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PART ONE
01

Tiros

D ugt gritted between Rhid s teeth as she buried another dead soldier. She tugged the rough cloth
covering her mouth and nose, securing its bottom edge inside her collar. Asthe hot wind changed
direction, she shifted, kegping her back to the scouring gusts to protect her eyes.

A warm hand touched her dbow. “Rhia, let mefinish.”

She squinted up into the early evening light, at the ruddy face of her husband, Marek. “I need to occupy



my mind as much as you do today. Besides, I'm the only one who can ddliver them.”

“But you're not the only one who can shovel.” Hisblue-gray eyes amiled at her over hisown cloth mask,
crinkling thelines at their corners. * Save your strength for dancing.”

She wiped the sweat from her temple and |ooked behind her at the road leading into Tiros. “1t' shard to
imagine cdebrating in this place”

Trees had been razed for amile outside the village s perimeter to avoid giving cover to the enemy. Their
trunks and branches had been used to build watchtowers, two of which loomed behind her, one on either
sde of theroad leading into town. Insde the towers, Eagle lookouts and Cougar archers kept guard.

Few people | eft Tiros unseen. Fewer entered Tiros unshot.

At Rhid sfeet, the llion soldier lay in ahole deep enough to keep the vultures away but shallow enough
that the Ilions—or “ Descendants,” as Rhia s people caled them—could retrieve the bodies the next time
they arrived on a*“diplomatic mission.”

In aline stretching to her right lay the soldier’ sfive comrades—dressed in plainclothes rather than their
typica red-and-yelow uniforms—along with the spy who' d brought them. Other Tirons had dug the
gravesthismorning; it was up to Marek and Rhiato fill them in and send the soldiersto the Other Side.
No onejoined them to pay respectsto the dead, for the enemy and its spy had done nothing to earn it.

Marek tossed ashoveful of dust over the Descendant’ sface. “If Lycaswere here, he' d want to put their
heads on pikes on the road to Asermos.”

She sghed at the reminder of her brother’ sbrutaity. “ And give the Descendants an excusefor a
full-scaeinvasion. At least with an honorable buria, we can claim our archerskilled them defending the
town—whichisthetruth.”

“Doesn’'t mean they didn’'t enjoy it.” Hisshove clanked against arock hidden in the dust. “Gavethem a
chanceto practice the unofficia village motto: ‘ Keegp Outsders Outside.””

They shared agrim look at the rows of tents Sitting on the edge of the village. Tiros, built to hold perhaps
athousand people, had swollen to threetimesits origind sze with refugees from the villages of Velekos
and Asermos, asthellion army pressed northward. The same aspects that made Tiros easy to
defend—no immediate water access and flat, dry terrain surrounded on three sides by steep, rugged
hills—also made surviva difficult. In the twelve years snce the Descendant invasion, Tiros had suffered
growing painsthat threatened to tear it apart.

Marek tapped down the dust over the last soldier with the toe of his boot, then marked the grave with a
makeshift Ilion flag—along stick with ared-and-yellow cloth attached.

Rhia knelt beside the grave, closed her eyes and raised her pams. In the span of one deep breath, she
drew ashroud between herself and thisworld of vigilance. The next bresth brought an awareness of
Crow, her Guardian Spirit Animal, whose presence had hovered close to her for nearly al of her
thirty-seven years. Now He waited to take what was His.

With her third breath, she called the crows.

The chant rumbled low in her throat, and as soon asit left her mouth it was swept away by thewind. No
matter, for in this song her voice traveled to the Other Side, where al places were one. She could have
whispered it or even sung it ingde her mind. They would hear. They would come.



Within moments they approached, their caws riding the wind, whose roar obscured the rush of their
heavy wings. Seven birds, one for each death.

Rhiawondered how the Descendants felt about being carried off by Crow, a Spirit they didn’t believein.
Did they search for Xenia, their goddess of Desth, lament her absence and finally her nonexistence?

The souls of these soldiers passed quickly, without reluctance. Though their deaths had been violent, they
believed they had died for the greater glory of Ilios, just asthey’d desired.

The young Asermon spy, on the other hand, resisted. The ache of hisregret skewered her ashetried to
escape Crow’ s embrace. The man, whose name she didn’t know, had betrayed his own people.

His own people. Generations ago, the citizens of the four villages—Asermos, Velekos, Kaindos and
Tiros—had divided themselves, focusing on their differences and long-standing tribd rivaries. The
disunity had made them easy prey for the Ilions. But now, with their common oppression by the
Spirit-shunning Descendants, they stood as one people.

Crow took the spy, completing His passage to the Other Side. Rhiaworried the Asermon would linger,
full of bitterness and sorrow, in the gloomy Gray Vdley between here and there.

The cries of the crows faded, and Rhialowered her hands. Marek’ sfingers under her elbow steadied her
as she stood, her knees aching and heart thumping from the last soul’ s perilous journey.

He brushed the dust off the crow feather around her neck, then did the same for his own fox-and
wolf-tail fetishes. Then he unbuckled the waterskin from hisbelt and offered it to her. Asusud, it was
nearly empty.

She squinted at the angle of the sun. “It' sdmost time.”
“Nilik could come back tomorrow, or the next day. A Bestowing might take longer if Raven clamshim.”

“Hush.” She rubbed the back of her neck, which dways prickled a the mention of the greatest Spirit.
“Don’'t assume anything. It shows arrogance.”

“No.” He put an arm around her shoulders. “It showsfaith.”

Rhiaclamped her lipstight. She couldn’t blame Marek for wanting to believe that Raven would deliver
them from occupation. Raven was the only Spirit who had never bestowed a human with an Aspect—a
combination of power and wisdom reflecting traits of that animal. An ancient legend said that Raven
would one day bestow Her Aspect when the Spirit-people faced their most harrowing hour. Rhia hated
to imagine an hour more harrowing than those they lived in now.

Before her son Nilik’ s birth eighteen years ago, a deluge of dreamsforetold that the Raven child would
be born to a Crow like Rhia. Most of her people believed it. Some even hoped this event would spark
another Reawakening, when the Spirits would all appear together in thisworld, to save the people who
had served Them for thousands of years.

Some days, the only dternative to faith was despair.

AsRhiaand Marek waked hand in hand into the village, a shout came from the watchtower above.
“South!”

They stopped and looked up. Sani the Eagle woman pointed to their left. All five Cougarsin her



watchtower scrambled into position. Rhiasaw the silhouettes of their bows againgt the azure sky.
“Someone scoming.” Marek dropped the shovels and ran in the direction Sani was pointing.

“Wait!” Rhiarushed to keep up with him, and only succeeded because he waited for her at the foot of
the watchtower. “It could be more Descendants.”

She stood on tiptoe and strained to see what had provoked the aert. The only sign wasarising cloud of
dust, small enough that she could block it with her outstretched thumb. It created atan puff againgt the
darker browns and greens of the background hills.

“It can't be Nilik.” Marek shaded his right temple againgt the glare of the setting sun. “Near as| cantell,
this person’s on horseback.”

“And it sthe wrong direction from the Bestowing.” The site for this sacred three-day quest lay to the
west of Tiros—far from Descendant-occupied territories. Despitethe llions' best efforts—negotiations,
bribes and escaating shows of force—Tiros remained afreevillage, asdid Kaindos, Marek’ s birthplace
in the high mountain forest two weeks' travel away.

How long this freedom would last, no one knew.
Another shout came from the tower. Rhialooked up to see Sani leaning over the rough wooden railing.
“It'sLycad!”

Rhiayelped with joy and bounced on her toes. Her brother’ s continued survival amazed her. Asthe
leader of the guerrillafighting forces, Lycaswasthellions favorite target. She feared it was only amatter
of time before they found away to counteract his Wolverine savagery, wiliness and inhuman strength.

“Nilik will beglad,” Marek sad in typical understated fashion.

Rhiasmiled, imagining her son’ s face when he came back from his Bestowing to see hisuncle waiting.
During Lycas s sporadic visitsto Tiros, hetreated Nilik like his own son.

Small wonder. Rhiahad named him in memory of their brother Nilo, Lycas stwin who had died in the
first battle againgt the llions nearly twenty years ago.

She rubbed her breastbone, asif she could fed the wound hersalf. No death before or since had carved
such agougein her and Lycas.

Her brother waved one of hisimmense arms as he gpproached a an easy trot. Hislong black hair
streamed in the wind despite the tie binding it at his nape. Even at adistance, his sze and strength were
intimidating. She didn’t envy the Descendants whose last living Sight was Lycas sface.

He dowed the horse to a cooling walk, and the cloud of dust around him diminished. Unable to wait any
longer, Rhiaran to greet him.

Lycas dismounted, his posture showing no symptoms of along ride or along life. He gave a casua wave,
asif he' d been gone eight hoursinstead of eight months.

“You madeit!” Rhiahurtled into her brother’ sarms, dwarfing hersdf in his enormous embrace. Hisdark
bay mare snorted and danced at the end of the reins, startled by the sudden movement.

“Good, I'm not too late, then.” Lycaslet go of Rhiaand picked up the wide-brimmed hat that had
toppled from her head. He tugged her auburn braid, then tossed it back over her shoulder, asif to



confirm that it hadn’t been cut in mourning for anyonein her immediate family.

Marek stepped forward and embraced Lycas, thumping him on the back. Lycas returned the
gesture—less heartily, of course, to avoid cracking his brother-in-law’ sribs.

“Nilik should be back tonight,” Marek said. “Big party, al of Tirosiscoming.”

Lycas merely nodded and clucked to hishorseto lead her into the village. Rhiastudied his
black-and-gray-stubbled face, which looked unusualy drawn and somber.

She stopped in her tracks. “ Y ou have bad news.”

Hetook a deep breath, wrinkling his nose. No doubt his Wolverine sense of smell was assaulted by the
stench of Tiros, of too many people and not enough latrines.

“Jula’sat home?" he asked.
“Yes” Rhid svoicefilled with caution. “Why?’
“I’ll wait until we get thereto tell you. | don’t want to haveto repest it twice.”

They passed the watchtower, collected the shovels and set off for the center of the village. A gust of wind
blew up, and Rhiaraised the cloth around her neck to cover her mouth and nose.

Dust danced in smdl tornados over the street, which was empty of life except for afew wandering dogs.
Most Tironswere a the other end of the village, dragging tables, benches and lantern poststo the center
of the westernmost intersection for Nilik’ sfeast.

Lycasjerked histhumb over his shoulder. “Whét are the red-and-yellow flags for?’

Marek held up the shovels. “ Descendant grave markers. Six men last night, with pitch-soaked ragsin
bottles”

“Fredarters.” Lycashissed in abreath. “ A place this dry, with the homes so close together, they could
burn thewholevillage”

“Vard sworking on that,” Rhiasaid. “ She’ s having the Tirons add brick and stone to the walls between
the housesto dow the spread of fire.”

“Varathe Snake is here? Why?’

“She had to leave Asermos about seven months ago, just after you were herelast.” She shook her head
indisgust. “The new grandparent laws.”

The older she got, the more Rhia questioned the progression of her people' s magic powers. They moved
from first to second phase of their Aspects by conceiving a child, which caused many painful socia and
persona complications.

Third-phase Aspects, bestowed when a person became a grandparent, included such formidable powers
as shapeshifting, long-distance tel epathy—and in Rhia s case—resurrecting the dead. Shewasin no
hurry to take on that ultimate burden.

Because the Ilions rejected the Spirits and created gods in their own image, they possessed no magic. To
protect themsealves, they required al third-phase Asermonsto be registered. Last year, registration had
turned to exile.



Lycas svoice returned her mind to the present. “How did the soldiers get so closeto the village?”
“The lookouts recognized the man with them,” Marek said, *“ someone from Asermos.”
“A spy.” Lycaslet out aharsh breath. “Was he killed?’

“They shot him,” Rhiasaid. Some said it wasin defense of the village, but others claimed it wasin cold
blood. Either way, his soul had drowned in regret.

“He might have had information we could use,” Lycas said.

They left the horse at aramshackle stable where a gruff old man refused Lycas s1lion coins. Rhiahad to
barter her stall-mucking servicesin exchange for the boarding.

A short trudge later, they reached Rhiaand Marek’ s home. She opened the gate to awaist-high wooden
fence, which led to asmall yard. White and brown chickens scattered as they passed. Rhianudged one
aside before pushing open the front door.

Her daughter Jula sat at the table in the center of the main room, brown hair veiling her face as she bent
over apiece of parchment. Shelooked up as Lycas ducked his head to enter the house.

“Uncle!” She popped out of her chair and ran in three strides to give him aleaping embrace. At Sixteen,
shewasdill tiny, like Rhiahersdf, and Lycaslifted her asif she weighed no more than abird.

When he set her down, she grasped his hands. “Did Papatell you my news?’
Marek grinned a her on hisway to the stove. “ Thought we' d let you surprise him.”
“I had my Bestowing!”

Lycas|ooked at Rhia, hiseyesfilled with sudden hope,

Julagrabbed hisarm. “No, I’'m not Raven, but we always knew that, since the prophecy said it would be
ahard labor, and my birth was easy.”

Rhiagrunted. “ That was the last day you gave me no trouble.” As she moved to shut the door behind
her, abrown chicken dipped through. A sharp bark shot from under the table, and the chicken
scampered outside.

Julaturned back to Lycas. “ So guesswhat | am? And no looking at the fetish hanging by the door.”

Lycas sighed, heightening Rhid sfear. Usudly heindulged hisniecein dl her teasing and tricks. Instead
he pointed at the two parchment sheets on the table. “What' sthat?’

“A project.” Julahurried to tuck one sheet behind the other. “ And maybe ashort letter for Corek.”

Lycas sface turned graver, which Rhia hadn’t thought possible. Had something happened to Corek?
Growing up, Julaand Nilik had spent summerswith the family of Rhia s Crow-brother Damen, including
his son Corek and stepdaughter Lania The four children had been inseparable. Rhiaand Marek and
Damen had not-so-secretly speculated on the likelihood of aromance between Julaand Corek, and
between Nilik and Lania

Obliviousto Lycas s dark mood, Jula picked up the parchment and heaved adramatic sigh. “Father’s
meaking me help him and Galen with the code to fool the Descendants. They test it on me.”



“Sheactslike she hatesit.” Marek squeezed her shoulder. “But shewon't let usforget that she writes
better than we do.”

“Even though she' d rather talk.” Rhiaturned to hang her black feather fetish on anail by the door.
“Even though she' d rather talk,” Rhia heard her own voice say again.
Sheturned and glared at Jula. “ Stop that.”

“Stop that,” her daughter said in a perfect imitation of Rhia svoice. Julacovered an impish grin with her
hand. “ Sorry,” she said in her own voice.

Lycas shook his head in sympathy a Rhia. “A Mockingbird girl. Could a Crow mother be any more
cursed?’

Rhia smiled. Though she and Julabickered, like their feathered counterparts, she was lucky her children
were alive and safe. She knew Lycas worried about his own daughter Sura, who remained in occupied
Asermos, where her mother Mdi led the resstance. His crusade againgt the |lions had taken him away
from hisfamily when Surawas only two weeks old. He'd said it was more important for his daughter to
grow up in aland of freedom than to have afather.

Now she had neither. It wastoo dangerous for the outlaw Lycas to show hisfacein Asermos. Rhia
hoped her own children filled at least part of thevoid in hislife.

Heruffled Jula s hair. “ Congratul aions on your Bestowing.”

“Thank you!” Sherolled up the parchment sheets. “Nilik will be so happy you' re here to see him become
Raven.”

Rhiapulled out achair for Lycas. “St. Drink. Tak.”

He obliged, sinking into the chair so heavily she feared it would break. She set afull mug of dein front of
him. He gulped the contentsin one long swallow, let her refill it, then took a deep bresth.

“Last month | set up acamp near Velekos so | could work with the res stance there, such asit is”

“Good,” Marek said. “It' s been weeks since we' ve gotten a direct message from Ve ekos, snce Damen
told us magic had been outlawed there, likein Asermos.”

“The Ilions have been tightening their grip so dowly, most of the Velekons hardly even noticed.” He
opened and closed hisfist around the clay mug, in a gesture Rhiarecognized as awish for a Descendant
neck. “Last week, they noticed.”

“What happened?’ she asked, dreading the answer.

“Therewas an incident.” Lycas stared straight ahead at the steps leading to the upper floor. “Laniawent
for her Bestowing, in aremote areain the hills northwest of Velekos. A squadron of Ilion soldiers came
upon her.”

Rhia s stomach twisted. Beside her, Julagave a soft gasp.

Lycas continued. “ They said they werejust having fun. Harassing her, calling her names. Then she
became violent, ddlirious, babbling something about the power of aWasp. They say she stabbed onein
thethigh.”



Rhiawinced. “So they arrested her?’

He made a bitter noisein histhroat. “ They beat her. They raped her.” Hislipstightened. “ They murdered
m.ll

“No...” With alow moan, Jula dropped into the chair across from Lycas. She put her face in her hands
and started to cry.

Rhia opened her mouth, but even she, a Crow, couldn’t find the words to express her sorrow. If anything
like that had happened to her own children...

Lycas spoke again. “ They desecrated Lania s body so that—" Hisvoice logt itsflatness, coming closer
to bresking than she’d heard in years. 1t took aweek to find al of her, to give her aproper buria.”

Rhia slegstrembled, and she sank into the chair beside Jula, who was sobbing now. She put her arms
around her daughter. For once, Juladidn’t rebuff her, just clutched her like afrightened child.

“Laniawas only sixteen,” Lycaswhispered.
“Mongters,” Marek spat as he paced behind the table. “What happened to the soldiers?’

“ Suspended without pay,” Lycasreplied, “and jailed at the garrison until their trid. Spirits know when
that’ [l be. The military saysit’san isolated incident, afew bad boys run amuck.” He squeezed the mug
again, then set it asde quickly asif to avoid crushing it. “Velekos has exploded. Riots, vanddism, mass
arrests. By now there' s probably a curfew.”

A whimper came from under the table. Rhialooked down to see Hector, their nut-brown terrier, trying to
climb into their laps. She boosted him up, wincing as his claws scratched her legs. Julahugged the dog
and sobbed into his shaggy coat.

“We hadn’t heard any of this” Marek said.

“It happened last week.” Lycas|ooked each of them inthe eye. “That’ swhy I’'m here, not just for Nilik's
Bestowing. Velekosisready to revolt, but they need help. Not just soldiers and archers. Messengers,
hedlersfor the wounded, buildersto create secret passageways from home to home.” He looked at
Marek and Jula. “Code-breskers.”

Rhiafet acold dread dither through her veins. She couldn’t let Nilik go to Ve ekos, but she dso couldn’t
tel anyonewhy.

Marek looked out the window. “ Something’ s happening.” He opened the front door. Rhia heard distant
shouting and the pounding of feet.

Someone called their names, and Rhia recognized the voice of one of their neighbors.
“Nilik’scoming!” the man shouted. Hector began to yap.

Jula dumped the dog off her 1ap and brushed the hedls of her hands hard againgt her wet eyes. “When he
hears about Lania—" Her voice choked.

“WEll betherefor him.” Rhiafetched the pitcher of water and poured her daughter amug.

Jula durped down the water, wincing as she swallowed. Then she dammed down the cup. “Let’sgo. We
want to bein the front of the crowd.”



They hurried down the dusty main road, Hector leading the way. Rhid s heart pounded, and not just from
exertion in the late summer heat. Her people needed Raven now more than ever, after what had
happened to Lania

When they finaly reached the front of the throng, Nilik waslittle more than amoving spot on the horizon
to Rhia seyes. Shefolded her arms and stood her ground. It would undermine Nilik’ sdignity to have his
mother rush forward and clamp him in a smothering embrace.

Her toes twitched with impatience inside her boots, and her mind ran through dl the possihilities, every
Spirit Nilik could have. He' d shown no particular talents growing up—or rather, he' d displayed awide
range of skills, proudly honing each to extreme competence, though not brilliance. He proved equaly
deadly with sword and dagger and had worked beside Bear and Wolverine warriorsto repel more than
one Descendant attack. He could hunt most prey with abow and arrow, though not with a Wolf or
Cougar’ s preternatural skill and patience. He could read and write as nimbly as any Fox, Hawk or
Mockingbird; Marek had seen to both children’ sliteracy at ayoung age.

Perhaps hiswide-ranging but less-than-luminous skills meant that Raven would choose him. Asthe Spirit
of Spirits, She was connected to them all.

Rhiacould see Nilik now, and hear the whispers of speculation behind her:
“He' swalking so upright and proud. Must be a Bear.”
“But look at the swiftness of his gait. Could surprise everyone and be a Spider.”

Someone snickered. “ The boy can't draw a stick figure with the right number of legs, and you think he'll
be an artist? He looks quick and strong because he' sa Deer. That's my wager.”

“You'redl fools,” afourth voice whispered. “He s got to be the Raven. Got to be. HE Il ddliver usal.”

Rhiaclosed her eyes, wishing it weren't too late to pray for such an event. She’ d thought it audacious
before, to ask the Spirit Above All Othersto bestow Her Aspect upon Nilik—or anyone, for that matter.

“Please,” she whispered softly. “We need Y ou. Accept my son as 'Y our servant.”

She opened her eyesto see Nilik stride across the dusty plain. His posture gave no clue he' d just spent
three days without food, water and deep; that he had been visited by Spirits both benevolent and

terrifying.

As he came closer, his pace dowed and he removed his hat, revealing a sunburned, sweat-streaked face.
Hislight brown hair, which had never felt amourning blade, hung down his back and blew in the evening
breeze.

He scanned the faces of those in the front of the crowd, keeping his own visage inscrutable. When his
gaze dighted on Lycas, he stopped short.

“Urdd”

Nilik’ sdignity and serenity shattered as he ran forward, past his parents, and embraced Lycas, who
returned the hug with amisty look in hiseyes.

Nilik drew back, gave Lycas swolverine claw fetish along look, then clutched it in hisfist. Rhiagasped.
It was exceedingly rude to touch the fetish of an Animal one didn’t share, ashow of disrespect for that

person’s Spirit.



Which could only mean onething...
Rhid s heart thudded, then seemed to stop.
Nilik opened his hand and gazed at the claw. “1’ll be needing one of these now.”

A dgh of disgppointment spread through the crowd. Asincreasingly loud murmurs carried the news
backward through the throng, Rhiastood asif frozen.

No.

She wanted to throw hersdlf at her son, beat her fists againgt his chest until hetook it back, until hetold
thetruth. That he was Raven. That he was Fox, or Horse, or Butterfly or Otter.

Anything but Wolverine. Anything but awarrior.

The crowd dispersed, making their way to the tables. Severa well-muscled men lingered. Rhia
recognized them asthe close-knit band of Tiron Wolverines. They were no doubt waiting to “welcome’
their new Spirit-brother with their usud ritua, which involved athorough beeting to demonstrate how
much violence he could endure without pain or injury.

Nilik finaly looked at Rhiaand Marek. “I know you wanted me to be Raven. I'm sorry | et you down.”
Rhia stepped toward him. “Nilik, it's not your fault.”

Helooked at Jula, whose face was till red and puffy. “Were you crying?’

She covered her cheeks and squeaked out his name.

Nilik turned back to Rhia. “What’ s going on?’

Shetook hishand. “It'sLania” A hundred times or more she had gppeared on aneighbor’ s doorstep
with these terrible words, ready to counsel and console. Why wasit so hard to speak them to her son?
“She'sdead.”

He stepped back, yanking his hand out of hers. “Our Lania?’ He touched his chest asif to say, My
Lania?

Nilik turned away, lifting hisface toward the tendrils of red and orange clouds stretching across the sky.
He stood motionless for along moment, hands on his hips, drawing deep, quaking breeths.

Findly heturned back to Lycas, hisface contorted. “ Descendants?” he hissed.

Lycas nodded, then told the story of Lania s death, which pained Rhia even more upon the second
hearing.

As hisuncle spoke, Nilik hunched over, running both hands over his scap, squeezing his head tight
between them asif he could pressthe pain away. His breath came faster, and he swallowed severd
times, each one harder than the last.

When the story was finished, Nilik dowly pulled back his shoulders, lowered his hands, then turned his
haunted blue-gray gaze upon Lycas. “When you leave, I’'m going with you. I’'m going to Velekos.”

Rhiashivered at the sound of the village' s name dipping from her son’s mouth.



Velekos. The place she could never let him go, not after the vision she' d received a his birth.

Velekos was the place where Nilik would die.

02
Asermos
“W ake up!”

Surafelt achill asblankets were whipped off her. A pack was shoved into her arms, jamming her middle
finger.

“ Q’V_”

“Shh!” A coal, thin hand covered her mouth. “They’re coming,” Mai whispered. “Y ou know what to
do.”

Surasat up, eyes searching the dark and seeing only her mother’ s pale face. “ Soldiers?’

“Down theroad. Torynnajust cameto warn me. Five men, dl armed.” Mdli pulled aside the chair that
sat between their beds, then yanked up the rug.

Sura shuddered at the thought of going into the tunnel, but a decade of running thisdrill pushed her limbs
into automatic action. She grabbed her boots and shoved her feet into them. “ Come with me.”

“We ve discussed thisahundred times.” Mdi started pulling up the floorboards. “If | run, I'll be admitting
my guilt. They'Il kill usboth.”

“Not if we escape.”
“They’'ll follow. If | let them take me, they won't search for you. They don’t care about you.”

They will, Surathought as she put on her pack, jerking the Straps tight against her shoulders. One day the
Descendant scum would pay for everything. They would dl burn.

Mali lifted the last board. “ Go. Now.”

Suralowered hersdlf into the hole, stepping quickly down the ladder that had been nailed into the side of
it. With her chest @ floor level, she stopped.

“What are you waiting for?’
“Maybe | should goto the hillsto find my father.”

Her mother put down the board and grabbed Sura’ s shoulders. “What did we say?’” She shook her so
hard, Surathought her teeth would fal out. “What’ sthe plan?’

“Kdindos”
“So where are you going?’
“Kdindos,” Surawhispered.

“But firg?”



“Get ahorsefrom Bolan.”
Mali pulled her close and kissed her forehead. “1 love you.”

“I loveyou, too.” When her mother released her, Sura clutched her wrigt. “ Please come. They might kill
you.”

Mali shook her head. “ They don’'t want another martyr on their hands. They’ |l imprison me, discredit me
to our people.”

She cupped Sura s chin. “ Tell the Kalindons the truth. That’s your job. Don't try to be ahero.”
“But my father could be—"

“Y our father could be under the ground or at the bottom of theriver for al we know. If you want to
survive, you stay far away from him. Understand?”

Sura nodded.

“Remember, if Lycas cared about us, hewouldn't have left in the first place.”

A knock came at the door. Sura s heart dammed her chest, but Mali didn’t even blink.
13 GO.”

Suramoved down the ladder and took one more look up. Shadows sharpened the angles of her
mother’srigid face.

“Y ou know what to do,” Mdi whispered, then did the boards back over the hole.

Everything went dark. Sura swallowed hard and lowered hersdlf to the floor of the tunnel. She began to
crawl.

Her pack scraped the calling, triggering arain of moist dirt that tickled her skin where her shirt had ridden
above her waist. Earthworms and bestles skittered off her, aswell, and adistant part of her mind hoped
none of them fell down her trousers.

She listened for astruggle in the house above her, though she knew she was too deep to hear. The only
sounds were her own pounding heartbeat and the scrambling of tiny claws. A mole or shrew, no doulbt.

She crawled fagter. Pretend it’ s another drill, shetold herself. Pretend the walsaren’t closing in. She
closed her eyes, since there was no light, anyway, and focused on keeping her breath steadly.

Soon her knee hit awooden dab, signaling the end of the tunnel. She put a hand out to avoid banging her
skull. Her fingers scraped another ladder.

Though her lungslonged for fresh air, she forced hersdlf to climb dowly and quietly. When the top of her
head tapped the hole cover, she stopped and listened.

Voices, distant, arguing. Her ears strained for a closer sound, one that would tell her asoldier was
waiting outsde her hiding place, like afox watching arabbit hole.

No leaves rustled nearby except those shifted by the faint breeze. Descendants had no talent for covering
their footfals. Even their raspy breath seemed tofill the air for miles, belying their presenceaswell asa
shout.



Suratook ahandful of mud from the tunndl wall and smeared it over her face. With her black hair and
dark clothes, it would complete her night camouflage. She dowly lifted the wooden cover, far enough to

peek.

It was a cloudy, moonless night, but after the total darkness of the hole, the world seemed bright and
clear. She had emerged in the woods across the lane from her mother’ s house. The front door was open,
but she couldn’t see Mali behind the group of soldiers, two of whom flanked the doorway, facing Sura
She stayed low and dlitted her eyesto keep them from reflecting the torch.

Another soldier came from around the back of the house, where he had no doubt been guarding againgt
Mdi and Surd sretreat. The other two stood insde the front doorway. Asthe voices rose in argument,
the leader grabbed the guard’ storch and waved the flame toward the walls, asif threatening to burn
down the house.

Sura sfist clenched the edge of the hole, fingers sinking into the mud. She' d spent dl eighteen years of
her life there. They couldn’t settle for stealing her mother, they had to take her home, too?

Mali just needed the element of surprise to overcome these soldiers. Her second-phase Wasp powers
gave her the fighting skill and strength of three norma men. In the dark, she could probably overcome dl
five. Then she and Sura could flee together to Kalindos.

Surarested the hole cover on the crown of her head, then cupped her hands to her mouth, ready to
srike.

They led her mother out of the house. The torch-wielding soldier held hislight near Mai so that two of
the others could bind her. They pulled her arms behind her back and wrapped athin rope around her
wrigts.

Mali kept her chin up and her jaw set. She had dway's planned to surrender without fighting, to counter
her reputation as the fierce leader of the Asermon resistance. The lesstrouble she caused themin
custody, the sooner the authoritieswould let her go, and the sooner she could get back to planning their
nations.

Mali’ s posture stiffened suddenly, just asthe breeze died. In the silence, Sura heard one of the men say,
“Now shewon'’t be ableto hit us back.”

Before the soldier could finish the knot, Surafocused on the torch, called upon her Spirit, then sucked in
her breath, hard and swift.

Thetorch snuffed ouit.

The men shouted, and Mdli broke free. She whirled on them, fists and feet flying. Two collgpsed,
moaning and clutching their groins.

Mali turned to run. A soldier grabbed her long dark braid and dammed her onto her back. The other two
moved quickly to point thetips of their swords at her throat and stomach. She froze, panting.

Suragritted her teeth in frustration, and at the torch’ s searing heat that careened within her now.

The largest soldier—the one who had caught Mai—flipped her over, then planted akneein the smal of
her back as he bound her wrigts. He lifted her to stand and turned her to face him.

“Areyou going to be good?’ he said.



She spit at hisfeet.

“Sorry, | didn’t hear you.” He punched Mali in the mouth. She staggered back only a step, then spit
again. He struck her once more. Mali didn’t even flinch thistime, just amiled as she spit in hisface.

They repeated the process over and over, until Suraknew her mother’ s saliva must have been dark with
blood. Still Mdi said nothing, and her legs did not give way.

Surashook her head. Surely the soldier had been told that Mali’ s Wasp defenses dlowed little injury and
even less pain. Shewasawarrior in body and Spirit. He might aswell be punching atree.

Grunting in frustration, he struck her in the gut, then the sde. Mdi laughed.

His punchesturned flailing, yet he refused the others' offersof help. By now, Suraknew, hisknuckles
would be raw, maybe even broken from the impact against Mali’ stough exterior.

Findly hetottered back and raised hisarm, then lost his balance and tipped backward into the mud. The
otherslaughed—at least, the two who weren't till curled up on the ground in agony.

The large soldier rolled over and lurched to his feet. He tugged down the end of his red-and-yellow
jacket, asif acrooked uniform were the most embarrassing part of the Situation.

“Let’stake her in and berid of her,” he said. “Let her plague the prison guards.”

The two injured soldiers were roused, reluctantly. They al proceeded down the lane, and Sura noticed
that even after the beating, her mother walked taller than the rest.

03
Tiros

R hiatugged her hood farther over her forehead againgt the rain sweeping the Tiron streets. The wind
was harshest out here at the end of town where no buildings stood to block it.

Lycas s horse grunted and shook her head, jerking Rhia s arm. Drops cascaded from her forelock onto
the broad white stripe on her face.

Tiros needed the rain—the cisterns were nearly empty—but no messenger pigeons from Kalindos would
arrive in such weather. The birds would hunker down in atree until the storm passed. Rhiawished she
could attach amessage to acrow, who would fly undaunted through a hurricaneif it meant finding asure
source of food.

“Speaking of undaunted...” she murmured as her brother gppeared, striding down the Street to the place
where the horses waited. He wore no hood and didn’t even hunch his shoulders against the rain dashing
hisface.

Four Tiron Wolverinesflanked him, looking dightly more daunted by the storm, though they did afair job
of imitating Lycas s effortless swagger. Behind them strode four Bear men with swords at their wasts;
two second-phase Cougars (a male and female) with bows strung over their shoulders; Sani the Eagle
woman, who needed no weapon but her own eyes; an Otter with ahealer’ s pack strapped to her back;
and lastly ayoung Horse man, lugging apair of large covered cages, each containing two Tiron
messenger pigeons.

Looking past them into the town, Rhiasaw most of the Tirons standing on their porchesto bid the



travelersfarewell. She was glad she couldn’'t see the pain in the parents’ eyes asthey sent their children
off to battle.

When Lycas reached her, Rhia hugged him goodbye, taking care not to stab hersalf on one of the five
daggers on his belt and sash. At least one more lurked inside each of his boots. For al she knew, he had
one hidden in hislong, thick black hair.

“| hate the thought of you traveling in thisweether,” she said.

“Me, too, but only because I’ d rather befighting init.” Helet her go, more quickly than usud. “Y ou sure
youwon't let Nilik cometo Velekos?”

She looked away and tried to sound like aworried mother, instead of a death-glimpsing Crow. “It’ stoo
dangerous.”

“It'shiscdling,” hesaid, for what seemed like the thirty-seventh timein the last four days. “It'shis
dedtiny.”

If only you knew how true that was. “I realize he sawarrior now,” she said through gritted teeth. “He
can be awarrior right here, defending Tiros.”

Lycasgaveaharsh sgh. “I don’'t mean just any kind of fighting. He cared about Lania. Wolverineslive
for vengeance.”

“Not al Wolverines.” He started to turn away from her, and she grabbed hisarm. “Y ou treat every
Descendant you meet asif they persondly killed Nilo. Nineteen years worth of corpses, and it’ll never
be enough.”

“You'reright,” he snapped, “it won't. Not until every last Descendant leaves our soil, or until I'm rotting
under it.”

Rhia closed her eyes and shook her head, wishing Lycas could find haf the peacein thisworld astheir
brother had found on the Other Side.

“WhereisNilik, anyway?’ Lycas asked.
“Probably off sulking. HE' Il hear it from mefor hisrudeness”

“Don’t. It hurts his honor to watch other warriors leave without him.” Lycas gave her another accusatory
glae

“Hemight follow you.”

Her brother’ s gaze wavered, and he moderated histone. “If he does, | promise !’ [l send him home,
unless| know you' ve changed your mind.”

“I won't.”
“But if you do, give him apassword. Usethe dog’' s name.”
She nodded, just to let theissuelie. “ Send word when you arrive.”

“If I can. You know how itis.” Heruffled her hair through her hood, causing water to cascade over her
face.



She smacked his hand away. “Ow!” she groaned at the impact. It was like whacking aboulder. Lycas let
out abooming laugh, and she was filled with amixture of sorrow and annoyance.

Rhiaturned away to adjust her hood and saw Marek and Jula standing with Galen the Hawk under the
awning of the corner store. They hunched over alengthy piece of parchment, on which Galen was
making afew last-minute marks. In the four days since Lycas sarriva, the three of them had dept little,
finishing a coded language that was Smilar enough to the Descendants writing to fool them. A
disinformation campaign could wresk as much havoc as a hundred dagger-bearing Wolverines.

Marek rolled up the parchment and placed it in along leather saichdl. He and Galen hurried over to Rhia
and Lyceas, followed by a pair of Badger bodyguards.

Third-phase Hawks like Galen could send instant thoughts to each other over long distances.
Unfortunately, Galen was the only one of hiskind, but as soon as another Hawk entered the third phase,
he would be a powerful weapon againgt the 1lions—hence the need for the hulking Badger guards.

Marek gave Lycasalong, hard hug goodbye, while Galen turned his gaze northeast toward the mountain
pass.

“No pigeons,” Rhiatold him. “I get nervous when we don't hear from my father for over amonth.”

Gden sghed and smoothed along gray hair back under his hat. “ One day Therawill enter the third
phase, and we' |l be able to communicate ingtantly. Then we could finally coordinate our effortsto help
Asarmos.”

“We'reready to leave,” Lycas said. He gave Galen aquick bow, then stood up just intimeto be
dammed with ahug from Jula.

“Takemewithyou,” shesad.

Helaughed and pedled her arms from around hiswais. “Funny girl. | promiseI’'ll personally escort you
to Vdekosthe moment it’ sliberated.”

“And | can swimin the bay? And eat oysters?’
“Until you vomit.”
She kicked the toe of her boot into the muddy ground. “Y ou better not die and break your promise.”

Lycaslaughed. Rhiadidn’t. Biting back the words “Be careful,” she watched her only living brother strap
his suppliesto the back of the dark bay mare, then lead the horse to the head of theline.

He looked back at the last moment and gave the crowd amocking version of the llion salute—puiting his
fist to hisgroin instead of hisheart.

Rhialet out a sigh when the troupe headed for the scrub of the nearby hills. Trouble aways followed
Lycas, so maybeit would leave with him, too.

A movement in the corner of her eye caught her attention. Nilik stood aone, away from therest of the
crowd. Like hisuncle, he wore no hood to fend off the driving rain. Water streamed over his shoulders
and long, pale brown hair. He watched Lycas and histroupe ride away, hisown face frozenin agtoic
scul pture that made Rhia uneasy.

Inthelast two years, Nilik had looked like ayounger, taler version of hisfather, with the same animated



blue-gray eyesthat showed every passing emotion. Now he looked like astranger.
“Don’t despair about Raven,” Marek murmured. “1t could still be one of our children.”
“How?

“She might claim one of them later. | have two Spirits, why couldn’t Nilik or Jula?’

“True.” Shelooked at the bits of fox and wolf tails hanging from Marek’ s neck. He was the only person
she' d ever known with two Spirits. “But Fox helped you survive when Wolf couldn’t. | wouldn't wish
your ordedl on them.”

“Me, neither.” Marek followed her gazeto their son. “He |l fed better once he gartstraining herein
Tiros”

“I don't think either of our children will ever speak to me again.” Shejutted her chinin the direction of
Jula, who was till bouncing on her toes, waving to the departing troupe.

“They can’t understand,” he said.
“No, they—" Hiswords struck her as odd. “Why can’t they?’
Marek didn’'t reply, just watched Lycas s caravan move across the plain toward the Sangian Hills.

Rhiafelt as though a stone were stuck in her throat. Marek knew. Had her words revealed her secret
vison of Nilik’sdeath? All these years, she' d been so careful not to let on, to keep a Crow’ s most
sacred confidence. She' d pretended that she was worried for Nilik’s safety for al the mundane reasons.
But Marek must have figured out why sheingsted on keeping their son away from Velekos.

She could see her vison now, asclearly asif she were nineteen again, gazing down at anewborn Nilik.

His breath, nonexistent at first, had just started. In her exhaustion, she had reached forward with Crow
magic to witnessthe end of hislife, on abeach near Veekos, ayoung man dressed for battle. The waves
washed his blood out to seaas Crow carried his soul to the Other Side.

As his mother wegpt.

04
Kalindos

Surd sfeet werekilling her—or at least, she wished they would. Death would at least stop the soreness
in her thighs and backside from three days of riding.

Her pony snorted with impatience as she led him—or rather, as he led her—through the forest of pines,
spruces and hickories. Judging by the overgrown path, few people traveled between Kaindos and
Asermos anymore. Twice she had been forced to double back and pick up alost trail, and even now she
wasn't certain how far it wasto the village. She only knew that the way was getting steeper.

The gelding snorted again and shook his head. She let afew more inches of reins dip through her hands,
hoping the dack would appease him. He quieted, but his ears continued to twitch and swivel. Worried
that he sensed danger, Sura scanned their surroundings for bears and cougars, seeing nothing but birds
and afew squirrels. Thefat, gray rodentsignored her in their haste to bury nuts under the thick carpet of
needles and leaves. It made her redlize how far north and how high she' d traveled: Kaindos was dready



edging into autumn.

She returned her focusto the ground. Left foot, right foot, she recited to hersdlf. Left foot, right foot.
Maybe the rhythm would hel p her forget the sensation of daggersjabbing into her soles.

The horse suddenly jerked up his chin and whinnied. She cursed—now her arm and shoulder would be
sore, too.

“What isit now?’ shesad. “ Spirits, you' re acomplete—"
The next word faded in her throat as she saw what stood before her on the trail.

Or rather, who. Three humans, the middle onetall and male with long red hair. He appeared unarmed but
was flanked by two women holding taut bows with nocked arrows. All three wore trousers, vests and
long-deeved shirtsthat blended with the forest. Dark green paint dathered their faces.

“Who areyou?’ the man’ s voice boomed. “ Stand till and answer fast. Only takes a second for them to
amandfire”

“Half asecond,” growled thetdl blonde on his left.
Suraraised both hands, palmsforward. “Don’'t shoot. | come from Asermos. I'm one of you.”

Thewomen snickered. “ Those two statements don’'t match,” said the shorter one. A dark brown curl
flopped over her eye, and she gave anirritated jerk of her head. “We don’t take refugees unlessthey’re
kinto aKaindon.”

“My stepgrandfather is Tereusthe Swan.”
“He snot ared Kaindon,” the short woman said, “he only married one.”

Suraswallowed. Her next answer could get her welcomed or killed. “My blood grandfather
is—was—Razvin the Fox.”

The women hissed and raised their bowsto aim for her heart. “ That traitor’ snameis poison here,” sad
the blonde.

“Wait.” The man held up his hand, and they reluctantly changed the angle of their bows, but kept them
taut. “If Razvin'syour grandfather,” he asked Sura, “whose daughter are you?’

Suraforced the name out of her mouth. “Lycas.”

Their jaws dropped, and so did the blond woman’ s bow.
“Lycasthe Wolverine?’ she said with awe. “Lycasthe liberator?’
“He has't liberated much of anything yet,” Suramuttered.

“Why should we believe you?’ said the brunette. “ Anyone could clam to be his child.” The haughty look
in her blue eyesturned Surd s mouth sour.

“I have proof.” She reached for her saddlebag.

“Hold on, hold on.” The man sauntered over. “Let me get it.” He gave her awink as he passed. “ These
two arealittle jumpy today,” he whispered.



“Careful, Etarek,” the unpleasant one said. “ She' s probably lying.”

“She'snot lying, Daria. And you be careful. Stop pointing that thing a us.” He glared at her, then opened
the flap on the saddlebag. “What am | looking for?’ he asked Sura.

“A letter from Bolan the Horse. My mother said you would trust hisword.” She glanced over her
shoulder at the women—at their wesponsin particular.

Etarek pulled out afolded piece of parchment, held shut by a dab of blue wax shaped likeahorse's
head. “That' shissed.” Hetucked the | etter into an ingde vest pocket. “Comewith us.”

“Aren’'t you going to reed it?’

“Wedon't read.” Hetook the reins of her horse. Sura stepped to the other side so he could lead from
theleft. The blond woman moved off thetrail out of theway. The other, Daria, merely folded her arms
and stood in Surd s path.

“Careto share your name?’ shesad.
“Sura” She brushed past Daria, bumping her shoulder.

“Surathewhat?" Dariabounced dongside her. “What Animal areyou, or isthat against occupation
law?’

“Itisagaing the law, but | have one, anyway.” Shedidn't fed inclined to share it on demand—not with
thiswoman, &t least.

“Let meguess.” Dariacircled around to examine her from behind. Suraturned to watch her, and
promptly tripped over aroot. Daria cackled. “Not a Cougar, that’ s for sure, unless you can do this.” She
ran behind the horse and legped over him lengthwise, performing a perfect somersault in the air before
landing on her feet on the path in front of them. The gelding balked and pinned back his ears.

“ Show-off,” said the other woman, who turned afriendly smile on Sura. “I’'m Karathe Wolf. Etarek’sa
Deer.” Sheturned to pat his cheek. “ A dear, dear boy.”

“I've never met aDeer,” Surasaid. “What's your magic?’
Etarek shrugged. “I hear things.”

“Modest.” Karagave his shoulder aplayful dap. “He hearswhat isn’'t said. Not as words, though, not
until his second phase. But he can read peopl€ sfedings from their voices. For detecting lies, he'sthe
next best thing to an Owl.”

“But adightly better dancer.” Dariasmirked at him, then turned to walk backward, examining Surahead
to foot. “You're aBadger. Or aBobcat. No, too clumsy. But definitely an Animal that can be mean. |
sensethat inyou.”

“Sensewhat?’ Surasaid. “A kindred spirit?’
Karachortled. “Ouch. Daria, you' ve met your match.”

Sura added, “ Some of us only bite when provoked.” Karaand Etarek shared a hearty laugh, while Daria
just scowled at them and turned away with a Hmmph!

“Don’t mind her,” Etarek said to Surawith a amile that warmed the back of her neck. “ She just doesn’t



liketo be outnastied.”

Just then thetrail curved up and to theleft, rounding aboulder haf the size of Sura s house. About fifty
paces ahead, the trees ended suddenly in front of along, high structure.

Suragasped. “What' sthat?’

“Frering,” Etarek said. “Keeps out intruders and stops forest fires from destroying the village.”
“It goes dl theway around Kalindos?’

“Wouldn't be much point if it didn’'t,” Dariasaid.

The ring—which stretched as far as she could see in both directions—stood at |east twice her height,
made of interlocking wooden datsto form athick wall.

She looked for an opening. “How do we get through with the horse?’

Dariasighed as she withdrew apair of thick leasther gloves from her back pocket. “We haveto takeit
gpart. The boards have to be pulled out in a certain order that only we guards know.”

Etarek handed the reinsto Sura. “Darid s brother, Dravek, will put it back together. He' s our Snake, the
fire expert.”

Surasighed with rdlief at the thought of apossible mentor. “I’ll help him.”

“Please don’'t.” Dariapulled apair of boards from the wall and tossed them to Etarek. 1 can't bear the
thought of anyone making hislife easier.”

“No, | mean, I'll help him because I’'m a Snake.”

They dl stared at her, especialy Etarek, who fumbled the boardsin hisarms. They spilled onto the
ground with a clatter. Kara covered her mouth and giggled.

Dariaturned to Etarek. “For your sake, | hope she'snothing like Dravek.”
“Hey,” Karasad, “watch what you say about him around me.”
“No accounting for taste.” Dariatossed adat to her.

Suranoticed an intricate pattern forming as the wood was withdrawn from the wall. The boards and
limbs were notched so that it required a unique sequence of movesto dismantleit.

“How do you keep the ring from burning Kaindos?' she asked.

“There safirebreak on the other sde,” Karasaid, “plus astone trench.” She tossed the boardsinto a
pile. “When thering burns, it heats the stones, which'll stay hot long after the wood has smoldered, and
snge anyone who makes it through. Not enough to kill them, but to wound, at least, and maybe make
their horsesbalk.”

“Clever.”
Etarek nodded to her. “ It was an Asermon Snake who thought of it. Do you know Vara?’

“1 did, but she moved to Tirosbefore | knew | was a Snake, so I’ ve never had amentor.”



“Y ou've had your Bestowing, though, right?’ Karaasked.
“No. It'sforbidden.”

“Then how do you know you're a Snake?’ Etarek said.
Suramet hisgaze. “1 just know.”

Herased his eyebrows and smiled as he turned back to the wall. Through the remaining dats, Surasaw
awide trench made of thousands of pale, fist-size stones. She wondered how her horse could maneuver
over such an unstable surface.

Etarek dipped through agap inthewall, strode severd pacesto their left and bent down next to abrush
pile. He withdrew awide wooden pand, which he dragged toward them, then laid acrossthetrench asa
bridge.

These Kalindons were smarter than their reputations.

Suraled the horse across the makeshift wooden bridge, which was just wide enough for the animd. “ Can
anyone—I| mean, does anyone in Kalindos read?’ she asked them.

“A few,” Karasaid.
“We'renot supid,” Dariaadded. “We just have more important things to do than act like Descendants.”

Suraturned to her, taking care not to twist her ankles on the rocks. “Knowing how to read and write
isn't acting like a Descendant. It hel ps usfight them.”

Daria uttered askeptica grunt.
“Y ou two keep patrolling,” Etarek said. “I’ll take her from here.”
“I'msureyou will.” Dariagave him ady grin. “And get my brother out of bed so he can fix thiswall.”

Etarek took back the reins, and Suralet her pace lag so she could walk dightly behind him—to examine
him for menace, of course. Asthey passed through the tredl ess firebreak, the late-morning sunlight glinted
off hislong, red ponytail. Hisface was obscured by the green camouflage paint, but his smile seemed
genuine and aquickness sparked within hisbright blue eyes.

What she noticed most was the way he walked, with his shoulders back and chin high. In the streets of
Asermos, such a posture would get him beaten. The Descendants preferred Sura’s people to dink.

They entered the cover of deep forest again, and her eyes strained to adjust in the shadows.
“What did Dariamean,” Suraasked, “you should hope I’ m nothing like Dravek?’

Etarek laughed. “Y ou know what Snakes are known for.”

Her face heated. “It’ s not true. | mean—not dways.”

“Which part, setting firesor having an unnaturaly high sex drive?’

“Uh...” She pushed down her embarrassment, remembering that Kalindons were more open about these
matters than Asermons.

“Just remember, it'sasmadl village.” They rounded another large boulder. “ Spesking of which.”



Surahad heard many tales of Kaindos, but the sight of it made her feet stop fast, her right toe clipping
her left hedl. She pitched forward, and Etarek grabbed her elbow to keep her from falling.

“Don’'t worry.” He patted her shoulder. “ It happensto every newcomer.”

She wiped her rapidly warming cheeks and looked up. Far above her head lay a network of wooden
homes, built against and even around the tree trunks. Some stood alone and some were connected by
wooden bridges to other houses. Most were half the size of the home she' d lived in with her mother, but
afew looked like they held severa rooms. Above and to her right, aman and awoman stood together
on aporch watching ayoung boy climb the rope ladder to their home.

Sura sneck grew tiff from looking up. She rubbed it and squinted down the main path. “Where can |
find Tereus?’

“He s a the weekly Council meeting. Hiswife Elora sthe Council leader.” He handed her Bolan' s|etter.
“I’ll stable your horse, and you go to the meeting.” He pointed through the trees at asmall group of
people gathered in adistant clearing. “Good luck.”

She gave him agrateful nod and hurried off. By the time she reached the clearing, some of the people had
seated themsdavesin aring formed by seven flat stones. A few dozen stood on the outskirts, leaning
againgt trees with their arms crossed, as though prepared to wait along time.

Surawasn't prepared to wait at al. She pushed through the crowd, ignoring their surprised gasps.
Certainly she made aragged appearance, with her disheveled clothes and mud-streaked face and hair.

When Surareached the edge of the circle, awoman with blond-gray hair—Elora, she assumed—was
standing in the center, addressing the Council. Sura stepped between two stonesto enter the circle.

The woman merely blinked. “Hello. Please introduce yoursdf and state your business.”

“My nameis Sura” She heard aman behind her gasp. “My father is Lycas the Wolverine and my mother
isMadi theWasp.”

The murmursincreased in volume. Severd pairs of eyes shot her skeptical 1ooks.
She pulled out Bolan'sletter. “| have proof.”

“| don't need proof.” A man with along gray braid moved in front of her. “I’m Tereus the Swan. Y our
father ismy stepson.” He examined her face and smiled. “It’ s been ten years, but I’ d know those eyes
anywhere, granddaughter.”

She stared a him, her throat tightening. She remembered Tereus from her earliest memories—which, not
coincidentally, were also her best memories.

“I"d like proof,” said ayounger Council member to her left, alanky man with thinning light brown hair.
He snatched the letter from Sura s hand and tore it open, wrinkling his nose at her. She became more
aware than ever of not having bathed in four days.

“What doesit say, Adrek?’ asked awoman with dark red hair sitting on his other side.

He squinted &t the letter for several seconds, then tossed it to the inquiring woman. “ Bolan has bad
hendwriting.”

Sherolled her eyes and unfolded the letter. “ It saysthisgirl iswho she says.” She kept reading, then her



jaw dropped. “Y our mother’ s been captured?’
Another round of gasps, even louder.
“Come.” Elora stepped aside and beckoned Surato the circle’ s center. “Let everyone hear.”

Surarecounted the story of Mali’ sarrest. Her voice cracked when she told the part about her mother’s
besting, but she just lifted her chin higher and kept her breath steady.

When she had finished, Tereus cameto her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “1’m sorry for all
you' ve suffered. Y ou’ re among family now.”

She gtared into his deep blue eyes, crinkled with age and long-ago laughter. Her own eyes grew hot and
blurry. She pulled away.

“Beforel can help her, | need my Bestowing. | need to train to use my Snake powers.”

At the mention of her Spirit, the crowd members exchanged glances and afew cocked eyebrows. She
felt like throwing a sack over her body, but she put her hands on her hips and challenged their gazes. “|
need to find Dravek.”

The afternoon light angled gold and silver through the pine branches as Suramade her way toward the
firering. After meeting dozens of Kadindons—friendly and not-so-friendly—she rdlished having afew
moments aone. Even when she' d taken abath at Eloraand Tereus s house, where she would be staying,
the two had hovered outside her room, asking her questions about the situation in Asermos.

