the Hawk inthe
head to wake him. A few deep, calming breaths later, she considered the animaswho might make such a
sound: screech owl, bobcat? Both too smal to eat her.

Just to be sure, she crawled to the dying fire and stoked it until the flames jumped as high as her face. As
shewarmed her hands, she became aware of her exposed back. Rhialooked over both shoulders and
saw nothing but the uninterrupted blackness of the boulder. Galen’ sfigurewasinvisble, ashe had
wrapped himsdlf from head to foot in adark woolen blanket.

Rhiareached for her own blanket and shifted it around her body as she sat before the fire. Crows were
bold, fearless of anything that didn’t pose a genuine threat. How much more powerful she would be when
she shirked her slly fears.

The creature shrieked again, closer. Rhiagtifled a cry and scooted back into the sanctuary of the boulder.
Shelay down and forced hersdlf to close her eyes. The dancing flames cast [urid images on the backs of
her lids. She recited a childhood prayer to Swan, her father’ s Spirit, to cradle her in adreamless deep.
Exhaustion nibbled at her consciousness, and she began to dip away just asawolf howled in the
distance, long, low and unanswered.
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R hiawokeinto aworld of slver.

Frozen rain had covered the trees while she dept, and now each needle boreitsown tiny icicle glistening
inthe faint morning sunlight. The millions of mirrors sparkled reflections againgt each other to creste a



dazzling mural. Not asingle surface lay untouched by ice. Even the treetrunks held adick glaze.

Dry except for the edge of her blanket, which had frozen to the ground, Rhiastared at the sight from her
place under the overhanging rock. Her muscles ached from the cold and the vigilant posture she had held
al night. Even the dightest stretch made them cramp. So she remained motionless, half-adeep, in awe of
the beauty that surrounded her. Perfect ice storms such as this had occurred perhaps half a dozen times
in her life. The risng sun would soon return the frigid, fragile magnificence to itswatery origins.

Quick, light footsteps crunched on the other side of the rock. Rhiaraised her head.

“Gden, isthat you?’

No reply.

“Gden?

Againg the protest of her muscles, Rhiasat up.

“Gden, did you hear—"’

He was gone.

Not just him, but his blanket, his pack, the bundle of food that had hung from the tree—all gone.

Rhiascrambled to her feet, caling his name again and again. The campfire was nothing but awisp of
steam now, doused by theice. Sheturned her tiff neck in every direction, hoping to see Galenin the
distance, maybe collecting wood or praying in solitude.

A small pack lay in the space where he had dept. She pulled it open to see two clean pairs of trousers
and two blouses, dl her sze. Beneath the clothes lay an extrablanket, awaterskin, aflint, asmal shove
for digging latrines and a package of dried venison.

Thefood, sheredized, wasto break her fast.
In three days.

And s0 it begins. She examined her surroundings, which did not appear sacred or extraordinary. The
only remarkabl e feature was the boul der, which was situated in the exact center of the clearing, asif
someone used it to hold court.

The footsteps crunched behind her again. Shewhirled, her hands flying up to defend hersdlf, and
saw...nothing, not even amouse cregping aong the thin crust of snow.

The sound came again, thistimeto her right. Icicles scattered across the ground. She redized with asigh
that they had made the eerie noise, the one that sounded like a dozen tiny someones cregping up on her.

A breeze blew, and the forest around her erupted in chiming, skittering clashes of ice and snow. She
backed againgt the rock and looked up to make sure no branches overhung the place where she stood,
for some of theicicleswere aslarge as her forearm. The nearest tree was at least twenty paces away.

Rhia set down the pack, pulled out the extra blanket, a pale brown woolen one, and climbed atop the flat
rock. She spread out the blanket and sat cross-legged upon it, keeping her original blanket wrapped tight
around her. Though the morning sun was dready warming the dark surface of the boulder, the constant
ringing of ice againgt snow made her shiver.



There was nothing to do but wait. Wait, and pray. She closed her eyes.

Spirits, grant my body and soul the strength to last these three days. Send all who can teach me
what | need to know, and let me understand your wisdom in my limited mortal way.

You know I’'m afraid. Take my fear away, or at least give me the courage to swallow it, however
bitter it may taste.

She stopped and opened her eyes. Was she making sense? Her thoughts were as shattered and
scattered astheicicles on the ground around her. She cleared her throat and stared up at the clear sky.

“Maybeif | speak out loud, I can make you understand.”

Her voice sounded halting and weak, and she was unsure how to put the moment into words. Her pleas
were unutterable, her emotionsinscrutable even to herself. So she decided to smply wait. Wait, and try
to make her mind as empty as her belly.

Rhialay back on the blanket, face warming to the sun. Theicicles cacophonous plummets echoed the
chaosin her own mind.

She had taken her first step into the unknown. It was hesitant and unsteady, but there was no turning
back.

The day douched forward more dowly than any day in Rhia smemory. It was not cut into bits by chores
or rituals or conversations—it just was. By the time the sun had reached its pesk, dl of theicicles had
falen. Sincethetrees no longer bore implements of death or dismemberment, she decided to gather
wood for that night’ sfire. She set off toward the east, never losing sight of the boulder.

Her feet kicked icicles out of her path, creating aspirited music asthey clinked against one another on
the bare ground. Due to the storm, branches of al sizes were scattered acrossthe forest floor. In just a
few minutes she had collected enough firewood to last three days. She arranged it into piles according to
Sze, stepped back to examine her work, then felt suddenly foolish.

Her time was a gift, not something to be occupied. These three days would come oncein her life. She
should be honored.

Why, then, did shefed little more than nervousness? The sky would darken soon, and she would be
deeping donefor thefirs timein her life. But deep was forbidden during the Bestowing, she reminded
hersdlf, dong with food and water.

Water. Her tongue went dry just thinking about it. She paced around the boulder, trying to take the edge
off her agitation. Soecial, special, special, her mind recited with each step. Honor, honor, honor.

Water, water, water, her body replied, in the moments between the steps.

Rhiaignored the petitions of her mouth and stomach, determined to concentrate on more important
things. Thingslike prayer and meditation and journeying and communing with Spirits, who were bound to
show up any moment.

Whenever her pacing brought her near the sack, it seemed to beckon her. Her fingers and tongue could
amogt fed the strips of dried venison within, rough and crumbly around the edges but chewy and smoky
at the center.



Perhaps she could eat now, then begin her three-day fast again tomorrow. Galen shouldn’t have left her
by surprise. She needed today just to get used to being alone in the woods. Tonight she could pray for
tomorrow’ s strength, so that tomorrow she’ d be stronger, more prepared. No one would know.

Except the Spirits. But were they even here?

Rhiawent ill, holding her bresth. The forest rustled with noises of birds, animals, and wind. On the
branches above her head, needle did against needle as the breeze passed over them. She waited for
several minutes, empty, for the Spiritsto gpproach her. Perhaps when she opened her eyes, they would
surround her, animalsin their iconic forms ready to impart wisdom to their newest seeker.

But they weren't. All that met her squinting eyes were the same trees and rocks that had been there
before. Her senses detected nothing extraordinary.

“They'rehere” shesaid.

Though the day had stretched long, night hurried to drape itself over the forest. Rhiacould barely seethe
flint in her hands as she tried to start the evening' sfire. Her surroundings were so black, the spark that
leaped from the stone onto the pile of dry leaves seared an image onto her eyesthat lasted for severa
blinks.

Soon thefire burned brightly, and Rhia huddled near it, both blankets wrapped tight around her, asif
warmth aone could protect her from whatever lurked in the forest. She missed food even more now that
shewas cold, missed the heat it would help her body produce. She missed the chamomile tea her mother
would make for her on the nights she couldn’t deep.

She missed her mother. She wanted her mother.
Pride held in her tears, even here, until they could be contained no more,

“Mama...” She sobbed like achild, shoulders heaving and throat aching. If only she could see her
mother onelast time, fed Mayra s arms enclose her.

Suddenly shefelt apresencein the dark. Every inch of her skin prickled. She dared move nothing but her
eyesto peer around. But the firelight scorched her vision, making it impossible to seeinto the forest.

Had she called Mayra s spirit from the Other Side? The presence felt anything but materna. Was she
angry at being disturbed?

“I’'m sorry,” shewhispered. “I’'m so sorry. Please, no.”

Rhid s breath came so shallow now, she thought she would faint from lack of air. She should pray for
strength and courage, but even if she found the words, her lips were too pardyzed to form them, her
throat too tight to utter them.

She gtrained for any unfamiliar sound, but none came, only the wind whispering through the branches.
Her skin bristled every time two twigs scratched together. A tree on the other side of the campfire had
lost most of abranch during theice storm; what remained hung by afew fibers, creaking during the
stronger breezes.

Whatever lurked out there was watching her. Testing her. Judging her.



It held her inits gaze as the nearly full moon rose into the sky, silvering the forest floor. It observed her as
the moon crossed the sky into high clouds that muted and softened the light to apale glow.

Shedidn’t know how to passitstest, other than to survive, to fail to die from terror. Right now even that
modest god was astruggleto achieve.

It kept watch over her, slent and unmoving, until the eastern sky lightened with the first blush of dawn. It
drew away then, dowly, uttering asingle, unbreakable promise.

Until tonight.

Rhiaburst into uncontrollable shudders. She hugged her knees until her arms ached, fearing that her body
would bresk apart and crumble into a pile of bones.

When the sun peeked over the horizon, her eyes devoured the orange light asif it were sustenance itsdlf,
while part of her wondered if it would be the last sunrise she would ever see.
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“W hy areyou here?’ the snake asked in an unfamiliar language that Rhia nonetheless understood. He
rested languoroudy on the other end of the boulder, green scales luminousin the sun.

“For my Bestowing,” shereplied. A day ago it would have felt odd to speask with asnake asif it werea
new friend.

“I do not understand this word, Bestowing.”
“It' swhen a person receives their Aspect from their Guardian Spirit Animal.”
“Likeasnake?’

“It could be asnake.” She hesitated. “ Are you my Guardian Spirit? Gaen said it would be the last animal
to cometo me, not the first.”

“I’'ve no interest in being anyon€e sanything.” The snake dtretched and let histall dangle over the edge of
the boulder. “ So why are you here?’

“I told you.”
“Y ou told me why they sent you. | don’'t care what' s expected of you. Tell me...Why. You. Are. Here”

She thought for along time. Each answer contained another answer within it. She wanted to help her
people, but why? To be of use, but why? As she meditated on the question, her eyelids became heavy
from the sun. Halfway to deep, the deepest answer entered her.

“To become” shetold the snake.
“Becomewhat?’
“A part of thewhole”

“Thewhole what? The whole village? The whole people?’



“Thewhole.” She gestured to the world. * Everything.”

“| see.” The snake was quiet for afew moments, and Rhia sat back, relieved that she had given a correct
answer. Then heturned his unblinking eyes on her again.

“Areyou not dready part of the whole?’
“|—yes. Everything is, of course.”
“Then why are you here?’

She sghed and looked around, asif the answer would pop out of the forest floor. “ Are you enjoying this
interrogation?’

“| ask the questions.”

“Why?

“Because”

“Then how will | learn?”

“Before you add, you must subtract.”
“What doesthat mean?’

If asnake had shoulders, this one would have shrugged. His head turned away from Rhiaand rested on
the stone, asif their conversation had been adistraction from sunbathing.

Before you add, you must subtract. Did she have two days and nights of riddlesto look forward to, or
would other Spirits be gentler? Compared to the thing that had approached her the night before, though,
the snake was mild enough.

Must she subtract from her knowledge, unlearn everything she knew?
“Hello,” said the snake, who had turned his head back to her.
“Hdlo,” Rhiareplied.

“So why areyou here?’

She shook her head. “I don’'t know.”

“Exactly.” The snake disappeared.

Rhiablinked. Sheleaned over one edge of the boulder, then the other to seeif the snake had dithered
off. His green body was not among the pine needles and rough stones on either sde. When she
straightened up again, ashriek darted from her throat.

A monster towered over the boulder.

Its legs a one reached higher than the stone, which extended to the top of Rhia s head. Itsfur wasapae
tan, patterned with intersecting, irregular patches of dark brown. A long tail swished itsflank in the
manner of ahorse. In fact, the beast resembled a horse that had been stretched and distorted. An
impossibly long neck, longer even than itslegs, ended in adeerlike head that held two straight nubs of
horns, like those of ababy goat.



She looked at the creature’ sface and a second scream died in her throat, for dark, kind eyes gazed
back. It seemed to be smiling at her.

“Wh-what areyou?’ Rhiasad.

“I am proof.” The feminine voice spokein alilting language in which the end of each word trembled.
“Proof of what?’

“Of theglory of Cregtion.”

Rhiacouldn’t argue with that statement. “I’ ve never seen anything like you.”

“And you never will. My kind dwellsin aland farther than your people will ever travel. It would seem to
you asfar asthe end of the earth, and yet there are places even farther and creatures who would appear
even sranger to your eyes.”

“| would like to see them, t00.”

“Intime, perhaps. They will gppear in your dreams as you need them. Right now they are needed by
others, peoplewho livein our lands.”

Rhiafet honored that this creature would travel so far to gppear to her, though time and distance meant
little in the Spirit World. She stood and bowed. “Thank you for helping me.”

“Itismy plessure”

Rhiawaited for the tal cresture to begin testing her as the snake had. But she only said, “ Speak.”
“Pardon?’ Rhiaasked.

“Y ou must have questions.”

Rhiarecovered from her surprise. “What are you caled?’

“The peoplewherel live cal me‘twiga’ Thosewho lived herelong ago caled me*giraffe,” but | prefer
my native name.”

Her mind roiled in confusion. “Wait. The people who lived here long ago, how did they know you, if you
livefar avay?’

“They traveled around the world, and brought some of my creatures here to keep for themselves.”
“Toeat? Toride?”

“To possess.” Thetwigalgiraffe gave amodest tilt of her head. “And to admire.”

Rhiaunderstood the impulse, but it seemed beyond her peopl€ s capability. Then again...

There were those who believed in the Reawakening, the moment in the distant past when the Spirits
chose her peopleto share their magic. Before the Reawakening, humans had dwelled in disharmony with
the world and its creatures, placing themselvesin the role of gods, asthe Descendants now did. The
natural world turned againgt them, and it was only by the grace of the Spiritsthat her people had
urvived.

Few Asermons believed this myth. But why would the twigatell afalse story? Though Spiritsdidn’'t lie



outright, some offered incompl ete truths unless asked the right questions.
“Your land, what isit like?” Rhiasad.

The anima swung itshead in asweeping arc. “It ismuch drier than your forest, with grassastdl asmy
knees. There are few trees, except at the watering holes, wherewe dl gather. Even our enemies drink
with us, those who would egt us, for water isthe most preciousthing in our lives.”

Rhia couldn’t imagine what would be large enough to et this creature. “Who are your enemies?’

“Cats, nearly twicethe size of your cougars, who livein groupsinstead of alone. They hunt our babies.”
The twigatasted a pine branch with along black tongue, but declined to take a bite. “Would you like to
ask about your own journey, or did you want to talk about me al day?’

A shadow of last night’ sfear hovered over Rhia. “What lurksin the dark, herein the forest?’
“Oh, dl sortsof things, | imagine. Owls, bats, mice—"
“What cameto melagt night? What will come again tonight?’

“Oh.” Thetwiga searsflicked back and forth. “1 cannot tell you. Another question, please. | would so
liketo help.”

“Will I—will | survivethisorded?’
The creature blinked her huge brown eyes. “ Of course.”
“Will | seeyou agan?’

She bowed her head close to Rhia s and breathed warm upon her forehead. “If you need me, come and
gt me”

The twiga disappeared so quickly that Rhia put her hand into the space where she had stood, in case she
were merely invisible. She wished she had been less self-concerned and asked more questions about the
Reawakening.

A low buzzing cameto her ear. She turned to see agolden dragonfly the size of her finger hovering over
the side of the boulder. It darted to and fro, then dighted in the center of the stone and lowered its
iridescent wingsto the side.

“What do you see?’ Itsvoice, neither masculine nor feminine, sounded out of breath.
Now Rhiawas the questionee again. She squatted to peer at the insect.

“| see—" She hegitated to utter the obvious: a dragonfly. Perhaps the insect was referring to her
surroundings, asking her to describe the forest.

“What do you see,” it repeated, green eyes bulging, “when you look at me?’
Unable to devise abetter answer, shesaid, “A dragonfly?’

A wave of heat burst over her asthe insect suddenly stretched and swelled, growing up and out until it
was the size of abear. Rhiawastoo terrified to scream. She fell back on the rock and moved toward the
edge, unableto look away.



Itsfour rear legs fused into one heavy pair upon which the beast now stood. Smaller front legs clawed
and grasped asit loomed over her. Its huge green eyes did gpart and shrank to pierce her with their gaze.
Itstail dashed theair, glinting gold in the sunlight.

It spoke again, in alanguage she didn’t understand, alanguage that was guttura and fluid at the same
time. It continued its diatribe without pausing, speaking while exhding and inhaing. She knew then that it
was not from any part of thisworld.

“What areyou?’ she whispered.

Smoke poured from its nogtrils asit seemed to struggle againgt itsown will. Thenitsvoicerolled out
againin arasping, gasping effort, asif its tongue resisted forming words she could understand.

“Dragon,” it said. “Fear not.”

Rhianodded, her eyeswide, afraid to blink.

“Fear not.” The dragon shook its black-and-gold wings. “It isacommand, not a suggestion.”

She shuddered at the threat inherent in the words, but sat up and looked into the beast’ sleering face.
“Areyou trying to scare me into not being afraid of you?’

The dragon’ s eyes narrowed, then relaxed into an dmost approving regard. “Y ou are clever, little one.”
“Sometimes”

Before the word was out of her mouth, the tip of the thorny tail whipped past her head. The dragon
glowered at her. “I1t will be your undoing.”

She dropped her gaze. “I’'m sorry.”
“For what?’
For catching on to your game, shethought.

“I heard that!” Thetail hissed in her ear again. The dragon crouched on the stone, but itslowered posture
only made it look moreimposing. It growled an incoherent oath. “Y ou learn faster than you understand.”

“What do you mean?’
“Know onething.”

She cocked her head and waited for enlightenment. When the dragon only sat, quietly puffing, Rhiagrew
impeatient.

“Know what onething?’

It gazed at her without reaction, asif it hadn’t heard her question. Rhiawished the twigawould return, or

even the snake. But the Spirits sent those who could teach her best. So why did shefedl like she knew
less now than when she woke this morning?

The more she asked, the less she understood. It reminded her of the carved wooden puzzlesshe'd
played with asachild, each piece interlocking to create awhole. But this puzzle only grew more
incomplete with each addition, asif adding more piecesresulted in alarger picture. She would never



figure out what she cameto learn. Her Bestowing would be afailure.
Tears of frustration stung her eyes. She wiped at them in shame.

The dragon frowned at the Sight. “Y our despair is premature. Y ou will face much greater hardships than
your own ignorance.”

“I'm not ignorant. | just don’t know the onething.”
“But you know dl the other things, correct?’

“No, of course not.”

“What are the things you know?’

“I know that...” She searched her mind for one truth that hadn’t yet been demolished. Hunger, thirst and
exhaustion had stolen her ability to think in astraight line. Doubt and fear swarmed inside her.

“Tell me,” the dragon rasped, “what do you know?’
“I don’'t—" Her handstwisted in thefolds of her coat. “I can’'t—"

“You can't tell me?Isit asecret?” The dragon rubbed its claws together in mock anticipation. “Tell me
what firm ground you stand upon. Share your knowledge, your certainty. I’ d be so pleased to hear it.”

Her thoughts scrambled back and forth in time but couldn’t land on any one fact, one certainty that didn’t
dither out of her mind’ s grasp.

“Rhia” Themonster inhded her name dowly, until shefdt asif her very sdf were being subsumed into its
throat. “Tell mewhat you know.”

“Nothing!” She held her empty hands pam up. “Nothing makes sense anymore. No oneiswhat they
seem, including me. | don't know why I'm here, what I’ m supposed to learn, what I’ m supposed to do.”
She dared at the dragon, hoping it would forgive her honest but insufficient answer. “1 know nothing.”

The creature gave Rhiaabroad smile, then shimmered into oblivion.

The night had swallowed her whole.

She lay gasping—on the ground or on the flat boulder, she no longer recaled. Something was tearing her
goart, rending her from theingde.

The night was squeezing her out of herslf.

She had few thoughts to spare for why it was happening or who or what it might be. Every scrap of her
mind concentrated on holding hersalf together, clinging to anything she remembered. Her family, friends,
Arcas.

Arcas...wasthiswhat he meant when he thought the Bestowing would kill him? Rhiawas dying, shewas
sure, but not a desth of the body, like her mother. Thiswas worse. She dreaded the thing that was on the
other sde of this nothingness, the thing she would become.

The presence in the woods, aliving void, had come at sunset, before she even built afire. It mattered



little, for she would not be able to attend the fire, and whatever devoured her kept her...not exactly
warm, but not cold.

Not heavy, not light. Not happy or sad, parched or soaked, hungry or sated.
Not anything at all.

Shewasturning into nothing.

The night had swallowed her whole.

The sky above Rhiawas a deep periwinkle, but she didn’t seeit, only saw through it. She no longer even
saw her eydlidswhen she blinked, if she blinked. She was too busy watching the end of the world.

Inavast vistabefore her, ariver of fireran next to ariver of clouds. They flowed forth toward a distant
mountain range, cutting two gouges into the earth, bearing close to each other but neither meeting nor
mingling until they converged a the foot of the mountains. At this place, every element fused into one, in
the end as at the beginning.

Theworld was dying and being born over and over before her eyes. She felt as though she could watch
forever, that she was seeing the world’ s Forever inside her own Forever, a Forever doomed to be
interrupted soon.

The sky shone a bright blue. Her awareness now included the forest around her, though it felt lessredl
than the visonsthat had filled her sight every moment she could remember. Her life before the last two
daysfdt likeamyth, adimly recaled bedtime sory.

we
are

came awhigper. Something swished in the corner of her eye—afeather, or perhapsafurry tail.
We

Are

it came again, louder. The movement repeated itsalf, so quickly that Rhia could not even describe the
color of the object that passed through her vision.

WE

ARE

She sat up, the ground solid and cold benegth her. “ Y ou are?’
NO

WE

ARE

The voices came from everywhere at once, pressing on her head. She stood and turned in acircle.



WE
ARE

Rhiaressted the urge to cover her ears. In the presence of these voices, seeing nothing was dmost
worse than seeing mongters.

Then the chorus melted together to make one clear voice.
WE
ARE

Out of the empty space between two pinetrees, from the air itsalf, atiny brown rabbit appeared—a
baby, earsround and legs stubby. Rhiaamost smiled at the little creature, until she noticed itsfeet were
not touching the forest floor. No dry leavesrustled at its passing asit moved toward her.

The baby rabbit was about ten paces awvay when it sat back, fluttered itsforelegs and turned into a
hawk. The hawk flapped itswings and lifted into anearby branch. Its wings made no noise, and the
branch did not dip and bend under itsweight. It grew in length, head and tail fading to white, then uttered
the scream of an eagle. The eagle stretched itswings forward asif to grasp the branch it sat upon, and
morphed into asquirrd, which chattered and shook itsfluffy tail at Rhia

On and on it went, from squirrel to dove to bobcat to bear to bee and trout, on and on as the day
progressed, one blurring into another, some as unfamiliar asthe giraffe, until she no longer remembered
any of theanimas, much lessdl of them.

Findly, asthe shadows lengthened, there coaesced before her afurry, feathered, scaly creature nearly
haf the height of the trees. It consisted of every animal she had ever seen, and many she didn’t recognize.
Horns, paws, tails, ears poked out in al directions. It hovered like a soap bubble over the forest floor.

Her jaw dackened at the Sight. It was beautiful rather than grotesque, thismelding of dl life. It waslike
viewing thewholeworld in one place.

WE ARE, it uttered, and she knew it wasright. All one. To separate and divide wasto corrupt thistruth.
She ached with awe at the smplicity and complexity of life, and with regret at the mistakes she had made
during her short existence.

The every-anima body swelled and twisted in the fading sunlight. Asthelast rays dipped over the hill, the
cregture began to tremble, faintly at first around the edges, then violently from within, asif agrest force
weretrying to hatch out of it.

The sun st, and the body burst. Out of the center flew agiant raven, luminous, iridescent—each feather
containing every color asit had at the moment of the world' s birth.

Rhiafell to her knees, then her ssomach. She had never expected to be in the presence of Raven. The
twiga, the dragon, the void-creature, the every-anima—none had provoked the terror she felt now,
faced with the Creator of the World, the Bringer of Light, the Spirit Above All Others. She had dared
look upon Her for amoment that stretched to an eternity. What punishment could pay for her brashness?

Raven flew overhead, the rush of Her enormous wings creating amel ody that pierced Rhia s heart. The
Spirit circled around to dight in front of the trembling Rhia

“Rise and behold.”



Raven’ s voice belonged to another world. It was the sound of the starsflickering in the sky, the pulse of
the sun’srays, the wind that shifted the sands of the moon.

Rhiarose on unsteady legs and gaped at Raven. Looking at Her, shefdt dive, cam. Complete.
“You are not complete,” Raven said. “Not yet.”

It wastime, then.

“Areyou—are you my—"

“I amno one's. My duty, my love, isto al who walk this earth. | appear a every Bestowing to introduce
each person to their Spirit.”

Rhia dropped her gaze, ashamed at her presumption.

“You areready.” Raven folded Her wingsto the sde. She darkened until all Her feathers turned adeep
violet-black. Her beak became pointier and the ruff under Her neck smoothed. Her body shrank until
Shewas no tdler than Rhia.

Until it was not Her at dl anymore.
It was Him.

Crow.
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R hiastared at the bird-shaped place where the night had become blacker than itself.

“Good evening,” He said with agalant half-bow. His voice sounded more affable and human than the
other Spirits.

Rhiabowed in response. “Good evening.”
“You arenot afrad.”

It was true. Her uncertainty, her hesitancy, her fear, had all dropped away. Whatever shedid or said in
the presence of this Spirit, He would accept her.

“I've lived with you for many years,” shesaid. “To seeyou a last isamost acomfort.”

Crow seemed to smile, if abeak could conjure such an expression. “Follow me. Bring your belongings.
Wewon't return.”

They moved out of the clearing into darker forest, and though Rhiawas conscious of walking, her feet,
like those of the Spirit, no longer rustled the fallen leaves.

“A comfort, you said.” Crow chuckled. “Y ou’ d be surprised, or perhaps not, how seldom | hear those
words. People are rarely happy to see my face.”

“That’ swhy you need me, isn't it? So that they’ re not afraid of you?”



“Y es, to make aperson’s crossing atime of peace. | do not relish yanking someone out of their life,
gruggling likeafishin abear’ s paw.”

Like my mother.

“Yes, like your mother,” Crow said. “Y ou have acknowledged your part in the nature of her death and
learned fromit. But let guilt burden you no more, or it will stunt your powers.”

“But why did—" Rhiacut hersdf off, anticipating Crow’ sinterruption, which never came.
After afew moments, Crow asked patiently, “Y es?’
“Why did you tel me shewould live another day?’

He sghed. “I would never lieto you, Rhia. Because we had not given oursalves to each other yet, our
communication was unclear. It was like trying to speak to you underwater. Y ou only caught part of the
truth.”

“Andfilled in the rest with what | wanted to believe.”

“yes”

“But once I’ d made a pronouncement, couldn’t you have waited?’

“Changed the speed of my flight to prove you correct?’

It did sound audacious, now that she thought abouit it. “1 suppose degth keeps you busy.”

“Evenif your mother had been the only person in the world to die that night, | would not have changed
thetime | took her.” He clicked Histongue againgt the roof of His beak. “ The Spirits do what they will.”

“Then what’ sthe use of prayer?’

“If you define*prayer’ astrying to change a Spirit’smind, then it snot much use at al. Sorry. But prayers
focus your intentions and define what' s important, which may change your own actions. Besides, it
pleases usto hear from humans.”

“Why?'
“Because weloveyou.”

Rhia stopped, dumbstruck. Crow turned to face her.
“Isthat such asurprise?” He said.

“No. | dwaysfdtit.” Shetook astep toward him. The trembling began again, thistime only on the
indde. “Especidly your lovefor me”

“Yet you ressted it.” His midnight-blue eyes glittered in the moonlight.
“I did”

“Understlandable.” Crow shifted hiswings. “I’m not popular among most humans. Then again, you' re not
‘mogt humans.” To be honest, your rgection sung a bit.”

Rhia sface crumpled. “Please forgive me,” she whispered.



“You areforgiven. If that wasthelast time.”
“Itwas”
His gaze was both wise and sad. “ Perhaps. Let us continue.”

They journeyed onward. Thetrees grew closer together until their canopy nearly blocked the light of the
rising full moon. Judging by the moon’ s position, Rhiaknew they werein thered world, yet Crow's
presence gave the forest an otherworldly fed. Asthe surroundings grew more obscure, she edged closer
to the Spirit, her former trepidation returning.

“Where are we going?’ she asked, expecting the kind of impatient, you' ll-see-when-we-get-there
answer she had come to expect from humans and Spirits dike.

“To the place of your Bestowing.” He saw Rhialook back over her shoulder. “You will not belogt. Itis

aplace wdl-known to al who have been Bestowed. The location isthe same, though it gppears different
for each person a the sacred moment. When we are finished, you will wait nearby until someone comes

to take you to your new home.”

“How long will | haveto wait?’

“In human terms, | don’t know. Spirits measure time differently.”

“How far from Kalindos are we?’

“In human terms, | don’t know. Spirits measure space differently.”

“Who will find me?’

“In human terms—" Crow winked at her “—someone good.”

Rhia s curiogity roused, and she felt buoyed by Crow’ sjesting. “ Someone good only in human terms?’
“Good in any terms one can imagine.”

She was about to ask Crow more about her future escort, but was silenced by the sudden view.

Theforest parted to reveal an open glade, bathed in light too bright to be explained even by the full
moon. Asthey drew closer, she saw the source of the light: In the center of the gladelay apale blue
luminescent pool. Faint trails of steam rose from the water, which was surrounded by long reeds that
looked like dark glass. The reeds swayed and chimed against each other, creating a sound so soothing
that she wanted to sink into the pool and envelop herself in the ethereal music.

Crow paused on the outskirts of the glade and faced Rhia so she could see both of Hiseyes.
“Doyou trust me?’ Hesad.

She began to answer ahasty “yes,” then considered her response. The Spirit had pursued her throughout
life, sparing her as a child so that she could serve Him one day and by doing o, serve her peoplein one
of itsmost dreadful and honorable duties. When she resisted, He had waited until she could no longer
ignorethecdl.

“Yes” shesadfindly. “I trust you.”

“Then let usenter.”



They stepped into the glade.

Thewind died, asif the glade were sedled from the forest’ s bitter weather. She had not noticed until that
moment how cold she had felt for the past few days. She removed her coat and looked for a spot to put
such aprofane itemin this sacred place.

“Here.” Crow’ s beak pointed to the grass, which was as green and soft asthe rest of the glade, unlike
the rough brown vegetation outside. “Y ou can put it al here”

“All?
“Y our clothes”

“WM!
“Before the Bestowing, you must cleanse yoursdlf.”

She turned to the pool and let out a sigh of anticipation. How soft and warm the water would fed against
her skin. She began to lift the heavy blouse over her head, then hesitated.

Rhiaturned to Crow, who watched her without expression. “Er...”

“Firg of dl,” Crow sad, “I’'m aSpirit. | am everywhere, and | see peoplein every indignity. Death is
rarely comely. Second, I'm abird. The human body neither alures nor disgusts me. Third...” Hedrew
himsdlf up to full height and fluffed out His feathers. “I’m naked, too.”

Rhia suppressed a grin, then removed the rest of her clothes, hiding her rdluctance. Regardless of His
Spirit-ness, bird-ness and nakedness (under hisfeathers, she would add), Crow spoke with aman's
voice, which made her fed awkward.

She dropped her undergarments on the pile without a glance at the Spirit’ s face, then stepped quickly
into the pool.

Thewater greeted her skin with ashock of pleasure so intenseit held her in place for several moments.
She waded farther into the pool until the water reached her hips, then sat down to let it cover her body.

It was warm, so warm, and caressed her with millions of tiny bubbles that seemed dive, scrubbing her
clean without the aid of soap or brush. She bent her head back to soak her hair, and the water crept over
her face and scalp with what felt like athousand gentle fingers, like the way her mother used to wash her
hair.

The surrounding reeds provided a screen that made her fed asif she werein her own world. They
swayed with atinkling sound, singing sweetly and dightly off-rhythm, like achorus of little girls. A heady,
unfamiliar scent drifted from thereeds’ bowing heads, smoothing the last wrinkle of anxiety from Rhia's
CONSCiOUSNESS.

She submerged her head, eyes open, to search for the source of the blue light. The water murmured its
own language againgt her ears as she looked to either side. Not only did the light appear to come from
every direction, but neither it nor the pool itsaf had adiscernible beginning or end. Perhaps she could
swim underwater for miles and never reach the edge.

She surfaced and cupped the liquid in her hands, where it continued to glow. What wasthis place?
Where wasit? On the edge of the Spirit World for certain, created to cleanse more than bodies. She let
go of the need to understand and alowed it to nourish her from the outsidein.



After severa minutes, when the water began to cool and fedl like mere water, she knew it wastimeto
leave the pool. Reluctantly she squeezed the drops from her hair and stepped back to the bank.

Crow waited for her in sllence. For amoment she resented the ostensibly male presence in aplace so
female. But His gaze was as pass onless as one would expect from a bird looking upon a human body.

“We shdl begin,” Crow said.
“May | dressfirs?

“If you must. But if you areto learn the degpest secrets about yoursalf and your future, it is best to have
nothing to hide behind. Besides, summer isalong way off. How long before you have another chanceto
be naked?”’

She considered it, then turned away from the pile of clothes, ressting the ingtinct to check for lecherous
gazesin the forest around them.

She stood beside him. “I' m ready.”
Crow closed Hiseyes.

On the other side of the pool an even brighter light shone from above. Growing from the lush green grass
were two trees, roughly twice Rhia sheight.

The branches of the tree on the left were draped with leaves, which reflected the light with alustrous
green hue. Flowers and fruit of every size and color dotted the tips of even thetiniest twigs. Birds chased
each other from branch to branch, chirping and twittering. Butterflies dighted on the flowersto drink the
nectar within.

Thetree on the right resembled itstwin in Size done. Itstwisted black branches bore no leaves, fruit, or
flowers. They clattered in awind she couldn’t fed, scraping against each other like bones. Scars gouged
itstrunk in long, irregular gashes that oozed a crusty white sap. No creatures played or fed within this
tree. Infact, it seemed asthough it would extinguish any life that dared approachiit.

Rhiatook a step toward this second tree. A sharp sigh from Crow made her stop.
“Itisas| feared,” He sad.
She turned to Him. “What doesit mean?’

His beak pointed to theleft. “ The hedthy treeisyour wisdom, your strength and resilience, but most
importantly your love of life. | givethese giftsto you.”

She looked at the barren tree again, compelled to touch it, even climb it. “What about the other?”

“That treeiswhat you will becomeif you alow degth to take over your spirit. If you surrender to the
illusion that death makes life bitter instead of sweet.”

Rhiafrowned. It would be hard to resist such anotion when surrounded by degath, especidly if awar
came to take her loved ones.

Crow continued, “1 promisethat joy will dways dwell insdeyou. Y ou must promise meto awaysfind it
even when everything hasfalled.”

“Failed?



“All thingsfail. Everything dies, but dl isreborn aswell. Never forget that.”
“I don’t understand.”

“Youwill.”

“I"'m not sure | want to.”

Crow’ shead bowed. “Y oursisadifficult and treacherous path. Y et few paths are easy in the coming
times”

Rhiaturned back to the barren tree. “ Can nothing be done to help it, to make it bear fruit again?’
“Itsfruit would taste as bitter asits bark.”
“Canit be cut down?’

“No more than evil can be driven from the earth once and for dl.” Crow spoke over her shoulder.
“Know that tree, accept it, even pity it if you must, but ultimately choose the other if you and your people
areto be saved.”

“My people? s Asermosin danger?’
“Y our peopleinclude more than the Asermons.”
“But arethey in danger?’

“There are those from a distance who think the turning of the earth means|eaving behind the ways of the
Spirits. They would force everyone to believe asthey do—believe or die”

Rhia should have been filled with dread, as she had whenever stirrings of war rustled within Asermos
over the past years. Yet inddedl shefet wasahard, cold resolve.

“Iwon'tdlow it,” shesad.

Crow examined her. “'Y ou may find the price for this power too high.”

“I will pay it.”

Hefaced her fully. “ Then you must make that promise | asked of you.”

Rhia scoured her memory until she found the most important thing He had said since they arrived.

“I promise,” shesaid. “I promiseto find within mysdf the joy and strength and love of life you give me,
even—" her voice halted a moment, then regained its power “—even in the face of despair.”

He stared at her with eyesthat held the pride of afather. Hiswings opened to embrace Rhia, pulling her
closeto Hisdark bosom.

His body was warm and pulsed with something stronger than a mere heartbeat. She buried her handsin
the soft feathers.

Crow let out alow, throaty call, and Rhiawas filled with a sensation of power and peace, asif abright
light had entered each drop of her blood and was transported through her body by her own breath.

Her vison stretched out over the future years of her life, imparting not images but fedlings.



She would enter death and return again. She would carry soulsto the Other Side and leave them to dwell
with the Spiritsuntil the end of time. She would st in judgment in matters of right and wrong, and people
would hall her wisdom.

Shewould be of use.

The light darkened then, but lost none of its power. Joining the peace within her was aremorse so
ravenous it threatened to swallow al memory, al sensation. Shewould look back in sorrow and anger
and let this bitterness corrode those she loved. No one would escape its touch.

Rhia s body tensed as adark thrill passed through it. She would make someone pay for her pain. Her
power could drag othersinto her despair, and she would never be donein her grief.

“You will not relent forever.” Crow’ svoice came from within her own head. “1 give you this, to be
certan.”

All at once Rhiawas enveloped in awarm, protective love that seeped into her pores and filled every
void inside her, including those she didn’t know she had. She wept, even as each tear dried the moment it
reached her cheek.

“Don'tleavemg,” shesad.

“I'll dways bewithinyou,” Crow replied. “I’ll perch on the edge of your mind, and we shall spegk in
your dreams and visons. But we shdl never be together like this again until the end of your life.”

She gulped back apleato let her die this moment.

“You havedl you need,” Crow whispered. “Go now, and give yoursdf to theworld in my name.”
Shetried to speak but failed and could only give aweak nod againgt his soft feathers.

“Goodbye, Rhia”

“No!”

But Crow was gone. So was the poal, the two trees and al the creatures that had dwelled there. The
gladeitself had turned into nothing more than amodest clearing. Around her the forest was cold again,
thewind bitter.

Shehurried to dress, and for amoment she doubted the entire incident.

“I'll dways bewithinyou.” Crow’ svoice came from somewhere other than mere memory.
She knew then, it had been redl, the most red thing ever likely to happen in her life,

“I know,” shereplied, and collapsed.

When Rhiaawoke, shewasn't sureif dusk or dawn appeared through the dits of her eydids. The sky
spread abruise-colored purple above the trees. Shelay there long enough to discern adight darkening.

She sat up quickly. Wood for afire. Without it, she would freeze tonight or at least be miserable.

Asshe struggled to her feet, avoid gnawed at her somach for thefirst time since theinitia day of her



Bestowing. Shewastruly back in the physica world, with al itsinconvenient demands.

With a gtart she remembered the dried venison at the bottom of her pack. Her fingers, numb from the
cold, fumbled with thetie for amaddening interval before loosening the knot. She shoved aside the
clothes and blankets until her hands found the small pack of food.

It wasn't much, but it would ease the cravings until Coranna s escort arrived. Besides, it was all she had.
Perhapsin the morning she could forage for some edible roats, if any could be found thistime of year.

A low whine came from her |eft. She legped up and away from the sound, one foot ssumbling over the
other.

A wolf stood at the edge of the clearing.

Rhiafrozelike arabbit. She had endured the Bestowing only to be torn gpart by the thing she feared
most.

The wolf took a step toward her, and Rhia suddenly doubted her dread. The creature’ s fur was matted
and pae with age. Its eyes were sunken, and its skin hung loose on askeletd frame. Instead of meeting
her gaze in achdlenge, it glanced at her hands, then looked away.

Rhia sthroat tightened as she recdled the last years of her dog Boreas. He had tottered about on fragile
limbs, trying to retain his pride as he begged for food the other hounds denied him.

The wolf pack must have rejected this one for his weakness, shethought. He looks so sad and
lonely.

And hungry. Rhiatook a dow step backward and glanced around for a branch to use as aweapon. If
the wolf tried to attack her in its condition, she could probably fight it off enough to discourageit.

Rather than advance, the wolf sank to its somach and whined. It glanced sideways & her hands again.
Only then did Rhiaremember what she held.

Thefood that would break her fast. The food she craved, the food her body needed to keep itself warm.
“Oh, no,” she whispered sharply. “I can’t giveyou this. | won't. It smine.”

The wolf inched toward her on its belly, then laid its head on outstretched paws asif to await her decison
in amore comfortable pose.

“You don’t understand.” Rhia clutched the venison strips. “I haven’t eaten in days. | need this. | can’t
hunt likeyou.”

But the wolf appeared no more capable of capturing and killing prey than she was hersdlf. Still, beneath
the patchy fur lay awell-muscled body, however gaunt. If she fed the walf, it might regain enough
srength to fend for itsdlf.

“I don’t know when they’ll comefor me,” shetold it. “It could be days before | eat again. Thisisal |
have”

The wolf’ swhite ears and eyebrows twitched with the rise and fdl of her voice, but the creature
otherwise remained motionless. It let out adeep, clear Sgh.

Rhiatook one step forward, then another—only to examine the wolf more closdly, shetold herself. As
she approached, its gaze grew apprehensive, until it sat up and retreated severa unsteady stepsinto the



forest. It turned and looked at her again, thistime at her face. Their eyes met.

Rhiaforgot her argumentsfor keeping the food. She forgot the hunger that chewed at her ssomach and
sapped strength from her limbs. She forgot the fear that no one would come for days, or perhapsat al,
and that she would belost in the forest until she starved. She forgot everything but the need in thewolf’s
eyes. Shetossed the food on the ground.

Thewolf leaped so fast it made Rhiajump, and she cut short asqueak. It gulped the firgt three strips of
deer mest, grabbed the rest and darted off into the forest. Within momentsit was gone.

She looked around with dread. It was dark. Very dark. A thick cover of clouds hid what should have
been afull moon. Now she would never find enough firewood to last the night.

Rhiagroped around beneath the trees until she located afew twigs and branches. She started asmall fire
that provided more light than warmth, but at least it would help her find a safe resting place. As she
searched, shetook small sips of water from the skin Galen had I€ft her.

A cluster of short spruces stood about twenty paces from thefire. Their lowest branches created a sort
of roof afew feet from the ground. It was not as secure a shelter as the boulder where she had spent the
last few days, but she' d never find her way back there. Besides, Crow had instructed her to wait for
Coranna s envoy. She had to trust the Spirit even with her life. Especidly with her life.

Rhialaid one of her wool blankets on the soft bed of needles, then crawled under the branches and
wrapped the other blanket tight around her, covering her head. She breathed through the fabric of her
mittensto warm her hands.

The two deegpless nights of her Bestowing weighed upon her body; not even fear could keep her awake.
Shivering, shewatched the pitiful fire diminish into apile of embers, until al went dark.

Eyeswere upon her.
Something moved through the forest, closer and closer to where Rhialay.

Her musclesfelt frozen. Shelistened hard in the dark for any sound that would tell her the direction of
the—whatever it was. It seemed to lurk behind, then far in front of her. She sat up and stared into the
clearing, which was now and then soaked in moonlight asthe clouds dissipated and traveled across the

Kky.

Needles on the clearing’ s floor seemed to compress on their own, though nothing had disturbed them.
It moved toward her. Her breath—surely the last of its kind—caught in her throat.

“Who—7’

The branches behind her shifted. Something furry seized her, pinning her arms. A hand covered her
mouth and avoice growled,

“Please don’t scream.”
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R hiatried to struggle, to lash out at the unseen foe, but she was held tighter than afly in a spiderweb.
She shrieked an incoherent rant againgt the palm clamped across her face.

“Easy, little Crow,” ateasing voice said. “ Y ou' ve been waiting for me.”

She stopped struggling. “ Mmmph mhphmm?”

“Whatever you said, yes. | come from Coranna. My nameis Marek.” The man let her go.
Rhiatwisted to face—nothing. Only the cold wind surrounded her. She flailed and hit something soft.
“Ow,” it said.

“Who areyou?’

“I told you, I'm Marek. Coranna sent me.” The voice was soft and smooth. “1 hope you're Rhia”
Without answering him, she said, “Where are you?’

“I’'m asright hereasyou are.” He touched her arm, and sheflinched. “ Sorry. I'minvisible”

“I can seethat. Or rather, not seeit. Can you stop? Can you show yourself?’

“| don’'t have agood grasp on my Wolf powersyet.”

Rhiarecoiled. “Wolf?’

“Stedth a night. A nicetrick, except | can’t contral it. You are Rhia, right?’

She stared at the place where his voice came from. “Why should | trust you?’

“If you're Rhia, you' d probably like some of this.”

A bag dropped out of nowhere into her 1ap. She opened it cautioudy and pulled out—glorious Spirits,
food!

The rabbit meat smelled fresh and warm, asif it had been cooked that night. A pair of red apples
tumbled out of the bag.

She moaned and shoved the meat toward her mouth. Marek grabbed her wrist.
“Sowly,” hesaid, “or you'll get sick.”

She remembered her manners. “ Thank you. For the food. For meeting me here.”
“Y ou're welcome. Now est.”

She did, marveling at the tenderness of the meat. Whoever had prepared it bore an uncommon talent.
The fruit was crigp and juicy, cooling her parched throat.

After thefirg life-giving bites, she glanced around. “Where are you now?’
“Where| was before,” he said with achuckle.

“Youredly can’'t be seen a night, even if you try?’



“Sometimes, if | concentrate hard, | can produce ashimmer. Wait amoment.” He paused. “Isthat
better?’

“You mean, can | seeyou?’

“Yes”

“No.”

“Damn.” Helet out agust of ar. “1’ve been trying.”

“I believeyou.” She looked at the remnants of her meal and felt a pang of shame. “Would you like some
of this?”

“| dready ate, but thank you.”

“You' rewe—"

A cold shiver ran down Rhia s spine. Had they already met?“Y ou said you were Wolf, right?”
“Right”

“Not awadlf.”

“I don’t understand,” he said.

“| saw awolf earlier. It was old and hungry. Alone.”

“What did you do?’

Rhiasaid nothing, feding foolish to have thought he could turn into awolf. Shapeshifting wasa
third-phase power for some Animals—Foxes, for instance—and Marek’ s voice sounded too young to
be a grandfather. Besides, she’ d never met aWoalf, for there were none in Asermos, and shewasn't sure

if they could shapeshift a dl.
“You gaveit therest of your food, didn't you?” hesaid. “ That’ swhy you were so hungry.”
She shrugged. “I knew you were coming.”

“But you didn’t know when,” he said. “ The wolf may have been atest of your compassion, sent by the
Spirits. It'll return the favor someday, you' |l see.”

Marek’ svoicefdt like awarm breath againgt Rhia s neck, even though he was afew feet away. She
shivered.

“Areyou cold?’ heasked her. *Y ou can have my coat. | don’'t need it.”
“I’vegot acoat.”

“I noticed.” Hisvoicetook on adisapproving note. “Wolf skin.”

Her face grew warm. “ Sorry.”

“I'mjoking. I’ ve got one, too. Fed.”

A furry arm brushed her cheek, and shejerked back.



“I won't hurt you,” he said.

“I know.” After dl, Crow had declared her escort to be “very good.” With Marek shefelt safe, but not
inthe helplessway of achild with aparent. Shefelt safe and strong. “Y ou startled me, that’ s al.”

“| do that sometimes.”
“Why isyour coat invisble, too?’

“If I touch most of something, it disappears, like me. But not if | only touch abit. Watch that apple
closdy.” A shadow in the shape of afingertip obscured part of the apple’ sped. “But if | hold it in my

The shadow enveloped the apple, whereupon it vanished. Rhiagrabbed the air for the missing fruit.

“You areahungry one, aren’'t you?" he said. “Just likea Crow.” He took her hand and placed the
smooth applein her pam. When he pulled away, the fruit reappeared.

“Coranna sthe sameway,” he said. “Never get between her and her next mea—the most valuable
advicel can giveyou inyour entiretraining.”

Rhiaturned the apple over in her hands, marveling a its regppearance. “ Are you Coranna s son?’

“Inaway,” Marek said. “When my parents died, about ten years ago, | went to live with her, helped
with her duties. | was only ten, not ready to live on my own. We needed each other, so we made our
ownfamily.”

“That' swonderful. And unusud.”

“Not in Kalindos. We don't put so much stake in blood relations. Everyone takes care of everyone else.
We haveto, or we d never survive.”

“I’'m sorry about your parents. | lost my mother last summer.”
“I wondered who had died, seeing your short hair.”

Rhiatwisted the ends of her curls self-conscioudy. They were only now reaching her shoulders.
“Kadindons cut their hair in mourning, too?’

“We sharealot of the same customs. | think you'll find we re not so strange after all.”

She looked toward him with an odd sense of shyness. “ Y ou'rethe first Kalindon I’'ve met, and | can't
even seeyou. That'sabit strange.”

“Youcanseeme”
“How?

“Two choices—wait for daylight, when the sun will show mein al my nonexistent glory, or try this” He
took her hand and tugged off her mitten.

“What are you doing?’
“Letting you seeme.”

He drew her hand, palm open, toward himself. Warm skin met hers, acheek with alight coating of



stubble, long enough to be soft instead of harsh. Her fingers curved under his chin. She stared hard at the
shape they created asthey traced his jaw.

“You'll see me better if you close your eyes.”

Rhia hestated, then followed his suggestion. He wasright. The chin was strong but not pointed. She put
her other hand under hisjaw to steady his head while she explored the area around his eyes. His brows
werethin with adight arch, and what fdlt like athick set of lashes grazed his skin. Her fingers continued
down the bridge of hisnose, which tilted up dightly at itstip. Then she stopped.

“Go on,” he whispered.

She was suddenly conscious of the closeness of their bodies, and feared to touch his mouth. Instead she
pinched his nose shuit.

“Hey!” Marek laughed and tried to pull away, but she kept hold until he grabbed her wrist and squeezed
it to make her let go. “That hurt.”

“Sorry.”

“No, you'renot.” She heard him rub his nose with his other hand. “What did | do to deserve that?’
“Nothing yet. Areyou going to let go of me now?’

“Not until you're finished. For dl you know, I'm bald with ahardlip.”

“Thenhald ill.”

Shereached forward gingerly, making sure to avoid poking himin the eyes. Thefirst thing her hand
contacted was his mouth.

Her mind ordered her fingersto move on, but they disobeyed, tracing the outline of hislips, which parted
dightly a her touch. A recklessdesireto dip her fingertipsinsde overcame her, to fed thewarm
moistness within. She thought she heard his breath quicken.

Without removing her right hand from hislips, sheran her left hand over his hair, then gasped.
It was short. Very short, the length barely two spans of her fingers.

“You' velost someone,” she whispered.

He hesitated. “Yes”

“Who?’

With a gentle but firm motion, he removed her hands from his head. “ That’ s enough. Y ou must betired.”
When helet go of her, shefét cold and done. A blanket was pulled from Marek’ s pack. “ Slegp on the
indde” hesad, “next to the trunk. Y ou'll be warmer there, and sefer.”

Rhia considered protesting that she didn’t need any coddling, but the rigor of the last few days had taken
itstoll. She longed to deep soundly and et someone el se take charge of worrying for one night.

She lay facing away from Marek and heard him settle and draw the blanket around himsdf.

“It' safew days walk to Kalindos,” he sad, “but tomorrow we' |l get asfar asthe river where we can



catch somefish.”
“Soundslovely.”
Her somach, though nearly full, growled a hearty agreement. Marek chuckled.

She peeked over her shoulder. His blanket was gone, having absorbed hisinvisibility. She wanted to tug
it off of him, dowly, to seewhen it would dip into sSight again.

Instead she turned back to the tree and pulled her own blanket over her head, hoping that her bresth
would generate enough warmth in the enclosed space. Her teeth chattered now that the ground was
soaking up her body’ s hedt. If the temperature dropped further, deep could become dangerous.

“If you're cold—" Marek started to say, but before he finished the sentence, Rhia had scooted over to
press her back againgt his. The night was too cold to fret over improprieties. She held her hand before
her face. Still vigble. The gesture reminded her of something.

“When you first got here,” she sad, “why did you grab me?’
“I thought it would scare you less than having a disembodied voice spesk your name.”

“I'just had my Bestowing. Disembodied voices have become aregular occurrence. But why tell me not
to scream?”’

“Oh. That wasfor me. | have sengtive ears.”

Rhiathought about his ears, how they had felt between her fingers, just before he had pulled away. She
realized, with amixture of wonder and shame, that she probably knew the contours of Marek’ sface
better than Arcas's. Already her former lover was fading from her mind, which waswhat he claimed to
want. Still, the white stone he had given her pressed her thigh through the trouser pocket whereit lay, and
she wondered if he dept aonetonight.

“You don't like wolves, do you?’ Marek said.

“I"d never met one up close until tonight. Person or animdl.”

“Odd that Asermos has no Wolf people. Kalindos has plenty.”

Rhiatried to think of agood reason. “Wolveskill sheep.”

“How many sheep? In ayear, for ingance.”

“Last year therewas one, alamb.”

“And how many lambs froze to death during ablizzard or starved after their mothers abandoned them?’
Rhiadidn’t reply, since the answer was far more than one.

“I would never hurt you.” Marek’ svoice was mild now. “ A rea wolf would never hurt you, ether.”
“I’ve heard stories. A baby was stolen—"

“I’ve heard that story, too. It was during a harsh winter. But you have to wonder why anyone would
leave an infant aone near the forest unless they wanted it to be taken by wolves.”

“That' shorriblel”



“Likel sad, it wasaharsh winter.”
“It can’t betrue”

“Truer than awolf sneaking into ahouse to steal ahuman child. Trust me, wolves fear you more than you
fear them.”

Chastened, she returned to teasing. “Do you fear me?’

Marek’ slaughter rang through the forest. After it died to alow rumble, he said, “ Probably someday.”
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R hiawoke later that night, her muscles stiff from the cold air and hard ground. 1t was becoming afamiliar
feding—other than the few glorious minutesin the warm pool, the last five days had given her nothing but
discomfort. Now her body felt heavy aswell asrigid.

A thick curl of her hair had fallen across her face, tickling her nose. She untwisted one of her handsfrom
the blanket and reached to push back the rogue strand.

Fingers bumped her forehead hard. She opened her eyeswider.
Her hand was gone.

