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| nthetorchlight surrounding the camp of ahundred Kalindons, Rhia could see the rope burns on
Marek’ s neck.

The man who would soon be her husband dept quietly for thefirst timein severa nights. Perhaps
exhaustion had stolen his nightmares, or at least hisbody’ s ability to manifest them in twitches and arts.

The humid air draped over her like asecond skin. Far above, the breeze murmured through the pines and
spruces, but did not deign to descend to the ground.



She kicked off the covers of the bedrall, rolled her deeves up to her shoulders and spread her limbsto
dissipate the heat. To no avail. Summer’ s strength had reached even the high mountain forest near
Kalindos.

Whispers came. Rhia's musclesjerked asif she' d been stabbed with apin. Not again. She covered her
ears, asif that would help. Please let me sleep.

But the voices of the dead would strengthen in her dreams, rumbles of discontent forming incoherent
words. When she was awake they would whisper, or even silence when she spoke out loud or sang a
digtracting tune. Her traveling companions resented the | atter, since her crooning voice was as melodic as
that of her Guardian Spirit.

Crow.

Only afew months had passed since the Spirit had bestowed her with His Aspect. Y et she had borne
these dark giftsfor a decade—since she was eight—when she first heard Crow cometo carry asoul to
the Other Side.

The whigpers changed, and Rhiaredized with relief that these belonged to the living. Sherolled onto her
stomach to peer through the darkness.

Beyond the torchlight, aman and awoman patrolled together, carrying hunting bows so naturdly, the
wegpons seemed part of their bodies. Everyone s vigilance had helghtened since the Descendants had
invaded Rhia shome village of Asermos ten days ago. With the help of the Kaindons she now traveled
with, the Asermons had repelled the Descendant invasion, but at a precious cost.

Rhia shoved back a sweaty brown lock that had falen into her eyes. Cut above her nape in mourning,
her hair was now too short to tie back.

The voicesin her head returned, louder. A wave of nausea swept over her.

Rhiasat up. A hand grabbed her arm, snapping shut like an iron-jawed trap. She stifled ayelp and
looked down to see Marek’ s blue-gray eyes staring up at her. Helet go and blinked rapidly to rouse
himsdlf.

“Sorry,” he whigpered. “Where are you going?’

She wiped the cold sweat from her forehead. “1 fed sick.”
“From the baby?’

“Too soon for that.”

“Thevoicesagan?’

“Fedslikefliestrapped indde my skull.” She rubbed her ear, asif that would relieve theitch deep within.
“Corannasaid it would be like thisthefirst few months, but | don’t think | can stand another hour.” She
was only two weeks pregnant, with the voices the sole sign she had progressed to the second phase of

her Aspect.

Her new powersrequired her to return to Kalindos to continue studying with her mentor. Right now she
wished they were back at her father’ sfarm in Asermos, instead of spending another night in the
mosquito-plagued forest. Normally the journey to Kalindos took only afew days by horseback, but
conveying those with battleinjuriestripled thetrave time.



She pushed away the blanket. “I’ m going to the river to coal off.”
Hesat up. “I'll gowithyou.”

“You should rest. I'll bring Alanka.”

“I need abath, too.” He drew hislegs out of the bedroll, wincing.
“You'll get your bandage wet.”

“I'll ¢and on onefoot.”

She grasped his hand to help him up, secretly glad he would accompany her. He dung his bow and
arrows over his shoulder as automeatically as most people would put on shoes. They tiptoed out of the
camp together, two sets of footsteps but only one sound. Even Marek’ slimp couldn’t undermine his
Wolf sedth.

His pam pressed warm againgt hers. With hisleft hand, he wiped the shoul der-length, light brown hair
from his stubbled cheeks where sweat had adhered it. The gesture reveded a pa e face contorting with
the effort to hide the pain of every other step. Rhia pretended not to notice, but owed her pace
nonetheless.

She fidgeted with the leather cord around her neck, from which a crow feather hung. When they returned
to Kaindos tomorrow she would removeit. Each of that tiny village' s three hundred residents knew the
others names and Guardian Spirits, o they saw no need to wear fetishes. In the much larger villages of
Asarmos, Veekos and Tiros, courtesy demanded one display which powers one possessed. Asmuch as
she loved the Spirit who had chosen her, Rhia sometimes wished she could hide her desth-awareness. It
tended to make people nervous.

Marek stopped short, throwing aglareto their right, where his Wolf-sster Alanka sat hunched in the
dark on afdlen tree trunk with her former mate, Adrek. Rhia couldn’t hear their words, but obvioudy
Marek could.

“They’ re supposed to be patrolling,” he said.

“Look.” Rhiapointed to their |eft, where another scout—a Bobcat, she thought—circled the camp.
“Maybe Alankaand Adrek’ sshiftisover.”

Marek’ s mouth snapped into ataut frown, and she knew what bothered him. “None of my business.” He
sgueezed her hand and led her toward the river again. “But | hate to see her make the same mistake
twice”

For thefirst time, Alankafelt true sympathy for the deer she hunted. Not just gratitude for their sacrifice,
or respect for the life they had given. Now she knew how it felt to sense the stalk of a Cougar in the
night.

“I missyou.” Adrek shifted to face her on the tree trunk. “Fighting in that battle, dmost dying, | redized
what wasimportant in life”

“I’ve never been important in your life.” The catch in her voice betrayed her resentment. “And last |
heard, sprained anklesweren't |ethal.”



Hefidgeted with the hunting bow between his knees, eyebrows pinched. She amost regretted her retort.
The battle for Asermos had been hard on everyone—even Adrek, who hadn’t lost family. She turned
away from his pout, knowing the effect it still had on her even after two years.

“I'm sorry,” hesaid quietly. “I’ve donethisal wrong. | just thought we could talk.”

Alanka crumbled ashard of bark that had comeloose in her hand. She needed to talk about the killing,
too, with someone who had done the same, with someone else called by the Spiritsto take the lives of
animals, not people.

But not until shewasready.

“Y ou never told me how you got hurt during the battle.” She tried not to smirk—one of the Bobcats had
told her what had happened, but she wondered if Adrek would invent a cover Sory to save face.

He dapped amosguito on hisarm. “1 stepped inahole.”
“A hole”

His green eyesflashed at her. “1 was too busy shooting arrowsinto Descendants to watch where | was
going.”

There it was again, the thing that turned her ssomach and kept her awake no matter how tired she was.
She pushed it away.

“Something snapped when | fdll,” he continued. “Next thing | know, someone loads me onto askid and
I’'minthe heders tent, covered in another soldier’ sblood.” A corner of Adrek’s mouth turned down.
“But nothing compared to what you went through.” He reached for her hand. She moved it away,
pretending to test the tension on her bowstring.

Adrek’ s spurned hand scratched the back of hishead. “Isthis because of Pirrik?’

Her shoulders tensed at the name of her most recent mate. “ Y ou know I’ m not with him anymore.” She
held her voice low, in case Firrik lay awake in the camp.

“He should have been more understanding.”
“My father killed hisfather. What' sto understand?’

“That was't your fault. No one should blame you for anything your father did—that murder, starting the
war with the Descendants. Y ou’ re not him.”

Her fingerstrembled, vibrating the bowstring at the farthest depths of her hearing range. The sound made
the memoriesflarein her mind, like wind over acampfire. She thrust the bow away. It toppled onto the
needle-covered ground. Adrek gasped and lunged to pick it up.

“Areyou two guarding the camp or reminiscing?’

Alankalooked behind her to see Endrus and Morran approach. Bobcat Morran had been her second
mate, and the brown-haired Cougar, Endrus, who had just spoken, had followed soon after. She had
loved neither man—Adrek had shown her that Cats were good for only one thing besides hunting—and
had therefore remained friends with both.

Morran vaulted over the fallen tree trunk to land lightly beside her. “ Good thing we weren’t Descendants,
or you' d be dead by now.”



“If you were Descendants,” shetold him, “1’d have heard you before you saw me, and you’ d be dead by

“They areloud, aren’t they? Maybe they carry bricksin their shoes.” Endrus perched on the trunk behind
her and surrounded her with hislegs, hisleft knee blocking Adrek. He squeezed her shoulders, and she
groaned at the sudden release of tension. “Ooh, Morran, | made her purr.”

“But can you make her scream?’ The lanky Bobcat reached for her wait, his hand forming atickling
claw. By reflex, her foot shot out and swiped hislegs from under him. Morran sprawled in the dirt with
an “Oof!” Endrus pointed at him and stifled cackles that quaked his body.

“Boys,” Adrek said, “we weretrying to have a serious conversation.”
Endrus snorted. “And we were serioudy trying to keep her out of your clutches.”

“I can take care of mysdf,” Alankasnapped a him, with more annoyance than shefelt. Her friends
interruption had broken the morose spell Adrek had begun to cast.

“It'sour turn to keep watch.” Morran rolled to hisfeet and pulled a dead leaf out of hislong blond hair.
“ S0 you two can get some deep.”

“Yes, deep,” Endrusdirected at Adrek.
Alanka patted Endrus s knee and did out of hisgrasp. “ Good night.”
Adrek followed her toward the camp. “ So, back to my original question.”

“And my origina answer, whichisno, you can’'t deep next to me.” She quieted her voice asthey
approached the dumbering Kalindons. “1 need to be done.”

“What can you do aonethat you can't do with me?’

“Think. Breathe.”

Hetook her arm. “Alanka—"

“Remember what | did to Morran. You'll get worse.”

Adrek dropped his hand. “Who taught you that move you used on him?’

“My brothers. Lycas, | mean.” Her throat clutched her other brother’ s name, asif rleasing it would kill
himdl over again.

Adrek’ sface softened at the Sght of her grief—she had never been good at hiding her emotions. “Y ou
sure you want to be done?’

“I didn’t say | wanted to be alone. | said | needed to. Good night.”

Alankaturned away, relieved that he didn’t follow and not caring that he still held her bow. She never
wanted to look at it again.

She found her bedroll where she had left it next to Rhiaand Marek’ s. After clearing stones from a space
on the ground, she spread the blanket and wrapped herself inside, using the next day’ s clothing asa
pillow.



She stared a the shadows glimmering on the mossy gray boulder to her |eft, knowing that when her eyes
closed, the same scene would dance on the back of her lids.

Her brother Nilo, sorawled in the mud and blood of the battlefield, giving hislifeto save hers.

She owed it to him to be brave, to be proud of what she' d done to defend hisvillage. But her mind il
flickered with the vacant faces of the dead.

Marek blanked his expression as he waked, showing far less pain than he felt. If Rhiaknew how much it
hurt, shewould ingst he stay behind at the camp. He would refuse, and they would have the same
argument for the deventh time.

Hedidn’t understand how, after al the dangersthey’ d faced, she could call him overprotective.
Protective, yes, but the over part wasimpossble.

“Let'sdow down,” shesad. “I'mtired.”

Marek knew she was shortening their stridesto give hisinjured leg relief. It hadn’t taken Rhialong to
learn how to pacify hispride, and for that he loved her. That and approximately seven hundred and
forty-nine other reasons.

He longed to tear the bandage off his calf and scratch the sword wound with a sharp stick. The salve
Eloragpplied every morning was hdping it hedl, so that now the itching nearly outweighed the pain. He
knew he waslucky to havealegtoitch.

Through the thinning trees, he could see theriver’ swide, cdm surface glisten in the muted moonlight. The
haze seemed to stretch from the dank ground al the way to the moon itself. Marek’ s skin yearned for the
cool mountain water.

The bank doped down, studded with tree roots. He let go of Rhia s hand and took her elbow. “Watch
your step.”

Sheglared a him. “I’m pregnant, not blind. Ack!” She sscumbled on aroot, waving her other amto
regain baance.

He helped her down the hill, then faced away from her as she undressed. Seeing her naked would torture
him, since they had to abstain from lovemaking during her month of mourning. It was nearly al he could
think about. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t twitch hisleg without agony, or that his skin cracked from
sun poisoning. He had survived, and he wanted to fill every moment with the woman he had amost lost.

A splash and a gasp came from behind him. He turned to see Rhia submerged up to the neck. “ C-cold,”
shesad, her jaw quivering. “Whose ideawas this?’

He smiled as he took off his shoes, socks and trousers. Bandages covered the upper third of hisright
cdf; inthedim light he was rlieved to see the white strips free of fresh bloodstains.

A seriesof large rocksjutted out into the water to hisleft. He picked hisway over these, carrying his
bow and arrows, until hewas near Rhia. This vantage point gave him agood view up and down theriver,
which he scanned for intruders. Seeing nothing unusual, he sat on the edge of the rough rock, extending
hiswounded right leg dong its length and dipping his|eft leg into the cold water.

Rhiaswam over, dark hair plastered against her scalp. “Want some help?’



“I'mfine”

She blew out awet breath. “ Stop it, Marek. Y ou're not fine.”
“Am | annoying you?’

“Y es. Now, take off your shirt and lie down.”

He chuckled. “1 should annoy you more often.” He handed her his shirt and stretched out on his back.
Rhiadipped the cloth in the water, then squeezed it over his chest. He hissed at the cool relief. She
repeeted the action, then gently wiped his skin.

“Closeyour eyes,” she whispered.

A moment |ater, water cascaded over hisface and ran through his hair, soothing his nerves and washing
away three days worth of sweat and grime.

He dropped hisarm to danglein the river next to Rhia. The back of his hand brushed her warm, smooth
belly. “That doesn't tickle?” he murmured.

“I’'mtoo tired to beticklish.” She squeezed the cloth over hishair again. “And at the moment, too
content.”

Marek eased hislipsinto asmile. It was odd to fed happy, after so many days of conflict and sorrow.
Tomorrow he would return home, battered but victorious.

A scarce breeze blew over his body, cooling him and bearing a thousand scents of the forest he knew so
wall.

He sat up. One of those scents didn’t belong here. One of those scents should have been aweek’s
journey away from Asermosin the other direction by now.

He peered upriver. Nothing.
“What isit?’ Rhiawhispered.

He put afinger to hislipsand closed his eyes. The human in him wanted to see to be sure, but the Wolf
knew better. Truth lay in sounds and scents. The humid air hung heavy with the latter, carried by the
fading wind. Astheleaves on the trees hushed, the noise cameto him.

A rhythmic dapping againsgt the water, too precise and regular to be aleaping fish or frog.

He opened his eyesto check the riverbank beside them. No time to reach it without being spotted. He
hid his bow and arrows behind abulge in the rock, then did soundlesdy into the water.

Rhiagasped. “Marek, your bandage—"

“Shh. Hold till.”

He stood behind her and wrapped his armstight around her body.
Then heturned invisible, and Rhiawith him.

The ship appeared around the bend upriver, near the middle of the waterway. It was long and low, its
sails sagging in the dead air. Rows of oars protruded from the side like the legs of a centipede, but these



limbs moved as one, back and forth, pushing the vessdl through the calm waters. It floated padt, for a
moment blotting out the dim, distant view of the river’ s opposite shore.

Another ship appeared, identicd to thefirst, then another. Nine Descendant crafts floated past as Marek
and Rhiastood, unseen and unbdlieving.

The enemy was|eaving aplace it never should have been.
Kaindos.
Hishome.
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M arek clutched Rhia swaist and struggled to stay on the mare’ s back asthey careened through the
dark woods. Dripping branches hung low over thetrail, making him dodge and duck at each turn.

Ahead of them, Alankarode with Adrek, the Cougar’ s night vison leading them dl. Elora hurried behind
them on her own pony, and behind her rode two Wolverines, two Bobcats and a Bear on the other three
horses. At their current pace, they would reach Kaindos by daybreak—Iess than an hour—but it
couldn’t be soon enough for Marek.

The rest of the Kaindons were following on foot, in two groups: one who could hurry and would reach
the village by late the next morning, and one conssting of the wounded and their caretakers.

Soon the hill stegpened, and they dowed their pace to an urgent walk, the ponies huffing from the effort.
In the predawn glow Marek recognized the southernmost boundary of his hunting grounds. He knew
each branch and rock aswell as he knew the corners of his own tree house. The thought of Descendant
swords polluting his peaceful forest home made his chest burn with rage.

The wind shifted, carrying the scent he dreaded.
Blood.
“Hurry!” he shouted.

They urged on their exhausted ponies. The path to Kaindos widened, then opened into the outskirts of
the village asthe sun’ sfirst scarlet rays oozed over the mountains.

They rounded alarge boulder and pulled up short.

Shreds of tree houses|lay like kindling, covering so much ground that it seemed as though the forest itsalf
had fallen. Thewalls of nearly every house bore gashes and gaps, making the homes|ook like mouths
with missng teeth.

No one peered from behind the busted walls. No one hurried down ladders to greet them. No one
shouted or moaned.

No onelived here anymore.

“Let’sgo,” Rhiasad.



She and Marek took the lead, Adrek and Alankafollowing. Though Marek no longer had immediate
family in Kaindos—his parents had died over a decade ago, when he was ten—his gut twisted in fear for
his mentor, Kerza. The invaders wouldn’t spare an old woman like her. Though they worshiped
human-made gods instead of the Spirits, the Descendants understood how magic worked among people
of the villages, how it pesked with grandparenthood.

Theriders picked their way around the village s rubble, shouting names of their loved ones. Thefog
swallowed their voices and muted al sounds except the muffled thump of hooves on pine needles. Not so
much as a sparrow’ stwitter or awoodpecker’ srattle responded to their calls.

Elorarode up besde them. “Maybe everyone escaped.”
“No,” Rhiawhispered.

The Otter pushed back adamp strand of ash-blond hair and turned to face the village before them. She
shrieked her sons' names again, her voice echoing againg the hills and bouncing back, unheard.

“Wait.” Rhia hated the horse and motioned for Marek to dismount. As soon as he did, she did off and
hurried into the trees. Marek handed the reinsto Eloraand followed asfast as hisinjury would alow.
With arush of scent, he understood what Rhia sought.

About a hundred paces off the path, a Descendant soldier lay pitched back in a.clump of mountain laurel,
asif he had decided to St and rest awhile. Thefingers of hisleft hand looped around the arrow
protruding from hiswindpipe. He stared unseeing at the forest canopy, which dripped a steedy stream of
dew onto hisforehead.

Rhiaknelt beside the dead soldier. Marek wanted to yank out the arrow and plungeit again and again
into the man'slifelessform.

With a steady hand, she shut the Descendant’ s eyes. Marek bit back arebuke for her humane treatment
of the enemy. They wouldn’t have done the samefor her. But she couldn’t turn away from the dead any
more than she could stop breathing.

“We should moveon,” he said. “There must be others.”

“Thereare.” Shetook adeep breath and closed her eyes—for the prayer of passage, no doubt.
A howl of anguish erupted from the far Sde of the village.

Adrek.

“Go.” Rhiakept her eyes shut. “I need to finish here.”

Marek forced hisinjured leg to run. His bow and quiver of arrows dapped againg his shoulder blades,
and hewondered if he should beready tofire, if danger yet lurked in Kalindos. Then Morran joined
Adrek’ scry, clearly not awarning, but alament.

Marek’ sfeet flew over the rocky terrain, and his hands fought back the underbrush that tore at his shirt.
Hefollowed the sound of the multiplying cries, and soon he burst into the small clearing theat held the
ponies’ paddock.

He stopped and stared, his eyestrying to convince his mind that what lay before him wasred. The
morning mist shrouded everything but the three bodiesin front of him.



Two men and awoman weretied to the paddock pogts, throats dit, shirts blushed with the dull brown of
dried blood. The hairsrose on the back of Marek’ s neck.

At the corner of the paddock, Adrek knelt at the feet of afourth body, with awide gash acrossits
abdomen. Hisfather.

Marek forced hisice-cold feet to move, circling the fence. The mist revealed more bodies tied to more
posts. Zilus the Hawk, the village Council leader—dead, histhroat dit. Hiswife, Dori, dead. Two more
Council members, dead. All of the daughtered were old.

Elorastumbled past Marek, perhaps searching for aspark of life she could fan into aflame. He scanned
hisneighbors' corpsesfor the long white hair of Kerza.

The Descendants had dispatched the most powerful villagersfirst. But where were the young people his
own age? Where were the children?

A fury grew in him as he saw the gridy results of each desth. These people had raised him, taught him
how to survive in the unforgiving mountain forest. He had sworn to defend them. Instead he had
abandoned them, and convinced the best Kalindon warriorsto follow him to Asermosto fight in
someone else’ swar.

A war that had come home.

Rhiaignored the gitch in her right side as she ran through the village. Shrieks of anguish filled the air
ahead of her, but they al belonged to the living. Crow’ swingswere silent in Rhia’ s mind. He had passed
Kaindos hours ago, taken what was His, and returned to His realm on the Other Side.

Sheforced her feet not to dow as she neared the paddock.

Elora stepped toward her out of the mist. “ There s nothing left. Nothing for meto do.” Theheder's
knees bent until she sat on the ground, head in her hands.

Rhiamoved on, seding herself into the same shell that had protected her during the battle. After so many
had died in front of her, how could this be any worse?

It wasworse.

The Kalindon elders dangled pale and purple from the tall paddock stakes. With cold hands she pushed
the hair out of her eyes and examined the body of Zilus. Histhroat had been cut, but no blood pooled at
his feet, which meant he' d been killed somewhere el se and dragged here to be mounted like atrophy.
The sght curdled her guts.

Her last moments with the old Hawk had been rancorous, for he had refused to send aid to her village of
Asermos when they needed it. In abitter twist of irony, those Kaindonswho had defied Zilus s decree
and fought the Descendants were the only onesleft dive.

After speaking the prayer of passage, Rhiamoved to the next body, another male elder. She wondered
how her own mind could handle such a spectacle without shattering. Another of Crow’s* blessings.”
With afew whispered words and an unflinching touch to the man’ s dick forehead, she rel eased another
soul to thewinged Spirit.

Beneath the keening calls of the newly orphaned, someone spoke her name. She jerked her awareness



back to thisworld. Marek stood at her side. He reached to touch her arm. She flinched, and he changed
hismind.

“Adrek’ sfather,” hesaid. “Morran’s, too. Twelvein dl. Every third-phase Kaindon except Kerza, and
she' snot here”

“Where aretherest?’ she whispered, dreading the answer.
“Gone. Maybe they escaped, or—wait.” He drew a deep inhae through his nose. “ Someone sdive.”

They looked at the stable inside the empty paddock. It was large enough to shelter the seven Kaindon
ponies, sx of whom had gone to Asermos. A rope was tied to each of the paddock’ s four corner poles.
The ropes led to the stable, disappearing under the door. Suddenly one of the ropes shifted in the dirt.

Rhiaand Marek shouted, then hurried to open the paddock gate. Alanka followed. The two Wolves shot
ahead of Rhiainto the darkness of the stable. She stopped inside the door and waited for her eyesto
adjust.

“It'sThera,” Marek cdled from the middle sall.

Rhiastepped forward. The young Hawk woman's neck, wrists and ankles were bound by the ropes
leading to the paddock posts. The Descendants had tied her up like awild beast.

“Let’sget her out of here” Marek spoke gently. “Thera, can you stand up?’

Rhia checked the other stalls and found nothing but the remaining pony, who snorted and shifted itsfeet,
looking frightened but otherwise unharmed. Marek carried Theraout of the stable and lowered her onto
the ground of the paddock. The young woman's hazel eyes stared into the distance without seeing, and
her dack face seemed amost dead. Y et Crow’ swings beat nowhere near—her life' s essence was

srong.

“Theral” One of the other riders, ablond Bear man named Ladek, rushed into the paddock with Elora.
They kndlt besde Thera. Eloralifted awater skin to the girl’ slips, but the liquid dribbled down her
trembling chin.

Ladek took Therainto hisarms. Rhiaremembered, asif from another lifetime, that he was the father of
Thera s three-month-old son, who was nowhere to be seen. She hoped the Hawk had answers, and
would be able to speak them.

The young woman seemed not to notice their presence, but sat limp in her mate’ sarms while Marek cut
the ropes that bound her. Elora stroked Thera s shoulder-length dark red hair.

“Canyou tell uswhat happened?’ the heder whispered. “Where is everyone?’

Theranodded, her gaze distant and blank. The others had gathered outside the paddock, waiting to hear
her story, but Therajust kept nodding, with short pauses. Rhiarealized the Hawk was listening to voices
in her own head.

“Give her timeto comeback to us,” Rhiasaid.

“Wedon't havetime,” Adrek snapped. He gripped the fence post beside hisfather’ s body. “ She might
know where we can find the others, if they escaped, or if they were taken. We need to start searching.”

“He sright.” Ladek cupped Thera s chinin histhick fingers and turned her faceto his. “Where' s



Etarek?’ he asked her in asoft but urgent tone. “Where' s our son?’
Theradidn't speak. A tear rolled from the corner of her eye, down her cheek and onto hisfingers.

“No...” Hepulled her closer, though she seemed as oblivious asarag doll. “1 never should have | ft
you.”

Rhiaturned to Marek. They shared alook of remorse, then his shoulders stiffened. He moved to the
edge of the paddock, his eyes gaining afaraway |ook.

Hetook aquick, deep breath. “Kerzal”

A baby’scry cut theair. A moment later, awhite-haired figure appeared from the surrounding trees.
Therd saunt Kerza ssumbled into the clearing, clutching an infant to her chest.

“Etarek!” Theratried to stand, wild eyesfixed on her son.

Ladek leaped to hisfeet and dashed out of the paddock, nearly knocking the gate off its hinges. He took
the squedling baby from Kerzaand pulled him close, then ddivered him to Thera sarms. She moaned as
shelaid the child’shead against her shoulder, tears flooding her face.

Marek helped Kerza sit on atree ssump outside the paddock. Rhiamoved toward them, listening for the
rush of Crow’ swings, which never arrived. The old woman was exhausted but strong.

“They came,” Kerzasaid with agasp, “in the dead of night. Our scouts called the darm, useless against
SO many.”

“How many?’ Marek asked.

“At least athousand. Almost ten of them for each one of us.” Shetook agrateful gulp of the water Rhia
offered. “Knew | couldn’t fight, could only carry and cloak one person. No time to get food or water or
put himinading. | came back hoping the soldierswould be gone. Couldn’t watch him starve in the
wilderness”

“You saved hislife” Marek said.

“What about the others?’ Kerza sat up straight. Her thin skin flushed, then paled when she saw the
ghastly display. “Oh, no.” Sherose on unsteady legs and took a step toward the paddock. “ This can’t be

happening. Indl my years—"
“Get away fromme!”

Rhiaturned to see Therascowling at Alanka, who stumbled back and put a hand to her paling cheek asif
she' d been dapped. No doubt she was regping the fruit of her father’ s treachery. Rhia entered the
paddock and put her arm around Alanka s waist to comfort her and show her loydty. The Wolf’schin
trembled, and she rubbed it hard.

Elorastiroked Thera shair. “Y our baby’s safe now, and he' |l be fine, alittle dehydrated, that'sal.” She
paused. “ Can you tell uswhat happened? Start wherever you need, but we must know if we can save
them.”

Thera shuddered, then took a deep breath and wiped her face dry. In afew moments, her demeanor
camed as she went into amemory trance. AsaHawk, she could recall everything she had seen and
heard, whether she wanted to or not.



“They came a midnight,” she said matter-of-factly. “Our scouts sent out the alarm. Cougars and Bobcats
shot afew, but there were too many. We surrendered. They gathered us dl in the big clearing, where we
have our celebration bonfires. They brought out the elders and dit their throats. The oneswho struggled
were stabbed in the gut instead. They died alot dower.” Sherattled off the details asif recounting the
wegther. “The oneswho healed up right away, like Orias the Butterfly, they had their heads bashed in.
Wetried to stop them, but they restrained us.”

Therapaused with her mouth open, asif waiting for her memory to catch up. “They brought the bodies
here and tied them up. They asked for a Hawk to give their message, said everyone else would be taken
away, o | volunteered. They tested my memory to seeif | waslying, then they tied me up. They took
everyone e se—the children, the young people, the fathers and mothers—and they marched them to the
river. They said they were taking them back to Leukos as prisoners.”

“The White City,” Rhiawhispered. Next to her, Alanka shuddered.

“They said it wasin revenge for helping Asermaos,” Thera continued. “ They would have left usdoneif we
hadn’t sent soldiers and archers to defeat them there.”

Rhia s stcomach went cold. Her worst fears had come to pass. This death and destruction, this decimation
of Kaindos, had happened because of her.

“It'snot true,” Alankawhispered, bending her head close to Rhia s shoulder. “ They would have come
hereif they’ d won or lost. Nothing would have stopped them.”

But Rhiacould fed the others' judgment, as heavy asastone.

“Maybe some escaped.” Adrek picked up hisbow and quiver of arrows. “Maybe the Descendants
couldn’t keep track of all the prisoners. Or—or maybe they Ieft behind the oneswho couldn’t keep up.
Some of the children...” Hisfierce gaze darted anong them. “We have to search.”

Alankawasthefirgt to shake the shock of Thera sstory. “I'll go.” Sheleft the paddock and sprinted into
the forest with Adrek.

Rhiaturned to Marek and motioned to the corpses that surrounded them. They had to remove the
gruesome spectacle before the others arrived. Marek pulled out his knife and reached for the rope
binding the closest one. She glanced down to see a splotch of blood soaking through Marek’ s trouser

leg.

Rhialooked at Elora, whose eyes were also focused on the reopened wound. The hedler stood and
approached Marek, mumbling, “ At least there' s one person | can help.”

On her way out of the paddock, Rhia gave alast glance at the baby Etarek, quiet in hismother’sarms.
He had been named in memory of his grandfather, the first casuaty of awar that had only just begun.

03
“D aial”

Alankaechoed Adrek’s call for histwo-year old daughter asthey ran through the dim forest. She added
the names of other Kadindon children, the memory of each face stabbing her with regret. Her father had
garted it dl, collaborating with the Descendantsin their attack on Asermos. How could he have known it



would bring so much pain to the village heloved?
No. How could he not have known?

Her ears strained for signs of others, but heard nothing over the sounds of their feet and the blood
pumping through her head.

She grabbed Adrek’ sarm and pulled him to ahdt. “Let melisten.”

He obeyed, panting hard. Cats were sprinters, she reminded herself, and placed her palm over his mouth.
“Shh.”

Alankaclosed her eyesto listen. Her pulse, accustomed to long runs, dowed and quieted. In afew
moments, the world of scent and sound opened up to her.

Shefiltered out the background hum of the distant river and whispering pine branches. A squirrel shook
the branches of atree, claws scrabbling over bark inits haste to hide. From its scent she knew it wasa
female who had recently given birth.

She knelt on the forest floor and put her face near the ground. The damp dirt held the scent of
people—so many, she couldn’t pick out any individua. Many wore deerskin shoes, but some had been
taken barefoot.

“They camethisway.” She sat back on her haunches and drew a deep bregth. “But the scent is hours
old”

“We dready know they camethisway. We need to know if they’ re here now.”

“Not inthat direction.” She pointed to their right, off the path, toward the south, from which the wind
blew.

“I'll dlimb.” Adrek removed his moccasins and took off, racing for a pine tree whose lowest branch hung
more than threetimes his own height.

She watched hislithe form speed up, long legs devouring the distance in less time than she could blink.
With agraceful legp, he launched himself at the branch. Alanka gasped, certain he would missand crash
to the ground, but his hands sei zed the branch as deftly if he had been standing next to it. Adrek arced his
body to align his hipswith the branch. He planted afoot on the limb, then stood up straight, with only a
finger on the trunk to steady himsdlf.

He surveyed the area, then shouted, “Nothing yet. I'll go higher.”

He leaped to grasp the stub of abranch Alanka couldn’t see, then used his bare feet to push himsdlf
farther up the trunk where he could get his arm around alonger limb. She watched him repesat the
process until her neck ached.

She picked up Adrek’ s shoes and moved closer to the tree, hoping to glimpse hisdiminishing figurein the
forest canopy. The breeze shifted to blow from the east, from theriver itsdlf.

A human scent struck her, too strong to be alingering footstep. She closed her eyes again to isolateit. It
was achild. Female?

Assheturned to tell Adrek, he shouted, “1 see something!”

Heran out on abranch too small for hisweight, and Alankatensed. Just before it snapped, he leaped to



the limb of an adjoining fir. He did down the smooth trunk, then hung from the lowest branch. Adrek let
go and dammed to the ground beside Alanka. “1 saw pink.” He pointed toward theriver, then grabbed
his moccasins from her and shoved them on hisfeet. “ The mountain laurel’ s topped blooming, so it must
be someone' s clothes.” His own face was pink from the exertion.

“| smelled apersonin that direction,” she said, “maybe agirl.”
“Daria” Adrek took off.

When Alanka caught up to him at the Sde of the path, he was kneeling over asmal patch of pink. Her
Sweat turned cold.

Sherantojoin him and redlized he was holding only anightshirt. Itsfront was smeared brown in the
center.

“It' shers. Thestainisjust mud.” He heaved awheezing breath and stood. “ She could be anywhere.”

“Giveittome” Alankaheld the shirt to her face and inhaled the same scent as before. She shoved the
shirt back into Adrek’ s hands and trotted off the left sSide of the path, to the north. As hefollowed, she
sad, “Thisisthe onedirection | couldn’t smell before, because of the wind. Stay off tothesideso | don’'t
pick up the scent of the shirt.”

But after ahundred or so paces, she knew it wasfutile. “Not thisway. And not south.” She looked at
Adrek’ sface, taut with desperate hope. “We'll keep moving toward theriver, and Il track back and
forth to seeif sheleft the path, but—"

“She must have. She' saways running off.” Hiswords tumbled over one another. “Turn your head for
two blinks and she' sgone. That's how they are a that age, right?’ He twisted the pink cloth between his
fingers. “She probably got hot and cranky in her shirt and made her mother take it off, then saw arabbit
or—or aflower or—"

Alanka put ahand on Adrek’sarm. “Wée |l find her.”

They ran. Alanka veered to both sides of the path, staying within the cone of scent the girl had crested.
Now that she had smelled the shirt, it was easy to pick out one person’ strail among the others.

But the center of the cone never |eft the path. Alanka knew Adrek’ slabored breathing wasn't only due
to the gtrain of the cross-country run. His anguish held an acrid scent of its own.

The light ahead brightened as the trees thinned. Her legs pumped harder, and in afew moments she burst
from the treesinto the blinding sunshine. She trotted up and down the riverbank, searching for a scent
leading off to the Sde, some sign of alast-minute escape.

Nothing.

Adrek stumbled out of the woods and sank to his hands and kneesin the mud. He coughed several
times, then raised his head to ook at Alanka

Shewent to him. “I’'m sorry.”

“No...” Hismuddy hands grasped his hair asif to tear it fromitsroots. Alankadipped her arm around
his shoulders, dick with swesat and tree mist. He called his daughter’ s name again and again asif hisvoice
could reach down the river and yank the child back to him.



“WEll get her back,” Alanka murmured. “We beat them before—we can do it again.”

“Not on their land. We don’t even know if they’ |l keep her in the city. She could be—" He spit out the
words. “She could be sold.”

Alanka sgrip on him tightened at the thought. “I swear on my Spirit, Adrek, someday we' [l make them
sorry they ever met us.”

Rhialaid ablanket over the body of the last Kalindon elder they had removed from the paddock posts.
Her chest ached a the sight of the woman’ s pae, wrinkled face. Though Rhiahad seen people she'd
known since childhood fal on the Asermon battlefield, these deaths somehow cut her more. So much
wisdom and power, gone forever.

The voices of the dead till whispered. Now she knew they belonged to those who had perished here.
Shewas dmost glad she couldn’t hear their words—surely they were accusing her.

Marek brought her a skin of water and placed ahand on her back. “How are you?’
She wiped the sweset from under her eyeswith aclean cloth. “I fed responsble.”

“Y ou were protecting your home. It was the Descendants' choiceto kill. Y ou didn’t put the swordsin
their hands.”

“I put thetargetsin front of them.”

Marek’ s gaze shot to theright, and his nogtrilsflared. “They’ re coming!”
Panic streamed down her spine. “The Descendants? Again?’

“No.” Hisface brokeinto anear smile,

With arugtle of undergrowth, the forest gave birth to Wolves, sumbling under the weight of weariness
and smdl| children.

Rhiaran with the others to embrace the men and women—all second-phase Wolveslike Marek, ableto
cloak another person with their nighttime invisbility. Ten had escaped, as Kerza had, when the
Descendants invaded. Each had carried off achild to shield.

Rhiahelped Eloraddiver food and water to the returning Wolves and the children. The adultstried to
muffle their mourning for the sake of the young ones, who seemed more dazed than frightened. Most
were too smal to grasp what had happened. Rhiaamost envied them.

Not long after the Wolves' return, her mentor, Coranna, and the other nonwounded Kaindons arrived
on foot. Coranna approached Rhia at the paddock gate, her pale blue eyes blank with shock. Most of
her long slver hair had come loose from its braid, and her graceful gait had turned into anear stagger.

Rhiaembraced her. Corannd sthin arms trembled against Rhia s back, then she drew away and blinked
hard. “Have you done the prayers of passage?’

Rhia nodded.

Coranna stumbled past her to sink onto anearby log. After amoment, she sat up straighter and drew the
heds of her hands over her temples. “I’ll just rest amoment, then we'll get help moving the bodiesto the



pyre”

Good, Rhiathought. Keep moving, be useful. “How will we burn so many?’ she asked Coranna. “ There
is't enough dry wood for twelve funerds.”

“We Il burn severd a atime and have separate ceremonies away from the pyre. Each person should
have their own tribute, especialy sincethey—" Her voice caught, and Rhiawaited to seeif her
composure would crack. These people were Coranna s closest friends. She and Kerzawere the only
remaining eders.

Corannadrew in abresth and pressed her lipstogether, asif trapping the onrush of emotion inside.
“We'll hold therituals as soon asthe rest have arrived from Asermos.”

Rhia had almost forgotten about the wounded and their caretakers. The scene of sorrow and discovery
would repest. The thought made the skin around her eyesfed tight and heavy.

“Why do they hate us so much?’ she heard hersalf say. When Corannadidn’t answer, she continued. “I
can dmost understand their invasion of Asermos. The landsthere arerich. But here—" Shelifted a shaky
hand toward the line of shrouded bodies. “What they did to these men and women, it' s—" Shefdl slent.
Any attempt to describe the atrocity sounded feeble.

“I've never seen anything likeit,” Corannasaid. “ Never imagined.”
“Where were the Spirits? Why didn’t They protect Kalindos?’

“| understand your bitterness,” Coranna said, “but it’s not up to the Spirits to solve human problems.
Y ou' re old enough to know that.”

“I don't want Them to solve our problems. But alittle help would be nice”
“Perhgpsit’sdl part of aplan.”

“Thenit'sabad plan.”

Corannasighed. “ Tell that to Crow.”

“I will.” She wished she could communicate with Him right here, right now, without waiting for avison or
dream. But the Spirits couldn’t be beckoned like dogs.

A low croak came from the tree overhead. Rhialooked up to see araven gazing down at them. She
stood, ready to shoo the bird away from the bodiesiif it came any closer.

Corannatouched her elbow. “It has something.”

The raven cocked its head, revedling ashiny silver object inits beak. It Sretched its neck and opened its
mouth. Thething fell to the ground in front of Rhia

She picked up the object, which appeared to be alarge flat button. It held an insggniain the shape of the
sun, with tiny marks on either side.

“Must have come from one of the soldiers,” Coranna said.

Anideadawned in Rhia smind. She clutched the button in her fist and looked up at the raven. “Thank
you.”



Someone caled her name. Alankawalked toward her, skirting the rows of bodies. The bitter set of her
jaw told Rhiathe unwelcome news. no Kadindons had been found on the way to theriver.

She approached Alanka quickly. “1 have anidea.”

“Our boats are gone, even the canoes, so we can't follow them. Adrek and | are going to Asermosto
gather arescue party.”

“You're astep ahead of me already.” Rhiashowed Alankathe button. “ Usethis. It belongsto the
invaders, so maybe it can be traced to a certain part of Leukos. Maybe that’ s where the prisoners will go
fird. It'snot much, but it sagtart.”

Alankaexamined the button. “ Better than going in blind.”

Rhiathought of the dead Descendant in the woods whose soul she had delivered to Crow. “Let’s have
everyone scour the village for pieces of theinvaders uniforms. The more clues, the better.”

“Andit'll give us something to do besides cry.” Alanka put the button in her pocket. “We' Il leave as soon
asthe horses are ready, before nightfal at the latest. Drenis and Ladek want to come. Maybe Morran,
too.”

The shing-shing of asharpening knife drew their attention to Morran and Adrek, who knelt sde-by-side
at thefeet of their fathers' corpses. The Cats stared straight ahead, fists clenched, as Endrus prepared to
shear their hair in mourning.

“Now we' redl orphans.” Alankafingered the ends of her own short black locks. “ Timeto grow up.”

Whether we' re ready or not, Rhia thought.

04
T he darkness broke when he heard the screams.

Filip surfaced from adense gray mind mist. A man was dying. Lights bobbed into the room and fixed
themsalves near the screamer, on thewall to hisright. Pain and fear infused the shrieks, but Filip found
neither of these fedingsin himsalf. The gods had blessed him with fog.

Other voices mingled with the screamer’ s, shouting something about breathing or not bresthing. A yellow
glow flared likeabdl of sunshinein the middle of the night.

Thefog enveloped him, dimming the noise to a distant, meaningless cacophony.

When Filip woke again, light sifted through a nearby window. Birds chattered. He wanted to go back to
deep but couldn’t remember why. Something waited for him there. Something good.

The sound of |abored breathing came from his right. The man hadn’t died, not yet. They were done.
“Aweke?’ Filip whispered with dry, tight lips. No response. “Who are you?’

The bresth changed rhythm and turned into awheeze. * G-G—" The man’ sthroat choked on his own
name.



“Never mind. Seep.”

Filip tried to move hisfingers. Asthey brushed the blanket to touch his hip, the light pressure sparked an
itch thet lay dl over, everywhere and nowhere. When he scratched his nose, the skin felt rubbery, asif
the nerveslay far benegth it.

Numb. Good.
Dark again.

In his dreams he ran—sometimes acrossfieds, but more often in back aleys, through markets, dashing
homein timefor dinner to avoid the lash or racing his brother from one side of Letus Park to the other.
Loser getsa punchinthearm.

Beforethe fog, what was there? Fire, he remembered. A fever insde him, raging up the left sde of his
body. Then came the sweet, damp cloth that held blissful release, and now...

He was awake, knew his name and knew he was staring at a white stucco ceiling with wooden rafters.
He knew his older brother had died facedown in aflood of blood and bile, yet the memory did not
skewer him today asit had before. A cloak of what must be opium cushioned hisfedings.

Hisleft foot itched. A great weight seemed to Sit on his chest, keegping him from reaching down to
scratch, so hetilted hisright foot to rub theitchy spot.

Which wasn't there. Why? Curiogity followed him into hisdreams. Heran.

That night the other man died in his degp. One moment he was breathing—the next, not. Filip knew he
should cdll out to dert someone, but his throat was too dry and sticky to utter more than awhisper.
Instead he lay there, marveling that one who had struggled so fiercely should end hislife so peacefully,
like an old horse lying down in the pasture.

Seep again, and when he woke the man was gone. Filip's ssomach growled, a protest itself against
desth.

“Awake, | see,” said awoman’ s voice from what appeared to be adoor. He remembered now; thiswas
Zdia, the Asermon hedler who had treated him after the battle.

The battle.

“I'll bring you breskfast in amoment,” she said, “but first there s something | need to tel you. Something
hard.”

Filip's mind flooded with memories of pain and fever—and the place they came from.

“No...” hesaid, inavoicetoo much likeachild's.

“You'regoingtolive.” A blurry face appeared over him, framed by loose strands of brown-gray hair.
With effort he bent hisright leg, angling hisfoot into the space in hisbed where it should be.

He began to quake. “ Y ou should have let medie” He clutched at the blanket, wanting to tear it in half.
“Why didn't you let me die?’

“Youwouldn’t bediveif your Spirit didn’t want to stay. I’ ve seen stronger men than you give up.”



“Likehim?" Hejerked hischin to theright. “Why couldn’t you save him?’

“He d taken asword to the ssomach. Thingsinsde were too mixed up to ever be put right again. It wasa
matter of time.”

“Why couldn’t you use your precious magic to save him?Why couldn’t you use magic to save this?” He
hurled off his blanket to see a scarred stump, al that remained of hisleft leg below the knee. He stared at
the blunt monstrosity, laced with hideous black stitches that looked like degping spiders. He stared at it
asif it belonged to someone else, someone he would spit upon in the street. “Where were your Spirits?’
he whispered.

Zdiapicked hisblanket off the floor and held it in her hands. “1 assureyou, | did dl | could, with Otter's
help.” She clasped the smal carved otter hanging around her neck.

“Not as much as you would have done for one of your own.” He couldn’t blame her; an enemy’slife
wasn't worth much. *Y our Otter Spirit iseither weak or vindictive. Or both.” Just like our gods, he

thought.

“Otter loves all people under Her careequaly.” Zdia s brow lowered. “If only the same could be said
for me”

“What do you mean?’ he asked, though he could guess.

“Y our people killed my nephew, my first cousin on my mother’ s side, my second cousin on my father’s
side, my brother-in-law, my neighbor two doors down, my best friend' s oldest son—shdl | go on?’

Hetore hisgaze from her harsh face. “1 didn't kill anyonein that battle. It wasn't me.”

Sheleaned closer. “I didn't kill anyone, either. Remember that, my boy, before you accuse me of
negligence, and maybe we Il get dong until you can wak out of here.”

“Wadk?' He yanked the blanket from her hands and covered himself. A lock of filthy blond hair fell in his
eyes “I'll never walk again.”

“Not true. We can fit you with a subgtitute made of steel and leather. If you decide to Say, that is.”

Decide to stay? A sea-Size emptiness gaped within him. Everything he knew, everything he was, had
been ripped away in one moment.

He could never return home.

A door dammed in an adjoining room. Heavy footsteps roamed the wooden floor, and Filip’ s defenses
went on the dert.

A lanky, sandy-haired young man scomped into the room. “ Are you one of them?’

Zdiastood between the bed and the door, arms crossed over her chest. “ And who might you be,
barging in herewithout my permisson?’

“Thisisthe Descendants hospitd, right? Then he must be one of them.” Histhin lip curled at Filip, who
suddenly redlized how weak the opium had left him.

“They have sanctuary here,” Zdiasaid, “until Galen and the rest of the Council decide whet to do with
them.”



“How about this—tie rocks around their ankles and dump them in theriver.”

“Andwho areyou?’

“Adrek the Cougar. I've come from Kalindosto report the latest Descendant daughter.”

That name again, Descendants. Filip yearned for adagger to dice the word out of this man’ sthroat.

Zdiaplanted her hands on her hips. “Y ou’rein the wrong place, Adrek. Y ou should give your report to
Gden”

“| did. Hetold me you were harboring the enemy here, that | could speak to one of them.”

“I’'m not harboring the enemy. I’'m treating patients.” She widened her protective stance at the end of
Filip'sbed.

Adrek hardened his gaze on her. “ They came to Kalindos, four nights ago. Killed our eders. Killed my
father. Took everyone.” His breath made his words shake. “Hundred and seventy people, gone, in the
middle of the night.”

Filip'sface burned, and not from lingering fever. He' d heard of Kdindos—hisarmy’ sintelligence had
described it asatiny, worthless forest village needing few defenses. It had nothing worth conquering,
nothing worth stealing. Nothing but people. Filip’s commander was as brutal as he was incompetent, and
had now brought shame and dishonor to dl of Ilios.

Zdliagave both men alook of astonishment, then turned back to Adrek. “Why would the Descendants
attack your village?’

“Because we hel ped you win your battle againgt them. Turned out to be amistake.”
“Nonetheless, | won't let you harm one of my patients.”

Filip dmost laughed. She couldn’t stop this Adrek person from killing him, and shouldn’t. Better to die by
an enemy’ s handsthan live like an old man at twenty-one.

Adrek stepped around Zelia and brought forth asmall leather bag. Before she could stop him, he
dumped its contents on top of Filip. Several smal pieces of meta rolled off to clang on thefloor. “What
arethesethings?’

Willing his hand not to shake, Filip picked up therigid red-and-yellow ribbon that lay on his chest. It
seemed like an artifact from along-lost world. “They’re nothing,” he whispered.

“Nothing?’ Adrek scooped up the piecesthat had falen, then tossed them into Filip'slap. “Y our people
left them behind when they massacred my village. They go on uniforms, right? They' re not nothing.”

“I didn’t mean it that way.” Subtlety waslost on thisfdlow. “ Y es, you'reright. They sgnify ranksand
awards and—" He folded hisfingers around the ribbon, though he wanted to tossit away “—it shows
wherethey belong.”

“So where do they belong? Where can we find them?’

Filip sfted through the medals and rank insigniauntil he found asilver button, the kind worn on the
outside of the soldiers deeves. “ Second battalion.” He sneered. “Not mine.” Hetossed it back to
Adrek, who snatched it out of the air.



“But you know where they’ re based, right?’ he said.

Filip turned his head away and said nothing.

“They took my daughter.” Adrek’svoice cracked on the last word. “Whereis she?’
“How should | know?’

“Y ou know where these soldiers are from.”

“Somewhere near Leukos.”

“I know that aready! Where?’

Filip stared at the cobweb in the corner of the cealling. “1 wasfirst battalion. We wouldn't have bothered
with defensdess, inggnificant peoplelike you.”

Adrek held up the button. “ These men bothered. Where are they based?”’

Filip rubbed the ribbon between hisfingers, contemplating what little honor he had lft. “ East of Leukos,
not far. But they’ Il bring the prisoners through the city and process them there. They might not even be
brought back to the base at al.”

“What will they do with her?’
It took Filip amoment to remember who Adrek was taking about. “How old is your daughter?’
“Bardly two.” Hisjaw musclestightened and bulged. “ They won't take her from her mother, will they?”

Helooked at Adrek’ s hands, stiff fingers opening and closing, and wondered what it would take to get
them around histhroat. Despite the man’ s overal leanness, his bare arms were well-muscled—perhaps
he could snap Filip’s neck before Zdiacould get help.

“Shel sweaned,” Filip said, “so yes, they will separate her as soon as possible. If she' slucky, well
behaved and reasonably cute, they’ |l sell her to awedlthy barren couple to raise astheir own. She'll be
too young to remember her former life, and she'll grow up thinking she’ san llion.” He stopped, waiting
for Adrek to beg for the aternative.

“Whet if she'snot lucky?’

“Depends how pretty she turnsout to be. If she'sniceto look at, they might raise her asahouse dave or
a—" A twisted impulse of compassion prevented him from finishing the sentence. The thought of the
children cowering in Leukos s high-priced brothel s turned his ssomach. “If she grows up coarse looking,
though—" Filip raked adisdainful gaze over Adrek’ s gppearance “—which seemslikely, it’ s off to the
fieds, or morelikely themines”

“Mines?’ Adrek looked ready to vomit.

“Children can crawl into little spaces that adults can’t. And they egt less, so they’ re cheaper to keep.
Best of dl, they take up lessroom in the burid pits.”

Adrek blinked rapidly. “The what?”

“Individual graveswould be too labor-intensive, o they use big pitsfor the daves” He dammed the
man’' s gaze with hisown. “Along with the other beasts.”



Adrek roared and seized Filip by the throat. Filip forced his own handsto clutch the blanketsinstead of
fighting him off. Hisright shoulder throbbed—from an arrow wound he just now remembered receiving.

Adrek throttled him, damming his head againgt the pillow while Zdia screamed and tried to pull him
away. Asthe pain rippled through his neck, Filip redized the man had no idea how to kill ahuman. This
death would not be quick.

Ingtinct shoved honor aside. Filip's body bucked. Hisright hedl dug into the mattress, while the remains
of hisleft caf scraped and squirmed. Stitches yanked loose, and he prayed that the warm liquid under his
legswas only blood. Y et avestige of purpose kept him from grabbing his opponent’ s neck.

Spittle dripped on hisface from Adrek’ sincoherent shrieks. Thumbs squashed Filip’ s windpipe.

“Adrek!” shouted awoman too young to be Zdia. “What are you doing?’ Filip couldn’t see her behind
the dancing black circles. The voice came closer. “He saprisoner of war. You'll gotojail.”

“l don't care,” Adrek said.

“You'll care when Dariacomes back.” The woman was panting, and Filip could fed two opposing
forces struggle over him atop his bed. Everything was going dark.

“She’ snever coming back.” Adrek’ s grip tightened.

At last, Filip thought, and felt hisbody go dack.

“Let. Him. Go.” Her voice, degp and commanding, had moved afew steps away.
Adrek froze. His hands stopped squeezing but didn’t release.

“Y ouwon't shoot me,” he said.

“I won't haveto,” shereplied. “Because you' re going to let him go.”

The ceiling’ s wooden beams wavered and swam above Filip. He wanted to tell the woman to leave, let
Adrek finish.

“I know you'rein pain,” shesaid, “but thisisn't theway. Y ou’ re better than this Descendant. Don't
changethat by killing him.”

Fliptried tolet go of life, to Snk into the closest thing he could find to awarrior’ s death.

The hands left his neck, and breeth came staggering back into hislungs through what felt like apinhole.
He gagged and coughed, gasping for air he didn’t even want.

Zdid s soft hands touched histhroat. He pushed her awvay and rolled to hisright side. The arrow wound
speared his shoulder with pain.

Filip dry-heaved over the side of the bed for what felt like half a day, but when he turned on his back
again, thelight in the window hadn’t changed.

Zdiaapproached, carrying acloth and a steaming bowl. “I’ ve sent for more security. | can't tell you how
sorry | am.”

He shook his head and wiped hisface.



“Don't try to talk.” The healer sat on the bed and dipped the cloth into the bowl, which she then set on
the nightstand. “ Suicide by crazy Cougar, huh?’ She stroked his bruised throat with the cloth. “Bet you
thought it'd be quick.”

He shook hishead again.

“Don’'t assumethe future will be awful,” she said, “just becauseit’ snot the past. It' |l be different, that's
al”

Thewarm liquid she rubbed on Filip's neck made his throat expand and relax. The next breath held half
the pain asthe one before.

“You can't makemelive” herasped. “I'll stop esting.”
“How noble. An end fit for awarrior.”
She had a point, unfortunately. “Who was that woman?’ he asked her.

“Some Wolf from Kalindos. | was surprised she could sway him. Kaindons usualy can’t control
themsel ves, much less each other. Still, it's unconscionable what your people did to them. It' smy duty
to protect your life, but | don’t blame that man for wanting to kill you.”

“Neither do|.” Filip stared at the door, wounds throbbing, and wondered if the mysterious Kalindon
woman deserved gratitude or contempt for what she had saved.

When Zdialeft him aone again, he opened hisright fist. The red-and-yellow ribbon stuck to hispam, its
ridgesleaving afading dent in hispalid skin.

Just before sunset, Alankafound Lycas Sitting at their brother’ s grave—at leadt, it was the spot where
he' d decided Nilo was buried. The whest field, scorched to the soil by the Descendant attack, had been
turned into amass buria ground, home to hundreds of dead Asermons and Descendants, aswell asa
few Kdindons.

She strode over the ruddy soil, pushing away the memories. She couldn’t show her brother how the
battlefield, even empty, scared her more than ever.

Lycas s head was bowed, and his chin-length black hair swept forward to hide hisface. He poured an
amber liquid from aclay pitcher into amug.

As she gpproached, she noticed tiny seedlings of wildflowers—what the wheat farmer would have cdled
weeds—thrusting up toward the sun, less than half amonth after the battle. Soon the field would be a
meadow of many colors, and within a decade or two the surrounding woods would reclaim it. No crops
would grow here again.

She sat beside her brother without speaking. He gave her agrim smile and held out the mug he had
spped from. She nodded thanks, then took along gulp of warm de. It quenched her thirst in away
water never could.

Then she noticed the other mug sitting on the ground near them, filled to therim. Nilo'sae.

“You'releaving tomorrow?’ Lycasfindly said. On the silent, breezeless evening his voice seemed to
echo across the field, to the trees and back.



“In the morning. We need to get back to Kaindos and help rebuild.” She paused. “Y ou're staying herein
Asermoes.”

“I don't want to.” Lycasrolled aclod of dirt between hislong, thick fingers. “1 want to go to Leukos and
get your people back. Our father’ s people, even though | never knew him. | want to kill Descendants.”

She nodded, accustomed to his casual declarations of Wolverine aggression. “But you can't go.”

“Not with Mali pregnant. Besides, a rescue mission needs people settled into their second-and
third-phase powers. I’ ve only been second phase for amonth.” He took the mug from her. “Y ou drink
too dow.” Hedrained therest, then refilled it.

“I’'m used to Kaindon meloxa. It's much stronger.” Thinking of the fermented crabapple drink reminded
her of home, and what had happened to it. “I wish | were second phase. Then | could beinvisible at
night, like Marek, and | could go with the rescuers. | dread going back to Kalindos. It' | be so empty.”

“Hopefully not for long. Galen said the rescue party is picking up athird-phase Hawk in Veekos on the
way to the Descendant city. Another one's coming from Tirosto stay here and receive her messages.”
He handed her the full mug. “ Asermoswill keep Kalindos updated as best we can.”

“Didn’'t the Veekon Hawk just become third phase? Won't that make it harder to figure out what she's
saying long-distance?’

“It shouldn’'t be too hard to interpret ‘We found them!” or “We re captured!” At least wewon't be left
wondering, fedling any more usdless than we dready do.”

She took another gulp of de. “Don’t fed bad about staying with your family. Ladek’ s going back to
Kdindosto take care of Theraand Etarek, and because he' sour only Bear. Soit’sjust Adrek going
with the Asermons.”

“At least it getshim out of your life, which can't be bad.” He angled a black-eyed gaze at her. “Areyou
seeing him tonight before heleaves?’

She looked away and tried to sound casudl. “I think so.”
“Don't get pregnant.”

She gaped a him. “Eveniif | were considering—which I'm not—it’ s till the month of mourning.” She
couldn’t stop aglance a Nilo'smug.

“Good generd advice, anyway. Don’t wish you were second phase. Enjoy your youth whileyou haveit.”
Alankanudged his shoulder. “ My youth? | didn’t know Asermons got old at twenty-four.”

Hedidn’t smile at her teasing. “ Becoming a parent brings power, but it also takesit away. Mai and |
should both be on that rescue mission, but instead we' |l be here, driving each other crazy. Fulfilling life for
apair of warriors.”

“But likeyou said, Asermosis only sending established second-and third-phase people, soif Mdi hadn’t
gotten pregnant, you' d both befirst phase and till not going.”

“That’snot my point—"

“And if you hadn’t gotten your second-phase defenses before the battle, then you might have been
killed—" She stopped before adding too, but not soon enough to avoid the meaning.



They looked at Nilo’smug for along moment. Then Lycas dowly poured its contents onto the thirsty
soil.

05
A child’ s scream splintered the night.

Rhialaunched out of bed, ssumbling over Marek in her dash for the door. He grabbed his bow and
arrows on the way out.

They reached the wooden rope bridge between their house and Coranna s just as the Crow woman
opened her own door.

“All clear!” cdled Olena, the Wolf woman from two trees over. “ Just another nightmare.” After a
moment she added a soft “ Sorry.”

Rhiareleased a sigh, echoed by Marek and Coranna.

“Wasthat the third time this night or only the second?’ he asked on their way back to bed. “I’ ve lost
track.”

“The second. Better than last night.”

Hecrawled infirg to lie againgt the wall. “Were you adeep?’

“Almogt.” She sank onto her back and glared at the ceiling with wide-awake eyes. “Y ou?’
“Sound.” Marek lay his head on the pillow and sank back into dumber.

She envied his ability to drop off so eadily, but knew his exhaugtion came from patrolling al night, hunting
before dawn, then chopping wood until dusk. In the five days since the attack, the Kaindons had
repaired the homes of every remaining villager, of which there were only ahundred now. Tomorrow they
would begin building anew stable and paddock. Nobody wanted to go near the old one and its gridy
memories.

Rhialay awake for what fdt like hours, listening to the dead, unable to discern words among the jostling
sounds. She drew her thumbs over her browsto relieve the dull ache behind her eyes. If she could talk
back to those who had passed, maybe she could help them cross over.

She had to try or go mad. Rhiaeased hersalf out of bed, not bothering to be quiet, snce Marek would
hear her anyway.

“Where are you going?’ he mumbled.

“To Coranna sfor chamomile”

“I'll get it for you.”

“She d rather have me, not you, creep in on her while she'sdeeping.”

“Shewon't hear if | doit.”



“The baby needsfresh air.”

Hedidn’t argue. Outside, she trod over the rope bridge in silence. The cloudy night was pitch-black, but
she knew which boards to step over to avoid tdlltae creaks. Shelifted the rusty latch to Coranna s door,
jiggling to release it, then reached inside to silence the hanging doorbell.

Rhia crept along the wall to Coranna s herb shelves. By touch she found the clay jar of chamomile and
picked it up, so as not to make hersdf aliar. Then her fingers did dong the highest shelf until they
encountered a smooth wooden box the length of her foot. She pulled down the box and opened it.

A white cloth lay in the center; she squeezed it to make sure the bundle of dried herbswasinsde.
Coranna had used it to speak with the dead—thanapras, it was caled.

Shetook a cautious sniff of the bundle. The heady scent made her dizzy. She remembered the baby, and
wondered how the thanapras would affect him or her. It might not be safe.

She sighed and closed the box, then set it back on the overhead shelf, abit too loudly.
Corannd s snores stopped. “Who' s there?’

“Itsme” Rhiasaid. “I can’'t deep, so | camefor chamomile.”

Coranna shifted in her bed. “How can you not deep? Y ou should be exhausted.”
“Don’'t you hear them?’

“Who?

“The dead. The oneswejust buried.”

Corannasat up, or at least it sounded like she had. “Y ou hear distinct voices? V oices you recognize?’
“No.”

“Then how do you know who it is?’

“Who esewould it be? They died violently, and they must want justice, like Etar did.”

“You're probably right.” Coranna s voice was muted, and Rhiaremembered how stricken the older
Crow had been when her friend Etar had died, then lingered instead of continuing to his peaceful rest. He
had crossed to the Other Side only after Coranna had convinced him they would investigate what he
knew to be hismurder. “But their killers are far away. They might never find justice.”

Rhiafumbled her way to the bed, banging her ankle on achair leg. “ Can we at least bring them peace?
Convince them to crossover?’

“It' smore complicated than that.” Coranna shifted over to give Rhiaroom to Sit. “On rare occasions,
when people die, they take apiece of aliving person’s soul with them.”

Rhiatook a moment to rehear what Corannahad just said. “They take soul piecesto the Other Sde?’
The skin on her napefdt like it wanted to crawl down her back.

“Not exactly,” Corannasaid. “Crow won't let soul thieves cross over al the way. Such malevolence
would pollute His peaceful realm.”



“Why would someone do that?”’

“Out of gpite, often from a grudge or a heartbreak. It'saway to gain power over someone or take
vengeance on them.”

“Do theliving know that they’ re missing apiece?’

“ Sometimes they hear the voice of the dead person, but usudly they just fed different, incomplete. The
symptoms vary depending on which part of them has been stolen.”

“They haveto livethat way forever?’

“Until the dead soul thief lets go. Sometimes they do it on their own, or a Crow person convincesthem to
giveit back.”

Growing up in Asermos, Rhiahad known no Crows, and it seemed asif every day brought anew
awareness of their duties and powers. “Whose souls do the Kdindon elders hold?’

“Probably the soldiers who daughtered them. Each man is no doubt lying awake now, hearing the voices
of those hekilled.”

“Good.” Rhiabit her lip, trying to quench an ember of bitterness. “Not good for the Kaindons, of
course. Can the soldierstalk back?’

“No. Only second-and third-phase Crows can speak to the dead, and even then only with the help of
thanapras.”

“But | spoke with Nilo after he died, without thanapras.”

“He was your brother. Sometimes loved ones can connect to usin away otherscan’t.” Shetook Rhia's
hand—an effusive gesture for the reserved old woman. “I’ll speak to the eders, urge themto et go and
cross over. But not tonight. Between the battle and the journey and the funerds, I’ ve nothing left.”

“I know you'retired.” Rhiasqueezed Corannd sfingers, which felt too cold for the warm westher.
“That'swhy | want to help.”

“Retrieving soul partsis exhausting, even dangerous. Besides, the thangprasisn't safefor the baby. You
can help me after your child isweaned if, Spiritsforbid, the el ders haven't al passed on by then.”

Rhia s shoulders sagged. “1 hate feding useless.”

“Y ou have many yearsto learn your second-phase powers.” Corannareleased asigh that was half
groan. “1 wish you hadn’t progressed at atimelikethis. It's such bad wisdom for one so young.”

“Too late. What do | do with it?”

“Keepit to yoursdf.”

Rhiathought she’d misheard. “We can't tell the survivorsthat their loved onesaren't at rest?”’
“It would only trouble them,” Coranna said. “Remember, your highest value is compassion.”
“What about truth?’

“Truth brings pain. It's our duty to bring peace.”



“Yes, to the dead.”
“Andtheliving.”

Rhiawanted to protest, but she couldn’t deny that the last thing the surviving Kaindons needed was
more heartbreak.

“Get some deep.” Coranna squeezed Rhid sknee. “Tomorrow I’ [l show you some meditationsto help
quiet the voices”

A few minutes|later, Rhia sank back into bed. Marek shifted and wrapped himself around her. She
nestled into his embrace, hoping his presence would cam her thoughts.

As her breath dowed and deepened, the chorus of dead Kalindons faded at last. Sleep drifted over her
likefog.

“Comfortable?’ adeep voice said.

Rhia s eyesflew open. She must have dreamed it.

“Look at the cozy little Crow, lying in the embrace of my murderer.”

Her muscles saized, waking Marek with their jolt.

He came dert at once. “What' swrong?’

Skaristhe Bear, the man Marek had killed to avenge her own attempted murder, wasin her head.
“Nothing,” she whispered. “My foot cramped.”

“Want metorubit?”

“It’s better now. Sorry | woke you.”

Marek kissed her temple, then stroked her hair until hefdl adeep again, hishand going limp against her
head.

Shewaited for her old enemy to spesk again. Hisvoice hadn't stretched and distorted itself like the
Kaindon elders; it had been asclear asanightingae scall.

Did he hold a piece of her soul? Why did he haunt her and not Marek? She didn’t dare ask Coranna, for
fear of reveding Marek’ squilt.

“I'll besuretotell her,” Skarissaid.

Rhiajerked again. Marek grunted and sat up.

“What isit?’ hesaid. “And don't tell meit’sanother foot cramp.”
Shereached out in the darkness. “I hear him.”

Marek took her hand and kissed it. “Who?’

“Skaris”

Hisgrip tightened. “Where?’ he growled.



“Inmy mind. Y ou don't hear him?’

“No. | thought you couldn’t identify the voices.”

“I can now. Just him. Do you know what that means?’

Marek put his other hand over hers. “Why would he hold a piece of you? Why not me?’
Skarissaid, “He s not the cause of my death. You are.”

Rhiadammed her pdmsagaing her ears. “ Quiet!”

The Bear’ svoice was as clear asif he were sitting beside her. “Marek was just the instrument. Y ou took
amonth of lifefrom me, from dl of us, when Corannaresurrected you. Y ou caused dl thisdeath.”

“No, | didn’'t!” She squeezed her eyes shut. “ Crow doesn’t work that way.”
Marek took her hands. “We have to get Coranna. She'll help you.”

“She can't, not now. If wetdl her, she'll try, and she might hurt hersdlf.”
“Then what can we do?’

“Let her get her strength back. And pray to Crow that it works.”

They lay down again, and Rhiawelcomed Marek’ s armstight around her despite the hegt of the summer
night.

“I wish | could kill him againfor you,” Marek murmured.
Skaris snorted. “ That' s not helping your cause.”
“Shh,” she whispered to both men.

Skarisdidn’t spesk to Rhiaagain that night. Though his voice had sllenced, in its place was the nagging
gren of her own conscience.