The breeze blew her clean, damp curlsin front of her face. She rarely wore her hair down, but her scalp
was sore after being tormented by atight braid for four days.

She heard arustle behind her and jerked her head to ook over her shoulder. Nothing but a sparrow
rooting among the pineconesfor itslunch. Suralet out adeep breeth, reminding hersdlf that here, no
soldiers monitored her every move.

Thefirering appeared in the distance, past the place where the trees ended. A clatter of boardstold her
someone was there. She put on her thin leasther gloves—to protect from splinters, shetold herself,
knowing the gesture was actually to hide the swest covering her pams.

What if Dravek wanted her to prove her powers? She couldn’t create fire and couldn’t control its
gpread. All she could do was extinguish it. Though she knew that many people never exhibited any magic
at dl before their Bestowing, her lack of skills made her fed inadequate.

A tall figure dressed in black stepped through the opening in the firering. He flung an armful of wood into
the stone trench, then turned back through the gap without noticing her. His shoulders hunched and his
fists clenched as he ssomped out of sight. Her steps dowed for amoment at the sight of his menacing
posture, until she reminded herself she' d faced much more dire threatsin Asermosthan an
eighteen-year-old tantrum-tossing Snake.

Surastood next to the trench, listening to him gather wood on the other Side, muttering to himself.

“Either they'reidiots, or they’ re trying to make my life miserable. Wouldn't put it past Daria, but Kara,
what’ s her issue now? What have | donethistime, what did | say, who did | look at for one too many
moments and how long am | going to have to hear about—"



He rounded the corner of the gap, armsfull of wood, and stopped short when he saw Sura.

She stared at him across the rocky trench. Her toes curled in her boots asiif they could clutch the ground
that seemed to sway benesath her.

Everything about him was black—his clothes, hisgloves, hiseyes, hisshort, spiky hair. Everything but his
face, which was rgpidly reddening.

“Sorry.” He glanced back at the place he’ d just come from, asif adifferent person had stood there.
“Didn’t mean for you to hear that.”

“Hear—" Suracleared her throat. “Hear what?’

A corner of hismouth twitched, and her heart squirmed in her chest.

“Right.” Hewinked. “ Sura?’

“Yes?| mean, yes. I’'m Sura. And you're Dravek.”

“I am. Dravek.”

They stared at each other for severd ong moments, and she thought she saw him swallow.
She replanted her feet to maintain her baance. “Would you like some help moving the wood?’

Hedidn't speak or move, just stared at her, absorbing her with his dark gaze. She had the sensation of
being tasted, Spped like an unfamiliar but enticing drink.

“Areyou sureyou' reaSnake?’ hesad findly.

“I'msure”

“Etarek said you haven’t been Bestowed.”

“Doyouthink I'mlying?’

“I can't tell without touching you.”

She stepped back, her somach quivering. “What do you mean?’

“When peoplelie, sometimes their hands get cold, but it’s not fool proof. Sometimesit just meansthey’re
afrad.”

“Afrad of you?’

He opened his mouth afraction of an inch, and she could see histongue run over theinside of his bottom
teeth. “I’m a Snake, aren't 17’

She let out a deep breath and smiled. Someone who knowswhat it’s like to be me.

He set the wood down on a pileto hisright. “ There' sabit more to gather. Come on.” He held out his
hand. “Watch your step.”

Shelurched forward, asif drawn by aninvisible cord, completely failing to heed hisadvice. Thefirgt rock
she stepped on turned over. Shelost her balance and pitched forward.



With inhuman speed, he reached out and caught her arm before she could fall. A flash of hest danced
around the place where they touched, flaring back and forth between them.

She blinked hard, trying to clear her head, as he raised her to her feet. Dravek took her other arm, more
gently, and the hot sensation flowed stronger, smoother, like ariver unfettered by twisting banks. She
stared down at his gloved hands, then looked up at hisface.

The forest seemed to darken around her. His black eyesreflected the sunlight, flickering like atorch. She
wondered if they lit up like that in the dark.

“Come here.” Hedrew her up and over theridge of the trench with him until they passed outsde thefire
ring onto level ground. Still gripping one of her wrigts, he tugged off one of his gloveswith histeeth and
tossed it away. Then he motioned for her to do the same.

Shewanted to put her free hand behind her back, so hisflesh couldn’t touch it. But something told her
that if shedidn’t giveit to him, Dravek would seizeit, anyway.

Without taking her eyes off his, Sura put thetip of her middle finger in her mouth. The glove tasted of
pine pitch and mink oil. She withdrew her hand easily, then without hesitation, took Dravek’s.

The heat spiked, and flameslegped behind her eyes.

She gasped, and the glove fell from her mouth. “What just happened?’ Shefelt his gaze sear hers but
feared to turn away, lest it burn another part of her.

“I don’'t know.” Hisvoice shook. “Maybeit’s because we re Snakes.”
“I’ve never met another one sincel had my powers.”
“Me, neither.”

Their fingersintertwined, and their palms pressed together. She had to concentrate to keep her bresth
even and dow.

Thiswas her Spirit-brother. She should fed as much desire for him as she would a member of her own
family. But for thefirgt timein months, every inch of her skinfelt dive.

A long moment passed, empty of words.
Finaly she whispered, “Now what?’

Hisarm tensed, asif to pull her closer. Then he blinked rapidly and let her go. “Uh.” He brushed hisbare
hand over his shirt, then put hisglove on. “Help me. That is, you can help me put the ring back together.”
He unhooked aflask from hisbelt and held it out. “Water?’

“Thank you,” she said quickly. The container was nearly full, and she took a deep draught, hoping it
would cool her skin from the insgde ouit.

She handed the flask back to him, careful not to touch hisfingers. He emptied it in two long gulps. They
looked at each other again, then smultaneoudy jerked their gazesto thering.

Dravek cleared histhroat. “First | need to bring al thewood to the interior and sort it. They left it on the
wrong side and just threw it dl into one pile. That’ swhat | was griping about when you walked up.” He
wiped his mouth, then his forehead, which was beaded with sweat.



“I'm surethey just forgot.”

“No.” He shook the empty flask and frowned. “ My sister lovesto plague me.”

“I think shelovesto plague everyone.”

He grinned a her, giving hisface aboyish, lesstreacherous cast. “ Y ou picked up on that, then?’

Fedling her face flush, Suraturned to the pile of boards and put her glove back on. “But Kara seems
lovely.” She grasped as many boards as she could carry. “Why would she want to cause you trouble?’

He snorted and reached hislong arms around the rest of the wood. “To make me cal off the wedding?’

“Oh. Congratulations.” Sura hoped her voice disguised her odd sense of disgppointment. She made her
way carefully over the rocky trench. “I heard Kaindons didn’t marry anymore, that everyonejust, you
know—"

“Seepswith everyone ds=?’
She dropped the wood on the pile. “Yes.”

“Exaggeration.” He chose apair of long boards. “Mostly.” He fastened the boards to the sides of the
ring, then locked them together with their notches.

Suraput her handsin her pockets, for lack of any task to occupy them, and to hide her nervousness.
“When' sthewedding?’

“Next week. Y ou should come. I’ ve heard Kaindon feasts are quite an experience for outsiders.” He
glanced at her as he picked up another, shorter pair of boards. “Isit true that in Asermas, parties only
last onenight?’

“There snot much to celebrate these days.”

“All the morereason to doit.” He stopped and looked at her. “ After the Descendants invaded, killed dl
our elders and stole haf the population, including—" His voice tightened, and he took a breath.
“Kaindos went back to the old ways. The Spirits protect us aslong as we follow Their wishes.”

“Which are?’ She' d heard tales of Kaindon excesses.

He swept hisarm toward the forest around him. “Living close to the trees. Taking care of each other,
whether we share blood or not.” His eyes met hers. “Indulging our appetites.”

Shewanted to look away but forced herself to hold his gaze. “What do appetites have to do with
honoring the Spirits?’

“We givethanksfor our lives by living them, every moment.”

He rested the other end of his board on arock and spun it on thetip. “We live asif lifeis more important
then survivd.”

“Nothing’ s more important than survival. Y ou' d know that if you lived in Asermos.”

He snorted. Y ou have more food, more hedlers, no wild animals big enough to eat you. Seemsto me
Asermosis—"



“They’ ve outlawed grandparents.”
He stopped spinning the board. “ Outlawed?’

“Lagt year. Thellionsare afraid of our third-phase powers. When they find out someon€e' s pregnant, they
make their parents moveto Tiros.” She rubbed her arms. “ So women don't get pregnant anymore, or if
they do, they don't stay that way.”

“I hadn’t heard that.” He turned and shoved the board into its proper place. “I’m sorry. Guesswe' re
pretty isolated out here. Did you tell the Council about this?’

“| told Elora.”

He stopped suddenly and looked &t her. “Isthat the real reason they put your mother in prison? You're
pregnant?’

“No,” shehurried to say. “It’ s because of the resistance.” She tugged on the tips of her gloved fingers.
Thetopic veered too close to parts of her life she didn’t want to think about, much less discuss with this
strange new acquaintance.

Dravek’ svoice softened. “ Did you leave amate behind in Asermos?’

“Not redly.” Shelooked at the dark soil at her feet and ran her thumb over the scar beneath her shirt.
“Hedied”

“I’'m sorry.” Hetook a step closer, so that he was amost within reach. “ Descendants?’
“Of course,” shesaid, asif no one ever died of another cause. But few had, in her memory.

Dravek inhded asif to say something, but didn’t speak, perhapswaiting for her to explain. But she
couldn’t, not until she trusted him with the whole truth. Anyone could be an llion spy, even herein
Kalindos.

“Can | hdp youwith thewal?’ she asked him. “I could hand you the pieces.”

He stepped back and took a bresth, asif she'd released him fromaspdll. “It’ll go faster if | do it done.”
He gestured to the doppy pile. “ Every minute this gap is open, the villageis vulnerable.”

“Of course” Sheturned away. “I’ll go now.”

“Sura, wait.”

Dravek touched her arm. Another jolt of hest seared her, stronger than before. He hissed and let go.
Shedtared a him. “Did that hurt?’

“No.” Helooked at hishand, then back at her. “You?’

“No.” She examined her skin where he d touched her. “It wasn't painful, just...” Her voicetrailed off.
“Hot,” he whispered.

Another flush of heat crawled over her scalp, from napeto forehead. “| really should go.” Far, far away,
she thought. Now.

“Y ou could help me sort thewood.” He blinked hard, then shook hishead. “What am | saying? You're



probably tired from your journey.”

At the moment, with her blood singing and skin tingling, she felt not ashred of exhaustion. “ Do you want
meto stay?’

He started to shrug, then gave a crooked smile that squeezed her heart. “Y es?’

Inthelast of aseries of arduousthrusts, Dravek finally spent himsdlf ingde Kara. Shewent rigid, then
limp in hisarms, murmuring his namein along, laughing moan that accentuated his silence.

Herolled off her, more rlieved than gratified, and made alate effort to echo her sounds of satisfaction.
His own ears weren't convinced.

Helooked across her sweat-streaked body at the window on the other side of histree house. The
moonlight’ s angle had changed since she' d arrived. “Y ou should hurry,” hetold her, “or you'll belate.”

Sheturned to face him and curled one leg around both of his. “ Can’'t throw me out so quick once we're
married.”

He wiped hisface and forced asmileontoiit. “1 can if you' re till hunting. Kaindos needsto est.”

Karaturned toward the window, then gasped. “L ook at the moon.” She sat up and reached for her shirt.
“I had noideait was so late.”

“Sorry it took me so long.” Dravek did to the edge of the bed and stood up. “I don’t know what it was.”
He moved away from her and went to the basin of water on his dresser.

“I wouldn’t normally complain,” she said with alaugh. She padded to the corner where her trousers and
underclotheslay in arumpled pile. “Were you distracted?’

Dravek splashed water on hisface and pretended he didn’t hear her. “Hmm?”’

“A bit rougher than usud. Again, I’'m not complaining.” She picked up her clothes and hissed a breath
through her teeth. “Ow. Not complaining too much.” She approached him as he dried hisface and hands
on asemiclean coth. “1s something wrong?’

“Of course not.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek, hoping his tone sounded cgjoling instead of
defensve.

She pulled away with an exasperated sigh. “Why is, ‘of course not’” aways aman’ s answer to that
question?’

“Becauseit’ sthe wrong question to ask.”

Karayanked up her trousers, then sat on the bed to put on her socks. “1’[| be more specific, then. What
happened today that made you think about something besides my body?” She picked up her moccasins,
then set them in her lap. “Isit another woman?’ Before he could answer, she shook her head, bouncing
dark blond curls against her cheeks. “No, | swore I’ d never ask you that.”

He held up ahand. “ Stop torturing yoursdlf, and I’ll tell you.” Not everything, of course. Absolute
honesty would never betheir friend. “It's Sura”

Her eyeswidened, and her lower lip trembled. “But she’ syour Spirit-sister.”



“That’ snot what | meant,” he said, perhaps alittle too hadtily. “On the way home, shetold mewhat’s
been happening in Asermos. Horrible things my father’ s people have done.”

“Dravek...” Karacame forward and placed a soft hand on his chest. “Adrek’ s your father, not that Ilion
davemader.”

He shook hishead. “ Adrek raised me, and I’ m grateful . But his blood doesn't flow through me like it
doesDaria” Hisfig tightened on thetowel, and hewanted to rip it in two. “Whet flows through meis
evil.”

“And good, too, like every one of us.” Shewrapped her arms around hiswaist. “1’m glad you're not like
Adrek and Daria. You'realot nicer.”

“I"'m not nice”

“No, but you' re not-nice in amuch nicer way.” Her hands dipped down to squeeze the sdes of his hips,
as she had when hel d made love to her. “Do you gtill want to marry me?’

His heartbeat spiked. “Why do you ask that?’

Shetilted her head. “ The way we got engaged wasn't completely...fair. | wouldn’t blame you for feding
trapped. If you change your mind, even aminute before the wedding, I’ [l understand.”

Her words sounded sincere, and her eyes were round and unblinking, but he could feel her skin grow
cold with apprehension.

“Don’t bedlly. Of course | want to marry you.” He gently removed her hands from his hips, where her
nailswere digging into hisflesh. “Now stop, or I'll keep you here another hour or two.”

“Won't Mother lovethat.” Balancing on onefoot a atime, she tugged on her moccasins. “It’ swretched
having a parent with the same Spirit.”

“Dariaand Adrek are both Cougars. She doesn’'t mind.”

“Cougars hunt alone. Wolves have to hunt in packs, take orders from their leaders.” She pulled her mass
of curlsback and began to braid her hair. “Wish I had my own pack.”

“Oneday youwill.”
She gasped. “We Il go to Tiros, then, after we get married? So you can train with Vara?’

Dravek’ s ssomach sank, though he didn’t understand why. He hadn’t been eager to leave Kaindos
before, but now the thought filled him with dread, a dread connected to Sura.

“I can't leave now that | have an gpprentice.”

“But if you train with Vara, you can come back and be an even better mentor. Especidly after you make
the second phase.” She did her hand over her belly and put on a serene smile.

Dravek suddenly wanted to get dressed—another unusua impulse. He grabbed the closest shirt and
yanked it over his head, though he suspected it wasinsde out. “1 should at least take her for her
Bestowing. There stime before thewedding.” He knelt and skimmed his hands aong the rug near the
bed, searching for his drawers and trousers.

“Good, then.” She dashed for the door. “ See you tomorrow!”



He grunted areply, sill seeking therest of his clothes and cursing hislack of night vison.
Kara put her hand on the latch, then stopped and turned dowly. “You didn't doit.”
Helooked up. “Do what?’

“Grab me. Every time| leave your house, you snatch me up and stedl one morekiss. Thistime you let me
go.”

“Oh.” Hishand finaly met cloth, and he pulled his trousers from under the bed. “ Sorry.”
Shewaited a moment, then turned the laich. “Good night, then.”

Karawas hdfway across the threshold before he darted across the room and seized her by the waist.
She released a shriek of delight as he wrestled her back insde and onto his bed. He gripped her wrists
and spread his body over hers.

“Onemore,” hewhispered againgt her lips. “ So you won't forget me.”
Thekisswas|long and languid, and soon she was squirming benegth him, her skin heating and pulsing.

Finaly he scooped Karainto hisarms and carried her to the porch, where he planted her back on her
feet. She sumbled alittle, her eyes dark and dazed with desire.

“Good night,” she whispered.
He smiled a her as he shut the door.
When her footsteps reached the ladder, he let himsdlf inhde.

When the ladder’ s creaks faded, he let out along, tightly held breath. He looked down and was relieved
to seethat hisshirttail hid his complete lack of arousa.

He stripped off his shirt before sinking back into bed. Kara s scent covered the pillow and blanket, but
failed to stoke his passion.

Perhaps hewasill, Dravek wondered as he stared up at the pine branch that bisected his one-room tree
house. He' d wanted almost every woman he' d ever met, and more than half the men. But after meeting
Sura, those previous desiresfelt as stale as week-old bread. He craved her, inexplicably, with body and
soul. The hours since they’ d parted felt like endless gray days, like the ones at the end of winter.

He sat up. No. Thisdoesn’t happen. She was supposed to be like asister to him.

Dravek drew both hands through his hair, rubbing histempleswith theinsdes of hiswrists. Maybe Sura
wasn't really a Snake. That would explainit. If adifferent Spirit claimed her at the Bestowing, he'd dedl
with these fedings then. If Snake claimed her, he d marry Karaand leave for Tiros. By thetime he
returned, either Suraor this bizarre attraction would be gone.

Anything to avoid hurting Kara. If he ever saw those beautiful blue eyesfill with tears on his account
agan...no, he d felt like amonster long enough.

Dravek lay down facing thewall, determined to deep. He closed his eyes and forced his mind to think of
stones, trees, birds—anything but the image of Surastanding straight and strong before him, long black
curls streaming across her face, over her neck, then falling to caress her breasts.



He shifted hisbody to ease the new achein hisgroin, but kept his hands under the pillow. He wouldn’t
touch himsdf and think of Sura

That way lay a path more treacherous than any he' d ever walked. It dizzied him, like looking out over a
greet height, one from which he'd surdly fall like astone.

05
Tiros

R hiawoke suddenly, asif yanked from deep by aropetied around her mind. She turned to look for
Marek, but he wasn't there. The morning light was brighter than when she usualy woke.

Shetottered into the kitchen, rubbing her sticky eyes. Julawas Sitting at the table with amug of teathat
was no longer steaming. Her mud-brown hair draped over the parchment she was writing on.

“Where syour father?’
“Chickens,” Julasaid without looking up.

Rhia shuffled to the stove and picked up the teakettle. Some chicory would banish her yawns. “Nilik’s
dill in bed?’

“No.”

“Heleft early?

“yYes”

“To gotowork?

Julahesitated, then quietly set down her quill pen. “To goto Veekos.”
A cold sensation dribbled down Rhia s spine. “ That’ s not funny.”
“I'mnot laughing.”

“Hefollowed your uncle?’

“yes”

Rhia swept a hand over her clammy forehead and fought to catch her bresth. “Lycaswill turn him back.
He promised, unless Nilik knew the password.”

“Y ou mean, ‘Hector’ 7’

Rhiadropped the teakettle. It bounced off the edge of the stove and clanged against the wooden floor.
“What did you say?’

“| saw you and Papatalking about it, herelast night.”
“I never told him the password.”

“No, but while you were telling him about the password, you picked up Hector and cuddled him. Did |
guessright?’



Rhiagtared at her daughter’ s satisfied face asthe vision of Nilik’ s desth flared in her mind. “Y ou have no
ideawhat you' ve done,” she whispered.

“Yes, | do.” Julaturned back to her paper. “1 made Nilik happy. | let him fulfill his destiny.”

“That'sjust it.” Rhiagrabbed Jula s shoulder and made her look up. “Y ou don’t know what that destiny

is

Julashifted out of Rhia sgrip. “And you do?’

“yeg”

The color drained from Jula sface.

“I mean, no.” Rhiagritted her teeth. “1 don’t know hisdestiny. I'm just afraid, that’sdl.”

“Why didn’'t you tell me you knew?’ Juladid out of her chair and backed away. “Why would you let me
send him away to die?’ Her voice pitched higher. “How could you be so crue ?’

“You know | can’t break Crow’ s sacred law.”
“Even to save your own son?’

“| tried to save him!” She advanced on Jula. “| tried to keep him here. But you had to spite me, didn’t
you?Y ou had to prove how clever you are. Y ou don't care about Nilik’ s destiny, you only care about
yoursdf.”

Jula s eyes narrowed dowly. “ Somebody has to care about me, because you sure don't.”

“That'snot true” Rhialaid ahand on her daughter’ sarm as gently as her anger would alow. “1 love
you.”

Julaturned away. “I don't want the love of afresk like you.”

Rhia s stomach dropped. She watched her daughter march toward the stairs to make her usua dramatic
exit to her room.

Thefront door dammed open, and Marek strode in, blocking Juld s path. “| heard what you said to her.
He jutted histhumb at the open window. “ Apologize. Now.”

Julabacked up and bowed her head. “I' m sorry, Papa.”

“To her!” Marek roared. “If you ever speak to your mother like that again, don’t bother speaking to me
aadl”

Jula gasped and raised wet eyesto meet his. Her lower lip trembled, and she dowly turned to Rhia. “I'm
sorry, Mother. | ruined everything.”

Marek’ s expression and voice softened. “What are you talking about, ruined everything?’
Julalooked at Rhia, who shook her head.
“Tdl your father what you did.”

Julagtared at thefloor. “1 gave Nilik the password so he could join Uncle Lycas.”



Marek’ sface grayed as he looked at Rhia. “How did she know the password? | don’t even know the
password.”

“She guessed.”
“But—he can’t go to Velekas, right? Because of—"
“Don't say it.”

“Rhia, you' re the one who hates keeping secrets.” Helooked at Jula, then back at her. “Nilik will die
there, won't he?’

Rhia closed her eyes. Theword “Yes’ wouldn’t come. Every bit of Crow in her kept it in. But her silence
seemed to satisfy Marek.

He strode to the closet and pulled out their traveling packs. “Let’ s go get our son.”

06

SangianHills
N ilik ran through the night.

Hislegs raced with unprecedented strength and speed, devouring the dusty miles. His arms pumped to
drive him aong, and he wished he could run on dl four limbslike his Spirit’ s red-life counterpart.

Helet hislungs expand, savoring the new Wolverine power. He d never felt wesk or fragile, but
compared to now, the man of just ten days ago was little more than amouse. So what if Raven had
passed him by? Hewouldn't trade thisfeding for anything.

Especidly now. When hislegs began to ache from the hours of running, he only had to think of Lania's
facelit with laughter, or her long red curls blazing in the sunset. And then think of how her killers' necks
would fed, shattered between his hands.

They’d caled her aWasp, said she' d turned on them in afury. But Nilik knew from the beauty she
molded out of scraps of cloth and clay that Laniawas—would have been—a Spider woman, an artist.
Shel d fet the unmistakable calling since they were children.

Trees blocked the bright moonlight as he entered a steeply doped ravine. The tracks of Lycas steam led
down agentletrall to hisleft, no doubt because of the pack horses, which meant Nilik could make up
ground by climbing straight down and up the other side of the ravine. Maybe he’ d even catch them
before the end of the night. Then on to Ve ekos, and vengeance.

He clambered down the steep wall, grasping rocks and shrubs to keep from faling into the streambed.
By the time he reached the bottom, his knees ached from the strain, and his strength was beginning to
ebb. Wolverinesweren't made for climbing, he reminded himsdf.

The stream was nearly dry, unusua even for thistime of year. Everything seemed to be dying. It was asif
the presence of the Ilions had made the land loseitswill to live.

A ghort hop took him over the stream, and after amoment to catch his breath, Nilik climbed, letting the
memories stoke his strength.

He' d wrangled every detal of Lania's degth out of hisuncle, horrors Lycas hadn’t told the rest of the



family. The Descendant monsters had strewn parts of her body al around Veekos, displaying them on
street corners. At the entrance to her own neighborhood, the Acrosia, the place where the revolution was
coming to aboil, her head had been placed on apike.

Nilik’sfoot dipped. His hands scrabbled for agrip but seized only loose soil. He did severa feet before
ajutting stone knocked him off balance, backward into nothing.

He yd ped, anticipating the bone-crushing impact on the streambed. But as he fell, his body took over,
twisting and bending by ingtinct, then relaxing just before the ground dammed into him.

Nilik stared at the damp soil benesth hisface. Nothing hurt. Last month such afal would have broken his
limbs, maybe even killed him.

Kneding on al fours, struggling for breath, he thought of Lania. No one knew what they’ d meant to each
other. No one knew how ayear ago, on her family’ slast vist, they’ d stolen three hours donein the
drafty tent of one of hisfriends. No one knew how Nilik had begged her to stay in Tiroswhere it was
safe, how he' d sworn to marry her after thelir Bestowings.

He pressed his forehead into the mud. They hadn’t made love, though they’ d come close. Now he
regretted stopping, regretted his stupid assumption that someday they’ d have another chance, another
time when he could make it perfect for her.

He thought of the pale, freckled skin on Lania s shoulders, the gleam in her green eyes as she' d touched
him and held him with the urgency of the besieged. The Descendants had carved that skin and
extinguished that gleam forever.

Nilik’ sfingers dug deep into the soil, and he swallowed a shriek of anguish. They would pay. If it took his
last breath, they would pay.

He got to hisfeet, stretching cautioudy, fegling for sprains or wounds from thefal. Nothing. He checked
his dagger belt to make sure his weapons were fastened into their sheaths.

As he passed his hand over the hilt of each blade, a surge of power coursed through him. Wolverine had
atered more than Nilik’ sbody. Hismind was now calmed only by thoughts of cutting, twisting, ripping.
The bloodlust was like a constant tang on the back of histongue.

Thistimeinstead of climbing the rocks, he loped up the path, following thetrail of Lycas stroupe.

Hundreds of steps later, he reached the top of the ravine, panting. He stumbled as he stepped onto the
flat land, and he longed to Snk down and rest his screaming legs.

“Hdt!”
Nilik froze at the sound of the unfamiliar voice from above.
“Put your hands over your head,” the voice boomed. “Now!”

Nilik hesitated. With his new strength, he could take on several Descendant soldiers, but not without his
weapons. He raised one hand over his head, while letting the other drift past his dagger belt. Histhumb
opened the clasp that held hisfavorite blade, the one Lycas had given him last year, asif he'd known
they would someday be Spirit-brothers.

Onething wasfor certain: hewouldn’t be taken dive.



Standing in the tree’ s shadow, he could hide his movement from weak Descendant eyes. Hisfingers
dipped around the hilt.

“I saw that.” The voicetook on anew edge. “ Step forward, hands up—both of them—or you'll be
shot.”

Shot? Descendants didn’t use bows and arrows; they thought the weapons were cowardly, womanly,
without honor.

Nilik raised his other palm and walked out from under the trees. A rocky ridge loomed before him, a
dark mass against the starry sky.

“Nilik?" came another, older voice. “What are you doing here?’

Helet out abreath. Uncle Lycas.

“Hector!” Nilik shouted, hoping Jula had guessed the password correctly.
A short silence followed, then Lycas called, “ Stay. I’ [l come down.”

While hewaited for his uncle to appear, Nilik fought to steady his breath. If hissister had mided him,
he'd bein for along, possibly unconscious ride hometo Tiros. At the top of the ridge, two archers stood
with their arrows trained upon him, no doubt suspecting him of being a decoy.

Finaly Lycas appeared from ahidden trail at the bottom of the ridge. Behind him strode adightly
younger man with adark, thick beard and the same carved wolverine claw that hung around Lycas s and
Nilik’ snecks.

“| thought your mother wouldn't let you go.” Lycas handed Nilik awater skin.
Nilik took a deep draught and wiped the sweat from hisface. “I knew the password, didn't 17’

Lycas grinned and raised hisarms as if to embrace Nilik, then seemed to reconsider. He turned to the
other man. “Thisis Sirin, my executive officer and second-in-command.”

Nilik bowed, feding his calves and hamstrings quiver at the dtrain. “It’san honor.”
Sirin examined him, then nodded and returned the bow. “We come to our band of bandits.”
“Bandits?’ Nilik furrowed hisbrow at Lycas. “What's he mean?’

“It' swhat the llions call us. They won't recognize arebellion, because that would admit weakness, so
they treat uslike criminals, even though we ve never attacked acivilian.”

“Thugs, they dso cdl us” Sirin scratched his chin. “What' sthe other onel like?’
“Hooligans,” Lycas added. “ Ruffians”

“Brigands.” Sirin snapped hisfingers. “That' smy favorite. I'd never even heard that word before | found
out | wasone.”

Lycas gestured for them to follow him up theridge. “It servesuswadll,” he said to Nilik. “ They won't
deploy enough soldiers against usto do the job right, because that would mean we were athreat. They
send just enough men to donate arms and horsesto our cause.”



“And uniforms;” Sirin added. “Which make good disguises once the blood’ swashed out.”
Nilik chuckled, then realized Sirin wasn't joking. He feigned a cough to cover his embarrassment.

Lycas glanced back at them. “Now it’ sto the point where even if they tried amagjor military operation to
stop us, we d il likey win. We fight on uneven terrain where their horses are usdess, wewait in
ambush instead of marching in the open likeidiots, wefight at night or in bad wegther whenever possble.
Aboveal, we're not afraid to retreat.”

“I don't understand,” Nilik admitted, hismind astired ashislegs.

Lycas paused on aleve part of thetrail and waited for them to catch up. “We're not fighting the same
kind of war asthellions. They're till locked into notions of awarrior’s honor and glory. We have no
honor except loyalty to the cause, no glory other than surviva.”

Nilik made afrugtrated noisein histhroat. “Then how are we ever going to win?’

“Lisgentome.” Lycas put hishands on Nilik’ s shoulders. “We don’t need to win. We need to not lose.”
He cut off Nilik’ s scoff with alight shake. “Let mefinish.”

Chastised, Nilik sobered hisface. “ Sorry. Go on.”

“Imagine adog. That dog has oneflea. Isit in any danger?’ Nilik shook hishead, and Lycas continued.
“Now imagine that same dog with a hundred fleas.” Hetightened hisgrip on Nilik’ sshoulders. “ A
thousand fless”

Nilik resisted the urge to scratch his own arms at the thought.

“A dog with athousand fleas” Lycas said, “is bleeding to degth, little by little. The fleas can't kill it
directly, but they can driveit mad. It thinks about nothing but scratching and biting itsown skin. Cana
dog kill afleaby scratching?’

Nilik shrugged. “No. Thefleajust jumpsto another part of the dog.”

“Exactly.” Lycaslet go of him. “We rethe fleas. Not agloriousimage, but it’sthe only way we can stand
againg ther superior numbersand ams.”

“So wejust annoy them into ending the occupation?’ Nilik tried to sound sincere instead of obnoxious.

“Even athousand fleas can't kill adog,” Lycas said patiently. “But one day, when it hasadisease, or a
wound, it'll be too wedk to survive.” He smiled. “We will have sucked too much blood.”

“So what’ sthe disease?’ Nilik asked. “What' s the wound?”’

“Thediseaseisin Asermos, where our people have resisted the occupation sinceitsfirst days. They’ve
turned the llionsinto unwilling tyrants. Martid law is expensve, not to mention apolitical disaster.” He
turned back to the path. “The wound, | hope, will bein Velekos.”

They continued up the ridgein silence. Nilik burned to inflict that wound, and a thousand others, on the
Ilion army who had taken hishome, endaved hisfather and murdered the woman he loved.

Lycaswatched Nilik across the campfire and wished the boy were anywhere else. Any thing ese.



Hedidn't care so much that Raven hadn’'t come for his nephew—Lycas had never put much stock in
prophecies, or anything else he couldn’t see and touch. But why not Hawk or Horse or Fox? Lycas
would have been happy for any other Guardian Spirit to claim Nilik, aslong asit wasn't one of the
warriors, Bear or hisown Wolverine. The thought of watching his nephew diein battle made the blood
pound behind Lycas s eyes.

Hisfingerstwitched at the memory of his own twin's death and the moments afterward. Thelook of
agony on Nilo'sface, fading to blank. Then askull crumbling in Lycas shandslike an eggshdll, brains
00zing between his knuckles onto the blood-dicked battleground. The scream of Nilo'skiller risngto a
higher pitch than aman should be capable of, only to be cut short when histhroat Ieft hisbody. Lycas's
sole regret was that he could only kill the Descendant soldier once.

He couldn’'t remember the rest of that afternoon, but others said he’ d gone mad with grief and fury,
savaging the enemy, both the living and the dead. He wished he could remember. It would have been a
good memory.

Lycas studied Nilik’ s face as the young man focused on the words and plans of his new platoon leader, a
first-phase but battle-tested Bear from Velekos. In the old days, Bears tended to be in charge of
drategy, while Wolverines made up the masses of troops. But in this sort of warfare, aWolverine's
wiliness could take aman further in the army than a Bear’ s meticulous planning.

Lycas sighed. Though he wished it weren't so, Nilik had al the attributes of a\Wolverine—intelligence,
discipline and courage that teetered just on the sane side of recklessness. Spirits knew he had the will to
fight—maybe too much.

Sirin gpproached and sat next to Lycas, baancing two plates of food in one hand while he unscrewed the
top of awater flask with the thumb of the other. “I can’t get used to seeing you clean-shaven, my friend.
Almost didn’t recognize you when you got here yesterday.” He rubbed his own dark brown beard,
which was thick and ragged from monthsin the wilderness.

L ycas accepted the extra plate and spoke without taking his eyes off Nilik. “Can you use him here?’
“Y our nephew? | thought you were bringing him to the camp near Velekos.”

“I"d rather not.” He couldn’t explain why, not even to himself. Nilik knew the password, but Rhiahad
been so adamant about keeping him in Tiros.

Sirin examined Nilik as he gnawed astrip of dried venison. “What experience has he got?’

“Basic wegpons? Some. Mountain warfare? None. But you always say, the greener they come, the
eader they aretotrain.”

Sirin grimaced and scratched the back of hisneck. “1’m up to my earsin recruits.”
“Successwill do that.”

“Every company in the battalion isfull. More recruits means we have to add afourth company. That
would put us at regiment strength, which adds awhole other level of command that we can't handle.”

Lycastook the water flask. “Y ou can handleit.”

“WEe ve got problemswith discipline, training. Half the Bearsleading these platoons couldn't persuade a
dogtolick itsown bdls. Then there arethe logistical issues.”



“None of which will be made worse by taking Nilik.”

Sirin let out aharsh sigh, then lowered hisvoice. 1 thought the whole point of Nilik being herewasto go
to Vdekos, find the thugs who killed thet girl. He samotivated fighter.”

“Too motivated. Histhirst for vengeance will make him careless.”
“It sure has't hurt your judgment.”

Sowly Lycasturned his gaze on his executive officer. Though his eyes were narrowed in contemplation
of Sirin’swords, the younger Wolverinetook it asaglare of intimidation.

Sirin glanced away, cowed. “Asyou wish, . I'll reassign him before you leave tomorrow.”
“Thank you, asdways, for your candor.” Lycas made himsdlf add, “ Thistime it worked.”
Sirin cocked his head. “ So you don’t want me to reassign Nilik?’

“I'll take him to Velekos and train him myslf. Y ou wereright.”

“I was?’ Sirin blinked rapidly. “Wait. Explain this, so | can remember it for future reference, and so |
know I’'m not halucinating.”

“| wanted you to keep Nilik here so | wouldn't have to watch him die like my brother. That’s abad way
to make adecison.” Hetook agulp of water and handed back the flask, aready missing the taste of
Tiron bitter ale. “Besides, you'rein charge of personnd. | trust your advice.”

Sirin chuckled. “ A year ago, you would' ve pounded my faceinto the dust for questioning you. You're
getting old, Lycas”

“| think thewordiswise.”

From behind them came the dap of small boots against stone. Lycas turned to see Sani, the third-phase
Eagle woman he' d brought from Tiros as alookout.

“Sr, llion soldiers,” she said. “ Twenty men, plus an officer on horseback.”

Lycas hurried to the eastern edge of theridge, Sirin and Sani on his hedls. He squinted at the dusky
rolling hillsthat lay between here and Asermos. Though gifted with excdllent night vison, he couldn’t
discern details at such adistance.

“Arethey headed thisway?’ Lycas asked Sani.

“No, they’ re passing south to north, far enough there’ sno way they can see us.” She shoved the strands
of gray-brown hair out of her pale face and focused on the passing Ilions. “Looks like they’re on the
road to Tiros, probably to the northwest garrison.”

“Twenty-one, you said.”
“Correct, gr.”

Hetalied up the number of fightersat hisand Srin’ sdisposd. They were nearly equaly matched with the
[lions, not even counting the Tirons Lycas had brought.

“Rdease the bait,” hetold Sani.



When she was gone, he turned to see Nilik approach.
“Descendants?’ his nephew asked him. “Coming here?’

“Maybe. Our archerswill drop them, but it’s up to usto finish them off, up close.” He put ahand on
Nilik’ s shoulder. “If you need to debrief afterward, cometo me.”

Nilik swalowed, and Lycas knew immediately that the boy had never killed before. He nodded and
choked out a, “Thank you, sir.”

A Cougar hurried to the farthest edge of the ridge to their right, aflaming arrow nocked in hislongbow.
A sheet of parchment fluttered, attached to the shaft.

The arrow arced across the darkening sky like ameteor, leaving agreen afterglow on Lycas svision. It
would only land hafway to the llion soldiers, but they might cometo investigate it. When they did, they’d
find anote with nothing but Lycas sinitid in bold blue paint next to a\Wolverine paw print.

“Few canresist,” Srintold Nilik. “ Junior officers are so ambitious.” Heturned to Lycas. “1 can only
imaginewhat reward they’ d receive for capturing or killing you.”

“Oryou.”

“Pah. I’'d be aconsolation prize.” He shifted his shoulders. “ By the way, the bait worked while you were
inTiros, 0 a least the lower-leved 1lion commanders believed you never Ieft the hills”

“Good.”

Lycas had no desire to be a celebrity. But by fixating on him, the Descendants spent dl their energy trying
to find and defeat one person. He understood what the Ilions did not: that his death would make no
difference.

It wasn't hisrevolution, after al. It was everyone's.

07
Kaindos
“F orgive my bluntness, but who died?’

Dravek didn't answer right away, which made Sura even more nervous. They were gpproaching a
clearing about an hour’ swak from Kaindos, aclearing filled with hundreds of boulders of al szes. They
looked asif they had rolled there centuries before, gathering for a great boulder mesting that had never
adjourned. On the other side of the field loomed the gray-brown ridges of Mount Beros.

Ashewalked, Dravek juggled two short torches, which unfortunately were lit. When they reached the
edge of the clearing, Dravek stepped out onto the closest boulder, tossed the last torch high in the air and
caught it behind his back.

“No onedied,” hesaid.
“Then why isyour hair so short?’

“I work with fire.” He shoved the unlit end of one torch into a chest-high hollow post between two
boulders. * Prefer to keep the flames from engulfing my heed.”



She stepped onto the flattest stone she could find and set down the pack he' d given her to carry. “ Y ou
could wear it long, just tieit back.”

“I think it looks good like this.” Heran ahand over his head in both directions. The short strands sprang
back into place. “Don’'t you?’

His smile dmost made her lose her balance as she shifted to the next stone,
“Y ou shouldn’t cut your hair unless someone sdied. It'sasacred privilege, not amatter of vanity.”

“Don’t assume you know al about me.” He crossed over several bouldersto where the other hollow
post stood. He inserted the torch, then pointed to aflat boulder halfway between the two flames. “Let’s
gt”

She made her way over to join him, stepping carefully to keep her balance so he wouldn't touch her
again. They weren't wearing glovestoday, and the thought of his skin againgt hers did not enhance her
concentration.

They sat cross-legged on the rock, facing each other.

“Let’'sseeif you'reredly a Snake.” He nodded at the torch to hisleft. “Make that oneflare.”
“I can’t. All I can doissnuff.” A nervouslaugh escaped her throat. “1’m just alowly snuffer.”
He smirked. “Then show me how you snuff.”

Suraswalowed hard, then with no small effort, tore her gaze from him and stood to face the torch. She
cupped her hands around her mouth, forming atunnel that she amed at the base of the flame. Her mind
brought forth an image of awet blanket descending, wrapping, smothering.

She sucked in ahard breath, and the torch snuffed out.
Surafeigned nonchaance as she turned back to Dravek, her limbstingling with the torch’s hest.
“Good,” hesad. “Now try it again without looking.”

The flame burst forth from the end of the torch. She gasped. His eyes had never |eft her face, nor had he
given the dightest twitch.

“How did you do that?’
“With my mind,” hesad, “theway you'll learn to do.”
“But | thought Snakes could only contral fire, not makeit out of nothing.”

“It wasn't out of nothing. Thetorch was till hot, so | just brought it back to life. Now try it again without
looking.”

Sura set her jaw and faced the torch again, thistime with her eyes shut. Her mind reached out, calculating
the distance, trying to see the flame' s pogition.

“No need to scrunch up your face,” Dravek said.
“Shh. I'mtrying to seeit.”

She heard the rustle of his clothes as he stood and drew near. The heat under her skin continued to build.



“Don't try to seeit.” Hiswhisper caressed the top of her ear. “ Just fedl it.”
She shifted away afew inches and extended her hand toward the torch. “I can’t.”

“I'll hep you.” Touching her waist, he turned her around. She drew in a sharp breath and reached for his
armsto steady hersdlf.

“I won't let you fall.” Heturned her in place, spinning her dowly one way, then the other, until she no
longer knew which way waswhich. “ And no using the sun to get your bearings...” He covered her eyes
with his palm and began to turn with her. Shelet her body relax againg his, surrendering to this
disorienting dance.

After afew morerotations, Dravek held her till, his hand over her eyes. “Try it now, Sura. If you're
redly a Snake, you should fed the firewherever it is. It cdlsto you.”

She settled her mind, noticing how cool his hand felt againgt her brows and the bridge of her nose.
Perhaps he had released his own heat by reigniting the torch aminute ago. She wanted do the same, to
stop the burning within that begged her to reach for him, to do the wrongest thing in the world.

She drew adeep breath, and the fire appeared in her mind—not as an orange flame dancing in the
breeze, but as a pulsing white core of hest. It wanted to be insde her, swalowed and consumed like
prey. She coiled her awvareness around it and squeezed, gently but without mercy. Thefire Sghed asit
died.

“Yes,” Dravek breathed. “Now bring it back.”
“l can't”

“Y ou can. Quickly, before the torch cools. Let the hest flow back al at once. Count to three and then
release”

“One,” Surasaid under her breath. The heat twitched within her, wanting to take form in flame again. If
shedidn’t send it out, it would devour her.

“Two,” shewhigpered. Dravek was right. It would be easy. Make it burn.

Animage dammed her mind, the one she d been fighting al morning, the one that Dravek’ sintoxicating
presence had banished for afew moments.

An Asarmon farm, burning. Flameslicking the thatched roof, ripping it, until it collapsed on the shrieking
peoplewithin.

Shetightened her menta grip on the torch’s embers, smothering them to cold hard nothingness.
Dravek let her go. “ Y ou dmost had it. What happened?’

Shetried to speak, but the heat seared her lungs so that she couldn’t even catch a breath. She bent over
and gripped her knees.

Dravek reached for her.
“Don’t touch mel” she choked.

“You'reburning up,” hesaid. “If you don’t let it out, it’'Il hurt you.”



“I can handleit.” She sat down hard on the boulder. Red circles danced before her eyes.
Dravek knelt besde her. “Y ou don’t haveto handleit.” Hetook her wridt. “Giveit to me”

Asif he'd opened the spout of awell pump, the heat rushed from every part of her body, down her arm
toward the place where they touched. He gasped and went rigid. His eyes bulged, showing more white
than black.

“What' swrong?’ Shetried to pull her arm out of his grip, which had tightened like a muskrat trap.
“Dravek?’

A sudden sweeping whoosh! came from behind her. She turned to see the extinguished torch flare
toward the sky. The flame reached higher than the tallest tree, its core shining with blue-white hest.

Dravek let go of her wrist and collapsed on the boulder. Sweat soaked his scarlet face, which was
quickly paing.

Thetorch cracked in haf, then toppled over onto the rocks. They watched in silence asit dowly burned
itself out, the ashesfaling in clumps and scattering across the rock in the steady breeze.

“Did wedo that?” she whispered, though she knew the answer.

Dravek sat up dowly, turning away from her. He put his head in his hands and murmured, “ There must
be areason for this.”

Shelooked at the broken torch. “We made alot of heat.”
“Itwasyou,” hesad. “| wasjust channdingit.”

“Butif | took the heat from the first torch and gaveit to you, then the second flame should have only been
twice ashig. But it was eadly ten timesthe size. That means we multiply each other’ s powers, not add to
them. But why?”

“Why,” Dravek whispered, but didn’t answer or even look at her. Findlly he let out along bresth before
getting to hisfeet. He stepped over the boulders until he reached the broken torch. She watched him
bend down next to the foot-long piece of wood, watched the muscles of his back shift as he reached
forward to grasp it, watched hislong fingers curl around the splintered shaft.

Sura knew she shouldn't stare. He was another woman’' s mate. He was her mentor. Most of dl, he was
her Spirit-brother. But her eyes refused to blink as he lifted the torch and brought his other hand toward
it.

The flame burst forth, small and orange and controlled again. His shouldersrelaxed, asif he'd just
released a great source of tenson.

Dravek turned to her. “I think you' re a Snake. But it’snot up to me.” He stepped to the next boulder
and pulled asmall pack out of the onethey’ d brought. “Here s everything you need.”

“For what?”’

“Y our Bestowing. A change of clothes, afew blankets, abit of food and water to break your fast in three
days, before you return.”

“My Bestowing?’ She stood up and amost backed off the side of the boulder. “Now? Where?’



Helooked at Mount Beros, then back at her. “ The sooner you go, the sooner you' Il have full control of
your powers, and the sooner you can help your mother.”

1] BLIt—”

“I'mleaving,” he said. “ After the wedding, Karaand | are moving to Tiros. You and | don't have much
time together.” He looked away, then back at her. “To train.”

Surahid her flinch a thisnews. “1 didn’t know that.” She climbed up onto his boulder and took the pack
from hishand. “Where on the mountain do | go?’

“Just keep walking until you find the place that feelsright.”

| dready have, she thought, and wanted to dap herself. She dung the pack over her shoulder. “Dravek,
what if I'm not a Snake?’ She attempted asmile. “Can we till be friends?’

His gaze was deadly serious as he moved closer. “If you're not a Snake...” Dravek touched her cheek
with the barest tip of hisfingers. “We can be anything you want.”

08

SangianHills

“I think I'vefinally got it,” Marek said, rustling the papers behind Rhiaas they rode south on their journey
from Tiros. “ Alanka s son’ sacrafty one when it comesto code. A Fox after my own heart.”

“Read it, read it.” Rhiahad been eager to hear the latest news from Alanka. She hadn’t seen her sgter in
amost twenty years, since she and her husband Filip had decided to stay in Ilios to complete the rescue
of nearly two hundred captured Kalindons scattered across the nation. L etters came once ayear a the
most. Rhiahad tried not to pester Marek every night thisweek during his painstaking code interpretation.

He cleared histhroat. “‘ Dear everyone, | hope thisfinds you well and happy, as much as can be
expected. Filipand | arethrilled to be grandparents, though | torment him by disappearing and
reappearing when he strying to give aspeech. The people herein Iliosthink it’s fun, though. All the
political talk and military efforts by Filip and Kiril don't impress people nearly as much asathird-phase
Wolf’sinvighility. Hee-hee”

Rhia amiled, though she missed her sster so much it hurt. She wondered if the landscapein that part of
Ilios were anything like the red-brown hills they rode through now. She found it ironic that the more
remote sections of Ilioswere freer than Asermos and Vel ekoswhen it cameto practicing magic.

“* Asyou might have heard,”” Marek continued reading, “‘we ve sent most of the surviving Kaindon
captives back home to the Reawakened lands. Once the Ilions found out the children in the army camp
didn’'t develop magic no matter how deep the wilderness, they started sdlling them off at dave auctions. It
felt strange to purchase people | used to baby-sit, but at least they’ re free now.””

“Why do you think they don’t develop powers?’ Rhiaasked Marek.

“Maybe the Spiritswon't give magic to those who'd useit againgt us. Let mefinish before | get motion
sck.” Heflipped apage. “* Arcas and Koli send their love. They finaly had achild after dl these years of
trying. | cal her my little sunbeam. I’ d never tell my own children this, but | secretly aways hoped one of
them would have Filip’ sblond hair instead of taking after my—'" Marek cut himsdf off. “What' sthat
and|?



“Isthat part of the letter?”
“No. Stop for amoment.” He did off the horse' s back and rushed around the next bend in the trail.

“What isit?” She rode forward and turned the corner. “What did you—" The stench hit her nose, an
odor she knew &l too well.

Rhiaurged the horse to the edge of the ridge and looked out upon the sort of daughter that could only be
thework of her brother.

And now her son, she redlized with athudding heart.

A platoon of Descendantslay in the wide ravine. The late-morning sun revealed not even atwitch of life.
A seaof vultures, ravens and crows shared amacabre feast.

She dismounted dowly, her body weighted with dread.

“No,” Marek sad. “Let’smove on. There s nothing you can do here.”

“| have aduty to the dead.”

“It'snot safe.” His eyes narrowed at the bodies. “ Besides, they’ re just Descendants.”
“They'redl the sameto Crow.”

Marek scoffed. “I wish | could be so broad-minded.” He pointed back into the ravine. “1 hear astream
that way. I’ [| water the horse while you' re taking care of the enemy.” He jerked the reins out of her hand.

She sighed as she watched him lead the horse away. Histreatment in Ilion captivity had hardened his
heart againgt them. She couldn’t blame him. It was dl she could do herself not to walk away and leave
the soldiersto the scavengers.

As she neared the scene of battle, the birdstook flight in arush of thumping wings. The ravens and crows
aighted on the rocky outcrops and trees of the hill, while the vultures glided in the sky above, biding their
time until their mea resumed. Rhia stepped carefully among the bodies, checking for sgnsof life. Though
she had no healing magic, her mother had taught her first aid, and she’ d unfortunately had many
occasionsto whet that kill.

All twenty corpses wore the scarlet-and-yelow uniform of the Descendants. Though many had round red
arrow woundsin their arms and legs, and afew appeared to have sword dashesin their sides, every
throat was dit from ear to ear. Each had died in his enemy’ sembrace.

In the center of the carnage lay a Descendant flag. Its red-and-yellow tatters fluttered in thewind. As she
knelt to examineit, she caught the distinct scent of human urine.

Shewrinkled her nose. “Lycas, was that necessary?’

Perhapsit was. She' d never understand awarrior’ smind, never grasp the need to turn the enemy into
something less than human. When she released their soulsto Crow, He gladly accepted each one.

Asthevultures shadows swept the ground, Rhiawalked the aredl s perimeter in search of more clues.

A mass of footprints led south toward Vel ekos, including sets of hoofprints with boot prints beside them,
asif someone were leading the horses at aleisurely pace. Probably Lycas stroupe on their way to
Velekos. Morefootprintsled west, deeper into the hills—Sirin’ sfighters returning to the guerrilla



headquarters.
She quickened her pace, reaching the eastern end of the perimeter. What she saw stopped her breath.

A st of horse tracks pointed east, toward Asermos. They were deep and widely spaced asif the animal
wererunning.

Rhiaquickly knelt beside the first body and murmured the prayer of passage. When Marek appeared
with the pony, she cdled out to him.

“Keep aligentotheeast. A horseran away.”
“We should leave now.”

Fear tugged at her. If a Descendant had escaped on that horse, he could return with reinforcements. But
it wouldn’t be the first time she’ d risked her life for her Crow duties.

“Just afew more minutes,” shetold Marek.

When she had said aprayer over each body, she found a clean spot in the center of the
bloodbath—away from the flag—and kndlt to cal the crows. Before closing her eyes, she glanced at
Marek. His own eyes were blank as he tuned hismind to his better senses of hearing and scent.

The crows came at once, circling the sky, one for each dead. Their rasping, croaking voicesfilled her
mind, creating awhirlwind of sound. She sank into it, feding the presence of Crow flow through her.

Marek’ s voice reached through the cacophony. He was the best part of her red life, but these moments
between worlds were preciousto her.

“Rhial” He shook her shoulder hard, jolting her out of the reverie.

“What? What?" She wiped her face with her deeve and looked up into hiswide gray eyes.

“Cadl them off.” Marek took her elbow and hauled her to her feet. “| hear something.”

She waved her ams at the birds. “Go!” They dispersed with afew stray grok!s, returning to the hillside.
Inthe crows slence came the sound of many hooves.

She turned to dash for their horse, but Marek grabbed her.

“They’ll catch usif werun,” hesaid. “We haveto hide”

“Wecan't hide our horse.”

“We Il send him home.”

He stuffed Alanka s letter into their saddlebag as Rhiatied the reinsin aknot so the horse wouldn't trip
on them.

“Yahh!” Together they smacked the horse' s rump, and he took off in the direction of Tiros.

Marek grabbed her hand, and they dashed deeper into the ravine. The rock walls echoed with
approaching hooves, making it sound asif they were being chased by hundreds.

They cameto adead end, with nowhere to go but up. Asthey climbed the ridge' s steep trail, the hooves



slenced. The Descendants had found the massacre.,

Rhiaand Marek reached aflat part of the ridge. They dropped to their bellies and peered over the edge
at the new Ilion platoon.