With amixture of horror and fascination, Rhiabrought her indiscernible hand to her face again. The
mitten’ sfabric felt cold against her warm cheek. She removed it but saw nothing. The moonlight is
playing tricks with my vision, she thought, blinking hard.

She remembered Marek then, and tried to turn over to aert him to her invisble state. But she was pinned
by something heavy across her waist and against her back. Had a branch fallen on her? Wouldn't she
have noticed, even in her deep, if she had amost been struck dead by a piece of tree?

Nothing lay on top of the blanket, so she felt underneath. Her hand brushed againgt fur. She yelped.
Theweight lifted immediately, taking the blanketswithiit.
“What isit?” Marek said. “ Something out there?’ He sounded as groggy as shefdt.

“Something crawled under my blanket.” She sat up and felt the ground for the creature, who by now
must have skittered off into the forest. As she did so, her hand reappeared. She held her arm in front of
her face, grateful to seeit again.

“There sno animd.” He sniffed theair. “I would heer it or at least smdll it.”

“I fdtit.” Her handsflailed, and brushed the same furry object. Thistime she seized it. “Thereitisagan.”
“That'smy arm.”

“Oh.” She held on to it amoment longer, then redlized what had happened. “Oh.” Shelet go.

“Y ou were shivering in your deep. | was cold, too, so | rolled over to warm usalittle.”

“Youturned meinvisble”



“Towarm usalat, then. Sorry if it made you uncomfortable.”
“It didn’t—not physicaly, at least.”
113 Gm.”

They sat in sllencefor afew moments. Rhiaaready fet cold from exposure to the air. She wished she
hadn’t cried out.

“I guess we should go back to deep,” Marek said. Her blanket appeared. “Here, | took thiswhen | sat
up.”

She lay down on her back and heard him settleinto his original place afew feet awvay. Shetried to relax
into deep, but the cold kept her musclestight. Her skin seemed to cry out for him—for hiswarmth, she
told hersdlf, though she knew it wasn't the complete truth.

Her teeth chattered again. Shetried to clamp her mouth shut, but it made her jaw ache, and she worried
shewould bite her tongue. She curled up on her sde facing Marek, holding in her own heat as much as
possible. It didn’t work.

“Please come back,” she said, not knowing how to ask him in any way but aplain request.
He hegitated. “ Are you sure?’
“Ve.y.”

He shifted close again. His blanket gppeared and covered hers, then he crawled underneath to join her
cocoon. Shelaughed—with relief at the warmth, and with more than abit of nervousness.

“Much better.” Rhianestled against him, her head tucked under his chin, and placed her cold hands
againg his chest, which she bardly felt through histhick coat. Marek wrapped his arms around her back
and pulled her closer. She sighed, alittletoo loudly.

“Isthisal right?" he asked.

She nodded againgt his collarbone, trying to ignore how well their bodiesfit together. “ It should fed
srange,” shethought out loud.

“But it doesn't.” He tugged the blankets over their headsto create acave of warmth, so dark it didn’'t
matter anymore that they wereinvisble.

“Good night again,” she said, hdf hoping it wouldn’t be.

Marek didn’t reply. His hands were tight with tension on her back, and she wondered if he were going to
push her awvay. Did she smdll bad? If he samelled animals from adistance, how would her scent invade his
nose, without so much as a handspan between them? And what about her emotions? The hounds at
home could sméll fear; wolves must have twice their ability.

But fear wasthe least of her fedings. Knowing that she merely had to tilt her chinto bring their lips
together, that with afew dight maneuvers her fingers could dip insde his coat—such thoughts fueled the
heat building beneath her skin.

“| get iff lying onmy right sde,” shelied. “I need to turn over. Sorry to disturb you.”

Marek lifted the blanket so Rhia could roll onto her Ieft Sde, then looped his arm across her waist and



pressed againgt her again.

Thisnew configuration was not an improvement. If anything, it was more maddening, for now hishand
was splayed on her somach, only afew fingers width in either direction from placesthat begged for his
touch.

They lay perfectly sill for what felt like an eternity, the only sound coming from their shalow, guarded
breaths. Findly her legs grew tired of their tautness, and she stretched them with asigh. The motion
pushed her hipsagaingt hisgroin. Helet out agust of air.

“Rhia...” Marek’ svoice at her ear was heavy, asif from drunkenness, and she knew for certain that he
smelled her desire for him. The spell that | et them pretend they clung together for mere warmth had
broken. In the dark, with Marek’ s body the only source of heat, with her new power from the Bestowing
ready to burst free, Rhia could not discern areason to refuse the gnawing passion within.

“Yes,” shewhispered, and arched her back against him. He groaned and seized her so hard she lost her
breath.

Rhia unfastened her coat to let his hands explore beneath it. They roamed her body asif trying to possess
every inch. Heraked histeeth over the back of her neck, and she gave aviolent shudder.

She didn’'t know thisman. Or did she? Or did it even matter? It felt crazy. She had never seen hisface,
but the smell of hisskin, thefed of his hands and sound of his breath sharpened her pangs of lust. A brief
flash of Arcas cameto her mind, of their serene lovemaking in the sunny meadow, amanifestation of the
affection they had shared since childhood. For amoment she mourned what waslost. Then she gave
hersdf over to this pure, vicious need that obliterated al memory and identity.

Benesth the blankets they rushed to remove the fewest clothes necessary. Hiswarm, bare hipsdid
behind hers, and his hardness pressed againgt her back. Marek’ s knee dipped between her thighsto part
them.

He entered her with one long, dow thrust. They paused their frenetic grasping to marvel at the sensation.
In the stillness, Marek passed his hand lightly over Rhia s breasts, then down her ssomach to the place
between her legswhere they joined. Heinhded asif to speak, but his fingers whispered sufficiently of his
awe.

Rhia moaned when he moved inside her, louder as the moments passed and blurred into one long perfect
present. Suddenly she remembered his sengitive hearing. She bit her lip to hold back the sounds, so hard
she tasted blood.

Marek’ s body seized, and he clutched her tighter. Her own waves escalated, and the effort to remain
quiet verged on agony.

“Rhia...” Marek was barely able to speak the syllables. *Y ou can scream now.”
Shedid.
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H er criesfinaly faded, replaced by shaky, uneven gasps. Marek’ s forehead pressed against the back of
her shoulder as he shuddered with the last spasms of passion. Their lovemaking—could she even cdl it



that>—had been brief but fierce, and she felt spent of stlaminayet full of power.

Marek gently turned Rhiaonto her back. She started to speak before asingle finger on her lips silenced
her. The same hand cupped her chin and turned it to the side.

He kissed her then, soft and sweet. Ther first kiss, and it was as chaste asif they had spent the last ten
minutes picking wildflowersinstead of rutting like wild animals on the forest floor.

Hisfingertip traced her jawline. Shetittered.
“What's so funny?’ he said.
“I just remembered, someone once told me that Kaindons had seven-inch fingernails.”

“That'sonel haven't heard.” His hand left her face and, after amoment of blanket rustling, did againgt
her waist. “ Aren’t you happy it’ s not true?’

“Extremdy.”

It seemed asif one or both of them should expressregret or at least sheepishnessfor their rash act. It
wouldn’'t be Rhiga, for she wasn't sorry. She wanted to see Marek’ sface, read hisfedings, to know if he
wished it hadn’t happened. But judging by the lazy patterns hisfingersweretracing over her belly, his
sentiments ranged far from dismay.

“What e'se have you heard about Kalindons?' he said with what sounded like asmile.
“That you livein trees?’

“True. Our houses rest among the branches. It keeps us safe from bears and cougars.”
“Can't cougars climb trees?’

“Yes, but they don’t hunt in them. We place our homesin such away to make it hard for acougar to get
ingde. It slesstrouble for them just to find arabbit or deer.”

“What about wolves?’
“Cougarsdon’'t hunt wolves.”
“Y ou know what | mean. How do you stay safe from wolves?’

“Wedon't.” He gave her another kiss, deeper than thefirst, then descended benesth the blanket. “ How
many timeswill | tell you,” hisvoice came muted againgt her somach. “Wolves. Are. Harmless”

Rhiaamiled as she stroked hishair and lifted her hipsto meet his mouth. She doubted he believed his
own words. Spirits knew she didn’t believe them.

More important, she didn’t care, at least not at that moment.

Morning light pried open Rhid s eyes. Her face was buried in a brown wool blanket that covered
something warm.

Marek.



Memories of the previous night spun through her head in an instant before she sat up to see, finaly, what
he looked like.

Helay sprawled haf-covered by the blanket, limbs dack and face serene, like atired, well-fed dog. A
lock of his short, dust-colored hair fell across his pale forehead. As she had discovered from touching it
last night, his nose was straight but for adight tilt up at the end. What she couldn’t fed, of course, was
the spattering of freckles acrossits bridge. His cheekbones were high but not prominent enough to give
him a gaunt appearance.

Marek parted hislong brown lashes and shifted his head to look up at her. His eyes were the same
blue-gray asthe early morning sky. They held awary, haunted |ook.

Then he smiled at her, and something melted insde Rhia, something that had lain frozen for months.
“Likewhat you see?’ he sad.

“Beforethe sun ever rose, | knew you were beautiful.”

“Liar.” He grinned and scratched hishead. “Y ou only knew | was't bald with ahardlip.”

She hesitated to kiss him. What if last night had disgppointed him, or what if he only meant to be with her
once? Perhaps Kalindons were more casua about these things.

Marek answered her unspoken question by grabbing her around the waist and pulling her forward. She
tumbled over hisbody and landed on her |eft Sdefacing him.

“It'sgood to see you again,” he said.
“It'sgood to seeyou at al.”

“| gpologize for my trangparency. They say I'll learn to contral it. It bothers most people, but you seemed
unfazed.”

“I’ ve seen—or not seen—much stranger thingsin the last few days.”

“But I'm no Spirit.”

“True. Y ou certainly have more, what isthe word—" she did her hand inside his coat “—substance.”
He tugged the blanket over their bodies and pulled her closer. “Want to see my substance?’

Amid no further discussion, they opened layer after layer of clothes. The rising sun had taken the edge off
the night’ sfreeze, and besides, they would alow the cold air no room to come between them. Marek’s
skin againg hersfelt warm and smooth and dive. Her own body was reviving dowly, like averdant field
after along winter, afied left fallow too long.

He passed his hand over the top of her ssomach, and shejolted. “It tickles.”
“Youweren't ticklish last night,” he said.

“And now | am.”

“I can teach you not to beticklish ever.”

“How?



“It sdl inthemind.”
“No, it'sin my stomach. And my feet and sometimes under my arms.”

“Just relax. Now lie back and hold till.” His hand inched across her belly. Sheforced her armsto stay a
her sde, rather than shove him away or punch him. “Don’t forget to breathe,” he said.

She breathed through her nose, afraid to open her mouth lest ashriek of giggles burst forth. Marek’s
hand stopped.

“Shh.” He kept his gaze on her face, mesmerizing her into astate of cam. Though shelay passive under
histouch, it felt less like he was controlling her than he was giving her the power to control hersdif.

“Try again,” shesad.

He moved his hand again, thistime down over the curve of her ssomach, below her navel. She closed her
eyes and felt the warmth of his palm undo the knotsin her muscles and cam the tremorsingde her.

“Breathe,” he whispered, hisvoice abam on her scalded spirit.

A heavy sigh entered and | eft her, taking with it the fears and concerns that had layered themselves over
her mind.

Suddenly his hand jerked away, and he swore under his breath. She opened her eyesto see him grimace
asifinpan.

“I don't believethis” he said.

“What isit? What' swrong?’

He sank down beside her on his back and looked at the branches above them with anguished eyes.
“How could | be so supid?’

“About what?” She shook hisarm. “Marek, what are you talking about?’

He glanced toward her somach. “Y ou could get pregnant. | didn’t do anything—"
“No, | can’'t.”

“—to gopit.” He blinked, then turned to her. “Wait. Did you say you can't?’
“I’ve been taking wild carrot seed for months. We don’'t have to worry.”
“Areyou sure?’

“Pogtive”

“Normally the man takes care of these things. The baby-prevention things.”

Rhiagave him askeptical look. “Not wherel comefrom. It's not wiseto rely on aman’ s ability to
remember anything.”

“| resent that.”

“But you're a perfect case. Last night you forgot.”



Marek’ s expression darkened, like the sun under apassing cloud. “You'reright. | can't betrusted.” He
threw back the blanket and rolled to hisknees. “We should eat breakfast.” He grabbed his shirt and coat
and |eft their shelter.

Rhiahad no idea how to penetrate his sudden, self-imposed silence, so she refastened her blouse and put
her coat back on, shivering in the morning air. More than anything, she was hungry.

When she scrambled out from under the trees, Marek was untying the bundle of food from the branch
over which it hung, safe from wild animals. It plummeted into his hands, the rope snging through the air.

They sat together on afdlen treeto eat the remnants of the previous night’s meal. Rhia considered
probing for the source of his dourness, but decided againgt it. She knew enough moody people, including
hersdlf, to understand their need for silence. If she asked what was wrong, he would undoubtedly answer
with adeniad or anoncommittal grunt. Besides, conflict and angst ranked among the two worst
seasonings for agood medl.

“I thought Crowstdked alot,” Marek said findly.
After along chew, Rhiaswalowed her last piece of fruit. “I know when not to.”

Marek contemplated thisfor amoment, then nodded. “Let’ s be off, then.” He dung his pack over one
shoulder, and ahunting bow and quiver of arrows over the other.

She followed him down anarrow trail. The sun yellowed asit climbed the sky, though the tree cover was
too denseto alow any direct light to penetrate. When she wasn't making sure not to trip on roots and
rocks, Rhiaglanced ahead & Marek’ s striding figure.

Hewas only half ahead taler than she was, which made him shorter than the average Asermon man. His
sinewy physique and fluid anima grace made up for any lack of stature, however. In fact, the closeness
of their heights pleased her—if they kissed standing up, her neck would not grow siff.

If they ever kissed again, she thought, then pushed the thought out of her mind, dismayed a how much it
bothered her. They had no claim on each other. Their encounter the previous night was due to her
newfound joy at being alive and powerful in her body, and to his—wall, to hisbeing ahuman maenear a
young woman in such agtate. It need be nothing more.

A smdler path led off thetrail. Marek took the detour, which doped downhill. He dowed his paceto
wak beside her, then took her hand with an dmost shy mation. If it was only to steady her over the
rocks and roots that stepped the dope, he didn’t say so. She smiled and squeezed his hand, looking
forward to nothing more than the day ahead of them.

Soon they reached the river, which was frozen severa feet out fromits bank. The center of it flowed
around the remaining ice, devouring it chunk by chunk.

Marek picked up alargefalen branch and stabbed at the ice near the bank until it shifted and broke
apart.

“Thisshouldn’t take long. Cold water makes them dow.”

He cut athin piece of rope the length of hisbody and tied one end to an arrow and the other around his
wrist. Heloaded his bow, aimed at the hole in the water, and waited.

The silence stretched on for minutes. Only his eyes moved; the taut muscles of hisarms and back didn’t
even tremble from the stress of the bowstring.



A loud snap, whistle and splash combined in one moment. Before Rhiablinked again, Marek reded in
therope. A speared fish flopped at the end of the arrow. He grabbed it by thetail, yanked it free, then
dapped it hard againgt the rock, where it lay motionless. She ft like gpplauding, but instead joined him
in ahushed prayer of honor to the Fish Spirit. He repeated the process with two more catches.

Whilethe first fish cooked over asmdl fire, Rhiaand Marek sat side by side to soak up the sun on aflat
part of the riverbank covered in brown grass. The sensation of lingering warmth was a gift after the
winter’schill.

Finaly Marek cleared histhroat. “1 fed likel should say something.”

And 0 it ends, Rhiathought, before it even begins.
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A fter along hesitation, Marek said, “1 haven't been with awoman...”

She gaped a him. “Y ou haven't?’

“...inavey longtime”

“Oh.” She had no other response to this statement, though he seemed to expect one.
“Doesthat surprisesyou?’ hesaid.

Rhiaamost laughed. He had attacked her with such ferocity, such anaked need, she hardly thought it a
routine occurrence for him. She composed a more diplomeatic response. “1 don’t even know you. How
could you possibly surprise me?’

He looked at her with astonishment. “ Not know me? After |last night, of course you know me.”

“I know alittle.” Rhiadrew her knees closeto her chest. “1 know you' re a passionate, generous man
who' s hiding something. Thet'sdl.”

“That’ senough for now.”

“Isit? Maybe.” Sherested her cheek on her knees and examined him. “Remember, | couldn’t even see
you.”

“Y ou can see me now.”

“Not redly.”

Hisfrown told her he understood her meaning. “Y ou will.”

“I know. Whenyou'reready.” Shelet hersdf amile. “Until then...”

He hooked hislittle finger indde the bend of her thumb, not meeting her gaze. “Until then?”

She met his mouth with akiss, not caring what it led to or even if it wastheir last. He returned it with
more than a hint of the desire that had joined them the previous night. Then he broke off abruptly and
turned away.



“I don't blame you.” He got up and went to thefire. “But thisiswrong.”

She quenched a spark of shamethat flickered ingde her. “I’ m not in the habit of making love to every
man who stumbles across me in the woods. In fact, before you | had only onelover.” Shewatched him
poke at thefire, hisback to her. “But | don’t think what we' ve done iswrong. Maybe by Kalindon
gandards—"

“Kdindon standards?’ He barked a caustic laugh. “What few there are have nothing to do withiit. It's
me. Y ou can't begin to understand, so like | said, | don’t blameyou.”

“I do understand. Y ou don't want to make a child and move into the second phase until you' ve mastered
your first-phase powers. Neither do 1.”

Helooked at her coldly for thefirst time. “ Y ou redly don't understand. Invisibility isn't afirst-phase
power.”

A dow horror crept up Rhia s spine. It should have been obvious, a power so strong in one so young.
“You're—you're married?’ shefindly managed to say.

Marek shook his head as he unwrapped thefish.

“But—" Sheforced the words out. “Y ou have achild.”

“I did,” he said quietly without looking at her. “We can edt this. It salittle dry but not burned.”
“When?’ she whispered.

“Now, beforeit getscold.”

“That’snot what | meant.”

He put the fish down and stared across the river. “ Two years ago. He went to the Other Side just before
he was born.”

“Marek, I'm so sorry. You must have—"
“Hetook his mother with him.”

Words abandoned Rhia sthroat, and she could only utter apitiful mew of sympathy. A claw of guilt
tugged at her, for her relief that he was no longer married.

She studied him, his body bent over the remains of thefire, and realized what gnawed at her.
“Did you lose someone e se recently? A brother or Sster?’
“No,” hesad.

And his parents had died when he was ten. That meant he had been cutting his hair over and over for two
years, rather than only once. Such a practice was unknown in Asermos; perhaps Kaindons were
different. Regardless, it would mean that he mourned hiswife and son asif they had just died.

Someday she would have the wisdom to help apersonin Marek’ s place, help them understand that
desth was only another step in one' s existence. Until then, she could only provide norma human comfort.

She moved to sit beside him, wrapping the blanket around both their shoulders. He pulled apart thefish



and gave her thelarger piece. Shetraded it with him for the smaller and pushed his hand toward his
mouth.

“No,” hesaid. “ Corannatold meto feed you well.”
“And you are. Now esat.”

“I'mnot hungry.”

“I don't care.”

“I killed her.” Marek stared at the fish, asif he agonized over that degth, too. “If we' d been more careful,
shewouldn’t have had the baby, and she'd till bedive.”

“Maybe. Or maybe she would have died anyway.” Thetruth felt crudl but necessary. “ Crow takesusin
Histime, not ours.”

“Crow knows nothing of human fedings”
“I think He knows everything. | think He sufferswith us when someone dies.”

“Then why does He keep taking people? Why not just put an end to death and then no one suffers, least
of al Crow?’ He shook hishead. “1 know, it’s stupid. People haveto die, or there’ d be no room for
those being born. Degth is part of life. | know dl the arguments. But it’snot fair.”

“Of courseit’ snot fair.”

“And every night I’'m reminded. Every night when | can’t see my hand in front of my face even by the
light of the full moon, | remember why.”

Of course. She should have made the connection sooner. He hadn't been ready to become afather when
his mate became pregnant; Wolf had punished Marek by perverting his second-phase powers. Rhia had
seen amilar consequences vidted upon young Asermons in the same Situation, but never for aslong as
two years. Once a person accepted the responsibility of raising achild, hisor her powers eventualy
returned to normal. But Crow had robbed Marek of that chance.

She waited along moment to ask the obvious question: “Why, then, did you make loveto melast night?
When you're o afraid of—"

“I don’'t know. Part of me never wantsto look at you again, wantsto forget | have these fedings. The
other part wants to know everything about you, o | can figure out why.”

“Why what?’
“Why | needed you—" histeeth gritted “—so much.”

Rhiadid her armsaround his shoulders and pulled him close. His hands grasped the blanket, then moved
to clutch at her back.

They held each other without speaking until Rhia s somach interrupted them with an indignant growl.
Marek let her go with achuckle. “Priorities.”

Once again, his cooking impressed her. She wondered if she would continue to enjoy the privilege after
their journey ended.



“Will | livewith Corannain Kalindos?' she asked Marek once she could breathe between bites.
“l bdievesn.”
“Doyou il livewith her?’

“No. | have my own home. It’sin the next tree, so if you ever want to visit...” He gave her agrin that did
apoor job of faking coyness.

“I think I will.” She scraped the remains of thefish off the leavesin which it had been wrapped. “Will
Corannamind that youand |...” Shedidn’'t yet know how to describe what existed between her and
Marek.

“No. Infact, | think she'll berdieved I've—" He broke off his sentence, brow furrowed.
“That you' ve found someone?’ she offered.

“Yes.” The phrase seemed to please him. “1’ ve found someone.” He brightened. “I want to show you
something | think you'll like.”

They doused the fire and packed the remaining two fish in ice. Soon they were on their way, keeping to
the riverbank when the growth of shrubs and reeds would alow them, otherwise heading uphill to
continue through the wooded area, dways keeping the rushing water within earshot—Marek’s, if not
hers.

“We're getting close,” he said when the water quieted to the point where she barely heard it. “A cam
part bresks off from the main flow. It creates a sort of pool.”

“It'stoo cold to swim.”
“For humans, yes. Let’s be quiet, so we don't disturb them.”

She wanted to ask “Disturb what?’ but redlized that would involve not being quiet. Marek pointed at his
own feet, and she watched the way he walked to maintain silence, flexing hisknees and first placing
weight on the outside edge of hisfeet before rolling hisarchesin. Sheimitated his stride as best as she
could, rustling afew leaves here and there, but on the whole much stedthier than before.

Rhia concentrated so hard on avoiding noise that she didn’t notice the sight in front of her until she
bumped into Marek.

A large pool of water lay before them, surrounded on three sides by trees and on the fourth side by the
influx of river water. A steep muddy bank dove into the pool from the left, its surface dick with water,
which Rhiathought odd, since there were no other signs of recent rain.

A quiet splash caught her attention. A face blurped out of the water and examined them with sharp black
eyes. Long whiskers twitched. The creature chirped and disappeared under the water again.

Suddenly alithe brown anima shot out of the water, followed by three smaler onesand alarger one
bringing up therear. Their bodies bobbed and dinked like inchworms as they climbed the bank.

Rhia put ahand to her mouth. “Oh...”
“What' swrong?’ Marek whispered.

“My mother. My mother was Otter.”



He hissed in abreath. “Rhia, I'm sorry. We can leave if you want.”
“No.” Sheblinked hard. “| haven't seen onesincel wasachild.”

One by one the otters descended the dick muddy bank into the water. Two of the kits collided on their
way down and rolled over each other the rest of the trip, chattering and scrabbling.

“That was my family.” Rhiachuckled. “ She made us play games, especidly when wewerefighting.”
“Teachme some,” hesaid.
“Later, | will.”

For now she wanted only to watch the otters and remember.

“Now this next on€ srather silly.”

Marek let out another great laugh that echoed through the forest. “ Oh, this onewill be slly. Becausethe
last one was deadly serious.”

They sat next to the campfirein the evening’ swaning light asthe other two fish friedinasmall pan. Rhia's
stomach and cheeks ached from laughter. She had demongtrated severa of her favorite childhood games,
al of which Marek lost with dignity.

“Shh,” shetold him. “For this one you need to concentrate.”
“Wait.” He held up afinger. “The sun’s setting.”

The last few rays disappeared past the hill behind her. Rhiaturned back to him to ask what was the
matter.

Marek faded from view.

“No!” She grabbed hisarm.

“That won't help,” he said with awistful smile that vanished with therest of him.

Shedid next to him so that their shoulderstouched, then laced her fingerswith his, both hands.

“Now how will we eat?’ Heloosened one hand and put hisarm around her. “I’m here, evenif you can't
seme”

“This may sound crazy, after having spent three days donein theforest, but | don’t like the dark.”
“A Crow afraid of the dark?’

“Not afrad,” shesad. “Just not preferring it.”

“Ah.” He placed aquick kisson her temple. “Now | seewhat I’m meant to teach you.”

“Besides how to not beticklish?’

“That could take months. But this | think we can do in one night.”



“Do what, exactly?’

“HFird, eat.” A levitating stick poked the fish from the fire, and an unseen hand unwrapped them.
“Careful—hot.”

Though she had learned to live with hunger during her fast, the smell of fresh food made her somach
yearn. She broke up thefish’sflesh to coal it, but still burned her mouth in her impatience to est.

“Why areyou afraid of the dark?’ Marek corrected himsdlf. “ Sorry, why do you not, er, prefer the
dark? Was that the word you used?’

“I am afrad. It sstupid.”

“It'snot supid. It' singtinct. Humans are made to live in the day—our eyes only work well with lots of
light. If your Guardian Spirit were anight anima, like mine, it'd be easer for you. Or if it were aday
creature who never needed the dark to do her magic. Crow dwellsin adifferent kind of darkness. But to
work there, you need to stop fearing the darkness of thisworld.” He stopped, and Rhia heard chewing
sounds. “Am | making any sensea al?’

She sighed. “I understand what | need to do. | just don’t know how to get there.”
“What' s so dangerousin the dark, in your mind?’
“Anything.”

“Specificaly. When you close your eyes and fed the fear, what do you imagine? Isit something red, like
awild animd, or isit some unnameableforce?’

“Both.” She hesitated. “When it comesto beasts, | imagine wolves.”
“| thought s0.”

“But after meeting that old wolf in the forest—"

“And after megting me.”

“And you. You're not what | expected, either of you.”

“WEe re not crazed, bloodthirsty killers. We hunt to take care of our family, to do our part. That'stherole
of Wolvesin Kalindos, to provide mest for our people.”

Rdlief flooded her. “ Y ou’ re not awarrior, then?’

Helaughed. “No. If an enemy bothered to invade Kaindos, we Wolves would act as scouts. During the
actua battles, though, we' d say inthevillage asalast line of protection. It suitsmefine. I've no craving
for glory.” More chewing sounds. “Hmm, somehow we started talking about me. Clever Crow. What
eseareyou afraid of inthe dark? Besides us fierce, dobbering wolves.”

“Yousad, ‘us’ Arethere many Wolvesin Kaindos?’
“Severd. End of discussion again. What are you afraid of in the dark?’

Rhiasat back and tried to focus on her fears. “ The unnameable. How can | explain? It' sanot-thing. A
void with no presence of itsown. | fed likeit will suck meinto itsef and turn meinto nothing.”



Marek spoke softly. “Y ou could never be nothing, Rhia.”
Shedidn’t respond, instead choosing to finish the last portion of her fish.
“Maybe what you fear isn't losing yoursdf,” he said, “but losing your old ways.”

“No, | welcome my transformation, my entrance into—into anew way of seeing theworld, of relating to
others and to the Spirits. | embrace my new way of being.”

“Who taught you to recite that?’

Rhiawas glad the darkness hid her blush. “My mentor. It's not arecitation, just something he said would
hmw].”

“Andit will. Closeyour eyes”

She cast askeptical ook in hisdirection, but hearing no response, she obliged. “Now what?’
“Now you stay that way.”

“How long?’

“Until | tdll you to openthem.”

“When will thet be?’

Hesghed. “When | think you' re ready.”

“I think I’m ready now.”

Helet go of her and stood up. “1 need to hang up the rest of the food beforeit getstoo dark for meto

“Wait!” Shereached out for him. “Don’'t leave me.”

“I'll beright here, but you won't be able to hear me unless | speak. | can't stop the stedlth at night,
remember.”

Rhiabit her lip. She wanted to open her eyesto scan the campsite for sgns of Marek—the rising pack of
food, the shifting of the campfirelogs. But she knew he was watching.

“And | amwatching,” he said, “so no peeking.”

She crossed her arms over her chest, ostensibly to keep warm but more to reassure herself that she was
dill there.

Theforest lay mute around her. It wastoo early in the season for bullfrogs, swalows, and spring peepers
tofill thetwilight with their cacophonous chorus.

There was nothing outside of her.

Rhia s heart thumped againgt her breastbone, and her breath quickened, shdlowed. She felt her hands
grow cold and damp. Thoughts raced, too fast for her conscious mind to register. A whimper formed in
her throat, but she didn’t let it escape.

Just breathe.



Her body finally obeyed.

Her thoughts quieted, and she heard nothing but her own breath, which dowed and steadied as she
ligtened. Her heartbesat joined the rhythm inside her ear and lulled her into a near-trance.

With nothing to see and little to hear, her sense of touch magnified. Her skin prickled, and the darkness
pressed in—not smothering or oppressive, but with a caress that both soothed her wariness and
demanded her attention.

Three nights ago, the darkness and something within it had chewed up her soul and spit it out again. Even
fear had abandoned her by then, leaving only the raw ingtinct of self-preservation, fighting to prevent the
dark thing from annihilating her. Y et the Spirit could not fill her if she had not first become hollow.

Theair near her shifted, and without opening her eyes she turned her head to welcome Marek back to
her sde. He knelt on the ground behind her, then took her hands and opened her armswide, lining them
up with his own so that they were like two birds with wings outstretched.

“What do you fed?” he whispered.
She grew warm with desire, and turned her head to nuzzle him. “I fed you.”
“Beyond that. Stretch out with your mind, with your spirit. Reach for everything beyond me.”

Rhiafaced forward again. Within afew moments, shefelt atrickle of energy swim through her, with
hesitant, unsteady strokes at firgt, then with more power and assurance, asif she had given it an
unconscious sgnd to pass.

“Letitflow,” hewhigpered. “Let everything within you uncoil. Fed it course through you.”
“Wha isit?’

Hedidn't reply, and she sensed that the thing had no name. The stream became ariver, the energy of the
world flowing through their bodies. It was beyond them, and yet not outside them—it was within them, of
them, between them. It had existed before the First People, even the First Animals, and it would flow
long after they all went to the Other Side.

It moved beyond the earth, to the stars and moon and sun—past them even, to the darkest regions of the
Upper World.

The night cradled her, and she understood with a strange certainty that most of existence was shrouded in
darkness and mystery. To move within it and help others do the same, she had to embraceit asit had
embraced her.

But Crow had said not to let the darkness absorb her.
“Marek?’ shewhispered.

“yes?

“Promise me something?’

Hetensed, amost imperceptibly. “What isit?’

“No matter what happens between us—don’t let me lose myself.”



“I understand.” He intertwined hisfingers with hers. “Whatever we become to each other, | promiseto
keep you inthisworld.”

“Evenif | don't want to stay.”
“Especidly if you don't want to stay.”

Sheturned her head to kiss him. Theriver of energy ran through their lipsasit had their hands and soon
found other conduits.

As shefloated toward deep hourslater with Marek in her arms, Rhiafelt connected to everything that
had ever lived and ever would live. She knew the moment and the feding were fragile, and held onto it
with the gentlest of grips, lest it crumble or dip away.

Ahead of her, Kaindos held uncertainty, trials and further transformation. Behind her, Asermos held
security, but also pain and grief. Here in the forest, on the path between her past and future, lay adark
place of peace. She would dwdl within it alittle longer.

18
R hiacouldn't move.

At firgt she thought Marek’ s body was wrapped around hers, but she saw him across the clearing,
building asmdl firefor breskfast. Nothing was holding her down.

Nothing, that is, but her own wesakness.

Marek glanced over. “ Awake at |last. Hope possum’ sal right with you. | wastoo slow and tired to catch
arabbit thismorning.” He made no effort to hide hisgrin. “Y our fault, of course.”

She pushed back the blanket, muscles protesting. That was al she could do.

“I’m not going to feed you like ababy bird.” Marek stoked thefire. “If you help me cook it, it'll taste
better.”

“I can’'t get up,” she croaked.

Heturned to her, startled. “What' swrong?’

“I don't know. | haven't felt thisway since...”

Since shewasill asachild. She began to tremble,

Marek came to her. He brushed the hair out of her eyes, then put ahand to her forehead.

“You have afever. Not too high.” He sat back on his haunches and contemplated her. “It’s no wonder.
Y ou spent three days and four nights without food, then another two nights and aday of walking
and—other exhaugting things. Y ou need rest.”

“Marek, you don't understand. When | wasachild, | wassick. It wasted awvay my muscles until |
couldn’t walk, could barely bresthe. | nearly died.”



A flicker of fear crossed hisface, then he shook his head. “Why would Crow bring you through the
Bestowing just to take you to the Other Side?’

“I told you, He doesthingsin Histime, not ours.”
“But He needs you too much, to do Hiswork in thisworld.”

Rhiahad never considered that idea before, that the Spirit might continue to spare her life for Hisown
purposes. She would have to ask Corannaif Crow people ever died young.

“You'll recover,” Marek said, “but you have to rest and let metake care of you.” He pulled the blanket
back over her, then folded up his own blanket and placed it under her head for apillow. “We' |l stay until
tomorrow. Kaindosisn't going anywhere.”

With trembling fingers, Rhiatucked the blanket under her chin. She closed her eyes asMarek gently
massaged her back, rdeasing and rdieving the familiar pain within.

“My mother used to do thisfor me,” she said.

Marek’ s hands halted for amoment, then continued their soothing pattern. “ Sorry | don’t have her
heding sills”

“Thisfedsjust asgood. But different.” She stretched, causing the large musclein her lower back to seize
up. Sheflinched and tried to smile at him. “ Considering you helped put mein this state, the least you can
doisnursemeout of it.”

He chuckled. “I didn’t know casting blame was a fever reducer. One of those little-known healing
secrets, | suppose.”

She hated for him to see her like this, hated that she was weak and always would be. Part of her had
hoped the Bestowing would grant physica strength aswell as spiritud, but it had sapped her reserves
instead.

Marek said something about breakfast, but deep stole her consciousness before she could respond.

When Rhiawoke again, the sun’slight had changed little, so she assumed she had merely dozed. She
raised hersdf up on her elbow. The light shone from the opposite direction.

“I dept dl day?” she murmured.
Marek’ svoice came over her shoulder. “Y ou missed the excitement.”
“What happened?”’

“I made some new arrows.” He held up along thin stick with the bark peeled off and sighted it at her,
one eye squinting down the length of the shaft. “More or less.” He put down the stick. “Not that exciting,
actudly. How do you fed ?’

She rubbed her face, trying to remove the mist from her mind. “Not sure yet.”
“How about some sassafras tea?’

Rhiablinked at him. Tea. Did sheliketea? A voice at the corner of her brain said, “ That would be



lovely.” Sherelayed the message to Marek.

“WEe Il haveto drink from the pot,” he said, “sincethereé sno mugs.” He put hisfinger in the pot, which
was Sitting off to the Sde of the smoldering campfire. “It’s cool enough.” He reached to pick it up.

“No,” shesad, “I'll come over there.”
“Areyou sure?’

“I need to move.”

“Let mehepyou.”

“No.” She got to her knees and stayed there for amoment, panting. Marek walked over, placed asmall
but sturdy branch in her hands, then returned to the fire. She gppreciated his confidence in her, evenif it
was partly feigned.

When she had gathered enough energy, she used the walking stick to bear her weight as her legsdowly
straightened. No pain coursed through her, only a bone-deep weariness that would pass with rest and
food. She hobbled over to the fire and eased herself to the ground next to Marek.

“Welcome back to the world.” He handed her the pot. She accepted it with abarely audible thanks, then
as soon as her hands stopped trembling, raised it to her lips.

“How much farther to—phleh!” Rhiaspit out the tea. The drops sizzled and popped in thefire.
“Too strong?’ hesad.

The coughing and hacking prevented her from uttering aword. She struggled to uncontort her face.
“What isin that—that concoction?’ Her eyeswatered from the lingering sour taste,

“It'snot entirdly sassafrastea, | admit. Y ou’' ve never had meloxa?’

“What's me oxa?”

“Fermented crabapples.”

She spit out what was left in her mouth. “What made your people create such an abomination?’
“We have no other cheap way to get drunk.”

“Youdon't havede?’

Marek looked like he would spit, too, at the thought. “Aleisfor babies” He gestured to the pot. “Try it
again. It growsonyou.”

Rhiawiped her mouth. “I’d rather stay sober—and thirsty.”

Marek shrugged and took the pot from her. After quaffing along gulp, he reached in his pack and
brought out an empty horseskin flask, which he filled with the contents of the pot.

“I'll make some meloxa-freetea.” From alarger flask he poured fresh water into the pot. “Help yoursdlf
to food.”

Rhiadidn’'t haveto be asked twice. She marveled that hisforaging skills equaled his proficiency at
hunting. Lying next to the meat were at |east a dozen roots, cleaned and cooked to atender crispness.



Marek accidentally doshed some of the water onto the fire as he replaced the pot to boil. He sighed and
cursed.

Shelooked at hislopsided grin. “Have you been drinking meloxadl day?’

“No, | told you, | was making arrows.”

Rhiaglanced a the smal pile of crooked, flimsy sticksthat were likely never to touch abowstring.
“And drinking meloxa,” he added. *Y ou were adeep. | was bored.”

“Do Kdindonsdrink alot?

Hethought for amoment. “Define‘alot.’”

“Why so much?” shesaid.

“Y ou mean me, or Kalindonsin general ? Because those ‘why’s aren’t the same.”

“Kdindons. Your ‘why’ isobvious”

“Isit?’ He adjusted the pot, steadying it for longer than necessary beforeletting it go. “The reason why a
Kaindon does anything isto be close to the Spirits.”

“Hunting? Eating? Making love?’

“Everything. We bdievethat redly living in this world is the best way to touch the Spirit World. Not that
wewalk around in atrance, murmuring ‘ Bless you, name-of-Spirit, for that fantastic piss| just took.” To
watch us, you wouldn't think we were particularly spiritua. To watch us, you' d think us abunch of
shamel ess sots who bear too much resemblance to the animalswho Guard us.” He grabbed aroot from
thepilein her hand. “You'll fitin quitewdl.” He held up afinger. “1 meant that as acompliment.”

“You must havetraveled alot,” she said, “to understand Kalindons from an outsider’ s point of view.”

“Corannadoesn't travel, so | collect her supplies. I ve been to dl the villages of our people—Asermos,
Tiros on the western plains, and even down south to Velekos.”

“I’'ve been there.” It wasthe only place outsde of Asermos she' d visited. “For the midsummer Fiddlers
Festivd.”

He brightened. “What year? Maybe we were there a the sametime.”
“| was sixteen, so it would have been two years ago.”
Marek’s eyes shifted away. “ Oh. | wasn't there then.”

Hiswife and child. Of course. Rhia changed the subject before his mood grayed. “Have you ever beento
the land of the Descendants?’

“Never that far south. Doubt I'd likeit. One of our Bears, afriend of mine, delivered a message there
once from the Kalindon Council. He said there were buildings made of white stone as far ashe could
see. At one point, in the center of the city, he couldn’t seeasingletree.” Marek took on afaraway
expression. “Theredly strangething is, he couldn’t fed the Spirits.”

“Not fed them? But they' re everywhere.”



Helooked at the trees, the rocks, the fallen branches.
Rhiawhispered, “Y ou think where there sno—" she gestured around her “—this, there are no Spirits?’

“Those people don’t believe. They have human gods. They worship what they’ ve created, and it’ s not of
the earth. It' s of them.”

“And that’ swhy they have no magic. The Spirits have abandoned them.”
“Or...” Marek hesitated.

“Or what?’

“Or maybe the Spirits only thrive where people believe in them.”

Rhiagared at him. “That can’t beright. That would mean—"

“That they need us as much aswe need them.”

“But if every human died, the Spiritswould live on.”

“Andif the Spiritsdied—"

“They can't die)” shesaid.

Everything dies. Crow’ s words came back to her. But all isreborn aswell.
“I think they did once already,” Marek said. “Before the Reawakening.”

“Y ou believe in the Reawakening?’ She remembered her conversation with the giraffe.

“The Descendants are proof. If people can fal away from the Spirits once, they can do it again. Which
meansthey could have done it before. Our ancestors were chosen to survive at the Reawakening
because we agreed to honor the Spirits, to keep within our limits.”

“In Asermos we re taught that’ samyth. We re taught that humans have dwayslived in harmony with the
Spirits. We re not the exception, the Descendants are. They’ reawarning.” Shelooked at the pot, which
was starting to quiver from the water boiling ingde. “But after my Bestowing, I’m not so sure.”

Marek sat back and took another swig of meloxa. “ It makes sense, | suppose, for Asermonsto believe
that.”

“WM!
“Y ou don't want to think it could happen to you.”
“Why would it?’

“Look at your roads, your ships, your farms. Like the Descendants, you' re turning the world into a place
for humans”

“Qur roads and shipsand farms are for surviva.”

Hisloud guffaw was not unkind, though it did make him cough. “Kaindoswill teach you afew things
about surviva. The Descendants aren't just awarning, Rhia, they’ re ahistory lesson. For your village, it
should be the samething.”



Rhia sweariness weighed too much to argue further. The implications of hiswords troubled her, but she
saw no solution, no way for Asermosto undo itsway of life and remain strong enough to defend itself.

“On second thought,” she said, “give me some meloxa.”
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T henext day, Sgns of black bears rousing from winter torpor made Rhiaand Marek take precautions to
avoid a confrontation. She overcame her embarrassment at her lack of singing ability after hearing him
belt out afew tunes of hisown. Rhiadidn’t suppose any bear would approach their caterwauling unlessit
wanted to become permanently deafened.

They were repeeting the same verse for the tenth time when Marek suddenly stopped snging. He
grabbed her arm and put afinger to his mouth. She silenced.

Something whistled, then thudded, just above their heads. When Rhid s eyes refocused, she saw an
arrow jutting from atree afew steps away. Her kneesturned to water.

“Marek—"

He held up his hand, then went to examine the feathers that fletched the arrow.

“Crazy bitch,” he muttered.

“I heard you!” A femae voice rang from their Ieft, uphill, or perhaps from one of the boulders nearby.
Marek’ s gaze swept the surrounding forest. “ Alanka, you missed.”

“No, I didn't.” The voice came closer, its source still obscured. 1 was aiming for the centipede.”

He turned back to the tree. “What centi—"

From nowhere ayoung woman appeared, leaping onto Marek’ s back and crooking her arm around his
neck. Her momentum pushed them forward, and she pressed her finger againgt the trunk, where the
arrow had pierced it.

“Right there,” shesaid. It wastrue: Dozens of pairs of brown-yellow legs stuck out from behind the
arrow’ s head.

Alankayanked out the arrow. “Welcome home.” She made a durping sound against Marek’ s cheek, a
cross between akissand alick. “ About time.”

Shedid off him, whereupon he turned and swept her into an embrace so hearty that Rhiatook astep
back, feding asinvisible as he had been these last few nights. The girl’ slong black braid bounced against
the quiver of arrows strapped around her shoulders as Marek rocked her from sideto side.

Clearly they were close.
Marek let go of her. “ Alanka, thisisRhia Rhia, Alanka.”

Thewoman'sdark eyes gppraised her, beginning with her feet and moving upward. When their gazes
met, a smile broke across her face. “Hi!” She hugged Rhia, who tried to reciprocate, but Alanka had



dready let go. “Don’'t worry, | won't lick you. Unlessyou—"

Alanka cut hersdf off. She sniffed the air above Rhia s shoulder, then did the same to Marek. “ Ah,
good.” Her eyes sparkled at both of them, and she ruffled hishead. “ So you'll findly stop cutting your
hair, then?’

He blushed and took Rhia' shand. “Maybe.” Hetried to draw Rhianear to him, but sheresisted. His
curious look turned to one of comprehension.

“Alanka sWolf, too,” hetold her.

Rhialet out asigh of rdlief. If custom were the same here asin Asermos, Marek would as soon take
Alankato bed as he would his own sister. Sharing a Guardian Spirit made two peoplefar too dikein all
the important ways for attraction to take root. It was a blessing of the Spiritsthat such an effective taboo
exigted, for it dlowed co-Animasto work, hunt or fight together without distraction.

“Rhiais Coranna s new apprentice,” Marek said.

Alanka seyeslit up, but in the next moment her smile faded. Her gaze turned dmost sympathetic. She
cleared her throat. “It's good to have you.” Alanka dipped her hand into the crook of Rhia s other arm.

The three of them continued down the path, the Wolves chatting about a herd of elk that had wandered
into the foothills after alate snowfdl. Rhia studied Alankafrom the corner of her eye. She wanted to
didike her, to fed intimidated by her superior strength, self-possession, beauty and height as shewould a
amilar woman in Asermos. But something familiar about Alanka sface made Rhiafed...at home?

A feding that vanished when she saw Kaindos.

Shedidn’t come uponit al a once. Rather, it came upon her. By the time she knew she had arrived, the
village had surrounded her.

Ladders hung all around, some made of wood and rope, fastened to astake in the ground, and others
entirely of wood. At least one person was descending each ladder, scrambling down with the ease of
squirrels. Rhia, Alanka and Marek stopped near one of the larger trees. Rhialifted her gaze and gasped.

A network of wooden homeslay above, stretching among the branches, some extending from one treeto
another. Dampness darkened the wood on both the trees and houses. Pine needles dripped with dew,
though it was late morning, and maoss grew on nearly every surface, absorbing and softening al sound,
including Marek’ s next words.

“We're here”

Half adozen people stood before her, with more coming from a distance, neither hurrying nor ddlying.
“Which oneis Coranna?’ she whispered to Marek from the side of her mouth.

“None of them. That' swhy they haven't greeted you yet. They’ re waiting to give her the honor.”

Meeting me is an honor? Rhiathought. Because I'm a visitor or because I'm Crow? Gaen had told
her little about what to expect in Kaindos, and she suspected his reticence had less to do with ignorance
than hisdesirefor her to dedl with the Situation without bias or prejudice.

Or maybe hejust didn’'t want to scare her away.

Shetried not to fidget under the gaze of so many strangers. They examined her with the cool politeness



reserved for those just passing through. Mixed with their astonishingly mild curiosity was... pity? Perhaps
they had heard about her mother, or noticed her shorter hair.

Marek squeezed her hand, and when she looked at him hetilted hischin to their |€ft.

The crowd packed several people deep in that direction, everyone craning necks to peer behind them.
The group parted, and awoman stepped forward.

Silver hair fdl in wavesto her waist and glistened in the shafts of sunlight she passed through. Her face
held not asngle wrinkle that Rhia could see, and her feet moved in silence, gracing the ground with their
soundless presence. Like the other Kaindons, she dressed in the muted colors of the pine forest, but
seemed to glow with alight that came from beyond the world.

She moved like deeth itsdf—ddliberate, fluid and unstoppable.

Rhiawanted to step forward and shrink away at the sametime. Wasthisadying person’slast sight?
Would she hersalf someday become as etheredl and imposing? She couldn'’t imagine possessing such
power, such splendor.

The woman stopped in front of Rhia, who finally remembered to bow. She returned the gesture, then
extended her hand, palm down.

“Rhia, welcome. | am Coranna”

Rhiatook Coranna’ s hand and unstuck her own throat. “ Y es, you are. Rather, | thought you were. |
guessed you might be.” She clamped her lips shut before more insipid words seeped out.

A serene smile spread over Coranna sface. Shelaid her other hand againgt Rhia s cheek. Rhiafought
the urge to lean against the long, strong fingers, like adog eager to be petted.

“It has been several yearssince I’ ve had an apprentice,” Corannasaid. “I greet you—we all greet
you—" shetook in the crowd with awave of the hand “—with the utmost joy.”

Rhiasaw nothing close to joy on the faces of the Kalindons. They bore smiles, but wistful ones, asthough
they were resigned to her presence. Had she disappointed them aready? Or did they dread the sight of
another harbinger of death? Perhapstheir reticent manner was Kaindon nature, though if that were the
case, Marek wouldn't fit in. He was anything but reticent.

Shelooked at him. His bewildered expresson said he didn’t understand the subdued reception, either.

Rather than bowing as Asermons would, the Kaindons came forward one by one and embraced Rhia,
though none with the force and enthusiasm of Alanka. She struggled to keep the names and Guardian
Spirits straight, since they didn’t wear fetishes. In such asmall village, she redized, everyone would know
their neighbors and had no need to announce their powers.

On the whole, they appeared shorter and lighter than Asermons. Rhiawondered if their dight builds were
dueto their famoudy spare diets. At least it held an advantage for their surroundings—any excess weight
would make climbing in and out of dwellings that much more exhausting.

The last person to introduce himself was ataller-than-average man with black hair and eyes.
“Findly.” Alanka squeezed Rhia selbow. “Thisismy father, Razvin.”

The man took Rhia s hand and bowed deeply, asif he were going to kissit. “It'san honor,” hesaidina



voice as smooth as butter, “for an old Fox like me to meet abeautiful young Crow.”
Rhia s shoulder twitched, asif it would jerk back her hand. Mayra had told her never to trust a Fox.
Alankamade alow groan. “Father, please. Y ou're not old.”

“But sheisbeautiful,” he said without taking his eyes off Rhia, who sensed Marek stepping closer to her
gde. “Havewe met before?’” Razvin asked her.

Laughing, Alankatook her father’sarm. “ Of course not. Let’ s go home before you embarrass yoursdlf.”

“I believeitistoo late.” Razvin nodded goodbye to Rhiaand let his daughter lead him away. Rhiastared
after him.

“Ignorehim,” Marek said. “Hethinks he' s charming.”
She squeezed his hand. “ Thank you for everything.”
He pulled her closer and kissed her temple.

“Oh, dear.”

Rhiaturned to see Corannalooking at the two of them with dismay. In the next moment she covered it
with atight smile and beckoned Rhiato follow her.

Marek mirrored Rhia s confusion. He released her hand. “Go on. I’ [l see you soon.” He looked past her
at Coranna sretresting figure. “I hope.”

20
“Y oucandoit. Just don't look down.”

Corannawas peering over the wooden railing of her porch at Rhia, who clung, white-knuckled and
shaking, to the tree ladder. She had climbed three-quarters of the way up with no trepidation, until her
foot had trouble finding the rung and she had made the mistake of looking down to locate it.

The forest floor shrank and swelled, and the movements of the people below became erratic and hasty.
Rhiagared at the ground, afraid to blink, frightened at the thought of even momentary darkness at such a
height.

“Look at me, Rhia.” Coranna s soothing voice teetered on the edge of impatience. “ Just do what you've
been doing. Climb.”

“|l—c-can’'t,” Rhiasaid between chattering teeth. Fear obliterated shame.
“Wél, I’ ve got thingsto do, so I'll see you when you get up here.”

Rhia heard Coranna open and close the door of the house over her head. Relief trickled through her
veins. One fewer person would watch her fall to her degth.

No. Stupid.
She closed her eyes and leaned her forehead againgt the rung in front of her. A good start, not looking



down anymore. Theworld’ s gyrations dowed, then stopped. She began to take full but wobbly breaths
agan.

Fine. She was fine where she was, content to hang on to the ladder for the rest of her life. She would not
fal if shenever moved again. A certainty. Fine.

Equally stupid.

She would move. Up. Up was closer, and up was where she wanted to go. Right? Y es, up. Shewould
move.

But which to movefirst, hand or foot? She thought about it for severd moments. It had felt naturd dl the
way up, moving hands and feet a the sametime, but now such acrobatics seemed impossible,

She loosened the grip of her left hand, then in apanic, tightened it more. A foot, then. She would move a
foot.

A toetwitched, then froze. Not afoot, then.

Rhiawished she' d never come to Kalindos. What had made her and Galen think she was worthy to
confront death itsalf, when she couldn’t even climb atree?

Death itdf.
Crow.

Please help me, she prayed to her Guardian Spirit. | can’t serve you without the strength to
overcome my fears. Grant me courage for the little moments like this, and | vow I'll find it myself
for the big ones.

Without waiting for areply, Rhiaheaved hersdf to the next rung. She cried out in fear and relief, then did
it again, and again, her voice softening with each upward movement, until at last she was moving hand
over hand, foot past foot, without stopping. Her breath came hard but steady, and when she reached
Corannd s porch, she did not collapse, clutching the floor, as sheimagined shewould. Instead Rhia
stood, straightened her coat and opened the door, asif she had entered such an abode every day of her
life

Coranna haf-turned from the stove. “Ah, good. Set your pack down on the clean bed and come eat with
rre"

Rhialet out ashaky bresth and looked around. The tree house was smaller than her home in Asermos.
To theleft of the door was akitchen with a stove and low table. To the right sat two beds, onein each
corner. The farther one held rumpled blankets; the other, beside her, was neatly made. Rhia ducked
under alarge branch that grew in through thewall and out through the ceiling, then took the pack from
her back and dropped it onto the bed.

The room was clean but cluttered. Clay pots sat strewn across wooden shelves on the near wall. Two
piles of clothing—one large, one small—sat againgt the far wall next to Corannd s bed. Severa bright
colors and many white items peeked out of the larger pile.

“We never wear black, you and |.” Coranna gestured to the lumps of clothing as she carried two
steaming platesto the table. “Nothing against Crow and His feathered finery, but there’ sno sense
accentuating the macabre. Death is grim enough without ustraipsing around like bits of midnight. Besides,
black dye coststoo much.”



Led by the scent of food, Rhiajoined her at the small, low table, which sat afew feet from the stove. Soft
cushions covered with rough-textured cloth took the place of chairs. A large brown woven rug warmed
the floor and gave the kitchen areaa cozy fed, asif it were its own space separate from the rest of the
house,

They settled into the modest med and ate without speaking. Rhia burned with questions—about
Kadindos, Marek, Razvin and Coranna herself—but didn’t know how or even whether she should speak
fird.

Finaly, Coranna pushed her plate aside and sighed with contentment.
“So what do you think of our village?’
Rhiawasn't sure what she thought yet, and could only compaose one certain observation: “It' squiet.”

“For now. Winter gtill hasahold on Kadindos. Spring has been teasing us, flirting with us, but never
staying more than half aday. Once spring hangs up its coat and takes its shoes off, this village will
transform into something quite different.” She gppeared to restrain agrin. “ Also, the Kdindons are busy
preparing your welcome cel ebration.”

Rhiaswallowed. “But they seem so underwhelmed to see me.”
“You'll be one of usonce you begin your training.”
“When will thet be?’

“In afew days, depending on the weather. Until then, you must rest, obtain your bearings.” She swept
her hand to encompass the house. “ Get used to living in trees.”