06
H e hated the birds most of dl.

Half adozen had babbled throughout the night near Filip’s hospitad window. With thefirgt light of day,
another set of nerve-jangling chirps and tweets penetrated his ears.

Soon the twittering was joined by another bird’ srapid rata-tat. It felt like an awl againgt Filip's skull.
He drew the pillow over his head and squeezed. How could such a quiet place be so loud?

“You can't kill yoursdlf that way,” Zeliasaid at the door. Her feet scuffed the floor’ swooden planks on
theway to the bed. “ As soon asyou faint from lack of air, you'll let go of the pillow, and wake up dive,
with anasty headache. Ready for breskfast?”

He grunted and forced himself up onto his elbows. The hedler watched with a dispassionate gaze as he



rased himsdf to sit againgt thewall.

“Takativetoday, | see.” She set abasin of steaming water on the nightstand. “1 thought you might like to
have breakfast outdoors with your fellows, get out of this stuffy room. But you need abath firgt.”

“I'll gay ingde.”

“No, youwon't. It'salovely cool morning, and your room needs cleaning. The other Descen—I mean,
the other men have been asking after you.”

“| don't want to seethem.”

“Wadll, it'sdl about what you want, isn't it?” She turned the covers down, exposing his baretorso. “Are
you this contrary with your own mother?’

“Don't say are, asif I'll seeher again.”

“Excuse me. Were you such alittle wasp with her, too?

“yYes”

A smiletugged the corners of Zelia's mouth as she handed him a soaking hot cloth. “And did it work?’

“No.” He deansed his chest and arms, feding only ashadow of pain in his shoulder from the
two-week-old arrow wound. Either it had been shallower than he' d thought, or there really was
something to this Otter hedling power.

“It'stoo loud outsdeto think,” he said, “much lesseat.”

“Loud?Whatever are you talking about?’

“Those stupid birds.”

She drew in abreath, and he congratulated himsalf on finding away to shock her.

“All night,” he continued, “at least five or Sx outsde my window. Chirping and caling to each other, even
though it sounded like they were Sitting on the same branch.”

Zdiatook the cloth and motioned for him to turn on hisside. “ That wasn't five or six hirds. It was one
bird with five or sx songs. A mockingbird.”

“Oh.” Now he wasthe stupid one. “We don't have those in the city.” He shifted so she could wash his
back.

Pain drove through the sole of hisleft foot, asif he had stepped on aspike. He grunted and clenched his
hands againgt the blankets, imagining them grasping the neck of the man whose sword had ruined hislife.

The hedler reached over to touch his knee, then closed her eyes and murmured a soft chant. Filip wanted
to punch her, asif he could relieve his pain by ddlivering it to someone e se.

Within severd moments, the agony dulled to an indgstent ache under her touch. She did have magic, he
had to admit, though not enough.

“Thank you,” hetold Zdliawith afull exnde. “It' sbetter.” Filip hoped the others hadn’t heard him cry
out. He grabbed a clean shirt from the bedside table and dipped it over his head. “How can it hurt so



much when it’ s not even there?”
“It'sup here.” Shetouched her temple. “One day your mind will accept what'slost.”
“I canfed it.” He closed hiseyes. “I can wiggle my toes.”

“No, my boy, I’'m afraid you can’t.” The hedler’ s voice was soft but strong as she touched hisarm.
“Come outside now.”

Hejerked away from her. “1 won't.”

“Youwill, or you don’t eat. Breakfast isin the yard today and nowhere se.” She stepped briskly to the
door. “I’ll fetch my apprenticeto carry you.”

“No!” Hethrew back the blanket, knowing he was playing into her mind games. “I’ll crawl before| let
them see me cradled like ababy.”

“Youwon'’t need to crawl if you can usethese.” She reached past the doorway into the examination
room and brought out a pair of wooden crutches. The handrests were padded with brown fur. Zelia
placed one on ether Sde of him.

With more effort than he thought it would take, they got him standing for the first time since the béttle.
Though the crutches provided stable support, he found himsdlf wanting to put his other foot down. He
tried not to think where that foot might be. Perhaps it shared a mass grave with his brother and hundreds
of other dead “ Descendants.” Knowing the Asermons, they’ d probably fed it to their dogs, or prepared
afeast of body parts for the hideous crows they worshiped.

Filip crossed the floor, his shoulder wound flaring from the effort. He welcomed that pain, sinceit came
from aplacethat actualy existed.

He passed through the exam room, then the waiting room at the front of the building. Filtered sunlight
patched the floor with shifting yellow spots. He quickened his pace a the Sight, longing to fed that
sunlight on his own skin. He stumbled across the front threshold, then looked up at his surroundings.

Asermos. The village he had come to conquer for his country. For his gods.

Such asmall, innocuous-looking place. From the hospital doorway he could see to the southern end of
thevillage asit curved around the banks of the Veekon River. Modest buildings of stone and stucco sat
adjacent to the sandy main road. Narrow streets branched off thisroad, leading three or four blocks up
the riverbank. The entire village could have held no more than afew thousand people, including those on
outlying faams.

They should have been easy to trample.

With Zdia sarm to steedy him, he crutched himself off the porch, careful not to dip on the dew-dick
grass. Sheled him around the building to the right.

A wooden fence extended from the side of the house at about the height of Filip's chest. On the other
sdelay agarden bulging with herbs and flowers. A flagstone path led through the garden and curved
toward the back of the building.

Mother would have liked this, he thought as Zelia opened the gate. Her own garden had crammed their
gpartment’ s balcony, the flowers and ornamenta plantsleaving little room for people to St and enjoy the
view of the city below. Filip’s mind veered from the memory of thisview and the emptinessit carved in



hisgut.

Voices and laughter came from the back of the garden. He stopped in midstride, wavering. “How

many?’

“Seven,” Zdiareplied. “ All your people. The Asermons are a another heder’s. We thought it best to
separate the two sets of soldiers, seeing as you were trying to kill each other not so long ago.”

He considered asking for atransfer to the other hospital. Better to be surrounded by enemieswho scorn
than friendswho pity.

Zdialad her hand againgt hisback. “They’ll be glad to see you.”
“Y ou don't understand.”
She sghed. “And I'm abusy woman, with no time for your explanation.”

Filip forced hisleg and armsto move. He and Zdlia came around the corner of the house, and the yard
went Slent.

Helifted his chin and looked straight ahead as he gpproached hisfellow soldiers. With each step, the cuff
of his haf-empty trouser leg scraped the stone paving.

One of thefiguresstood. “ Sir!”

Filip scanned the faces of the men around the long wooden table. Most were older than hewas, in their
mid-to late twenties. Rough-looking, brawny, with short hair. None would meet his eye; they studied the
ground or the treetops or some fascinating object they had just picked out of their teeth. Only one didn’t
share their aggressive indifference.

Kiril Vidaso was sduting him. The earnest young second lieutenant, right arm in ading, held hisleft fist to
his breastbone in a backward image of the customary gesture.

Filip dmost stumbled from the shock of being spoken to, much less honored, in hiswretched state.
Though he appreciated the show of respect, it wastechnically abreach of protocol. They weren'tin
uniform, which Filip would never wear again.

He cleared histhroat. “At your ease.”

Kiril pulled out the chair he' d been Sitting in at the far end of the table and offered it to Filip. He seemed
to be trying to keep his glance away from his approaching superior’ s obviousinjury.

“Thank you.” Filip focused on keeping his balance while he turned to lower himself into the chair. His
shoulder throbbed, but his ssump bore only adull ache. He wondered when Zdlia' s magic would wear of f
and the shooting pains would return.

Kiril took the crutches and sat beside him. “It’s good to see you, sir.”

Filip gritted histeeth. He had been promoted from second to first lieutenant only a month ago, and barely
outranked his comrade, who was less than ayear younger. “Y ou don’'t have to cal me sr anymore.”

“| don't mind.”

“I do,” Filip said, then regretted his harsh tone. He gave hisfriend a curt nod. “ Thank you, though.”



Kiril’s posture relaxed alittle, but he rapped hisfingertips on the table in an unsteady rhythm. 1 seeyou
cut your hair short,” he said after severd uncomfortable moments.

“I’'m not an officer anymore. No sensein looking like one.”

“Right.” Kiril touched the ends of hisown dark brown, shoulder-length hair. “ Can | get you anything,
s—Uh, Lieutenant?’

Filip did awary gaze over the soldiers at the other end of the long table. They had begun conversing
again, ignoring the two lieutenants. “Who are these men? Somelook familiar.”

“Infantry, second battalion.” Kiril’slip curled abit, and he lowered hisvoice. “ All enlisted ranks, so they
should have saluted you. Southerners, mostly. But they're dl we ve got.”

“Got for what?”
“For escaping.”
Filip looked around the garden, empty except for the patients. “I don’t see any guards.”

“Trust me, they’ re there. Corpora Addano, the one with the bandaged head, he tried to run two nights
ago and camethis close to getting an arrow in thefoot.” He held his thumb and forefinger gpart to
illustrate. “Y ou should've seen hisface.” Kiril smirked. “Needed a clean pair of trousers after that, too.”

“I can’t go home and you know it.” When Kiril tried to protest, Filip cut him off. “My wound can’t be
hidden, much lesshedled. If | go back to Leukas, I’ll bring shame on my family and my city, remind
everyone of the humiliation of their invincible army.” He glanced at the enlisted men and lowered hisvoice
to aharsh whisper. “My own parentswill turn away, like these soldiers. | don’t know why you're even

Spesking to me.”
“I speak to you out of brotherhood. Not even death can take that from us.”
“Death can't.” Filip angled his chintoward hisleft leg. “ But this can.”

Kiril glanced down a hisown feet, asif to confirm they were both there. “What will you do if not go
home?’ He glared at their surroundings. “ Stay in this godsforsaken hole of atown?’

“Y es, and you should, too.” Filip beckoned his comrade closer. “Live among them, see and hear
everything. When they let down their guard, steal aboat and go home. Take what you' ve learned for the
good of Ilios”

“I can't stay any longer. Thisplaceis making me—" Kiril hunched his shoulders and threw afurtive
glance a the others.

“Making you what?’
“Crazy,” he whispered.
“It'snot like Leukos, that’ sfor certain.”

“I don’'t mean crazy asin I’m having trouble adjusting. | mean, crazy asin—" Heflapped his hand next
to his head.

“Crazy.”



Kiril nodded, fidgeting with the frayed end of hisshirtdeeve.

Filip didn’t know how to respond. He' d been trained to handle histroop’ s battle shock on the field and
in the barracks, but never expected to find himself a prisoner of war in abackwater bog like Asermos.
“Crazy how?’

Kiril scratched the side of hisjaw and didn’t look at him. “I can do things.”

“Breekfast!” Zelia gppeared from around the side of the building, followed by two food-laden young
male gpprentices. She seemed at ease asthe sole femae in the company of ten men. In Leukos awoman
would never risk such an insecure Stuation.

A ydllow cur paced at her side.
“They let adog cometo thetable?’ Filip asked Kiril.

“That's Sunlight. She picks up thingsif we drop them, derts Zeliaif one of usfalsor hasaproblem. Plus,
she'sgood for morae.” He smacked hislips and said the dog' s name in ahigh-pitched voice. The beast
trotted over, sat on its haunches, and lifted afront paw, which Kiril clasped. He flashed asmile at Filip. “I
taught her that yesterday.”

The dog leaned onto one hip and scratched vigoroudly behind its ear.
“Outgtanding,” Filip said. “It’s got fleas, and soon we will, too.”

Kiril chuckled. The dog shifted its weight, started to scratch its other ear, then grunted and returned to a
gtting position. It looked up at Kiril, eyebrows twitching.

“Help,” afemalevoicesad. “I can't reach the top of my head.”

Filip turned to Zdiato determine what, by the gods, she was taking aboui.
Shewasn't there.

“My back isn't what it used to be,” the voice chirped. “ Please scratch my head.”

Filip froze. The words were coming from—No, it couldn’t be. He turned back to the dog, which was
nudging Kiril’ sknee with its nose. The lieutenant ignored it in favor of the platter of eggsand haminthe
center of thetable.

Cautioudy, knowing it could lead him over the brink of insanity, Filip reached toward the dog. It saw his
hand and shifted to let him pet it. He scratched itswide yelow head.

Its mouth opened in what looked like asmile. “Ooh, that’ s good.”

Filip screamed.

Helooked at the others, eating unperturbed, and thanked his gods that he hadn’t done it out loud.
Thedog tilted its head under hishand. “A little to the lft, by the—Now you' ve got it. Harder, please.”
He obeyed, then redlized he was obeying adog. He jerked hishand away.

Kiril frowned at him. “Relax. Shewon't bite” The dog did to itsbelly next to Filip'schair and rested its
chinon hisright foot. “ See? Shelikesyou.”



Filip grabbed Kiril’sarm. *'Y ou said you can do things that make you fed crazy. What things?’
Kiril’seyesflickered. “1 don't know what you' re talking about.”
“Youjust told me”

“No, | never said that, sir.” Hetook abite of ham. “1 heard you have an extrabed in your room. Would
you mindif | join you? My room isfull of enlisted.”

Filip's mind spun. Perhaps he had imagined the dog speaking to him. Perhaps the painkillers had made
him hallucinate. Besdes the residue of opium in hisbody, Asermon hedling magic might have strange Sde
effects.

The other men had set upon the food like a pack of feral dogs, and Filip redized he would have to do the
same to keep from starving. Fortunately the table was sturdy. He planted his hands on it and lifted himsdlf
to stand.

Pain spiked through his nonexistent leg. He tried to choke back hiscry, but only transformed it into a
gurgle. The others stopped eating and stared at him with undisguised contempt.

Kiril grasped hisarm and helped him back into the chair. “ Sit. I'll get it for you.” Pity had replaced the
respect in hisvoice.

Filip uttered his gratitude through gritted teeth. He had lost his appetite, but accepted the food and forced
himsdlf to eat. One more show of weakness could cost him hislife. Hewouldn't put it past these thugsto
daughter himin hisdeep for their own entertainment. He picked up achunk of ham.

Thedog lifted its head and barked. “Drop it!” In his shock, Filip did. The ham bounced off the table, fell
to the ground and disappeared into the greedy maw.

The others laughed, even Kiril. “Now who' sgiving orders?” said one of the infantrymen.
Filip’'sface heated, and he brandished hisfork at the dog. “ Get away from me!”

The beast backed away and sat, tonguelalling. “1 likeyou,” it said with alaugh. “ Y ou listen better than
the others.”

That night, Filip lay in bed, dowly going mad. It wasn't the loss of half hisleg that propelled him in that
direction. It wasn't his brother’ s death. It wasn't even the knowledge that he would never see hishome
or hisfamily agan.

It was the birds. The incessant, mindless chatter of birds.

On onelevel he heard the mockingbirds chirp and tweet, but only in the background. Overlaying that
was, “Bad raccoon I’ m a chickadee stay away stay away I’m arobin pick afight berriesberriesgrassis
wet too many redbirds berries mine tree-to-take tree-to-take hee hee hee tell me a song fight on babies
don'tfly...”

Filip was about to search the hospita for asword to plungeinto his skull when afaint white glow came
from the room’ s other bed. He turned his head to see Kiril lying on hisback, staring at the ball of light he
held in hishands.

Thelieutenant illuminated the wall to hisright. He reached acrosswith hisleft am—the onenotina
cast—and waved hishand in front of thewall to form a dancing shadow. His bregth came hard, asif he



werelifting aheavy stone block.

Filip intended to turn away, wanted to pretend that this, too, was adream or aside effect of the
medicine. But hisvoice legped from histhroat.

“Kirl—"

The man ye ped and dgpped his pams together, extinguishing the light. “Nothing. It was nothing,
sr—Lieutenant, | mean. Nothing at al.”

“I saw it. It wasn't nothing.” He turned on his side to face the other bed. “Kiril, what are they doing to
ls?’

13 Ddrml
“It must be aspdl to make us think we have magic.”
“Why would they do that?’

“To study us. That's probably what our people are doing to their captives right now, figuring out where
these powers come from.”

“What power do you have?’ Kiril asked.

“I hear animals”

“I hear them, too. Especialy thoselousy birds a night.”

“No, | hear what they’ re saying. In human words.”

Kiril let out alow whidtle. “ Amazing. Have you told Zdia?’

“Of course not. | don’'t want them to know they’ ve succeeded.”

“Y ou see now why we haveto leave?’ Kiril’ swhisper sharpened. “ They’ re taking over our minds.”

“You havetoleave. I'vetold you | can't.” Filip propped himsdf up on hiselbow. “Do that thing again,
withthelight.”

“I"d rether not.”

“Congder it an order.”

Kiril sghed, and inamoment his handswerefull of light, a perfect white sphere.
“It' sbeautiful,” Filip whispered. “ Can you make different colors?’

“No, but | can makeit flash. Watch.” Thelight flickered on and off in asteady rhythm. Findly it went out,
and Filip heard Kiril’sarms thump on the bed. “It makes metired.”

Filip stared into the darkness, Kiril’s sphere fill dancing in hisvision. “I think if | had that power, |
wouldn’'t want to leave.”

“I wouldn’t mind being able to hear the dog.”

Filip released a bitter chuckle. “It figuresthey’ d give us the powers we don't want. They know us better



thanweredize”
“You'reright,” Kiril said. “But who's ‘they’ ? The Asermons, or the Spirits?’

Filip’'s swest turned clammy, though the night was warm. “ The Spirits can't give us magic. The gods
wouldn't dlow it.”

“QOur gods have no power here,” Kiril whispered. “That’ swhy I’'m going back to Ilios”

Filip sank back onto his pillow. First his brother, then hisleg, then hishome. All he had |eft was hisfragile
faith, and with nothing to placeit in, soon he would lose even that.

07

M arek fought to focus in the thanagpras fog. Thumping a quick, steedy rhythm on the deerskin drum, his
hands and wrists had fallen numb and felt detached from the rest of his body. He observed the sensations
asif hewerewatching himsdf through the window.

It had been over ayear since helast helped Coranna during the listening ritud, in which she would
converse with the dead who had yet to cross over to the Other Side. He had forgotten how long it could
take. The afternoon crept into evening, but he wouldn't let himsalf stop. It had taken over two weeks for
Corannato gain enough strength to do the ritual, and he was determined to see it through even if hisarms
fdl off.

Once Coranna had stepped over the border between this world and the next, she had remained silent.
He kept aclose watch on the rhythm of her breath. 1t stayed deep and even as she lay on the thick
brown rug in the center of her home.

He half expected her to start snoring. The thought made him want to laugh, and then the effort not to
laugh seemed funny initsdf, and then the fact that it was funny made him want to laugh even more,
and—the thanapras was getting to him.

The Crow opened her eyes, and he stopped drumming. He knew better than to speak.
Sowly sheturned to look straight at him. “Tell me your sde of the story.”

The truth poured out. “When Rhia said Skaris had tried to poison her, | ran to his home. Ladek wasthe
house-arrest guard that day. | convinced him to let me speak to Skaris.”

Marek closed his eyes, the memories as fresh asthismorning’ srain. “We fought. When Ladek tried to
stop us, Skaris hit him with achair and ran. | chased him to the edge of agorge near Mount Beros. We
fought again. Hefell.” Marek paused. “Because | pushed him.”

After along moment, Coranna spoke. “Y ou were fighting hand to hand with a Bear. If you hadn’t pushed
him off that diff, would he havekilled you?’

“He could have.” He opened hiseyes. “Will helet go of Rhia s soul part?’

“Not yet.” She sat up and rubbed her forehead with her thumb knuckle. “ The only one who passed over
thistimewasDori.”



“Without her husbhand?’

“Ziluswas one of theworst. So bitter. Not that | blame him.” She held out a shaky hand, and Marek
helped her to her feet. Corannawas lighter than he' d remembered.

“What do we do now?’

“About you? | haven't decided.” She shuffled to the table and extinguished the thanaprasbundiein a
bowl of water. “I can’t be your judge, snce my testimony isal the evidence againgt you.”

“Will you send for another judge?’

“| said, | haven’t decided.”

“If my punishment isthe only way to convince Skaristo let go—’

“Just because he' s dead doesn't mean he' sright. To me it soundslike self-defense.”

Marek forced his mouth shut. It may have been self-defense at the moment he pushed Skaris, but not
when he chased him or when he barged into the Bear’ s house, bent on vengeance.

“Go now,” she said. “Rhiamust be waiting to hear how | did, though Skaris has no doubt areedy filled
herin.”

He returned home to find Rhia stretched out on the bed, looking paler than usud, asif the color had been
scrubbed from her skin. Red-brown hair drooped againgt her high cheekbones and dender jaw, forming
cadesswavesindl directions.

She glanced up when he gpproached but didn’t raise her head. “Hetold me. It didn’t work.”

“I'm sorry.” He sat beside her and brushed the hair off her cold forehead. “When wasthe last time you
ae?’

“Breskfast. Food makesmeill.”
“Because you haven't eaten. Eloratold you to eat severd smdl medsaday.”
“She dso told me my back wouldn't hurt for at least two more months, so she’ snot exactly infdlible.”

“Do the meditations help at al with—" Marek stopped himsdlf. Saying Skaris s name out loud seemed to
goad the Bear into talking.

“Some. | only hear him now when my defenses are down. When I’ mtired.”
“Whichisdl thetime”
She nodded. “Elorasaid that was norma.”

Marek went to the cupboard and pulled out asmall stack of flatbread. He brought it back to the bed,
then tore off acorner of adicefor her. “Food gives strength, or so | hear.”

She munched asmall bite of bread. “Y ou made this?’
“With the flour from Asermos.”

She chewed carefully, swallowed and hesitated asif waiting for areaction. “ 1t doesn’t make me want to



vomit.”

“Why, thank you.” Herelished the sight of her brief, tiny smile. “Let’sgo home,” he said suddenly.
Shelooked around. “We are home.”

“Y our home. Asermos.”

“Why?

“Think about it. Skaris died while you werein Asermas, but it wasn't until you came here that you started
hearing his voice—or any of the others, for that matter.”

“It doesn’t work that way, Coranna says.”

“Is Corannadwaysright?’

She chewed and swallowed another bite before shaking her head.

“What will it hurt?’ he said. “Y ou can get better care for the baby in Asermaos.”

“Elord sagood heder.”

“But she'san Otter, not a Turtle.”

She creased her forehead. “I don’t need a Turtle. My pregnancy isnormal.”

“Having avoicein your head isn't normd.”

“I can’t leave Kdindos. These people arein mourning. | can't give up my duties just for—"

“What? Peace of mind? Just to be able to deep at night or touch your husband without a dead Bear
taunting you? How much misery will it take?’

“I’'m not miserable.” She sat up and crammed therest of the bread dicein her mouth. * See?’
“Becareful. Don't est too fast.”

Rhia stood and grabbed the hairbrush off the nightstand.

“Where are you going?’ he asked her.

“I have peopleto see.” She shoved the brush through her hair and tried to pull it back far enough to
braid. “Peopleto help. | can't just lie around fedling tired and sorry for myself.” She gave up and threw
the brush on the floor. “ Still too short. | hateit!”

“Rhig, it'sdl right. Don't—"

He stopped when he saw her gaze shift up and to the lft, asif she werelooking within. The muscle
below her eye twitched.

“What isit?’ Marek said. “What did he say thistime?’

“He said the baby was—" Her hand flew to her mouth, and he heard a gurgling sound from her scomach.
She stumbled to the bucket in the other corner. Just in time, as her snack abandoned her in a series of
retchesthat sounded asif her body were turning insgde out.



He brought her a cup of water and a cool towel for her face. She took them with shaky hands. “1 fedl
better now.”

“Don’'tlie” He heped her stagger to their bed.
“1 should take that down.” She pointed to the bucket.

“Don’t beridiculous.” He pulled the blanket up to her chin and wiped her face dry with aclean towel.
“Gotodeep.”

He lowered the waste bucket to the forest floor using the pulley, then descended and emptied the
contentsin anearby latrine. When he returned home, Marek found Rhia sprawled acrosstheir tiny bed,
armsand legs covering most of the territory. Since he couldn’t join her without waking her up, heformed
apillow out of the spare blanket and stretched out on the tattered rug next to the bed.

Hefel adeep to the rhythm of her snores—another new development with her pregnancy—and hoped
shedidn’'t step on himin the middle of the night if she got sick again.

Inadream, hismind played back the evening’ s events, but thistime when he dumped the waste bucket
into the deep outhouse hole, it contained more than the remnants of dinner.

A tiny human form—no bigger than histhumb, yet with digtinctive ams, legs and head—did from the
bucket and tumbled into the abyss.

“No!” Marek flailed for the child, but the more he struggled, the faster the little person fell, asif the earth
were pulling it harder to spiteits father’ s desperation. The hole winked shut, and the darkness was
complete.

Marek woke with a soundless scream. After along moment of staring into the dark, shivering, he sat up
and reached for Rhia. She had stopped snoring, but he could hear her bregth if he held hisown. There
was space beside her now, and he climbed into it. When he pulled her close againgt his chest, she ftirred
but didn’t wake.

Rigid with vigilance, he hed her until dawn lesked its hazy light through the windows.

“Shh! They'recoming!”

Standing with Elora, Alankawatched the Kaindon children play Descendant Invasion for the hundredth
time. They dunk acrossthe forest clearing, hunched over, the little ones on the backs of the bigger ones.

The oldest, aboy of six, directed them behind aclump of honeysuckle. “ Everybody be quiet,” he
whispered so loudly it might aswell have been ashout, “or they’ll get us”

At aseemingly random point, some of the children decided to become Descendants themsalves, chasing
the others and taking them prisoner. Once everyone had been captured, the game began again.

“When will they get tired of it?” Alankaasked Elora asthey dragged another cartload of wood toward
the village center.

“It' stheir way of dealing with what happened. I’ d rather they act out their fears than keep them insde.”

“I'd rather forget it dl.” They arrived at the growing woodpile and began to unload the cart. The pams of
Alanka s gloves were wearing thin; she'd get asplinter soon if shewasn't careful. But then &t least she



would fed something.

“WE Il never forget.” Eloragrunted as shelifted an armload of wood. “We can try to turn our minds
away, but our bodies remember.”

“What do you mean?’

“Every day someone comesto me with afluttery heart or cold sweets or both. Or they can’'t deep a
night, waiting for the next attack.” She brushed her hands together. “What about you, Alanka? | haven't
seen you in my office. How are you holding up?’

Alankashrugged. “Too busy. No timeto fret over things | can’t control. When | go to bed I’m too tired
and sore from combat lessonsto lie awake worrying.”

“| told Ladek and Drenisto go easy on the nonwarriors. You'll get hurt.”
If only, Alankathought.

Eloraturned the empty cart around. “ At least the rescue party has made it to Leukos, according to the
Hawks”

Alanka should have been encouraged by the newsthe latest troupe of Asermons had brought to
Kaindos. In her mind, though, L eukos was a gaping maw waiting to swallow Adrek and the other
rescuers dong with the captives.

“How’ sthe hunting?’ Elora asked.

“Don’t know.” She scuffed her moccasins againgt the dirt as she walked. “1’ ve been trapping mostly.”
She didn’t want to admit she hadn’t touched abow in nearly amonth. It would prompt questions she
couldn’'t answer.

“Eloral”

They turned to see the Otter’ syoung apprentice, Pirrik, trotting toward them from the center of the
village. He dowed as he neared them.

“Don’t worry, not an emergency,” he panted. “ One of the Asermon Otters wants to go over your
inventory to see what to bring back on their next trip. Figured you’ d be a better judge of that than |
would.”

Elora cast awary glance between her apprentice and Alanka. “1'll be back shortly.”
Pirrik stayed behind and lifted the cart pole Elorahad dropped. “1’ | help you with the wood.”
Alanka nodded once and said nothing.

They dragged the cart in sllence until they werein sight of the fire ring—or what would be afire ring once
the trees were felled and the ditch dug. Alanka could see Varathe Asermon Snake giving directionsto
the men chopping trees. Her first-phase Snake magic alowed her to control the spread of fire, making
her an expert in such defensve endeavors. Once the fire ring was built, Kaindos could light it to stop
intruders. Theoreticdly, at least.

“We should have done thisyears ago.” Alankaindicated thering. “Lorek could have built it.” The
Kaindon Snake had been taken by the Descendants like so many others. “With afirering theinvasion
might not have happened at dl.”



“People were too afraid of another blaze wiping usout.” He glanced at her. “ Sorry.”

She swalowed hard a the memory of the forest fire that had taken her mother’ slife over adecade ago.
“Thisreminds me of then, how empty the village was. Did we play the fire game?| don’'t remember.”

“Thefiregame?’

“Like these children, reliving the whole thing, over and over.”

“Oh. | think Theradid. Shewas only five”

“I can't believe your sster’ s sixteen and already a second-phase Hawk.”

“It' sabig respongbility.” He stopped, bringing the creaky cart whedlsto asilent hat. “ She’ snot angry
with you. | know she lashed out when you first found her tied up in the paddock, but she was half-crazed
then. None of usare mad at you.”

Alankaexamined theworn spot on her |ft glove. “ Thanksfor letting me know.”

“I’'m sorry for theway | behaved after | found out.”

She pulled asplinter out of the glove sthick leather and waited for Pirrik to continue.
“You'renot your father,” he said, “and what he did to mine had nothing to do with you.”

“That’ snot exactly true, isit?’” She met the Otter’ s gaze. “He made a deal with the Descendantsto
protect Kaindos. To protect me, mostly. Y our father got in theway.”

“Doesn't meanit’ syour fault.”
“I know that,” she said.

He looked away and scratched the back of his neck, fingers rustling the strands of dark red hair that fell
below hisnape.

Wasit only thelast full moon when she had made |ove with this man in Deer Meadow, and they had
talked about getting married? No, the last full moon the sky had been cloudy. Must have been the month
before. The past was turning into one long haze of pain. She wanted to leave it behind.

“Anyway,” hesaid, “| wanted to tell you | was sorry. | hope we can befriendsagain.” When shedidn’t
answer, he added, “ Maybe someday we could even try—"

“No.” To hisstartled look shereplied, “1 mean, yes, we can try to be friends. But nothing more.”
“Alanka—"

“Y ou turned away when | needed you most, after my father died.” She gestured to the ditch ahead,
where Morran and Endrus dug, shirtless and swesty. “1 thought you were different from al those Cats,
not careless. | thought you were kind.”

She' d rehearsed this speech weeks ago, before the battle, back when losing her mate made her fed asif
she’ d been stabbed with anicicle. Now it sounded hollow in her throat. She didn’t care anymore.
Nothing could touch her now.

A crack sounded, and the forest disappeared.



Arrowsformed awal of whistles around her, but they couldn’t hold back the charging Descendants.
They came, armor gleaming in the whest field fire. She shot, again and again, hearing the snap-twang of
the bow, the harsh song of an arrow’ sflight, the wet thup! of flesh parting &t its point.

And the shrieks. Sometimes Mother or the name of agod or Spirit or no wordsat all.

The metdlic tang of blood filled her nose and the back of her throat. Then vomit and waste as men died.
Wolverines came, dicing flesh and smashing bones. The Descendants smelled like daughtered animals,
right down to the eyebals. Their scentswould drown her.

“Alankal”

That voice didn’t belong on the battlefield. Someone had her arms so she couldn’t shoot. She snarled
and raked her fingernails againgt soft skin. Alanka opened her eyes.

Pirrik sat before her, holding her wrists. The forest was back. She was knedling in the dirt but couldn’t
remember how she got there.

“What happened?’ she whispered.

“About to ask you the samething.” He released one of her arms and wiped astreak of blood from his
cheek where she had scratched him. “The tree’ sal theway over there. It won't fall onyou.”

“Treg?’

“The onethey just chopped down.” He pointed to hisleft. Ladek the Bear stood with an ax by the stump
of asmdl falen spruce, watching her.

Everyone was watching her. She sood dowly.

“When the trunk cracked,” Pirrik said, “you screamed and hit the ground with your arms over your

“For how long?’

He shrugged. “ Ten seconds, maybe.”

“It fet like hours”

He put ahand on her arm. “Let me take you to see Elora.”
“No. There sabetter way.”

She broke away from him and strode toward the fire ring. On the other side of the ditch, Varathe Snake
sat on alog nursing an infant. Her sharp gaze shifted to Alanka as she approached.

“Anyone afraid of treesshouldn’t livein Kaindos.” Thewink that followed was the only indication of a
joke.

“Can| ask you afavor?’
Varatilted her head. “Sit.”

Alankasettled hersdlf on the log next to the Snake, then remembered her manners. “He' s abeautiful



“I know.” The Snake flipped her long blond braid over her shoulder, away from theinfant’ sface. “He'll
be a heartbreaker like hisfather, no doubt.”

“Aren'tthey dl?”

Vara chuckled and threw her aglance of gppreciation, and Alankalet out the breath holding her tension.
Lots of Asermons|ooked down on Kaindons, but this one seemed friendly enough.

“Y ou’ re second phase now, right?” Alanka said.
Vard sanswer was an eye roll and anod to the baby in her arms.
“Obvioudy,” Alankaadded. “ So now you can burn away memories.”

“Being able and being willing are two different things.” Varawinced. “ Ow, histeeth are right under the
gums.” After amoment, her grimace faded. “I’ ve hardly had any training yet in memory burns. About all |
can do iswipe out a person’ swholelife, and no one wantsthat.”

Alankafelt an urge to shift awvay—maybe even run awvay—from the woman beside her. A Snake's
powers were said to be so dangerous, only the strongest minds were chosen by that Spirit. Lorek the
Kaindon Snake had frightened her even when they’ d played together as children. But she missed him as
much as any of the otherswho were taken.

“You can't hep me, then.”
“Not yet. I'm sorry.” Vara s eyes softened. “What do you want to forget?’

Alankasank her chininto her hands. “A smpler question would be, what do | want to remember?It' sall
so awful. Look a us.” She motioned to the men working the firering. “We rewilling to risk burning
down our own village to prevent another invasion. That’show slly scared we are.”

“Y ouwon't burn down your village,” Varasaid indignantly. “That' swhat I'm hereto prevent.”

Alankabarely heard her. “I wonder if thisis how people acted before the Reawakening. During the
Collgpse?’

Varascoffed. “There s no such thing as the Reawakening. Why do you Kaindons cling to that myth?’

“Because it makes sense. These Descendants are like the people before the Reawakening, believing they
can take whatever they want. If that’ swhat people are like without the Spirits, then that' s what everyone
was like back then, before the Spirits chose us.”

Varablew out asnort. “If that' s true, then where were the Spirits before the Reawakening? Standing
around doing nothing? Being wesk?’

“Maybe they thought we could save oursalves. And when we couldn’t, they had mercy on those who
would listen to them. Who would be peaceful and live close to the land and trust the Spiritsto provide for
them.”

“Likeyou Kaindons”
“Exactly. We don't farm or build roads—"

“Or plan for thefuture” Varanodded toward the village. “Look where al that peace and trust got you.”



Alankaknew she sounded naive, like her father. A new thought hit her. “But what if there Il be another
Reawakening someday, when things get redlly bad again?’

“Y ou think the Spiritswill come rescue us from the Descendants?’
“Or help usrescue ourselves.”

Varagazed at the baby in her arms. “It'sanice dream.” She blinked hard, then turned her attention back
to thefirering. “But I’ d rather plan for theworg, just in case.”

The cloud settled over Alanka again. She thanked Varaand crossed the ditch to collect more wood,
pulling on her gloves as she went.

Perhaps the Asermons were right, and the Spirits had always been strong, and things had always been
the same. But everything had changed with the Descendant invasion, and if the future was onelong
declineinto oblivion, she wanted no part of it.

08
“W akeup. It'stimeto go.”

Someone shook Filip's shoulder. He rolled away from the urgent whisper, hoping to dide back into his
dreams. It was the only place he could run.

“Sir, it'sour last chance. Get up.” Kiril gave him ashake that threstened to topple him out of bed.
Filip sat up and peered into the darkness. “Last chance for what?’
“To go home before they try to make us become like them.”

Filip wiped the deep swesat from hisforehead and examined the faint outlines of Kiril’sface. “What do
you mean?’

“I heard Zdiatell her apprentice that Galen is coming tomorrow.”
“Who?’

“The Asermon Council leader. But not just that, he discerns people’ s so-cdled gifts, like you with the
animasand me with thelights.”

Filip seized the lieutenant’sarm. “1 said never to spesk of that.”
“I haven’t. But the other soldiers are having the same problem. Someone must have noticed.”
“Have you seen them do magic?’

“No, but I know that look—the shifty eyes, the nervousness around each other, taking care never to
reveal anything. Y ou haven’t noticed how quiet they’ ve grown thislast month?’

“I don't minglemuch,” Flip sad.

“You'll haveto mingle now. We regoing.”



“What about the archers?’

“Those weaklingswon't kill unarmed men. Besides, even deeth is better than living here.” Hejerked
Filip'sblanket. “ Y ou hateit, too, o comewith us.”

Filip looked up a him, for amoment imagining the possibility. Home. Family. Hearing adog bark and
only hearing adog bark.

“You know | can't,” hesaid.

Kiril let out agust of air, asif he wanted to argue. He looked at the door, then back at Filip. “1 couldn’t
leave without asking.”

“I know. Thank you.”

Kiril stood up straight, snapped his hedls together and saluted, fist to heart. Filip returned the gesture for
the last time, then held out hishand. Kiril grasped it, and they stared at each other for along moment.

“Good luck,” Filip said findly. “1f you see my parents, tell them—" Helet go of Kiril’shand. “Tell them |
died.”

“I'will, dir,” hewhispered.

When Filip heard the soft footsteps of the seven men pad through the front room, his own feet—the one
that existed and the one that didn’t—longed to follow. It was his feet that made him grab his shirt and
yank it over his head, then seize his crutches. The feet that craved the smooth stone streets of Leukos.

AsFilip lurched for the door, he heard amuffled but commanding voice yel, “Hat!” He kept moving.
When he swung the door open, it banged againgt hisright crutch, and he faltered for amoment.

He reached the porch and redlized what that moment had granted him.
An eternity of exile.

Hiscomrades' bodies lay sprawled on the grassin front of the hospital. Two writhed in agony, blood and
foam spurting from their mouths. The rest lay unmoving. Arrows protruded from every back.

The crutchesfell from hisgrip, and he clutched the porch railing with both hands.
A woman legped to the ground in front of him, asif from the sky.

“Move no farther.” Sheleveled an arrow at his chest, her bow creaking with tension. “ Or you' |l mest the
samefate”

Helooked up, past the arrow, into the pale green eyes of a hooded Asermon. Four others dropped
around him, aslightly as cats, and he redized they’ d been on the rooftop and in the limbs of anearby
tree. Two more raced down the street, bowsin hand.

“Getingde” thewoman said to Filip.
Hereached for his crutches.
“Leavethem,” ordered one of the men. “We want you empty-handed.”

“1 can't wak without them.”



“Then crawl.”

Dazed with shock and fear, Filip obeyed, turning to place his palms on the porch. Then he heard athird
guard snicker, and he stopped.

“No,” Filip said, on his hands and knees. “Either let me wak or shoot me. Shoot me in the back, the way
you did my comrades, like the cowardly beastsyou are.”

Thewoman gave aguttura oath and kicked him between the legs. Filip collgpsed, his chin damming into
the wooden porch. The pain from the kick shot to his core, turning hisvision black, then sparkling red,
then black again.

Somewhere, beyond the haze of his agony, afamiliar voice said, “What have you done?’

Hewanted to tell Zeliahe hadn’t done anything, and ask why everything aways had to be hisfault. But
he couldn’t breathe, much less speak.

“They tried to escape,” thefirst male said. “ One got away.”
“Who gave you authority to shoot them?’

“The Council. They said to take them diveif possible, but under no circumstances et them return home
with what they know about us.”

“WEe I track down thelast one.” The female guard toed the sole of Filip’ sfoot, sending an aftershock of
pain up hisbody. “And thisoneisn’t going anywhere.”

“Don’'t touch him.” Zeliaknelt and lay acool hand on Filip’'sforehead. Histhroat emitted alow whine
with each bresth.

“Hold ill,” Zeliatold him. She placed her fingertips below his navel and began a deep, soothing chant.
Filip'spain dulled enough for him to open hiseyes.

“Who?" he managed to whisper. “Who escaped?’

“I'll see.” Zdid sfeet swished through the grass as she examined the bodies, al of which were silent now.
“Kiril’sthe only onemissing.”

Thank the gods, he thought. If he made it home, Kiril could confirm Filip’'s parents second-to-worst
fear—that he, like his brother, had died of hiswounds. They would be proud of him, and hewould livein
their memories as a brave warrior who had made the ultimate sacrifice for his country.

Somehow he would find away to be something else.

“Asyou’re aware, Filip, each of our people possesses the magic and wisdom of their Guardian Spirit
animal. That magic and wisdom combine to form that person’s Aspect.”

Filip gave an dmost imperceptible nod, his gaze switching among the three men who sat acrossthe
garden table from him. Two of them seemed closein age, late thirties or early forties, with smilar short
dark hair. But one of these two, the man in the center, had a presence of self-assured |eadership—maybe
too sdf-assured, Filip thought. Thiswas Gaen, who supposedly held al the answers. The other older
man, Tereus, hadn’t spoken yet. Helooked asif he had spent many hours listening to Galen pontificate.



The third man could have been no older than Filip himsalf. His smooth blond hair grew past his shoulders,
brushing againgt the braided horsehair fetish around his neck. Filip had lived here long enough to know
that these people sheared their hair to mourn the desth of a close family member. Thisyoung man, Bolan,
was only the second or third Asermon Filip had seen without short hair.

When the men had firgt arrived that morning, Galen confirmed Kiril’ s escape from Asermos. The rescue
effort to bring back the Kalindon prisoners had depleted the Asermon police force of its best officers.
Filip tried not to look as pleased as he fdlt.

“My Guardian Spirit isHawk,” Galen now continued, touching his red-tipped feether fetish. “My magic
includesthe ability to accurately recall events and words spoken, thereby making me an ided messenger,
either among humans, or between humans and the Spirits.” He bowed his head at the last word. “1 act as
both a spiritua and political leader. My wisdom focuses on the discernment of others' gifts, which iswhy
I’m here today.”

Filip's shoulders tensed at the thought of his own powers, which was the last subject he wanted to
discuss. Heturned to Tereus, glancing at the dingy white feather he wore. “What about you? What's
your Aspect, or whatever you cal it?’

Tereustilted his head with ahumility that ssemed more genuine than his companion’s. “I’'maSwan. |
interpret dreams.”

“Y ou makealiving doing that?’

The man laughed, something he seemed to do often, judging by the creases around his mouth and the
natura sparklein hisblue eyes. “ Unfortunately, no. | have afarm where| breed wolfhounds and horses.”

Filip’seyebrow twitched at the last word, and he looked away.
Galen leaned forward. “Y ou have an affinity for horses?’

Filip stared at the stone paving next to hischair and felt hisjaw tighten amost to the point of cramping. “I
wasacavdry officer.”

Bolan gasped. “ Y ou rode horsesinto battle?’

He glanced up at him. “It’'san honor, reserved for the most intelligent men from the best families”
“Couldn’t they get hurt?’

“Who?’

“The horses”

“They wear armor, like us.”

“But they il get hurt, right? They il get killed.”

“Bolan, not now.” Galen held up ahand, clearly sensing that he waslosing control of the conversation.
Heturned back to Filip. “I’ll get to the point. | believe that you have the Aspect of Horse.”

Filip'slip curled. “What in the name of al the gods does that mean?’

“The Horse Spirit has chosen you, given you the ability to hear the meaning behind the voices of animals.”



A sensation cold as aknife blade trickled across the back of Filip's neck. “How do you know this?’
“Bolan, dso aHorse, isZdia s son. She knowsthe signs. The way you look at her dog, for instance.”
“I don't look at her dog.”

“Exactly.” Bolan's eyebrows pinched in sympathy. “Ignoring them doesn’t shut them up, doesit?’ He
leaned in to speak in acongpiratorial whisper. “Thebirds are the worst.”

Filip’s eyes widened, then he looked at Galen. “ So what good doesit do me to know | have this Horse
thing? The animas don’t understand when | talk back. | can’t even make them stop.”

Gden spread his hands on the table. “Y ou' |l be able to return the communi cation when you enter the
second phase.”

“Outstanding,” he replied, with a satisfying sarcasm. “How do | do that?’
“Before you can clam your first-phase powers, you must undertake the Bestowing.”
“But how do | reach the second phase?’

“Y ou mugt father a child. Bolan recently became a second-phase Horse.” Bolan arched an eyebrow at
Filip, asubtle boast of this proof of hisvirility. “Hewill help you learn to use your powers,” Gaen said.

“Usethem for what?’

Gaen motioned for Tereusto speak. The man who called himsdlf a Swan set his elbows on the table and
pressed hisfingertipstogether. “ Zeliatells me you' re ready to leave the hospitd. Y ou'll come back to be
fitted for your prosthesswhen it’ sready and when your leg is heded enough to—"

“It'snot aleg,” Filip snarled, “and it will never hed.”

“When your gtitches are out, then. In the meantime, you need somewhereto live”

Filip ground histeeth. Now he was a charity case—for the enemy, no less.

“Asl| mentioned,” Tereussaid, “I have afarm with dogs and horses. | live there done, and—"

“You cdl those horses?’ Filip snorted. “ Thosetiny, fluffy crestures dragging carts down the street?” He
ignored Bolan'sglare. “Where | come from, the horses stand tall and deek. Their beauty inspires great
works of art.”

“I know.” Tereus shrugged off Filip’ sinsults. “ One of your horseslivesat my farm.”
Filip'sjaw dropped.

Tereus continued. “Keleos, his master called him. Doesthat sound familiar?’
Filip'sjaw dropped farther. “The colond’ s stdlion? How did you get it?

Tereuswaved hishand. “My daughter Rhia stole him, but that' s beside the point. As| was saying, | live
doneand it sdifficult to handle dl the farm chores mysdif. Y ou can have room and board in exchange for
hdping with theanimas.”

Filip looked away, turning over the optionsin hismind. At least he wouldn't have to depend on handouts,
and he could see Keleos, who had been off-limits to everyone but the colonel and his attaché. His



fingertipstingled at the thought of touching the animd’ s gilded hide.
Then his nonexistent |eft foot stabbed with pain.
“I can't,” Filip said to Tereus. “Not with—" he gestured to hisleg “—this.”

“I’m not asking you to do cartwhedls. Y ou' Il groom, feed and water the animals. And you can ride, even
without the prosthesis”

Filip looked up a him suddenly, trying to catch theliein hiseye. But Tereus sgaze held no guile. “I can
ride?’

“If you want. Though our style might be different from what you' re used to, and like you said, our ponies
ae—"

“Can| ride Keleos?' Filip heard the tone of hisrequest, likethat of alittle boy pleading with hisfather.
Hecleared histhroat. “ That is, if he needs exercise, | could provide him with the sort of equitation to
which heisaccustomed.”

Tereus|ooked amused, but not in apatronizing way. “ Of course you may ride him, though not to the
exclusion of the other horses. Are you coming?’

Filip hesitated. Hisfather would have wanted him to be practica, and the dternatives—staying &t the
hospitd or wandering homel ess—would humiliate him more. Perhgps he should bide histimein Asermos
until a better option presented itsdlf.

Y et he suspected their generosity. “What do you want in return?’ he asked them.
“Information,” Galen said.

“| thought s0.” He sat back in the chair and crossed hisarms. “1 won't betray the land of my birth,
whether it' s till my country or not.”

“| assureyou it’sfor defensive purposes only. We have no desire and no plan to attack the nation of
llios”

“Y ou sent aband of warriorsto my city.”

“To liberate the prisoners your brigade stole from Kalindos. A thousand soldiers, ransacking an
undefended village of ahundred. Was this an honorable use of arms, in your opinion?’

Filip held the Hawk’ s gaze for along, silent moment. “No. It was unusudly crud, and unworthy of the
uniformsthey wear. My people are not so atrocious.”

“They’renot?” Gaen leaned forward. “Proveit.”
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W ith strength she hadn’t felt in weeks, Rhiaran acrossthe forest floor into her father’ sarms.

Tereus clutched her tight until she gasped for breath. “It feelslike four years snce you left home, instead
of only four months.”



“It' sbeen along summer.” Sheturned to Lycas as he dismounted the gray mare. “ Y ou actudly came.”

“I couldn't missmy little Sster’ swedding.” Lycaslifted her high off the ground in ahug, then set her
down. “I heard how hard Kaindons celebrate. | could use about a thousand drinks.”

“I knew Mdli would drive you crazy.”

“Don't gart.” Lycas stepped back to examine her. “ She' s half amonth more pregnant than you, but
she' stwiceasfat.”

Rhiagrinned and wagged her finger. “I’ll tell her you said that.”
“Doit, and I'll stuff the words back in your mouth until you choke.”

“Children, play nice.” Tereusled the poniesfarther into the village. “I’'m not an expert, Rhia, but you do
look smdll for four months pregnant. How do you fed?”

“Likel could climb Mount Berosin an hour.” She swung her arms as she walked, the crisp autumn air
filling her with excess energy. After three months of plaguing her deep, the voices of the dead had faded,
even thevindictive Skaris. They hummed in the back of her consciousness, like an infectious tune, but no
longer made her ill. “ Findly no more heedaches, dizziness, throwing up—although that’ s probably more
detail than you wanted.”

She stopped when she redlized she was talking to herself.

Behind her, Tereus and Lycas had cometo ahdt, gaping at the network of tree houses above their
heads.

“It'sincredible.” Lycas lowered his gazeto Rhia. “But so empty.”

Her face fell. For afew moments, her happiness at seeing her family again had overcome the daily dread
of redity.

“Any word from the Asermon rescuers?’ she asked.

Tereus shook his head sadly. “ They |eft Velekos over two months ago,” he said. “ The Hawk sent a
message when they arrived in Leukos.”

“We heard. What about after that?’
“Nothing.” Hislipsturned down. “The Hawk has gone silent.”
Rhia s stomach seemed to drop. “Dead?”’

“Maybe not,” Lycas said. “ She' d just gotten her third-phase powers, so that might cause a
communication problem.”

“There sanother possibility.” Tereusjutted hisjaw to the right. “ Galen thinks our powers might diminish
inthat land, so the Velekon Hawk could just be muted.”

“Why would Gaen think that?”
Tereus and Lycas exchanged alook. Her father said, “Let metell you about Filip.”

They led the poniesto the new paddock and stable while Tereus explained. Rhiawasintrigued to learn



about the Descendant who had acquired his own Guardian Spirit after ashort timein Asermos.

“If our magic fadesin Descendant land,” she said, “ does that mean the Spirits have no power there?” The
ideaworried Rhia. On the other hand, it was amore comforting explanation for the Hawk’ s sllence than
her desth.

“We don't know yet,” Tereus answered, “and without sending more third-phase Hawks, which we don’t
have, we have no way to test that theory. Filip has helped usin some ways, but | doubt he'll ever
become one of us. He refusesto discuss the Bestowing.”

They entered the paddock and tethered the ponies, replacing bridleswith halters. “ Tell her the bigger
news,” Lycassad.

Tereusglared at his stepson. “I said we' d wait for the wedding so everyone can hear it at once.”

“What could be bigger news than the loss of the rescue party,” Rhiasaid, “or the fact that our powers
might fade in Descendant lands?’

Tereus put ahand on her shoulder. “Forgive me, Rhia, but first | need to meet with the Kalindon Swans.”

She gasped. “ Common dreams? A prophecy?’ Her gaze darted between the two men. “Isit good?
Bad?It'sbad, isn't it?’

“No, it' sgood.” Tereus gazed into the emptiness of Kdindos. “If it swhat | think it is, it' s exactly what
our people need.”

The following morning, in front of more people than Marek had expected, he and Rhiawere married.
Kaindon weddings usudly attracted few guests, which couldn’t be said for the feasts afterward, when
most villagerswould sidie up to the tables, pretending they had been there dl dong.

But today the ceremonial clearing was crowded with spectators, who whooped and wept when the bride
and groom seded their pact with akiss. After the invasion and ensuing summer of struggle, the Kdindons
needed to celebrate life—even if one of the objects of revelry was an Asermon.

The feast was the most raucous he could remember. There hadn’t been time or the will to hold wakes for
the ederskilled in the Descendant attack, and the Kdindons' pent-up energy was releasing itself now in
waves of defiant euphoria. It was asif they were trying to send a message to the Asermons, the
Descendants and the Spirits themsdves: Kaindos lived.

Marek sat at hisnew family’ stable with Rhia, who gazed up with amusement at her father’ s attemptsto
cam the crowd so he could make atoast. The revelerswere dow to quiet, giving Marek severd
moments to do nothing but admire his new wife.

Rhia s pae, ddicate features had bloomed with color these past two weeks as her strength had returned.
Tonight her auburn hair was swept up in an eegant style that et her curls drape around her cheeksand
jaw. The dark green dress brought out the vibrancy of her eyes, which seemed to reflect the life of the
forest around her. His gaze traced the white lace edging the neckline. It swooped low enough to hint at
the curve of her breasts, and he had a swift, sudden urgeto leave the party.

Needing adigtraction to keep himsalf from carrying Rhia off right now, he shifted to look at Alanka, who
sat on hisleft sde. She dragged her lipsinto areluctant smile, which he knew would fade the moment he
turned away. He' d hoped the party would break hisWolf-sster out of the shell she had sedled hersdlf



into the past few months. The possible failure of the rescue party, which included her former mate,
Adrek, had added to her gloom.

Slouched over tree stumps and tables, the Kalindons gazed blearily at Tereus, waiting for the boring part
to be over so they could go back to dancing.

The Swan cleared histhroat. “I hope thiswill belike no other wedding speech you' ve ever heard. Partly
becauseit will be short but—"

A roar of approval drowned out the rest of his sentence. Tereus laughed. Marek closed hiseyesfor a
moment and reveled in the sound. It had been too long since he' d heard voicesraised in anything but

anguish.
The crowd finaly humored Tereus, quieting to low murmurs.

“Thank you.” Helifted hismug of meloxa. “First, to Marek and Rhia. If | prattled on about how | felt
about them, they would die of embarrassment. So I ll just say that I’ ve never known two people more
willing to crawl to the ends of the earth for each other. May they never spend aday apart.”

A jovid cheer rose from the Kalindons. Rhiawidened her eyes at Marek. Apparently the work she had
done to soothe and consol e the mourners had made up for her accidenta rolein bringing the
Descendants wrath upon Kaindos. Or maybe the villagers understood her devotion to Asermos, as
fierce asthat which they felt for their own home.

Tereus continued when the crowd noise had fallen lower than he could shout. “| aso have an
announcement, about something affecting the fate of our entire people.” Hiswords made heads turn and
mouths silence. “ Severa Asermons have come to me recently with the same dream. I’ ve conferred with
your two Swans.” He nodded to them, a man and awoman. They returned the gesture solemnly. “They
tell methat afew of you have dreamed the same vision. Our interpretation is unanimous.”

He paused, and Marek noticed that Tereus s mug trembled in his hand.

“What' sthe dream?’ someone shouted in the back. A round of nervous laughter passed through the
crowd.

The Swan did not smile. “ Some e ements change with each person, but the central image isthe same. It
gartswith aflock of crows.”

The tension around Marek thickened—he could smdll it. Everyone s gaze shifted to Rhia. He squeezed
her hand.

“The crows meld together into one giant black bird, which in turn transformsinto an egg. Theegg fdlsto
the ground and shatters.”

Marek shivered. Hisformer mate, Kalia, had been a Swwan; he knew enough about their interpretationsto
know that an egg meant a child. Such dreamswere said to predict a person’ s future Guardian Spirit,
sncean animd usudly emerged from the shell.

But if the egg smashed, it predicted ahard or tragic birth. Kalia had had such a dream of aflock of
swans before she went into labor with their son. He had thought it nothing but a new mother’ s anxiety,
but it had proven completely and fataly true.

Tereus waited for the murmurs of dismay to taper off. He took a deep breath, then another. “ Out of the
egg—" hisvoice hushed “—fliesaraven.”



Marek had never known such silence, not even in the dead of awinter’ s night. He heard nothing but
Rhia s heartbeat, surging and skipping. He wanted to look at her, but couldn’t tear his gaze from
Tereus sface.

“Itiswell-known,” the Swan continued in anear whisper, “that Raven has never bestowed Her Aspect.
Sheisthe Spirit of Spirits, the Mother Creator, the one who sees al times, al places. No human can hold
such power.

“But they say that in dire times, when our people face greet peril, perhaps even extinction, Raven will
bestow Her Aspect on one young person who will be able to move through space and time and save us
al.” Helooked a the crowd. “The dreamstell usthat this Raven boy or girl will be the offspring of a
Crow.”

Marek looked a Rhia. Her green eyes glowed in the torchlight as she stared at her father. Her hand
crept to cover her belly, but she otherwise looked strong, her jaw s&t, not half asfrightened as hefdlt.

No one said anything for along moment. Finally Rhiacleared her throat.

“Well, Father, a least you didn’'t embarrass me.”

Laughter bellowed forth, as much from the relief of tengon asfrom the joke itsalf.
L adek the Bear stood and raised hismug. “ To Raven!”

“To Raven!” the crowd echoed.

“To Rhiaand Marek!” someone el se shouted. More cries legped forth and mugs clashed, spilling meloxa
inwidening puddlies on every table.

Rhialooked at Marek, then they stood as one. Tereus sat, and the crowd quieted again.

Rhiaspokefirgt. “Whatever the future brings, we have to face it together. All four villages must put asde
their differences. We must be one people if we're ever to overcome the Descendants. We don't have to
agree on everything, but it should be easy to agree on one thing—surviva.” Sheraised her mug of honey
water. “To one people.”

They cheered and drank.

Marek raised hisown mug. “To the Reawakened.”

They cheered harder.

Heleaned over to kiss hiswife amid the noise. “ Congratul ations, mother of theworld ssavior.”
“The Reawakened?”’

“Y ou said we had to put aside differences. Including religious ones, right?’

Shegave himawarning smirk. “1’ll get you for that.”

The Kaindons seemed to have decided the talking part of the feast was over, and launched into
celebration with more intendty than ever.

After along red during which he and Rhia had to dance with everyone in attendance, Marek excused
himself. Rhiawaved to him, with more energy in her hand than hefdlt in hisentire body, as another



Bobcat swept her into hisarms.

He saw his new father-and brother-in-law at one of the tables, and brought them fresh mugs of meloxa.
He' d added extra honey, since the fermented crabapple drink was an acquired taste, he' d been told. He
sank hiswedding-weary frame onto the bench beside Tereus.

“Thisdrink—" Lycas pointed in the generd direction of hismug “—isamazing. | haveto bring some
back to Asermos.”

“Absolutely not,” Marek said. “We bardly have enough here asitis.”

“I'll pay any price.” The Wolverine gazed into the liquid depths. “1’ d trade a hundred barrels of defor
oneflask of this”

“You haveaded.” They clinked their mugs together, dmost missng.
Tereuslaughed. “ So how are you holding up, Marek, with the baby coming in the middie of dl this?’

Marek felt hislopsided smile disappear. “I keep dreaming the baby goes away.” He covered hiseyes
with hisfingertips. “What does that mean, Tereus? In dl my dreams, the baby either disappears or we
accidentaly throw it out.” He related the first nightmare, with the baby in the waste bucket.

“Isthisbefore or after it sborn?” Tereus asked.
“Before. It'sawaystiny and looks morelike adoll or alittle bird than a person.”

“| see” Tereus grew somber, though he seemed to be trying to keep acam face. “Excuse mefor a

Marek watched hisfather-in-law agpproach Elora, and thistime it wasn't to dance with the hedler.
Though he couldn’t hear their conversation through the crowd’ s babble, their drawn brows and tight
mouths gave him achill.

“I have the same dream,” Lycas said, bringing Marek’ s attention back to the table. “ Except | have our
baby—mine and Mali’ s baby—on aleash, like adog. The moment it pulls on the leash, even alittle bit, |
let go.”

“That’' snot the samedream at dl.”

“My point is, we al have nightmares about being a parent. We dream the baby will have two heads, or
no skin, or that we'll forget to feed it.” Lycastook along sip of meloxa. “My child will be born to two
warriors. What kind of lifeisthat? Evenif it doesn't lose usin battle, it'll have to hear us scream at each
other. At least your baby will have aquiet life. At least you and Rhia—" He gripped his mug and rapped
its bottom edge againgt the table.

“At least wewhat?’
“You'll never let eech other go.”

Marek looked across the tables, past the haf-conscious Kaindons picking at the med’ sremains. Elora
and Tereus now sat next to Rhia, speaking to her with urgency.

Coranna sat down on the other side of Rhiaand joined the discussion. He noticed that his wife' s shoulder
angled away from her mentor, betraying the chill that had overtaken their relationship in the past few
months



They often argued when they thought he was out of earshot, about those who lingered on the Other Side
and what to tell their surviving loved ones. As Rhiamatured into her powers, the two Crow women had
increasingly irreconcilable ideas about how to serve their Guardian Spirit. Marek often felt caught in the
middle

Tereus and Coranna began to speak across Rhia, descending into argument. Her eyesflicked from side
to side, following the conversation, growing wary and suspicious. She caught Marek’ s gaze. Awe and
passion welled within him so hard it made hisribs hurt.

A dow smile spread across her face, and she stood, keeping the connection their eyes had forged.
“You'reright,” Marek said to Lycas.

“ About what?”

Marek didn’t answer. He stood and moved to meet Rhia at the end of her table.

When he reached her, she did her arams around hiswai<. “ They want me to go back to Asermosto be
under Slindscare”

“The Turtlewoman?’ He held back an I-told-you-so. “Why?’

“Between your dreams, the Raven prophecy and thefact that | haven’t gained much weight, Eloraand
my father think | should be cautious.” Sheleaned her head againgt his neck. “Corannathinks| should
stay and continue my training, since the voices have faded but not stopped. No one' s bothered to ask me
what | want.”

Marek knew what he wanted—to take her and the baby wherever they would be safe, regardiess of
Rhia swishes. But it had to be her decision. He tipped her chin up to look into her eyes. “What do you
want?’

“1 want to stay.”

A wave of fear washed over him. “But—"

“But | can't just think about my own desires anymore. So we' ll leave tomorrow with my family.”
Helet out along exhde. “Good.”

Shelooked at Lycas, dumped over his mug, which Marek noticed was full again. “Maybe the day after
tomorrow,” shesaid, “if my brother keeps drinking meloxalikeit'sae.”

“l warned him.”

Sheturned back to Marek. “Y ou know what else | want, since you asked?’ She tugged his shirt collar.
“I want to take my husband to bed.”

“Isit safe?’
“Of course. It wasthefirst thing | asked Elora. After dl, it’s our wedding night.”

He pulled her into adeep, long kissthat heated his skin and won catcalls from the wedding guests. The
Kdindons stood and shifted to the ends of the tables and benches.

“What arethey doing?’ Rhiaasked him.



“Moving thefeast.” He took her hand, and they walked from the clearing in the direction of their tree
house. Behind them came the sounds of furniture being hoisted, aswell asafew mugs and plates diding
off to meet their demise on the rocky forest floor.

Rhiaglanced back. “Why arethey following us?’
“Kdindon tradition.”
“Arethey coming to our house?’

“Beow it. They’ll keep playing and dancing and drinking al night.” They reached the ladder to their
home. “ And dl day tomorrow.” He gestured for her to climb before him so he could block the view up
her kirt. “ And the next night.”

From the porch they waved to the crowd below, who released afind, hearty cheer.

Onceingdethar house, Rhiareached behind her back to undo the dress. “Y ou’d think there' d be alittle
lessfussin avillage where hardly anyone goesto their marriage bed avirgin.”

“Any excuse for them to be obnoxious.” He batted her hands away from their task. “Let me do that.”

With one dow tug, Marek untied Rhia sdress. He did hisfinger under the white lace and drew the soft
green fabric down over one shoulder, planting atrail of dow, biting kisses on the bare skin it Ieft behind.
Rhiashivered.

Without removing the dress he did his hands over the curves of her waist and hips, wanting to touch her
everywhere at once. It had been so long since her skin could bear to be caressed. Every night for four
months he had held her, inhaled her scent, waiting for the pregnancy to give them her body back.

Sheturned and sat on the bed. He knelt between her feet. His fingers fumbled with the ties of her boots,
but he managed to remove them and her sockingsin littletime. His hands glided under her skirt. The
smooth skin of her thighs sent arush of heat through his own body.

Lingering was out of the question. He grasped the soft undergarment and pulled.

Nothing happened. He pulled again, and met afirm resistance.

“It' sattached,” she said.

“ Attached to what?’

“Tothe bodice.” She pointed to her waist. “1t loops up and around the back and over my shoulders.”
Hefingered the straps between the two segments of underclothes. “How do | get it off?’

“I haveto take off the dress”

“But | likeyouinthedress.” He reached forward and pulled her hipsto the edge of the bed, tight againgt
his. “I want you in the dress”

“I could take it off, then put it back on.”

“That'd beridiculous.” Hands beneath her skirt, he tugged at the stubborn contraption again. “Whoseis
this?”



“It smine”
“And you can saw, right?’
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“Good.” He ripped the undergarment in haf. A gasp and awicked laugh escaped Rhid sthroat. With
another snap of hiswrigts, hetore the other sde, aswell, then pulled the fabric down around her heels
and tossed it aside. “ That' s better.”

“Much.” Sheleaned back on her elbows, then drew her toe over hisribs and gave him a heavy-lidded
gaze. “Now what?’

“Now—" heleaned forward to kiss the tender flesh of her inner thigh “—I make you happy you married
rre”

Soon she sounded happy, and felt happy, and tasted happy. The music and chatter below them created a
background hum that he hoped covered the noise of her risng moans. After they peaked, then faded, she
let out adeep sigh tinged with laughter.

“What about you?’ she said.

“I'm dready happy | married you,” he murmured againgt her leg.

“Then we can go to deep, right?’

“Very funny.” He got to hisfeet and untied his shirt, watching her watch him.
“Should | leave the dresson?’

“Oh, yes. It'snot often | get to seeyou in one.”

She passed ahand over her belly. “Soon I’ll be wearing nothing but dresses.”
He paused, and in the dim lantern light he saw her face turn horrified.

“Oh, no,” shesaid. “Did | ruin it by mentioning the baby?’

“Of course not.” Though to be honest, he would have to reconvince himself that they were donein the
room. “I just redlized there || beagood Sdetoliving in Asermos. Y ou in skirts, for one.”

“And more kinds of food, so | can get niceand fat.” She grinned, but then her smile turned pensive.
“Thank you for not telling me what to do. | know you’ re worried about the baby, more than most men
would be”

He pushed the old images away. “1 know better than to ingst with you.”

“I do tend to do the opposite of what peopletell me.”

“I’venoticed that.” He pulled his shirt from histrousers. “So | ingst you close your eyeswhile | undress.”
She smiled, openmouthed, so that when she laughed, he saw her tongue. “No.”

Hedid hisshirt off, dowly, tossed it in the corner, then moved to stand within her reach. “I insst you
keep your hands off me.”



“No.” Her pdms garted at his calves and did up the backs of histhighs. They met in front where his
trousers bulged, her fingers covering the length of his shaft.

He sucked in asharp breath. “1 indst you keep your mouth off me.”

“Sorry.” Rhiaunfastened histrousers, then pushed them down dong with hisdrawers. “But, no.” She
took him between her warm, wet lips, and his knees nearly gave way.

He had less breath than before, for fewer words. “Look away from my face.” Sheignored him, taking
him deep and kneading the flesh of his buttocks with her strong fingers. “I ing<t,” he somehow managed
to add.

Her head tilted so that she could gaze up at him without taking him out of her mouth. The sight tightened
hisloins.

“Stop,” hesaid. “I indst—I mean—please.” He knelt between her legs. “| want to make loveto you
now. Not later, after I've recovered. Now.”

Her eyeswide and playful, Rhiaplaced afinger over hismouth. “Don’t ingst. Just do it.”