Most of the soldiers were caring for their dead—wrapping them and placing them on skids, which were
being attached to the horses. From adistance, their sad, heavy postures made them look like any other
men in mourning. One knelt next to hisfallen comrade, face turned down but pamsto the sky.

“He spraying,” she whispered.
Marek followed her gaze. “To Xenia, the death goddess.”

“Look.” She pointed to apair of soldiers who were studying the tracks of their horse. “Maybe they’ |
think we went back to Tiros.”

One of the soldiers caled over several more, and they al headed into the ravine, fully armed, following
what must be fresh footprints. Marek cursed and pulled Rhiato her feet. They ran.

Thetrail twisted and narrowed asit climbed the hill, which provided no caves or crevices for shelter.

They rounded the corner of alargered rock wall, and the trail suddenly shrank to anarrow ledge. Rhia
skidded, nearly dipping over the edge of the cliff. Marek grabbed her around the waist. Panting, she
peered into an enclosed ravine at least twenty feet deep.

“Careful.” He stepped sideways aong the ledge, hisback to the dliff. “Don’t look down.”

Rhiaheard voices on the trail behind them. She took a deep breath and followed Marek, keeping her
eyes on him and the other edge of the ravine, where the trail widened.

She reached the other side and gave aheavy exhale. Marek took her hand.
They rushed around the next bend, and her heart sank.

A dead end.

Marek swept aside the branches of athick bush. “Get down.”

“Ther€ sno room for you.”

“Doesn’'t matter.” He pushed her, gently but firmly, insgde the shrub. “Whatever happens, don’t make a
sound.”

She shook her head. “Y ou can use your Fox camouflage.”

“If I hide, they’ll find you. They’ ve seen our footprints. They know there are two of us.”

“Then what good does it do meto hide?’

“Soyou'll beout of theway whilel kill them.” He put hisfingersto her lips. “They won't teke me dive.”
She clutched hishand and held back a sob. “Don’t do this.”

Marek kissed her softly. “1 love you.”

He stood, unstrapped the bow from his back and moved the hunting knife in his boot to the back of his



waistband.
Rhia shrank back into the brush and waited.

With arush of feet and clanging swords, the Descendants appeared. She heard the wooden squeak of a
bow stretched taut.

“Get out,” Marek snarled to them. “Thisisyour one warning.”
“Throw down your wegpon!” one of the soldiersyelled.

A snap, then awhistle, and someone gave astrangled yelp.
“That was your onewarning,” Marek said.

Someone shouted the order to charge. Marek’ s bow snapped again and again, but Rhia heard only the
thump of arrows hitting shields as the soldiers advanced.

He backed up until hisfeet were next to the bush where Rhia hid. The soldiers were almost upon him.
Shewouldn't let them take him from her again.

Just as she was preparing to leap out and shove his attackersinto thin air, one of Marek’ s heels dipped.
He backpedaed, kicking up dust and small stones, then tumbled over the edge of the ravine. His scream
lengthened and faded, cut off by asickening thud.

Her heart dammed to ahalt. No sound came from bel ow.
No. He couldn’t be dead. Not Marek.

She clutched her hair and held in her shriek, longing to hurl herself over the edge, to join Marek forever
on the Other Side. Her heart demanded it, but her legs remained frozen in place, the weight of the silence
crushing her into the hard, cold earth.

Rhia opened her eyes. The silence.

She listened with the depths of her soul, but heard no wings. Crow wasn't coming.

Marek was dive.

“Ishe dead?’ one of the soldiers said.

“Y ou two, go find out,” said another with acommanding voice. “If he'saive, he'll have information.”
“ Sergeant, there sno way down except jumping off the edge oursalves.”

A pair of feet came close to the bush, boot toes brushing the bottom leaves. “ The tracks stop here.”
The branches swept back, and Rhia stared up at the face of ablue-eyed soldier.

“Look what | found.” He gave her asatisfied smile, then grasped her under the armpits and yanked her
from the bush. He dragged her to the edge of the ridge and dumped her on her knees.

“No!” she shrieked when she saw Marek lying sprawled on the rocks below. He looked so lifeless, she
didn’t haveto fake her fear.

She spit on the boots of the closest Descendants. “Murderers!”



Another man seized her braid and yanked her head back. “How do you know he’ s dead?’ Hisvoice
bel onged to the one they’ d called “ Sergeant.”

Shetugged the crow feather out of the front of her shirt. “I hear Him fly.”

The sergeant let go of her and twisted hiswell-lined face. “Filthy beast. WE Il take her instead.”
Someone yanked Rhia s hands behind her and bound them with arope.

A younger soldier with aboyish face said, “ Sergeant, you still want usto get the body?”

The sergeant peered over the edge. “Might aswell let the crowstake care of him.” He nudged Rhiawith
thetip of hisboot. “It' s not worth the risk now that we' ve got thisone.”

She started to weep, repeating Marek’ s name through her tearsto reinforce the lie of his degth.

They led her down the rocky path toward the rest of the troupe, two of them carrying their wounded
comrade, the one Marek had shot in the knee. Rhia struggled against her bindings enough to be
convincing, but not enough to dow them down. The sooner they could leave, the sooner Marek could
return to Tirosand get help.

Assuming he could walk. Assuming he ever woke up. Her eyes overflowed again, and genuine tears
dripped in streams off her chin.

They led Rhiato atdl, thin Ilion who was supervising the trangport of the dead. The sergeant gave the
officer abrief sdute.

“Sir.” He pushed Rhiaforward. “Wefound this one. And aman with ahunting bow, but he fell and died.
Extracting him would have been too treacherous, in my judgment.”

The officer raked askepticd glare over the sergeant. “Indeed. We wouldn’t want anyone getting hurt
now, would we?’ He gestured to the mass of corpses behind them.

“Asyou say, gr,” the sergeant replied with aclenched jaw.

The officer glanced at Rhia, then stopped to examine her. He stepped up and yanked her feather fetish so
hard the leather chain bit into her skin.

“Those crowswe saw,” hewhispered. “Circling, not landing to feast.” His gaze on her softened. “ Y ou
were guiding home the souls of our men?’

She nodded.

He struck her hard across the face. A sharp pain stabbed her neck as it snapped back, and red sparks
danced across her vision.

The officer loomed over her, eyestight with fury. “It’' s not enough you people have to daughter us, piss
on our flag? 'Y ou have to desecrate our dead, too? Curse them to an eternity of emptiness with your
Spirits?’

“It' snot empty.” She spit aline of blood and drool. Her tongue felt for loose teeth and found none. “The
Spiritsare for everyone.”

He smacked her again, but thistime she anticipated it, and ducked so that his blow glanced off the side of
her cheek, hisnailsraking her skin.



“This one' s more va uable than we thought.” He smiled at her. “I know who you are, Rhia of Asermos.
There aren’t many Crows among your people.”

Her blood froze, but she kept her faceindignant. “I’m from Tiros, afreevillage, and my nameis—’

“Don’'t bother. Y our brother iswhat we cal a‘*man of interest.” Perhaps he' d be interested in your
arest.”

She kept the panic from her face. Did they know she' d been coordinating the smuggling of wegpons from
Tirosto Asermosfor years?“ Arrest for what?’

“Wefound you at the scene of massive human casudties”

“A scenethat clearly took place over aday ago. A scene requiring more manpower and weapons than
my husband and | had.”

“Evidence of anything can be provided.”
“But not believed in court. Last | heard, Ilios till held to therule of law, such asitis.”

“All we need is enough evidence to hold you until your brother comesto set you free.” He reached
forward to grasp her crow feather, which he used to pull her closer to him. “Besides, you were doing
magic.” With his other hand, he drew aknife. Shejerked back, expecting to fed the blade at her throat.

He dashed the leather band that held her fetish. Though her hands were bound, ingtinct drove them to
reach for the feather. The sergeant yanked her back by the wrists, sending shooting painsinto her
shoulders.

“Magic,” the officer said, “isillegd in Ilion territories”
“I'm not ganding on llion territory.”

“Agan, adetal that can be established when you have your day in court. Until then, you cangtin
detention.”

“Asbait for someone you think ismy brother. | don’t even have abrother.”

“Hmm.” Hetossed her feather on the ground and crushed it under his boot. “Y ouwon't for long.”

09
Kaindos
Suragared through the fire into eternity.

Thefirewas Dravek’s, burning at the far edge of the boulder field below, where she had |eft him. From
her perch outsde asmall cave on Mount Beros she could see awide swath of valley. A few hours
before, the sun had s, glistening yellow and orange over the distant VVelekon River. Thus began thefirst
night of her Bestowing.

The Descendant authoritiesin Asermos had banned this coming-of-ageritua, asthey had al other forms
of magic. A few Asermons dared to snesk away for their Bestowing, but those caught were made
examples of. Mdi had wanted Surato keep alow profileto avoid scrutiny of her own activities, like
raiding armories and planning nations.



But Surahad aways known that her destiny could only be delayed, not denied. She was meant to be
here right now, waiting for her Guardian Spirit.

She wondered how long Dravek’ s firewould burn. Surely hewould put it out before going to deep. The
night wasn't cold enough to need the warmth of aflame, so perhaps he was only using the light to
perform some task.

She should probably pray or something, Suraredized. Her mother had taught her chants to honor and
call upon dozens of Spirits—aways quietly, in the privacy of their home, of course. But a the moment
nothing seemed right except silence.

Silence, and fire. Her eyes unfocused further, her gaze adhered to the flame. The sensation of cold, hard
stone beneath her legs began to fade, and she floated. It seemed asif she could hear the torch’ s sparks,
that she could risewith them al the way to the sky.

She'dlived thelast hdf of her life afraid. Y et now, on the verge of confronting something more powerful
than the entire [lion army, she felt no fear, only peace.

So much so that when she felt astrange, dark presence at her back, she merely acknowledged its
existence. It loomed closer, yet she did not look away from the flame. It rasped a cold breath on the
back of her neck, then inhaled hard, asif to pull something out of her. Her strength? Her courage? Her
soul?

“Get out,” shewhispered, and away it dunk.
Surawatched thefire asit burned al night.

“Stop that,” the eagle said.

“I’ve got to keep up my strength.” Suraflexed her biceps, lifting around rock the size of her fist. “Never
know when I'll need to defend myself.” She nodded to the eagle. “Go on, I'm listening.”

“And I'm speaking.” Its sharp male voice cut the crisp morning air. “I said to put that down. Y ou're safe
here, so stop trying to be your mother.”

Asif | could ever bethat strong. Sura dropped the rock and folded her arms. “Can | ask you a question
first?” When the bird tilted his cloud-white heed, she said, “ The Eagles| know call their Spirit She, but
you speak to mewith aman’ svoice. Why?’

“The Spiritsare neither mae nor femae.”
“Even Raven?’

“Especidly Raven.” The eagle preened his gleaming brown wing fegthers. “We manifest asmde or
female according to whichever we think you' Il respond to best.”

Sura cocked her head, wondering why the Spirits assumed she would listen better to aman. She'd had
so few of themin her life.

The eagle continued. “But we stay consgstent with those who serve us, which iswhy dl Eaglesrefer to me
as She. Humans confuse so easily.”

“I can’'t deny that.” Something about hiswords made her glance toward the boulder field. In the bright



sunshine she could no longer seethetorch, if it ill burned, and she definitely couldn’t see Dravek. Her
lack of distance vison adonetold her that shewasn't an Eagle.

“If you're not my Guardian Spirit,” she said to the bird, “why are you here?’

“Because | have something to teach you.”

Surawaited. The eagle shifted his position to stare off into the distance toward the western horizon.
Findly she grew impatient. “When do we begin?’

He clicked his sharp yellow beak. “ Oh, you want it in words?’

Sura closed her mouth and thought hard about what Eagle represented. Seeing far, not just in space but

time, aswell. Third-phase Eagles had the power of prophecy, but their vision only encompassed details.
An Eagle might receive a premonition as mundane as a piece of cloth lying in abasket. Undergtanding its
context often required the logic of aHawk or the intuition of a Swan—ypreferably both.

Findly shesad, “If | receiveavison, | should seeit asan event that will realy happen, and not just a
symbol, no matter how strange it seems. Isthat right?’

“Hmm.” The eagle turned to her. “Y ou don’t confuse as easily asmost.”

As he spread hiswings, she couldn’t resist one last question. “Will Raven come soon and bestow Her
Aspect?’

“If | had afresh rat for each time someone asked methat question.” The eagle shook his head. “Only
She knows.”

Hetook off and soared into the valey below, fading dowly, asif passing into aninvisble mist.

Surawatched the space where the eagle had disappeared, to see if another Spirit would emerge. She
heard footsteps behind her, and turned to see two deer with expansive sets of antlers clop up thetrail to
the ridge where she sat. She scrambled to her feet.

“Greetings,” she said, her voice rough with awe.

The bucks halted, then angled their magnificent heads to look behind them. Surafollowed their gazes and
gasped. Two does tripped lightly toward her, nodding their heads with each step. A fawn cavorted
behind each of them, noses up and earstwitching.

The deer formed asemicircle around her, soft brown gazes roaming her face. Then, instead of speaking,
they sang. Not in words, but notes with distinct characters, asif each deer were a separate instrument.
The bucks sounded like bass fiddles, creating the undertones, while the does each played a different
toned violin. The fawnsleaped about, making cheery piping noises. They dl tapped their feet to create a
complex, infectious best.

Suralaughed louder than she had in years, then began to dance. Though her body was unaccustomed to
moving in rhythm, it shook and writhed and bounced aong with the sounds of the deer herd. She made
up words to accompany their tune, words that made sense in away that would seem crazy tomorrow.

The deer joined her, dancing in pairsor doneor in smal circles of flashing hooves and shining flanks. She
laughed again. It didn’t matter that she couldn’'t dance or Sing. The deer didn't care. All they wanted was
to give her thisgift.



The song ended with aflourish, and Sura collgpsed on the ground, panting. “ Thank you.” She wiped the
swest from her brow.

More suddenly then they had appeared, the deer were gone.
“No...” Surascrambled to her feet and peered over the edge of the ridge, then insde the cave.

For amoment the loneliness threatened to tear open her heart, which felt as empty and shriveled now as
it had been full to bursting aminute ago. She sank to her knees and covered her face with her arms.

Forcing hersdf to breathe, she grasped the memory of the dance and pulled it insde hersdlf, storing it
deep within where nothing, including time, could ever touch it. From her core it spread out to warm her,
asif she had swalowed atiny sun.

She sat back and hugged her knees, at peace once again.
10

AsErmos

R hiaopened her eyesinto adim, gooey fog. A single square light shone above her, to her |eft. She
blinked at it, then rolled on her Sde, gagging and retching.

“Keep it down over there,” awoman snapped. The voice was familiar and carried with it ataste more
sour than what Rhia s ssomach was trying to expe.

“Mdi?
“Intheflesh. What' sleft of it, anyway.”
“Arewein prison?’

Her old nemesis sighed. “ Y ou're not as smart asthey say you are. We're actudly in a secret cave
provided by my associates in the resistance, not far from where you were captured.”

Rhiaran her hand along the cold stone beneath her. “We are?’
“Idiot. Of coursewe' rein prison.”

Rhialet her forehead drop to the floor. Its coolness eased her nausea and the overwhelming desire to
throttle her brother’ sformer mate.

She rubbed the back of her head, fedling for alump or asticky spot of blood that would indicate ahard
blow, and found nothing. “They must have drugged me.”

“I don’t know why they thought they needed to. A runt like you should be easy to tuck under one sarm
and place anywhere one wants. Like abasket of fruit.”

“What happened to you?’
“Arrested, obvioudy. | didn’t exactly stopin for tea.”
“Where' s Sura?’

Mali’svoicelost itsedge. “| sent her to Kadindos. Y ou haven't heard from her?’



“No, but the weather’ s been bad for the homing pigeons.”
The Wasp woman sighed. * Still no third-phase Hawk in Kaindos, | suppose.”

Rhia pushed hersdf to asitting position, her head redling. Her vison dowly cleared so that she could see
the bars now, and Mdi’ slong, thin figure. She blinked hard. Her own cell had abed, such asit was, and
enough room to walk about. The Wasp's, on the other hand, wasn't even large enough to lie down in.

“Havethey hurt you?’

Madli snorted. “They tried. They can't, not by besating me or pedling off my skin or hanging me by my
hedls, any of those tiresome methods. Once they figured that out, they tried other things, like thistiny cell.
When they feed me, once aday, it’ srancid mesat, moldy bread—"

Rhia s somach lurched. “ Stop.”
“It’ s not too bad. Maggots are nice and chewy when they’ re not overcooked.”

Rhia gulped deep breaths to keep from vomiting. When the wooziness receded, she said, “If we' re going
to get out of here, we'll haveto learnto get dong.”

Madi gave aharsh sgh. “Y ou ran away when things got bad in Asermos.”
“I had to protect my family. We ve dl been hdping you from Tiros”

“I had afamily. | could verun. But | stayed to protect our homeland.” The Wasp sniffed. “You ran
because you thought one of your children was the Raven baby. Y ou thought that made you specid.”

“You'll be happy to know they’ ve both been claimed by other Spirits.”

Mali was slent for amoment. “What are they?’ she asked in amuted voice.
“Nilik' saWolverine”

“Likehisuncle. What aplague. And Jula?’

“A Mockingbird.”

Mali cackled. “I bet she makesyou crazy.”

“The last three years have been onelong argument. | can’t say anything without her contradicting or
bdlittling me. It'sexhaudting.”

“That' sthe way they are at that age.”
“I was never that bad,” Rhiasaid.
“Me, neither.”

“Y ou were horrible”

“Toyou. Not to my parents.”

“Julaworships her father.” Rhiaswallowed the lump in her throat at the thought of Marek. She hoped he
would return to safety in Tiros rather than follow her to Asermos aone.



“Soundsfamiliar,” Mdi said. “ Surathinks her father’ sagod.”
“Lycas, agod? That' s because she' s never known him.”
Madli laughed. “I don’t know how you lived with him dl those years.”

“Nilo was even worse, in away, because historment was steathy. He' d plan elaborate tricks to scare
me, then act completely innocent. There was no justice, because my brothers would punish meif |
tattled.”

“Brutes.” Mali’ stone indicated the word was a compliment. “1 miss the way Lycaswas before Nilo
died.”

Rhia uttered the next thought only because the bars protected her from the Wasp' swrath. “1 think you'd
like himtheway heisnow.”

“Shut up,” Mali growled. “He made his choice eighteen years ago, to leave me and Sura.”
“Hel€ft to rescue my son and my husband.”

“Which | eventualy understood. He had to protect hisfamily. But afterward, he went right back to Ilios
to rescue abunch of Kaindons he didn’t even know.”

“Most of whom were children,” Rhiasaid.

“What about his own child? Didn’t she deserve afather instead of adistant hero?’

“Areyou proud of the way she turned out?’

“That' s beside the point.”

“Areyou proud of Sura?’

Mali’ svoice crackled. “ Y es. She's strong and smart and everything else | could have wished for.”

“Lycas may not have been there to hear her first word, or see her first step. But everything he' s done out
there has shaped her.”

“Shut up,” Mdi said again, more feebly.

A door opened at the end of the hall, letting in more light that pierced Rhia s throbbing temple. Two
soldiers entered, each carrying atray.

“Good, you're awake,” thetdler soldier said. “Breskfast time.”
“Breskfast?” Mali said with asneer. “It’s past noon aready.”
“And how would you know that?’ he said. “ Give the new onethat med,” hetold the other soldier.

The other man did awooden tray through asmall opening in the bottom of Rhia s cell door. She waited
until he had backed away, then did forward and grabbed it quickly. Shelifted thelid, wrinkling her nose
in anticipation of therotting smell.

To her surprise, the meal wasn't spoiled. In fact, the baked chicken was steaming hot, its skin dotted
with minced herbs. She squeezed the chunk of bread, which was soft instead of stale. The vegetables
looked overboiled, but the water in her cup smelled fresh. Her ssomach growled.



“Thank you,” she sad.

Thetdler soldier nodded. “And for you,” he said, turning to Mali, “the usua.” He shoved histray through
the hole in the door, then latched it shuit.

Mdi looked a Rhia s plate, then lifted her own lid. “Ugh!” She cursed and shoved thetray and its
contents through the bars. Some of the mest fell just outside the cdll, and Rhia swore she saw small things
crawling over it. The shorter soldier bent to pick up the food.

“Leaveit,” hissuperior said. “She'll edt it later. She always does.”
When the door shut, Rhiatore her chicken and bread in hdf. “Here, take some of mine.”
“I don’t want your pity,” Mali snapped.

“They’retrying to turn us against each other. That way we won’'t cooperate to escape.” Sheplaced a
plate on Mdi’ s side of the bars and put haf her food oniit. “Let’ s show them it won't work.”

“I won't eat anything until they serve me something decent.”
“They won't. They’ll be happy to let you starve.”
“Then!’ll garve”

“Suit yoursdlf.” Rhiacarried her tray to the bundled up lump of straw that passed for abed. She began
egting, not bothering to mute her smacking lips. “It’ s quite good.”

Mali said nothing, just sat in her cell and stared out through the bars.

Rhiasighed and kept eating. She was determined to get out of this place. Alive.

11
Sangian Hills

L ycasloved therain. It blurred the weak human vision of the Ilion soldiers and made the terrain too dick
for their horsesto gain footing. It obscured hisfighters footprints and made them impossible to track.

Rain had been dl too rare this summer, but tonight, as histroupe neared the camp in the low hills outside
Veekos, it drenched theland asif making up for lost time.

Soon the torches of the base camp appeared, visible only from the north, hidden from Velekos by high
rock walls. His ssomach grumbled at the thought of the medl awaiting him, and he smacked hislipsin
anticipation of the accompanying ae.

Just past the sentries, Damen was the first to greet them. Lycas was surprised to see Rhid's
Crow-brother, ashe usudly stayed in Vel ekos unless there was urgent news. Thelineson hisface
seemed deeper than ever, or maybeit was just the shadows cast by the sputtering torches.

“Glad to see you back,” Damen said. “ Any troubles?’

Lycas shrugged. “Ancther day, another platoon of dead Ilions. Nothing we couldn’t handle, with Sirin's
help. He' s back at headquarters now.”

Damen nodded, giving aglance toward the north, where the guerrillacommand center lay deep inthe



hills
Lycas put ahand on his shoulder. “How’ sthe family?’

Damen rubbed his forehead, ruffling short strands of gray hair that now outhumbered the black. “I'm a
Crow. You'd think I'd know what to say after Lania s murder, how to make it better.”

“Nothing will ever make it better.”

“I know. But Nathasis my mate. | should be ableto take his pain away. Diminish it somehow, heh? But |
can't”

For lack of comforting sentiments, Lycas said, “We'll give those bastardsjustice. It won't bring Lania
back, but...”

Lycastrailed off, out of words. He couldn’t imagine what the girl’ s parents, Reni and Nathas, must be
going through, not to mention Damen’s son Corek, Lanid s half brother. Long ago, Reni had agreed to
bear Nathas and Damen achild each, partly so that they might progress to the second phase, but also

because they al wanted children. The fact that the five of them crested aloving though unconventiona

family must have kept the Spirits from punishing them for becoming parents for the sake of power.

Lycas thought again of Sura, and wondered if she were dlive. What had the world come to when afather
couldn’t take his own children’ s surviva for granted?

His hand passed briefly over the sheath of his oldest blade, the one inside his coat, next to his heart.
Deep withinits hilt, wrapped around the base of the stedl itsdf, lay alock of hair from hisinfant
daughter’ s head.

“Y ou should have seen Lanid sfunera.” Damen walked with him toward the camp’s main tent.
“Hundreds of people. Thellion police was out in full force to prevent rioting. No eulogies were dlowed,
because they feared it would rile up the crowd. | was only permitted the bare ritual, which had to be
submitted and approved in advance.” Damen shook his head. “Of course no caling of the crow, because
that would be magic.” In responseto Lycas s sharp look, he said, “Don’t worry, | caled onelater.”

“Good.” Asthey reached the tent’ s door, he heard the rustle of tired, familiar feet behind him, trotting to
catch up. “Damen, | amost forgot. Nilik came with me.”

The Crow man turned and broke into asmile, hisdark eyes crinkling at the corners, accentuating the age
lines. He moved forward to embrace the approaching Nilik, then suddenly stopped. His smile faded.
“What are you doing here?’

Nilik blanched. “I cameto fight.” Hetook astep forward. “I' m sorry about Lania” His voice dmost
cracked speaking her name.

Damen shook his head dowly. “Y ou shouldn’t be here.”

Lycas' s chest turned oddly cold, hisdread returning. “ Rhiasaid he could come.”
Damen gave him an incredulous look. “ She couldn’t have.”

“Why not?’ Nilik’ s voice was urgent.

The Crow wiped ahand over hisface and blinked hard. “Nothing. It' s just dangerous herefor a
newcomer. Be very, very careful.” He came forward and put a hand on Nilik’sarm. “Promise me. Y our



mother would have my heed if anything happened to you.”

Lycas scoffed. “ She' d have minefirst.” He went inside the commander’ stent, holding the flap open for
them to follow. “Damen, tdl methere’ sfresh mest left from dinner.”

“I'll send over medsfor both of you.” Damen’ svoice came low, to Nilik. “Did you have your
Besowing?’

“Yes. I'maWolveine”

Lycas amiled at the pride he heard in Nilik’ svoice. Not ahint of whining for not being the Raven child.
Lania sdeath had given his nephew acause, afocus away from the prophecy’ slifelong burden. Perhaps
Wolverine had bestowed His Aspect on Nilik so he could avenge her desth.

“Jula saMockingbird,” Lycas added.
“Ah,” Damen sad. “Interesting.”

“For once, | don't believe your stoicism.” Lycas set his pack in the corner where he usualy dept, noting
that the tent floor had remained dry despitetherain. “Go on, say it. If one of Rhia schildrenisn't the
Raven, it must be your son. The prophecy said it would be someone born of a Crow.”

“In ahard and dangerous labor, | know, and Corek’ s birth certainly wasn't easy.”

Lycas sat and tugged off his|eft boot, suppressing agroan of rdief. “Y ou should send himto Tirosfor his
Begtowing. It' s not safe here anymore.”

“I know that.” Damen gritted histeeth around the words, and they al shared amoment of grieved silence
for Lania sfate. Then the Crow said, “It’ s not worth the risk when he hasn't fet acdling. Gettinginand
out of the village now istreacherous. | thought for sure the llionswould detain methistime, but they
know I’'m a Crow. My powers are no threat to them. They aso know the Raven rumors about Corek.”

“All the more reason to get him out of Veekos. Bring him herewhile you till can.” Lycas pulled off his
other boot. “I'll lend you a couple of my men to help snesk him out.”

“Hismother won't want to let him go, especidly after—" He cut himsdlf off and glanced at Nilik.
Lycasturned to his nephew. “ Go find aspot in the barracks. I'll see you in the morning.”

A brief shadow of disappointment crossed Nilik’ sface, then he straightened his posture. “Y es, sir. Good
night, sr.” He nodded to Damen on hisway out.

Lycas peded off his socks and frowned at the dampness around the toes. His boots were legking. “I’ ve
discovered | like ordering family membersaround. | could get used to it.”

Damen crossed to the opposite side of the tent, which could fit perhaps four or five standing men, and
stood next to asmall table for reading maps and writing letters. Lycas stent wasn't nearly as elaborate as
anllion fiedd commander’s, but he thought any sign of privilege distanced himsdlf from the men and
women heled.

“How arethingsinthe Acrosasince Lanid sfunerd?’ he asked Damen.

“The whole neighborhood' s atinderbox, especialy with the Evius festival coming up. Every year it's
worse, with them parading up and down our streets, shoving it in our faces that they own usnow.” He
turned to Lycas. “ Theworst part is how many Velekons enjoy it. To themit’snot asymbol of our



oppression, it'saday off, achanceto drink freewine.”
“Do thellions suspect our plansfor the festiva?’

“Hard to say. They’ veincreased patrols, but so have we. It’'s only our Bears and Wolverinesthat keep
their police from making illegal searches”

Lycas sghed. Velekoswas so close, in so much danger, and yet if he entered, it would only put the
people he cared about at risk—not to mention get him captured.

“Was there something you wanted to tell me?’ he asked Damen. “ Something you didn’t want Nilik to
hear?” Hewondered if it had to do with Rhia s bizarre change of heart in letting her son cometo
Velekos.

“He Il hear it eventudly.” Damen stepped closer. “They’ ve lowered the charges againgt Lania skillers.
Mandaughter.” Hisgazefell. “ Maximum sentencefiveyears”

Lycas stood dowly, sure he' d heard the Crow wrong. “After what they did to her—"
“They' reclaiming sdlf-defense.”

“A sxteen-year-old girl againgt half adozen armed soldiers?” He fought to keep from shouting. “How is
that anything but murder?’

“ She was breaking the law by doing magic, they say, so the soldiers were detaining acrimina, protecting
the populace.” Damen lowered hisvoice. “ They fear us. No matter how many wesgponsthey have, they
dill lack magic.”

“That' stheir fault.” Lycas paced the dirt floor of the tent, fists clenched. “Nilik will go mad. | think there
was more between him and Laniathan we guessed.”

“Shewasinlovewith him.” Damen crossed hisarms over his chest. “ She said they hoped to marry after
their Bestowings. | think that’ s why she was so eager to go, despite the danger.”

Dread filled Lycas s ssomach. If Lanid skillersfaced leniency from the llion courts, Nilik would be more
determined than ever to ddiver hisown justice.

At hisage, with new Wolverine power coursing through hisveins, such rage could get him killed.

12
Kaindos
Surawatched fire scorch the sky.

Dravek’ storch till burned at sunset, but soon afterward a bright streak of light had caught her eye. The
moon had set afew hours after the sun, leaving the sky dark and the stars close.

Now she lay on her back, watching meteors chase one another and counting the seconds between
flashes. The balls of fire mesmerized her, so that when the thing from the previous night crept close again,
hungrier, she did not shiver or even blink. It surrounded her like liquid, as cold as seawater but twice as
thick, whispering of what it would stedl if shedid not give.

She gave. It didn’'t matter, she knew, staring into the sky. There were amillion worlds out there that no
one ever thought about. Perhaps on one of them, another young woman was lying on the ground gazing



at Surd s sun, having her own salf sucked out of her, drop by drop.

Her vison turned black at the edges, as though hundreds of gnats hovered around each eye. If thisliving
void took away the sky, shewould fight it.

But asthe blackness closed in, shrinking her Sght to apinpoint of light, then nothing at al, sheredized it
wastoo late. Thething had her. Her soul pulsed out one heartbest a atime, but ill shefdt no fear, only
curiosity.

For inade her, theflame dill burned.

Dravek waited for Surato scream.

He had screamed, all night, when theliving void had taken him &t his own Bestowing. So had everyone
else he knew. It had seemed worse than death, because it wasn't life being annihilated, but a soul, sucked
out, chewed up, spit back inside a person in an unrecognizable form.

He understood why it had to happen. One had to be empty to receive the Spirit at the Bestowing.
Fasting emptied the body, meditation emptied the mind. But nothing could empty the soul, nothing but
thet...thing.

He checked the stars positions. Winter congtellations were rising, which at thistime of year meant the
sun would be up soon, though no light grayed the eastern horizon.

By now it should have had her.

Unableto sit still any longer, he strapped on his pack. 1t wasn't heavy, since he d brought no food for
himsalf. He d planned to spend these three days speaking with his Spirit, asking the questions that burned
indgde him. But She had remained dusive and Slent.

Dravek did the torch from its holder and started to cross the boul der field—a dangerous maneuver at
night. One dip could leave him with atwisted or broken ankle. But Sura ssilence drew him on. What if
shewere hurt or sick?

Hetold himsdlf that hisfedings for her were aproduct of their spiritua kinship. Kara often spoke of her
“Wolf-brothers,” and though he knew they al curled up together for warmth during weeklong winter
hunts, it stirred no jedousy in him. Nothing like what he felt when Etarek or another former lover smiled
a her.

He stopped short. As an experiment, he imagined Kara with someone €l se—another man’s hands
caressing her body, hislips closing over her nipple as she sighed and shuddered in hisarms.

Nothing. He felt no jealousy, not even a spark of arousal.
He hurried forward onto the next rock. He would demand Snake' s presence, demand answers.

Dravek had amost reached the other side of the field when awoman’ s laughter cut the predawn air. He
looked up at the side of Mount Beros.

A breeze blew, rustling the needles of the surrounding pines and muffling the sounds of mirth. Dravek
stepped onto the soil of the forest. He crammed the end of the torch into a gap between the two closest
stones, then sat to wait.



Asthe sun rose, the wind died, and her voice came again, moaning and shrieking in what sounded like
ecstasy. His body responded instantly, wanting to be the cause of those noises. He rubbed hisface and
groaned.

“What are Y ou doing to her?” he whispered as he began to pace. “What are Y ou doing to me?’

Snake wouldn't answer. Dravek turned to the torch and stared into the flame, usualy the surest way to
reach Her. He stared until he couldn’t fedl where he ended and thefire began. Then he sent out one last
plea. Unanswered.

He sank to his knees, bent forward and grasped his head in hisarms. His forehead pressed the damp
soil. “Cometo me,” he pleaded. “Tell mewhat Y ou want.”

He repeated his Spirit’ s name, and Surd's, chanting into the ground near hislips. Here he would wait, no
matter how long, until one of them appeared.

Then hewould have hisanswer.

Sura had becomefire.
Theliving void had |eft her empty, even as shelaughed in its nonexistent face. Now she wasfilling again.

The rising sun shot through her body, burning her without pain. She cried out in welcome asitswarmth
flowed into her like the love of aman.

The clouds came. Rain soaked her for hours, but she didn’t crawl inside the nearby cave. Shelay on the
ground, listening to the rhythm of the water on the rocks. Her fingers followed the trails of drops over her
neck and shoulders and breasts.

Asthedirt turned to mud, she sank into the earth. It oozed around her, cradling like amother. She had
come from the earth, as surely as shewould return to it.

The sky darkened into evening, and she noticed anew faraway light, steadier than the meteors, brighter
than the torch. It drifted closer, asif sailing on the breeze.

A birdfilled her vison with feathers of every color, and she sat up quickly as sheredlized who it was.
Raven.

Sura scrambled to her feet, then fell to her knees and dipped her forehead to the mud, cursing her own
boldness. How long had she lain there, 1azily watching the Spirit of Spirits approach her asif it werean
everyday occurrence?

“Forgiveme,” shewhispered.

Raven landed without a sound on the edge of the ridge, casting awhite light, warming and soothing
Sura s outstretched fingers.

“Rise and behold,” She said in avoice that shamed thewind.

Surastood on shaky legs and gazed at the Mother of Creation, who towered twice her height. “1 didn’t
know you would come.”



“I comefor everyone.”

Suraquaked ingde, not from fear, but from gratitude. She wastruly apart of her people now, aprivilege
denied to her fellow Asermons.

Her fingers curled into fists. She would give her people this freedom to honor the Spirits, or she would
dietrying.

“Thank you,” shewhispered. “Y ou have honored me.”
“Weneed you dl,” the Spirit said, “as much asyou need Us.”
Suragtared into Raven’ s endless dark eyes. “What can we do?’

“Because of the acts of humans, some of Uswill fal.” Raven bent closeto Sura sear. “ But what you
asked the Eagle,” She whispered. “Soon.”

The Spirit folded Her wings against Her Sides as dl the feathers darkened to black. For amoment She
looked exactly like acrow, and Suratook a startled step backward.

Then the bird’ s body lowered to the ground, lengthening, then twisting and curving into afamiliar shape.
Snake.

Though the night was cloudy, the ridge wasfilled with alight like the moon'’s, glistening on the Spirit's
ink-black scales. Shelay coiled, golden eyes gleaming.

Sheraised Her head to Sura s height. “ Greetings, my love.”

Sura began to weep. “I knew it.” Her lungs heaved into a sob, and she covered her face with her hands.
“I was afraid you would come, and afraid you wouldn’'t.” She should be grateful, but a part of her
mourned the fact that she could never be with Dravek.

“ Shame saps our power,” Snake hissed. 1 choose those few who are strong enough to do the right thing
out of honor, not the fear of guilt.”

“But how do we know what’ sthe right thing?”
“It'snot ways obvious. It’snot dways popular. It'samost never easy.”
Surasniffled. “ That doesn’'t much hdp.”

“Wecan't giveyou al the answers. You'd just misinterpret them.” Her tongue flitted out. “Besides, how
elsewould you learn except through mistakes?’

“I've dready made too many.”
“There sno such thing astoo many mistakes.” Snake dipped Her head. “L et me show you something.”

Inside the cave, apool of water gppeared. 1t glowed blue-white from within, and afaint veil of sleam
rosefromits surface.

Sura s skin itched with mud and swest. She took a step toward the pool, and it promptly vanished.
“Not for you,” Snake said.



Suraspread her arms, displaying her muddy body. “But I'm filthy. | need to wash before my Bestowing.”
“Y ou have dready been cleansed. By fire. Last year.”
Sura skneeswent weak a the memory. “ That water could heal me. Bring it back.”

“You are as healed as you will ever be. You're as clean asyou will ever be. Y ou'reready.” Snake
uncoiled Her long black body and glided toward her.

“No!” Surabacked up against the cave wall and tore open her shirt, revealing the scars that covered the
left half of her back and chest. “Can’t you see what happened to me?’

“| see more than you ever will.” Snake did forward, unblinking.

She pulled her shirt closed, clutching the edges asif to shield hersdlf. “If I'm hedled, why doesit il
hurt?’

“Sura, my love.” Her name dithered off the Spirit’ stongue. “ Some things hurt forever.”

Snake began to sway. Surahed Her gaze, mesmerized. Shefdt hersdlf start to fal, and her fingers
clutched the sone wall. She did down, desperate to fed the earth beneath her.

Findly shelay on her bely, her head turned toward the Spirit.
Snake' seyes glowed, and Surafell insde them.

Shewas naked, surrounded by fire but fegling no pain. It licked her skin, painting it in red splashes that
glowed like embers.

Sura put her hand out, into the heart of the flame. It danced through her flesh, into her bones, daring her
tojoinit. Shemoved her hips, her feet, her shouldersto itsrhythm. It seemed asif her own heartbesat
depended on it. Joy filled her asit had when she' d danced with the deer, but this was better, because it
wasfor her done. She spun and writhed with the fire, the only parent, lover, companion she' d ever need.

People appeared beyond the flames. Running, shrieking without sound, clutching at each other in terror.
Her people.

Shetried to reach them, but the fire held her back asif it were asolid wall. It wanted them, and unlike
her, it could hurt them. It could kill them.

“No!” Surabreathed in hard, and the flames legped into her mouth. She swallowed them, then reached
for more. Only she could eat them, only she could save the screaming, burning people.

As shefilled hersdf with thefire, it began to sear her throat and stomach. She looked down to see the
flames pulsing through her skin, working their way out, desperate to join their cohortsin the frenzied feast
of life. Suraate faster, and the fire darted down her legs and arms, then pushed against her toes and

fingertips.
“Please...” Her tears Szzled asthey flowed, scalding her cheeks. If she kept the fire, it would consume
her as she had consumed it. But if she released it, the otherswould die.

“Takeme,” Surawhispered.



Her eyes swelled in her skull, and just before they burst, she saw her peoplelive.

Sura opened her eyes, closed them, then touched her lids to be sure they were il there. She sat up.
Snake lay coiled across the cave, just out of reach. The strange moonlight surrounded Her.

“I do not choose my servantslightly,” She said. “Only the strongest enter my redlm. If you can resist the
temptation to misusefire, | can trust you with afar more dangerous power.”

Surashivered a the thought of her second-phase Aspect, the ability to burn away memories with amere
gaze into another’ seyes.

“Many mock your power. They fear you.” The Spirit’ stongue flicked out as She moved closer. “But this
passion will saveyou. It may saveusal.”

She did over Surd slegs, smooth and cool, around her back, finaly curving around her waist in an
embrace that felt aswelcoming asan old friend.

Thiswasit, Suraredized. The Bestowing. She prayed she would remember it dways.
“Bemine,” Snake whispered. “I accept you. | love you forever.”
Sura sreverie was broken by an urgent thought. “What about—"

Snake squeezed Surd s breath from her lungs. She tried to finish the sentence, had to know if what she
shared with Dravek was againgt the will of the Spirits. She had so many questions, but only one that truly
mattered.

It wastoo late. Power surged through her, along with a peace that quenched every doubt.

Through his cloud of whispered chants, Dravek heard avoice spesk hisname. At last.
“Spirit, you' ve come.” Helifted hishead from the ground, then wavered with dizziness. It was morning.

He turned to see Snake standing near him in the form of awoman with long, tangled black hair, an
earth-soaked face and eyes that glowed like stars.

Dravek blinked, and when his eyes reopened, herealized it wasno vison. “Sura” He got to hisfest, then
swayed and ssumbled. “ Areyou dl right?” Hisvoice was abare rasp, histhroat raw and dry.

“I"'m wonderful, but you—what’ swrong? How long have you been on your knees?’
Hetried to shake the clouds from his head. “What day isit?’

“Thethird day isover. My Bestowing isfinished. Look at you, you' re shivering.” She opened her pack
and yanked out a blanket. “And so pale. Have you eaten?’

She stood on tiptoe to drape the blanket around his shoulders. Her body came close, radiating hest,
making him shiver even more. He turned away to keep from trapping her in hisarms.

“What areyou?’ he managed to choke oui.



“A Snake, of course. What have you been doing dl thistime?’

He stared at the ground, his mind sinking into despair at her news. Had he redlly kneeled there for over a
day?

“I waspraying.” For dl the good it did. He tightened the blanket around his chest.
“I could see your fire every night,” shesaid. “I wasn't afraid.”

Heturned to her. “I'm glad.” He gazed at her mouth, chapped and red from her three-day ordeal. He
licked hisown lips, wanting to share what little moisture he had with her, cover her mouth with hisown,
hedl its sunburn with histongue.

Suraglanced past him, then broke into asudden smile. “Look.” She moved to crouch at the base of the
closest boulder. He peered over her shoulder to see a pale, mottled snakeskin. It draped across her
hands like aribbon.

Dravek knelt beside her. “Y ou should keep it, to remember your Bestowing.”
“Don't beridiculous. It was | eft here for you.”

“lindd.”

She pursed her lips. “WEe |l each take half.”

“Don’'t bresk it.”

“It'sdready in two pieces.” Sheraised her handsto revea the two halves. “Head or tail 7’ Before he
could answer, she held out the head. “I’ ve had enough staring for awhile.”

Hetook the skin from her carefully. It was till fresh and supple, a perfect mold of the animal it once
contained. The skin's head featured two tooth holes and two transparent scalesthat had covered the
snake s eyes. Surawas right; those vacant orbs seemed to be watching him.

He watched Surawrap her haf of the snakeskin around her tanned bare arm. “If it drieslike that,” he
told her, “you won't be ableto get it off without breaking it.”

“Then I’ll keep the pieces.” She held out her arm and shone a smile that made hisribs ache. “What do
you think?’

He gazed a her, covered in mud and sweat and snakeskin, and couldn’t imagine anything more beautiful.
“I'm getting married in three days.”

She looked away and swallowed. “I know. Do you have timeto train me?’

“I'll maketime.” Before he could say anything stupid, he stood and collected their packs. “Y ou need to
rest and recover. Day after tomorrow I'll show you some exercisesto practice until | come back.”

“Y ou’ re not coming back.”
“I' will, once I’m in my second phase and I’ ve had some training.”

“I'll be gone. | have to save my mother.” Shetook her pack from him. “Maybe I'll find my father, fight
with his soldiers againgt the Descendants.” A amiletwisted her lips. “1t’'Il be fun to burn them.”



“Careful. Your hatred will devour you.”

“And what would you know of hate?’ Her eyesteased him, but there was a hardness behind them.
“You' velived in peaceful, happy Kdindos your wholelife”

“I wasborninllios” Hefought to keep the bitterness out of hisvoice. “I was conceived in llios.”
“Oh.” She put ahand to her throat. “Y our mother—”

“Shewas captured in theinvasion of Kaindos. Daria, too. Y our father rescued them ayesr later, but
she'd been adave dl that time. My father—whoever heis, there were severa men who—" He stopped,
paring her the detalls. “1lion noblemen.” Heran hispam over hishair, grimy with three days worth of
dust and swest. “ Adrek told methat they wear their hair longer. It' sasign of their class, whatever that
means”

“That’ swhy you cut yours.” Sura’ s dark eyes drooped at the corners. “I’m so sorry. | didn’t know.”

He attempted a shrug, but his shoulders were too tight. “ At least we were rescued. Not everyone was so

lucky.”

“A friend of minein Asermosisdso...likeyou. And | know what it’ s like having a mother who was
misused.”

“Misused?’ Hetried not to scoff. “Y our father might not be the world' s greatest family man, but he' sa
hero.”

She frowned. “He skilled alot of Ilions, for whatever good that’ s done.”

“If my father was one of those llions, it'sdone alot of good.” He kept hisvoice as smooth asice. “I
hope it was dow and painful, and his body was left out in the open, all done. | hope that before he died,
hefdt the ravens eating his eyes and the vultures shredding hisballs.” He glanced away. “ Sorry.”

“I’ve heard my mother say worse.” Her brows pinched, and she squinted up a him. “Where' syour
mother now?’

He swallowed hard. “They killed her.”
Suragasped. “But you said shereturned from Ilios.”

“Shedid. Adrek said she was never the same, though.” He stepped away from Sura, to avoid the pity in
her eyes. “One morning, when | wasfive, shethrew hersdlf off the porch, down onto the forest floor.” He
wiped hishand against the sde of hisshirt. “1 don’t think she knew | waswatching.”

Sura s hand went to her mouth. “Dravek...” Shetook astep toward him. “It wasn't your fault. Please
don't be sorry to be dive.”

He wondered why she would say that, how she could understand him so well when they’ d known each
other only afew days.

“I'd rather never havelived,” hesaid, “if it would' ve spared my mother. But now that I'm here, I’'minno
hurry to leave thisworld.” He stared into her eyes, amoment too long, then turned for home. “Especialy
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Asermos

A shriek shattered Rhia s dream into athousand pieces. She sat straight up into total darkness.
“Madi, what' s hgppening?’

A grunt came from the next cell. “Why are you waking me?’

“I thought | heard someone scream.”

It came again, longer and louder, from aroom upstairs. A man, whose throat sounded likeit would rip
from the effort.

“Oh, that.” Mdi sniffed. “Torture”

“What are they doing to him?’

“Shh. Bequiet and I'll try to figureit out.”

A sharp crack came, making Rhiajump, followed by another shriek.

“Soundslikeawhip,” Mdi sad, asthough naming an ingredient in astew she’ d just sampled. “ Go back
todeep.”

“Areyou crazy?’ The last three dayswith Mdi had answered that question for Rhia. “I can’t deegp. We
have to do something.”

“Oneday | will. I'll wrap those whips around their necks, then hang them with weights on their feet, until
the barbs chew through their throats.”

“The whips have barbs?’

“To make us bleed. Well, not me, hardly at al, or aWolverine. You'd likely pass out after one lash.
Badgersusualy last about ten, until the whip bresks through to muscle. Cougars, though—" she clucked
her tongue “—not as tough as they pretend.”

Rhiaheld back her horrified response, knowing it would have no audience with Mdi. The room upstairs
fdl Slent.

“Mugt have been a Cougar,” Mdi commented.

The silence was broken again, by a hacking, choking sound.
“Ah,” Mdi sad, “they’ ve switched him to the tub.”

“Don't they have laws againg torturing civilians?’

“Technicaly we're not civilians, we' re ‘ suspected violents,” and the torture isto gather evidence for our
trids. But no one' shad atrid inyears. At least not publicly.”

Rhia shrank back on her bed, tight to the wall. She had to escape. Now.

“I'm surprised they haven't come for you yet,” Mali said. “When they do, just remember onething.” Her
voice came closer to the bars and lost its sarcastic edge. “ The key to torture isto take away aperson’s
hope. To best it, you have to believe that you' Il escape, that we' Il win, that one day we' |l have avictory
parade by the waterfront with the Descendant scum pulling our carts on their hands and knees. Well,



their knees and the Ssumps of their wrists.”

Mali was so full of hate, Rhiafeared the Ilions had aready won.

The celling thudded with a heavy impact.

Madi gavealow whidle. “That didn’t sound good.”

A door dammed, then Rhiaheard booted footsteps rattling down the stairsto their cells.

The outer door swung open with aclang. Rhiasquinted againgt the light of atorch. Two men staked
toward her.

“Let’'sgo,” the heftier onesaid. “Now.”

She shrank back harder againgt the wall, wishing she could cram hersef into thetiny crackswherethe
ratslived. One of the guards unlocked her door, then the other lurched in and grabbed her arm.

“Don’'t make me carry you,” he growled. Rhiastumbled, then recovered her footing so hedidn’t drag
her.

“Remember what | told you.” Mdi stood and clutched the bars as they passed. “Picture the parade!”

Rhia sfeet felt cold asthey carried her up the stone stairs. At the top, a door opened, reveding atall,
nervous-looking officer near her own age.

“Bring her over to him,” hetold the guards.

They led Rhiaforward. She blinked againgt the bright lantern light, momentarily blinded. But her nose
smelled the blood.

A naked man lay faceup on ared-stained stone dab the height of adining table.

“Tell us, will hedie?’ the officer barked as he paced.

She stared at him, confused. What kind of interrogation was this?

“Y ou're some kind of Crow witch.” He flapped hishand at the unconscious man. *Y ou see these things.”
Her shoulders ached from her restraints. “Let me get closer, and I'll tell you.”

He hegitated, then nodded at the guards. They released her, and she stepped up to the table to examine
the prisoner. Hislong dark hair was soaking wet, and historso was covered in lengthy shalow cuts, as
though he' d been carved with adozen tiny knives.

She touched his bruised, wet face, then drew in aquick breath. It was Endrus the Cougar, one of her old
friends from Kaindos. She'd heard he' d joined the Asermon resistance. Tears sprang to her eyes at the
thought of the mischievous man she’ d danced with at many aKaindon feast. Asfar as she knew, hewas
gtill first phase, though they were the same age. He wasn't as strong as other Cougarsin their late thirties.
She gritted her teeth at the unfairness.

“Do you know him?”" the officer asked.

Rhia shook her head. “I'm just upset because helooks so wretched.” She closed her eyes and listened to
theinner realm where Crow flew. No wings flapped to indicate the Spirit’ s gpproach. “But he' ll liveif he



getscareimmediately.”

The three men let out harsh sighs. “ Thank the gods,” the officer said. “I1t would' ve been ustied to that
poletomorrow if he'd died. Take him back to hiscell and call the hedler.”

“But, gr,” one of the guards said, “how do we know she' s not lying?’
“If hedies, we'll know, won't we? Now hurry up.”

The guards hoisted Endrus into their arms and carried him out an exit on the opposite Side of the room
from where they’ d entered. The men’s prison must be on the other side, she figured. She looked around
for more cluesto the building’ slayout, but there were no windows. The outer wall was made of
bricks—probably more than one layer, to keep in the sound. Not that they bothered with such insulation
on the floor. They no doubt wanted the prisonersto hear each other scream.

“My nameis Captain Addano.” The officer pulled out achair beside adesk. “ Sit.” When shedidn’t
move, he patted the back of the chair. “1 won't hurt you. | need your help.”

“Why would | help you?’

“To serve your countrymen. To savelives.” He gestured to apole and chains on the other side of the
room. “To avoid being thrashed into aquivering, vagudy woman-shaped block of mesat.”

She shivered, then cursed her own musclesfor betraying her fear. Sowly she crossed the room and sat in
the chair beside the desk. It smelled better over here, anyway.

Addano sat on the other end of the desk. “We might aswell rest before our next interview.” He opened
the top drawer. “Would you care for somewine?’

She grimaced at the thought. The Ilions had brought their grapes north with them—in fact, it was one of
the main motivesfor their invasion. The south-facing dopes near Asermos were well-suited for the
vintages that had been hit the hardest by pests and droughts back in 1lios. Her heart twisted at the thought
of her family’ sfarm used to grow the symbol of the occupation.

“Suit yoursdlf.” Addano poured himself aglass, then gulped it down as easily aswater. She noticed that
hisdark hair was shorter than most Ilion officers, curling just below hisearsinstead of down to his
shoulders. His tanned face and rough hands were etched with lines and spattered with freckles, asif he'd
spent many yearsin the sun. Not a nobleman, she guessed.

“Ah, that' s better.” He set down the empty wineglass and smacked hislips. “It'll just beaminute.”

She didn’t want to ask what would happen in aminute. He d said something about an interview. Why
would he need her to—

Rhia’s ngpe turned cold. Surely hedidn’'t mean...“Y ou want meto St here and watch you torture my
people? Y ou want meto help?’

“Not help torture them. Help us not kill them. My boys are talented, but sometimes they get carried
away.” Addano looked down and noticed a spot of blood on the yellow part of histunic. He sighed.
“Not again. | should stand farther back, or wear a smock.”

He crossed to a bucket and dipped a cloth insde. The water rattled with what sounded likeice. Rhia
licked her lips.



Addano caught the gesture. “1t’ s not for drinking.” He dabbed the wet cloth against the bloodstain on his
uniform.

“I won't hdpyou,” shesad.

“Yes, youwill. It sether that or face interrogation yoursdf. I'm sure there’ s some useful informationin
that mind of yours. Such aswhereto find your brother.”

Her ssomach tightened as she looked at the implements of torture on the side table. Would she be ableto
withstand it? As a Crow, she didn't fear death, but pain was another matter.

Heavy footsteps clopped up the far staircase. The captain looked up as he dried his hands.
“Ah.” Hesmiled a Rhia. “Y ou can give me your answer after we serve our next guest.”