A jangling sound came from the door. Rhialooked over to seeasmal clay bell. A thin rope, now tat,
rose from the bl into atiny hole in the door. Corannagot to her feet with surprising agility and opened
the door.

Marek stood on the porch. He waved to Rhia. “Hello.”

Coranna looked between the two of them. “Marek, we need to discuss something. Alone.” Sheglided
back to thetable. “Give me aminute to clean from lunch.”

“I'll doit,” Rhiasaid.

“Ah, one of the benefitsto having an gpprentice.” Corannapicked up her cloak. “ After you' ve cleaned
up, take arest. You'll need your strength in the days ahead.”

She gestured for Marek to precede her down the ladder, which he did after aworried glance at Rhia.
Rhiamarveled at their nimbleness at climbing and wondered if she'd ever zip down the ladder asif it
were as natura aswaking—if, in fact, she' d ever be able to descend the ladder at al. More than
anything, though, she wanted to know what they were discussing. Herself, no doubt.

It took only afew minutesto wash and dry the plates and mugs. She found an ice chest in which to store
the extrafood and wondered if most homes in Kalindos had as many amenities as Coranna s. Certainly
her Crow giftswereindispensable.

A few smal doorssat inthewadll at eyelevel. She opened the closest oneto arush of cold air and awall
of solid green.



It was awindow, sedled tight against the e ements when closed, but opened to provide aclear view of
the ground near the tree. Rhia peered out, fighting the vertigo.

Marek and Coranna stood about twenty paces from the tree' strunk, he with his arms crossed, shaking
his head. Coranna gestured toward her home—toward Rhia—with calm restraint. Marek turned away as
if to leave. Coranna put ahand on hisarm, and he moved to brush it off. Rhiastrained to hear their
words, but the wind in the pine needles drowned their voices to mere murmurs.

Marek looked up at Rhiathen. His eyes seemed to plead for her to run. Corannadid not follow Marek’s
gaze, but spoke to him urgently, squeezing hisforearm.

The wind faded. Marek turned on Coranna, and Rhia heard him shout, “What if you can't?’

Coranna bowed her head and said something Rhia couldn’t hear. The Crow woman reached for him,
and he did not resist her embrace. Hisarmsfolded tight againgt his chest, asif clutching something
precious, protecting it from Corannd s grasp. When shelet go, he stalked away without another word.

Rhia shut the window and latched it with atrembling hand. Her curiogity drained, sheignored the
once-fascinating contents of the house and crossed to sit on the edge of her bed. She pulled her pack
into her lap and stroked it like an anxious puppy.

No dogs would live here, since they couldn’t climb trees and would probably est more mest than they
were worth. Who would comfort her, then, in her uncertainty? She missed her hounds, with their wiry fur
and calm assurance. Here they would be miserable, with no wide patches of sunlight in which to stretch
and laze the day away. The afternoon was aready fading, the sun having descended behind the nearby
mountains. Kalindos was a place of darkness.

Minutes passed, and Corannadid not return. Rhia swary gaze dit on the piles of clothing acrossthe
room. The garments were crushed together and sure to be rumpled. Her hands twitched at the thought of
auseful task.

She kndlt before the smaller pile and shook out the articles of clothing one by one. They were clean, and
the wrinkles could be steamed out over the stove.

Not asingle dress or even askirt lay among the clothes. Had these been boys garments, perhaps
belonging to one of Coranna s grandsons? No, the cut of the fabrics allowed for awoman's
figure—certainly not abuxom one, but Rhia had no concernsin that regard.

She dmogt laughed asthe answer cameto her. When scaling trees al day, it wouldn't do to wear askirt
to display onesdlf to the world.

The door opened with abang.

“Sorry,” Corannasaid, “it sticks when the weather ishumid.” She closed the door and perused her house
with asatisfied sigh. “It feelsmore like ahome here already. Good, you found the clothes. They'rea
mess. I’m not much for chores, I’ m afraid. Arethey theright size?’

“Yes, thank you. | wasn't expecting such generosity.”
“What were you expecting?’
Rhiadidn’t know how to answer without sounding naive or insulting.

Corannawaved it off and came over to help sort the clothes. “ Alankainvited usto have dinner with her



and her father tonight. | hopeit’sdl right | accepted.”
“That would be—" She stopped, remembering the familiarity of Razvin’sface. “ Coranna?’
113 YS?!

Again Rhiastruggled for the right words and could only come up with directness. “He' smy brothers
fether, isn't he?’

Coranna stopped folding the blouse in her hands and fixed Rhiawith akind expression. “1’ve known
Razvin my entire life. When he left your mother he was atroubled young man, full of bitterness” She sat
on her bed. “Until Alankacame dong. He's changed, but | don’t blame you for bearing him ill will.”

“Should | tdl him | know?”

“Y es, when the moment isright.” Coranna nudged the pile of clothes with her foot. “I suppose you
figured out why women here don’t wear skirts.”

“I killed it mysdlf.” Alankagrinned a Rhiaover the seaming pot. “My first hunting trip without Marek.
Usudly Wolves hunt in pairs or groups, where one hunter drivesthe prey toward the other, or flushesa
bird to shoot. Aloneit’s harder, but not impossible” She gestured to the bubbling stew. “Obvioudy.”

The home Alanka shared with her father had a smilar layout to Corannd's, with the addition of acurtain
between the two beds and alarger table, a which the two elders now sat, shelling nuts to accompany the
grouse stew.

“Speaking of Marek,” Alankasaid, “I invited him to cometo dinner tonight. Even though we wouldn't be
abletoseehim.”

“Hesad no?’
“Said hewastired. Hedidn't look tired.”
Rhiasighed. “He savoiding me, | think because of Coranna, but | don’t understand why.”

Alankaglanced over her shoulder at the others and lowered her voice to awhisper. “Marek’ s not
unhappy with you. He saloya person, and for afew daysthose loydtieswill be divided.”

“Why?

She scrunched up her face with the pain of keeping asecret. “Corannawill tell you, when shethinksit's
time. Until then, just havefaith.” She put amug of meloxateain Rhid s hand. “ And enjoy yourself.”

“Isdinner ready yet?’ Razvin cdled from across the room. Rhia had scarcely looked himin the eye since
arriving. To think that the man who had caused her mother so much pain could inspire adoration in
Alanka—but perhaps he had changed over the years. Her brothers were twenty-three now. Surely in
two decades a man—even a Fox—could learn devotion.

They sat around the table like afamily—the young women on one side, Razvin and Corannaon the
other, father facing daughter acrossthe table. Rhiawas relieved to Sit asfar from Razvin as possible.

The food was ddlicious and hel ped take her mind off the tension growing inside her. She took atentative
sp of themeloxatea. To her surprise, it was much more palatable than the brew Marek had proffered in



the forest. Which was't saying much, only that she didn’t feed compelled to spit it on the floor. Alanka
must have sweetened it to counteract the sour apple flavor.

Razvin wastelling ajoke. She understood why her mother would find him attractive. His animated way of
gpesking, the mischievous glimmer in his gaze, even the way hetilted his head when hetold the punch
line—al could easily enchant someone who didn’t know better.

The table erupted in laughter, which Rhiadid not join.

Alankanudged her elbow. “Let me explain. See, the Mouse thinks that the Hawk is offering him a gift,
but actualy—"

“Don't ruin it by explaining, Alanka,” Razvin said. “Rhia sjust tired from her journey with Marek. Doubt
they got much deep.” He and his daughter shared a chuckle.

Rhia swords blurted out. “ Actudly | was distracted by thoughts of my dead mother.”

The other threefell silent. Razvin lowered his gaze to his plate and seemed to stare through it to the floor
below. Corannd s face held no expression; shelooked content to watch the drama play out.

“Oh, Rhia,” Alankasaid. “1 could tell you lost someone by your hair, but your mother—I know how that
is. Minedied when | waseight. It wasawful. | can’'t imaginelosng Father.”

“I’'m sorry, too,” Razvin whispered under his daughter’ s chattering. “Mayrawas agood woman.”
“Who' sMayra?’ Alanka split aquizzical ook between them. “Father, did you know her?’

“If shewasagood woman,” Rhiasaid to Razvin, “then why did you leave her?’

“| didn't—"

“She had twin boys, did you know that? My brothers.”

“Wait...” Alankasaid.

“For what it'sworth,” Razvin said, “| didn’t abandon her. Not by choice. | was chased out of Asermos,
regjected because | was Kaindon, not good enough for one of their women.” His upper lip dmost curled
into asnarl before he regained control of it. “1 left willingly because | didn’t want to cause your mother
more pain and shame.”

“What could cause more pain and shame than being abandoned with two children?’ The meloxa had
loosened her tongue, and she was grateful to it. “Why didn’t you take her with you?’

“Shewouldn't have come”
“Didyou ak her?’

Hewaited along moment before saying, “No. | didn’'t believe—and | ill don't believe—that Kdindons
and Asermons can even live as mates, much less as husband and wife.”

Rhiaflushed as she thought of Marek.
Coranna s scoff broke her silence. “Nonsense. More likely it's Foxes and Otters who don’t work.”

“Sodol haveit right?” Alankasaid, her thick browsknit. “My father isaso your father?’



“No, sweet,” Razvin said, “ Rhid smother Mayraisthe mother of my sons. They’re your half brothers,
because you have different mothers, and her hdf brothers, because they have different fathers.”

“Inmy lifetime done, I’ ve known,” Coranna counted on her fingers, “sx Kaindon-Asermon marriages.
Don't ligen to him, Rhia”

Rhia grew more confused. Did Corannanow support her relationship with Marek?
Alankalooked at Rhia. “ So what does that make us?’

“Nothing.” Rhiacaught hersdf when she saw Alanka sdismay. “Nothing but friends, thet is.”
A amilecrinkled the corners of the girl’ seyes. “I dwayswanted asigter.”

Rhiatook her hand. “Me, too.”

Razvin pushed his plate away and folded his hands under his chin. “Not aday passeswhen | don’t think
of thewoman and the sons | left behind. | cannot say that | regret it entirely, for if | had stayed in
Asarmos, Alanka never would have been born, and she is the greatest joy any father, any person could
ask for.”

“It'strue, | am.” Alankasnickered, then flushed as she redlized the moment had been wrong for ajoke.

“Theday | left your mother,” Razvin continued, “1 felt asif my heart had withered within me. When |
heard she had married—" he blinked as hetried to recall the name “—your father, | rejoiced evenin my
pain, for | knew him to be agood man. A stable man. One who would never squeeze asingle tear from
her beautiful eyes.” He took a deep breath. “Please accept my apologiesto your family. | can’t expect
you or them to ever love me, but I’ d work every day to dispe your hatred.”

Rhiagave adight nod, trying to convey that she had heard and understood him, but that she had not yet
accepted him as a potentia friend. As she nodded, her mind felt doshy, and her eydlids grew heavy.

“We d best be getting to bed.” Corannarose from the table and thanked them for their hospitality.

Alankahugged Rhiaat the door. “I have to hunt tomorrow morning, but in the afternoon | can show you
around.” Shewhispered, “Places the older folks don’t know about.”

“I'dlikethat.” Rhialooked at Razvin. “Tereus.”

“Pardon?’

“My father’ s name. The onewho married her.”

Hetilted hischin. “Of course”

“And your sons—" she looked at Alanka“—your brothers, are Lycas and Nilo.”

A wigtful smile curved the girl’slips. “1 have brothers. Can we visit them someday, Father?’

“Perhaps.” Hisface said it would never happen.

On the walk home, Rhiawhispered to Coranna, “I’m sorry if | acted ungracioudy, but | don't trust him.”
“No reason why you should, given your family’shistory.”

“Doyoutrust him?’



Coranna chuckled. “Never trust a Fox.”
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| n her dream, Rhiastood aone on aflat plain. No undulations broke the monotony of the ground, which
was covered in patches of bleached fuzz that couldn’t earn the name of grass. The gray of earth and sky
blended, as on afoggy day, yet no moisture permesated the air or restored the barren ground.

The horizon darkened, as if something beyond the sky were casting a shadow. The dark area spread like
again. A low murmur reached her ears and quickly sharpened into araging, rioting blast.

Before she could decide whether to block out the sight or the sound of the approaching menace, she
realized the cloud was made of crows—hundreds, perhaps thousands.

Crowsflying straight for her.

She should wel come them—these were her brothers and sisters—and yet she knew they were coming to
take her to the Other Side. No human stood to greet or guide her, and the birds had no souls she could
detect.

Rhiaturned to run, not to escape, for that wasimpossible, but rather to stretch her life even for afew
terrifying moments. Anything was better than nothing.

By thethird step, the crows werein front of her, coming from the other direction. She turned to the Side,
and they flew there, too. Every way she faced, the flock roared closer.

They were near enough now that she saw each thumping wing, pure black in the dull light. Their beeks
gplit opened in continuous caws, revedling angry red throats that would swallow her whole,

With asurge of certainty, she raised her pam toward the looming flock.
“No.”

Her eyes opened onto darkness. The wind whispering in the trees replaced the shrieks of the crows. Out
of newborn habit, she reached for Marek before the creak of wooden walls reminded her where she
dept. Behind her, Coranna snored softly.

Thetreewasdl around, cradling her, crooning her back to deep, but she fought to stay awake and
decipher her dream.

Weasit her own death she envisioned, or that of others? Perhaps each crow represented a separate
death—awar? Had her command stopped the ondaught? Could she hold back death?

She wished her father were here to interpret the dream. But she was on her own now and couldn’t run to
Papa every time something puzzled or frightened her.

Rhiaturned over and listened to the faint creaking of the branches in the breeze. When she was up and
about, she hadn’t noticed how the tree house swayed, but lying in bed shefelt the gentle rocking and
understood why Kalindons choseto live within the trees rather than below them. It wasimpossible to
forget that one was apart of the forest, as dependent on it for survival ason air itself.



Lulled into adrowse, Rhialet go her quest for immediate understanding. The meaning will show itself
in time, shethought, and did back through the curtain of deep.

She began the morning refreshed, surprised that the meloxa had not | eft her crusty-minded the way afew
mugs of Asermon ale would. Perhaps a substance in the tea counteracted the brew’ stoxic effects.

Corannawoke dowly and grumpily, muttering her distaste for “larks,” which Rhiatook to mean “early
risers.” The older woman's mood brightened when she tasted the breakfast, whereupon she proclaimed
that Rhia could add cooking to her other honors.

After breakfast they gathered roots for Coranna s powders. Asthey meandered through the damp
forest, Coranna discussed the practical aspects of being a Crow person:

“Obvioudy peopledon’t die every day, even in Kalindos, so | perform other duties. | serve on the village
Council, aselected, and | act asajudge, an arbitrator of disputes. Thisis common for Crows, who have
anatura tendency for digpassonate objectivity.”

Rhiaadded this to the qualities she needed to develop. More than one person had accused her of being
judgmental, which was atrait rarely found among good judges.

“Also,” Corannacontinued, “we need never worry about obtaining our own food. The other villagers
take care of us, in return for our services. I'll eat anything, but if you have any specid likesor didikes, let
Marek know.”

Rhiaamost sad, “Marek knowswhat | like,” but refrained. She couldn’t yet determine Coranna s
attitude toward her relationship with him.

“But then again,” Coranna continued, * he probably knows you better than any of usat this point.”

Rhiagave anoncommitta grunt and pretended to search beneath arotting log. “Will we see him today?’
she asked in what she hoped was a casua tone.

Coranna hesitated. “1 asked him to stay away.”
Rhia dropped the log, which rolled on her foot. “Ow. Why?’

“Marek will assst mewith thefirst part of your training. To do that, he needsto forget hisown
sentiments.”

Rhia extracted her foot from under thelog. “1 don’t understand.”

“Youwill. Your training starts tomorrow.” She gestured toward the west. “ The Spider Woman saysthe
wesether will beright.”

“What kind of weather do we need?”’
13 Cold.”

Corannamoved on abruptly, asif to sgnd the end of the conversation. Rhiafollowed, dready fedingin
her bonesthe coming chill.



“Tell medl about my brothers.”

“They’re...” Rhiasearched the forest around her for aflattering word to describe Lycas and Nilo, and
findly gaveup. “Infuriating.”

Alanka s dark eyes gleamed when shelooked up from the wild turkey she was plucking. “I wish | knew
them. Do they look like me? Without the breasts, of course.”

“Very much. My mother thought Lycas would be Wolf—his name meanswolf. But they’ re both
Wolverines”

Alankathrew her head back in ahowling laugh. “Y ou grew up with twin Wolverines? Y ou' re tougher
than you look.”

Rhia amiled to herself. No one had ever caled her “tough.”

She scooped the liberated feathers into two sacks—the vane feathers would fletch arrows and adorn
ceremonia costumes, and the soft, small down feathers would stuff mattresses, pillows, and the linings of
codats.

A dark feather reminded her of the crow nightmare. “ Can you interpret dreams?’ she asked Alanka.
“No, but | can pretend. Was Marek waving a snake at you? | know what that’ s about.”

Rhialaughed, then told the details of the dream to Alanka, whose face turned as grave as Rhiahad ever
seenit, alowing for the fact that she had only known the girl one day. “What do you think it means?’

Alankashook her head and returned to the nearly naked bird. “I’'m ahunter. | stalk, 1 kill, | offer thanks
to the Spirits. That'sdl, and I'm glad. Y our path is complicated.”

Rhia stroked the feather, flattening the barbs againg its fiff vane. “My training begins tomorrow.”

Alanka started, then covered her darm with ashaky grin. “That’ swonderful. | can’t wait for the feast.”
Her foot nudged the bird. “Brother Turkey will be there, too.” She coughed, then swallowed audibly.

“What' swrong? What' s so spooky about my training?’
“Nothing, nothing.”
“Isthat why no onein Kaindoswill look at me?’

Thistime Alankamet her gaze with regret in her eyes. “Rhia, please don't ask me anymore. | hate
keeping secrets from you, but you' |l haveto find out for yoursdlf.” Her demeanor lightened. “What | do
know isthat when | met you on the path yesterday, | hadn’t seen Marek so happy since his mate died.”

Rhiawarmed insde but kept her voice solemn. “It' sterrible, what happened to her.”

“I wish it were less common. Elora s our Otter hedler, but when abirth is complicated, that' s when we
couldredly useaTurtle” Alankaflipped her braid over her shoulder away from the turkey. “ After
Marek’ s mate and baby died, Elora sent two women to Asermos early in their pregnancies, so they
could give birth with the help of your Turtle woman. She knew they’ d need extracare.”

“Did they survive?’

Alankanodded. “The mothers and babies, dl fine and happy. | wish | could say the same for Marek.”



“It'sodd that he can’t control his powers after dl thistime. Wolf must be a hard Spirit to serve.”
“I think Wolf would be hgppy to stop punishing Marek if he would stop punishing himsdif.”
Rhia decided to change the subject. “Do you have amate?’

“Thought you' d never ask.” Alanka counted on her fingers. “ There was Adrek, a Cougar, he wasthe
first. After that came Morran, a Bobcat, then Endrus, another Cougar.” Alankasighed. “Learned my
lesson finally. Thrice bitten, once shy, right? Cats don't stay around. Now there’ sPirrik, Etar’ sson. HE's
Otter, so maybeit’ll last.”

“My mother was Otter. Y ou can’t find anyone more loving.”

“I know, heis. And playful. Together we ve come up with some amazing games—not the kind for
children, either. And if | ever get sick, Firrik could take care of me, but—"

“But you like Cats.”
Alankablushed. “Love Cas.”
“What are you going to do?’

“I figure, when I’ m ready to have achild, | will, evenif my mate can’t or won't marry me. I’ll worry
about finding a dependable husband later.”

“Isthat the way it' sdone here?’

“If necessary.” Alankasighed. “In Kadindos, marriageisn't about having children. It' s about finding the
person to share your spirit with forever.” She gestured between them. “ People like us, Wolves, Crows,
Swans, Otters and others, we want it to be both—to have afamily with our soul mates. But it doesn't
aways happen that way.” She stared wistfully into the village. “Too many Cats.”

Rhiathought about why the Spiritswould cdl different Animalsto the two villages. Stability meant
everything for afarming community like Asermos, so most Guardian Spirits there had animal counterparts
that took only one mate a atime, making a persona commitment like marriage eesier. Herein Kalindos,
wherelife was more precarious, people would fee compelled to have children often and early. Just not
too early, she thought, remembering Marek and hisinvoluntary invishbility.

Thinking of how she couldn’'t see Marek a night reminded her that she couldn’t see him today, ether,
and why.

“Do you remember your first day of training?’ she asked Alanka

Thegirl beamed. “It was only half ayear ago, right after my Bestowing. | went hunting with Marek and
Kerza, the third-phase Wolf. She can become invisible whenever she wants, day or night. Anyway, I'd
always been good with abow and arrow, but after my Bestowing, it was like they were part of my own
body—I only had to look at something to hit it. It was magic.” Alankainhaed deeply. “And the smdlls
and the sounds—the whole forest came dive. | felt like I’ d been blind before that day.”

“But your training waan't frightening?’
“Not at dl.”

“And you didn’t do any specid ritud.”



Alankashrugged. “A prayer or two to start off, and of course the usua thanksgiving to the Spirit of the
hunted.”

“And the feast afterward—what kind of food did they serve?’
“There was no feast, we just—" Alanka shut her mouth tight. “Never mind.”

Rhialet it go. She had enough pieces of the puzzle to demand the entire picture.

When Rhiaarrived home early that evening, Corannawas packing alarge sack.
“Where are we going tomorrow?’ Rhia asked.

“You'll see”

“When do we leave?’

“Ealy.”

“What' s going to happen?’

“You'll see”

“I don’'t want to see” Her pams grew damp within her clenched fists. “1 want to know.”

Coranna stopped packing and looked up. Rhiawouldn't let herself break the astonished stare, even
when the woman rose to her full length, more than a head taler than Rhia. “Y ou don’t want to know.”

“Until it stoo late to change my mind, you mean.”

“Change your mind?’ Coranna slaughter clanged like abell. “The day Crow choseyou, it was dready
too late to change your mind.”

“Then why not tell me?’

Coranna pursed her lips and nodded. “But et first.” She glided to the stove and spooned out two bowls
of stew.

Foreboding knotted Rhia' s gut, but she emptied most of the bowl. She pushed it away and |ooked
expectantly acrossthe table a her mentor.

“Do you fear death?’ Corannaasked her.
Rhiaknew any equivocation would lead the conversation nowhere. “Y es. Everyone does.”

“Because death is the ultimate unknown. Few people speak to us from the Other Side, and even fewer
return. That' swhy everyone fightsit, and why everyonefearsit.” Corannaleaned forward, candldight
dancing over her face. “But you' re not everyone. If peoplelook inyour eyes at their last moment and see
areflection of their own terror, their crossing will be atime of struggle rather than peace.”

“l undergtand. | must learn not to be afraid. But how?”

Coranna hestated only an ingtant. “ By facing your own death.”



“I need to be put in danger? From what?’ Sheimagined adavering beast hungry for her flesh. “Will | be
safe?’

“You'll be perfectly safe. I'll be with you. Marek will bewith you.”

“Oh.” Rhiasat back, relieved. A smple exercisein bravery. Nothing could devour her soul more than the
not-thing in the forest the night before the Bestowing. At least thistime shewouldn't be alone,

“Youwill die” Corannasad.
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R hialooked up at her, dazed. “W-what did—what did you say?’

“Wewill journey up Mount Berosto a sacred place. | will take your coat and begin theritud. Thewind
will do its part and take the heat from your body until life has dipped away. Then I’ [l bring you back.”

Rhia' s mind refused to understand. “Bring me back from...”
“From death.”
Someoneingde her head was screaming, faintly, asif from adistance.

Rhialaughed out loud, but the sound rang hollow againgt the wooden walls. “ Y ou' rejoking, aren’t you?
For amoment | actudly believed you.” Sheflitted her hand against her chest.

Corannablinked dowly. “Y ou haveto die”

The shrieksin her head grew louder. Rhia pushed back from the table and stood up. “ That’ s not—" She
put her hands out asif searching for an object in adark room. Something to grasp, something to hold her
up before she—

Fdl.

Her knees hit the floor at the rug’ s edge. She barely noticed the bruising impact, for her head fdlt full of
air and water and scream. She gasped for breaths that came too hard and quick. Her hands went cold,
asif she had dready started dying.

Coranna sat beside her and stroked her back. “1 know it’ s frightening.”

Frightening? Rhiathought. A rustle in the dark is frightening. A spider crawling across a bare foot
isfrightening. She clutched the edge of the rug.

Coranna spoke again, softly. “Would it help to know that it could be much worse? Freezing isrelatively
painless, I'mtold. Y ou re fortunate—it was summer when | began my training.” Her hand stilled on
Rhia sback. “1 had to drown.”

Rhiagaped a her and findly forced out afew words. “ Thisrituad—it’ s grotesque.”

“It works. Nothing overcomes the fear of death better than facing and conquering it yoursdlf.” She
cupped Rhia s chinin her hand. “1t' sthe only way to become atrue Crow.”



Rhiaremembered what Marek had shouted to Coranna yesterday. She pulled away. “What if you
can't?’

“Can't what?’

“Can’'t bring me back.”

“You don't trust me?’

“Why should 17’

Coranna seemed to grow impatient with the argument. “ Because you have no choice.”

Rhiasucked in her breath. 1t was not her choiceto die, to be born again, to have these troubling powers,
to be Crow. She had resisted it aslong as she could, but she would have protested forever had she
known.

“Perhaps | shouldn’t have made you edt first.” Coranna crossed the room and opened the window.
“Come, get somefresh air. If you fed sick, use the bucket, not the window. We don’t want to surprise
anyone down below.”

Rhiaforced her feet to plant themselves under her and drag her body to the window. The air was biting
cold, which heightened her senses but reminded her of the ordeal ahead. She rested her chin and armson
the sll and tried to bresthe.

“How long will it take?’ she asked inadull voice.
“It'slessthan aday’ sjourney up—"
“How long will it teke meto die?”’

“That' suptoyou. You'll fight it at first, out of instinct. But once you surrender, it won't belong. An hour,
maybe two, depending how colditis. I'mtoldit’slike going to deep. Y ou'll wear light clothing from
head to foot to protect your skin from frostbite.”

Rhiawinced. “It'snot fair,” she whispered, though she knew it was an absurd argument.

“I know.” Corannd s voice softened. “Being Crow isagreat burden and agreat honor. We must have
faith that He only chooses those few who are able to withstand hardship, londliness and the pain of
mortdity.”

Could Crow un-choose her? Rhiawondered. If she could just get away, maybe they could renegotiate
their pact.

In any case, she would not win this argument with Coranna, not in astraightforward manner. Her
shoulders sagged.

“All right,” Rhiasaid. “I'll go.”

Corannasighed. “ Thank you.” She touched Rhia s face and kissed the top of her head. “I promiseit will
al happen according to plan.”

Yes, it will, Rhiathought, but not your plan.



Rhiatook alast long look at Coranna s deeping face before shutting the door behind her.

Her hagtily prepared pack left her off balance as she tiptoed across the rope bridge connecting
Coranna sand Marek’ shomes. She may not have even packed sufficient supplies, but it didn’t matter. If
Marek said yes, he would make up any deficiency. If he said no, she' d be on her way back to Coranna.

Back to death.

A wooden dat beneath her feet creaked. She held her breath and glanced back at Coranna s home
before moving on to Marek’ sdoor.

It opened before she could knock on it. She stared into darkness.

“Y ou shouldn’t have come.” Marek’ s voice cracked on the last word. Aninvisible hand grasped her
shoulder and pulled her into the house.

“I couldn’t—I can't—"

“Shh.” Marek folded her into hisarms. She clung to him and sobbed without tears.
“Corannawantsto kill me.”

“I know. | know.” He caressed her back inlong, soothing strokes.

“There must be another way. | can study her methods, learn by watching—"

“You can't just grasp it with your mind.” He held her at arm’slength. “Y our soul hasto learn it, too, that
degth isnothing to fear.”

She wished she could see hisface. “What if it doesn’t work? What if she can’t bring me back?’
Marek fell silent. Even hisbreath tilled.

“I heard you ask her yesterday,” Rhiasaid. “You sad, ‘“What if you can't? Marek, could she make a
mistake and leave me on the Other Side”?’

“With the right conditions, Coranna can bring anyone back. She'sdone it before for other Crows.” He
brushed the hair out of her eyes. “But when you come back, part of you might stay over there. And the
part that is here might wish it wasn't.”

Her spinewent cold. “Why?’

“Death seduces. It brings peace, they say, and contentment and so many other things we spend our lives
trying tofind.”

“Sothey say.” She gave animpatient sSigh. “But if death issomekind of paradise, then why do we dl fight
so hard to avoid it?’

“Good question.” He touched her pack. “What'sin here?’
“Everything | have”
Hisvoiceturned cautious. “ Are you moving in?’

“No, I’'mleaving Kdindos.”



“Why?'
“Why? Because Coranna s going to kill me.” She struggled to keep the panic from her voice.
“You can't run off on your own.”

“I know. Take me away.”

Marek’ s breath caught, then helet it out in ahuff. “Where would we go?’

“Anywhere. Just don't let me go to the Other Side.” She grasped his shirt. “I want to stay here. With
you.”

He pulled her close again, the intensity of his embrace no doubt reflecting the turmoail insde. She hated
hersdlf for asking him to betray Coranna, but she had to live.

“Saveme,” shewhispered. “Please.”
Helet go of her abruptly, dmost pushing her away. “Help me pack.”

They scrambled for as many necessities asthey could gather in afew minutes. Marek dung the pack in
front of hischest, whereit disappeared into him, followed by hisbow and arrows.

“You'll haveto climb on my back to take on my stedlth. Scouts dways patrol a night.”

He squatted so she could wrap hersalf around him. After she had disappeared, he stood and opened the
door.

“Thisought to be fun,” he said dryly, at the top of the ladder. He gripped the rungs hard as he
descended, while hislabored breath did between histeeth.

When they reached the ground, he trotted north through the village. His footsteps glided over the soil,
disturbing not so much as a pine needle. Rhiapitied his prey, who would be hard-pressed to detect his
approach.

The same could not be said for hisfellow Wolves. Two patrolled the outskirts of the village. Marek
stopped when he saw them, then changed course so that he and Rhiawould travel downwind of the
sentries.

He was s0 occupied with avoiding humansthat he ran into the path of a prowling cougar. Marek |egped
to the Sde, startled. Rhialost her grip and fell backward onto the ground. The cougar spied her, shook
off itsown surprise, and gathered itself to pounce.

Rhia s arm shot up to protect her face, though she knew it was useless. Marek shrieked her name.

A sharp twang, accompanied by amuffled crack, came from theright. A heavy weight thudded in front
of her.

Rhialowered her arm to see the cougar lying in the dirt not two paces away. Its gaze fixed on her, then
dimmed asit gave alast tremor.

She sat up. An arrow, gill quivering, protruded from the back of the cougar’ s neck. It had severed the
spinein an ingant, the same way the creature would havekilled her.

“What are you waiting for? Run!”



Rhialooked up to see Alankalying on top of alargeflat rock, the bow vibrating in her hand.
“Thank melater,” Alankasad. “If | seeyou again.”
A hand grabbed Rhia s shoulder. She scrambled to her feet and climbed on Marek’ s back.

“Now we' reeven,” he said in Alanka s direction. Then he began to run. Behind them rose aplaintive
song for the cougar’ s spirit, ahunter’ stune that mixed triumph and mourning. Alanka svibrant voice
faded asthey ran, and Rhiawished she had had the presence of mind to tell her goodbye.

Over the crest of agteep hill and down the other sde they flew, slent as snow, until Kalindos lay miles
behind them. Her arms and |egs ached from gripping his body.

Finaly Marek halted behind athicket of brush and waited. If he had been areal wolf, hisearswould be
twitching back and forth, listening for the faintest noise.

“We're safe for now.” Helet her dide off his back, then collgpsed, panting, on the forest floor.
“Doyouthink Alankawill tell Coranna?’

“If Alankawanted to keep usin Kaindos,” he said, “ she would have escorted us back.”

“Y ou told her you were even. Did you save her life?’

“Onceor twice. We al make mistakesin our early hunting days. Alanka's, er, bolder than most.” He
chuckled with the little breath he had. The pack appeared, and two blankets were drawn from it. “We'll
rest herefor abit. Keep warm.”

They shifted together, drawing the blankets around their huddled forms.
“Wherearewe going?’ she asked him.

“A trapper’ s shelter, about a hour’ swalk from here. Near the river, way upstream. Depending how
frozen it is, maybe we can escape by water.”

Shetook hishand. “Marek, | made you betray Coranna. I’ m sorry.”
“Y ou didn’t make me do anything. And you' re not sorry.” He drew her close. “Neither am 1.”

They sat together awhile longer, gathering warmth and strength, then set out again more dowly, sde by
gdeinto the waiting darkness.

Every time she shivered, Rhiaremembered the fate that would have awaited her in the mountains. A
death without pain, perhaps, but not without suffering. She remembered alamb in Dorius sflock that had
frozeninalatefrogt. It was siff and gray and hard, like a stone sculpture of itsalf. Sheimagined her
body’ s heat |eaving her—the chill would start at her hands and feet, then move up her limbs until it
reached her heart, which now pounded in protest at the thought.

Y et her people needed her. If dying wasthe only way ...

Shetried to cam her mind, to reach out to her Guardian Spirit for answers, wondering if even Crow
himsdlf could convince her to undergo theritual. But no Spirit’ s voice rose above the sorm of fear insde.
Ingtinct drove her onward.



But what drove Marek to help her? Why did he place his dlegiance with awoman he' d known only five
days, rather than the one who had given him both a home and a purpose?

“If Coranna can bring people back to life,” she asked him as they waked through the dark forest, “why
doesn't shedo it more often?’

“It hasto be specia circumstances. She obvioudy can't bring everyone back.”
“But how does she decide?”’

Marek uttered asour laugh. “1f | knew that I'd be Crow.” He lowered hisvoice asif talking to himself.
“Maybe not even then.”

Rhia sensed that they were dancing around a place of pain. A picture of the Situation wasforming in her
mind, and she began to grasp the complexity of Marek’ s devotion to Coranna. She had been either
unable or unwilling to revive hismate and child.

“Y ou would have liked Coranna,” he said, “if you’' d cometo know her. She seemsdoof, but it' sonly
because the life has made her that way.”

“LifeasaCrow woman?”’

“A Crow woman in aplace where degth is everyon€e s neighbor. In Asermos you would have found it
esse.”

Shethought of her home, of her family and of Arcas. Already they felt far away and lessfamiliar than this
forest and thisman. Could she ever return to her village? What kind of life would she lead without thefull
use of her powers? Her heart grew leaden in her chest.

Marek squeezed her hand. “It’ snot far now.”

A soft gurgle of weter floated benesth the hiss of wind in the pines. The tree cover thinned enough for
Rhiato see cloudsloom high in the sky, illuminated by the sinking gibbous moon.

A battered hut sat on aflat piece of land about twenty paces from theriver. Part of onewall had caved in
so that from a certain angle the hut looked more like alean-to. A rickety canoelay onitssdeon theicy
bank.

“Winter hasn't been kind to thisplace,” Marek said, “but at least it has aroof.”

They crept insde and huddled together againgt one of the sturdier walls. Now that the wind was no
longer stripping away their body heat, Rhia could imagine becoming warm.

Marek’ s pack appeared, and he withdrew some dried venison. “Tomorrow I'll catch fish.”
“Thank you.”

Shefet hisshouldersmoveinashrug. “1t' swhat | do,” he said.

“No, | meant thank you for bringing me.”

“Couldn’t let you go off wandering donein theforest.”

Shewondered if he redlly believed she would have left Kalindos without him. If he had refused, she
would have gone back to Coranna. At least theritual offered achanceto return to life. A night this cold



could kill forever.

“Here sthe plan.” Marek hit apiece of venison and chewed for amoment. “We'll take the canoe down
theriver to Velekos. Corannd slast apprentice livesthere. Maybe he can train you.”

Another Crow! Perhaps she could yet fulfill her duties. “What phaseishe?’
“He might be second phase by now.”

“Oh.” Rhiabit her lips, dry and chapped from wind and fear. She wouldn’t haveto die. But could this
Crow man teach her everything she needed to know?

“Thenagain,” Marek said, “if he had entered the second phase, he would have returned to train again
with Coranna.” He took another bite. “But he may be able to help you anyway.”

Rhiadidn’t respond. The mest felt dry as dust in her mouth.

“I can find work on one of the Ve ekon fishing vessals.” He put an arm around her shoulders. “We Il be
fine”

She nodded without conviction. In Veekos she would be dive, but what else would she be? Could her
Crow powers soothe the dying if her own heart till harbored afear of deeth? How could she assure
them that beauty and peace lay on the Other Sideif she had never journeyed there hersalf?

They would see through her lies. They would die afraid.
And someday, so would she.

Marek turned her chin toward him. She sensed the intensity of his gaze, as though he were searching her
face for something he feared.

“What' swrong?’ she asked him.

His breath ragped in the silence as he whispered her name. Suddenly he kissed her, hard, with ahunger
that bruised her lips and obliterated her dread. Past and future faded as she gave hersalf over to the
moment and the fed of hishands on her body. Whether it waswrong or right, it was life—something she
craved without shame.

They clutched each other in an embrace that was more than a pure, naked craving, more than an ethered
joining of spirits. Rhiawanted to cdl it love, but that wasimpossible. Love was kind and content, away's
giving more than it took. What lay between her and Marek burned whatever it touched, and she
wondered what it would leave in itswake.

Despite the cold, or maybe because of it, they shed dl their clothing. Rhianeeded to fed every inch of his
skin againgt hers. They lay facing each other on his spread-out cloak. She traced the outline of Marek’s
face and nearly wept with the desire to see hiseyes.

Suddenly he gppeared, gazing at her with amixture of trepidation and the thing-she-wouldn’t-call-love.
She gasped, and he shimmered into invigbility again.
“I saw you,” shesaid.

“It worked?”



She nodded.
“Because of you,” he said.

Hetouched every part of her, fingertipsfilled with fascination, asif memorizing each detail of her body.
The warmth of his mouth and hands marked amap on her skinin the bitter air, each kiss or caress
leaving atrace of itsdlf behind.

Rhiaached for release, which came the moment he entered her. She felt his gaze on her face as she cried
out.

They clung together afterward, limbs shaking with cold and exhaustion, findly parting to dress quickly
and wrap themsalvesin every blanket they’ d brought.

“I can’'t make you leave your homeforever,” shewhispered. “| can't do that to you.”

He placed afinger across her lips. “Listen to me. | fed more dive, more of aman with you than I’ ve ever
been. Y ou can't take me from my home, Rhia. Y ou are my home.”

With no wordsto reply, she drew him close, craving his hest, for it seemed the sole source of lifein this
harsh world.

As her consciousness tumbled into dumber, athought rattled within her mind, that Marek had made love
to her asif it were thelast time.

A crow yanked Rhiaout of deep. Shejerked to a half-gtting position, nearly knocking her head on a
jutting plank.

The bird called again. Through wooden dats Rhia saw nothing but white, and her disorientation grew.
Was she dead already? Was the Other Side on the other side of these walls?

Something stirred beside her.
“It'slate” murmured afamiliar voice.

Sheturned to see adeepy-eyed Marek, and redlity flooded back in an instant. They were running from
her destiny.

Without answering, she crawled over him and pushed open the door. Fresh snow covered the riverbank,
and the bright morning sun stabbed her eyesfrom dl directions. Her ssomach felt heavy and sour.

She shaded her eyes and ssumbled outside. The startled crow hopped away, flapping its wings to hasten
itsescape. At the edge of theicy river, it threw her a cautious glance, then ignored her to continue its
search for breakfast.

No other birds had ventured out into the brittle morning. Rhiarecalled the stifling summer afternoons
when crows aone would ignore the heat, refusing to let any wesather interfere with their plans. Blustery
days made them cavort and dance in the winds, not cower in their nestsfor shelter.

They waddled the world asif nothing could harm them.

Marek appeared in the doorway. He rubbed his eyes and said, “We should take alook at that canoe.”



“I can't”

Rhiafound hersdlf sitting on the snowy ground asif she had melted there.

“I can't run away, Marek.” She covered her eyes. “But | can’t go back. I’'m so scared.”
“I' know. I’'m scared, too.” He knelt beside her. “1 can’t lose you.”

Themirror of hisfear suddenly made Rhiafed likeachild. If sheleft now, she would dwaysremain as
shewas, dive but incomplete, untrusting in her Spirit and in her own powers. Like Marek.

The path she now trod was her own, not Crow’s. Only she had the power to merge them into one.
She drew what felt like the deepest bregath of her life. “ Take me back.”

Marek stared at her for amoment that seemed to stretch into the afternoon. His hesitation unnerved her.
Would he refuse? Without him she could never find her way back to Kaindos, much lessto Mount
Beros.

His eyes grew wet. He looked down at her hands and grasped them tight in hisown. “Let’sgo.”

Breakfast was cold, and the air colder. Rhiaand Marek ate asthey walked. Her stiff legs pained her but
loosened after about an hour of steady movement.

Movement that dowed asthey climbed higher. The dope of the hill confused her.
“Aren’'t we going back to Kalindos?’ she asked him.

Hisface was stone. “We re going to the mountain.”

“How will Coranna know to meet usthere?’

“Shedready knows.” Hisjaw tightened. “ She knew you would run, and she knew you would change
your mind. Hoped, at least.” He looked at her. * She trusted you to return, and she trusted me to bring
you.”

Hedidn't need to add, “1 dmost didn't.”

Rhiaunderstood his reluctance, for she shared it. Her Bestowing had taken her to the end of her spiritua
and physical endurance, and she had survived, surely stronger. But the Bestowing was not desth. Her
lungs ached asif dready straining for alast bregth.

Her mind fought to distract itsalf. It observed the way the trees grew shorter and sparser here, and how
the snow was drier, curling in wisps through the air, which held asharp, bitter taste.

These observations numbed her thoughts until she and Marek began to climb the steepest ridge yet. They
clambered up using roots and rocks as toehol ds and had to remove mittens to maintain their grasps.

Findly the ridge leveled out onto a meadow, which seemed to cower in the shadow of amountain whose
digant profile Rhiahad known her wholelife.

The slver-white peak of Mount Beros pierced the sky, jagged and unforgiving. A fresh sheen of snow
blanketed the meadow, thin and soft, like flour on akneading board. Tiny purple flowers poked their



heads through the snow, but rather than adding cheer, they only served to accentuate the starkness of the
landscape.

Rhialooked across the meadow at the foot of the mountain. A woman sat on a shaggy red-and-white
pony, the reins dack so the horse could graze. Blond hair fell straight past her shoulders. The woman
stared at Rhiafor amoment, then turned her head asif to speak to someone behind her.

Another figure appeared then, leading her own smal, surdy pony, abay with two front white-stockinged
feet. The person’slong slver hair shimmered to her waist.

Coranna.

It was too late to turn back.
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R hia' slegsfet like they had lost their bones. She wobbled, and Marek steadied her asthey crossed the
meadow.

Coranna s eyes did not condemn her. In fact, the Crow woman acted asif all had gone according to
plan—which it had, from her point of view.

“Welcome, Rhia.” She gestured to the other woman. “ Thisis Elora, an Otter healer of Kalindos. Shewill
help you recover after theritud.”

After I’'m dead. Rhianodded, unableto utter agreeting. Asinstructed, she sat in front of Corannaon the
bay pony. Elorafollowed, and Marek trailed behind on foot. No one spoke.

They entered a path shadowed by more trees, and Rhia missed the sunshineimmediately. Her heartbeat
quickened, every inginct sraining in protest againgt this journey. The world tilted suddenly, and she
clutched the pony’ s black mane to keep from faling off.

Faced with the inexorable climb to the end of her life, her thoughts began to scramble for away out.
I’ll fight this, shetold hersdlf. I'll live aslong as it takes for themto give up. Then I’ ll—

What? Go back to Asermos as afailure? Tell her people, “ Sorry, | could have helped you in your
journeysto the Other Side, brought peace to your lives and deathsin atime of turmoail, but | was afraid
of alittle cold weather”?

Anideaoccurred to her: Perhgpsthisritua was atest of her faith in Corannaand Crow. If she displayed
obedience to the will of the Spirit, maybe He would spare her, not make her cross over.

She clung to that scrap of beief asthey journeyed up the mountain. Soon they were abovethetreeline,
where only knee-high scrub broke the monotony of rock and snow. The air bit at her face.

A power pulsed ahead, dark and seductive. She wanted to shrink fromit, but Coranna sat behind her,
armsencircling her to hold thereins.

They rounded a bend and came upon a cave hewn into the gray rock, big enough for two or three
people. Outside the cave was aflat areathe size of asmall horse paddock. It jutted out from the



mountain to creste a platform.

Coranna hdted the pony, dismounted and beckoned for her to do the same. Rhiaimagined grabbing the
reins and galloping away, knocking over whoever might stand in their path. She and the horse would run
until they reached—where? Someplace warm.

She did off the pony’ s back. He was shorter than the horses a home, and her feet dammed into the
ground sooner than expected. She didn't bother uttering an oath of discomfort. Whatever pleased or
pained her body was irrelevant now. Her hands shook as she looped the reins over the pony’ s head to
tether him to asturdy piece of scrub.

Elora dismounted and opened the pack attached to her own pony’ s blanket. She unfolded a plain white
garment and handed it to Rhia.

“Thiswill cover you and protect you from frosthite.” Her gaze was sympathetic. “It won't keep you
wam.”

Rhiatook the garment and examined it. It was like a stocking for an entire body. It even had asmall
hood and veil that would cover her ears and most of her face.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice wooden.

Corannaingtructed Rhiato change into the strange white garment. As she did so in the cave—out of
Marek’ s sght—she redlized she was donning her own funeral garb. There was no sense anymorein
pushing away such morbid thoughts. From this day onward, death would surround her, infuse her
dreams, become a sacred but unremarkable occasion. She would learn to view the end of life asamere
passage to another form of existence, however find it appeared to others.

If shesurvived.

Elorawasright. The garment, though it covered nearly every inch of her, right down to her fingertips, was
light and porous and seemed to draw hest away from her body. Even in the cave, the wind cut through
the thin materid.

She began to shiver.

In the clearing, Coranna set up arattle and asmal drum. From a pouch she withdrew some herbs,
separating and measuring them into several pots. Her face was amask of concentration. Rhiawondered
if she herself could ever watch someone die with such distance. Unless she learned to do so, the sorrow
would cripple her.

She ventured hafway out of the cave. In the middle of the clearing, Marek was building atiny fire, the
szefor burning herbs, not for keegping humans warm. The fire sat off-center within awide circle of
stones.

His expression was somber and shadowed. Did he mourn her upcoming desth or that of hislong-ago
mate? Even he probably didn’t know. She drew the white veil tighter around her face.

Elorawatched her with concern. “How do you fed ?’
“Fineg” she heard hersdf lie.

A spark legped from Marek’ sflint onto the twigs and leaveshe' d laid out. The blaze was small but
would serveits purpose. Coranna entered the circle and perched the pot over thefire. In afew moments



apungent odor Rhiadidn’t recognizefilled the air. Marek bowed to Coranna and withdrew from the
circle. Shereturned the gesture and faced Rhia.

“Itistime”

“May Crow envelop you in hiswings, set you on his back, and carry you home.”

Coranna anointed Rhia s eydids and lips with warm, thick oil scented with the strange substance. Despite
her fear, Rhiafelt aripple of peace flow through her at the Crow’ stouch.

Peace that disappeared with the next gust of wind. She gritted her teeth to keep from moaning in pain.
Her body wanted to curl up in defense against the ondaught of cold, but she steeled her musclesinto
holding the knedl aslong as Coranna wanted. Even this hardship was probably part of the te<t.

It's not a test, said avoiceinsde her. You'rereally going to die.
She closed her eyes and heard, in the farthest distance, the flapping of wings.
| know | am. She shivered.

The sun had started its descent by the time Corannalleft the circle. She picked up her rattle and handed
the drum to Marek. At her signd, he drummed adow rhythm, which her feet matched. She walked
around the outside of the circle, hed to toe, each step placed with care asif it were thefirst she had ever
taken.

The chant began, low in Corannd sthroat. The chill darting down Rhia s spine had no rival in thewind.
Thewingsgrew louder.

Marek looked up then, and Rhiafollowed his gaze. A single crow perched on the cliff abovethem. Ina
moment, ancther joined it. They bent their headstogether asif sharing information or intimacy.

Rhia craned her neck to look behind her, off the edge of the mountain. Below her circled severd more
crows and their large raven cousins. Were they responding to the ceremony or the prospect of dinner?

She scrambled to her feet. They wouldn't take her. Inside the circle, she began to pace, ssomp and rub
her arms. If she kept moving, the birds would see that shelived, and maybe they’ d leave for afagter,
tastier medl.

A whimper escaped her throat, and she stuffed afist against her mouth. It rattled her teeth as another
violent shiver quaked, amost knocking her over. If she kept moving, she' d never be acorpse, tasty or
otherwise. Fear filled her with an eterna energy that would burn forever. The people around her would
die from old age long before she finished pacing and ssomping and blowing on her hands.

Her hands.

She stopped and stared at them, flexing the fingersthat no longer felt apart of her. The siff joints bent
long after her mind told them to, and much more dowly. Shewaslosing her hands.

“Move,” she whispered to her toes, and tried to wiggle them. They obeyed, once. “Move,” shesad
through gritted teeth.

Sheraised her handsto blot out the sight of her unresponsive feet. She couldn’t do this. It wastoo much



like her childhood illness, when she had woken one morning with tingly feet and pams and aday later
couldn’t so much asturn her head without hel p. Everyone had waited, hel pless, for the weaknessto
paralyze her heart. Crow had come, also waited, then left without aword.

Hewas not here yet, insde this sacred circle. He would not come until she was nearly dead. Hewould
not comfort her until she accepted her fate. Until then shewas aonein her battle for survivd.

“Bagtard.” She spit the word toward the sky, suddenly full of spite. “Y ou send your minionsto hover
over me, think I'll be afraid and give up, givein to your demands. I'm—" A shudder overtook her,
interrupting her speech as her jaw locked and vibrated. “1’'m not alittle girl anymore. Even when | was,
you couldn’t take me. Y ou won't get me now.”

Sheforced her legsto carry her back and forth, though she barely felt the earth under her feet anymore.
Corannawaked asteady pace around the circle, eyes closed and rattle shifting in the offbeats of her
steps. She seemed so serene, o removed from this place and time, that rage welled within Rhia

“Look at me!” she screamed at Coranna. “I’ m dying. Y ou're killing me and you don’t even care. How
do you live? How many others have you killed?’

Marek stared at her.

“What areyou looking a7’ Her eyesfelt full of hot sparksthat could leap forth and sear him. 1 can't fedl
my hands and feet anymore. If | were blind I’ d think they’ d been cut off. Imagine what that’ slike.”

Helowered his gaze and maintained the steady rhythm on the drum. A distant part of her admired his
composure, even asthe greater part wanted to tear out his eyes with the fingers she could no longer
detect.

Coranna passed between them. In her long white coat, she looked so warm. Rhiasprang to strike her.
The circle snapped her backward asif it were asolid sonewall.

Rhiatested the edge of the entire circle with her elbows, since she had lost fedling in her lower arms now.
Every inch held. She was trapped.

“No..."
The Crow woman passed her again.

“Coranna, please, I'll do anything if you let me go. I'll take dl the other tests five times over, memorize
every ritud.” A strangled laugh erupted from her chest. “1 understand now. | don’t need to dieto
understand. | have no fear. Not a bit.”

She shook her head as hard as her stiffening neck would alow. Another path occurred to her. She faced
Elora

“What about you? Hedlers need assistants. | served my mother before | turned into this horrible Crow
thing.” Her hands pressed together in a plea, though the fingers would not bend to clutch each other. “Do
you have children?1 can help with children.”

Eloragazed at her with more compassion than Rhiacould tolerate.

Sheturned to Marek. “It'snot too late to run away. I’ ll bring you homewith me.” She pointed to
Coranna. “ Then you wouldn't have to see her every day and remember what she took from you.”



Marek’ sjaw tightened, but hewouldn’t look at Rhia. She noticed that he also avoided the sight of
Coranna, to whom she turned again now. Another shiver came and went, then she took perhaps the last
step her feet would recognize.

“Coranna...” She wanted to knedl, but knew she’ d never get up again. “ Coranna, | want to become
what | am, not something | want to be.”

Her mind reviewed the last sentence. Had it made sense? Had she even said it doud? How long had she
been standing here wondering about the last sentence? How long had she been standing here wondering
about how long she had been standing here wondering about the last sentence? Now how long—

The edges of her mind had frozen. Sheimagined the crystals forming inside her head. Pretty flakes
floating, joining, making certain thoughtsimpossible, impassable, like snow-covered roads. Pretty.
Frozen. Pretty.

She blinked and discovered she was ill standing, though it felt more like floating. Shelooked down to
see her feet on the ground. Perhaps the right one would move. No. A whilelater it occurred to her to try
the | eft foot. Before she could attempt it, another shiver rattled through her. How long had it been since
she last shivered?

She must keep moving, though she had forgotten why. Maybe she had to reach those people nearby. Did
she know them? She should find them. Now.

Something solid smacked her face hard. That should hurt, she thought. Someone shouted aword that
sounded like“Rhial” (What'sa“Rhia’?) and the thumping noise, the one that had inhabited the
background of her world aslong as she could remember, suddenly stopped. V oices spoke, but not to
her, and the thumping started again eventudly, taking awhile to regain its steedy rhythm.

When her eyes opened again, she saw aworld on its sde—on the left a sky, on the right, amountain, out
of which grew rocks and little bushes.

It was better to be on the ground, shetold herself as she drew up her legsto curl into abal. Warmer that
way. Likethisshe could live forever. If she wanted to. Did she?

It was all the same, life and death. She knew that now. It didn’t matter whether she lived or died, or if
anyonedid. It didn’t matter if the Descendants conquered Asermos or Kaindos or any of the other
villages. Theworld didn’t matter, not the “real” one, or the one where the Spirits dwelled, or the Other
Sde.

Another shiver, brief. The last one. She wastoo tired to shiver anymore. Sleep yanked at her, and she
gavein for amoment. She needed strength to fight. Seep would strengthen her.

Darkness.

No.

She opened her eyeswide. The sun had descended behind the mountain, casting a shadow over the
clearing where shelay. Wasit dill the same day? Asif from adistance, she heard awoman’slow chant,
but the drum and rattle had silenced. The sky was adeep blue in the direction she gazed.

The chant cradled her in asoft, dark embrace. 1t dulled the edges of her thoughts and memories, turning
her mind asimpenetrable and inanimate as a stone. Her breath and heartbeat dowed, until she thought
they couldn’t get any farther gpart without stopping atogether. Y et they kept coming, each breath lasting
an hour, it seemed, each heartbeat a day.



If she held her last breath, could she keep it inside her and live forever? Had anyone ever tried? She
would, with the next breath, in caseit wasthefinad one.