Hedid insde her, bringing asharp gasp from both their throats. She lay back on the bed and wrapped
her legs around him, raising her hipsto meet his. The skirt fell above her waist so that he could see where
they joined. It was beautiful, and it took every scrap of control not to release himsdlf at that moment.

He held her beneath him. “It'll be over too soon if we're not careful.”
Sheamiled. “It' sbeen along time, hasn't it?’

Infact, it had been since the night they conceived the child inside her. Less than twenty-four hours|ater,
he became a Descendant prisoner, and they’ d dmost |ost each other forever.

Marek shook his head, releasing the regrets of the past and the fears of the future. He wanted to live
ingde the now that dwelled within Rhia, to fed every twitch of her tiniest muscle, tofill every breasth with
her scent.

“Muchtoolong.” Hethrust deeper insgde her. Their groans grew in pitch and volume, and in their surge
of shared ecstasy, hefdlt, for thefirst timein months, hope.

Hope that didn’t disappear after he collapsed on the bed beside her. It didn’t disappear when she
removed her wedding dress and joined him, naked, beneath the warm blankets. And when she woke him
hours later to make love again, the feding remained. Despite the cruelty of the Descendants and the
eternd mysteries of the Spirits, he and Rhiawould find away to be happy, aslong asthey never let each
other go.

10
“A lanka, will you marry me?’

Shedidn't reply, just scanned the forest from the deer blind that doubled as aguard station. It was
tucked into the low, bare branches of a hemlock tree and alowed a clear shot of the path to theriver.



Endrus hummed a short tune behind her, then tried again. “ Alanka, how come treesaren’t purple?’

Hisrandom questions had created a background hum in her head since before sunrise. Endrus sweird
sense of humor used to leave her cheeks aching with laughter. When they were younger and training to
be hunters, they would often try to ruin each other’ s shotswith awelI-timed remark.

“Alanka, what' sthe smallest spider you' ve ever eaten?’

She couldn’t remember the last time she' d laughed. It should worry her, but the same heavy cloak that
kept her solemn aso kept her sefe.

“Alanka, where does bark come from?’
“I could hear intruders much better if you’ d stop nattering.”

“Just trying to cheer you up.” Thetip of hisbow poked her shoulder blade. “ Or get you mad.” He
waited, then poked again, harder. A year ago she would have broken the bow over the Cougar’ s head.

Heblew out agust of air. “Any reaction a al would be nice.”

“Why?

“We missyou. When are you coming home?’

“Don’t know what you' re talking about. I'm home.”

“Right. Hold still.” He reached out and drew forward a strand of black hair that had fallen from her braid.
She pulled avay. “Ow.”

“Told you to hold till.” He held out asmall spray of brown pine needles. “ L ooked like you were wearing
alittle hat. Rather jaunty, actudly.”

A gtrong breeze was blowing, and the air around them rained with pine droppings. “L ot of them this
autumn,” she said.

“Dry summer.” They watched the thin brown needlestwirl and fal. Endrus dapped hisknee. “ So
Raven’scoming. Pretty exciting,” he added, asif he were talking about an upcoming feast.

“She' s coming because our people are in terrible danger. That' s not exciting. And if the Raven childis
born to Rhig, that means at least fifteen years before it' s bestowed with the Aspect. It might not be this
baby, it could be her second, or fifth, or someone else’s. The Descendants could kill alot of people
between now and then.”

“If you want to look on the dark Side, yes.”
“It' sthered sde”

Endrus scooted forward to Sit next to her on the edge of the platform. “'Y ou should move out of that
house”

HWMI
“Get away from the memories. I'll help you carry your things.”

She consdered it for along moment, deciding whether she cared enough to change her life. Findly she



looked at him. “Maybe.”
His dark eyes sparkled. “In return you have to clean my kitchen.”

She glared a him with mock resentment, then turned back to the path. The breeze blew harder, making
her shiver under her light horsehide vest. Soon it would be time to wear fur. She wondered if it would be
indecent to find a better coat among the belongings of those who had been captured.

Alankawas about to ask Endrus’ s opinion on the subject when she heard the distant sound of footsteps.
They rustled the dry leaves with a solid, regular beat—not arabbit or bird. A deer?

“I hear something.” Her nogtrils flared, but the wind was blowing from the opposite direction.
Endrus readied his bow, nocking the arrow against the string.

She closed her eyes and listened to the rhythm of the footsteps. Human. A man, judging by the heavy
tread. Not likely aKdindon. They al knew that wandering through the hunting grounds at thistime of
morning could get them accidentaly shot.

Besides, the steps were heading toward the village, not away. A stranger, then. A Descendant? No,
surely not alone.

“I seehim,” Endrus whispered. He raised his bow.

A dim man with long black hair appeared. Though Alanka couldn’t see what he carried on his back from
thisangle, the weight of hiswalk suggested a heavy load. Someone from a distance, then.

“Hat!”

Alankajumped at the sound of Endrus svoice a her ear, low and commanding.

The man stopped and peered up into their tree. “Hello?’

“Who areyou?’ Alankasaid.

He came forward afew steps, and Endrus shouted, “| told you to hat!”

The black-haired man held up his hands. “Don’'t shoot, please. | come from Velekos.”
Endrus tautened the bow further. “I’ m supposed to take your word for it?’

“Wait,” Alankatold the Cougar. “1 remember him.” She scrambled out of the tree, scraping her arm and
nearly faling on her head.

The man watched her, handsin the air, hislong muskrat coat hanging below his hips. She approached
him, his name stuck between her mind and her mouth. Then she saw the black feather fetish around his
neck. “ Damen?’

“That'sright.” He smiled and nodded at her, then shook hishead. “| haven't the dightest ideawho you
ae’”

“I'm Alanka. Y ou can put your arms down now, by the way.”
“Alanka?’ He gaped at her and held hishand waist high. “Little Alanka?’

“How long hasit been? Ten years?’



“Tenlong years.” Damen grinned a Endrus, who had dropped from the deer blind, with much more
grace than she had. “ Greetings.”

“Welcome.” Endrusintroduced himsdf and gave Damen the traditiond Kaindon vigorous embrace.
Damen reected in typica eye-bulging non-Kadindon fashion. “What brings you here?’

Damen recovered his breath from the hug and straightened his crow feather. “At long lagt, | entered the
second phase.”

Alankaand Endrus shared a gasp. “Have you heard the Raven prophecy?’ the Cougar asked.
Damenrolled hiseyes. “It’' sall anyone talks about, especialy now that Reni’ s pregnant.”

“Y our wife must be so excited,” Alankasaid.

Damen’ s glance darted away. “Wdll, we' re not married, yasee.”

“Ah.” Alankawondered why it had taken so long for Damen to enter the second phase. He must be
twenty-seven or twenty-eight by now. It wasrare even to reach twenty-five without becoming a parent.

“Go take him to Coranng,” Endrus said to Alanka. “I’ll stand guard aone, try to keep mysdlf
entertained.” He winked at them, then legped to grasp the edge of the deer blind. In amoment he had
hoisted himsdlf back into position.

Alankaand Damen headed toward the village. “ Corannawill be happy to seeyou,” she said.
“And morethan atiny bit surprised, | imagine.”

“Funny you showing up now. Her other gpprentice just |eft to go back to Asermos. She' s having ababy,
too.”

“| did hear that from the rescue party, very good news.”
“Corannaand | are going to be there next spring when it’s born. Y ou should come, too, and meet her.”

“I"d very much likethat,” he said, “but no doubt shewon't fed like getting acquainted in the middle of
labor, heh?’

Hislilting Velekon diaect extracted her first smilein weeks. “I remember when you were here before, I'd
follow you around to listen to you talk.”

“Y ou find my accent amusing, do ya?’

“Theway dl your words run together in one long breath until you get to the end of the sentence and it
pops up.” Her voice pitched and plummeted over the last two words in what she thought was a perfect
Velekon accent.

“Uncanny. You' dfitin nicethere”

“Thank ya”

“Sowhat did you turn out to be?’ he asked her.

She held up her bow. “Wolf. Kerzal smy mentor. Y ou remember Kerza?’

“Yes.” He paused. “ She survived the attack, | heard.”



“There sonly about ahundred of usnow.” The dead fedling, banished for afew moments by Damen’s
appearance, returned. “ Just the ones who fought in the battle for Asermos, and afew second-phase
Wolveswho disappeared in time.”

Hejammed hishandsin his coat pockets. “Veekosisfinadly changing its shameful policy of neutrdity
toward llios”

“What took you so long?’

“Wedidn’'t want to be conquered, so we looked the other way when the Descendants invaded Asermos.
Wereasmdl village”

“Not assmdl asKaindos. Especialy now.”

He brushed his hand against her elbow in an awkward motion that she nonetheless found swest. “1 heard
about your father.”

She groaned and covered her face.

“I'msorry,” hesaid. “But | don’t understand why Razvin would spy against Asermosfor the
Descendants.”

“Partly to bargain for the safety of Kdindos, for my safety. But aso because he hated Asermos. A long
time ago hewasin love with Rhia s mother, Mayra. He wanted to marry her but the Asermons didn’t
want some Kalindon scum to marry one of their women. That’ swhat he told me, anyway. He left Mayra
with twin boys—Rhia s hdf brothers and my haf brothers, Lycas and Nilo, who never even met him.”

“| see, Goon.”

“Last gpring he made a ded with a Descendant soldier and gave him information on every Animd’s
powers. But he so made the mistake of showing off histhird-phase Fox magic.”

“He shape-shifted in front of a Descendant?’

“Who got scared and killed my father while—" her voice threatened to bregk. “—while hewasin the
form of aFox.” Alankatook a deep breath. Telling the whole story at once had |oosened her chest.

Asthey continued toward the village, Damen asked her about severa Kaindons he remembered from his
last vigit. He gave up when it turned out most of them were dead or missing.

When they entered Kalindos, hefdl slent at its emptiness, to which Alanka had dmaost grown
accustomed.

A blue flag hung from Corannd s porch, Sgnaling that she was home and accepting visitors, though
Alankaknew it was no guarantee the Crow woman would fed sociable. They climbed the ladder to her
porch and knocked on the door.

“Whoisit?’ cameanirritated voice from within. “I'm busy.”
Damen leaned close to the entrance. “Too busy for an old friend, heh?’

Rapid footsteps approached the door, which swung inward with awhoosh. Coranna s mouth dropped
open at the sight of Damen. “1 don't believeit.” She moved onto the porch to wrap him in an embrace.
Alanka stepped back; she’ d never seen Coranna show such unrestrained affection to anyone.



“Comein, comein. You must be exhausted.” She dragged him inside, beckoning Alankato follow.
“| should get back to my post,” Alankasaid.

Damen offered her adight bow. “ Thank you for escorting me.”

“Yes, thank you.” Coranna started to close the door.

“Coranna, wait.” When the Crow woman stopped, Alanka said, “With Marek and Rhia gone, do you
need help?’

“Thank you, but now that Damen’s here—"

“I mean, for practical things, like food and supplies, what Marek used to do for you. | could live next
door in his house until they come back.”

Corannaglanced behind her at Damen. “1 don't think—"
“Pease” Alankasad. “I1t' shard living in my father’ shouse since he died.”

Coranna s eyes softened. “I suppose | could use the help. Thank you.” She gave atight-lipped smile and
shut the door.

“That'sodd,” Alankamurmured, wondering a Corannad s reluctance. Then she waked over the wooden
rope bridge to what had been Marek and Rhia' s home.

Thetiny house was sparse but clean insde. Alanka opened the two windowsto let in fresh air, then sat
on the bed and dared asmall smile.

Maybeif shel€ft her father’ s house, he would leave her mind.

11
B irdsagain. Why wasit awaysbirds?

Filip frowned at the roost of pigeonsthat sat against the stable on Tereus' sfarm. They cooed to each
other about sand and stone and fried bread.

A chill wind ripped over the hills, finding passage through histhin leather coat, which he pulled tighter
around him. It was only the middle of autumn, according to the Ilion calendar he’ d drawn on parchment
and hidden under hispillow. Yet herein Asermos al but afew dry yellow-brown leaves had falen from
the oaks and hickories, and this morning he swore he could smell snow in the air. Perhapsif thellion
generas spent one winter in this place, they’ d end their plansfor conquest.

The pigeons continued to converse, and he leaned closer to the roost, as much for shelter from the brutal
wind asto hear their bird words.

“Thinking of adding allittle something to their food to knock them out?’

Filip turned to see Bolan rounding the corner of the smal farmhouse, followed by Gaen the Hawk. They
wore no coats, of course. Bolan'slong blond hair wastied back from hisface asif it were midsummer.



The young Horse, whom he saw every other day now, waked up and gave him afriendly pat on the
shoulder. Filip and Galen exchanged uneasy bows.

Filip indicated the pigeons. “What are they talking about?’

Bolan listened for amoment. “ Sounds like Velekos. They’ re talking about home. They are homing
pigeons, after dl. Isn't that what you caled them?’

“Have the others arrived yet?’ Galen asked.

“Almost an hour ago. Fastest test flight yet.” Filip pointed to the Asermon pigeons, two white birdson
theright Sde of the roost, in acage separate from the others. “ They brought these.” From his pocket he
produced two small scrolls and handed them to Galen. Unlike the Ilion pigeon messages, these held
pictures and maps but no words. Though these people could sound out |etters and smple words, they
had trouble grasping the syntax of complex written language, no matter how he explained it. But in this
caseit didn’t matter, because the words came from the birds themsalves. The Asermons had taken his
people s military tactic, added magic to it and madeit their own.

Bolan eased the smdler white pigeon from its cage. He held it near hisface but far enough to avoid
getting pecked in the eye.

“When did you leave?’ he asked the bird.

“Right after sunrise,” wasal Filip could understand before the pigeon’ swords turned garbled. It
embarrassed him to have Bolan trand ate bird-speak. Dogs and horses were easier.

“Any further messages?’ Bolan asked the pigeon. A few moments|ater helaughed. “Galen, next time
you'rein Veekos, Nadiathe Horse woman wants to have dinner with you.”

Gaen coughed, then looked at the darkening sky. “It took the birds amost al day to get here, but it's
faster than we could ride. Safer, aswell.”

Bolan set the bird onitsroost and gave it agentle stroke. “ Hawks would be even quicker.”

Filip latched the cage. “1 told you they can't be trained to ddliver messages. Our military tried, but hawks
only work for hunting.” The men looked askance at him, and he redlized he'd said, our military. “The
[lion military, thet is”

Sncearriving a Tereus sfarm three months ago, Filip had resgned himsalf to no longer being an Ilion.
But he refused to help the Asermons any way but defensively. Even that aid was sdf-preservation, he
told himsdlf; if Iliosinvaded Asermos, Filip would have nowhereto live.

“I supposeyou' reright,” Bolan said. “ Arma strying to teach our hunting falconsto fly long-distance, but
even third-phase Horse magic can’'t work againgt an animd’ singtincts.”

From the corner of hiseye, Filip saw Gaen examining him carefully. If hedidn’'t excuse himsdf with a
farm chore, the Hawk would put him through another round of questioning. Galen seemed to regard Filip
and his latent magic as a puzzle whose solution held the key to his people€' s survival.

“The horses need watering.” Filip picked up the bucket and headed for the pump. “ Release one of the
Veekon birdsif you want.”

“Wait,” Galen said.



Filip stopped short. He winced, not only because his prosthesis chafed his thigh when he made sudden
moves. “What isit?’

“Have you decided what to do about your Bestowing?’
He hestated. “Yes”
“Yes, you'll go?" Gaen sounded surprised.

“Yes, I’'vedecided. I've decided not to do it.” He walked toward the pump and heard Galen’ s footsteps
following.

“During the Bestowing,” the Hawk said, “the Spirit of Horse will grant you your full powers.”
“I tried tdling him that,” Bolan cdled.
“I don’t want any more powers,” Filip said. “The ones| have are bad enough.”

“The Bestowing will help you control them.” Gaen caught up to him—an easy thing to do. “It’slike
taming ayoung colt. All his speed and power aren’t much use until you can rein himin. The Bestowing
givesyoutherens”

Filip didn’t answer. He wanted better control over his powers, but the Bestowing carried other,
unacceptabl e consegquences.

“When you undertake theritua,” Galen said, “you will become one of us.”
“Exactly.”
Gden stopped, and Filip moved on.

Rhiaand her family rode to afork in the wooded trail, with one path leading uphill. Tereusturned to her.
“Do you want to go homefirgt or vigt Slinafor an examination?’

“Home” she said, asthe voice behind her said, “ Silina”

Sheturned to glare at Marek, who held on to her waist even after they’ d stopped moving. “I won't go
into town looking like this”

“Youlook fing” hesad.
“Smdling likethis, then.”

They continued uphill. Asthey neared the family farm, the rolling, sun-drenched fields seemed to want to
yank her out of the dark woods. She could dmost smell the hay and hear the melodic twitter of the
red-winged blackbirds.

When at |ast the woods grew sparse, she could see the smdll farmhouse and its pastures below. The
ponies were gathered at one side of the paddock, where the water trough lay. A figure walked toward
them with an unsteedy gait, carrying two buckets.

“Isthat Filip?" Rhiaasked her father.

“That'shim.” Tereus scanned the farm from their vantage point on the hill. “ The place has't fallen gpart.”



Heturned to his stepson. “1 told you we could trust him.”
Lycas shrugged. “He probably trained the hounds to attack uswhen we return.”

They rode toward the paddock. The sandy-haired Descendant acknowledged them with anod ashe
emptied the water bucketsinto the trough. Rhiafelt Marek’ sarms tense around her waist.

Tereus hated his pony next to the paddock and did off with agrunt. “Filip, gregtings. Thisismy
daughter, Rhia, and her husband, Marek.”

Filip started to bow, then stared a Rhia with recognition.
“Y ou gave me water,” he sad.

“After the battle, in the heder’ stent. We spoke.” He looked away and ran hisfingers over the edge of
his coat. “I regret some of my words.”

Her memory unclouded. “ Buit & the time you weren't—that is, you had—"

“Two legs?’ Hisface reddened, and shefelt hersdo the same. “ Aninfection set in later.” Helooked at
her pony’ s head, then back at her and Marek. “He' stired.”

“No, I’'mnot,” Marek snapped.
“I meant the horse.” Filip glared at the Wolf. “And hisright hock issore.”

“I hadn’t noticed.” Rhianudged Marek, and he did off the pony. She dismounted after him. “His gait was
fineontheway here”

“I doubt that.” Filip waked around the horse' sright Side, passing his hand aong the dark brown flank
until he cameto the rear leg. The Descendant’ s limp was imperceptible now, maybe because he knew he
was being watched. “ Then again, with these poniesit can be hard to tell when their gait’ s off. They’ re not
exactly the height of refinement.”

She gaped at her father. Was this man insulting their stock? Tereusjust turned his eyesto the sky with a
look of resgnétion.

Lycas dismounted and led his gray mare to the stable without aword for Filip. The tenson among the
men made Rhiauneasy. Only her father seemed at peace with the Situation.

“Everything dl right while we were gone?’ he asked Filip, who was crouched beside the gelding sright
rear leg.

The Descendant didn’t answer. Rhiaducked under the pony’ s neck to see Filip’ s blue eyes unfocus as
he ran his hand over the hock and down the cannon bone to the ankle. He seemed to be listening to
another world. She knew the fedling.

“No heat, and the pain isn’'t sharp, soit’s probably only abruise.” Filip stood and patted the horse's
haunch. “Well put a poultice on it and see how it fedsin afew days.”

“Thank you.” Tereusheld out thereins. “If you could attend to these two while we get cleaned up, I'd
appreciateit.”



“I'll help,” Rhiasaid.
Marek placed ahand on her shoulder. *Y ou should get something to eat and drink.”

“Yes. Let meknow whenit'sready.” Sheleaned forward to kiss him and added in awhisper, “Don’t let
my father cook.”

Sheignored Marek’ sfrown and joined Filip to lead the ponies toward the stable. The swish-thump of
hooves through grass was the only sound until he cleared histhroat. “ They come scruffier in Kaindos,
don't they?’

Her neck jerked. “What did you say?’

“The ponies.” He gestured to the piebald whose reins he held. “ Smaller, with thicker coats. Because of
the colder climate, right?’

“Oh.” Shethought he had been referring to Marek. “ Y es, | imagine. Everywhere seemsto be uphill there,
S0 the horses are sturdier.”

They entered the stable. Lycas stood at the far end, untacking his pony. He shook out the riding blanket
and laid it over the door of anearby empty stall without sparing them a glance.

A dim golden head poked from astall door to Rhid sleft.

“Keeos!” She crossed the stable to greet him, leading her own pony. The stallion’s ears pricked
forward, then pinned back.

“Wait.” Filip reached to take the reinsfrom her. “ Those two don't get dong. Greet him adone.”

“Sorry.” Rhiagpproached Keeos more dowly and let the stallion nuzzle her hand before reaching under
hisjaw to scratch him. “Does he remember me?’

Filip hestated. “Not redly. He likes you well enough now, though.”
“Hesaved my life”
“I know.” Filip'svoicefdl flat.

Rhiabit her lip and rubbed Keleos' s deek neck. No doubt her theft of the horse from the Descendant
camp gnawed a Filip's pride. “ Did Father tell you about me?’

“What specificaly?’

“About my Aspect.” Sheturned to him. “I hear voices, too.”
He looked unimpressed. “ Are the dead astakative as animals?’
“You' d be surprised how much they haveto say.”

“Nothing would surprise me anymore. When | first heard an anima spesk to me, | thought | was going
insane. The second, third and fourth time | heard an anima speak to me, | thought | was going insane.
Then | found out one of my comrades had magic, too.”

“What was his power?’

“He could makelight from nothing.”



“Ah, Aspect of Firefly.” Sheruffled Keleos s silver mane, then took back the reins of her pony. “ Useful.”
“Kiril didn’t think so. He left, hoping he’ d shed the powers when he returned to Leukos.”

Rhiaput a halter on her pony so she could tie him to the grooming post. “ Do you think our people would
aso losether powersthere?’

“Maybe. But like | told Galen, my people were born without magic, so Kiril would just be reverting back
to normal. Y our people grow up around the Spirits, so it'smore a part of them.”

“You believein the Spiritsnow?’ she asked.
“| don’t have much choice” he said sullenly.
“Then you admit that your gods are false?’

“No!” Hisvoice rang sharp. “ There’ s no reason why the gods and the Spirits can't both exist. They have
different domains. What' s so hard to understand about that?” He currycombed the pony with more vigor
than was necessary even for the thick-coated creature.

She gpproached him dowly, keeping the piebald mare between them. “ Then if you underwent the
Bestowing, it wouldn't be abetraya of your gods.”

“You don’t understand.” He rubbed harder, sending up clouds of dust and black-and-white hair. “1 might
not belong in llios, but | don’t belong here, either, not in that tight, selflessway, likewe redl part of the

same body.”
“We are. We need each other’ s gifts.”

“I don’t want to be needed.” He tossed away the currycomb and picked up the wood-handled brush.
“Y ou people make no room for what any person wants. The Spirits choose you and that’ s your destiny.
There' sno fighting it, no decision of your own.”

Rhiacouldn’t argue, since those same thoughts had plagued her as she' d struggled to accept Crow.
Filip continued. “What if | don’t want to talk to animals? | don’t even like animals.”
“Youlikehorses”

“Horseswere away to get around, away to gain advantage. A way to kill the enemy.” Hewiped his
deeve over hisbrow. “Now horses expect meto be their friend, to care about what they want.”

“And do you care?’

“Yes. But | don't want to.”

“What do you want, Flip?’

“I don’'t know!” Helowered hisvoice and kept brushing the pony’ sflank. “I don’t know.”

“Y our Spirit can help you figure that out.”

“If | get Bestowed.” Hislipstwisted the word into something distasteful. “ But then I’ m trapped forever.”

“Y ou might not have a choice of gifts, but you can choose how to use them. Even after the Bestowing.”
She went back to her pony and removed the riding blanket. “\When Crow gave me my full powers, |



thought my tridlswere over. Then | found out | had to die.”

He stopped brushing. “Die? Asin, dead?’

“To lose my fear of death, | had to experienceit. Or so my mentor, Coranna, claimed.”
“What did you do?’

“I ran away.” She picked up the currycomb he' d tossed aside, then stood and met hisgaze. “But | didn’t
getfar.”

He nodded. “They tracked you down.”

“No, I came back. It was my choice. | froze to death on Mount Beros, then Coranna brought me back
to life. Third-phase Crows can do that, though there salwaysaprice.”

“Weren't you afraid you might not come back?’

“Of course. | had to trust in Corannaand trust in Crow.” She saw him stare a her with new respect, asif
she' d aged twenty years before hiseyes. “But I’ d spent my whole life believing that the Spirits want
what’ sbest for us. Y ou don't have that faith.”

He shook his head. “My magic has brought me nothing but lost deep. The thought of spending the rest of
my lifelikethis...” He stretched back his shoulders, sighing, and stared up at therafters. “Does it get
esse?’

Theliesat in her throat, waiting to soothe hisfears. “It gets harder.”

“I figured.” His mouth tightened, then relaxed as he looked at her. “ Thank you for being honest. You're
thefirg.”

“| don't like secrets. And you need the truth to make your decision about the Bestowing.”

“I’ve dready decided not to doit.” He turned back to the piebald mare and resumed hisvigorous
brushing. “ For now.”

12

A lanka cracked open the small square window, bracing herself againgt the bitter air, and waited for
Damen to appear.

Most nightswhen it wasn’t snowing, he would smoke his pipe on the bridge between her house and
Coranna’s. At first the pungent scent had assaulted Alanka’ s sengitive nose, but over the past month she
had come to welcome the rich aroma of burning leaves.

Usualy sheleft him aonein these moments, for his gaze seemed to wander to some distant interna
realm. Perhaps he was thinking of the family he’ d left behind, which she knew little about, only that he
had parents and asister in Ve ekos, and that the mother of his child wasn't even hismate, much lesshis
wife. Though Alanka often shared meals with Damen and Coranna, she hadn’t had amoment alone with
him since hisarrival. The dinner conversations could have veered toward the personal, but despite his
amiable nature, something about Damen told her those parts of him were off-limits.



Tonight Alankawould crossthat boundary, even if it burned her. It had been too long since she'd felt
anything for aman but indifference. If she could connect with Damen, maybe she' d fed normal again.
Sheundid her braid and drew a brush through the soft waves.

Damen stepped onto the porch. He shook the heavy snow off a pine branch hanging over the rope
bridge, then moved to the center of the bridge, pulling the muskrat-skin coat tighter around his chest. His
pipe was dready lit, and he leaned againgt the railing to smoke.

The moonlight, nearly obscured by the trees but reflected by the fallen snow, lit Damen with a soft blue
glow. Ashedrew thefirg inhae of the pipe, his sharp brown eyes closed in relief, and the tension flowed
off hisface like water over arock.

Alanka hesitated. She should probably leave him done, and leave hersdf donewhile shewas dt it.
She shut the window and opened the door.

Damen jumped when he heard the latch click, then gave her agenuine, though distracted, smile. * Alanka,
hello. | didn’t hear you at first.”

“Wolf gedth. Didn't mean to gartle you.”
“I wasin another world.” Head cocked, he examined her gppearance. “ Aren't you cold wearing that?’

“I’'m used to the weather here.” She drifted toward him, trying not to let her teeth chatter from thewind
that cut through her knee-length, deeveless shift.

He brushed adusting of snow off therailing. “It only snowsin Ve ekos maybe once every two or three
yws.”

“Summers must be hot, though.”

“But abreeze dways blows off the seg, 0 it' stolerable. Tirosistheworgt. Blistering hot in summer,
freezing in winter. Nothing to see but dust and cattle. Don’t know why anyone livesthere.”

Hisvoice verged on the more clipped speech of Kalindos, and she wondered if he did it on purpose.
Crows were adaptable, if nothing else. “I’ve never beento Tiros or Veekos. | never left home until the
battlein Asermos.”

Hetook apuff of his pipe and examined her face. “Y ou fought, didn’t you?’
She nodded and blinked away the wind that made her eyestear up.

“How wasthat?’ he asked, in histypica understated manner.

“Bad.” She stared at the distant ground.

Damen shifted hisfeet. “ Corannatold me what happened to your brother.”

Shetried to shrug. “It'swhat he would have wanted. He was awarrior. A Wolverine, born to fight and
kill. Bornto die, | guess”

“Born to protect the people he loves, you mean. Protect hishome.”

“That' swhat they say, but | could tell they enjoyed it. When my brotherskilled, it made them stronger,
not weaker.”



“What do you mean, weaker?’

“Taking another person’slife didn’'t carve out a hole inside them and make them wish—" She cut hersdlf
off, unable to voice the secret desire, evento aCrow. “At leadt, it didn’'t seem to.”

Damen let out asigh, and the sound reminded her why she was here—not to discuss the battle and the
dead feding it had left within her, but to find away to make that feding go away.

“May | try?’ shesaid, pointing to his pipe.

“It’ srather strong.”

“Soaml”

He handed her the pipe, abemused expression on hisface. “Be careful.”

“Careful isonething | never am.” At leadt, it used to be. She amiled as she did the stem between her
lips. Her gazefixed on his. Sheinhaled.

And choked. The pipe nearly flew from her hand as she heaved a violent, hacking cough. Damen took it
back without so much asachuckle.

“It'sdl right.” He patted her back. “Happensto everyonetheir first time. Sometimes | ill coughif |
inhaetoo hard.”

Shetried to reply but couldn’t get her voice past her tight throat, which spasmed like adying snake.
Damen led her to her house, and she needed his guidance, for the gagging had blinded her with tears.

Onceingde, he poured her amug of water. She grabbed it from him and took along gulp.
A moment later, she spewed it out again. It was meloxa Unsweetened meloxa
“That wasn't water, wasit?’ hesad.

She cracked open her eyesto see that she had spit the sour concoction al over hiscoat. “ Sorry,” she
croaked.

“My fault.” He sniffed another container. “ Ah, water.”

She grasped the flask and downed haf its contents. Soon she was able to take a shallow breath without
coughing. Damen pushed a clean towe into her hands, and she used it to wipe her eyes and nose.

“Better?’ he asked.

She nodded, too embarrassed to speak.

“I'll go, then,” he said.

“Why?

Heheld up hispipe. “Don’t want to stink up your house.”

“No, | likeit.” Shesniffled, not a al seductively. “ Please say. It's cold out.”

Damen shrugged, then took off his coat, shaking out the drops of meloxa. “ Thank you.” He sat at the
table while Alanka crossed the room to her bed. She scooted over the blankets to rest her back againgt



thewal|.

“Can | ask you aquestion?’ she said.

He motioned to her with his pipe.

“Y ou hear the voices of the dead, right?’

“Of course”

“All thetime, in the background, like Rhiadoes?”’

Hetilted hishead. “ At first, but then | learned to suppressit.”
“Shecan't dwaysstopit.”

“Corannasaid it' s because her pregnancy makes everything fluctuate. It's easier for aman, because our
bodies aren’t changing at the same time as our Aspect. It' [l straighten out for her soon.”

Alanka paused, redlizing the smilarity between Coranna s and Damen’ s matter-of-fact outlooks. Their
powers didn't play havoc with their emotions, because age or experience had taught them to shut their
fedings away. She hoped Rhianever devel oped that skill.

“What do they say?’ she asked him.
1] Wm’?i
“The dead.”

“I can't tell you that.” Hismouth tried a smirk, but even in the dim stove light Alanka could see through it
to something that troubled him deeply.

She drew her kneesto her chest and rested her head on them, though her seduction attempt felt asif she
was going through the motions. “What can you tell me about what goes on in there?’

His gaze flicked to the edge of her shift, which had risen midthigh, but his concentration didn’'t waver. “In
where?’

“Inyour mind. Y ou never talk about yourself. | seeyou every day, but | fed like | barely know you. |
want to know you better.” Her mouth curled into ahaf smile.

Damen glanced at the door. “What do you want to know?’

“Anything. Or, if you prefer—" she stretched out one bare leg “—we don’'t haveto talk.”
He stood dowly, and she leaned her head back, anticipating his approach.

“I need to leave now,” he said.

She cursed ingide but kept smiling. “Why?’

“Because | think you want something | can’t give you.”

“Why not?'Y ou don’t find me attractive?’

He sighed and set his pipe on the table. She waited for him to prove her wrong, first with words, then



actions. Instead he crossed his arms over hischest. “No, Alanka, | don't.”
She gaped at him, her face heating.

“Let mebedear,” hesaid. “I likeyou. | think you're awonderful person. But | have a mate waiting for
mein Veekos”

“Oh.” She gtraightened her legs and drew her shift down to cover as much skin as possible. “I'm sorry.
Y ou said the mother of your child wasn't your mate—"

“She'snot.”

“—s0 | thought therewas no oneelse.”

“Thereis”

“And you' ve never spoken of her—"

“Him.”

“—s0 | assumed that—" She stopped and heard what he said, moments after he said it. “Him?”’
“HisnameisNathas. Do you understand now why I’ m not attracted to you?’

She hesitated. “ Only men?’

“Yes. And since you' re awoman—"

“But nearly haf the menin Kaindoswill lie with men or women, epeciadly when they’ reyoung.”
“I' know.” He grinned. “Why do you think I have such fond memories of this place?’

“What about you?’

“Strictly men. Sorry.”

She covered her face with her hands. “No, I'm sorry. | fed so stupid.”

“Don’t.” He came over and sat on the edge of the bed. “I’ m flattered. Y ou’ re a beautiful young woman.
Most men would give anything to trade places with me at this moment.”

Shetried to amile, but hiswords only made it worse. Suddenly curiosity stifled her humiliation. “You're
second phase.”

Helooked &t the floor and nodded. “I1t wasn't easy.”
“But how did you—"

“| said it wasn't easy. In Velekos, peopl€ sviews aren’t as open asthey arein Kaindos. With me having
arare Aspect, it was even more important to have children.” Thetips of hisfingers rubbed together, asif
they aready missed the pipe. “Imagine my parents reaction when | told them why I’ d never be afather.
Thus began the project.”

“The project?’

“Rirg, finding me awoman who' d be patient enough to conceive under exceptional circumstances, not to



mention awoman who wanted children but not a permanent emotional commitment fromaman.” He
shifted hisweight. “Then came the obvious part. | had alot of help from my mate with that.”

“I see,” wasthe only reaction Alanka could come up with.

“Reni livesin the home | share with Nathas. He staking care of her while I'm here, and I ll return for the
birth. If everything goeswdll, and Reni iswilling, someday she'll have hischild, too.”

Alanka smind spun at the odd arrangement. The thought of sharing a mate, even for such practica
purposes, made her fed cold insde.

“I'll gonow,” hesad.
Rdieved, Alankanodded. “ Good night.”
He gave her shoulder an awkward pat. She didn’t watch him leave.

When Damen was gone, Alanka pulled on apair of soft degping trousers and crawled under apile of
blankets.

Maybe men were more trouble than they were worth.

13

M arek rolled onto hisleft sde and dipped an arm around his deeping wife, who stopped deeping.
“What isit?’ Her voice pierced the darkness at full volume,

“Nothing. Didn’'t mean to wake you.”

“It'sdl right.” She covered his hand with her own and drew it over her bulging belly. “1 have dl day to
deep and do nothing else. Y ou don’t need any more scarves.”

He amiled at the thought of the pile of wool scarves she d knitted for him during her bed rest, which Silina
the Turtle had prescribed a month ago.

Though Rhiahad put on weight faster since they’ d returned to Asermos five months ago, the Turtle
woman was disturbed by the occasional spikesin Rhia s blood pressure. They occurred in those rare
moments when Skaris s voice broke through the walls she’ d constructed in her mind. She had told no
one but Coranna and Marek about the Bear who haunted her.

Fortunately, Marek’ s baby nightmares had stopped. His degp was il restless, however, dueto the
street noise outsde their small house beside the hospita. He wondered if he' d ever get used to living in
Asarmos, avillage ten timesthe sze of Kaindos.

“At least held captivein here” shesad, “I can avoid strangers who want to touch my stomach.”
“Good. Only I’'m alowed to pet you.” Hetried to sound casud as he asked, “Did he turn over today?’

“No.” She quickly added, “ Silinasaid that’ s norma with three weeksto go. If he' slikethisin another ten
days, shell try tofliphim.”



Marek fought to calm his breath. “What happensif you go into |abor before he turns around?’
“Thenwell do our best.”
“If he comes out breech—"

“Don’t worry.” She smoothed the hairs on the back of hisarm. “It’ Il be harder that way, but in the end
Nilik and I will befine”

“Pleasedon’t say hisnameyet,” hewhispered. “It fedslike bad luck. If something happens—"
“Shh. Nothing will happen. Y ou' re supposed to keep me calm, remember?’
“I'msorry.”

“I know why you' re scared. It won’t happen to you again.” She pushed his hand behind her. “ Forget
your worries by rubbing my back.”

He obliged, welcoming an excuse to touch her. As he stroked the muscles around her lower spine, he
nuzzled the back of her neck. She groaned deep in her throat.

“Marek, you know we can’t.”
“I know. | wanted to show the effect you ill have on me.”
“I should fed grateful you' re not one of those men repulsed by their big puffy wives.”

“Onthe contrary,” he said, kneading the wide, strong sinews across her back, “I can’'t wait for you to
have this baby so you can get pregnant again.”

“Hal He |l bean only child. | can’'t face dl thispain and sicknesstwice.”

He knew she would change her mind in ayear or two, especidly in light of the Raven prophecy, which
they’ d agreed not to mention again until after Nilik’ s birth. The more children they had, the morelikely
onewould grow up to take Raven’s Agpect. In these times of uncertainty, Marek wanted to increase
their odds as much as possible, aslong asit was safe for Rhia. “I see Arcas brought more art supplies
today,” he said.

“Clay,” shesad. “1 made avaguely dog-shaped blob and avaguely bird-shaped blob.”

“Isthat what they are?| thought they were doorknobs.”

Shegiggled. “You cantel I'm not a Spider. Thank you for not being jedlous of my friendship with him.”
“The wedding and very obvious baby make it clear which one of usyou chose”

She shifted and sighed, and at first he thought the conversation made her uncomfortable, but the pattern
of her breath turned quick and uneven.

“What' swrong?’ hesaid.
Rhiaheld hersdf motionlessfor along moment. “My back.”
“I know.” Hispam tried to soothe the tight muscles. “It's no wonder you' re fiff, lying here dl day—"

“That'snot it.” Her voice held anew edge. “ Thisisdifferent pain.” Her hand shot to her lower abdomen,



and she drew a sharp breath through her teeth. “Marek, | think the baby’s coming.”
Hishand froze. “No. No, it can’t come yet. It' stoo soon. Maybe thisis more false |abor.”
“I told you, thisisdifferent.”

His mind blanked. “What do we do?’

“Go next door and get Zelia. She'll send someonefor Silina”

“Right. Of course. Zdlia.” He tossed back the covers and legped out of bed—unfortunately, not in that
order. Hisfeet tangled in the blankets, sending him sprawling facedown on the floor. “ Oof!”

Rhiaburst into laughter at the sound. “1 wish | could have seen that.”

“It'snot funny.” He extracted his feet from the blanket and reached for his boots. “Why aren’t you
worried?’

“It would only make things worse. Besides, that’ swhat | have you for.”
He grumbled an oath that was incoherent even to his own ears, then ran out of the house.

His knuckles were raw from knocking by the time Zelia came to the hospital door. “ The baby’s coming,”
he shouted.

The Otter frowned through her drowsiness. “ Areyou sure?’
“Rhia ssure. Butisn't it too early? He hasn't turned over yet.”

“We might be able to stop the contractions. I’ [l bring blackhaw tea. In the meantime, keep her lying on
her left sSide, and keep her cdm.” He turned to dash back to Rhiawhen Zdiacaught hisarmina
surprisingly strong grip. “Keep yoursdlf cam, too,” the hedler said. “If she’sin labor, it'll be hoursif not
days before the baby comes. Don't waste your strength fretting.”

Marek knew he couldn’t obey.

When he entered their house, Rhiahad lit the table lantern and was pacing the floor, her hand on the far
wall to steady hersdlf.

“No!” Heran to her and held her up, though her legs seemed sturdy. “Y ou should bein bed. Zdiasad
we might be able to stop the contractions. She' s making blackhaw.”

“I"'m sick of blackhaw. It tasteslike bark.”
“That' sbecauseit is bark.”

Shetook hisarm and made him look into her calm green eyes. “If | thought there was a chance of
stopping it, | would. But | cantdl it'stoo late.” Her face shone with anew light as she stroked his cheek.
“Let’smeet our son.”

He took adeep, ragged breath, closed his eyes and pressed his forehead to hers. I'm not ready, he
thought. “Let'sdoit.”

Severa hours passed without incident. When the contractions came more frequently, Rhiamoved to a
room in the hospital equipped with ahaf-upright birthing bed, on which she now sat while Silina



examined her. Despite the hedler’ s demand that he save his strength, Marek paced the floor.

“Don’'t you worry.” The Turtlewoman lay aplump arm over Rhia s shoulders. “I’ ve seen everything, and
my powers are greater than when your mother and | worked together.”

Marek’ s shoulders loosened abit. Like Z€elia, Silinahad entered her third phase last year when she
became a grandmother. Unlike Zelia, Silina s demeanor was pure softness and comfort. Between the two
heders, Rhia had access to more sophisticated care here in Asermos than she would have had in
Kalindos. But old memories plagued Marek’ s mind.

A knock came at the door, and he went to answer it, relieved at the distraction. It opened acrack before
he reached it.

“Arewetoo late?’ piped afamiliar voice.
Rhiagasped. “Alankal”

Marek’ sWolf sster shoved open the door and threw her arms around his neck. The embrace was
short-lived, as sherushed over to the bed to greet Rhia. “We thought we' d be early, but Silinasaid—"
She stepped back. “ Y ou’re huge!”

“Thank you. | think.” Rhiacrinkled her eyesat Marek.
Alanka sface reddened. “1 mean, for someone o tiny, you' re rather—I’ 1l be quiet now.”
“Who dse came with you?” Marek said.

“Coranna, and our new Crow—WEell, not exactly new. Y ou remember Damen? He' s back from
Veekosfor his second-phasetraining.”

“Damen made his second phase?’ He wondered if he remembered the wrong fellow.
“Ancther Crow?’ Rhid seyeslit up. “When arethey coming?’ she asked Alanka
“They’ll be here when thetime gets closer. That'swhen I ll leave. | don't do well with human blood.”

“I'm glad you're here.” Rhiapulled Alankato st on the bed with her. 1 want to hear about everything
going onin—Aaugh!” She doubled over, or would haveif her belly hadn’t prevented her from folding in
half. Marek rushed to her sde. She motioned to him to help her stand, then pointed down.

“Onthefloor?’ hesad. “Why?’
“Just do assheasks,” Silinasaid. “Wherever feds best for her. But put pillows under her knees.”

Rhia sface twisted into a grimace, her breath coming too hard to speak. She grabbed hiswrist and
sgueezed until he thought the bones would pop.

“What should | do?’ Alanka asked.
“Keeptaking,” Slinasad. “And get acool cloth to wipe her face. She' |l be working hard for awhile.”

Alankafetched the cloth and began to describe in mind-numbing detail the past severd months of her life.
Marek was glad to see that his Wolf sister had regained some of her usua animation, though her voice
was gtill shadowed. The cloud that had hung over her at their wedding seemed to have thinned, though
not disappeared.



Morning passed into afternoon, and the contractions came and went with no discernible progress. Silina's
assistant arrived, along with Zeliaand one of her femal e gpprentices. The four women’s placid faces
betrayed no sense of peril, but Marek knew the labor wasn't going well. Rhiawastiring, her muscles
aready weak from amonth of bed rest, and her face grew pale and dack.

After aparticularly hard contraction, they rested together on the danted bed, her back to his chest, while
Silinaexamined her again. Rhia s head lolled back on his shoulder, and she moaned in frustration.

“You candothis” hewhispered to her.
“Isit too late to change my mind?’ she said.
“About going into labor?”

“About getting pregnant.”

Everyone laughed except Silina. She seemed to peer through Rhia s kin as shelay her pams over the
baby’ s body. Wisps of long blond-and-gray hair stuck to her sweat-soaked face.

“There sadight problem,” she said. Marek heard the forced calm in her voice, and suddenly the room
reeked of fear. “Hisfoot is extended. It’' s the toughest position to deliver.”

Marek shuddered. It was Kaiaall over again. He couldn’t watch Rhiadie, too.

“I might be able to change his position,” Silinasaid, “get hislegs up for a safer breech presentation.” She
looked at each person in the room. “ Thisritual requires everyone s silence and clear-minded focus. Rid
your thoughts of fear and pain so the magic can flow like water, the element of Turtle.”

“1 need to speak to Coranna,” Marek said.

Silinanodded to her assstant. “Bring in the Crowsto help.”
“1 need to speak with her done,” hesaid. “Now.”
Rhiadtirred in hisarms. “Marek, what' s this about?’

“I'll beright back.” He did hisleg from around her and got to hisfeet. “Alanka, hold her up whilel’m
gone.”

“You'releaving me?’ Rhid seyeswidened. “Now?’
“Thisisfor you,” he said, and dipped out the door.

In the waiting area, Coranna and Damen stood when he entered. Marek gpproached Coranna so quickly
she stepped back.

“Promisemeyou'll doit thistime,” hetold her.
“Dowha?

“Takemy lifefor hers and the baby’ sif they die”
“Marek, | can’'t.”

“I won't let you betray methe way you did with Kdia. If anything happens, you bring them back, with
my time on earth as Crow’ sransom.”



“You don’t understand.” Damen stepped forward. “ She can’'t bring Rhiaback to life twice.”
Marek looked between them. “ Since when?”’

“Sincedways,” Corannasaid in aleve voice. “Remember when Rhiarevived on the mountain, then
nearly died again as she recovered?’ He nodded, and she put her hand on hisarm. “I said | couldn’t
bring her back a second time, and that meant forever, not just that day.”

Marek ran atrembling hand across hisface. “ Then trade my time for Nilik. If he doesn’'t makeit.”
“Marek, he' sso young. If he’ smeant to live along life, it could kill you.”
“| don't care about my life”

“Rhiacares.” Corannad s voice hardened. “How would shefed if | took her hushand? Y ou think she
would choose the child over you?’

“She should.”
“Shewouldn’'t, and | would never burden her with that choice. I'll let Crow fly as He will today.”

The door to the delivery room opened, and Zelia poked her head out. “Come now. We' re ready to
begin.”

Marek turned to look at the front door, which seemed to beckon him away from the scene of blood and
pain. No father should endure the sight of one son’s smultaneous birth and desth, much lesstwo.

He wiped away the last tear for awoman and child long gone, then led the othersinto the delivery room.

14

T hisisharder than dying, Rhiathought. At least death had a certain end. Sheimagined herself trapped
for monthsin thisroom with these well-meaning people, strength ebbing until she became nothing but a
dried-out husk containing astubborn little boy who would grow until he burst her body like amoth
leaving acocoon.

Those weren't the kind of thoughts Silinaneeded for her ritud, but Rhiacouldn’t help it. Serenity came
and went, fickle as the sun on acloudy day. At least the voices had stopped completely, either out of
respect for the moment or fear that her strength might resurge.

The door opened, and Marek returned, looking even more troubled than when he had left. Alanka
squeezed Rhia s shoulders and moved aside for Marek, who settled behind her again.

A woman appeared at the door. Coranna.

Rhia s eyes shed tears she didn’t know were | eft inside her. She wanted to scramble out of bed and fall
into her mentor’ sarms.

Coranna s face softened. She moved like liquid silver to Rhia s side and placed a cool, silky palm on her
cheek. “I'vemissed you.”

Rhia couldn’t speak. Corannamoved aside, reveding atal dark-haired man. Though Rhiahad never



seen him before, she reached for him asif by ingtinct, this honored and cursed cocarrier of the Aspect of
Crow.

Damen stepped forward and spoke her name in adeep voice that soothed the ragged edges of her soul.
“I'm glad to meet you,” he said.

“I’'m glad you exist.” Shetook his hand as another contraction hit. His eyes bulged from the pressure of
her fingernailsinto hispam.

“Hold on,” Silina purred, mopping Rhia s brow. “ After this contraction I’ll perform the spell.”

Blinded by the pain and pressure, Rhia couldn’t even acknowledge her. She wanted to cry out for her
mother, but could only close her eyes and focus on the memory of her sirong, gentle face.

When the wave passed, Rhia opened her eyes. The curtains had been drawn, and the sole light came
from three candles around a deep bowl of water on a nearby table. Silinastood next to the table, staring
into the space above the bowl. The candlelight created three dancing yellow spotsin each of her hazel

eyes.

A chant began low in the Turtle sthroat. She held her palms down over the bowl. The others watched,
faces blank with the same cam that Rhiafdt at the sound of Slina svoice.

The water in the bowl moved—at first just aripple, then aseries of waves. Silina svoicerosein timbre
and volume. The water |apped faster againgt the sides of the bowl. The blood and water in Rhia s body
surged in response.

A tiny whirlpool formed in the bow!’ s center, then grew until it encompassed every drop. The rushing
liquid harmonized with Silina s voice. She turned to face Rhia, who wanted to shrink from theimmense
power. Marek stroked her arms with strong, soothing fingers.

Silinaheld her hands apart as she approached. The space between her pdms shimmered with liquid
force, asif she had transformed the air itself into water.

She placed her pdms on the underside of Rhia s abdomen, over the place where Nilik lay. Silina’s chin

tilted, and her young assistant joined the chant in ahigh, lilting voice. Rhiasank back into Marek’ sarms,
floating and soaring on the sound that flowed like water over and within her. Shiversof bliss entered the
base of her spine and trickled to the tips of her fingers and toes.

Nilik shifted.

The two women continued the chant, and Rhiafelt another swell of motion within her womb. She gasped
asawave moved up, inthe opposite direction of the birth. It felt wrong, but she had to trust Silina's
Turtle Spirit.

Something dipped inside her, then sank into a place that felt right—and urgent.

“Therel” After the ethered chanting, Silina s mundane speaking voice sartled Rhia. The Turtle smoothed
the skin over Rhia sbelly. “He sready when you are”

“Thank you,” Rhiabresthed.

Silina patted her leg. “ Sorry, the hardest part’ sto come. But now you can let your body do what it
wants.”



What it wanted, very badly, wasto expd the person it had carried for thirty-seven weeks.

The room cleared then except for Marek and Silina. A hundred people could have surrounded Rhia, for
al sheknew or cared. Her mind shut out dl but the tiny space within. It reminded her of the day on the
mountain when she had frozen to desth, when the dowing rhythm of her breath became her whole world.
The same peace draped over her now, even inthe midst of heaving, rippling pain. But instead of the
numbing lull that came between her and al sensation, Nilik’ s birth planted her degp within her own body
until nothing dse existed.

It was the opposite of degth.
Asif from adistance, she heard Silinasay, “And there’ shdf of him.”

Rhiacraned her neck over her belly to see, but another contraction dammed her head back onto
Marek’ s chest.

“Not much longer,” Silinacrooned. “Good, hisarms are down. That' || make the shoulders easy. There
you go, little man. Nothing left but your beautiful face.”

Rhiatried not to tense. The hardest part was yet to come, and if it didn’t go quickly...
Marek smoothed back her hair. “Ready for usto call in Corannaand Damen?’

She nodded. Crows attended every passage from one world to another, no matter the direction.
Attending a birth was one of their sweeter duties.

She closed her eyesto rest for afew moments before thefina effort. When she opened them again,
Corannaand Damen stood near the door, dong with Silina’ s assistant.

As her body moved with what she hoped would be the last contraction, the Crows began a soothing
chant of welcome, Corannain asmooth contralto and Damen in a bass so beautiful Rhiawould have
wept if she' d had the breath. She bore down hard but felt nothing move below.

“Hold on.” Slind s mouth tightened. “ The head’ s not coming. Stop pushing for amoment.”
“I can't stop!” She wanted to throttle Silina. “ Just make it happen. Please.”
“We haveto be careful. Stay calm. Only pushwhen | say.”

Marek held Rhia, whispering cadm encouragement, and adistant part of her marveled at the strength he'd
found within himsdlf. Rhiafocused on her bresth and tried not to panic.

Until she heard it. Crow’ swings.
Nilik was dying.

“No!” Sheclawed at theair asif she could fight off the Spirit with her own hands. “Y ou won't take him
fromme!”

Damen’ svoice fatered. He heard it, too, Rhiarealized. Coranna, however, kept as steady as ever.
Thewings grew louder in their gpproach. Soon it would betoo late.

“Now!” Silinacried, and Rhiadrew on strength that flowed from nowhere and everywhere at once.



With afind effort, she gave her son achanceat life, and he dipped into Silina' s hands.

“Good,” the Turtle said. Rhiaknew that the flat tone was not an understatement. He hadn’t
survived.. . yet.

“Hell bedl right,” Marek whispered. “He hasto be.”

Zdiaentered and reached for the baby, who was eerily silent. Rhia had attended enough births to know
he should have cried by now.

“Givehimtome” Rhiasad.
“We haveto revive him.” Zdiawiped Nilik’ sface, swabbing theingde of his nose and mouth.
“Revivehim here”

The hedlers exchanged a quick glance, then Zdiaplaced Rhia s son on her somach. His glassy haf-open
eyes stared at her.

Rhiareached insde hersdlf and found one last bit of strength. The strength to see.
Asthe hedlers rubbed Nilik’s chest, Crow soared, waiting. She held her breath.
The wings faded, and she grabbed Marek’ s hand. “He sgoing to live. HE s—”

Shewas interrupted by aloud gurgle as Nilik took hisfirgt hating breath. His chest heaved and amoment
later ascream ripped histhroat.

Rhialaughed with &l her bresth at the ear-numbing sound. Marek’ s head fell onto her shoulder, and she
felt histearsdrip down her breast.

Perhaps she was too exhausted to prevent what happened next, or perhaps she forgot not to look. As
she watched her son clutch & life, her mind' s eye opened alittle, and in the next moment, sheflung it
wide.

Thevison sucked her into atunnd of time, longer than any she had traveled through before, though its
journey lasted a moment. She came out the other side on a sandy beach, where waves surged green and
white.

And red. The water receded, its foam tinged with blood, then flowed in again to lap the heds of aman
facedown in the wet sand. A scarlet rivulet ran from under his bare chest and long, light brown hair. The
hilt of asword lay near his outstretched hand. His body was dim, like that of ayoung man.

Too young.
Nilik would never grow old.
She screamed at him to get up, to run, to live, but her shriek held no sound.

Thevison turned as black as Crow’ s breast. The weight on her ssomach disappeared, and shefell
unconscious as she reached for the son who was't there,

The sunlight still spotted the wall when Rhiaawoke, so she knew little time had passed. Marek appeared



next to her bed as soon as she opened her eyes.
“Thank the Spirits.” A bundlein awhite blanket filled hisarms. “How do you fed?’
Shereached for the bundle. “Ishe—"

“He sfine. There were afew scary momentsright after he was born, but he' saert now.” Marek’slips
twitched. “And hungry.”

She sat up, wincing. “He' snot the only one.”

Marek laughed. “I'll seeif | can get you some bread. But first, may | present Nilik, officialy the most
beautiful baby in theworld.”

Rhiaheld out her arms, which shook from exhaustion. Marek placed the bundle on her, oneend in the
crook of her |eft elbow.

She gazed down into the face of her son, who already |ooked like hisfather, and felt one moment of
perfect happiness.

Then she remembered. The vison yanked a her mind, asif longing to show itsdf again.

No. She closed her eyes at the sudden dizziness. He can't die.

“What'swrong?’ Marek said.

Rhiafelt her heart clench. She’ d never kept a secret from Marek. But this one she could never share.

“Nothing' swrong,” she said. “But his head will need to be round before we can proclaim him the most
beautiful baby in theworld.”

“Slinasaid that was normd, for the birth to misshape hishead.”

“I know.” She smiled a him and redlized that it wasn’'t forced. Despite the vision, she was happy. “1 was
joking.”

“Oh. Right.” He scratched the back of hishead. “1 should get Silinanow.”

“And some bread.”

“And bread. But | don’t want to leave you.”

“I promise | won't fal adeep and drop him on thefloor.”

He leaned over to kiss her softly, then kept his face close to hers as he whispered, “I loveyou.” He
turned hishead to Nilik. “And you, too.” After aquick kiss on the baby’ s forehead and a squeeze of
Rhia sarm, he bid them abrief farewdl, then | eft the room walking backward.

When hewas gone, shetilted her head to the child. “1I’ll never let anything bad happen to you.” She
pushed the blanket down so she could attempt to feed him. “ And we' re never going to the sea.”
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A lanka disappeared, though not as much as she wanted to.

She tracked her prey through the woods without a sound, careful to stay downwind of itsflaring nogtrils.
It quickened its pace, hooves thumping over the carpet of soft, dead leaves. Sheran, too, letting its
footsteps cover the sound of her own.

Alanka had gotten used to hunting alone, especialy now that Marek was preoccupied with caring for his
son. Fatherhood suited him well, at least for these first two weeks. She' d never seen him sotired, nor so
happy. It drew a sharp contrast to the rancor in the home she shared with Lycas and Mdi, who had
taken to parenting like fire takes to water. The past few days of snow and rain had kept Alankaindoors
with the pair of cranky warriors and their new daughter.

The morning sun angled warm and mellow through the bare trees, painting the snow patchesapde
orange. Her prey angled to the left, and she realized it was heading for a nearby meadow. She frowned,
for it would see her out in the open. Timeto movein for thekill.

Alanka dipped behind awide-trunked hickory and waited for the animd to turn to give her alarger
target. Asit did, shedid an arrow from her quiver and nocked it against the bowstring. She aimed, then
drew back an empty right hand in a pretend shot.

“Got you!” sheydled. “You're dead!”

The golden horse snorted and whedled. Histdl blond rider spun in the opposite direction but dmost held
on to the nervous animdl. At the last moment, he dipped and came crashing to the ground next to afallen
tree. Something snapped.

“Oh, no.” Alanka dashed toward the rider, spooking the horse further. He whirled toward the meadow
and cantered away.

The blond man sat up, emitting astring of curses, some of which she'd never heard before. He yanked
on hisleft leg, bent a an unnaturd angle.

She scurried up to him, hands outstretched. “I'm so sorry.”

The man cut short histirade. Large blue eyes glared under aheavy brow. “No, I'm sorry.”
“Why?

He struggled to reach his boot. “Women shouldn’t hear those kinds of words.”

She admost laughed at the notion. “Areyou dl right?” she asked, then winced at her question. “Obvioudy

Hisvoice hardened. “Why were you hunting my horse?’ He looked around. “Where' d he go? Keleos!”
“I'll get him,” she said, though she doubted she could fetch an animd she had just frightened.

“Wait.” The man held up ahand and listened for amoment. From the meadow came alow whinny. “He
sayshe Il comeback if you leave”

“Oh.” She gtarted to turn. “But don’t you need help?’
He leaned back on his hands and scowled at her. “Y ou can help by going away.”

“But your leg isbroken.”



“No, it'snot.”
She squinted at him, wondering if thefal had made him deusiond.

Hisleft foot shifted, drawing her attention. The cuff of histrousers had dipped up, reveaing not skin but
hard leather. “Oh! Y ou must be—" Alanka pointed a him as her memory flaled for the name, which he
declined to offer “—the Descendant who liveswith Rhia sfather.”

He crossed his ankles, hiding the prosthesis. “Which freak aspect gave me away, the fact that | hear
horsestalking to me, or thefact that | have only oneleg?’

She cocked her head. “1 heard you had one-and-a-half legs.”

He gaped at her, and she redlized she' d doubled her blunder. “I mean,” she sammered, “there’ sa
difference, right?’

His mouth closed dowly, then transformed into a crooked smile that snagged her breath. “ A difference of
haf aleg, to be precise”

Alanka stood staring at him, then redlized she was standing there staring at him. “Do you still want meto
leave?’

Hefrowned at the meadow where the horse waited. Alanka could hear the impatient stamp of hooves.
“Hand methat branch over there,” hetold her.

Alankastooped to pick up the dead limb he was pointing at, and realized he was watching her intently.
He could be as dangerous as his Descendant comrades, liable to kill at the dightest provocation. She
whirled on him, brandishing thelimb.

The man put up his handsto defend himself. “What in the gods' names are you doing?’
“What do you need thisfor?’ she asked. “To knock me out when I’ m not looking?’

“I need it to wak.” He lunged forward on his good leg and grabbed the branch. A splinter of wood bit
her pam.

“Ow!” She sucked on the wound. “No need to get violent.”

“Violent?” He used the limb to hobble to the fallen tree trunk. “First you pretend to shoot me, then you
nearly brain mewith apiece of tree” He heaved asharp sgh ashe sat. “Y ou're even crazier than therest
of them.”

“Therest of who?’

Hewaved the branch at their surroundings. “The Asermons. My lovely hosts”
“I'm not Asermon. I’'m from Kaindos.”

“You'reatermite?’

Her face heated. “We don't appreciate that name.”

“It' swhat the Asermons cdll you. Youlivein trees, right?’

“How darethey cal usthat, after we saved their village against the—againgt you. My Wolf brother,



Marek, snuck into your camp to sedate your war horses. He was captured and amost killed. Does that
sound like something atermite would do?’

The man had gone silent, hislower jaw jutting to the Sde. She fdt a strange, strong desire to make him
smile again. Then she looked toward the horse, back at the man, and realized what had happened.

“Y ou were one of those cavary soldiers, weren't you? Y ou couldn’t ride into battle and had to walk
instead.”

He nodded. “Asdid my brother. It' swhy hedied. It swhy | wasinjured. Why I’'m here now.”

“Oh!l” Her memory clicked into place. “Y ou’ re the man from the hospital. The one Adrek tried to
drangle”

He examined her. “ Are you the woman who stopped him?” She nodded with what she hoped was
modesty, and his gaze lowered to her feet. “Then | am inyour debt,” he said quietly.

“Not anymore.” She pointed to the spot where he'd fallen. “I could' ve killed you just now. Sowe'll cal
iteven.”

“No, | meanit. Among my people, if you save aperson’slife, they oweyou loydty forever.”
She waved away the notion. “Fine. What' s your name?’

Helooked up at her, eyeswide, asif she had surprised him. “Filip.”

“I'm Alanka”

He gave aquick nod, then sad, “Forgive meif | don’t get up to bow.”

“Kaindonsdon’t bow in greeting, anyway. We embrace.” His eyes widened further, and she held up her
pam. “Don’t worry, | won't hug you.”

Hefailed to relax, and she wondered if she should leave. Probably. She sat next to him on the trunk.
“What doesthat fed like?’

“What?’

“Theleg that’snot your leg. Thefakeone.”

“It's—" He hesitated. “No one ever asked me that before, so | don’t know how to describeit.”
“Didn’'t your heder ask you how it felt?’

“Inadlinica way, yes. Asin, ‘Doesit ill hurt? or ‘Doesit ill chafe? or ‘Do you ill fed like burning
it, then pissing on the ashes?”

Shelaughed. “Do you?’

“Every moment.” He put on agrim smile, then opened his mouth asif to say something.
“What isit?’

“I haveto takeit off and fix one of the Sraps. It brokewhen | fell.”

“Let mehepyou.”



“No, I'd rather—"

“It'smy fault it broke.” She squatted next to him and grabbed his boot. “ The sooner you fix it the sooner
you can get your horse.”

He yanked hisfoot out of her grip. “What do you think you're doing?’
“Helping you take it off.”

“I have to undo the other strap first.”

“Oh.” Sheglanced a histhigh. “How?’

“I haveto take off my trousers.”

She held his gaze but kept her tonelight. “I can help with that, too.”

Hisface reddened, accentuating the short blond strands at his hairline, and she redlized she wasflirting.
Flirting, asif she wanted someone, wanted anything other than numbness. Hirting was something the old
Alankadid, the Alanka she could barely remember.

“I’'mjust joking.” She stood, backed up severa paces and turned away. Then she smiled. “ Unlessyou
want meto.”

He wanted her to. In the name of &l the gods or Spirits or whatever he could call upon for strength, he
wanted her to. But the thought of thiswild, beautiful girl seeing him that way, the thought of her trying to
hide her pity or disgust, cooled his ache to be touched by awoman.

Bardy.
“I'll befing” he said to her back, and unfastened histrousers.

He had grown adept at maneuvering in and out of clothes, and he only had to push the waistband over
his hipsto reach the legther strap that held on his prosthesis. Within moments he had the hateful thing in
his hands and was dressed again.

“Y ou can turn around now,” he said.

Alanka came back to gt on the tree with him. She looked at the false leg without embarrassment. “It’'s
smadller than | thought it would be.”

Something a man always loves to hear. Hetried not to laugh.
“So how doesit fed?” she asked. “Y ou never told me.”

Filip held the prosthesis between his knees and examined the broken strap. “I had it adjusted because it
was starting to hurt. It stoo loose now, so it dipsunder pressure. That’swhy | fell off—I'm usudly a
better rider than that.” He glanced at her face, the edges of which were damp with sweat and dew. She
was paying attention, but how long would her morbid curiosity last?

“Wheredid it hurt?’ she asked.

“What do you mean?’



“When I’ ve had bootsthat didn’t fit, sometimes they would just hurt my feet, but other times my whole
leg and even my back would hurt if | wore them too long.” Her gaze flicked up to hisface, and hetried
not to stare into her dark, animated eyes. “Isthat what happensto you? Doesit hurt al over or justin
one spot?’

Everywhere, he thought. Especidly right now.
He cleared histhroat. “Mainly there, on—on my—"
“Onyour sump?’

He took a sharp breath through his nose and nodded, not looking at her. Was there a single thought this
woman didn’t utter out loud?

“I’m sorry about your brother,” she said. “Mine died, too.”

“I’'msorry. | meanit.” He unbuckled the broken strap so he could tieit in aknot. “Y ou have no ideahow
sorry | am weinvaded Asermos.”

“It'snot your fault. And | know you didn’t kill Nilo, because you wouldn't be sitting hereif you had. My
other brother, Lycas—he' saWolverine, too—"

“I know Lycas.” Histongue hissed hisenemy’sname.

“Oh, of course, through Tereus. Anyway, Lycas killed the man who killed our brother. There wasn't
much left of him afterward.”

“Much left of who?”
“Nilo’'skiller.” She paused. “ There wasn't much left of Lycas after that day, either.”

“I didn’t get any killsin that battle.” He pulled hard on the ends of the strap to test the knot. “I never had
achance.”

From the corner of hiseye he saw her rub her hands together, then fold and unfold her fingersinto
interlocking figts. “I did.”

Her voice was s0 soft he wasn't sure he’ d heard her correctly. “Y ou did what?’

“Killed someone. That day.” Sherolled the quiver of arrows between her hands. “Lots of someones,
actudly.”

“They shouldn’'t |et women on the baitlefidd.”
“I was behind the field. | was an archer.”

Filip wondered if she' d put the arrow in his own shoulder. “From such along range, how do you know
you killed anyone?’

“A platoon broke through and came after us.” Her shoulders hunched. “We had to shoot up close.”

She looked so shattered, so unlike the woman hel d met moments ago. “Y ou killed to save your own life
and those of your comrades. There sno shamein that.”

“It'snot shame.” She blinked, and her voice s strength restored. “ Lycasis proud of me, and everyone



heretellsmewhat ahero | was, defending aland that’ s not even mine.”

“Itisheraic. It'san honor to be awarrior.” Hearing his own words, he wanted to fling away thefaseleg.
How could he spesk of awarrior’s honor when he would never fight again, when he hadn’t had the grace
to die on the baitlefield?

“| don't feel honorable,” shesaid. “I fed...nothing.” The corners of her mouth tilted down for amoment,
then bounced back up. “At least not while I’ m awake.”

“Y ou have nightmares?’
“No. Yes. Sometimes. What about you?’