The door banged open, and a set of three guards dragged in atall, hulking older man, whose head
aready bore awound above the eye—no doubt ddivered to subdue himin hiscell. Asthey shackled him
to the pol€' s crosshar, Rhiarecognized him. It was Medus the Badger, once one of the fiercest menin
Asermos. He'd been their chief of police when the Ilions had invaded, and for atime she d thought him a
collaborator. Clearly things had changed.

Medus swayed in his shackles, groggy, asthey stripped him naked. Shelooked away, searching the
room for anything she could use as awegpon, though she knew it was pointless.

“I hopeyou didn't hit him so hard he can’t remember anything,” Addano said. “It doesn’t take much to
knock out the brains of abeast.” He turned and gave Rhiaalittle bow. “ Present company excepted, of
course.” He shot her amirthless grin before scooping abowlful of ice water and tossing it in Medus's
face.

The Badger woke with adefiant roar, which had no effect on the three Ilions. They conferred at the Side
table asto the mogt efficient means of extracting information. Their matter-of-fact tone curdled her blood.
She put her facein her hands.

Rhia heard the clank of iron and the hiss of steam. As Addano turned to Medus, she crammed her hands
over her earsjust as she heard him say,

“Let’stak about Veekos.”

Her breath caught in her throat. Why did the Ilion military in Asermos care about what happened in
Veekos?

“Have you ever been to a neighborhood known asthe Acrosia?’ the captain asked Medus.
“All thetime,” Medus sneered. “Whenever | need your mother to suck my big Badge—auughgh!”

Rhiayelped at the sudden sizzle of burning flesh. She covered her face again so shewouldn’t see Medus
writhing and flailing in his shackles. Her mind fought to stay clear through the haze of fear and fury.

Mali had said to act as though escape were inevitable. Rhiahad to cling to that hope, and if she ever did
get out, she would take what she knew of the Ilions' suspicions straight to her brother. Lycas hadn’t
seemed to know the authorities were watching Damen’ s neighborhood. The interrogators' questions
were aglimpseinto the mind of the Ilion counterinsurgency, aglimpsethat could save hislife, and thelife
of the fledgling resstance. She couldn’t walk away from such an opportunity, no matter how it rent her
soul.



Keeping her gaze on the floor, shetook her hands from her ears and listened.

14
Kdindos

Surasaw Dravek waiting in the boulder field, under adate-gray afternoon sky, sitting cross-legged with
his head dightly bowed. The closer of the two torcheswas lit, but not the other. She forbade her feet to
run to him, despite the energy that had crackled through her al morning.

Her world had changed in the two days since the Bestowing. The damp forest filled her newly sensitive
nose with the scents of decaying plants and living animas. Every bite of food held a thousand tastes, and
her reflexes had turned frighteningly fast. Most of dl, her skin felt asif alayer had been peded back. She
could fed each shift of her clothes, her blankets, even the air itsalf. When people approached her from
behind, shefdt the vibrationsin the soles of her feet.

She had become a Snake.

Before her boot scraped the first boulder, Dravek looked up, no doubt catching her scent on the wind.
The breeze blew the torch’ sflame in his direction, so that the heat wavesin the air made hisimage blur
and shudder.

She made her way across the field and joined him on the flat, dark red boulder. “Hello.” Her voice, so
loud in her head, was ot in the wide-open space and gathering breeze. Even the word felt shallow, too
weak to express the fedings careening insgde her. Thiswould bether first and last day together as
Snakes.

Helooked up at her without quite meeting her eyes. “Have you recovered yet?’

She nodded. “I did nothing yesterday but deep and eat. Sometimes| can't believe | survived.”
“The Spiritstake care of us during our Bestowing. No on€' s ever died, though we dl think we will.”
She sat beside him. “What do you mean?’

He gave her asharp look. “Theliving void? Thething that fedslikeit’ s sucking out your soul? It comes
to everyonethefirst two nights.”

“Oh, that.” She picked up a pebble the size of her fingernail and tossed it away. It disappeared into an
abyss among the boulders. “How deep do these rocks go?’

“Sura”

She peered over the edge. “ And what if you dropped something valuable? Y ou’ d never get it out.”
“Sura” Hewaited to speak until shelooked at him. “Y ou laughed at the void, didn’t you?’

She shrugged, feigning casuaness. “It seemed to help.”

He studied her face until shefelt it flush. “Y ou're not like anyone |’ ve ever met,” he said.

“Y ou haven't met many Asermons.”

“How did you get to be so brave?”’



Shelooked away. It he could hear the speed of her pulse right now, he’ d know her courage wasfailing.
“Thellionscrave our fear. It kegpsthem in power. Every arrest they make, every home they stedl—" Or
burn. “They do it to make usfed helpless.” Shelooked at her handsin her Iap, twisted together like
brawling cats. “Oneday | decided | wouldn't be afraid anymore.”

He spoke with awe. “Y ou can decide not to fee something and it goes awvay?’

Suraamost laughed. If only. “No, it wasn't that easy.” The conversation was pressing in on her, and she
decided to change the subject. “ So how are the wedding preparations?’

He blinked, then shifted to face forward again. “Uh, everything' sreedy. Kara still finishing her dress,
shesays, but | can’t help her with that.” He looked at her from the corner of hiseye. “Y ou'll be there?’

“Of course. Thewholevillageis coming.” Suraleaned on one hand and ran her finger along the sharp
edge of the dab. “Etarek said he’ d teach me to dance. He made me dinner last night.”

“Ah. That' swhy the red flag was out on his porch.” Dravek clenched his hands, making one of his
knuckles crack.

“Wasit? | hadn’t noticed.” Shetried not to smile a the thought of Etarek signaling the world not to
disturb them.

“Did he show you hisstick collection?’ Dravek said with atight voice.

“For hisdrums? He played for me, but only abit, snceit waslate and he didn’t want to wake anyone.”
Dravek rubbed his pamstogether. “How late?’

“Nothing happened. | was very tired from my Bestowing.”

Themusclesin hisjaw relaxed. “ Let’ sget sarted.” He pointed at the flaming torch. “ Snuff it, then bring it
back.”

Her hands went clammy at the thought of reigniting afire, but she got to her knees, sank back on her
hedls and closed her eyesto concentrate. It was easy now to fed the flame. She snuffed it with amere

thought.
“Good,” he murmured. “Keep going.”

The heat spread insde her, searching for away out. She could release it, make the torch spring back to
life. But when shetried, she only saw the burning roof, heard the shrieks of children.

“I can't,” she said through gritted teeth.

“Yes, you can. Try harder.”

She opened her eyes and stared at the extinguished torch, at the black smoke wisping toward the sky.
“l can'tdoit.”

“Why?’ Dravek reached to touch her shoulder, then pulled his hand back. “Y ou can trust me.”

Still knedling, she rubbed her hands hard againgt her legsto release some of the heat. Her mouth opened,
but emitted no words.



“ After tomorrow,” he whispered, “you' |l never see me again, so what doesit matter?”
Her throat findly released the truth. “ They burned him.”
Dravek’ s eyes softened at the corners. “Who?”

“My mate.” She sighed with therdlief of findly saying it out loud. “We were out one night together.” She
felt her face twist as she remembered their last moments of intimacy. “Mathiaswas a Bear, so he smdlled
the smoke before | did. Weran to hishouse. The flameswere worgt at the doors and windows, because
the Descendants didn’t want anyone to get out, not even the children. We got inside and—" She
wrapped her arms around herself and closed her eyes, remembering the pain, the choking smoke. “We
dragged hislittle brother and sister out—they were on thefirst floor. By the time we got out, other people
had arrived, including my mother. The roof was starting to cave. His parents were screaming.”

She pressed the heels of her hands against her forehead. “He ran back in. | tried to follow, but Mother
grabbed me. | called and called Mathias s name, but he never came back.”

“Sura,” Dravek whispered. “1’m so sorry.” He touched her shoulder. “Was that when you decided to
stop being afrad?’

She nodded and lowered her hands. “It was the day Snake claimed me. I’d never had any powers
before, but after that day | could put out afire.”

He got to hiskneesin front of her and grasped her arms. “Don’'t you see? Y ou are ftill afraid. They made
you afraid of your only weapon.” Hetook her facein hishands. “Useit beforeit’ stoo late.”

“Help me.” Her throat ached, trying to hold back the words of longing. She touched his chest. “Help me
forget.”

Dravek’ s breath turned uneven as his dark gaze met hers. He did his hands around her nape, up into her
hair. Shewinced as her braid tugged her scalp. He leaned in close, and for amoment she thought he
would kiss her. Panic streamed down her spine.

Instead Dravek reached behind her back and removed the binding on her hair. His breath came hot
against her neck as he unwound the braid. She closed her eyes and inhaled the scent of the bare skin at
his nape. It made her want to run her own hands over every part of him.

Thisiswrong, she thought. Even if these fedlingslet her use her power, they could lead to nothing but
misery and disaster, and not just for her.

Dravek drew her hair in long black waves toward him, flowing over her shoulders and bare arms, making
her skin tingle and spark.

“Just likewhen wemet,” hewhispered. “I'll never forget theway you looked.” Hisfingerstangled and
twined in the black strands. “1’ [l remember it the day | die”

Heleaned forward and buried hisface in her hair, inhaing deeply. His mouth drew near her ear. “Make it
burn, Sura” His hands crested her shoulders and did down her back. “Do it now.”

Her mind reached out through the haze of lust to sensethe fire waiting, smal and shivering, insdethe
extinguished torch. She offered it afraction of the heat insde her. It sparked feebly, then fell back into
coldness.

“More.” Dravek’slips skirted the edge of her earlobe. “Giveit dl.”



Suradrew adeep, shaky breath, full of his scent. Shelet out her heet, al at once.
Thetorch ignited.

Dravek looked past her at the flame asit reached for the sky. He let out alow whistle, then flashed a
gmilethat banished the new chill ingde her.

“I knew you could do it.” He glanced down at the tiny space between them, then let go of her quickly
and sat back on the boulder. “How do you fed now?’

She stared at the flame she had birthed, then up into Dravek’ s eyes. They reflected the torch behind her,
glowing likethose of Snake on the night of her Bestowing.

“Likethey’ll never touch meagan.”

Dravek gazed at Sura s determined face. Even if they never saw each other after today—the thought of
which made his guts snk—he wanted her to have al the power and strength she deserved.

He cleared histhroat and tried to shake the memory of his hands and facein her hair. “Back to the
lesson. Let’s spread the fire from one torch to the next.”

“They’re pretty far gpart. Can you do that?”
“Almost. | was hoping we could try it together.”
“It would be agood weapon.” She scratched her neck as she thought. “How do we do it?’

His gaze adhered to the pale, puckered patch of skin she’ d reveded as her hand shifted down from her
neck. “Did you get that scar in the fire?”

Suragrabbed the front of her shirt and jerked it up over her collarbone.

Dravek reached forward. “No, don't cover it. Please.”

She pushed his hand away, but lowered her own from her collar so that her shirt fell open at the neck.
“How far doesit go?’ he asked matter-of-factly, asif they were discussing atrail through the woods.

She cleared her throat. “In front, not far. To here.” She placed her finger an inch above her heart. “It’'s
bigger in theback. A piece of calling fell on me, and my clothes caught fire. Mathias slittle brother got it
worse, though. Hisfaceis still—" She twisted one of her black curls. “Luckily my hair wastied back, so
it didn’t catch.”

He' d known the pain of many burns, the thought of Sura suffering like that made hisfists clench.
Her gaze lowered to his hands, then flitted up to meet hiseyes. “Do you want to see?’
Wonder replaced hisanger. “ Do you want to show me?”’

She bit her lip and nodded. He fought to control his breath as he watched Sura unfasten three more
buttons. She turned her back to him.

Sowly hetugged the collar of her shirt, exposing her left shoulder blade. She undid dl but one button,
just enough to keep her breasts covered.



The scar was both cratered and raised, in some places pale and shiny, in other places dark and ragged.
He swept her hair aside to see better, laying it in front of her right shoulder. She shivered at histouch.

“Doesit hurt?’ he asked her.

“Theheder said the skin died, so it doesn’t fed much of anything.” She swalowed. “So if you want to
touchit...you don't haveto, but if you did, it wouldn't hurt me.”

Hetraced hisfinger aong the edge of the scar on her shoulder blade, then caressed the center with his
pam. His own skin suddenly seemed more divethan ever. “ Can you fed that?’

“I senseyour hand, but it' sasif you're at adistance, through extralayers of skin. Like when your foot
fdlsadegpand yourubit.”

He wanted more than anything to follow the journey of his hand with hislips, to show Surathat these
inches were as beautiful to him astherest of her, if not more. He did hisfingers up her shoulder and just
over theedge.

“Have you ever been burned?’ she asked in atrembling voice.
“Severa times, but never so bad. It helps having athird-phase Otter on hand.”

“I couldn’t get to a hedler the night of the fire. Mother said | had to hide my connection to my mate.” She
turned her head so he could see theleft Side of her face. “He was high-profilein the resistance, and if
they knew we weretogether, I'd beatarget.” Sura slips pressed together. “I till fed likel haveto hide
it, even here”

“I won't tdl anyone.”

One sde of her mouth ticked into atight smile. “ Anyway, Mother knew enough first aid to save my life,
but by thetime| saw an Otter, it wastoo late to stop the scarring.”

“I’'m sorry you suffered.” His heartbeat quickened and skipped as his hand passed over the pale pink
ridges on her back. “But thisisthe most magnificent thing I’ ve ever seen.”

Sheglared a him. “Don’'t mock me.”

“You know I'm not.” Sensing her discomfort, he pulled her shirt collar up to cover her. “It' sabattle
wound as much asany soldier’s. Youwon it saving alife”

“It sdtill ugly.”

“Nobody dsehasonejudt likeit. It's exactly you, and that’ swhat makes it magnificent.” He drew his
hand over it, through the soft fabric. “To me, anyway,” he whispered, then immediately wished he could
pull the words back into his mouth.

She buttoned her shirt with shaking fingers. Dravek shifted away, though his handsitched to touch her
again. He knew he should fight this desire with every scrap of strength, but it felt like somelarger force
beyond their understanding was yanking them together.

Maybe Snake was testing them. If so, he could passit. Only another day until the wedding, then two
more days until he and Karamoved to Tiros. Three days of ressting the urge to kiss Sura, to touch her
skin, to flatten her againgt the closest horizontal or vertical surface and fuck like wildcats.

Hetook a deep breath and wiped the sweat from under his eyes. No doubt he wasfailing the test just by



imaginingit.
Or maybe these fedings were a punishment, for him aone. Maybe Snake—maybe dl the Spirits—hated
him for his Descendant blood, for hisevil, violent conception.

“It wasn't just me.” Surahad finished buttoning her shirt and was now Sitting with her arms around her
knees, pulling them closeto her chest. “Rdighting that torch just now.”

“It wasyou. | swear on my Spirit | didn’t help.”

“Not directly.” She angled her head to look at him from the corner of her eye. “But when you touched
me, | felt—" She stopped, then spoke dowly asif choosing her words with care. “It created hest. It gave
methefud tolight thefire”

He started to deny it, but redlized he d be aterrible mentor if he left out an important Snake fact. “When
I’vetrained on my own, spreading fires or igniting them, I’ ve found that it helpsto think about sex.”

She jerked her head to look at him, first hisface, then lower, then back to hisface. “ Do you touch
yoursdf?’

“No,” hesaid quickly. “If anything, that makesthefiredie.” Hisheart dammed his chest as he searched
for the best way to tell the truth. “It’ sthe desire, not the satisfaction, that makes the heat.”

“Oh.” Shelooked away, then her gaze fixed on the cold torch. “ Do you think we could—" She shut her
mouth hard, clacking her teeth together. “Never mind.”

Dravek turned away, fighting to dow his breath. They’ d have to be crazy to try what she suggested. They
were Spirit-gblings. They couldn't.

He looked up and realized the sun was descending already. Soon their time together would be over.
He' d get married and leave Sura behind forever. Thiswastheir one chance. And if it worked. ..

Helooked back at her. The wind blew her hair across her face, hiding her eyes. Black curls cascaded
over the bare skin of her arm and neck, touching her the way he ached to do.

Dravek gavein and did to St beside her. He put his palm next to her arm without touching. Hest radiated
between their skin like two codls.

“We could try,” he whispered.
Sheturned her head and said, “I1t’ swrong,” even as she stared at his mouth.

“Wewon't touch.” Heleaned closeto her face and inhaed her rich, sweet scent. He could smell her
desre, dmogt tagte it on histongue. The hest roseinside him in aviolent wave. “ Spirits save me, I'd kill
to kissyou right now.”

She drew in asharp breath, and he could tell it was only part shock. “Dravek, we can't.”

“I' know.” Hislips skirted the edge of her earlobe, so that only his breath would touch her. “But we want
it. That’senough.” He whispered against her neck. “Sura. Let’sbuild afire”

She sighed hisname, and her hands |oosened around her knees, opening her body to him. “Tell me how
you'd kissme.”

Helooked in her eyes and blinked dowly, hypnotizing her with his gaze. “ Slow. Soft. When you close



your eyesyou won't know if it smeor just the breeze.”
“Yes.” Sheclosed her eyes.

“You'll open your mouth, waiting for my tongue, but you won't get it yet.” He breathed in her scent
agan. “I'll makeyou beg for it.”

Her lips parted, as he said they would. “Please...”

“Not yet. You'll fed my teeth first, on your bottom lip. You'll imagine how wild it could beif wedidn't
hold back.”

She smiled, an expression he' d rarely seen, and her beauty threatened to steal hiswords. He forced
himsdlf to keep spesking.

“Then just when you can't stand it anymore, you'll fee my tongue. Just one stroke, under your upper lip,
but you'll fed it everywhere. On your nipples. Between your legs.”

Sura gave athroaty moan, and he made afist to kegp himself from touching her.
“Go on.” Her voice shook even on only two words.
“No,” hesaid. “Now it'syour turn.”

She spoke, her eyes till closed. “Y ou may be stingy with your tongue, but I'm not. I'll lick you
everywhere. I'll suck your fingers, one by one.”

He swallowed hard, his handstingling. “ Then what?’
Suralay back ontherock. “Then I'll take you in my mouth.”

He groaned. The heat was dready surging from his core out to hislimbs. He could amost release it now,
et thetorch aflame. But he didn’t want to stop.

“I'll teaseyou,” she said, “running thetip of my tongue up and around and under your entire length.” Her
fingers gripped the rock, kneading the unyielding surface asif it were skin and muscle. “Then I'll give you
my whole mouth, whereit’s degp and wet and hot, and I'll give you my hand, and I’ ll stroke you until
you' re harder than you' ve ever beenin your life”

Dravek collapsed beside her, the purpose of their exercise adistant memory. “I’ll want to finishin your
mouth, but I’ll stop you just on the edge, and then—" He drew a shaky breath. “I’ll lick the swesat from
your neck, from your breasts, your belly, your thighs. I'll find places no on€' s ever kissed you. Behind
your knees, between your toes. Anywhere you show me. Anywhere you let me.” He paused, the blood
swdling hisveins, pounding in histemples. “Will you let mekissyou everywhere, Sura?’

She squirmed beside him as she exhaled. “Everywhere.”

“When | findly taste you, you' |l grind your hips against my mouth, dig your hedsinto my shoulders.
You'll scream, but no one will hear. No one will know how much you love what I'm doing to you.”

One of her fingers brushed his. “How much | need you insde me.”

He paused, asif they redly were about to cross that threshold instead of just pretending. “ Are you ready
for me?’



“ YS,”

He couldn’t stop himsdlf. He touched her, just his pam, moving down her arm. He could fed her heat
surge, and she cried out asif he' d just made her climax.

“I'll spread your legswide,” he said, “and | won't tease anymore.” His hand reached hers, and she
clutched it. “I’ll dide deep ingde you, pinning you to the ground.” His thumb moved over her knuckles.
“How will it fed ?’

“Hot, and hard. I'll fed your bones grind againgt mine. I'll fedl every inch of you fillingmeup. I'll clutch
youtightingde, and you'll fed it againgt you when | come.”

He gasped asredlity started to blur. “I’ll stroke you and move on you, again and again until you can't
think. Until there’ snothing in the world but our bodies.”

“Dravek...” Her breath came hard and fast. “ Are you ready?’

He moaned in anticipation, then redlized she was talking about the torches. “ Yes.” Hetightened hisgrip
on her hand. “Givemethe hedt. I'll send it.”

It shot up hisarm, spreading throughout his body in the span of a breath. For amoment his mind was
nothing but flame. Then hefound hisvoice.

“I'll lift your legs over my shoulders and get deeper than ever.”

“Yes” shecried, pouring more hest into him.

“I'll move fagter, and faster, and I'll feel you come again, harder than ever, out of control, and then—"
He closed hiseyesand let it go. The heat roared out of him, straight for the torch.

A sudden whoaosh went up from their right. He rolled over on the boulder, and Sura sat up quickly.
The second torch was burning.

They scrambled to their feet, ill clutching each other’ shands.

“It worked.” He turned to Sura, wondering if hisface were asflushed as hers, hiseyesas bright. “We did
it!”

She yel ped and threw her arms around his neck. He lifted her off her feet and turned in acircle,
whooping, before putting her down. He grasped her face and moved to kiss her.

They froze just in time. The moment stretched out, and Dravek felt himsdlf on the edge of the abyss,
wanting to throw himsdf over.

They let go of each other at the same moment and stepped back. He wiped hisface. “Sura, I'm so
g)rry.”

“You'remy Spirit-brother,” she said.
“I know.”
“And my mentor.”

“l know.”



“Y ou're getting married tomorrow.” She twisted the hem of her shirt. “Aren’'t you?’

Heturned away, grasping his hair in both his trembling hands, then let out ahowl of frugtration. Despite
therelease of hedt, his ssomach felt sck, and aheavy achetoreat hisgroin.

“Thisisinsang” hesad.
“Thisisstupid.”
“Thisiswrong.”

They paused, silent except for the heave of their breath. Then together they dowly turned to look at the
torch, the one that had been as cold as earth |ess than aminute ago.

Its flame danced and bobbed in the breeze, waves of invisble heat blurring the blue sky beyond. It
couldn’t comprehend what it meant, for Suraand Dravek, and for their people.

It just wanted to burn.

15

Asermos

R hiagtared at the floor and tried to hear Crow’ swings benegath al the screaming. But it was true what
Mdi said; these men were good at what they did. The death Spirit was nowhere near.

“What do the blue flowers on the doors mean?’ Captain Addano asked. “Wait, don’t tell meyet. Think
about it for a second or two.”

The whip cracked, a man shrieked. From the corner of her eye, Rhia saw blood flick onto the floor as
the guard drew back the lash again.

“Stop!” The man on the rack sobbed. She didn’t know him; she felt like she' d never know anyone again.
Y ears ago her mentor Coranna had told her she had to isolate hersalf from others' painin order to bea
good Crow. After only three days of this, Rhiahad learned that |esson well.

“Theflowers” the prisoner gasped. “ Chicory. It' sabout not drinking wine.”
“Why wouldn’t they drink wine?” the captain asked. “To spite us?’

“Some drink too much.” He fought to catch his breath. “Makesthem crazy.”
“They drink plenty of de.”

“Wine sstronger.”

“True.” Captain Addano came back to the desk and made anote. “But | don't think that’sall. It sa
symbol of something.”

“Please, let me down.” The man coughed.

The captain ignored him. “Blueisthe only color that doesn't have red and yellow iniit, the colors of the
Ilion flag. Every day | see another house painted blue. Solidarity with the res stance.”

The prisoner coughed again. “ Please, some water, at least.”



Rhiacouldn’t stand it anymore. She seized the cup and pitcher from the captain’ s desk, then strode over
to the prisoner, taking care not to dip in the blood on the floor.

She didn’t meet the wounded man’ sgaze, just tilted the cup to hislipsand let him drink.

They’ d shaved his head, roughly, and atrickle of blood from his scalp was about to run in hiseye. She
looked for aclean cloth. Seeing none, she pulled her deeve down over her hand and reached out to wipe
the blood.

The prisoner spat the mouthful of water at her. “ Traitor.”
She lurched back, too shocked to speak, then wiped her own face with her deeve.

“Leave her done,” Addano said. “And now that you can talk, tell me what the Velekon resistance plans
for the night of the Eviusfedtival.”

A door opened on her right, the one leading to the men’s prison, and ayoung guard entered. “ Sir, the
Wolverine sready.”

Rhia s neck jerked. Captain Addano saw her reaction, then nodded to the young guard. “Thank you,
Corpord. They’ Il be down in amoment to gather him.” He gestured to the prisoner, speaking to the
other two guards. “ Take him down and tell them to clean him up, seeto hiswounds and give him as
much food and water as he wants. He's been amoderately good boy today.” He shrugged. “ And some
wine. Why not?’

Paralyzed with fear, Rhiawatched them drag the prisoner out of the room. Which Wolverine was
coming? Would she have to see her own brother tortured?

Addano stood and motioned between Rhiaand the chair. “You'll want to sit down for this.” He crossed
the room and picked up the large wooden board that was propped up against the tub.

Rhia slegsfet weak, so she returned to her sedt.

“Your congtitution isadmirable.” He rested the board against the wall and opened theiron ankle and
wrist rings. “Most men twice your Szewould need abucket, if not smelling sdlts, after witnessing these
scenes, yet you' ve not once even retched.”

“1"ve seen worse on the battlefidd.” Her voice was hoarse with unshed tears.

“So unnecessary, dl thefighting, al the bloodshed.” He pulled open adrawer in thetdl cabinet and
withdrew alength of heavy chain. *'Y ou people are treated better than most colonies. Y ou're not daves.
We giveyou fair wagesto work in the vineyards and quarries, your farmsyield more crops per acre than
ever. Why must you resist progress?’

“It'sour land.” She shook her head. “It’ sthe Spirits land, we'rejust its stewards.”

“I can understand why.” He examined theinside of the tub. “ They give you magicif you do what they
want, it' safair trade. But wouldn't you rather do what you want?’

Fury curled her fingersinto figs. “Yes, Id rather be on my way now, thank you.”
Addano looked at her with bloodshot eyes. “ Freedom hasaprice, I'm afraid.”

“Yes,” shewhispered. “Weknow.”



Asathumping sound came from the stairs, the captain held Rhia sgaze. “ This one s different. We don't
need you to tell uswhen he' sdying.” Hislipsformed atight line. “We need you to tell uswhen he's
dead.”

Rhia shuddered and looked at the tub.

“He' Il haveto be drowned,” the captain said quietly. “ Second-phase Wolverines can't be decapitated. It
would break the ax.”

Something crumbled insde her. If the prisoner were her brother, they might aswell strap her to the board
with him. A tear crawled down her cheek, dwindling evidence that she could till fed.

The door opened, and the two guards stumbled in, dragging alarge, dark-haired man, who appeared to
be barely conscious. The captain came forward and grabbed the man’ s hair to help them lift him againgt
the board on thewall.

Rhialet out ahard breath. It wasn't Lycas.

Guilt followed her relief. This man was undoubtedly someone' s brother, and father and son.

They strapped his head to the board, and as the dark, matted hair fell back from hisface, she recognized
him.

Srin.

“No...” shewhispered.

“Y our brother’ s executive officer,” Addano said, “probably an old friend of the family.” He stepped back
and watched the others bind Sirin’ swrists and anklesin the iron rings. * Public Enemy Number Two, and
we re digposing of himin aback room like acommon crimind.”

She cleared her throat. “Why not a public execution?’

He gave her asdewayslook, asif knowing she wastrying to get information out of him. “Thellion
command hasits reasons.”

“Ready, dir.” The guards stepped back to display Sirin bound and chained to the board. Even now they
seemed frightened of his dormant strength and ferocity.

“Wait amoment.” Addano turned to Rhia. “Isthere a prayer or something you people liketo use at this
time?1f you can doit quickly...” Heflicked hishand toward Sirin.

“Thank you.” Rhia swallowed, then approached the Wolverine on unsteady legs. A distant part of her
mind realized that the captain had referred to them twice now as “people’ instead of “beasts.”

Shetouched Sirin’s hand and stared into his glassy, pae blue eyes. Her heart twisted as she remembered
thefirg timethey’ d met, after the battle of Asermos amost twenty years ago. He d been afrightened
boy, wounded by a Descendant sword, and she' d given him the happy news that he would live. Now she
would findly fed Crow comefor him.

She said aslent prayer to the Spirit to make hisjourney swift and peaceful. Sirin blinked, and hiseyes
seemed to shift her way through his drugged haze.

The captain cleared histhroat. “Let’ sget on withit.” He rubbed hisface hard. “Put himin.”



The two guards lifted the ends of the board and staggered over to the tub.
“Quickly,” thecaptain said. “Don’'t prolong it.”
They st the board in the wide tub with a crash and a splash.

Addano let out acurse. “1 knew it, not deep enough.” Helooked at the barrel of ice water. “We Il add
this” The three men lifted the barrdl and dumped it in the tub. Theice shifted and cracked, melting
againg Sirin’sbody. Asthewater closed over his head, he woke up and started to struggle. The guards
drew their swords.

“Hewon't break free,” the captain murmured as he walked s owly back to his desk.

The board shifted and banged against the interior of the tub. The guards eyes went round and frightened.
Their swords shook. Rhiamoved forward to knedl beside the tub. He should not be dlone.

Her earsfilled with the sound of bursting bubbles as Sirin fought for breath. She pressed her handsto her
eyes and began aprayer to Crow to ease his passage. But no words would come. Her tears flowed for
Sirin, and for her peopl€’ sfading hope of freedom.

A sudden snap came from the tub, and Rhiajumped back. Had he broken the board?

“It' s probably abone,” Addano said. “ They told me this might happen.” He drew ahand through his
aready disheveled hair and shifted the papers on his desk.

Rhia sank to her knees again, rocking and sobbing. It was dl she could do for Sirin now. At least he had
someone to mourn his death. She and Mali might have no one.

The banging in the tub dowed and ceased, then the bubbles, until the only sound was Rhia's muffled
cries. Still she did not hear Crow’ s gpproach.

“They say it takesWolverinesawhile...” The captain made a paper-shuffling sound and cleared his
throat. *'Y ou two, make sure you dry the chainsthoroughly, or they’ Il rust.”

“Yes, dr.”

“Doit by hand, don’t just hang them up and let them drip. | shouldn’t haveto tell you, but—" Hetook a
few bresths. “It' stoo quiet. Tak about something. Anything.”

“Yes, ar,” theyounger one said. “Uh...Sergeant Kiro, what are your, uh, plansfor the Evius festival?’

“Oh! Yes,” said the other guard, the one with the deeper voice. “I’ ve been called to Veekos. My wife
won't sop complaining about it. My first Evius away from the family, and I'll missthe games. They say
our boy’salock for thelong jump. But it'snot like | have achoice.”

Rhiaheard it then, the sound of beating wings. Crow wason Hisway at last.
“Why Velekos?’ thefirst guard asked.

“They’ re shipping in more troops from Iliosthe night before the festival. We' |l meet them on the beach,
hel p unload the horses, wegpons, that sort of thing.”

The wings came closer, then hovered. Please, she begged Crow, take him now. End his suffering.

Thefirst guard snickered. “Whose boots did you pissin to earn that assgnment?’



“It'san honor,” Sergeant Kiro said. “The genera will be on board.”
“Shut up!”
Rhialifted her head, though she could barely see or hear anything redl in the face of Crow’ s presence.

Addano was standing behind the desk, pointing at her but looking at his men. “Mind what you say
around the woman, or wée'll haveto kill her, too. Then where will we be?’

“He sdead,” she said, as much to distract them as to announce Sirin’ sdemise.
“Get him out of there,” the captain barked. “If she’slying, she’ snext.”

“Fed hispulseif you don’t believe me.” She swiped the flood of tearsfrom her cheeks and chin. “Before
you take him, there’ s another prayer we do after death. If you please.”

The captain nodded to the guard. “Hurry up.”

They lifted Sirin, limp and dripping, from the tub. The captain felt hiswrist and neck, then gave Rhiaa
long, hard sare. “Makeit quick.”

She approached the Wolverine s body. His right arm was bent at an unnatural angle. Hisface was
contorted in agony. She closed his bulging eyes and murmured the prayer of passage, waiting for Crow
tofree Sirin'ssoul.

Still the Spirit hovered. She forced her face to remain straight and smooth. Finaly she stepped back.
“Will you give him a proper buria?” she asked the captain.
“Of course”

His gaze shifted away from her face, and she knew he waslying. Sirin would be dumped in theriver for
the fish to eat. Forgotten, desecrated, alone.

16
Kdindos

Suraheld her breath as Eloratied the ribbon on the back of her pale green dress. Her finger traced the
neckline, ensuring that it didn’t reved her burns. She studied her figurein the mirror and tried not to
wonder what Dravek would think when he saw her.

Eloralooped Sura s braid atop her head and fastened it with severa pins. “How’ sthat?’

She turned to check the back of her neck. It felt good to have her hair up on such a sweltering evening,

“No onecan seeit,” Elorasaid, “and no onewould care, anyway. Y ou’ re not the only one with scarsin
thisvillage”

Suratouched her hair. “It’ svery pretty. Thank you. My mother never—" She clamped her lips shut,
wishing she could bury the didoyd thought. With Mdli in prison, now was no timefor Surato wish her
mother had been morelike Elora, to wish she' d taken time from saving the world to occasiondly,
perhaps, touch her own daughter.



“Y our mother would be glad you're safe.” Elorasqueezed Sura s shoulders. “ She' d want you to
celebrate tonight.”

Guilt pressed on her. It wasn't her mother’ s predicament that had |eft her pensive and distraught.

Eloratouched Sura s cheek and looked at her in the mirror with a bittersweet gaze. Sura squeezed her
soft, strong hand, remembering what Etarek had told her about Elora s own children. Her teenage sons
had been captured during the Descendant invasion amost twenty years ago and had never been found.
She' d only known one of them was alive when she cameinto her own third-phase powers severad years

ago.

They left the bedroom and headed for the front door of the hedler’ s home, which was connected to the
hospital and had a staircase outside instead of aladder.

Tereusjoined them at the door. He kissed Sura' s cheek.
“You look beautiful,” he said. “Did Eloratell you about Kaindon weddings?’
Hiswifewinked at him. “Thought I d leave that asurprise.”

Surawas about to tell them she didn’t like surprises, but the view from the hospital porch made her
forget her words.

Dozens of people were gathering around abonfirein alarge clearing to her left. Kalindos had previoudy
seemed tiny, but with dl five hundred villagersin one place, it now appeared aslarge and lively as
Asermos.

L ong tables with benches sat among the trees, hegped with food and lined with mugs. Smdll torches
flickered a the end of each table, spreading shimmering lights throughout the forest that reminded her of
firefliesinthefidds at home.

With Eloraand Tereus, she moved to the clearing and joined the crowd. A three-man band was warming
up on the opposite Side of the clearing, one tuning afiddle, another apipe. Etarek was the drummer; he
caught her eye and gave her afriendly wave, which she returned. He yanked his attention back to the
band intime to start aquiet processond tune.

Eloratapped Sura softly on the shoulder. “1sn't she beautiful 7’

She turned to see Kara approach from the right. Tawny curls cascaded over her wine-red, ankle-length
robe. The Wolf woman smiled upon the crowd with full lips and laughing blue eyes.

A collective mae cheer of gppreciation rang out from the other side of the clearing. Dravek stood there,
trandfixed at the sght of hisbride. Half a dozen young men gathered behind him, though he stood out by
his greater height. His own wedding robe was adeep, dark green, the color of the forest in the dead of
night.

Karaand Dravek each took a barefoot step forward into the circle. A young man and woman—their
chief attendants, Sura assumed—stepped up behind them, reached around their waists, and untied the
robes.

Undernesath, they were naked.

Suraknew her mouth hung open but felt too paralyzed to closeit. Shelooked between the bride and
groom, positive the dancing torchlight was playing tricks on her eyes. She thanked every Spirit she could



name that the shriek of horror wasonly in her head.

They were naked. Naked! In front of everyone—their parents, brothers, ssters, aunts, uncles, cousins,
neighbors. In front of her.

The band silenced as Dravek and Karamet in the center of the clearing and joined hands. They were still
naked. Surawanted to cover her eyes, or at least lower her gaze to the ground to avoid looking at
Dravek’s—

Too late.

Her face burning, shetried to shrink back into the crowd, but people behind her strained forward to see.
She stepped aside to let a shorter woman stand in front of her. Elora caught Sura s eye and batted her
lashesin fake innocence. Tereus shook his head and sighed, looking like he couldn’t wait until it was
over.

Suranoticed several members of the crowd throwing not-so-subtle glancesin her direction, surely
enjoying her shock. Sheforced her faceinto stoicism, askill learned from a decade of dealing with
Descendant soldiers.

The attendants stepped forward, each with apile of clothes. Sowly, ritudly, Dravek and Kara dressed
each other, taking turns, one garment at atime.

Eloraleaned over and whispered to Sura, “It’ sto symbolize the journey from promiscuity to monogamy,
and dso shows that they have nothing to hide from each other or from us. A very old tradition, recently
revived.”

Sura had a sudden horrible thought. “ Did you and Tereus—"

“No.” Elorarolled her eyes. “Thisritud’ sfor native Kaindons only. We d never foist thison an
Asarmon.”

At last the bride and groom stood together, Karain a soft violet gown and matching dippers, and Dravek
in anew white shirt and black trousers, dong with black boots so shiny they reflected the sparks from the
bonfire.

A middle-aged woman stepped forward to address the crowd. Surarecognized her as Therathe Hawk,
Etarek’ s mother.

“Welcome,” she said in astrong, throaty voice. “ A Kaindon wedding isarare and sacred occasion.
Among our anima counterparts, there are those who mate not just for an hour, aday or a season, but for
life. The Walf, for instance—" she extended agraceful hand toward Kara“—often remainswith amate
until one of them dies. A Wolf person’ s strengths of loyalty, passion and devotion to family cometo
fruitioninmarriage”

Surawondered how Therawould address Dravek’ s Spirit, Since snakesin thewild typicaly didn’t stay
with amate for more than afew minutes.

“Other peopl€e' s Spirits have naturd associates, who, in the interest of survival and propagation, spend
their liveswith severd, if not dozens of mates.”

Dravek’ s cheeksreddened, or maybe it was just the flames dancing over hisface. A woman behind Sura
whispered a bawdy comment to her friend that broke them into suppressed laughter.



Theralaid her hand on Dravek’ s shoulder—not an easy feat consdering the differencein their
heights—and raised her voice above the crowd’ s murmurs.

“Our groom proves that we are more than our Spirits. We cannot rely solely on ingtinct, or blame our
Animd nature when we err. The ability to choose iswhat makes us human.

“As| have counsded this couple—and believe me, | counsdled them very hard—" shelet asmall amile
dip through in response to the crowd'’ s laughter “—I can say with full confidence that Dravek and Kara
are equaly committed to making thismarriage last alifetime.”

Surasaw the tightness around Dravek’ s eyes and mouth and wondered if these counseling sessions had
taken place before her own arrival.

“Soon they will be bound together,” Thera continued, “in body and soul. But first they will recite aset of
vows whose power liesin their smplicity. Let us keep perfect sllence so that we, the forest and the
Spiritsmay al bear witness.”

She stepped back and nodded to Kara. The Wolf woman gazed up at Dravek and took his hands. Her
beaming smile disappeared as she stared solemnly into his eyes. Dravek began to blink rapidly, and Sura
thought she saw acorner of hisjaw twitch.

“Dravek,” Kard s high-pitched voice rang clear. “In the name of Wolf, | promiseto love you forever.”
Thefinal word dropped as heavy asastone.

Dravek let go of Kara suddenly. She looked down in surprise, but he drew up her chintolook at him.
He clasped her face in both hands.

“Kara, inthe name of Snake, | promiseto loveyou.” Hisjaw clenched, and a pa pable tenson spread
through the crowd. “ Forever,” he choked out at last.

He moved to kiss her, but Thera cleared her throat. She held up along, wide white ribbon. The firelight
glinted off its Slky smooth surface.

Dravek and Kara clasped each other’ s bare forearms near the elbow. Chanting, Therawound the ribbon
to bind them together on one sde, Dravek’ sright arm to Kara sleft. Shelet the ends drift and flutter in
the breeze likeflags.

Thera s apprentice handed her ared ribbon. She bound Dravek’ sleft arm to Kara sright, in the same
pattern as the white one but much moretightly, and sheleft no endsto dangle.

Suragave Eloraan inquiring glance. The Otter whispered, “White symbolizesjoy and ease. The happy
daysawaiting them.”

“And thered?’ Shewas araid to ask.

“Suffering. Conflict. It’ stighter than the white one because these things bind us closer as husband and
wife. Y ou don’t know how strong aloveisuntil you' ve lost something together.”

Thera cameforth with afina ribbon, as black as amoonless sky. She tucked one end inside the loop of
the red ribbon, then circled the couple, chanting with her apprentice. The black ribbon bound their bodies
together, from shoulders to knees.

Eloraleaned over. “Marriage should only be dissolved by death.”



Suranodded, fighting to keep her face serene and her eyesdry.

Therafinished the chant, then placed her hands on the coupl€ s shoulders. “In the sorms of life, may you
take shelter in each other. Y ou are wedded forever.”

She nodded to Dravek, and he turned his fiery gaze on hiswife. He kissed her hard, and Sura closed her
eyes, ashamed of the way her own stomach plummeted. What had she expected? That he would cast
aside thewoman he loved for the sake of alust that could never be consummated, much less honored?

When she opened her eyes, Dravek and Karawere still kissing, bodies melded together. The torch
closest to the bride and groom began to flicker and flare, though there was no breeze. Suralooked
around to seeif anyone € se had noticed.

Therabrought forth aknife with along, thin blade. With severd short, swift strokes, she diced the black
ribbon, which fell in shreds at their feet. They continued to kiss.

At asignd from the bride’ s parents, Etarek struck his sticks together to count off, and the music began.
Karabroke the kiss and grinned up at her new hushand. Bound at the arms, the couple danced a set of
intricate steps, eyeslocked on each other.

Upon the second verse, the crowd joined them in pairs, whereupon Surawas relieved to retredt.

In thefirst hour of the celebration, several men approached her to dance, but her body wastoo tight with
gpprehension to catch the rhythm. So she politely refused the men—less politely with each
invitation—and stood watching on the outskirts, kegping her gaze awvay from Dravek and Kara.

Someone adways seemed to befilling her mug. She diluted the meloxawith lots of honey water, but the
sweetness only made her mind sing louder. The drink loosened her enough to tap her toes along with the
infectious rhythm.

The song changed to adower, writhing beat. Sura crossed her arm over her chest and hunched her
shouldersto ward off invitations to that sort of dance. Two by two, the Kaindons pressed against each
other, hipslocked, hands roaming. The sight heated her temples until she thought she might pass out.

Sipping her meloxa, she watched Etarek pound the drum strapped around his neck. He used his hands
instead of gticksfor thissong, lending it the low, primal sound of skin againgt skin. His hips and shoulders
swayed to the throbbing rhythm.

The song built to athrumming climax, with aflourish of fiddie and drums. On the last beet, Etarek shot a
glance a her, catching her staring. He beamed, blue eyes glinting in the torchlight. She threw him asmile,
trying to convince hersdlf of her own confidence.

Etarek lifted the strap over his head, handed the drum to another man, then sauntered in her direction. He
rubbed his thumbs over his palms as he approached her, and she could imagine the tingling sensation the
drum would leave behind. His hands would be warm right now.

When Etarek reached her, hetook her mug and examined the emptinessinside. “Enjoying yourself, then.”
He handed it back to her. “What do you think of Kalindon weddings?’

“Stimulating.” Shelooked around at the cavorting villagers. A dozen young men were dancing in aragged
line on one of the long tables. They ssomped so hard, every unattended plate and mug tumbled off. She
laughed, her head lightened by the meloxaand the music.

Etarek pulled her to the edge of the clearing. “Dance with me.” He placed her asams around him and



dtarted to sway, but her clumsy feet tripped them.
“Relax and let me guide you,” he murmured. “Watch my eyes, not my feet.”

He began to move again. Her body fell into the rhythm, and somehow her feet figured out where to
move—not gracefully, but at least in the right direction at the right time.

“See?’ hesad. “Much better.”

She fumbled for something to say. “If you hear other people sfedings, isn't it hard for youto beina
crowd?’

“I canblock it if | want, and | usudly do. It gives people their privacy, and lets me focus on other things.”
Shelet her mouth curveinto aseductive smile. “What other things?’
“Mudc, for one.” Hisarm tightened around her waist. “Try it. Fed the music, nothing ese”

Suraeased her body againgt his. Shetried to let the music flow through her and flatten the fearsthat the
meloxa had heightened and distorted.

Something lay within Etarek’ s eyes that soothed and excited her a the same time. She thought back to
thevision of the deer a her Bestowing, how happy and free it had made her fed.

It was right to want this man. Maybe later, he could make her forget what Dravek would be doing all
night with the woman who had captured his body forever.

Someone small and giggling bumped into them. Suralooked down to see ayoung boy, maybe eight or
nine, stcumbling over his own feet. Kara grabbed his hands and gave Suraand Etarek an gpologetic grin
before whirling away with him.

“That's her little brother.” Etarek smiled at them. “Must bethe siblings dance.” Hetilted his chin over
Sura sshoulder. “Yes, there' s Dravek and Daria, looking like they want to kill each other.”

Suradidn’t look. When Etarek turned back to her, she said, “Y ou think Dravek and Karawill be happy?
Their Animasare so different.”

Etarek’ s eyesturned sad as he watched Karawhirl by with her little brother, the white ribbon fluttering
from her right arm. “1 can’'t say.” Then his mouth twitched. “Tonight they’ Il be happy, at least. Did Elora
tell you what they do with those ribbons on their wedding night?”

“No, but | can guess.” Surafought to steady her voice. “They tie each other to the bed?’
Helooked impressed a her imagination. “ Y ou'reright. Onea atime.”
“Who goesfirg?’

“That' sasecret only they know. I” ve heard that the person who holds more power in the marriageis
bound firgt.”

Shetried to sound casud. “ And between Dravek and Kara—"

“Beforetonight | would' ve said he did for sure. But when they took their vows, | heard a shadow of fear
inhisvoice. From now on, | think she'll gain power and he ll loseit.”



“Shouldn’t arelationship be between equals?’

“It'snot the people who aren’t equd. It stheir need. There' saways one who can't live without the other
just alittle bit harder.”

Surathought of Mathias. Would he have wanted to claw out his own heart if she had been the oneto
perishin thefireinstead of him? She doubted it.

“Let’snot talk about them anymore.” Etarek’ s gaze roamed her face, holding ahunger for morethan a
dance. It rekindled the longing born within her when she' d watched him play. It wastime to put both
Mathias and Dravek out of her mind. One was deed; the other might aswell be.

Shefdt her heat flow into Etarek. Pressed againgt his hip, her body findly found the rhythm. Her
shouldersloosened, swaying and tilting with his. The music seeped into her blood and madeit pump and
sing with anew urgency.

Just as she was about to suggest they take their dance to amore private, shadowy place, the song
changed, into afast rhythm that made her jaw drop.

Etarek let go of her. “Timeto eat.”

Shefollowed him out of the dancing area as a haf-dozen Cats tripped a complex series of steps, leaping,
turning and flipping, connecting body partsin ways Surawould' ve thought impossible.

Daria bounced by them on the way to the clearing. She turned her head as she passed and curled her
finger in Etarek’ sdirection. He shook his head and turned away. Dariajutted out her jaw, then entered
the dance circle with aflounce. Surawatched her move, wondering what el se such alithe body could do
and what it had done with Etarek.

He gestured to the empty end of along table. She sat on the bench with her back to the bonfire. Etarek
rounded up two large, mostly clean plates and filled them with acorns, berries and strips of roasted met.

He placed the plate in front of Suraand sat across the table from her. “Do you have amatein Asermos?’
Her appetite fled. She pushed her plate away. “He waskilled last year. Descendants, of course.”

“Oh, I'm so sorry.” Etarek set down hisfork and sighed. “That makes this sound even more
inappropriate than it dready is”

Shetilted her head, making it swim from the meloxa. “What?’
Heblew out atight breath. “May | St next to you for this?’

She nodded to her bench. He came over and straddled it, facing her. Slowly his hand reached for hers,
and shelet him take it, hearing her pulse pound louder than the bonfire drums.

“Thisisgoing to sound very strange, considering we' ve only known each other eight days.” He rubbed
histhumb and forefinger over hislower lip, pinching it into avertica crease. “Thing is, our people need
my mother to—and for her to—I need to—"

“Thereyou are, Etarek.” Adrek approached with Kara s parents. “ Everyone' s asking for the Spirit
Dance”

Etarek grimaced and looked up at them. “ Give me amoment.”



“Now,” Kara'smother said, “or there'll beariot.” Shewinked at Sura, who smiled back, though she
had no ideawhat they were talking about.

“Fine)” Etarek said. “Next song.” They moved away, and he stood up, heaving aharsh sigh. “We'll finish
thisin afew minutes. After you dance with Dravek.”

Surajolted. “1 can't dance with Dravek.”
“I’ll make it adow song so you can follow the steps.”
She rubbed the back of her neck, which was heating at the thought. “But why do | have to?’

“No one can leave before the bride and groom, and they can’t leave until they dance with their
Spirit-gblings”
She looked around at the copious food and drink. “The party’samost over?’

“No, not for another two or three days. People just want to leave to go do...other things, and come
back.”

“What other things?

“Sex.” He cleared histhroat and rested his hands on his hips. “But it' s bad form to do it before the bride
and groom. People are getting restless, so | have to go play the Spirits song and you have to dance with
Dravek. Then we can al get back to partying.”

Her throat seemed to grow alump. “Why not just skip it and let them go to bed?” Whilel hidein the
outhouse.

He shook his head. “In Kalindos, common senseis no match for tradition.” He turned to leave.
“Wait. What were you going to ask me?’

He started to speak, then bit hislip. “Later, when we re done.”

She watched him stride back toward the clearing and confer with the other drummer.

Kararan pagt, dragging one of her Wolf-brothers, alanky young blond man. “ Spirit Dance!” She spotted
Sura. “No excuses, get up there.”

The crowd at the edge of the clearing parted, and Dravek came for her. Suralooked down into her
empty meloxamug, unableto meet hiseyes.

His shadow blotted out the light from the closest torch. “Please do thisfor me,” hesaidin alow voice.

She looked up a him. He bowed and offered his hand. His eyes were tinged with anticipation, asif this
dance were one lagt gift the world had offered them.

Surastood dowly, untangling her legs from the bench. Shetook his hand as casudly as possible, and
they walked back to the clearing together. The music’ s beat was dow, as Etarek had promised.

Dravek led her asfar from the others as possible. “The dance could last awhile. Karahas alot of
Wolf-brothers.”

Sura breathed in deep as she laid ahand on his shoulder. He wrapped his arm around her wai<t.



The bonfire snapped and flared. She looked at it. “ Did we do that?’
“Shh. Let’ s start before people get suspicious.”

They began to move together, and Sura s mind turned from desire to embarrassment. “ Sorry I’'m abad
dancer.”

“I'm glad. Now we have areason to ook awkward.”

She glanced up at him and saw the corner of his mouth tug into a smile. She struggled for words to bresk
thetension.

“Y our wifeisvery nice”

Dravek threw back his head and laughed. The sound of it made her want to hug him. To othersthey must
have looked like friends.

“What' sso funny?”

“Thetone of your voice when you said that. | don’t have to have a Deer’ s powersto hear your real
meaning.”

“Sheisnice”

“Yes, Kara swonderful. She' s perfect. She' s everything aman could want in athousand lifetimes.” He
looked past Sura sface, hiseyes going far away. “1’ ve made a horrible mistake.”

Her heart legped. “No, you haven't. It'snormal to have second thoughts.”
“I'll never deserve her.”

“Because of what we' ve done? It' sin the past. You'll go away with her and forget about me, andina
few weeksyou' |l wonder why you ever felt thisway.”

He nodded, but didn’t look convinced.

She regarded the red ribbon wound around hisleft arm and imagined it stretching over hisskin later ashis
muscles srained and pulled againgt the binding in afrenzy of passion.

Her own skin tingled and burned. He drew in a hiss and loosened his grip on her hand. She looked up at
him and saw that he had followed her gaze to the ribbon.

She knew she shouldn’t ask. “ Are you happy?’
He hesitated. “It’ s not important.”
“Itistome”

His step fatered, and helet out aheavy sigh. “ See these dark circles under my eyes?|’ve barely dept
gnce | met you.”

“Doubt you'll deep tonight, ether.” She cursed her voice shitter tinge.
“I dmost broke the engagement.”

Her breeth caught. “Why didn’'t you?’



“And then what? Run away with you? Where would we go?’
“Youtdl me, if you' velost S0 much deep over it.”

“Tiros.” Helooked away, then back, into her eyes. “1 thought we' d go to Tiros, to Vara. Explainit al to
her. Maybe we re not the first Snakesto fed thisway. Maybe she could help us.”

“Maybe.” Suramatched his gaze, whileinside she begged her meloxa-weskened self-control to hold out
until the end of the song.

“I had it dl figured out,” he whispered. “Until | thought how Karawould fed when | told her. | couldn’t
cause her pain. Maybe I’'m acoward. But I'll sacrifice my happinessfor hers.”

Surasnorted, the spell of his eyes broken by the absurdity of hiswords. “Y ou redlly believe you're being
noble and selfless, don’t you?'Y ou want to know what’ s going to happen? One day she'll realizeyou'll
never be completely hers, and it'll hurt her that much more. If you’ d given her up, she could’ ve found
someonewho would redly love her.”