She waited, but the next breath never came. Not that it mattered.

Crow was here.
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| f black could glow, He did now. His feathers were woven of black light, and Rhiamarveled at how the
light intermingled with itself asif it were asolid substance like thread or rope. Such athing wasimpossible
in her world, which she sensed she was abouit to leave behind.

“Y ou came back for me,” she said without speaking.

“I told you | would.” Hisvoice smoothed the last strand of her fear. “I dways come back.”

“Y ou look beautiful.”

Hisfeathersfluffed, sending shafts of black-violet light in every direction. “Why, thank you. So do you.”
“No, | don’t. | probably look dead.”

“I'll show you. Areyou ready?’

“Show mewha?’

“Everything.”

“yYes”

His beak reached for her. When it touched her heart, dl that was heavy turned light. She wasfree.
She stood outside the circle and observed the young woman in white umped on the ground.
“I'mso smadl,” shesaid to Crow.

“Not anymore.”

Her vision shifted then, not away from the scene, but widening so that it encompassed al that lay around
her, asif the back of her head were now transparent. Nothing—and everything—was a part of her now.

Coranna stopped chanting and knelt beside the woman' s body. She anointed her forehead again, with a
different oil than a theritua’ s beginning, then turned to look directly at them.

“She can see us?’
“Of course. Wave goodbye.”
“How long will I be gone?’

“To them, no more than afew minutes.”



Them. Marek stood at the mouth of the cave, face soaked in tears. Corannagave him anod of
reassurance, an effusive gesture for her, but he turned away, just out of reach of Elora s sympathetic
embrace.

Rhiaturned away aswdll. “| can't watch hispain. It fedslike my own.”
Crow faced the circle. “Wave goodbye to Coranna. It' simportant.”

Rhiahad no hand to raise, so she merdly thought about waving, about sending awarm farewell to the
woman she had hated a short time before. Corannalifted her own hand and smiled. Then she drew the
whitevell over the eyes of the Rhiathat-was.

Crow’ sfeathers, even softer than Rhiaremembered, brushed through her.

Peace. Light.

A bright tunnel opened before them, off the side of the mountain, where there should have been aview of
the Grest Forest and the valeys beyond.

The moment they entered, everything el se disappeared. Not only was there no pain, but Rhiawondered
if there ever had been such athing. All she recognized waslove.

It was bigger and smaller than the love between mates or siblings or between a parent and achild. It was
the love of everything for everything e se, dl added and multiplied and found in one place. Though it came
to greet her now, it had aways been within her reach.

If shedtill had eyes, they would havefilled with tears.

“Isthiswhat everyone sees?’ she asked Crow.

“Thispart iscommon to dl people. What you see after the tunnd of light isunique to you.”
“What do animals see?’

“Impossible to describe to a human. Y ou wouldn'’t understand, any more than a dog would understand
what you are about to witness.”

Rhialooked up and down the tunnel. “I don’t understand this. How will I understand what comes next?’

Shefdt Crow amile.

The Other Side.

It came to her as sounds she could see, sights she could smell, tastes she could touch. All sensestook
each other’ s places, then merged into one.

Honey-flavored light bathed her from the inside out and the outsidein, until there was no longer any
difference between out and in.

She damost laughed when she thought of the name of the place: the Other Side. What wasit the Other
Side of ? Hadn't she dways been here? All time shrank into one moment, a Forever Now. She never



wanted to leave, and took comfort in the certainty that Never would never come.

The spirits of the dead surrounded her, but dead wastoo. .. dead aword to describe them. Their lives
had aways been and dways would be, here, nestled in the realm of Crow.

“Why are you black?’ she asked him. *Y ou should be every color, like Raven, to match your home.”
“Black isonly what you seein your world. Look at me now.”

She turned to him. Hewas still black. Perhapsit was ajoke. But as she gazed longer into the depths of
his darkness, she did see, hear, taste, smell, fed every color. They were not arrayed in atwisting, dancing
rainbow—the way Raven had appeared to her before the Bestowing—but rather they each lay behind
and pulsed through the others. All colorswere onein black, just asdl spiritswere onein this place.

The oneness was interrupted suddenly, by afigurein the corner of her vision. A littlegirl.
Rhia

She whispered her own name as though it belonged to someone e se.

“Why am | here dready?’ she asked Crow.

“Y ou left part of yoursdf behind when you dmost died before.”

She watched the girl run and cartwhed among invisble hills, as confident asacolt. “Isthat why I’ ve been
weak ever Snce?’
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“May | take her back?’
“Ag( I’H_”

She could not move. Instead she willed the child to approach her, which she did, unafraid. Her long red
hair glinted in sunlight too earthly for this place. The Rhia-that-was stared &t the Rhia-that-is with somber
green eyes.

“I'vebeenwaiting,” the child said.

“I'msorry.”

The younger Rhiasmiled. A front tooth wasmissing. “1 likeit here.”

“Me, t00.”

“Canyou stay?’

Rhiacast asecretive glance at Crow. Maybe if they asked very politely...

He cocked Hishead asif hearing afar-off cdl. “I1t’ stimeto go. They need you.”

“Who?’ Shedidn’t know anyone. Or rather, she knew everyone and everything, but no one and nothing
inparticular.

“Your people.”



“I'm needed here.”

“Not yet.” Crow turned his back. “Please follow me.”

“Nol! | want to stay.” The child’ s presence goaded Rhia s own petulance. “I need to stay.”
“You'll be back someday to say forever. Until then—"

“Please.” If she had knees, she would knedl. If she had hands, she would clutch Crow’ sfeathersin
supplication. “There must be lost souls who need shepherding, soulswho can't find their way to the
Other Side. | can help them. | can help you. Here.”

Crow turned to her dowly, revealing alook as desperate as she felt.
“I need you to return.”
Rhiamet His gaze and fdt her will rdent. “Why?’

His eyes darkened from midnight blue to a piercing black. “ Another time of conflict approaches, atime
when death will fal from the ky like hail.”

Rhiaabsorbed Hiswords with a calm that surprised her. What Crow spoke of was distant and
impossible, like the spooky stories the elderswould tell children around the campfire at Harvest Festivals,
tales of rage and chaosin the times before the so-caled Reawakening. In this place, she could imagine no
trouble touching her or anyone she knew.

Shelooked at thelittle girl’ s outstretched hand and felt her flow into her own being.

Shehad to learn to trust Crow. And herself.

“Bring me back.”

Crow bowed. “Until next time.” With agrest thumping of wings, Hetook off, leaving her behind.

A heavy weight threw her into darkness. Cold air swiped her face. She struggled for breath, lungs
pierced with pain, and redlized that the heavy weight was her own body.

A voice cdled her namefrom far away.

Marek.

Shetried to open her eyes, twitch her fingers, any signa to show shewasthere.
Help me.

Coranna s chants thrummed the air, asthey had before Rhiahad died. All of thiswas her death in
reverse—the cold, the chants, Marek caling her name.

Except for the pain. Deeth hadn’t hurt like this.

Panic seized her body as she fought for the first breath. Her heart wanted to beat, was promising to
pump life again, but demanded air as ransom. Her lungs seemed to be waiting for her heart to start fird.
Neither wanted to grant life, for they were each too cold to try.

Come back, shecried to Crow. I’'mtrapped in a body that doesn’t work. It’stoo late to live. Let
medie.



No response.

Please. It hurts.

“Rhia” Corannaspoke at her ear. “Welcome back.”

No!

“You'regoingtolive” shesad. “Your body will wake up soon.”

“How soon?’ Marek asked.

“Bepatient.” Elora s voice came from farther away. “1f she comes back too fast...”

“Shh.” Coranna spoke with alevel voice. * She can hear your doubts, which are quite unnecessary. Right
now we need to give her spirit time to remember what it’ sliketo live.”

| don’t want to live. | want to go home.

“What if she doesn’'t want to live?” hesaid. “What if she' s suffering? If Rhiacan hear us, then she's
aware, which means she knows she can't bresthe. Doesn't that hurt?’

Yes.
“No,” Corannasaid.
What?

Coranna must know what thisis like, Rhiathought. Maybe she’ s lying to keep Marek calm. But
what about me? Am | not supposed to suffer? |s something wrong?

“Let metalk to her,” Marek said.
Therewasasgh, then ashuffling of feet and cloth. Marek’ s voice came closer.

“Rhia, you may not know it, but I’m holding your hand. Please come back so you canfed it again.” He
steadied hisvoice. “All | want isto lie next to you and bring you to life. But | can't yet. Elorasayswe
can’'t warm you too fast or you' |l die again, maybe for good thistime. Coranna’ s never brought anyone
back twice.

“Jugt live. The rest will follow, but you haveto want it.” He leaned closer. “1 won't let you not want it.”

Rhia smind cried out to him, uncertain whether it wasto cal him closer or push him away. It waslike
shouting through amouthful of dugt.

He spoke to Coranna. “What' sit like, the place where she was?”’

After along pause, shereplied, “ The details change for each person, but most experienceit as aplace of
light and acceptance.”

“She must have loved it. She hatesthe dark.” He spoke to Rhiaagain. “Remember what | taught you that
night, about the energy that flows between you and me and everything? It s here in thisworld, too.”

She felt apressure againgt her chest, and didn’t know whether it came from inside or outside her skin.
Had her heart beat, or had Marek touched her?



Regardless, it meant she would Stay.

Breaths came at last, shalow and dow, and each one brought immeasurable pain, asif the air werefilled
with tiny daggers. Rhiawanted to cry but had no tears, to scream but had no voice.

She was wrapped tight ins de something thick and soft that protected her body from the ground, which
no longer stole her heat. Thewind did not touch her here, so they must have moved her insde the cave.

She hated breathing, but forced herself to continue. The otherswaited in silence around her. She wished
they would chatter about anything, to distract her from the pain and the laborious struggle for life.

Perhapsthey dept. She couldn’t wait to deep. She couldn’t wait to move, to edt, to drink. To live.

So shedid want to live, after al. Though it wasn't as good as desth—nothing ever would be, she knew
now—Iife would surpass this pardysis that evoked the weakness that had depleted her many years
before. Her strength had never returned in full, and for that she was bitter even to this moment. If only she
were stronger, shewould have recovered by now. Instead she was causing these people to sitin achilly
cave overnight waiting for her to get around to living.

Serves themright, she thought.

A giggle bottled up ingde her and findly escaped in atiny burst of noise. Insde Rhia s head it sounded
like a hiccup, which made her want to laugh more. A panicky delirium took hold.

Someone drew near and pressed afingertip to the sde of Rhia s neck, caming her. Shefelt her own
pulse greet the person’ s touch.

“It' sstronger now,” Elorasaid. “ Steadier.”
“So shelives,” Marek whispered. “If she hadn't—"
“Shedoes,” Corannasaid. “ Shewill.”

Marek was slent for severd moments. “ Forgive my lack of faith.” His voice held true contrition. “I
shouldn’t have doubted you.”

“Y ou have every right to doubt me,” Corannasaid softly.

Eloraheld the back of her hand to Rhia sforehead. “ She' still cold. It will bealong night.” Shetugged
the blanket tighter. “ Perhaps you two should deep.”

“No,” Marek and Coranna said together.

Something insde Rhiathawed and cracked like ariver in springtime. Theworst pain yet, but it wasa
relief. If shehurt, shelived.

“Then one of you heat somerockson that fire,” Elorasaid. “Soon it will be time to add warmth to her

“I'll doit.” Marek scooted out of the cave. Rhiaimagined him ducking to avoid hitting his head on the
celling. By now he would beinvisible, so shedid not try to open her eyes.

Scraps of memory flitted through Rhia’ s mind, the hours before Crow had come to take her away. She



remembered pacing, fuming and—

What had she said to them? In desperation she had raged, begged for her life, gone any way but
gracefully to her death. The shame flowed through her like the blood that dowly returned to her limbs.

She had been acoward, of course.

A horrible memory, clear asrain now, replayed her last words to Marek, about Coranna: You wouldn’t
have to see her every day and remember what she took from you. She remembered the pain that
crossed his face and made him turn his eyes away from both of them.

And Coranna—surely those words had pierced her aswell. Rhia curled up inside hersalf and dreaded
her returnto life.

But life was coming. When Elora pulled Rhia sarm out of the bundle and checked her wrist for apulse,
shefet the heder’ s soft hands, though at adistance, asif her own skin were severa inchesthick.

“Bring the stones,” Elorasaid. “The blood is starting to flow to her limbs. If this happenstoo fast, the
cold, stagnant blood from her arms and legs will flood to the rest of the body and drop her temperature

@a'n.”
Rhiafelt darm. Could she die again? She had so many questions, but her throat was too cold to spesk.

And getting colder. Her heart began to skip beats—thumping fast, then not at dl, then fast again. Her
breath rattled.

“Hurry!” Elorasaid. Rhiawasturned on her back, her other arm released from the bundle. Warm, hard
objects were placed under her armpits and at the base of her neck.

“What' s happening?’ Marek sat close to Rhia s head. She wanted to reach for him, for the warmth he
hed given her those cold nightsin the forest.

“She' sdropping,” Elorasaid inaclipped voice. “I’ll need to do aspell.”

“Dropping? What' sthat?’

“Marek, come here.” Coranna snapped her fingers. “ Give her room. Elora, do you need anything?’
“Only dlence”

No, not silence, Rhiathought. She needed to hear voices, needed to grasp something from thisworld.
Eloralaid her hands on either side of Rhid s pelvis, paused for amoment, and began to chant.

Therailing, high-pitched song went straight to Rhia sblood, infusing it with awarmth thet traveled up one
sde of her torso and down the other. Unlike Coranna slow, soothing intonation that called the spirit out
of the body, this chant shocked and invigorated. Elora sang of the summer sun, and the yellow-white orb
itself seemed to journey through Rhid s body, stopping at the places where her legsjoined her hips.

The hedler repeated the action at Rhia s shoulders, then at the base of her throat, until her chest and
abdomen felt dmost normal. Her heartbeat was steady now, without skips and jumps, and her breath
came with areassuring regularity. Warmth leaked dowly into her arms, legs and head, this time without
the sensation of cold flowing back to her body.

She opened her eyes.



Marek whispered her name from afew feet away.

“Wait,” Elorasaid. She appeared in Rhia sview, and even in thelow glow of thefire, her eyes shone
with concern. “ Can you spesk?’

Rhiablinked and opened her parched mouth. Her tongue felt like a dead lesf.
“Here, somewater.” Eloraheld awet cloth to Rhia slips and dabbed theinsde of her mouth.
“Thank you,” Rhiawhispered. Her voice sounded hollow. “I amost died, didn’t I? Just now?’

Eloraraised an eyebrow. “Not on my watch, little woman.” She twisted behind her to pick up aflask.
“Can you swalow some honey water?’

Rhiatried to nod, but the most she could manage was atwitch. “Yes.”

Eloraremoved the warm rocks from her neck and her right armpit. “Marek, help me turn her on her sde
for amoment.”

Unseen hands took hold of her left shoulder and hip and eased them forward. Her hand hit the ground
with athud as the dead weight of her arm dropped. Eloratilted the flask and let afew drops spill into
Rhia s mouth. She swallowed one of the drops, asthe rest dribbled out the side of her mouth. After she
had consumed two or three swallows of the warm, sweet liquid, they laid her on her back again.

As she spoke, Eloradrew the blanket tighter around Rhia and tucked it under her chin. “Slegp now. I'll
wake you for more honey water. Y our body needs fue for strength. By morning you' |l have your limbs
back.” She patted Rhia s hand. “Won't that be nice?’

Rhiamanaged to smile, dthough to an outsider it may have looked more like agrimace.
Marek cleared histhroat. “Elora, may I...”
“It'ssafenow.” The healer’ sface showed doubt. “But ask her first.”

A hand brushed alock of hair from Rhia sface. “Rhia” Marek said, “would it bedl right if | lay next to
you? To give you more warmth.”

She wanted that more than anything, but feared to admit it. He would have left behind everything he
knew to save her life, if she had only asked. And in return for his devotion, she had led him with
more fury than she knew she possessed. How could he forgive her so easily?

Sheturned her head to look a Coranna The older woman's hair glistened in the firelight as she leaned
forward to speak.

“When someone sfreezing to death,” she said, “they becomeirrationd. They say thingsthey don’t mean.
| warned Marek ahead of time, so let him help you. Don't besilly.”

Rhialooked straight up where she thought Marek’ sfacewould be. “Doit.”

He nestled beside her and tugged another blanket over their bodies. He pulled her tight against him and
drew hisleg across hers, surrounding her like fog around amountain. His warmth seeped into her,
carrying blood and life to her most remote and desol ate regions.
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T he Kaindon throng that mobbed Rhia upon her return two days later could not be the same subdued
folks she had |eft behind.

They werewild.

When they reached her, the shouting crowd lifted her off her pony onto their shoulders. She wobbled
with a strange sense of weightlessness and looked back at Marek.

“Enjoy!” he said with awave of the hand.

Singing and laughing, they carried her to aclearing in the woods where a bonfire burned, surrounded by
smaller fireswhich cooked a variety of meats. Her mouth watered at the scents. After two days of honey
water and dried fruit, she' d happily eat aporcupine, quillsand all, with aside of roasted pine bark. Or
maybe just aSide of more porcupine.

She noticed that none of the food had been touched. A long table sat off to the right of thefire, filled with
dishes of fruits and nuts and berries. Her somach would have growled if it weren't lurching with the rest
of her.

Alankascurried up holding abundle of cloth. “Wait, wait, wait, everyone. Y ou can’'t expect the guest of
honor to preside looking like that.” She gestured to Rhia s appearance. The villagers groaned with
impatience asthey set her down. “Y ou' ve waited three daysto eat,” Alanka said to them, “you can wait
afew more minutes. Now stay here.”

She yanked Rhiathrough the crowd to a dense growth of shrubs. When they were hidden from sight, she
tugged a theties on Rhia strousers. “ Take those off.”

“What did you mean, they’ ve waited three daysto eat?’

“WEe ve been fasting Since you left.” At Rhia s surprised gaze, she said, “In solidarity, of course. Plus, it
hel ped us save up extrafood. And appetite.”

“You dl knew.” Rhiadowly unfastened her trousers. “You dl knew | was going to die.”

Alankacringed. “I’m so sorry. Corannatold us when Marek |eft to meet you after your Bestowing. |
wanted to tell you, but she said it would only makeit worse. Will you forgive me?’

Rhia couldn’t bear for the moment to turn somber. “ That depends on what you' re planning to dress me
in”

With aflourish and agrin, Alanka held forth along gown of the darkest, most vibrant violet Rhia had ever
Seen outside of wildflowers. The velvet materia sfted through her fingerslike the lushest spring grass. A
moan of admiration escaped her lips.

“I'm to wear this?’

Alanka cocked her head. “No, you' reto scrub potswith it.”

“But | thought women here only wore trousers.”

“Then it must be aspecid occason.” Shewaggled the dress. “Put it on, we' re starving.”

Rhia shed her clothes, then sighed as Alanka did the dress over her head. Her friend tied the stringsin the



back, and the garment tightened to accentuate Rhial sfew curves. A short, flowing cape hung from the
back of the gown, making her fed like she bore a set of light, graceful wings. The garment provided just
the right amount of warmth for the spring day, as the deeves extended to her wrists and the neckline to
her collarbone.

Alankalet out alow whigtle. “1’m not sure | should bring you out there.”
“Why? Doesit look bad?’

“It does not look bad. But if you go out there, the men may never spare me another glance.” Shetilted
her head. “Ehh, | could usetheredt. Let’sdo your hair.”

Rhiasat on astone while Alanka braided her hair in an elegant looping style. Soon she was ready—at
least on the outside.

Corannd s voice came from the other sde of the brush pile. “Shal we go?’

Rhia hesitated, so Alankaturned her toward the village and gave her alittle shove. As she stepped into
sght, Corannatook her hand and led her toward the bonfire. The crowd quieted. They parted to let her
pass, heads half-bowed, dmost asif they would drop to their knees. Rhia prayed they wouldn'’t.

The two Crow women approached the long table and stood at its head. Coranna drew hersalf up to her
full, intimidating height and held out her hands to the crowd.

“Thank you for al your efforts, both physical and spiritud, on behdf of my new protégé. It pleasesmeto
tell you that she completed the ritua with courage and serenity.”

Rhia kept her face neutrd as the crowd whooped and clapped. She didn’t want to show prideinthelie
or embarrass Corannaby displaying a dubious expression.

When the applause subsided, Coranna said, “Her magic and wisdom will serve dl of us, but remember
that sheistill learning to use her powers, as, in away, weal are. | present to you Crow’ s new gift to
our people—Rhiaof Asermos.”

Instead of cheering, they al stared a Rhiawith expectation. Was she supposed to perform magic for
them? Sing a song about her trip to the Other Side and back?

Corannaleaned over and whispered to the top of Rhia s head. “ Speak now.”
Her heart went cold, dmost as cold aswhen she died. “| haveto give a speech?”’
Coranna patted her shoulder. “Make them glad their deaths may be in your hands.”

Rhiadowly turned back to the crowd. The glare of the torchlight in her eyeslet her see only the closest
people, none of whom she recognized. She resisted the urge to twist her hair.

Suddenly she understood: When they looked at her, they didn’t see a once-crippled child scared of
shadows, but rather a powerful woman who had undergone heroic tests proving her worthiness.

“Thank you,” she said. They seemed to like that, so she said it again. “ Thank you for accepting meinto
your midst. | hope to learn much from you and—and be a source of goodwill—of continuing
goodwill—between Kaindos and Asermos.

“Though our cultures differ, we are dl connected to the Spirits who bless our people with aworld of
beauty and power, which they share by granting each of us the magic and wisdom of one of their



cregtures.”
She glanced at Coranna, who returned alook of encouragement.

“My Guardian Spirit,” she continued, “is Crow, whom many dread and fear worse than any predator, for
Hisembraceiseverlasting.” More or less, shereminded hersdf. “But know that you will not leavethis
lifedone. And believe mewhen | tell you that a beautiful world lies beyond.”

The faces dropped at the suggestion, and she redlized that thisline of rhetoric might be morbid for such a
gathering. A mug lay on the table near her hand. Sheraised it and said, “But tonight, let us celebratelife
and dl itsgifts”

The crowd cheered, and everyone who could reach amug lifted it high and drank with her. It was a
testament to her new fortitude that she did not spew out the nearly pure meloxa before or after it trickled
down her throat.

The music struck up again, though at amore leisurely pace than before, and the food was brought forth.
Rhiasat at the head of the long table with Coranna, the other six members of the village
Council—including Alanka sfather Razvin—and their mates or spouses. The younger folks who weren't
serving food lounged around the bonfire, laughing and jostling for space. She wished she could join
them—awish that disappeared when she redlized that her table would start edting firdt.

Some foods she recognized, others not, but al of it wastasty and served with enthusasm. She gavea
grateful smile to the observant young man who deposited aflask of water next to her plate; he must have
noticed she wasn't washing down her meal with meloxa. He returned the smile, which warmed her
insdes even more than the food and drink.

Her dresstightened as she ate, and she tugged at the unyielding fabric a her waist. The tautness forced
her into a straight posture, in contrast to the figures around her douched over their meals and drinks,
leaning to hear each other’ swordsamid thedin.

Corannaintroduced the man to her right as Etar the Owl, one of the seven Council members. Rhia
recognized him asthe father of Alanka s mate Pirrik, but decided not to mention it in case Etar wasn't
aware of their relationship. Not that one could hide anything from an Owi.

“What do you think of Kalindos, Rhia?’ Etar asked.
“It' sbeautiful. E—" She glanced & the cavorting around the bonfire. “ Startling.”
“It'sno place for people our age. Right, Coranna?’

“Speak for yoursdlf, old man.” Corannatugged hislong gray ponytail. Rhia sensed the two shared more
than friendship.

“My bones aren’'t what they used to be.” Etar gave an exaggerated wince as he crushed an acorn against
the table with asmall rock. “Some days | can't bear the thought of climbing out of my own house.
‘Down’ isalot harder on the kneesthan *up.”” He picked the mesat out of the nut. “Nonetheless, days
liketoday makeit dl worthwhile”

“Do you have such celebrations often?” Rhia asked.
“We hold feasts when people enter or leave thisworld,” Corannasaid.

“Youdid bothinoneday.” Etar held up hismug in sdute. “ So the party istwice asbig.”



Corannaturned to him. “ She dmost died again after | brought her back.”
He regarded Rhiawith keen interest. “What was that like?’

Again, she couldn’t lie, not to an Owl. “1 wasterrified the second time, before Elora saved me. But when
| died thefirst time, | was so cold, it was asif my feglings werefrozen, too. | didn’t careif | lived.”

“It'sCrow’shlessing,” Corannasaid. “Allowing usto leave our bodies without fear or pain. After the
initid struggle, we become numb.” She shifted the food on her plate without egting it. “When | drowned,
it hurt at first, the water crushing mefromtheinsde. | swore | wouldn't fight it, but | did. | battled for
every breasth | couldn’'t get.”

The surrounding crowd was raucous, but the three of them sat in abubble of silence.

“Oncel gavein,” Corannacontinued, “everything began to sparkle. | was so enthralled with the sunlight
dancing above me, | didn’t notice the darkness creeping in, until suddenly it wasdl | could see. Then it
was over and Crow wasthere” Her eyes met Rhia swith intimate understanding.

“Sotdl me” Etar leaned across the table to spesk low to them. “How long do you think | haveto live?’

Rhiablanched at the impropriety, but Coranna slaugh rang out. “Etar, I’ ve told you, wewon't play this
game”

“Give Rhiaachance” hesaid. “Beddes, I've drunk so much maoxa, whatever shetdlsmel won't
remember tomorrow.”

“But without anillness or injury—" Rhialooked a Coranna“—how can | tdl how long he Il live?’

“Y ou can't predict an accident. Those thingsdon't lurk inside people.” Sheleaned back in her chair and
gestured to Etar’ sbody. “But sicknesses do, even when people fed well.”

“Youwant metotdl himwhen he'll die?’ It went againgt everything Galen had taught her.
Corannaeyed her neutraly. “It’ sup to you. He wants you to see, and | won't stop you.”
“But you're both drunk.”

“Don’t be so sodgy, Rhia.” Corannawaved her mug, holding the handle with one finger. She placed
Rhia shand on Etar’ sarm. “It helpsif you touch him.”

Rhiagulped. With al her remaining courage, she took her hand off hisarm. “No. | won't do it.”

“Just aswell. | likealittlemystery in my life, anyway.” Etar roseto hisfeet with agrunt. “I need to stretch
these old bones. Coranna, want to take awalk with me?’ A passing server offered him afresh mug of
meloxa, which he accepted with asmile.

“I"dloveto.” The crone tossed her hair like ayoung girl as she stood, then leaned in close to Rhia “You
passed an important test just now. Y ou trusted your own wisdom more than my authority.” She squeezed
Rhia s shoulder. “ Just like a Crow.”

They left her to walow in bewilderment. She examined the contents of her mug, then pushed it away. If
more“tests’ lay ahead tonight, her judgment should remain clear.

The same young man who had just served Etar placed anew mug of meloxain front of her. Hewinked a
dark brown eye and said, “| heard you like it sweet.”



“Thank you.” As handsome as he was, she hoped he was referring to the drink.

When the server moved away, she scanned the table for more water. Her eyes met those of Razvin,
seated at the opposite end. He studied her in away that said his glance had not begun only the moment
before.

Rhia sold instinctstold her to drift away to the safety of those she knew well. Instead she took her mug
and gtrolled to Razvin’send of thetable,

He contemplated her approach with surprise, and when she arrived, he barely emitted a
“Congratulations, Rhia”

“Thank you.” Shetook a confident swig, suppressed awince—this meloxawas no sweseter than the
previous one—and met his searching sare. “ Did you enjoy the food and drink?’

“I should. | helped prepareit.”

“Then thank you again.” Sheturned to leave, then stopped. “Y our daughter saved my lifeafew nights
ago. | hope | can repay the honor someday.”

“I hope you never haveto.”

She hesitated. “ How many Bears and Wolverines have been called in Kalindos recently?’
Hisgaze grew wary. “A few.”

“Morethan usud?’

“A few is more than usud. Kdindosis aplace of peace. Unlike your home.”

“ Asermos has never attacked anyone. Our wars have al been defensive.”

“True enough.” He turned back to his plate and murmured, “But not al wars are fought with arrows and
swords.”

She studied his posture to discern if his dejection were genuine. Had the Asermons treated him the way
he claimed? Would they do the same to Marek? She thought of Mali and Torynna s mocking words at
theriversde,

Until she made up her mind about Razvin, it would be best to show sympathy. Besides, making enemies
on the Kalindon Council would not be the wisest tactic.

“On behdf of my people,” shesaid, “I want to apologize.”

Razvin looked up a her with astonishment, hisface guilelessfor the first time since they had met.
Someonetugged Rhia sarm.

“Why do you wagte time talking to my father,” Alanka said, “when you could be dancing?’

Razvin's composure returned in an ingtant. He gave Rhiaa suave grin. “ Go on, you deserve to enjoy
yoursdlf tonight, and you certainly won't with atired old man like me.”

“Feather, stop fishing for compliments.”

Rhialet Alankadrag her toward the bonfire. The musicians were limbering up to play afaster tempo.



“Do you know how to dance?” Alankaasked Rhia.

“Of course. We have partiesin Asermos, too.” Shelooked up into the trees, which held men and women
invarious combinations, striking poses of flirtation and actsfar beyond. “But not like this.”

“I thought so. Oh!” Alankatwisted to face Rhia, her back to the bonfire. “ See the man with the long
blond hair? The onein the green shirt? That's Morran, the Bobcat | told you about.” She shook her
head. “ Better off without him. He drinks too much.” She pointed her chin to the left. “ Endrus the Cougar,
with the brown hair. He drinks too much, too.”

“What about Marek?’

“Hehasreason to drink.” She shrugged. “But it’ s never made him missahunt, or even asingle shot,
whichismorethan | can say for Morran.”

Rhiaheld up her mug. “How can anyone drink this?’
“They didn’'t sweeten yours enough, did they? Let’ s get some more honey.”

Thefiddler shot into a spirited tune, joined in afew moments by aman on awooden flute and another
strumming astringed instrument. Y oung people bounced into the circle asif on cue and began to
dance—in small groups, couples, or done. The elders stood on the outskirts and clapped arollicking

rhythm.

Buoyed by the music, the food, the drink and her brush with death, Rhia put down her mug and joined
the dance. For thefirgt timein days, every inch of her felt warm.

Someone grabbed her waist. It was Morran, who laughed when he saw her surprise.

“I won't keep you,” hesaid. “ There€'ll bealine soon.”

“A lineto dance with you?’

He laughed even louder, his head thrown back and brown eyes squeezed shut. “No, with you.”

Morran was a good dancer, despite the quantity of meloxa he had ingested based on the |ops dedness of
his amile. Perhgpsthe drink had lent him itsfluidity.

Before the tune had even reached its peak, she was handed off to Endrus, who had thin armsand a
wicked grin. He was shorter than Morran, which relieved her neck. The tempo increased, stedling their
breath and precluding both the capacity and the need for intimate conversation. They spun faster around
the circle, laughing astheir steps grew doppy trying to keep up with the rhythm, which grew in speed and
complexity, asif themusicians only goa wasto exhaust and confound the dancers.

Just when she knew her legs or lungs would burst from the strain, the song ended. Without pausing, the
troupe did into adow, sensuous tune, adding adrummer thrumming on ataut skin.

Rhia stepped back from Endrus, wanting neither to offend nor join him.

“My turn,” afamiliar voice over her shoulder said. With aglance of mock resentment, Endrus bowed and
turned away. He laiched on to thefirst willing girl within reach.

Marek dipped his arm around Rhia’ swaist and drew her hipstight to his, alook of about-to-be-satiated
hunger on hisface. They moved asif the music had melded them into one body. If she closed her eyes,
she could pretend they were the only two peoplein the forest again.



“How long do these partieslast?’ she asked him, wondering when they could dip away together.

“Until thefood and drink runsout.” He twirled her dowly in hisarms, regling her out and back in again,
so that the distance only accentuated their return to closeness. “Note that | say food and drink, not food
or drink. Aslong aswe have one or the other, we'll stay up.”

“How long?’

“Three, maybe four days. Or five. We grab deep every other day or s0.” Without letting go of her hand,
he brushed astray lock of hair from her cheek. “Y ou may not have seen it yet, but life hereishard.
Sometimesin the winter we have nothing to eat. Not just ‘ nothing but nuts and berries” Nothing. It'sa
rare winter when someone doesn't starve.”

She gestured to the overflowing tables. “ And yet you waste dl thisfood at afeast. Why not saveit for
hard times?’

“A cdleébration’ snever awaste. Besdes, all times are hard. Even more reason to sweeten moments like
these, right?’

She looked at the exuberant Kalindons. Perhaps there was no better way to praise and thank the Spirits
for their giftsthan to relish said gifts until one collapsed.

“Has anyone ever died at one of these parties?’ she asked Marek.

“Only you would ask aquestion like that.” He chewed hislip as he thought. “Not that | remember. We
believe that during these feasts, the Spirits protect us from ourselves.”

She chuckled. “They’ d better.”

Her smile faded when she caught sight of an unfriendly face. The same young man who had waited on her
s0 solicitoudy not long before was now scowling a her from the side of the dancing area. Histhick, dark
brows shaded glowering eyes.

She put her chin over Marek’ s shoulder. “Who' s the husky man with the brown hair, the one by the table
wishing me dead?’

Marek sighed. “That' s Skaristhe Bear. WEe ve been friends since we could walk.”
“| don't understand. Why is he glaring at me?’

“Skarisislike abrother to me.” Marek looked at the Bear, then back at Rhia. “Because heis, in away.
Hissager was my mate.”

Rhia dropped her defensveness for amoment in favor of sympathy. “1 see. But hewas so niceto mea
whileago. | think hewasevenflirting alittle”

“That was before he knew you' d taken hissister’ splace.”

She stared a Marek, her shock causing her feet to miss a step, then another. He seemed to have even
dartled himsalf with hiswords.

“l have?’ shesad.

They stopped dancing.



“Rhia, I know we haven’t known each other long, but we' ve been through so much together, and 1—"
Marek’ s face reddened in the bonfire light, and hiswords stumbled over one another. “When weran
away from here, even though | believed you would change your mind, just like Corannasaid, | would
have taken you to Veekosif you' d wanted.” He shook hishead. “ It seems crazy now, but it' strue. Still,
| haveno clamonyou.”

“Youdon't?
“No, I—" Helooked at her with wide gray eyes. “Do |7’

Her face heated. “ Alankatold me that rd ations between men and women in Kaindos are alittle more,
e,._”

“Informd.”

“Yes, moreinforma than I’m used to. But | don’t—I only—I—" She groaned at her own ineptitude,
then looked him inthe eyes. 1 only want you.”

Rdlief infused hisface just asthe sun sank behind the hills. Marek’ s outline shimmered, then disappeared
along with the rest of him. He uttered a crude curse. “ Sorry,” he added.

She shook her head in sympathy. “How will | find you later?’

“Follow the floating meloxamug. Or—" he steered them toward the edge of the circle “—come with me

They dunk out of the crowd into the shadows. When thefirdight wasjust awarm glow in the distance,
Marek stopped, held her face in his hands and gave her along, searching kiss. She sghed with relief. In
the chaos her life had become, nothing felt as normd asthis.

He pulled her close and breathed into her hair, the shuddering kind of bresth taken after afright. “When
you died, | felt so numb, like | was as frozen as you. And when you came back, | wanted to warm you,
put my hands and mouth al over you until you were the Rhial remembered.”

“Dol fed different?’

“Youfed likeyoursdf.”

“| feared I’d be hard and clammy, or I'd smdll like agrave, or—"

“Shh.” Hishands did down her back asheinhded. “Y oufed, and smell, asgood as ever.”
In the distance, a shriek ripped the air.
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M arek jerked to face the sound. “1t's Coranna.”
“Don’'t wait for me. Run.”

He was gone. She sprinted toward the scream and joined the villagers heading north of the bonfire dong
one of the paths.



In the short time she’ d known Coranna, she had never heard her raise her voice, much lessrelease such
aplaintive cry. Her chest tightened with more than just the physica strain of sprinting through the
underbrush.

The crowd stopped beneath asmall tree house and parted for Rhia. Perhaps they spoke to her, but she
heard nothing under the rush of Crow’ swings. She fought the urge to clamp her handsto her earsand
scream to cover the sounds.

Corannaknelt beside Etar’ s supinefigure, fighting back tears as she stroked hislifdessarm. Thewingsin
Rhia s head gave alast loud thump, then faded into the background bel ow the crowd’ s chatter.

“What happened?’ awoman behind her whispered.

“Hefdl,” another answered. “1 saw it happen.”

“Did the ladder bresk?’

“No, he stopped as he was climbing and clutched at his chest. On the next rung he just dropped.”
“Poor man,” thefirst woman said. “1 didn’t know hewasill.”

“Hehiditwdl. If I'd known, I’ d have sent him more food thiswinter.”

Was heill? Rhiawondered, and suddenly wished she had |ooked inside him when she had the chance.
Pirrik burgt through the crowd on the other side, Alankafollowing.

“Father!”

Pirrik sank to hisknees and cradled Etar’ s head in hislap, obliviousto the blood flowing onto his hands.
Hereleasad along, hollow cry. It was echoed in amoment by awoman’ swail, which grew louder asit
neared. A pregnant girl appeared at the front of the crowd. When she saw Etar’ s broken body, she
swooned.

Alankalegped to catch the girl before shefell, then rocked her in atight embrace. From her appearance
Rhia guessed she was Pirrik’ s younger sister, and she redlized that Etar had aready been a third-phase
Owl a the time of hisdeath.

“Poor Thera,” one of the women behind Rhiawhispered. “I hope the baby doesn’'t come too soon now.”

Coranna caught Rhia s gaze and beckoned her over. She hurried to join her, hoping that no one
observed her half-second hesitation. Coranna nodded to Etar’ s other hand. Rhiagrasped both hands so
that the three of them formed acircle.

Everyonefdl slent. Rhiaclosed her eyes and heard nothing but Pirrik’ sand Thera s stifled sobs.

Her world went bright again. Corannawas there in the corner of one eye, and Etar in the other. They
both smiled. She mimicked their expressons easly, for they were dl surrounded with a pulsating light that
emanated love from its core. The experience was a pale reflection of her own deeth, but it 1eft her
brimming with joy.

As Crow approached, Corannalet go of Etar’s hand, and Rhiafollowed suit.

Etar’ s smile disappeared. His eyesfilled with confusion, and helooked asif he were about to shake his
head in protest. Then he vanished, envel oped in the wings of Crow.



The bright world faded as well, and she was back in Kalindos. Even before her eyes opened, shefelt the
damp ground beneath her knees. Y et the awareness of the Other Side lingered like ahaze, and for more
than amoment she ached to return.

The crowd let out a collective sgh. Coranna placed agentle hand on Pirrik’ s shoul der.

“Your father’ sgone,” she said. She stood and squeezed Thera shand. “I'm so sorry.” Her voice
wavered, and Rhia sensed that this death hit Coranna harder than mogt.

An older woman wept as she comforted Thera. Rhiarecognized her as Etar’ ssster Kerzathe Wolf.
Alankaknelt beside Firrik. He leaned into her embrace and muffled his sobs against her neck.

Elora appeared then with ablanket and healing bag. Onelook at the faces of those gathered around
Etar’ s body told her it wastoo late. Coranna beckoned Elorato join her and Rhiaaway from where
Etar’ s children grieved.

Inalow voice, Eloraasked, “What happened?’
In an even lower voice, Corannareplied, “1 hoped you could tell me.”
“People say hefdl.”

“Y es, but why? He may be old, but he' sfar from feeble. Something took hold of him in the moments
before helet go.” She blinked hard and frowned, asif remembering something, then turned to Rhia. “Find
me half adozen strong men who can carry him to the pyre.”

Rhiaturned toward the crowd, her mind swimming from the moments on the Other Side. A few men had
aready stepped forward for the onerous task. Rhiaquickly found three more. When shereturned, Elora
had cleansed the blood from Etar’ s head and bound it with a swath of bandage. His body was wrapped
in the blanket she had brought.

The crowd parted for the solemn procession of the corpse. Faces that had been lit with giddiness less
than an hour before were now cast in sorrow. Many muttered to themsalvesin prayer.

Unsure of her role, Rhia shadowed Corannaal the way to the funera pyre. The Crow woman seemed to
bereining in her own emotionslike unruly horses. Rhiawasn't sureif the lump of sadnessin her own
throat came from the death of theintriguing old man, or from her brief return to that place of blissand
pesce. Thinking of it made her fed more homesick than thoughts of Asermos. Her hands and feet tingled
asif warming, though she hadn’t been cold. The exhaugtion from the long ride and the dancing had

disappeared.

The pyre consisted of long wooden dats, stacked to create a container that reminded Rhia of ahollow
log house that would accommodate the body of one adult. Atop the pyre, overlapping its perimeter, lay a
thin stone dab, presumably to shelter the wood and keep it dry. The six men laid Etar’ s body on the dab.
Coranna asked them to find afew guardsto take the first shift.

“I'll doit.” Marek’ s voice came from just behind Rhia. “Let me get my bow.”
Coranna stood next to the pyre and took a deep breath before turning to face the crowd.

“My fellow Kaindons, Etar—our friend, father and brother—has gone to the Other Side.” Though by
now word had spread, a cry of anguish rose from the people. The man who had played the drum
covered hisface with hishands. A gray-haired woman leaned againgt atree and quietly keened.



Coranna continued, her voice fighting to remain steady. “Please, return to your homes and pray for his
easy passage. At daybreak we will gather to say goodbye. Afterward we will celebrate hislife, both the
one he lived with us and the one he will live with the Spiritsfor al eternity.”

She turned away from the crowd, who took her signd to disperse, which they did in sllence, some
weeping and shaking their heads. Rhiajoined her on the pyre s platform.

Eloraappeared at the other edge and exchanged a glance with Coranna. They uncovered Etar’ s body.
Rhiareminded herself that this desth was among the less ugly ones shewould likely see.

Welcome to the rest of your life, she thought with apang of self-sympathy.
Eyes closed, Eloraput her hands on either side of Etar’ s head. Her fingers probed his neck.

“Lift hissdejust alittle toward you,” she said. Coranna and Rhia obeyed. The hedler dipped her hands
under him and felt the length of his spine. She stopped when she reached the midpoint. “He broke his
back inthefal.”

“But what made him fal?’ Corannaasked her.
“Did hedrink alot of meoxa?’
“No morethan usud.”

Rhiaspoke up. “ One of the villagers said when Etar was climbing the ladder, he clutched hischest in
pan.”

Corannalooked &t Elora. “ Did he ever come to you with symptoms?”

“No,” the hedler said, “but you know how men are, too proud to admit any illness until it killsthem. And
sometimes Crow simply strikes with speed and mercy.” She smoothed the bandage on Etar’ s head,
tenderly, asif the action could help him. Her face turned thoughtful. “If | werethird-phase, | could
determine even now if he had been sick.”

Coranna put her hand on Elora’ s. “ Y ou' re exhausted from our journey. Go, rest and pray now. Rhiaand
| will kespvigil.”

After alast mournful glance a Etar, Eloradipped into the darkness.

Rhiawatched Coranna stand, unmoving, at the side of the corpse. “What do we do now?’ she asked
finlly.

“Wewait,” Corannasaid.
“Wait for what?’
“For morning.”

Rhiaglanced at Etar. Had Coranna s questions for Elorabeen smple curiosity or did they reflect a
deeper suspicion? Rhiawished more than ever that she had done “the wrong thing” and granted Etar’s
request to tell him when hewould die.

“When do we clean and wrap the body?’ she asked Coranna.

“No need. It will be burned tomorrow at sunset.”



“Y ou don’'t bury your dead?”’
“The soil hereistoo rocky. Likedl Birds, hisasheswill hang from the tree where he oncelived.”

“Oh,” wasdl Rhiacould think to say. Kaindons and Asermons differed in so many waysit was getting
harder to believe they were the same people. She thought of what Marek had said about the nature and
length of Kaindon funeras, and remembered that her own party had been afunera of sorts.

“Coranna?’

"y e’

“If you can return people from the Other Side, the way you did for me—"

“Why don’t | doit for everyone?’

“I know you can’t undo every death, but how do you decide?’

Corannadidn’t respond, and Rhia feared she had blundered by asking such a question.
Finaly Corannasaid, “ To reverse Crow’ sflight, abargain must be struck. Lifefor life.”
Rhiagrew cold. “For aperson to come back to life, someone else hasto die?’
“It'snot smply onelife for another. It stime on earth that | must trade.”

“Another lifeis shortened?’

“Y es. By the same amount of time asthe returned hasremaining in hisor her life”
Theforest swayed around Rhig, and not just from the wind. “Then who—for me—7?

“Everyone”
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R hiagripped the edge of the pyre to steady hersdlf. “When you say everyone—"

“All of Kaindos. Except the children, of course. They’ re not old enough to consent to such abargain.”
“How long—" Rhiafet sick. “How much time did | take from them?’

“It depends how long you live. Spread among the adult villagers, if you live another thirty-five years, to
be my age—which | pray you will—that’ s scarcely more than amonth of life each.”

A month. She had stolen a month from each Kaindon. One fewer month to hold their children, to raise
their facesto the afternoon sun, to deep in their beloved’ sarms.

“Why would they?’
“Because aCrow isarare and valuable thing. A Crow is, frankly, worth five Otters or ten Wolves.”

“It'strue,” Marek’ s voice came from the darkness, where he stood guard.



“It'snot true,” Rhiasaid. “We each have equd giftsto offer our people.”

“Equdly necessary, perhaps, but not equally common.” Corannawagged afinger a her. “ So take care of
yoursdlf.”

“Take care of mysdf?When every day | live, someone elselives one day fewer? How canll live,
knowing whét I’ ve solen from them?’

“Youdidn't ged it. They gaveit.”

Rhialooked toward Marek, then shifted closer to Coranna. “What about him?’ she whispered. “When
his mate and the baby—"

Corannaheld up ahand to slence her. “Marek?’ she caled into the dark. “Would you please fetch my
ceremonia robe? It may need to be steamed before the funeral tomorrow.”

Marek replied his assent. After several moments, long enough for him to move out of hearing range,
Corannaturned to Rhia, her face pinched.

“Hetried. Hetried to give hislife for the woman and their child. He pleaded with me. But for Crow to
trade one life for two, especialy when one was just born—it asked too much of the Spirit. Their lives
would not have been long, and the bargain would have killed Marek in that moment. | couldn’t let him
go.” Her lower lip trembled once. “So | didn’t.”

“What about other people here? Couldn't they have given life to save them?’

“It must be done within afew instants of death, the way it was with you. For them, there wasn't time.”
Rhiaturned away and hid her face in her hands to staunch the tears before they could flow.

Coranna stepped closer. “ Y ou will learn to stand at a distance from others' pain.”

“I don't want to.”

“Y ou must, to give them the strength they need.” She took Rhia by the shoulders and turned her. “Y ou
can show compassion without becoming...”

Hysterical ? Rhiathought. Deranged?
“...occupied.”
| don’t want this, she pleaded to Crow. How can | ever?

Coranna’ s grip tightened. “Remember how happy Etar looked when he crossed to the Other Side?’ Rhia
nodded, though she recalled how Etar’ s smile had vanished the moment before Crow’ s wings shrouded
him. “That’s our reward,” Coranna continued. “ And when the villagers |ook to ustomorrow for solace,
and we grant it to them, then their gratitude, their peace, will take away the hurt.”

Rhiagtared at Etar’ s corpse, her own body filling with dread. “Would he have lived another month if you
hadn’t brought me back?’

Coranna s mouth opened in aslent gasp. “ There are some questions,” she said findly, “that only Crow
can answer.”



The night’ shours crawled by, making Rhialong for summer’ s generous sunlight. The torches surrounding
the pyre played shadows over the forest floor, matching the specters dancing within her own mind. Not
snce the second night of her Bestowing had she felt so done and confused. Guilt nagged at her as she
wondered what Etar could have done with one more month of life. Now that he was dead, would other
Kdindons shoulder an even larger time burden? She tried to believe that her ignorance of theritud’ strue
cost made her blameless. Failing that, she reminded hersdlf that the deed had been done and there was
No use agonizing over it now. But in fact the consegquences grew every day she went on living.

One of the torches wavered in the corner of her eye, and sheturned to it just as Marek spoke her name.
Hetugged her arm. “ Come over here for amoment.”

She glanced at Coranna, who nodded and returned to whatever prayer or meditation they had
interrupted.

Marek led her outside the circle of torches. He whispered in her ear, “My mentor Kerza needs to speak
withyou. Alone”

“Etar’ ssge?”’

“Tel Corannayou need to visit the outhouse, the one on the north side of the village. Kerzawill meet you
there. Y ou won't see or hear her until she speaks. She'll know if it’ s safe to show herself.”

Rhiaassented and returned to the pyre. After a short while, she excused hersdlf, picked up one of the
smdller torches, and made her way to the outhouse.

As ghe neared it, awoman’ swhisper beckoned from behind the small wooden building. Rhiafollowed
the sound until a hand gripped her wrist. Though she' d been expecting contact, she nearly yelpedin
urprise.

“Thank you for coming,” Kerzasaid. “I didn’t know who elseto turnto.”
“I don’'t understand.”
“I should show mysdlf, soyou'll bedlieve me. | think it's safe.”

A white-haired woman appeared beside her, hazel eyes reflecting more than sorrow. They burned with
bitterness.

“Hep me” Kerzasad. “My brother was murdered.”

Rhiawas surprised at her own lack of surprise. “I wondered that mysalf.”

“I don't wonder.” Kerza swhisper diced theair. “I know. He was poisoned.”
“Who didit?’

“Someone on the Council.” She made an impatient gesture with her hands. “Let me explain. My brother
and | both sit—I mean, he sat on the Council.” Her voice shook. “He had been the el ected |eader for
fivethree-year terms.”

“Fifteen years? In Asermos our Council leadership rotates at least every two terms. That way no one
person can impose their will for too long.”

“Exactly. A few Council members have proposed such term limits. The measure has been defeated again



and again, dways on afour-to-three vote.” Her gaze lowered. “If I’d known thiswould be the result, |
would have changed my vote. But he' s my brother—he was my brother—and | had to beloya to him.”

Rhianodded. “Y ou think someone killed Etar because they thought it was the only way to get him out of
power.”

Kerza pressed her lipstogether in atight line, asif holding back a storm of sobs.
Rhiatouched her hand. “Why are you telling me this? Why do you think | of al people can help you?’

The Wolf woman drew in adeep, shaky breath through her nose. “ The three Council memberswho tried
to pass the measure were Zilusthe Hawk, Razvin the Fox...”

Rhia s eyeswidened. Could the man who abandoned her mother and brothers till harbor such
treachery?

“...and Coranna”
Rhialet go of Kerza s hand and stepped back. “Y ou don’t think—"

“I don’t know what to think. But | know you spend time with Razvin and Coranna. All | ask isfor you to
keep your eyes open. Tl Marek what you learn, and hel'll tell me.” She grasped Rhia s elbow, her
fingerslike claws. “Y ou owe Corannayour loyalty. But a Crow’ s greatest duty isto the dead.” Kerza
suddenly cocked her head to the sde. Her nogtrilsflared. “ Someone’ s coming. | must go.”

She disappeared, winking out in amoment rather than shimmering, as Marek did at sunset. The hand
released Rhia, who reached out to fed the air around her. Nothing.

Her merdly human sensestold her no one was approaching, but she crept into the outhouse just the
same, asif it were her purpose al adong. She locked the door, then sat on the wooden sedt, listening, too
frightened evento relieve hersdlf.

If Etar’ s death had been dealt by a purposeful human hand, rather than the whim of Crow’ sflight, then it
could not be Rhia sfault. No one ever spoke of murder as Crow’ swill—illness, accidents, even wars
could be the result of spiritud forces beyond any individud’ s control. But Crow did not raise the hand of
one man to day another. To believe otherwise would exonerate the murderer asameretool of the
Spirits.

She gathered her nerve and crept back to the pyre, where Corannawaited, as till asthe stone beside
her and the body that lay uponit.

When the eastern horizon began to glow, the village cameto life. Waiting &t the pyre, Rhia saw distant
figures descend ladders from their homes. Asthey approached, each person, even the children, bent to
pick up as many branches and twigs as he or she could carry.

Coranna stood at the head of the pyre, now in the pure white ceremonial robe that Marek had fetched
for her. Crow featherslined the seam that ran from her wriststo her neck. She gestured for Rhiato take
apostion at the pyre sfoot.

The sun rose over the hillsde, casting ared-orange glow that outshone the torches' pae brilliance.
Coranna softly intoned the chant of the body, while one by one, the Kaindons approached the pyre,
mounted the platform and stood for afew moments next to the body. They uttered hushed prayers, then



placed the wood they had gathered next to the pyre. Some lay flowers or herbs on Etar’ s chest.

Last to proceed were Etar’ ssister and children. They all bore cropped hair and looked asif they had not
dept. Kerzaavoided Rhia s gaze. The three each placed an owl feather on his breast, tucking theminto
the blanket so they wouldn't blow away. Then they took their places nearby, standing rather than
knedling, no doubt because of Thera' s pregnancy.

Corannahdd her arms out to the crowd. “We gather to mourn Etar’ s desth and celebrate hislife, for
both shall touch usforever. It ison our behalf done, not his, that we mourn, for Etar himsdlf has
journeyed to the Other Side, to anew and glorious existence.” She lowered her arms. “He was aman of
wisdom, of humor, of justice. His service on the village Council lasted twenty years, most of them as
leader, the longest tenure in memory. He found waysto fulfill our people swishesand il betrueto his
Spirit. If I may speak for al Council members, we have been blessed and humbled by his service.”

The other elders nodded—including Razvin. His piety and grief had aforced quaity—at least to
Rhia—asif he were trying too hard to mourn. She couldn’t identify Zilus the Hawk, and asfor
Coranna....the thought that she could be amurderer wastoo terrible.

Other Kdindons came forward to spesk of Etar, extolling hiswisdom and lamenting the void that he had
left behind. His son Pirrik told of Etar’ s devotion to hislate wife, who had preceded him to the Other
Side seven years before.

When Pirrik stepped down, pale and unsteady, Corannareturned to the head of the pyre. “We will now
sng homehissoul.”

She began the chant to call Crow, as Gaen had at Mayra sfunerd. Rhiajoined in, tentatively at fird, in
casethe words or inflections differed from those of her home, but thisritual wasidentica evento the
rhythms of the breath. Soon the others lifted their voicesto the cold morning air.

Unlike the day they buried her mother, acrow appeared right away calling over and over. Rhiawatched
it swoop low through the forest, passing through patches of morning sun that glistened violet off itswings.

For amoment she wished she could follow it into the sky. Then shelooked at the grateful faces of the
Kaindons, the people who had given up abit of their lives for her, and knew with certainty that her place
wasin thisworld.
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T he party—now only awake—resumed asif it had never stopped, albeit at amuted level of revery.
Rhiahelped Coranna and Marek gather more wood for the funerd pyre. Much of it was damp from
melted snow and had to be dried by hand using the torches.