“My dreamsare dl good.” He hefted the prosthetic leg and thought, It slife that’ sanightmare. Hewas
glad he hadn’'t said it out loud; it sounded melodramatic enough in his head. “1 dream about home. |
dream of running.”

“Y ou can't run with that thing on?’

“Not quickly. A bit of atrot, on level ground.”

“Can you dance?’

“Dance?’ He snorted. “I don’'t dance. Except at weddings, maybe.”

She smacked her kneesin agrand gesture. “ Then we' |l have awedding, so you can dance.” When he
raised his eyebrows, she added quickly, “Oh! | don’t mean us. Although, you seem like anice person,
but | don’t redlly know you very well. Let’snot rush things.”

He gave afull, hearty laugh for thefirst timein nearly ayear. It turned into a harsh cough from the
unaccustomed effort.

Alankahanded him her water flask and continued, deadpan, which only made him laugh more.

“My brother and his mate might get married,” she said, “but honestly, | think you and | have a better
chance at lifelong happinessthan they do.” She glanced & his prosthesis, then at hisfacein amanner he
could only describe as saucy. “ Do you need to put that back on now?’

“Yes, and it'll take longer than it did to removeit.”

Sighing, she stood and brushed the bark and dirt off her backside. “All right, I'll find away to occupy
myself.” She picked up her bow and arrows, then turned back to him. “What if | watched you while
hanging upside down from abranch? Would that count?’

“Yes. Go.” He couldn’t keep the amusement from hisvoice.

She gave aflounce of fase indignation, then swaggered some distance away to St on another log, her
back to him.

He removed histrousers, replaced the prosthesis and got dressed again as quickly as possible, unsure
that she would keep her promiseto look away.

“Stay there,” hesaid. “I’'m going to cdl Keleos” He put hisfingersin his mouth and sent a shrill two-note
whigtle toward the meadow. Alankaflinched and covered her ears.



The horse clopped into view, but halted at the edge of the woods, Slver mane gleaming in the sunlight.
Filip held out hishand at waist level, hoping Keeos would come to investigate its contents, of which there
were none. Unfortunately, he hadn't packed any food that could tempt the horse, but Filip could
probably fool him once. He d hear about it al the way home, though.

The horse picked hisway through the undergrowth and came to Filip without even sniffing hishand. Filip
felt himsalf go soft insde. Keleos hadn’t come for food; he’ d come because Filip was his master now.
He stroked the stalion’ s golden neck and murmured his name.

Kdeos huffed. “| wasn't scared.”

“I know. Y ou're very brave to come back.” He had long ceased fedling foolish for talking to animals.
Even though he knew they couldn’t comprehend hiswords, he thought they understood hisintentions.

Filip led Keleos closer to Alanka, who was till Stting on the log. Her hands were folded, in the
exaggerated style of aprim little girl doing as shewastold. “Would you like aride,” he asked her, “or are
you inthe middle of ahunt?’

“I wasn't hunting to kill—I was practicing my stedth. Not that Mai and Lycaswould mind if | brought
home dinner.” She gave Keleosawary regard. “I’m not much of arider.”

“He' s easy and smooth, not like these Asermon ponies.” He got Keleosto sidle next to the fallen tree,
which he then used asamounting block. Theleft leg felt abit unsteady, but it would hold up aslong ashe
didn’t tumble off again. He turned to extend ahand to Alanka. “Come on.”

She hesitated, then put her hand in his. He kept hisface blank, not wanting to show the effect her touch
had on him. It zinged through him like atiny bolt of lightning, and when she mounted the horse behind
him, he had to remind himsalf how to bresthe.

Keleos pinned his ears back when Alanka settled in. Filip urged the stallion forward before he could start
complaning.

“lan’t he abit skittish for a battle horse?’ Alanka asked.

Filip scoffed. “Colonel Baleb never rode into battle. He usudly just sat on ahill and watched other men
fight under hisorders. Aslong as helooked good doing it, that’ s al that mattered. Y ou were lucky he
was in charge of your invason. With asmarter commander, we would have crushed you.”

She didn’t respond, and he wanted to punch himself for mentioning the battle again. It accentuated the
chasm between them. A woman of her people could never be seen with a* Descendant,” no matter how

many legs or how much magic he possessed.
A rustle came from the bushes beside the trail, and arabbit dashed away to their right.

“Duck!” Alanka pushed him forward onto the horse’ s neck.

“What are you—"

Something whistled in the air above hisright shoulder. A moment later the rabbit screamed.
Pain and fear washed through Filip's mind. He clutched his head and moaned.
Alankagasped and put her hand on hisback. “Oh, no, | forgot. Filip, I'm so sorry.”

The rabbit uttered incoherent pleas that threatened to rip Filip in two. “ Just—go kill it,” he said. “Now.”



Alankadid gracelessly off the horse' s haunches but managed to land on her feet. Her footsteps crashed
through the underbrush. Therabhbit’ sfear flared for an ingtant, then al was silent. Filip sat up and wiped
his clammy brow.

Alankawas moving toward him, the rabbit dangling behind her back in both hands.

“I'm sorry. Usualy | make aclean kill, but I'm out of practice. It' sthefirst time I’ ve shot an arrow since
the battle.” She stood next to his right foot and gazed up a him with wide brown eyes. “1t was bad,
wasn'tit?’

He could do nothing but nod.

“When we hunt,” she said, “we learn not to think about what it’ s like for the anima—otherwisewe' d
never eat. And we aways honor their Spirit.” She cleared her throat. “| have to sng now. That might be
more painful than hearing the rabbit cry.”

Shelaid the animal on the ground and kndlt besideit. A plaintive song rose, and its sound was anything
but painful. Filip closed hiseyes and listened to her mix mourning and triumph into a paean to Sister
Rabhit, and hoped that someday she would hold him in such high regard.

After shefinished, he pointed to a nearby tree ssump. “Y ou can remount over there.”
Shelooked a him with disbelief. “Y ou want to be around me after what | did?’

“I want to be around you.” Hetried to swallow the words. “ Today, and another time. We could meet
here. If you want, that is.”

She smiled, and hewas|ost.

16
“W hat if she'd been aboy?’

Rhiaignored her brother’s mate and focused on the face of her newborn niece, Sura, who lay deepingin
Rhia sarms. Shedidn't stir despite her parents bickering and the night wind that rattled the roof of
Lycasand Mdi’shome.

Mdi looked over Rhid s shoulder. “If she' d been aboy,” the Wasp continued, her breath hot on Rhia's
temple, “shewould have been named in memory of Nilo. Hewas Lycas stwin, but only your half
brother, so why did your son get that name?’

“Mdi, not again,” Lycas growled from the small corner table where he sat across from a nervous-looking
Marek. “Weknew it would beagirl.”

“What if the next child’saboy?’” Mdi snapped. “ The name should have been saved.” Shethrew Rhiaa
dark-eyed glare that a year ago would have left her quivering. Mdi didn’t scare her anymore, beyond the
fear that she was making Lycas miserable.

Asif to confirm this suspicion, he said, “Who saysthere’ sgoing to be anext child?’

The face of his Wasp mate reddened with rage. Moving much faster than her still-plump body alowed,



she sscomped out of the house, banging a hip on the corner of achair and nearly damming Alanka out of
the way.

Lycas heaved adeep sigh but didn’t move.
“Y ou should go after her,” Marek said.

“Why?" The Wolverine svoice dripped with hodtility. “Then we d bein the same place. Thisismuch
better.” He examined hisempty mug. “Mored€e?’

Alanka stepped close to Rhiaand smoothed alock of dark hair over the baby’ sforehead. “1sn’t she
beautiful ?1 wish you could ve brought Nilik to meet hiscousin.”

“It'stoo cold for amonth-old baby to be out. Corannaand Damen will take good care of him. Damen
needsto learn how to change adiaper if he' sgoing to be afather. Besdes—" she showed Alankaa
guilty grimace “—we needed to get away for afew hours.”

“Spend some time with adults?’ She watched their brother wrestle and curse asmall barrel of de. “Not
that you'll find any adultshere.” Shetook the squirming Suraout of Rhia sarms. “ She needs changing, |
canamdl.”

“We'reout of de.” Lycas stood, then groaned at the celling. “I’'ll haveto go to the cellar.”
“No, it'sfine,” Marek said quickly. “1 don’t need any more.”

“I do.” Lycas rubbed his chin, alook of dread on hisface. Rhiaredized that he might have to passMali
to get more de, since the cdllar entrance was outside.

He sighed and shuffled to the front door, where he stopped, asif gathering strength, before opening it.
When he was gone, everyone—even the baby, it seemed—Iet out a deep breath.
“Please comelive with usingtead,” Rhiasaid to Alanka

“I"dloveto.” Alankawiped the child's bottom with adamp cloth. “But I' m afraid what might happen to
Suraif | left. All Mdi doesisfeed her. | do everything dse”

“What about Lycas?’ Rhia asked.

“Hetriesto hep alittle. Mostly he sitsin the corner and wishes he' d gone with the rescue party.
Sometimes hewishesit out loud.”

Rhiafelt apang of sympathy for her old nemesisMali. It was hard to live with any Wolverine, much less
one grappling with theloss of histwin. Mali, awarrior hersalf, had missed the battle because of her
pregnancy. Everything she' d trained for came second to the peculiar duty of motherhood. The Wasp had
cause to be bitter.

Rhia’s own emotions had siwung in unpredictable directions since Nilik’ sbirth, but Marek had shown
inhuman patience and stamina. Shelooked a him now, enjoying awell-earned rest and mug of de, and
felt so lucky it hurt.

Later that night they walked home, arm in arm, recovering from the evening of acrimony.

“Think they’ll get married?” Marek said.



Rhiagroaned. “1 doubt it. Then again, if you' d asked me ayear ago if they would get thisfar, I'd have
sadno.”

Marek took her mittened hand in his as they walked down the dark, quiet Asermon street. “ Speaking of
fathers—or fathers-to-be, rather—you and Damen seem to be getting ong well.”

“It' swonderful to have someone to share the burden.”
“The burden of being a Crow or the burden of dealing with Coranna?’

She chuckled. “Both. But I'm alittle jedl ous that he' s gone further with histraining than | have. He's
conversing with the dead, but | can’t use the thanapras until Nilik stops nursing. Even then, Coranna says
she might make mewait. She does't think I'm ready.”

“But Damenis?’

“He' sadmodt ten years older than | am. And he hasn't been pregnant, with al the power ingtability that
entalls.” They turned onto the street where they lived. The house next to the hospital would be their home
for another month until they returned to Kaindos. She lowered her voice, in case Damen was outside
smoking hispipe. “But | think it’s because he' sjust like Coranna. He can separate himsdlf from the
people he dedlswith, both the living and the dead. He' s practicd.”

“Cold”
“Marek—"

“I mean that in the nicest way, of course.” He put hisarm around her shoulders. “I love Corannalike a
mother, and | consder Damen afriend, but promise meyou |l never shut down like them. Y our
connection to other peopleisastrength, not aweskness.” He drew her close and kissed her temple.
“Always remember that.”

Sheamiled. “You sound like Crow.”

“Then | can't betoo dumb, can 17?” A bitter breeze blew down the street, and Marek’ s hand went to his
neck. He heaved an exasperated sigh. “I left my scarf at your brother’ s house.”

“Y ou want to go back now and get it?’

“No, that place is poison. Besides, you made me adozen—" Hisface froze, then his gray-eyed gaze
fixed across the street, on the door to their home.

“What isit?’ Rhialooked at the house, the window of which glowed with the same lantern light aswhen
they' d | eft.

“Do you hear that?’” Hetilted hishead. “ It sounds like Coranna, but—"

“I don't hear—"

“Stay there!” He darted across the street toward the house.

Rhiacouldn’'t obey. She dashed after him, her chest aching from abreath held too tightly.
When she neared the open door, the stench of blood dammed her nodtrils. “Nilik!”

Marek was knedling beside Coranna, who lay prone on the floor in awide red pool. Blood streaked a



trail behind her. She moaned softly. Damen was facedown halfway across the room, motionless. Nilik
was—

Wherewas Nilik?
“He snot here,” Marek said. “ Give me something to stop the bleeding. And get Zdia”

Rhiagrabbed a blanket, then ran next door and pounded on the hospital entrance. Zelia appeared within
moments.

“Coranna s been hurt,” Rhiasaid between sobs that brought no tears. “Bleeding, stabbed, | think.
Damen’ s unconscious, and | don't know—I don’t know where my sonis.” Without waiting for the
Otter’ sanswer, Rhiaturned away. She had to find him.

“Nilik!” she shouted into the Streets. “Where are you?’ He couldn’t have crawled away, but maybe
whoever had taken him had left him outside. If he heard her voice, he might cry out. She screamed his
name again. Neighbors across the street opened their front doors and looked ouit.

“My baby’sgone!” she cried to them. “He' sgone!”

“Rhid”

She turned to see Alankarunning down the Street toward her, waving the scarf Marek had |eft behind.
“Rhia, what’ swrong?’

She grabbed Alanka s hands and dragged her into the house.

Marek looked up from Coranna s motionless form, covered with a blood-soaked blanket. “Whereishe?
IsZdiacoming?’

“She'scoming.” Rhiatried to rein in her galloping breath. “Nilik’ s not outside.”

Alankaran to knedl beside Damen. “He' sdive.” She grabbed aflask of water from the bedside table
and shook its contents over the back of his neck. He came to with a start and peered around with
unfocused eyes.

Damen turned over dowly, with Alanka sand Rhia s help. “What happened?’ Rhiaasked him. “Where's
Nilik?’

“Bandits,” he murmured. “ They knocked, and when | opened the door, they pushed their way in. |
turned for Nilik, and something hit me.” He put a hand to the back of his head and winced. “ That'sal |
remember.”

Rhiaclutched his hand. “Did they say what they wanted, where they’ retaking him?’
“They took Nilik?" Damen’s eyeswidened. “Where' s Coranna? Isshe al right?’
The sound of wings answered his question.

Rhiadropped Damen’ s hand and turned to Coranna. Zdlia entered with her hedler’ s bag in one hand and
alargerall of bandagesin the other. Marek quickly moved out of the way. He went to the crib and
gpread histrembling hands over the empty mattress.

Corannawas dying. Rhialooked back at Damen, who had rolled on his side, transfixed.



Zdiaworked with haste, but her movements held a sense of resol ution. Blood that had been pumping
from the wound in Coranna’ s Side now merely seeped.

Rhiaknet beside her mentor, ignoring the warm red liquid that soaked her own skirt, and took her hand.
Coranna s pale blue eyes opened for amoment and locked onto Rhia's.

“Don't...” the old woman gasped.
“Shh.” Rhialifted Coranna’ s hand and kissed her fingers. “ Save your strength.”
“For what?’ Her voice was asragged as atoad’ s croak. “He' s coming.”

Zdiahdd her hands over Corannad s gashes and molded asilver light into them. Rhiarecognized it asa
gpell to kill pain rather than to sed wounds. The time for healing had passed.

Damen had crawled to Coranna s other side. He smoothed her long silver hair. “Crow will take good
care of you.”

Corannablinked at him, her eyes crinkling into alook of fondness. Then her gaze returned to Rhiaand
sharpened. She drew arough breath and forced out the words, “Don't ever tell.”

Rhia descended into a deep, sudden trance. It pulled her against her will, blocking Marek’ s shouts and
Zdia sdetermined minigrations.

A warm blackness surrounded her. Unseen walls pulsed with life. She sensed Corannd s presence, and
Damen'’s, too, but couldn’t see them, couldn’t see anything but black.

They were flying, with no jolts, bumps or tilts, just Straight ahead and true. No breeze touched her face.

Rhiawasinsde Crow Himsdf. She had never fdt so safe, even when He had Bestowed her with His
Aspect and enveloped her in an embrace of warm feathers.

Beside her, Corannd s breath had turned deep and smooth, while Damen’ s breath came as uneven as
Rhia s. She wanted to reach out for him, to touch someone dive before Crow dragged them al down
together.

“Coranna,” Crow’ svoice boomed. “In your lifetime of loyaty and wisdom, you have honored me with
your service. For that | offer you aplace a my sidefor eternity.”

Rhia sjaw dropped. A chanceto live on after death? Rather than descend into the peaceful oblivion of
the Other Side, Coranna could remain herself and serve Crow.

“It isyou who have honored me,” Coranna said, her voicefirm. “Y our offer is generous, one no human
deserves.” She paused. “But | must decline. My life has been long, and | wish to rest forever.”

“Asyou wish.” Crow spiraled into a descent.

“Wait!” Rhiablurted, knowing she was probably violating every unspoken Crow code. “Coranna, will
you linger like the other Kalindons who were murdered?’

“No,” Corannasaid. “The pain and fear | fet lasted only amoment, but the Other Sideisforever.”

Rhiafelt alurch, and she wanted to grab Coranna and hold her fast to life. But she didn’t have that
power. The only one who did was about to die.



“Go with Crow,” Damen whispered. “We wish you peace.”
Rhiatried to echo his sentiment, but anguish blocked her voice, so she sent her thoughts. Peace forever.
Coranna and Crow disappeared.

Rhiajolted back into the real world, leaning againgt Damen. Trembling, they held each other up. A
movement in the corner of her eye brought her back to the terrible redlity.

“Nilik...”

Alankaand Marek flanked the door, bows and arrows on their backs. Alankaheld up thetiny yellow
shirt Nilik had worn the day before. “ For the scent,” she said. “We re going to find him.”

Rhia stood and approached Marek on unsteady legs. “Be careful.”

Hetraced the outline of her face and looked asif he were trying to memorizeit. “1 won't return without
him.”

She wanted to beg him not to risk hislife, to come homeif he couldn’t find their son. But her arms ached
with emptinessfor Nilik, and she knew Marek would heed no call for caution. So she kissed him
goodbye, then watched as her husband followed her son into the darkness.

“Sow down!” Alankahad to keep reminding Marek to stay focused. She knew al he wanted to do was
run, to close the gap between himsdlf and his son.

By questioning the neighbors who had heard Nilik’ s cries, they determined the kidnappers had headed
southeast, through the less populated sections of Asermos, rather than directly south to the road to
Velekos. That meant they had probably arrived by boat and docked somewhere secluded.

They reached the edge of town, where fewer human smells distracted them, and looked out over the
rolling fields ringed with sparse woods. Thetrees bare branchesreflected the light of the half moon. The
river lay somewhere over these hills, shewas't sure how far.

“Think they’ d risk cutting across open land?’” she asked Marek.
“It'd be quicker.” He shifted hisbow. “Let’'sgo.”

She grabbed his arm, unaccustomed to being the cautious one. “ Let’ stry both ways. Y ou take the fied,
Il take the woods. If one of us keepsthe scent, we'll signal.”

Marek nodded, hisface like a pale stone, then took off.

Alankadrew another whiff of the child' s shirt, then Stuffed it into the back pocket of her trousers and
entered the thicket of treesto her right. There were no trails here, and dead blackberry vines clawed at
her trousers.

She had taken fewer than twenty steps when she heard Marek’ swhistle. She shoved her way through
the brambles to the edge of thefield. He stood at the bottom of the hill, flailling both arms at her. She
waved back and headed toward him. When he saw she was on her way, he took off again.

“Sower,” shemuttered, “or we ll losethetrall.”



Another thought occurred to her, borne from years of blundering into dangerous situations—from which
Marek had often saved her. If the kidnappers thought they were being followed, they might wait in
ambush. She wished Marek would turn invisible, but he was probably using hismagic for speed and
saminainstead of sedth.

She dowed her pace and stooped into a crouching run, refocusing her powersto soften her steps. The
frozen grass made it difficult, shouting out her presence with loud crunches,

When she reached the spot where Marek had signaled her, she found awhite blanket that reeked of the
baby. Poor thing, his digper needed changing. But it made Nilik’s scent easier to trace. She followed the
scent downhill.

Theterrain turned to woods again. The presence of mottled, twisted sycamore trunkstold Alankathey
were nearing theriver. Her ears strained to hear the flowing current, but arising wind clattered the
branches above her.

A trall cut through the woods, and she saw Marek ahead, plunging downhill with unusud recklessness.
She could smdll theriver now. Werethey too late?

A few steps later, she knew the answer. No. There were others here, and—
“Stop!” cried abooming male voicefar infront of her.

Alankadropped to her knees, then crept forward to take cover behind athick arrowwood bush half her
height. She peered over the top. Marek was trapped between two sword-wielding men, one of whom
had taken his bow and arrows. They weren’t wearing uniforms, but the curve of their swords and the
arrogance of their postures marked them as Descendant soldiers.

“Givememy son,” Marek said.
“We can't do that. Leave now or we'll cut your throat.”
“I won't leave without my son.”

Alanka crept to the edge of the shrub to get a better look. Through the trees she saw a small boat, part
of which wasenclosed. A scruffily dressed man in hislate twenties stepped out of this section, followed
by ayoung woman cradling Nilik.

“WEe're not here to shed blood,” the man in the boat told Marek. “But we' re taking the baby. Now, as
the fellow with the blade at your neck asked so kindly, please leave.”

“| sad, not without my son.”

Nilik wailed. The man scanned the riverbank with nervous eyes. “ Thisis not anegotiation. Leave or die.”
“Take mewith you,” Marek said.

Alankaput ahand over her mouth to muffle her gasp.

“Very funny,” theman said. “You'll try to stedl the child and escepe.”

“I just want to take care of him.” Marek pointed to Nilik. “I can make him stop crying. Please.”

The woman on the boat nudged her companion, who turned to confer with her in tonestoo low for
Alankato hear. She scooted down the trail on her elbows and knees, hoping for a clear shot at the man



or either of the soldiers. She had to wait until they lowered their swords. If she could shoot one, maybe
Marek could disarm the other and retrieve Nilik. Maybe he was waiting for her to do just that, and
offering to come with them as adistraction to buy time.

Her left shoe scuffed atwig, and Marek tilted his head. He knew she wasthere. The othersdidn’t react.
She moved closer.

The man on the boat turned back to Marek. “1f you comewith us, you'll be taken to the city of Leukos
asaprisoner like your son. Isthat what you want?’

“If it sachoice between that and never seeing him again, then yes, it swhat | want.”

Keep talking, Marek. Alankainched forward to a place where the trail dropped off steeply, giving her a
clear view of the sword widders backs. She dipped an arrow from her quiver.

The man motioned to the soldier holding Marek’ s bow and arrows. “Leave his weapon behind and bring
him. The price he fetches better be worth our trouble.”

The guards each took one of hisarms and lowered their swordsto lead him to the boat. Now was her
chance.

Alankaroseto her knees and nocked the arrow. She aimed with asurety born in the chaos of battle. The
bowstring stretched taut.

Theworld grew bright with fire. Through the smoke of the battlefield the Descendants came, swords
raised. She shot one in the shoulder, her arrow penetrating his armor like aneedle through fabric. He
laughed and kept running toward the archers' line. Someone el se shot him again, in the ssomach. His
laughter mixed with ascream as helifted his sword and lunged for Alanka

When he was afew steps away, she shot himin the throat. He stopped laughing, stopped screaming,
stopped everything, and stared at her. Thelight in his eyes, rather than fading, flared with afear she'd
never seen in the eyes of an animal—thefear of desth. She knew she should turn away and defend the
line, but something held her gaze. She waited and watched.

The soldier stood rigid, blood-soaked fingers fumbling at his neck. His mouth opened and closed twice,
then twice again. His gaze pleaded with her to take back the arrow’ sflight, make it so that al this never

happened.

A day seemed to pass before he fell.

When his body hit the grass, the ground shattered.

Alankalooked around. The battlefield was gone and the riverbank, empty.
“No...”

She lowered her bow and ran to the water’ s edge. The Descendant boat, with Marek on it, was swept
away by the swift current at the center of the river. He was gone.

Alanka sank to her knees, releasing ahowl of anguish. Marek had known she was there, known she' d

abandoned him when he needed her. She clutched her hair, rocked forward, and pressed her forehead

againg the cold, hard mud. Arrows spilled from the open quiver on her back, raining over her head and
onto the ground, usdless. She howled again, wishing she could shoot each oneinto her own heart.
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R hiahanded her son’slast dirty sock to Medus, the head of the Asermon police force, a second-phase
Badger. In the past hour, he and Rhia had organized the neighborsinto search teams to comb the village
sreets, aleys and houses for her logt child, by scent, sound and sight.

One of Medus s officersran up. “ Two other infants were stolen, at the southern end of town.”
Rhiagasped. “When?’

“About an hour ago,” the officer said. “ The sametime asyours. The parentswereinjured in the
abductions”

“Wake everyone,” Medus said. “Red aert. We re under attack.”

The hospital door opened. Rhiaturned to see Damen, hisface grim and his gpron stained with blood
from Coranna’ s burid preparations.

“Alankd shack,” hesaid.

Rhia s stomach lurched at the absence of Marek’ s name. She entered the hospita, followed by Medus
and his officer. Alanka stood in the front room, panting, her black hair bedraggled. She held two bows,
one of them Marek’s.

“No...” Rhia sthroat congtricted on the scream she wanted to hurl.
“Rhig, they'redive. They'resafe” Alankagulped abreeth. “But they’re gone.”

“Gone?’ After alive and safe, Rhiaamost didn’t recognize the word. She repeated it, asif to confirm its
meaning. “ Gone? Gone where?’

“To Leukos. | saw them. Descendants. They offered to let Marek go, but he wouldn't leave without
Nilik. So they took him, too.” She stepped forward and pressed Nilik’ stiny shirt into Rhia shand. “|
couldn’'t stop them. They were all too close together and | couldn’t risk shooting Marek or Nilik and
evenif I’ d taken out one, the others might have hurt them.” She clutched Rhia swrists, and her voice
cracked. “I’'m so sorry.”

Medus stepped forward and took Alanka sarm. “Sit,” he said. “Tdl us everything, from the beginning.”

Sherattled off the story with a series of shaky breaths. Galen the Hawk entered and stood with the
others, listening silently. Halfway through Alanka stae, Rhia s mind began to spin.

Marek and Nilik couldn’t be gone. They couldn’t leave her life empty. She couldn’t go to bed tomorrow
night alone, wake up the next day alone, and the next day and the next, stretching out until the day she
died. They couldn’'t be gone.

Alankafdl silent, or maybe her voice had been drowned out by the shrieksin Rhia sown mind. The
sounds shifted and s oshed, then her world tilted like a capsized boat. She grabbed the wall and felt it

dide past.

“Rhial” Damen caught her under the arms. She opened her eyesto see the floor much closer than she'd
remembered it.



Alankadashed for the hallway, shouting for Zdlia. Damen helped Rhia st on anearby chair.
The Otter healer rushed into the room. “Let’ s get her into one of the beds.”

“No!” She couldn’t lie helplesswhile her husband and son were carried off. She shoved Damen’sarms
away, then staggered to her feet. “| haveto find them.”

“I'll get somevaerian,” Zdiasad. “It'll cdm her down.”

“Don’'t you dare calm me down.” Rhiawanted to claw the sympathy off the faces around her. “I’m going
after my family.”

“There might be another way,” Gaden said. “We Il send abird message at daybreak to Veekos. If it
arrivesin time, the VVelekons can stop the Descendants.”

Rhia smind raced. It took afull day to sail to the bayside village. The kidnappers would arrive tomorrow
night. If the pigeons didn’t makeit in timefor the Velekonsto save Marek, she would go hersdlf, even if
she had to swim the Southern Sea.

Lessthan an hour later, Rhia paced the floor of Arcas and Galen' s kitchen, ressting the urge to look over
Arcas s shoulder as he worked at the table. She twisted Nilik’ s shirt around her fingers, binding them so
shewouldn’t smash every object in Gaen’s house.

“Why would they take our babies?’ she asked the Hawk. “To torture us?’

“I think they have aplan. If they just wanted to hurt us, they would have taken older children who are
eader to care for and lesslikely to draw attention by crying.”

“Sowhat’ sthe plan?’ she said.

“To study our people sahilities, | think.” At the stove, Galen poured three mugs of steaming chicory. “If
Filip can gain magic, then maybe the Spiritsreside in aplace, not a person, which means our people
might lose power in their land. If so, the Descendants no doubt wonder what would happen if one of us
gpent hiswholelifeinIlios”

“They're using our babiesto experiment on us?’ Her skin felt covered in centipedes.
Gden rested ahand on Rhia s shoulder. “1t means he’ snot in immediate danger, which givesustime.”

Shetook amug of chicory from him, grateful that he understood she needed something to keep her dert,
not to soothe her. “ Alanka said the boat she saw was small, probably not seaworthy. So the kidnappers
will stop and change shipsin Veekos”

“And if they dock at night,” Galen added, “Marek can turn himself and Nilik invisbleto help them get
avay.”

Rhiathought of the other two Asermon infants on board. Would he leave them behind to save himsdlf
and his son? Spiritsforgive her, but she hoped he would.

“If the Velekons don't stop them,” she said, “I’m going to Leukos.”

He held up ahand. “WEe Il send others. Y ou're our only Crow.”



“I'm aso Nilik’ sonly mother, Marek’ sonly wife. I'm going.”
“Y ou have no experience in this sort of operation.”
“Neither do you, but you' d go if they took your son.”

They looked a Arcas, who didn't blink at their mention of him. His dark blue eyes stared through the
wall in a Spider trance as histhick hand moved the sharpened charcoa across the parchment. Tal, broad
and dark, he ill held the demeanor of the Bear Spirit he' d coveted dl hislife, the Spirit who never
appeared at his Bestowing.

Galen turned back to her. “I can’t keep you from trying to save your family. But be sure to take support.
Y ou'll undoubtedly receive many offers of assistance from other Asermons.”

She knew it had nothing to do with neighborly generosity. “Because they think Nilik’ s the Raven baby.”
“It could be.”

She shook her head. “1'll take those | know are helping because they love us, not because of some
prophecy. That way I'll be sure of their commitment.”

“Neverthdess, I'll make sure the Velekons know the importance of the child they’ |l be rescuing
tomorrow night.”

“How’ sthis?”

They turned to see Arcas, out of his Spider trance, holding out the parchment. Rhiatook it and wanted to
weep. On the page was a perfect likeness of Marek’ sface.

“How didyou do it?’ she asked.

Arcas shrugged. “I know that face wdll. | spent many anight contemplating it in my memory, wondering
how you could chooseit over this” Hisfingertips displayed his own face, then he gave agrim amile.
“Sorry. Not atime for jokes.”

Gaen examined the picture over Rhid s shoulder. “ Can you make three more before dawn?’ he asked
hisson. “I'd like to send al four pigeonsto ensure the message arrives.”

“I'll do my best.” Arcasreached for aknifeto sharpen hisstick of charcod. “I wish I’'d met Nilik more
than once and could do his picture, too. Babies all ook diketo me.”

“Babieswill be easer than Marek for the Descendantsto hide,” Gaen said. “The Vdekonswill be
looking for ashipwithhimonit.”

When Arcas had settled into another trance, Rhiawhispered to Galen, “How did the Descendants know
where to find the newborns? There must have been aspy.”

“Indeed. And | intend to find that spy.” Galen picked up thetiny tube that would attach to the pigeon’s
leg, then reached out for Marek’ s picture. Rhiaheld on to it, searing her memory with the face she might
never seeagain.

No. Shewould find him if it took therest of her life.

Her fingers, no longer trembling, released the picture.



Nilik cried.

Marek shifted the boy from one aching arm to another to try to settle him, keeping hislittle face shielded
from the night’ s bitter wind. The boat was rocking more, having hit arapid stretch of river, and Marek
had to concentrate to keep from diding off the bench built into the stern.

He hoped the baby’ s noise would aert someone on the riverbank to their dilemma, assuming the sound
of thewater didn’t smother it. But the soldiers—if that’ swhat they were—shot Nilik ahogtile glance
every time he so much as gurgled. Marek wouldn't put it past the Descendants to throw achild
overboard if it jeopardized their mission.

He crooned anonsensica string of words to the baby, lilting hisvoice the way Nilik seemed to like. But
he knew that this particular cry, a thistime of night, meant that nothing would soothe his son but food.

“Can’'t you shut him up?’ asked the ugliest of the sx soldierswho flanked Marek—four on one side, two
on the other, to balance the boat against the wind' s pulll.

“He shungry,” Marek said.
“Soam , but you don’'t hear mewhining.”

The other soldiers laughed, but silenced when the woman came out of the cabin below. She was dressed
samply, inalong gray dressthat covered her from neck to toes. When the wind tossed her dark hair
across her face, she pulled acowl over her head, making her look like aturtle with its nose poking out of
itsshell.

“I"ll take him.” As shereached for Nilik, her deevesfdl back to revea dender wrists and hands. Marek
reluctantly passed hisson to her.

She sat beside him and unfastened the front of her dress so that Nilik could feed. Marek was half
relieved and half dismayed at how willingly the child acquiesced. Histiny fist opened and closed ashe
drank. Two of the soldiers watched them, while the others scanned the riverbanks.

“I'mglad you'redong,” the woman said to Marek. “It will be lesswork for me. Four babies, one of
them my own.”

“What' s your baby’ sname?’ he asked in awhisper.
“Neyla. She'sfivemonthsold.”

“Pretty name. And yours?’

“Mila”

“Mila, I'm Marek. And thisis—"

“Don'ttel mehisname.”

“HisnameisNilik.”

She blinked hard. “Not for long.”

“Isit eeder for you not to know their names? That way you can't imagine the pain felt by the people who



named them?’
“Stopit.”

“Hismother’ snameis Rhia. My wife. Think how she must fed.” Histhroat closed for amoment.
“Imagineif someone ripped your child out of your arms.”

Milatrembled, hard enough that Nilik broke off and cried. Marek siroked his son’ s light brown tuft of
hair. Soon the boy fed again, hunger overtaking fear for the moment.

Marek looked eastward to the lightening horizon. At this part of theriver, aquarter of the way between
Asermos and Ve ekos, the banks steepened. Memories from histrips south told him that cliffswould
soon surround the channd, cutting them off from the stray hunters, fishers and trappers living between the
villages. By thetime the sun rose, if someone saw the abductors vessd, there would be no way to reach
them. The Descendants had timed their escape well.

Inside the boat, another child whimpered. Milasighed. “ Comewith me” she said.

Marek helped her down the stairs into the cabin. One of the soldiers followed them, clasping Marek’s
shoulder tightly.

The close space fdt suffocating, though it waswarmly lit by lanternsfixed to thewall, onein each corner.
An open doorway on the other side showed asmall cockpit, where the captain, with one hand on the
whed, was leaning over atable to examine a chart. He didn’t acknowledge Marek’ sand Mila's
entrance.

One of the babies on the | eft berth was crying. Milanodded to it. “ Seeif she needs changing.”

“Shedoesn't, | can smell.” Marek pointed to the baby on their right, who dept alone. “ That one needs
changing.”

“Thendoit.” She sank into achair in the corner. “But first hand me Neyla. That’ sthe crying one.”

He did as she asked, exchanging Neylafor Nilik, whom he placed in the left bed. Then he found the
babies suppliesin awal compartment. Keeping one eye on Milaand the captain, he cleaned the
squedling young Asermon.

“Did they kill thison€ sguardians?’ he asked.
Milalooked a him, mouth open.

“They daughtered an old woman to get Nilik,” hetold her. “ Stabbed her in the somach. Did you know
thet?’

She spoke to the captain. “ Sareb, is that true?’
“Of coursenot,” he said laconically, without looking up.
“Liar,” Marek snarled. “What do you want from us?’

Sareb set down the chart with asigh and turned to Marek. “We rejust doing what we were hired to do,
Milaand me. The others, they’refollowing orders, like good little soldiers.” He crossed hisarms and
leaned his shoulder againgt the door frame. “We don’t want to hurt you, but wewon’'t mind it, either.”

Marek looked at the soldier by the door, who mirrored the captain’s smirk. Swallowing the lump of rage



in histhroat, he reached for a clean digper. He had to stay aive for his son. Based on how the
Descendants had treated him in their army camp, Marek expected to be beaten or worse when they
arived in Leukos.

Whatever they had planned for Nilik would no doubt last therest of hislife.

18

F or thefirst time, Filip heard Alanka coming before he saw her. Her feet scuffed the leaves as she
shambled across the forest floor toward the edge of the meadow. Unlike the three other timesthey had
met in secret, she was't trying to snesk up on him, nor did she wear her bow and arrows sung on her
back.

She quickened her pace into anear trot when she saw him. A closer view reveaed aface creased by the
tracks of tears. He fought the urge to pull her into hisarms. In the two weeks they’ d known each other,
he had yet to touch her except to help her onto horseback.

“Good morning,” she said. Her gazeflitted to hisface but didn’t meet hiseyes. “I’ m glad you came.”
He wanted to smilein response, but it didn’t match her mood. “I’'m glad you did, too.”

She drew aloose strand of black hair behind her ear, tucking it into the braid that fell down her back,
and said nothing more.

“I heard what happened to Marek and his son last night,” he said. “I’'m sorry.”
“It didn’'t have to happen,” she said softly.

“But Tereus said the kidnappers were armed.”

She wiped at her face, though it was dry. “Let’sgo for awak.”

They crossed the meadow, their feet rustling through the brown grasses. Though their conversations
usualy flowed easily, hopping from topic to topic whenever arandom thought entered Alanka s mind,
thismorning Filip couldn’t think of athing to say. Hetook her hand.

She stopped walking, and he cursed his mistake. Alanka turned to him and covered his hand with her
other one, so that she was holding it in both her own. His breath quickened.

“Can| tdl you something awful?’ she said.
He nodded, unable to speak.

“Don't hate me afterward.”

He shook his heed.

“I could have stopped Marek’ s kidnappers. | followed him, | had aclean shot. | might have saved him.”
Her voice choked. “But | couldn’t.”

Filip tightened hisgrip on her hand. “Why not?’



“I aimed a my target, but | couldn’t see him. All | saw wasthe battle. It waslike | wasthereagain. |
could smdll it, hear it, even taste it.” Her mouth twisted, as though she had bitten rotten mest. “When it
was over, when | could see Marek again, he was already on the boat. It wastoo late. | failed him.”

“Y ou might not have been ableto save him if there were two soldiers. Or what if you'd missed and hit
Marek?'

“I never miss. | mean, | never missed. Not when | had my Wolf powers.”
A coldness seeped into Filip as he understood her words. “Y ou’ ve lost them?”’

“Since that moment. | turned away from my Spirit brother in need, so Wolf left me.” She rubbed her
cheek. “1 can't hear or smell very well anymore. | can't shoot abow, | can't walk with stedlth. | had just
started getting better, snce | met you. But now I’'m back to—I’ m just nothing.”

“No.” Helifted her chinto look in her eyes. “Whatever Wolf thinks, you have great power.”

A tear dribbled onto her cheek. Instead of wiping it away, he pulled her to him, dowly, asthough she
could shatter. Alankatucked her wet face against his neck and let him hold her close as sobs quaked her
body. He stroked her hair, wondering how, a a moment like this, he could dare to fedl so happy.

That night, Filip’sdream of racing his brother through Letus Park ended in anew way.

At the head of the dock Ieading out into the man-made lake, where their races dways ended with aleap
into the water, stood awhite horse. Not a spot of gray dappled its coat; not a strand of yellow sullied its
mane. It gleamed pure dabaster in the afternoon sunlight, the breeze wafting its mane and tail like tufts of
thistle. It wore no bridle or saddle and seemed untouched by humanity.

Filip stood donein front of the horse. His brother had disappeared. The mare’ s neck looked as soft asa
cloud. He reached to strokeit.

“No,” shesad, “this cannot be yours.”

His hands ached to touch her. “Not ever?’

“Not yet. You are not whole.”

He lowered his gaze to hisleg, which hung incomplete. “I know.”

“Not because of that,” she said, “but because you are done. Y ou don’'t have to be done.”
“But how do I—"

“They'rewaiting.” The horse touched her velvet nose to hisforehead.

He woke with alonging matched by confusion. Who was waiting? Had one of the gods sent the horse to
his dream, or did the Spirits now control that rellm of hislife, too?

Tereus s snore came from the loft above. Filip found the sound comforting, for it meant he wasn't done.
It till felt odd not to be surrounded by hundreds or even thousands of men in an army camp or barracks.

His mind tripped over asudden thought of Tereus, and his breath turned cold in hislungs. Third-phase
Swans could ater a person’s dreams. Perhaps his host had lodged the dream in Filip’'smind to



encourage him to undergo the Bestowing. Maybe the Asermons were waiting for him to become one of
them.

Bolan had told him that some people wondered if Tereus had planted the Raven dreamsto build up his
daughter. But from what Filip knew of third-phase magic, it required exhausting amounts of power and
held grave consequences even when used for good. And from what he knew of Tereus, the man
preferred to persuade through heartfelt conversation, not devious manipulation.

Tomorrow night the VVelekon pigeons would return with word of Marek’ sfate, which no doubt was
taking place even asFilip lay here safein hisbed. If Marek and the baby weren’t rescued, Alankawould
leave the next morning for Leukos. She would walk the streets he' d trod since childhood. His home was
part of him, one he wanted to share with her, one he had to share if she would ever understand him.

Heralled onto hisside. Therough scars of hisleft leg scraped the sensitive skin behind hisright knee,
reminding him that no matter how much he longed for home, it would never be hisagain.

19

Just after Marek watched the last flickers of twilight fade into night, the village of Ve ekos appeared.
About half the size of Asermos, it perched on the edge of Prasnos Bay. Lights glittered along itsmain
thoroughfare near the docks.

The soldiers bound Marek’ swrists as the boat entered the harbor. The sail flapped loud in the breeze as
it was released to cut their speed.

Captain Sareb came out of the cabin, dressed in along bluewool coat, the neatness of which
accentuated his disheveled brown curls. “We re transferring to another ship,” hetold Marek. “Oneword
or move on your part, and a baby goesin the harbor.”

The boat did closer to the dock, and Marek scanned the edge of the village for anyone who could help.
The streets were empty for thistime of night, and no one had entered or left atavern in severa minutes.

The hull hit the pier with alight thud. The captain and one of the soldiers scrambled over the deck,
securing the boat to the dock posts.

Two soldiersflanked Marek, while the three othersfiled out of the cabin, Milafollowing. They each
carried ababy basket. The baskets covers had been drawn up, ostensibly to keep out the damp night
wind, but Marek knew it was to kegp him from knowing which child was his. If he got closer, he could
sniff Nilik out of the group.

Asif they understood this, the soldiers seized his shoulders and pushed him ahead. He stepped onto the
dock, wobbling as he regained hisland legs.

They proceeded down the long wooden pier. A larger, seafaring vessel sat severd docks over, near the
deeper end of the harbor. Ahead of him, Milacarried her basket closeto her body, murmuring to the

baby insde.
“WE |l be home soon, Neyla,” she whispered.

Thethree soldiers behind Marek held their baskets so that they dangled over the edge of the pier. He
knew the children were too vauable to be discarded. But the thought of Nilik sinking to the harbor



bottom suppressed Marek’ sitch to escape.
“Quickly,” Sareb said once he and Milahad turned |ft off the pier. “I have abad fedling about—"

A high-pitched zing diced the air. Ingtinct made Marek duck into acrouch. A moment later, the soldiers
flanking him fell to their kneeswith arrows protruding from their chests. Their mouths opened and closed
asthey clawed at the vibrating pieces of wood.

Milascreamed. Marek disappeared.
“Move!” Sareb yelled to the soldiers. “Let the man go. Keep those baskets over the water.”

A teeth-gnashing, spine-rippling sound erupted from an dley between two taverns. Next to Nilik’ sfirst
ydp of life, Marek had never heard anything as beautiful asthis Wolverinewar cry.

A band of Velekons emptied out of the alley and charged across the cobblestone streets. Marek
reappeared before they could trample him.

“Thewoman carries her own child,” he shouted asthey passed. “ Get the other three.” One of the
dagger-bearing Wolverines stopped to cut Marek’ s bindings before rejoining the charge. Marek
vanished again and dunk closer to the soldiers, ready to dive into the water after any discarded infants.

The soldiers dropped their baskets, but on the dock, not in the harbor. They drew their swords.

The Vdekons advanced, a half-dozen Bearsin front with swords, flanked by severa Wolverines, who
cut off the three soldiers’ paths of retreat. Marek crept forward and grabbed the closest basket, ready to
regppear if any swords came too close. He carried it to safety two docks over, then turned to retrieve
the next one.

Beyond the fight, Sareb pushed Mila ahead of him down the docks, their guard running behind them on
the way to the larger ship. Marek wanted them brought to justice, but first he had to get his son back. He
grabbed the second basket asits guardian’ s ssomach took the sword of aVelekon Bear.

Thelast soldier turned to legp into the water, but he was yanked back by adark-haired Wolverine, who
shoved along dagger up under hisribs. Hisfeet kicked and twitched as he died.

Marek reappeared as he ran toward the soldier’ s basket. The Wolverine shoved the body onto the
ground and turned to him.

“You must be Marek.” Hewiped his dagger on histrousers. “ Can we see the Raven baby?’

Marek’s mind boggled at the Wolverine s rapid change of focus. No doubt the prophecy had made it
easy to gather forcesfor their rescue. “We don't know if he' sthe Raven baby, but yes, you can meet my
son.” He eyed the blood on the man’ s hands. “Y ou can look at him from over there.”

Heflipped open the first basket. The Asermon boy stretched and gurgled, kicking at his blankets. Marek
dashed to the second basket. It contained the Asermon girl, who had somehow dept through the chaos.

He ran down the pier to the last basket, the one he had grabbed first. His steps dowed suddenly.
That basket had been heavy.

A woman screamed from the ship. “My baby!” Milacried.

Marek sank onto trembling knees next to the last basket. His blood seeped cold to hisfingertips as he



drew back the cover.

Neylagazed up at him, then sneezed.

“No...” He crushed his hands againgt hiseyes.

The Wolverine ran up. “What happened?’

“How could | be so stupid?’

He peered over Marek’ s shoulder. “ That’ s not him?’

“This one belongsto the wet nurse.” He stood and stared at the ship. “They ill have my son.”

“We got thewrong baby?” The Bear who'd led the charge sscomped over to him. “I knew we should've
taken them dl, killed the woman if we had to.”

The Wolverine scratched his head. “ The captain must’ ve switched the baskets without telling her.
Clever.”

Marek picked up Neyla s basket and walked toward the ship.
“Where are you going?’ the Bear asked.
“Tomakeatrade.”

Behind him he heard the Bear order two of the men to take the Asermon babies into the tavern, and the
rest to follow him. He caught up with Marek. Though he was probably in his midthirties, his stubbled,
wind-roughened face looked much older. His clothes smelled of blood and pipe smoke.

“I’'m Eneas. My sigter Nadia s the Horse who got the pigeon message. Two birds came right before
dark. We bardly had enough time to gather these men, but it was enough, heh?’

“Not yet.” Marek turned onto the long dock where the ship was anchored. “We don’t have my son.”

“I'm surethey’ll trade. They won'’t leave one of their own behind.” Eneas peeked at Neyla “ She' s cute,
that one”

Marek wanted to believe the Bear, wanted to hope that the woman’s child was more important to the
captain than the mission. But if Sareb had switched the baskets, as the Wolverine guessed, thiswasthe
scenario he' d planned for.

“Looking for this?’

Sareb stood on the deck of the ship, which loomed far higher than Marek could jump. The captain
stepped forward with Nilik in his arms, suspending the boy over the water.

Marek’ s stomach froze. Sareb couldn’t be shot without dropping the child into the harbor. The impact
adonefrom that height could kill the boy.

“Ill trade you,” Marek said. “My child for yours.”
Sareb laughed. “ She’ snot mine. Y ou can keep her.”

“No!” Milaranto therailing and clung to it as someone tried to drag her away from behind. “ Give me
back my baby!” she cried to Marek. “Please!l”



Marek forced out the words. “Only if you give me mine.”

“Sorry,” the captain said. “1 get paid to bring home Asermon babies, not Ilion babies. Y our son could be
our one chance.”

“Chancefor what?”’

“For whatever it isthey want babiesfor. | don't ask for answers, just payment.” Sareb shifted Nilik in his
arms, and the boy shrieked. Milajoined in, clutching therailing.

Eneas leaned close to Marek. “We could try to overrun the ship.”

“If we attack, he’ll drop Nilik. Besides, look.” He pointed to the other end of the ship, where aline of
soldiersweretaking their places at therailing. “ There could be ahundred more down below. Y ou might
not even get to him before you're dl killed.”

“Then what do you suggest?’

Marek drew a deep breath and picked up Neyla s basket. “ Take the other babies back to Asermos. Tell
my wife—" He stopped, combing his mind for amessage that would comfort her. “Tell her I'll protect
our son. Whatever it takes.”

The Bear nodded, face grim, and clasped Marek’ s shoulder. “ Good luck to you.”
Marek stepped onto the gangplank and boarded the ship.

20

C oranna sfunerd pyre sat in aclearing north of Asermos, a space usudly used for celebration bonfires.
The morning of the funerd, Rhiastood in aclearing with her father, thinking of the weddings, birthdays
and solstices she had attended there. Her memoriesturned as gray asthe rain-swollen sky.

Only Kalindons burned instead of buried their dead—due to their rocky soil, but dso to their desireto
unite with thetreesand the air in onefina act. For the sake of the Asermons, Damen had prepared
Coranna’ sbody asif for buria, wrapping it in strips of scented, ritualy blessed cloth.

She lay now inside the pyre, which rested on flat stonesto keep the blaze from spreading to the grass. A
pile of dry juniper branches sat off to the Side, and torchesflickered at each corner of the pyre.

“Damen st dl thisup inoneday?’ Tereus asked.

“He spresided over many funerasin Veekos.” Rhiaheard her own reply asif someoneesehad said it.
Her mind kept flying down theriver to the bayside village where Marek had been rescued, or not, last
night. She wanted to scream at the sky to speed up time, for the sun to snk and make it evening, when
the Ve ekon pigeonswould arrive with news of their fate.

Tereus spoke again, bringing her back to the present. “Did Damen send word to Coranna’ s
grandchildrenin Tiros?’

“Y es, we gpologized for not delaying the funerd until they could arrive. But we have to be ready to leave
inthemorning.”



“Areyou?’
She nodded. If he asked her one more question, she would explode.
Tereustouched her arm. “Y our band of rescuersis here.”

Thefriends she d gathered for the mission were climbing the hill to the clearing, waking together asif
aready bonded by the trials ahead.

Her brother Lycas approached fird, giving her astrong, wordless embrace.
“What did Mali say?’ she asked him.
“Shesadif | leave her now, | should never come back.”

“Oh.” Rhid s heart twisted. Without her brother’ s power and ferocity, how could they overcome
Marek’ s captors?

“With any luck,” he said, “she' Il miss me so much while I’ m gonethat she' |l change her mind by thetime
wereturn.”

Rhiahugged him again. “I’'m sorry.”

“ Anyone who respects family loyalty aslittle as that woman does can—" He gritted histeeth. “ Never
mind. It was a bad idea from the beginning, me and Mai.”

The rest of them approached her one by one with quiet embraces. Arcas had inssted on joining them,
because even though he had turned out to be a Spider, he’ d trained hiswhole life as aBear and thus
could wield asword dmost aswell as anatura-born soldier. Koli the Bat owned the boat they’ d be
taking to Velekos. Her stealth powers, scout experience and senditive hearing would help them gather
information. She was a so the fastest rider Rhiaknew. Bolan would come, aswell, bearing pigeonswho
would fly hometo Asermos so the troupe could relay messagesin an emergency. Findly, Alanka s kill
with abow had few rivals. She could hunt food for them on the journey and help ward off attackers.

Damen beckoned Rhiafrom the pyre. His dark eyes scanned the heavy clouds as she approached.
“Everything'ssat,” he said, “aslong as the westher holds.”

She picked up hiswhite ceremonia robe from the top of the pyre, then held it so he could insert hisarms.
Its deeves bore two rows of crow feathers.

Heturned to et Rhiafasten the robe behind hisback. “I’m going to missher.” Hisvoice wasflat, asif he
were observing hisemotionsinstead of feding them. “Shewasagood friend.”

“She never fdt likeafriend to me” Rhiasaid. “Morelike amother, though she was nothing like my redl
mother.”

“ She worried about you.”

“Why?

“She said you could be one of the most powerful Crowsin along time, if you'd only follow therules.”
“Ingtead of thinking for mysdif.”

“It'snever that smple. You'll understand when you' re older. Y ou can’'t make the world the way you



want it to be.”
Rhia slip curled. She wanted to dap him. “I’m learning that very well now, thank you.”

Hewas sllent for amoment, perhaps redlizing the carelessness of hisremark. “I think that more than
anything, she wanted your trust.”

“Which | never gave her, not completely. Now it stoo late.” She turned to the pyre. “How did you die?’
The question seemed to startle him. 1’ ve never talked about that with anyone.”

Shewaited, not taking back the question.

He touched the handle of one of thetall torches. “I froze.”

“Me, too.”

He nodded. “But you thawed.”

She watched the flame flicker againgt the dark clouds. “Maybe | was never meant to.”

Rhiastood with her family, listening to Damen’ s eulogy.

“Thank you for coming today to say goodbye to awoman many of you never met. Y ou honor Coranna s
Spirit with your presence.” He paused. “ The Aspect of Crow isone of therarest. Like most third-phase
Crows, Coranna had no one to teach her except the Spirit Himsalf. Few have adhered so tenacioudy to
their Spirit' s principles. Kalindos—indeed, the world itself—has |ost one of its most vauable citizens.”

Damen glanced at Rhia. She should say something about the person Corannawas, especialy after
Damen’sdry tribute. She stepped forward. “Many people found it hard to get close to Coranna. She
acted proud of the distance she kept from others. She said it was the only way to fulfill a Crow’ sduty, to
pretend to ourselves that we don't care, that we don't hurt.

“I think she hurt.” Rhia sthroat ached. “1 know she cared. Cared so much about doing right by others
that she shoved her own fedlings deep inside her. She did it not out of pride, but love.”

Instead of stepping back into the crowd, Rhiajoined Damen at the pyre to sing home Coranna’ s soul.

They began to chant, arousing song that would last until at least one crow cameinto sight, cawed and
flew away, symbolizing theflight of Coranna s Spirit to the Other Side.

It appeared quickly, beckoned asit was by Crow’s own servants. It cut a harsh shadow against the
muted gray sky asit flapped low across the clearing.

Though the bird was aone now, it would soon fly home to its mate, perhaps feed abrood of hungry
mouths. Tonight it would share awarm, safe nest with itsfamily. Envy sparked insde Rhia.

They ended the chant asthe crow flew away. It wastimeto burn.

Damen and Rhia each took atorch and touched it to the bottom of the pyre. The oil-soaked wood lit
with a sudden wisp of dark smoke. The flameslicked at the dry dats, and asthey climbed to the top of
the pyre, they seemed to form aliving creature made of pure heat. Sparks snapped and popped, and
Rhiablinked hard with each loud report.



Asthe flames crept closer to the body, the crowd edged backward. Now the juniper brancheswere
ablaze, releasing a pungent scent that would mask much of the odor of burning flesh.

Rhiawanted to run forward and douse the flames before it wastoo late.
But it was aready too late. Through the flames she could see the strips of cloth curling, blackening.
Tears swelled behind her eydids. As she reached to wipe them, avoiceinsde her whispered, No.

She closed her eyes. Isthat you? She reached out for her Spirit, fearing the voice was Skaris again,
returning to haunt her now that her guard was down.

It's me, Crow said, His presence like awarm dark cloak around her. You don’t have to be like those
who came before. Tears don’t make a person weak.

Her chest ached. But Crows are supposed to turn off the pain.
In the past, perhaps. But the Spirits’ ways are changing.
Does this have to do with Raven? she asked. Will Nilik have Her Aspect?

Hewas slent for amoment. | don’t know. Of all the Spirits, only She can see the future clearly.
She'stold each of us, “ make your people ready.”

A thrill coursed through Rhia s blood, part fear, part hope. Ready for what?
Crow chuckled. Didn’'t | just say | couldn’t see the future clearly?

Sorry.

Say who you are, Rhia. Only more so.

Asshefet Crow’s presence fade, her tears began to flow. She didn’t stanch them or even wipe them
avay.

When she opened her eyes, Damen was staring at her acrossthe pyre. His eyes shone, though perhaps
they only watered from the sting of heat and stench.

Findly the fire smoldered and sputtered, and the flames receded to reveal what was | eft of Coranna's
body—many smdll bone fragments amid apile of light gray ashes. Damen turned and thanked the crowd
inamuted voice. Most of the people headed back toward the village, some steadying their queasy
companions.

Alankahurried up to hug Rhia. “I’'m proud of you both. That couldn’t have been easy.”
“It had to be done.” Damen picked up an urn and asmdl brush. “That’sdl.”

Alankagrimaced at Damen’s stoicism. He knelt and swept atiny amount of ashesinto the urn. The ashes
would return to Kaindos to hang from the tree where Coranna had lived.

Rhiaturned back to Alanka. “1 wish | could say | thought of nothing but Coranna.”

“I worry about them, too.” She rubbed her elbows and gazed southwest, toward theriver. “It' shard
wating.”

Rhiawatched the last curls of smoke rise from the pyre and wondered what she was waiting for—the



news of Marek and Nilik’ s rescue or the sgnd to rescue them hersdif.

By nightfal shewould know.

21

A lanka scanned the pale gray evening sky above Tereus s house for any sign of the white birds. Rhia
quickened her pace as they trudged up the hill to her father’ sfarm.

Behind them, Bolan cleared histhroat. “ The pigeonswon't arrive until dmost nightfal, especidly after the
ranwe had.” He paused. “ They might not come until tomorrow.”

Rhiaturned on him. “Don’t say that!”
The other members of the rescue party fell silent. Even Lycas held back hisusud teasing.

Alankaamost whispered a prayer to Wolf to keep Marek safe before remembering that her Spirit had
abandoned her. She had to concentrate to maintain a Wolf person’s graceful gait and not trip over her
own feet. Theair smelled as tde asastone,

Tereus was pacing outside his front door when they arrived. Angry voices shot through the open
window.

“Don't gointhere” hetold them.

“What' s happening?’ Rhid s voice snapped tauit.

“Gaen sugpects Filip in the kidnappings.”

“I knew it.” Lycasdammed hisfigt into hispam. “Let mesee him.”
“No!” Alankasaid. “It can’t be him.”

Tereus gave her acurious|ook before turning back to Rhia. “ Gaen thinks he might have been spying for
the Descendants, telling them where the newborns lived.”

“How would he know that?’ Bolan said.

“He spent weeksin that hospital,” Lycas pointed out. “ He probably overheard Zdiataking about other
patients.”

“Father, isit possble?” Rhiaasked. “Could he do thisto us, after we helped him?’ Her voice pitched
higher. “How could he?

“Hedidn't,” Alankainssted, but no onelistened.

“I never would have thought him capable of such athing.” Tereus rubbed the back of hisneck. “But he's
disappeared on severd occasionsin the last few weeks, for hoursat atime.”

The noiseinsderose. “Where were you?’ shouted arough voice. “If you weren't meeting a Descendant
spy, then where were you?’

Bolan huffed. “Galen brought Badgersto question him?’



“I wasriding,” Filip told hisinterrogatorsin aloud, firm tone.
“He slying,” said another man, “but not entirely.”

Gden spoke in ameasured tone. “Filip, did anyone see you on these outings? Did you meet anyonein
town or in the woods?’

Alanka crept closer to the window to hear hisreply.
“No,” Filipsad. “l wasdone”

“That’ snot true!” Alankapushed past Tereus and opened the door. The five men inside gaped at her.
Filip sat in achair between two Badgers wearing the armbands of the Asermon police force. One of
them was Medus, the man who had listened to her story two nights ago. Next to Galen stood aman she
didn’t recognize, wearing an owl feather fetish. He d no doubt been employed to detect Filip'slies.

“Hewaswithme” shesad.

“What?’ Lycasfollowed her in, banging the door into thewall behind it. “Y ou and him? My sister and a
Descendant?’

“Your sigter and an Ilion, yes.” She squared her shoulders. “And why not?’
Lycasblinked rapidly. “ Alanka, his people destroyed your village, daughtered your elders.”
“They’re not his people. HE s not one of them.”

“She'sright.” Filip glared a Lycas, then stood and moved to the trunk at the foot of hisbed. “And
clearly, I'm not one of you, ether.” Helifted the trunk’slid.

Alankawent to hisside. “What are you doing?’

“Packing.”

Her somach flipped and twisted. “ Y ou' re leaving?’

Helooked at her, then at Galen. “Arewefinished? 1’ d like to speak with her alone.”

Gden turned to Alanka. “Will you swear by your Spirit that Filip was with you on the daysin question?’

She worried her doubt would show, since she couldn’t swear by a Spirit she didn’t have. Nonethel ess,
Alankarecounted the instances when she and Filip had met, where they had gone and for how long. She
ignored her brother seething near the door.

The Owl appraised her, arms crossed over his broad chest. “ The facts she relates are true.”

Medus sighed. “I1t must have been the other Descendant, then. The one who ran away.” The Badger
gave Filip agrudging nod. “Sorry.”

Filip'sjaw clenched, and hedidn’t reply.

Gaen rubbed his chin hard, clearly vexed. “Filip, why would the Descendants want to kidnap the
children?sit to see how we devel op powers? It' s not for the sake of crudlty, isit?’

“Why not?’ Lycassad. “They’re cgpable of anything.”



Filip spoketo Gaen. “I've never heard of such plans, but | was ajunior cavary officer, not exactly privy
to secret dtrategic planning. Besides, | haven’t been homein over ayear, and no, | haven’t been meeting
with spies”

The other man looked at the Owl, who nodded. “| sense no treachery in thisregard.”

“My apologies, Filip.” Galen gave adight bow, then turned to Alanka. “We |l wait outsde for the birds
toreturn.”

They left Alankaand Filip aone, though it took both Badgersto drag Lycas out of the house.
Sheturned to Filip. “Please don’t leave.”

“I can't stay, no matter how much you make mewant to.”

“Why not?’

“They only accept mewhen | servetheir purposes.” He jabbed hisfinger to histemple. “Peering into the
depraved mind of a‘ Descendant.’”

“Maybethat’ strue of Galen, but what about Tereus? What about Bolan?’ Shetook his hand. “What
about me?’

“You'redifferent. So is Bolan. Maybe Rhia, too. Asfor Tereus—I thought he trusted me, after all these
monthsliving in hishome. But | saw the doubt in his eyestoday. He actualy thought | might be capable
of hurting children.” Hislipstightened, and helet go of her hand. “I can't forgive that.”

“His grandson was taken. He' s probably not the best judge of character right now. Remember, he
wouldn’'t have brought you herein thefirst placeif he didn’t have good ingtincts about you.”

“But the others—you didn’t see the way they looked at me. I'll never be anything but a Descendant
here.” He turned back to the trunk and sifted through his clothes.

“Sowherewill you go?’

“Tiros. | hear people there leave each other alone.”

“Isthat what you want? To beleft done?’

“Sometimes.” Hefolded apair of trousers and tossed them on the bed.
Alanka dammed the trunk shut. “Wheat about other times?’

He reached to open the trunk again, but she kept her hand on it. He straightened and faced her. * Other
times, | want other things.”

Theintengity of his gaze told her what some of those thingswere. “I don’t belong here, either,” she said.
“Soon I'll go hometo Kalindos, unlessthe birds bring bad news, in which case I'll goto Leukos” She
moved closer, until they were dmost touching. “Will you come with me?’

His eyes widened, then their corners drooped. “1’m not made to climb trees anymore.”
“I mean, to Leukos. If wego, will you hep usfind Marek?’

“Why would | want to help Marek? He' s the one who sedated the battle horses so | had to fight on foot.



He sthe cause of dl this.” He gestured to hisleg and his surroundings. “If it weren't for him I’d be home
with my family, or on another campaign, serving my country with honor.”

“Or maybe you’ d be dead, or till have one-and-a-haf legs. Y ou can’t know the Spirits' plan for your
life. Maybe there sareason you're here” Shelaced her fingerswith hisand lowered her voice. “If you
hate Marek, then don't do it for him. Do it for yoursdlf.”

“Mysdf?’
“Don’'t you want to prove that not dl llions are ruthless and crud ?’
“That’ swhat I’ ve been trying to do, but | can’t make these people believe what they refuse to see.”

She combed her mind for another argument. “Thiswould be your chance to leave Asermos and go
home. That’ swhat you want, isV't it?’

“Haven't you been listening?1 can’'t go home.”

“Maybe not as the man you used to be. But you can learn to be someone se. I'll help you. We al will.”
He pulled away. “Y ou ask too much.”

“Finel” The strength of her dismay shocked her. “Don’t do it for yoursdlf, then. Do it for me.”

He turned to her, mouth open.

Alankastruggled to explain. “ Ever sincethe baitle, | can't fed mysdif. I can't remember who | am. But
when I’'m with you—I remember.” She sat on histrunk and crossed her arms. “I don’t know yet what
we have, but | know | don’t want you out of my life. | redizeit’ salot to ask of aman. Cdl me sdfishif
you want, but thereitis.”

He stared at her for along moment. “Not selfish, brave. Braver than | am.” He sat next to her. “I don’t
want to lose you, ether. But—"

“I seeit!” Bolan shouted from outside. “It'scoming!”
Alankajolted but stayed puit.

She turned to her argument of last resort. “Filip, you told me you were bound by loyalty to me, because |
saved your life. Did you mean it, or were you just being polite?’

Hishead jerked up. “ Of course | meant it. I’min your debt forever.”
“Thenwill you hdp us?’ she whispered.

Helooked at the window, his gaze far away, then nodded. “I’1l dowhat | can.”
“Thank you.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Let’'sgo.”

They hurried out of the house and scanned the southwestern horizon. A white pigeon flapped toward
them over the tops of the pines, like atiny cloud skittering against the date-gray sky. Filip and Alankaran
to the roost at the Side of the stable. The others waited, peering up.

Alankawent to Rhia, who wastwisting her figsinsde the hem of her blouse.

The bird dighted on its cage and pushed itsway insde, where atin of food awaited it. Bolan walked



forward, holding up ahand to the others.
“Give her amoment,” he said. “ She can't think of anything but eeting right now.”

When the pigeon stopped wolfing down her grain and was pecking at it more judicioudy, Bolan reached
ingde, grasped her and pulled her out. He held the pigeon up to hisface and spoke somberly. “What
happened? What did the Horse woman tell you to tell me?’

The pigeon cooed and clucked. Alanka glanced at Filip for aclue, but hisbrow creased asif he only
understood half of what was said.

Bolan brokeinto awide smile, and agasp of rdief flooded the small crowd. Rhiagrabbed Alankain a
hard embrace. Alankalooked to the sky and whispered thanks to any Spirit who might be listening.

Over Rhia s shoulder, Alankasaw Bolan's smilefade. Shelet go of Rhiaand turned her to facethe
Horse.

“I don’t understand,” he said to the pigeon. “Repesat that last part. He got back on the ship?’
“What?' Rhiasad. “Why would he—"

“Shh.” Bolan gave her awarning glance. “1t's complicated, and the bird kegps mixing things up and
putting them in the wrong order. | hope, at least.”

Tereus pointed to the sky. “ There’ s another one!”
A blue-gray pigeon with iridescent neck feathers flapped over the stable and landed on top of the roost.

Bolan handed off the white pigeon to Tereus, then grabbed the gray one. “I’m sorry, | know you're
hungry, but tell me what happened. From the beginning. Slowly.”

Thistime as the homing pigeon spoke, Bolan kept his expression flat. Hisface amost looked trancelike.
Alankalooked at Filip, who pressed hislipstight, asif trapping a hard truth.

Finaly Bolan set the bird in the cage, then turned to the others.

“I'm not sure of the particulars, but it sounds like two of the Asermon babies were rescued.” He turned
to Rhia. “But not Nilik. Marek went back aboard the ship to be with his son. The ship left for Leukos.”

Rhia quaked, and ingtinct made Alanka step away.

“No!” Rhiaadvanced on Bolan. “How could they rescue the others and not Nilik? What went wrong?
What happened?’

“I—I’'m not sure,” he said. “ Something about baby baskets being switched.”