“I dolove her,” he hissed. “I had no doubts about marrying her until I met you. And we'll be happy once
weleave Kdindos”

“I don't believe that. | think even before me, you wondered if you could be faithful forever.” She cut off
hisprotest. “1 aso think that in afew years, maybe sooner, you' |l meet someone else you can't get out of
your head. And maybe next timethere€ || be nowhereto run.”

Hisdark eyesflashed with anger. “Why are you saying these things?’
“Becausethey’retrue.”

“Becauseyou're drunk.”

“I'll missyou,” she said, though she meant to say, “I hate you.”

Hisglare dowly faded into alook of deep pain. “ Sura, | just don’t know,” he said softly.
“Y ou don’'t know what?’

“How I'll breathe without you.”

The heat crept up from her toes, like the ground itself was on fire. She opened her mouth to speak,
though she had no words.

“The song'll be over soon,” Dravek said. “ And there' s nothing moreto say, so let’sjud...”

She closed her eyes and focused on the touch of his pam against hers. Somehow she' d find away to
lock this moment away forever, so she could take it out and livein it again and again. It would sustain her
likefood.

The music pulsed through her veins, connecting her to Dravek. She heard the rhythm of hisbreath
quicken even asthe beat stayed dow. His hand on her waist remained perfectly ill, showing theworld
not oneindication of desire.

Then histhumb twitched againgt her lowest rib. Whether accidental or on purpose, the tiny motion set off
acascading reaction in her body. Theimages flooded back into her mind, the story of passion they’d
created together, feeding off each other’ s desire. She opened her eyes and looked up at him. His gaze



bored into hers.
She parted her lips, and the bonfire erupted.

17
Kalindos
Surasaw astreak of white flame shoot over their heads.

“Get down!” Dravek dragged her to the ground, covering her with his body. Around them, people
screamed. Feet pounded away, and someone shouted for water.

Surashoved Dravek’ sarm from her head. “We haveto stop it.” A shard of burning wood hit her cheek.
She yelped and swiped it off.

“l am stopping it.” He covered her face again. “ Remember, you don't have to see thefire to control it.
Concentrate.”

She squeezed her eyes shut and fdlt for the base of the flame. It was angry, and hungry for freedom. She
reached to smother it, forming a heavy, wet blanket with her mind.

The heat seared her asit flowed in likeriver rapids, soaking her core with flame. The breath she drew
only fanned thefire. She hdd it in until she thought her lungswould burst.

The weight rolled off her, and she heard Dravek try to speak her name through his hacking cough. She
reached out for him. Why wasit so dark?

“Sura,” herasped. “It'sover. Come back. Breathe.”
Shetried to force her lungsto release her breath, but they seized and spasmed. Her eyeswouldn’t open.
“Help!” Dravek shouted. “Eloral Someone bring water!”

“Got it,” said avoice Surarecognized as Etarek’s. A trickle of cold water rolled over her cheek, then
wet cloths pressed againgt her eyes and mouth.

“Where' s Elora?’ Dravek began to cough and hack again.

“She’scoming,” Etarek said. “Here, drink, or you'll bein asbad a shape as Sura”
Elora svoice came from above. “1s anyone burned?’

“Sura snot bresthing.”

Thefear in Dravek’ svoice propelled her to try despitethe pain. “Yes, | am,” she croaked. “Rather not,
though.”

“Thank the Spirits.” Dravek seized her hand, then hissed and dropped it. The heat had singed them both.
“Dravek?’ cdled avoice behind him. “What happened? Areyou al right?’
“Kara” Suraheard him turn and stand up. “Don’t touch me,” hesaid. “I'll hurt you.”

Sura cracked open her dry eyes. Dravek’ swhite shirt—what was left of it—was scorched black, and his
face and chest were covered in soot. She put a hand to the front of her own dress, which seemed mostly



intact. He had shielded her from the worst of it.
Etarek helped her sit up and put acold mug to her lips. “It’ sjust water. Drink.”

Her dry lips pulled apart. As she swallowed, the burning began to ease, though her arms and legstingled
asif sparks were bouncing off theinsde of her skin.

“Iseveryone safe?’ she asked Elora. Shewould never forgive hersdf if—

“No onewas hurt, thanks to you and Dravek.” The healer dabbed Sura s face with the cold cloth. “A
few minor burnsfrom flying embers, but nothing serious.”

“Something wasin that fire,” Etarek said. “It’ sjust not natural.”

Suragulped more water. Though it went into her mouth cold, it warmed asit traveled down her throat.
Her somach felt like she' d just drunk tea fresh off the stove.

Dravek sat beside her. “1 have to go now, but | wanted to make sure you were al right.”

Her eyesstung. “I’ll befine. But what about—" She regarded his hands, wrapped in wet cloths. “Will
Karabe safe?’ she whispered.

Helooked at Etarek and Elora, who caught the hint and stood up.
“I'll go check onthe others,” Elorasaid.
“| better make sure the drums aren’t damaged,” Etarek added.

In amoment, Suraand Dravek were a one, though surrounded by people who were trying not to watch
them.

“Wedidthat,” shetold him. “We could have killed someone, maybe even destroyed the village.”

“But wedidn't. We madeit go away. We saved everyone. That'sall they know.” He wiped one of his
cloths over hisface, which was pouring swest. “We need to learn control. Wejust can't learn it
together.”

She shut her eyes, for the fire fill pounded through her, wanting to join the heet radiating from his body.
“Good night, Dravek.”

She heard him sigh as he stood.

“Goodbye,” he whispered, and turned away.

When his footsteps had faded, she opened her eyesto see Etarek approaching.
“Safeto touch you yet?’ He offered ahand to help her up.

She grasped it and saw him wince, but he didn't let go. She stood with him, watching the crowd gather
around Dravek and Kara, following them to their home with catcalls and hollers. Someone made ajoke
about the wisdom of lighting firesindoors.

Suratugged Etarek’ s hand before the impulse could fade. “Let’ sgo for awalk.” Shelooked up a him
through her lashes. * See what happens.”

Etarek stared at her. “ Are you talking about what | think you' re talking about?’



“You know | am.” She stepped backward, toward the dark edge of the clearing, dragging him aong.
“Let yoursdlf hear what I'm feding.”

“Wait.” He stopped.

“Ismy hand burning you?’

“It feelsgood.” He drew her closer and placed her pam against his chest. “Are you sure about this?’
“I’'msurel likeyou.” Shedid her other hand over his shoulder. “I’m sure | want you.”

None of that was alie, or hewould hear it if hetried. The bonfire s flames had fanned her affection for
him into something more urgent and needful.

Etarek’ s hands glided over her waist. Her body responded, and her mind tried to lock away the memory
of dancing with Dravek.

Shelifted her chin, craving akiss, but his gaze darted behind her into the woods.
“We should go back to my house,” he said.

“It'll taketoo long.” She backed out of hisembrace. “1 want you now. On the ground.” She did her hand
across her muddy neck, reveling in hisgaze. “I want to get you asdirty as| am.”

Hiseyeslit up, but he said, “We don't have a blanket.”

“WE |l use our clothes.” Sheturned and ran. He would have to chase her now instead of talking. His
footstepsfollowed close behind her.

Suraturned around a clump of undergrowth. Finding the space behind it empty, she reached back and
untied her dress. By the time hejoined her, she had it halfway over her head.

“Wait.” He pulled her dress down to cover her. “I have something to tell you.”

“Tell melater.” Shetugged at histrousers. “And don’t worry, I’ ve been taking wild carrot seed, so |
can't get pregnant.”

He gently removed her hands and held them in hisown. “ Perhaps you' d better sit.”

Thetrepidation in his voice cooled her flame-fueed desire. She sst—alittle more heavily than she'd
planned, due to the meloxain her head and the confines of the dress. Etarek didn’t join her. She cursed
hersdf for coming on too strong, though she hadn’t thought it possible with a Kaindon man.

“Forgiveme.” Etarek paced in front of her. “I’ d give anything to make love with you right now. But if |
did, and then said thislater, you' d think me aright bastard.” He crouched in front of her so she could see
hisface, however faint, in the distant torchlight. “Would you have my baby?’

Her jaw plummeted. In the next breath, she barked alaugh so loud the rest of Kaindos must have heard
her.

Etarek’ s face stayed solemn, which only made her laugh harder. She smacked hischest. “ Y ou arearight
bastard.” She wiped her mouth into sobriety and took a deep breath. “Y es, Etarek,” shesaid in alow,
serious voice. “1"d be honored to bear your child. In fact, why don’t we havefour or five, in casewe
need afew spares?’



“Sura, I'mnot joking.”

She kept laughing. “Y ou must be, because if you weren't, then—" She stopped and looked at him.
“Then | would have to hit you much harder.”

He opened hisarms. “Go ahead. Then think about what | asked.”
Surashook her fist under his nose. “What gameisthis?

“It'snot agame.” Hetook her hand. “My mother needs to become third phase so she can communicate
ingtantaneoudy with Gaenin Tiros. Only then will we be able to coordinate an attack on Asermos.”

Suragtared at him. “ Y ou're serious.” Shejerked her hand out of his. “ Serious and insane.”

He shook hishead. “ Unfortunately thisisarationa decison. Too rationd, if you ask me.”

“The Council’ s ordering you to become afather? They can’t do that.”

“It'smy decision. Sometimes we have to put aside our own desires to do what our people need.”

Her mind boggled at the idea, and part of her still expected him to confessit wasajoke. “1t' s your
decision, but you won'’t be the one pregnant. Y ou won't be the one raising achild in this horrible world.”

“I know you don’t want to end up like your mother, but | wouldn’t abandon you the way your father
did.” Hisvoice softened but maintained its urgency. “I’ d do everything to help raise our son or daughter.”

“If | stay here, you mean. What if | go home?’

“It'snot safe to go home. It' Il never be safe until our people throw out the Descendants. As athird-phase
Hawk, my mother could help that happen. My father Ladek’ s a Bear—think what awarrior he'd be.”

He gestured in the generd direction of Asermos. “And if your mother entered the third phase, she'd be
invincible. They wouldn’t be ableto kill her with any weapon.”

“Don’'t bring her intoit,” she snapped. “Besdes, they’d just |et her die of third. Invincibility isn’t
immortdlity.”

“But with her new strength and fighting ability, she might be able to escape from prison.”

Angry tears burned her eyes. “ She wouldn’t want me to have ababy just to get power. It goes against
the Spirits ways.”

“Maybe the Spiritswant different things from us. They want our power.” He leaned closer so she could
hear hiswhisper. “Without it, they’ll die”

“But no pressure, right? Just the fate of the world resting on my womb. | won't doit.” Suraturned her
back on him but didn’t get up. The mel oxa had made her head too doshy for sudden movements. “Why
me? Why not some other woman?’

He sighed behind her. “They dl said no. They’re afraid their Spiritswill punish them by perverting their
second-phase powers.”

“They're smart to have that fear. Why should | be any different?’

He moved in front of her and spokein alow, calm voice. “Because you want to save Asermos. Maybe
you want it enough to take therisk.”



Shebrigled a hisimplication. “I’m not just thinking of the danger to mysdlf. I'm not even trained in the
first phase of my Aspect. In the second phase | could accidentally destroy someone' s memory.”

Hewas slent for several moments, and Surawas relieved she' d found an argument to shut him up.

Then he snapped hisfingers. “We could go to Tirosfor you to train with their Snake, just like Dravek
and Kara”

Sura sgut twisted at the thought of traveling with the newlyweds. But then she wouldn't have to watch
Dravek wak out of her life.

She put her facein her hands and dragged them over her scalp. Shewould not let her fedlingsfor her
Spirit-brother make her do something stupid.

“For that matter,” Etarek continued, “ Tiros has a second-phase Deer. | haven't had amentor since mine
died over ayear ago.”

“Then you should go. But not with me.” She stood, focusing on her balance as she straightened. “1 don't
want ababy now. It' swrong for us and wrong for our Spirits.”

Hisgazefell to the ground, and he nodded. “I’m sorry | upset you.” His hand moved asif to reach for
hers, but then he dropped it before touching her. “Can | makeit up to you with another dance?’

Surathought about how being pressed againgt his body for severa minutes might cloud her judgment.
“No. I’'mtired and drunk. | just want to go to deep.”

“I'll walk you home.” To her suspicious glance, he replied, “Just to your door.”

They skirted the bulk of the crowd and made their way down the main path toward the hedler’ s home.
Surathought how the entire evening had been one surredl event after another—the naked wedding, the
exploding bonfire and now this outrageous proposa. Shelonged to end it on something Smple and redl.

When they reached the porch, Sura stood on the lowest stair to bring hersdlf eye-to-eye with Etarek.
“Thank you for understanding,” she said. “Y ou’re not so bad, even if you are crazy.”

“Thank you, | think.” He placed afoot on the sair next to her. “ Slap meif this sounds awful, but I'd like
to see you again. Even without—"

She dapped him.
His eyes popped wide-open, and he put a hand to his cheek. “Never mind, then.”

“No, | fed better now.” Suraleaned forward and kissed him. He made alittle noise in the back of his
throat, and she pulled him into a deeper kiss, burying her handsin hislong, soft hair. Hisarms did around
her back, dowly, dmost cautioudy, asif hewere afraid she’ d run away.

When thelong, languid kisswas over, he smiled at her. “Good night.” He gave agraceful bow, then
walked back toward the pitiful remains of the bonfire.

Beyond him, in one of those trees, Dravek and Karawere consummeating their marriage. Even the
lingering sweetness of Etarek’ skiss couldn’t stop Surafrom wondering whose wrists were bound to the
bed.



Suraawoke to heavy pounding that echoed and amplified the throbbing in her temples. With a continuous
groan, sherolled out of bed and tottered into the kitchen.

Growing up in Asermos, she' d drunk her share of de, and even oncetried that horrid llion winethe
occupiers were aways pushing on the citizens to sedate them. But neither had kicked her in the head like
this Kalindon meloxa. The fermented crabapple drink’ s hangover was as putrid asitstaste.

Tereus sat a the kitchen table with a cup of tea. “Y ou came home early last night, even for an Asermon.
Theparty’ sl onif youwant tojoinin.”

Sheran her dry, sticky tongue over the roof of her mouth. “1 decline. Who was knocking?’

“Elorawent to get it. Probably apatient.” His expression when he saw her face made her wonder which
shade of greenit was. “ Sit. I'll make you sometea.”

Eloraappeared a the kitchen door. “ Tereus.” Her voice wasflat and frightened.
He stood immediately. “What' swrong?’

Therathe Hawk brushed past Elorato cometo him. “I’'m afraid | have bad news.” Shelaid ahand on
Tereus sarm. “Rhia s been captured.”

The color drained from hisface. “ Captured? When? Where?’

“She and Marek were on their way to Vel ekos when the Descendants caught them. Marek was pushed
into aravine and fell unconscious. They left him for dead. When he cameto, he saw them in the distance
heading for Asermos with your daughter.”

Surawatched as dl strength seemed to leave her grandfather. His hand reached out, fumbling for the
chair behind him. Elora helped him sit dowly, then turned to Sura.

“Water, please. And put some on for tea, aswell. A lot of tea” Shelooked at Thera. “Bring the rest of
the Council here. Now.”

Sura scrambled into the pantry to fetch afresh water skin. When she came back, Tereus was holding his
wifetightly. For thefirgt time since she'd known him, he looked every one of hisfifty-eight years.

He accepted the water with anod of thanks, not letting go of Elora. Suragrabbed the largest pot she
could find and went out the back door to the well.

Her hands shook as she pumped the water. For thefirst eight years of Sura slife, Aunt Rhiaand Uncle
Marek, dong with Tereus, had paid her more attention than her own mother had. When they evacuated
to Tiros, it waslikelosing her father dl over again—worse, since she hadn’t known Lycas enough to love
him.

Her fingers dipped off the pump, and her hand went to her mouth. Rhiawasn't astough asMdi. What if
they tortured her into telling them whereto find Lycas?

Her mind reddened and her fists balled so tight her knuckles cracked. Shewouldn’t let them take her
wholefamily.

Surashoved aside the pot and filled her hands with the cold running water, splashing it over her face until
her head was clear. Then she put the pot back under the spout and pumped as she wiped her face with
her other deeve. By the time she was dry, her decision was made.



She went to the kitchen, brewed alarge pot of sassafras tea and brought it to the front room. The other
Council members had already arrived and started the meseting. A few appeared to have not yet goneto
bed.

Etarek stood across the room behind his mother’ s chair, but when he saw Sura, he cameto join her. For
once, his eyeswere serious.

Therafinished relating the Horse woman’ s message about Rhia s capture, which had arrived by pigeon
from Tiros that morning. Dismay lay upon the room like a shroud. Rhiahad apparently earned
considerable respect during her stay in Kaindos.

“We haveto do something,” Tereus said. “First Mdi, now Rhia. They won't be expecting an attack to
comefromus. They’ll belooking for Lycas.”

Suracradled her elbowsin her pams at the sound of her father’s name. From the corner of her eye, she
saw Etarek look at her.

She stared at the wooden floor. If she couldn’t have Dravek—and she couldn’'t have Dravek—then
Etarek wouldn't be so bad. He was handsome and strong and funny, and she liked him. It should be that
smple. Last night she was eager to take him in the damp, thorny woods.

Hisfather, Ladek, spoke up. “We should make plansto attack on a determined day, then send abird to
the Tirons, demanding they joinus.”

“Andwhat if they don't?” Adrek said. “We'll be daughtered.”

“Beddes, we' re out of pigeons.” Theraturned to Surato explain. “They can only fly one way, back to
their home. The birdswe have heredl live here. If welet them go, they’ll just return to Kaindos. We
need to bring our pigeonsto Tiros and exchange them for Tiron pigeons. Dravek and Karawill take them
tomorrow when they go to Tirosfor his Snaketraining.”

Suraclosed her eyes and took Etarek’ s hand. He gave it afirm, steady squeeze. She opened her eyes
and sad, “We'll go with them.”

Therest of the Council turned to her with surprise. Tereus sank hisfaceinto hishand and shook his head
dowly.

Therarose from her chair. “Areyou sure?’
“Karaknowstheway,” Etarek said. “ She's been there before, and she can hunt for food.”
“That'snot what I’'m asking,” Therasaid.

Sura stared into the Hawk’ s hazel eyes. “1 know what you' re asking.” She paused, then looked at
Etarek. His face showed understanding, and he nodded to his mother.

Theroom grew uncomfortably slent, as everyone studied the walls or the lines on the backs of their
hands.

“No!” Tereusdammed hisfist againgt thetable. “1 won't let you do this, not even for Rhia The Spirits
punish those who have children thisway.”

Eloraspoke up. “But al signs show that They want usto find new ways to protect ourselves.”

“Unlessit'satest.”



Everyone looked at Adrek. Hefolded his handsinto asingle fist on the table. “ The Spirits have protected
Kdindosfor dmost twenty years because we' ve stuck to the old ways.”

“Weknow therisks,” Therasaid to him. “Punishments will be suffered by Suraand Etarek and mysdlf
and Ladek, not Kalindos asawhole. The Spirits wouldn’'t condemn the entire village for the actions of a
few.”

“We'redl guilty if we stand by and let them do this.” Tereus stood, scraping his chair againgt thefloor.
“It' sacold-blooded grab for power. Has anyone thought about the baby?’

“Of course| have.” Etarek let go of Surd s hand and turned to him. “My son or daughter will be loved no
lessthan any child borne from abond of love.”

Helooked at Sura, and she nodded quickly, though the panic wasrising insde. She had no ideahow to
take care of ababy and had to hope someonein Tiroswould teach her. Her decision was feding more
and more like agtep off adliff.

Her grandfather stared at her. “ Sura, isthiswhat you want?’

“No,” shesaid. “I want the Ilions never to have invaded. | want my mother and Aunt Rhia safe and free.
| want areal father, not awar hero. | want everything to be the way it was before | was born, before the
Descendants came.”

They stared at her, and Suraclosed her mouth for amoment, swallowing the bitterness. “But I’ m not
used to getting what | want, so I'll settlefor this”

Tereus sface grew drawn, and he sank into his chair. Eloralaid ahand on his shoulder and kissed the
sde of his head, whispering words Sura couldn’t hear.

Asthe Council continued their meeting, discussing invasion and rescue tactics, Etarek tugged Sura s hand
and tilted his head toward the door.

Outside, they sat on the porch together.

“Why now?’ Etarek said. “Why wasn't it enough just to help your mother? Why does Rhiamake a
difference?’

“My mother’ sbig and strong. Aunt Rhiaiis neither. She' d be easy to hurt.” Suratwisted her hands. “I'm
scared she' d give up my father. | can't let that happen. Or if it did, | could protect him by making him
third phase, and he’ d be harder to capture, dmost impossible to kill.”

Etarek rested his hands on hisknees and did histhumbs dong the lengths of hisforefingers. “Wadll, this
will be abit awkward.”

Shereached out atentative hand to touch hisarm. “Maybe not for long.”

18
Sangian Hills
“B eautiful day for treason, heh?’

Lycas|ooked up, and then up some more, to see Feras strolling into histent. The third-phase Bear, as
the military leader of the Vel ekon res stlance—not to mention outmatching Lycas by five years and fifty



pounds—was the only person who dared to enter Lycas's quarters unannounced.

Lycas stood and offered his sole chair. “ It sonly treason for those who recognize the government’ s
legitimacy. Which counts me out.”

“Both of us.” Ferasgrunted ashe sat a Lycas stable, dwarfing it with hisbulk.

Lycas picked up the stack of orders hewas reviewing and laid it on hisbedroll. “How arethingsin
Vedekos?

“ Settling down, unfortunately. Ten days after Lania sfunerd, and most Veekons act asif nothing
happened. Thelr capacity for self-denid isastonishing.”

Lycasfrowned. Unlike Asermos, Ve ekos had traded with the nation of Ilios for decades. Even now,
many of the native Ve ekons profited from the closer ties the occupation provided. The villagers had let
themselves be bought and tamed, trading their freedom, their identity and findly their magic for afew
crusts of bread.

“Sometimes | don’t blame them,” Feraswent on. “ They want peace and stability.”

“But they need war and chaos, and we' re going to giveit to them.” Lycas tapped the parchment the Bear
had brought. “What do you have for me?’

The Bear unrolled the long sheet onto the table, then set hiswater flask on one end to keep it flat.

“The Eviusfestiva paraderoute.” Feras sfinger followed ared linedong the streets. “The llionsare
avoiding the Acrosianeighborhood entirely thisyear. They claim the roads are too steep for their horses,
whichiscompletetripe”

Lycasleaned on his knuckles and examined the map. The largest protests of Lania’'s murder had
centered around her family’ s neighborhood, ahotbed of rebel activity long before her death.

He cursed. “ That means our operation will haveto leave the Acrosato sabotage the festiva. Arethere
enough sympathizersin therest of the villageto give cover?’

“Perhaps.” Feras sat back with asigh, the chair creaking under hisweight, and pushed amass of gray
and black curlsback from hisface. “But thefestival’ sonly afew weeks away. It would take time to
screen new safe houses.”

“Too much risk for too little reward.” Lycas scanned the map. “Ah.” Hejabbed hismiddle finger ona
spot in the northeast. “Let’ s strike that instead.”

Feraslaughed. “The police gation? Are you mad?’

“It's closer to the Acrosiathan the parade will be. We can do aquick strike and go underground again in
an ingdant. The placeitself won't be well-guarded. Most of the officerswill ether be containing the
fedtival crowds or getting their own selves drunk.”

“But to what end are we attacking?’
Lycas squinted at him. “*What end’ 7’

“What do we hope to accomplish, other than putting the llionsinto amaniaca rage? There sno tactica
advantage to be had. We d never be able to hold the station.”



“We don't need to hold it. We just need to get in long enough to steal weapons, release some prisoners
and, if there’ stime, burn the place down.” He picked up Feras swater flask and took along gulp.
“Wregking havocisan end initsdf.”

“That’sguerrillatalk. Thisisn't the wildernesswhere there sno oneto retdiate. If we anger thellions,
they’ll takeit out on dl of Velekos.”

“And al of Velekoswill finaly wake up.” Lycas svoiceturned bitter. “1sn’'t that what you want? Or are
you in the mood for amore leisurdly revolution, in timefor your grest-grest-grandson to die afree man?’

“I want it now.” Feras pounded the table and pointed at him. “Y ou don't know what it'sliketo live
under their thumb. Y ou may be the most pursued renegade in the entire colony, but you' re free out here
inthe hills. Y ou don't have children and grandchildren to think about.”

Lycas held back asnarl. “Who do you think I’'m doing thisfor? My daughter has spent the last decade in
fear for her lifein Asermos, aplace that makes Velekos ook like afegtival by comparison. Asermos will
never befree aslong asllion troops are two days march away in Velekos. Only when we bother them
here—" he jammed hisfinger against the map of Velekos “—can we fight them there.” He pointed east
toward Asermos.

Feras sat dlent, hisarms crossed over his expansive chest. “ The Vel ekon resistance agrees, but the rest
of the village won't see why they should risk their livesfor Asermos.”

“It'snot for Asermos, it'sfor al our people.” Lycasformed afist. “Remember, our god isnot
compromise, it’s not better conditions or more lenient laws under the occupation. Our god isto send the
Descendants back to Ilios.”

“Liberation or degth, hen?’
“No. Jugt liberation.”
Footsteps approached the tent, and they turned their heads toward the door.

“It'sprobably our lunch,” Feras said. “| asked one of your men to bring usfood and drink. Damen tells
me you' re not egting enough.”

Lycas snorted. “For a Crow, anything less than sx medsaday counts as sarvation.”
Ferasdidn’t smile. “You do look thinner than when | last saw you.”

Lycasturned to the tent door, on the pretext of greeting his attaché, the young Bear whose footsteps he
heard. More important, he didn’t want Feras to see the worry on hisface.

He d been eating more than he’ d eaten in the wilderness, but it wouldn't stave off hislossin bulk. The
Otter hedler said his hedlth wasfine, which left amore chilling explanation: his Spirit was weakening.

He saw it in hismen, his Wolverinefighters. The youngest of them, like Nilik and the two other Tirons,
didn’'t notice; they were busy reveling in their newfound powers. They didn’t know how strong they
should fed.

Lycas opened the flap before the Bear could announce himsdlf. To his disappointment, the young man
wasn't carrying food.

“Sir, the messenger from Tiros has arrived.”



“Show himin.”

The Bear motioned to Y orgas the Bat, who stood leaning against anearby tree. He staggered forward,
looking asif he could barely keep hisfest.

“Bring him food and water,” Lycastold his attaché, then waved for Y orgasto enter the tent. “What news
comesfrom Tiros?’

“Morethan Tiros, I'm afraid, ar.” Gulping for breath, the Bat wiped his swesty, dark blond hair from his
face. Then he glanced at Feras and closed his mouth.

“Y ou can spesk in front of him,” Lycassaid.

Y orgas gave aquick nod and attempted to straighten his posture against obvious exhaustion. “Firgt,
Madi’sin prison.”

Lycas s stomach turned cold, asif he' d just swallowed a bucket of ice. “Where s my daughter?’
“Safein Kaindos. They sent amessenger pigeon the day she arrived.”

Helet out along breath and was glad the other two men couldn’t tell how weak his knees had turned.
“Good. When did this happen?’

“Mali was arrested about two weeks ago, a her homein the middle of the night.”
“Isshedill dive?”
“No oneknows. I’'m sorry, sir.”

Lycasturned over the eventsin hismind, trying to focus on the strategic implications and not on theimage
of hisformer matein chains. Shewould fed little pain from their tortures, but they would find away to
make her suffer. Thellionswereimaginative, if nothing ese.

Y orgas cleared histhroat. “ There smore.”
Lycas gtared at him, dread rising in his chest. “What more?’

“On my way here through the Sangian Hills, | came upon one of our platoons. They’ d been ambushed by
the llions, who apparently tricked our men into thinking there were about a tenth as many enemy fighters
asthereredly were.” His gaze tripped down to the floor, then up to meet Lycas seyesagain. “ They got
Srin”

Lycasblinked at him. Sirin. His comrade. Hisfriend. The closest thing he’ d had to abrother snce Nilo's
desth.

Ferasfilled the silence. “How many men werelogt?’

“Three Cougars, two Wolverines and a Bear. The whole platoon, except for one Cougar who climbed to
safety. He wasthe one | came upon, burying the others.” Y orgas dipped his handsin and out of his
pocketsin anervous gesture. “1 went to headquartersfirst to let them know. | hopethat’sal right.”

Lycas stared at him, then realized the Bat required an answer. “ They’ d need to deploy another squad to
cover theterritory of the onelost. Good thinking.”

Y orgas nodded. “ Thank you, Sir.”



“Isthat all?’ Lycas snapped, though he couldn’t imagine what could be worse than the capture of Mdli
and Sirin. Hisown family was safe, at lesst.

The Bat spoke dowly, asif choosing hiswordswith care. “A group of former Asermons have left Tiros
to free Mdi and the other political prisoners.” He shifted hisfeet. “ They asked that you stay here and not
get involved. They said it would betoo great arisk for you, and that they knew Asermos better now,

anywey.”

Lycas Sghed through histeeth. They were probably right. But it took every bit of discipline not to jump
on ahorse and go barreling into Asermos to rescue Mdi and Sirin.

Y orgas cleared histhroat. “ That'sdl, ar.”
“Then go eat and rest. I’ [l send you back tomorrow with my answer.”

When Y orgas was gone, Lycas began to pace. Hisfists clenched and unclenched as he waked the
narrow space between the door and the table, muttering half to himsdlf and half to Feras.

“I'll have to assign anew executive officer at the headquarters. There are afew men therel trust with my
life. But who would take the job? Being second-in-command brings twice the work, haf the glory.”

“I'll let you get to that.” Feras stood and rolled up the parchment. “We' Il attack the police station asyou
suggested. Times are clearly desperate now. I'll be back in aweek with alist of personnel, so we can
gart planning the attack.”

“Thank you.”

On hisway out of the tent, Feras clasped Lycas s shoulder. “Don’t worry. Sirin and Mali are two of the
toughest people |’ ve ever met. They'll survivethis, and be tougher till.”

When hewas gone, Lycas eft histent and walked over to the training area, which consisted of a dope of
woods that could be observed from above. The young Wolverines stalked from tree to tree, practicing
stealth and speed, following the maneuvers shouted by their Bear leader. Lycas could see Nilik’ sface
rigid with concentration.

They were fagt and strong and quiet, but not as much as they should have been. At the end of the
exercise, the Bear shouted his frustration and forced them to repest it from the beginning.

Wolverines were weskening. It was the only explanation for Sirin’s capture. Thelast time llions had
come close to nabbing him, he d killed eighteen men to keep his freedom, then laughed about it later. If
they could get Sirin, they could get anyone, including Lycas.

He dwelled on thisfact aslong as he could, rather than think of Mali, and remember the way her sharp
gaze used to stun him into speechlessness. It was probably just aswell they had never fought on the same
fidd; they would have either killed each other in abattle of wills, or he would have been too busy staring
at her body to avoid hisown annihilation.

She' d fooled him with her toughness. He thought she didn’t need him, even after Surawas born. When
he' d left for lliosto rescue Marek and Nilik, she' d told him never to return. Like an idiot, he' d taken her
at her word.

And Sura...at least she was safe. Next to Tiros, Kaindos was the farthest out of harm’ sway she could
be. Neither village held much appedl to the Descendants. They lacked the rich soil of Asermosor the
thick limestone deposits of Veekos.



But if he could, he'd bring Sura here, so he could see with his own eyesthat shewas dive, that the
Descendant scum hadn’t taken her soul and her hope.

And so that she could see that no matter what happened to her mother, she ill had something left in the
world, one person who would lay down hislifefor her.

19
Kirisan Mountains

Suraand the three Kalindons hiked in near-silence for the length of thefirst day. Thetrall wastoo rough
for riding, and the Kaindons couldn’t spare the horses, anyway, whichwas arelief to Sura. Thetripto
Tiroswould be dower, but less painful, than the one she' d taken to Kalindos.

While Dravek had reacted with a stony sullenness to the news that she and Etarek would be
accompanying them, Kara had wel comed their company.

“It’ sterrible what happened to your mother and your aunt,” she said to Sura asthey made their way
uphill through the forest. “ My father was taken in the invason when | wasfour yearsold. Mother and |
got away in time because she cloaked me with her Walf invisibility. | can till fed her hand on my mouth,
keeping mefrom crying asthey led my father away.” She Sghed. “Wefound out later that hedied in

captivity.”

“I’'m sorry to hear that,” Suratold her, resenting the Wolf lesswith every moment. “ Sometimes | wonder
if there sanyonein our two villages who hasn't been hurt by the Descendants.”

They made camp when it became too dark for Suraand Dravek to seethetrail. By thelight of asmall
campfire, they set up their tents and made dinner.

Asthey ate, Karasnuggled in Dravek’ s lap and tried to feed him by hand. He played along at first, but
hissmile grew tighter. Findly, after she’ d teased him severd times by snatching back the food at the last
instant, he picked her up and took her off hislap.

“Stopit,” hesad quigtly. “1t'sglly.”

“Oh, you'reno fun.”

“I’'mtired. | just want to eat and go to bed.”

“Bed.” She clapped her hands. “Now that’ sfun.”

He blanched and glanced a Sura, then Etarek. “| meant, go to deep.”

“Areyou joking?’ she said in ahigh-pitched voice. “We re newlyweds. There' Il be no deegping on this
trip.”

Suralooked down at her plate, wondering how she would fit the food past the lump at the top of her
somach.

“Dravek, don’'t mind us,” Etarek said. “ Pretend we' re not here.”

Sura snorted. “Good luck with that.” She kept her gaze on her food, wondering how the comment had
sounded to the others. Another two weeks of hiding her fedingswould surely boil her insdes.

Etarek and Kara began to discuss how much meloxathe four of them could drink per night while leaving



enough to make a decent gift for the Tirons. They seemed content with the result, until Dravek spoke up.
“Y ou women can't drink if you' retrying to get pregnant. Meloxa s not safe for babies.”

Karadapped her forehead. “ Y ou'reright. How could | forget?’

“I don't know,” hesaid. “It'sal you talk about. Isn't that why we got married?’

She stared a Dravek. “It’ s not the only reason.”

“Good,” he said through amouthful of dried venison. “But | till won't let you drink meloxa.”

“Let me? Sincewhen am | your child?1’m four years older than you.” Sheglared a him. “If anything, I'm
the one who hasto take care of you.”

He hunched his shoulders. “ Y ou don’'t have to do anything.”

Sura squirmed on her log and gave Etarek a nervous glance. His eyes and posture reflected her
discomfort.

They finished their dinnersin silence, put out the campfire and retired to their tents. Suraand Etarek laid
out their bedrolls beside each other, then sat face-to-face. Her heart was pounding, and she felt alittle
Sck.

“You wereright,” shesaid. “Thisisawkward.”
“We don't have to tonight. It'sup to you.”

“I need to show you something so it doesn't Sartle you in the middle of—" She touched the collar of her
shirt.

“Your scars?’
“How did you know?’

“I saw abit when we danced. | confess | was looking down your dress.” Hetilted hishead. “What
happened?’

She told him about the fire while he held her hand and squeezed it at dl the right moments. Then she
turned and unbuttoned her shirt to show him the burns on her back.

Etarek made atsking noise. “Sura, I'm so sorry.”
She winced at the pity in hisvoice. “1t doesn't hurt.”

“Good.” He passed his hand over her shoulder and down her back. “1t doesn’t matter.” He turned her to
facehim. “I 4ill think you' re beautiful.”

He kissed her, sweetly, and she tried not to compare his dismissive reaction to Dravek’s, who had
venerated her scars. Etarek was being kind in his own way.

She pulled back and gave him an uneasy smile. “Maybe we could wait until tomorrow?’

He nodded. “I know thisis hard for you, after what happened to your mate. I’'m here whenever you're
reedy.”



She gave Etarek aquick, awkward kiss, then lay on her side facing away from him. It felt asif the entire
Kaindon Council were watching them. Her body felt cold at the thought of bearing an unwanted baby.

It wouldn’t stay unwanted, she knew, and that was what scared her most. The Descendants had killed or
imprisoned nearly everyone she'd ever loved.

Somehow they’ d find away to take her child, too.

In Sura s dream, Dravek stood across the clearing from her, on the other side of the bonfire. Through the
leaping, licking flames she could see he was naked. She touched her body to confirm that she, too, wore
nothing. In the center of the fire stood atall wooden stake that remained unburned.

Facel ess people surrounded them, shrieking pleasin alanguage she couldn’t understand. They pressed
in, pushing her closer to thefire. Dravek held out his hands.

“Do you dare?’ Hisvoice was awhisper, but she heard hiswords clearly. “For me?’
She nodded and tried to step around the bonfire to join him.

“No, Sura. Inside.”

Her blood ran cold. He meant for her to walk through the fire to meet him.
“Together,” she said. “ Count to three.”

“One.” Hisgaze bored into hers.

“Two.” She moved to the edge of the flames and lifted her hands.

“Three,” they spoke together asthey movedin.

They screamed. It hurt worse than all the pain in Sura slife added together. She wanted to lesp back
out, but the agony in Dravek’ s eyes propelled her forward to take his hands.

The pain ceased. She breathed hard, gulping hot air that didn’t sear her lungs but only filled her with
power.

He moved forward and lifted her hands above her head, backing her up to pin her wrists against the
wooden stake. She cried out at the fed of his hot flesh againgt hers.

The flames jumped higher asif in celebration. He brought his mouth to her neck, and Surafelt amoment
of perfect happiness. She belonged here forever, inthefire, in hisskin.

Something cool and smooth did against her uprai sed hands and wrapped around her wrists. Dravek
pulled his head away and looked up. She craned her neck to follow his gaze.

A long black snake was binding them to the stake. Asit twisted around their upper arms, itstongue
flicked over Sura sskin. Its gaze reflected the flames around it, but unlike the flat, glassy eyesof ared
snake, these orbs sparked with wisdom and cunning.

“It' sHer,” Surabreathed.

The snake congtricted, strapping them to the pole.



Dravek turned his head to Sura. “It' swhat She wants.”
Sheamiled. Hewas hers. Their love would makethem invincible.

Without armsto clutch him, it should have been avkward. But in the dream Surd slegs did up easily to
encircle hiswast. He angled hishipsto bring hishard length against her most sensitive spot. Every muscle
intheir bodies jerked with the sudden shock. Dravek dipped his head to hers.

Histongueflicked in and out of her mouth as he stroked againgt her, sending her into afrenzy. It was
wild, blinding pleasure, but she needed him insde her. Her hips bucked and pitched in an attempt to
reech him.

Finally he pulled back and paused, gazing down with eyes as dark as amoonless night.
“I loveyou,” he whispered, then gave her everything, kissing her deep as he plunged inside her.
The world shattered.

The stake, the flames, the snake—all vanished. Suraand Dravek floated to the ground, locked in their
embrace.

Thedirt benesth them was cold, and the surrounding forest was gray and lifeless. Their skin no longer
scorched likefire. But their bodies were sill warm and dive.

“It doesn't matter,” she whispered, holding him close. “Thisisal we need.”

Sura s eyes jerked open into darkness. It took a moment to remember where she was, and who she was
with. A tear dipped from her eye before she could stop it.

Etarek’ svoice rumbled beside her. “Wasit anightmare?’

No, she thought, staring at the ceiling of the dark tent. Thisisthe nightmare.

His hand dipped over the blanket to touch hers. She drew it to cup her breast through her thin shirt.
Etarek sghed asif he' d been holding a breath for severa minutes. “ Are you sure?’

She couldn’t respond in words, for no matter what she said, his Deer senses would hear nothing but
sadness.

Instead of speaking, she pulled him to kiss her, as her mind and body tried to convince each other that he
was the one she wanted.

20

Asermos
“Wiill I be needed tonight?” Rhiaasked her guards as they made their last round before bedtime.

“Addano’ s off-duty,” the oldest of the three soldiers said, “which meansyou're off-duty.” He chuckled at
his own joke. “ So enjoy your vacation.”

Reieved, shelooked over & Mdi, who frowned. They’ d been using the information Rhia had gleaned
from the interrogation sessionsto figure out what the Ilions knew about the resistance, so Mali wasno
doubt disappointed Rhia had the night off. They’ d given up trying to inflict pain on Mdi hersdf and had



resorted to keeping her in crimindly horrid conditions. Neither method had gotten results. Now they
were just keeping her as bait for Lycas. As soon asthey caught him, Captain Addano had told Rhia,
they’ d dispose of Mdli likethey did Sirin.

The door leading to the outside opened, and the captain’ s voice rang forth.
“Bring the women out to the yard. Now!”

The guards started and looked at each other. “What' s he doing here?’ said the one who' d spoken
before. He cdled out to the captain. “ Sir, are they being released?’

Addano gave an uncharacterigticaly harsh laugh. “In asense. | have ordersfor their immediate
execution.”

Rhia skneesturned to water. Her hands did aong the rough walls of the cell, nails digging into the stone
to keep her gtanding. “No...”

The guard shrugged. “Lesswork for us.” He pointed at Mdli. “Y ou two get her. I'll take the little one.”

Rhia couldn’t see the expresson on Mali’ sface, but the Wasp' s posture remained straight and tall. Rhia
shifted back her own shoulders and lifted her chin asthe guard entered her cell. She moved forward at
his gesture so that he wouldn't grab her. He pulled her arms behind her back, dmost gently, then bound
her wrists together with athin rope.

They wouldn’t see her cry or beg for her life. After dll, she’' d dready died once. There was nothing to
fear. Soon Crow would take her into His eterna realm of peace.

Then her mind showed her Marek’ sface, and those of her children, and she wanted to collgpse on the
floor, kick and scream and punch until they let her go. At that moment shefelt like she' d tell the
Descendants anything they wanted to know, just for one more glimpse of her family.

They wereled out of their cells and turned right toward the iron door. Behind her, Mali walked without
protest. “If you kill me,” she stated, “you’ |l lose thiswar. When you' re fleeing back to what' s left of 1lios,
you' Il remember my words.”

They opened the door, and the captain’ s voice came from around the corner. “ Tie them to the blocks,
then step back.”

“We know what to do,” Rhia s guard muttered under his bresth as he tugged her out into the humid
summer night.

In the torchlight she could see two large stone blocks sitting in the center of the exercise yard. Dark liquid
stains covered the tops and sides. An ax rested against one of them.

Rhia s body trembled at the sight. Such a death might not be quick or painless. She closed her eyesand
prayed out loud to Crow to have mercy on her and Mali.

Her guard shook her elbow. “ Stop babbling. Y ou’'ll wake the others.” Heled her to the block and
pressed down hard atop her shoulder. In amoment she was on her knees, perversely grateful she no
longer had to force hersdlf to stand. Asthe guard bound her to the block, she squeezed her eyes shut and
prayed for dl those she' d left behind, dl those she' d failed.

Then she thought of the only reason why she and Madi would be no further useto the llions: Lycas had
been killed. Her tears flowed as she whispered his name.



The guards stepped back, and she waited to hear the heavy booted footsteps of the executioner.

A loud whistle came from both sides of the yard. The sound was followed by athup! and muffled cries of
the three guards.

Aninvisble hand grasped hers. “Rhia, it sme.”
Marek.

“Hold ill,” he said. She heard the rough dide of aknife blade through rope, and in amoment shewas
free. She turned to see the guards on their knees, grasping at the arrows protruding from their chests.
Their mouths opened and closed.

“Hurry!” Mali whispered, then fell back as her own bindings were cut. Sherolled over and snatched the
short sword from the sheeth of the closest guard, who was groaning loudly. In three quick motions, she
dashed their throats, and the yard was silent again.

Rhialooked for Addano, expecting him to appear any moment with reinforcements. Someone leaped
from the shadows where his voice had originated.

Jula

“Out. Now,” she said in a hushed version of the captain’ s voice. Rhiafollowed her daughter to the corner
of theyard, where she pulled aside a pile of brush to reved a spot where the fence had been cut away at
the bottom. Juladipped through on her scomach.

Marek laid ahand on Rhia swais. “You gofirs.”

She dipped through, her back scraping on the bottom of the cut fence posts. On the other side, she got
to her knees and soon drew her invisible husband into atight embrace.

“You'redive” shewhispered. “1 knew it.”

“Maybe it paysto be married to a Crow.” He kissed her hard and quick as he reappeared, bow and all.
“And part of aWolf pack.” He pointed to two trees, one on each end of the prison yard, where she
assumed two other invisble archers sat.

Rhiaturned back to the fence, looking for Mali, who wasn't coming. She pressed her eye to the gap
between the dats. The Wasp was collecting wegpons from the three soldiers.

“Mdl, hurry!” shewhispered asloudly as she dared.
“Yougo. I'll catchupif | can.”
“What do you mean?’

Sheturned to Rhig, asword in each hand. “ They have twenty-four of our men. I’'m going back for them.”
Her head suddenly jerked asif she heard someone coming, and the torchlight illuminated agrin of
anticipation. “Run now. And, Rhia, if your brother’ still dive...” Mdi’ssmilewidened. “ Punch himinthe
gut for me”

Rhiashook her head. 1 wouldn't want him to get sentimental.”

For thefirst timein their lives, Mdi laughed with her instead of at her.



Rhiahoped it wouldn't be with one of her |last bresths.

By thetime Rhiaarrived a Bolan's door with Marek and Jula, her legs were screaming with exhaustion.
Ten days of imprisonment had sapped what felt like ayear’ sworth of strength.

Marek knocked and recited the coded message when Bolan responded. The Horse swung open the
door and broke into a broad smile.

“Rhia”

She gave him ahard hug, trying to hide her dismay a how the occupation had aged hisformerly youthful,
carefree demeanor.

Helooked past her into the darkness. “Where sMai?’
“Shewent back in to set more prisonersfree,” Rhiatold him.
Bolan groaned. “Her courage will be the desath of her. But hopefully not tonight. Comein, comein.”

“The other two Wolves stayed behind to fight off any guards,” Marek added. “ They’ Il disperse and go
home when they’ re done, and tell Mdi to meet us here.” He closed the door behind him. “At least, that's
the plan.”

“I hopeyou'reright.” Bolan grabbed afew things from the pantry, then led them through the dark, silent
house, out the back door, and across asmall clearing to the stable. The sight of it made her ache for her
father’ sformer horse farm nearby.

Inside the stable, Bolan divided the food among them. Rhiawas too out-of-breath to eat, so she asked
them how they’ d managed to rescue her.

“Let metdl her, Father.” Julabeamed with pride when Marek nodded. “First, Father and one of the
second-phase Wolves spent the last two nights cutting those fence posts around the prison yard. One of
them would saw while the other watched the guardsto seeif they were looking.”

Marek tore another piece of bread from the loaf. “ The Descendants till haven't figured out how to
detect usWolves. Even their guard dogs can only smell us, not hear us. They look in our direction but
don’t bark. It slike we re just another animal.”

Rhiasnorted. “ To the Descendants, we are just another animal.”

“Meanwhile,” Jula continued, “I’ ve been working with Panos, the other Wolf, riding on hisback so he
could cloak me with hisinvishility. We got up close to the camp so | could hear one of the commanders
voices. Then we had to wait until he was off-duty so | could take his place and order your guardsto
bring you out.” Her brows pinched as she looked a Rhia. “ Sorry | scared you with the execution.”

Rhiashook her head. “ There was no other way to get Mali and me out at the sametime.”
One of the horses began to stamp and whinny. Bolan held up afinger. “ Someone' s coming.”

Bow in hand, Marek accompanied him to the barn door. Rhia saw Bolan poke his head out to look
toward the house, then wave to beckon someone over. She hurried toward the door, hoping to see Mali.

Instead Endrus and Medus appeared. They staggered toward the food but stopped when they saw Rhia.



“Traitor,” Medus spat, and lunged for her. Julascreamed. The other three men barely caught the Badger
intime to keep his hands from her throat.

“She sat there, in that prison, whilethey burned me,” he said, “while they cut me. She sat there and
waiched!”

“| saved your life,” Rhiasaid. “ They would have killed you if | hadn’'t sopped them the last time.”
“Y ou should ve let them,” he growled. “I wanted to die.”

“I’'m sorry.” Shelooked at Endrus. “But this was the best way to find out what the Descendants know
about the resistance.”

“While saving your own skin, no doubt.” Medus gave her one last glare, then his shoulders sagged.
“Which| can't redly blameyou for.”

“It dmost killed me to watch them hurt you.” Rhia stepped forward, close enough to touch, and spoke to
both men. “ Pleaseforgiveme.”

Endrus nodded dowly. “Y ou were as much avictim aswe were.”

Medus stared at her with bloodshot eyes and finally assented. The others released him, and he shook his
arms and straightened his back. Then the Badger and Cougar turned to the food and set upon it like

garving dogs.
“Where sMdi?’ Bolan asked.

Endrus spoke through amouthful of bread. “ Thought she was right behind me, but when | turned around,
shewas running back into the prison.” He shook his head. “No one came out after that.”

“You left her there?” Marek said.

“What were we supposed to do,” Medus grumbled, “ storm the place?’ He glared a Rhia. “ After what
they did to us, we could barely walk.”

“Doyou think she' sdead?’ Rhiaasked Endrus.
His mouth formed agrim line. “If not dead, recaptured.”

Rhia sank onto the floor next to Julaand put her facein her hands. Surely the Ilionswould kill Mali now,
asaprecaution againgt her future escape, or even as punishment for releasing Endrus and Medus. The
Wasp's only hope was that they <till considered her suitable bait for Lycas.

The question was, would her brother take it?

21

Sangian Hills

N ilik tried not to flinch as the Otter healer stitched the wound on hisright hand.
“Third timethisweek,” shesaid.

He put his other hand behind his back, asif that would undo itstwo cuts.



“Been doing alot of theselately.” Shetied off the thread and cut it. “Not just you, Nilik. You al need to
be more careful.”

Heflexed hisfingers and examined the neat sutures on the base of histhumb. “Isit unusud to have so
many injuriesintraning?
“Unheard of. Next!” She pulled a clean needle and thread from her kit and beckoned to the Wolverine at

the head of the line, one of Nilik’s comrades from Tiros, who was holding a bloodstained bandage
around hisouter wrist.

Nilik shuffled back toward the men’ s barracks, which consisted of along tent that held the bedrolls of
twenty to thirty soldiers. There wasn't room to do anything in there but deep, something he needed
desperately. It was nearly dusk; he' d been up with the sun to train, and train, then train some more. His
hand throbbed, and he cursed his own carelessness.

The older Wolverines, including his uncle Lycas, gave frequent lectures, complete with diagrams, on the
safest and mogt efficient waysto kill the enemy. Ingtinct told Nilik to go straight for the heart, but the ribs
and breastbone usualy dowed the momentum, making his hand dip forward over the hilt onto the blade.
Hencehisinjuries.

As hisfeet dragged him toward the barracks, Nilik recited the soft spots on a human body, especiadly
places that would provide the most blood for the effort. Throat, upper arm, upper thigh, under theribson
theleft sde. They’d practiced on fresh deer corpses provided by the Cougars and Wolves.

Then therewas hisfirg battle, the ambush in the northeast Sangian Hills.

He' d fended off two Descendants with his dagger and short sword. He hadn’t struck akilling blow, but
the rush of survival and victory were more than enough to satisfy him.

But not Lycas, who had saved him two Ilionsto daughter.
The first was the captain of the platoon, conscious but barely breathing, an arrow embedded in each lung.

“Hecandiefast or dow.” Lycaslifted the soldier by hishair, making him groan with whét little breath he
had. “Y our choice.”

Nilik’ s hands shook as he grasped the captain’ s hair and placed his knife to histhroat.

“Ear to ear,” Lycaswhispered.

“No.” The Descendant started to struggle. “Not that way. Please.”

Nilik held him still between hisknees. “I'm sorry,” he whispered, and made the cut.

Blood fountained from the man’ sthroat. Nilik yelped and leaped back, shoving the captain to the ground.

Lycas put ahand on his shoulder. “ Good. Next time, not so deep. Idedlly you want to cut the vein but
not the artery. But it' s better than making the opposite mistake and cutting too shallow.”

Nilik swvalowed the bilein histhroat as he watched the blood steam in the night air. The man stopped
twitching.

“He sdead dready, see?’ Lycas Seered Nilik to the left. “Let’ stry again.”

1] Na/\l?,



Lycas squeezed his shoulder. “ Everyone talks about their first kill, but the second is actudly the hardet,
because now you know what it'slike. Best to get it over with so that next time you won't hesitate.”

They stopped in front of ayoung soldier, no older than Nilik himsalf, who was bleeding from a sword
wound to the stomach.

“The enlisted are tougher,” Lycas said, “because they don’t have enough hair to grab. Take him by the
back of the collar.”

Nilik hesitated, but not long enough to need prodding. He couldn’t let his uncle seethe fear thet, as
predicted, had increased since hisfirst kill.

Helifted the man easlly, his new Wolverine strength surprising him again. Barely conscious, thisone
didn’t protest, but Nilik apologized anyway, and whispered one of his mother’s Crow prayers as he put
blade to skin, then diced.

“Perfect.” Lycas squatted and pointed to the soldier’ sthroat, ignoring the young man’ s death spasms.

“ See how the blood cascades straight down, like rain over a sheer rock face. Hold him up afew more
moments so hisbrain can drain. It endsit faster.” He glanced up at Nilik. “ There wouldn't be time during
abattle, but it' s a courteous gesture if you have the leisure.” He stood up. “ There, you can put him
down.”

Nilik gently lowered this one to the ground, laying him on his back. On an impulse, he placed the hilt of
the soldier’ sfalen sword in hishand and rested it upon his chest.