Shelaid an armful of dry wood at the foot of the pyre and examined the raised stone platform on which it
stood. It bore the scorch marks of many funerals—she wondered how many bodies had turned to ashes
here. Her mind cleared, and she fdt the traces of soulswho had lingered close to earth after the deaths of
their bodies. Oneremained.

Coranna stepped quietly onto the platform next to her. “We have enough wood for now. Marek is
making areserve pilein casethe night isdamp.”



Rhiakept her gaze on Etar’ sface. “Why do some of them stay?’

“A few wait because of unfinished business or an over-attachment to thisworld. It’ s part of a Crow
person’ s duty to encourage them to cross over completely.”

“Why has he stayed?”’
Coranna hesitated. “ Perhaps he wants to see his grandchild born.”

“I hopethat' swhy.” Rhiawanted to utter the aternative—he remained because someone had shoved
him from thisworld.

“Etar has not spoken to me from the Other Side,” Corannasaid. “If he lingers after Thera has her baby, |
will contact him to determine hissoul’ sintentions.”

Rhiaforced hersdf to ask, “Why not now?’

Corannagave her along look. “I need privacy, and special materials. | prefer to perform that ritua at
home”

“Tomorrow, then? !’ [l help with anything you need.”
The Crow woman'’ s gaze darkened. “Tomorrow, yes.”
Rhiagestured to Etar. “Do they ever stay for good?’

“No. Crow wouldn't dlow it.” Her head gave alittle bow. “ Our Spirit’ s patience and understanding are
enormousasitis”

Rhiabowed her head in imitation and restrained her thousand-and-one other questions.

“We refinished for now,” Coranna said, loudly enough for Marek to hear. “Go and join the wake, both
of you.”

Rhia stepped off the platform and turned to Coranna. “ Are you coming?’

“I'll be dong shortly.” Corannaturned back to the pyre, and as she did, the fagade of composure fell
from her face.

When they were out of her earshot, Rhiatold Marek, “| spokewith Kerzalast night.” She hesitated, not
knowing if she could tell Marek she questioned his Wolf mentor’ s matives. But if she couldn’t trust the
man who had been willing to give up everything for her, she wastruly aone here.

“I don’t know who to bdlieve,” she said. “Kerza suspects Coranna and Razvin, and someone named
Zilus” Henodded. “But why should | believe Kerza?” she asked him.

“What she saysistrue, about the term limit conflict. Council meetings are public.”

“I’ve asked Corannato contact Etar.” To his surprised ook shereplied, “He still lingers near thisworld.
Maybe he has something to tdll us.”

“I hope so. It'salot of ritudsfor Corannato do in such ashort time. She brought you back to life, now
she’ shandling the funera of one of her best friends—"

“Were Coranna and Etar more than friends?’



“Sometimes.” They glanced back at Coranna sfigure, glowing whitein apatch of sunlight. “He' sthe
closest person to her to die since her daughter.”

“I didn’t know about her daughter.” Shame coursed through her, for her indifference and suspicions. “I
never asked Coranna about her.”

“Them, not her. Coranna had two daughters, but only one survived to have her own children. The
younger daughter died before | was born, afever of some sort. The older one died in the same fire that
killed my parents. Coranna had to call her spirit home aong with al the others.”

Rhiastopped and covered her face. “I never asked you, ether, how your mother and father died.”

“I didn’t expect you to. | didn’t ask about your mother’ s death. Figured you' d tell me when you were
ready.”

Was she ready? Ready to admit her greatest error, her deegpest shame? She looked at Marek’ s patient
face.

“What happened to Coranna s grandchildren?” she asked him.

“Her son-in-law took them to Tirosto live with hisfamily. Said he wouldn't watch his children diein this
forsaken place.” Marek shook his head. “It broke Coranna s heart. She could have gone with them, but
shewouldn’'t leave Kdindos. Thisis home, she said, for better or worse.”

Rhialooked at the mist-draped forest, at the Kaindons moving as one around the bonfire, and
understood.

Bdliesfull and thirsts quenched, Rhiaand Marek sat near thefirewhile Zilusthe Hawk captivated the
crowd with stories, most of which featured Etar as ayounger and considerably lesswise Owl. Zilus's
pointed gray beard bobbed as he recreated exaggerated scenes, complete with imitated voices. Before
long, everyone was laughing and toasting Etar’' smemory. Rhiafound it hard to believe that Zilusheld
anything but fondness for hisfellow Council member, but perhaps that was the impression he wastrying
to convey.

Asthe shadowsin the forest lengthened, Zilus grew solemn, and many of the Kaindons leaned forward.
“Isthisagpecid part?’ Rhiawhispered to Marek.

“He dwaysfinisheswith the story of the Descendants. Likesto go out with adramatic flourish.”
Rhiaknew the story but perked up to hear how the Kdindonstold it.

“Once upon atime,” Zilussaid, “dl people in the world were one. Everyone had anima magic the way
we do in Kalindos, the way the people of Asermosdo,” he gestured to Rhia, “ and the people of Tiros
and Velekos. Wetraded in peace and rarely fought, unlessit was over amate.” He nudged the elderly
woman sitting next to him, who laughed and returned a soft shove.

“But oneday,” Zilus continued, “afishing party traveling south from Velekos was beset by aterrible
storm that carried them out across the Southern Seg, al the way to the other shore. When the clouds
lifted, the men fell on the deck of their boat and blessed the Spirits that had spared their lives. Then they
stood.”



He paused and looked the children in the eye, one by one. “What do you think they saw?’ he asked,
drawing out each word.

Rhiaknew the answer: agolden shore near the mouth of another river, aland where the weather was
awayswarm, a paradise untouched by humans—though not for long.

“They saw,” Zilus said, “ashining city on the golden shore, acity with buildings of white stone that
reflected the sun so brightly it hurt to look &t it. A city that was empty.”

“Wait,” Rhiawhigpered to Marek, “does he mean they saw it in their imagination?’
“No.” He squinted at her. “They saw it. It wasthere.”
“They didn’t build the city?”’

Someone behind her made a shushing noise. She pressed her lips together and leaned forward to hear
Zilustdl more.

“The fishermen rowed to the city and stepped within. They walked on roads paved with solid stone and
imagined how quickly their carts could roll over such paths. They saw enormous houses and imagined
how quickly they could fill them with children and servants. And lastly, they cameto the largest building
of dl. It was so huge, if you stood in the center of it, you couldn’t see the outer walls.”

The eyes of the youngest children widened at the thought.

“Andinthat building,” Zilus said, “were stone statues of people—men and women who each wielded a
different wegpon. One man, a spear, one woman, abow and arrow. One man looked asif he held the
lightning itsdf in his hand. The statues bore no chips, no marks, not so much asa speck of dust. It was as
if the former inhabitants had vanished that very day.

“Thefishermen fell to their knees, thanking these statues they thought were godsfor delivering them from
the sorm and bringing them to this city.”

“Did the gods answer?’ asked alittle girl to Zilus sleft.

He tweaked her nose. “No, silly, they were just statues. But the fishermen believed they were gods. They
believed so hard they brought those carvingsto lifein their own minds.”

“They worshiped abunch of statues?’ aboy said with disdain. “What did the Spirits do?’

“Wall, that’ sthe sad part. The Spirits of these men felt forsaken. So they took their magic back.” Zilus's
hand snatched the air. “ That’ s what happens when we don't honor them. The Spirits grant ustheir
Aspects, and they can take them away if we aren’t worthy.” He folded his hands. “Now you’ d probably
like to hear what happened to the fishermen.”

Everyone nodded, athough most knew the end of the story.

“They returned to Vel ekos and told everyone what they had seen. Word spread, to Asermos, Tirosand
even to Kaindos. Many of our people were seduced by the idea of an easier life, one that would depend
less on the cycles of the seasons, less on what they considered the whims of the Spirits. They |eft their

villagesfor this shining white city in the south, and asthey departed, so did their magic depart from them.

“And to this day, the Descendants, aswe cal them, have no magic.”

“Will they ever come back?” asked thelittlegirl.



Zilusgave her awigtful haf smile. “Not in peace, I'm afraid.” Heraised hisempty meloxamug. “My
throat isdry. | thank you for your attention, and thank you even more for refilling my drink.”

The musicians warmed up, and the crowd moved back to clear a space for dancing.

Rhiaturned to Marek and drank in the sight of him whileit lasted, for the sun was about to disgppear. “In
Asermos we ' re taught that the Descendants built the white city on the shore they found. That they
creeted the godsin their own image.”

“Interesting.” Marek frowned at the bottom of his mug, which he could see due to the absence of
meloxa. “Either way, they’ re there now and bound to be trouble someday.”

“But if they didn’t build the city, who did?’
“The people before the Reawakening, of course.”

The giraffe had told Rhia of such inhabitants. It was hard to doubt a Spirit, but the teachings of her
childhood remained rooted inside her. “I don’t know what to believe anymore.”

“Thenif you ever meet a Descendant, you should ask them which isthe true story.”
“Maybe neither isexactly true.”

Marek looked to the west. “Timeto light the pyre, at sunset.” Hetook her hand. “ Stay with me after |
disappear?’

She kissed him, long and sweet, and when she opened her eyes, he had vanished.

Along with mogt of the villagers, they made their way to the pyre. Etar had been placed insgde and the
upper stone dab removed. Juniper branches covered and surrounded the body, along with the dry wood
they had collected today.

The crowd quieted. Without aword, Corannalowered atorch to the base of the pyre. Marek and Rhia
did the same at their positions. The oil-soaked wood snapped and cracked, and the heat formed awall
that threatened to push Rhia off her feet. She stepped back from the platform and watched through the
dats of the pyre asthe flames ate their way toward Etar’ s body.

When the fire reached the edge of his blanket, a great whoosh went up. Coranna had doused his
garments with mel oxato hasten the flames. Bits of cloth floated upwards before bursting into small
showers of ash.

Within moments, Etar’ s skin cracked and blackened, pedling away from hisflesh. Rhiawanted to run
from the sght and the stench, which was barely alayed by the fragrant juniper branches. But no onedse
turned away, and no one showed disgust—only sadness—so she watched with them, honoring Etar
during hisbody’ slast moments.

Theevening wind blew brisk and dry, feeding the flames’ frenzy. Eventudly the corpse waslittle more
than a charred skeleton. Each time another joint fell gpart and the body shifted, Rhiajumped alittle at the
sudden movement. Her heart dammed againgt her own ribs, which she was more conscious of than ever.
Inside her were the same bonesthat split and crumbled in the nearby flames.

Sowly the fire dwindled to embers around what little remained of Eta—many smal bone fragments amid
ascattering of gray ashes. The crowd dispersed, most of them heading back to the clearing to eat and
drink in agrestly subdued mood.



Rhia couldn’t move, much less eat and drink. Coranna brought forth aclay container that resembled a
large vase with acover. She started to call Rhia, then stopped when she saw her face. Instead she
beckoned to Marek.

Rhiaforced her feet to unfreeze and took an unsteady step. Her stomach pitched at the movement, but
nothing would stop her from fulfilling her duty. She approached the pyre, whose stone platform pulsed
hot, and stood next to Coranna.

The Crow woman held up the clay container. “We |l gather abit of the ashes now, then tomorrow
morning, after the stones have cooled, we' Il collect whatever hasn't blown away.” She reached the vessel
toward the pyre. “Hold my deeve, please”

Rhiapulled Coranna s deeve taut so it would not burn on the stones of the pyre' s platform. Using therim
of the container and a piece of bark, the Crow scooped up asmall pile of ashes. She drew her arm back,
then held the vessd in both hands while murmuring ashort prayer.

Findly Coranna straightened and sighed. “I’ m off to have adrink, or possibly severd drinks, in Etar’s
honor.” She touched Rhia s cheek. “1 suggest you retire for the night.”

They bid her good-night, but when she had moved away, Rhiasaid to Marek, “I can’t rest now. We
don’t know why Etar died.”

Hetook her hand. “Rhia, judging by your face, you' re barely able to speak, much lessprobe a
mysterious death.”

She had to admit it wastrue. The activities of the past few days had drained her energy. The achesthat
had disappeared after Etar’ s journey were returning even stronger, asif angry at their banishment.

Shelet Marek lead her back to hishouse. He kept adow pace so that Rhia could see the way despite
her limited night vison and lingering light-heededness.

When they arrived home, she sank onto the soft pile of skinsthat made up his bed and felt him stretch out
beside her.

Hisfinger traced the edge of her jaw. “Y ou were very brave tonight.”

“I wasn't. | dmost lost my dinner. It was awful, seeing him disintegrate like that. But you must be used to
it”

“I haven't seen that many burnings. The children don’t watch. The Sight and smell make perfect nightmare
fud.”

Shetouched his chest and felt his heart beat. The steady pulse under her palm reassured her. “Did you
seeit happen to your parents?’

“No. Thefirethat killed them—"
“Of course” She cringed at her own insengtivity. “I’'m so sorry.”

“Don’t be. At thetime, | was numb. | couldn’t believeit. Welost so many people. But al | could think
about was how relieved | was, how lucky | was to be spared. When something like that happens, you
fed guilty for surviving, but you' re secretly happy to be dive, to have the chanceto fed anything a all.”

They spoke no more, for they did need to fed, at that moment, anything that would separate them from



the dead. Asthey made love, Rhiatried to memorize every stroke, every shiver, every sigh that passed
between them, asif her memory could keep them both dive forever.

Later, though her body wanted to drag her into dumber, she stayed awake long after Marek had fallen
adeep. Every time she closed her eyes, flames danced on the back of her eyelids, licking and gnawing,
their flesh-hunger yet unsated.

So shelay inthe dark listening to Marek breathe, marveling a the miracle of each inhde and exhde.
“Never be ashes,” she whispered to him.

On theforest floor bel ow, the Kaindons danced and sang, defiantly.
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T he sun rose, and Rhiawith it. She tucked the blankets tighter around Marek to replace her warmth,
then dipped outside without asound. In the near distance of the village center, the wake continued.

Coranna stirred when Rhia opened the door to their home. “Did Etar’ s ashes dready,” she mumbled.
“We have to rebuild the pyre, but that can wait. Go back to deep. Or at least make no noise, whatever
you do.”

Rhia shut the door, more loudly than necessary. “Y ou said you would contact Etar today.”
She opened one eyeto glare at Rhia. “1 just went to bed.”

“I'll brew some chicory to wake you up.” She went to the stove. “I can heat water for abath, if you
like”

Corannagroaned. “| fed haf-dead mysdif.”
Without turning from the stove shereplied, “ Then it shouldn’t be that hard to reach him.”
After along moment, Coranna said, “ Chicory would be good.”

They skipped breakfast and, after dressing in aloose, plain gown, Corannawent to her shelves and
retrieved asmall box of dark polished wood. She pulled a bundle of brown cloth out of the box and
unwrapped it to revea athick stick of tightly wound leaves.

“What' sthat? Rhiaasked.

“Not for apprentices, that’swhat. It helps me leave thisworld behind. Would you drum for me? Begin
when | finish the chant. Keep silent unless | ask you to speek.”

Rhiapicked up the drum and sat on the edge of her bed. Corannaknelt on the thick green rug between
their beds, then lit the herb stick. The heady aroma seemed to swell the spaceinside Rhia s head, and
shebit her lip to force hersdlf to focus.

Coranna began to chant—a high, keening sound that prickled Rhia’ s spine. It wasalament aswell asa
beckoning and contained dl the woman’ sanguish at theloss of her friend. She had told Rhiato maintain
adistance from others pain, yet her own emotions assailed the air like sparks. But perhapsthe grief itsalf
caled Etar. Despite the wonders of the Other Side, hisfriend’ s sadness might tug at him onefina time.



The chant faded. As Coranna reclined on the rug, Rhia secured the drum between her knees and began
to tap alight rhythm in the tempo Marek had used when she died.

Corannalay motionlessfor severd minutes, eyes moving behind her closed lids. All a once her back
stiffened, and she covered her ears asif to blot out aloud noise, then lowered her hands.

“I’vefound him,” she whispered, then her voice turned to ascold. “Etar, why are you here? Elora says
your grandchild will be hedlthy and strong, just like his mother. Y ou should leave us now.”

“I seek justice for my death,” said avoice that came from Coranna s mouth but was not quite hers. “I
wasn'till, not that | was avare.”

Rhiaflinched at the implication. She could have given him the answer if she had looked insde him that
night.

“I believe | was poisoned,” Etar said. “A young man gave me amug of meloxa. Skaristhe Bear.”
Rhiaheld back agasp. Marek’ sfriend, his mate' s brother.

“Why would Skariswant to kill you?’ Corannasaid. “He' stoo young to take your seat on the Council.”
Etar hesitated. “ Perhaps someone asked himto do it.”

Rhianearly stopped drumming. She knew who hel ped prepare the food and drink that night. Against her
ingtructions, she spoke. “Razvin had the chance. | think he was watching me while | spoke with you.”

Etar was slent for amoment. “| told Razvin | would ask you to estimate my remaining life, and he bet me
amonth’ sworth of meloxayou wouldn’t do it.”

Coranna spoke indignantly. *'Y ou wagered on my apprentice’ sintegrity? | expect more reverence from
you both.”

“No, you don't,” Etar said. “Rhia, when Razvin watched you, he may have been wondering if he could
collect on the bet.”

Rhiabit back an argument. Perhaps she judged the Fox harshly because of what he did to her mother. If
shelet past grievances cloud her reasoning, she couldn’'t help Etar’ s search for justice.

“Begin with Skaris,” Etar said.

“Wewill.” Coranna softened her tone. “ Please trust usto do what’ sright, and leave now.”
“No.” Etar’ s spirit-voice strained from her throat. “ Coranna, don't let me drift away.”

Her body tensed. “Y ou must. Fly with Crow, Etar. Find your peace.”

“I can barely see you now.” Hiswords dowed and elongated. “It’ s like looking through afog.”
A tear squeezed from the outer corner of Coranna seye. “Go,” she whispered.

With afarewell that Rhia could sense but not hear, Etar faded from the reaches of thisworld. Coranna
rolled onto her side. Astears dripped onto the rug benegth her, she hugged her kneesto her chest likea
child.

Rhia stopped drumming, hating hersdf for doubting Coranna s display of emotion.



A scrabbling came from the ladder outside. A moment later, the bell rang. Rhia opened the door to see
Alanka.

“Good morning!” the Walf girl said.

Rhiarubbed her eyes. “Did we have plans?’

“We do now. Therd s having the baby.”

Rhialooked at Coranna, who was dowly sitting up, then back at Alanka. “ So?’

“So we haveto bethere.” Corannagot to her feet and approached the door. “Y ou're certain the baby is
coming?’

Alankanodded. “I waited to wake you until we were sure. Kerzaand Eloraare dready there.” She
waved her hand to hurry them. “It'scoming fast.”

“That' sablessing,” Coranna grumbled, then pointed to Rhia s pile of clothes. “Change out of that dress.
It'1l get messy.”

“I'll tell them you’ re on your way.” Alanka hurried down the ladder.
Rhia shut the door and rushed to change her clothes. “ Are Thera and the baby in trouble?’

“I hope not.” Coranna pulled on apair of trousers and shoes. “ Crows aways greet newbornswith
prayersand rituals.” She crossed the room and stood by her shelves of pots. “Wheredid | put that
lavender?’” She uncorked severd containers. “Crow brings usinto life and takes us away. The nice part
is, we get to hold them first.”

“Hold who?’

“Thebabies. It reminds al who are present that every moment of life we have, even thefirst one, isby
the grace of Crow. Ah, here' sthe lavender. Ready?’

Rhia hurried to follow her down the ladder, concerned about Thera but wondering when and how they
would confront Skaris.

After they reached the forest floor, Corannasaid, “ Also, if something goeswrong with the birth, Spirits
forbid, we re there to ease the other sort of transition between two worlds. Have you ever seen ababy
born?’

“A few. My mother was an Otter, and sometimes she helped our Turtle woman with the births.”
“Good. You can help. | can’'t copewith al that blood.”
Rhiaamogt tripped over aroot. “But what about the people we ddliver to Crow?’

“That' sdifferent. Dead people don’t bleed for long.” An ear-shattering shriek pierced the forest just
ahead of them. Coranna pressed a hand to her temple and winced. “That would be Thera. | hope.”

A few men were gathered near the hedler’ slow tree house, which festured a short staircase rather than a
ladder, to ease the climb for the sick and weak. One young blond paced and cracked his knuckles; Rhia
figured him for the father. He flinched with each cry of the [aboring mother and looked asif he wanted to
run far awvay.



When they entered, Therathe Hawk was resting between contractions on alow stool and leaning against
her aunt Kerza. Alanka paced on her other side and brightened when she saw the Crow women.

“I made you mint tea,” she said. She scuttled to the stove and poured two mugs of amber-green brew,
appearing relieved to leave the birthing areafor afew moments. “I’ ve never seen ababy born,” shetold
Rhiain ahushed voice.

“How isshe?’

“Angry, sad, happy, everything. Elorasaysit’ sgoing quickly, especidly for afirst child. I'll introduce
you.”

When they met, Thera gave Rhiaan exhausted half smile, which vanished as the next contraction came,
“I think thisisit!” Elorasad. “Alanka, get her other arm.”

Coranna was setting up some herbs on alow table nearby, humming quietly to herself. She accepted the
tea Rhia offered with anod. As Theralet out another holler of pain and determination, Coranna gripped
the mug with white-knuckled fingers.

“When do we start?’ Rhiaasked her.

“As soon as my head stops pounding.” She gave Rhiaatight smile. “Which should be today.” She set
down the mug with reluctance, then bunched ahandful of lavender flowersand semsin asmadl, tight
bundle the length of her hand.

“| can seethe head!” Elora shouted.

Rhiaresisted alook over her shoulder and held the bundle so Corannacould tieit. Sheinhaed and fet
the herb soothe the tense muscles of her temples.

“There’' sno magic here,” Corannasaid, “except what Raven gave us when She created lavender.” She
took the bundle and sniffed it, relaxing as she exhaed. “ Sometimes the greatest wisdom is knowing when

magic is utterly unnecessary.”
The notion comforted Rhia, especiadly since her magic was not an everyday sort.

Corannalit one end of the bundle and set it in aclay bowl. The scent wafted through the room, carried
by the breeze that did through the two open windows.

Therd s howls softened to whimpers. “ Please let it be over,” she said.

“We redmost there.” Elora s hands were hidden under the swell of Thera sbelly. “When you fed the
next contraction, | want you to push as hard as you can.”

Theragave along, defeated moan. Coranna, eyes closed, intoned alow chant, one that repested a
smple line of welcome. Asthe chant grew in volume, Corannaraised her hands, pams up and ouit.
Alankaand Kerzatook the signd to join the song, crooning softly in Therd sears.

Rhiaknelt afew feet away, closed her eyes, and lifted her voice with the others. The chorus of women,
together with the scent of lavender, lulled the room into a place of serene, hopeful waiting—at least on
the outsde. Being with Kerza and Corannain such a close space pushed the thoughts of Etar’ s death to
the front of Rhia s mind, from which she could not banish them.

“Here sthe shoulders.” Elorabraced her feet. “ Give us one more push.”



Therd s shriek ripped through the room, and Rhia struggled to maintain the steady chant. Alanka broke
off the song to whisper words of encouragement to Thera, who was sobbing through gritted teeth.

Thegirl let out alast cry of pain and triumph, and Eloraexclamed, “Thereheid!”

Rhia opened her eyesin timeto see adark mass dip into the Otter woman’ s hands. Elorarubbed him
dry with arough blanket, and the baby let out ascreech that rivaled his mother’s. An answering cry of
celebration went up from the crowd gathered outside the house. Therareleased a hoarse laugh through
her fatigue.

A bit of thin ropelay just out of Elora’ s reach, and Rhialeaned forward to hand it to her. The hedler
gmiled.

“Y ou’ ve done this before, haven't you?’ Shetied off the umbilical cord, then wrapped himinaclean
white blanket. “Y ou may present himto Thera”

Rhialooked at Coranna, who, though still chanting with her eyes closed, nodded her permission.

The baby squdled like ahungry puppy as Rhiatook him into her arms. “He s beautiful, Thera. He s—’
She looked around. “Am | supposed to say something profound?’

“Thereare no words.” Corannawas at her side. She passed her hand over the boy’ s dark, damp hair.
“Crow has granted him alife. We can add no further blessing to that.”

Rhia brought the baby to Thera, who reclined in her aunt’s arms on the birthing stoal. “ Thank you for the
honor of presenting your child,” she said as she eased him into his mother’ s embrace.

“Thank you,” Therasaid in ahusky voice. “ Oh, you'reright. Heis beautiful.” Everyonelaughed. “His
nameis Etarek, in memory of my father.”

Coranna began another song, onethat lifted their voicesin joy. An echoing verse rose from outside, from
avillage that had seen too much sorrow.

30

L ater that day, Marek and Rhiamet to discussthe latest developments regarding Etar’ s death. At the
wake—which was now aso abirthday party for Etarek—they found a table toward the distant end of
the village center. The table was covered with dirty plates and mugs, abandoned when the music had
struck up again.

Rhiabegan to collect and stack the dishes. “We should take these to be cleaned.”

Marek gently took the platesfrom her. “Y ou're still aguest of honor until this party’ sover. Just St and let
me get us some food and drink.”

Rhiaagreed, but after hel€ft, nervous energy drove her to continue organizing the soiled dishes. Noticing
acup and plate beneath the table, she moved the bench and crawled under to retrieve them.

“What' sthat smell?” said adeep voice.

Rhia sat up, bumping her head on the bottom of the table. Three sets of legs surrounded her, two on one



sde. She scrambled to her feet away from the voice.

Skaris the Bear loomed over her. Two men she didn’t recognize stood on the other side of the table.
Skaris slarge brown eyes|ooked bleary, and she could smell the meloxa on his breath as hisface
hovered close, sniffing.

“Smdlslike—" he said to the man who had spoken “—smellslike dead crow.”

Their raucous laughter reminded her of the big black birds themselves.

“What do you want?’ she asked, regretting the question as soon asit left her mouth.

“Not much,” said the blond, who Rhiathought might be aWolverine. “ Just what you took from us.”

She shivered in her understanding. She turned to look around for anyone to help, but most people had
retreated to the bonfire, where the loud music would prevent them from hearing her.

“Don’'t beafraid.” While she had been scanning her surroundings, Skaris had twirled alock of her hair
around hisfinger. He pulled on it, not hard enough to hurt. “Y ou’ ve been to the Other Side. What could
possibly scare you now?’

“Not alittledrink, I'm sure.” The Wolverine pushed amug of meloxaacrossthe table. “Y ou must be
thirgy.”

The man who had spoken firgt, with light brown hair and a scraggly beard, frowned a the mug. “What's
thet?’

Skaris grabbed the meloxa and held it up in amock toast. “A second chance.”
“No...” Rhiatried to move away, but the Bear seized a handful of her hair.
The bearded man’ sface crinkled in confusion. “ Second chance for what?’

Skaristurned to Rhia, breathing hot on her cheek. The dark humor had Ieft his eyes. “Why don’'t you
crawl back inyour grave and give us our month back, hmm?’ He pulled her hair tortilt her head. “ Drink

up.

Rhiacried out in pain and reached up to spill the mug. The Wolverine vaulted over the table to grab her
wrigts.

“Wait,” said the bearded man, “1 thought we were just going to scare her alittle.”
Skaris raised the mug to Rhia s mouth. “1t takes alot to scare a Crow, Adrek.”

She recognized the name as one of Alanka sformer mates, a Cougar. Her eyes pleaded with him, but he
seemed paralyzed. She pressed her lips together to keep out the drink she knew must be poisoned. The
Wolverine took both her wristsin one large hand and pinched her nose shut with the other, cutting off her
breath. She howled behind her closed mouth, muffling the sound. No one would hear. No onewould
help. Her legs kicked out, searching for aknee, agroin, anything to make Skaris or the Wolverinelet go.

Thetoe of her boot hit something hard. The Wolverine shrieked and released her. She squirmed in
Skaris sgrip, which had tightened in his surprise. He struggled to keep the mug right side up.

Rhiawatched with confusion as the blond man stumbled away, blood trickling down hiscaf. A smple
kick couldn’t make aWolverine so much as yelp, much less scream and bleed. He lurched out of the



shadow, and in the waning afternoon light she saw an arrow fal from hislower leg.
Adrek cursed and fled. Skarisyelled after him to come back, to no avail.
“Let her go.” Marek stepped out from behind a distant tree, an arrow nocked and aimed.

Skaris sarm clenched, and for amoment Rhiathought he would use her as a shield. Then he pushed her
away and held up his hands.

“Cdm down, Marek. We were just having alittle fun. Having afew drinks.” He lifted the meloxa he had
been trying to force down Rhia sthroat.

Marek paced forward, his bow unwavering. “ Then drink.”

Skarislooked at the mug. “What, thisone?’ He started to turn it over, splashing afew dropson the
needle-littered ground.

“Drink it!” Marek was only about twenty paces away now. He lowered the bow dightly. “Or | make
sure you never get to the second phase.”

Reflexively Skaris covered his groin with hisfree hand, asif that would stop the arrow’ simpact. Hischin
tilted up. “Y ou’ d shoot an unarmed man? Where' syour honor?Y ou want to fight, let’ sfight, but no

wespons.”

Rhialooked a Marek, wanting to tell him no. He could never beat a Bear in hand-to-hand combat.
Skaris was bigger, and undoubtedly stronger and faster, even when drunk.

Marek drew the bow even tauter. “Drink that, and we won't need to fight.”
“Don’'t,” Rhiatold Skaris. “It'spoisoned, isn't it?’

He downed the mug in one long swig, then tossed it aside. “ Fooled you.” He wiped his mouth and gave a
long, triumphant laugh.

Suddenly the Bear’ s eyes widened. He uttered a short gasp that was amost a hiccup, then pounded his
chest with hisown figt.

Rhiabacked away, horror stealing her screams. Skaris clawed at histhroat asif to yank out what was
ingde, the substance that ate his breath. He fell to hisknees, bulging eyes saring a her with recrimination.

“No!” Marek lowered hisbow and ran to her sde.
“We haveto get help,” she said. “Maybe Elora has an antidote.”

Marek reached for Skaris. The Bear clutched his hand, then in one move, legped to hisfeet and punched
Marek in theface.

Marek dammed to the ground and gaped at Skaris standing over him, not the least bit poisoned.

“Youthink I'd try to kill your mate?’ He glowered at Marek. “What kind of monster do you take me
for?

Marek raised himsdlf up on an elbow. “Why ese would you try to force her to drink?”

“To scare her, to make her sick, to make her miserable.”



“Isthisabout your Sster?’
Skarisraised afist like aweapon. “Don’'t talk about my sister. She'd be diveif it weren't for you.”

Marek flinched asif the Bear had struck him again. “What does this have to do with Rhia? Why do you
hate her?’

“Because she sole amonth from my life, from everyone slife”

Marek passed ahand over hisleft cheek, which aready held awide red bruise. “ She’sa Crow. Our
people need Crows.”

“Kaindoswon’t get this Crow. When Rhiafinishes her training, she' |l take everything she' slearned back
to Asermos. Why should we pay for someone else' s gifts? What did they ever do for us?’

“Plenty,” Rhiasaid. Skaristilted hishead toward her, never taking his eyes off Marek. She continued.
“When it’ stime to enter your second phase, there'll be no advanced Bears here to teach you. You'll
have to cometo Asermosto train with Torin. And he' |l be glad to have you. Wedl will.”

“Liar!” Heturned toward her, and Marek pounced. He legped on the larger man’ s back and locked an
arm around his neck. Skaris roared and backed up hard against anearby tree. Theimpact made a
cracking noise, which could have been a pine branch or one of Marek’ sribs. He groaned but held on.

In the distance, voices shouted, coming closer.
“Help!” shecried. “Over herel”

With aheave of hisbroad shoulders, Skaris pulled Marek over his head and flipped him onto the ground,
then kicked him hard in the side. Marek curled up in pain, but when the next kick came, he grabbed
Skaris sfoot and pulled him down.

They wrestled and scuffled, neither landing another solid blow, until several Kaindonsfell upon them, led
by Adrek, who had apparently scampered off not in fear, but to find help.

Four men pulled the fighters apart. Skaris|ooked unscathed, but Marek’ storn clothing revedled a
bruised and bleeding torso. The men led them back into the center of the village, toward the bonfire,
followed by the excited crowd, none of whom spoke to Rhia.

Coranna met them near the center of the village. Her expression was neutrd, that of ajudge now. “What
happened?”’

Marek wiped the grime from hisface and said nothing.
Someone cleared histhroat. Adrek.

The Cougar stepped forward and told Coranna everything that had happened since their arriva at the
table, the truth reluctantly spilling from his mouth as he spared Rhiaan occasiona glance of resentment.
When he reached the part about the injured Wolverine, Marek interrupted. “I1t' s barely a scratch, as|
planned. | only wanted to make Drenis|et go of her. | thought | was saving her life.”

“I don’'t understand.” Zilus stepped forward, supported by awalking stick. “What made you think the
mel oxa was poisoned?’

Marek looked at Rhia, who in turn looked at Coranna. The Crow woman frowned and nodded. Rhia
took adeep bresth and let the words—and their consequences—fal where they may.



“I have reason to believe that Skaris poisoned Etar.”

A murmur ran through the crowd, punctuated by Skaris scry of disbelief. “What? | never—why would |
want to kill Etar?’

“I don’'t know,” she said. “He didn’t know, either, but he was sure of it.”
Skaris struggled against the grip of his captors. “What are you talking about? Who was sure of it?’

“Etar,” Corannasaid. “Rhiaspeaksthetruth. | contacted him thismorning to find out why his spirit il
lingered. He seeksjudtice.”

Skaris gave her along, incredulous ook, then said, “1 want anew judge.”
Coranna nodded. “For a crime such asthis, no onein Kaindos can be truly objective.”

“I'll send amessageto Veekos,” Zilussaid, “directly to their third-phase Hawk, and ask her to send a
judge.” Helooked at Skaris. “ And an Owl aswell, to question the defendant.”

“Good,” Skarissad. “ Then you'll know it was dl awaste of time.”
Zilusignored the Bear. “Now that the river has thawed, they should arrive in less than amonth.”

“Inthe meantime,” Corannadeclared to Skaris, “you shal be held in your home, under guard night and
day.”

Skaris pressed hislipstogether, wisdly saying nothing more without the aid of an advocate. He spared
Rhiaonelast glare asthey took him away.

A hand touched her shoulder. She started, then looked up to see Razvin.

“You'll be safer without him free” hesaid. “Weadl will.”

She nodded even as her suspicions of the Fox flared.

“The boy who confessed,” Razvin said, “wasone of Alanka's...friends”

Adrek stood alone, hisface etched in bitterness as he watched Skaris be led away.

Razvin' s hand grew heavier on Rhia s shoulder. “1’d do anything to protect my daughter. | trust you
share my concern.”

Rhiawanted to shift away, but Kerza s pleafor her to learn more about Razvin forced her to continue the
conversation.

“Protect her from what?’ she asked him.
“Any threats, within Kaindos or—not.”

Did he consider her athreat to Alanka, merely because she was Asermon? If so, hisanimosity was
deeper than she had first appreciated.

“Excuse me.” Rhiaheld back a shudder and approached Adrek just as he turned to leave the area.

“I wanted to thank you,” she said. “For getting help, and for telling the truth.”



The Cougar scowled at her. 1 just didn’t want to see anyone get hurt. It doesn’t mean | want to be your
friend.”

Shetook a step back, speechlessfor amoment. “I don’t deserve this. What did | do to you?’
“Only what you've doneto dl of us”

“Firg of dl, I didn’t know the price for my resurrection. Second, if it's so terrible, why doesn’'t everyone
hate me?’

“Because they’ re fool S? Because you gave them an excuse for a party? How should | know?” He shook
his head. “1 won’t bother you if you don’t bother me. Let’sleaveit at that.”

Hewalked avay. Marek approached her, holding hisleft side where Skaris had kicked him.
“I haveto pay Drenisredtitution for shooting him.”
“What kind of regtitution?’

“Provide him with food and water and anything € se he needs during his recuperation, starting tomorrow.
It'sjust aflesh wound, but I'm sure he' |l drag out the headling just to watch me serve him.” He shrugged.
“The punishment would have been alot worseif | hadn’t doneit in your defense.”

“Or what you thought was my defense.” Rhiaturned his chin to examine hiswounds. * Elora should look
at these cuts.”

“They just need cleaning, and someicefor the bruises. Skaris could have killed meif he wanted. It's not
asbad asitlooks.” The sun disappeared behind the mountains, and Marek faded from view. “Well, now
it sworsethan it looks, sinceit doesn't look like anything at all.”

They scavenged some food from the wake and returned to his home, using abasket and pulley to hoist
their dinner. Marek hung ablue cloth from his porch railing to sgnd his presence, then changed it to the
red Do Not Disturb flag.

Rhiawashed the cuts on hisface as thoroughly as possible, considering she couldn’t see them.
“Do you redly think Skariskilled Etar?’” he asked her as she wrapped a chunk of ice withinacloth.

“Not on purpose.” She reached out gingerly to find his head without poking him in the eye, then held the
iceto his swollen cheek. “ Maybe someone e se put the poison in the drink and had him serveit.”

“But how would that person know Etar would get that particular mug unlessthey told Skariswhich one
togivehim?’

“Good point. Skaris had to have known. But it doesn’t make sense. Why would he do it?” She hel ped
Marek remove his shirt, which regppeared asit left hisbody. “If Kerzawasright, and it happened over a
Council digpute, the Owl from Ve ekoswill find out who planned it.”

“But a second-phase Owl can only detect adirect lie, so they’ d have to run through every namein the
village, looking for ayes-or-no answer.”

Rhiastopped, holding his shirt. “Unlessit was't one of the Kalindons.”
“Thenwho?’



“What if Etar died for something bigger than Council politics?” She held up ahand in a preemptive plea
againg hisinterruption. A thought buzzed around her mind, something that had seemed insignificant at the
time. It cameto her haf-formed. “Didn’t you tell me one of your Bear friends went to the Descendant
City? The onewho couldn’t fed the Spiritsthere.”

Marek let out asmal gasp. “It was Skaris. He brought them amessage from the Council.”
“Maybe the Descendants turned him into aspy.”

“Skaris? Not likely. He stoo boastful to be a good secret-keeper.” He took the cloth to cleanse the cuts
on hisside. “Y our village has been living under the shadow of a Descendant invasion for years. Y ou must
think any odd event isasign of war.”

“The Descendants have every reason to invade Asermos,” she said, “and no reason not to.”

“No reason, other than the daughter of their troops. If your village coordinated its magic, you could
stomp any opponent into the ground.”

“WEe d need time to coordinate our magic. Someone would have to warn us of the enemy’ s movements
weeksin advance.” She sat on the edge of the bed. “I’'m not making thisup. | had avision years ago.
Someone | know will bekilled in the battle.”

“Haveyoutold them?’
She shook her head. “It’ sforbidden.”

Marek sat next to her and took her hand. A shadow of nothingness obscured her palm. “When | think of
al you haveto see and hear asa Crow, | don’'t blame you for wanting to run away.”

Rhia s toe nudged the cloth used on Marek’ swounds. It was covered in mud aswell asblood. “Y ou got
filthy in that fight. Would you like me to heat water for abath?’

“Oh, that would be—" He caught himsdf. “No, I'll doiit.”

“Y ou got thisway on my account, o it’sthe least | can do. Besides, you took care of me for daysin the
forest.” She pushed him gently down on his back. “Rest whileit heats”

Rhia collected a bucketful of water from the cistern that sat on the rope bridge between hishome and
Corannd s. His stove wastiny compared to the Crow’ s, and by the time the water heated, he was
adeep. Shewet acloth and flicked some warm water in the direction of his snores.

“Hey!” He spluttered, and she heard hisfeet hit thefloor.
“Your bath’ sready.”
“Then hdp me undress,” he said in atone that invited more than sympathy.

She obliged, resisting the urge to demand more from his body than it could comfortably offer. He sat on
the floor, leaning against the bed, while she cleansed him. His murmurs of appreciation made her long to
see hisbody inthewarm lantern light.

With the leftover water, he scrubbed and rinsed his hair. As he rubbed it dry with aclean cloth, he said,
“ Sometimes having short hair comesin handy.”

She broached a difficult question. “Will you keep cutting it?’



His hand stopped moving, and he set down the towd. “1 knew you werewondering.” He put on afresh
shirt from apilein the corner, then ran thetowe over hishead again. “It' sgrowing, isn't it?’

“Hair will do that.”

Hewas slent as hefinished dressing, each article of clothing vanishing ashe put it on. “I don’t know,
Rhia It ill hurts. | wasthere”

“For the birth?’

“Usudly fathers wait outside, but some women prefer their mates or husbands to be with them. | wonder
if it isn’t to make us gppreciate how much they suffer to bear children.” She heard him st on the bed with
aheavy sgh. “Kdiawanted methere.”

It wasthefirgt time he had spoken his mate' s name to Rhia. Kaliawasrea now.

“Itwasbad,” he said, “from the beginning. There was so much blood. The baby, he tried to come out
feetfirst. He kept ripping her apart from the inside, until finally—she begged Elorato cut her open.”

Rhiaclosed her eyes. Such surgeries were impossible to survive without a third-phase Otter or
second-phase Turtle.

Marek’ svoice went dead. “But it wastoo late. When they took him out of her, he wasn't breathing. And
neither was she”

“I'm sorry,” she whispered.
“It was nighttime, so she couldn’t even see me before she died. | wasdready invishble.”

She sat next to him on the bed. “ She knew you were there. She knew you—" Rhia stumbled over the
word “—loved her.”

Hedrew astrand of her hair through hisfingers, diding down to the ends, which cameto the shdlf of her
collarbone when pulled straight. “Can | ask you how your mother died?”

“Her heart, it—gave out.”
“Wasit quick?” he whispered.

“No.” Shefdt hersdf shrink insde. “We dl had a chance to say goodbye. But it wasn't enough time, and
|—I couldn’'t help her cross”

His hand drifted to her cheek and caressed it with the backs of hisfingertips. “Y ou must have felt
terrible”

“| ill do.”

“And yet, your hair growslong.”

“Because | only wear my guilt ontheindde.”

He sucked in asharp breath. “'Y ou think my mourning is some sort of display?’

“I think it’s punishment, and not just for you. How do you think Corannafedls each time you cut your
har?’



“She made abad choice, and we dl haveto live with it. Except Kaliaand my son. They don't get to live
with anything.”

Rhiatouched his chest. “I don't think Coranna made abad choice. I'm glad she chose you.”
“If you knew Kdia, you wouldn't say that.”

Eyes stinging, she drew back her hand.

“I’'msorry,” hesaid. “Y ou must wonder if | compare you.”

“Don’'t you?’

He sighed. “We were so young. We d loved each other since childhood, but the older we got, the less
we understood each other. It'shard to explain.”

Rhiathought of Arcas. “Y ou don't haveto.”

“Wefought dl thetime,” Marek said, “about stupid things, things | don’t even remember. When we
found out she was pregnant—" He shifted hisweight on the bed. “We didn't rgoice at the thought of
raising achild together when we could barely stand to be within the same walls. We only thought of
oursalves, not the baby. So Wolf and Swan turned our new powers from blessingsinto curses.”

“What happened to her Swan magic?’

“Inther first phase, Swans can interpret their own dreams, and in the second phase, they can do it for
others”

“I know,” shesaid. “My father’ sa Swan.”
“Hewaitsfor othersto tell him their dreams, right?’
“Of course.”

“Imagine your father following everyone around, begging to know what they had dreamed the night
before, and then only being able to see what those dreams said about him.”

Rhiacouldn’'t imagine. “How awful for Kdia”

“Soon no one wanted to be near her, or they would tell her afalse dream to keep their own privacy. She
couldn’t deep at night with her head so full of questions and worries. But when she felt the baby move
inside her the firgt time, she understood what it meant, how enormous it wasto be amother. Instead of
fear, shefelt happiness. And Swan returned her true powers.”

Rhiafilled inthe ensuing slence: But Wolf didn’t return yours.

Marek lay down, drawing his breath in awince. “ The more | thought about it, the more afraid | became.
It waslike | was getting younger instead of older, maturing backward. | started staying out al day,
deeping in the forest so no one could see me. I’ sawonder they didn’t forget what | looked like. When
Kaianeeded me mog, | failed her.”

Rhiaredized how smilar his struggle againgt his Spirit was to her own, and wished she had trusted him
sooner with the truth of her mother’ s degth.

Shelay beside him and held his hand between both of hers. “I wish | could say something other than, ‘I



understand.’ It sounds so hollow.”

“No, not from you.” With an audible effort, he turned on his side to face her and drew a blanket over
them. 1 know Corannawaited yearsfor you to be ready to become Crow. | remember when wefirst
got word of you.”

Rhiathought how differently events would have turned out if she’d come then instead of now. “When
Kdiadied, wereyou...”

“Together? Yesand no. | planned to help her raise the child, but our spirits were no longer connected
enough to be mates, much less husband and wife. We both expected to find other people to marry
someday.”

Theway Kaindons separated marriage and childbearing made Rhia uneasy. “What if you'd found
someone first? Who would help her take care of the child every day?’

“I would. Everyone would. Children are too valuable to be raised by only two people.”

She was suddenly glad she had brought severa months worth of wild carrot seed. The thought of having
ababy without the security of ahusband horrified her. In Asermos, awoman in that Situation would
depend on the generosity of her family and maybe afew neighbors.

“We should stop making love for aweek or two,” she said. “It’ s getting close to my risky time.”
“Therearethings| can useto makeit safefor us. A little awkward, maybe, but—"
“Completely safe?”

“There sno such thing as completdly safe.”

“Thenlet’snot.”

He dtretched aleg to cover hers. “Will you deep here, anyway? This bed’ stoo big without you now.
Look how happy the blankets are to wrap you up.” He flapped the covers and made atiny cheering
noise. “ See? They never do that for me.”

She chuckled. “ Sowe | smply lie next to each other, as chaste as geldings?’

“We could just deep, or...” Hishands wandered under the blanket until they found their warm
destination. “We could find other means of pleasure.” Rhiaarched her back, imagining the means. He did
closer and touched hisforehead to hers. “Ligten,” he said, “you’ re the most beautiful person I ve ever
known. Never think anything e se. Promise me?’

“You don't haveto say that.”
“Promise me. Promise you'll never fed that you' relessthan anyone, no matter what.”

She guessed that “no matter what” meant, “ even if someday you return to Asermos and we never see
each other again.” But between now and “someday,” she would have him and gladly let him have her.

“I promise”
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N early two months passed, and still the judge and examiner did not arrive from Ve ekos. The southern
village sthird-phase Hawk had died, so aKaindon messenger had to deliver the request in person. He
returned with a promise that the Eagle and Owl would arrive as soon as their court schedule permitted.

Coranna continued training Rhiaiin the rituals she could perform in thefirgt phase of her Aspect: the
prayer of passage, to ease the dying person’s spirit out of thisworld; the body-chant, sung to complete
the separation after death; and the calling of the crows, to carry away the spirit and end the funerd.
Someday, when Rhia entered the second phase—after concelving a child—she, too, would be able to
speak with departed souls, especialy those who lingered close to thisworld.

Coranna aso taught her how to block the terrible visions of a person’s eventua death. Not only did the
visions bring knowledge too heavy to bear, they could aso produce blackouts, like the one Rhia had
experienced with Dorius. In a battle Stuation, where she would help the healers decide which of the
wounded could be saved, repeated visions would render her mad and useless.

Rhia spent her nightswith Marek, though she couldn’t see him after sunset, except for adight shimmer
now and then asaresult of intense effort on his part. Every night she would run her fingersthrough his
hair—as casualy as possible—to discover it growing long and soft. His bouts of brooding dwindled to
the occasiond inward gaze of reproach as evening light faded and he with it. He left their bed before
sunrise to hunt, then dept most of the day. Though she was glad his nocturna ways left timefor her
studies, she doubted he would fit in on afarm, where work lasted sunup to sundown. Y et the thought of
returning home without him gave her adull pain below her ribs, asthough she had swalowed astone.

She no longer dreaded the forest and its darkness, but instead learned to hear its song. Each treewasa
unique instrument, with the windsiits players. The steady southwesterly breeze whispered most of the
day, creating abackground hum that reminded Rhia of agentle rain on whet fields. The north wind
swept down from the mountains, usudly at night, in aswirling chaos that twisted the branches, leaves,
and needlesinto ariot of sound. Wind from the southeast brought rain—nearly every day for a
month—and with it an arrhythmic patter as water dripped from the trees onto the roofs of the houses and
the rocky terrain below.

On occasion she would see the old lone wolf from a distance. His pale yelow eyeswatched her, and she
learned to grow cam under his gaze. Though it went againgt her somach’ s demands and her principles of
separating the wild from the tame, she saved pieces of her dinner for him when helooked gaunt.
Sometimes at night she heard his solitary, unanswered cry.

Though Rhiaknew a certain faction of Kaindonswould aways resent her, most of the villagers opened
their hearts and homesto their guest, making her fed like one of them. Y et adissonant note lurked
beneath the overarching harmony—Etar’ s degth and its mysterious circumstances. She avoided the home
of Skaris, who watched her from hiswindow with what felt like a burgeoning bitterness. Her lingering
suspicions of Coranna—who had an opportunity and perhaps amotive to kill Etar—made Rhia s studies
difficult, and her qualms concerning Razvin were only dightly tempered by the obvious adoration he
shared with his daughter.

One night, savera days before the summer solstice, Alankaand Razvin invited Marek, Corannaand Rhia
to dinner. Though Rhiafound it difficult to bein the same room with Razvin, her appetiteingsted she
attend. As Marek had warned, most nonfeast daysin Kaindos featured amaximum of two unsatisfying
meals. When aKaindon hosted guests, however, the mealswere large, to honor all who attended.

“What do you miss most about Asermos?’ Razvin asked Rhiaasthey sat down to et that evening.



She contemplated her surroundings. All the windows were open, the sun shining through the western one,
long before its summer bedtime. A cool breeze wafted through the airy house, and the trees whispered a
soothing tune,

“Bread,” shesad findly.
The others laughed.

Razvin gave her ateasing grin. “Not your family, your friends, your—" he glanced at Marek “—anyone
ds=?’

She hid her discomfort at the diminishing memory of Arcas. “1 miss bread. It rounds out a medl, makesit
complete. If | could give one Asermon gift to Kaindas, it would be bread.”

Razvin's smile disgppeared. “We can't have farms here to grow the wheat, and we don’t want them.
How many trees had to fall so your land could be tilled? How many animas had to be endaved so you
could have your bread?’

“I likebread,” Marek said in an even voice. “ At the Fiddlers Festival in Ve ekos, they served dabs of
meat between two hunks of bread, al dipped in juices. Messy but delicious.”

“Meat from animals bred for daughter, with no chance for escape, no dignity of the hunt.” Razvin kept his
eyeson Rhia. “Farming makes you soft.”

Her face heated. * Y ou cdl having everyone live through the winter * soft’ 7’

“Y ou only live through the winter if the harvest has been good. If there’ sadrought, or too many insects,
then people sarve anyway, and more of them, since there are moreto feed.”

“In good years we store extrafood to keep that from happening.” She didn’t point out that Kalindons
gorged on their extrafood at feasts rather than saveit.

“If dl those fields and stores of food were taken from you, you wouldn’t survive ayear.”
Hiswords gave her asudden chill. “Why would they be taken from us?’

He shrugged. “A storm, perhaps. A flood.”

“Aninvason?’ shesad.

Thetable went slent. Razvin stared at her with fear-tinged eyes. Then he blinked his gaze back into
beguilement. “Who would dare invade the dl-powerful Asermos?’

“Anyone who thought they could defeat us. The Descendants, for instance.”

Helooked at her darkly. “1f so, you' ve brought it on yourselves. When you create aworld that others
covet, you shouldn't be surprised when someone triesto take it from you. Look at Kalindos. We're safe
aslong aswe have nothing worth stealing. Safe and happy.” Razvin lifted his mug to the others. “Herewe
prefer to live on the edge.”

“Wedon't prefer it,” Corannasaid. “ The edgeisforced on us by our surroundings. You'll understand
when you' re my age—Kaindosismy homeand I'll never leaveit, but these old boneswill take any ease
they can get.” Sheturned to Rhia. “When you return for second-phase training, bring as much bread as
you can carry.”



Marek brightened at Coranna s words, then his brow creased and his gaze dropped to his plate. Rhia
wondered if he wereimagining her return after bearing another man’s child. The possibility had receded
beyond the grip of her own imagination.

Alankamerely picked at her food and said nothing.

“Well, sweetness?” Razvin asked her. “Don’t you have arequest for some Asermon treasure? Bread?
Cheese? Ale?’

Despite Rhid sfullness from the meat and nuts, her somach yearned for amed of nothing more than
bread, cheeseand ae.

“What about anice Asermon boy?’ he asked. “ They grow them bigger there, | hear.”

Alanka pushed away her plate. “ Father,” she said without looking at him, “why do you haveto be such a
monger?’

Razvin stared a his daughter while adozen emotions played over hisface. He began to speak.

But instead of forming words, his mouth emitted a strangled yelp. He clutched his head and lurched from
his chair, which clattered to the floor behind him.

“Father!” Alankaran to hisside. He pushed her away with agrowl, then crouched low, hands on the
floor. His back arched, and the anima cry that came from histhroat curdied Rhia s blood.

Razvin' s body twisted in agony asit shrank. Red hair sprouted from his neck and arms, becoming thick
asfur.

Rhiagasped. It was fur.
Razvin wasturning into afox.

Claws sprang from the knuckles of hisfingers and toes, and he shrieked until hisface dongated into a
red-and-black snout. Then the human noise turned into asnarl. Hislimbs shortened and lengthened into
doglike proportions. Eyeteeth sprang into fangs. Last camethetail, and Rhia averted her eyesto keep
down her dinner.

Thefox lay panting on the floor for amoment, then rose to flee. Razvin's clothes hung loose on his body,
which whedled in panic upon finding no escape from the room. He tripped on a bunched-up deeve and
smacked his snout on the floor.

“Father?’ Alanka approached the fox dowly. “Can you hear me?’
A light flickered in the creature’ sblack eyes, asif he recognized her voice.
“He' scomeinto hisfull power,” Coranna said. “Foxes can shape-shift in the third phase.”

Alankashook her head. “But I'm not pregnant. | haven't been with aman in over amonth.” She looked
away. “Not that it's anyone sbusiness.”

Rhiagtarted. “ One of my brothers.” She put her hand to her mouth. “I’'m going to be an aunt.”

“Me, too!” Alankabounded over to hug her. “1 don’t even know them, but I’ m so happy.” She muted
her enthusiasm and turned back to her father. “But what do we do with him?”’



“Let himout,” Marek said. “ Seeif foxes can climb trees”
“That'snot funny.” Alankaglared a him. “He can probably understand us.”