“I'll find out myself when | get to Velekos.” Sheturned to the others. “We leave a daybreak.”
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L aethefollowing morning, Rhiaknelt with Damen on apair of brown woolen rugsin thetiny cabin of
Koli’ssallboat. Alankawas perched cross-legged on one of the two berths, adrum between her knees.



It was time to speak to the dead.

“Thefirgt time with the thanapras can be strange,” Damen said, and Rhia sensed it was one of histypica
undergtatements. “If you fed like you' re floating away, concentrate on the drum and remember that it's
herein our world, the world where you belong.”

Rhiafdt quessy at the thought of addressing the dead, but it may have been the rocking of the boat on
theriver'sgentle waves.

Damen lit the bundle of thangpras and placed it in aclay bowl on the floor between the two rugs. Rhialay
on her rug and closed her eyes. Even before he began the chant, she could fedl the controlled power
pouring from him.

His degp voice made the air vibrate and dance againgt her skin. The herb had dready swollen her mind,
mingling thereal and the unreal. Crow’ s presence loomed closer, but out of reach.

Damen finished the chant. Rhiafelt the movement of air againgt her as he shifted to lie down. Alanka

began to drum. Rhia’s muscles and consciousness sank into the floor as she focused on the quick, steedy
best.

The thanaprasfilled her senses, cresting a scent she could amost see on the back of her eydids, swirling,
dancing to the drumbest, carrying her to another reaim.

Shedidinto afog.

The fog thickened, then thinned to reveal adry, dead valey. A single bare tree reached its black
branchesto the sde like arms. Aninvisible sun poured adull orange over the rocks, which seemed to
hold no color of their own. Damen stood beside her.

“Where arethey?’ she thought to him. They would speak in their mindsto avoid Alanka s ears.
“Cadll out one of their names and ask them to speak.”

She decided to start with the Kalindon Council leader instead of the dreaded Skaris. “Zilusl” she shouted
in her mind.

Zilus appeared, Stting on arock half her height, about twenty paces avay. Y ellow-gray curls danced
below his shoulders and around his head in awind she couldn’t fed!.

In his hands he held awrithing snake. Rhia stepped back.
“Where have you been?’ he asked her. “We used to sense you constantly.”

Shetore her gaze from the snake and found the breath to speak. “Early in my pregnancy | couldn’t shut
you out. Later it became easier, especialy after—" She didn’t want to say Nilik’snamein this place.
“ After my son was born. I meant no offenseinignoring you.”

“Nonetaken.” He stood and moved toward her, squeezing the serpent behind the head. Its contortions
increased, asthough it werein pain. “1 wouldn't want to hear from me, ether.”

“You'reinthis place by your own choice,” Rhiasaid, as gently as her horror would alow. “Do you
understand that?’

“Yes” He shifted hishands until he held the snake by thetip of itstail, a arm’slength. It wriggled and
spun and gnashed itsteeth & him. “I like it here.”



“Who do you have?’ she asked. “Isthat the man who killed you? Isthat his Spirit?’

“Youlikeit?I1t'smine, but I'll let you shareit if you stay with us.” He dropped the snake in the dust.
Beforeit could dither away, he stepped on its neck. Itstail dashed theair, and its mouth opened in a
soundless hiss.

“No. Thank you.” She fought to keep the disgust out of her voice. “I’m hereto help you get out.”

“Did | say | wanted to leave?’ Zilus gestured to his surroundings. “I1t’ s not that bad. Not when | have
something to play with.” He picked up one end of the snakein each hand, let it fall dack like arope and
made amotion to tear it in half.

“Stop!” she cried. “Let me speak to someone dse.”
“Thought you'd never ask,” said adeep voiceto her left.

She turned to see Skaris. Her old enemy stood before her as she remembered him—adark, husky Bear
who carried hisbulk as though he needed no other weapon. His hands were behind his back. She knew
what he held there but didn’t want to see.

“Marek attacked you because you tried to poison me,” shetold him. “He was protecting his mate.”

“I couldn’t hurt you, locked up in my home awaiting trid. Marek acted out of vengeance. Everyone knew
it, but they let him walk free.” He took a step closer to loom over her. “I told Corannaand this one—"
he nodded to Damen “—and they did nothing.”

“There was no proof other than your word.”

“Bearsdon’t accidentdly fal off cliffs. No one looked into my death because they were happy to get rid
of me. I'd killed an elder, after all, but that wasn't my fault. Razvin switched the cups so that Etar would
dieingtead of you.”

“How did you know that? Who told you?’

“I did.” The smooth-as-ail voice behind her could only belong to Razvin, father to Alankaand Rhia shalf
brothers.

Rhiaturned to him. He held adegping wolf pup in hisarms, scratching its scruff. Hislong black hair
swept the gray fur, making the pup’ s ears twitch.

“| saw you die,” shesaid.

“So sorry.” The Fox’ stone was as suave in death asin life. “ Couldn’'t have been pleasant for you.
Certainly wasn't for me.”

She was glad Alanka couldn’t hear even the Crows' side of the conversation. If she knew her father
wasn't resting peacefully on the Other Side, she would sink further into the haze that had plagued her
sgncetheinvason of Kaindos.

Rhialooked at the wolf pup in hisarms. “Isthat the Spirit of the soldier who killed you at the river?’

“Soldier?” Heturned the pup on its back and rubbed its belly. The wolf stretched and yawned, tongue
curling over itstriangular baby teeth. “Don’t you recognize her?’

“Her?’ Rhialooked at Damen, who shook his head sadly. “What' s he talking about?’



“Not dl soul theft ismaevolent,” Damen said. “ Some people just want to hold on to those they love.”
Rhiafought to control her breath, even as her pulse sped up. “ Alanka?’ she whispered to the pup.
“Of course,” Razvin said. “ Can you think of abetter reason for staying in aforsaken place like this?’
She held out her trembling arms. “Let me hold her.”

The Fox turned away, dark eyesflashing. “ She'smine.”

“Razvin, your daughter suffers.”

“It was her choiceto fight in that battle. | raised her to be peaceful. | raised her to be Kalindon. But no,
she had to go and kill for you, for your degenerate village.”

Anger boiled within her. “Don’t you care what you' ve done to her?’
“Of course. | love her.”
Damen stepped closer to Rhia. “We ve found that pronouncing judgment gets us nowhere.”

She turned on her Crow brother. “Oh, you' ve found that, have you?Y ou knew he had a part of Alanka,
andyou didn’'t tell her. You didn't eventel me.”

“Because you would have told her.”

“Of course | would! She has the right to know.” A thought dawned upon her. “Isthat what Coranna
meant when shesad, ‘Don't tell’?

“Perhaps.” Hetook her arm and led her away from the dead men. “I’ ve been trying for monthsto
convince Razvin to let Alanka go. I’ ve made progress, which you’ re about to undo.”

She shook off his hand and pointed to the wolf pup, who lay limp in Razvin'sarms. “ That doesn’t ook
like progress.”

“Maybe not to you, but once you learn the proper procedures—"

“There’ sno time. Alanka needs her strength. We dl need her sirength. HE sstolenit, and I'm going to
get it back.” She stdked toward Razvin. “Give her to me.”

“You can't make me.”
“You'reinmy redm,” shetold him, “andyou'll do as| say.”
“Not so cocky, little one.” Skaris stepped between them. “ Even a Crow’ swings can be clipped.”

Hetook his hands from behind his back. He held a crow upside down by the feet. It flapped and
struggled, small black pinfeathers scattering in acloud around it. Its beak opened wide, trying to peck at
the hands that bound it.

Rhiareached out, unable to form the words.
“Comeand get it,” Skarissaid. Heran.

She chased him through the rocky valey, Damen’ s shouts fading far behind her. They ran for what felt
like hours, but the landscape never changed and her legs never tired. With every step, the Bear pulled



farther away. Her feet could move no faster than the drumbest tethering her to the other world. She
couldn’t let go of that sound, had to hold it inside herself or risk getting lost here forever.

Skaris disappeared over the endless horizon, but Rhia kept running. He' d have to stop one of these days,
one of these years. When he did, she would steal back the crow, and be whole again.

Assheran, therocks began to fed like markers showing the hours and days passing. Was she moving
through a place or through time? Only Raven could move through time, but what if Rhiahad beeninthis
placefor years? What if when shereturned, everyone sheloved had died?

She stopped and listened for the drum. It came from her right. She moved toward it, following the begts
like stones on a path. It drew her on, giving her strength to resist the pull of Skaris and the treasure he
held.

The dark tree appeared again, its branches pointing to the fog between two boulders. Damen stepped
from thefog and held out his hand.

“Thisway,” hesad. “I'll hlpyou.”

She swadlowed her resentment and took his hand. The fog grew so thick, it waslike breathing wool. She
tried to pull back, but Damen yanked her arm.

Rhia opened her eyesto the pale ceiling of the boat cabin. The thanapras stung her nogtrils.

The drumbeat stopped, and Rhiaremembered Alanka. She sat up and clutched the berth in awave of
dizziness

“Areyoudl right?’” Alankasaid.
Rhialooked at Damen through blurry eyes. “| haveto tdll her.”

He crammed the smoldering thanapras in abowl of water to douseit. “ Do what you need to do.” He
jerked open the door and went outside to the crowded deck.

“Tdl mewhat?’ Alankasad.

Rhia clambered onto the berth beside her, head swimming. She took a deep breath, wondering how to
dart. “You' ve been...out of sortsfor along time, haven't you?’

Alankashifted away alittle. “A bit.”
“Now | know why.”
Rhiaexplained everything while Alanka listened, wide-eyed.

“Thank you for telling me,” she said when Rhiawas done. “1 thought | was crazy. | thought it was my
fault”

Rhiatook her limp hand. “None of thisisyour fault.”

“Why didn’t Damen tell me?’

“Maybe he wanted to protect you. Maybe he thought he could solve your problem.”
“Can he? Canyou?’



Rhiatrembled ingde at the thought of returning to the Gray Valey. “I’ll try my best.”
“When?’

“Tonight. Tomorrow. Every day until | get it back. See, you're not the only one missing apart of herself.
Skaris has apiece of my soul.”

Alanka gasped, then her face turned puzzled. “But you haven't been like me. Not as bad.”

“I’ve been angry. Now more than ever. Maybe different people take different parts of others. Y our
father took your fire, your passion. Skaristook something else from me.” She shoved her hair out of her
face. “I’'mtired of feding nothing but fire.”

“I'mtired of feding nothing.” Alanka sat for along moment, running her teeth over her upper lip. “It
doesn't explain everything. When | cameto Asermas, | felt better, especidly after | met Filip. | felt like
mysdlf again. Not dl thetime, but sometimes.” Alankaswalowed hard. “But the night Marek was
taken...l couldn’'t save him.”

“Of courseyou couldn’t.” Rhia put ahand on her arm. “He was too close to the soldiers for you to shoot
them.”

Alankahestated. “1 lied. | had aclear shot, and if I’ d gotten one of them, Marek could ve disarmed the
other. He was probably waiting for me to shoot.”

Rhia sskin prickled. “Why didn't you?”

“I| @med at the soldiers, and suddenly...my mind cameloose. All | could see werethe men | killed on the
battlefield. It waslike | wasright back there with death and blood dl around me. When it was over,
Marek was aready on the boat.” She put her facein her hands. “1’m so sorry, Rhia. | failed you. | failed
Marek. So Wolf took away my powers, and now I’m useless.”

Rhiabarely heard Alanka slast sentence. She wanted to grab her by the shoulders and shake her. “Why
didn’'t you tel me before?’

“| was ashamed, and | didn’t want you to fed guilty. It was your war that made methisway.” She
pounded her fists againgt her thighs. “But it was my choiceto help. | don’'t blame you.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Youdidn't force metofight. | came out of loydty to you and my brothers. And maybe because my
father was the one who caused it dll. | wanted to prove | wasn't like him.”

Rhiareined in her frugtration, remembering the wolf pup in Razvin’sarms. “I think that’ swhy he' staken
your soul piece. Hewantsalink to you, but he'saso angry you went to battle.”

Alanka s mouth dropped open. “ He's angry with me? How dare he?’
“Exactly.”
Shedrew inaquick bregth. “1f my father lets go of my soul part, will | get my powers back?”

“Maybe. But maybe not. Just becauseit’sal connected doesn’t mean there' s one solution. What
happened to you on the battlefield would have been enough to damage even awhole, complete soul.”

Alankanodded. “Filip called it battle shock. Sometimesit happensto red warriors, too.”



“You'reared warrior, Alanka.” Rhiasghed. “Weall are now.”
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A lankawas grateful to leave the crowded boat that night when Koli anchored it in acalm tributary of the
Velekon River. They made camp on the banksto avoid traveling the river’ srocky portion in the dark,
and to give each other much-needed space. In another hour, Alankafigured, Lycas and Filip would have
thrown each other overboard.

Soon afire was burning, and the eight travelers gathered around it. They roasted potatoes and ate fresh
Spring greens with the dried venison Tereus had packed. After dinner, Arcasled them in aseries of songs
to lift their moods and beseech the Spirits goodwill. As he sang, he worked on hislatest wood carving,
which turned out to be abat. He offered it to Kali, who did a poor job of feigning indifference.

Alankasat next to Filip and stole glances at him when she thought he wasn't looking. Thefirdight glinted
off hisgolden hair and ruddy skin, and created shadows in the hollows of his cheekbones and the sockets
of his deep-set eyes—eyes that regarded everyone but her and Bolan with distrust.

He caught her glance and motioned behind him to indicate he wanted to speak with her done. Or maybe
he was just embarrassed because he didn’t know the words to the songs.

They walked aong the riverbank until they were out of range of even the most sengtive ears. Alanka sat
on amossy log. The dampness seeped through her trousers, and she wished she' d brought a blanket,
though that would have spiked her brother’ s suspicions about what they planned to do uponiit.

Filip sat beside her. “I was thinking about your power |oss and other waysto remedy it. If this
soul-capture procedure doesn’t work.”

“Soul retrieval.” She hated to correct him and wasflattered he' d been considering her dilemma.

“Have you consdered a sacrifice to the Wolf Spirit? In my country, we daughter an anima and dedicate
it to the god we want to favor us.”

“Before you egt the animal, you mean?’
“Wedon't et it.”
“Sounds wagteful.”

“That' sthewhole point.” Helifted a pdm to the sky. “It' satribute, showing the godsthat they’ re so
important, we d in essence give them food from our own table.”

“Sothey canedtit.”

“No, godsdon't eat.” Frustration tinged hisvoice. “ They’ re not human.”
“I know, but—I don’t understand. It seems so pointless, soimpractica.”
“Why should faith be practicd ?’

She rubbed her arms, which had grown cold. “Y ou till believe in your gods? Now that you know the
Spiritsarered ?’



He nodded, and she wished for enough light to read the emotion in hiseyes. “My beliefs haven't
changed,” he said. “Except that I'm no longer certain that the Spirits are evil agents of chaos, likel was
taught growing up.” Heturned to her. “What do you think of my suggestion?’

“Making asacrifice?” She shook her head. “Evenif | could caich arabbit or abird right now, Wolf
wouldn’t want it. He cares about what’ sinside me, and right now what’ sindde meisamess.”

“1 know.”

“Thank you for not denying it. Everyone wants meto befine, so | pretend | am. That way | don't let
them down more than | aready have.”

“Shh.” Hedid hishand over hers. “Y ou don't have to pretend with me.”

Her chest tightened with the ache of true connection. She wanted more than anything to kiss him, but
something in hismanner curbed her. She was confident he was't alover of men like Damen, but Filip
treated her so cautioudly, it made her wonder at thelevel of hisdesire.

“I have another idea,” Filip said, breaking her contemplation. “My people undergo initiation ritualswhen
they become warriors.”

“So do mine. The Wolverines and Bears and Wasps.”

“But not Wolves?’

“Wolves are hunters,” she said, “not warriors.”

“Everyone sawarrior when their land isthreatened, when their lives are a stake.”

“That'swhat Rhiasaid, but it felt wrong.” Shetapped afist to her chest. “Down in my blood it felt
wrong.”

“But think of Marek. He'saWolf, and he killed a Descendant face-to-face, likeaman.”
She snorted. “ As opposed to the womanly piercing of flesh with arrows?’

“Wdl...yes”

“Isthat why your people don’t have archers? Not manly enough?’

“Yes, but—" Hewaved hishand. “Back to the subject. The problem, as| seeit, isthat you' ve never
honored the warrior in yourself. Not only that, you were never purified after the battle.”

“Purified...” Theword did over her tongue like apat of butter. “I wish we had been purified, instead of
just going back to our lives”

“Which have no ddlinegtion from war. In Leukos, military uniforms are forbidden within the city gates.
Before entering after a campaign, we lay down our weapons, then we' re scrubbed clean with hot water
and sdlts, so asnot to taint our city’ s streets with the blood we' ve shed.”

“How do you keep order if no one's armed? Asermos has a police force, mostly Bobcats and Badgers.”
“I' know,” he said quietly. “ Those Bobcats shot my comrades in the back when they tried to escape.”

“ Il m $rry.n



“Anyway, in Leukos, we also have police, but they’ re completely segregated from the military. Retired
officersfrom one can't join the other. If | wereto return home—" The muted hint of painin hisvoice
made her want to fold him into her arms. “Evenif | werewhole, | couldn’t join the police force.”

“Why not?’
“They’ d think metoo violent, too brutish.”

“Y ou don’'t seem brutish to me.” She reached forward and swept an imaginary leaf off his shoulder. “You
seem quite...restrained.”

He glanced at the place where she had touched him, then returned his gaze to her face, more intense than
ever. “Be assured, whatever restraint | show around you is merely ameasure of the forceit contains.”

Her lips parted ingtinctively, the better to smell his desire and fear and see which waswinning. But her
powerswere lost, S0 she would haveto guess. “1 admire your discipline.”

“A warrior shows control when control iscalled for.” He dipped his head and kissed her cheek. The
warmth of hislips sent a shock snaking down her spine. “ And shows abandon when...”

He grasped her face and melded his mouth with hers. She moaned, arching her back to demolish the
distance between them. Desire sparked within her, afeding so long undetected it felt dmost foreign. For
thefirst time sncethe battle, shefdt like she lived within her own skin.

She moved his hand to her breast as her leg did forward around his. Her knee knocked into something
unyielding. He pulled away suddenly, glancing down.

“It'sdl right,” she whispered. “Y ou know | don’t care about your leg.”

“It'snot only that.” Helet go of her. “Wherel come from, aman doesn’t do such things with awoman
he...”

“A woman hewhat?’ Shefeared hewould say “doesn’t like.”

“Respects,” hesaid. “ A woman he could imagine someday wanting to—to have more than just her

She pondered this quaint notion. “ Do you respect me too much to keep kissng me?’

He stared at her mouth. “I don't think anything would keep me from that.”

“That' sadart, then.”

Alankadrew him close and reveled in the fed of hislips and tongue, in the novelty of akissthat would
lead to nothing further. 1t was enough, for now.

“Thistime, don't scare them off.”

Rhiafrowned at Damen as she knelt on the rug inside the boat cabin. “I'll try. Thistimethey won't bea
surprise. That should help keep my temper under control.”

A smdl lantern glowed in the corner, giving them enough light to set up theritua for Alanka s soul
retrieval. Damen and Rhiahad settled on a plan by which, working together, they would persuade Razvin



to hand over hisdaughter’ s soul piece. Rhiawas skeptica that anything other than force would convince
him, but she was glad to have Damen to distract Skaris while she focused on the Fox.

“Why did Skariswant to kill you?’ Damen asked Rhia.

“To get histime back, Crow’ s ransom, the amount of other peopl€ slives Corannahad to trade for
resurrecting me. Shetold me it was roughly amonth per person, if | lived to be her age.” She set the
drum on the berth. “ Didn’t people want to kill you after you were brought back to life?’

“Not that | was aware of. Then again, some say I'm abit dense.” Damen paused, thanapras in hand.
“There saway to forcethemto let go.”

“Forcethem?How?’
“Y ou can ask Crow to take them nowhere.”
She stared at him. “| don’t understand.”

“Theselingerers play adangerous game, torturing the living. By not accepting Crow’ srelease, they risk
annihilation. No peace and rest on the Other Side. Just nothingness. Forever.”

Rhiashuddered. “We can ask Crow to make that happen, and HE Il do it?’

“Supposedly, yes. I’ ve never asked for it, and | never will.”

She sat beside Damen on the floor. “Why didn’t Corannatell me?’

“She said you weren't ready. She feared your emotions would lead you to do something you' d regret.”
“I’d never do that to anyone.”

“Not even Skaris?’

“No. I want to silence him, but not that way. | want to help him find peace.”

“And spend therest of your life missing apiece of yoursdf.”

“If | haveto.” Sheruminated on Damen’ s revdation. “What doesit cost to ask Crow to annihilate
someone ssoul?” Thewords themsdves fdt foul in her mouth.

“Theonly priceisliving with what you' ve done. Such an act can't ever be taken back. I’ d think the
regret would poison one' sown soul.” He sat back on his hedls. “ Ready to begin?’

Shenodded. “I'll get the others.”

Soon Alankawas lying on the floor next to Rhia. Koli stepped over them to it on the berth. She set the
drum in her lap, rolled up her deeves and siwvung her dark blond braid out of the way. “Which tempo?’
she asked Damen.

“Deep trance. Wait until | liedown.”

Damen lit the thanapras, then chanted a high, potent keening that seemed asif it could smash the barriers
between the Spirits’ world and their own. Rhia could amost fed the sound tunnéling through her mind.

After hefinished, he sank onto the rug on the other Sde of Alanka. Koli began to drum.



A strange fedling crawled over Rhia s skin. She wanted to brush her arms and neck to check for spiders,
but forced hersdlf to remain motionless. Damen’ s chant echoed in her mind.

The fog between worlds appeared again, but thistime lightning cracked its surface asthough it were a
thundercloud. When Rhiatried to pass through, painful tingles jumped among her fingertips. She backed
up, and thefog seemed to pull her in and push her away at the sametime.

She fought to keep her breath steady and focus on the drum. Perhaps thiswas atest. Alanka shifted
beside her, and Rhiawanted to tell her to be till, but her mouth wouldn't move. She hovered, paralyzed,
between two worlds.

Hands shook her hard. “Rhia, something’ swrong with Damen.”
She lurched to it up, rubbing her face to banish the clammy, groping fog.

Her Crow brother was panting hard, lungs heaving as though he were running at full speed. He clutched
at thefront of hisshirt, twisting the fabric. It torein half down the center of his chest.

“Koli, sop,” Rhiasad. “Thisisn'tright.”
The Bat pushed the drum aside. “What' s happening to him?’

“I don’'t know.” Rhiatouched his hand. It shook as hard as her own and wastwice as cold. “I’m going to
bring him back.”

“No...” Damen grasped hishair and pulled hard. “Not everyone. Stop.” His body twisted on the rug.
“Where are you? Speak!”

Rhiatook his other hand. “ Damen, come back to us. You'll be safe here.”
He screamed, a sound so long and loud it seemed asthough it could reach the Gray Vdley and beyond.

Alankaand Koli yelped and legped to their feet. Her heart pounding, Rhiatold the two women, “ Go. We
need to be aone”

They jerked open the cabin door and pushed each other through. When the door dammed shut, Rhia
turned back to Damen, wondering what to do. If only Corannawere here.

His moans had softened, and tremors racked his body. She wiped his face with adamp cloth, figuring it
couldn’t make thingsworse. “Damen, can you hear me?’

“I hear you.” He opened hiseyesand let out adeep breath. “1 heard it dl, and then nothing. Nothing.”
He struggled to sit up against the berth, then raised awet gaze to hers. “1 think my baby just died.”

Rhiagtared at himin horror. If afirst child died before coming to term, its parents returned to the first
phase. Asif it weren't bad enough to miscarry, on€e' s second-phase magic would belogt, too. But it was
the Spirits’ way of ensuring no one got pregnant for the sake of power, only to abort the child.

“I"'m so sorry.” She pulled Damen close and stroked his long black hair. He gripped the back of her
shoulders, shivering.

Suddenly hisbody seized, and he pushed himsalf out of her embrace. 1 hear them again!” He crammed
the hedls of hishands againgt hiseyes. “But | can't block them out. | can’t even tell them apart.”

She exhded hard. “ Then your powers are fluctuating, the way they were when | wasfirst pregnant.”



“The child'sin trouble.” Damen wiped hisface with hisdeeve. “This happened to my cousin. Hiswife
had a hard pregnancy. In the month before their son was born, their powers swung from nothing to

everything.”

Rhianodded. As ahealer, her mother had encountered several such cases.

With a shaky hand, he quenched the thanapras in the water bowl. “It'smy fault. Crow is punishing me.”
“He doesn’t take innocent lives to punish us. What do you think you did wrong?’

Heangled awary look at her. “1 can't tell you.”

“Damen, this secrecy hasto stop. Y ou wouldn't have mentioned it if you didn’t want to tell me.”

He sat back againgt the edge of the berth and et out along sigh. “1 saw Nilik’ s death. When he was
born.”

“Sodidl.”

Damen stared at her, then blinked. “Y ou have an excuse. Y ou were tired and weak after the labor.” He
hung hishead. “1 was merely curious.”

“About what?’

“About the Raven prophecy. Because of my own child. I thought if | could see how Nilik would die, it
would tel me whether hewasthe one.”

“Didit?
1] NO-”

Theimage burned her mind, and she wondered if Damen had seen the same one. “1 saw him die young,”
she said, “ seventeen or eighteen, facedown in the sand holding a sword. There' s blood everywhere. |
think he diesin the land of the Descendants. Which either meanswe won't rescue him, or that someday
our peoplewill invade—"

“Wait.” Damen held up hishand. “Nilik won't diein Ilios. HE |l diein Velekos.”

“Veekos?’ Rhiagrabbed Damen’s hand so hard she thought the dender boneswould break. “ Areyou
ure?’

“I recognized the place. It's an hour’ s ride west of the village, one of the few beaches without rocks.”
Her mind raced with theimplications. “ Then that must mean—"

“It doesn’t mean anything. He could still spend hislifein llios and travel back to Veekos asayoung
man.” He grimaced asif in pain and drew hishand out of hers. “1 shouldn't betelling you this. It bresks
the sacred law.”

“But there must be exceptions. Why ese would Crow give usthese visionsif not to share them, at least
with other Crows?”’

“I don’'t know. To test us? It’ snot for usto question.”

“But it sup to usto act theway wethink isright.”



“So wejust make our own rules?” He rubbed histemples, glaring at her. “ Corannawas right about you.”
Rhia s blood heated. “ She wasn’'t, because she never knew that my vison saved Asermos.”
“What are you talking about?’

“When | wasfifteen, Galen tested me on hissick brother Dorius, Arcas s uncle. Everyone thought he
was dying, but | saw that he could live. Then—I saw his degth.”

“Don'ttel me”
“Hewas bleeding in apile of golden oak leaves,” she said. “1 thought it meant he would diein autumn.”
Damen put hishandsto hisears. “1 don't want to hear it.”

She pulled hisarms down. “No onein Asermos knew when or where the Descendants would attack,
until Arcas gave methegift.”

“Wht gift?”

“He d changed the colors of the trees around the whest field. He made a sunset for me.” Shelet go of
Damen. “The golden oak was the sun.”

Hedrew in ashort gasp. “ So you knew the Descendants were coming soon.”

“I didn’t tel anyone how | knew, but they believed me. That was when | redized how much people
respect the judgment of aCrow.”

“Whichisexactly why we can’'t abuseit.”

“| agree,” she sad, though shewas't sure they held the same definition of abuse.

He exhaled hard and lay back on hisblanket. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?’

“Now | know how you fedl, knowing your loved ones are in danger. |’ ve been so cold about it.”
“Not cold. Redligtic.”

“I"'veturned into Coranna, only more brittle.” Helaid hisarm across hisforehead. “ At least she was
happy that way. She found peacein her stoicism. Me, I'mjust...dead.”

She tucked the blanket around histrembling frame. “Not anymore.”

24

M arek awoke from his sea-sickened fog into aworld so whiteit hurt his eyes. For amoment he
wondered if he'd died and floated up into the clouds on Crow’ swings. At least the endless pitching and
rocking had stopped, and his tsomach felt asif it was part of hisbody again.

“Get up.” Mila svoice cut through the haze. “We re home.”



Marek opened hiseyes adl the way. He moved to peer out the round window next to his bunk, rattling
the chain that bound him to the bed.

He saw what had blanched hisvison.
Leukos. The White City.

He craned his neck to see the tops of the tallest sone buildings. Though he had lived hislifein trees, the
sght gave him vertigo.

“It must look strange.” Mila svoice softened. “I’ll never forget what you did, bringing Neylaback. My
prayerswill ask the gods mercy for you.”

He turned from the window. “Can you get meto Nilik?" Since hisescapein Velekos, they hadn’t
alowed him near his child, hadn’t even let him leave thisroom filled with the stench of hisown sickness.
“I need to see my son.”

Milaglanced at the door behind her. “1—I don’t—"

“Don’'t speak to him, Mila” Sareb sauntered in with the burliest of the soldiers, who unlocked the
manaclethat held Marek’ s chain to the bed.

“Please don't take him from me,” Marek said as hiswrists were tied behind his back and attached to
another chain. “I'll do anything.”

“Do you want to live? Then keep your eyes open and your mouth shut.” The captain pulled aclean cloth
from his belt and wiped Marek’ sface hard. “ And look decent. If you' re lucky, she'll make you ahouse
or dabledave”

“Who?’
Sareb poked Marek’ s chest. “What did | say about spesking?’

They climbed two flights of stairsto get to the main deck outside. Marek squinted at the sun blazing off
thetal white stone buildings. The strange sights begged his attention, but first he had to find his son. They
couldn’t have come so far together only to be separated.

A plaintive cry pierced the crigp morning air.

Marek turned to see one of the soldiers who had taken him from Asermos. He was holding a baby
basket. Marek lunged, but the chain jerked him back. Sareb cursed.

“Y ou’re going to the same place,” the captain said, “so cadm down, or I’ll send you to the mines.”
“I want to see him now.”

“When we get there, if she decidesto keep you.” He pulled Marek closer. “ To make us al happy and
some of usrich, try to pretend you' re agood boy.” He clapped Marek’ s shoulder and gave him awide
grin. “Understand?’

Marek nodded. Whatever it took, he' d stay with Nilik. Asthe line crept forward, he breathed deeply,
draining for the scent of hisson.

It occurred to him that if Rhia, Alanka and Lycas hadn’t rescued him from the Descendant army camp
last year, he would have been brought to Leukos a captive, as he was now. For the first time, he



wondered if there was such athing as destiny.

A horse-drawn cart met them at the end of the dock, at the side of abusy street paved with flat, pae
gray stones. The soldiers helped Marek into the back, where two of them sat on either Sde. Sareb sat
across from him, wearing a salf-satisfied smile despite the wail s emanating from the baby basket in his

lap.

The cart clattered over the street, jarring Marek’ s teeth and bones. Nilik’ s cries subsided soon after the
rocking movement began. Asthey moved between the buildings, Marek’ sthroat closed with atrapped
feding. He peered around for anything familiar—atree, even ashrub. No green met hiseye.

They made their way uphill, where the buildings became shorter and wider. Many windows were
bedecked with flowers of dl colors, but he couldn’t see the soil in which they were planted. Asthey
climbed higher, more of the city itsalf cameinto view.

White buildingslay astride narrow streetsin long, crooked rows, like bricks waiting to be mortared. On
every street they passed, workers scrubbed the buildings walls to maintain the pristine appearance.

Marek would have covered his ears had hiswrists not been bound and chained to the seat. The rattle of
cart whedls and the harangues of what seemed like a thousand pedestrians and drivers created awhirl of
sound that set Marek’ s nerves on edge. A hundred scents assaulted his nose—scorched food, raw
sewage and the swest of too many humansin one place.

Soon they reached awide driveway of richly patterned paving stones leading to an iron fence about three
times his height. The soldiers helped Marek out of the cart. Two guards approached the gate from the
other sde.

“Hereto see Petrop,” Sareb said.

They swung open the gate. Beyond it lay alarge open space, bordered on one side by astable and, on
the other two sides, by the back of a stone house—white, of course. Horses and humans mingled in the

space, glancing at his passage.

Feet crunching on a surface of tiny pebbles, the soldiersled Marek to a door with no handle on the
outside. One of the gate guards rapped four times and waited.

A wizened bald man opened the door, dressed in a smooth white shirt and black trousers. His uniform
bore no insgniaor other flourishes, but his upright bearing spoke of his status, at least within this
household.

“I am Petrop.” He cast anarrow gaze at Marek. “What' s this one?’
“The child’ sfather,” Sareb said.
The man waved them away. “He can't Say.”

“Let Her Honor decidethat.” The captain lifted his heels and displayed acrooked grin. * Perhaps she'll
offer usdl atoken of her gppreciation for thisextragift.”

“Enter, then.” Petrop sniffed. “If she’ snot pleased, you' |l get atoken of something ese”

They waked through alarge, busy kitchen. The scents penetrated Marek’ s nose and went straight to his
stomach. He' d eaten little on the ship due to his seasickness; now his appetite had woken, ferocious.



On the other side of the kitchen, they entered awindowless stone corridor, lit by torchesheld iniron
sconces dong thewall. Marek glanced back at Nilik’ s basket, which emitted louder fussy noises with
each step they took.

At the end of the corridor an open archway led to aroom with along table—enough space for forty or
fifty people. Marek’ smind swam at the size of this building and its chambers.

They passed through aroom with alarge stone staircase to the right, and to the left, an ornate wooden
door—which Marek took to be the front door. Facing them was a smdler, cozier room that was
nonetheesslarger than his entire house in Kaindos. They stopped in the doorway, the soldier with Nilik
standing next to Marek.

“Isithimat last?’ cried ahigh, melodic voice. It came from behind the back of along, cushioned bench.

A young woman rose to her feet and swept around the end of the bench, aflowing white silk skirt
swaying above her ankles. Even from halfway across the room, Marek could see the eager spark in her
bright blue eyes.

“Itishim.” She came forward with ajerky gait, asif sheweretrying not to run. Her hands clasped and
unclasped each other, and long golden curls bounced with each movement.

A few paces away, she surrendered to impulse, and legped at the basket with such a predatory ferocity
that Marek stepped back, startled.

Thewoman looked at him, just now noticing his presence. Her pae brow creased. * Petrop, who isthis?’
she asked without taking her gaze from Marek.

Her servant frowned. “Theinfant'ssire, Y our Honor.”
“Hereeks”

Captain Sareb stepped forward. “Y our Honor, he is quite docile and cooperative.” He gave Marek a
subtle glance, no doubt warning him not to reved the truth. “ Despite his current wretchedness, his
physiqueis strong. If it pleases you, he would make an excellent home dave.” The captain jerked hischin
toward Petrop. “He' s certainly younger and more vital than some of your current household staff.”

The woman circled Marek, twisting the end of one of her curls as she examined him. “How much?’
“Threethousand,” Sareb said with a confident air.

“How amusing. Nine hundred.”

“He syoung and civil tongued, and he/ Il clean up well. Two thousand.”

Marek fought to calm his breath. They were negotiating over his price asif he were apony at auction.
“What skills do you have, boy?’ she asked Marek.

He bristled at the word boy. She couldn’t have been more than five years older than he was—twenty-six
or twenty-seven at most. “I can cook, clean, repair things, handle the horses. Anything you require, just
please let me stay with my son.”

“Shh.” The woman stepped closeto hisside, and he realized that even in her dippers she equaled his
height. She placed her hands around his upper arm as though measuring the muscle there. “Hmm. Could
be mestier.” Sheran her hand over his shoulder and across the top of his back. “And the hair would have



to go, for certain.”
Marek flinched at the idea.

“The beasts only cut their hair in mourning.” Sareb inclined hishead to her. “Buit if you buy him, you can
doasyoulike”

She stood |ess than a handspan from Marek, examining hisface. He kept his gaze straight ahead, on the
horse-bedecked tapestry covering the opposite wall.

“Wereyou asoldier?’ shesaid in alow voice.

“No. Never.”

Shemade asmdl noise of surprise. “But you' ve taken alife, haven't you?’
Helooked into her gleaming eyes, etched with kohl into afeline shape.

“Maybe morethan one,” she said. With thetips of her long fingernails, shetilted his chin down and away.
“Don’t look at me like an equa.” Sheturned to the basket. “L et me see my child.”

Instinct made Marek step between them. “No.”
Her eyesflared. “ Say no to me again, boy, and I’ll have you killed.”

Sareb cleared histhroat. “With dl respect, Y our Honor, you can’t kill him if he doesn’t belong to you.
Two thousand.”

“Fifteen hundred,” she said, her gaze locked with Marek’s. “ Y ou' d only get five from the miners.”
The captain chuckled. “Fifteenitis”
“Pay him, Petrop.” She gripped Marek’ schin again. “I’ll take my child now. Step aside.”

It was the hardest thing he d ever done—harder than killing Skaris, harder than withstanding aday’s
besting in the Descendant army camp. He moved away and watched the soldier ease Nilik out of the
basket and into the arms of the nameless woman.

Her face trandformed in an ingtant. “ Oh, he/ slovely.” Her eyes glistened, then she turned away with her
new bundle. “How do they make them so beautiful ?’

Marek’ sarms dready ached with the urge to seize his son, who didn’t even gurglein protest at another
granger holding him.

The captain winked at Marek as he unbound hiswrists and unlocked the chain. “ Remember, be agood
boy,” he whispered. He exchanged coins and papers with Petrop before swaggering out.

“Fetch the wet nurse,” the woman said to Petrop, then flicked her fingers toward Marek and her guards.
“Have this one washed, shorn and fed, in that order, then return him to me.”

Marek nearly fell to his kneeswith rdlief. He would stay with his son. He knew he should aready hate
thiswoman for making him adave, but she had spared him the one fate that would have killed him as
surely asasword to the heart.

“Thank you, Y our Honor,” he whispered asthe two men led him away.



As he reached the door, he looked back to see her staring at him in surprise.

25

R hia hurried to keep up with Damen, trying not to ssumble over the dick cobblestones that made up the
Velekon streets. They had left the others at the dock to negotiate aprice for Koli’ s boat. Damen, of
course, couldn’t wait another moment to make sure his child was safe.

Her Crow brother’ s powers had continued to ebb and flow throughout the day, and rain had dowed
their progress to an agonizing pace, so that it had been nearly sunset when they arrived. Rhiadidn’t want
to admit it, even to hersdlf, but she till clutched the hope that a mistake or amiscommunication had
occurred with the pigeons, that Marek and Nilik would be waiting for her herein Velekos.

Damen' s pace increased as they turned down anarrow street, past a grizzled old man with ahaf empty
fish cart. From the directions Damen had given the others, she knew they were near hishome.

He stopped before a rough wooden door, reached for the latch, then hesitated. Rhia caught up to him.
“It'sodd,” hesaid. “Thisismy home, but after al thistime, | fed like astranger.”

Rhiaknocked softly.

After severa moments, apand in the door did open and abright blue eye peered through.

“Damen!” cried afemae voice. Thelatch clicked, then the door swept inward, revealing a pae pregnant
woman.

Damen spread hisarms. “Reni, thank the Spirits.” Hetook her into a careful embrace, then pulled back
to examine her. “You dl right? The baby?’ Hisbresth came quick. “ Felt it dmost die”

“Ligten to you, sounding like aKaindon till, heh?” Her musical voice held atenor of exhaustion. “I’'m
fine now. We had abit of astruggle, but the Turtle woman saysif | rest and take carewhat | egt, he
should mekeit to full term.”

“He?1t'saboy?’ Damen looked past her. “Where' s Nathas?’

“He' sat market, | imagine. The Horse woman told usto expect you, so he’ s buying food for everyone.”
She turned her wan, shadow-eyed face toward Rhia. “Isthisthe mother of the child that was taken?”

Damen held hisarm out. “My Crow sgter, Rhia”

“Welcome.” Reni smiled and smoothed the loose strands of red-brown hair that had fallen out of her own
braid. “You'll forgive meif | don’t bow, right?’

“| understand.” Rhiabowed. “1t wasn't long ago that | was pregnant.” Her throat tightened around the
word.

Damen took Reni’ s hand. “Y ou should lie down. The otherswill be here soon.”

Reni beckoned them in and motioned toward the kitchen to the lft. “ Please, dry yoursalves, make some
tea” Shewalked to abed in thefar corner of the living space, eschewing Damen’ s assistance. Evenin
her current state, Reni held a sprightly energy. A bushy gray squirrel-tail fetish hung on anail at the end of



anarrow staircase. She looked about Lycas s age, maybe twenty-three or twenty-four.

Rhiamoved to the adjoining kitchen to give them time a one, though her mind burned with questions
about the failed rescue attempt. Shelit the stove and filled a pan of water. When she came back to the
living space, Reni was lying on the bed with Damen Sitting next to her, his hand on her abdomen.

“1 fdt him movel” hetold Rhia. “He sdive”
Rhiatried to force asmile, but didn’t succeed.

“Wadll, of coursehe sdive.” Reni gave hisarm alight dap. “ Soon he won't have much room to movein
there, so enjoy it while you can.” She shifted her head on the pillow. “I’'m so happy you' |l be here for the
birth, Damen. | worried you wouldn’t make it, but Nathas dways believed.”

The door sivung open, and a brawny redheaded man backed in, dragging asmall upright cart containing
acraefull of produce.

“Reni, | hopeyou're hungry,” he said without looking behind him. “I bought al the spring vegetablesthe
Turtle woman suggested.”

He turned and saw Damen, who had moved to stand an arm’ s length away. They stared at each other for
along moment, then fell into an embrace asfast and hard asif they’ d been yanked together by ropes.

“Damen...” Nathas s eyes squeezed shut. “ Spirits, | missed you.” He drew away to examine the Crow’s
face. “When did you get so old?’

“When did you get so ugly?’

They shared alaugh, then along kiss—long, especidly, for the reticent Ve ekons. Rhiawondered if she
would ever reunite with Marek in such away.

“Timefor that later,” Reni said. “We ve got guests coming and Damen won't let me play hostess”
Nathas let go. He spotted Rhig, and his hazel eyesgrew sad. “You must be...”
“Rhia” Damen sad, “my Spirit Sgter.”

“Two Crowsin one house.” Nathas gave atight smile. “Good times, hen?” He bowed to her, amotion
Rhiareturned. “I’m sorry about your family,” he said. “My friend Eneasis coming by after work to report
his account of the rescue. He was there with your husband, who gave him amessage for you.”

“A message?’ Rhia s heart legped. Perhapsit held aclueto finding him. “What wasit?’

“You'll haveto ask Eneas. HE |l be here after dark, once he’ sbrought in hisfishing boat.” Nathas
dragged the cart into the kitchen. “Help me with the food, heh?’

Rhiafollowed him. “The pigeons said the other two babies had been saved but not Nilik. That Marek
went aboard the ship willingly?’

“I wasn't there, but that’ swhat | heard.” Nathas unloaded a crate of leafy greens. “If it helps, the children
who were saved seemed to be unharmed. They’ re on their way back to Asermos aready.”

Bitter envy stung her tongue. Soon those other parents would hold their babies again, while her arms
would stay empty. She should be happy for them, but her heart filled with ascorched black hate.



She picked up along-bladed knife and a handful of root vegetables and began chopping. The diceand
thonk of the blade temporarily eased her need to strike out.

To digtract herself, Rhiatried to make conversation with Nathas. “1’ ve heard alot about you,” she said.

“No, you haven't.” He tapped the Owl feather hanging around his neck. “Even if | couldn’'t sniff alie, |
know Damen doesn’'t talk about me or anything e seinsdethat head of his.”

A knock sounded on the door. Damen went to answer it. Rhia stepped forward, hoping it was Eneas
with her message, but it wasthe rest of her rescue party. The house grew loud with introductions, and
Rhiaretreated to the kitchen where she could make hersalf useful and keep from screaming at everyone.
She picked up the knife and a head of cabbage.

Soon Lycas and Nathas joined her. “1 was hoping the pigeon message was wrong, too,” her brother
sad, pouring himsalf amug of de. “But we'll find themin Leukos.”

Nathas |ooked up from the stove. “Er, how are you planning to get there?’
“WE | charter aship, of course” Rhiasaid.

“Oh, dear.” The Owl replaced the lid on the pot of water. “ After the kidnapping, Velekos set up a
complete embargo on llios. No one comes or goes there from our port.”

Rhia gripped the handle of the knife. “We can’t sall to Leukos?’

“It'slong overdue,” Reni added from the other rooms. “If Velekos had embargoed Ilios after the
invasions, then your husband and child couldn’t have been kidnapped, at least not so easily.”

Rhia set down the knife, fearing what might become of it. “How are we supposed to get to Leukos?’

“Go around.” Filip sat down on the gairswith Alanka. “ That’s how our battalion came to Asermos. We
traveled around the seg, then west of Velekos and met the rest of the brigade outside your village.”

“Beforeyou invaded it,” Lycas added hitterly.

“You'rean llion?’ Nathas asked Filip. “I wondered why you wore no fetish, but | figured you were one
of those contrary Kaindons.”

“Filip’snot an llion anymore,” Alankasaid. “He' s been chosen by the Horse Spirit.” Shelifted her chin.
“I’'m one of those contrary Kaindons.”

Rhiaapproached Filip. “How long will it take usto get to Leukosif we go around the sea?’
“On horseback, about amonth.”

“A month?” Rhiaput her handsin her hair, wanting to rip it out. “ Anything could happen in that time.”
Sheturned to Nathas. “Won't someone be willing to break the embargo? A smuggler, maybe?’

“Eventualy, yes, once the enforcement dacks off. But right now, there are police al over the docks,
warning of hefty fines and even imprisonment. In afew weeks some of the ship ownerswill be desperate
enough for money that they’ |l take a chance, but right now everyone slying low.”

“We can't wait for something that might not happen,” she said. “Well follow Filip over land.”

“Follow Filip?” Lycasdammed hismug on thetable. “Areyou crazy? He Il hand us over to thellions



the moment we step across the border. We' Il fetch afine price asdavesfor his people.”
Filip'sjaw tightened. “They’ re not my people anymore.”

“WE re not your people, either,” Lycassaid. “Y ou’' ve made that clear, Descendant.”
“Stop cdling him that!” Alankasaid.

Filip put ahand on her shoulder and stood to face the Wolverine. “Lycas, you'reright,” hesaid. “I’ve
done everything to distance mysdlf from the people who have helped me the most. If we get near the
border and you till don’t trust me, I'll leave you.” Helooked at Rhia, then the othersin the living room.
“In the meantime, Il teach you what you need to know about Ilios. How to read the signs, how to use
the money. Whatever | can do.”

“Whatever you can do to get us captured, you mean.” Lycas advanced on him. “You'redl treacherous
to the bone.”

“He'snot lying.” Nathas put a hand out to stop Lycas and focused along, steady Owl gaze upon Filip.
“He may have doubts about his decison, but hisintentions are sncere.”

“WE |l leave tomorrow.” Rhiagave her brother a defiant glare, then turned to Nathas. “ The Asermons
donated money for our crossing, but we'll useit for horsesinstead. Y ou'll show us where we can find
ome?’

The Owl smiled and gave adight bow. “Not only that, but I ve been told that \VVelekos will double what
Asermos gave you, and throw in the horses, too. After dl, you might be searching for the Raven boy.”

“Maybenot.” Reni put aprotective hand over her belly, then looked a Rhia. “1n any casg, it'stimewe
dtarted acting like one people. | work at the currency exchange. I'll get you the best rate for 1lion coin
and wave my commisson.”

“Thank you,” Rhiasaid. The villages had never shown such generosity to each other’ s peoplein her life.
“You' rewelcome.” Reni sat up in bed. “Now, let’ seat.”

The rescuers and their new hosts shared a supper of fish and vegetables. Though the food was fresh,
Rhiacould eat no more than afew bites. She wondered where Marek dined tonight, if he watched over
their son and if hewould ever accept his captivity.

She suspected not. Marek would sooner die than kneel to a Descendant, and that pride could get him
killed.

From hiswindow inthe daves quarters, Marek stared across the skyline of Leukos. The sunrise glared
pink over the white buildings, but his gaze fixed on the green. Basha—the woman who owned
him—called it apark, a place set aside where Leukons could enjoy something they called nature. The
trees, from what he could tell, were of five or Six types, and they sat in tidy groups, like the cropsin
Asermos.

It was artificid, but it was green, and it was dl he had. His powerswere fading, asif Wolf couldn’t find
him in the midst of so much stone.

Asdways, he heard Petrop’ s footsteps approach his room, but thistime the butler was nearly at the



door before Marek’ s ears caught the sound. He turned from the window.
Petrop stopped at the threshold long enough to say, “ Go to her,” before passing on.
“And good morning to you, too,” Marek murmured.

Two house guards flanked him the moment he exited the room. Before he reached the top of the Sairs,
he heard Nilik bawling. The guardsled him down into the Sitting room, the chamber where he had first
met Basha

She sat on the divan with Nilik beside her. The child kicked hislegs and squaled, ignoring the brightly
colored rattle she dangled over hisface. Marek stopped in the doorway and forced hisfists to unclench.

“Praise gods, you're here.” Bashaflapped her hands toward Nilik. “Make him stop.”

Marek went to his son, circling around the sofa to approach him from the side opposite Basha. Ashe'd
been ordered, he didn’t speak to her or even look at her. He picked up Nilik and held him againgt his
shoulder, whispering and swaying in the rhythm the boy liked best.

“What' swrong with him?’ she said. “ The healer says he' snot sick. He' sfeeding fine, and he doesn't
need changing.” Her voice pitched up. “I don’t understand. Why isn’t he happy?’ When Marek didn’t
reply, she added, “Y ou may speak to meif you have an answer.”

“Perhaps he misses his mother,” Marek whispered.

“Wrong answer!” Basha stood and advanced on him. “1’m his mother now, and he' d better get used to
it”

Nilik screamed at her approach, and Basha stopped. “Oh.” She pressed her palmsto her temples. “I
know it'shard for him. I just want him not to hate me.”

Marek spoke as softly as he could over Nilik’s howls. “He doesn’t hate you. He stoo young to hate.”
Helooked around at the cavernous room. “ Everything is strange here.”

“But it'snot!” Sheglided to atable and picked up awooden carving of an eagle with outstretched wings.
“My houseisfull of Asermon things. | love their art, so primitive and pure. So natura.” She stopped and
dared at Marek, and he glanced away. “Hmm, | wish | hadn’t had them cut your hair. But it will grow
back, long and wild.”

Marek didn’t want to think about how many months that would take. He had trouble just getting through
the day in this place. But hisshort hair didn't fed wrong for the circumstance—he was in mourning, even
though no one had died.

Nilik’ swails softened, and Marek lowered him into the crook of hisarm. The boy’ sface wasred and
wrinkled from crying. He looked like atired old man. Marek offered hisfinger to suck, and it wasreadily
accepted.

“That’ s better.” Basha sighed, and picked therattle off the sofa. “He does’t like this one. What does he
like?Y ou may speak.”

Hewanted to tell her Nilik was too young to like any toy, but knew she hated to be corrected. “He
prefers sounds, actualy. | could teach you some of hisfavorite songs.”

She gasped. “1 would lovethat. I’ll send for paper, and you can write down the words.” She motioned to



one of the guards, who bowed and |eft the room.
“I don’'t write,” Marek said.

“Canyou read?’

“No. My people don’t have the need.”

“Wél, you'll have need here. I'll teach you.”

He gaped a her.

“Don't look so shocked,” shesaid. “1 can’t have my people incapable of reading street sgnsand
vendors placards. You'll get lost or taken advantage of .”

Marek’ sthoughts raced. Someday she would let him leave the house, if he could earn her trust. Maybe
then he' d find away to escape.

“Thank you,” he said, “Y our Honor.”

“WEell gart now.” She glided to anearby table and pulled out adrawer. “I’ll show you how to write your
name, which | seem to have forgotten.”

1] M a.d(.”

From the drawer Bashawithdrew a bottle of ink and ablack feather. “It endsin ak, soyou'renamedin
memory of someone. Who?”

Marek stared at the feather, which reminded him of the fetish Rhiawore around her neck.
“You may speak,” Bashasaid in atight voice.

He kept his gaze on the feather. “ A great-aunt. Marca.”

“And the child? Who is his namesake?’

“My wife sbrother, Nilo.” Marek looked at Basha. “He was killed in the battle with the Des—With your
people.”

Her gaze dropped, and she stared at the contents of the drawer asif she' d forgotten why she had
opened it. “My husband also.”

Marek held back afalse declaration of sympathy.
“When they informed me,” shesaid, “I lost our child, ill in the womb.”
“I’'msorry,” he said, and meant it.

She approached him and gazed down at Nilik, who still sucked Marek’ sfinger. “I’ ve changed his name
to Demedor, after my husband. | need people to believe he' smine.” She stroked the ends of her blond
curl. “I do regret erasing the honor of hisuncle, however.”

Marek kept hiseyeson the child. “1 know what it slike to lose two at once. My first mate died in
childbirth and took our son with her.”

She drew afinger along Nilik’ s pink cheek. “But you found another,” she whispered. Then her lips



twisted into asmile that chilled Marek’ shblood. “ Ashavel.”

26

R hiaand Damen stood at the end of the road leading out of Velekos while the otherstook a brief rest.
Behind them, the village was waking to a new day, one much less profitable than those before it, dueto
the embargo. Ahead, tufted marsh grasses stretched to the flat horizon, their headstilted rightward from
the steady breeze off the water. To their left lay the rocky shores of Prasnos Bay. By midday they would
reach the sea.

“I wish | could comewith you,” Damen said to Rhia
“No, youdon't.”

“Maybe not.” He cast aglance at Nathas, who was helping Bolan |oad a cage with two Ve ekon pigeons
onto the back of hispony. “1t'll be good to findly be together asafamily.” Without looking at her, he
sad, “1 hopel seeyou again, Rhia”

“Of courseyou will.” Sheforced cheer into her voice. “Marek and Nilik and | will stop by to meet your
new baby on our way hometo Asermos.”

Histhin lipstightened.

“You don't think we'll find them,” she said.

“I believe you have afar chance.”

“Then why do you wonder if you'll see me agan?

He stared out across the bay. “There are over two hundred Asermons and Kaindonsin Leukaos, maybe
spread across the llion territories by now. Do you think you' |l be satisfied bringing home only two?’

“If it means keegping Nilik out of harm’ sway, then, yes, I'll have to be satisfied.”

“Rhia, we'reready.” Alanka sat behind Filip on the bay mare.

Rhiawaved to her, then turned to Damen. “ Send a message to Asermos |l etting them know we |eft.”
“I'll visit the Horse woman the moment we get back into town.”

She hugged Damen tightly. “I’ll missyou.”

“I missyou dready,” he said. “ Good luck.”

Rhialet go of her Crow brother and drank in the sight of hislean face. Maybe it wasthe last time she'd
ever ssehim.

She mounted her pony, trying to remember the last time she d ridden aone, without Marek gtting behind
her. The horse' sback felt long, dl to herself.

They rode off into the wilderness, with no road to guide them, only the sun, the stars and the memory of a
displaced llion.



Filip kept the Atrean Seaiin the corner of hisleft eye as he led the rescuers southwest dong the coast.
The blue sky ahead wasfilling with tal, bloated clouds that promised rain, if not the spring’ sfirst
thunderstorm, by the end of the afternoon.

After aday on thetiny boat, then two daysin Damen’ s house preparing for the trip, the travel ers needed
plenty of space. They rode close enough to see each other but far enough out of earshot to avoid
conversaion.

He relished the chance to spend time aone with Alanka Her deep, even breath and dack arms around
hiswaist told him she’ d dozed off. It was probably the closest he would ever cometo deeping beside
her.

The salty wind scoured his face and tossed the horse’ s mane in black waves over her neck. Themare's
hooves squished the soggy ground. Long, red-tufted marsh grasses brushed her flanks, causing her
mud-brown hide to flinch and shudder as though she were besieged with flies.

“Thisplace smelssrange,” the mare thought. “ The grassitches, and my feet are snking.”
“Thefooting'sfine,” he murmured. “1t'snot so different from Veekos”

“What?’ Alanka sarmstightened around hiswaist.

“Taking to the horse.”

“Oh.” She rested her forehead on the back of his neck and loosened her arms. As she drifted off again,
they did down to rest in hislap, inspiring adesire for something he couldn’t have. He took her hand of f
histhigh and hedd ontoit.

“Sorry,” shemumbled. “Didn’'t degp well last night. Or the three hundred nights before that.”
He cleared histhroat. “If you want, | have another idea about how to help you.”
Shelifted her head. “With my magic?’

“Y es. Remember on the boat when we spoke of purifying rituas? In my country, theseritudsinvolve
asking theforgiveness of thosewe vedain.”

“How?

“First we go to the temple of Rovas, the god of war, and pay atribute for each soldier we' vekilled. The
priest gives us areceipt, which we take—"

“A receipt? Like you get for buying eggs?’

“Precisaly.” He continued before she could laugh at the notion. “We take that to another temple, wherea
priest of Xenia, the death goddess, speaksto our fallen enemies on our behalf, asking forgiveness.”

Alanka started and gasped. “Like a second-phase Crow.”

“Yes.” He clucked histongue to soothe the pony, who had pinned her ears back at Alanka s sudden
movement. “By reconciling with the dead, we find peace.”

“Do the dead dwaysforgive you?’



“In my experience, yes. They have nothing to gain in the afterlife by holding agrudge.”
She snorted. “My father gains nothing by holding on to part of me, but he till does.”
“Perhgpsthat’ sadifferent problem with adifferent solution.”

“So Rhiasays. Does your peopl€ sritua work?’ Her voice quieted to awhisper asif she were afraid to
utter the hope. “ Afterward, you fed clean?’

“Yes” He groked her palm with histhumb. “Pure.”

“I can’'timagine.” Shereleased awistful Sgh. “What about the nightmares and flashbacks? Will | stop
seeing the faces of those men?”’

“There sonly oneway to find out.”

“I'll ask Rhiawhen we stop.”

“Y ou don't want to ask her now?’

She nuzzled his neck and looped her other arm tight around hiswaist. “No. | don’t want to ask her now.”

He smiled and lifted her hand to hislips. Alanka seemed the last woman in the world who would find him
appeding. His people had destroyed her family and her home. Their deaths plagued her mind, awake and
adeep. He should have been apainful reminder of al she'd logt, of al the deeds that brought her shame,
however misplaced. Y et she seemed drawn to him dmost againgt her will.

A dull chill dipped over Filip’s neck. Perhaps Alankawas with him not despite his being awounded
Descendant, but because of it. Maybe she was using him to assuage her guilt over the men she'd killed in
battle. He dropped her hand.

“Why do you like me?’

She dtirred, dmost deepily. “What kind of questionisthat?| just do.”
“What isthereto like?1’m not kind.”

“You'rekind to me. And you' re handsome and—and strong.”
“I’'mnot strong. | fal down weeping over wounded animals.”

“I find that sweet,” she said. “Besides, you could learn to block animas' thoughtsif you’ d undergo the
Bestowing.”

“I can't”

“Youcan.”

“I won't, and if you assume !’ l| change my mind, then you' ve misguided yoursdlf.”
Shewas slent for amoment. “I like the way you kissme.”

Hisarmsjerked, causng the horse to stop. Heimagined lying naked with Alankain the grass that
surrounded them, hiswound bare to the bright sunlight.

No. He' d keep hislegs covered somehow so she could see nothing but his face and neck and chest,



which werewhole and hedlthy.

But she'd want to see hisleg. She' d be curious. She’ d want to touch it.
“Y ou want me because I’m your fallen enemy,” he said. “Not because of theman | am.”
“Y ou think I’'m with you out of sympathy?’

“It makes sense.”

“It makes nonsense.”

“I’ ve seen battle shock in my troops. They go crazy—"

“I'm not crazy!”

“—and crazy people don’t know what they want or why they want it.”
She gasped, then her voice turned icy. “How dare you?’

“Admitit. I'll never bethe kind of man you need.”

Her silence deafened him, and he realized he’ d gone too far.

“If that’show you redly fed,” she sad, “there’ s nothing moreto say.”

Heturned to her, to take back hisfoolish words, but she was dready diding off the pony’ s haunches.
Alanka stumbled when she hit the ground.

“| should speak to Rhia,” she said, “about my soul retrieval, and about the ritual you suggested.” She
turned her face from him as she brushed off her trousers. “Thank you for theride.”

He watched her walk back to meet Rhia, who sent him awary look as Alanka approached. Then he
urged the mare forward, keeping the seain the corner of hiseye.

It was easier thisway. Somewhere across those waters lay his home, hisfamily, hisreckoning. He should
faceit aone.

Rhia crossed the fog into the Gray Valley.

Koli’s drumbest kept her anchored to the world outside, which already felt lessrea than thiswretched
place. Thelight from the invisible sun bleached the rocks apae yellow, while the dead tree looked
darker than ever.

No one met her thistime. She called the names of Razvin and Skaris, but only her own voice echoed
back.

She noticed that the tree seemed to have grown—not taller, but wider. Its branches hadn’t extended past
the second pile of rocks the last time she was here.

She approached it, thinking of the dead tree Crow had reveded in avision during her Bestowing. That
one had been paired with aliving tree, full of leaves, flowers, fruit and birds. The Gray Valey offered no
such dterndtive.



As she neared the tree, one of its branches stretched to touch her. She gasped and drew back. It was
dive after al. She waited for itstwigsto bud leaves, but they remained bare and brittle. Any strength the
tree pulled from the unforgiving terrain and sun was dedicated to extending its grasping limbsin atwisted

parody of life.
“Pretty, isn't it?’

Rhia shivered at the sound of Skaris svoice, but shedidn’t turn to face him. Hewasn't theoneshe'd
cometo see.

“Why, yes, Skaris,” he answered himsdlf. “It isquite pretty, just like me. And by pretty, | mean, of
course, ugly.” He dangled the captured crow over her shoulder, swinging it by the feet. Itswings hung
sraight to the Side, flapping feebly. Its black eyes had turned adull brown, and it no longer tried to peck
Skaris shand.

She turned from the tree and brushed past the Bear to walk down the rocky valey, her feet feding
wooden benegth her.

He kept pace on her left side. “Look, | can makeit talk.” He grasped the crow around its belly and
sgueezed. It rasped a halfhearted caw. “Not asloud as she used to be. Areyou, Rhia?’

She kept walking.

Skariswhistled afew notes of a Kaindon redl, asthough they were two friends on amorning stroll. “You
probably wonder what | want in exchange for this” He held up the crow.

“Razvin!” she cdled to thehills.

“No, that'snot it. | want Marek dead.”
Her pacefatered, but only for astep.
“Then he canjoin me hereforever.”

Rhiaknew that wasn't true. When Marek died—many, many years from now, she prayed—he would
passto the Other Side even if Skarisheld apart of hissoul. Crow didn’t punish victims.

“We'll play with thisbird, just me and Marek,” the Bear said. “Won't belong now before | seemy old
friend.”

Rhiawanted to run, but she knew it would encourage Skaris s taunts. She kept her pace steady and her
facefla.

“Boring,” hemuttered. “Not like last time. That wasfun.”

A shout came from ahigh ridge on her right. A wolf pup was dashing down the hill, scattering dust and
pebbles.

Razvin appeared at the edge of theridge and called down. “ Alanka, no!”
Rhiaran toward the pup.
“Whereareyou going?’ Skarisjogged beside her. “Don’'t you want this?’

He tossed the crow on the ground, far to Rhia s|eft. She stopped.



Razvin chased the pup, who tumbled down the steep incline, paws over head, before regaining her
footing. Dazed, she shook hersdlf, then peered back at Razvin, earstight againgt her head.

“Alankal” Rhiatook atentative step forward as the crow fluttered and flapped in the corner of her eye,
unableto take off.

She cursed Skaris under her bregth, then squatted and pursed her lipsto call the pup.

Thelittle wolf wavered, then raced toward Rhiaagain, earsflgpping, tongue lolling. Razvin was gaining on
her, but his pursuit made her gdlop faster. Shelegped into Rhia sarms, awriggling mass of fur and
claws

Rhiaturned to run. In the distance, the bare black tree pointed the way. It wastoo far. She' d never make
it before Razvin caught her.

Shefaced him, the pup squirming in her arms.

“Give her back.” The Fox’ s smooth tone had turned menacing. “ Thisinstant.”
“No. Shedoesn't belong to you.”

“She doesn't belong to you, ether.”

“I'm not taking her for mysdlf.”

Heglared a the pup. “ After al I've donefor her.” His breath faltered. “ Doesn't she know how much |
loveher?’

“Sheknowsit better than anything. It' skilling her.”
Hisdark eyes moistened. “Buit if sheleaves, | have nothing.”

“Y ou have Crow. Go with Him.” Her voice softened but stayed firm. “Find peace on the Other Side. |
promiseit’ swaiting for you there.”

The sky darkened, as though a cloud had passed over the harsh sun. It wasn't acloud, Rhiaknew, even
before she saw Him.

Crow aighted on the valley floor, wings scattering the dust into athin yellow cloud. He ruffled His
feathers, then stood up straight, taller than aman. The fear faded in Razvin's eyes.

“Itispast time,” Crow said to the Fox in agentle voice.

Razvin turned back to Rhia. He lifted hishands asif to touch the pup one more time, then lowered them
dowly. “Tdl her I'm sorry,” he whispered.

“Stupid girl,” Skaris sang behind her. “Y ou could have had thisone instead.” A strangled caw came from
the recaptured crow. Rhia clutched the pup tighter, refusing to turn to see.

“Thisoneangersme.” Crow motioned to Skariswith His beak. “He mocks us, mocks the very idea of
my redm. | have haf amind to annihilate him.”

“No,” she said. “ Give me another chance. | couldn’t live knowing his soul had been destroyed for my
sake.”



“Very well. Only say theword, and it would be my pleasure.” He turned to Razvin and enveloped himin
His glistening black wings. The ground trembled, then they disappeared in ahaze of violet light.

Rhiaturned and ran, hearing Skaris' s long strides keep pace with her. Every step felt heavier and dower
than the last, until she was staggering past the tree toward the fog.

“Rhig, wait.” A vulnerable undertone in Skaris s voice made her stop, though she didn’t face him.
“Savemy mate, Lidia,” he said. “ Probably the only person who mourned my death.”
Rhiaremembered that Lidia had been taken from Kdindosin theinvasion.

“Bring her home safdy,” Skarissaid. “That'sdl | ask.”

She opened her mouth to reply. Suddenly the pup twisted in her arms, scrabbling to get free. She
grasped at the wolf and caught her back legs. The pup howled, yanking one foot free. Rhialeaped upon
the creature, who snarled and snapped.

They rolled, wrestling, into the fog.
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A lankaneeded to run. Her musclestwitched and jerked, wanting to carry her far awvay from the pain.
The sea. Sheimagined its cold, dark peace. The sea would end it all.

Alankatried to rise, but something dammed her onto her back. She shoved at it—hair, hands, apale
face.

“Get her armg!” shouted the face. It was the source of the sorrow. It wanted to give her more.
Strong hands pinned her shouldersto the floor. Fingernails dug into the skin of her upper arms.
“Alanka” theface-voice said. “It' sme, Rhia. Please hold till.”

Alankasnarled and tried to strike out with her feet. They met only air. A woman with handsto her own
mouth bent over Alanka sbelly. Warm breath flowed through her shirt over her solar plexus.

Alanka stopped struggling. A feding asfamiliar as a childhood scent flowed through her. She whispered
her own name.

“That’sright,” Rhiasad. “Welcome home.”

The hands at her shoulders—Koali’s, she remembered—Iet go. Alankatouched her ssomach, then her
face. They fet like hersdlf.

She sat up and looked at Rhia. “1t worked, didn’t it?’

“Y ou dmogt got away from me at theend.” Rhialet out agust of air, and even in the tent’ s darkness
Alanka could see the shadows under her eyes. “But, yes, it worked.”

“You saw him, then? My father?’