“ Another reason why the enlisted are harder to kill,” Lycas said. “ They’ re more like us. Thisboy might
have been afarmer afew months ago, or an artist or a produce merchant on the streets of Leukos. The
army takesthem al, no matter their ability, becauseit’ s desperate. llios eatsitsyoung.”

Nilik could only nod, afraid to open his mouth.
“You' vedonewel,” Lycassaid. “Now go throw up.”

“Thank you, sr.” And he had, barely making it around the corner of the ravine before losing what felt like
hisdinner, lunch and breskfast from three days ago.

When his stomach stopped cramping and he could stand upright again, Nilik went to push back the hair
that had fdlenin hisface.

He saw hishands. They’ d been stained with blood before, but never alife slast drops. Cold and sticky,
the fingers gummed together, and the lines on his pams glared up at him. These hands had brought death.

But they no longer shook.

Now Nilik shoved his handsinside his pockets as he made hisway to the barracks. The rough materia
scraped the stitches, but he ignored the pain.

Someday soon, when he entered the Vel ekon garrison and grasped the throats of Lania skillers, he
wouldn't gpologize, wouldn't pray. He would laugh.

“ Lymn

Nilik stopped when he heard the familiar female voice coming from the eastern edge of the camp. It
couldn’t be, not here.



Unless she' d followed him.

Nilik’s stomach sank. His mother had arrived. Soon Lycas would know of Nilik’s disobedience and
deception. He' d be lucky to get hometo Tiros on hisfeet instead of a stretcher.

For amoment he considered running in the opposite direction. But that would only put off theinevitable
reprimand. He squared his shoulders and turned toward the voice.

Outsde Lycas stent, Nilik’ s entire family was gathered around the Wolverine. Lycaslifted Rhiain his
arms, far off her feet, then set her down again.

“What are you doing here?’ he said.
“Origindly, to find my son and bring him home.” Shelooked past Lycas and saw him. “Thereyou are.”
“Nilik!” Jularanto him, damming into hisarms. “You'redivel”

“Of course’m dive.” He hugged her much as Lycas had embraced his own sster. “Why shouldn't |
be?’

She clutched his hands. “Wewere so worried. It sal my fault.”

Lycas sexpression darkened as he looked at Nilik. “1 thought you gave him the password,” he said to
Rhia

“I gaveitto him.” Juladipped her head. “I’m so sorry.” Then her face brightened. “But then | helped
Father break Mother out of prison.”

“Prison?’ Lycas held up afinger to Nilik. “Y ou stay right there.” He turned to Rhia. “Why wereyouin
prison?’

“Wewere on our way to get Nilik.” His mother gave him an imploring look, as though she wanted to
embrace and smack him smultaneoudy. He stood his ground so she couldn’t reach him to do either.
“We came across the remnants of your ambush, and the Ilionsfound us.”

Nilik felt sick. He had put his own parentsin mortal danger. He stepped forward. “Mother, I'm so sorry.
Pleaseforgiveme.”

Lycasraised ahand to him. “Shut up until wetell you to speak.” Helooked at Marek. “Were you both
taken?’

Nilik listened with agrowing dread in his gut as hisfather told them the story of hisfal and recovery, then
hisand Juld s harrowing rescue attempt.

“Wetried to bresk out Mdli, too,” Marek said, “but she went back in to rel ease the other prisoners.”
“Endrus and Medus escaped,” Rhia added, “thanksto her. They’ll be here soon.”

“They’ re good men, and valuable to the resstance.” Lycas shook his head. “Mali was recaptured
because she didn’t run away with you?’

Marek sighed. “Braveto theend.”

“Wedon't know if it' stheend,” Rhiasaid. “ They might till keep her dive asbait for you, Lycas. Just
likel was”



Nilik saw hisuncl€ sbrows lower in suspicion. “Wait aminute.” Lycas |ooked at Marek. “ That message
from Tiros, the one about Mdi, came on your orders, didn’t it? Why didn’t you tell me Rhiawasin
prison?’

Marek crossed hisarms, undaunted. “1 knew you' d try to rescue her and probably end up captured,
because they were waiting for you. We couldn’t take that risk. Besides, | had it under control.” He
gestured to Rhia. “Obvioudy.”

“Youliedtome.” Lycasloomed over Marek. “Y ou kept secret my own sister’ simprisonment.” He gave
him alook of disgust. “What else could | expect from aFox?’

Nilik stepped forward. “Don’'t speak to him that way. It's my fault Mother was captured, not his.”
“Lycas, there' s something else.” Rhia put ahand on her brother’ sarm. “ Sirin’ sdead.”

Nilik caught his breath. Lycas stepped back, looking at Rhiaasif she were astranger.
“That' simpossible. HE stoo vauable to execute.”

“Maybe they couldn’t risk his escape. Maybe orders came from higher up.”

Lycas haf turned away from her, swalowing hard. “ Are you sure?”

“I saw him drown. His heart stopped.”

“Did Crow take him?’

Rhiahesitated. “I don’t know. When they took him away, Crow hadn't finished hisjourney.”
He whirled on her. “ So he could il bedive.”

“They said they were going to bury him.”

Lycas sfacefdl. “Then | pray heredly was dead when they took him.” He ran ahand over his scalp,
pressing hard on the long black hair. “How do you know this? Wasit apublic execution?’

“No.” She gave Nilik along look, then turned her gaze back on Lycas. “ They used me to make sure their
interrogation wouldn't kill the prisoners, and then they used meto tell them when Srin wasfindly dead.”
She shrank back as her brother’ s expression turned dark and menacing. “Please don't be angry with

m"

Nilik’s stomach churned. They’ d as good astortured his mother, shown her things a person should never
see, and it was hisfaullt.

Lycas slip curled. “Not only did they execute my best friend, but they made my sster watch?”

“I'mnot sorry | didit.” Shebit her lip. “1t was horrible, but | learned alot. | found out they know about
the Acrosia, they know you' re planning something for the first night of the Eviusfegtival.”

He cursed. “How can they know this? There must be aspy.” He stalked back and forth, rubbing his
face. “What else did you learn?’

“Ilion troops are landing the night before the festival. At the garrison. A generd will be aboard one of the
boats.”



Lycasturned to her, aglint in hiseye. “The garrison?’

Nilik’sown skin tingled. The garrison was the only place he wanted to fight. Lania skillerswaited for him
there.

Lycas remained ill for along moment, eyes darting. Then he strode acrossthe small clearing to his
attaché. “ Send for Feras, but don't tell him why.”

As he came back over to them, Rhiaasked him in ahushed voice, “Y ou think Feras could be the source
of thelesk?’

“If he'snot, he'll find out who is, or we call the whole thing off.”
Nilik moved forward, heart pounding with hope. “ Are we going to attack the garrison?’

Lycas seyesnarrowed at him. “If we are, whether | let you come dong isill in question.” He stroked
the hilt of histhrowing dagger. “Either way, that generd will find himsdlf facedown inthe sand.”

Rhia stepped between them and looked up at him. “Lycas, you can’'t have my son.”

Nilik had never fdt so small.

He stared at the floor of Lycas stent, unable to meet his parents’ eyes. “Mother, I'm sorry | disobeyed
you.”

“You'reaman now,” shesaid. “My wishes are to be respected, not obeyed.”

“Then | disrespected you. It amost got both of you killed.” Helooked at them. “Don’'t blame Jula. She
thought she was helping mefulfill my destiny.”

His mother seemed to shudder. “Nilik,” she said softly, “please come back to Tiroswith us.”
Hisjaw tightened. “I can’t. I'm needed herein Veekos.”
“Y ou’re needed morein Tiros. I’ syour home.”

“How can you say that?’ Hisface contorted with dishdlief. “Y ou taught me that we' re dl one people and
we haveto fight for each other. If we can beat them here, it' Il be the beginning of the end of the
occupation.”

“They’ Il have to win without you. Y ou’ re not reedy.”
“Lycassays| am, so does Feras. Why can’'t you just have faith in me?’

“It'snot amatter of faith,” Marek said. “We believe in your abilities.” He stepped forward and dropped
histoneinto anon-negotiableterritory. “But you' re coming home with us.”

“No, I'm not. How can you even ask me? I’'m aWolverine.” Hetapped hisfist to hischest. “My Spiritis
cdlingmetofight.”

“Yes, but not here.” Marek crossed hisarms. “ Come back and defend Tiros, or go north in the hillsto
the guerrillacommand center.” Hisjaw set. “ Anywhere but here.”

Nilik shook hishead hard. “I don't understand. What' s so bad about Ve ekosthat | have to—"



Hisface froze as he suddenly understood. His mother was a Crow. She’ d have only one reason for
wanting so desperately to bring him home.

Helooked at each of his parents while he tried to make his mouth and lungs work &t the sametime. His
gazefindly settled on Rhia “I’'m going to die here, aren't 17

Shedidn’'t look away or even blink. “I can’t tell you.”
“Youdon't needto.” Theagony in her eyessadit al.

Nilik’s hand curled into an impotent fist, Straining the new sutures. He wanted to rip them out with his
teeth. No wounds mattered now, if he was about to die.

Hisgut ached, collapsing in on hislast medl. What if it were hislast med? What if he' d aready drunk his
last de, staked hislast prey, watched hislast sunrise?

He placed hishand on Lycas s desk to steady himself. The connection to his uncle strengthened his
resolve,

“I'mnot leaving,” he said findly. “If I’m meant to die here, that' swhat I'll do.”

“Nilik, plesse...don’'t do thisto us.” His mother sounded asif she were choking on her words. Marek’s
face twisted and his eyes closed, but he said nothing.

Nilik took adeep breath and spoke dowly. “ Crow takesusin Histime. If | leave, | might till diethe
sameday as| would here.”

“Y ou don’t know that,” she said.

“I"'m not supposed to know when my lifewill end,” he said bitterly, “so | can’'t make my choice that way.
| haveto ask mysdf, what would | doif | didn’t know?’

His mother held her breath, asif expecting him to change hismind. He stared at the map of Veekoson
the table. Thellion garrison was marked in aragged red rectangle. Lania skillerslived there, charged
with mandaughter. In five years, they’ d be home with their families, walking in the sunshine, enjoying the
blood intheir veinsand the air in their lungs. She would till be dead.

Heturned to hisparents. “I’ll stay and fight. It' swhat | do.” He stared hard a Rhia. “ Promiseto be
proud of me, not angry.” His voice lowered to awhisper, despite the strength of hiswords. “I'll dieto
bring Laniajudtice”

Rhia squinted against the noontime sun reflecting off the white buildings below. From this vantage point
on ahigh rock wall above Veekaosit was easy to make out the Ilion settlers houses—they tended to be
painted white or pale yellow. Closer to the ridge was the Acros g, the highest neighborhood in Ve ekos,
where most of the rebelslived in homes painted adefiant blue.

She and Marek awaited two of them now. It had been two days since Lycas had “asked” Ferasto find
the Velekon spy or be tarred with the tag himsdif.

“Somedays,” Marek said, “1 ill can't believe the invasion happened. Remember when we used to visit
Damen'sfamily in Veekos every summer?’

Rhiamanaged asmile. “Nilik and Julawould egt fresh oysters until they were sick.”



“They never learned.” He put hisarm around her. “ Stop worrying. How can your vision come true, now
that Lycas ordered Nilik to stay here during the garrison attack?’

She rubbed her arms, though the afternoon was warm. “Crow never dters Hisflight.”
“How do you know?’

Sheremained slent, keeping her secret inside.

Marek turned her to face him. “Have you foreseen others' desths beside Nilik?’

She nodded, reluctant to be specific. “When | first cameinto my powers, | had avision.” She shut her
eyes againg theimage of aman writhing in the golden oak leaves, covered in blood. “It cametrue.”

“Did you do anything to stop it? Did you tell that person?’

“No, it would have gone against my sacred duty asa Crow.” Her gaze dropped to the ground. “And
now I’veviolated it.”

He pulled her close. “How could you not? Nilik’ s your son. Family comes before everything.”
She amiled againgt his chest. He wastaking like aWolf, for whom devotion was the highest calling.
“Besides,” he continued, “you haven't technically told anyone your vison. Weinferred it on our own.”

Her smilefaded. Now he sounded like aFox, muddying the rulesto suit hisown rationdizations. Hiswily
sde left him vulnerable to the temptations of deception and duplicity. She accepted the Fox in him, but it
wasthefierce, noble Wolf she' d falenin love with.

He drew her away and looked into her eyes. “Y ou saved our son.”
“You saved himfirg.”
“Therewas nothing esel could do.”

She swallowed hard a the memory of Marek disappearing into the night after their kidnapped baby.
He drisked hislife and sacrificed hisfreedom, following Nilik to thellion city of Leukos, wherea
noblewoman and senator had bought Nilik to raise as her own, and used Marek asadavein her home.

And eventualy, in her bed. HisWolf Spirit, weakened by the city, had left him in the care of Fox, who
reminded him to do whatever it took to stay with Nilik. Rumor had it thet hiskilling of the senator during
his escape had prompted a backlash againgt their people and hastened the invasion of Velekos and
Asermos.

The Eagle sentry gave abobwhite whistle, the sgnal that afriendly party was approaching.
Marek pointed past Rhiaand smiled. “ Julawill be happy.”

Rhialooked over the rock face to see her Crow-brother Damen and his young son Corek riding over the
sandy soil toward the camp, followed by Feras.

She hurried down theridge, Marek on her hedls. By the time they reached the grassy dope on the
outskirts of the camp, Damen had dismounted. She rushed forward to embrace him.

“I’m so sorry about Lania,” she whispered. “How are her parents?’



He pulled back and nodded, hislipsforming atight, straight line,

Sheturned to Corek, who with his short mop of dark straight hair, looked like an eighteen-year-old
verson of hisfather. As he dismounted, she noticed he' d lost his usud sprightliness, inherited from his
mother Reni. Grief weighed heavily upon al of them.

Corek hugged her without speaking. Asshelet him go, shesad, “ula shere.”

His brows popped up briefly, then settled back into sadness. “I’ve missed her. That is, I’ ve missed dl of
you.” Heturned and led his horse toward the camp, his stepslighter.

“Corek’ s staying here from now on,” Damen told them. “It’ s getting too dangerousin town. The llions
have declared martid law until the end of the festiva.”

She grimaced, then gave a brief wave to Feras as they made their way up the hill to the camp. He
followed about fifty feet behind, still on horseback. Rhiadidn’t need to ask Damen why the Bear was s0
ullen.

They made their way along the wooded trail until they reached the clearing at the center of the camp, in
front of Lycas stent. Feras dismounted, then untied along gray bag from the pack attached to hisriding
blanket. The bag held alarge, round object.

Rhia s stomach tilted. “Hedidn't.”

“Lycasgave him aloyadty test.” Damen'slip curled. “How eseto passit?’
Lycas came out of histent. “'Y ou have something for me?’ he said to Feras.
The Bear tossed the bag toward him. It rolled until it hit Lycas stoes.

Rhiaand Marek stepped closer as her brother knelt and untied the bag. He opened it, then looked inside
without expression. “| don'’t recognize the face.”

Feras shifted hislower jaw. “Hewas my brother.”
Rhiaclutched Marek’ s hand. Lycas just stared at the Bear.

Findly Feras added, “My stepbrother, to be exact, but I’ ve known him al my life. Kalias runs—rather,
he ran the Prasnos Tavern. The Ve ekon resstance has held many meetingsin its back room.” He
clamped his mouth shut, hisface twisted.

“Areyou sureit washim?’ Lycassad.
Damen stepped forward. “We used Nathas when we—asked Kalias about it.”

Rhiawiped cold swesat from her forehead. As a second-phase Owl, Damen’s mate Nathas could detect
lies, but he’ d no doubt never been used in such abrutd way. Her people were turning into the thing they
despised most.

Lycaslet out along breath, then retied the bag. “How do we know there aren’t more?’

“He gave usthe names of three other collaborators,” Feras said. “If we can find them, we'll deal with
them. At least we know who to avoid when we make our new plans.”

Lycas nodded. “I regret that this had to happen.”



Thefive of them stood silent for several moments, then Lycas got to hisfeet. “ Speaking of plans, | havea
new one. A bigger one.”

He opened the flap to histent and beckoned them inside. As Feras passed, he snatched the bag out of
Lycas shand.

“Yougoonin,” shesaid to Damen. “We dready know the plan.” Her chest felt leaden at the thought of
it. Even though Nilik would not be taking part in the garrison attack, casualties would abound. She and
Damen would be needed as Crows to perform triage for the Otter hedlers, telling them which soldiers
could be saved and which needed nothing more than a peaceful passage to the Other Side.

Damen entered the tent, leaving Rhiaand Marek aone.

“What are we becoming,” Marek whispered, “when men turn on their own brothers? Treachery, then
murder?’

Her ssomach felt Sck. “The Spiritswon't let thisstand.”

Hiseyes narrowed. “Thisiswhat the Ilions have done to us. We Il never be the same. But what else can
we do? We haveto win thiswar.” Helooked at the sky. “ Speaking of which, it' s getting late, and |
haven't made today’ s arrow-making quota. See you at dinner?’

She nodded. I’ d better go help cook.” Regardless of their culinary skills, Crows were expected to assist
with medls, to help make up for the amount they ate. But right now, she felt asif she'd never look at food

again.

She watched Marek trot off, then made her way aone to the messtent. On the way there, she stopped
when she saw one of the sentries accompanying a pae, hulking man with amass of dark curlsand a
grubby beard. They drew closer, and Rhia stopped in her tracks.

“Srin”

He halted, too, staring a her without expression.

“You'redive” shewhispered.

“No thanksto you.” He advanced on her. “Did they set you free after you did their bidding?’

The hairsrose on the back of her neck. “1 had no choice.”

“There sawaysachoice”

“What was | supposed to do, overpower three soldiers, bite through your chains and set you free?’

“Y ou could have refused to stand by and watch your own people tortured and murdered.” He glared at
her. “But it' s no surprise—you aways were acoward.”

She put her hands on her hips. “It wasn't out of fear.” Not entirely, she thought. “I did it to learn what
they knew about the resistance. It worked. Lycas has changed his plansto attack Velekos.” She
gestured behind her toward Lycas stent. “He |l be happy to have your assistance. Not to mention see his
best friend dive again.”

Sirin pulled in a deep breath through his nose, then let it out. He nodded to the sentry. “Let’sgo.”
Asthey passed her, she asked Sirin, “How did you survive?’



“Thewater wasice cold,” Sirin said while continuing to walk away. 1t must have dowed my pulse.”
“Didthey bury you dive?’

Sirin snorted and turned to her. “Asif they would give methat respect. They dumped mein theriver.
That woke me up, and | managed to get the stones off me and swim downstream underwater.” For a
moment, his eyes flashed amusement. “ A pretty little huntress found me washed up on the bank. She fed
me, set my broken arm, whichisnicely healed now.” He gave her another dark look. “ Again, no thanks
toyou.”

When he turned away again, she continued toward the mess tent. She hoped that one day Sirin would
redize she' d actualy saved hislife, by announcing his desth too soon.

Until then, she would watch her back.

22
Kirisan Mountains
Suraand the three Kalindons traveled for another week without incident. The dry wesather let them make

good time, but water was scarce for drinking and nonexistent for bathing.

She and Etarek were fast becoming friends. His sunny nature complemented her dark, dry outlook. After
thefirgt tentative encounter, their nights of passion grew long and adventurous, turning aburdeninto a
gift. Yet despite their mutua enjoyment, she couldn’t forget that their union held a purpose beyond their
own pleasure.

Their compatibility contrasted with Karaand Dravek’ s disharmony. One moment the Wolf displayed an
ingratiating sweetness toward her husband; the next her barbs turned as sharp as her arrows. But Sura
couldn’t feel too sorry for Dravek; he' d built an emotional wall of ice that deflected hiswife sinsultsand
affection. One day Suraredized she couldn’t dredge up amemory of hissmile.

Asthey camewithin aweek’ swalk of Tiros, the terrain grew rockier and the trees sparser and stubbier.
Thefew flat placesfor camping lay aong the cliffs now. After weeksin Kaindos and its heavily forested
surroundings, it felt strange to come out of their tentsin the morning and see the sky.

One evening during dinner, Kara seemed unusudly quiet and inward-looking.

“Can't wait todegpinared bed again.” Etarek screwed the top onto the meloxa flask and winged it
acrossthe campsite.

Dravek deftly snatched it from the air. “And have along bath,” he said before taking aswig.
Etarek shook hishead. “Not in Tiros. | hear they barely have enough water for drinking. Right, Kara?’
The Wolf gave aguarded glance at their surroundings, apparently ignoring the conversation.

“Why would anyone live where there sno river?’ Dravek tossed the flask back to Etarek. “How do they
urvive?

“They havewdls” Surasaid. “My mother told methere’ sareservoir that fillsin the springtime. And the
Tiron River isonly afew hours wak away.”

Karastood suddenly, spilling her uneaten food to the ground. Dravek |egped to take her hand.



“What' swrong?’ Hefollowed her gaze to the west. “ Someone coming?’

She shook him off and walked to the edge of the ridge. The Wolf stared at the sun asit touched the flat
horizon of the Tiron Plain. Flaming red, it seemed to bulge and shimmer.

Karagasped, then took severa sharp, quick breaths.
Dravek hurried to her side. “What isit?’

“No, don’t touch—" She dropped to her haunches, holding out ahand to ward him off. Her head tilted
to theddeasif shewereligening to afaraway voice. Then she lifted her face to the setting sun. Thered
rays reflected off her dark golden hair and in the depths of her blue eyes.

She disappeared.
Dravek stepped back and whispered hiswife' s name. She shimmered into view again.
“Didyou seethat? Her eyes overflowed with tears. “Invisible. Second phase. Dravek, I’ m pregnant.”

He whooped and swept her into hisarms. They spunin acircle, Kara slegskicking the air. Etarek
applauded, and Surafollowed hislead, even as her gut twisted so sharply she dmost doubled over in

pan.
Dravek put Kara down and kissed her with apassion equa to that of their wedding. Kara beamed up at
him, and whispered, “We re going to have ababy.”

He gazed down into her eyes. “He'll be as beautiful asyou.” He pulled her close again. “I' m sorry we' ve
been fighting. I’ ve been so rotten.”

“No, I'm sorry. | was scared and took it out on you.” She pulled back and smiled. “But that’sal gone

Surafocused on the remains of her med. They looked asif the last eight days of bickering had never
occurred. How could ababy make things smpler instead of more complicated?

Karadared a her hands. “Let’'sseeif | candoit on purpose.” Her outline shimmered, then dissipated as
shevanished. “I didit!” A short silencefel, then her voice came from the other sde of theridge. “And
my stealth is better, too. | can’t wait to hunt tomorrow morning.”

“Y ou're not hunting when you' re pregnant,” Dravek said. “Y ou could fall.”
“When do | ever fal?’ Her voice was teasing but held an uneasy edge.

“Y esterday.”

“That wasjust askid. Barely scratched my knees.”

Suralooked between Dravek and nothing. Here was the defensive tone she had come to expect from
them.

“You'renot used to thisterrain,” Dravek told Kara. “Y ou should try out your new powers somewhere
sfer”

“If | don’t hunt, what' Il we eat?’



“There' s plenty of roots and berriesin our packs.”
Etarek spoke up. “Only afew daysto Tiros. We can go without mest that long.”

“Stay out of it, Etarek.” Karareappeared and advanced on her husband. “Why can’t you be happy for
me?Why do you haveto ruin everything?’ Her eyes brimmed with tears.

Hisfacefdl. “Kara, I'm just worried about the baby.”
“And I’'m not?’ she ghrilled. “I’'m such ahorrible mother that | won't take care of mysalf?”

“I didn’t say that. Look, just forget | said anything.” He turned away, clenching hisfigts. “ Do what you
want. | trust you.”

“No, you don't.” Shefollowed him to the campfire. “Y ou have no faithin me.”

“I do. I'm sorry for what | said.” Surasaw his eyes flash as he passed her, but he had hisback to Kara
S0 she couldn’t see his pained expression. “| take it back.”

“You can't tekeit back thistime.” She caught up to him, but he didn’t turn around. “I'm tired of you
bossng me”

His mouth twigted. “Me bossing you?’ he muttered. “Now she’ sddlusiond.”

“What did you say?’

“Nothing.” He rubbed hisface hard with his knuckles. “ Just forget it.” Hetried to move away again.
“No.” She grabbed hisarm. “Look at me when you speak.”

“Stopit.” Hejerked out of her grasp. “I’'m not achild.”

“Thendon’t act like one. Y ou dways do this, say mean things and then squirm out of the conversation.”

Sura put her plate aside, her stomach too tight to take anymore. Though her father had left before she
was too young to make memories, sheimagined her parents having fightslike this every night.

“Thisisn't aconversation.” Dravek moved away from Karaagain, thistime toward the edge of the cliff.
“Thisisyou haranguing me. Again.” Histeeth gritted around the last word.

Etarek cleared histhroat. “ Uh, maybe we should—"
“It'sthe only kind of conversation we have,” Karatold Dravek, “so that’ swhat I'm caling it.”

“Please stop it.” Dravek uttered the pleato the sky, asif Raven Hersdlf would swoop down and rescue
him.

Kara stalked over to him, hands on her hips. He made amove to avoid her, and hisfeet came closeto
the cliff’ sedge. Sura stood up.

“Becareful,” she said, but her words were overrun by Kara s voice.
“Y ou can't run away from me, Dravek. I'm your wife.”

Shereached for hisarm, and he turned on her.



“| sd, sop!”

Her head jerked back asif he'd struck her. Then her eyes went blank and her jaw dack. She stared past
Dravek at the orange horizon.

In the shocked silence, Suraredized that the excitement of Kara sinvisibility had made them forget one
important fact: Dravek now had second-phase powers, too. He could erase a person’s memory.

“Kara?’ he whispered. “Kara, look a me.”

She squinted at hisface asif she weretrying to recdl his name. Findly her eyes sparked with recognition.
“Dravek.”

“Yes. Yes, it'sme, love.” Hewent to embrace her, and she stepped back.
“What are you doing?’
He lowered hisarms. “Y ou know me, right?’

“Of course. You're Daria slittle brother.” She took another step back, eyes darting. Her face lit up when
she saw Etarek, then clouded again as she examined their surroundings. “We're near Tiros. Why?’

Surd s heart froze.
“Oh, no,” Etarek whispered.

“Sol cantrain with Vara”™ Dravek’ s voice shook. “So we can deliver the Kalindon pigeons. Y ou don't
remember?’

“| ddlivered pigeons before. With Dariaand her father.”

“Yes, last year. Y ou remember, that’s good. What €lse do you—"

“Hello,” Karasaid to Surawith atentative smile. She turned to Dravek. “Who' s she?’
Carefully he grasped her shoulders. She gave his hands a curious ook but didn’t shrug them off.

“Lisentome,” hesaid, “and know that I’ m not lying or playing ajoke.” Hisgaze bored into hers. “I'm
your hushand.”

“My husband?’ She broke away from him and gave anervous laugh. “Why would | marry you?” Her
hands flew to her mouth as soon as the words were out. “ Oh, no, that sounded awful. It'snot that | don’t
like you. But you're not exactly the marrying type. | can’'t imagine anyone—" She stopped and twisted
her handstogether. “Thisisajoke.” Shelooked at Etarek. “Right?’

“No...” Dravek clutched hishair. “ Spirits, no. Kara, I'm so sorry.” He reached out for her. “Let me
explan.”

“No.” She backed away, then turned to Etarek. “Y ou tell me.”

Helooked at Dravek, who nodded. Etarek motioned for her to St beside him. As he explained what had
happened, Dravek paced the edge of the ridge.

Suradreaded her own entry into the second phase. Would she hersalf someday causethe sameharmina
moment of anger? If only they’ d reached VVaraafew days sooner, Dravek could have learned to control



this treacherous power.
“I'm pregnant?’ Kara s eyesfilled with tears, and she clutched Etarek’ swrist. “Am | sureit’'shis?’

“That' swhy you'reinthisstate,” Etarek said. “He entered his second phase the sametime you did. You
argued, and he—" His glance shifted to Dravek, then back again. “I’m sure it was an accident.”

Surawondered if Etarek had heard something in Dravek’ s voice that cast doubt on that statement.
“We'll get your memory back when we get to Tiros,” shetold Kara. “Varawill help us”
Karalooked at her. “Who areyou?’

“ThisisSura” Dravek sad, “my Spirit-gster.”

Etarek kept hisvoicelevd. “Her mother Mdli isin prison for leading the Asermon resistance.”
“Oh.” Kard s eyes went soft and round as she looked at Sura. “1’m sorry.”

Dravek took her hand. “Let’ sgo tak this over, just the two of us.”

“Thetwo of us?’ Sheyanked her hand out of hisgrip. “Y ou stole months of life from my mind, and now
you expect to cuddle up? Make love?’

“No, | just want to talk. Maybe | can help you remember.”

She scoffed. “Think your famous tongue can bring back my memories? Or maybe just make new ones?’
She turned away from him again. “We |l talk tomorrow, Dravek.”

He stood dowly, hisface twisted with dread. “I’ll get my things and deep with Etarek. We' |l switch tents
tonight.”

“I can’'t degp with her.” Karalooked at Sura. “1 don’t even know her.”

“ThenI’ll deep outside.” Dravek went to histent and yanked out a blanket. “Y ou can be aone.”
“I'maWolf. | can't deegpif I'madone.” Karaturned to Etarek. “Can | share your tent?’

Etarek shook hishead. “I’'m with Sura.”

“It' sonly afew nights. We' redmost to Tiros.”

Suratook a step toward them. “Y ou can't deep with my mate.”

Kara clucked her tongue. “We won't do anything. And thisway, Dravek won't have to deep outside.”
“Y ou want me to deep with your husband?’

“| don't care what you do with him.” She met Dravek’ s eyes, which filled with pain, then softened her
voice. “You're his Spirit-ggter. | deep with my Wolf-brothers on long hunts. To keep warm, plusit
bonds us.”

Sura gritted her teeth. The last thing she and Dravek needed was more bonding.

“I'll deep outside.” Dravek threw the blanket over his shoulder and stalked up anarrow trail.



Suraturned to the others, intending to stake her territory. Karalooked up at her, and behind the Wolf’s
defiant bluster, Surasaw confusion and despair.

“We ll taketurnsdeeping done,” Surasaid. “I'll gofirgt tonight. Y ou Stay with Etarek.”

Kara s shouldersrelaxed. “Thank you. That's very kind.” She rubbed her arms. “I' m sorry for being
unreasonable.”

Surabent to pick up the dirty dishes. “I’'m sorry you lost your memory. It must beterrible.”

“It fedslike | woke up from along, cloudy dream. Theworst part is, everyone sees adifferent me than |
do. And I’'m the onewho’ swrong.” She chewed her fingernail and looked at the place where Dravek
had disgppeared. “Am | in love with him?’

Surawondered. “ Enough to marry him.”
Shelooked at Etarek. “1t must have happened fast.”

“Y ou’ ve been together about six months,” he said. “ And since then you haven't been seen with another

Surprise crossed her face. “Not even you?’
Surablinked. “Were you and Etarek mates?’
He gave Suraawarm amile. “A long time ago.”

Karamade a hmph noise, then turned toward the west and the sky’ sfading light. She lifted her hands
before her face and scrunched up her forehead. She shimmered from view, then reappeared.

She breathed a sigh of wonder. “It’ strue, then.” She cupped her hands over her belly and gave asad
smile. “Was| happy when | found out?’

“Very happy.” Surawent to the Wolf but stopped short of touching her. “ So was Dravek.”

Karasighed with her lower lip out, blowing her hair from her face. “1 wish | could have that moment
back.” Her brows pinched together. “But what if | can’'t? What if my fedingsaretied to that time and
place?

“Y ou were destined to love him,” Etarek said. “How el se can you explain something so unlikely?”

Karashook her head sadly. “Loveisan accident, not destiny. Y ou' |l understand when you' re my age,”
she added, asif she werefifty-two instead of twenty-two. “1 probably did love Dravek, though it doesn’t

seemvery essy.”
Suragazed into the campfire s dying flames, and wished that weretrue.

Dravek lay on his back, watching clouds obscure the gtars. It reminded him of how the light had
disappeared from Kara s face as the memories dipped away from her. She' d looked so vacant. Lost.
Alone.

But nothing in her mind changed the fact of the child in her womb. Whether she ever wanted himin her
bed again, hewould stay in her life,

Then there was Sura, who occupied histhoughts, especialy as helay awake at night, hearing how



thoroughly Etarek pleased her. She sounded so happy, and yet on the rare occasions when Dravek met
her eyes, he saw an unendurabl e sadness [urking within. He wanted to take that pain away, though he
knew he would make it worse. Destruction seemed to be hisonly skill.

Dravek turned on hisside on the hard rock just as arumble of thunder rolled across the sky. Moments
later, he heard the rain make itsway across the rocky cliffs until it pelted hisface and handslike a
thousand wet pebbles. He drew the blanket over his head, but soon it was drenched.

Something nudged his foot. He pulled down the blanket to see a cloaked figure standing over him.
“Areyou crazy or just Supid?’ Surahissed. “Comeingde.”
“I can't.”

“Thenyou're crazy and stupid.” She yanked the blanket off him. Therain drove into hisface so hard he
couldn’t see. To avoid drowning, he stood and followed her down thetrail and into the tent.

“Theright sde' sleaking.” Shetossed him his pack. “Get changed over there where you won't drip on
the dry part. Good night.”

Dravek heard her lie down on the far sde with agrunt. He pedled off hiswet clothes, shivering evenin
thewarm night air. As he rubbed himsalf dry, he glanced over his shoulder at Sura, though he couldn’t
see her in the near-total darkness.

Her scent mingled with hisown and Kara' s, and the blanket wrapped around her smelled like Etarek. To
his nose, even more sendtivein his second phase, it was asif dl four of them werein the tent.

Without meaning to, he cleared histhroat.

“I’ve dready seen you naked,” she said. “| was at your wedding, remember?’
Her sardonic tone eased histension. “ Then what’ s the harm in looking now?’
He heard her feet fidget under the blanket. “It’stoo dark.”

“And I’'m aready dressed, anyway.”

Shelaughed. “You are not.”

“Outwitted me again.” He grabbed adry set of clothes from his pack.

“A sdlamander could outwit you.”

He said nothing as he dressed, then stretched out on his back beside her. Water seeped over the left half
of hisshirt, so he scooted closer to Sura.

“I told you it waswet.” Sheinched forward againgt the tent wall to give him more room.

Helay on hisside facing away from her. Her back pressed againgt him, and her heet radiated through the
blanket and their thin layers of clothes. He Sighed and draped an arm over hisface, asif that would fight
off theimages of skin and swest. Therain pounded on the tent roof.

“What did it fed like,” she said, “when you made her forget?’



Hedidn't want to remember that moment. “It fet likefire.”

“I know you' d never hurt her on purpose.” She drew in another breath, asif to utter another sentence
that began with, “But...”

He couldn’t bear the silence of her doubt. “I' d do anything to takeit back.”

“I had afriend who lost her memory falling out of atree. One of the Otters treated her concussion, and
shewasfineafew dayslater.”

“Kara smemories are burned. | don't think they can be recovered, any more than alog can be rebuilt
from itsashes.” He covered hisface with hishands. “1 can't believe | did that to her. | don’t deserve her
love”

“But loving you is part of who sheis”

Histhroat tightened. “Not anymore. Now I’'m back to being her best friend’ s obnoxiouslittle brother.”
“If that was how she saw you, how’d shefdl inlove with you in the first place? Snake seduction magic?’
He hestated. It was hard to explain without dishonoring Kara.

“No magic, just meloxa,” hesaid. “And no, | didn’'t try to get her drunk. There was a party
midwinter—celebrating abirth, | think. We shared afew dances, then shetook meto bed. | think she
wanted to prove she could resst me a second time.”

“Despite your famoustongue.”

From her voice he could amost see the mocking smile curve Surd slips. He wiped his cheek asit heated
with embarrassment.

“Anyway, her plan didn’'t work. She became despondent or furiouswhen I’ d so much aslook at another
woman.” He frowned. “ She didn’t mind the men, | suppose because they couldn’t give me
children—they couldn’t trap me the way she wanted to. That was her word, trap.” His voice hardened.
“Likel was another wild animd for her to hunt.”

“Why would you agree to be trapped?’

“I loved her. | hated seeing her unhappy.” He gathered the courage to admit the full truth. “And | loved
the way she craved me. | grew addicted to the need in her eyes, even asit diminished her. One night in
the middle of making love, she gave me an ultimatum—marry her or she’ d leave me that moment.”

“That'snot fair. And | bet she was bluffing.”

“I dmost said no. There was amoment when | saw it dl so clearly. That what we both needed most was
to get away from each other.”

Suraturned to face him. “What stopped you?’

He hesitated, wondering if she could understand. “I imagined the look on Kara sfaceif | said, ‘yes,’” and
how shewould look if | said, ‘no.” Seeing her smile, knowing | wasthe cause, made mefed likelessof a
mongder.”

“Why would you think you' reamonster?’



He shifted onto his back and turned hisface toward her. “My father raped my mother.” His mouth
twitched after he said it, asif it wanted to take back the words. “1 was made from violence and pain,
from the power of several men over one woman. She dmost died giving birth to me, and then took her
own life because | was a constant reminder of what had happened to her.”

“Noneof that isyour fault.” Shelifted her hand asif to touch him, then pulled it back.
“Areyou afraid of menow?’ he whispered.
1] NO_”

Her voice trembled, but he didn’t smell fear, and her hands were as warm as ever, lying on the blanket
between them, an inch from his chest. His heightened Snake senses threatened to drown himin his
awareness of her heat.

“Qra...”

Her breath caught, and he felt her skin chill. The passion in hisvoice had made her afraid—and not of his
forgetting powers.

“YS’?’

He brushed hiswarm hand againgt her cold one. “I’ ve never wanted to not hurt someone as much as|
want to not hurt you.”

It was as close as he could come to a declaration of love. He could never have her, no matter what she
felt, no matter what happened to his marriage. They were Snake and awayswould be.

Surawove her fingers around his, and the heat under their skin flared. “What do we do?” Shewas
whispering now astherain turned to adrizzle.

“I don't know.” Holding his bresth, helifted her hand to kiss her pam.

Shelet out achoked cry, then seized the front of his shirt and pressed her forehead to his. “I can’t do
this,” she whispered, “be with you and not be with you. It makes me hate myslf.”

“No.” Histhroat tried to cut off the words. “Hate meinstead.” He brushed hislips over her cheek, feding
her jaw move as her mouth opened. He wanted to cover it with his own, but resisted, moving to kiss her
fluttering lashes, then her forehead.

Sura stroked her smooth cheek againgt his stubbled one, breathing him in. The warm, rich scent of her
desire drenched his mind, and his hands shook with the effort not to caress her body.

The rain strengthened into aroar, and he pulled Surainto atight embrace. They clutched a each other,
and for amoment hefdt relief flow through him like acold drink of water. Then the press of her againgt
him became agony, and he nearly bit histonguein half to suppress agroan of longing.

“I wish | could make usforget whowe are,” he said. “Then we could find a place where there' s nothing
between us.”

She pulled back to look at him, her nose dmost touching his.

“Could wedo that?” Her eyesturned sad. “ Run away and leave everything and everyone we know?
Everyone who needs us?’



Hedidn’'t want to think about al the others, not now when they were so close and she smelled so good.
“I need you.”

Helifted her chin to take her mouth, taste her tongue, fill himsdf with her wetness. Already he could fed
her lips swollen with the hest of desire,

Therain stopped. Suraand Dravek froze, their breeth mingling in each other’ s mouths, which held their
place afraction of an inch gpart.

“Wecan't dothis” shewhispered.

Heforced himself to let her go, and Sura eased herself out of his embrace. His body mourned the loss of
her, asif shewere the sole source of warmth in the world. She turned away.

He drew the blanket up to cover her shoulders, trying not to notice that they were trembling, like his
hands. “I’ll deep outside now that the rain’s stopped.”

“Thegroundiswet.”
“Andcold. It'll help.”
Shedidn't reply, only curled her kneesto her chest asif doubled in pain.

Once outside, helay on the damp ground and let it steal hisbody’ s unbearable hest. It seemed asif his
desirefor Suracould set the seaon fire.

Though he ached to release himsdlf, he vowed to store this fegling deep insde. One day, as his power
grew, it would rain fury on hisfather’ s peoplelike hail.

Hewould burn them all.

23
Tiros

Surashivered in the shadow of the Tiron watchtower, where Cougars stood ready to shoot arrows into
her and her traveling companions. It reminded her of the Descendant garrison near Asermos.

Between the watchtowers stood four powerfully built, solemn-faced young men with swords and knives
unsheathed. Karastopped and bowed in greeting. They nodded in return, each of them watching one of
the visitors. The center guards—the two with the swords—wore bear claws on leather cords around
their necks. The outer two wore long, thin carved wooden claws—Wolverine, Sura guessed. Shetried
not to stare at the fetishes, asight she hadn’t seen in years, Kaindons didn’t wear them, and Asermons
weren't allowed.

“State your name, Animal, home and business,” thetaller and older of the Bears said. “Now.”
Karaintroduced them, then added, “We're here to see Vara, and to deliver pigeons.”
“And meloxa,” Dravek sad.

The four men jerked their headsto look hisway. “How much meloxa?’ said the Bear who had spoken
before.

“Enough to go around.” Etarek unfastened a flask from the mule' s pack and tossed it to him. The Bear



caught it deftly in one large hand, then unscrewed the cap and took a cautious whiff. He smiled.

“I'mKrios. Goonin.” He nodded at the younger Bear. “ Take the Snakesto Vara, then show the others
wherethey can get tents”

“Walit.” Suralooked at Krios. “Has there been any word from Asermas about Rhiaand Mdi?’
“Rhiaescaped. She' snot here, though.” He shook hishead. “Last we heard, Mali was till in prison.”
Etarek touched her shoulder. “I’'m sorry.”

Shetried to give him agrateful smile, but her fedingsweretied in aknot. At least Rhiahad broken free,
which meant Lycas was safer. But her heart twisted at the thought of her mother in chains, and she
resolved to continue her quest to reach the second phase. With amentor herein Tirosto guide her in her
new magic, shewould pose less of adanger to others than Dravek had. Or so she hoped.

They entered the village between the watchtowers. Suraforced her gaze to remain forward and resisted
the temptation to look up. In Asermos, the soldiers preferred it that way.

They passed rows of tents and poorly constructed shanties on the outskirts of town. Refugees, no doubt.
She kept her breath shalow to minimize the smell of squalor. At least they have their freedom, she
reminded hersdf.

They came to asmall white stone house near the center of town. The curtainsin the sole window were
drawn, though the sun hadn’t set.

“Vara shouse.” The Bear pointed to the wooden door. “Wait until | leave before you go in.” He hurried
off, beckoning Karaand Etarek to follow him.

Dravek and Sura stepped onto the narrow porch stairs. He knocked on the door, and when he lowered
hisarm, their knuckles bumped. Her pulselegped at the brief touch. One of hisfingers reached out and
brushed her pam.

The door opened, and atal woman stared down at them. Her long blond braid was spliced with gray
strands, but her face was young and striking, with full lips and blazing dark eyes. When Sura opened her
mouth to introduce hersdlf, the woman held up ahand to silence her.

She examined them for along moment, lingering on the space between their bodies.

“You are Snakes?’ the woman whispered. They nodded. Her gaze went blank and distant for along
moment. Then deep frown lines creased her forehead. “ Oh.” She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge
of her nose. “Thisisawful. Pleasecomein. | anVaa”

They shared alook of trepidation, then stepped over the threshold. Varareached quickly behind them to
shut the door.

The dim front room appeared to be a kitchen, but Varaled them to another door without offering so
much as adrink, which Sura s dry tongue and throat resented.

Beyond the door was total blackness. Sura strained to adjust her eyes to the windowless room. Goose
bumps rose on her arms at the rush of cool, clammy air.

“Hurry.” Varabustled past them, disappearing. She patted awooden surface, which Sura assumed was
atable.



After banging her knee on the chair, Sura sat next to Dravek. In the dark, shefdt acutely aware of his
presence.

“How do you seein here?’ he asked Vara.

“Itsmy home,” shesaidinalow voice. “1 know every inch. And | see better without light since | entered
thethird phase.” She sank into achair acrossthetable. “ Sura, I" ve been expecting you. The Kalindon
message about your mother mentioned you were a Snake. And, Dravek, what’ s taken you so long to
come to me? Have you been training on your own?’

“With Snake sguidance, yes.”

“Look whereit’sgotten you.” She sighed. “Touch each other again.”
Suraput her handsin her lap. “Why?’

“Take his hand. Now, please.”

Sura heard his skin dide across the surface of the table. Dreading the result, she moved her pam over
his. Their fingersintertwined.

Varalet out aheavy breath. “As| feared. Thereistremendous hegat between you.”
They yanked their hands apart.
“So0?" Dravek’svoice shook. “1t'swarm out, and we' ve been walking al day.”

“Y our bodies generate more heat than others, so | guessed you were Snakes even outside. In here | see
more clearly, because my homeisdark and cold.”

“Seewhat?’ Dravek asked her.

“Hedt, as shades of gray light. The closer to white, the hotter. It's a Snake' s third-phase power. Y ou two
didn’t know that?” When they didn’t reply, she gave aharsh snort. “ This Descendant occupation keeps
our young o ignorant. When | was your age, we worked with our mentors from the day after our
Bestowing, no matter how far we had to travel.”

“What did you mean about what was between us?’ Sura asked.

“| see emotiond heat, aswell as physica. It'show | wipe memories without destroying the persondity of
their carrier. My mind makes an emotiona map of sorts. | try to maintain the integrity of that map.” Her
voice angled toward Dravek. “I'll teach you how to do this before you hurt someone.”

Surasguirmed in her seet. Too late.

“As| was about to say.” The Snake woman'’ s voice softened and sobered. “ The heat dances between
you, flaring white when you touch.”

“|sthat not normal for Snakes?’ Suraasked her.

“With Snakes, there’ sno such thing asnormal.” A smile seemed to curve her words. “However—" her
Vvoice came stern again “—the pattern | see between you isthat of new lovers.”

“No!” they said smultaneoudly.



“Unrequited lovers, then.”
Shame flooded Sura, and she couldn’t speak.

“Hmm.” Vararapped her fingernails on thetable. “1 see from your blushesthat I’ m correct. I’ m relieved
you haven't given into thistemptation.”

“I"'m married,” Dravek said.

“And | have amate, of sorts,” Suraadded. “Besides, it's forbidden for Spirit-siblings to be together that
way. It’ staboo to even think about it.”

“Why?" Varaasked camly.

Surarecited the rationae. “ So we can work together without distraction. So our desire doesn't twist the
wisdom of our Aspect and pervert our magic.”

“Dravek, what happens when you and Surawork together?’

He shifted in his seat. “We start fires.”

“Y ou mean, you reignitefires.”

He cleared histhroat. “We start them. There was acold torch—"

“You'resureit was cold?’ Vard s voice shot from across the table.

“I'msure” hesaid inahard voice. “It just happened.”

“Sura, do you know why it happened?’

Dravek spoke up again. “1t wasn't her fault—"

“I. Asked. Her.”

Surarubbed her hands together in her lap. If they wanted help, they had to tell the truth.

“Wewere—" Shedrew in adeep breath, then let it out. “We were discussing our fedlings.” No, that
wasn't the entire truth. Another deep breath. “We described what it would be like to make love.”

“To each other.”
“Yes” Suraaverted her gaze from Vara, though she couldn’t see her.

“Don’'t be embarrassed. A Snake should always speak frankly in matters of sex. Our Spirit’s power
resdesinit.” Her voice flattened. “ Though usualy we stoke our desire without fantasizing about our

Spirit-gblings”
“Should we be separated?’ Sura asked.

Varaspoke urgently. “It'stoo late. Y our longing would only increase. Y ou’ d be more dangerous than
ever”

“Have we done something wrong?’ Dravek asked her.

“Fedlingsaren’t right or wrong. Only you know in your hearts whether your actions have been just.”



“I wiped out dmost ayear of my wife smemory,” Dravek snapped. “I’ll hazard acrazy guessthat that
waswrong.”

Shewas dlent for amoment. “Did you do it on purpose?’

“No.” Hegave an abrasive sigh. “But | was angry with her. I’ ve been lashing out Since we got married
last month.” He took a couple of short, uneven breaths. “| hated her for not being Sura.”

A dizzy heat rushed over Sura' sscalp, asif her head had been doused in hot water.
Varaspoke camly. “Y our wife no longer remembers your vows.”

“She doesn’'t even remember fdling in love. She has nothing but disgust for me.”

“S0.” Varamade a sdf-satisfied noise in her throat. “Y ou fed guilty for getting what you want.”

“It'snot what | want!” Dravek said. “1 never meant to hurt her.” Pain shot through hisvoice. “| stolea
year of her life. | can never make that up to her.”

“Y ou can start by letting her go.”
He hissed in abreath. “ She' s pregnant.”
“I know. | fed the heat of your second-phase power.”

Suraredized she could fed it, too. She' d thought it was only the increase in their desire for each other
that had sparked alarger flame.

“What' sthe point of this power,” Dravek asked, “if dl it doesis hurt people?’
“After agreat trauma,” Varareplied, “forgetting can save one' s sanity.”

“I' know how memories can hurt.” Hisvoice took on an edge, and Suraknew he wasthinking of his
mother. “But they’ re part of who we are.”

“I’dforget if | could.” Suracleared her throat and forced her voiceto steedy. “1’d forget the way pieces
of Mathias s charred flesh stuck to his bones when we took him out of hishouse. I’ d forget theway his
skeleton crumbled when we wrapped him in the buria shroud. Most of dl, I’ d forget the smell.”

No one spoke for several moments. Finally Varasaid, “1 can help with that if you want.”
Sheclosed her eyes. “More than anything.”

“But back to the matter of you two,” Varasaid. “Have you had dreams or visions about each other?
Sura?’

Suraknew from Vara stone that her own cheeks were flushed. She was glad the room was dark so she
wouldn’t have to watch Dravek’ sreaction.

She closed her eyes as she began. She told them the dream of the flames, the one she’ d had the first night
of their trip, right before she' d made love with Etarek. She described her and Dravek’ s naked bodies
pressed against the pole, their wrists bound by the black snake. Her voice threatened to break when she
reached the part whereit al vanished upon their love' s consummeation.

“What does that mean?’ Dravek asked Varain awhisper.



She drummed her nails on the table in away Surawas dready tiring of. “1 won't deny it troublesme. I'll
consult with a Swan to be sure about the interpretation, but my feding istheat if you giveinto your lugt,
you'll losethefire. Y ou may even cause Snake to leave you both for breaking the taboo.”

“Forever?’ Surasaid.

“I don’'t know. But for the sake of your power, for the sake of al the good it can do for our people, you
can never succumb to thistemptation.”

Dravek spokein ahostile tone. “ So Snake gave us these desires so we could burn our enemies, but
el punish usfor acting on them?”

“I’'msorry.” Vard s voice softened. “1 know the force of a Snake' s passion. It rips us apart sometimes.”
“All thetime,” Surawhispered.

“If you choose to separate to ease your pain, I'll train you individually.” She reached across the table and
took their hands. “But if you accept this challenge and hone your powers together, you could give our

people new hope.”

Surafet part of her crumble inside, and she wanted to pull away. She’ d aready been asked to bear a
child so that her parents and Etarek’ s could gain power. Now she was expected to put hersalf through
the agony of routinely touching aman she loved but could never have. It snot fair.

But thiswas the path that had been laid for her. For others, the path led to death in battle or years of
imprisonment. She shouldn’t complain.

Shelet go of Vara shand. “We ll give you our decision tomorrow.”

24
Velekos

L ycas skulked aong the edge of the courtyard separating the two sides of the garrison, his clothes
soaked in the blood of dozens.

With martia law about to be declared in Velekos, haf the garrison’ stroops had |eft before sunset for the
village, to thwart the rumored disruption to tomorrow’ s Eviusfestival. Reinforcements would arrive at
high tide before midnight. Until then, the fort was undermanned.

So Lycas had struck.

A smdll force of Wolverines and Badgers had approached the front gate disguised asIlion soldiers. Silent
as snakes, they dashed the throats of the guards, then opened the other gatesto let in the remaining
guerillas. Soon the garrison was crawling with rebels, as hidden as spiders beneath arug.

The young Bear commander of the second platoon had been killed, along with three of hismen. Lycas
now commanded the falen soldier’ s platoon, which he d redivided into two squads down from three, to
fill in the holes. Somewnhere on the other side of the garrison, Sirin was leading his own company. Spirits
willing, they would meet at the top and watch their archers shoot the incoming Ilion troops.

None of the blood on Lycas s clothes belonged to him. No knife could cut him, no sword could dash
him. Only an arrow could kill him, and al the arrows were on hisside.



Such asthose in the quivers of the four Wolves who flanked him now. The wide stone courtyard was
empty, except for four guards facing the open archways out to the seg, their red-and-yellow uniforms
glowing in thetorchlight.

Lycas gavethe sgnd, and the Wolves vanished. They crossed the courtyard, slent and invisible,
One of them shouted, “Now!”

Four arrows flew out of nowhere, each striking aguard in the back of hisneck. The llions staggered and
stumbled. The Wolves ran forward and jerked them away from the archways before they could fal out.

Lycas sgnaed to histhree firg-phase Wolverinesto follow him. They sprinted to join the now-visible
Wolves.

The nearest Wolf planted his foot on the back of the writhing Ilion, then wrenched the arrow from his
neck. Lycas knelt and diced the Descendant’ sthroat. The soldier twitched once before dying.

“They’ recoming,” whispered the Wolf.