The fox uttered arattling bark, then with a high-pitched cry, flopped onto his side and changed back to
human form, much faster than he had become afox.

No one spoke as Razvin stared at the wall for along moment. Then he said, “ That wasincredible.”
Alankakndt a hissde. “Areyou dl right?’

“Incredibly painful, but nonetheless...” Helooked up a Alanka. “ Does this mean—"

“No.” She held up her hands. “1t must be one of your sons, going to be afather.”

“Oh.” He eased himsdlf to aSitting position and rubbed the base of hisspine. “Did | have atail ?”

Rhiacouldn’t forget Razvin’ swords of foreboding. All dong she had felt that Etar’ s desth was somehow
connected to the future of Asermos, though she couldn’t explain it out loud in away to make anyone,
even Marek, understand. Razvin held the answers, she was sure of it now.

The morning after the Fox’ stransformation, Rhiawaited outside his house, hiding in aclump of brush,
while Alankawas out on a hunt with the other Wolves. Razvin appeared and removed the blue flag from
his porch, signaing the house' s emptiness. He descended the ladder and set off toward the river
empty-handed. As he moved, his head swiveed dightly, asif looking for someone—or ensuring that he
went unobserved.

She followed, and managed to keep him just on the edge of her sight until they were far away from the
village. She walked dowly to maintain her stedlth, but as she neared the rushing river, dared to proceed
more quickly, counting on the water to mask the sound of her footsteps.

A thicket of sycamore trees appeared. She did from one mottled white trunk to the next, lisening in vain
for Razvin's steps. He must have changed course, she thought, disappointed with her first attempt at
tracking.

Voices.

Sherecognized only one, that of Alanka sfather. The other man spoke with what she thought was a
southern accent, like that of Velekos, but more foreign-sounding. She caught aword or two, but the
cascading water muffled their remarks.

A bit of pale gray moved in the corner of her eye, from deep within the forest. She searched the shadows
for aclearer glimpse. Wasit another stranger, come to meet with Razvin? No more movement occurred,
and she decided to press on, keeping an eye behind her lest she become surrounded.

She changed her angle on the riverbank. A ledge conceded asmall arearight next to the shore. If she
dared, she could crawl to the rim and hide in the long grasses growing there. It might be the only way to
hear them.

Rhia dropped to her hands and knees and crawled forward, making sure not to rustle the grass closest to
theriver.

“What about the Wolves?’ she heard the strange man say.



“Thereareno Wolvesin Asermos,” Razvin replied.
“Areyou sure?’
“Besides, my daughter isaWalf. I'll give you nothing you could use againgt her.”

Rhiainched forward and finally glimpsed the two men. The one speaking with Razvin held what looked
likeaflat box, on which he made odd markings. Hisfair skin and hair were smooth, the latter tiedina
short gathering at the base of his neck. He couldn’t have been more than afew years older than Rhia.
Beyond him in the shalows bobbed a canoe bearing strange designs.

“Andwhy should | trust you?’ the man asked. “How do | know thisisn’t atrap?’

Razvin's eyes narrowed. “| assure you, | have no love for the Asermons. When Skaris brought me news
of your plans, | felt no sympathy for them. But | must keep Kalindos safe, like you promised. One man
had to die dready for this bargain, a Council member | suspected of getting closeto the truth.”

| knew it, thought Rhia. Etar .
“Murders mean attention,” the stranger scolded. “ Does anyone suspect?’

“That’ sthe beautiful part. Our friend Skaristried to poison an unwanted guest among us. | merely
switched the mugs so that the Councilman would die instead of her.”

Rhia sthroat grew sharp and acrid, asif part of her ssomach had riseninto it. Skaris had tried to kill her,
and Razvin had saved her life, if only for his own purposes. So Etar had died because of her.

Razvin continued. “Most people beieve the boy did it, though they suspect him of being atool of
someone more powerful.” He chuckled. “Which heis, without knowing it. And what he doesn’t know
can't hurt us, right?’

The stranger harrumphed. * Poison, heh? Clever. Y ou' re not as barbaric as | assumed.”
Razvin' svoice sharpened. “ Barbaric?’
“Isit truethe Asermons call you Kdindons‘termites 7’

“I wouldn't know.” Razvin gripped the sranger’ sarm. “ Listen to me—my daughter stays safe. Y ou
promised.”

A breeze made asmall wave lap on the shore, less than alegspan from where they sat. The foreigner
shifted back to avoid getting wet, revedling along, shiny sword lying a hisside.

The sword of a Descendant.

She drew in asharp breath, then covered her mouth. Razvin tilted hishead in her direction. He had heard
her, or a least heard something that caught hisinterest.

Obliviousto the disturbance, the Descendant nudged Razvin and gestured to the markings. “I don't
believe some of these Aspects, especidly the third-phase ones. Crow people bringing back the dead,
Hawks sending messages to each other over hundreds of mileswith just their minds. My superiorswon't
believeit, ether, unless you show me some proof.”

Razvin hdd very 4ill. “I didn't tell you about the Aspect of Fox. All three phases enhance our natura
cunning, the ability to learn secrets with which to manipul ate people and events. Thefirst phase dlows us



to read emotions from the most minute body language. For instance, | cantell you're afraid of me, even
though you carry asword and | don’t.”

1] NO’ I’m_”

“The second phase is camouflage. If | remain perfectly motionless, | can blend in with my background to
such adegreethat | might aswel beinvisble”

“Show me”
“If 1 do, | won’t have enough energy to display my third-phase powers.”
The Descendant gave Razvin askeptica 1ook. “Which iswhat? Telling the perfect lie?’

Razvin laughed, long and loud. “No, | was born with that power. | didn’t have to wait to become a
grandfather, likel did for this”

He stood and took a dramatic pause before removing al of his clothing. Even at his age, he possessed an
admirable physique, and Rhia s mind careened away from theimage of her mother admiring it, too.

When he was naked, Razvin crouched on his hands and knees. The Descendant remained till while
looking like he wanted to run away.

Razvin changed more quickly thistime, though the process looked no less agonizing. His shrieks
morphed into howls as the fox shape overtook his body.

The Descendant’ s eyes widened with panic. Uttering astring of curses Rhia had never heard before, he
legped to hisfeet and tried to back away, but bumped into the embankment where she was hiding. He
turned to fumble for his sword, and she saw hisface, etched with terror.

Razvin stared up at him, panting, his mouth gppearing to form asmug grin. Her hounds gave that 1ook
after stealing mest, when they would treat the ensuing chase as agame they would never lose.

With acry of rage and fear, the Descendant lunged, swinging his sword a Razvin's mocking face. The
fox hopped back in time to avoid the blade’ s arc. Tongue lolling, he turned to run, but the muddy bank
gave him little traction. The Descendant lashed out again and diced the tendon above the fox’ sleft hedl.
Razvin squedled in pain and dipped again, oneleg useless. His claws scrabbled the mud as the soldier
closed in. The next blow, astab to the throat, cut short Razvin's cry and threw him to the ground.

The Descendant swung again and again, hacking at the fox’ slifelessbody. Fur and flesh rained red on the
riverbank.

“Beagts” The man dashed and chopped with awild panic, asif Razvin would riseif there were anything
left of him. “You'redl nothing but beastsl”

Rhia s ssomach lurched, and her vison blurred and spun. Crow’ swingsthrobbed insde her headina
rush of rage at the senseless murder and desecration. She pressed the dry grass against her mouth to
dtifle the cry of anguish, the pain and fear Razvin had experienced at the moment of his deeth. It was asif
he were dragging her to the Other Side with him in his hasty retreat from life. The wing-bests were so
loud, she had no ideaif she screamed or not.

The Descendant speared what was | eft of Razvin the Fox on thetip of his sword and flung him into the
river. Helost his grip on the wegpon in the process, and it plopped into the muddy shallows severd feet
from where he stood. He cursed again, then cut himsdlf off as he heard anoise behind him.



No.

Helooked straight toward Rhia. He wiped the gore from around his eyes with abloody deeve, then
stared hard at the place where she hid. He didn't look certain he saw her, but if she moved or even
breathed...

The wind gusted then, pushing down the grasses between them. The Descendant gaped at her for along
moment. With hisface full of fear, he looked younger than ever.

Sheleagped to her feet and ran. Though she had taken him off guard, he caught up to her within afew
strides. He grabbed for her, hisfingers dipping off her back. She sprang forward. If she could just reach
thefored...

A hand locked onto her wrist and yanked up and back. Something popped, and she spun as alightning
bolt of pain screamed down her right arm and up into her neck. She shrieked and dropped to her knees.

“What did you hear?” Hisface, reeking of fresh blood, pressed close to hers. He jerked her arm again,
producing shocks of agony that blinded her. “Tell mewhat you heard, witch.”

She didn’'t know thisword, “witch.” Maybe she could pretend she understood nothing. She began to
babble, spouting gibberish in the hopes he would set her free.

“Don’t you dare put aspell on me.” He cuffed her across the jaw, sending her sprawling on the ground,
where she lay sunned.

“Get up.” Hejerked her arm again, and though she wanted to resist, the pain forced her to follow to
keep from passing out. Tears blurred her vison. She sumbled downhill until her feet hit mud and she
realized where they were going: toward his sword.

“No!”

She kicked out, and her foot found the meaty part of his caf, making him cry out. His grip loosened and
did down to her wrist. He grabbed her other arm and held her fast. “I don’t want to hurt awoman, but |
can't let you get away, and | can't let you work your magic on me.”

“I’'maCrow,” she sobbed. “My magic can’t touch you yet. Pleaselet me go.”
“Let you go? So you can warn Asermos of theinvasion? | won't let that happen.”
“Invason?

Hisfacefell asheredlized he' d reveaed asecret she hadn’t been certain of.

He gave an angry tug, and they lurched toward the spot where the sword lay, mud and blood washing
away in the shalow water. The Descendant spoke to himself under his bresth, perhaps girding up the will
to daughter awoman in cold blood.

When helet go of one arm to reach for the sword, she twisted out of his grip and turned to run. She took
only afew steps before he grabbed the neck of her blouse and threw her on her back with athud. Her
shoulder screamed again.

She stared up a him, hisfine hair now caked and straggling over hisfrightened face. Beyond him the sky
shone blue. A crow cdled from anearby tree, waiting for the dead fox to wash ashore—or to see if
another feast awaited it.



They would start with her eyes, she knew. Crow had neither mercy nor cruety—Hejust was, andina
few moments shewould see Him again.
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T he Descendant gripped the hilt of his sword with both hands and lifted it, preparing to drive the blade
through her breast. He hesitated, and she thought he might change hismind. Then his gaze grew hard. He
gritted histeeth and drew back for the blow.

A mass of gray flashed over her, and the soldier disappeared with acry of surprise. Sherolled to her
kneesto see awolf snapping at the throat of the Descendant, who was trying to best it off with the hilt of
his sword.

It was the old lone wolf, the one whose life she' d saved.

She scrambled to her feet, wanting to help the creature. But the Descendant had a solid hold on his
wesgpon, which was swinging wildly. Teeth and sted flashed, and she knew she could only save hersdlf.
Oneof themwould die.

She ran, putting the growls and shouts behind her. Each step jarred her shoulder and sent ahot burst of
pain through theright side of her body, but she had to run. Her entire village depended on her escape.

A ydp came from theriver. Rhiastopped, listened and heard nothing. Even the birds had quieted. The
wolf had giveniitslifeto repay afew scraps of venison.

The Descendant would follow soon. She couldn’t outrun him. She looked around for atree with
branches low enough to climb. A hemlock grew about fifteen paces to the north. Itsthick layers of
brancheswould conced her if she could just climb.

Shuddering, she explored her right shoulder with her left hand. A hard knob at the front of the joint told
her it was didocated, which meant it could be put back in place. She' d seen her mother do it, including
with her brothers.

Could she do it to hersdlf? Even the leather-tough Wolverines had screamed when Mayrareset their
shoulders. But relief would follow agony, and in her current state she could barely move, much less climb.

“Whereareyou, little girl?’ the Descendant shouted in the distance.

Rhia dashed to the tree and sat hidden behind the trunk. It was either fix her shoulder or fed the
Descendant’ s sword. She crammed the front of her blouseinto her mouth.

She bent her right knee and clasped both hands around it. Her eyes closed, and she camed hersdlf the
way Gaen and Coranna had taught her, taking severa deep breathsin through her nose, out through her
mouth.

Help, she prayed to any Spirit who might be listening.

She extended her neck and leaned back to Straighten her arms. A gratifying pop! coincided with awave
of pain that sparked her vision red. Though inside her mind she was screaming, she uttered only a soft
grunt. It hurt too much to cry out.



In afew momentsthe pain subsided dramaticaly. She shifted her right shoulder in adow, cautious
motion. It would be sore for awhile, but it was back in place.

She began to climb, favoring her right arm, though it helped steady her as she shifted from branch to
branch. The limbs nearly cracked from her weight, which meant they probably wouldn’t hold the
Descendant if he found her.

“I hear you,” amaocking voice called.
She hdlted her climb and settled into the crook of alarge branch.

“Wasthat one of your friends| killed back there? Razvin didn't tell me Wolves could shape-shift, too,
but | figured it out. Wasthat his daughter | just gutted?’

He thought the gray wolf had been a Kaindon, she redized. So he still knew nothing about Wolves. But
he knew many of her peopl€' s other secrets, and would soon share them with the rest of the
Descendants.

Unlessshekilled himfirdt.

But with what? She looked around—no branches hung by only afew fibers so that she could tear them
off to use asawegpon. It wastoo far down to risk jumping on him, stedling his sword and stabbing him
left-handed, asif that were aredlistic scenario to begin with.

If he climbed up after her, maybe hewould fall. Or if he found her and decided he couldn’t retrieve her
from the tree, he might stay at the roots and wait for her to come down. Eventuadly other Kalindons
would come looking for her—maybe Kaindons with bows and arrows.

Or maybe just Coranna. He could kill the unarmed old woman easily, or use her as bait to get Rhiaout of
the tree and then kill them both. She couldn’t take that chance.

If only she could summon Crow to take this man to the Other Side. Her spirit quaked at the thought of
wielding such power.

The Descendant came into view between the branches. His shirt was stained with even more blood,
some flowing from his own wounds. He bore a pronounced limp, and the trousers of hisright leg were
torn and bloody.

“Whereareyou?’ Hisvoicewastinged with panic and fury. “If you don’'t come out, I'll kill everyonein
Kaindos. We agreed to leave your village doneif Razvin told us what he knew about Asermas, but
since he' sdead, | see no reason to hold to that bargain. Unless, of course, you comewith me.” He
leaned againgt her tree, panting. “I won't kill you, | promise. I'll show you luxuries you can't imagine.

Y ouwon't haveto live like a savage anymore.”

He put a hand to his head, drew it away and looked at the fresh blood on it. He wavered, then steadied
himself, muttering under his bresth.

“Y ou couldn’t have run far, not in such a short—"

A twig snapped to Rhia sleft, and the Descendant whirled. With what looked like agreet effort, helifted
his sword and charged in the direction of the noise. In his haste, he failed to notice the squirrel bounding
up anearby tree—asquirrel that wasthe likely cause of the sound.

A digtant “Aaauurgh!” of frustration reached her ears. Perhaps he was losing hisway in the forest.



Served him right if he were eaten by abear or cougar or stumbled onto a copperhead snake.

When she no longer heard his voice or footsteps, Rhia scrambled down from the tree and ran asfast as
she could back to Kalindos.

She saw Alanka on the outskirts of the village, plucking and cleaning alarge bird. Rhia stopped, then
turned to approach the village from another direction.

Too late. Alanka s sengitive ears heard her before she took another step. She waved at Rhiaand
beckoned her over. Her usud cheery greeting was cut short when she saw Rhia sface.

“What happened to you?’

Rhiaput a hand to her cheek and remembered the sharp blow the Descendant had given her. Thepainin
her arm had dwarfed it. “It’ s nothing. Alanka—"

“Who hurt you?’
Rhia stood mute as a mouse. Where to begin?

“Rhig, you're scaring me.” Alanka shook Rhia sright arm, making her cry out in pain. “What' swrong?
Tdl mewhat happened.”

Rhiaglanced toward Kaindos. She had to tell the others right away so they could warn Asermos. But
Alankadeserved to hear it first.

She gestured to the fallen tree Alanka had been sitting on. They sat together, and Rhiatook her hand.
“| just saw your father.”
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“He met with aman. Someone from the city of the Descendants. A soldier, | think.”

Alankajerked her hand out of Rhia's. “No. He doesn't have any business with them. They don't even
tradewith us.”

“Hewasn't trading, at least not for goods. He was—he was telling the Descendant about Asermons and
their powers.”

Her eyesgrew wide. “Why?’

“So they could invade us.”

“No!” Alankaleaped to her feet. “He would never do that. HE sa good man.”
“He made abargain to protect Kaindos, to protect you.”

“No!” She stopped pacing and turned in the direction Rhiahad come from. “1I’ll find him and ask him
mysdf.”

“Youcan't.”

She kept walking. “Why not?’



“Alanka, he' sdead.”

The girl stopped asif she' d taken an arrow to the heart. Slowly she turned to Rhia, her face white. “It
must be someone else. Y ou saw someone else. Not Father.”

“He shifted his shape, and the Descendant—he lost hismind. He killed your father while hewas afox.”
She stood and approached Alanka. “I wasright there. The Descendant saw me.”

Alankabacked away. “ Y ou'relying. If he murdered Father, why didn’t hekill you, too?’
“A wolf saved me. The soldier killed it, but their fight was enough time for meto escape.”

The girl stared hard at the ground to Rhia s side, black eyesflickering. She seemed to be searching her
mind for any explanation other than the one Rhia proffered.

“Where did this happen?’
Rhia described the area.

“I know wherethat is” Alankasad. “I’ll seeif you'retdling thetruth.” She grabbed her hunting knife
and bow and arrows, and began to run.

“Alanka, no! The Descendant may be out there.” Her voice ached from the painin her jaw. “Why would
| lietoyou?’

Alankastopped and turned once more. “Y ou never liked him.” Then she bolted deeper into the forest.

Rhiacalled her name again and again, but it wastoo late. Sheturned for the village, hating hersdlf. Had
shetold Alankathe newstoo willingly, too harshly? If someone had accused her own father, Tereus, of
such treachery, she wouldn't trust them, ether.

With her last bit of energy, she ran toward the center of the village. Her weary legs carried her to the
base of the treeswhere Marek and Corannalived. Coranna s blue flag waved in the dight breeze. Rhia
cdled their names and heard the panic in her own voice.

Coranna poked her head out of one of her windows. “Marek’ s here. Why are you shouting?’ She
squinted at Rhia. “Areyou hurt?’

They hurried down the ladder, Marek first. He legped to the ground and gaped at her face, which was no
doubt swollen by now.

“Call aCouncil meeting,” shetold Coranna. “ Razvin's deed, and he' s betrayed us dl.”

Without waiting for further explanation, Coranna hurried off. Marek led Rhiato the smdl clearing nearby
where the Council met, where aring of seven flat stones gave each member a permanent seat.

“Can you tdl me what happened?’ He held her and rubbed her back asif to warm her. The shock of her
experience was starting to set in, and she wanted to lie down and pretend it was al adream.

“Let’ swait until the Council arrives. It's hard enough to tell twice.” Shelooked up at him with dread. “|
saw Alankaon the way here”

“Whereisshe?’

“Shedidn't believe me, so shewent to seefor hersdf.”



“|sshe safe?’

“I hope so. The man who murdered her father is probably gone by now, back to his people. Unlesshe's
looking for me. Besides, | couldn’t stop her.”

Marek examined the bruise on her face. Hisexpression grew ferd. “I’ll kill this man for hurting you. Who
was he?’

She uttered the hard words. “He was a Descendant.”
“A Descendant?’ said avoice behind them.

They turned to see Zilus the Hawk striding toward the center of the circle, hurrying himsdf with the aid of
awalking stick. Behind him filed four more council members, two men and two women, Kerzaand
Coranna. Without Razvin and Etar, they were now only five.

“Tdl uswhat happened,” Zilus said, “from the beginning.”

She waited until they were seated, then let go of Marek’ s hand. He meant it to give her strength and
support, but she needed to be seen as strong on her own if they were to trust her story. He stood behind
her outside the Council circleto listen.

She told them everything, fighting to keep her voice steady and the wordsin the right order. She wanted
to hop on the fastest pony and charge through the forest until she arrived home. The Descendants could
be on the verge of an invasion as she spoke.

The Council members shook their heads and wept to hear of Skaris s attempt on her life, then Razvin's
betraya and death. They shuddered at Rhia s account of the Descendant’ s brutdity.

“We haveto warn Asermos,” she concluded.

“Of course,” Zilussaid. “1 can send amessage right now. Does your village have any third-phase
Hawks?’

“No. Galen has only one son, and he doesn’t yet—" She stopped. Arcas may have found another
woman in her absence. “It' spossble. Try.”

Zilus unfocused his eyes and dipped into atrance state so quickly it startled Rhia. He had done it without
drum or rattle or so much asaword of chant. Within afew bregths helifted hishands asif he were
reaching out in the dark to find hisway. They searched the air in front of him and finally hovered, both
pamsfacing one direction.

“l fed Gaen'smind,” Zilus murmured. After afew moments, his hands lowered. “ But he cannot hear me.
I"'msorry.”

Rhiaregretted the rdlief that tinged her disappointment. “I’1l go ahead to warn them, if | may borrow a
pony. Therest can come later.”

“Theres of what?' Zilus asked.

“Therest of the people who are coming. To help them.” Shewondered at her choice of words. Which
villagewas her home?“To help us.”

“Hep you how?’



“Help usfight, of course.” She scanned the Council members dubious faces. Would they refuseto lend
aid? Sheturned to Marek for support. He wasn't there. She spunin acircle, thinking he had shifted his
position, but he was gone.

“Where' sMarek?’ she asked Coranna.
Everyone looked around but no one remembered seeing him leave,

“Let’sget back to the matter at hand,” Zilus said to Rhia. “'Y ou want usto send our own forces, those
who are sworn to protect Kaindos, to fight for your village?’

“Please...” she spuittered, searching her mind for a convincing argument. She had to make them help.
She threw a desperate glance at Coranna, who nodded in sympathy.

One of the other male elders spoke up. “Asermosislarge and strong. We re not. How much help could
we be?’

Rhiafound her voice. “We need every man and woman, every bit of magic we can get. It fill might not
be enough, with their bigger army and knowledge of our powers.”

“But if we goto Asermos,” Kerzasaid, “who will defend Kaindos?’

“The Descendants won't come here. It' stoo far, and you have nothing they want. Besides, that was part
of the ded they made with Razvin.”

“Razvin’sdead,” Zilussad bitterly.

“The leaders don’t know that,” Coranna pointed out, “and | doubt that soldier would admit to murdering
their main informant.”

Kerzagestured toward the southwest, in the direction of Rhia’ shome. “If the Descendantsinvade
Asermos, why should they stop there? They’ |l be here next.”

“Only if they win,” Rhiasaid. “If we defeat them they may give up. And if we can't defest them there,
how can you do it here?’

Zilus shook his head. “Even in peace Kalindos needs every person it has.”

“If wejoinyou and lose,” thefirst elder said, “the Descendants will endave usaswell. If we stay out of
it—"

“If you stay out of it,” Rhiaretorted, “ Asermoswill remember how you weakened our friendship.”
“If it were the other way around, would your village cometo our rescue?’ Kerza asked her.

“In aheartbest.”

“Y ou can spare the fighters,” Zilussaid. “We can't. To defend your people would cost ustoo much.”

“Not to defend us could cost you everything.” She wanted to shake him, shakethem dl. “Why can’t you
see? They' re not my people, they’re our people. The Spirits brought us together, never to be separated.”

“What about the other villages?’ he said, “ Tirosand Velekos? They' relarger than we are. They can help
you more.”



“They may betoo far away to helpintime,” Corannasaid.

“Beddes,” Rhiaadded, “aKaindon betrayed us. The rest of you should pay Razvin's debt.”

Now Kerzawas angry. “He hurt us, too. He had Etar killed, remember?’

“If you help defend us,” Rhiasaid as softly as she could, “then your brother won't have died invain.”

“I think it' stimewetakeavote,” Zilussad. “We owe you an immediate decision, if nothing ese, so that
you may depart right away.”

Asthefive Council members murmured procedura matters amongst themsalvesfor afew moments, Rhia
scanned the surrounding forest for signs of Marek. Why would he have left when she most needed his
support?

The vote was taken quickly: Four to one againgt sending military aid to Asermos, with Corannathe lone
dissenter.

“Y ou may take your pick of horsesto ride back to Asermos,” Zilus said to a stunned Rhia, “and we will
giveyou suppliesfor thejourney. But you'll go done”

“No, shewon't.”

Alanka stood outside the circle of stones. She stepped forward, hunting knife in one hand and something
gray and furry in the other—thetail of the wolf who had saved Rhia slife. Alankastood by her side and
faced the Council.

“My father has shamed usal.” Her voice caught, then steadied. “We shouldn’t compound that shame
with our cowardice.” Sheturned to Rhia. “I’ll go with you, sigter. I'll fight for you and for my brothers,
and | will bring honor back to the name of Kalindos.” She glared at the Council membersand said no
more.

Rhiatook her hand, and together they |eft the circle.
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“First we need to find Marek,” Rhia said when she and Alankawere out of earshot of the Council
members. “He |l want to come dong.” At least, she hoped he would.

“Whereishe?' Alanka svoice was dill leaden.

“He disappeared while | wastelling everyone what happened. The sun hasn't set, so he didn’t vanish. He
left.”

“WI,,Iy?l

Rhia stopped to think. Had he abandoned her, knowing she would ask him to accompany her to
Asermos? Had hisformer cowardice returned? Where was the protectiveness he had shown when
Skarisand hisfriends had tried to make her drink—

“l know whereheis” Rhiatook off.



Alankafollowed her to Skaris s house, which held an eerie quiet for amidafternoon. The blue flag was
gone, and so was the guard assigned to keep watch over the prisoner.

Rhia gripped the ladder, which was made completely of wood, more stable than arope ladder.
Alanka stopped her. “Y ou can’t climb with that shoulder.”

“I haveto see.” Shewent up afew rungs, using her right hand only to steady her, not to pull.
Alankasighed. “Then I’'m right behind you.”

Rhiaclimbed faster than she ever had before, and swallowed hard when she saw spots of dried blood on
the highest rungs. When they reached Skaris s porch, the door was dightly gjar. Rhia pushed it open.

Skaris sguard lay sprawled on the floor, moaning from ablow to the back of hishead. The table was
overturned, and the two chairslay scattered and broken.

Alankaknelt beside the guard. “What happened?’
“Gone,” hewhispered. “They’re both gone.”

Rhiaand Alanka packed little, and in less than an hour, they were ready to depart. Rhiawanted to wait
for Marek, but knew that every moment could be crucia in Asermos's preparation for war. Another
villager reported seeing Skaris running away, with Marek in pursuit, unarmed. Zilus ordered three
Cougarsto find them and bring them both home dive.

Rhiawaited beside the dark bay pony while Elorafit her shoulder with ading. Corannaapproached with
acollection of herbsin ajar.

“Be careful not to break it,” shetold Rhia. “ They will prove useful when...” Her voicetrailed off.
“When people start to die. Thank you.”

Coranna placed thejar in Rhid s pack and leaned close. “1' [l keep fighting. Maybe | can change the
Councl’smind.”

“I hope so. | can’'t do thiswithout you.”

“Y ou'reready for whatever comes. Crow chose well when He selected you.” She put her hand to Rhia's
cheek. “ Always have faith in the Spirits. It can’t hurt, and sometimesit’ sthe only thing that can save
you.”

Rhiaembraced her for thefirst time, wishing she had never doubted her mentor. Corannasmelled likea
heady mixture of dl of her herbs and potions.

She helped Rhia onto the pony’ s back, then turned to Alanka, who approached with her bow and afull
quiver of arrows. “Take care of her,” sheingtructed the girl, “evenif shewon't let you.”

“I promise.” Alanka sfacelooked older and more drawn than before. She mounted behind Rhia, who
reached down and grasped Coranna sarm.

“Send Marek as soon as he returns.”



Coranna s expression clouded. “Rhig, if he has hurt Skaris, hewon't be free to leave Kaindos. And
evenif he' sfree, he may not come. He sbeen...unreliable before.”

Rhia shook the doubt from her mind. “He |l come.”
“Remember, aWolf’ sfirgt duty isto protect hishome.”
“Exactly,” Rhiasad. “I’m hishome.”

She whedled the pony away, kicked him into acanter and left Kaindos far behind.

They stopped just before nightfal to make camp. Without speaking, Rhia cared for the pony while
Alankabuilt afire and assembled a dinner from the food brought from Kaindos.

“Wait.” Alankaheld out her hand as Rhiawas about to take thefirgt bite. “I need you to do something.”
She dipped her hunting knife out of her boot and handed it to Rhia, then pulled her braid taut.

“Cutit very, very short,” Alankasaid.

Rhia stood and wiped the blade on her trousers, though she knew Alanka kept it spotless. She eased her
arm from the ding and carefully straightened it—sore, but well enough for the task. She moved behind
Alankato grasp the thick, soft braid.

“I’ve never donethis before.”
“Can’'timagineit’svery complicated,” Alankasaid.

Asthe blade dipped through the rope of black hair, Rhiasaid, “I’ m sorry for your loss.” The words
sounded empty, though the sentiment could not have been truer.

“I’'m sorry you had to seeit.” Alankafelt her remaining hair, which swept past the tops of her ears. “Cut
more.”

Rhia obeyed, dicing more and more hair until Alankalet her stop. It was even shorter than Marek’ swas
when shefirst met him, the length not much more than afinger’ swidth.

Alanka passed ahand over her scalp. “It will be much cooler. | hear summers are hot in Asermos.”
“Some days are. Theriver makesit humid.”
“Aretherealot of mosguitoes?’

“Not asmany asin Kalindos.” Shelad the braid on thelog next to Alankaand sat down. “Ticksare
worse—the little ones are hard to find and can make you sick. One of our hounds died last year from a
disease carried by ticks.”

“That' starible”

“Yes. Heasare bad, too, but garlic heps.” Werethey redly talking about bugs and the wesether, after
what had happened?“Would you like to eat now?’

“I'mnot hungry.”

“Me, neither.” Rhiacontemplated her food. “My wholelife, no matter what happened, I’ ve never lost my



appetite”
“I saw the blood.”
Rhialooked up at Alanka s face, shadowed now by the trees and not her hair. “What blood?’

“By theriver, where my father died.” Her voice was amonotone. “I saw the blood and bits of red fur
and—other things near the wolf’ s body.” She hugged her knees and began to rock hersdlf gently. “I
wonder at the last moment, if histhoughts were afox’ s—if hefelt only the ingtinct to survive and take
care of himsdf—or if hethought of me.”

“He dwaysthought of you.” Shelad her hand on Alanka sknee. “Y ou were hisworld.”
A singletear rolled down the girl’ s cheek. “Now whose world am |7’

Rhialet Alankarest her head against her shoulder. Her sister shuddered with grief, but her eyes released
no moretears. Rhiadid not dare cry for Marek in front of Alanka, since the two losses could not be
compared. Y et the void of fear insde her gaped bigger than any she could remember, and it threatened
to swallow her whole.

The next day they made good time. The mare’ s speed was hardly blinding, but she possessed excellent
gamina. Rhiafigured that if the weather held, they should reach Asermos late the following day. She
hadn’t redlized until now how close the two villages were; the place of Bestowing must have required a
sgnificant detour.

Unaccustomed to riding long distances, Alanka climbed onto the pony’ s back with stiffness and
reluctance on the final morning. Rhiagave her some of the pain-rieving herbs Coranna had packed for
her aching shoulder. Even the pony was weary, so for the sake of all, she set amore relaxed pace.

Y et she squirmed with impatience at the thought of the approaching Descendants. Would Razvin's
murderer report that she had overheard and escaped? If so, they might attack sooner. If not—if the
soldier hid his blunder for fear of punishment—Asermos would have the advantage.

Alankatwisted her body in an attempt to stretch. “1’d be happy never to ride another horse again.”
Rhiarisked alight laugh, thefirst sncethey had left. “It' shard to get around Asermos without one.”

“I can probably wak farther than | can ride. And this painkiller ismaking me deepy.” She sagged and let
her legs dangle loosaly around the horse’ sflanks. *Y ou think our brothers will like me?’

“They’ll like tormenting you. Thetrick isnot to let them see you mad.” She remembered that one of them
would be different when they arrived. “1 wonder which is going to be afather, and with what woman?’

“Do they have mates?’

“Nilo, not that | know of. Lycas liked a Wasp woman named Mdi when | |eft.”
Alankagrunted. “A Wasp woman? Sounds friendly.”

“She' sjust what you' d expect—sharp and nasty. But she'sawarrior, likeheis.”

They rodein slencefor afew moments, then Alankaremarked, “I’ ve never been thisfar from home.”



“Y ou've never been to any of the festivals?’

“| wasn't allowed. Father doesn’'t—" she corrected herself with aflinch in her voice “—didn’t care for
outsders. Not during my life, anyway. Obvioudy he spent timein Asermos when he was younger.”

“yYes”
After an uncomfortable silence, Alankasaid, 1t smdls different here. Lesspine.”
“Wait until you smell the livestock. It Il knock you out.”

“I can’'t wait to meet adog for thefirst time. Arethey like wolves?’

“Not as much asyou d expect. My family raises wolfhounds, which—sorry—hunt wolves, dong with
deer and rabhbits. They’ re bigger than wolves. Their heads cometo my waist.”

“How can you afford to feed them?’
“They eat anything. There saways mesat not fit for—"

The pony suddenly legped sideways with a panicky cry. Rhiagrabbed her mane to help keep her seet,
nearly pitching onto the ground, where along black snake recoiled with ahiss. Alanka yeped, and a
moment later athud came from behind Rhia

She steadied the horse and turned to seethe girl lying motionlesson thetrail.
“Alankal”

The serpent dithered off into the brush, and Rhiarecognized it as aharmlessrat snake—harmlessto the
pony it startled, that is, not to the rider thrown. She did off the horse and looped her reinsaround a
branch, not trusting the skittish creature to stay put.

As she knelt beside Alanka, the girl’ s shoulders began to quiver. Sherolled on her back, and Rhia saw
that she was laughing, quaking, gulping greet lungfuls of air.

“I need adrink,” Alankasaid, then burst into another gae of hysterics. Rhiahelped her st up, then
rubbed her shaking back until the cackles faded into hiccups. Alankarested her elbows on her bent
knees and put her face in her hands.

“Canyou go on?’ Rhiaasked.
Alankanodded and wiped her wet eyes. Rhialed her to the pony and gave her afew sips of water.
“I'msorry,” Alankasaid. “ That' |l teach me not to relax on horseback.”

The brief spark of humor in her eye reminded Rhiaof Razvin. Hislast moments flashed in her mind,
causing her heart to thud with the memory of hisanguish and fear. She carefully remounted the pony,
hiding her shakiness from Alanka, whom she helped up behind her.

Asthey neared Asermos, Rhid s anxiety grew. What would she see when she came out of the trees?
Feldsin bloom or in ruin? She urged the pony into a canter and felt Alankatighten her grip.

A meadow lay ahead, to theright of the path, and she heard a sheep’slow blegt at their approach. When
they reached the meadow, a young man with long dark hair stood to greet them. Arcas.



Her heart leaped—uwith delight or trepidation, she couldn’t tell. He shaded hiseyesin her direction, then
broke into an astonished grin and ran toward her.
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She dowed the pony and guided her through the scattering sheep. Arcas met her in the center of thefied.

“Get your father,” she said, cutting off hisgresting. “They’re coming.”
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R hiatold them everything. Arcas sface paled a the news, but hisfather listened with typical stoicism.

“I’'m not surprised the Descendants are invading.” Galen stood to pace the scuffed wooden floor of his
home. “ The warning signs have been therefor years. But that one of our own would betray us...”

Rhiaglanced at Alanka, who sat at the table with the three of them, her gaze downcast. “Razvin didn’t
consder himsdlf oneof us. A lot of Kalindons agree with him. Even those who would never act against us
won't cometo our defense.” Rhiasat back in her chair. “I thought they accepted me as one of their own.
They gave up pieces of ther livesfor me, after dl.”

Galen nodded with alook of regret.
“What do you mean?’ Arcassaid.

“You knew, didn’t you?’ Rhiaasked Gaen. “You knew I'd haveto die, and how my lifewould be paid
for.”

Arcas gaped a her. “What?’
“Youwouldn’t have goneif I'd told you,” Gaen sad.
“Y ou don't know that.” Rhiashook her head. “Y ou should have told me.”

“I'm sorry.” Galen’ svoice held genuine contrition. He put hishand on Rhid s shoulder and gazed down
at her. “1 did what | thought best a the time, but | may have been too sparing with the truth.”

Rhia doubted he would change his actionsif given another chance, but perhaps he wasright. Evenif she
had gone to Kaindos knowing it meant her death, she would never have accepted the ransom of others
livesto bring her back.

“What are we going to do about the Descendants?’ she asked him.

Gden crossed the room to asmall desk in the corner. “1I’ Il notify Torin so he can begin a battle strategy.
Tomorrow the Council will hold apublic meeting to discuss the newswith the village.” He opened a
drawer and pulled out a parchment map, which he unfolded on the table. “ Some Asermons may wish to
evacuateto Tiros, or at least send their children. It liesin the opposite direction from the invading forces,
s0 they’ |l be safe there for now. I'll send a message to the Tiron Council leader asking him to accept our
refugees.” He pointed to amark south of Asermos. “Veekosistoo close to Descendant territory. They
may even be invaded first. We should warn them if we can get amessenger thereintime.”

“Razvin’ ssoldier didn't mention Veekos,” Rhiasaid.



“But it makes sense.” Arcastraced an imaginary line between the Southern Seaand Asermos. “Velekos
lies between us and the Descendants. They’ reasmaler village and don’t pose much of athreat. If
conquered, they could even be forced to fight against us.”

Rhia shuddered at the thought of her people waging war against each other with their magic. Arcaswas
right, though, and he wasthinking like a Bear.

“I must go.” Galentook his hawk feather fetish from apeg on the wall and hung it around hisneck. Ashe
opened the door, he nodded goodbye to Alanka, then gave Rhiaatight smile. “Welcome home.”

As she watched him go, she wondered if she were truly home.
“Alankaand | should leave, too,” shesaid to Arcas.
He frowned and shuffled hisfeet under thetable. “1 missed you, Rhia”

Alanka glanced between them, then her eyeswidened. “Oh.” She pushed her chair from the table.
“Where sthe outhouse?’

Arcas gave her an apologetic look. “It’ soutside.”
“Of course. I'll bethere. Outside.” She hurried out, sending Rhiaagrimace as she lft.

“Sorry,” he said when the door had closed again. “1 didn’t mean to embarass her. But what | said istrue.
| missed you.”

She shook her head. Razvin' s daughter, Marek’ s disappearance, the impending war—all made it
impossible to handle the strange mix of emotions Arcasinspired in her.

“I must see my father.” She stood and moved toward the door. “And our brothers. They need to know
their father is dead, and that they have another sgter.”

Hefollowed her. “I'll take you.”

“Shouldn’'t you be meeting with Torin? Y ou're a Bear, right?’
“No, I’'mnot.”

“1 know, but—"

“Everyone knows.”

Rhiastopped and stared at him.

“After you left,” he continued, “I thought about what you said. Y ou wereright. Besides, the Bear Spirit
never answered when | reached out for Him. And Spider—" He pressed a hand to histemple. “ She
wouldn’'t let mego. It swhat | am.”

He parted the top of hisvest to reveal adelicately carved wooden spider hanging from athin rope
around his neck. “Thiswas my third attempt.” He fingered the fetish. “ The legs broke off the first two.”

Shetook astep toward him. “Does this mean—"

“I'll il fight when the Descendantsinvade.” He held up ahand at the sght of her dismay. “It' swhat I’ ve
trained for, al my life. Asermos needs every warrior. | won't be the best, but I’ [l be there.”



She gazed at his determined face, ruthlesdy browned by the sun, and admired Arcas more than ever.
Whether sheloved him, however, remained to be seen.

“I undergtand,” she said. “I’m proud of you, and grateful for your serviceto Asermos.” The words
sounded so formal. All she could think of wasthe rush of Crow’ swings over hisbody. “I just hopel
never haveto—"

“Shh.” He touched her hand. “There |l be enough death soon. Let’s not speak of it now.” He lowered his
head to kiss her.

“I'm sorry.” She stepped away, cheeks burning. “1 must find my family.”

Tereuswas knedling beside one of the mares, cleaning her left front hoof, when Rhiaand Alanka
approached the house on foot. She paused to watch him, to soak in the pastora serenity that might soon
be lost forever.

He sat back on his heels and wiped the swesat from his forehead. Rhiawas rdlieved he hadn’t cut hishair
again snce Mayrad s death. Heworeit in ashort braid that fell afew inches below the shoulders.

Helooked up then and squinted, asif he didn’t believe what he saw.

“Papal” She started to run. He dropped the hoof pick and held out hisarms, abewildered look on his
face. She hugged him carefully, to avoid hurting her shoulder again.

“Rhig, what are you doing home?’ He amiled at Alanka. “Who' syour friend?’
She introduced them, and after Tereus bowed he touched Rhia s ding. “What happened to you?’
“Too much to tell twice moretoday. Are my brothers here?’

He cast aglance at the setting sun. “They should be back with the hounds soon, and hopefully some fresh
dinner.”

“Then my story can wait until they arrive.”

A digtant holler came from the other side of the field. Rhiashaded her eyesto see two black-haired men
waving thelr arms.

“Isthat them?’ Alanka s voice sounded hopeful for thefirst timein days.
“None other.” A smile crept onto Rhia sface.

The dogs reached her firg, their long gray legs devouring the uphill climb, tonguesolling with the
exhaugtion and exhilaration of the hunt.

Alankayelped in alarm at the approach of the six-hound pack. “Y ou said they were big, but—" Her
words were smothered in fur and sobber, and soon she was laughing.

Lycasand Nilo arrived then, each carrying two rabbits, which they dropped on the ground so they could
hug Rhia

“You'reearly,” Nilo said ashelet go of her.



“We weren't expecting you until next spring.” Lycas grabbed her around the waist and scooped her of f
her feet as though she were made of feathers. “Who can | complain to about the change in schedule?’

AsLycas put her down, Rhia sensed the difference in him. She touched his skin, which had grown thick
and tough. The second phase had strengthened his defenses.

“Please say it'snot Mdli,” shesad.
Helooked at Tereus. “Youtold her?’
Her father held up hishands. “1 said nothing. They just arrived.”

The twinsturned to Alanka, who was trying to keep her feet among the milling dogs. Rhiagestured to
her.

“Lycas, Nilo, thisis—"

“Your sster Alanka.” The girl approached them and looked back and forth at her brothers' faces. The
three stared at each other for along moment, then Nilo turned to Lycas.

“Shelookslikeyou,” he said.

“No,” Lycas countered. “ Definitely more like you.”

Rhiagroaned. “Y ou both wish you were hdf that pretty. Stop gawking and greet her.”
Stunned, the men began to bow, then gave up and wrapped Alankain ahearty hug.
“Ack,” shesaid over Nilo'sshoulder, “1 can't bresthe.”

They let her go and examined her face again. Their expressions sobered in the same moment. Lycas
touched the side of Alanka s head.

“Why isyour hair short?" he asked with trepidation.

Alankabeganto cry.

Over dinner, Rhia sfather and brothers listened to her tale with grave demeanors.

When she finished, Tereusrose and collected their dishes, moving dowly, asif he had aged a decade
while they taked. “My dreams make sense now.”

“You've seen thiscoming?’ she asked him.

“The images weretoo cloudy. Now it's clearer. There are other pieces, though, that don't fit.” Heturned
to them. “1 need sometime aoneto figure out what it all means.”

“Go updtairs” Rhiasad. “We Il dlean up.”

The four siblings washed and dried the dishes without speaking. For once, Lycasjoined histwinina
stony silence. They had gained asigter, lost afather and learned of awar, al in one evening.

When the house was clean, they gathered their mugs and the jar of ae, and dipped outside. Rhia spread
alarge blanket on the ground. The sun had dipped below the horizon, sending tendrils of color threading



through the wispy clouds.
Alankastared at the view. “1I’ ve never seen asky so big.”

“Y ou should see Tiros” Nilo handed her amug of de. “Hat, dry, boring, but nice sunsets.” To Rhiahe
sad, “Would you do something for us?’

“Isitatrick?’
“No. We'd likeyou to call our father home.”

Rhiaredized that in theflurry of panic on their exit from Kaindos, no one had remembered to hold a
funeral for Razvin. Perhaps Coranna had performed it after they Ieft. Y et the man’ s children deserved
comfort.

“I’'ve never doneit done.” Shelooked at the darkening sky. “1 hopeit’s not too late for crows.”

“Youcandoit.” Alankatouched Rhia selbow. “But if you' d rather not—his desth was hard on you,
too.”

“I'll doit.” They kneltin acircle on the blanket and joined hands. Rhia closed her eyes, letting the sound
of thewind in the trees clear her mind. She chanted low at first, uncertain asto the qudity of her voice. It
sounded awkward to her own ears until she got her full breath under it. The tone cleared and resonated
at the back of her throat. Asthe other three joined her, she felt the cal float to the sky and spread
through theair.

Just as her mouth began to dry, a crow cawed from the top of anearby pine, then swept acrossthefield
where the ponies grazed. The chant faded as the bird flew away.

She opened her eyes. “He sgone.” She wished she could fed Razvin's spirit leave, but he had probably
crossed over days before. The declaration appeared to soothe her siblings, though. They remained
motionless for severd moments. She considered asking her brothersif they wanted to shear their hair, but
they might assent only to avoid hurting Alanka sfeglings, not out of any true sense of loss. No doubt they
would cut their hair when Tereus died, though they weren't blood relatives.

Findly Lycas gtirred. “Y ou have away with those birds. Maybe you could cal a pheasant for
tomorrow’ sdinner?’

Shereturned hisdight smirk and said nothing.

“Thank you, Rhia.” Alanka squeezed her hand, then sipped the de and stared at the sunset. Her lower lip
trembled, and she looked overwhelmed by the foreign sensations. Rhiahersdlf felt out of place here.
Earlier she had marveled at the smple act of leaving abuilding without aladder. The cord of her crow
feather fetish chafed the back of her neck; she hadn’t worn it sSince the day she left home for her
Bestowing.

Lycastouded hisnew sster’ shair, what therewas of it. “We' re glad you're here.”
Alanka s mouth twitched. “ So you can torture me?’

“Rhial” Nilo gave her good arm alight cuff. “Y ou weren't supposed to warn her. Now there' Il be no fun
adl”

“You're just mad because we outnumber you,” Rhiasaid.



He scrunched up hisface. “Two of us, two of you—how do you figure?”
“Two women are twice as formidable as two men.”

“No argument here,” Lycassaid. “If Mdi hasadaughter, I’'m dead.” He frowned. “1I’'m aready dead,
though, once| tell her that her pregnancy means she'll haveto evacuate.”

Rhiacringed. “They’ |l haveto drag her to Tiros”

Lycas sfacewas serious. “It’l| destroy her not to fight. | know how shefeds. Wetrain for yearsfor a
moment like this. Welivefor it, terrible asthat sounds.”

“It'snot terrible,” Alankasaid. “Y ou' re defending your people, your land.”

A dark look passed between the twins, and Rhiaknew that it was not the defense of freedom that boiled
their blood. They were Wolverines, born to kill. No doubt their hands itched to close around a
Descendant’ sthroat.

To break the spdll that war had cast upon them, Rhianudged Alanka sarm. “How do you likethe de?’

“Tastes better than maloxa.” Alankabeched, to her brothers amusement. “But | need twice as much to
get haf asdrunk.”

“We have ways of drinking faster,” Nilo said, “time-honored methods passed down through the ages
from big brothersto little Ssters.”

They tdked and drank until long after the stars gppeared. Rhia banished her thoughts of death, danger
and betrayd . For one summer night, at leadt, it was enough to be young and dive and with the family she
loved.

35

G den cdled apublic Council meeting early the following afternoon. When Rhia, Tereus and Alanka
arrived a thelong town hall by theriverside, it looked as though the entire village of three thousand hed
showed up. Most crowded outside; only one person from each household could attend the meeting. This
rule ensured that everyone would hear the proceedings from someonein their home and no one would go
uninformed.

“Yougoin,” Tereustold them. “Y our partsin this are bigger than mine.”

Alankaagreed, frowning. Rhiaworried that Razvin's name would be spoken with venom in this meeting.
She squeezed her friend’ s hand and led her through the crowd toward the center of the stuffy room
where along wooden table sat.

“If they can seeyou, they might not mention your father.”

“I can't blame them for being angry. | know | am.” Alanka s hand swept her forehead. “ There's o many
peoplein one place”

“You'renot used toit.” Neither was she, Rhiaredized. After the Kdindon serenity, the bustle of
Asermos threatened to suffocate her. But here she would remain, though she felt she had left apiece of



hersdlf behind in the forest, apiece held firmly in the jaws of acertain Wolf.

Rhiaand Alankafound seats near the table just as Galen and the ten other village Council membersfiled
in and took their seats around it. The Hawk waited several moments for the crowd to quiet, then stood
next to hischair at the center of the table. The wave of silence spread from the front to the back of the
room.

“By now,” hesaid, “mogt of you have anideawhy I’ ve caled ameeting of the entire village. Rumorsfly
quickly in Asermos.”

A man in the front row stood. “ Galen, are the Descendants invading or not?’
Galen took a deep breath. “We have reason to believe so.”

The hall erupted in dismayed cries and impromptu discussions as the word spread to the folks outside.
Gaen gave them a chance to assmilate the news, then held up ahand for quiet.

“We have sent extra scouts, Bats and Weasdls, both south and west to monitor the progress of
Descendant troops. We don’'t know yet when the invasion will take place. It may be days, weeks or
months, but we must prepare. | have asked the village of Tirosto take in any Asermonswho wish to
evacuate. Those who wish to leave or send their children should prepare to do so immediately.”

Gaen gestured to atdl, thick-set man stlanding againgt the wall to the side of the table. “ Torin would like
al Bearsto assembleimmediately after this meeting at his heedquartersto review military strategies.
Wolverines, Wasps and dl archers meet them in Deer Meadow at first light tomorrow to begin
maneuwvers”

Many audience members gppeared to cam at the thought of the Asermon defense forces. Few of them,
Rhiaincluded, understood the true power of the village' sarmy. At least, she hoped that there was more
to it than met the eye, for there could have been no more than afew hundred Bears and Wolverines, a
few dozen archers—Bobcats, mostly—and perhaps a dozen Wasps. Others would help fight, but the
totd forces available did not approach athousand.

Silinathe Turtle woman raised her hand, and Galen gestured for her to speak. She stood dowly. Rhia
had never seen her so somber. Even when Mayrahad died, Silina s sorrow had been tempered with
tenderness. Now her face held pure dread.

“Gden,” shesad, “inthelast day, snce the rumors began, | have had severd vistsfrom Asermonswho
wish to—" she bit down on the word “—hasten toward their second-phase powersin timefor the
battle”

It took amoment for theimplicationsto setin.

Gden cleared histhroat. “I'm not sure | understand. Y ou’ re saying that some villagers—"

“Want to make babiesto gain power,” shesaid. “1 can't say it any clearer than that.”

Rhia saw her horrified gaze reflected in Alanka s face as the crowd descended into hested mutters.

“You can't do that,” Alankawhispered to Rhia. “L ook what happened to Marek when he wasn't ready
to be afather.”

Hisface etched in silent pondering, Galen sat down to indicate the topic was open for al to discuss.



Silinaraised her voice. “Please, | beg everyone to reconsider such an act. The Spiritsrequire usto be
truly prepared before passing to the second phase—prepared to be parents, that is.”

“I agree.” Torin stepped forward. “We ve al seen the perversion of powersthat results from therash
acts of young people.” He cast ascowl over the gathering, and Rhiawondered if his daughter Torynna
had gotten pregnant early, as she' d planned. “We can't risk such chaos at atimelike this.”

One of the other Council members, aHorse woman named Arma, rose to her feet. “But Torin, wouldn't
the Spirits want usto protect oursalves? Why else would they give us powersif not to use them in our
defense?’

“It'snotright,” Silinaretorted. “What about the children left behind when their fathersarekilled in
battle?’

“If thefathers are second-phase,” Armasaid, “they’'relesslikely to diein battle to begin with.”

Murmurs of assent ran through the audience. On the opposite Side of the room, aWolverine Rhiadidn’t
know raised his hand, then spoke without waiting to be acknowledged. “Many of uswill die whether
we' refirst-, second-or third-phase. The population of Asermos may be decimated. We need dl the
children we can get.”

“Children without parents?” Sllinasaid. “What kind of lifewill they haveif welose?’

“If welose” Armasaid, stepping forward, “the Descendants will take the spoils of war. Including
women.”

Rhia put ahand to her chest. Rape was aweapon asold aswar itsdlf. But if some women were already
pregnant with Asermon children, at least the Descendants could not wipe out bloodlines with their own
seed. Thelogic chilled her.

“It takestimeto get pregnant,” Silina pointed out. “New powers might not even be availablein timefor
the battle.”

“Wedon't know that,” said the Wolverine. “ Galen said the invasion could be weeks or months away.”

Rhialooked at the Hawk, as did many of the other villagers. Galen made no move to speak, but merely
absorbed the arguments around him. The opinions seemed equaly divided between those in favor of the
ideaand those opposing it.

Rhia understood the temptation to reach for power; it had existed as long as her people possessed
Anima magic. But the Spirits forbade such actions. Even those like Marek, who broke the rules
accidentally, suffered consequences. For aperson—or an entire village—to create children for the sole

purpose of gaining power...

But in a desperate Situation, their lives, their freedoms, their way of life, might depend on such power.
Perhaps the Spiritswould forgive them.

The debate raged for several more minutes, and still Galen sat slent. Eventualy the number of people
waiting for him to speak exceeded the number of people trying to speak themsalves, and the crowd
quieted.

He stood and seemed to meet the gaze of each person before addressing them. “ Thank you for your
attention. Thisideatroubles me, to say theleast. Y ou have heard wedll-intentioned, well-reasoned
arguments on elther sde. If you are waiting for meto tell you what to do, I'm afraid | can’t satisfy that



wish. The decision to become amother or father is one that cannot be dictated by Council decree. Itis
between you, your spouse or mate, and your Guardian Spirits. Search your hearts and ask the Spiritsiif
you have the wisdom to handle both the new powers and the new responsbilities of parenthood.
Advancing too quickly can have terrible consequencesfor the individua and the community dike.”

Gden concluded, “We will meet again when the scouts have returned. Until then, the warriors have their
orders. Everyone dse—" A wisp of sadness brushed hisface. “Prepare.”

Asthe crowd filed out, beginning from the back, Rhia caught aglimpse of Dorius, Gaen’sbrother. She
remembered her vison of the man’ s death, his bleeding body writhing under the golden oak tree. Did it
mean that the Descendants would not invade until autumn? Perhaps the war would last until then and
Doriuswould bekilled in alater battle or skirmish.