Rhiatouched her shoulder. “He went with Crow.”

Alanka s numbness cracked. She jammed her hands againgt her eyes, but nothing could stop the wall
building ingde her.

“No...” Tearsflowed down her cheeks and dribbled in a stream off her chin. “Papa...”

Rhiadrew her close, and Alanka clung to her, though she was afraid the sobs racking her body would
break the exhausted Crow woman in two. Koli rubbed her back and murmured soothing words of

sympathy.

Even as her sorrow poured forth, awarm glow flickered within Alanka. She would deep tonight, alone
and whole. At last shewould deep.

Alankacouldn’'t deep. Kali kicked and twisted the bedroll in her dreams, as though she were il riding a
horse. Hard to believe she' s a stedlth master when she' s awake, Alankathought.

She crawled toward the tent door. A moment later, Koli rolled over into the space she' d left behind next
to Rhia, whose extreme fatigue would no doubt keep them in camp another day. Alanka picked up her
blanket and went outside.

At least the rain had stopped, and the light of the nearly full moon shone through aragged layer of clouds.
The ground near the doused campfire was damp but not soaked. Shelaid her blanket next to a scraggly
tree and sat on it, leaning back against the trunk and facing the sea. Perhapsits distant waves would Iull
her to deep.

No sooner had she closed her eyesthan she heard atent flap open. Her shoulders tightened.
Filip’ s voice reached her ears. “May | joinyou?’

“Yes” shesaid asneutraly aspossible.

Helad down his own blanket and sat beside her, sighing. “Bolan snores.”

“I'mglad”

Filip’smouth relaxed into asmile. “Thisisbetter, | agree.”

She looked at hisleft leg. “Do you wear the prosthesis while you deegp?’

“No, | put it on to come seeyou.”

“Youdidn't haveto do that.”

“The ground iswet. My crutches might have dipped.”

Sheturned to face the sea so that the incessant breeze would blow her hair out of her eyesingtead of into
them.

“I heard you crying earlier,” hesaid.
“I think the people in Leukos heard me crying. | was rather loud.”
“It' snothing to be ashamed of .”



“Did | say | was ashamed?’ He was oneto talk of shame, she thought, putting on his prosthesisjust to
speak with her, asif shewould turn away in disgust.

Filip cleared histhroat. “Forgive my harsh words earlier. | wish | could unsay them.”

“I'll forgive you, but only if you admit | could like you for yoursdlf, not for whatever you think you stand
for.”

“Perhaps”
“Otherwiseyou insult me.”

“All right.”

“Say it. Say that | likeyou.”

Helaughed softly. “You likeme”

“And why isthat?’

“Apparently | possess quditiesyou find attractive.”
“Say it likeyoumean it.”

Filip grasped her shoulders and turned her to meet his formidable gaze. He cupped her jaw in both hands
and sad, “I’m good for you.”

“Proveit.”

He gave her adeep, dow kissthat turned her insdesto liquid hest. She did her hands up his chest and
over his shoulders, wanting to yank him on top of her and fedl hisbody press the breath from her lungs.
But she hdld back, hoping the kiss would make him want as much as she waswilling to give. Which was

everything.
When they stopped to share a shaky breath, he looked her hard in the eye. “ Proven?’

She nodded. “1 forgive you.” She looked over his shoulder at the tents. “ They can probably hear us,
except for Rhia”

They took their blankets down the hill toward the shore, until they were out of sight of the camp.
Alanka s heart thudded at the thought of being one with him again.

They sat together on the sand. “How do you fed now?’ he asked. “ After the soul retrieva.”

“Happy. Sad. Not numb anymore. | want thingsagain.” She cast him asidelong glance. “Somethingsa
lot. But | can’t deep, and my powers haven't returned. The thought of using abow still makes my hands
shake. I'll need to hunt soon to provide us with mest, and when | can't, everyone will know Wolf hasleft
rTe”

“We' re on the sea. We can fish.” He lowered hisvoice. “Besdes, | hardly eat meat anymore, sncethe
day you shot that rabhit.”

“Sorry.” She stared out at the water, wishing it full of food. “I"d hoped my father was the cause of dl my
problems, but | guessit’s more than that.”



“Maybeit'll just taketime.”

“Rhiasaid the rest of me needsto get to know the old part al over again. Integrate was the word she

“Sounds sengible”

Alankasat quiet for amoment, deciding how to articulate the change within hersdlf. “I’' ve dways
bel onged to someone else—my father or amate or my Spirit, or dl three at once. Now, for thefirst time,
| could be my own.”

“Good.”
She heard histrepidation and turned to him. “ That doesn't mean | don’t want to be with you.”
“Good.” Thistime he sounded asif he meant it.

The warmth in his voice made Alankawant to demonstrate how much she wanted to be with him, but she
held back. “Y ou told me once that where you' re from, aman doesn't, er, do things with awoman he

respects.”

“Correct. In Leukos, we would have been married before our first kiss, maybe before we' d even seen
each other, if we were from the best families.”

“How sad.” She stopped dancing around her real question. “ Does that mean you' ve never had alover?’
“I’'mnot avirgin,” hesad, “though | might aswell be.”
“I don’'t understand.”

Helooked out over the sea, but to the south, instead of straight ahead to the east. “When | turned
seventeen, the night before | joined the army, my older brother took meto a brothel.”

Alanka s eyes widened. She' d heard such places operated openly in Velekos and Tiros, and secretly in
Asermos. Kaindos had largdly diminated the need.

“It wasafestiva night,” he continued, “so most of the prostitutes were occupied. The only two available
were my brother’ sfavorite and anew girl, Pdia. Pdiawasavirgin, and she hadn’t been hired yet that
night because her price was so high.” Filip stopped.

“So what happened?”’

He rubbed the back of hisneck. “My brother paid it for me, even though the brothel owner thought it
foolish to put mewith her. She said | should have someone more experienced. But my brother acted as
though he were giving me aspecid gift.” Filip turned to her. “ Are you sure you want to hear this?’

Alankagnawed her bottom lip. “1f you want to tell me.”

He leaned forward, arms crossed on hisknees. “1 was nervous. She was frightened. | didn’'t want a
woman who was afraid of me, so | offered to just Sit with her until the time was up. She refused. She said
there had to be evidence | had taken her virginity, or they would begt her. | offered to cut myself so
there’ d be blood on the bedsheets, but she said no. The next man would know, and if he boasted to his
friends about getting avirgin at no extra cost and the brothel owner found out, Paliawould be beaten.
And besides, she sad, the next man might not be so kind.” He rubbed his knuckles over the faint stubble
on hischin.



“Soyou didit, then.”

“Shetook off her clothes, and | took her. | tried to be gentle, but | could tell shewasin pain. | could tell
shewanted meto stop.” He put hishead in hishands. “1 enjoyed her, may the gods and Spiritsforgive
me. Afterward | was so ashamed | |eft without even looking at her.

“Inthe four years after that, there were countless timeswhen | could have taken women in landswe
conquered. But | kept seeing Paliain their faces—scared, helpless.” He dug his hedl into the sand. “With
thewars, | had no opportunity to find what your people cal amate, and after my injury | lost hope of
ever finding such a person.”

She wanted to reassure him that she was that person, but something he’ d said made her ssomach quake.
“If your army had won in Asermos, would the men under your command have raped me?’

Helooked at her. “Possibly.”
“Andyou' d havelet them?’

“The enlisted aren’t well paid. The spoils of war are the only way to motivate them to fight. Like | said, |
never took part mysdf.”

“But you let them,” shesad.

“If I hadn’t, they’ d have killed me.”

“Y ou weretheir commander.”

“I was alieutenant. They respected me as much as they would atrained dog. Maybe less.”

Shefet sck. “What about the women your people took from Kaindos? My neighbors, my friends. Their
daughters. What happened to them?’

“I don't know. It depends.”
“Onwhat?’

“On their ages, on their—suitability for variousroles.” He rubbed his knuckles together. “When | spoke
of thisin the hospita with your friend Adrek, hetried to kill me.”

She scoffed. “Maybe | should havelet him.”
“Maybe you should have.”

“Rlip, I wasonly—"

“It waswhat | wanted.”

“—joking.” Shedtared at him. “What did you say?”’

“I did it on purpose, said thingsto anger him, crud things about what might happen to hislittle girl.
Hoping hewould end my life”

“He never told mewhat you said to set him off.”

“That’ sto hiscredit.” Filip turned to her. “| hate what my people do during war. But without the power
of fear, our lands would be overrun, and we' d be the onesendaved.”



“We? They’re il your people, then? After all this?” She gestured to the space between them.

He shook his head and looked away. “I spent twenty-one years as an llion, and not yet ayear as one of
you. And in that year, only ahandful of you have treated me asafriend. So | suppose| no longer have a

people.”

“Y ou’ re with us now, trying to save Marek and Nilik. That meansalot.”
“I hope | can be of worth.” Hejoggled hisleft foot. “Even with this.”
Shetouched hisarm. “Whatever happensin Leukos, please believe that you' re worth something to me.”

Heturned to her, and in the nearly nonexistent moonlight she saw him search her eyesfor thelie that
wasn't there. “1 believeit,” hesaid. “I don’'t understand it, but | believeit.” Hetook her facein his hands
and kissed her.

Alankashivered, and not only from the strengthening breeze that warned of morerain. AsFilip’swarm
fingersdid down her neck, sheimagined lying undernegth one of hismen, fighting for her lifein afield of
dead warriors, or trapped in aLeukon brothel exchanging her body for the privilege of survival.

She broke away.

“What'swrong?’ he said.

She looked at the sky. “It’ sabout to pour again. | can smell it, even without my powers.”
Hetook hishands off her. “Therain’snot what bothersyou, isit? It' sthose things | told you.”

“I’'m glad you told me. | want to be with you, but to do that, | need to see you clearly, the way | never
seem to be able to see any man.” Shelooked away. “But it hurts sometimes, like staring at the sun.”

He sighed. “How do we make thiswork?’

“We can gart by redizing we deserve each other. No more ‘I’ m not worthy of you' talk, al right? We' re
acouple of busted-up misfits, but at least we're equaly busted up.”

He stood and helped her to her feet. “It' sadtart.”

They made their way back to the campsite, hand in hand, asthe rain broke over them.

Flipran.

In hisdream the trees and trails of Letus Park flashed by faster than ever, blurring in the corners of his
eyes. His brother was gone, and he ran with no man.

But not one. Helooked down to seethat it was't his own feet running, but the hooves of the white
horse. Her muscles strained and bulged under hislegs as he rode without saddle, bridle or blanket.

They shot into an open field, too large to be part of the park. Itsrolling hills of waving grasses undulated
to the horizon. The rising sun shone behind them, so that Filip and the horse raced their own shadow. He
held hisarms out straight to the Side, and the shadow grew wings. A long laugh burst from hislungs.

The horse stopped. Filip pitched over her head and landed on his back on the grass. The dream ground



was soft and spongy, so he bounced and rolled without pain, but not without humiliation.
When he cameto ahdt, helifted himsdlf onto his ebows. “Why?’

The horse snorted and shook her snowy mane. “1 told you, thismagic isn't yours yet. Y ou don't want it
enough.”

“I do.” He got to hisknees. “More than anything.”
She stepped closer, her hooves soundless, and huffed awarm breath upon hisforehead. “Proveit.”

He woke to the patter of rain on the tent above his head, with Bolan’ s snores providing the storm’s
thunder. Filip reached over and nudged his shoulder.

Bolan jerked awake, then wiped an arm over hisface. “I wasdoing it again, wasn't 17’

“Never mind that. | need your help.”

Rhia s head felt as heavy as arock. Hearing voices by the campfire and noises of breskfast, shetried to
push the blanket off her body, but it tangled in her legs. She sank back to the ground, pulse pounding in
her temple.

Koli appeared in the tent door. “1 thought | heard rustling. Hungry?” She entered with a plate of food.
“It' slate,” Rhiasaid. “We need to kegp moving.”

“Y ou're not going anywhere.” Koli held out adice of toasted bread, burned on one side. “ That soul
retrievad took al your strength, and then some. | wish we' d brought an Otter. When | woke up, | thought
you were dead.”

“I’ve been dead, and thisisn’t dead.” Rhiatried to St up. Every musclefelt like a tug-of-war rope. She
hissed in abreath. “ Although it'sclose”

“Y ou have timeto get your strength back. We re not leaving for afew days.”

“Why? Is something wrong with one of the horses?’ She wanted to throttle the Vel ekon stable master. “I
knew that gray gelding wouldn't last cross-country.”

“It'snot one of the horses.” Koli uttered adry chuckle. “Actudly, itis. I'll get Filip, let him explain.” She
shoved the plate into Rhia s hands and | eft the tent.

Rhia picked at the bread and mest, hunger overcoming curiosity. A sharp, sudden memory of Marek’s
succulent poached quail eggstightened her ssomach and made her want to cry.

“Rhia” sad Filip from outsde the tent. “I wanted to tell you mysdf.”
“You cancomein. I’'m dressed.”

Heflipped open the tent door but didn’t enter or even look at her. Her father had told her Filip’'s sense of
propriety was extreme even by Asermon standards.

“I thought about what you said last autumn.” He glanced &t her, then returned his gaze to the ground.
“How Crow wouldn't leave you aone until you admitted your Aspect.”



“Horseisfallowing you?’

He put on agrim smile. “When | dreamed of Her in Asermas, | thought your father had planted it in my
mind to convince meto help you.”

“He stoo honest for that.”

“She cameto meagain.” Helooked straight at Rhia. “There’ sno honor in doing anything halfway. Either
| become one of you, with my whole sdf, or | go my ownway aone.”

She lurched to the tent door, her head swimming. When she got there, she saw his pack sitting on the
ground beside him.

“Filip, no. We need you.”

“I'mleaving shortly,” he said, “for my Bestowing.”

She drew in adeep breath and grasped hisarm. He seemed surprised by her touch.
“Youwon't regret it,” shesaid.

He gave aquick nod. “Lycasingssthat he and Bolan watch over me to make sure I’ m not meeting a

“The Bestowing should be a sacred time between a person and his Spirit.”

“I can't blame hissuspicion. He saysthey’ |l stay out of my sight to give metheillusion of privacy.”
“Filip, you ready?’ Bolan called from the edge of the campsite. Filip waved to him, then turned back to
Rhia

“WEe Il go to acove up the coast amile or two. It has shelter in case of rain.” He stood carefully. “ Thank
you for helping Alanka. It reminded mewho | need to do thisfor.”

“For her?’

“No.” Heturned and walked away, shoulders squared like asoldier’ s. Exhausted from the brief
conversation, Rhia sank back onto her blanket. Though Filip’s Bestowing would cost them afew days
time, having him asatrusted ally—with complete control of his powers—would help them morein the
end.

Rhiarolled over and withdrew aflat wooden box from her pack. She wanted to open it, hold its contents
to her face and fed her husband close to her again. But the box had to remain sealed until they reached
Leukos, so she clutched it to her chest instead.

“Hold on, Marek,” she whispered. “We re coming.”
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M arek frowned at the ragged paper in front of him, on which hetried for the fourth timeto write his
name. The late afternoon sun angled through the sitting-room window, stabbing his eyes, which were
dready sore from squinting. Hisfingersfet huge and ungainly around the shaft of the feather pen. Black



ink stained his palms and created handprints on the old, thick blanket Basha had draped over the desk to
protect its wooden finish.

He grimaced as he ruined another |etter with a hgphazard dash at the end of itslast stroke. Five days of
this, and no progress he could see. His hands retained none of the steadiness with which they had
gripped abow and arrow. If Bashawas ever going to let him outside the house, he would have to prove
he could read and write at abasic leve.

Marek glared at the wolf carving Sitting on the green marble table across from him, atable that seemed to
have no purpose except to display one of the living room’ s many worthless objects. The wolf stared
back at him, fierce eyesjudging him and his circumstances.

You should be ashamed of your self.

He shifted his chair so he couldn’t see the carving, even from the corner of hisvision, but could still keep
an eyeon Nilik’scrib. The guard at the door watched him laconically.

Marek resisted the urgeto stare a his son every moment. Hisfear of losing Nilik had diminished dightly,
snce Bashaindicated that her mercy would hold if Marek didn't displease her. She even dlowed him to
speak before being spoken to, though he had to choose his words carefully to avoid her wrath. Aslong
asshelet him stay at his son’ s side, he would indulge her any way she wanted.

Almost any way. HisWolf senses hadn’t completely died; he could fed her body temperature rise when
she came near him. He walked a narrow path—making her gppreciate him enough to keep him around
but not enough to exact other ownership privileges. At least twice aweek, some young manin Marek’s
dave quarters would be beckoned to her chamber late a night. The thought sickened him.

From his new vantage point at the desk he could see acollection of smaler anima carvings gathered
around the base of aniron lamp. Thefox sat on its haunches, facing away from the others, asif surveying
theroom. Its eyes gleamed with tiny pieces of slver stone.

He d never trusted Fox people. Though they shared powers of stedth with Wolves, aswell as enhanced
senses of smell and hearing, Foxes dways looked out for themsalves first. Their magic supported the
aurviva of theindividua, not the pack. They’ d tel as many lies asthey could get away with, aslong asit
suited their needs.

His mentor, Kerza, had told him to learn from other Spirits, not just Wolf. But he was proud of his
Anima and wanted to embody every qudity: loyaty, honesty, bravery, protection of others. No
compromises, not even for surviva.

Butin aplacelike Leukaos, Fox’ s lessons might serve him better.

He stared at the fox carving until his eyes unfocused. Grant me your wisdom. Tell me what to do to
get out of here.

Whatever it takes, came avoice that sounded like his own, and yet not.
“What aday!”

Basha swept into the room, uncoiling apink sk scarf from around her neck. Petrop followed her and
picked the scarf off the floor the moment it fell from her hand.

“How’smy littleone?’ shesad.



“He' sadeep,” Marek whispered. “At least hewas.”

She leaned into the crib and tickled Nilik. “Mother’ s home now. Y ou don’t want to waste time napping,
doyou?’

Marek braced himsdf for the inevitable screech, which followed amoment later. Petrop winced, aswell,
and shared alook with Marek that bordered on commiseration.

Undaunted, she lifted the baby into her arms. Marek had to grip his chair to keep from yanking hisson
away from her.

To her credit, sheimitated the rocking motion Marek used and hummed an gpproximate version of one
of Nilik’ sfavorite songs. The boy’s cries softened but continued.

“Y our mother made anamefor herself on the Senate floor today.” She popped her eyeswide a Nilik
theway heliked. “That’sright! Palitics are never boring when you have the proper flair. But those bad
men won't let Mother run for redection.”

“Why not?’ Marek asked. The Senate, from what he could tell, was alarger verson of hisown village's
Council. A basic grasp of Ilion politica factions could comein handy if he ever escaped.

“All because she' sawoman,” Bashasaid to Nilik, asif the baby had asked the question. “Women can
finish the terms of their dead husbands or fathers but can’t be elected on their own. We wesk females
aren’'t made for such taxing duties.” She released a high titter, though Marek didn’t understand the joke.
Nilik let out afull-throated wail. “My reaction precisely!” she exclamed, then turned abrilliant smileon
Marek. “ At least heknows | exist.”

She waved her hand at Petrop, and he departed silently. Carrying Nilik, she shifted over to the wolf
carving. “Do you likethisone, Marek? Y ou’ reaWalf, right?’

He nodded, though now it seemed only a half truth.

“Which animal would | be?” shesaid. “If | had one of those Spirit Guards.”

“Guardian Spirits”

“Don't correct me. Which would | be?’

He thought of a cockroach and stifled a bitter laugh. “1f you' re good at palitics, you might be a Fox.”

“I’'m very good at palitics. Recognizing who wants what and whet they’ |l do to get it. People
underestimate me because I’ m young and femae and pretty.” She stroked the wooden fox’ s head with
her littlest fingernail. “1t' sa useful wegpon.”

“May | ask another question?’
She thought for amoment, then tilted her head indulgently. “ Speak.”

He gestured to the artwork displayed around the room. “Y ou seem to have afascination for my people.
Even though we rethe enemy.”

“Even though you killed my husband? | can’t blame you for that. We invaded your lands—what were
you supposed to do, welcome us with open arms and let us take everything you' d worked so hard for?’
Shetucked Nilik’ s blanket under his chin. “That whole campaign wasill-advised and undermanned. It
was destined to fail. All the oracles said s0.”



“Y ou consult oracles?| thought llions didn’'t have magic.”

“The gods have magic, of course, and they lend abit of it to their priests and priestesses. It's one way
they keep Ilionsin power, wherewe beong.” She scoffed. “ Someindividuals are overly superdtitious,
though, and can’t buy aloaf of bread without consulting the oracles. | liketo use my own mind.” Nilik’'s
criesfaded into coos at lagt. “My turn to ask questions. Did you fight in the battle at Asermos?’

“Not exactly. | was a—ascout.” He decided not to mention how he' d decimated the Descendant
cavary by sedating their horses the night before the battle. No doubt his actions had made him infamous.
“They captured me.” He replaced the feather in theink bottle to avoid snapping it in hisfist. “They
tortured me.”

“Tortured you? How?’

He glanced a the guard standing by the door. “ They besat me, left mein the sun.”
“How long?’

“Hours. All morning.”

“My heder said you had no scars. What did they beat you with?”

“Their feet and hands”

A high titter escaped her throat. “ That’ s not torture. They just roughed you up and let you bake abit.
Tortureis having your skin peded off in strips or having your fingernails ripped out.”

He gaped at her.

“There smuch worse, I'mtold,” she said, “but not fit for awoman to hear, whatever that means. You're
lucky they didn’t deploy atorture detail in the Asermon campaign.”

Heran histhumb over hisfingernails and had to agree.
“How’ s your magic these days?’ she asked him.

Hedidn't want to reved any weakness, and since it was daytime, she couldn’t ask him to turn invisible.
“It’' sfine, though | don’'t have much usefor it here”

“Interesting. What's my cook making for supper?’

A test. Marek sniffed the air but could only perceive avague odor. “Meat.”

“What kind?’

“Poultry,” he said, keegping the uncertainty from hisvoice.

“Good. What kind of poultry?’

He guessed her favorite. “Duck.”

“Sorry, it spork. Y our powers are fading, like some of the others. | wonder why?’

He shut hismouth tight againgt his own theory. “What do you mean, like some of the others?’

She shot him asharp look, then stroked Nilik’ s hair as she regarded the boy. “I wonder if this one will



grow up to have a Spirit Guard.”
Marek amost corrected her words again, but stopped himself.
“Which onedo you think he' Il have?’ she asked him.

“It'shard to say, in one so young.” He wondered if news of the Raven prophecy had cometo Leukos, if
they knew what Nilik might be. “His mother’ sa Rabbit.”

“No, she'snot.”
Marek’ s heart tripped. Bashahad caught himinalie.

“His mother’ snot a Rabhit.” She smiled sweetly at Nilik, then nuzzled hisforehead. “Hismother'sa
senator.”

29

Filip gazed up at theiridescent bird who stood twice his height as he knelt on the cold, sandy soil.
Something told him that he shouldn’t regard this creature, that he should prosirate himsdlf as hewould
before amanifestation of the sky god, Atreus. But he couldn’t look away.

“I thought | wasaHorse,” he whispered. “What Spirit are you?’

“YouaeaHorse” the bird replied in alow, feminine voice that danced through Filip'smind. “1 am
Raven, the Mother of Creation, the Spirit of Spirits. Though | belong to no one, | greet dl of my people
at the Bestowing.”

He looked down, at the reedy grasses under hisknees. “ Then I’m one of them now.” His chest ached
withloss.

“You areunique,” Raven said. “Y ou keep onefoot in each world, that of your birth and that of your
future”

Hefrowned at Her word choice. “I only have onefoot,” he said bitterly.

“Exactly.” Sheflapped Her wings, sending sparks of color through the crisp morning air. “ Listen to your
Spirit and you will be blessed.”

She darkened then, to the color araven should be. Her wings and feet straightened, then bent, and Her
feathersturned to deek hair. Ears and mane sprouted from the new body, and Filip watched it mold itsalf
into the blackest, most beautiful mare he' d ever seen. Her codt, tail, and mane dazzled without the benefit
of the sun, and Her dark eyes gleamed at him with an inner light.

“Good morning,” Shesaid at lagt.
“|l—Il—" Hismind blanked. “1 thought you’' d be white.”

“I am.” Shefaded from ink-black through date-gray to the pure, blinding dabaster of his dream horse, of
hishome city. “ Better?’

He shaded his eyes. “Whichever you prefer.”



She blushed into arich chestnut-red, leaving awhite star in the middle of Her forehead. The changein
color didn’t surprise him; nothing could after the past three days.

Onthefirst day of hisBestowing, Filip had sat on the grassy dunes, counting the waves asthey rolled into
shore. His stomach began to growl near midday, then ceased its complaints by sunset, which was
obscured by thick clouds. The fasting hadn’t bothered him; army life had made him scorn the seldom-met
needs of the flesh.

Something crept close at the fall of the first moonless, starless night. 1t watched him in the dark, and
though it wasn't an anima—he couldn’t hear its thoughts—it oozed the aura of apredator. Filip sensed
he shouldn’t show fear, 0 he kept counting the waves, by sound adone. To keep his breath from lurching
into panicky gasps, he matched it to the rhythm of the sea.

Thething drew away at the scarlet sunrise, and only then did Filip begin to tremble, for he knew it would
return.

The second day brought heat and delirium. Animas came from the sea, the woods, the sand, speaking
like humans, in away that his gods never had. He wanted to smash the statues of every deity inthellion
pantheon to show their falsehood. In the next moment, he wished they were here to beseech, to help him
make sense of dl this.

But when night fell, the thing from the woods stole those competing urges. It stole everything. Theliving
void seeped into his soul and expanded, squeezing out al he once thought belonged to him. For hours he
balanced, unmade, on the blade-thin edge of life and desth.

Compared to dl that, and to the appearance of Raven, the Horse Spirit felt comforting, familiar. Y et part
of him ressted. Like ajourney off acliff, thefina step wasthe hardest.

“I wishto beleft done,” hetold the Spirit.

Horse sghed. “ There swisdom in setting onesdlf gpart, but it's not my wisdom, and it’s not your
dedtiny.”

“I don't believein degtiny. | want to make my own choices, determine my own life.”
“When you were asoldier, did you determine your own life?’
“No,” he admitted, “1 followed orders. But it was my choiceto join the army.”

“Y our choice. Living in aworld where military serviceisthe only measure of ayoung man. Following in
the footsteps of your grandfather, your father and your brother.” Her nogtrilsflared. “How isthisa
choice?’

“Thosethingsaredl true. It doesn't mean | didn’'t want to do it.”

“But when you were asoldier, you were part of abody, serving something larger than your desires. Why
now do you want to go your own way?’

“When | joined the army, they beat out al sense of me as a separate person. It was necessary to maintain
discipline and cohesion. But now that | can see my sdlf again, | don't want to loseit.” He shifted hisleft
leg. “I've made enough sacrifices for the so-called greater good.”

“And yet you're here. Because the others expect it of you?’



“No. It'sfor me. And You.”
“WEe re both here,” She said softly. “ So what are you waiting for?’

Filip frowned. It was afair question. He hadn’t come thisfar just to hide and sulk like arecacitrant little
boy. It wastimeto beaman.

“Nothing.” He got to hisfeet. “Now what?’
“Come and cleanse yoursdlf.”

They waked through the marshy grassto the center of the clearing, which was ringed with tall,
whispering pines.

Filip saw no fresh water. He turned to the Horse Spirit. “Wheredo I—"

“Shh.” Her red eyedashes blinked dowly. “L ook again.”

Heturned back, and nearly fell over in surprise. A pool of glowing water rippled not five pacesfrom
where he stood.

“Getin”
Mesmerized by the tiny, bubbling waves, Filip took a step closer to the poal.
Horse snorted. “Undressfirst.”

Filip hesitated. No one except Zdiathe Otter hedler had seen him naked since hisinjury. At home with
Tereus he had undressed in the dark, as much to hide from himsdlf as from the Swan.

But he wastired of being ashamed. If he couldn’t reveal himsdlf to his Spirit, he' d never be able to show
Alanka, and their love would never bewhole.

Filip peded off his shirt, then undid histrousers. He sat on the ground to unstrap the prosthesis. It chafed
his knee and the stub of his caf asit came off, for it had been left on too long. Once he' d retreated into
his mind two days ago, he hadn’t thought to removeit.

When his clothing was off, Filip edged over to the pool and dipped hisright leg.

A fiery jolt shot from hisfoot into his hip, and he cried out in agony.

Horse murmured something he couldn’t hear, but Her tone filled with concern and surprise.
“Isit supposed to hurt?” he asked the Spirit, panting through gritted teeth.

“When you submerge, the pain should stop.”

Heyanked hisleg out of the water. “Put my whole body in there? Do you think I'm crazy?’

“The Bestowing requires afull commitment. Perhaps the water burns you because you' re not yet one of
lﬁ”

“If it srgjecting me, then throwing mysdlf in seemslikeastupid idea.”

Horse took astep forward. “Who' s rgjecting whom?”’



Shewasright. Hafway wastoo far, and not far enough. He launched himself facefirgt into the pooal.

The water diced on impact. He pushed to the surface and drew his head out, expecting to see the pool
fill with hisown blood. It was as clear asever.

Then the pain stopped. The sudden cessation dmost hurt worse than the agony itsdlf. He drew in severa
deep, rasping bresths. Within afew moments, however, he calmed himsdf. Wiping his eyes and nose,
Filip noticed that the water was caressing him, searching him, asif it had alife and hands of its own. He
submerged again.

Helet hisbody sink, down, down. There seemed to be no end to this pool in any direction. He could
swim forever, but where? Maybe the Spirits were dangling before him one last chanceto leave this
world. He searched for temptation within himself, and found none.

Filip broke the surface and gazed up at Horse. Her tail swished.
“For amoment,” She said, “1 thought you were going to disappear. Climb out now. It'stime.”

He clambered from the pool onto the grass, his skin humming. “ Timefor what?’

Inthevision, asin hisdreams, Filip ran. Not with two legs, not on horseback, but on four legs of hisown,
over an endless prairie. The herd pressed around him, heaving and grunting, hooves damming the ground
like thunder against clouds.

A few kicked and bucked and whinnied, but not Filip. He wanted only to run, to fed the solid earth
benesth hisfeet in asteady rhythm, to clutch thisfeding of connection uninterrupted by falsehood, to

sense the speed.

He edged around the right side of the herd and broke for the lead. The wind gusted into his nostrils and
whipped his mane over hisneck. A few threads of golden forelock danced over hisright eye. Exhilaration
and gratitude increased his speed until he neared the front of the herd, running on its outer right flank.

Then he saw it, in the distance. He angled his muzzle to get aclearer view, unaccustomed to having eyes
on the sdes of his head. Perhapsit was an illusion created by the long, dancing grass.

No. Close ahead, the world stopped. The prairie wasn't endless—it was a plateau, and the herd was
about to run over its edge into awide canyon.

His pace dowed afraction, and he drifted to the right, ready to stop. He was the only one.
“No!” hetried to call in atrumpeting neigh. “ Stop!”

They didn't listen. Heran faster, urging his body to the left to Steer the other horses away. Therewas
time to turn them back if they changed course now.

Rather than heeding hiswarning, the herd swept him along in awave of legs and hooves and bodies, a
wave that could no more be held back than those of the sea.

Filip was hemmed in by another horse to hisright, enveloping him inside the herd. If he stopped now,
they would trample him. Hislegs ached, and hisleft hind hoof jabbed a sharp pain up through hisankle
into his cannon bone.

The cliff loomed closer. He strained his neck to search for an opening, any way to escape the herd.



A small gap opened to hisright. He swerved in that direction, hisfront hoof clipping the hed of the horse
infront of him. They stumbled, and one of Filip's knees brushed the ground before he regained hisfedt.

With hislast fragment of strength, Filip leaped aside, far enough to let the herd pass. He skidded to a
stop, sending askewer of pain through hisleft hind leg.

Chest and flanks heaving too hard to give one last warning, he watched the herd barrel toward the cliff
and over the edge. He turned away and waited for the screams.

Which never came. After afew moments, he looked back at the empty edge of the plateau. Nothing but
dust moved there.

He hobbled to the cliff and peered over. The other horses were gone. Not piled in abloody heap at the
bottom of the gorge. Gone.

He thought perhaps the vision had ended, then redlized he ill had four legs, one of which was beginning
to heat and swell. His sweat-soaked hide shivered.

The silence broke with the pounding of a hundred hooves. Filip stared across the canyon to see the
horses regppear on the other side. They plunged forward as before, in aswirl of grass and dugt, tails
greaming behind them like soldiers’ flags.

He looked down at the edge of the cliff, then ahead at the horses again. He put one hoof, tentatively, into
theair abovethegorge. It fdt like air—insubgstantia and mundane. 1t wouldn’t hold him, wouldn't
trangport him into another realm from which he could reappear at will. Hewould fal.

He watched what had once been his herd fade into the distance.

Filip came back to himself, on his hands and knees. His limbs gave way, and he collgpsed. Thelondiness
bore down on him; he drew up hislegs and covered hishead with hisarms, asif such afeeble action
could ward off the feding of absolute abandonment.

A soft muzzletickled hisear. “Would you gtill prefer to be done?

“What if | say yes?’ Filip whispered. “Will you go away and send another Spirit? Or better yet, send no
Spirit at al and let me go back to the way | was before | came to this godsforsaken land?’

Horse hesitated. “ Yes.”

He moved hisarm to seeif Shewasteasing. The dark eyes held only sadness.

“I will not only leave you Spiritless—I can restore your body to itsorigina shape.”
Filip sat up. “Y ou can give me back my leg?’

“Your leg isgone, buried with al the others. But | could ater your false onein such away that your
people wouldn’t notice the difference. Y ou could return to Leukos with honor.”

“Why would you do that for me?’

“To show you the mercy of the Spirits. Even if you rgect us, even if you return to what you cal home,
you will remember how we didn’t force you, that we let it be your choice.”



“It' snever fet likemy choice,” Filip said, then reconsdered. “Until now.”

“Y ou were the first among your peopleto find your way back to us, even though you weren’t looking.”
Sheflicked onered ear. “ Perhaps we put too many hopesinto you.”

“What kind of hopes?”’

“Of reconciling al the people again, with us and with each other. When your ancestors rejected our
ways, we may have been too hasty in taking away their magic. It left them with no choice but to build and
conquer.” Her flank shimmered as She drew a deep breath. “We will offer another chance, if it s not too
late”

“You'll givemy people magic?’

“Not dl of them, not yet. They would only useit to rule others. Besides, the powers of the wilder Spirits
areweakened in your city. Our strength comes from things of the earth, not things built by humans.”

Filip contemplated how the Asermons had no templesfor their rituas, how Bolan had told him that
man-made structures separated them from the Spirits. It was so different from his people, who built
elaborate templesto the deities.

His stomach sank, and he looked up at Horse. “ Do our gods exist?’
“They exist.” Horse siwung Her head toward the south. “They exist because you cregted them.”

“That’snot what | mean.” He put hishead in hishands. “But they must exigt, outsde of our minds.
They’ve answered my prayers. | prayed for speed to beat my brother in the [lion Games, and it worked.
During the drought | prayed for rain—we dl did—and it worked.”

“That’s how you measure your gods strength? By how often they do your bidding? What about dl the
timesthey didn't answer your prayers?’

“I hadn’t made alarge enough sacrifice,” hesaid, “or I’d said the words in the wrong order. Or maybe it
wasjust thar will.”

“Why do you make excuses for them? If they are true gods, they don’t need your apologies.”
Filip fdt thelast of hisold faith fade within him, yet nothing settled in its place. “I can’t worship you.”

Horse snorted. “I don't want your worship. | want your honor and your respect. | want you to give that
to every person and every creature you meet, but especialy to me. | want you to hold my wisdom close
to your heart, or your head, or whatever you use to make decisions, so that you can find it when you
need it.” She stepped back. “That’sal. If you can accept that, if you can accept me asyour Guardian
Spirit, thenrise”

Filip dug hisfingersinto the sandy soil, one last attempt at res stance.

But he wanted to cross the chasm, not stand on its edge and peer across, or gaze with longing at its
rocky depths. Without his Spirit, he was alone. Without Alanka, hewas|ost.

He planted his hands on the ground and heaved his weight onto hisfoot. Then he stood, arms
spread—for baance and to receive whatever entered them. “I’ m ready.”

“Closeyour eyes,” Horse said softly.



Filip obeyed, then felt himself waver. He stretched his arms wider to keep his balance, but did it too
quickly. His body wobbled and fell forward.

A soft, warm form caught him in time. He wrapped his arms around Horse' s neck and curled his hands
around the long, coarse hair of Her mane. He sobbed without tears over hislost home, hisinability to turn
back time.

When his breath came degp and even again, Horse spoke.

“Filip, the Spirits have given you a place of honor in their hopes. We expect much fromyou. Inreturn |
give you the power to live ingde the minds of other crestures, to fed the ground benegath their feet, the
wind through their feathers, the waves over their scales. With this power you shall connect to the land,
theair, the water, asfew others have.” She grumbled. “I daresay, no one needs this power more than

you.”

A sudden warmth flowed through Filip, stedling his breath. His blood sang with freedom and power,
cleansang him with every heartbest.

“Wewill dways bewith you,” She whispered. “Never forget that.”

She was gone. Filip sank onto the grass and rolled on his back. He stared at the blue sky, hismind
drifting with the clouds.

A vulture soared overhead, black-and-white wings catching the breeze like asail. Filip closed hiseyes
and opened his awareness to the creature.

It was hot and bright up here, and silent except for thewind' s low whistle. The vulture was hungry but
not starving. Thefeathersat her wingtipsrippled, letting her anticipate the dightest change in draft. The
world below wastiny and passive, like awar map empty of soldiers.

Is that thing dead? the vulture wondered. Saw it move a while ago. Down for closer |ook.
Filip saw himsdif flap hisarm to show hewasdive.
He disconnected, then watched from below as the vulture sailed away.

The sun cleared the treetops, and he redlized it would burn him if he didn’t dress and return to the shade.
Y et helingered, turning his head to the sde to shade hiseyes.

A besetle crawled through the grass nearby, and Filip wondered what it would be like to have six legs
instead of one. Cautioudy, his mind reached out to the insect.

Green, everywhere, and huge. Theworld around the beetle teemed with life Filip never knew was there.
Ants, thesize of one of hissix feet. Mites, smaller yet. He sumbled through the forest of grass, following
the scent trail of anearby female. Around the next blade, she waited, ready.

Filip pulled hismind out of the beetle s—out of disgust or decency, hewasn't sure. He sat up, head
aching.

He dressed, beginning with his prosthesis. It reminded him of Horse' s offer, to let him return to Leukos
more or lesswhole, but without magic and without Alanka. In exchange for his acquiescence he' d been
granted more power than most of her people normally received.

The Spirits wanted him to reconcile two populations with little in common. Did They want him to undo



centuries of llion progress? Then again, if the accomplishments of [lios meant disconnecting from the
Spirits, maybe it wasn't progress after dl.

Perhaps this voyage to L eukos would mark the beginning of anew eraof peace, oneinwhich his
parents people and Alanka s could learn from each other without death and captivity.

Or maybe it would be the next phase of war.

30

M arek lay awake, listening to the snores and deep whimpers of hisfelow daves. Like every night, he
willed hismind esewhere, into the dark forest of his home, the place where he had lived and hunted, the
place where he had met Rhia

If he closed his eyes and clamped the thin pillow around his ears, he could pretend he was with her that
first night, on the cold ground, with each other’ s bodies as the sole source of warmth. He'd beeninvisible
at night back then, and she’ d let him make love to her before even seeing hisface. Somehow they had
known, after only afew hours, that they belonged together.

He ached for her touch now. During the day he could occupy himsdf with his chores and caring for Nilik,
but night brought loneliness and longing without relief.

A hand grasped his shoulder, and he stifled ayelp.

Petrop.

The butler, dressed in his nightclothes, whispered, “Her Honor wishesto see you in her chamber.”
Marek froze. “What for?’

“Correction—Her Honor orders your presence in her chamber.”

Marek sat up and reached for the shirt hanging over the foot of his bed.

“Don’'t bother,” Petrop said.

Barefoot, Marek followed the butler down the dark halway, lit by the torch the older man carried.
Booted footsteps behind them told him they were well guarded.

Now Marek understood why he' d been given soap and atub of hot water to bathe and shave with that
evening, instead of the usua cold, damp cloth. He' d thought it areward for sometask well done, whenin
fact, it was preparation for atask ahead. Hiskneesféelt liquid.

Following Petrop past the top of the stairs, he came to a part of the house he' d never entered before. His
pace dowed asthey passed aclosed door. Nilik was in that room, he could smell.

The next door was open and flanked by guards. Petrop led him through asmall sitting room, past atable
with areflective glass. Marek stopped at the threshold of abedroom, his eyes adjusting to the light of a
dozen candles.

Bashalay in the center of alarge bed surrounded by lush purple curtains. Red silk sheets reveded bare
shoulders draped with golden curls. Onethin eyebrow arched at the sght of him.



“Come.” She beckoned with long fingernails. “1 have ameeting early in the morning, so no timeto
wadte.”

Someone gave Marek a pointed shove between his shoulder blades. He crept forward to stand at the
Sde of the bed. This couldn’t be happening.

“My heder claimsyou are free of diseases,” Bashasaid. “ She also saysyou' re well endowed for
someone of your stature. So you may trade five days' kitchen duties for the privilege of servingin my bed
tonight.” She drew the sheets aside to reveal her naked body. “I assure you, it will not fed like

drudgery.”

Marek looked at the floor, searching for adiplomatic way to decline. “I’m truly honored,” he said, “but |
have awife”

“Not anymore.”
He swalowed. “WEe ve taken vows.”

“Look at me.” When he dragged his gaze back to her face, she continued, “If you never come home,
won’'t she marry someone el se and have another baby? | know how your magic works. If she' sever to
comeinto full power, she'll need a child she can be assured will grow up into a parent.”

“Butit’'sso soon.” If he could get areprieve, maybe she' d lose interest over time. “Only amonth since |
was taken. | need time to mourn before | can—serve you thisway. Before | could do it well.”

She looked past him at Petrop. “Isthis dave attempting to negotiate with me?’
“It would appear so, Y our Honor.”

“Fascinating.” Sheturned her attention back to Marek. “Before making your find decison, be aware that
| have guards watching us.” Shetwirled the end of acurl around her finger. “If you refuse me, they will
kill you.”

A shudder gripped hisbody. To betray Rhiathisway would sear his soul to ashes. He couldn’t. The
memory would be worse than death.

The Walf ingde him made one last stand. “Let them kill me.”
Basha sat up and moved closer to examine hisface. “ Y ou're serious, aren't you?”
He stared over her shoulder and said nothing.

“Then let’ stry again.” She drew her fingernail down the center of hisbare chest. “Refuse me, and | won't
haveyou killed. I'll smply sdll Nilik to the highest bidder.”

Helooked at her. “Likewho?’
“Perhaps someone who loves children—" her hand drifted lower “—but in adifferent way than | do.”
Marek’ s ssomach lurched, from both the thought and her touch. “Y ou wouldn’t do that to him.”

“Why wouldn't I?1’m not overly fond of him.” She clicked her tongue. “He doesn’t like me. All he does
iscry. Perhaps |’ d be better off with amore pleasant child. It would be best to make the switch now
before | become attached.”



13 NO_”
“Isthat ano? Or isthat ayes disguised asano?’

Whatever it takes, said the voice again, the voice that wanted to survive. “1 can't force you,” Basha
sad, “theway | could if | were aman and you awoman.” She untied histrousers. “But | can encourage
you.” Shedipped her hand insde. He caught it.

“Please, don't.”
Basha dapped him with her other hand. “No begging! Beaman, not alittle girl.”

Cheek gtinging, he stared at her with amix of horror and arising rage. She moved to strike him again, but
he saized her wrigt in timeto avoid the blow.

Shelaughed. “That’sright. I've heard you ‘beasts’ likeit rough.” She stroked him, hard. “ So show me.”
“No!” He shoved her away, and she fdll back onto the bed, laughing.

He turned from her, but when he saw the door to the hallway, he remembered who lay in the next room.
Nilik.

Marek stopped. Two of hisfellow daves had been born in captivity, their bodies used in every way since
childhood. If it had happened to them, it could happen to Nilik.

Bashawaited behind him.

The choice should have been easy. It shouldn't have taken so long to turn back to the bed. But first his
soul had to fly away to perch on the ceiling, where it could watch him undress and climb into the bed with
Basha. It watched as he met each of her demands. It wept to see his body’ swillingness. It couldn’t see
hiseyes, but it felt the vacancy within them.

Afterward, Basha stretched and nuzzled her pillow, smiling. “ A good effort for afirst time. A bit doppy,
though, like your writing.” Shetrailed afinger in the sweat of hischest. “Don’t worry. Experience will
bring precision to both endeavors.”

He stared at the celling, half-hoping his soul would stay up there forever. His body was no longer aclean
placeto live. But it came back, anyway, for Nilik, and with it an unsurpassable anguish.

Back inthedaves quarters, the guardslet him wash again. He rubbed his skin with bath sdtsuntil it
bled, but couldn’t erase her smdll.

The next morning, Basha let Marek leave home to help fetch produce from the market. The guards
watched every word and movement, but they couldn’t stop his mind from storing the sights, sounds and
scents of freedom.

Wolf had left him, but another Spirit had taken His place, one who would keep Marek’ s body alive and
his mind scheming, even as his soul shriveled within.

Alankawalked with Filip aong the sandy beach. She knew their journey was amost over, for they had
turned northeast. Her eyes strained for Leukosin the distance, but the summer evening haze made the
horizon hard to see.



Severd timesin the past two weeks Filip had guided their troupe inland to avoid small 1lion settlements
along the shore. HE d shown them one, Marisos, from anearby hilltop. From adistance it looked like
Ve ekos, with the ominous addition of alarge stone fort outside, flying the red-and-yellow Ilion flag.
She' d shivered, hoping shewas't looking into her own peopl€e sfuture.

In Leukos, Filip said, it would be easier to blend, as one of many anonymous peasants cometo find
work in the prosperous city. Bit by bit, the countryside was coming under the control of noblemen who
evicted the peasants from their land, then replaced them with daves. Even thericher farmers struggled to
extract food from exhausted fields. No wonder the fertile hills of Asermoslooked so good to thellions.

Helet go of her hand and reached into histrouser pocket. “| brought you down here to the seafor a
reason.”

“ A reason other than aromantic wak on the beach?”

“Two reasons, then,” he said without smiling. He pulled his hand out of his pocket and opened it. A
wooden bar the length of her little finger sat in hispam. It was painted with red-and-yellow stripes.

She picked it up. “What' sthis?’
“A ribbon. Every Ilion soldier who completes basic training receives this one.”
Shetried to bend theinflexible bar. “Why'sit called aribbon when you can't tieit?’

“These bars stand in place of the redl ribbons, which are worn on parade uniforms. We wesar these on
our fidd uniforms here, in rows.” He pointed to the space above his heart. “We can acquire others
through service or valor.” He chuckled. “We pretend we don’t care about ribbons or medals, that al we
care about isthe mission. But secretly we keep score.”

She had learned to ignore his habit of referring to the Ilion troops as we. Since the Bestowing, he was
one of her people; someday she knew hiswords would follow. “Was this ribbon yours?’

“I got it from Adrek, your friend who tried to strangle me. He brought it from your village. 1t fell off one
of theinvading soldiers”

She dmost dropped it, asif it would burn her, but then placed it carefully in hishand. “Y ou kept it, o it
must mean something to you. It'syours now.”

“Not for long.” He drew back hisarm to throw it in the sea.

“No!” She caught hiswrist. Theribbon fell to the wet sand in front of them. She dashed to pick it up
before the next waverolled in.

“What areyou doing?’ hesaid. “I want to get rid of it.”

“You can't throw away your past. It's part of you.” She pointed toward Leukos. “It'sa part we need if
We re going to survivein your city. Y ou haveto act like them, talk like them, think like them.” She held
out the ribbon. “Horse wants you to be a bridge between our peoples. A bridge can't stand if it’s not
connected to both shores.”

Filip stared at her for along moment, then took the ribbon and tugged her into hisarms. “Y ou understand
me better than | understand mysdf.”

“It’ s because—" She stopped. Every other man had swept the words aside. “It’ s because | love you.”



His body gtiffened, and he pulled back. “1 wish you hadn’t said that.”
Fear froze her muscles. “Why?’

“Because | wanted to say it first.” He cupped her face between hisbroad hands. “I love you, Alanka. |
promisel’ll loveyou forever.”

Shetook in asharp breath. “What are you saying?’
“When we return home, | want to marry you.” Histhumb caressed her cheek. “If you want.”

He kissed her, and she wanted to mdlt into his embrace and let him shield her from the pain of the past
and future. But it fdlt like something someone else would do, not her.

“What if we never go home?’ she said when their lips parted. “What if we stay here, even after wefind
Marek and Nilik? There are so many othersfrom my village. They could be scattered around the
country.”

“I'll help you find them. If we stay here, we' Il just be married between us. I'm legally dead asfar asllios
isconcerned.” Hislipstwitched. “At least | don’'t haveto pay taxes.”

“Thereisthat.” Sheraised her chin. “What are taxes?’

He laughed. * Taxes are when the people pay money to—Wait, you never answered my question.” He
looked asif hewastrying to look amused. “Will you marry me?’

“Maybe.” Her gaze dropped. “1’m not ready now. Not until my Spirit returns, if He ever does.”
“Alanka, maybe Wolf hasn'’t abandoned you. Maybe you abandoned Him.”
She pulled out of hisembrace. “How can you say that?”’

“I"ve offered ways to reconnect with Him, but you have an excuse for why each one won't work without
eventrying. It sasif you’ d rather walow in guilt than become whole again.”

“I am whole again. Rhiareturned my soul part.”

“But you haven't ligened to it. Y ou act like your father’ swatching over your shoulder, judging your
memories, calling you amurderer for defending your brothers home.” He stepped closer to her. “You
have the chance now to help Marek. Wolf will be a your side. If the Spirits regret abandoning my people
long ago, they won't be quick to do the same to those who' ve served them well.”

She shut her eyes and turned away. “1 don’t know how to let Him back in.”

“If you stop pushing Him away, Wolf will probably figureit out on Hisown.” Filip put hisarmsaround
her from behind. They stood for along time, listening to the waves. Suddenly he drew aquick bregath.
“Look.”

She turned to where he was pointing. The haze had cleared, and the setting sun shone from behind them,
gligening pink againgt a series of bumps on the distant horizon.

“What isthet?’

“It'sLeukos,” he whispered. “We |l be there tomorrow.”
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Filip led the rescuers east d ong the coast, watching Leukaos grow on the horizon. He tried not to
remember the view of the sunrise from his old bedroom window. Countless mornings had found him
regarding that red orb, contemplating the power it granted to his nation—Ilong summersfor growing
crops, warm seesfilled with food and rays that warmed their homeslong after sunset.

He steded himsdlf for the first sght of an Ilion flag, bearing the same red and yellow that adorned his
officer’ suniform. It had been diced off hisbody in the field hospital and discarded, probably burned. He
wished he had even ascrap of it now.

Filip rubbed his chin for the hundredth time. Hisfair color and fine hair had made it difficult to grow a
decent beard, which he needed asadisguisein Leukos. It had taken the entire month, since the day they
left Asermos, to cover his chin. Leukon men of his class shaved every day, so with abeard he' d be
looked upon—and ignored—as aruffian.

Alanka craned her neck behind him to look ahead. “It’ s beautiful, in astrange sort of way.” Shedid her
hand down hisarm. “How doesit fed?’

At first he couldn’t speak, couldn’t begin to answer a question that cut so deep. Finadly hesaid, “I'd
always dreamed of riding home ahero. Look a me now.”

“I amlooking at you,” shesaid. “Y ou have your dream.”

Hetouched her hand in gratitude. “Not yet.”

At Filip’ s suggestion, they dipped into the northwest quadrant of Leukos, one of the city’ sless savory
and therefore less well-guarded sections. At least here he knew they could afford aroom and astable for
the ponies.

Their drab, utilitarian Asermon clothes resembled those of the rural peasants, so there would be no need
to buy new wardrobes, other than afew accessories such as red-and-yellow sashes, worn by men and
women of al classesto Sgnify their loydty to llios. It pained Filip to think of wearing one asamere
digguise,

By noon they had procured two rooms at a plain but sanitary-looking inn. Filip paid for aweek in
advance, and the gruff proprietor asked no questions as he pocketed their money.

“That' sthe advantage of abig city,” Filip told hisfriends asthey walked, unaccompanied, down theinn's
stone hdlway. “It’ seasy to blend in. Besides, no oneredlly looks at each other.”

“Why not?” Koli asked.

He stopped outside their rooms. “Give someone an unfriendly eye—or atoo-friendly eye—and they
might pluck it out.” He unlocked the men’ sroom, handed the other key to Koli and redlized he should
have mentioned that sooner.

After washing up, Filip and Bolan knocked on the door to the room where the women were staying. Rhia
beckoned them in and drew aflat wooden box from her pack.



“Takecareof it,” shesad.
“Wewill.” Filip took the box and dipped it into the inside pocket of histattered vest.
Alankagpproached him. “You'll be safe, right?”

“Of course. There' sno law against petting stray dogs.” He touched her warm cheek. “Don’t go out
without Arcas and Lycas. Better yet, don’t go out.”

He and Bolan left the inn and strode through the long shadows of the side Streets toward the market. On
the way there, he explained the city’ slayout.

“It' sdivided into quadrants. Right now we rein the northwest quadrant. Tawdry area, for the most part.
Lower-class, manual |aborers, afew craftsmen. Few dave owners, though, so I"d be surprised to find
Marek here”

Bolan cast awide-eyed gaze around him and said nothing.

“Don’'t gawk,” Filiptold him. “You'll cal attention to yoursdif.”

Bolan narrowly avoided bumping into adonkey cart. “Where are dl the trees?’
“Inthe park.”

“What'sapark?’

“A place where they have trees.” He breathed in degp through his nose, savoring the unique mix of salt
air, rotting fish and horse dung, acombination he once found putrid. Now its familiarity madeit painfully
SWest.

On the outskirts of the bustling market block, they found their first target. A skinny brown dog lurkedina
recessed doorway, ribs showing through its dull, shaggy coat. Filip and Bolan approached it from an
oblique angle so as not to startleit. They leaned againgt the ssonewall of the building. Bolan squatted with
achunk of bread, holding it out to the side without looking at the dog.

Theanimd, afemae, dunk out of its safe place, nose straining forward, legs tense and ready to run.
“Comeon, girl,” Bolan murmured. “Early supper for you.”
Filip took Rhia s wooden box from his pocket, and the dog backed up.

“It'sdl right.” Bolan offered the bread. He pursed hislipsto make akissing sound, avoiding thedog's
gaze.

She stretched out, snatched the bread from his hand and leaped back to gnaw it, dripping crumbs from
the sides of her mouth. Her scrawny tail wagged weskly. Filip held open the box.

Bolan rolled his deeve down over his hand and picked up Marek’ s scarf, the one Rhia had packed, the
onethey hoped held Marek’ s scent over amonth after his disappearance.

Bolan held out the scarf in the same posture as the bread. The dog crept forward, curious. Filip closed
his eyes and linked hismind with thedog's.

Hunger pinched her gut, and her mouth was raw and sticky with thirgt. Tiny things crawled through the fur
on her neck.



The man with the food held out something else. Could it hurt me? The dog stepped back. But his hand
smeled of bread, and his mind made kind, soothing noises. Safe. She took a step forward on sore paws.

The scarf smelled of another man, and, more faintly, awoman. Food Man wanted something from the
dog.

“Have you smelled thisman?’ he asked. Filip heard Bolan’ swords through the dog’s mind. He opened
his eyesto see her lick Bolan’ sfingers and risk aglance at hisface. She wanted more food. No sign of

recognition.

Bolan frowned. “Thank you, anyway.” He reached in his pocket, the one that held the rest of the bread.
Filip stopped him. “We need that for the others.”

“But look at her, she sstarving.”

“There are hundreds more like her. Y ou can't save them.”

Bolan stood and looked at the dog, who backed off several paces, ready to flee, though she didn’t look
asif shewould get far on such shaky legs. “How can they let them live like that? Why doesn’t someone
take care of them?’

“Because they’re just beasts. They don't have souls.”
Bolan turned to him. “Y ou know that’ s not true.”

“Now | do, but how are these people supposed to know that? The Spirits abandoned them, left them not
only without magic, but without wisdom, too.” They walked on, and helifted ahand to thetal buildings
around them. “ They made their own wisdom out of nothing. Can you blame them?’

“They abandoned the Spiritsfirs.”
“Maybe, but they’ re only human. What' sthe Spirits excuse?’
“What about the gods?’

Filip stopped walking. They stood before asmall temple, erected in honor of agod he'd never heard of,
no doubt the protector of this specific neighborhood and its people. “| used to believe they gave usdl
this” he said, “that the city was Sitting here waiting for our ancestors. Most Ilions believe that, especidly
herein Leukos”

“What do the others believe?’
“That our ancestors built it with the gods guidance.”
“And what do you bdieve now?’

Filip watched the worshipersfilein and out of the temple, entering with offerings and leaving
empty-handed. For one brief black moment, he hated the Spirits for tearing the vell from hiseyes.

Heturned back to Bolan. “1 bdlieveit’ s getting late. Let’ smove on.”

They gave afinal glance at the brown dog, who had returned to lie in her doorway. Her head rested on
her paws, dark eyesfollowing them. Filip shut hismind hard againgt the dog’ slonging, beforeit could
bresk him.



They walked in silence down the street to the market. The dogs here were bolder and fatter, though il
unkempt and uncared-for. As soon asthey smelled the food that Bolan and Filip offered, they swarmed
around the two men. Asthey ate, they sniffed the scarf but took no more than a passing interest.

By midday Filip and Bolan had moved on to the northeast quadrant, where most of the government
buildings were located. Filip tilted down hisface, on the dim chance he was recognized.

They reached the square across from the Senate building where the city’ slargest market served the
politicians and their burgeoning staff. 1t was crowded at this hour, with the afternoon respite. Throngs of
people massed into the shady areas, fanning themselves and sipping cold juice drinks or diluted wine.
Filip’s mouth would have watered if he' d had enough salivato wet it with.,

In the wide, sunny courtyard in front of the Senate, awar monument stood, amonolithic structure of dark
gray stone. It absorbed and radiated the sun’s heat. No one stood near it on asummer day unless he or
shehad to.

He had to. He crossed the street, avoiding atrain of noblemen on horseback.
Bolan hurried to follow. “Where are you going? The dogs are dl back there.”

“I haveto see.” He strode to the monument, feeling its heat oppress him from a hundred paces awvay. He
reached itsleft Sde, then walked along itsflank, careful not to step on the red and yellow roses strewed
aong the base. Hetrailed hisfingers dong the polished marble, touching the names of those who had lost
their lives generations before his birth. So many wars, so many dead, so many sacrificesto keep his

people free.

Around the last corner, on the side that had been blank the last time he was here, a new section was
carved. At the top read Asermos.

Filip’s hands shook asthey caressed the stone, searching down, near the end, a waist leve, for the last
to die. He found the names of the six enlisted men shot by Bobcats outs de the hospitdl.

And right before them, hisown name.

Kiril had made it home after adl, and reported Filip’s demise. He was truly dead to his countrymen now.
Hisfinger, no longer trembling, traced the letters of hisfirst name, the stone’ s heat nearly burning his skin.
“Isthat someone you knew?’ Bolan said over his shoulder.

Filip nodded, then moved his hand to his second name. He heard Bolan sound out the letters, then gasp.
“It'syou.” Hereached to touch the F. “I can'timagine...”

“No, you can’'t.”

“Andwho'sthat?’ Bolan pointed to Filip’slast name. “Ka-Kao—"

“Kdoyero. It'sme. It was me. My family name.” He looked up the stone, among the mass of men, some
of whom he fought side-by-side with, some he' d only heard of. “It’ sthe same asmy brother’s” He
traced the outline of Fedor. The corners of hiseyesfet heavy and thick.

“Y our family thinksyou' re dead,” Bolan whispered. “How horrible.”

“No, it'sgood,” he said vehemently, then wondered whom hewas trying to convince. “1t means|’ll be



remembered with honor. It means my family waswell rewarded.” Hisfasefoot shifted the slem of ared
rose againg the base of the monument. “ Sacrificing both sonsto Ilios would not have gone unnoticed.
They'll berich forever.”

“It doesn't make up for losing their children.”

“True, especialy since no one livesto carry on the name. But with that kind of money, they can pay a
very nice dowry for my sisters, maybe enough to let one of them keep our name.” He did hisfinger
across Kaloyero. “If shehasason, it will liveon.”

“A nameisthat important?’ Bolan asked.

Filip turned from the monument and gazed across the street at the market, for amoment unable to
remember why they were there. Who was he? Only Filip, or maybe no one at al.

A dog scampered off to the left, shooed by an irate butcher.
Filip pointed at it. “Back to the misson,” he said to Bolan.

They started across the courtyard, dowed by the weight of the afternoon heet. Filip let himself look back
once, and not at the monument itsdlf, but at the roses | eft by those who loved the fdlen. They may have
been fresh this morning, but now they lay limp and wilted in the sun.

Their scent lingered in his memory, to haunt him the rest of the day.
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R hialeaped to the door when she heard the knock. She threw it open to reveal Filip and Bolan, sweaty
and red from the day’ s hest.

Filip entered and handed Rhiathe box with Marek’ s scarf. “Y our husband’ sin Leukos.”
Alanka gasped and hugged him. He winced as she scraped her arms over his sunburned neck.
“I'll get the others.” Koli brushed past them into the hdlway.

Rhia opened the box to see the scarf, dotted with dust and dog sobber. “Y ou're sure?’ Shelooked at
Filip, then Bolan. “What about Nilik?’

They shook their heads. “We don’t know,” Bolan said. “I’'m sorry.”

Rhiawanted to hurl the box against the wall. Then she remembered Marek’ s message. He would watch
over Nilik, whatever it took. If Marek was dive, they must be together.

The others entered. “Y ou found him?” Lycas said.

“In the northeast quadrant, the government district.” Filip took along sip of the water Alanka offered him
and Bolan. “ Severd of the animals—dogs, horses, even astray cat—recognized his scent. They
remembered him fondly because he petted them.”

“When was hethere?’ Rhia asked.



“Impossibleto tdl exactly,” Bolan replied. “But some of them remembered it asasunny day, while others
remembered rain, which meansthat he didn’t just pass through on the way to somewhere ese. HE s been
on the streets more than once.”

“| asked around,” said Filip, “and it rained the day before yesterday.”

Rhia slogic tried to quench her excitement. “How do we know the animals were remembering that scorm
and not another?’

“Itmust be” Filipsad. “It rarely rainsthistime of year.”

“So he was there only two days ago.” She paced, turning the box over in her hands. “If he goesto that
market regularly, then he must live nearby.”

“How large isthe northeast quadrant?’ Arcas asked Filip.
“It' senormous. There' sno way to know exactly where heis unlesswe' re lucky enough to spot him.”
“Thenwe ll go to the market tomorrow when it opens,” Rhiasaid.

Filip nodded. “It's our best lead. But if he belongs to someone now, his presence at the market will be at
his owner’ swhim. Going out in public isareward for household daves who behave well.”

Rhiashuddered at the idea of someone owning Marek. He would never stand for it.
She noticed Filip giving her achilling look. “I need to spesk with Rhiadone for amoment,” he said.

The others went to the next room to figure out what they needed to make dinner. Filip closed the door
behind them, then sat in therickety chair by the bed. She could see the exhaustion in his red-rimmed

eyes.
“What isit?’ she managed, her heart pounding.

“Y ou remember how my Spirit gave me unusua powersfor afirg-phase Horse. | can not only hear an
animal’ sthoughts, but | can connect to its mind—see what it sees, hear what it hears, smell what it
andls”

Shenodded. “Go on.”

“| sensed something troubling in the animaswho met Marek.”

Rhiaheld her breath. “What wasit?’

“They smelled him, of course.” Helooked at her with dread. “He smelled likefear.”

The next morning Rhiawas a the market the moment it opened. Shetried to appear unassuming as she
walked past the blocks of merchant stalswith her friends, but her gaze darted in al directions. Filip's
findings had fed her worst suspicions. Marek was held againgt hiswill. He suffered.

Koali pinched Rhia sarm. “Y ou look suspicious. WE re here to shop, remember?’
“I don’t want to missMarek.”

“Thereare saven of us. If he' shere, one of uswill seehim.”



Rhianodded. They had split into three groups—Filip and Bolan, Lycas and Alanka, and she and Kali
with Arcas.

Shefaked acasud glance at the nearest Sdl’ s produce. Some she didn’t recognize, including afuzzy
blushing fruit whose heady scent she could smdll from where she was standing. Curiosity overcame her,
and she reached for it.

“Firgt of the season,” said the proprietor, aplump man with curly blond hair. “ Everyone' s asking about
them—I"m thefirgt to sdl them. Come back in an hour, they’ll al be gone.”

“How much?’ she asked, wanting to gppear normal.

Hetold her the price, and she haggled him down by half, as Filip had instructed, taking two for the price
of one.

She caught up to Arcas and Koli at aflower stand. Many of the blooms she recognized—Iavender,
chamomile, purple coneflower, but the larger ones she couldn’t place.

Rhia examined acontainer of red flowers. Their smooth petals clustered in a velvety embrace. Likethe
fruit, their scent was cloying, overpowering. She ran the back of her finger againgt apetd. Its softness
made her ache for Marek’ stouch.

“Shelikesthem.” The merchant, an old woman with sharp blue eyes and several missing teeth, smiled at
Arcas. “Buy onefor her. Why not?’

“What do they do?’ Rhia asked.
The merchant looked confused. “Do?’
“What allments do you take them for?’

The old woman chortled. “Nothing but londiness.” She waved her hand. “Silly girl. The herbals are over
there. Theseflowersare dl for decoration.” She raised her eyebrows at Arcas. “Or love.”

Arcas started. “Oh, she' s not my—er, not anymore.”
“Maybe it waslack of rosesthat did it, heh?’

Rhiaredized she meant the flowers. Next to the container with the long-stemmed flowers sat several pots
containing soil and rose shrubs. One of the homesthey’ d passed on the way to the market had displayed
these in awindow box.

“Why spend money on something so useless?” Koli murmured. “That wouldn’t impressme at al.”
Arcas bought ared one and handed it to Koli, who promptly changed her mind about the utility of arose.

Something hit the back of Rhia sleg. She looked down to see a pebble bounce near her shoe. She
ignored it, assuming it had been kicked by a passerby.

Another, larger pebble hit Rhia s caf. She turned to look across the street. A man with light brown hair
dipped back into the shadows behind arow of fish vendors. Her breath quickened. Marek? She started
forward, then remembered Filip'swarnings.

She tapped Koli and motioned for her and Arcasto follow.



“There sthesignal.” Lycas squeezed Alanka sarm so hard it hurt.
“| didn’t heer it.”

He jerked histhumb over his shoulder. “Thisway.” He hurried down the street toward the fish
merchants. She had to jog to keep up with him.

Rhiawaswaving at them from the head of an aleyway, obvioudy trying to subdue her excitement.
“They found him?’ Alanka couldn’t keep her feet from running.

They entered the dlley. Hafway down, Rhia, Koli and Arcas surrounded aman sitting on acrate. Alanka
didn't sseachildinhisarms.

Rhia stepped back.
It was Adrek.

He stood to greet Alanka, thinner than ever. A beard covered hisface, and his hair fell ragged over his
forehead, but beneath the mess his green eyes glistened at the sight of her.

“You'redivel” Sheranforward and hugged him hard. His sharp collarbone dug into her neck, and his
shoulder blades seemed covered only by skin. “I thought you died.”

“Some of usdid.”
“Oh, no.” Shedrew back to look at him. “What happened?’