Lycas looked through the archway out onto the bay. Three smal ships bobbed toward the shore,
lanterns at their bows and sterns.

“Let’smoveout.”

The sguads regrouped, and the platoon moved as one from the courtyard toward the south tower.
Twelve sword-wielding Bearsraced in front, followed by ten Wolverines, with a half dozen Wolvesand
Cougars bringing up therear.

The tower’ s heavy wooden doors swung open. Dozens of Ilions streamed out, swords rai sed.
Open battle was upon them.
Lycas grabbed the closest Wolf. “Get first and third platoons here, now!”

Then he turned toward the oncoming Ilions, drew hislongest daggers and bellowed the Wolverine war
cry. Thecal came from deep in hisgut, where hisrage and sorrow boiled.

Hisfightersjoined in, even the Bears and Wolves and Cougars. The hairs on hisarms and the back of his
neck stood straight, and every muscle clenched.

The Descendants dowed, boots skidding on the stone floor and eyes sparking with fear. Thewalls
themselves seemed to quake at the sound.

Lycas charged.

Two soldiers converged on him. Their swords dashed at hissides, but hefelt no more pain than if they’d
dapped him with wooden sticks. Before they could raise their wegpons again, Lycas plunged his daggers
into their guts. Hot blood streamed over his hands. He twisted hiswrists as he yanked the blades from
the soldiers' flesh. The men collgpsed, groaning with their last full breaths.

Roaring the Wolverine cry, heled hisfightersto form abent line. They charged again, closing thelinelike
adoor, forcing the Ilions away from the right wall and the short stairway to the upper level.

The other two platoons arrived, and Lycas ordered them into position. He signaled the archers and
severd Bearsand Wolverinesto follow him up the dairs.



At the top, he opened the door. As his men streamed through, he turned to evauate the battle in the
cramped room below. Limbs and bodies littered the floor, and soldiers fought atop their comrades
writhing forms. He longed to hurl himsalf into the center of the melee, wade ankle-deep in Ilion blood, but
he yanked his mind back to the mission.

The gairsled to anarrow hall, where more Ilions waited. With no time to deliver killing blows, he fought
merely to debilitate, with kicks and parries and quick dashes. Lycas and his Bears and Wolverines
pressed on, guarding the archers.

He reached the end of the hallway and launched up the stairs, leaving behind another contingent of
fightersto prevent the llions pursuit. He brought the archers, aong with the two Tiron Wolverines and
two Bears.

Lycas charged through thefina door, into therainy night.

The tower was teeming with fighters locked in combat. The stone surface was dick with rain and blood.
Clearly themenin Sirin's company had dready arrived.

Lycas gtationed the Wolves and Cougars at the edge of the wall, then grabbed the young Bear
commanding the first platoon. “ Have them fire on the arriving troops after they’ ve landed on the sand, not
amoment before.”

The Bear nodded and turned to histask. Lycas surveyed the Stuation atop the tower. The heaviest
fighting was taking place on the far end, opposite the entrance.

A cluster of Ilion soldiers had barricaded themselves into one corner. Two of them were using their
swordsto swing and hack at something at their feet. Lycas beckoned the Tiron Wolverinesto follow him
over.

“Hold him down!” a Descendent in the corner shouted. Lycas heard the snap of abreaking bone, and
one of the attackers shrieked in pain.

As Lycas approached, six Ilions held up their swords. Though they were outhumbered two-to-one,
Lycas had no doubt he and his comrades could overcome these scared little men.

When they were within twenty paces, one of the soldiersin the middle of the pack shouted with triumph
and held aoft around object with long, thick, matted hair. Blood dripped from it, mixing with the sheets
of ran.

The head of Sirin.
The other soldierslaughed at Lycas. * Y ou're next, beast!”

Lycas stared, uncomprehending, at the rugged face of hisbest friend. A distant corner of hismind
wondered how a second-phase Wolverine could suffer such aninjury. Had their Spirit weakened that
much?

His mind struggled to form words within the sea of red fury.

“Youtakethefar left one,” he said quietly to one Wolverine. “ And you thefar right,” he said to the other.
He unsheathed two daggers—along one for stabbing, and the sharpest one, for dicing. “ Give methe
rest.”

The Illion soldiers stepped forward, and Lycas charged.



He drove his shoulder into the first one's ssomach before the man could dash with his sword. The degant
but now useless wegpon clattered to the ground asthey rolled together, tripping the next soldier. Lycas
dashed the throats of both while they were off balance, then sprang to hisfeet to face the ondaught.

Six of them surrounded him, including the one who had held Sirin’ s head doft. From the corner of his
eye, he saw the Tiron Wolverines holding their own with their opponents.

Lycas dashed and stabbed, and when dl his daggers were embedded in soldiers, he seized the dead
ones swords and kept fighting. He kicked and punched, gouging eyes and cutting throats, crushing rib
cageswith an elbow or foot.

When they were dl on their knees or writhing on their backs, he dispatched them, one by one. No
mercy, no quarter, not after what they’ d done.

He stared at the last one as the enemy’ slife poured out in apool across the stones, diluted by the giant
drops of rain. The man gazed back until the light faded from hiseyes.

The twang of two dozen bows shattered Lycas sreverie. He dmost smiled; the Ilion reinforcements
arriving by seawould find the garrison less friendly than expected.

He looked across the top of the tower to see that the fighting was over, and his men had the staircase
well-guarded.

As histwo Tiron comrades watched, Lycas kndlt beside the remains of Sirin’sbody. Bitter tears stung
hiseyes, but hewould not let them fall.

“Go with Crow, my friend,” he whispered, “and don't look back thistime. Our people will remember
youinsong.” Helaid Sirin’ sdagger atop his chest, tucking its hilt ingde the leather chain of hisWolverine
fetish. “I'll make sureit’ sadrinking song.”

Half-numb, he collected hisweapons and histwo Wolverines, then made hisway toward the edge of the
tower, where the archers were raining arrows upon the Ilion troops landing from the ships.

“WEe |l move out as soon as those shipsturn back,” he told the Wolverines. They aready knew the plan,
but it calmed hismind to review it out loud. “We |l get our wounded, sted as many Descendant weagpons
and horses as we can, then heed for the hills before more Ilions arrive by road.”

One of his Bears approached, marching ayoung Ilion soldier before him at sword point.
“Sir, this one surrendered. What should we do with him?’

Lycas|ooked down at the blood-smeared face of the soldier, who stared up a him with contempt.
“Where sthe garrison prison?’ he asked the Bear.

“Onefloor down, Sir. We passed the entrance on the way up.”

“Let’ stake him there. | need to check the Situation below.” He turned the young Ilion toward the stairs.
“Inyou go.”

On the next floor, they entered the narrow corridor. The prisoner’ s hands shook as he held them above
his heed.

“Areyou Lycasthe Wolverine?’ he asked.
“Maybe. Why?’



“Youkilled my father.”

Lycas scanned the hallway ahead of them for threets. “ Personaly?’
“Yes. In lliosfifteen years ago. | wasthree.”

“Did you join thearmy for vengeance?’

“I joined thearmy for ajob. | cameto Veekosfor vengeance.”

“Then | should probably kill you out of respect.” Lycas stopped at an arched doorway that had been
knocked off its hinges. “Thislooks like the prison.”

At the other end of the hall two Bears were sifting through the dead Ilions, collecting wegpons. He called
tothemtojoin him.

When the Bears arrived, he shoved the young soldier through the doorway, never letting go of the
uniform’sred collar.

A desk sat in the anteroom outside the cells, but no guards were posted. They’ d probably left to help
defend the garrison, or savetheir own skins.

Without speaking, he gestured for the Bears to precede him into the cell block. Swords drawn, the three
men did with their backsto the wall, through the doorway and into the main row.

He saw their stricken faces asthey took in the sight. They lowered their swords dowly. The stench of
blood dammed his nogtrils.

Thetallest Bear turned hishead to look at Lycas. “No one sdive, Sr. We can smell it.”

Lycas entered the block. The floor between the cdlls ran thick with blood, flickering black in the
torchlight at either end of therow of cdlls.

Thefirst cell was empty, so he shoved the young Ilion soldier inside and closed the door. “Watch him,”
he told the Bear who had spoken.

Six cells stood open. In front of each, aman lay dead, stabbed, beaten, histhroat dit.

The Bear to hisleft shouted. “ Someone saivel” He sheathed his sword and ran toward the other end of
the corridor. Lycas followed.

A man lay facedown near the far wall, dressed neither in prison drab nor an Ilion uniform. A pool of
blood spread around him. AsLycas came closer, he saw the man' sleft hand twitch, clutching the hilt of a
short sword.

The Bear pressed hisfingersto the pulse of the injured man’s neck, then sighed as he sat back on his
heds. “Not divefor long.”

“I wonder who—"
Lycas stopped, the bregth freezing in hislungs.
He knew this soldier’ s scent. It was more like his own than any living man.

Nilik.



Rhiawatched the incoming Ilion troopsfal bleeding onto the sand, their agonized faceslit by the swinging
lanterns on the landing ship’s bow. Her Crow ingtincts begged her to hel p them, but she and the hedlers
had to stay hidden in the bayside cave or the Ilionswould kill them—or worse, hold them hostage.

The few soldiers who broke through and managed to storm up the beach toward the garrison were cut
down by Marek and several other second-phase Wolves who stood invisible at the bottom of the hill.

She moved back into the shelter of the cave, closed her eyes and prayed her husband would not suffer
nightmares. He was a hunter, not awarrior, and each death caused himto diealittleinsde.

Someone touched her shoulder, and she yel ped.
“Sorry,” Damen whispered. “It’s unnerving to be so close to them, heh?’

“I'll be glad when it’ s over and we can head back to the hills.” Shelet out asigh. “I’'mjust glad Nilik’ sat
the camp, safe and sullen.”

“Hewon'’t stop trying to avenge Lania s degth.”
“Maybe her murderers have aready been killed in the battle.”

Damen shook his head. “Our soldiers wouldn't bother fighting caged men, when there are bigger
threats.”

The corners of her mouth trembled. *Y ou saw the vison asclearly as| did. Y ou know he dies young.
It' [l be soon no matter what.”

“But not tonight.” He took her hand and threaded her arm through the crook of hiselbow. “Y ou’ ve done
al you could.”

“What kind of mother would | beif | didn’t try?’ She leaned against him and wiped arebellious tear from
her cheek. “It fedslike | swallowed abrick.”

“This |l beworth dl theworry,” Damen whispered. “ The wegponsin that garrison could supply an entire
regiment.”

“A lot of men aredying in that garrison. After this, Ilioswill squeeze Veekos so hard, you won't be able
to bresthe.”

“Eh. It simpossible to squeeze aflea”
She huffed asemilaugh. *Y ou pay too much attention to my brother.”

“It won't be painless. | don't know if any of uswill live to see the liberation, no matter how old we
grow.” Hetouched hiswrinkled cheek. “Those of you who aren’t aready old.”

“They'reretreating!” someone shouted. “The Ilions are going back out to seal”

Rhiadared to peer around the corner of the cave. It was hard to see in the darkness through the driving
rain, but the lanterns on the ships seemed to be moving out into the bay.

“Thank the Spirits.” Sheturned to one of the hedlers. “Light the torches. The wounded will be arriving
soon.”



They hurried to set up lights within the rudimentary hospital they’ d congtructed inside the cave. It
wouldn’t fit many people, so some would haveto betreated intherain.

Rhiacarried asmall torch outside to look for alevel, sheltered spot where they could treat patients.
From adistance, her brother roared her name.

Her heart froze. Without turning, she knew what he held in hisarms. Nothing else could put that painin
hisvoice.

“No...” Shelifted her gaze to the bay’ s black horizon. The wavesrolled in, relentless. Crow’ swings
smotheredit all.

She turned to see Lycas dashing toward her over the sand. About twenty paces away, he stumbled,
amog faling to hisknees. He lurched to regain his baance, then tumbled in the sand, the body in his
amsrolling forward.

It was as she' d seenit at the moment of Nilik’s birth—her son facedown in the sand, bleeding, asword
near his outstretched hand.

Crow would not be cheated.

“Nilik!” Her scream tore her throat as she dropped to her knees beside him. She grasped his shoulder
and turned him on hisback, her own cry echoing in her mind, mixing with the sound of Crow’ swings.

Nilik’ s shirt wastorn to rags. His hair was loose and tangled, its light brown strands streaked with blood.
Hisface was bruised and swollen, amost unrecognizable. She touched his jaw, cheeks, eyebrows, seeing
him with her hands, for her eyes blurred with aflood of tears and rainwater. Thiswasn't happening.

To her right, Lycas coughed and choked, struggling to riseto his hands and knees. “He came.” Hisarms
gave way, and hisface hit the sand. An arrow protruded from his back.

“Somebody help my brother!” she screamed into the wind, but Damen was dready at hissidewith a
third-phase Otter hedler.

A young Otter woman dashed toward Rhiaand Nilik, carrying aroll of bandages.
Rhiaheld up her hands. “1t'stoo late.”

The girl stopped and stared, asif uncomprehending. Rhiawanted to scream at her, shove her away,
make her stop looking.

She turned back to her son. Asif in atrance, she opened his shirt and examined hisbody. Therain
gplattered on his chest, washing the stainsto reved three wounds—one large to the chest and two
smaller onesto the abdomen. The smallest wound of al gushed the most blood.

“Nilik,” she whispered, though she knew he couldn’t hear her.
He opened hiseyes, just to dits. “Mama.”
Her chest fdt like it would cavein. He hadn’t called her that since the day he learned to walk.

His bresth heaved and gurgled. “Mama...don’t let Him take me.” Blood dribbled from his mouth, and his
hand flailed until it found hers. “Don’t let me go.”



“You'll bedl right,” she choked out. “H€ Il take good care of you. Y ou're my son.”
“No!”

Rhia sface crumpled at the sound of Marek’ s approaching cry.

He sank to hisknees at Nilik’sfeet and released a soul-rending howl to the sky.

Rhiatouched Nilik’ s cheek and held his blue-gray gaze until it shifted past her. “1 loveyou,” she
whispered. “ Go now.”

Thefear faded from Nilik’ s eyes, then amoment later, lifeitsalf. The criesaround her peaked to
crescendos, but they were swamped by the sound of Crow’ swings.

Every organ indgde her body seemed to twist in on itsdlf, and she doubled over, emitting a soundless
dhriek of grief. She closed her eyes and formed two usdlessfigtsin front of her face.

“Why?" Rhiarocked forward and back, again and again, each time coming closer to Nilik’s body.
Finally she pressed her forehead againgt his shoulder, till warm with thelife that had left him.

“Why?" she screamed into the sand. Her fists opened benegth her, forming claws that would tear the skin
from her own neck, mix her blood with that of her firstborn. “Nilik, why?’

Marek crawled up to collapse beside her. He uttered an incoherent prayer, hisvoice soaked in tears.
She did her hand into his and squeezed, asif she could hold him in thisworld.

Rhia sobbed out the words with her hating breath. “Had. To be. A hero.” Tears soaked her face and
stung her dry lips. “What kind of hero breaks his mother’ sheart? Shelet go of Nilik and clutched
Marek’ sarmsingtead, lest she start shaking their son and asking him if hefindly understood that there
were more important things than vengeance.

But to aWolverine, even adead one, that wasalie.

For thefirst timein decades, Lycasfelt acold fear that gripped his heart like afist. He couldn’t breathe.

Hisfingers dug into the wet sand as someone touched his back, examining the arrow wound and
murmuring the phrases punctured lung and we can’'t move him.

Why had he been shot? Had the Ilions regained the tower? Had one of his own archersturned traitor?

He heard his sster’ swails and knew that he' d been too late to save Nilik. His breath wanted to come
hard and fast in grief, but the effort brought only agony.

“We |l have to move him soon,” Damen said. “More llionswill be here within the hour.”

A femde voice answered, ragged with age. “He won't survive thetrip to the hills. He needs surgery,
somewhere with good light and clean conditions”

“For Spirits sake, you have to do something.” Lycas had never heard Damen so angry.
“| can sedate him. HE |l do less damage to himself that way.”

Lycastried to protest, but the silver light of apainkilling spell surrounded him. His eyes drifted shuit.



In the gray haze of semiconsciousness, hefelt a presence, one of long claws, sharp teeth and unforgiving
temper.

Wolverine.
“Am | dying?’ he asked his Spirit.

“Yes” Wolverine moved closer, ahulking, dark shapein the mist. “And no. Desath isthe path the arrow
put you on. But another force blocks the way of My brother Crow.”

“| don’t understand.”

“Soon you will come into the fullness of your third-phase powers.” He paused. “ Hopefully beforeit’stoo
late”

Lycastried to comprehend the first statement. “ Third phase? I’'m agrandfather?’
“Asof today.”
Surawas pregnant. Hisfear spiked, for her lifeand Mdi’slife. “Where is she? Is she safe?’

“| don’'t keep track of people who aren’t Mine.” Wolverine came closer, breaking through the mist, His
lithe, brown body hunched like abear. “I’'m the one who' sdying.”

Lycasgtared at Him. “That’ simpossible”

“It happened before.”

“The Collgps=?’

“I dmost died then for the same reasons I’ m dying now.”

Lycasfelt astrange desire to protect thisfierce creature, though he was sureif hetried to touch Him,
he d find himsdf with onefewer arm.

“The Descendants are killing the land. Theriversare dying. Thewildest Spiritsarelosing power here, just
likeinthecitiesof Ilios”

Lycas remembered. When he' d gone to Leukos to rescue Marek and Nilik, his powers had falen to
amost nothing. He hadn't been the only one.

“What about Cougar? Wolf?’

“Also in decline, though not as quickly as|. That arrow in your back was an accident. It wouldn’t have
happened if Cougar were at full strength.”

So L ycas had been shot by one of his own fighters, but not atraitor.

“How can we save you?’ he asked the Spirit.

“Drive out these invaders”

“I'mtrying,” he said through gritted teeth. “I’ve piled Ilion corpses at Y our fest, by the thousands.”

“So you have. It’ sthe other reason why I'm dying.”



A tearing sensation traveled down Lycas s ched, asif agiant dagger or claw were coming out of the
earth, opening him up. Shrieks of agony tore hismind, but no sound came from histhroat.

“Bear My mark,” Wolverine rumbled. “May it remind you of My new wish.”
The pain crested over him in wave after wave. “Anything,” he gasped.

“Have mercy on your enemy. Y our tactics are effective, but taken to an extreme, they beget misery and
retribution. One day your brutality will bring disaster to your people.”

Lycasbristled at the reprimand. “Everything | doisfor You, and al the Spirits.”
The claw dug deeper, and he spasmed in pain.

“Liar,” Wolverine hissed. “ Y ou kill for yoursdf, and for your brother. But Nilo' s death has been avenged
ahundredfold.”

Lycas fought to clear hismind, roiling in anguish that was far more than physical. He had no choice but to
surrender to his Spirit’ swish.

“Y ou have given melifeand strength,” he said. “1 give Y ou my obedience.”

Wolverine seemed to find it sufficient. “Y ou will find your greatest strength when you face your greatest
weakness.”

Lycas had no ideawhat that meant, but he nodded. Anything to stop the pain.

“Now.” Theinvisble claw traveled up Lycas s abdomen and chest, thistime tracing and hedling the gash.
“Find something to live for besides desth.”

Lycasdrew in asharp breath that in his head sounded as loud as the waves. His body gave a sudden
jerk.

Power surged through him, greater than before. The third phase.

He opened his eyesto see that he’ d been turned on his side, and that the rain had stopped. The clouds
drew away from the horizon’s stars. The waves of the bay shuffled againgt the sand.

“Uh-oh.” A young female voice caled out. “He swaking up aready.”
“Impossible.” The old woman he' d heard earlier approached. “I sedated him enoughtolast a...”

Her voice faded as Lycas pushed himself to his hands and knees. Though he could il fed the arrow in
his back, the pain was gone. He could breathe.

“Pull out the arrow,” he said.

“Absolutely not,” the old Otter said. “'Y our lung will collapse and you could bleed out interndly.”
“I promise that won't hgppen.” Hisgutsfelt ashard asiron. “ Takeit out while you still can.”

“I won't. Now lie down right now before you go into shock.”

“Lycas?’ said ahoarsevoice.

Heraised his head to see Rhiagtaring at him. She knelt next to Marek beside Nilik’ s body. Her face was



soaked in what must have been tears, now that the rain had stopped.

Lycas heaved himsdlf to hisfeet, prompting a gasp from the Otter and a squeak from her young assistant.
He staggered over to hissister, who gaped up a him.

“What happened to you?’ she said.

He looked down at historn shirt to see the mark of Wolverine traveling from histhroat to hisnavel, one
long, jagged claw mark.

“I’'mthird phase.” He stared at Nilik’ s broken, battered body. “Not soon enough. Maybeif I’d run
foster—"

“He couldn’t be saved.” Her voice broke. “Why was he here?’

“He must have escaped his guards at the camp and come to the garrison to avenge Lania s desth.
Tonight was hisonly chance, and he knew it.”

“Did hekill her murderers?’ Marek asked in ahard voice.

Lycas nodded. “All six. Let them out of their cellsone by one, asfar as| could see, even gave each of
them asword.”

“Messagefor Lycas” shouted aman behind him.

The crowd cleared apath for ayoung Bear, who ran up to Lycas and stood panting before him.

“Sir. The Eagle says—" The messenger stopped and gaped at the arrow coming out of Lycas' s back.
“| dmogt forgot.” Lycasturned around. “Pull it out.”

“Sir?1 don't know if—"

“That’san order.”

The Bear grasped the arrow in trembling hands. “ Are you sure?’

“Hurry!”

The young man yanked hard, but the arrow wouldn't give. He tried again and again. Lycas sflesh had
closed upon the arrow, forming stedl-hard scar tissue.

Lycas cursed. “Just bresk it off.”

The Bear snapped the arrow, then handed the rest of it to Lycas. He frowned at it—at least atwo-inch
portion, including the sharp head, was now a part of his body.

Hetossed it onto the sand. “What' s the message?”’
“Firgt of dl, thellion genera has been injured but not killed.”
“Good. Bring him with us.”

“Yes, dr. Also, the Eagle seesthe Ilion troops landing south adong the coast. They could be hereinas
little as an hour. What are your orders?’



“Weretreet to the hillslike we planned,” he told the young man, “with al of usgonein haf an hour. Get
as many weapons as we can carry. Usethe llions supplies and horses to transport the wounded.” He
looked at Rhiaand forced out the last order. “Leave the dead.”

A fresh flood of tears did from her eyes, and she turned away.
“Yes, sr.” The Bear ran for the garrison.

Lycaslooked at hissster. AsMarek cut severa locks of Nilik’s hair, Rhiakndt at the boy’ sfedt,
unlacing hisboots.

“They' redmost new.” Shewiped her deeve across her face. “ Someone € se can use them.”
Damen approached Lycas. “I’ll make sure he and the others get a proper buria.”
“You're aying?

“Rhiacan’t, she' s an escaped prisoner.” He pointed down the bay to the lights of Velekos. “I’ll head
halfway to the village, then turn around and come back, pretend I’ ve just arrived, that I’ m hereto
perform my dutiesto the dead.”

Lycas gave him anarrow look. “They’ll suspect you. You'll be arrested—soon, if not tonight.”

“I can’'t leave.” Damen looked at the bodies strewn on the beach. *| stay for the dead. | stay for
Vedekos”

Lycas watched him turn and head for the village. Damen had taken only afew steps before he stopped
and sat beside anearby soldier, one who was clearly nearing hislast bregth.

Lycasknelt beside hissigter. “I’'m sorry,” he whispered.

“Youtried.” Rhiatied the laces of Nilik’ s boots together. “ Some things must happen.” The bitternessin
her voice chilled his blood. “Only Crow knowswhy.” She dropped the boots and covered her face. “I'll
never understand.”

He dipped hisarm around her shoulder. She leaned into him and sobbed, her body quaking.

Lycas gared at Nilik and for thefirgt time, did not think of his own twin brother. Instead he imagined
Suralying dead at hisfeset, her life stolen by a Descendant sword.

Wolvering sedict faded in Lycas s mind, as hisrage burned on.

25
Tiros

“D inner’sready.” Surastuck her head insde the tent to see Etarek Sitting in the dark, hands over his
ears. "It samos midnight. We should eat and get some deep.”

He shook hishead. She crawled ingde and gently pried his hands from hisears.
“What' swrong?’

“Thevoices—everywhere.” Hishands shook in her grip. “Fedslikethey' retrying to get inade my head.”
He pulled away and rubbed his scalp.



She sat beside him. “Y ou’ re not used to being surrounded by so many strangers. But if you come out,
you can meet our neighbors and see they’ re not so bad. The couple next door used to be friends of my
mother before they escaped Asermos.”

“It'snot that | don’t know them.” He seemed to be trying to steedy his breath. “It’ sthat they’ re there.”
“Y ou fed their moods when they talk?’

“They’re not as content as they pretend to be. Those so-called friends of your mother’s, they’re glad
she'sin prison.”

Surd scuriogity overcame the momentary hurt. “How do you know?’
“It'sintheir voices.” Etarek turned to her suddenly. “ Do you fed different?’
“Different than what?”

He rubbed his eyebrows. “ Different than you did yesterday.”

“I’'minanew village. Of course| fed different.” 1 wish I’d never come here.
He squinted and cocked his head. “What did you just say?’

“I sad, ‘I'minanew village. Of course | fed different.
paying attention.

She wondered if he were going deaf or just not

“I’'m not deaf, and | dways pay attention to you.”
She gaped at him. He stared back.
She pointed at her head, which was starting to swim. “Did | jus—Did you—"

“I heard your thoughts, not just your feglings.” Slowly he turned and took her shoulders. “I’'min my
second phase. Y ou' re pregnant.”

Her jaw dropped. “You'rejoking.” Sura sthoughts formed awordless storm of panic.
“Youcan't tel?’

She closed her eyes and furrowed her brow. “No.” Was something wrong with her? Was someone else
having hischild?

“WEe€ ve been in the wilderness. Where would | have found someone e se?”
Her eyes popped open. “Y ou hear exactly what I’ m thinking? In words?’

Etarek winced and nodded. “But only when you spegk. It’ slike an echo to the words | hear out loud.”
He put ahand to hishead. “ That’'s a Deer’ s second-phase power, but I’ m supposed to be able to
contral it. | can't. | hear everything.”

She clamped her lipstogether.

“Don't worry,” he added, “if you say exactly what you think, | won't hear anything. At least that’ swhat
the Deer woman herein Tiros said would happen.”

Her gaze darted around the tent, then alighted on the door. She moved out of hisgrasp to leave.



“Wait,” hesad.
Sheturned back to him.
He opened hisarms. “WEe re going to have a baby.”

She attempted a shaky smile, then moved forward and hugged him. Her pulse pounded in her temple as
her head rested on his shoulder. Then she pulled back, pointed her thumb at the door and made eating
motions, afraid to spesk.

Surafound Dravek and Kara Sitting on opposite sides of the campfire, sharing asilent dinner. She
grabbed two plates and began to fill them with food, wondering how to broach the topic.

“Dravek,” shesaid in alow voice so Etarek wouldn’t hear. “When you turned second phase, did you fed
different?

“My senses of smell and touch sharpened, but not al of asudden. | didn’t notice my new skill until |
accidentaly used it.” He gave Karaaguilty glance. She glared at him with contempt. He turned back to
Sura. “Why do you ask?’

She stood up straight. “Why do you think | ask?’
Hisplate did off hislap to the ground. “Y ou'’ re pregnant?’

“How wonderful,” Kara said without expression. She scowled at the meat in her hand. “This chickenis
gressy.”

“It' ssupposed to be that way,” Suratold her. “They don't fly, so they have more fat than wild birds.”
“They st around their whole liveswaiting to be esten?’

“At least most chickens get to grow up. They don’'t have to search for food, they don’t have to watch out
for predators.”

“Soundslikethelife of aplant.”

“Excuseme,” Dravek said. “Areyou realy talking about chickenswhen you just told usyou're
pregnant?’

Suraturned to him. “Etarek hears all our thoughts when we speak. He can’t block them.”
Horror crept over hisface, and he shut his mouth.

“His Spiritispunishing him.” Karaglared a Sura. “Y ou weren't meant to have this baby.”
She stepped back and touched her belly, dready feding protective. “It’ stoo late now.”
“Poor Etarek.” Karashook her head. “1 probably knew thiswould happen.”

“Weadll knew,” Sura snapped. “We accepted the consequences.” Which had seemed much less
frightening in the abdtract.

“Y ou should get back to your mate,” Karasaid, her voice flat with sarcasm. “ Celebrate.”

Without another glance a Dravek, Surareturned to the tent. Etarek was sitting with elbows on hisknees,
hands over hisearsagain.



Helooked up when she entered. “ Y ou'll dl avoid me now.”
She shook her head but said nothing.
“Wadll, | wanted silence, and now I'vegot it.” Hetook the plate. “What' sthis?’

She focused her thoughts on the food. “ Chicken.” She realized how abrupt that sounded. “It'sa
domestic bird. Mostly they’ re used for eggs, but when they get old and unproductive—"

“I’ve heard of chicken,” he said gently. “I just didn’t recognizeit.” Hetook abite, chewed dowly, then
swalowed. “Tasteslike pigeon.”

They atein silence. Suranoticed that with every bite, the med tasted stronger, its scentsricher, just like
Dravek had said would happen.

Shetried to get beyond her trepidation over their new powers and focus on the baby itself—hersdlf,
himsdf, whatever. It seemed impossible that thistime next year she'd be lugging around an infant. Whet if
she stoleits memory? Would it haveto learn to love her al over again?

She thought of her parents. Though Lycas and Mali weren't Spirit-siblings, their Aspects could be
considered counterparts. They were each caled by a Spirit who digned itself with only one sex;
Wolverine caled mae warriors, while Wasp called the female ones. Lycas and Mdli shared the same
realm, which should have prevented them from falingin love.

But it hadn’t, and they’ d been miserable.
She put her plate down suddenly, her throat too tight to swallow.
“What' swrong?’ Etarek said.

Shetried abreath, but it jerked in asob. He put his arm around her shoulders, and her face twisted, her
eyesand nosefilling with water.

“I don’'t know—" she hiccupped “—if my mother will ever see her grandchild. And my father—"

“They will.” Etarek pulled her closer. “They're practicaly invincible now. So'smy father, asaBear. You
did that for them.”

“The Descendants could starve her to degath, or give him adisease. They can drown.”

“Don’t think of it.” He kissed her temple. “Think of this. My mother’ s third-phase now. She can spesk
directly to Gden herein Tiros. In the morning we' [l go see him, have him reach for her, if shehaan't
cdledto him dready.” He handed her aplate of food. “ Tonight, just edt, then deep.”

She stared down at the plate of pale meat and summer squash. “What isthis?’
“Youjust told meit was chicken.”
She scrunched up her face with the effort to remember. Something was't right.

“A lot of the houses here have chickens,” he said. “ Y our cousin’'s place had a nice garden. Too bad
they’rein Velekos or we could' ve stayed there.”

She thought about her day, trying to fill in the missing blank spot. She and Dravek had met Vara, then the
four of them had visited Rhia s house and found it empty. Then tonight she and Etarek had redized they



were having ababy.
Then what? How did she get this plate of food?

She st it aside untouched. Etarek finished his portion, then ate what was on her plate when she offered it
to him, wordlesdly.

“Youmust betired,” hesaid. “I’ll clean up.”

She nodded. When he was gone, she dipped under the blanket, which smelled strongly of their mingled
scents. It provoked an unbidden desire deep within her, for the one thing that would obliterate her
confuson.

Etarek came back momentarily. “ Karaand Dravek said they’ d clean up, on account of our good news.”
She gave him atentative smile, which he misread as politeness.
“Good night, then.” Helay beside her and turned onto hisside, facing away.

She touched his back, trailing her fingers dong his spine. He let out adeep exhde, then turned to face
her.

“Y ou il want me?’ Hiswhisper filled with awe.
She answered him with akiss, so deep it made him groan.

“I never dared hope.” He drew her body close against him. “1 want to be with you, Sura. | know
everything’ s backward, but maybe we can make it work.”

The conviction in hisvoice gave her hope. Maybe they could find their way to love one day, despite their
odd beginning. Maybe one day it would give their child the security it needed, and their Spiritswould no
longer punish them. Maybe this was what Snake had meant when She said Sura’ s passion could save
themal.

“You don't haveto speak.” Hetore off his shirt and placed her hand on his chest. “ Just touch me. Make
the voices go away.”

Sura pushed away her doubts and immersed herself in their passion, its patterns grown precious and
familiar over the weeks. She' d thought it would fed empty and pointless after she became pregnant, for
they weren't in love. But she loved what he did to her body, and loved pleasing him back, to seethe bliss
on hisface and hear hiscries.

In the onrush of pleasure, she struggled to keep her own voice silent so that Etarek wouldn’t hear her
thoughts. His rhythm never wavered, and soon she was climbing a pesk as surely asthe wind crested the
mountains around them.

Unableto hold back completely, she gave alow moan as she climaxed, ending in oneword, “Etarek...”
He stopped. She opened her eyesto see him staring down at her.

“What’ swrong?’ shewhispered, even astheicein her veinstold her it was over.

“Yousad hisname”

“| said your name.”



“Not inyour mind.” He clutched her hair, and fear flashed through her. “Insde you sad—"
“No...” Shereached for him. “Let meexplain.”

He pulled away from her. “1 knew there was someone e se there when we made love.” He put his head
inhishands. “I thought it was your mate. | thought you were mourning adead man. Instead you were
thinking of your Spirit-brother.”

She turned her burning face away. “1 never meant to hurt you.”

“Hurt?’ His harsh whisper shook. “Y ou were with me out of duty. Why should | expect you to want me
for mysdlf?'Y ou had to think of him to makeit bearable.”

“That'snot true.” She scrambled for an argument, though she knew each word condemned her. “Haven't
you ever thought of one person when you were with another? A flash of comparison, or remembering
what pleased them?’

“Stopit.” Hecovered hisears. “Y our mind tellsmeit wasn't aflash.”

“What else doesit say?’ She pulled hisarms down. “Doesit say |’ ve been with him? Doesit say I've
ever betrayed you?’

Helowered his gaze. “Not with your body.” He tugged hiswrists out of her grip.
“I"'m sorry.” She wanted to touch him but knew he' d shirk her off. “I can’t help theway | fed.”
Hereached for histrousers. “Put your clotheson. | can't talk to you when you' re naked. Not anymore.”

She picked up her shirt with trembling hands. Tears threatened to squeeze from her eyes again, but she'd
cried enough for one night.

When they were dressed, they sat in silence, listening to the crackling fire outside.
Findly Etarek spoke. “Does hefed the sameway?’

She nodded.

“How do you know?’

“Hetold me”

Etarek paused with his head cocked, in that posture she aready dreaded, hearing the echo of her
thoughts. “He showed you. He touched you.” Hisfingers clenched. “1 thought he was my friend.”

“Heis”

“It al makes sense now, why he's been so sullen. Hewas jedous. And he and Kara—" Etarek suddenly
looked at the door. “Kara” He leaped to hisfeet and opened the flap.

“Wait!” Suragrabbed hiscdf. “Leave them adone. Etarek—"
“Don’t!” He seized her hand and took it off him. “Never speak my name again.”
Etarek strode outside. Sura scrambled to her feet and followed.

Dravek and Karawere dready standing when they got outside. “What'sgoing on?’ shesaid. “Why are



youydling?’

Etarek stalked over to Dravek. “Why did you make Karaforget sheloved you?’

Dravek held hisground and said nothing, just glared down at the Deer.

“Tell me.” He grabbed the front of Dravek’ s shirt. “Tell me, or I'll pound you into the ground.”

“It was an accident,” Dravek said, enunciating each word in ahiss. “And don’t forget what | could do to
youif you thresten me.”

Etarek let go and stepped back. Without turning, he pointed back at Sura. “ Say her name.”
“Keep your voice down.” Karaglanced around. “ People will think we re abunch of crazy Kaindons.”

“Say it.” Etarek’ sfinger shook in Sura sdirection. “1 want to hear your thoughts when you speak the
name of your Spirit-aster.”

Dravek’ s gaze tripped past him to land on Sura. He stood straighter asthey stared at each other. She
took a step forward, shaking her head. Her lips pleaded his name without sound.

He cameto her, brushing past Etarek. Dravek stopped in front of Suraand caressed her cheek with a
warm hand. Behind him the campfire flared.

When he spoke, she didn’t need aDeer’ searsto hear histhoughts.
“Sura”

END OF PART ONE
PART TWO—

ONE YEAR LATER
01

Tiros
A baby cried.

Surastraightened up from the hen’ s nest, so suddenly she amost crushed the egg in her hand. She waited
to hear if anyonewould call out that they were attending to the child. She couldn’t remember who was
home besides hersdif.

Hearing nothing, she l&ft the chicken coop and trudged toward the narrow house, asmall brown terrier
trotting at her hedls.

The baby wailed again.
“Coming!” Surashoved the back door, which didn’t budge. She grabbed the handle and tugged it open.

“Pull, not push,” she muttered to herself as she entered the house through a kitchen, then turned | eft to the
bedroom, following the squedls.



She picked up thellittle girl and cooed to her as she checked her digper. Dry. Could she be hungry?
When had she last nursed?

A large Ssgn was nailed to thewall over the crib, written in red charcod.
Check Lists At Front Door.

Sura carried the baby into the kitchen and found severd sheets of parchment on the wall near the
entrance. The top one smply displayed the word Madlia.

“That must be your name,” she said. Sura hersdlf had been named after her grandmother, so she must
have named her daughter after her own mother, Mdi.

On one shest, three tick marks lay under the words Feedings Since Sunrise. Sura brushed aside the
window’ sthick curtain and squinted into the piercing Tiron sunlight. Small shadowstilting left meant early
afternoon. If Maliahad nursed three times since sunrise, she wasn't ready to eat again. Or was she?

“Hello?’ she cdled toward the stairs. Where was everyone?

For no reason Sura could discern, her daughter’ s cries quieted, then ceased. She stared down at the
infinite mystery in her arms. Maia s hair wasthick and red like her father’s, but her deep black eyes
were her mother’ saone.

“Havel told you lately that you' re the most beautiful girl in the world?’
The baby blinked.
“| probably have.”

A knock came. She peered through the window to see Etarek, so she unbolted the locks and opened the
door.

“Sorry I'm late.” Hissmile broadened at the Sght of Mdia “There' smy girl.” Helooked past them into
the house. “Y ou adone?’

“I think s0.” She moved out of the doorway so Etarek could enter. He had knocked, so obvioudy he
didn't livein this house, though hisfaint scent lingered in the corners, asif he had been here recently.

“Did you heat water?’ he asked.
“For what?’

He brushed past her and planted hisfinger on one of Malia s sheets next to the door. “ It swritten right
here”

Suraread the words. “Bath, Etarek, afternoon.”

Etarek picked up the pail. “I'll go get water. Maybe you could light the stove.”

“lwill.”

Hewalked out and shut the door behind him. Suraturned to the stove, but then Maliabegan to cry.

“Areyou hungry?’ Suraretreated to the other room and sat on the bed. She unbuttoned her shirt,
offering Maiaachance to nurse. The baby averted her face and flapped her hand. Something felt wrong.



A stack of paperswith crumpled edgeslay on Sura s nightstand. The top sheet read:

Me: can't make new memories, because of Malia. Started when pregnant, got worse after birth. Write
everything down. Bring this everywhere. Read it often!!!

She thumbed through the sheets until she found the onelabeled Etarek.
Livesaone. Hears everyone s thoughts when they speak, because of Malia

She frowned. Deer and Snake had perverted Etarek and Sura’ s second-phase powers, because they’d
purposely conceived a child they didn’t want. Suraremembered thisfact because it had been arranged
before she got pregnant, before she apparently started losing her memory.

She flipped through the pages to see what had changed.
Thera can't stop hearing Galen’ s thoughts. Communication spotty.

So Suraand Etarek weren't the only onesto suffer for their misdeeds. She wondered about her own
parents, and turned the pages to see. Her mother’ s page had one entry:

Mdli: ill in prison?

Her father’ s page contained severd entries, on various dates.

Lycas: not dead.

Not dead.

Not dead.

Not dead.

Not dead.

The front door opened, and Etarek walked in with apail. Its doshing sound told her it was full of water.
He looked toward the stove and sighed. “ Y ou forgot dready?’

Her stomach dropped. “Forgot what?’

“Never mind. I'll doit.” Heregarded her with apained expression. “Madiadoesn’'t nurse.”
“What do you mean?’

“She sbottle-fed. Y ou have trouble remembering to feed her, so everyonetakesturns. The Turtle
woman made up aformulathat gives Madiaeverything she needs.”

“Oh.” Surapulled her shirt closed, feding foolish. “1 knew that.”
“No, you didn't,” he said softly. “I’'m sorry.” He moved toward the stove, disappearing from view.

Surawished she could forget how much she' d hurt Etarek, forget the disgust and bewilderment on his
face when she' d thought of Dravek as he made love to her. But her memory was not so merciful, and
sncethe last year had been ablur, the pain of that night remained fresh in her mind.

Surarocked her daughter in away that seemed to soothe the child. She couldn’t remember having done



it before, but she had to trust her ingtincts.
Etarek appeared in the bedroom doorway. “Is she ready?’

She damogt asked, “For what?’ but knew it would upset him, so she just smiled and nodded, though she
had no ideawhat she was answering.

He approached her and gently eased Maliaout of her arms. The baby looked tinier held in her father’s
hands. He brought her to hisface and kissed her nose, then nuzzled her eyebrows. She gave awet
gurgle, emitting atrall of droal.

“I'vegot her,” hesad. “Takeanap.”

“I think | was doing something before dl this”

“There san egg on the table. Were you in the henhouse?’

She snapped her fingers. “That'sit,” she said, though she had no recollection of it whatsoever.

“Y ou need deep more than the family needs eggs.” Etarek touched her shoulder. “ That’ swhy I'm here,
SO you canrest.”

Her eyesfdt heavy and thick, so Suradidn’t argue. She curled up on her side and watched Etarek tug
the curtain shut, dowsing the room in darkness. She wondered if shewould remember any of thisater.

Surawoke to the sounds of arguing in the kitchen. She recognized Dravek’ s voice through the closed
bedroom door.

“Jonek needs two parents,” he said. “Y ou love Kara, why not live with her?’
“Shehasn'tinvited me,” Etarek replied. “Besides, | can't live around anyonein my current state.”
Sura craned her neck to see ababy deeping in acrib afew feet away. Her own child?

“Maybeif you stop fedling sorry for yourself and show you can be aresponsible father,” Dravek said,
“Deer will giveyou control of your second-phase powers.”

“Show I’m aresponsble father by taking care of your child?’

“| take care of yours here, while Karaand my son areliving done. It' swrong.”

“Then you movein with her,” Etarek replied.

“Shewon’t have me.”

“You're her husband.”

“Not in her mind.”

“Convenient. Freesup timefor dl the Tiron women chasing after you.”

Suradid out of bed and crept toward the door.

Dravek’ svoice came low and threatening. “1 haven’t touched one of them. I’ ve been faithful to Kara.”

A sudden crash made Surajump. It sounded asif achair had falen over.



“I hear thetruth.” Etarek’ s voice came louder now. “Y ou're not faithful to Kara, you' refaithful to Sura.”
“What difference doesit make? And stay out of my mind.”
“I would if | could. It' samiserable placeto be.”

Sura opened the bedroom door, making it creak. Standing at opposite ends of the table, the two men
blanched when they saw her.

“Sorry | wokeyou,” Etarek said. “IsMdiadtill degping?’
She nodded, assuming that was the baby’ s name.

Dravek cameto her sde, his movements dow but not cautious. “ Can | get you anything? Isthere
something you need to know?’

“I just woke up.” Shetried to smile. Though her mind was cloudy, she knew shewas glad to see him.
“Your harr grew.”

He touched the end of hishair, which now fell in black wavesto his shoulders. “It doesthat.” Dravek
pointed to the nightstand. “ Check your lists and let me know if you have any questions. Meantime, can |
bring you something to eat?”’

She held up afinger and returned to Sit on the bed. She flipped the pages until she found:
Dravek: Liveshere. Son Jonek liveswith Kara.
“So they had aboy,” she murmured.

Her eyeswidened at the sight of Check thisbox if | still love him. The charcoa mark looked asif it had
been erased and retraced many times.

Surawas dismayed to seein large letters at the bottom of Dravek’ s page:
DON'T TOUCH

She was about to ask him why when the front door opened. A young woman with shoul der-length brown
hair breezed through.

“Hello, Jula” Dravek sent Suraasignificant glance. She recognized the name from her childhood as her
cousin. Shefound Jula s page right away:

Mockingbird. Loves agpples and someone named Corek. Thisis her family’ s house. Brother died at the
Battle of Velekos.

“Nilik...” Sura sgut sank as she whispered her cousin’s name. How many times had she learned this
terrible news?

She forced hersdlf to get up and enter the kitchen. “ Jula, it' swonderful to seeyou.” Sheleft off the
phrase after dl these years. “How's Corek?”’

Her cousin gave her an indulgent smile. “I wish | knew. It' s been weeks since aletter’ s come from the
Sangian Hills” Julaheld up apiece of parchment. “But Damen sent the latest news from Velekos. Come
reed it with me.”



Surasat next to her cousin with the letter on the table between them. The men looked over their
shoulders. Asfar as she could remember, they couldn’t read, but maybe they had learned in the past
year. All she knew wasthat Dravek’ s proximity still made her skin sing.

Julachuckled. “Damen saysthellions have finished their *dispersa,’” reloceting dl the people from the
Acrosainto other parts of Velekos.”

“Why isthat funny?’ Etarek asked.

“He saysit spreads the rebellion that much faster. The tactic has completely backfired.” She rested her
cheek on her figt. “ Everything does eventudly.”

Suratried to concentrate on Damen’ setter, but she knew she would forget everything it said. Instead her
mind clung to the memoriesit could hold, whether it wanted to or not.

She remembered the day it dl changed in Asermos. She wasten yearsold.

Julagroaned. “Thellions say their templeto Eviuswill be unvelled intimefor thisyear’ sfestiva in
Veekos”

“It'san insult to the Spirits,” Dravek growled. “I"d like to tear it down with my own hands.”
“Don’t they aready have onein Asermos?’ Etarek asked. “ Sura?’

She heard him speak her name, but didn’t answer. In retrospect, the temple had probably been abad
placeto hold ardly.

“Sura, areyou listening?” Julawhispered.
“It doesn't matter,” Etarek said. “ Shewon’t remember it in an hour.”

“She' sremembering,” Dravek said softly, “but not what we tell her. When the present’ stoo much, she
thinks about the past.”

Sura’s mother had led amarch through Asermos to protest the working conditionsin the quarries. Or
maybe it was to protest the erection of another 1lion temple, or the outlawing of public magic. Each week
brought anew cause.

Mdi had let Suramarch that day, at the front of the parade. 1t was meant to be a peaceful demongtration,
safefor children. Norioting allowed, no burning of thellion flag, ared sun on ayelow fidd. Itswaving
rays had aways made Surathink of abloodshot eye.

By sunsat, two little girlslay dead in the streets of Asermos. The Descendants later claimed that the
children had been crushed by “the mob,” but Suraremembered how the military ambushed the parade
with aline of sword-wielding horsemen, how they shouted abouit ‘ teaching these sorry beasts alesson.’
She remembered the hoofprints on the girls' dresses.

Two nightslater, Mdli left the house after putting Sura to bed. When she returned hours later, Sura crept
out of bed and inched open the door to the kitchen. Her mother was kneeling naked next to a bucket of
water, washing blood out of her own clothes for the first time. But not the last.

“Where' smy father?’ she asked Jula, interrupting the news report.

Her cousin pursed her lips. “He sin the Kirisan Mountains building a new battalion. He sends messages,
but he hasn’t cometo Tiros since—" Her fingers twisted around the wooden pen. “ Since welost Nilik.”



“I’'m sorry about your brother.”
Julagave her atight smile. “1 know. Y ou tel me every day, sometimes more than once.”

Sura s face heated. She knew she should shut up, but another question nagged her. “Does my father
know I'm here?’

“No. It'stoo dangerousto tell himin amessage. If the llionsintercepted it, they’ d come after you. Most
of the peoplein Tiros don’'t know who you redly are.”

Surahit her lip. “Did you aready tel methis?’ Julanodded. Sura pushed back her chair. “1’d better
writeit down.”

She hurried into the bedroom, repegting the new information to hersalf as she crossed to her nightstand.
Maliatirred and burbled, transfixing Surawith adark-eyed gaze.
“You' rewet, aren't you? | can smell.”

As she scanned the room for fresh diapers, Dravek appeared in the doorway, hands propped on the
frame.

“Don't tel me” shesad. “I can find them.” She spotted the basket in the corner. “Got it!”
He came to stand beside the crib. “Want some help?’

“No. Thethings| cando, | liketo do mysdlf.” She picked up the squirming Mdia. “Don’'t |7’
“Yes, you're avery good mother.”

She snorted. “How? | don't even know her.”

“She knows you, and that’ swhat matters. Did you write it down?’

Suralaid Mdiaon aclean towd atop the dresser. “Write what down?”’

“The note about your father.”

She gasped. “My father? What happened to him?’

“Nothing. Here, let me change Mdiaand tell you what to write.”

“Thank you.” Sura sat on the bed and picked up the parchment sheets aong with a sharpened piece of
charcodl.

As she searched for her father’ s sheet, she passed Dravek’s. She gazed at him as he tended to her
daughter. He glanced over and caught her watching him. His smile was pure affection, un-tinged by pity.

“Ready?’ he asked her.

“Inamoment.” She hid her own smile as she marked a certain box on Dravek’ s page.

02

Asermon Valey



“W hat in the name of al the Spiritsisthat supposed to be?’

Rhiahad no answer for Marek asthey peered south from awooded ridge in the Asermon hill country.
“Thellions have been working on it for weeks.” She turned to Sani, the Eagle lookout who had brought
them here. “What can you make out?’

Sani shaded her eyesfrom the morning sun. “1 seealot of buildings.”

“Right.” Rhiareined in her impatience, knowing the third-phase Eagle couldn’t remember what it waslike
to see out of norma eyes. “But how many? What type?’

She scrunched up her face and counted off on her fingers. “ Approximately three hundred, based on the
number of rows and the number of buildingsin each row. That' stwice as many asthelast timel was
here, about two weeks ago.”

“Arethey al homes?’ Marek asked.

“No. Some of them have signs outside, which tells me they’ re probably businesses. But fromwhat I’ ve
seen, no on€ sliving there yet other than the builders.”

“Soit'slikeabrand-new village,” Rhiasaid. “But why here? It must be ten milesfrom Asermos. And for
who?’

“Ilion settlers?” Marek suggested. “Maybe they don't want to live around our people. Or maybeit'sa
temporary camp for the vineyard workers during the harvest. I’ safour-hour ride from Asermosto the
farthest fied. Thiswould be roughly in the center of dl of them.”

Rhiafrowned at the distant wooden buildings. From here they al blurred together in abrown mass. “I
want to get closer.” She moved toward thetrail at the edge of theridge.

“Uh-uh.” Marek caught her elbow. “It’' snot safe. We can ask at the meeting if anyone hasmore
informetion.”

She halted, knowing he wasright. Tonight, like many nightsin the last severa months, she and Marek
would meet a aloca farm with asmall group of sympathizers—mostly people who lived on the outskirts
of Asermos, though afew brave souls ventured out from the village itself. They would shareintelligence,
arrange for supply shipments and speak to potentia recruits, each of whom had to be vouched for by
three people whom Rhiatrusted.

Their message was spreading, counteracting the llions' propaganda and assuaging the concerns of the
fearful and the weary. By recruiting not just warriors, but also cooks, scribes, stretcher bearers, makers
of bows and arrows or paper and ink, they gave each person a purpose—and with it, hope.

It also kept her and Marek away from Tiros, aplace made bitter by memories of their son. Countless
mornings this past year, she’ d catch hersdlf ready to cdl Nilik down for breakfast. The redity would dam
her gut s0 hard, she' d haveto sit until her legs could support her again. The food would get cold, but no
one complained.

“Wait,” Sani said. “Lookslikethey’re building ahigh fence.”
“Probably to keep peoplelike usout,” Marek said. “People like Lycas and histroops.”

Inthelast year, Rhia sbrother had expanded his military operations from the Sangian Hills—where Feras
had taken command of Sirin’sformer battalion—to the even more rugged Kirisian Mountains north of



Asermos. From there Lycas struck targets closer to their home village.

Or s0 she had heard. She hadn’t spoken to him directly since she and Marek and Jula had returned to
Tirosamost ayear ago.

“Maybeyou'reright,” Rhiatold Marek, “but what if the fence isn’t to keep people out, but to keep them
in?

Sani cried out behind her. Rhiaturned to the Eagle, who was pinching the bridge of her nose, eyes
squeezed shut.

“A vidon. It hasto do with that thing.” Sani flgpped her hand in the direction of the makeshift village, then
whimpered. “It hurts when | seek them on purpose.” Her face suddenly flushed, then paled, and she sank
to st on the ground, with Rhia sarm to steady her.

Findly the Eagle opened her eyes, blinking rapidly. “Asusud, it makesno sense”
“What did you see?” Marek said.

“A black circlein the dust, maybe ten feet wide, lit by awhitelight. Not sunlight.” She steadied her
breeth. “More like moonlight, but much brighter.”

“You didn’'t have to seek the vision.” Rhiabrushed the strands of graying brown hair out of Sani’seyes.
“But thank you. Maybe it’ [l mean something to the people at the meeting tonight. Maybeit’'samap or an
llion religious symbol.”