She rubbed her forehead, asif the action would smooth her thoughts. For al she knew, the vision could
take place next year or the year after. It hadn’'t shown a clear enough glimpse of hisfaceto guesshisage,
and since Butterflies maintained a youthful appearance far longer than others, his desth could occur years
from now.

Regardless, Galen should know. But he had forbidden her to reved her visons of others desth.

Alankalaid her hand on Rhia' sknee. “Y ou haven't said aword about Marek since we left Kdindos.”
Though they were not aone, the hal’ s background noise alowed them privacy. “I wouldn't give up
hope. He may yet come. They may al yet come.” Alanka svoicetook on an edge. “And if they don't,
and we lose this battle, may those lofty treesfdl on their heads.”

Rhiawasin the kennel afew afternoons later, showing Alanka how to groom the hounds, when Arcas
appeared on foot over the top of the hillside.

Alankadbowed her intheribs. “Y ou think he wantsto, er, gain power with you?’

Rhiasighed. Even if Marek never came, even if he were dead or had decided to stay to defend Kalindos,
she couldn’t bear the thought of another man’ s hands, another man’s scent, on her body. Not for Arcas,
not even for Asermos. “I can't.”

“I know.” The Wolf girl assessed him from adistance. “If you don’'t want him, there must be other
women who do.”

“Don’'t remind me.”
As Arcas came closer, the hounds legped againgt the fence to greet him, wagging their long gray talls.

“I missed you felows.” He ruffled the fur on the closest one' s head. “And you ladies, t0o.” He waved to
the femal es who bounced and barked behind their larger companions.

“Hdlo, Arcas” Alanka started forward, undeterred by the rampaging dogs.
He squinted into the sun &t her. “I hear you' re deadly with an arrow. We could use someone like you.”

“I’ve never shot ahuman before.” Alankatouched her collarbone where her long braid used to hang.
“But I’d be honored to try. | mean, honored to be trained asawarior.”

Arcas bowed hishead to her. “Thank you.” After an awkward pause, he cleared histhroat. “Would you



liketo go for aride?” He directed the question to Rhia, but, ever-courteous, included Alankain his
glance.

“Not me,” Alankasaid. “I till haven't recovered from the trip from Kaindos.” She rubbed her backside
and gave an exaggerated wince.

Arcasturned to Rhia Y our father said the two chestnut ponies need more exercise.”
Rhialooked away and nodded. She couldn’t avoid him forever. “I’ll get the bridles.”
Once on horseback, Arcas set out toward the southwest.

Rhiafollowed. “Why are we going thisway?’

“I have something to show you.” He held up ahand. “It'sasurprise, so don’t ruin it with ahundred
questions”

They rode in sllence through the sun-speckled woods. Finally Arcas asked her, “What did you miss most
about Asermos?’

“Now that I'm back, | redize | missed the clouds. In Kaindos you can’t see more than a patch of sky at
any time, s0 the shapes of clouds get lost. | missed deciding what they looked like.”

“What elsedid you miss?’
“Bread. Ale. Cheese”
“And?

“And dogs”

He sghed. “What do you miss most about Kaindos?” Shedidn’t reply. Thetrail widened, and he
dowed his pony to come beside her. “Y ou met someone there.”

“I met many people. They were good, mostly. Even Razvin—he loved his daughter so much hewas
willing to do anything to protect her. People there, they lovefiercdy.”

“Do they?”

Shedidn’'t meet hiseye. “Look a Alanka. Shetraveled al thisway to help us, because she' smy friend
and my sster. She knew she might be greeted with hotility because of what her father did.”

“No onewould daretreat her badly now that she' sfighting for us.”
“Wolves usudly hunt as a group. She may be able to draw from that for battle tactics.”

“Goodidea. I'll ask her.” Hisfingersidly combed the end of the pony’ s red mane that swept the riding
blanket. “ Are there other examples?’

“Examples of what?’
“Kaindonswho lovefiercdy.”
Her heart twisted. | believe s0,” she said softly.

“Y ou wait for someone dseto come.”



“l do.”

Arcasfell slent besde her. Framed by the trees, awidefield lay ahead, where stalks of whest, till
early-summer green, undulated in thewind.

He grabbed one of her pony’sreins. “ Close your eyes.”
“WM!
“It' sthe surprise. Trust me.”

She shut her eyes, clamping the pony tighter with her legs to maintain balance. With no sight, the sounds
and smdlls of the field and trees came stronger. Soft stalks brushed Rhia slegs, releasing adusty scent.
Soon the way was clear; they must have reached a path in the middle of thefield.

“It'sjust alittlefarther.” Arcasled them abit farther, then halted both ponies. “ Open your eyes.”
She did, and gasped.

Ringing half the field were adozen treesin every color of autumn. Leaves of scarlet, orange and gold
leaped from the background of green forest.

“Doyoulikeit?” hesad. “I madeit for you.”
Sheturned to him. “You did this?’

“It'sasunrise.” Hisarm swept the expanse of trees. “ Those red and orange maples are the clouds, and
the golden oak inthe middle isthe sun.”

The golden oak? Her gaze jerked back to the trees.
1] NO_ . .”

She kicked the pony into agallop and dashed acrossthe field to the yellow tree. As she approached its
roots, adizziness overcame her. She hated the pony and did off onto her feet before she could fall.

Arcasrode up. “What' swrong? Don't you like it?’

“How did you do this?’

“Spider magic. | didn’t hurt the trees, | promise. They’ll grow back green next year.”

“Will theleavesfdl early?’

“I don’t know,” he said.

“Y ou have to know. It'simportant!”

“Why?"

“I’ve seen this” She knelt on the ground and put her hand on the thin grass. “ Something happens here.”

Hedrew in abreath as he grasped her meaning. “The battle.” Arcaslooked at the sun. “To get here from
the southwest, the Descendants will go around Ve ekos, which meansthey’ |l arrive sooner, and probably
gronger.” He dismounted and kndlt next to Rhia. “Isit me you see?’



“I couldn’'t tell you if it were.” Sherdlented at the sight of hisfear. 1t snot you.” Shetouched his cheek.
“That doesn’t mean you won't die.”

“I'll be careful.”

A golden lesf fdl between them.

She sprang back asif it were covered in poison. “ Tell your father they’ re coming. Go now!”
“But the scouts—"

“Don’t wait for them. Get your troops ready.”

Arcas legped onto his pony. She grabbed hisleg.

“Don't tell Galen how you know.”

“I won't.” He leaned over and pulled her into akiss, then et her go before she could protest. “May | see
you tonight?’

Rhiaknew he was asking more than what he said out loud. “Arcas, | don't think—"
“Jugt totak.”

Shenodded. Their business was unfinished. “Come for dinner.”

He gave her ableak amile. “1 love you, Crow woman, more than ever.”

His pony took off through the field toward Asermos. Rhia gazed into the woods as two more golden
leaves drifted to the ground. They would come through here, with swords and spears and Spirits knew
what else.

Death was on itsway.

36
T hediscussion around that night’ s dinner table was grim.

Arcasreveded the Asermon army’ stwo-tiered strategy to Tereus, Alankaand Rhia. First they would try
to defeat the Descendants using only “mundane” magic—the natura fighting abilities granted to warriors
by the Spirits, along with certain weapons enhancements such as“ spelled” arrows that could penetrate
armor. If the invaders were not deterred and Asermos faced a desperate Situation, they could call on the
Spirits for more extreme measures. Thislast-resort plan, however, might cost more power than they
could use without sdf-destructing.

“Wemust plan for elther contingency,” Arcas sad, “because we don't yet know the enemy’ s strength.
Our scouts haven't returned.”

“Maybe they’ ve been captured,” Alankasaid.

Tereus shook his head. “Bats and Weasdls are too fast, too sealthy. Even if one or two were captured,
the rest would make it back, on foot if they had to.”



They finished the medl in slence, and Rhiawondered if the others were imagining the same scenarios of
horror asthe onein her mind.

After dinner, Arcas and Rhiawent for awalk in the woods, to findly discuss the subject that filled her
with dmost as much dread asthe war itsdlf.

“Y ou used to be afraid of the forest after dark,” he said.
She thought of the night Marek had taught her not to fear. “ That was before.”

“Of course. The Bestowing changes usin many ways, though for some of us the changestake longer to
understand.”

Shetouched hisarm to reassure him. “I’'m proud of you, Arcas, for being who you are. And for fighting
asaBear, though | worry for your safety.”

“Why?'
She stopped and turned to him. “Y ou know why.”

“I don't think I do. And I’m not being coy.”

Would heredly make her say it?*Because you' re my friend.”
Hisface seemed to pale, even in the moonlight. “A friend? That' sal?’
“It'sdl | can beto you now. Maybe forever.”

“Then you do love someone dse”

“yYes”

“Someonewho isn't here.” His voice hardened. “ Someone who failed you. Someone who was too much
of acoward—"

“He could be dead for dl | know, and if he'sdead, it's because he' s not acoward.” Shereined in her
indignation. “But if he sdive, he'll come”
“How do you know?’

“I don’'t know. | just believe.”

“Rhia, can't wejust try?” Hetook her handsin his. She knew she should pull away, but they were so
warm, and she was s0 afraid. “I’ll be going to war soon, and | might not come back.” He brushed her
hair from her cheek, then followed it over her shoulders with atouch that made her shiver, atouch that
recalled distant memories of laughter and pleasure and hest.

“Thisman you love, if he were coming, he would have arrived by now.” Arcas spoke with sympathy, as
though hisfirst concern werefor her happiness, not his own. He pulled her closer, so dowly it was asif
they had grown together. “Would it be so bad to be with me again?’

He kissed her, full and deep, and she knew it was over. She could kiss athousand men who weren't
Marek, and they would all fed fake. Her body now knew it as much astherest of her.

Rhia shrank back and lowered her head. “I can’t.”



Arcas let go with agroan, then pressed hisfiststo hisforehead. “1 was such afool. If we'd promised
oursalvesto each other before you left, you wouldn't havefdlen in love with him.”

She hesitated only amoment. “Yes, | would have” He stared at her. “1’m not sureit would have made a
difference,” she said, “whether you and | were together or not. With him, everything flt—feds—so
honest.”

He held up a hand between them. “There s such athing astoo much honesty.”
1] Ii m $rrylﬂ

Arcaswiped his face hard with both hands, as though he could obliterate his own emotions. Helet out a
long sigh. “All right, then. I'll walk you home.”

“Go,” shesad. “I'll see you tomorrow. Torin wantsto discuss how | can help the healers help the
troops.”

“By figuring out which of us can't be saved?’

She nodded, a gesture he echoed ruefully.

“It'san honorable duty,” hesaid. “I pray you don't get hurt on the battlefield.”

“Sodol, for you.”

Hisface pinched the way it had when he was amisbehaving child. “I’'m sorry | upset you.”

“Go,” sherepeated. “1 just want to be done.”

He lingered for another few moments, asif he wanted to say more, then disappeared down the path.

She sat on anearby rock and watched the trees shift in the faint breeze until tears blurred her vision.
Everything was|ost to her, or soon would be. The Asermons had little time to prepare for the
Descendant troops. Aid from Kalindos would not come. Shewould fedl the daughter of her people as
Crow carried them away, one by one. Sobs racked her ribs, unhindered by pride or shame.

When her breathing dowed and she felt able to face Tereus and Alankawith dry eyes, she dragged
hersdlf to her feet to begin the short walk home. The crescent moon hung low in the sky, angling silver
rays benegth the tree canopy to shine on the path before her. In her dark mood, the night felt like home.

Rhiacameto a clearing on the outskirts of her family’sfarm. She looked past the horses' paddocks at
the smd|l log house, wondering who would liveinit if the Descendants overtook Asermos. A sudden
movement startled her.

A man was hurrying through the clearing, about a hundred paces avay. When he saw her, he stopped.

It strue what they say, she thought. Too much moonlight can drive aperson crazy. For the vison before
her was both familiar and foreign, like areflection in arippling pond.

Marek. In the moonlight.
“Rhia”

Stunned, she watched him run toward her. She could see him. It was night, and she could see him.



He neared her, and Rhia s shock gave way to joy. She closed the gap between them and threw her arms
around his neck, ignoring her shoulder’ syelp of pain. He repeated her name as he clutched her back.
She closed her eyesto revel in the sound of hisvoice, but only for amoment. She had to look at him.

Rhiadrew away afew inches, pushed back hislight brown hair, and gazed at hisface. “Marek, | can see
you.”

“I can seeyou, too.” He kissed her with ahunger that matched her own.
She broke away. “Why? Why are you—"

“Vigble?Because | camefor you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The night we set out from Kalindos, three daysago—" his breath came fast “—the sun went down, and
there| was. Because | came, because I’ d give my lifeto protect you. | guess Wolf decided | wasfinaly
worthy.”

She hugged him hard again, then let go suddenly. “What do you mean, ‘ the night we set out’?”
“There sahundred of us. We disobeyed the Council’ s orders and came.”
“A hundred?’ Nearly athird of Kaindos. “Where are they?’

“Meeting with your Hawk right now. Corannacame, of course, and Elora and many of the Cats and
first-phase Wolves.” Hiswords spilled over one another. “ The other second-phase Wolves stayed
behind with their families. But dl of us hunters can shoot, though most not aswell as Alanka. Shetold me
whereto find you tonight, by the way, and for meto hurry.”

Rhiawas gill pondering the ramifications of the Kaindon force. “ The Descendants know nothing of
Wolves—"

“So we're your secret wegpon.” He gave her ady grin.

She caressed his cheek, rough with the stubble of along journey. “ Marek, thank you. This could mean
everything.”

Heflinched as her hand came near hisleft eye. She turned his head toward the bright moon. One side of
his face was swollen, and adeep cut dashed the skin above his eyebrow.

Shetook a step back. “ Skaris.”

Marek’ s gaze grew guarded. “I went to his home to—talk to him. Skaris knocked out the guard,
overpowered me and took off. | followed, but he was faster.”

“Did you find him?’

“The next day—" he hesitated “—at the bottom of a deep gorge near Mount Beros.”
She swdlowed, afraid of her next question. “Wasit suicide?’

He spoke dowly, asif uttering carefully chosen words. “1t looked likeit.”

She decided to probe no further, wanting to hear neither lies nor the truth.



Marek filled his hands with her hair and kissed her again. “Will you forgive me?’
Rhid s breath stopped. “ For what?’

“For leaving your sSide to avenge you. It was stupid. | could have been killed or arrested, when | should
have been helping you.”

“I understand.” She locked her gaze on his. “If anyone hurt you, I d do the same.”

Shedidn’t say, “I’d kill for you, too,” words that would acknowledge Skaris s possible fate out loud, but
it was what she meant. Inside, she begged Crow not to take Marek in the upcoming battle. If shelost this
man to death, it would be the Spirit Himsalf who would taste her revenge.

When Rhia brought Marek home, Alanka chattered endlessly, telling her Wolf-brother everything she'd
learned about Asermos and warfare.

“They have these long bows for battle—" she held her hand high off the floor asthey sat around the table
“—that shoot redlly, redly far. And the arrows are heavier. It' s hard to get used to, but we won't exactly
be hunting turkey out there.” Her smileflickered off asthe concept of killing a person became less
abstract.

Tereus entered the house then, home from alate meeting with Galen and the Kaindon arrivals. He
welcomed Marek like an old friend. They became acquainted over apitcher of e while Rhiaand
Alankafed and watered the hounds.

Rhia sfather joined her in the stable as she checked the ponies afina time before bed.

“I told Marek he could deep out herein the stable.” He handed Rhiaa soft blanket. “ The hayloft ismore
comfortable than the floor in the house.”

She hung the blanket over arung of theloft’ sladder. “ Thank you for letting him stay with us.” She looped
athin rope through the latch of the gray mare’ sstal door. The wily pony had aknack for escape.

Tereus sat on abae of hay. “Hetold me about his mate and child.”

Rhianodded as she tied adouble knot in the rope. The revelation didn’t surprise her; people opened up
to her father. More than anyone she knew, he listened without judging.

“Thewell of Marek’ s devotion runs deep,” he said. “ Y ou need that.”
“Because I’'m difficult?” Her teasing grin made him laugh.

“I' lived with your brothersfor five years before you came along. Compared to them, you'realamb.” His
voiceturned serious. “But your path isahard one, and you need someone who will remind you thet this
world isagood placeto be.”

She remembered the promise she had made to Crow, that she would hold on to her love of lifeevenin
the face of despair. “I do. The Other Sideis so beautiful and peaceful. | think about it every day.”

His gaze mixed gratitude with sadness, and she knew he wasimagining Mayrain that realm, as Rhia often
did. “For you it' sthe Other Side,” he said, “and for meit' s the dream world. We Birds love our wings so
much, sometimes we forget our feet and where they belong.”



She sat next to him on the hay bale and watched hisfacein the lantern light. “I miss her.”

“Yes.” Tereus seemed unable to say more, so hetook her hand and kissed her forehead. “I'll seeyouin
themorning.”

“Inthe—?" She understood suddenly—nhe did not expect her to return to the house that night.

A short whilelater, she and Marek climbed into the hayloft. The air was stuffy, so she opened asmall
window under the eaves.

“It'snot atree house,” she said, “but at least we' re deeping up high. Sorry about the horse smell.”
Hechuckled. “I'll get used to it eventudly.”

She wondered what he meant by “eventudly.” Over the course of the night? During his short stay in
Asermos while the battle raged? Or longer? She had been so happy to see him dive—to see hima
al—that it only now occurred to her to wonder how long he would stay, how long she would stay and if
they would stay together.

He spread the blanket over adeep cushion of hay and sat cross-legged upon it. She mirrored his
position, and he took her hands. After along silence, he cleared histhroat.

“I spoke with your father.”

“Hetold me”

“Hedid?” Marek’ sface showed surprise, then indignation. “Why would he do that?’
“Dowhat?’

“Tel you.”

She shook her head. “Tell mewhat?”

“Oh. Hedidn't tdl you.” He chided himsdf with adight smile. “I'll sart over.”
“Please”

Hetook adeep breath. “| asked him about marrying you.”

A glow of joy flared inside Rhia, and she wanted to throw her arms around him and shout, “ Yes! Yed!”
but sheredized he hadn’t actualy asked her to marry him yet. She kept her face impassive and said,
“Why?Y ou wanted his permisson?’

Marek blanched at her lack of reaction, then recovered. “No, | wanted his opinion.”
“Onwha?’

“On whether you would say yes.”

“And what was hisopinion?’

“Tdl meyour answer,” hesaid, “and I'll tell you his”

“Ask methequestion, and I’ ll tell you my answer.”



Marek laughed. “Isthere any game you can’'t win?’
“If that’ sthe question, the answer is definitely ‘no.”” She got up asif to leave.

He grabbed her waist and pulled her down into the soft hay beside him. “Hold till so | can ask you to
mary me”

“Hurry up, then.”

Hetook her hands. “Rhia, | want to spend every day of my life with you. | want your face to be the last
thing | see before | deep and thefirst thing | see when | wake. If you can stand to do the same with me,
then we should marry.”

Shesamply looked at him.
“Each other,” he added.
“I'm gill waiting for the question.”

He molded her left hand into afist and pantomimed it shoving adagger into his heart. Then he sobered,
hiseyesdill glittering. “Will you marry me?’

She gazed a hisface and thought that if she lived to be seventy and traveled asfar asthe Southern Sea,
she’ d never behold anything as beautiful as Marek in the moonlight.

“ YS”

He sighed, seemingly with relief as much as happiness, then kissed her—softly at firgt, then with growing
passion, which she returned. He eased her down to lie on the hay, taking care not to jostle her sore
shoulder.

She placed her palm on his cheek, and he turned his head to kissiit.
“I loveyou,” shesad.

His eyes opened to meet herswith darm. “1 haven't said it, have |7’
“Not with words.”

“I’'m sorry.” He spread his body against Rhia s so that every part of him touched a part of her. “1 love
you.”

“I know you do.”

“And I’'m not just saying that because | want you so much I’m going to burgt into flames.”

She laughed, then suddenly drew in abreath.

“What isit?’ hesad.

Her heart pounded at the thought of broaching thetopic. “When | left Kalindos, | wasin ahurry.”
“And?

“And | forgot my wild carrot seed. | haven't been taking it.”



“Oh”
The silence stretched between them. “What should we do?” she asked him.
Helifted her chin and kissed her softly. “How do you fed about having ababy?’

She gave him the only honest answer. “1 don’t know. Sometimes | fed like achild mysdlf, but after all
I”ve been through, sometimes | fed eighty instead of eighteen.”

“I'm glad you' renot eighty.”
“What about you?’

He hesitated, but when he spoke, hisvoice didn't tremble. “I know that | want to have a child with you,
to watch it grow up aswe grow old.” He sighed and propped hishead on hisarm. “The questionis
when. When becoming a parent isn't scary anymore? When the war isover? When lifeis perfect?’

Shewasrelieved that he shared her ambivaence. “How does anyone know when they're ready?”
“What about your Aspect? Can you safely move to the next phase?’

“Can1?Yes. I've had these powersfor ten years. They’ ve just grown stronger since my Bestowing. But
do | want to? That’ s another question.” She hesitated. “If | become a second-phase Crow, Il need
moretraining. I'll haveto go back to Kaindos.”

His brow creased in a degp frown. “And you don’t want to?’

“Not yet.” She gestured to the barn around them. “My family is here. They need me. And | need them.”
“More than you need me?’

“Why do you say that?’ Her face heated. “Marek, if we get married, wouldn't we live here?’

Herolled onto hisback and ran ahand through his hair. “1’d be the only one of my kind in thewhole
village”

“Sowould1.”

“But you have to get used to that. Crows are rare. Wolves need a pack.”

“I'll never get used to being Crow,” she said, more sharply than intended. “ And you can be part of anew
pack—with me and my family. Y ou can hunt with my brothers.” If they survive the battle.

“It' snot the same.”

They lay slent for along moment, staring at the beams of the barn’ sroof. Finaly Rhia spoke, “Y ou knew
al dong that we would cometo this, that someday I’ d return to Asermos with everything Coranna taught
me. That wasthe reason | cameto Kalindosin thefirst place”

“I know.” His voice hardened with petulance.
“Thisismy home, Marek. | loveyour village, | lovetheforest, but thisiswhere | belong.”
He drew adeep, shaky breath, then let it out dowly. “Then it swhere | belong.”

Sheturned to him. “Y ou mean it?’



He put hisarm around her waist and drew her close. “1 do.” His eyeswere sad. “Just don’t expect me
never to be homesick.”

Before ether of them could mention the fact that in afew days, Asermos might ceaseto exist, she kissed
him. Their mouths meshed, warm and soft, and he pulled at the hem of her blouse until shelet him tug it
over her head.

Her dread of the future dissipated with the spread of his hands over her skin, a sensation asfamiliar and
precious as bregth itself. She threaded her fingers through his soft hair and savored the way it filled her
hands, thick and long, grown nearly to his shoulders now. She guided his mouth lower until hislips met
the curve of her breast. In the distance achorus of wolves howled, accentuating the sllent stillnessin the
barn. Rhiashivered, but no longer in fear.

Marek’ s mouth hovered just over her nipple, tendering awarm promise of pleasure. She bit back aplea,
which would only make him tease her longer. Every nerve waited, taut as a bowstring.

Findly histongue flicked, once, and her back arched. He grasped her wait, keeping her exactly where
he wanted her.

“Petience,” he whispered. “ Even if we can't makelove, | want to makeit last.”

Marek drew off the rest of her clothes, sweeping his fingertips and tongue across each new space of bare
skin, pausing at her feet to treat each toe asif it were arare treasure. He made hisway back up, and
Rhia s muscles melted as his breath warmed the skin between her thighs. An eternity passed while she
waited, hands clenched with anticipation.

Then he began.

Sow as honey his mouth flowed againgt her. It knew where to find what it sought, but it teased and
dawdled, until shereleased her frustration in alaugh that was amost a sob.

Asif inreply, histongue stip found the center of her blissand caressed it again and again with alight,
firm stroke that carried her up one of the highest peaks she' d ever approached—then left her there,
bal anced on the edge.

“Y ou wouldn't dare stop,” she hissed.
“Not if | wantto live”

He dipped onefinger ingde her, then another, curving them into the heart of her swollen fullness. Her
moans pitched higher as his mouth returned to the place where she needed it, the pleasure more intense
for its brief interruption. She wished they were done in the cold forest again, out of therange of others
ears.

Rhia shuddered again and again in a haze of bright, burning ecstasy thet flowed into every corner of her
body. She dmost begged him to stop, but knew it would be futile. At last he drew away to kissand
caress her legs and hips until she returned to earth.

“Comehere,” shesaid.

He obeyed. She sat up and reached to untie his shirt. He restrained her hand for amoment, then relented.
She drew the shirt over hishead and gasped.

His chest and torso were bruised and bandaged. Even in the dim light she saw more than a hint of



Marek’ sdays-old injuries. Skaris couldn’t have done such damage during their brief encounter at his
home. Thetruth stared at her: Marek had hunted the Bear, fought him hand to hand, and won.

Her finger traced the largest bandage, over hisright Sde.
“I didit for you,” hesad.
She struggled to keep the tearsfrom her voice. “1 never asked you to kill for me.”

“Then| didit for me, so | could deep knowing that the man who wanted you dead could never hurt you
agan.”

She thought of the Descendant who had come much closer to murdering her than Skarishad. “Y ou can’t
protect me from every danger.”

“And you can't sop mefrom trying.”

Marek should have died; Skariswas stronger, faster and in every other respect a better fighter. She
should havelost him.

“If you don't stop staring at my wounds,” hesaid, “I’ [l make mysdlf invisble”

“No.” It wasthe last thing she could bear. She tugged at histrousers, unfastening them. “Let me seeyou.
| want to seed| of you.”

Helay back on the hay, never taking his eyes off her, as she finished undressing him. Though she had
seen him naked in the daylight many times, she rdished the sight of him stretched out, ready for her, inthe
near-darkness.

When shetook him in her mouth, Marek’ s groan was so sharp it was nearly asnarl. The sound of it
quickened her own desire. He swelled and hardened between her lips. His hands grasped her
hair—hands that had found their prey and taken itslifein afury born of love and loyalty. Spiritsforgive
her, but the thought of it made her want him more.

Rhialet go, then crawled over him to stare down at hisflustered face.
“You're not topping,” hesaid.
“Not if | want tolive.” Shelowered her hips and drove him deep inside her.

Hiseyesflared with surprise, which vanished in the next instant. He clutched her body and turned them
over in one motion. He pinned her left arm over her head but left the right one free, even now
remembering her injury while reason abandoned him.

Marek gave himsdf to her with hard, fierce thrugts, plunging her degper into the cushion of hay. She
gloriedin hisfera power, that it was hers done and aways would be. He muffled aroar against her
neck, and when his release came, he sank his teeth into the tender skin above her collarbone. She
gasped, and met his orgasm with a sudden, sharp one of her own.

He collapsed upon her but did not withdraw, instead hugging her hipsto his as herolled to the sde with
an incoherent oath. They lay with limbs entangled, musclestrembling.

“Arewedill dive?’ sheasked findly.

“Y ouwould know.” His breath came in rough pants as he kissed her hungrily. “Rhia, | love you so much.



There snothing | wouldn't do for you.”

She didn’'t need to see his eyesto know the truth of hiswords, but in their blue-gray depths she found the
certainty she sought. Marek would anchor her to thisworld. For him, shewould gladly spurn the Other
Sideand itsinhuman pesce.

They kissed endlesdy asthe short summer night drifted on. Eventually he stirred within her, and they
made love again, dowly, letting the Spiritswork Their will upon them.

37

R hiawoke beforefirst light. As she dressed for chores, she watched Marek deep, for oncevishbleto
her before sunrise. Visibly exhausted, she added to hersalf with asmile. The approaching doom of
invasion accentuated her joy in thissmple yet profound moment.

Later that morning, Rhia, Alankaand Marek headed to the wheat field to train for the upcoming battle.
Rhiaand Corannamet with Elora, Firrik, Silinaand the other healersto set up amakeshift hospita. The
wounded would be brought to the tent for care and, if necessary, to have their souls called home. A few
of the hedlerswould work inthefield to help the fallen soldiers, but Crows were deemed too rare to put
in harm’ sway. Rhiafumed at the redtriction but couldn’t argue with thelogic.

When she wasfinished, she joined Alanka, who enlisted her assistance in arrow-making. She showed
Rhiahow to cut the feathers and adhere them to the shaft with birch tar. Alanka had to redo most of
Rhia searly efforts, but asthe day wore on, Rhia sfingers grew accustomed to the exacting work.

“Adrek came from Kaindosto fight,” Alanka mentioned.

“I'm surprised.” Rhiahad never mended the rift between her and Skaris s Cougar friend. “I thought he
didn’'t likeme.”

“I’'m sure he only came for the adventure. He probably thought there' d be avictory party.” Shelowered
her head. “Rirrik came, too, but hewon't talk to me.”

Rhiacould offer only a sound of sympathy. Alanka sfather had killed her mate Pirrik’ sfather, Etar. It
was hard to imagine how they would overcome such abarrier.

“Don’'tlook,” Alankasaid, “but acertain Spider iscrawling thisway.”

Arcas strode toward them, wearing athick lesther battle vest and a matching set of gauntletson his
forearms. A sword swung in ascabbard &t hisleft sde. Watching him from a distance, Rhianoticed how
much his physique had changed since sheleft Asermos. Gone was most of the bulk that came so natura
to aBear, replaced with a Spider’ s grace and wiriness.

Alankagave asoft whistle at thesight. “If | weren'tin mourning...”
Rhiajabbed her in the back with the blunt end of an arrow.
“I’'mjoking,” Alankawhispered. “I have no appetite for your leftovers.”

“Good morning, Alanka.” Arcas nodded to Rhia. “Rhia.” Hisvoice was clipped, and the corner of hisleft
eyetwitched. “Alanka, are you ready to begin?’



Shethrust astack of arrowsinto aquiver, which she strapped across her body. “ Ready.”
He had set up atarget in the whest field about a hundred paces away.

“Can you hit that scarecrow?’ he asked her.

Alanka sguinted at thefigure. “Where?’

He pointed. “Right there, with thered shirt.”

“No, where on its body do you want meto hit?’

“Oh.” He seemed surprised. “ The heart’sagood place to am for akill shot. We don’'t know yet what
kind of armor they’ Il—"

Alankahad aready let loose an arrow, which was sticking out of the scarecrow’s* heart.”
Arcascleared histhroat. “ That's, er, good. Let’s seeif you can hit the head.”

“Theeye?

Hislaugh sounded skepticd. “ Sure. Try for theeye.”

“Which eye?’

“Pick one”

“Left.” With amotion that blurred in Rhia s sight, she nocked an arrow and shot it into what would have
been the scarecrow’ sleft eye. Arcasjust stood.

“Amazing.” He rubbed his chin and looked at Alanka. “From how far away can you do that?’
“Asfar asthe bow can shoot.”
“Can the other Kalindons shoot like you?”

“Sure,” she said, though Rhiaknew she was being modest. “Marek taught me. HE s not quite asfast as |
am, though.”

Arcaslooked across the narrow end of thefield at the gathering of Kalindons. Some marveled over the
longbows, others surveyed the lay of the land and gtill others quaffed mugs of de.

“Which one sMarek?’ he said.

Rhiaclosed her eyes, awaiting the inevitable.

“Oh.” Alanka hestated. “ Y ou haven't met Marek yet?’

“Call himover,” Arcassaid. “Let’s see what he can do.”

Alankamouthed a*“sorry” toward Rhiaas she set off for the group of Kaindons.

An excruciating slence fell between Rhiaand Arcas. He untied and retied hisleft gauntlet, then the right
one. She organized the newly fletched arrows into stacks of twenty, then double-and triple-checked the
count. They continued to say nothing.



Alanka crossed the field, followed by Marek.
“Welcome.” Arcas bowed to the Wolf. “1 can’t begin to express my gratitude to you and your people.”
Marek returned the greeting. “It’ s our honor to serve under your command. Just tell me how | can help.”

Arcas gestured to Marek’ s bow, then at the scarecrow. “ Alanka’ s set atough exampleto follow, but if
you can just hit thetarget, I’ll be impressed.”

Marek gave Alanka a comptitive glare, then readied himsdlf to shoot. He eyed the target carefully ashe
st the nock of the arrow againgt the string.

“See?’ Alankasaid. “I told you he'snot asfast as| am.”

A crack sounded at the target. One of Alanka sarrowsféel to the ground in pieces, split by Marek’s
shot.

“Sorry,” hesaid to her. “I’'ll make you anew one.”

“Qutstanding.” Arcas beamed at the target. “We could actualy win this battle.” He thumped Marek on
the back. “Have you found somewhere to stay? Our house has extra space.”

“Thank you.” Marek glanced at Rhia. “I’ve found aplace.”

Arcas registered the look. *Y ou know each other?’

She stepped to Marek’ sside. “We met in Kalindos.”

Alanka shifted her feet on the grassin obvious embarassment.
Arcas|ooked &t the other threein turn. “Wait—isthis—Rhia, thisishim?’
“Yes” shesaid quietly.

He examined Marek with an impassive gaze. “ So you decided to come after al. Good.” He turned away,
and Rhid sthroat unclenched.

Before she could blink, Arcas drew his sword with one hand and shoved Marek to the ground with the
other. He held the sharp tip to Marek’ s throat, so close that blood would have flowed if the Wolf had so
much as swallowed.

“Arcasl” Rhiagtarted to reach for him, but Alanka held her back—wisdly, snce any motion might have
fatal consequences. Marek’ s life balanced on the edge of the blade.

“You stole my mate,” Arcas hissed.

Marek spoke through gritted teeth. “Y ou want me to be ashamed?’
“1 want you to be dead.”

“Why? So she can hate you instead of just not love you?’

They had attracted the attention of the nearby Kalindons, who watched with casud interest. Out of
hearing distance, they probably assumed the fight was a practice maneuver.

Alanka moved for the bow near her fest.



“Don’'t,” both men ordered in unison.

“Arcas, please...” Rhiawhispered. “We need him. | need him.”

He started to tremble, but his sword arm remained asrigid as stone.

Then Marek did something unexpected. His right hand reached out and wrapped around the blade.
Arcas gasped and amost jerked back in areflex.

“Don’'t move,” Marek said inalow voice, “or you'll dice my padm to the boneand | won't be ableto
draw abow. What will your commander say when he finds out how | got hurt?

Arcas stared at him. “What are you doing?’

“Seaing if you' d redly kill me. Evidently you wouldn't, if the thought of merely maiming me sendsyou into
apanic.”

13 La golll
13 NO_”
Their gazes were locked. “What do you want?’ Arcas said.

“Peace. Let thisbethefirst and last time we fight. Rhia has chosen. If you love her, let her live with that
choice”

Arcas s eyes narrowed suddenly, and Rhiafeared he would thrust the sword forward, but then he
nodded.

“Thank you,” Marek said. “Now relax your elbow so | can remove thisthing from my throat.”

After taking amoment to collect his pride, Arcas obeyed, and Marek dowly moved the sword aside, far
enough to let him rise. With care hisfingers released the blade, and he got to hisfest.

Arcas sheathed his sword, avoiding the eyes of the others. “I’m sorry,” he said to Marek. A musclein his
jaw twitched. “ Please forgive my loss of control.”

“Think nothing of it. If | werein your place I’ d have done the samething.” As Arcasturned to leave,
Marek added, “Except I'd have killed you.”

Arcas paused briefly in his departure. “I need to check on the other troops,” he said without looking
back.

Alankabounced on her toes. “ Y ou were amazing.” She pinched Marek’sarm. “No one intimidates
Kdindons”

Rhiaasked Marek, “ Did you mean what you said? Would you redly kill him if the Stuation were
reversed?’

“Not if you told me not to.” He put his arms around her and kissed her nose. “I’ll obey you aswell as
your hounds.”

“My hounds aren't the least bit obedient.”

“Hmm. Interesting.”



Shouts came from the other end of thefield, where Arcas s sunrise trees stood. A rider on adark bay
pony burst from the woods, sagging in her saddle.

Rhiaturned to the others. “It' s one of the scouts!”

They ran with the rest of the soldiers to meet the scout, a Bat woman named Koli. Torin, the Bear
commander, was listening to her report, pacing as he pondered her words, which clearly troubled him.

“What are they saying?’ Rhiaasked her Wolf companions, who shook their heads.
“Too many other peopletalking,” Marek said.

“ Someone needs to attend that horse.” Rhia pushed her way through the crowd, Marek on her hedls.
Shetook the reins from the grateful Koli and began to hot-walk the pony in awide circle. The huff of his
breath and clop of his hooves drowned out much of the conversation, but at least Marek had gotten
close enough to hear. From what Rhia gathered, the enemy had moved within striking distance and could
invade as soon as tomorrow.

When her path brought her near Torin and Koli again, she overheard an alarming fact.
“There sarmor for the horses,” Koli said. “They mean to use them in battle.”
Rhiapulled the pony to astop.

Torin clenched hisfigts. “That will put us at a disadvantage—not only because of their greeter height but
because they think we won't harm their mounts.”

“Wewill if wehaveto,” Lycassaid. “We |l do whatever it takes.”

The pony nuzzled Rhia s hand, no doubt searching for atreat. “We can't,” she said. Everyone looked at
her, and she drew the bay gelding forward with her. “The horses didn’t ask to fight. They don’t deserve
the pain and death of war.”

“What would you have usdo?’ Lycas svoicefilled with scorn. “ Ask the Descendants very nicely to
dismount so we can kill them?’

“Hehasapoint,” Arcas said. “On foot we re no match for acavalry.”

“Y ou both spesk asif it'seasy to kill ahorse whether you want to or not.” Torin gestured to the woods.
“They’ll come out of those trees and cut us down so fast, our archerswill have timefor only one shot, if
that. The only solution isto keep them off the battlefield in thefirgt place”

“What about arow of pikes?” Arcassaid. “We could concedl it under |eaves at the edge of the woods
and lift it just asthe horses step out of the trees.”

A gasp of revulsion permested the crowd.

“Good idea,” Lycas said to Arcas, then raised his voice to Torin and the other people gathered around.
“Our lives—our entire village—might depend on it. We don’t have the luxury of coddling enemy
wegpons, even if they have pretty fur and big brown eyes.” He glared a Rhia.

Her anger boiled, but shewouldn't let her brother seeit. “Torin’sright, but killing the horsesisn’t the
answer. Mother used to make a potion to calm our ponies during a bad thunderstorm. What if we used it
to sedate the enemy’ s mounts, enough that they can’t be ridden into battle?’



Elora stepped forward. “ Do you have any of this potion |eft?’
“I'm sure we do. Father said it’ s been amild season for storms.”
“With asmdl sample, | could make more,” the hedler said. “But how do we adminigter it in time?’

Torin frowned. “ Someone would need to sneak into the enemy camp tonight and dip the potion into the
water troughs.”

The crowd hushed as everyone examined their toes. It was a suicide mission.
“I'll doit.”

Rhiastared at Marek, who held up his hand.

Torin gpproached him. “I don’t believe we' ve met.”

“Marek, of Kdindos.” He returned the genera’ s bow. “ As a second-phase Woalf, | can becomeinvisible
at night and move with complete stedlth. I’ m the only one here who can do that. It makes senseto send
me.” He held up hisbow. “I'll fight when | return.”

“If you return.” Arcastook astep toward Marek. “Why would you risk your life for us?’
Marek smply looked at Rhia. She shook her head and begged him with her eyes not to go.

But it wastoo late.

Rhiaand Marek stood outside her door early that evening. The others—Elora, Tereus and
Alanka—stayed insde to give them privacy. Koli waited near the stables on afresh pony to take Marek
asfar asit was safeto ride without being discovered.

Rhia placed thelong clay bottle of potionin Marek’s padm. “My mother used to put five dropsin each
trough to calm the horses. Elora said twenty should be enough to put them in alasting stupor but not
harm them.”

He nodded.

“And the horses can catch your scent,” she added, “so be sure to stay downwind.”

He nodded again.

She shook afinger a him. “Only do as much asyou can safely. Skip afew troughsif you haveto.”
He nodded athird time. “Rhia?’

“y e

“I'll befine”

She dropped hishand. “Don’t say that likeit’sagiven. You could bekilled.”

“Or worse—captured and kept from your advice forever.” He amiled asif it were ajoke, but hiseyes
remained sober.



Rhialooked toward the setting sun, berry-red on the horizon, a portent of a hot, muggy day to follow.
“It' sgetting late. Y ou should go.”

“I should. Summer nights are short—I’ Il need every moment | can get to complete thismisson.”
“And then come home.”

Hislipstwitched. “Home? Here?’

“Back tome.”

“Samething.”

He put out his hand, and they entwined their fingers, palms mesting, for along moment.

Then hewas gone.

Rhiareturned to the house. Alanka, Tereus and Elorawatched as she dumped to sit at the table.

“If Marek succeeds,” Tereussaid, “we may have the advantage. The Descendant riders wegpons and
armor are all suited for horseback. On foot, they’ Il be much less effective.” Rhianodded and picked at
the unrecogni zable meat her father had prepared. He gently broke the silence again, “We should deep.
Torin’smen will be here well before dawn for the horses, and | expect we'll dl go with them then.”

The Asermon horses would not be used to fight, but to deliver messages, carry supplies and transport the
wounded. Neverthdess, they could be hurt or killed, and Tereus was offering an enormous sacrifice by
donating mogt of hisherd of poniesto thewar effort.

“Yes” Rhiasad. “Let'sgotodeep.”
They dl sat, unmoving, for at least another hour.

When the sky was empty of light, she retreated to the stable to deep in the hayloft. After unrolling the
blankets from lagt night, she made a pillow from anew clump of hay. Y et her head did not long for it.

She sat near the smdll loft window and stared out at the field where she had first seen Marek the night
before, in full control of his power. Pressing the blanket to her face, sheinhaled his scent and prayed to
Wolf for his safety. The words clunked together in her mind, unable to carry the fedings they wanted to
bear to the Spirit. She could only clutch the cloth and whisper Marek’ s name until shefell into afitful

deep.
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D arkness draped over the whest field. The soldiers hid within the tal, pae green stalks. Somewhere
among them lay Rhia s brothers, each armed with severa daggers of various sizes and purposes, like the
other Wolverines. She had barely recognized them when they arrived. It wasn't their battle dress or the
war paint they had dathered on their faces. Their eyes had changed to those of killers. She had become
an abstract concept to them, one among thousands they fought to protect.

Protect from what? she wondered as she stared out at the field from the open flap of the hospita tent.
If the Descendants won, what then? Would the Asermons be allowed to vacate their lands unhindered,



or would they become daves, forced to burgeon the Descendants' strength and dominance? What would
happen to the surrounding villagesif Asermosfdl?

And the Spirits? The Descendants had driven them from their own city with derision and scorn, if they
had been there to begin with. Would the Spiritsremain hereif no one revered them, or would they take
al the magic back to their own realm and lock it away forever? Worse yet, what if Marek were right,
and the Spiritsthemsaveswould dieif no onelived to believein them?

She curled her arms around her own waist and shivered, despite the warm night that was coming to an
end. Her eyes strained to pick out the archers behind a stonewall, downhill to her right. In contrast to her
brothers stony countenances, Alanka s eyes had shown a gut-clenching fear as she approached the
battlefield. Rhiaknew it lay as much in the dread of killing asin thefear of dying.

Severd sharp-eyed Eagles stood within the archers' line. They would call out targets and determine
weaknesses in the enemy armor or formations. Now they watched the trees at the other end of thefield
for any sgn of movement.

Even in the darkness the golden oak shone forth, areminder both of Arcas slove and the degth that
awaited hisuncle Dorius. Though Buitterflies weren't consdered warriors, Dorius' s powers of
transformation and rguvenation meant that he could withstand many blows before being mortaly
wounded. Besides, in asituation as desperate asthis one, the army needed any man strong enough to
swing apoleax.

She had considered warning Dorius to avoid the battle, but knew that he would fight regardless. For dl
she knew, Crow was determined to take the man’ s soul on thisday. To stand in theway of Hiswill felt
wrong. But knowing that someone she had cared about since childhood was about to see hislast sunrise
made her own insides fedl dead.

“You should eat.”
Elora stood next to her, holding out a plate of bread and cheese, along with aflask.
“I'mnot hungry.” Rhiaactualy meant it.

“| don’'t care.” She nudged the plate into Rhia s shoulder. “If you pass out today, it’'ll be one more body
for meto step over. Now edt.”

Rhiatook the plate with aguilty look of thanks. Elorasat and twisted her long ash-blonde hair into atight
braid.

AsRhiaspped from the flask, Elorasaid, “1 put arestorative in the water.”
Rhialowered the container from her mouth. “What kind of restorative?’

“Tokeep usdl awake and full of energy.” Sheturned to Rhia. “If we win, our work will go on long after
the battleis over. If welose—" she shook her head “—maybe we' |l wish for amore permanent deep.”

Rhia shuddered. “I wish | were out there with the soldiers. So many of them will dieaone.”

Elora s shoulders sagged. “ My older son wanted to fight, but he’ sonly sixteen.” She held up ahand to
ward off Rhia s nonexistent protest. “I know, he’' s old enough. It was selfish to make him stay, but he
reminds me so much of hisfather. | can’'t lose him, too.”

“Y our sonswill be safein Kaindos.”



Sheturned awary eye on Rhia. “But for how long?’

The sky was turning from black to darkest indigo. “What if they don’t invade today?’ she asked Elora.
“What if they decide to wait until the horses have recovered?”’

“Then we attack them in their camp tonight.”
“Why not just attack them now?’
“It' sdways easer to defend, to fight in aplace of one' schoosing. Thisground isgood.”

“Will they know we rewaiting for them?Won't the horses' duggishnesstell them we know they’re
coming?’
“They might think it asickness, unless—" Elorahestated. “Unlessthey captured Marek.”

Rhiaturned away. He should have returned by now. His bow waited for him next to Alanka. He had
taken only a hunting knife on hismission; it would prove a poor defense against a sword—or severd
dozen swords—nbut for stealth purposes he wanted to remain unencumbered.

She rubbed her hands together, full of nervous energy now after the tonic. Elorareached over and
grasped themin her own. “Bedill,” shesaid. “H€E |l bedl right.”

“Y ou don't know that.”
“I'veknown him hiswholelife. HE |l survive anything.”

Rhialooked into Elora svivid green eyes, full of Otter kindness like her own mother’s, and tried to
believe.

The twang of a hundred bows snapped the silence.

Rhiaand Eloramoved outside the hospital tent, joined by Coranna, Pirrik and the three other Asermon
heders. The arrows whistled over the field, far above the heads of the soldiers huddled within the whest.

“Arethey there?’” Rhiastood on her tiptoes, straining to gather a glimpse of the approaching enemy.
“Can anyone see?’

“I should go out now.” Rirrik grabbed his hedler’ skit and a short sword.
“Wait.” Eloraheld him back with ahand. “Wait for our soldiersto charge, and stay far back.”

The arrows sang again, and thistime a distant chorus of rage and pain reached Rhid s ears. She shrank
back into the shadows.

War had begun.

The sky turned apale purple, light enough that she could see across the field where the enemy was
marching.

Marching. Not riding.
“Hedidit!” She clapped her handslike achild. “Marek got to the horses before the battle.”
“Then whereishe?’ Pirrik asked.



A grest cry rose up from the clearing beyond the whest field. The enemy charged, Straight for thefield,
swords glittering even in the faint light of dawn. Perhaps they thought the archers were the Asermons
only defense and they were oblivious to what awaited them among the swaying grasses.

Lights bobbed among the charging soldiers. “Why arethey carrying torches?” Rhiaasked. “It'seasier for
the archersto see them.”

Coranna gasped. “ They’ re going to burn the field.”
“No!” Rhiastrained to see. “My brothersarein there.”

The Descendants had reached the edge of the wheat now. Torches dipped into the grain, and the dry
grasses began to burn, just as the Asermons legped from their hiding places to swarm the oncoming
enemy oldiers.

“They’ll dl betrapped.” Rhiaheard the panicin her own voice. “Why would they burn the field?’

“To create asmokescreen. They didn’t know our soldierswerethere,” Elorasaid. “Now they can’t get
out, either.”

Without aword, Pirrik shouldered his healer’ skit and dashed toward the fray.

Smoke rose from the far end of the field, aong with the clash of meta on meta. She gaped at the
strength of the Wolverine attack—each one battled three Descendants, whirling and jabbing, occasionally
hurling a heavy-bladed dagger into the throat or chest of an oncoming opponent. The Wolverines knives
should have been no match for the longer Descendant swords, but they had the training and courage to
swoaop close enough to the enemy soldier to stab between the plates of hisarmor and fed hislast rattling
breath. When their blows struck home, they roared with what could only be described asglee. The
longer they fought, the more energy they seemed to possess.

Other warriors were holding their own against the Descendants. The Wasp women, armed with light,
whiplikeflails, fought with less strength than the Wolverines, but with twice the speed and evasive
capability. Severa times Rhiathought one of the women would fall under an enemy attack, only to see
her roll or leap away at the last moment. Sword-wielding Bears roamed the outskirts of the field, shouting
orders and picking off Descendants who tried to escape to the surrounding woods. Then the wind
shifted, and smoke obscured her view.

The wounded came. A young Wolverine arrived first, supported on either sde by his comrades. Hisright
leg left atrail of blood. They passed her asthey brought him under the tent, and she tilled hersdlf witha
deep breath and a quick prayer to Crow.

“Over there,” Elorasaid to the soldiers, who carefully placed the wounded man on araised platform,
then dashed back into the battle. The healer beckoned to Rhiaas she dit the side of the soldier’ strousers
to uncover hiswound. Rhia approached the man—scarcely more than aboy, younger than shewas by at
least ayear. She had seen him around the village but didn’t know his name or family.

The boy recoiled &t the sight of her, which seemed to cause him more pain than the wound itself. She
reached for his hand. He squeezed her wrist so hard she feared it would break in his grip. She smoothed
dark hair from his soot-and paint-smeared face, enough to gaze into his eyes, pale blue orbs that shone
under the dirt and swest.

Beneath the distant shouts and clangs of the battlefield, she heard...

Nothing. No wings.



“What' syour name?’ she asked the soldier.
“Srin”
“Sirin, you' re going to befine.”

Heleaned his head back in relief, then cried out as Elora flushed the wound. Rhialooked down at hisleg,
which was diced nearly in two above the knee, and redlized that “fine” was arelative term when it came
to battle wounds.

Another Otter gave the wounded boy adrink infused with apainkiller, and he relaxed, his eyes
unfocusing. She left him to the hedlers and rgjoined Coranna.

“I heard nothing,” Rhiatold her. “Felt nothing. HE' s nowhere near degth.”
“Savor thedlencewhileit lasts,” Corannasaid, “for Crow flieslow over this battlefidd.”

They stood side by sde and watched the flames devour the whest field, leaving nothing behind but
blackened earth. The fire propdled the fighters to the outskirts of the field aswell as back toward the
hospital and the wall of archers. It spread too quickly for some to escape, and soldiers on both sdesfell,
choking and flailing. Rhia s own eyes burned, though the wind now blew the smoke away from her.

A hand gripped her shoulder.

“Digtance, Rhia,” Corannamurmured. “ Each man and woman who falls must be a stranger to you.
Though they are within arm’ sreach, they must seem asif they are standing on the other end of thisfield.
Tdl yoursdlf you don't know them.”

“I can't do that.”

“If you areto do your duty—"

“Doesn’'t my duty include compassion? Undersanding?’

“You must learn to understand their pain without sharing it. Otherwise you will be useless”
Useless. Theword burned Rhia’s mind like abrand that wouldn't fade.
“They’recoming,” Corannasaid.

Three poniestrotted from the smoke, dragging skids piled with bodies, somewrithing in pain, others as
dill aslogs

Crow’ swings rushed through Rhia s mind, louder than she’ d ever heard them, blotting out the screams of
agony and the pleasfor help. Her father led the first pony, coughing, hisface aready darkened with
smoke. She had no time to acknowledge him, but went straight to the skid.

The man on top was aready dead, disemboweled to the point whereit appeared that more of him was
outside than in. When she looked at him, theroar of wings came to a crescendo, then hushed abruptly.
With her hand on the dead man’ s forehead, she quickly murmured the prayer of passage and signaled for
Tereusto remove the body. Herolled it to the ground with athud.

The man who had lain haf-under the corpse gasped for breath and clawed at the air inrelief. Rhia
gripped his hand and stared into dark green eyes, one of which was flooded red with blood from agash
in hishead. It was Bolan, one of Arcas sfriends, aHorse—no great warrior, just aloya Asermonwilling



togivehislife

No, shetold hersdf. Heisno one. He has no name, no Animal, no friends. Heis pure spirit, either
staying or leaving. She looked in his eyes and cleared her mind.

Wings flapped, then faded, leaving only alingering sound that indicated they might return.
Rhiasignaed to the heder who stood nearby. “He can be saved. Quickly now.”

Tereus and another man lifted Bolan and carried him under the tent. She turned to the third man on the
skid.

Hewas a Descendant. A dying Descendant.

Crow sounded athunder of wings, and before Rhia could wonder why the Spirit would take someone
who didn’t believe in Him, she found herself knedling bes de the man. His mouth opened and closed like
that of afish on dry land.

No blood coated his uniform or armor, and his head looked clear of contusions. What was killing him?
she wondered.

He clawed at the front of his shirt, and she pushed it open. A hideous black and purple bruise spread
across his chest, which appeared caved in. One of her people must have smashed him with the blunt end
of apoleor the hilt of asword.

The Descendant’ s eyes flared with pain, and hislegs thrashed asif they could runto find air. Though
others needed her, she clutched his hand as his mouth begged without words.

“He' scoming for you,” she whispered. “He'scoming.”

There were herbsin her pocket to ease his pain, but she couldn’t reach them without letting go of the
man’'s hand. Her touch and words of prayer seemed to soothe him, and shefdt him stop fighting. Ina
few moments his eyes stared through her. She forced herself to drop his hand and beckon her father.

“He' sdead. Put both the bodies aside.”
Tereus reached to touch her arm. She drew it away.
“| need no comfort,” she said. “ Show methe others.”

She repeated the gridy procedure at the next skid. One dead, two injured, one seriously enough to be on
the edge of life and death. No sooner had her father and the other two pony |eaders disappeared into the
smoky battlefield, another three appeared with more wounded.

The bodies became a blur to Rhia—some Asermon, some Descendant, even a Kaindon or two, though
al of thearcherslived and fought, their task made more difficult by the thick smoke that choked the sky.

The only Kalindon unaccounted for, asfar as she knew, was Marek. During one of her brief moments of
rest, she scanned the visible edges of the woods for any sign of him.

Her father arrived then with another batch of potential patients. She went to work without hesitation,
numb from the death and pain she had witnessed. Response became automatic: yes, no, save her, don't
save them, it'stoo late, it' s not too late. The prayer of passage created a constant background hum in her
mind, svamped only by the ondaught of Crow’ swings. It became easier to distance herself from the
sght of oozing red cloths piled high in the corner, from the smell of blood and smoke, and from the sound



of wounded warriors caling for their mothers.