“We were ambushed near the second battaion’s base, east of the city.” His shoulders dumped. “ Some
died inthefight. The rest were taken captive.”

“What about you?’

“They put me and the other men to work clearing rocks for anew army camp near Surncs.”
“Youwereadave?’ Shetouched his cheek in sympathy.

“| escaped two months ago and came here to look for Daria” His gaze dropped. “No luck yet.”
“Where'sMarek?’ said avoice behind her.

Adrek looked up and snarled. “Youl” He hurled himself at Filip, who dodged his attack and sent him
gprawling on the ground.

“Adrek, stop!” Alankarushed to quiet him, worried he' d draw the attention of the police. “Filip’s one of
usnow.”

Adrek rolled to hisfeet with no trace of hisusud agility. “What do you mean, one of us?’
Rhia stepped forward. “He' s had his Bestowing. The Horse Spirit claimed him.”
Adrek turned an incredul ous gaze on the rest of them, settling on Lycas.

“I couldn’t believeit mysdf,” the Wolverine said, “but | saw it happen.”



Adrek gaped at Alanka s hand, wrapped around Filip’'s. “Makes no sense.” He rubbed his head, then
looked up at Rhia. “I saw Marek.”

Alanka s heart legped. Rhiajumped asif she' d been shocked.

“Where?’ they asked in unison.

“In the market afew daysago,” Adrek said. “That’ swhy | was here today. Hoped | could signa him.”
“Was he with anyone?’ Rhiaasked.

“Guards, sx of them, and two other daves.”

Alanka sthroat thickened with tears. Her Wolf-brother had lost hisfreedom.

“What did the guardslook like?’ Filip said.

Adrek angled a suspicious gaze at him, then spoke to the others. “ They wore the insignia of the Senate
on their shoulders.”

“Then he' sowned by asenator.” Filip scraped his beard with his knuckles the way he did when hewas
deep in thought.

“But how do we find out which one?’ Rhiaasked. “What if his owner never lets him come back to the
market?’

“We could follow each of them home,” Lycas said.
“And ask the anima s nearby,” Bolan added.

“I haveanidea.” Filip paused. “I saw the war monument in the Senate courtyard yesterday. My name
wasonit. Everyonein thiscity beieves me dead.”

Alankafelt her eyes soften. Shetouched hisarm. “I’m sorry.”

He gave her atight-lipped smile. “It helps us, because | can walk about without being recognized. Also,
the monument reminded me of something else.” Helooked at the others. * Once every ten daysthe
homeless are permitted to beg in the Senate courtyard. They’ re not alowed to speak or look at anyone,
but they can show their presence. The law is meant to keep the politicians aware of how far anyone can
fal.” Hetook adeep breath. “Many of the homeless, unfortunately, are wounded veteranswho can't find
work. Often their families abandon them out of shameif theinjury occurred in amilitary defeet.” His
voice quieted. “ It would' ve been my fate, most likely, had | returned home.”

“| see now why you couldn’t,” Lycas said. “ But what doesthis have to do with Marek?’

“I know.” Alankagazed up at Filip, her heart heavy. “Y ou mean to beg in the courtyard yoursdlf, to
overhear information.”

He nodded. “It'saprime place for gossip. They would speak fredly in front of abeggar. No one’ smore
invishbleto them, except perhapsadave.”

“I'll go, too,” Adrek said. He met Filip’s startled gaze. “ The more ears, the better. Besides, | can't let
you be the only hero.” Hewinked at Alanka.

“Well dl doit,” Lycas added. “The men, at least. The women should patrol the market, in case Marek



shows up again.”

Filip’sjaw dropped. “ Thank you. It would be most useful.” He let out along breath and seemed to
search for his next thought. “ According to the caendar, tomorrow isthe next lega begging day.”

“Good,” Adrek said, “becauseit’s not only Marek we have to save. When | was clearing the land near
Surnos, | overheard the soldiers say it was for the children. Maybe they’ re bringing the Kaindons there.
Maybe that’ swhere Dariawill be.”

“Anarmy camp for children?’ Rhiasaid. “ Areyou sure?’
“That’swhat | heard, and out there | till had my sharp senses.”
Alankajolted. “What do you mean, out there you had them?’

“My magic ismosily goneinthecity.” Adrek looked at her and Lycas. “Y ourswill both disappear, too.
The wilder Spirits have no power here.”

“Cougar has abandoned you?’ Alankasaid.

Adrek shook hishead. “I can fed Him. He swith me, but doesn’t have much to give. I’ ve got haf the
gedth and night vison | did when | wasfirst phase.” He rubbed histhin arms. “ Strength and jumping,
next to nothing, like I’ m thirteen again. But | feel more connected to Cougar than ever. HE sall | have
left. Until now, anyway.”

Alankafet apang of sympathy and admiration for her former mate. Unlike her, he' d kept hisfaith, even
after suffering more than any of them.

Except perhaps Marek.

Marek took Basha hard and rough—Dbecause that was the way she demanded it, but also because it was
the only way he could channedl his hatred. When his mouth pressed against her neck in what she called
passion, he had to stop histeeth from tearing out her throat.

Assoon asit was over, he turned to leave the bed. She grabbed hisarm.
“Wait,” Bashasad. “ Stay awhile”

Helay back down and regarded the celling. He couldn’t look at this woman who had robbed him of
everything he' d ever cared about—except Nilik—without wanting to kill her.

“You' ve been so quiet lately.” Sheturned on her sideto face him. “More than usud, that is.”
He sad nothing.

“Y ou may speek.”

Hesad nothing.

“By the gods, don't be so sullen.” Shetrailed afinger down hisarm, and he wanted to biteit off. “1 only
seelight in your eyes anymore when you're holding Nilik.” Her nailstickled the pam of hishand. “Or
holding me, but that’ sadifferent sort of light, isn't it?’



He heard her raise hersalf on one dbow. “Look at me.” Sheleaned in closer and turned his chin to face
her. Her eyes sparked with fear and she let go of him. “On second thought, don’t look at me.”

Marek expected to be dismissed, but Basha spoke again. “I’ d rather you not didike metoo mightily. It
makes mefed like atyrant. Just because | own you doesn't mean | don't respect you.”

Marek laughed out loud, then covered his mouth. He d be punished for sure.

“Respect your people, that is.” Bashawent on asif he'd had no reaction to her last statement. “I find
your culture fascinating. It' s so different from ours, | doubt you' |l ever be assmilated the way our other
conquests have. Not by force, at least. | keep telling my colleagues that, but they won't listento a
woman, not even me.”

Hefdt the Fox ingde him prick itsears, and he realized his opportunity. Sdf-pity would paralyze him. If
he was to survive and escape one day, he needed information.

“If not by force,” he said, *how will you conquer us?’

Shehit her bottom lip as she smiled. “ Ah, you can form words after al. | thought perhaps my body had
rendered you speechless.”

Hewaited for her to answer the question. She stretched and turned onto her back. “ Some want to mount
another invasion, but | suspect that’ sto save face. They lost so pitifully at Asermos, they want to avenge
that humiliation. But such adeployment would befutile and expensive, especidly when thetensions
among the citiesare so high.”

“There'sinterna strife?” Hisown lands had experienced it more than once, which partly explained his
village s historic mutua hodtility with Asermos. Kaindos had never been foolish enough to wage outright
war againg the larger village, but skirmishes had occurred, causing bad blood to smmer down through
the generations.

Basha s expression grew guarded. “Nothing Leukos can’t handle.”
He turned to her, which made her face light up in surprise.

“Y ou say my people fascinate you,” he said. “Isthat why you wanted Nilik? To have a piece of that
culture?’

“You'rehdf right. Nilik' sababy. He has no culture. HE Il beraised asan Ilion citizen, asaLeukon, and
he' Il have my dead husband’ s name. Asfar asanyone, including him, is concerned, he' smy son.”

Marek tried to keep hisvoice steady. “Then he'll never know who heredly is?’

“Y ou see, that’ sthe mystery.” Sherolled over to face him and whispered conspiratoridly, “Wewant to
seeif your peoplewill gain magic when they come of age, if any Spiritswill take them on, and if o, which
ones. We have our theories.”

“What theories?’

“That the Spirits rea power liesin the wilderness. Peoplelike you, whose anima s need lots of space
and have no tolerance for human interference, your powers fade in the city. But others, we' ve noticed,
do not.”

“Which others?”



“Those with animalsthat can live dongside humans, who survivein the city, evenif it’sin the park.
Horses, Goats, Spiders. Bats and Foxes, to alesser extent.”

He shuddered a the last Anima—wasthat why it felt asif Fox had taken over his soul in the absence of
Wolf? Was She even now helping him find away to escape? If anyone was asurvivor, it was Fox.

Basha counted off on her fingers. “What else? Rats, of course. Several birds—Swans, Sparrows,
Mockingbirds.

Crows? hewondered. Of course. They were everywhere.

“You see, Marek, that’ swhy you're half correct. | wanted Nilik because he was Asermon, but not to
add him to my collection of quaint, rustic works of art. It'sto find out if I'mright.”

“Right about what?’

“That your people can be conquered without force. To do that we need to know everything about your
powers. These children, especidly the newborns, are a perfect experiment.” She smoothed his hair back
from hisface and curled her finger around the ends. “Y ou will al fal before us, be assured. Everyone
doesintime. But I'd prefer to do it later and overwhelmingly, rather than sooner and doppily. It'smuch
more humane that way, don’t you agree?’

Marek fdt asif hishead were caught inavise.

“Perhapsyou don’'t agree,” shesaid. “So I'll tell you there was athird reason for wanting Nilik.” Her
gaze dropped to the space between their bodies. “| was lonely. | had lost so much.”

And gained only a Senate seet, he thought.

“I' know you mourn your wife,” shesaid. “I understand, because | think of my husband every night and
every morning. That'swhy | ask othersto share my bed.”

Ask? She must be joking.

Her eyesturned pensive. “1 wonder sometimes when | look at Nilik, if my son would have done the same
things he does. Like the way he stretches out the fingers of hisright hand when he yawns, asthough he's
drawing in breath through them.” Sheimitated the motion. “ Do other babies do that?”

“They each have their own gestures, like older people.”

She amiled sheepishly. “ Obvioudy | haven't much experience with infants. | was the youngest child in my
family. | preferred playing with anything other than dolls—toy animas, even my older brothers' little
soldiers, when | could stedl them. Until | was pregnant, the idea of being amother never appeded to
me.” Her smile faded. “But when the baby died, it wasall | could think about.” She brushed his cheek
with the back of her fingertips. “Y ou lost one, too. Y ou understand me.”

Marek did not answer. He hoped he' d never understand her, never understand how she could treat him
thisway and pretend it was nothing remarkable, how she could plot to use Nilik’ s powers againgt his
own people. Even if shereleased them both tomorrow and put them on a ship to Asermas, he’ d never
forgive her.

“| should go.” He sat up. “With your permission, that is, Y our Honor. It’ s getting late.”

“Stay.” She put ahand on hischest. “1 want you again.”



Hefroze. “I don't think | can.”
“It' sachdlengel’d liketo accept.” She drew him down beside her. “Kissme.”

Hewithheld asigh of disgust, seized her shouldersand pulled her into ahard, brutal kiss. After a
moment, she pushed him away.

“Not likethat thistime,” she whispered, her eyeswet. “Kissmelike you don't hate me.”
He hesitated. How could he?
A voice whispered in the back of hismind. You have her.

Basha s eyes screamed her need for something to fill the space her loss had |eft behind. If he gaveit to
her, she could be influenced, even by amere dave.

Whatever it takes.
He lowered his head to brush hislips against hers, softly. She moaned.

“Yes.” Bashatook hishand and drew it up her waist, over her breast. “Touch melike you don't hate
m"

Though Marek thought his hands would burn her with loathing, he obeyed, banishing his soul whereit
couldn’'t crumplein her hands like a sheet of discarded paper. Without it, his body could do what it had
to do, could respond to her touch asif it didn’t repulse him.

When he was ready to enter her, she sopped him. “Onemorething.” She gazed up a him. “Tell meyou
loveme”

Herolled off her astears swelled his chest and eyes. “1 can't do that. It'sthe onething | can never do.”

“Please.” Her voice stopped short, as she must have redlized she' d never spoken that word to him
before. “I’'m so done”

“I don’t loveyou.”
“Of courseyou don't. Just let me pretend.”

Pretend, he thought, and it came to him, the secret he’ d been missing. He would pretend Bashawas
Rhia. Though her hands, legs, voice and scent were different, maybe his mind could fool his senseslong
enough to fulfill thistask. If he could give Bashathis, she would be his, and he could find away to

escape.

He turned back to her, and it was Rhia s skin he touched and kissed, Rhia s mouth on his neck and
shoulders, Rhia s hands stroking him back to readiness.

It wasin Rhia sears he whispered, “I love you,” but as soon as the words | eft his mouth, they lost all
meaning.
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U sing his crutches, Filip hobbled to his place at the foot of the stairway to the long stone Senate building.
He sat next to one of two small shrubs flanking the sairs. Their shiny leaves were the only green he could
see, though they looked black in the dim predawn light.

He placed his begging bowl on the white stone pavement and waited. Everything about this endeavor felt
wrong, down to his core, but he told himsdf his unease came from the preconceptions of his youth.

Soon dawn leaked blue around the buildings and over the white courtyard. The war monument stood as
adark void, areminder to al who passed of their countrymen’s sacrifices.

They would get afew more reminders soon. Adrek, Arcas and Lycas had spaced themselves around the
square, dong with about a dozen regular Leukon beggars.

The clear sky blushed pink and orange, and the tops of the buildings glowed. He watched as his city
cameto life. Soon the streets bustled like anthills. Senate staffersin blue uniforms, most afew yearsolder
than Filip, hurried through a side courtyard to his|eft, ready to prepare the building for another session.

He spotted the first senator crossing the street from the market, afew hundred paces awvay. Hewas
dressed in the goldenrod robe of his office, ared sash at hiswaist, and looked to bein hislatefifties. He
used awooden cane, favoring hisright side.

Filip sat with his back to the wall, hishaf leg extended before him, with the empty part of the trouser
tucked under his ssump 0 that there could be no mistaking what had happened to him.

His mouth went dry at the thought of his countrymen seeing him like this. They would wish he'd hide
himsdlf like a proper man. No, aproper man would have died in battle or ended his own life rather than
continue thisway.

The senator hobbled across the courtyard, on a path that would take him past Filip. Surely thisman

would understand what infirmity meant. Upon closer look, helooked morelike Sixty or sixty-five years
old. Lines etched hisface like amap of the Four Riversregion. The metd tip of his cane clicked againgt
the stones as he approached the building. Then Filip saw ablue patch on the man’s shoulder, signifying
that hiswounds had been garnered in victory. He leaned around the small shrub to get a better glimpse.

The senator stopped at the foot of the steps and looked straight at Filip, who stared back. For one
moment, they were brothers-in-arms.

Suddenly the older man roared and waved his cane at him. Filip’' s ssomach twisted. After telling his
friends, “Don’t look at them,” he' d forgotten the rule himself. He dropped his gaze to the pavement in
front of him.

“I ought to have you arrested.” The tapping came closer, louder. “It’ s bad enough we have to see human
garbage like you every tenth day, but to have one of them look &t us, judging us?’

“Forgiveme,” Filip whispered, “1 meant no—"

“Do not spesk to me!” The cane whistled through the air, missing hisleft shoulder by lessthan a
handspan. “If there weren't laws againgt beating you mysdlf, I'd bash in your skull. Think I’'m too old and
feebletodoit?”

Filip trembled with rage a having to beg for the chance to beg. He imagined the surprise that would paint
the senator’ sfaceif he grabbed the cane, turned it around and plunged it into his gut. Then the man
would seethat awarrior lived in him till.



Hisimagination would have to suffice. He kept his gaze on the ground. An ant wandered in the mortared
crack between theflat stones.

“Spaneas, what' sthe matter?” Another man gpproached on lighter footsteps—another senator, judging
by hisyellow hem, the only part Filip dared to regard.

Spaneas snorted. “ This hoodlum had the temerity to look at my face, even speak to me. We should fetch
the police”

“Later. Come, the chairman needs to speak with you before the meeting.” Hetossed acoininto Filip's
bowl before taking the older man away. Filip was so surprised, heforgot to nod his gratitude.

Asthe sunlight on the buildings changed from orange to yellow, other senatorsfiled past, ignoring Filipin
their hurry to get inside before the session started. Though he wasn't watching their eyes, he sensed their
indifference and understood what it wasliketo beinvisible.

A bell gonged, and the courtyard fell empty and silent. Filip looked acrossat Adrek, Arcasand Lycas,
each at other corners of the square. None of them signaled success.

Perhapsthis plan wasidictic, he thought, asthe late-morning sun grew hot and merciless. He' d
overheard nothing before session besides the ramblings over political minutiae. A new bridgein Thaassa,
alaw forbidding the sale of daves under a certain vaue on holidays, the trading of votes on various
issues.

At onetimeit would have fascinated him. He' d hoped to run for office when he was older, be e ected by
the people, unlike his plodding bureaucrat of afather, davering a thefeet of politicians.

The Spirits had other plansfor Filip, asdid the gods, if they existed.

When the sun had reached its zenith, another higher-pitched bell sounded, and within momentsthe
enormous front doors of the Senate building swung outward. Senators, staffers and other officias
streamed out, each trying to be the first across the street so he or shewouldn’t haveto stland in line at the
market galls.

To Filip’sleft was an area of shade, provided by alarge canvas awning. It soon filled with those returning
from the market with their meals. A few tables and chairs sat there, but most people mingled on their fet,
cradling their food and drink as they moved from one high-powered acquaintance to the next. Filip’'s
father had told him that more government work was accomplished in this one hour than in the entire
remainder of the day.

Severd of the senators and their staff made the rounds of beggars, tossing coins into each one’ s bowl as
if throwing bread crumbsto pigeons. They chattered about political and socia gossip, but nothing that
seemed relevant to Marek or Nilik.

Suddenly afamiliar voice came from hisright. Hisbreath seized. It couldn’t be,
“My testimony wasn't terribly pedantic, wasit?’ the man asked his companion.
“Certainly not. Everyone enjoys adetailed account of the sewage system.”

They passed in front of him, discussing the merits of apublic-worksbill, and Filip was certain. The kin
on his nape seemed to crinkle and crawl.

His own father waswithin arm’ sreach.



“Onemoment.” Filip'sfather turned and walked back toward him, his footsteps dowing. He stopped a
few paces away, then dropped severd large coinsin Filip’ s bowl, murmuring aprayer to Rovas, thewar
god. In amoment the other man joined him. Together they cast a shadow over Filip, whose neck
cramped with the effort to keep his head down, his gaze on the ground where it belonged.

“Fedling generous today, Kaoyero?’
Without moving away, Filip’ sfather spoke solemnly. “My two sonsdied amost ayear ago in Asermos.”
“Ah.” The other man tossed in acoin of hisown. “I am very sorry.”

“My family—my wife, my daughters and I—we missthem horribly. Wefed like we' d do anything to see
them once more.”

Filip’ sfingerstightened on the fabric of histrousers. Histhroat ached. If helooked up, hisfather would
know his eyes, would see through the beard and the mud to his son beneath. He would take him home,
hold a celebration feast in his honor, maybe give him money to buy Marek’ sand Nilik’ sfreedom. The
relief and joy would overcome his shame at his son’s condition.

Filip beganto raise hiseyes.
“But now | remember,” hisfather said, “it could be worse. My boys could have ended up like him.”
Filip’'s gaze stopped, having risen asfar asthe monument. He dropped his chin, eyes burning.

“True,” the senator said. “To have both sons' names engraved on the memorial—such aloss brings pain
but also great honor. There are fates worse than death.”

They spoke asif he had the ears of apotted plant. Did they think he couldn’t hear them?
Hisfather scoffed. “Honor, yes. If only honor could banish the silence of an empty home.”

Filip turned hisface away, wrenching his mind from theimages of hisfamily. Derinawould be sixteen
now, ready to choose aman brave enough to spend hislife listening to bad jokes. Little Kiniska, only
twelve—Filip wondered if she' d outgrown her bug collection yet. And his mother...he couldn’t think of
her a dl.

A woman with alow, strong voice passed by, spesking to her companion. “I1t's awaste of money and
lives” shesad, “dl to satisfy men’s sense of revenge.”

“Arvano, whois that?” Filip’'sfather asked.
“Senator Basha Mylosa. Myloso’ swidow.”
“I hadn’t known she was so young and...”

“Pretty? Don't be fooled. She' s as shrewd and cutthroat as any of us. Has apredilection for the
Asermons, though. She wants to conquer them without force.”

“That’ sridiculous.”

“She puts forward innovative arguments. |, for one, will be sorry when her term ends. We need fresh
ideasin thisstaid old building, not to mention a voice of moderation againgt the rise of the military.”
Arvano's shadow moved, and he lowered his voice. “ Some say her baby is actualy an Asermon boy,
not the son of her late husband.”



Filip dragged hismind out of its pool of misery to listen.
“They say she miscarried Myloso's child and found this oneto replaceit.”
Filip’ sfather laughed. “Who are ‘they’ who say such things, Arvano?Isit the voicesin your head?’

“You know how it is. Savestak to other daves. Information is the one commodity they haveto sdl. |
admire her audecity, if it strue.”

“It can't betrue”

“ She never went in public during her time of mourning, which was proper. There wastime to makethe
subgtitution. It sounds far-fetched, but if you could hear the way she speaks of Asermaos on the Senate
floor, you' d change your mind.”

Filip heard hisfather clgp his companion on the back. “ This has been an edifying and, er, entertaining
respite, but | must be back to work. | trust my testimony will prove useful.”

“Certainly. You'll find atoken of our gppreciation in your next payroll.”
“I'll look for it. Thank you.”

They moved away, but Filip’ sfather stopped and turned back after afew paces. “Bewdl, young man,”
hesadto Filipinalow voice. “1 shdl pray for you, today and aways.”

Hisfootsteps receded. Filip sat for along moment, then scratched a shallow hole in the sandy soil
beneath the shrub. He took the red-and-yellow ribbon from his pocket, pressed it into the hole, then
covered it with soil until it vanished.

At sunset, Rhiajoined Alankaand Bolan to meet Filip a the rendezvous point in an aleyway severa
blocks from the Senate courtyard.

“Did you hear anything?’ Rhiaasked him, her somach railing.
“Perhaps.”

Alankaand Bolan eased him to sit on an empty crate. He glanced toward the Street, then spokein a
hushed voice.

“A senator named Basha Mylosa has a child. Rumor says he’ san Asermon baby she' s passing off asher
own son.”

“Her own son?” The news was what Rhia had most hoped and feared. “And what about Marek?’

“Adrek and Koli arefollowing her to see where she lives. Maybe they’ll find signs of Marek. Lycasand
Arcasare following them for protection.” He wiped the sweat from his ruddy face and glared at his
crutches. “I didal | could.”

“You did plenty.” Alanka handed him awater skin and smoothed the damp hair from hisbrow. “Y ou
might have saved Marek and Nilik.”

Hetook along gulp, then shook his head. “We ill have to get them out of there. Senator Mylosawill
have awell-guarded house. We |l know how well guarded after the others return.”



Alanka opened the long bag she' d been carrying. “1 thought you might want this.” She handed Filip his
prosthetic leg. “ So you wouldn't have to crutch al the way back to theinn.”

“Thank you.” Hetook theleg. “Very much.”

Rhiawaked with Alankaand Bolan to the end of the dley, giving Filip privacy and blocking the view
from the street.

“Don’'t worry,” Alankasaid. “We ve dipped Marek out from under armed guards before. We can do it

agan.

Rhiathought about how she and Lycas and Alanka had crept into the Descendant camp to extract
Marek. It had been atrap, though, set by the Descendant colonel to obtain amore vauable
prisone—namely, Rhia. Marek’ s powers of invighbility had saved them, dong with the speed and grace
of Colond Bael'shorse, Keleos.

The key, though, had been Baeby' sarrogance in alowing them to enter the camp. Perhaps Bashahad a
smilar weakness.

Filip joined them, and they headed back toward the inn. Rhia heard him speak quietly to Alanka asthey
walked side-by-side behind her and Bolan.

“With the money | madetoday,” he said, “I can purchase aroom for the two of usfor anight. If you
want.”

Rhiacould hear Alanka ssmilein her voice. “I'd likethat.”

When they returned to theinn, Filip washed the grime from hisface and hair, then went in search of the
proprietor to rent aroom.

Alankawatched him stride down the hallway, then closed the door and turned to Rhia. She seemed to be
trying to restrain thejoy in her eyes.

“I’'m glad to see you happy again,” Rhiasaid. “Y ou findly have someone worthy of you.”
Alanka sfacerdaxed into agrin. “And anllion, no less”
“After dl he' sdonefor us, it'shard to think of him as one of them.”

“True.” Alankadrew in a sudden breath. “Should | shave my legs? The women here do thét, I’ ve
noticed.”

The door swung open, gartling Rhia

Lycas swaggered in, followed by Arcas, Adrek, Koli and Bolan. “ Sorry about not knocking,” her
brother said. “Wefound them both.”

Rhiagasped and fdlt asif she could jump to the ceiling.

Adrek sat on the bed beside Alankawith a self-satisfied Sigh. “ Onceit was dark, Koli and | were ableto
snesk right up to awindow.”

“It'sstrange,” Koali sad. “The room we saw was filled with Asermon art—carvings, sculptures,
tapestries. Not like thisinn, or the other buildingswe ve seenin Leukos.”



“But what about Marek and Nilik?" Rhia s heart pounded. “How did they look?’

“We couldn’t see Nilik insdethe cradle,” Adrek said. “Marek seemswell-fed, with no injuries. But—"
He stopped and looked at Koli.

“Hewasn't doing anything,” shetold Rhia. “Hejust rocked Nilik in his cradle, not singing, not speaking
to him, nothing. He looked. ..dead.”

“Until someone passed by,” Adrek said. “When Marek heard them coming, he jumped up and backed
away like he thought hewasin danger.”

“But nothing happened.” Koali fidgeted with the end of her braid. “Eventualy he sat down at the cradle
again. No one camein, so he must have heard someonein the hallway. Skittish asayearling.”

“That'snot likehimat dl.” Rhiasat in the chair, trying to cdm the ssorm in her mind. She had to think
clearly. “We need to get him out of there.”

“And soon,” Lycas said. “Before we lose our powers. My hearing’ s dready not what it was yesterday,
and the run across the city actualy winded me.” Hisface contorted in disgust.

Rhiaturned to Arcas. “What about you?’
“My Spider powersfed norma so far,” he said.
“Good.” Rhiastood. “You'll be needed next.”
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F ilip unlocked the door for Alankaand let her precede him inside. She cried out when she saw the full
tub of steaming water.

“Thisisours?’ She dashed to the side of the metdl tub. “We don’t have the wrong room?’

“I ordered it for us.” Helooked around the room. It was smdll but clean. The proprietor had left alamp
burning on the bedside table. A plate of fruit and bread sat besideit, aswell asapitcher of wine. A bar
of sogp and ashaving kit lay on asmal shelf attached to the tub.

She dipped her hand in the water and yanked it out again. “Too hot.” Alankaangled her head to look at
him from under her dark eyelashes. “But it’ s big enough for two.”

He gave her asmile he hoped hid his nervousness. “It might be.” He scratched hischin. “First | need to
shave”

“I'll doiit for you.” She drew achair next to thetub. “ Sit.”

He obeyed. Using apair of scissors, she trimmed his beard close to his skin. Then shewet asmall cloth
with the hot water and held it againgt hisface. The steam released the tension in his jaw and temples, and
he sagged against the back of the chair.

Alankadipped the smdl basin into thetub to fill it with water, then handed it to him to hold. “Aren’t you
worried people will recognize you without the beard?’



“I’m more worried they’ || recognize me with the beard, as one of the beggarsin the Senate courtyard. |
was around alot of people today—not that many of them actudly looked at me.”

Shetook the cloth away and rubbed lotion on hisface. “It must have been hard.”

He mused on thisword, hard. Where Asermon swords and arrows had failed, his own countrymen, his
own father, had succeeded. They’ d turned him into nothing.

But after aday of feding likeaclod of dirt, he had come back to Alanka, who had treated him like a
hero. Not afdlen hero, like the verson of him etched upon the monument, but aman who could still fight
for something larger than himsdlf. In her eyes, he knew, he would never be nothing.

“Yes itwashard,” hesadfindly.

She picked up the razor and began to shave him, tilting his head to the sde to reach under hisjaw. Each
touch of her fingers on hisface and scalp left an imprint of sensation. He gripped the chair sarm asan
impatient passon wokewithin him.

She noticed the gesture and misinterpreted it. “Don’t worry, | won't cut you.” She swirled therazor in
thebasin. “1 used to do thisfor my father every day.”

Heremained silent. Theless he spoke, the faster she' d shave, and the sooner he' d fed her skin against
his. His pulse throbbed in his throet.

“Will you grow your hair?” she asked when she was nearly finished.
“It dependsif we gtay inllios. Long hair isa status symbol here, only for military officers and noblemen.”

“You're plenty noblefor me.” She wet the towe in the tub and wiped hisface. “ There. A month’ swork
undone”

He stroked his chin, which felt like hisown again. His cheekstingled and smelled of mint. He hoped she
liked the scent.

“Thank you.” He stood and set the basin aside. When he turned back to her, shelooked at hisface and
tittered. “What's so funny?’ He swiped at hisnose and ears. “Do | havelotion on my—"

“No, that’ snot it. I'm not amused.” She stepped within the reach of hisembrace. “1’m just happy.”
He bent hishead to hers. “Soam 1.”

Her kissfelt cautious, asif she feared she' d scare him away. He pulled her tight against his body so she
could fed how much he craved her. She moaned and snaked her arms around his neck, drawing himinto
adeeper, harder kiss.

He untied her shirt, and shelifted it over her head. A tight deeveless garment lay undernesth, covering her
breasts and the top of her belly, displaying taut nipples. He bent to suckle one through the thin materia,
caressing the other with his thumb. She shuddered.

In amoment the undergarment was gone, and he tasted her perfect round breast, salty with swest.
Alankamoaned again, making his blood pound so hard, it seemed to fight the confines of hisveins.

“Filip?

He pulled avay. “What' swrong?’



“Tub.”
“Right.” He stripped off his shirt, while Alanka stood before him and undid her trousers.
Her dark eyesglittered a him. “Help me?’

“Yes” Hedid thetrousers over her hips, aong with the soft undergarment, and knelt to remove them.
He reached to touch her naked body, but she stepped back.

“I"'m taking abath. Will you join me, then?’ She put afoot in the tub and dmost yanked it out. “ Still hot.”
She stepped into the tub, wincing and gasping. He would have laughed at her bulging eyes had her
body’ s beauty not stolen his breeth.

Alankasat down and exhaled heavily. “1 think they want to cook usfor dinner.” She reached back to pull
out thetie from her braid.

“Let medo that.” He moved to stand behind her.

“No. No more touching me with your clotheson.” Shelooked up a him. “I can shut my eyesif you
want.”

He amost agreed, then redlized it was't what he wanted. He wanted her to see him, findly.

Filip unfastened histrousers and undid the straps of his prosthesis. He sat on the bed and removed his
shoes and socks, then the false | eg, setting everything beneath the bedside table. He did histrousers over
his hips, then hisknees, where he held them for along moment.

Alanka s eyes met his, and the desire to touch her burned away the last fragments of fear and shame. He
let the trousersfdl to the floor.

She looked down where his | eft leg ended, then back at hisface. A smile crinkled the corners of her
eyes. Sheregarded the dark gray drawersthat covered his hips.

“Almost donenow,” shesad.

Filip let out adeep breath, wondering why he had ever worried. He leaned back on his elbows and lifted
his hipsto remove his drawers. He sat up and dropped them to the side.

Alankadrew her knees up to give him room. “Y ou’ re too beautiful to hide.”

Hisface heated, and not from the billowing steam. Using the table for support, he moved to the tub, sat
on the edge and swung hislegs over in a smooth motion. He thanked every god and Spirit that he didn’t
lose hisbadance and fal in. The water came to the top of hiswaist and soothed his aching limbs.

Alankaturned around in the cramped tub and shifted hersdlf between hislegs. “Now you may undo my
hair.”

Thefed of her skin, dick and hot againgt his, sent the blood racing through his body, hardening him
againgt her back. His hands trembled as they unwound the soft, dark strands. When her hair was free,
she did down to submerge hersdlf, her head nearly reaching hislap. He groaned and reached for the
soap, needing adistraction to maintain whet little control remained.

She murmured with delight as he worked the sogp through her hair, massaging her scalp.
“Does everyonein Leukos have abathtub?’ she asked him.



“Most use the public baths, but many have movable tubs like these. The wedlthiest have permanent tubs
in their homes, made of tile”

“Did your family have atiletub?
“No. We had one like this”
Shegrew quiet.

“What isit?’ he asked her.

“Sitting here, | finaly understand why people want to be rich. Makes me wonder what I’ d do to have a
hot bath every day.”

She submerged again, running her fingersthrough her hair to rinseit, creating amass of floating black
strands. He gazed at her body benesth the ripples and wanted to give her athousand nightsin arow like
this one. She had suffered so much. She deserved alife of comfort.

Alanka came up from the water and turned to face him, knedling between hislegs. “Will you wash the
rest of me?’

He covered her shoulders and breasts with therich suds that dicked her skin and made her sigh. She
tilted her head back, parting her lips, and he wanted her now, fast. But there was one thing he needed her
to dofirst. Onething he couldn’t ask her to do.

Ashewashed her, Alanka sfingers stroked histhighs, then descended lower, to his knees. She opened
her eyes and looked at him. “Do you want meto touch it?”

Heswadlowed. “If you like,” he said, though he longed to tell her yes.

“| want to touch al of you.” Her hand did down behind hisleft knee until it reached the hard, blunt
stump. She caressed it cautioudly at firdt, then firmly, her fingers exploring the ridges of scars. Instead of
feding numb, it felt alive and exquisitely sengitive. Helet hishead sink back onto the edge of thetub as
his hands spread the lather over her smooth bdlly.

“Doyoulikethat?’ shesad.

“Yes” Hisbreath camefaster. “1 didn't think | would. But it needs your touch.” Asdid ahundred other
places on his body.

“It doesn't fed like an absence,” she said. “It fedslike you.”
Suddenly she stopped and gazed over his|eft shoulder, head tilted, eyes unfocused. “ Do you hear that?”

He held his breath. In an apartment down the street, perhaps ablock or two away, afiddlier was
practicing. It sounded like adow waltz. It was so faint, he wouldn’t have discerned it without his
enhanced Horse hearing.

Which meant...

“I can hear!” Alankadrew inaquick, sharp breath. “I can smdl!” She moved her head from Sideto Side,
asmile daring to creep across her face. “One moment | could only smdll the incense and the soap, but
now | smell everything. Outside, insde...” Shelooked at Filip, then leaned over to inhdethe air above
his shoulder. “Y ou smell wonderful.”



“Y our powers have returned?’ he said, though the answer was obvious.

“I think s0.” She gripped his shoulders. “Dance with me, to celebrate.” She pressed herself close,
graddling him. He looped hisarms around her body, dippery with soap. They swayed together in the
tight space of the tub.

“How isthis?” hesad.
“It' sperfect.” Shedid down againgt him. “Y ou're perfect.”

Alankatook Filip insde her, and they cried out. He held her face between his hands and kissed her,
savoring the wetness within. Her tongue teased his, and he tried to thrust upward, deeper inside, needing
more. With her knees outside his hips, the confines of the tub held them fast.

Alankalooked down. “ This could be better.”
“ Should we move to the bed?’

“Not until we're cold and wrinkly.” She lifted hersdlf, then turned to face away from him, on her knees,
resting her forearms on the other end of the tub. Her hipswere out of the water, dripping, beckoning.
“Try now,” shesad.

He hesitated. He had taken Palia a the brothel thisway, from behind, so he couldn’t see the pain on her
face, so he could pretend her crieswere ones of eagerness.

Alankalooked over her bare, glistening shoulder at him. “Now, Filip.”

Water splashed from the tub as he shifted to knedl behind her. He entered her, deeply, and al memories
fled. They moved apart, then together, diding in a quickening rhythm that tore agroan from histhroat. He
placed his hands over hers on the side of the tub, intertwining their fingers. Her moans grew in pitch until
she uttered a breathy scream.

Ashemarveled at her pleasure—how he' d caused it wasn't clear to him—hefelt hisown rise,
overpowering his control in the span of a breath. He surged within her as the world went bright and hazy.

The man he had been was gone, smashed to pieces, but the man he would become had just been born,
whole and hedled at lagt.

Alanka sagged againgt the side of the tub. Her knees ached, but her blood sang.

Filip draped over her, panting. With agroan, he sat back in the tub. She turned to watch him dunk his
head underwater, then come up wearing the broadest grin she' d ever seen on hisface.

He moved forward into her arms. “That wes...”

“That wasto cam us down. The night’ s barely begun.”

She reached for the sogp and lathered him up, rdlishing the hard muscles beneath his skin.

He closed his eyes and sighed. “Renting this room was possibly the best ideaa human being ever had.”

She laughed. “Don't expect an argument here. Turn around.”



With some effort, he shifted in the narrow tub to face awvay from her. She gasped. Except for asmall
round scar on hisright shoulder, his chest had been smooth. The skin on his back, however, was
puckered with long, crisscrossed lines.

She drew her finger down one of the scars. “How did you get these?’
“Badctraning.”

“They whipped you?’

He shrugged one shoulder. “Not just me. Everyone.”

“Why?

“So we could learn to ignore pain.”

She thought of the Ilion soldier who had kept charging her even with two arrows sticking out of him.
“Y our men fight bravely, even insanely. Kind of like our Wolverines”

“But our soldiers don’t have magic to boost their imperviousness. We get tough the hard way.” He
turned his head to the side. “ Do the scars bother you?’

“No. They’'re part of you.” Sheleaned forward and kissed each one. Then she washed his back with the
sametenderness asif they had been fresh wounds.

By the time they were clean, the water had cooled. Alanka stood and wrung out her hair, watching Filip
watch her. A new light wasin his eyes, she hoped it Stayed there forever.

She wrapped atowd around her body and stepped out of the tub. Before she could offer Filip help, he
had followed her, grabbing his own towel. It surprised her how nimble he was on oneleg.

“I’'m starving.” She padded over to the small table. Filip stretched out on the bed. She sat beside him,
placing the plate of fruit between them. “I don't even recognize most of these.”

He picked up achunk of deep pink fruit. “ Thisiswatermelon. They don’t grow up north.” He offered it
to her.

“What do | do with the seeds?’
“Spit them out, or swallow them.” He pushed it againgt her lips. “Don’t be scared.”

She laughed and gingerly bit into the fruit. Juice spurted down her chin and onto her neck, making her
laugh louder.

He leaned forward to lick the juice from her collarbone before it dripped under the towd. “Do you like
it?”

“The watermelon or what you just did?’
1] Ya”
“Yes, | likeit.”

Filip smiled and reclined on the side, head propped on his hand. He took a bite of the fruit, chewed
carefully, then picked aseed out of his mouth and laid it on the edge of the plate.



“Youdon't eat them?’ shesaid.

“When | was aboy, my brother convinced methat if | ate awatermel on seed, awatermelon plant would
grow in my stomach and eventually devour me from theinsde out. Asrevenge.”

“Youdon't fill believethat.”

“Of coursenot.”

“Then why not est them now?’

He shrugged. “Habit.”

“| dareyou to eat one.” She picked up afat black seed and held it out between her fingertips.

Helooked up at her, down at the seed, then gave her a heavy-lidded gaze as he dowly stuck out his
tongue. Shefelt her body turn to liquid. Despite hislack of experience, an ingtinctive power of seduction
lurked within him, a power she planned to enjoy.

She placed the seed on histongue and watched it disappear into the wet darkness of his mouth. “How is
it?" shewhispered.

He swdlowed, never taking hiseyesfrom hers. “1’'m cured.”
She leaned forward and gave him along, deep kiss, apromisefor the rest of the night.

As she poured their wine, she noticed that he hadn’t covered hislegs, either with the towd or the
blanket. That he trusted her enough to expose himself made her glow inside, even before sipping the
wine

He savored the drink, eyes closed. Then helooked at her, hisface serious again. “Y ou have your powers
back.”

“They’re not as strong as they used to be, | guess because we' rein the city. | can fed Wolf’s presence,
like Adrek said about Cougar. It sfaint, but it’ sthere now. | don’t know what | did to deserveit.”

“Remember what | said before? How you couldn’t make peace with yourself until you made peace with
your enemy? By accepting my wound, you' ve donethat.” He stroked her arm. “In your eyes, I'm ahero,
and in mine, you' re awarrior. We only had to learn to use each other’ seyesto see.” He touched her
chin. “Do you ill think you' reamurderer?’

She stared at a blank space on the wall and remembered the battle. The faces of those shekilled
dredged up a skewering sorrow, but not guilt, not anymore. “No. | hadto doit.” She heard anew
drength in her voice. “And I’d do it again.”

“Y ou may, indeed, if Rhia' s plan gets usinto the senator’ smansion.”

Alankathought of Marek sitting in that room, drained of al fierceness. She' d get him out if she had to
shoot everyonein the house.

Cam down, shetold hersdlf, drawing a deep breath to dissipate the rage. Turned inward for so long, it
begged for atarget outside her.

“Y ou never had to do anything to deserve Wolf’sfavor,” Filip said. “ Y ou just had to forgive yourself.”



Shewatched his hand glide over her waist and wondered if she could ever be as gentle with herself ashe
was with her. Perhaps he could teach her.

“Yes” shesad, “I'll marry you.”

Filip stared at her, and for amoment she thought he might take the offer back. Maybe his respect for her
had vanished the moment they made love. His peopl€e s strange way's could be seeping back into him
now that he was home.

“Let’sdoit now,” hesad.

“Get married? At thishour?’

“Right here. We can't doit legdly in Ilios anyway so we might aswell take our vows now.”
“What vows?’

He squinted at the celling. “I think they’ re mostly about property. We can eliminate that part, snce we
have none.”

“What €lse do your marriages mean?’

Helaced hisfingerswith hers and pressed their pamstogether. “Loyalty. Above family and place of
birth. We become anation of two.” He quirked an eyebrow. “ And eventualy three, four, five...”

“Twoisfinefor now,” shesad.
“Two isperfect.” He kissed her. “What about Kalindon weddings?’

“They’re short and rare. We pledge in the name of our Spiritsto love each other forever. It sahard thing
to promise.”

“I promiseto love you forever,” he said quickly, then added, “in the name of Horse.” He thought for a
moment. “That wasn't hard at dll.”

She laughed, then couldn’t stop laughing. She' d dreamed of her wedding day since she wastwelve, and
now it had come in the depths of her enemies’ city, lying naked next to aplate of strange fruit.

Filip waited patiently. “1t' s good to hear you laugh, Alanka. But you could have chosen a better timeto
recover your sense of humor.”

She rubbed her face and became solemn again. “Filip, in the name of Wolf, | promiseto love you
forever.” Shekissed him softly.

He gazed a her, asif seding the moment in hismemory.
“What do Kdindons do then?’ he asked.

“Everyone eats and drinks until they pass out, then they wake up and eat and drink some more. Then
comestheorgy.”

Hiseyeswidened. “You'rejoking.”

Shegiggled. “Not aforma one—it’sjust how things usualy end up. It's good luck to concelve achild on
awedding night—your own or someone else’s.” Filip looked at her belly, and she added, “Wewon't



tonight. I’ ve been taking wild carrot seed for months.”
“WI‘N’?’

“I wasin no shape to have ababy. Even now, | want to wait until we have ahome wherewe canraise it
in peace.” Shefrowned. “I don't know if that day will ever come.”

“Let’snot worry about that day.” He reached across her for the bread-and-fruit plate. “Let’ s finish our
wedding.”

They drank enough wine and fed each other enough food to stuff their somachs and weight their eyelids
with drowsiness. Then they made love again, with asow hegt that gave them hoursto find every inch of
bliss on each other’ sbodies.

Alankafdl adeep in ther entangled embrace, feding pure contentment for thefirst time she could
remember. Her Spirit and her beloved were with her at last. Tomorrow she would return to her mission,
with more power and strength than ever.

But tonight shewould rest.
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M arek waked behind Basha, his gaze on the pale gray stones benegth hisfeet. He barely noticed the
market crowd jostling around him. It was larger than usua on this holiday honoring some god who
existed only to make the templesrich. Two guards kept close to him. The short swordsin their belts
squashed any thought of escape he might entertain.

Hefdlt the midday sun sear the back of his neck, the lower part of which was bare. Bashawanted his
hair to grow long again. He wished for aknifeto cut it short, though hewas no longer sureif he'd useit
todiceonly hishair.

Nilik gurgled and cooed in the carriage pushed by Petrop. Bashalaughed with delight. “Demedor, you
love acrowd, just like your mother.”

Marek’ s ssomach felt another pang. He' d eaten and dept little in the past severa days. His body seemed
to rebd againg itsdlf, perhapsin retribution for the things it had done with Basha.

He saw her embroidered boots near his feet. Shetook his hand and pressed acoin intoit.

“Marek, fetch me one of those fried breads with the fruit on it.” She scrutinized hisface and clicked her
tongue. “Get onefor yoursdlf, too. Y ou look positively skeletd. People will talk.” She looked at his
guards. “Go with him.”

The fried-bread line was endless. The treat was one he' d dways |ooked forward to at the midsummer
Fiddlers Festivd in VVelekos, but now his gut heaved at the thought of the sweet, oil-soaked flour.

While he waited, he explored his new powers. Fox had taken him under Her care, enhancing his hearing
and night vision, though his sense of smell was diminished from that of aWolf. He wondered if he had the
second-phase Fox power of camouflage—blending into his background by remaining motionless—or if
hewould start over in the first phase. None of his people had ever changed Spirits midlife.



He couldn’t test his camouflage, since he was never aone, not even to bathe or piss. Bashasaid hewas
so valuable, someone might try to steal or harm him. He wondered if she sensed that Marek posed the
greatest threet to hisown life.

If it weren’t for Fox, he would have found away to die by now. Even his son wasn’t enough to live for
anymore. As soon as Nilik reached the age when he could understand who hisredl father was, Marek
would be sent away or killed. Basha couldn’t take the chance that he would tell hisson of hisidentity. It
would ruin her experiment.

A Woalf would have chosen the noble route, to perish rather than betray his beloved Rhia, to put honor
before life. Fox had saved him, but for what?

A sonerolled near hisfeet. He glanced at it, then froze.
It wastied to acrow feather.
Helifted hishead and looked behind him.

A young man stood in avendor’ s stall across the street, perhaps twenty paces away. His dark brown
gaze bore into Marek, cutting through the air like ahurled dagger.

Arces.

Marek turned back to the fried-bread stand to keep his guards from getting suspicious. Hismind regled.
Why was Arcas here, hisold rival, the man who' d once held a blade to Marek’ sthroat for * stealing”
Rhia?

Marek pushed back his shouldersin along stretch, feigning stiffnessin hislower back. Ashedid, helet
his glance trip over the crowd, back to the sall.

Arcas was surrounded by wooden carvings. A sign read Custom Designs, from what Marek could tell.
The Spider looked at the other side of the street. Marek followed his gaze.

Basha.
His mind made the connection with a sudden spark.
“Your order!”

One of hisguardsjabbed him in the back. He turned to the fried-bread stall, where the vendor was
glaring a him. “Hurry up,” she snarled. “ There' s people waiting.”

He stepped forward and ordered as Basha had ingtructed, one for her and one for himsdlf. His stomach
twisted again, but from excitement now instead of dread.

He and the guards found Basha, who was contemplating the purchase of anew decorative plant.
“Thereyou are,” shesaid. “I thought I’ d haveto cal the police.”
“My apologies, Your Honor.” Marek handed her the fried bread. “Therewasalong line.”

“Yes, it' sdreadful how they let anyone cometo these festivals. Y ou’ d think they’ d have aspecid day for
the worthwhile families to attend without having to mingle with the rabble. Maybe we should passalaw
to that effect.” Sheturned away from the plant, gpparently forgetting it in the excitement of anew policy
intiative,



“Your Honor.” Marek tried not to sound too eager. “ There' s an artist whose wares you might like to
%-”

“Hmm?’ She gave him adigracted glance. “What kind of artit?’

“From Asermos. He makes carvings like the ones you havein your living room.” Marek took a
caculated risk. “But these are better.”

“What?" Her voice went shrill. “Impossible. Show me.”

They went to Arcas s<tal. The Spider was the only person within the shade of the smdll tent. He
displayed an ingratiating smile at their approach.

“Good afternoon, my lady.” He glanced at the patch of red and gold on the shoulder of her white dress.
“Forgive me—I mean, Y our Honor.”

Entranced by the array of carvings, she waved off his gpology. “Areyou the artist or just the vendor?’
“Both. I’'m independent.”

“I cantdl.” She shoved her plate at Marek for him to hold, then picked up the wolf and examined its
many teeth. “These are unlike anything I’ ve seen. Y ou have your own style.” She pointed to the carved
wooden spider around his neck. “1 see from your fetish you're an artist by Spirit. Y our magic is obvious.”

“Thank you, Y our Honor.” He bowed. “1 am humbled by your appreciation.”
“Yes” She set thewolf down. “Are these for sdle or merdly samples?’

Arcas swept hishand over atable of wood carvings. “For sde, Your Honor. Theseareal theanimals|
have herein Leukos.” He looked at Marek, down at the table, then back at Marek, who caught his
meaning and stepped closer.

On thetable sat agroup of exquistely carved animas: awolverine, abat, two horses, awolf, acougar, a
Spider, and—great Soirits, yes—a crow.

Besides Rhiaand Arcas, it must be Lycas, Alanka, Koli and perhaps Adrek—but who were the two
Horses? It took a moment to remember the name of Arcas s friend Bolan. He was probably represented
by the placid grazing horse.

The other Horse could be Filip. Had a Descendant come to help him? It would give them an advantage
none of the other rescuers had possessed.

Marek indicated the rearing steed carved from alight-colored wood. “ This one looks new.”
“Itis” Arcas pointed to thewest. “Its material comesfrom thisregion, in fact.”

So it wasFilip. If he had Arcas ssignd right, they were staying somewherein the western part of the
city.

“How lovely,” Bashaexclaimed. “An amagamation of the two cultures. Symbolic of thingsto come, |
hope.” Sheran her finger dong the blue cloth that covered the table. “Hmm. No foxes.”

Asif the word had awakened that wily part of him, Marek conceived an idea. “May | suggest that you
commisson thisartist to make you one?’



Her facelit up. “Yes! But bigger than that littlething | have now. Life-sized.” She held her armsfar gpart.

Marek held back aderisive laugh. *Y our Honor, with respect, rea foxesaren’t that big. They weigh as
much asalarge housecat.”

She furrowed her brow. “But | want abig one.”
“He could make you alarger one, perhaps even human-sized.” Helooked at Arcas. “Right?’

Comprehension dawned on the Spider’ sface. “Certainly. There' s enough driftwood scattered about the
beach to make ahuman-sized fox.”

Basha s eyes narrowed. “When could you have it ready?’

Arcas made ashow of consideration. Marek hoped it would be soon, but not so soon asto rouse
Basha s suspicions.

“Seven days.”

She scowled. “1’'m hogting dinner on the festiva’ sfind night. That’ sin four days. To have thisto show my
rivals—it would make them remember what they’ re dedling with.”

“Four days?’ Arcasfeigned dismay. “Perhaps, if an extrafee wereinvolved.”

“It shdl be.” Shewaved her hand and started to turn away. “ Petrop, negotiate aprice and givehim a
third asadown payment.”

“Hdf, Your Honor,” Arcas said. When she turned back to him, wide-eyed, he added, “If you don’t like
thefina product, I'll give you afull refund. No other artist would guarantee hiswork that way.”

Her lips pinched together. “Half, then. But | want it on the morning of thefourth day, first thing.”
Arcas bowed. “I shal work day and night. Tomorrow morning, plus three days.”

“Seeyou then.” Asshewaked away with Marek, she said, “Thank you for aderting me.” Her voice went
aultry. “Y ou shdll receive a specid token of my gppreciation tonight.”

Marek glanced back at Arcasto seeif he had heard. The Spider’ s narrowed eyes and furrowed brow
told him he had. Would hetdl Rhia?

No. If Marek ever saw her again, he would confess and beg her to forgive him. Then he' d spend the rest
of hislife earning that forgiveness.

36
M arek awoketo his son’ swalls. Helifted his head from the pillow.

Impossible. Nilik dept in another wing of the building, too far for his criesto reach Marek’ sears. He
looked at the dark window of the daves quarters.

Perhaps he had dreamed it. Y et he could barely deep knowing that Arcas and the otherswould arrivein
afew hours. The Spider till looked strong, and his Bear training would help him overcome the guards, if



he could get inside the house.

Then there was Lycas. Marek’ s Wolverine brother-in-law could drop aman just by looking at him, it
seemed, and was nearly impervious to weapons himsdf.

Marek’ sears strained for Nilik’ svoice again, though he couldn’t go to him in the middle of the night. He
couldn’t leave the room unless Basha summoned, which she hadn’t done since the night after the market.

It should have been easier to couple with her that evening, knowing that Rhiawas coming to release him.
But the numbness had vanished, and when she had finished with him, he' d fled back to his quartersto
vomit. He' d wished for the torturersto flay him, to tear off every bit of skin that smelled like Basha

Marek stared at the window now, waiting for daylight and the liberation it would bring.

Petrop shook him awake at sunrise. “ Go to her,” he said, as brusque as dways.

Marek hurried to dress, then followed the butler across the wide housg, into the residential wing. Ashe
passed the top of the stairs, he heard Basha crying.

“What'swrong?’ he asked Petrop, who did not reply.

The door to Nilik’sroom stood open. No sound came from within. Marek ran into the room, ignoring
the shouts of hisguards.

He dashed to the crib and looked inside.
Empty.
“Whereishe?’ Hetried to reinin his panic. Maybe the wet nurse had taken Nilik to feed or bathe him.

“Marek!” Basha s dhrill voice came from the halway. She rushed into Nilik’ sroom, face drenched with
tears. “Marek, they took him.”

“What? Who?" Maybe the Asermons had rescued Nilik. “ Kidnappers?’
“No, thearmy.” She grasped the front of his shirt. “They took him away from me.”
“What army?| don’'t understand.”

“They took him.” She uttered more words, but they were lost in the waves of sobs, al but the phrase my
baby.

Basha pressed her wet face against Marek’ s chest. Dazed, he let hisarms drift around her back. This
wasn't happening. He' d had worse nightmares. Soon he' d wake from this one.

She pulled away and turned to the guards, who stood awkwardly by the door. “Leave us.”
They hesitated. Petrop stepped forward out of the halway. “Y our Honor, do you think that’s wise?’
“Leave us!”

The butler shooed the two guards out of the room, but left the door open. Basha charged after him and
dammed it shut, then locked it.



“What happened?’ Marek’ s heart dammed hisribs.

She picked up awhite cloth from asmall table by the door and wiped her eyeswithit. “They said they
had to take him away.” She choked out another sob, then swallowed hard. “Into the wilderness, so his
powers could rise when he grew older. They said the city wasn't the right place for such an experiment.”

Marek’ s gut twisted. “He s gone forever, you mean? Never coming back?’

“They’ve made acamp for al the children, out west, near Surnos. They’ll raisethem to beloya tollios,
use them to create amagical fighting force to conquer your people.” She dragged the cloth against her
cheeksagain. “It wasmy idea. | thought | was so clever. How could | have known they’ d take my own
on?’

He grasped a onelast hope. “If you let me go with them, I’ ll watch over him for you. You'll know he's
safe and happy with me.”

She shook her heed. “ They |eft before dawn. Y ou couldn’t go, anyway. They want no influence from
your people on the children.”

He sank onto the window seat, pulled one of Nilik’s plush toysinto hislap and clutched it close. His
chest fdt asif it would rip apart, straight down the middle.

“What can we do?’ he managed to say.
“Nothing.” Her voice hushed. “I’'m so sorry, Marek.”
Helooked up at her. She' d never said those words to him before.

It didn’t matter now. Nothing mattered. Even if he were rescued, his promise to Rhiawas broken. They
couldn’t go home without their son.

But if he escaped, they might be able to find the childrenin time, if they knew whereto look. Though his
heart was shattering, he had to keep his head, ask careful questions.

“What' sthisplacelike, this—"

“Surnos?’ She sniffled. “It’ sastupid little town, surrounded by forests and mountains and other such
uselessthings. Just the sort of place your people would enjoy.”

“Have you been there?’

“Not since | took office. It' stoo far—over two days ride—and | have too many duties.” She breathed a
mournful sigh. “But it seems | have one fewer duty now than | did yesterday.” She put her facein her
hands. “Hold me.”

Her voice was S0 pitiful it took Marek amoment to redlize it was an order. He went to her and enfolded
her in an embrace, careful not to squeeze the last breath out of her as he wanted more than ever to do.

She clung to hiswaist and released afresh sob. “At least thistime | have someoneto share my grief.”

He wondered how real her grief could be, after she had threatened to send “ her baby” away to get
Marek to do her bidding.

“I never knew until now,” shesaid, “how much | needed him.”



Marek looked at the window, where the morning light was streaming in. If he could get closer to the front
door...

“Let mefetch you somefood,” he said. “Y ou need your strength.”

“I'm not hungry. And I’m canceling tonight’ s celebration. | can't go through with it. Soon everyone will
know Demedor wasn't truly my son.” She drew away from him. “1 need to send word to the artist not to
come.” She moved toward the door, and he stepped into her path.

“Areyou sure? Y ou loved theidea.”

“It will only remind me of the child. Besdes, if | display that carving, they’ll dl laugh e me. They'll say |
was the one outfoxed thistime, and | was.” She wiped her nose and reached for the doorknob.

“Wait”
Sheturned to him, looking surprised at what sounded like an order.

“Send metotdl theartist,” he said. “Maybe| can convince him to return your deposit. He might listen to
oneof hisown countrymen.”

Her lipstwisted asad smile. “ That’' s very swest, but | don't care about the money. And you' re not going
anywhere”

A shiver snaked down the center of hisback. “1 don’t understand, Y our Honor.”

“I need achild of my own. You'll giveit to me.” Her bloodshot eyes held a cold blue gaze. “Y ou won't
leave my chamber until I'm pregnant.”

He gaped at her, certain he' d heard her wrong. “Me?’ He fumbled for away to show the absurdity. “I'm
adave. It would dishonor you.”

“No onewill know. My mourning period isover, and | shdl find ahusband soon. | have severd suitors,
any of whom would marry me tomorrow. That day won't arrive until I'm carrying my very own Asermon
child, onethey can't take away.” Her fist clenched around the tear-soaked cloth. “One | can watch
forever, whose power | can share when he grows up.”

Marek’ s breath grew quick and his mind more desperate. “But I’m not Asermon. I'm Kalindon.”

“Beastsare dl thesame.” To hisstare, shereplied, “Don’'t give methat look. Only abeast could betray
hiswife with another woman asreadily asyou did.”

Hislip curled. “1 did it to save my child.”

“Youdidit to save yourself. Asyou will continueto do. At least now you won't have to wear one of
those lambskin sheaths when we do it. Y ou can enjoy it even more.” She unlocked the doorknob. “The
guardswill take you to my room.”

She opened the door and gasped.
The halway was empty.
Blood spattered the walls and painted the floor in two trailsthat led into Basha sroom.

She turned her wide-eyed gaze up at Marek. Her astonishment turned to fear.



“No...” She opened her mouth to scream, but he grabbed her and covered it with the palm of his hand.
“Doasl tdl youand you'll live,” he hissed.

He dragged her into the hallway, then the outer room of her chamber. Lycas stepped from the shadows,
hands covered in blood. Basha struggled and kicked at the sight.

The Wolverine withdrew adagger from his belt. “ This the one who owns you?’
Marek looked down at Basha, then held out his hand for the wespon. “Not anymore.”
Lycas hesitated, then dgpped the hilt into his outstretched pam. “Be quick and quiet about it.”

Marek held the blade to Basha sthroat. “Let’sgo, Y our Honor. Make asound and I’ll cut the living
breath out of you. Understand?’

She nodded quickly. Grasping her by the base of the neck and holding the tip of the blade under her ribs,
he guided her ahead of him out into the hallway and turned for the stairs. Lycasfollowed.

“Where sthe boy?’ he asked Marek.

“Gone, but we can catch them. She'll show uswherethey’ re going.” He shook Basha s shoulder.
“Won't you?’

“I won't betray my country,” she said.

“Who elseiswith you?’ Marek asked Lycas asthey neared the top of the Sairs.
“Arcasisdowngairs, and—"

“Lycas, hurry!”

In the foyer below, Arcas was holding two guards a bay with a Descendant military sword. They
swooped around him, holding shorter swords of their own, trying to move within striking range.

Basha shouted to the guards, then raked her foot behind Marek’ s ankles. Hefelt himsalf lose his balance,
and he clutched the only thing within reech—Basha hersdlf.

They tumbled down the stairs together, bouncing off the wall and the banister. Marek’ s elbows and
kneesyelped in pain asthey banged against the stone. Basha screamed dl the way down. When they
reached the bottom, her cry cut off.

Dazed, Marek felt Bashalying under him, coughing, and saw someone legp over their bodies from the
gairs. More shouts and clangs of sted echoed off the walls. His hand was warm and wet.

Herolled to hisknees, searching for the knife beforeit could be used against him. He turned back to
Basha

Her sscomach was soaked in blood, where the black hilt of the dagger appeared. He gasped and backed
away, feding hisown blood drain from hisface.

“Marek...” Her eyesrolled white with pain, and she grasped at the knife handle. “Marek, what' s wr—"
Her voice pitched higher. “Can’'t. Br—"

“Marek!” Arcaswas struggling with his opponent near the front door. Marek’ s gaze darted around the



foyer for away to help him.

In the Sitting room beyond the fighters, the wolf carving watched him from the green marbletable. With a
legp and arall, Marek ducked the swordplay and landed in the sitting room. He grabbed the wolf by the
hind legs. It felt heavy as stone.

He strode toward Arcas s opponent, who glanced back a moment too |ate.

Marek dashed the wolf againgt the side of the guard’ s head. The man lurched, faling againgt the table.
Arcas swung the curved blade to dice the guard' s throat. Marek legped back from the fountain of blood.
Without hesitating, Arcas turned to the other guard and dashed him in the Sde. Lycas moved in for the
swift, slent kill.

Marek ran back to Basha, who had managed to pull the top haf of her body to rest on the lowest Sair.
The red pool expanded around her.

“Don't. Leave. Me.” She coughed amouthful of blood.
He knelt beside her and stared into the eyes he hated, wondering how fast shewould die.

A shout of rage came from the dining room to hisright. He looked up to see Petrop running toward him,
wielding acleaver high above his head. Marek stood to legp out of the way.

Basha saized his ankle with aweak grip, enough to make him stumble and fal to his hands and knees.
Petrop was only afew steps away. Marek twisted into a desperate, dodging roll.

A crack-twang came from behind the butler. His eyes went wide, and hisfeet tripped over each other.
Hefdl forward, landing next to Marek, the cleaver clanging the stone floor less than ahandspan from
Marek’s head.

A vibrating arrow jutted from the center of Petrop’ s back.

Soft footsteps padded closer. Marek sat up to see Alankarunning toward him through the dining room.
He staggered to hisfeet and embraced her.

“I'msorry | let you go.” She clutched him so tightly he couldn’t breathe. “Where' sNilik?’
“Gone, but we'll get him back.”

“First we haveto get out of here.” Lycas pulled abrown cloth from his belt and quickly wiped his hands
and weapons. “We ve barred the doorsto this part of the house, but it won't hold them long, especidly
after al that shouting.” He handed the cloth to Arcasto clean himself. “Let’'sgo.”

“How will we get past the outer gate?’ Marek asked. “It' swell guarded.”

“The sameway wegot in,” Arcassaid, “thanksto your idea.” He pointed to awooden pdlet lying in the
back of the foyer. It was connected to two horizontal polesfor carrying. A large dark brown blanket lay
rumpled upon it. “ On the way out, you can play the human-sized fox sculpture, the way Alankadid on
theway in.”

Marek turned to her. “What about you?’
“I'll find my own way out.”

“No.” Hetook her arm. “Y ou don’t want to be caught by these people.”



“I won't be. We haveaplan.”

“Which isworking so far,” Arcas said. “Except for that.” He pointed to Basha. “We hadn’t planned to
kill the senator.”

Marek turned to her. Her golden eyel ashes fluttered, and her breeth came in short, shallow gasps.
Sumped on the bottom stair, she gazed into adistant horizon. He wondered if she watched the approach
of Crow or one of her gods.

“A knifeinthe gut'ssurvivable,” Lycas sad, “depending whereit goesin.” The Wolverine pulled out a
longer dagger. “ She' s seen us. We should finish it.” He took a step toward her, then stopped. “I’ve never
killed awoman.”

“Giveit.”

Lycaslooked at Marek’ s shaky pam, then placed the dagger in it. “Under the ribs and up, left side.”
Marek switched the dagger to his other hand, and Lycas added, “ Her left, not yours.”

“I know.”
“And keep your grip far back on the hilt. If you cut yourself and bleed, it’ | be harder to hide you.”

Marek turned to Basha, avoiding Alanka s eyes. He heard the Wolf woman stifle awhimper of protest.
She didn’'t know he was no longer her Spirit brother.

He put hisfoot on the bottom stair next to Basha so that he crouched over her body. With a sudden
cam, he placed the tip of the dagger under her ribs, againgt the pink silk of her nightgown. He'd pecled
thisgown off her threetimes. He' d torn it once, on her command.

She stirred at the prick of the blade. “M-Mar—"

“Don't spesk to me.” He grasped her bloodstained chin and forced her to look at him. “Even at the end
you tried to trap me. But I’ m free now. If they catch me and hang mein an hour, Il be free of you
forever.”

He tightened his grip on the dagger. Basha s blue eyes sparked fear, then triumph. Shelet out afaint gasp
and fdl till, her gaze blanking.

“She' sdead,” Alankawhispered.

“What?’ Marek put afinger to Basha s neck. “ She can’t be.” He dropped the knife and shook her
shoulders. “Basha” Hisvison reddened with rage. She' d escaped.

“That solvesthings.” Lycas picked up the long dagger. “ Grab the one out of her ssomach. We might need
it later.”

Marek grasped the short dagger and twisted it hard as he withdrew it. Though her body jerked, it was
only from the motion itself, and her face held no reaction.

Hewas seized by the desire to pierce her unbesting heart, to carve out a space as big as the one she had
madeingde him.

Arcastook the wegpon from his hand, replacing it with a clean brown cloth.

“Come,” the Spider said. “It' stimeto go.”



Marek wrenched his gaze from Basha s corpse. When he stood, Lycas grabbed his elbow and led him
to the pdlet. Marek knelt upon it, making himsalf as smal as possible, grateful for once that he and
Alankawere so closein Sze. They draped him with the blanket.

Arcaslifted the cloth and placed the weapons benegth it. “ Be ready to use theseif anyone discovers
you.”

A soft hand touched his shoulder. “ See you soon,” Alanka said.

The palet tilted as Lycas and Arcaslifted it. Marek concentrated on staying motionless. He held down
the long dagger with hisright hand and the Descendant fighting sword with his|eft, the short dagger
tucked under hisknee. Though he d never been trained for combat, the solidity of the weapons, aswell
asthe anger pulsing hisblood, assured him he could thwart any enemy. It was delusion, apart of him
knew, but acalming delusion.

They reached the rear courtyard, where the sun beat hard on the dark blanket. Marek licked the sweat
from his upper lip and prayed they would makeit past the gate.

“Shedidn’t likeit?' came avoice he recognized as one of the exterior guardsmen.

“A bit wild for her tastes, I'm afraid,” Arcasreplied. “ She paid mein full, though, so | can't say | care.
Artists can't afford to be too sengitive if they hopeto eat.”

The guard chuckled. “Good way to think of it. Mind if | take alook? MaybeI’ll buy it myself.” He
touched the edge of the blanket. Marek’ s hand tightened on the sword.

“No.” Arcas s voice degpened in warning. “ She ordered meto burn it, said no onewasto seeit.”
“Wi.]y?l

“How should | know? Maybe she' s embarrassed by this passing fancy. But if shefound out you' d had a
peek—you know how sheis.”

Just then, a swelling cacophony of caws arose above.

The guard stepped back, boots clicking the pave stones. “What in the name of Atreus?’
Marek felt the sun’ s glare soften, as though a cloud had passed beforeiit.

“A bad omen,” the guard muttered. “Y ou two, get out.”

“Good day,” Lycastold him asthey passed by. “And good luck.”

They hurried onward, down the street, and Marek felt hislungs expand.

Hewasfree.

The surrounding light darkened further. Arcas and Lycas set the pallet down carefully.
“Bequiet awhilelonger,” the Spider whispered. “It won't be easy.”

Marek pushed off the blanket. They werein an dley. He looked up to see hundreds of crows pass
through the narrow piece of visible blue sky.

Whispers came from behind alarge flat piece of wood that stood on its end. He approached dowly,



taking care not to kick any of the refuse strewed about the dley.

A woman knelt on the ground, hair covered in agray cowl. He couldn’t see her face, but he knew the
hands that were raised in supplication.

Rhia

Arcas held him back. “Don't interrupt.”
“What'sshedoing?’ he whispered.
“Saving Alanka”
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Filip flew with the crows.

Sitting at the edge of an dley acrossthe street from the senator’ s mansion, he let his mind flit from one
bird to the next, until he was dizzy with flight. He broke the connection, opening hiseyesto regain
balance. The iron fence surrounding the manson was lined with a hedgerow more than twice his height.
No one could seein or out.

He looked at the roof of the mansion. Gods be blessed, a crow sat on the corner. He reached out.

Through the bird’ s eyes he saw the expansive front garden. Colorsflared sharp and bright, and every
distance cameinto focus a once. The garden held mostly ornamental bushes, some of which could
provide cover for Alanka as she made her way from the living-room window to the outer iron fence.
Adrek waited in atree that grew over the fence. Koli sat within hisline of sght ablock away, within her
hearing distance of Bolan, who stood across the street from Filip. They dl waited for hissignd.

The crow showed him the guards patrolling near the window, then it shifted its gaze to watch the rest of
itsincoming flock. Filip cursed and searched for a better-positioned candidate.

One of the birds glided from the roof of the house to the top of the gazebo, which was barely visible over
the hedge row. He checked the crude map in his hands, the one Adrek and Koli had constructed from
their oy mission. The gazebo was about hafway between the window and the tree.

Filip’'smind reached out again. The crow eyed the ground below it, looking for food or shiny objectsto
collect. A movement caught its attention—the guards were running for the front door, from which shouts
emerged.

The bird' s gaze swept the garden for its mate. No one but crows asfar as Filip could see. The yard was
empty, for now. Helifted his hand and gavethesgnd.

Bolan responded with a softly whistled tune—nothing that would garner attention, but onethat Koli’ s Bat
earswould pick up immediately, though she couldn’t see him. She would send asignd to Adrek, who
would beckon Alankato run.

Which shedid. A glint of meta caught the crow’ s eye, the shutter swinging outward. Alanka climbed out
of the window, then scuttled low to the ground toward the tree. Filip switched back to the rooftop crow.



Guards were coming around the back of the house. Therewas't time for Alankato makeit to the tree
without being detected. Filip held up his hands, and Bolan stopped whistling. The gazebo crow saw
Alankadive behind the smdl Structure.

Helet out a breath and rubbed his temples, which throbbed from wielding the power for solonginsuch a
jerky manner. He hoped it would last without bresking hismind.

“Please,” he whispered to the Horse Spirit, resisting the temptation to pray to one of the gods. “ Just a
littlelonger.”

He reconnected with the rooftop crow, who watched the guards approach the gazebo, swords drawn.

Alankaheld her breath when she heard booted footsteps. She couldn’t shoot both in time, and with
Adrek’ sfading powers, he might missif hetried.

One of the guards cried out. She peered around the edge of the gazebo to see the man fall, clutching his
leg, which held an arrow. His companion stopped, and an arrow whizzed over his head. He ducked, and
she saw her chance.

Alanka sprinted across the open grass, straight for Adrek. A shout came from behind, then the thump of
boots against grass as the other guard pursued. There was nowhere to hide now.

Adrek dropped his bow and crouched down, hands extended toward her.
My firg flight, she thought.

She legped into hisarms, and he launched her straight up, using her momentum and his own strength to
throw her into the tree.

Her shoulder dammed the thick branch, but she wrapped her arms around it, then heaved aleg up and
shimmied toward the trunk, awkwardly, to get out of Adrek’ sway.

She looked down. Adrek had looped the strap of the bow over his back and was ready to jump. With
the guard ten paces away, Adrek would have one chance, with diminished powers, to reach the limb.

He bent hislegs and jumped. His pams met the branch, then dipped, until he was holding on by his
fingers

“Adrek!”

“Go!” hesaid.

She dtretched forward aong the branch.

“Don’'t.” The Cougar’ sface was red from the strain. “Branch’ll bregk. Save yoursdlf.”

“Shut up and hold on.”

She did forward on her ssomach. The branch cracked. Shefroze. It held, for now.

In the front garden, more guards ran over, brandishing short swords. If Adrek dipped, he'd be
killed—or worse.



She scooted out farther onto the branch. More creaking of wood. Adrek’ sfingers were dipping.

She lurched forward and grabbed his forearm. Her legs twisted tight around the branch, summoning all
the strength in her bodly.

She couldn't lift him, but her grip gave him enough leverage to get a better hold of hisown. Adrek flexed
hisarms and flung aleg over the branch—afar cry from hisusua graceful vault. She did down thelimb
to the trunk, bark scraping her somach. Another crack, the loudest yet.

Alankalegped to the next branch, facing the street. Her foot dipped, and she tumbled, bouncing from
limb to limb. Shefell on the sdewalk in abruised, scratched heap.

Adrek grinned at her from the tree above. “Pure grace as always.”
She glared at him, then grinned. “ Get down here so we can run away.”
He legped to the ground, ssumbling abit on thelanding. A shrill whigtle cut the air.

“Let’'sgo,” shesad.

When Rhia heard the whistle, she opened her eyes and lowered her trembling arms. She released the
crows, ending the chant of beckoning.

Someone whispered her name, and the haze | eft by the chant made her think, for amoment, that she was
dreaming.

She shoved back her cowl and looked up.

“Marek...”

Hefdl to hisknees beside her. She touched hisface, hishair. Her vision blurred with tears.
“It'syou,” shesad.

“And you, too.” He pulled her into hisarms, and she closed her eyes, savoring the smell of hisskin and
thefed of hisbody againgt hersat last. For amoment, it was enough.

She opened her eyesto look at her brother and Arcas over Marek’ s shoulder. “Where' s Nilik?’

Marek let her go. “They took him away thismorning.” He held afinger to her lips. “We re going to get
him back.”

“When?’
“Today.” He stood, holding her hands. “If we leave now.”
Lycas stepped forward. “We |l split up like we planned and rendezvous with the others back at theinn.”

Rhiaand Marek ran down the dley into the street, dodging carts and other pedestrians. Everyone else
was running toward the senator’ s mansion, captivated by the sight of the crows and the sounds of chaos
within theiron gates.

“Rhia, wait.” Marek pulled her to astop as soon asthey |eft the northeast quadrant. He took her face
between his hands and touched his forehead to hers. 1 just want to look at you for amoment.”



But his eyeswere closed. His hands crept over her face, outlining her nose and jaw. One of them smelled
of blood.

1] Ma.d<_”
“I’'m sorry.” His breath came hard and sharp. “Rhia, I'm so sorry.”

“It'snot your fault they took Nilik.” She stroked hishair. “I swear, I'll never blameyou. | loveyou.” She
pressed her cheek to his, both of them wet, then moved her mouth to kiss him.

Heturned his head away. “| can’t.”

Her heart twisted. “Why not?’

“Not until I tel you. Not until you know what I’ ve become.”
“Marek—Iet’ sget our son, thenwe'll talk.”

“You'reright.” Hetook her hand. “Let’'sgo.”

They raced back to theinn. No one was in the room Rhia shared with Koli and Alanka. She knocked on
the men’sdoor.

Adrek opened it and threw a shout of delight when he saw Marek. He hugged Marek hard and dragged
him into the room. Alankajumped up to join the embrace.

They both sobered to hear the news of Nilik. “1f only we' d donethisaday sooner,” Alankasaid, “then
you'’ d both be here.”

“Y ou had no way of knowing.” Marek touched her shoulder. “ Thank you for saving my life. It wasa
well-timed shot.”

The corners of her mouth drooped. “No, it wasfar too late.”

While they waited for the others, Alankatold Marek how she had lost her Wolf powers. “Y ou lost
yours, too, didn’t you,” she asked, “because you were in the city? Don’t worry, they’ll come back once
we get out into the wilderness”

Marek’ s gaze dropped to thefloor. “We'll see.”
He looked so broken. Rhiamoved to put her arms around him.

Just then the others entered, Arcasfirgt, out of breath. “Good, you madeit,” he said to Marek, who
stood and embraced him.

“I'll never forget this” he said to the Spider. “1 didn’t deserve your kindness.”
Arcas scoffed. “ Y ou're not sorry you stole Rhiafrom me.” He winked at her. “And neither isshe.”

“And you.” Marek gpproached Filip. *Y ou had every reason to hate me, and no reason to help me. Why
didyoudoit?

Filip looked past him a Alanka. Marek turned to her, then glanced between her and Filip.

“I'vemissed alot, haven't 17" Marek said.



Lycas hugged Marek and said, “I' m getting redlly tired of rescuing you.”

They dl shared an uneasy laugh. Then Marek explained the Descendant army’ s plans, which made Rhia
quakeinsde. If Nilik wereto diein Velekos, as she and Damen had foreseen, it could be as part of a
Descendant invasion. He could daughter and be daughtered by his own people.

Shemight never seehim dive again.

Filip led the mission out of Leukos and forbade himself to look back. He knew his city would be
gleaming inthe midday sun.

With the money Senator Mylosa had given Arcas in advance for the nonexistent carving, they had bought
two more horses, bringing the total to seven. Filip had sent Koli ahead on the fastest seed to act asa
SCOUL.

Alankasat with him on the other Ilion horse, arms encircling hiswaist. *Y ou think we'll catch them by
nightfall?’ she asked him.

“They’ll betraveling dowly—one, because they have children with them, probably in carts, and two,
because they have no reason to suspect they’ re being pursued. We'll have surprise on our side.” He
touched her knee. “Areyou ready?’

He heard her pat the bow strapped to her back. “ Ready to kill again,” she said with false cheerfulness.

“It'sthe only way. We can't let any go free to send awarning. Besides, we won't kill everyone. The wet
nurses can go back to Asermos as prisoners. The Council can decide what to do with them, maybe send
them home”

“Maybe?

“Alanka, thisiswar.” He heard his own voice harden. “ They’ ve invaded your lands, taken your villagers,
and now they want to raise your own children to destroy you. Y our survival trumpsthefate of afew
soldiersand wet nurses.”

“They're dill people”
“They’ re not people. They' rethe enemy.” He shut his mouth tight, knowing he’ d said too much again.

Her arm tensed around hiswai<. “ That’ swhat you thought of us before you invaded, wasn't it? That we
were beasts?’

“Yes. It was necessary.” Heturned his head so he could see her face. “I” ve chosen my side, and it' swith
you. Forever. But it doesn’t change what | am, and what | am is exactly what we need to rescue Nilik.”

A cloud of dust appeared on the distant hillside. Filip shaded his eyesto see adark chestnut horse
gdloping toward them.

“It'sKoli.” Hewaved hisarm. She returned the signal, then dowed the gelding to atrot to Sart its
cooldown.

The others dismounted and led their horsesinto a cover of trees by the side of the road. Koli rode up,
her mount dancing under the restraining reins, his neck arched and his hide spotted dark with swesat. She
dismounted and |et Bolan take the gelding for a hot-walk.



“That horse,” she said, panting, “he doesn't like stopping.”
Filip offered her awaterskin. “Fadt, though, right?’
She widened her eyes and nodded, then took a series of greedy gulps.

“It' stwo carts, with two guards each on horseback,” Koli said. “Looked like soldiers driving, sothat’s
gxtotd.”

“How many children?’ Rhiaasked.

“Twelve, plusfour wet nurses. | didn’t recognize any of the women, so they could’ ve been Ilion or
Kdindon.” Shelooked at Adrek.

The Cougar shifted hisfeet. “Was there—a young girl, maybe three years old, dark curly hair?’
Koli nodded. “That soundslike one of the older children.”
“Daria” Adrek clasped his hands together and closed hiseyes.

Koli continued. “ There were four baskets, which | assume contained babies. Two of them were crying.”
She closed her eyes and recited the rest of the details. From the description of the caravan guards
uniforms, Filip surmised they were cavary officers, possbly even his own former comrades.

“Will that make it harder for you to kill them?” Alanka asked with adirectnessthat never failed to stun
him.

“If anything, it will hep. | know how they fight.”

Filip took along stick and scratched aplanin thedirt. “We'll follow Koli’ s path to pass them by nightfall,
then wait in ambush under the cloak of the woods. When they arrive, first Bolan and | will drive the
soldiers on horseback away from the caravan so that Adrek and Alanka can shoot them without
endangering the children.”

Bolan cleared histhroat. “Y ou want meto attack cavary officers?’

“I want you nowhere near them. Use your powersto frighten their mounts. If it becomes necessary to
engage them one-on-one on horseback, only | will do so. Understand?’

“I have no problem with that,” Bolan said.

Filip focused on his stick sketch again. “ Asthe guards ped off, Arcasand Lycaswill dispatch the drivers.
Rhiaand Koli will grab the reins to make sure the cart horses don’t bolt.”

“What do | do?" Marek said.

“Make sure no one carries off any of the children. It' Il be after dark, so you can pursue them invisibly.”
“No, | can't,” Marek said.

“But we're out of the city,” Alanka said. “My powers are back to full—so are Adrek’ sand Lycas's”

“You don't understand.” Marek looked a Alanka, then Rhia. “I’'m not aWolf anymore.”



Rhiafelt theworld tip as she stared at her husband. “Not aWolf?’

“It was part of what | tried to tell you before. Wolf couldn’t help mein that place. So another Spirit
camedme”

Her mouth went dry. “Which one?’

Hefaded. She watched him melt into the background—not invisble, but camouflaged. Everyone gasped
but Rhia, who couldn’t find the brezath.

Then Marek shifted hisweight and reappeared.
Her hushand had become a Fox.
“| don't understand,” she said.

“I didn'twant to live.” Hiseyesfilled with agony. “ The things that happened to me, the things | did—I
thought my soul would leave forever. Fox showed me how to survive, and I’ll dways bein Her debt.”

Rhiastepped close to him. “Marek, what was so horrible?’
Helooked at the others and said nothing.

Filip pointed downhill into the trees. “ There' sa stream not far away. Let’ swater the horses before we go
on.”

When they were done, Rhiatook Marek’ s hands. “What isit?’

“Don’t touch me.” He pulled out of her grip. “I’'m not clean anymore.” He covered hisface and sank to
hisknees. “Forgive me.”

“For what?’ Shelifted hischin. “Whatever itis, I'll understand.”
The shadows beneath his eyes seemed to stretch over his cheeks.
“I've betrayed you,” he said. “My owner made me—do things.”
“Wheat things?’ Her voice rang hollow inside her head.

His gaze wavered beyond her shoulder, but came back to her face. “ Some of the daves, the men she
liked, she—we—"

A cold fist closed over her heart. “Marek?”’

He shut hiseyes. “I’m saying thiswrong. No one forced me. | could ve died ingtead. | would' ve rather
died, | swear to you.” Helooked at her. “But she said she'd send Nilik away if | didn't—serve her in
mj-”

Rhialet go of him and took a step back. She wanted to turn away, wanted to run and hide under arock.
But if what he said wastrue, it sounded like...

“Sheraped you,” Rhiawhispered.

“It'snot that smple. She couldn’t have forced me.” He covered hisface again and |ooked as though he
would claw away hisown skin. “Rhig, | lost my soul. It wasthe only way.”



“No...” Shedropped to her knees, tears clouding her eyes. “I ill seeyou. | fed you.” She held hisface
in her hands. “ Y ou're here. All of you.”

He grabbed her wrists asif he wanted to push her away. “Forgive me.”
“Shh.” She swept the hair off hisforehead and kissed it. “ There' s nothing to forgive.”
“Doit anyway.”

Rhialooked into his eyes, though the painin them diced her. “Marek, | forgive you. | love you for what
you did. You did it to save Nilik.” She clutched hisface. “Please don't let this destroy you.”

Rhiakissed him, and his mouth pressed back hard. She tried not to think where that mouth had been, of
the skin it had tasted. Theferocity of Marek’ skisstold her that Wolf lay waiting to take him back, the
moment he was ready. But she didn’t care. Fox or Wolf, he was Marek, and he was hers again.

They parted, and she traced the corners of hislipswith her thumb, wondering if they would ever risein
another smile or amirk. A sudden rage curdled insgde her. “Whereisthiswoman?’ shesad. “I'll kill her.”

“| dready did.”
She thought she saw a pang of regret in hiseyes. “ Good.”

“It was an accident, though for weeks | dreamed of nothing else. | wanted to kill her dmost as much as|
wanted to live”

“You sound asif you're sorry.”

“Rhig, I'vekilled three people this last year. Maybe they were justified, but | can’'t forget the light fading
fromtheir eyes”

“I know.” Though she' d never taken alife, she' d felt Crow carry more souls from thisworld than she
could count. “They each leave amark. Thiswar’ s deeths will haunt uslong after it ends—if it ever ends.”
Rhiastood. “But now it’' stime to add afew more.”
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A lanka pressed her forehead againgt the back of Filip’s shoulder and waited for the signd. In the cover
of the dark woods, they sat astride the black mare, who shifted her feet impatiently. Filip murmured a
series of indiscernible words, and the horse quieted.

Alanka s ssomach somersaulted at the thought of riding into battle, though she knew she fought for her
family, her people, her land. She wouldn't let them down.

Filip reached back and rested his hand on her knee. She covered it with her own.

Ahead through the trees, the road to Surnos glistened gray in the twilight. In the woods on the opposite
sde, Adrek and Bolan waited on the dark bay pony, whose white star and stocking had been covered in
pitch to blend with the darkness. Marek, Arcas and Lycas lay in aditch on the other side of the road.

She and Filip heard the wagons at the same time, judging by the way his shoulderstensed. The children’s
whimpers could be heard over the squeaking cart wheels and the clopping of hooves.



Far to their right, Koli and Rhiaturned onto the road, their horses ambling toward the wagons.

Filip took his hand out of Alanka sand sat up straight. She could fed the energy spark from him. Sowly,
quietly, he unsheathed his sword.

The wagons gppeared to the left. Alanka s mouth went dry.

From the right, Rhiaand Kali hailed the wagons, which stopped directly in front of Filip and Alanka.
“Step asde,” the lead guard shouted. Filip cocked his head at the sound of the man’svoice.
“We'relog,” Rhiasaid. “Can you help us?’

“No, we'reon amission.”

A baby in the first wagon began to cry.

“Isthistheroad to Leukos?’ Koli asked.

That wasthe sgna. Alanka squeezed her legstight around the horse' sflank as Filip urged the mare
forward with a shout. They galloped forward, Filip brandishing his sword high and hurling awar cry he'd
learned from Lycas.

Alankanocked an arrow againgt her bowstring, trying to keep her balance long enough to get off a shot.

Just as the attackers reached the wagons full of screaming women and children, the guards recovered
from their shock and drew their swords. Suddenly the four cavalry horsesreared, their eyes showing

white rims of panic. They reded away from Bolan and Adrek, who were approaching from the other

sde. Whatever Bolan had said to them, it had sparked aprimd terror.

Thelead guard’ s horse crashed into Filip's, spilling Alankafrom the black mare’ sback. She eased into a
roll, ending up on her knees next to the first wagon.

“Areyou dl right?’ Filip caled to her. In response, she nocked the arrow and shot one of the fleeing
guardsin the back.

Before she could lower her bow, something hard and heavy landed on her. Alanka heard the faint zing of
ablade withdrawing from a sheath. She kicked out, and the weight disappeared. She rolled to her feet to
see Lycas atop the wagon driver, who had been amoment away from killing her. Over the shrieks of the
frightened children and horses, she heard the man’s skull crack against the road.

Hooves pounded, fading into the distance. Shelooked ahead to see Filip in full pursuit of the lead guard.
They disappeared around a bend.

Two llion horsestrotted past her, riderless. Another crack-thwong sang through the air, and the fourth
rider, heading back toward Leukos, fell from his saddle. Adrek let out awhoop from the other side of
the wagon, where he sat on his horse behind an alarmed-looking Bolan.

Alankaran to Kali, who was bending to grasp the reins of the second wagon horse. Its driver waslying
lifelessunder Arcas.

“Lend me your mount,” shetold Koli. “I haveto help Filip.”

The Bat scoffed. “You'll never be able to handle thisone.”



“But he' sthe fastest.”

Koli groaned and dismounted. “ Good luck.” She offered Alankathe reins, then cupped her handsto
boost her onto the horse' s back.

Alankaguided the dark red gelding in front of the wagons, onto the open road, then gave the horse his
head. He swerved under her and took off.

She clutched his mane and leaned low over his neck, riding awind she didn’t know how to stop.

Rhiadipped off her horseinto the wagon. “Nilik!”

Five small faces stared at her, red and strained with tears. Two frightened young women hunched over
theinfantsin ther lgps. Rhiarecognized them, but her mind couldn’t bring up their names, not until she'd
found her son.

A hearty wail came from alarge white basket near her feet.

She knelt and lifted the basket’ s cover. The world melted away.

Nilik.

Shereached in, carefully, and took himin her arms. He was twice as heavy as she remembered, with

twice as much hair, but he was her son.

“Nilik...” Shecouldn’'t breathe. Tearswelled up inside her, but her eyes refused to rel ease them. She
would never cry, never be unhappy again. She brought her face closeto his, to kiss him, smel him, make
him hersagain.

“Daid”

Tucking Nilik againgt her Ieft shoulder, Rhiaturned toward the second wagon. Adrek held a
three-year-old girl high over hishead, then pulled her into an embrace. The girl’ s mother, ayoung
Kaindon Spider named Nelma, beamed up at him, an infant in her arms. The Size of the bundle made
Rhiafear Nelmahad become pregnant herein llios.

Adrek rubbed noses with the curly haired girl in his grasp. Daria scrunched up her face, then clutched his
hair so tight he yowled.

Rhiatore her gaze from the happy reunion to search for Marek. He had sacrificed so much to be ableto
hold his son whenever he wanted.

Bolan appeared at the back of the wagon. “Everyonedl right?’
“Where' sMarek?’ she asked him.

“He went after awoman carrying ababy.” He pointed into the woods. “ She started running as soon as
we rode up, probably thought we were bandits.” The Horse climbed into the wagon, sat down between
two crying children and lifted them onto his knees. “ Guesswherewe re going?’ he asked them. “We're
going home.” He opened asmdll bag tied to his bdt. “Who wants cake?’

The children’ s sobs turned into shrieks of delight. Koli covered her ears as she passed, leading adead
guard’ s horse. One of the wet nurses, an Otter woman Rhiarecognized from Asermos, laughed, then



began to weep.

Rhia s eyes strained to see who else was missing. Alankaand Filip. She glanced at the darkening sky and
hoped for their quick return. They needed ahead start to outrun the Ilion army, which would no doubt
send a search party when the children failed to arrive at the camp tomorrow.

Shelowered Nilik into the crook of her arm. He wasn't safe yet, not by along way.

Marek crashed through the woods after the woman and child. “Wait!” he cdled. “We re from
Asermos!” Her steps dowed but didn’t stop. “And Kalindos!”

She hdted and turned to him. As he drew nearer, he saw her pale face and light brown hair inthedim
light. A young Bobcat he’ d known since childhood. Skaris s mate.

“Lidia?’
She crept toward him, clutching the baby to her chest. “Marek? Isthat you?’
“It sme.” He hdf turned away toward the others. “ And Alanka and Adrek and—"

She struck him hard acrossthe face. “ That’ sfor killing my mate.” She spit on hisfeet. “1’d give you
worseif it weren't for the child.” She hunched her shoulders over it and glared up a Marek.

He rubbed his cheek. “I hope you'll forgive me someday. In the meantime, let us rescue you.”
She gave him aguarded look, asif shedidn’t dare believe her captivity was over. He knew the fedling.

“WEe re here to take you hometo Kaindos,” he said. He motioned for her to precede him down the path
back to the others. As she passed him warily, he looked at the baby. It was hard to tdll its Sze from the
bundle of blanketsaround it. “ That’ s not Skaris schild, isit?’

“No. If he' d been second phase when you fought, it’ d be you lying at the bottom of that gorge.” She
stepped over afdlen branch. “I don’t know who thefather is. | wasadavein Leukos. A couple of
men...had me.”

Hefound the strength to say it out loud. “Me, too.”

She stopped and stared at him. “Y ou, too, what?’

“| wasadavein Leukos until thismorning. My owner also—she threstened my sonif | didn’t.”
Lidialet out along breath. “Why did they do thisto us?’

“They want to conquer our people completely. They would have used these children to build amagical
army loyd to Ilios. They would ve killed you or sent you away once the children grew old enough to
understand who they redly are.”

Her eyesformed dits. “I believeit.” She began to tremble. Marek held out hisarms, and she let him take
the baby. They walked on, Lidiakicking every stonein their path.

“Thank you for saving us,” shesaid findly.
“I only saved mysdlf. They did therest.” He gestured to the road, which had become visible through the



trees.
“Who's‘they’?’
He shook hishead. “Youwon't bdieveit.”

Filip’'senemy fled before him. He wore the colors of one of his brothers-in-arms and the rank of a
captain. It should have felt strange to want to dice through the red-and-ye low uniform Filip had once
borne so proudly. All that mattered now was the heat of the hunt.

As soon as his steed’ s black head stretched past the left hindquarters of the llion' s dappled gray, Filip
raised his sword and svung.

The blade reached the uniform’ s materid, tearing aholein fabric but not flesh. The other rider jerked his
mount hard to the right. Filip cursed. He d struck too soon.

To hissurprise, the guard pulled to ahalt and drew his own sword. Filip stopped and turned, stayingin
the shadows of the overhanging trees. The Ilion and his horse glowed in the blue summer twilight.

The officer’ ssted helmet covered hisface, dl but his eyes and mouth. Filip reached into the mind of the
gray horse. Battle steeds were acutely tuned to the moods of their riders. This man was excited but far
from nervous about this confrontation. Perhaps he’ d been yearning for agood battle after playing

babysitter.
“Come out of the shadows and fight,” afamiliar voice insde the helmet called.

Filip stayed where he was, blocking the escape route. The sword he' d ached for lay light and elegant in
his hand, ready to sing at aflick of hiswrigt.

“Comeand get me,” hesaid.
The captain rode forward—not in arush of attack, but a steady walk. “Sir? Isthat you?’
The voice sounded boyish now, and even more familiar.

“Kiril?” Flip uttered the name with disbdief. Of adl the people, in dl the places. The Ilion who would
have been a Firefly, the one man to escape Asermon captivity dive and whole. “What are you doing
here?’

The rider halved the distance between them. He took off hishelmet to reved the gleaming brown eyes
and shoulder-length dark hair Filip had seen every day for three years. “| think that’s my question for
you.”

“| asked firgt.”

“Right.” He seemed to defer to Filip out of habit. “When | came home, they asked which Asermonswere
pregnant, so | told them of two women I’d heard Zelia discuss with her assstants.” Hisvoicefdtered a
fraction. “Thethird child was alucky find. They heard about him &fter arriving in Asermos.”

“For thisthey promoted you to captain?’ Kiril had been a second lieutenant when he escaped Asermos.
Progressing two grades of rank in lessthan ayear was unprecedented.

“I was duefor firg lieutenant before | got home. Because of my time in Asermos, they assigned meto



this—project.” Filip thought he detected disgust in Kiril’ svoice. “1 helped set up the camp,” the captain
continued, “and got afield promotion two days ago when | agreed to lead thismission.”

“You' vedonewdl for yoursdf.”

Kiril scoffed. “By some measures.”

Sowly, Filip rode out of the shadows. “Y ou told everyone | died.”
“Aspromised.”

“Thank you.”

Kiril stared at Filip's rough clothes. “Y our turn. Why are you dressed like a peasant and attacking
convoys?’

“Thethird child. His parents are....friends of mine.”

“Ah, you've become one of them.” He shook his head sadly. * Still talking to animals?’
“Yes. Your saddleistoo tight at the withers, by the way.”

Kiril did hisfingersunder thefront of hissaddle. “ Fedsfinetome.”

“Y ou're not the one wearing it.”

Kiril brokeinto asmile, which Filip couldn’t help returning. “It' sgood to seeyou, Sr.”
“Filipismy only name now. Besides, you outrank me.”

Kiril shifted in his saddle, leather creaking in the sillence. 1 need to go.”

“I can't let you.”

“Then we shdl fight, to the deeth, | suppose.”

“It doesn’t haveto be that way.” Filip dared to ride afew steps closer. “ Join us.”

Kiril laughed. “Why in the name of al the godswould | want to do thet?”

“Because you missthe magic.”

Kiril’ slaughter faded abruptly. “How can | misswhat | haven't log?’

“You dill haveit?”

“Not gill. Again. When | wasin Leukosit went away, but they sent me out here and suddenly—" he
spread his hands and puffed out his cheeks“—I can’'t control it. The otherslaugh at me.”

“All the more reason to join us. We can show you how to connect to your Spirit and devel op your
powers.”

“I don’t want them to develop. | want them to go away.”

Hiswords sounded painfully familiar. “I know you do. But you can’'t imaginewhat it’sliketo have a
Spirit who accepts everything you are, who grants powers and asks for nothing in return but respect.”



“You'reright. | can’t imaginethat, becauseit’ salie”
“It' sthe only truth. The Spiritswant usto bring the world together again.”

Kiril sat up raight. “That’ swhat this camp will do. These children will conquer their own homeland with
magic. Thenweé |l dl be united under the Ilion flag.”

Filip uttered a sad laugh. “Don’'t you understand? These children will grow up with power they can’t
control, likel was, likeyou are now. Y ou' d end up killing them for your own protection.” Hisvoice
hardened. “How does that sound? A decade from now, exterminating a generation of twelve-year-olds?’

Kiril frowned and threw a glance toward the convoy of children, miles behind them. “I have my orders.”
“Only if you wear that uniform.”
Kiril scoffed. “Y ou want meto be ascruffy rebe like you? What would my family think?’

Filip had no answer. For Kiril to turn traitor would be the epitome of dishonor. He had no right to ask his
friend to make that choice. Not voluntarily.

“A proposd.” Heraised hissword. “Joinusor die”

“Assuming you can beat me.”

“I've always besaten you.”

The captain raked aderisve glance over Filip's prosthesis. “ That was when you were aman.”
Rage and shameflickered insde Filip, but only for amoment. “We ll fight on foot.”

Kiril raised hiseyebrows. “ So beit.”

They tethered their horses on opposite Sides of the road, then met in the center, ceremonialy. Before
fighting, they bowed, then crossed swords and grasped each other’ sleft hand. As he stared into the eyes
of hisbattle brother, Filip tried to turn him into just another facel ess enemy.

“I don’t want to kill you,” hetold Kiril. “If | win, you join us”

Kiril hesitated. “Agreed. If | win, | take you prisoner.”

“I won't leave my wife. If youwin, kill me.”

The distant sound of hoofbesats came from Filip’ sleft, from the direction of the convoy.
Kiril’s posture stiffened. He heard it, too.

They each took two steps back, Filip testing the ground benegth hisfaseleg. It provided afirm, even
surface. He circled to hisright to get a glimpse of the oncoming horse. Its color and speed told him it was
Koali’smount, but it was swerving in an odd manner.

Before Kiril could attack, Filip backed up and opened his mind to the chestnut gelding, for just a
moment.

In the brief flash, he knew something waswrong. The stedl bit pinched his mouth from reins held too
tight. His mane was yanked from sde to sde by someone fighting not to fall off. Therider’ svoice yelled
in histwitching ears.



Alanka

“Wait,” hetold Kiril, but the captain lunged a Filip’sgood leg. Filip twisted in time to block the blow
with his sword, then dammed his shoulder hard into his opponent’ s chest.

Kiril stumbled back, alook of astonishment on hisface. In the distance, the hoofbeats halted.

Filip threw hissword aside. “ Get down!” He flung himsdlf a Kiril, tackling him asaloud crack snapped
theair. They crashed to the ground. Kiril dammed Filip’ sribswith the hilt of his sword, but Filip dipped
around his back to maneuver him into a headlock.

“If youwon't listen,” Filip said, “then look.”

He turned Kiril so he could seethe arrow sticking out of the ground afew feet away, the arrow that had
amog killed him. Kiril uttered a crude oath, then went limp.

Alankarode closer, shouting Filip’sname.
“Don’t shoot!” hecdled. “It'sdl right.” Helet go and helped Kiril to hisfeet.
The man’s expression was amixture of rdief and mourning. “Y ou saved my life”

“I did, didn’'t I’ Filip stepped into the road to stop Alanka' s horse before it could bolt again. He
murmured soothing sounds to the creature, whose mind was a cacophony of complaints.

When he had hold of the horse' shridle, Alanka dumped in the saddle with relief. “What’ sgoing on?’ she
sad. “1 thought he was the enemy.”

“Not anymore.” Kiril walked forward dowly, holding the hilt of hissword out for Filip to take. “I owe
you my loyaty now, brother.”

Filip accepted the weapon and inserted it into his own sheeth. “| have an idea how you can repay the
debt.”

Kiril nodded reluctantly. “ Somehow you managed to give me the only honorable excuse to help your

“Y ou were looking for one?’

Kiril gazed past them, up into the trees. Filip turned to see the branchesfull of light. Hundreds of fireflies
winked on and off, creating ashifting tapestry of yellow-green dots.

“It' sbeautiful,” Alankawhispered.

“Yes” Filip heped her dide off the horseinto hisarms. He pulled her close, glad to be dive. “It certainly
is”

“So where do we go from here?’ Alanka asked Filip asthey rode back to meet the convoy. He wore
both his own sword and the Ilion’s. She rode hisblack mare, to her relief, and he somehow restrained
Koali’s chestnut gelding while holding the reins of the horse Kiril rode.

“WEe ll go wherever you want,” Filip replied.



“I want to stay in llios until every Kaindon and Asermon goes home.”
“That could take years.”

“We could start with that children’s camp. They’ re bound to bring more babies soon, right?’ she asked
Kiril.

“That'sthe plan,” hereplied. “1 can't say I’ d be sorry to see that place destroyed, despite my hard work
incregting it.” Kiril brushed the dirt from hisuniform deeve. “Doesbeing arebe pay well?’

Alankalaughed. “No, but you meet moreinteresting people.”

He gave her acrooked smile. “Including women?’

“Other women, yes,” Filip said. “ Specifically, the oneswho aren’t married to your commander.”
“I thought | outranked you.”

“Not anymore.” Filip sidled his horse closer to Alankaand spoke to her in alow voice. “There' sjust one
thing. Playing renegade in the wilderness will makeit hard to sart our own family.”

She frowned. There d been atime when al she wanted was a man who wouldn't leave her, aman to
give her children and agtablelife. “We havetimefor that later,” shetold him. “Thisis moreimportant.”

He nodded. “ After ayear we' |l reevduate.”

“Fveyears”

“Three”

She chuckled. “ Three years.”

Soon they met the wagons, which were aready rolling in their direction.

Lycas met them at the head of the group, dressed in the too-tight uniform of one of the dead soldiers. He
drew along dagger from hisbelt when he saw Kiril. “Who' sthat?”’

“Our newest comrade,” Filip said. “He' sbound to me by awarrior’s honor. And he has hisvery own
Aspect.”

The Wolverine narrowed hiseyes. “Y ou must be joking.”
Filip turned to Kiril. “ Show him.”

The Firefly raised his hands, cupping them into an empty sphere, which amoment later filled witha
ydlow-whitelight.

Lycas sjaw dropped. “That will comein handy. But keep an eye on him. He gets no weapons.”

The group moved as quickly asthey could through the darkness, with Kiril providing light when he could,
and Adrek and Lycas leading the way with their night vision when he couldn’t.

Inafew hours, they reached a crossroad. They turned right to head north, away from Surnos and toward
thelands of their people.

At firdt light, they found a place in the woods to pull far off the road to hide and care for the children.



All day they kept akeen ear out for travelers on the road. Each time horses were heard, the troupe fell
into tota slence. It pained Alankato see how acutely even the youngest children sensed the mortal
danger.

As soon as the sun descended behind the forested hills, they prepared to set out again. Alankalooked at
Filip. “It stimeto tel them.”

They went to Rhia, who was lifting toddlers up to Nelmain the wagon. She turned when Alanka
approached.

“What'swrong?’ Rhiaasked. “Y our faceis sad.”

Alankatouched her friend’ s shoulder. “I'm here to say goodbye. We re staying in Ilios until wefind the
other Kalindons and Asermons.”

Rhiasmiled, even astearsfilled her eyes. She embraced Alankatightly. “1 don’t know what to say,
except that I’ [l missyou. And thank you.”

“A Horseand aWolf againgt the Ilion army?’ Arcas gppeared from the other side of the wagon. “ Y ou'll
need hdp.”

“Areyou volunteering?’ Filip asked.
From across the camp, Koli shouted, “Not without me!”

A grin spread across Arcas sface. “ Consder us ateam. We can divert any search party looking for the
children, too.”

“Thank you.” Filip took Alanka s hand, looking stunned. “ That makesfour, fiveincluding Kiril.”

“Six.” Lycas approached them. “As soon as | get them safely to Velekos, I [l come back and meet you in
Surnos”

“What about your daughter?’ Alanka asked.

“I want to bewith her.” Lycasfingered thered lining of hisuniform. “But | want even moreto protect her
future, make sure she has afreeland to grow up in.”

“I"ll watch over her asbest asl can,” Rhiasad, “aswdl asMdi will let me.”

Someone touched Alanka’ s hand. She turned to see Marek, then reached to hug him hard. Her throat
tightened almost too much to spesk.

“I just got you back,” she whispered. When shelet go of him, she stroked his cheek. “Y ou'll be aWolf
again someday.”

He nodded, though the sadnessin hiseyes said he didn't believe her. “Bring them dl home, Alanka.
Bring Kaindos back to life”

39

M arek stared down at the Marison River, sparkling in the light of the waning crescent moon. The clear,



shallow waters marked the north-south border between 1lios and the lands of the Reawakened, ashe
had cometo think of his people.

Hewasfree, at least on the outside.

Hisarms ached from lugging restless children. Their group had abandoned the wagons two weeks ago so
they could leave the road and avoid detection. Their escape route had led through mosquito-filled
woods, far to thewest of 1lion coastal settlements.

Behind him came the light tread of Adrek’ sfootsteps. Marek undung the bow and arrows from his back.
The Cougar came to stand beside him at the top of the hill.

“Sorry we haveto share.” Adrek looped the quiver’ s strap over his shoulder and adjusted it for his
thinner frame. “Wood around here stoo brittle for bow making.”

“It'sgood to have it again, even part of thetime. I'm glad Alanka brought it.”
“Guess she dways knew they’ d find you.”
Marek shrugged. “ Or she wanted a spare.”

They stood listening to the chirps of the summer’ sfirst cicadas, never taking their eyes off Ilios. They
hadn’t shared stories of their endavement, but when they’ d washed in the river, Marek had glimpsed the
scars on Adrek’ s arms and back.

“My watch now,” Adrek said. “Go deep. If you can.”

Marek gave llios onelast, long stare. Tomorrow when they continued north, he wouldn’t look back.
As he gpproached hisfamily’ stent, Nelma came out with Nilik in her arms.

“Feeding time.” She glanced back at the tent. “ Rhia asked me to keep him for an hour or so afterward.”
His stomach fluttered a the implication. “No, you' re too exhausted.”

“It' snotrouble. He usudly fals adeep in the middle of eating, anyway. Thisway, | won't have to wake
him.” She reached to pat Marek’ s arm, then seemed to think better of it. “I’ll seeyou at daybreak.” She
headed for the tent she shared with Adrek.

Marek wiped his clammy palmson histrousers.
“Areyou coming to bed?’ a soft voice asked from within.

He swallowed hard and entered the tent. Rhialay on her back, her hair spread loose and soft on the
folded blanket they used asapillow.

Marek sat next to her. “ Everything’ s quiet out there.”

“Andin here, for once.” She smiled, briefly, asif testing the expression. 1’ ve missed you, Marek.”
Helay on hisside but didn’t touch her. “I was only gone afew hours.”

“Y ou know what | mean.”

He did, and wanted to run.



Her hand crept forward, cautious as a stray dog, and touched his cheek. He steeled himsdlf to keep from
flinching.

“I won't hurt you,” shewhispered. The painin her voice twisted hisguit.

“Of courseyouwon't.” With every musclein hisface clenched, he leaned forward and kissed her. Her
hand did behind his head so that he couldn’t pull back without an effort.

Fighting the urge to draw away, he wrapped hisarm around her waist, pulling her body tight against him.
She uttered a soft moan and did her tongue between hislips.

Hisingdesfroze. Helet go of Rhiaand turned hisface away. “1 can't. | still can't.”
“I'm sorry.” Shetook his hand. “It’stoo soon. | shouldn’t have—"

“No, it'snot too soon.” He sank down on his back and pressed his other hand to histemple. “I don’t
think I ever will.”

Rhia s silence rang louder than any cry of protest. When shefindly took a breath, she said, “ Because of
her. Because of what she did to you.”

“Fedslike shedtill ownsme. Like she' s clutching apiece of my soul.”
“Maybe sheis”
Helooked at her, not daring to hope. “Ilions can be soul thieves, too?’

“It'snot about magic. I’ sjust power, something anyone can take.” She laid a soft hand on his shoulder.
“Come with me, and let’ sget it back.”

Rhiawatched her brother Lycas strike hisflint to light the small bundle of thanapras. He placed it in the
clay pot she'd brought.

“Becareful thistime,” hetold her. “Tereuswill kill meif anything happensto you.”
Marek turned to Rhia. “Isthis dangerous?’
“Crow will watch over me” shesad. “Liedown.”

Rhiaknelt on the blanket next to Marek and chanted—silently, so as not to wake the camp’ s children.
Her lips moved, and her throat strained, but no sound echoed outside of her own head. She knew Crow
would hear it anyway.

Rhiafinished the chant and lay on her back, her shoulder and hip touching Marek’s.

Lycastapped asmall chunk of wood, anear silent version of the ritual drum. Rhia s breath grew deep
and even as she stepped through the fog into the Gray Valey.

It was night. The sky stretched black, starless, but the rocks sparkled as though they lay dusted with
snow under afull moon. Even the dead tree glowed white, its branches alustrous marble.

Rhiawaited, but no one appeared. For thefirst time, the Gray Vdley felt like aplace of fragile peace.
Sheturned | eft to search apart of the valley she' d never explored. No wind tossed her hair or rattled the



tree branches. Though she walked softly, her footsteps thumped loud in the utter stillness.

A growl camefrom behind, then ametdlic bang.

Rhiafaced the dead tree. A golden-haired woman crouched in its hazy shade, her back to Rhia.
“Were you BashaMylosa?’

The woman stood with dignity, asif recelving aguest. Her curlsfdl below her shoulders, glisening inthe
light of theinvisible moon.

“I will dways be Basha KanteraMylosa.”
At her feet sat a blanket-draped cage. Something insideit yipped and howled.
“Hush!” Bashadammed her hed againgt the cage.

The heat of wrath crawled over Rhid s scalp. She drew a deep, ragged breath and tried to steady her
voice. “The Other Sdeisbeautiful and peaceful, much better than this place. But you can't go unlessyou
givehimup.”

“How do you know what it’slike?’

“I’ve been there.”

“And you came back?’ Basha started forward, eyes gleaming. “1 want to come back, too.”
“Youcan't”

“Bring me back and you can have him.”

“I wouldn't eveniif | could.” Rhiaforced her feet to stay put. “ Give him to me.”

Basha stopped and laughed, tilting back her head. The mirthful titter descended into athrestening
chuckle. “No one gives me orders, especialy not my murderer’ slittle bitch.”

“I' know how you got that.” Rhiapointed at the fox’ s cage with atrembling finger. “1 know what you did
tohim.”

“But you don’t know what he did to me.” Basha came closer, swaying her hips and swishing her long
white skirt. “ How he made me scream his name night after night.”

“Sopit.”
“How he showed me new worlds of brutd pleasure | didn’'t know existed.”
“Shut up.” Rhia svoice cracked.

“Heloved it!” Basha s eyes gleamed like ayoung girl speaking of her first sweetheart. “ And heloved
me.” She stood close to Rhiaand examined her without lowering her own chin. “1 set freethe beast in
him, the one he could never show adelicate creature like you.” She plucked at Rhia sdeeve.

“Enough.” Rhiashoved Basha s hand away, then redlized it was thefirst time she’ d touched one of the
dead souls. She shuddered. “Give him to me,” she said, too forcefully, “or | will end you.”

“Sorry, that won’t work.” Basha flicked the fingers Rhia had touched as though they had filth stuck to



them. “I’'m aready dead.”
“Not as dead as you could be.” Rhia sensed Crow nearby, waiting for her decision.
Basha s eyes narrowed. “ Y ou're as poor aliar asyou are alover. According to Marek, at least.”

Rage burned Rhia s gut, begging her to do something she d regret until the day she crossed the Gray
Vdley herdf.

“I think I'll stay.” Bashareturned to the cage and sat on it. She crossed her legs and leaned back on her
hands. “I’ll watch your dog of a husband wither in your embrace. I’ [l watch your marriage become an
empty, passonlessshell. And I’ll watch your only child daughtered at the hands of—"

“Stop!” Rhialifted her hand to signal Crow.

Wings rushed forth, but when she looked up, it wasn't the night-black of Crow’ sfeathersthat filled the
ky.

Raven flew to her.

Rhia dropped to her knees and covered her face. |cy shame coursed through her at what she had nearly
done.

“Rhig, look at me,” said avoicethat flowed like water. “ There is something you should know.”
She dropped her armsto regard the every-color bird.

“Thiswoman stole Marek’ s soul part because someone €l se has apiece of hers.” Raven’s head dipped.
“Y ou may end her if youwish. Or help her.”

Rhialooked at Basha, who stared dack jawed at the Spirit of Spirits. The fox in the cage had fallen silent
behind the drape.

“Help her how?’

“Find her missing piece and bring it to her.”

Rhialooked around the valey. “I don't see anyone else here.”
“He hides. He cannot speak.”

Rhia gazed at the cage. It would be so easy to annihilate Basha.

Easy the first moment. Then would come the other moments, lined up in arow until her own desth, living
with what she could never undo.

Sheturned her back on the tree.

“Bewarned,” Raven said, “the place you go isfarther and harder than any other. Y ou risk your own life
inthisventure”

Rhia stopped. Perhaps she could come back another time, when she was stronger. Marek could wait.

No. She' d seen the dead look in his eyes. She had to get her husband back before Bashaholed upina
far-flung place in the Gray Vdley where Rhiacould never find her.



Rhiatook astep forward, then another. The rocks all looked the samein this direction, too.
Then the valley curved to the lft, taking her around abend, out of sight of the barren tree.
Her skin jumped. A dark void lay ahead of her, carved from the pale rock like awound. A placeto hide.

She walked to its entrance and extended her hand within. It disappeared. No light penetrated the cave
even an inch. She pulled her hand back, fingertipstingling with areborn fear of the dark, the fear that
Marek had once helped her conquer.

She held her breath and lifted afoot to step inside.

“Rhia, wait,” came an dl too familiar voice.

Her jaw clenched. Skariswasthe last person she needed to see right now.
“I have something you need,” he said.

“Leaveme—" She cut hersdf off. Hisvoice had lost its mocking lilt.
Sheturned to him, hoping it wasn't another trick.

Skaris stood behind her holding the crow. It no longer dangled from his hand, but sat upright and dert on
hiswrig.

The Bear lifted hisarm, and the crow took off. Its strong, lustrous wings thumped the air asit flew to her.
It dighted on her shoulder, and though it had no weight, its presence seeped into her, caming her nerves
like awarm beth.

“I'msorry,” Skarissaid. “For everything. Thank you for saving Lidia”
She peered past him. “Where are Zilus and the others?’

“Moved on. Guessthey felt like they were leaving the world in good enough hands. | was waiting to
thank you for saving Lidia, and to give that back to you in person.” He gestured to the crow. “Figured it
wastheleast | could do.”

“Thank you,” she said, two words she never imagined giving the Bear.

They watched asthe Crow Spirit swooped from the sky. Skaris suddenly turned to her, brown eyes
shadowed by the night.

“Don'twait,” hesad. “Hurry.”
She ducked into the cave before her fear could rise again.

Blackness surrounded her in every direction, even behind. She spunin acircle, searching for light, and
lost her bearings. Panic squeezed her throat.

The crow grabbed alock of her hair and pulled hard to the left. She turned in that direction. The crow let
go, and Rhiabegan to walk.

Forward, forward, she chanted in her mind. Her pace quickened. The cave narrowed and its celling
lowered, until shewas crawling on dl fours through atunne not much wider than hersalf. At least now
shewouldn't overlook the soul thief, as there was no room for him to run past her.



Theterrain doped down steeply, requiring al her strength to keep from tumbling forward. She stopped
to rest for amoment, stroking the soft feathers of the crow’ s neck to reassure herself.

Rhia had no idea how long she' d been crawling; Marek must be worried by now. Lycas sfaint tapping
on the block of wood was a tenuous tether to the world she' d eft behind. He would have to stop one
day, and she'd belost in here forever. The cave would swalow her present, her future and eventualy her

past.

Then she heard it, below her brother’ srhythm. Liquid, doshing. The sound reminded her of aboot
popping out of thick, wet mud.

Forward, she reminded hersdlf, and kept moving. Her hands and knees grew numb againgt the cold, hard
surface. Suddenly the cave widened in al directions. She sat up and stretched her arms; they touched no
wals

The sucking sound echoed in the total blackness. At last she' d come to the end of the cave and was
gitting in aroom. She reached forward dong the ground in front of her, searching for aperson.

Her fingers did into amoist mass. She stifled a scream and jerked back her arm.

“Who areyou?’ Her voice thundered in the tiny room.

Thefloor oozed and squished asif it were dive. Shetouched its surface and felt warm, pulsing muck.
“I don't understand.” Basha s soul thief wasn't aman, but an unformed, unconscious being.

A chill dithered down her spine.

“Y ou were never born,” she whispered.

Hedidn't reply. He couldn’t reply. There would be no reasoning with him.

She put her hand in again, cringing at the membrane curling around her fingers. “I’m sorry. Please let me
help your mother.”

The mass seemed to groan. She thought of Nilik, how she had struggled for nine months before hisbirth
to keep him dive. Would he have goneto aplace like this, holding a part of her forever? How many
more dmogt-children lived here?

The answer cameto her, and she nearly withdrew her arm.
All of them.
Tears spilled from her eyes. Her hand siwam through the mass, searching for something whole.

Legs. Taons. She grabbed them and yanked, expecting hard resistance. The thing popped free so
quickly, she pitched backward, knocking her head into the cave wall. She sat up, woozy.

Rhia sfingers examined the bird in her hand. The size of her forearm from elbow to wrig, it fluttered its
wingsinwhat felt like indignation. She stroked its head and felt tufts of feathers sticking up likeearson a
cat.

The bird let loose a high-pitched descending cdl, like the whinny of an darmed horse. Bashawas an
Owl, ascreech owl in this case. Marek might be amused someday, if she could ever get back to him.



A wave of fatigue swept over her, and she leaned back against the cave wall. The room now seemed like
awarm, secure place to spend eternity. For these never-to-be-children, it wasn't abarren exile, but a
haven. She could rest here, just for awhile. Her eyelids grew heavy. Rhialet them sink, ignoring the crow
that tugged at her hair.

Pain spiked her hand, wrenching her awake. The owl had chomped the tender webbing between her
thumb and forefinger. Rhiarubbed her eyes hard, then fumbled to find the room’ s entrance. This part of
Basha had just saved her life.

But not yet. With the owl tucked under her arm, she crawled back up the tunnel on her knees and one
hand. The room had weakened her, and every exhae seemed to transfer her strength to the caveitself.
Every time she stopped, the crow urged her on with atap to the back of her head.

What seemed like hours later, she emerged from the cave, gasping for air. She collapsed on the cold,
rocky ground.

A pair of embroidered boots and awhite skirt appeared before her. She looked up to see Bashagazing
down. Thefox’s cage sat behind her, still draped with a blanket.

Rhia opened her parched mouth to spesk. “ Y our son gave methis.” Shelifted the screech owl with both
hands. Bashareached for it. Rhiapulled it back. “ Give me my husband first.”

Bashafrowned. “How do | know that’ s really me?’
“Look in her eyes”

Bashaturned her sharp gaze on the owl, whose heart tripped againgt its soft breast. Basha sface
softened. “1’m her home.” Shelooked at Rhia. “What happens next?’

“Crow takes you to peace.”

“And then what?’

Rhiahad no answer. “That'sit.”

“It sounds boring.”

“And this place anusesyou?’

Basha pushed out her lower lip. “1 didn't say that.” Her fist twisted in her skirt. “1 want to live.”
“I know.”

“There were so many things | wanted to do. | was going to help your people. Who knows what my
country will do to you now?’

Rhiafdt the rage rise within her again. The crow uttered asoft grok in her ear to cam her. Shegaveita
grateful glance, then spoke to Bashain afirm voice. “We' Il find away to manage without you.”

“Y ou think so, but you don’'t know them.” Basha sighed and stepped away from the cage. “1I’ m through
withyou dl. Takeit. It syours.”

“No,” Rhiasad, “it sMarek’s.”

The crow alighted on the corner of the cage closest to Basha, asif to guard it from further treachery.



Rhiaheld the owl in her hands, knowing she could yet take vengeance. Basha s eyesfilled with fear, and
Rhiardished the sight for one long, sweet moment.

She released the owl. It flapped its gray-streaked wings and landed on Basha s shoulder.

A shadow blacker than night appeared next to them. Crow bent to touch Rhia sforehead. “ Raven said
Shewill not forget thisday. Y ou will see Her again, when the end seems nigh.”

He enveloped Bashain hiswings. Her pale face turned rapturous as they faded together into violet light.
A growl rumbled ingde the cage, sounding unusually menacing for afox.

The crow lifted the edge of the blanket. Gray fur glowed in the night.

Not afox. A wolf.

Y dlow eyes of pure wildness peered through the bars. A dripping pink tongue lolled between long white
fangs

“Y ou’re coming with me,” Rhiasaid. She staggered to her feet and grabbed the cage’ shandleto lift it. It
wouldn’t budge. She yanked on it with both arms but couldn’t dide it more than a handspan.

She squatted next to the cage. “If | let you out, will you run away?’

Thewolf licked his chops. She groaned. She had nothing that could act as aleash, no way to confine or
control him until they reached the fog.

“Either way, you can’t stay in there.” Rhia unlatched the cage and opened the door. The wolf shot out,
then turned to regard her. “Please stay,” she said.

At the sound of her voice, the wolf loped away, down the valey toward the tree. Shetried to chase him,
but her legs grew heavier with each step.

The dead tree glowed white ahead of her. She kept her eyeson it as her feet shuffled over the rocky
ground. By the time she reached it, the wolf was gone.

Rhiadropped to her knees. She had lost Marek.

Theair itsalf seemed too heavy for her body to hold up. She crawled forward afew more steps, then
collapsed onto her somach. The crow nudged her arm, then her head, uttering concerned clucks deep in
itsthroat.

Thevalley floor was cold against Rhia sface, and the chill soaked into her body. Soon she would freeze
to death like she did on Mount Beros. But thistime she would be done. Thistime, no onewould bring
her back. Crow would come, shaking His head in disgpprova, wishing He' d called someone stronger.
She hadn’t even the strength to cry.

A warm breath blew against her ear, followed by a short huff. Something wet did over her cheek and
under her nose. Sputtering, shelifted her head.

Thewolf stood over her. He pawed her shoulder and whined like a dog begging for its morning medl.
“I can't,” shewhispered. “Not by myself.”

He sidled closer. She pushed hersdlf to her knees and looped an arm over histhick, furry shoulders. The



wolf grunted, and for amoment Rhiathought he would bolt.

Step by laborious step, they |eft the tree behind, the wolf on four sturdy legs, she on one blistered hand
and two aching knees.

Just when she thought her strength would fail, they entered the fog, together.

40

M arek clutched hiswife' slimp body. “Rhia, come back,” he whispered, his bresth threstening to turn to
asob. “Come back to me.”

“What's happening?’ Lycas asked. Helooked asif he wanted to reach for hissigter.

“Don’t stop drumming,” Marek told him. He rocked Rhia and shouted a pleato Crow in hismind. He
couldn’t lose her. “Rhia, leave methereif you have to, but come back.”

Her hand twitched against his shoulder. He gasped, then held her out to examine her dack face. Perhaps
he d imagined the movement.

She moaned. “Marek...”

“Yes” hesaid. “I’'m here. Cometo me.”

She opened her eyes, dowly, asif their lids were made of sone. “1 got it.”
Lycas stopped tapping. “ Thank the Spirits,” he grumbled. “Now what?’
“She hasto return my part,” Marek said. “Hold her up.”

Once Lycas was supporting Rhia' sweight, Marek lay down beneath her. He took her cold, limp hands
and cupped them to her mouth. She leaned over and breathed againgt his solar plexus.

A hot jolt seared through Marek, racing to the end of hisfingertips. He cried out in near anguish.
Something insgde him had shifted to make room for afierce, strong presence.
Hewas Wolf again.

He reached for Rhiaand took her gently from her brother’sarms. Her skin was warming, but the
heaviness of her limbstold him her strength was spent. She sank againgt him.

“I'll get the Otter,” Lycassad. “ She'll know how to help her.” He left the tent quietly.
Marek stroked Rhia shair. “Thank you. | can never repay you.”

“Behere” shewhispered againgt hischest. “That'sdl | want.” She dragged her hand up to rub her
cheek. “ That and some food, honey water and three days deep.”

He chuckled. “I don’t suppose anyone packed a secret stash of meloxa, did they?’

Shetilted her chinto look at hisface. “How do you fed 7’



“Like aman whose wifeamost just died, but didn’t. Relieved. Happy. A little angry that you risked your
life”

“I didn’t know it would take so long.” Shetugged his shirt. “What | meant was, how do you fed with
your soul part back?’

“LikeaWolf.” He closed hiseyes and inhaed hard through hisnose. “But | can still fed Fox. | don't
want to let Her go. She saved my life, and probably Nilik’s, too.”

“No on€e' sever had two Spirits at once. But Crow said things are changing.”
“For the better, | hope.”
Shewasslent amoment. “ Eventualy.”

He held her tight until the Otter woman came to the tent. As she ministered to Rhia, Marek stepped
outside to speak to Lycas. The eastern sky held the first blush of dawn.

“Thank you for helping us,” hetold his brother-in-law.
L ycas nodded, then opened his mouth asif to speak. He shut it again.
“What isit?” Marek said.

The Wolverine rubbed the back of hisear. “When | wasin the halway at the senator’ s mansion,
dispensing with those guards...”

HYS?l
“I heard what she said to you.”
Marek’ sface heated. Hiswife s own brother knew he’ d been unfaithful. “1’m sorry.”

Lycasheld up ahand. “If you ever apologizefor it again, I’ ll punch you so hard you won't wake for a
week. What that woman did to you...” He ground hisfist againgt hispam. “It' swhy | stopped mysdlf
fromkilling her. | thought you should have the privilege.”

Asodd as the statement sounded, Marek knew that from Lycas it was a declaration of absolution. He'd
needed to hear it from someone besdes Rhia, someone who didn’t desperately want him to be whole

agan.
He let out a deep breath. “Thank you.”
“You'rewecome.” Lycas patted his shoulder.

Marek picked hisway over the rocks and shrubs toward Nelmaand Adrek’ stent. He needed to see his
on.

The wounds Basha had dedlt him would take years to hedl. The memorieswould last forever. But
perhaps he could take what he' d learned in Leukaosto help his peopleresist theinevitable Ilion
aggression.

Whether Raven bestowed Her Aspect in the next generation or the next or the next, the Reawakened
would fight.



Rhia gasped at the crowd awaiting them at the edge of Veekos. Though Bolan had sent apigeon days
before with news of their return, Rhia hadn’t expected the entire village to greet them. Their cheers
echoed off the cliffs near Prasnos Bay, where the water shimmered and sparkled in the late-morning
unlight.

Her pony baked at the oncoming crowd, causing Nilik to squirm in the ding againgt her chest. Behind
her, Marek squeezed her waist and pointed ahead to the | ft.

“Look,” hesaid, “infront.”

Rhia shaded her eyes and squinted into the sun. A wide smile stretched her chapped lips. “Father!”
“Let metake Nilik while you run ahead,” Marek said.

“No, we go together.” She clicked her tongue to urge the pony forward.

Tereus reached her firgt as the crowd swept among their troupe, hugging the adults and cooing at the
children. He helped her and Marek dismount the pony and took his grandson in hisarms.

“He'sso big.” Tereus sface pinched, then he bent to kiss Rhia s cheek. “1 knew you could do it.”
She gazed a her father with blurry eyes, then heard afamiliar voice cal her name.

Damen was rushing toward her. She hugged him hard enough to make him gasp, then drew back. The
dark circlesunder hiseyes might be agood sign.

“Your son,” shesad. “Ishe—"

“On hisway.” He stood on tiptoe to look behind him. Nathas led Reni through the crowd, pushing aside
those who would jostle her. The Squirrdl woman held abundlein her arms.

Rhialet out atightly held breath. “ That’ swhy you'velost deep.”
“Seep?’ Herubbed his eyes and looked at the sky. “1 remember something called deep.”

Marek sprang to their side and wrapped Damen in aKaindon-style bear hug. Rhiaturned to Reni and
Nathas as they approached and remembered to greet them before gawking at the baby.

“Hisname s Corek,” Reni said. “In memory of Coranna.”

Tears did from Rhia s eyes, unbidden and unexpected. Marek’ sand Nilik’ s disappearance had
overshadowed Coranna s death. Now that they were safe, she could finaly mourn her mentor.

Damen did an arm around Rhia s shoulder. “ There' safeast waiting in the town hall,” he said gently.
“That’ sthe best part, heh?’

She wiped her eyes and nodded. Only afellow Crow could understand the consoling power of food.

They headed for the village, where more people waited in the streets. A large open tent had been set up
outsde the Ve ekon town hal. Rhid s ssomach growled at the savory smells, and she wished the crowd
would let them pass more quickly.

Shelooked at Marek. “1 was going to ask if we could wash up firgt, but now that we're here...”



He smirked. “It would be impolite not to eat alittle.”
“Jud alittle”

They ate and drank al afternoon, fitting in bites and sps between visits from total strangers who wanted
to welcome them and meet Nilik, who dept through most of the chaos.

Findly, after dinner, she was able to speak with Damen aone about the cavein the Gray Valey. He
rubbed the corner of hisjaw as he listened, tensing at her description of the 0ozing, sucking mass.

“ Should we move these unborns,” he asked her, “and if so, where?”’

“| don't think they can be moved. They seemed like apart of theland itsdlf. And they didn’t fed unhappy
to me. Not happy, either, just—there.” She shifted her feet under the table. “It’s hard to explain, but they
didn't fed like people.”

“How could the senator’ s son stedl her soul pieceif he wasn't aperson?’
“Maybe she gaveit to him. Maybe she thought it would keep him dive.”

Damen ran histeeth over hisbottom lip. “1 think I would' ve done the same for Corek. Not conscioudy,
of course.”

“Weadl try to bargain with Crow, whether we mean to or not.”

Damen swished hisdrink. “And it never works.” Hetook along sip and set the empty mug aside. “Next
time either of us speaksto Him, we'll havelots of questions.”

Thefiddlers struck up aredl, and Rhiafelt ahand squeeze her shoulder.
Marek kissed the top of her head. “I ingst you don’t dance with me.”

She laughed and stood to join him, despite her drowsiness from thefood, de and traveling. At first it felt
strange to dance, to move with no purpose other than joy, but the music injected her feet with an energy
she hadn’t felt in months. They danced the first song together, then switched partners with every new
tune, according to Kaindon custom. The Velekons were confused at first by theirregularity, but soon
caught on.

Asevening fdl, she sat with her family and Damen'’s, devouring the last of the berries and cream. Lycas
wastdling their escape story to another group of curious Velekons. With each mug of ale, the events
grew larger and wilder.

“...and then the crows themsdlves carried us away,” he told an astounded group of listeners.
“How could they do that?" asked a gray-haired woman with a skeptica regard.

“They grew wingsthe size of horses, of course,” Lycas said, “and wrapped usdl in agiant blanket made
of—of rose stems. So they could grab hold.” He nodded solemnly.

“What areroses?’ another voice asked.

“Hideous plants,” Marek said, “with thorns that legp out and cut you, like snakesfrom ahole.” He
exchanged agrim look with Lycas. 1t wasapainful journey in that blanket.”

When the Veekons wandered off to spread the story, Lycas and Marek shared along laugh.



“That ought to keep peopletaking awhile,” Lycas said as hefinished his dessert.
“When will you go back to llios?’ Tereus asked him.

“Right away.” Lycas s gazetripped over the crowd again, asif expecting Mali and Surato appear.
Tereus had told them that when Mdi found out Lycas would be leaving again, the Wasp refused to bring
their daughter to see him. Rhia planned to have some wordswith her old nemesis, the kind of words she
wouldn’t utter in front of her own father.

Tereus nodded. “I’ll help Adrek and Nelmatake the children back to Kaindos.”
“And see Elorawhileyou'rethere,” Rhiasaid.

Her father gave an embarrassed smile, then sobered. “1t will be hard for her to hear her children are till
missing.”

“They won't befor long,” Marek said, “if Alankahas anything to do with it.”

Rhialooked at Nilik, who dept in an open basket beside her. On the other side of him, Damen’ s son,
Corek, stretched and cooed in Reni’sarms. From the corner of her eye, Rhia saw the rest of the table
watching the babies, aswell. She knew what they were dl thinking: which boy would become Raven?

“I think they should arm wrestle for the Aspect,” Marek said.

Damen st his elbow on the table and pushed his plate out of the way. “Maybe their fathers should act as
gand-ins, heh?’

Marek rolled up hisdeeve. “Agreed, Crow man. Let’s see whose son gets to save the world.”

Rhialaughed with the others as the Crow and Wolf battled biceps, cheered on by their respective
families. Lycas|eaned over and kept the contest atie by pushing their hands to favor whoever waslosing
at the moment.

Rhiawatched the grasp of three hands, one from each village. Though the Ilions had attacked,
daughtered and captured her people, they had also united them. If the people of the Spirits—or the
Reawakened, asMarek ingsted on calling them—could continue to join their strengths as they’ d done
this past year, perhapsthey could ward off future calamity.

Tiros had helped, aswell, by sending its third-phase Hawk to Asermos, and by taking the evacuees from
last year’ sbattle. The headstrong residents of that distant, dusty village would probably bethelast to
admit they needed anyone dse.

Perhaps one day even the Ilionswould unite with Rhia s people, as Horse had told Filip. Her timein the
Descendants’ land had only heightened her dread of the future. Their ways had grown o far apart, afina
reconciliation seemed impossible.

But if the Spirits could dream it, so could she.