Then a battle roar sounded, too close. She looked up from the injured patient at her feet to see a platoon
of Descendant infantry charging thewadll of archerslessthan ahundred paces away. The twenty or more
soldiers had broken through Asermon defensesin the wheet field. Half a dozen Bears and Wolverines
pursued, including Lycas and Nilo, but they weretoo late.

The archer on the far |eft was overtaken before he could even react. They were close enough to the
hospital tent that Rhia could hear his cry of agony. She stepped out to the edge of the hill to watch the
horror asit unfolded.

A Descendant soldier snatched the bow from the dead archer, then knelt on the ground while severa of
his compatriots shielded him from the arrows now being fired at close range. In afew moments, they
parted dightly, and she saw the soldier, till knedling, aming an arrow wrapped in something white. A
torch-bearing Descendant lit the end of the arrow.

Theflaming arrow flev—straight for the hospital. Rhiascreamed asit pierced the air over her head and
landed on the roof of the tent, which began to smolder. She ran back to the hospita, where the hedlers
had aready begun to stack barrels and crates and anything else they could find to reach the roof.

Along with her father and two of the Asermon hedlers, she climbed the stack of crates. Buckets of water
were passed up. At the top of the line next to her, her father dumped the water onto the fire, which was
garting to crawl down the seam of the tent. If it soread much farther, the flaming roof would fal onto the
patients and hedl ers underneath.

She had just dropped an empty bucket to the person waiting below when she glanced back at the
archer’ swal from her higher vantage point. The soldier was preparing to shoot another flaming arrow
their way even as his defenders were falling before a Wol verine assaullt.

“Father, look out!” she cried.

A moment before the soldier released the arrow, Lycas pushed aside hislast shielder and seized him. The
arrow shot, not toward its intended target, but straight up. Before it even reached its zenith, Lycas had
torn off the man’s helmet and diced histhroat.

The arrow took forever to fall. Like a meteor, its brightness flared asit shoved the air asde on its deadly,
indifferent mission. The Descendants, distracted by the arrow’ sfal and their effortsto avoid its path,
proved easy prey for the Bears swords and Wolverines' knives. The arrow landed harmlesdly in the
flaming fidd.

Someone shoved another bucket into Rhia s hands. She passed it on to Tereus, who climbed higher to
douse the last few flames on the roof. With the danger averted for now, her attention was drawn back to
the battle.

If ever violence could be described as beautiful, her brothers were exquisite. They fought back to back,
jabbing and feinting and blocking as one unit, occasiondly tossing each other wegpons from the arsend
strapped to their chests and hips. The knives themsel ves seemed connected to their hands, like the long
claws of real wolverines.

A Descendant soldier dashed hissword at Lycas' slegs, but the natural armor of a second-phase
Wolverine ressted theimpact of the stedl. Rhiaclosed her eyes and thanked the Spirits for Mdi. In
Lycas sfirst phase, such ablow would have cost him alimb. He laughed at the attempt and dispatched
the sword’ swielder with astab to the throat.



Alankahad climbed asmall hill behind thewall, providing better aim at the attackers but leaving her
unprotected. She fired repeatedly, sweeping her arm back again and again to grab anew arrow. A few
Descendants broke off to attack her. Alanka cut down thefirst two, then reached back—

—and came up empty-handed.

When he saw she was unarmed, the Descendant dropped his shield to run faster. As he approached,
Alanka stood stunned, unaccustomed to being the hunted instead of the hunter. Then she turned her bow
over, ready towidd it likeaclub, for it was the only weapon she had. It wouldn't be enough, and she
couldn’t outrun him. Rhia s kneesturned to water.

Just as the Descendant gathered himsdlf to lunge for the Wolf woman, he hated, then tipped forward, as
if hisfeet had caught in asnare. The hilt of athrowing dagger protruded from the base of his neck. Near

the archer’ swall, Nilo drew hisarm back and shouted with victory. Alanka sent him asmile of gratitude,
but then her expression changed to one of horror.

Rhialooked at Nilo, whose own face had frozen.
“No!” she screamed, and nearly lost her balance. A hand caught her before shefell.

AsNilo toppled, the Descendant behind him withdrew the sword from his back. Though Lycaswas
facing the other direction, he staggered asif he had taken the blow himself. He turned, dowly, and saw
his brother writhing in the last throes of degth.
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F or amoment, Rhiathought Lycas would lie on the burned, bloody grass next to histwin and resgn his
own life. The earth seemed to tug his body down toward it, as though it wanted to consume their flesh
together in afit medl.

But he was not stopping. He was only gathering and stoking the ultimate source of hismagic: rage. Rhia
shrank back against her father’ slegs, unable to look away.

Nilo’ skiller was headed for the archer’ sline when Lycas legped ten paces in a bound and pounced on
his back. They tumbled to the ground and rolled until Lycas sat on the man’s chest. Rather than draw a
wespon, the Wolverine grasped the Descendant’ s head between his enormous hands and squeezed.

A pam covered Rhia s eyes, and her father said softly, “We must help Nilo.”
Sheturned to him. “It' stoo late.”
“Not for hissoul.”

Rhia, Tereus and the other healers descended the stack of cratesto the ground. Tereus retrieved a pony
with an empty skid and led him to the crest of the hill. Rhiafollowed, though she knew she shouldn’t
watch.

His hands still drenched in the blood and brains of his brother’ skiller, Lycas savaged the rest of the
dwindling Descendant platoon, stabbing and dicing any flesh he could find. When dl of hiswegponswere
embedded in enemy bodies, he attacked the remaining soldiers with his hands and feet, snapping necks
and imploding chests. A group of Bears guarded him to ensure he confronted only one opponent at a



time, though it seemed he could have easily brought down haf a dozen with one blow.

At last heran out of nearby Descendantsto kill, for they had dl fled back to their rankswithin thefield,
leaving the areanear the archers wall safe again. Rhiaand Tereus hurried toward Nilo, treading carefully
to avoid dipping in dl that had spilled from the dead and wounded. Shetold hersdlf that the only
difference between this place and the hospita was that the blood was fresher. But here the shrieks of the
dying rolled over her, louder even than Crow’ swings.

When they arrived at Nilo's Sde, Alankawas knegling beside him. She wastrying to turn him over, but
her hands shook too hard to get agrip on his shoulders. Tereus helped her while one of the young Bears
held the pony.

Rhiasaw Lycas striding toward the field asif drawn by aninvishble rope. She screamed his name againgt
the battledin.

The man that stopped and turned to her was astranger. Gore caked his hair, which now flew wildly
about his shoulders. The green and black war paint from his face ran down his neck and chest. Each
wespon st in its scabbard, awaiting its next brief, warm home.

She stepped back, and he turned away again to honor his brother in the only way he knew how.
“Rhia, we need you,” Tereus caled.

She watched Lycas disappear into another melee, more than a hundred paces away, then returned to the
rest of her family.

Knowing Nilo was dead was one thing; seeing hislifeless eyes gaze at the Sky and hearing the Sllence that
camewith an dighted Crow...

She sank to her knees at her brother’ sfeet, able to do nothing but stare, asif from afar, at his ill figure
awash in blood. His heart had been driven through.

Her sturdy walls crumbled, and she scrambled to stand, to move away, to keep from hurling herself on
the ground.

“Wait!” Tereussaid. “What about the prayer of passage?’

She stopped in her flight and turned to her father.

Tereus seyesflashed. “What are you waiting for? He deserves that much. He syour brother!”
Her hand reached out, but her feet would not move closer.

“I'll doiit,” said afirm voice a her sde. Corannahad followed them. She dipped to her knees next to
Nilo’'s head.

Rhia s eyesflooded, and she jammed her palms againgt them. She couldn’t cry, couldn’t see what was
happening. One tear would end her ability to serve Crow with any honor.

But her brother needed her.
“No.” Rhiastepped forward. “Let me.”

“Areyou sure?’ Corannagave her acautionary look. “Y ou're closeto him. It will hurt you.”



“Thenletit hurt.” Rhiakndt beside Nilo across from her father and Alanka, then took her brother’s
hand. It was dick with blood.

Scarcely had she murmured thefirst few syllables when her tears began to flow. She took a deep breath
and began again. The more she tried to speak, the more the sobs racked her throat. She was weak. She
wasfailing her brother.

Tereus reached across Nilo’ s body and cupped her chinin hishand. “It’ s all right to cry, Rhia. Hewon't
mind.”

So she said the prayer of passage through her anguish. The words were garbled and incoherent to human
ears, but she hoped—knew—that Crow understood them. She felt aloosening, freeing from Nilo's soul
and wished that she could see hisface full of life for one more moment before he left.

Another hand grabbed hers, and suddenly Nilo was there, and Coranna, too. They formed acircleina
place of light asthey had after Etar’ s death. Nilo gave Rhiathe dy smile she had aways |oved, the one
that said he knew he was secretly her favorite brother. He examined his surroundings, then nodded, asif
even the Other Sidefailed to surprise him.

Hewas gone.

Rhia opened her eyesto see Tereuslooking a her expectantly. The scorching air dried the last tear from
her face. “It’ sdone, Papa.”

Alankabegan to cry. “He died because he was too busy saving meto stay on guard.”
Rhiamoved to take her sster in her arms. “He died doing what meant most in the world to him.”
“Youmeankilling?" Alankasaid bitterly.

“Protecting the people he loved.” Rhiastroked her hair. “Y ou should rest awhile.”

“No!” She pushed out of Rhia's embrace. Before anyone could stop her, she picked up her bow and
fledtorgointheline of archers.

Coranna helped Rhiato her feet. “How do you fed? Can you continue?’

Rhia sbonesfdt light. Her exhaustion was rapidly dissipating. The Sight of Nilo at peace placed a
temporary balm on her grief. It would return to shred her later, she knew.

She returned to the hospita with Coranna, leaving Tereus and the young Bear soldier to move the bodies
of Nilo and another fallen soldier onto the skid. There were none in the area of the skirmish who weren't
past the hedlers' help.

Water dripped off theroof of the tent as Rhia entered, reminding her to cleanse her hands. She poured
hot water from apitcher into abasin and performed the smple act, which returned her ability to think. “I
can keep going,” shetold Coranna. 1 must.”

Asif in response, another skid arrived, full of lifeless bodies.
One of them was Dorius.

Rhiacovered her eyesto blot out the vison madered. Part of her had aways wondered if her powers
had fooled her that day years ago. Now she knew they had seen clearly.



Could she have prevented his death? The sickening thud of her heart said she should havetried. If a
warning could have given him atiny chance—

A hand caught her arm. Eloradirected Rhia s attention to an incoming skid. “ Some are dlive on thisone.”

They rushed to help the two wounded men. The Kalindon Cougar Adrek grimaced as one of the hedlers
apprentices helped him into the tent. Hisfoot was twisted at an odd angle, but he appeared otherwise
uninjured.

Relieved that at least one case was Straightforward, Rhiaturned back to the other man.
All sound around her seemed to cease.

It was Arcas.

“No...”

Eloratore his shirt open to revea agaping abdomina wound that pulsed with blood. His neck and back
curved up in an arch of agony. The Otter pressed the hedl of her hand againgt the wound, and he
dhrieked.

Rhiacovered her ears and closed her eyes. | can't do it, shetold Crow. This death will devour me.
I’d rather have no magic at all. There wasno answer but the thump of wings, hovering.

Someone called her name. She opened her eyesto see Elora s desperate face looking up at her.
“Tell menow,” the hedler said. “ Can we save him?Isit too late?’

Rhia started to shake her head to say she didn’t know.

“Whichisit?" Elora svoice pitched up. “No, we can’t save him, or no, it'snot too late?’

Rhiabroke from the healer’ s gaze and sank to the grass next to Arcas. He saw her now, though his eyes
roved the sky beyond her face as if watching someone e se approach.

“Hurry, Rhig,” Elorasaid. “ There are others coming.”

“Arcas...” shewhispered. “Don’'t go with Him. Turn away.”

Hisface seemed too gray.

“No.” She spoke to him through gritted teeth. “ Fight Him. Stay with us. Don't let Him take you.”
Hefocused on her now. “Rhia...we rewinning.” His voice caught in agroan.

“I know it hurts,” she said. “Crow can take the pain away, but He can’t ever bring you back.”
“It'sso...warm.” His head sank to the side, though he kept his gaze upon her. “ Tell meyou love me.”
“No!” Shedug her nailsinto hisarm. “Arcas, if you dig, | will hate you forever.”

Hewatched her for afew rattling breaths, no doubt waiting to seeif she would relent.

Crow hovered.

Rhiaturned to Elora. “ Save him! Now!”



She watched them carry Arcasinto the tent and prayed that she had not dishonored her calling. If
Corannaor even Crow wanted to take her to task for it, let them.

The next few groups of wounded and dead consisted of Descendants only, and Rhia noticed that the
battlefield had quieted. Perhaps the fighting had dispersed to the surrounding woods due to the flames.

By noon, the field ceased to burn, save for afew smoldering patches. When she looked out upon the
blackened ground, the only people standing were Asermons. She could just make out Lycas s hulking
figure and black hair. He was kicking the bodies of Descendant soldiers, perhapslooking for signsof life
to extinguish. As she watched, he fixated on one random body, driving his boot into the dead man’s
stomach again and again. Findly Lycas gave along, curdling shriek to the sky and collgpsed. He sat
swaying, amswrapped around his head.

Rhiawanted to run to him. She sarted toward thefidd.
A hand touched her shoulder. She turned to see her father.
“I'll go,” hesaid. “Y ou’ re needed here more than | am. Besides, he could till be dangerous.”

She shook her head, not in disagreement but despair. No physical peril mattered anymore. Her mind and
soul were shattered, so what good was her body?

Tereus kissed her forehead. “I' m proud of you.”
“Papa...” She squeezed her eyes shut. “ Please be careful .”

He grabbed the halter of a pony with an empty litter and led it onto the smoky field. Sheturned and
entered the tent to see how she could be of use.

Arcas dept on amakeshift bed in the far corner, his abdomen bandaged. When she sat besde him, he
shifted and opened hiseyes. An uncertain smile crossed hisface. “Isit over yet?’

“Should it be?’

“| was wounded by aretreating Descendant. Tried to cut him off, take him prisoner, but dipped in—in
someone sblood.” He put ahand over hiseyes. “I’'m not much of asoldier.”

“Will they attack again?

“They might. Rhia, there were so many. Outnumbered usthree to one.” He paused for severa moments
to catch his breath. “But when they saw how our soldiers fought—I don’t think they knew what we were
mede of .”

“They do now.”

“That' sthe problem. Next timewill beworse.” Hisface grew grave. “Have we lost many?’ She nodded,
unable to speak. “Who?’

“Y our uncle Dorius. And—" Sheforced out her brother’ sname. “Nilo.”

“Ah, no. Rhia, I'm so sorry. And my father, he'll be—" He cut himsdlf off and looked at her. “Y ou saw
it, didn’t you? All those years ago, when Doriuswas sick.”

“Yes.” Shefought back tears, which she thought had been depleted. “1 knew he would die violently, but |
didn’t know when or how, only that it would happen under the golden oak.”



“And you ve had to live with that knowledge.” Arcas put hishand on hers. “I’'m sorry.”

“| wanted to warn him, but | couldn’t. Crow might have taken him, anyway, if it were histime.” She
pushed out the words before sobs overtook them. “But at least Dorius would have known, he could have
said goodbyeto hisfamily. | wish I’d told him.”

“No, you couldn’t violate your Spirit’ strust. Y ou did the right thing. The hard thing.”

She cried without shame, tears dribbling onto his blanket. His thumb caressed the back of her hand in
sympathy, then stopped. Through bleary eyes she saw that his expression had turned pensive.

Shewiped her face to speak. “Y ou want to know if | saw your death.”
He looked startled, then guilty. “No, no. Of course not.”

“I didn’t. Corannataught me how to prevent the visions. It’ stoo terrible a burden, she says, and she's
right.”

“Good.” He nodded severa times, asif to convince himself. “I’'m glad.”
They sat for severa moments, until Eloracameto examine Arcas.

“Heneedshisrest.” She gave Rhiaa pointed glance, but moved on without aword when she was
finished.

“She' swonderful.” Arcaswatched Elora sretreating figure. “1 would have died without her.”
“Probably.”

“Y ou know of what you speak, right?” A grim smile crossed hislips, then faded. “What about the other
Kdindons?’

“Most of the archers survived. | haven't seen Alankasince Nilo died.”
“And—Marek?’ He stumbled over the name.

Rhiaflinched asthe worry diced through her again. “1 was hoping you had seen him.”
“I’'m sorry. Torisk hislifefor people he just met—he was agood man.”

“Not was. Is. He'll come back.”

“Of course. Forgiveme.”

Rhiabrushed her hand againgt his. “1 do.” She stood. “I'l try to find out what’ s happening and let you
know.”

As she crossed the tent, ayoung Descendant stretched his hand toward her in apleafor help.
Shewent to him. “What isit?’
“Water...please...”

Shefetched aflask and supported his trembling head while he drank. His yellow hair, even caked with
sweet and blood, felt soft against her hands. The man'’ sinfirmity made him appear even younger than
Rhia



“Thank you,” he whispered afterward.

She nodded with what she hoped was an impassionate facade, then turned away.
“Why do you cdl us Descendants?’

She stopped and said over her shoulder, “ Because you descended from us. Why €l se?’
“Y ou think we' re below you. That’ sthe other meaning, isn't it?’

Rhiaturned to him. “How dare you accuse us of arrogance, when you invade our lands, planning to crush
us under your hedlslike ants?Y ou underestimated our magic, our determination, our fierceness, and now
you' re paying the price for your mistake.”

Hisface paed. “1 lost my brother out there today.”

“Sodid1.” Her statement began as asnarl but ended in a choked cry. Shetook a step toward him, pity
encroaching on her rage. “Why are you here?’

He opened his mouth asif to recite an answer, then his certainty fatered. “I don’t know. They tell meto
go here, go there, follow my commanders, kill the enemy, whoever they are. | don’t question.” Hischin
lifted. “I’'m asoldier, like my father, and my brother before me. Like your brother.”

“Don’t speak of my brother.”

“I’'m sorry.” Heregarded the feather around her neck. “What does that mean?’

“It means| servethe Spirit of Crow. He carries people to the Other Side.”

“When they die?’

“Yes” It unsettled her to discuss the Spirits with someone who didn’t believe in them.
“All people, or just your people?’

“All people, dl animas. Every being with asoul.” She knew that now, after fedling Crow take the dying
Descendants.

“Animasdon’t have souls.”

She dmost laughed at the absurd suggestion. “ Of course they do.”

“Y ou might aswell say trees have souls, or rocks.”

“Rocks don't scream when you kick them, or trees when you cut them.”
Helifted an eyebrow. “Maybe they do, and you just can’t hear them.”

She examined his expression to determine if he were teasing, then pulled anearby stool to the sde of his
bed. “May | ask you aquestion?’

He gestured to hisinjured leg. “1 can’t stop you.”
She sat. “Did your ancestors find the White City, or did they build it themsaves?’

“It depends who you ask. It was so long ago, no oneredly knows.”



“What do you believe?’

“I believe the gods built it for us, that we were chosen.” Hisbrow furrowed. “1 could be wrong, though.”
She cocked her head at the notion of such a porousfaith. “What' s your name?’

“Hlip”

“Filip, when you speak to your gods, do they answer?’

“Not with words,” he admitted, then looked at her with shining eyes. “But we know they’ re there.”
“How?

“By our success. Their providence makes usrich. They give us strength to overcome our enemies.”

“Y ou haven't overcome us.”

He shrugged. “Not yet.”

Her blood chilled. The young man’ s voice held smple assurance rather than pride. His assertion was not
aboast but aprofesson of faith. He might as well have declared that the sun would risein the east
tomorrow for dl the controversy it stirred within him.

She swallowed and fixed him with anarrow gaze. “I’ll die before let that happen.”
Hisforehead crinkled asif her words had hurt hisfedings. “ That’ s sad and unnecessary, but—"

“Enough.” She stood abruptly, causing the stoal to fal over onto the grass. “May you hed quickly, and
leave the sameway.”

When she reached the other side of the tent, it had grown crowded with anyone who could stand. People
pointed at the far end of thefield. She dipped through the smdl gathering until she could see.

Torin and aman who appeared to be the Descendant commander had met in the middle of thefield, both
on horseback. Someone behind her uttered the word “truce.”

“Isit over?’ sheasked.

“I think s0,” Corannasaid. * Perhaps they’ re negotiating for an exchange of prisoners.”

“WEe ve got Descendants here who aren’t well enough to travel,” Elorasaid.

Koli was riding hard toward the hospital tent. When she pulled up, she caled out for Corannaand Rhia.
“Torin requests both your presences at the negotiation. Go now. I’ m off to find Galen.”

Rhiaand Coranna hurried down the hill. When they arrived at the conference, Torin motioned for them to
step with him out of hearing range of the Descendant commander.

“My opponent, Colonel Baleb, has offered atruce, but one with troublesome terms. I’ ve asked you
here,” he spoke to Coranna, “ as the senior representative of the Kalindon delegation. It concerns one of
your people. And you,” he said to Rhia, “because it concerns someone close to you. Besides, | believe
both of you to bewise, one well beyond her years.”

Rhiawanted to acknowledge the compliment but her reaction was muted by dread. Torin said nothing



more as hewaited for Gaen'sarrival.

She examined the Descendant colonel, who rode a magnificent golden stalion with aslver-white mane.
Unlike most of her people, he sat upon a saddle; the leather of this one was adorned with opulent red
and yellow designs, matching the flag carried by the young officer a hissde.

Baeb' s breastplate gleamed bronze in the late morning sunlight, setting off the deep red of hisdeeves,
which were embroidered in sharp-angled patterns of gold. For dl his defiant posture, the man seemed
afraid, specificaly of her. He must imagine her to have immense power to compensate for her lack of
gtature and maturity. If he only knew how little power her exhaustion had left her.

Gden arrived shortly on hisown horse.

“What are your termsfor atruce?’ he asked Colond Baleb. “If you wish to exchange prisoners, be
advised that many of your wounded are being treated by our heders.”

“We have taken no prisonersfrom this battle,” growled Baeb. “If our wounded must stay, let them. Y our
prisoners cannot and will not serve you well in bettle, lacking any magic of their own.” His greedy gaze
lengthened to takein the far end of thefield. “Our price for leaving Asermosis five hundred horses”

They cried out in dishelief.

“Five hundred?’ Gaen gestured toward the village. “We would be crippled by such terms. All of
Asermos has no more than that. We might as well be arming you for another attack.”

“Y our shortcomings are not my concern.”

Torin rode forward and unsheathed his own sword. “We don't need a promise to depart. We have only
begun to digplay our magic. Retreat now while some of you live.”

Baeb merely smiled. “In addition to our departure, we will return your spy.”
Rhia s heart stopped. Marek.

“Either turn over the horses, or we will kill him.” He reconsidered. “But not before examining him,
thoroughly.”

“He knowsnothing of us” Galen said. “HeisKaindon. You'll get no new information out of him.”

“Perhaps, but | will enjoy trying.” Baleb turned amalevolent gaze on Rhia. Suddenly she knew how to
solve the problem, if she dared such arisk.

“How do we know he' seven alive?’ she asked the colond, then turned to Galen. “If he' saready been
tortured, he may not survive. Let me seehim so | can determine his chances. If he' sdying, they have
nothing to offer us, and no right to demand such aransom.”

Gden seemed to search her eyesfor signs of insanity.
“Please,” she mouthed.
Heturned to Baeb. “Bring usthis scout, so that we know your word istrue.”

The colond shrugged, then waved at one of his soldiers standing at the edge of the woods. The man
disappeared into the trees. Baleb motioned to Rhia.



“Y ou and your commander will meet with me and the spy away from the others.”

He handed his sword to the nearest Descendant officer. Torin left his own weapon with Gaen, who cast
awarning glance a Rhia. She shared the Hawk’ s unease: one miscalculation, and she could forfeit
Marek’ slife and the future of her people.

Rhiafollowed the two commanders across the field, but the gamble she planned made it seem more like
avalley of deegping hornets.

40
T hey threw Marek at her feet.

Helooked asif he had been left out in the sun for hours without shelter. Every patch of exposed
skin—his entire body from the waist up—blistered and peeled whereit wasn't dark red from dried
blood. His parched lipstried to move as he gazed up at her from the wheat field' s scorched grass.

“Rhia...” he mouthed without sound. She sank to the ground next to him, aware that Baleb and Torin
werewaetching.

“They want to trade you for al the horsesin Asermos.”
“Don't let them,” hisvoicerasped. “I’m not worthit.”

Her faith in her plan wavered. Now that Marek was here, she couldn’t let him go. She took his hand and
whispered, “To meyou reworth al the horses, al the people in the world.”

Colonel Baeb shouted from his mount. “How long does this take?’

Sheglared up a him. “It depends. I’'m tired from al the people who have died today because of you.”
“Hurry up,” he huffed.

She returned her gaze to Marek’ s eyes, one of which was nearly swollen shut from ablow.

He shook his head, so faintly that no one else could see. “Don’t.”

“How do | choose between you and my people?’

“I am one man. That's how.”

A tear fell from her eye, landing on hisforehead. He winced asif it burned him.

If she had the strength of a Bear, she could snatch him up and run away. Rhiaturned to Torin. Hisface
held the exhaustion of along battle and the resignation that some would be lost. He would not be so bold
asto carry Marek off under the nose of his opponent. She looked around the field and saw no other
Asermons close enough to help.

With abreath that twisted her heart, sheforced out thelie. “He |l die either way. Not today, but soon.
L et there be no ransom.”

Baeb let out asharp gust of air. “1’ll have the heads of theidiots who tortured him s0.” He barked at the



soldier who had brought Marek. “Take him away.”
“Wait!” She changed her faceto that of amournful lover. “ Give me amoment to say goodbye.”
“Y ou have wasted too much of my time already.” He rode forward asif to grab Marek himsdlf.

She quickly bent closeto Marek’ sear. “We Il come for you tonight. Do whatever you must to live until
then.”

A rough hand jerked him away from her. A foot soldier heaved Marek to the back of Baleb'shorse. He
moaned when the rough hide scraped his burned skin.

“What of thetruce?’ Torin said.

Colond Baeb turned in hissaddle. “Congder it fragile”

He rode toward the woods, the foot soldier trailing behind.

When they were out of earshot, Rhiasaid to Torin, “Who shall we send to rescue him?’
“Rescue?’ The generd looked down at her with surprise.

Rhia sthroat tightened. “We re going to get Marek back.” Hedidn’t reply. “Aren't we?’

Torin wiped adeeve across his forehead and glared at the bright sky. “How do you propose we do that?
Storm the Descendant camp? Look at my forces.” He waved an arm toward the field, where soldiers
sfted through the smoldering grasses to retrieve the dead. “ They can barely stand up, much less mount an
assault.”

“We don't need an assaullt, only afew people,” she said. “We Il go under the cover of nightfal.”

“He ll be under guard at dl hours. They'll bewaiting for usto try.” Shaking hishead, Torin Started to ride
acrossthefied toward Gaen, who moved to join them. “| won't sacrifice any more of my fighters.”

“Then!’ll go”

He stopped his horse and turned to her. “ Absolutely not. Y our giftsaretoo rare. We can’t lose you.”
“Lose her how?” Gaen approached on foot and looked at Rhia. “What happened?’

“| told Baleb that Marek would die.”

“Isit true?

“Not unless we abandon him.” She made another pleato Torin. “Marek saved Asermon lives by
disabling those horses. Thisis how you thank him?”

“I regret he hasto suffer for us. But he understood the danger when he volunteered.” The general
grimaced. “1 won't throw away your life on top of his”

She gave Gaen a desperate |ook, though she knew his answer dready.
“No, Rhia. Therisksaretoo great.” The Hawk closed hiseyesasif in pain. “| am sorry.”

She stared at the woods where Marek had disappeared. He would die, and with him a part of her would
perish, too. She wanted to lie down on the field of battle and let Crow take her with al the others.



No.

Her smmering rage smothered her ability to speak further with Torin and Galen. She turned toward the
archers wall at the other end of thefield. There were dill those who believed in loyalty.

The midnight air lay thick and dank over the earth as Rhia, Lycas and Alanka dipped from the cover of
onetreetrunk to the next, making their dow, secret progress toward the enemy camp. No one, not even
Tereus, knew of their mission.

A few trees ahead, Lycas gave Rhiaan impatient wave, and she picked up her pace. Shelonged for her
gblings night vison, now that the yellow crescent moon had dipped below the horizon. Fortunately most
of the previous autumn’ s leaves had decayed to create a soft, noisel ess surface on the path. She checked
for twigs before taking each step and passed her hand over the freshly sharpened hatchet secured against
her trouserswith aleather tie.

Alankascurried back to them. “ The camp’sjust over that ridge, in alarge meadow.”
“How many guards?’ Lycas caressed the sheath of histhrowing dagger.

Alanka observed the gesture. “ Two at the entrance to the camp and two guarding Marek. Y ou may have
tokill.”

His grin flashed white in the darkness. Thismission had given dl three of them afocus, an excuseto deay
ther grief for Nilo.

Alankaturned to Rhia. “| stayed upwind of Marek so he' d catch my scent. He opened hiseyes and
looked toward me—not enough to draw attention but enough to show he knowswe're here.”

Rhialet out abreath. “He sdive”

“The bastards must have thought they could torture more information from him.” Lycas gripped hisknife.
“I'll show them how it feds”

“Y ou havetime for nothing but aclean kill,” Rhiatold him, “and then only when necessary. That wasthe
plan.” She hated the idea of cold-blooded daughter, and didn’t want to give the Descendants any excuse
to attack again, but taking the guards by surprise was the only way to overcome their disadvantagein
number.

Alankaexplained thelocation of the guards and the relative position of Marek.

“Ready?’ she whispered. The three of them clasped hands and sgueezed. In that moment, Rhiafelt
Nilo’s absence more acutely than ever.

Alanka disappeared to circle around the front of the camp. Lycas and Rhiareached the outskirts and
waited in thewoods dense undergrowth. About a hundred paces away, two guards roamed the west
sde of the perimeter, near an opening large enough for wagonsto enter. Many of the camp’ stentslay
rolled up on the ground, ready for transport. Clearly many Descendants dept a more permanent dumber
tonight.

Because of thelack of obstruction, Rhia could see amakeshift pen in the middle of the camp, bordered
by two standing torches. A figurelay onits side on the ground, unmoving. Marek.



Totheir right, an owl hooted twice, then three times—Alanka ssignd. Lycas called back inasimilar
fashion, with adifferent sound pattern, so as not to raise suspicion.

They wereready.

An arrow thumped atree on the other side of the guards. One of them gestured to the other to check it
out, watching his companion as he disappeared. Lycas moved in ablur of speed and crooked hisarm
around the second guard’ sthroat. By the time Rhia caught up to him, the Wolverine had inserted his
dtiletto under the Descendant’ sribs, up into hislung, providing asoundless desth. No breath would rattle
histhroat and dert the others.

Her brother removed the blade and laid the dying body quietly on the ground. Rhia stopped as Crow’s
wings pounded within her mind. She would never get used to that sound.

Lycas touched her shoulder to cam her, then put afinger to hislips and directed her into the camp. He
dunk off to find the other guard.

Rhiahurried from one tent to the next, listening for sounds within before moving toward Marek’ s pen.
Though some men tossed in their bedrolls—no doubt reliving the day’ s eventsin their dreams—none

seemed to hear her. Outside one tent shefdt the presence of Crow alight. Someone within was dying;
breath rasped and teeth gritted. She moved on, more quickly.

When she had reached the tent adjacent to Marek’ s pen, she untied her hatchet and examined the nature
of hiscaptivity. A rope led from each of the four cornersto one of hislimbs. Staked into the ground was
afifth rope, leading to Marek’ s neck. They were treating him with the contempt they would show awild
beast.

One of his guards watched the surrounding area while the other kept a steady gaze upon Marek’s
immobilefigure. No doubt they knew by now that he could become invisible, and wanted to monitor his
movements without blinking.

A soft whinny sounded to her right. Though most of the Descendant horses stood with their heads
lowered in asedated haze, one eyed her with curiosity. Colond Baleb'sgold stalion. He wore nothing
but aleather halter, the end of which was looped around a stake outside the largest tent.

When the horse shifted hisfeet to get a better [ook at her, he drew the attention of the guard who wasn't
watching Marek, atdl, fair-haired man with dumped shoulders. Rhia shrank back behind the tent out of
sight. She could no longer see Marek’ s pen. She strained to hear any sound.

Booted footsteps approached. The Descendant guard must have thought he was walking softly, but
compared to most of her people, he was so loud, he might aswell have wrapped bells around his ankles.
The image—and the fact that her nerves were stretched to the breaking point—amaost made her laugh.
She clgpped ahand to her mouth.

The footsteps hated. Rhiaraised her hatchet and thought of the wet, sickening thud it would makein the
soldier’ sflesh.

A mockingbird twittered afamiliar tune. Alankaand Lycas were in place on the opposite side of the
camp, but the guard was too close for Rhiato answer. Besides, fear had dried her lipstoo much to
whistle even one note.

The footsteps began again. In just afew moments he would discover her. She remembered the gray wolf
who had saved her life near theriver. If only the wolf could appear again. ..



Therewas one anima she could call. But in the middle of the night? And for such a purpose?

Rhiaclosed her eyes and asked forgiveness, then began asilent prayer of beckoning, the one that would
cal the crowsat afunerd. Her inward recitation was quick and urgent, meant to disturb more than coax.

From anearby treetop, arustle came, then an irritated flap of wings.
Please, she added to the prayer. Help me.

A soft caw emanated from the branches. The guard’ s steps halted again, and he murmured a baffled
oath. Rhiarepeated the prayer, shouting inside her mind, pleading for the crow to wake and fly.

With anindignant grokkk!, the bird dropped from the tree. Rhia opened her eyesto see a shadow
descend and skim the forest floor. She winced, fearing the daylight-loving bird would fly into atree trunk.
Instead it landed about thirty paces away and rustled within the undergrowth, sounding like an intruder to
the enemy camp.

The guard ran past her to investigate and disappeared into the woods. Rhia peered around the tent. The
other guard was headed in Alanka and Lycas sdirection. Now was her chance.

Sheranto Marek’ s pen and climbed over the Sde, since it had no gate. His face held amixture of
despair and relief as he held out the rope that bound his neck. She wanted to knedl at hisside and salve
his wounds with a caress, but there was no time. She planted her foot on the rope between his neck and
the stake in the ground, then swung the hatchet to dice the binding clean through. Itsimpact created a
loud thump.

Marek’ s guard turned at the sound. His mouth opened to yell an darm, then hisbody went rigid. He
collapsed, an arrow protruding from his back.

She cut the other ropes, Marek pulling each one taut to make it easier. When they were al severed, she
turned to him.

Hisface was etched in horror.

They were surrounded.
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G uards stood around the pen, swords drawn. A dozen blades pointed straight at Rhia's heart. She
dropped the hatchet. It made adull clang when it hit the ground.

“Leavethemdivel”
The Descendant colond pushed hisway past two of the guards and examined Rhiawith agrin.

“Our little trap worked. They may not trade their horsesfor a piece of Kaindon scum, but I'll wager
they’ Il give anything to keep their precious, puny Crow woman.”

Rhialooked at Marek. His body drooped asif he were past the point of exhaustion and poised outside
death’sdoor. Yet Crow was far from him, which meant his demeanor was an act.

“Tdl me littlegirl.” Colond Baeb leaned hisforearms on the fence asif indulging in casua gossip. “Why



go to such lengthsto rescue adead man?’ His smile disappeared and he gestured to two of the soldiers.
“Tieup theliar and her lover. Therest of you, find the others. Bring any women dive, and the heads of
any men. We ll show the Asermons what will remain of our captivesif they refuse our ransom.”

“No...” Rhiahad lost one brother aready today. Her knees buckled.
Marek caught her arm and whispered, “When | say, ‘now,” climb on my back.”

Shelooked at him in amazement. Did he have the strength to climb the fence supporting her weight, much
lesswhile conjuring his power?

All but two of the soldiers dispersed to ook for Alankaand Lycas. Soon they would find two of their
comrades dead outside the camp entrance and another wandering in the woods after abumbling crow.

As soon asthe pair of soldierslowered their weaponsto climb the fence, Marek bent his knees,
whispered, “Now!” and vanished. Rhia clambered on his back and locked her arms around his neck.
Theoutlines of her own body shimmered into nothing.

To the bewildered shouts of the soldiers, Marek vaulted the fence. Rhianearly lost her grip and dipped
severd inches before climbing back up. He dodged around Descendants who were flailing the air with
sword or knifein search of their captives. Hislegs began to falter; the Descendants abuse had taken a
toll on his body. He wouldn't be able to remain unseen much longer, and someone would strike them
down.

“Behind the colond’ stent,” she whispered.

He stumbled past the tent. They came face-to-face with the stalion, who stamped hisfeet in fear a the
amel of invishle humans. Rhialet go of Marek and untied the hdter from the hitching post. Shelet the
horse sniff her now-visble hand.

“Come with me,” shewhispered to the beautiful besst.

Marek boosted her onto the stallion’ s back, then she reached out her good arm to help him up. From the
near-miss of hisleap she could tell he was weakening. Marek pressed his body against hersto make her
invishble, but it didn’'t work. Any moment the soldierswould find them.

Rhia convinced the horse to move with asoft click of her tongue. He walked camly between the tents
toward the outskirts of the camp. She bent low over hisneck to hide her profile and wished that Marek
could lend his stedlth to cover the thump of hoofbeats beneath them.

The colond’ svoice rang out. “Where smy horse?’ He cdled even louder. “Keleos!”
The stdlion stopped and turned his head toward his master’ s voice. Rhia urged him on with awhisper.
“You'll never haveto fight again.” She gave him alight nudge with her hed. “Please”
“Enough of this.” Marek grabbed the lead from her and dapped the horse' s hindquarterswith it. “ Go!”

The gdlion lurched forward. Rhiasteered him toward the opening in the woods using only the hater
lead, her legs and her balance. Fortunately, Keleos was as elegant in training as in appearance, and
responded to her guidance.

Shoutsturned in their direction. Just asthey reached the edge of the camp, asoldier leaped from behind
the last tent. His sword dashed at Rhia, and she whedled the horse just in time to avoid the blow.



Marek screamed and became visible again. Blood poured from behind his right knee, where the sword
had struck him.

“Hold on!” she begged him, then urged Keleosto gallop into the woods. Leaves from low branches
whipped their faces as they careened among the trees. Her hands twisted in the horse' s sSilver mane, and
her injured shoulder throbbed from the effort to stay on the zigzagging horse.

When the cover of trees hid them from the camp, Rhia dowed their pace to atrot. She would ride out a
little farther, then circle toward Asermos. If Lycas and Alanka had seen their escape, they would head
home as well, she hoped.

She looked back and gasped at the rivulet of blood seeping down the horse’' s side from Marek’ s wound.
He groaned behind her. With what little power she still possessed, shelistened for Crow’ swings and
heard nothing.

“You'll bedl right,” shetold him. “Just try to stay conscious until we get to—"

Sted whispered againgt |eather on the path ahead of them. The stalion reded as someone on the ground
grabbed for hishater. Marek toppled off with aroar of pain, yanking Rhiawith him. They fell to the
forest floor with a breath-stedling thud.

Rhialifted herself on an aching elbow to see one of the soldiers advancing on her, sword drawn. It must
have been the one the crow had lured away from the camp. If so, he was done. Shelooked at Marek,
whose eyes grew wide.

A few steps away now, the soldier halted. *Y ou again.”
Though the darkness obscured hisface, she would never forget that voice: Razvin's murderer.

The Descendant stepped forward, face set in asnarl. “ Thanks to you | was demoted, |eft behind on the
day of battle to guard vermin like him.” His sword pointed to Marek, who tried in vain to stand. “I
prayed this day would come.” The Descendant smiled dowly. “I guessthat means my godsarered.”

Aslong as hewastaking, hewasn't killing. “ Did you doubt it?” she asked him.

“We al have doubts. Except perhaps you people. Y ou’ re too smple-minded to ask questions. Y ou
might aswell expect adog to ask his master why he should hunt, or lie down or drive the sheep to the left
or right.”

“I’ve asked questions,” she said. “I’ve wondered why Crow comes for al people, even those who reject
the Spirits”

“I don't believeyou.”

“It does't matter if you believein them. They gtill watch over you. Someday Crow will comefor you.” A
movement behind him caught her eye. Maybe sooner than you think.

L ycas legped from the bushes and lunged for the soldier, who turned just in time to deflect hisdagger’s
blow. The clash was so0 strong, both weapons clattered to the ground. Asthey fought hand-to-hand, Rhia
stepped over the heavy sword to retrieve her brother’ sknife. 1t was nearly the length of her forearm, but
at least she could lift it, unlike the sword.

At hisbest, Lycaswould have defeated the soldier easily, but his body was worn from battle, while the
Descendant had spent the day guarding Marek. Rhiawaited for an opportunity to return the knife to her



brother.

The soldier dammed the hedl of his hand againgt Lycas sjaw, then gouged aknee into hisgroin. Lycas
dropped to the ground, pardyzed with pain.

The Descendant scanned the ground for his wegpon and saw Rhia holding the dagger. Hissword lay just
behind her feet. He legped. Sheraised her handsto protect herself and plunged the knifeinto the
Descendant’ s gut.

Blood gushed over her hand as she tried to withdraw the wegpon. She needed to strike again and again,
for hewasn't dead. His eyes grew wide with pain and surprise, but the light in them burned strong and
bright.

His hands encircled her neck. Shelet go of the knife and tried to push him away, but his grip wastoo
tight.

Black spots danced before her eyes. Hislook of defeat changed to triumph.
“Beadt,” he whispered as he squeezed.

Sted plunged between them, and the Descendant’ s hands tightened, then released in a spasm. She
backed out of hisgrip to see Marek materialize beside her. He stood on one foot, the sword in both
hands. He twisted it into the chest of the Descendant, who no longer looked superior, only bewildered.

Hisface purefury, Marek shoved the sword deeper.

Crow’ swings rushed through Rhia' s mind, sucking her into blackness.

42
T he Great Mourning began.

Asermos filled with chants for the dead, sung by anyone with breath to spare. Word of the Descendant
defest overtook the Asermon refugees on their way to Tiros, and within two daysthey returned. The
whest field had become amass buria ground, with no individua graves, for the heat and humidity
required immediate internment. Though Rhia understood the reasoning, she longed to know exactly
where her brother Nilo lay.

Two evenings after Marek’ srescue, she walked through her village, down the main road by theriverside.
Nearly every person she passed wore their hair short. With atwinge of guilt, shefelt thankful that her
mother had not lived to see thisday. On the distant shores of the Other Side, Mayrawould see Asermos
through athick veil and understand how this battlefit into the Spirits plan.

Right now it seemed like aterrible plan. But perhaps the Descendants, having witnessed the power of her
people smagic, would regain their respect for the Spirits. Perhapsthey could al be one people again
someday.

Hah, she thought. The dreams of afooal.

She entered Surathe Otter hedler’ slarge house, part of which doubled as a hospital. The rooms were
jammed with patients, lying side by side on the floor, cushioned by blankets donated by the local



villagers, blankets that would likely be ruined by the blood and other fluids that spilled upon them here.
She wrinkled her nose a the smells and thought how much worse it must be for aWolf like Marek.

Sure enough, he sat with his back to the far wal and apiece of cloth tied tightly over his nose and mouth.
His eyebrows popped up when he saw her, and he beckoned her over with a bandaged hand.

She picked her way among the deeping, moaning patients, and tried to cast a soothing glance upon each
of them, conveying compassion she was now too numb to fed. Crow’ swingswere silent; al of these
patientswould live, despite their suffering.

Marek mumbled something when she stood beside him. She pulled his gag down around his neck. He
made adisgusted face. “| said, get me out of here.”

She squatted beside him. “How’ s your leg tonight?”

“Likel need adrink.” His mischievous glance quickly faded into soberness. “How are you?’
She looked away. Even he wouldn’t understand the wooden despair that lay within her heart.
With the help of acrutch and Rhia s good shoulder, he limped from the healer’ s house.

“Ah, ar,” he said when they were outside. “I love air.”

He went quiet suddenly and rubbed his neck. For thefirst time she noticed the red welts across his
throat. When she had seen him before, blood or bandages had covered most of his neck. The angry
marks must have been caused by the rope with which they had bound him—and probably choked him as
well. She wondered if hewould ever tell her about his ordedl in the Descendants camp. Right now it
would only stoke the rage that gnawed her insgde, devouring her ability to fed anything dse.

That night Rhiaand Marek dept on thefirst floor of her home. Tereus gave Eloraand Alankahis bed and
took the hayloft himsdlf, snce Marek’ sleg prevented him from climbing.

Marek trembled and flinched in his deep, emitting small cries of protest. He had aways dept quietly; she
wondered what dreams or memories plagued his dumber now.

At least he could deep. Rhialay staring at the calling for hours, waiting for the short summer night to

pass. Asit did, acertainty within her grew: She could not perform tomorrow’ sfunerd ritud. All
feding—tenderness, sorrow, love—had abandoned her. There was only the numbing, soothing balm of
death. She wasllittle more than ashell now, and no one wanted to see a shell perform their people’s most
sacred ritua. Her friends and family—all of Asermos—needed her comfort, needed her to be whole,
which shewould never be again.

All the deaths had left her asbarren as...
Asthe second tree.

They rose before her, so vivid, it was asif she werein the glade again with Crow on the night of her
Bestowing, but now she stood between the two trees, on the other side of the pool from the Spirit. He
watched her across the water, waiting.

The breeze swished through the leaves of the lush tree and rattled the twigs of the barren one. She
smelled the green tree’ s flowers and the black tree’ s 0ozing sap. The bitter and sweet scents mixed in the



air until she couldn’t separate them. She looked across the pool to Crow.
“Y ou must choose,” he said.

She put out her hand to the dry branches of the barren tree. Pity coursed through her. No one else
understood its pain.

It reached for her. She jerked back her hand and studied the brittle branches. They would clutch her and
never let go. But perhaps she would find peace in their dark embrace.

The green tree rustled behind her, whispering of the love that waited in her lifeto come, if only shewould
turn toward it. She closed her eyes and heard undertones of the loss that accompanied such love. They
reached her earslike asong’ sfaintest harmony, hinting of atune to come, one whose mournful notes she
could not yet imagine.

Crow’ s deep voice echoed. “It should be adifficult choice. Those who legp eadly into the light will quall
in the face of darkness”

Hewas next to her now. “Choose for yourself. Not for Asermos. Not for Marek. Not even fo—" His
voice cut off. “Not for anyone else.”

Her heart felt encased in the bitter wood that tempted her. Insde such afortressit would remain
impenetrable. Y et thereit would adso wither and die, long before the end of her days.

For hersdlf, then, if no one ese, shewould choosetheliving tree.
For now.

She curled hersdlf around Marek’ s body, careful to avoid hiswounds, and dept without dreams.

The Asermons and Kalindons met in what was once the wheet field under a periwinkle dawn sky. No
Descendants would roar out of the far woods today; scouts reported the enemy had departed—how far
and for how long, no one knew. Severd of their wounded had remained behind. Rhiawas curiousto see
what would happen if they stayed—would they gain magic if they cameto believe in the Spirits, or was it
lost to them forever because of their ancestors' mistakes?

When she entered the fild with Marek, Tereus, Lycas and Alanka, the assembled villagersrose to their
feet. Corannaand Gaen, dong with Berilla, Gaen’ syoung Hawk apprentice, waited upon the smal hill
where they would preside. Shejoined them as her family took their places near the hill, next to Arcas,
who helped Alanka bear Marek’ s unsteady weight. A look of understanding passed between the two
men. Behind them, amournful Perra stood with her two sons, grieving for Dorius.

Gden and Berillarecited the names of the dead. By the time they finished, the sun had risen, shedding an
orange glow across the fresh ruddy soil of the buria ground.

The Hawks stepped aside, and Coranna then began the chant of the body, low and soothing. Rhiajoined
inwith asoft high harmony. Their voicesfloated on the thick morning mist. Rhiaclosed her eyesand
dipped into a date of near-trance. Her lingering pains, of both body and spirit, dissolved and dissipated,
and she felt the Other Side’ s sweet beckoning.

“You're off-key, little bird,” Lycassad.



Her eyesflew open. Even he couldn’t be so unconscionable asto interrupt the chant.

She looked around. No one else had heard him, yet to her the voice of her brother was asloud asif he
had been standing next to her. | imagined it, she thought, and kept chanting.

“You'redill off-key.”
Rhiawatched Lycas as the voice continued: “ Luckily they’ re too upset to notice.”

Her brother had not spoken. He stood with hisarm around Mali, weeping into her hair, al traces of the
tough warrior washed away.

“Rhig, I'minsulted. Y ou could dwaystdl us gpart. And you said | was your favorite.”
Her voicefailed. Nilo?

“Thet’s better.”

But you' re dead.

“Which makesyou...”

Oh.

Pregnant.

“Thank you for snging me homewhen | died,” Nilo said.

I’msorry | couldn’t stop crying.

“It meant more because you did. Besides, brotherslove making little ssters cry.”

When the chant wasfinished, everyone sat. One by one, the people of Asermos praised their falen
heroes. When it was Lycas sturn, he dowly stood and faced the crowd.

“Nilo and | shared awomb, ahome, a Guardian Spirit. We aways hoped we' d share agrave.” His
voice shook with bitterness. “ That dream was stolen from us, and |—I fed like I’ ve lost the biggest part
of me, and the only way to get it back isto kill again and again. But the enemy stole that, too, when they
ran away.”

Nilo spokein Rhia sinternd ear. “Revenge won't satisfy him. No matter how many hekills, it’'ll never be
enough.”

How do you know?

“I haveinfinite wisdom now.”

Then what should he do to fill the space you left behind?

Nilo hestated. “ Perhgps my wisdom'’ s not quiteinfinite.”

Maybe after an infinite amount of time.

“Time. That'sit. Only time can easethe pain of grief. Time, and many mugs of de.”

Ale, isthat part of the Other Sde’ s infinite wisdom?



“No, it'sleft over from life. Tell him. But find amore e oquent way to say it.”
Rhia spoke her living brother’ s name. Lycasturned to her.

“Nilo says—" she hdd his gaze “—not to avenge his death. Only the passing of days and yearswill ease
your sorrow—our sorrow. We will shoulder each other’ s burdens of grief.”

Lycas stared at her. “ Are you spesking to him?’
Rhialooked at Corannato seeif she were breaking an unknown code. Her mentor gestured to Lycas.
“Mosily he' sspesking to me” Rhiatold him.

His eyeswidened. “ Ask him—ask him if—" He seemed to search for the right words, any words. * Just
ask if he'shappy.”

“Yes” Nilosad.
Rhianodded. Lycas sface twisted into asmile that was almost a grimace.

“I wish he were as happy now as| am,” Nilo said, “but one day hewill be. When we' re together again
on the Other Side”

She repeated her brother’ s words as they cameto her. Lycas staggered back to their family and sat,
head in hishands.

Nilo spoke again. “There sabird here that says| need to leave.”

Sherepressed apleafor himto stay. | love you.

“Good luck. Crow tellsmeyou'll need it.”

What does that mean?

“I loveyou, too.”

Then hewas gone.

Shefindly gathered the courage to look at Marek. Hisface bore aquiet smilethat held no fear.

Corannabegan the calling of the crows, and Rhiajoined in afew notes later. From adistance she heard
them, as one hears awaterfal—roaring, rushing in the background of the mind. Such acommotion could
not be one crow.

The digtant horizon darkened, asit had in her dream the night before her death. Now they soared over
familiar landscape, the woods and fields of her home. They came, with voices that both quaked and lifted
her soul.

The crowd stood to watch the ondaught. There were too many birds to count, but Rhiawas sure that
Crow had numbered the souls of the fallen and sent an emissary for each one. They called to one another
asthey flew, abeautiful, terrible chorus.

A chorus of comfort for those |eft behind.



“Don’'t tease the dogs.”

Lycaswaved off Rhia s concern and continued packing food from her father’ skitchen for her return trip
to Kdindos.

“I meanit,” shesad.

“Marek and Alanka asked meto pack ale. | strapped two barrels on each pony, which ought to last you
through the summer.” Heturned to her. “Y ou'll have to come home after that to get more.”

“Y ou can dwaysvist.”

He seized aloaf of bread so hard, crumbs showered over thetable. “ Y es, I’ m sure the Asermon son of a
traitor will bewedcomed in Kaindos.”

She gently took the bread from him and laid her hand on hisarm. “You will if | haveany say init.” She
wished she could stay in Asermos longer, to grieve for Nilo with her remaining brother, but her new
powers required Coranna s guidance.

Lycas moved awkwardly, as though he had been cut in half and was getting used to the new number of
limbs. “Madli and | are going to live herefor awhile. Y our father will be lonely without you, and he needs
help with thefarm.”

Rhia understood. The hovel he had once shared with Nilo no doubt had turned into a stranger’ s home.

Alanka sfigure shadowed the doorway. She rushed to Lycas and threw her arms around his neck. “I just
got to know you.” What was | eft of her childlike demeanor after Razvin's desth had vanished in the
smoke of battle.

“Silly Wolf.” Lycas stroked the back of Alanka shair. “I’ll come when Rhia has the baby. Save some of
that famous meloxafor me”

“I' will.” Shelet go of him and looked at the packs on the table. “How much food are we taking?’
“Enough for thejourney.” Rhia picked up the closest two packs. “If we stop six timesaday for meals.”
Alankallifted apack, which was lighter than she appeared to expect. Her facelit up. “Bread?’

They went outside to where Tereus waited with the Kalindons. A line of ponies stood in the early
morning sun, tails shooing flies and mosquitoes. Her father stood close to Elora—closer than friends
would, but not as near aslovers. Rhiawas glad someone’ s companionship had eased hisloneliness, if
only for ashort time.

Shebid her father and brother farewell and took Marek’ s hand. He insisted on walking instead of riding,
but she knew he' d change his mind once he discovered how much hisinjured leg dowed the rest of the
party. It would be abattle of his pride versus...hispride.

Before they moved into the woods, she took alast look behind her. In the distance the river shimmered
bluein the morning light, already dotted with the white sails of boats come to trade at the village port,
now returned to peace.

She put ahand to her bdly, feding the power swdl within her. Aslong as new life grew and flourished,
like the leaves and branches of atree, there was hope. Even Crow, death’ s constant companion, had
taught her so. Who better to love life than One who existed on its borders, where He could see dl its



beauty asawhole and perfect vista?

Corannawanted Rhiato live in such away, on the outskirts, merely observing the attachments of others.
Perhapsit would ease the pain of her burdens. She turned to look at the Crow woman, whose smile must
have had a source besides her fal se distance from humanity.

Rhiawaked on with the Kaindons, her hand in Marek’s, until the forest enveloped them initsown lush
life