“Itwasjugt aplain circle”” Sani rubbed her arms. “1 know | shouldn’t add my own emotionstoit, but it
made me sad and angry and afraid—and hopeful, al at the sametime.” She looked up at them. “ See?|
told you it didn’'t make sense.”

Marek helped the Eagleto her feet. “I'm sure someday it will.”

Rhiastared out at the distant mystery and hoped that “someday” wouldn't betoo late.

Captain Addano sat at the dinner table in silence. Hiswife and children aso did not speak, because they
knew better.

Hedidn't look at hismesat as he ae it, but focused on the grain of the table’ swood and the seams of the
cloth place mats. The sinews of the roasted mutton reminded him of the flesh of his prisoners. Many
years ago he' d enjoyed meat cooked rare; now Nisa either cooked it well done or found herself scraping
it off thewall.

Asthe meal cameto aclose, she cleared her throat. Addano shut his eyesto avoid sending her a
withering glare.

“A letter camefrom Iliostoday,” she said softly. “From your mother.”

His hand tightened on hisknife, and he heard his young son and daughter suck in their breeths. Helaid it
down beside his plate, picked it up again, then stretched forward to set it in the middle of the table, out of

easy reach.
The letters never held good news.



“Giveittome” hesad.
“Now?’
He bit histongue to avoid the easy sarcagtic remark. “Y es. Now.”

She withdrew the folded parchment from her apron pocket and laid it next to his plate, her hands
shaking. He could remember when she' d tremble at histouch out of desireinstead of fear. Beforethey’'d
cometo Asermos.

He broke the seal and unfolded the letter. Nisa shifted the lantern closer so he could read.
My Dearest Dimitris,

Thank you for your letter. It will probably bethe last | receive, as my address has become in doulbt.
Y our Sgter and her children and | areliving in Salindis with their grandmother, but by the time you get
this, | may have moved on.

It's happened, son. They’ vefinaly taken our farm, like dl the others. The government gaveitto a
Leukon nobleman. He' s never been here; | don't think he even knows where the Saldosregionis. They
say we didn’t pay our taxes, but we did, | have the records. They keep raising them without telling us and
blameit al on the wars. They won't even let uswork on the farm because it’ s cheaper to have daves
bring in the crops.

Ill try to remain in the area s0 you can find me when you come home. They say Asermosis beautiful and
bountiful. I hopeit’sworth dl thismoney and dl these lives. The fact that the names of your father and
brother are etched on adab of rock in Leukosis pitiful consolation.

Give along hug to your wife and children for me. Y ou aretruly blessed to be where you are, together.
All my love, Mother

Hefolded the letter, then creased and recreased the page until the edge was as sharp as arazor.
“What doesit say?’ Nisawhispered.

Addano did it acrossthetable. “Read it.” He shoved back his chair and stood up. “Read it out loud to
the children. Let them know the latest escapades of the glorious Ilion nation.” He shot aglare at each of
the ten-year-old twins. “Maybe then they’ |l stop whining to go home.” He grabbed the bottle and stalked
toward the door. “I’m taking awalk.”

“Dimitris”
He heard her footsteps follow him, and he turned in time to see her flinch.

She rubbed the back of her left hand. “1 wish you wouldn’t walk around at night drinking by yourself.”
She met hisgaze, for just amoment. “1 worry about you.”

He reached out and touched her cheek, cold beneath his fingertips. “Nisa, don’'t you understand?’ he
said softly. “I walk, and | drink, every night, to keep these hands from your throat.”

She shuddered, and he tucked a golden curl behind her ear, letting hisfingerstrail over her neck. He
turned away before he could see her tears.

Addano waked the twilit streets of Asermos, unfettered and unmolested. A pair of soldiers stood on



every corner, ready to enforce the civilian curfew, should need arise, which it hadn't for severa weeks.
Either the Asermons had been cowed by the mass arrests, or they were waiting for something to happen,
something the prisonerswould not reveal under any amount of persuasion.

He cameto the old hospital, where he leaned against the outer fence and tilted the wine bottle to hislips.
He studied the front yard, wondering on which spot his brother had fallen when they’ d shot himin the
back twenty years ago. Had hiskiller amed and fired from the thatched roof, or from that maple, where
the leaves now glowed bloodred in the torchlight? An injured and unarmed prisoner-of-war, hisonly
crime was wanting to go home.

Because of his brother, Addano had asked to come to Asermos. The army had granted his request
because he could connect with people, make them want to share their deepest secrets. Force was only

necessary in desperate situations.
These days, Ilios was always desperate.

His head fdlt heavy, and helet it tip forward to tap the cold lip of the bottle. Below him, the toes of his
boots protruded under the wooden fence. A wily detective once stalked in them; now they werefilled by
the ssumbling feet of acommon thug.

Ironic, since he' d joined the army at nineteen to escape alife of crime. He' d become an officer by
working hisway up through the enlisted ranks, instead of having his commission handed to him straight
out of basic training like those effete young noblemen. Now they’ d taken hisfamily’sland...

“Dimitris”

Out of the corner of hiseyes, Addano saw hiswife approach with another bottle of wine. The onein his
hand was dmost empty.

“Y ou know metoo wel.” He traded bottles with her.

“I know alittle wine makes you dangerous, but alot of wine makesyou safe.” She shifted to stand out of
reach, her hands resting against the fence. 1 figured I’ d find you here.”

“I comefor ingpiration.”

“For your job.”

“Yes”

“Doesit work?’

Hetook another dug of wine. “It used to.”

Until last year, he could console himsdf with the fact that no matter how his prisoners suffered, at least
he' d never taken the life of a defensaless man. He was better than the cowards who' d killed his brother.

But Sirin had dispelled that delusion, Sirin and the dozens of other corpses Addano had created on
ordersfrom his superiors. He might aswell be a priest of Xenia, the desth goddess, for dl thetime he
spent in her temple, offering payment for their souls' easy passage.

His superiors cdled them “extrgudicid executions.” Sincetorturing civilianswas againg llion law, once
prisoners had been abused, they couldn’t go back into the court system, and they certainly couldn’t be
released.



“We could takeawalk by theriver,” Nisasaid, “like we did every evening when wefirst came here,
remember?’

“I don't goto theriver anymore.”

He had people do that for him, take the bodies and weigh them down with stones. Always downstream
from Asermos, he ordered, so that no recogni zable pieces, half-eaten by fish, could wash up for the
neighborsto see.

“Your mother’sletter,” she said, “it made me think, perhaps, we should go back to Ilios. Help her and
your sster and your nephews find anew home.”

“You know | can't leave my post.”

She cleared her throat and took another step away from him. “When | say, ‘we,” | don't mean you and I.
| mean, the childrenand |.”

His hand clenched the fence post, and he heard her take in asharp bregth.
“With your blessing, of course,” she added.

“Blessng?’ Heturned to her. “Blessng of what? The gods? The Spirits? A blessing from mewould turn
to dust in my mouth.” He advanced on her, and marveled that for once she didn’t recail.

“Dimitris—"
“Nisa,” he pleaded in awhisper, “the occupation won't last much longer. lliosisbresking, | can fed it.”
“Shh.” She cast anervous glance over her shoulder. “Y ou shouldn’'t be telling me this”

“I'm trying to make you stay, just for awhile.” He drew hishand up her arm, ordering hisfingers not to
squeeze and twist until she begged for mercy. “ Soon we can al go home together.”

The dismay in her eyes made her words unnecessary, and he wanted to clamp her mouth shut so she
wouldn'’t utter them.

“I can't live with you anymore.” Her lower lip trembled. “ Please let us go before you kill us.”

“Before?’ He yanked the empty wine bottle out of her hands. “Before?” Helifted the bottle by the neck
asthough to bash out her brains. Nisadidn’t cringe, just stared straight ahead, resigned.

Addano dammed the bottle againgt the fence. It shattered, the glass clattering on the stones of the road.
“It'stoo late.” He flung the broken bottle neck at her feet. “I’ ve dready killed you.”
Heturned away from her, clutching the haf-empty bottle of wine.

He' d never come back to the hospita, he vowed, never again stand by this fence and mourn what had
been taken from him.

Tonight, hewould go to theriver.

03

Tiros



“Canl tdl you something odd?’

Dravek marked his place on the reading lesson and looked at Sura sitting beside him at the table. Leaning
her head on her hand, she blinked at him.

“Go ahead,” hetold her.

Thelantern light cast shimmering shadows of her long, dark lashes. “The back of my neck and shoulders
aretingling, likeI’mwrapped in ablanket. Did you put something in the tea?’

“No.” He broke into awarm smile. “Y ou’ ve mentioned it before when you' re teaching meto read.”
“What do you think it is?’

“Contentment.”

“You'vefdtit?’

“Not since | wasyoung.”

She chortled. “ Since you were young? Are you So ancient at nineteen?’ Her smilefaded. “Y ou're il
only nineteen, right?’

He nodded. “Likeyou.”
“I remember being eighteen, and | know it waslast year. But | don’t remember my birthday.”

Dravek felt apang in his chest at the lostness on her face. “Y our uncle Marek caught a pheasant and
roasted it for dinner.”

She brightened. “1 must have loved that.” She glanced at the stairs behind them. *Is he here now?’

“He soutsgde of Asermos with your aunt Rhia. It'sjust us, your daughter Maiaand your cousin Jula.
She' sout ddivering the news from Veekos.” He focused on hisreading lesson. “ This one' s confusing.
When this|etter is here, it sounds different than when it's a the end of the word?’

“I'll show you.” She reached acrossto point to the text. Her skin brushed his, and he jerked hisarm
away. “What' swrong?’

He explained for the hundredth painful time. “We re not dlowed to touch outside of training.”
“Why?

“Varasaysit intengfies our powers”

“Oh. Dossit?’

“Yes” A gross understatement. Having her so close but untouchabl e created a constant, consuming fire
insgde him. They could now start a ddliberate blaze just by touching hands. Fortunately Vara had taught
them how to channel it into a precise, controlled force, with no more accidents like hiswedding' s bonfire.

Surachewed theinside of her cheek. “Y ou’ve had to tell me al this before, haven't you?”
“Y ou remember?’

“No, but it seems like something that would' ve come up.”



“It’s probably on your sheet. But yes, it comesup alot.”
“Does Julaknow?’

“Sheknowsit's Vara s orders. She knows she' s the one who helps with anything that involves touching
you. But she doesn’t know why.” He wondered how much he should confess, how much longer he could
hold back the words he wanted her to remember. “ The worst was when you were pregnant and your
back ached so bad.” He tucked his hands under hisarms at the thought of stroking her long, strong
muscles. “I could’ ve rubbed the pain away, but...”

“I would ve liked that,” she whispered. Then she cleared her throat and pointed to the parchment.
“Anyway, when this|etter comes at the end of aword—"

“My mariageisover.”
“Oh.” Surawas dlent amoment. “Isthisthefirg timel’ ve heard this?’

He nodded. “As of tomorrow, Karaand | will be separated ayear. Under Tiron law, we can divorce.”
He traced unsteady lines within the corner of the parchment. “ She wantsto marry Etarek.”

“That’ sgood, right?’

“For them.” Dravek rapped the end of the wooden pen hard against thetable. “I fed likel failed. If |
hadn’t made her forget, we' d ill be together.”

“But would you be happy?’
Hetwisted the penin hishands. “I’d get to live with my son.”

“Stop before you break that.” She took the pen from him and set it aside. “From what | remember last
year, you didn’t get dong, and you fdt trapped into marrying her.”

“But at least she—" He cut himsdlf off.

At least Karawasn't forbidden. Marrying her had felt like the right thing to do, even more so after Sura
came aong. Now he could no longer use Karato avoid hisfedingsfor his Spirit-sister.

Dravek’ sfeet tingled asthe floor vibrated in the direction of the front door.
A knock came, then the shouted code word, “ Sparrow!”

Dravek grimaced as he pushed back hischair. “It’syour aunt Rhia. She' s been away for two months,
snceright after Maiawas born.” He called out the coded response, then unlocked the door and opened
itwide,

Rhia staggered through, dripping wet. “What aride. We could barely see the road for all the mud.
Marek’ s stabling the horses. They’ reamess.” She gave Dravek a perfunctory hug, then turned to Sura,

who was standing behind the chair, gripping its back. “It' swonderful to seeyou.” To Rhia s credit, she
didn’t advance on Surawith an embrace, understanding that to her niece she was a near strange.

Sura, however, came forward and took her hands. “I remember you.” She studied Rhia'sface. “You've
aged.”

Rhia s eyes widened, then she laughed. “ Oh, you meaninthelast ten years. Yes, I'm afraid | have.”



A whimper from the other room turned into awail.
“Sorry,” Rhiawhispered. “ Guess | wastoo loud.”

“It'sdl right.” Surastarted to walk toward the bedroom. “ It might be feeding time, anyway.” She gave
Dravek aquestioning look, and he resisted the urge to answer. He made a subtle gesture with his thumb,
at the schedule tacked to the wall.

“Oh!” Suraexamined the parchment. “ L ooks like she fed an hour ago. Maybe she needs changing.” She
passed into the bedroom. The door swung shut behind her, asit ways did when it wasn't propped

open.

“How isshe?’ Rhiaasked Dravek in a hushed voice as she set down two packs at the bottom of the
dairs.

“Same as before. Malia s hedthy as ever, though, so Sural s memory isn’t keeping her from being agood
mother.”

“Shehasalot of hep from you.”

Dravek wasn't sure how to take the comment. While Jularemained ignorant, perhagps willfully so, of his
fedingsfor Sura, the Signs had not escaped Rhid s notice—nor her judgment.

“Julahelps even more.” He pointed to the array of notes on thewall.

“Thank the Spirits Suraknows how to read.” Rhiawrung out her deeves and wiped the wet hair out of
her face. “ At least the Descendants have given us one useful tool.”

“But if not for them, Surawouldn’t have been pressured to have ababy in thefirst place, and she
wouldn’'t need to read al the things she forgets.” Dravek heard hisvoice curdle with hatred.

“Thellionsaren’'t hopeless” Rhiasaid. “ They have Guardian Spirits, they’ re just not connected to them.”
“How do you know?’

“I’ve spoken with the dead,” shetold him, “those who linger in the Gray Vdley out of bitterness. Many
of them hold a piece of another person’ssoul. It looks like an animal.” Rhia grabbed amug and the
pitcher of water. “I once saw aman | knew who' d been daughtered by a Descendant soldier. The dead
man tormented a snake, twigting it, dangling it by thetail, stepping on its head. The soldier who murdered
him must have been a Snake.”

Dravek turned away, troubled at her confession and at the fact that she used a Snake as an example of a
Descendant Spirit.

She cleared her throat. “ Thereé sameeting in an hour at Gaen’s. Marek’ sjoining me there. Y ou should
Come_”

He knew that the source of her invitation wasn't only generosity, but aso the desire to keep him away
from Sura. He looked at the bedroom door just asit opened.

Sura stopped short when she saw Rhia. “Hello.”
Dravek’ s heart sank at the Sight of her surprise. “It’ syour aunt Rhia”

Sura blinked hard, then scanned the room. When her gaze rested on the travel packs next to the sairs,



shesad, “Did you just arrive?’

“Yes” Rhiaset down her mug. “Dravek and | are going out for afew hours, but we'll leave you
ingructions. | saw your cousin Julajust down the street—she’ || be home soon if you need anything.”

Sura seyes grew distant and thoughtful. Dravek remained silent, aware she was reviewing what she
knew about her cousin and aunt from long ago. She saw the notes pinned around the door and went to
read them. He stepped aside, but she reached out and touched hisarm, asif to steady herself.

Dravek knew he should pull away, but he was the only thing in the room she recognized. After afew
moments, he did his hand over hers, then gently removed it from hisarm.

Shegtared up a him. *Y our hair’'slong.”

“Doyoullikeit?’

She shrugged. “ It looked better short.”

“Then’ll cutit”

“No. It reminds meit’ s not now anymore. Or rather, it’snot the same ‘' now’ my mind livesingde.”

From the corner of hiseye, Dravek saw Rhiawatching them, with the same disapprova the rest of the
world would lay upon them. He dared to hope that somehow, someday, he and Sura could be together.

Without that hope, he' d have one fewer reason to live.

Surasang Madiato deep, reciting a song from her childhood as she circled the kitchen table. She thought
it funny that she knew al six verses from fifteen years ago, but gpparently couldn’t remember her
daughter’ s name from day to day.

A knock sounded at the door. Malia cried, lurching back from the precipice of deep. Surawanted to
echo her walls. If she didn’t rest soon hersdlf, her face would become well acquainted with the
floorboards.

She shuffled to the door. Tacked to it was alarge sign bearing what seemed to be a password.
“Sparrow!”
The deep male voice made her jump.

Suratucked Madliainto the crook of her left arm, quickly undid the two locks, then cracked open the
door.

Shelooked up, up into the shrouded face of an enormous man. Rain dripped in rivers off hishood,
creating agligening waterfal over hiseyes, which were nearly invisible.

“Letmein,” hesad.
“Do | know you?’
“I know the password.” He pressed his palm against the door. “Y ou haveto let mein.”

He brushed past her, dammed the door behind him, then hurried to lock it. He took aquick look into the



bedroom, then paused to listen at the bottom of the stairs. Satisfied, he nodded and headed for the bread
basket on the table.

Mdiaquieted in her arms, asif sharing Sura' s speechless surprise.

“Where' s Rhiaand Marek?’ he asked her.

“They’renot here”

“dula?

“Not here”

He stuffed a huge piece of loaf into his mouth, then glanced around the kitchen. “ Ale?’

She pointed to one of the cabinets. He withdrew the large tankard and started to lift it to hislips.
“Mugs are on the counter.”

Helowered the tankard. “Forgot my manners.” He poured himself amug. “So whereis she?’
“Rhiaor Jula?’

“Either. Both.”

She checked the notes on the table while he downed the entire mug in one long swallow. “Rhiaand
Marek are at Galen's.” Gaen—another name she recognized from her childhood.

“Good. | was on my way there, anyway.”

Surafound another scrap of paper. “And Juld s ddivering the news.” Shoulders aching, she adjusted her
gripon Mdia “Who areyou?’

He set down the mug and pulled back hishood. “I’'m Lycas.”

Sura sjaw dropped. She was face-to-face with her father for thefirst timein nineteen years. Nothing
about him was familiar—not the piercing black eyes or the thick black hair that curved around hisneck in
along ponytail. Certainly not the scruffy beard, which held severd visible strands of gray.

A crooked smile scrawled across hisface. “ See, I'm just ahuman after al, despite what the Descendants
say.” He poured another mug of de. “ So what’ s your name?’

She couldn’t speak, couldn’t even remember where her tongue was.

“On second thought,” he said, “don’t tell me. If I'm ever captured dive, they’ Il want to know who helped
mein Tiros. | can't give them your nameif | don’'t know it.” He downed the de, then dammed the mug
on the counter and let out aloud belch. “Pardon me.” He wiped his mouth with afilthy deeve. “I'll go
find Rhianow.”

Heflipped up his hood, pocketed another piece of bread, and tramped toward the door. When his hand
touched the knob, he stopped. She struggled to find her voice, to speak the name she' d never called

anyone.
Lycas examined her face, then lowered his dark gaze to Malia, who had finally falen adeep.

“Cute baby,” hesaid. “A lot quieter than minewas at that age.”



He swung open the door and disappeared into the rain.
“Wait,” shewhispered, but he had aready dipped into the darkness. “Father...”

Surawalked into the bedroom as smoothly as her aching feet and swimming head would alow. She
placed Mdiain her crib. The child stretched, but continued to deep.

Surastared at her daughter, already wondering if it had really happened. All her life she' d wished Lycas
would wak through the door. Now that he had, he didn’t know her. Why should he? He' d spent hislife
doing more important things than learning the contours of her face.

Shetouched it now, cupping her pam around her jaw, wondering if it were as strong as her father’'s.
Everyone used to say her cheekbones were her mother’s, but what about her nose? Sheran her finger
over the bridge as she made her way back to the kitchen. No, it curved up instead of down.

Asshewas crossing her eyesto study it, she noticed that his boots had left muddy printsal over the
floor. Sheretrieved the broom from the corner and started to sweep. The boards were damp from the
rain, and her efforts only smeared the dirt. Still she swept, turning the imagesinto ragged lines.

Suraleft one print intact, aleft foot, the one next to the stove, where he had drunk the ale. She stood
toe-to-toe with the print, her own right foot dwarfed by the huge outline.

She put the broom away. If sheforgot thisincident later, the footprint would remind her. Just in case, she
hurried back to the bedroom and scribbled a note on Lycas s page.

He shere.

04

Tiros

“T he Spirits are weakening,” Rhiatold the small group assembled around Gaen'stable, “at least
according to my contacts. The Asermons are struggling to reach Them, especialy the wilder Spirits. It's
exactly as Wolverine told Lycas when he progressed to the third phase.” She kept her voice steadier
than shefetinsde. “If wedon't liberate these lands soon, we'll [ose our one advantage—our magic.”

“And then what?’ Dravek looked at Rhig, then at Varasitting next to him. “We won't surrender, will
we?’

Marek scoffed. “Never. Aslong aswe breathe, we fight.”

“Exactly.” Kriosthe Bear raised his mug to Marek, then looked at Rhia. “Y our brother would say the
same. Even without magic, we d still push them out. [lions can't win our kind of war, and we won't fight
their kind of war.”

“Aslong aswe have the support of the people,” Marek said, “it’sjust ameatter of time.”

Gden dghed. “But without magic, without the Spirits, why would the people support arevolution?
There' sbeen no peacein Asermosfor eleven years. They' re weary of war.”

“All the more reason we need to end it.” Rhia pushed her chair back, then stood and paced in Galen’s
kitchen. “1 think we re getting close. With Lycas and Feras controlling most of the territory outside the
two occupied villages, they’ re dmost ready to move into the fina phase.” She swallowed her
ever-present dread. “ But these last two months, | can’t even confirm Lycasisaive.”



“Hemust be” Varasad. “If he' d been captured or killed, the Ilionswould have told the world.”

“They didn’t tell anyone when they captured Sirin,” Rhia pointed out. “If they want to avoid making a
martyr out of Lycas, they’d put himin acdl and let him die of thirst. Or poison him or—" She stopped
and rubbed her temples. No sense darkening the conversation further.

“Wait amoment.” Gaen lifted hishand.

Rhiaheld her breath at the Sight of hisfaraway look. He was no doubt receiving a message from Thera,
the third-phase Kaindon Hawk whose powers fluctuated nearly as much as her son Etarek’s. Sometimes
her communications were clear, but usualy Galen deciphered her meaning from digointed words and

fedings

Severa seconds went by, then afaint smile curved the deep lines of Galen' sface. “It' s Berilla,” he
whispered. “My old apprentice in Asermos. She must have entered the third phase.” He covered hisears
and stared at the intricate pattern on the woven cloth at the table' s center, the one he used to clear and
focushismind.

Gaen’ s eyes popped wide. He moved hislips, but no sound came out, as he spoke to Berillaover many
miles. Breath quickening, he listened intently, gray-siresked brows pinching together.

Rhia s own face hurt from clenching its muscles. She sat next to Marek and massaged her forehead to
ease thetendon. Staring at Galen wouldn’t make the message come through any faster.

HNO!”

Rhiajumped at the sound of Galen’ svoice. His eyes were squeezed shut, and his hands clutched the
edge of thetable.

“Wait—Berilla” He drew in adeep, sharp breath. His eyes opened dowly.
“What happened?’ Rhiawhispered.

Gden drew hishands down over his paing face. “Orders came from llios today. The Descendants plan a
full-scaeinvason of Tirosand Kdindos”

Dravek sprang to hisfeet. “What?’
“Why?" Krios sad. “We have nothing they want.”

“We reaiding the guerrillas and the resistance in Asermos and Velekos.” Galen' s hands shook as they
filled his cup with water. “And the llions aretired of fighting battlesthey can’t win. They think they can
win here”

“Of coursethey can,” Kriossad, “if they bring awhole battalion. Invading avillage with a population that
can't run away—that’ stheir kind of war.”

“When will this happen?’ Rhiaasked.
“I don't know,” Galen whispered.
“Canyou ask Berilla?’

“No.” His hands sank to the table, rattling the cup. “We were cut off. She may be unconscious.” He
closed hiseyes. “| fear she' sdead.”



Lycas caught up with Corek at the Tiron stable, where he was still haggling aboarding price with the
stablemaster. Together they hurried through the driving rain to the home of Galen the Hawk.

Lycas rapped three times on the door and shouted, “ Sparrow!”

Excited voices rose insde. The door opened, and Rhiadragged him across the threshold.
“You'redivel”

He eased out of her embrace. 1 wish you wouldn't sound so surprised.”

“And Corek!” Rhia hugged the soaking young man hard enough to wring a puddle of water out of his
cloak. “What are you doing here?’

“Lycassaid | should see Galen.” Corek pulled back his hood. “For help with my Bestowing.”

A gasp filled theroom, as Lycas had predicted. Corek was the last remaining Crow progeny without a
Spirit, his generation’ slast chance to fulfill the twenty-year-old Raven prophecy.

“WEe re pleased to hear that,” Galen said findly. The old Hawk got up from his chair, his posture more
hunched and rigid than Lycas remembered. They bowed to each other, then Lycas greeted Kriosthe
Bear and Varathe Snake.

A young man sitting next to Varastared at him with un-abashed awe, then came forward, tripping on the
tablelegin hishagte.

“Yousaved my life” hesaidto Lycas.

“ThisisDravek,” Rhiasad. “He was one of the infantsin the convoy we rescued al those yearsago in
llios”

“Ah, yes. Y ou've changed abit since then.” Heturned to Vara. “ Just the woman | wanted to see.”

Rhia pulled out two chairs. “Lycas, we have news. The llions are launching afull-scale invasion of Tiros
and Kaindos”

He stared at his sister, who had just uttered hisworst fear. “ That’ simpossible. How do you know?’
“Berilla, GAen's old apprentice, just became third phase.”

“Whenwill they strike?’

“Wedon't know,” Galen said. “Berillawas cut off. She may even be dead.”

Lycas sfingerscurled into figts. “ They’ re killing third-phase people now?’

“Possbly.” Gden sghed. “Neither village can hold off aregiment or even abattaion. What are we going
to do?’

“We can't defend both villages. Send amessage to Thera Tell her to evacuate Kalindos, have them
come here.” Lycastook off hiswet coat and tossed it over the back of achair. “Asfor Tiros, | need a
map.” He dapped the table ashe sat. “And some de.”

Both were placed in front of him. Dravek leaned over his shoulder to study the map. Lycasgave him a



dark look, and he backed off.

“Asermosis athree-day march from here,” Lycas murmured, “but we d know if troops were being
mobilized.” Ilionshad no flair for skulking. “I1t'll be at least aweek before they move out.”

“What are they waiting for?" Marek asked.

“Reinforcements from Ilios, or redeployed soldiersfrom Velekos.” Helooked at his brother-in-law. “ A
big army isadow army. Why do you think | kegp my troops split into small units?’

Rhialeaned on the table across from him, studying the map upside down. “If we can't defend Tirosfrom
that many soldiers, can we keep them from getting herein thefirst place?’

“I liketheway you think, little Sster.” He pointed on the map to the bridge over the Tiron River. “Thisis
the only passage for ahundred milesin either direction. The banks of that gorge are too steep for horses
to cross.”

“So wetake out the bridge?’ Krios said.

Lycas nodded. “I’ ve been considering it for awhile, asalast resort. It not only keeps more troops from
moving in, it cuts off the northwest garrison from the rest of the army.” He tapped hisfinger againgt a
sguare symbol west of the Tiron River. “Which means Feras can take it as soon asthe bridge is out.

He' s got enough men now to hold it.”

“But without that bridge,” Dravek said, “ Tiroswill beisolated, too. No one will be ableto get from here
to Asermos and back.”

“It’'ll be harder, but not impossible. Our people can cross upstream in the mountains or downstreamin
the hillswhere the banks are lower.” Lycas drew hisfinger down the rough surface of the map. “We
control those aress.”

Dravek gave him an admiring amile. “ Soundslike you haveit dl figured out.”

Lycas chuckled. “Y es, until about two hours from now when anew disaster changes everything.” He
sudied the map and felt a surge of excitement at the thought of turning thislast 1lion gasp of aggression to
his own advantage. “ A garrison would be areal base of operations. It would change everything.”

It would a so give hismen a safe place to keep Ilion prisoners, showing mercy as Wolverine had
dictated. Over thelast year, Lycas had tried to mind his Spirit’sedict. In the Sangian Hillsand Kirisian
Mountains, he' d ordered his men to avoid battle when possible, if it didn’t mean giving up territory.

But when the battles came, hisfirst duty wasto protect his own people. Giving quarter to even one
Descendant soldier would put the whole camp at risk, and cause more deaths in the end. So they
daughtered al who dared to fight them.

He consoled himsdf with the fact that the Ilionswould rather die in battle than be prisoners of “ beadts.”

He noticed the carved wooden snake fetish dangling from Dravek’ s neck. “1I’ll need your and Vara sfire
tdentsfor adifferent misson.”

The young man’s eyes sparked. “ Speaking of fire, have you seen Surayet?’
Lycastilted his head. “My daughter, Sura?’ He looked at Rhia. “Isn't shein Kaindos?’
“She’sat my house,” Rhiareplied.



His stomach went cold. “ Sura—is at your house?’
She nodded. “ And your granddaughter, too.”
His mouth twitched with asudden panic. “Why didn’t you tell me?'Y ou could’ ve sent amessage.”

“And have it intercepted? The Descendants would come for her in amoment. | didn’t want her to end up
like her mother.”

From the corner of hiseyes, Lycas saw Dravek squirm and cross hisarms.
Rhia sgueezed Lycas sforearm and smiled. “We |l go home so you can finaly meet her.”
Heput hisfacein hishands, feding likeanidiot. “1 dready did.”

Surasat at the kitchen table, rereading the note she' d I eft for herself.
Lycaswas here. Now at Galen’ s house with Rhia. Dark hair, deegp voice, big. Scary. Rather rude.
She wondered if she' d written the note earlier tonight. She' d found it here after putting Maliato bed.

What if he left town without coming back? She couldn’t remember hisface. What if she never saw it
agan?

A knock came at the door, and she scrambled to openit. Too late, she saw the sign telling her to wait for
the code word.

Sherecognized Dravek and Vara, and the smal woman in front of them looked like an older version of
the Rhia she remembered from her childhood.

Thelarge man must be—

“Sura...” hesad. “I'm—" Helet out agust of air. “Forgive me. Y ou must think I'm acomplete bastard.”
She met hisgaze and lifted her chin. “ Technically you areabastard. Asam |.”

In the corner of her eye she saw Dravek’ sjaw drop. Lycas, however, merely smiled.

“Do you remember me coming here earlier?” he asked her.

She shoved her note at him, then gripped the edge of the door to hide her shaking hands.

Heread it and laughed. * Scary, heh? Good to know.” He glanced at the sky. “It' sraining.”

She backed up and pushed the door wide. He let the others precede him, then crossed the threshold, till
swaggering alittle, despite hiswords of contrition.

“Lycas, thisisyour daughter, Sura,” Rhiasaid pointedly.

“Yes, thank you,” hereplied through gritted teeth. He shoved amass of wet black hair out of hisface and
looked at Sura. “I’'m afraid | made abad impression before.”

“Apparently s0.”



“Y ou deserve better.”

Helifted his arms halfway, then dropped them to his sides. She hugged her elbows and rounded her
shouldersto sgna she did not want to be embraced.

Theroom fell slent. Everyone seemed to be fascinated with adifferent corner of the house.
Surashifted her feet. “I guessyou want to meet Mdia,” shesaid to Lycas.

“Who?’

She gared a him. “My daughter.”

“Oh.” Herubbed hisface. “Sorry. | didn’t know her name.” He glared at hissister.

“Y ou never asked.” Rhiayanked off her rain cloak and hung it on apeg. “ Try not to scare her, too.”

Sura picked up the lantern, opened the bedroom door and tiptoed to the crib. Her father appeared
suddenly beside her, and she wondered if he lways walked with such stedlth.

Maliawas deeping with her head turned to the side and one arm stretched in the same direction, asif she
had fallen adeep in the middle of reaching for an eusive object.

“Don’t wake her for me,” Lycas said softly. “1 know how fragile deep can be at that age.”

Sura s hand tightened on the top rung of the crib. “How do you know that? Do you have another child
somewhere?’

“No, I—"
“Areyou sure?’

“Assureas| can be, and you'reright, | don’'t know how babies are at that age.” He held out his palm,
cupped. “When | left you, | could hold you in one hand.”

“I wastwo weeks old.” Her whisper faded. “Two weeks.”

“I' know. I'm sorry.” His hand moved toward hers along the crib rail, then did back. “| takeit she gets
that red hair from her father. Ishe agood man?’

“Fromwhat | remember.” Guilt twinged her chest again, for the pain she' d caused her former mate.
“He'saDeer.”

“He must be agood father, then. He' d always hear the reason why a baby was crying. | could never
figurethat out.”

Surawondered if she' d cried more before or after he walked out of her life.

“Look,” hesad, “I know what you and Etarek did, having this baby to help our people. And of course, |
can never repay you for saving my life”

“Saving your life?’
“I would've died a Veekosif | hadn’t entered the third phase.”

“Oh.” Her head seemed to spin. She would definitely have to write that down. “How are your powers?’



“Fine. Nothing strange, like Thera. Probably because | knew nothing of your plan to have this child.”
“That’ sfair. It wasn't your fault.”

He tapped hisfingertipson the cribrail. “1 changed my mind. I’d liketo hold her, even if it wakes her
up.”

Suraswalowed the lump in her throat. “Go ahead.”

Lycas put his hands halfway into the crib, then withdrew them, put them back in, then drew them out
again. “Maybe you' d better—”

“I'll get her.” She set the lantern on the dresser, then leaned past him to pick up Mdia. The child tirred
without opening her eyes. Her mouth worked as though she were nursing, and one foot kicked out as she
was lifted from the crib.

Lycas crooked hisarmsto let Suraplace Mdiain them. She carefully did her own hands out from under
the child so he was holding her done.

Theharsh lines of Lycas sface didn’t soften, but for afew moments, his breath came quick and rough.
Suraturned away, then straightened the bedcovers, which were dready straight, and wiped off the
nightstand, which was dready clean.

“I don’'t know what to say,” he whispered.

“Y ou could gtart with * congratul ations.””

“That seemsinsufficient. And ingppropriate, considering the circumstances.”

“I"'m happy to have her.” She fought to keep the edge out of her voice. “In spite of everything.”

“Congratulations, then.” He said it with findity, which seemed to indicate he was ready to set Mdia
down.

“Y ou can put her back if you want.”

“Oh. All right.” He sounded relieved. She didn’t begrudge him hislack of grandparenta instinct. No
doubt he was more accustomed to holding an enemy’ s broken head than afragile infant.

Maliawoke fully when he put her down. She started to cry in great gasping wails. Surawatched Lycas's
faceto seeif hewould wince at the sound, but he didn’t.

“Sorry,” hesaid.

She picked Malia up and rubbed tiny circles on her back, not knowing exactly why. “Let’ sbring her out
there. My notestell me she likes having lots of people around. She loves Dravek especidly.”

“Maybe he reminds her of you.” He retrieved the lantern and held open the door. Sura kept her
expression neutra as she passed him to enter the kitchen, where Varaand Dravek sat at the table.

Rhiaset amug of de and acup of water in front of the two empty chairs, then reached for Mdia. “I'll get
her back down. The four of you need to talk in peace.”

Surareluctantly let her aunt take the child, then sat next to Dravek. His hand drifted over the back of her
chair as he gave her acomforting smile. The need to touch him made her acheingde.



Lycas sat across from her and rested his hands on thetable. “ Sura...” He stopped, asif the word felt
strange in his mouth. “All of you. | need you for aspecia operation. WEe ve stolen wegpons, sabotaged
roads, invaded garrisons. But there' s one thing even more precious to the Descendants.”

He reached in his pocket and withdrew a shiny maroon sphere, which herolled to the center of the table.
Surd s stomach curdled.

“What' sthat?’ Dravek said.

“It sagrape,” Surareplied. “ They make wine out of it. They send the best of it back home and usethe
rest to sedate the Asermons.”

“And Veekons,” Lycas added. “The Ilions depend on this crop more than wheet or barley or any
vegetable. Their own vineyardsin llios were nearly wiped out by a pestilence fifteen years ago, when |
lived there. It'sone of the main reasons why they invaded our lands.” Hejutted histhumb over his
shoulder. “Many of those vines are maturing this year, and from what I’'m told, the hot, dry westher this
season has been ideal.” He popped the grape in his mouth. “The harvest beginsin two weeks.”

Sura’s heart raced as sheredized hisintentions. “Y ou want to burn the vineyards.”

Heraised hiseyebrows at her. “How did you guess?’

“When | lived there, it wasal | could think about.”

Heleveled asolemn gaze at her, asif just now redizing al she had suffered under the occupation.

“WE Il burn one,” he said, “and hold the rest hostage. The ransom will be therelease of dl palitica
prisoners.” Helooked a Sura. “Including your mother.”

Shedrew inaquick breath. What if it worked? With the resistance membersfree, surely they al could
expe thellionsfrom Asermos.

“Won't they just put troops to defend the vineyards?” she asked Lycas.

“Then that' sadifferent kind of success,” he said. “Forcing them to redeploy from other areas, which will
be weakened as aresult. Either way, we keep them on the defensive.” A corner of his mouth twitched
into asmile. “Besides, placing asoldier out in the open, in view of our archers, is one step away from
building his casket.”

“I'll go,” Varasaid. “I want to kick the Ilions out of Asermos, the way they kicked me out. | want to
meet my grandchildren.”

“Thank you.” Lycas nodded to her, making water drip from his hair onto the table. “Y our third-phase
heat vison will help with night operations.” He examined Dravek and Sura. “Varatold me that together,
you two can control fires and even start them from nothing.”

“Shetold you—7" Suraglanced quickly at Dravek. He blinked and tilted his head in a subtle gesture that
said her father didn’t know the source of their power. Surasat back in her chair. Maybe their training
had grown tamer in thelast year.

Varacleared her throat. “I explained to Lycas how well you and Dravek have learned the maneuvers
I’ ve taught you.”

“I'll go.” Dravek’ s hands clenched. “1 want to destroy these mongters and everything they love.” He



turned to Sura. “I know you do, too.”

Sura sdesirefor revenge surged, but was quickly swept aside by awave of guilt. “What about Maia?’
she asked Dravek.

“Etarek and Kara could care for her until you get back. She needs more time with her father, anyway.
But it hasto beyour choice”

“Yes” Lycassaid. “1 won't ask you to leave your daughter.”
She looked him in the eye and spokein alow voice. “No, | expect you wouldn't.”

The edges of his mouth tightened. “| regret the pain | caused you and your mother.” He leaned forward,
and shefdt theweight of hisstare. “But let’ s get something straight. | don't regret leavingto goto llios.
Everything | did wasfor my family and my people, especidly you. | sacrificed everything to make sure
you lived inaland of freedom.”

“Youfaled”
He shook hishead dightly. “Not yet.”

Suraran her thumb over the nicks on the rim of her cup. Could she do to Maiawhat Lycas had doneto
her? Did she have a choice?

Of course she had a choice, but not one she could live with.
“I'd like to speak with Dravek done,” she said.

“I understand.” Lycas stood, scraping his chair against the wooden floor. He met Vara at the door. “I'll
dtay at your mentor’ s house tonight,” hetold them. “Weleavein the morning.”

Sura sthroat was too thick to let her reply. She couldn’t watch him walk out her door. Though she'd
been only afew weeks old thefirst time he' d done it, her mind had recreated the moment.

She'dlainin her crib in the corner, crying. Her mother sat at the table, as Surawas now, refusing to cry.

The door closed behind them. Dravek got up to lock it, then sat down again, thistime acrossthe table
instead of next to her. In the other room, Mdiabegan to cry again, and Rhid slow voice responded in
soothing tones.

“Don’'t you have ason?’ Suraasked Dravek. When he nodded, she said, “How can you just leave him?’

“How can | ask othersto leave their children and fight in my place? | want Jonek to have no memory of
what it wasliketo live under oppression. | want to end this, now.” He jabbed hisfinger againgt the table.
“The sooner those prisoners are free, the sooner it’'ll al be over.”

“What if they don't let them go?’
“Then we burn every vineyard.”

She closed her eyes, imagining the green hills of her home turned black and scarred. “ All that beautiful
famland.”

“It'sonly fire. Kalindos burned to the ground ten years before | was born. Now you can hardly tell
anything happened.”



Sheremembered tall, hedlthy trees covering his home village, and felt a sudden longing to return. To be
anywhere but Tiros, where she couldn’t remember one day to the next.

Her memory was an even bigger issue. “What if | forget the battle plan and get someone killed?’

“Varaand | would bewith you.” Heleaned forward, dark gaze intense on her face. “ And you're brilliant
withfirein our training.”

“How?Don't | forget what I’ ve learned from the day before?’

“No. Somewhere in your mind or your body, the memory sticks.” He gestured to her bedroom. “Before
Mdia, you didn’t know how to change adiaper, but now you do. It’sthe same with our training. You
can dill learn, Sura. Y ou just don't remember learning.”

Shefelt more confused than ever. “1 don’t remember anything at all.”

“Trust me, when the time comes, you' l| know what to do.” He started to reach across the table, then
pulled his hand back. “Part of me wantsyou to stay here, where | know you'll be safe.”

“Nowhereissafein thisworld. We need to change that.” She took a deep breeth, then blew it out. “I
should fed sad at leaving Malia, but | barely know her.” She put her face in her hands. “Will | ever bea
real mother to her?’ Her throat tightened her voice so that it pitched up. “Why does Snake hate me so
much?’

She heard Dravek leave his chair and cometo her sde. He did hisarms around her.

“Don’t.” Shetried to get her elbowsinside their embrace so she could push him away, but he held her
too tightly. So she surrendered, curling her arms around his neck and clutching his back.

If she concentrated with all her strength, perhaps she could nail this memory to thewall of her mind, so
that it would never fal through ahole into eternal nothingness.

05
Tiros

R hiawas up before dawn. It was getting harder to deep in this house, the air so heavy with memories of
Nilik. On thisday, the anniversary of his degth, she thought she would choke onit.

She fed the chickens and collected the eggs from the henhouse, then stumbled in the darkness through the
small yard back to her home, which no longer fdlt like her home.

Marek was sitting alone at the end of the table when she returned. His elbows were propped on the
surface, hishandsfolded in front of hisface. He stared at the front door asif waiting for someone to walk
throughit.

“Good morning,” she said, in awhisper that in the utter stillness, sounded as loud as aroaring wind.

Heturned his head and didn’t speak at first. She set the lantern atop the stove and started to put the eggs
avay.

“Rhig” hewhispered. “Come here.”

She sat beside him, and he took her hand. His face, shadowed by the lantern light, looked drawn and
weary.



“We should meet the evacuating Kaindonsin the mountains,” he said in ahoarse voice, “hep them find
their way to Tiros.”

She cocked her head at him. “But severd of them have dready been here. They know the way.”
He heditated, Saring at their joined hands. “ They might run out of supplies.”
“I'm surethey have enough. There' s no reason to leave anything behind.”

Hefdl slent and let go of her hand. His gray gaze settled on the door again. Dark circlesrimmed his
eyes.

“Marek, what' sthisredly about?’ she whispered.

“Maybethey don't need us.” Helooked at her, and her heart twisted at the sight of his sadness. “Buit |
need them. | know you know what day it is, why neither of usdept last night. | can’'t stay herein Tiros. It
feds...dead.”

“I know.” She brushed alock of pale brown hair behind his ear, wishing she could take his pain and
makeit hers alone. Maybe seeing his people, reconnecting to Kaindosin itstime of need, would bring
somelife back into hiseyes.

“WE |l go as soon as Corek gets back from his Bestowing,” she said. “It’ sjust afew days. Maybe
he' [l—" She stopped hersdlf, not daring to voice the hope that Damen’ s son would be Raven.

“Thank you.” Marek leaned forward and kissed her, softly. “Thank you,” he said again.

A voice camefrom thetop of the dairs. “Thistime I’m going with you.” Jula crept down the steps and
stopped hdfway, eyes glittering in thelamplight. “No arguments.”

Rhialooked a Marek. “1 forget. Which of us are the parents?’

He amiled at their daughter. “ Of course you can come. But only if you find someoneto take care of the
animas”

She sat on the step and put her chinin her hands. “What if we let Etarek and Karaand Jonek stay here?
That way Mdiawon’t haveto move. She'll missher mother asitis”

“Good idea. They can move into Sura sroom as soon as she leavestoday.” Rhialooked at the lightening
sky outside the window. “Which won't be long. | should wake her.”

As she headed for the door of the ground-floor bedroom, she heard Julawhisper to Marek, “ Can Corek
come with us, too?’

Rhia knocked softly on Sura s door, then entered. It wastricky, introducing her to a strange new world
every morning. Today shewould let Surawake up, meet her daughter for the seventieth “first time,” and
eat breskfast before hearing the news that she would be leaving Tiros and Maliawith her father. If she
il wanted to go, that is.

Rhiasat on the edge of the bed. “Do you know me?’
Suranodded. “ Aunt Rhia” She rubbed her eyes, then glanced at the window. “It' s early.”

“It'sabigday. I'll explaininawhile.” She set the lantern on the nightstand. “ For now, just read your
n0t$”



Surablinked and yawned. She seemed unusualy calm, but maybe the early hour had dulled her ability to
panic.

Rhiatiptoed to the crib. Mdiawas till degping and didn’t smell like she needed changing.
“Y our daughter’ sfine for now. Breskfast will be ready soon.”
Surasat up in bed and gave another degpy nod.

It pained Rhiato think of how much her niece was suffering so that afew people might progressin
power. Though it had saved Lycas slife, she doubted the justice of the process. The smple act of
reproduction was certainly no guarantee of maturity. She thought of Endrus the Cougar, and others her
age, who would have been just as strong as their peers, but for lack of children. The whole system
seemed to cause untold misery, on top of what her people aready suffered.

Rhiawent back to the kitchen, where Marek was already cooking breakfast. His posture seemed
sraighter now, asif he' d shed aburden. It would never completely leave him, or Rhia. But every moment
in this house added to itsweight, and the thought of leaving Tiros gave her astrange sense of hope.

She diced the bread, then turned away so she could pretend not to see Marek toss a piece to Hector.
The dog reared on his hind legs to snatch it from the air, then trotted benesth the table.

From Sura sroom she heard the diding of adresser drawer. A few moments later, another, then athird,
opened and shut.

“Shel sup now.” Rhiaput ahand on Marek’ s back. “ Save some bread for the humans?’
He gave an innocent shrug. “I don’'t know what you' re talking about.”

She knocked on Sura’ s door and entered when beckoned. Fully clothed, her niece turned from the
dresser with an empty travel pack. She set it open on the bed, where apair of pants, a shirt and several
pairs of sockslay arranged.

Rhiastared at the bag. “Y ou’ re packing.”

Surafroze, clutching the straps. “Shouldn’t | be?”

“Whereareyou going?’

Her face crumpled. “Then it was adream. My father didn’t really come, did he?’

Rhia stepped forward carefully, asif the moment could bresk if shetrod too hard. “How do you know
he came?’

“Because | wasthere.” Her brow furrowed. “Wasn't |7

Rhiatook in adeep breath. “Y ou remember. Oh, Sura” Unable to contain hersdlf, she lunged forward
and hugged her niece.

“Wait.” Surawriggled out of her embrace. “What was wrong with my memory?’
“Y ou couldn’'t make new ones. Y ou' d leave the room and come back not knowing why you were there.”

“| did?’ She put ahand to her head. “When?’



“Since before Mdiawas born. Do you remember?”

“No.” She squinted at thefloor. 1 remember last night, when Lycas came.”

“Thefirst or the second time?” When Sura hesitated, Rhia added, “Was he done?’

“No, you and Varaand Dravek were there. He asked usto help him burn the vineyards.”
“What about before that?”’

Sura s eyes scanned the wdlls, asif the answer were painted there. “Nothing.”

“Sura, | think your punishment isover.” She wanted to hug her again, but didn’t dare. “ As of last night,
you stopped forgetting.”

Suradidn’t seem to share Rhia s happiness. Shejust looked confused. “Why now? 1’ m not being agood
parent. I’'mleaving my child.”

Rhiatook her hands. “Y ou' releaving to protect her world. Maybeit’sasign you' re doing the right
thing.”

“How?

Rhiasat on the bed with her. “When Marek was your age, he couldn’t control his Wolf powers. He had
no choice but to turn invisible at night, because he' d become afather before he was ready.”

“Y ou mean with Nilik?’

Rhiabreathed deep, |etting the pain of her son’s name pass through her chest. “No. He had amatein
Kadindos, two years before he met me. She and the boy died in childbirth.”

Sura seyeswidened. “How terrible.”

“But when Marek cameto theaid of Asermosin itsfirst battle with the Descendants, Wolf gave him his
powers back.”

“| don’t understand.”

“He was ready to take responsibility for someone other than himself.” She glanced toward the kitchen,
remembering how Marek had looked when he came to Asermos that night, her first glimpse of himinthe
moonlight.

“Then my father wasright to leaveme,” Surasaid in aflat voice. “I guessit’ swhat the Spiritswanted him
todo.”

“That didn't makeit easier on you and your mother. War makes everything smpler and more
complicated at the sametime.”

Suragazed at the crib. “1 barely know Madlia, but she knows me so well.”
Rhiadid her arm around her niece swaig. “ She'll know you the rest of your life.”

Sura’ s mouth tightened, then she whispered, “I’'m afraid she already has.”



Suratried not to look as miserable as shefdt.

It wasn't the steady rain seeping through her coat or the wind that made its hood a useless barrier against
thewater. It was the absence of Mdiathat made her fed empty and heavy.

Her body seemed to have a better memory of the child than her mind did—she only remembered
mesting Mdialast night, but when she'd picked her up “for thefirst time,” her arms knew just how to
hold her and rock her.

That bodily memory now made her want to curl up into abal and cry. But her father was watching her,
discreetly, from the other side of the campfire as he tossed arope over ahigh tree branch to secure their
food from bears. She was careful not to Sit too close to Dravek on the tree ssump they shared.

She focused on the fruit and bread Rhia had packed for the troop. They had traveled quickly today, far
up into the northern hills where they would avoid Descendant detection, and had had no time to hunt. But
one of the rebd fighters, afirst-phase Kalindon Cougar named Endrus—apparently aclosefriend of
Dravek’ s stepfather—had met them at this campsite with two freshly killed rabbits.

Faint thunder rolled across the sky, and rain sizzled on the campfire. Lycas|ooked up as he fastened one
end of the rope to their food pack.

“Onemoreday of rain,” he said, “and the vineyards will be hard to burn.”

“Naw,” said Endrus. Lounging on his side, the Cougar picked apiece of dinner from between histeeth.
“Such adry year, alittle rain won't make a difference. Those vines are as brittle as an old man’ sbones, |
tel you.”

“They’ d better be.” Lycas grabbed an apple from the food pack, then tied it shut. “ The faster it burns,
the sooner we can get out. Fewer casuaties.” He hoisted the pack high above their heads and tied the
end of the rope to astub of abranch on the tree’ strunk.

“Speaking of casudties,” Surasaid to her father, “isit true you have the archers maim the Descendants,
shoot them in the legs, so you can dit their throats?’

“It' sthe most humane way to kill aman.” He sat on the ground without agrunt. “It’ sfast, and with a
sharp enough dagger, dmost painless”

“But that' s not why you doiit, isit? Y ou do it because that’ s how livestock arekilled, and it humiliatesthe
[lionsto be daughtered like animals.”

“Doesit?’ He peded the gpple and gave Varaady look. “1 hadn’t heard that.”

“Sura,” Endrus said, “there’ sareason behind every tectic. First of dl, we can't et any of them live.
They’'d run to their superiors and give avay our position.”

“And except when we were at the garrison, taking prisoners dows us down,” Lycas pointed out. “We
survive by saying mobile”

“I understand dl that.” Shetugged her cloak tighter around her neck. “But why dit their throats?’

Endrus answered her. “If thellionsworry they’ Il bekilled in adishonorable way, they won't want to
come out to the hillsto fight us. It sthe only way afew hundred fighters can scare an entirearmy.” He
tapped histemple. “We get into their heads.”



“They want usin open combat.” Lycastossed his apple ped to Endrus. “Wewon't giveit to them.”

“Until we're good and ready.” Endrus gnawed the pedl. “ So, Dravek, how are thingsin Kalindos? When
| l€ft ten years ago, they were Sarting to get weird.”

“Weird how?”’

“Going back to the old ways. Morerituals and prayers. Longer feasts. There was even talk of bringing
back naked weddings.”

Surasurprised hersdlf with alaugh. She could have siworn Dravek was blushing, but it might have just
been the campfire glow.

“Uh, well.” Dravek scratched his chin with one hand and jabbed her in the ribs with his other elbow. She
laughed harder. 1 haven't seen many weddings. Usualy people just show up for the reception.”

“| saw onelast year.” Surasmirked at Dravek. “It was magnificent.”
“Didn’'t you get married last year?” Varaasked him.

Herubbed hisfaceagain. “Yes. | did.”

“And were you naked?’

He pulled back his shouldersand lifted hischin. “Glorioudy so0.”

The otherslaughed long and hard, and Endrus nearly choked on his apple pedl. Surafelt her spirit begin
to lighten.

Varafindly yawned. “Who' sfirgt watch tonight? Someone other than me, please.”

“I'll doit.” Lycaswiped his utility knife on aclean rag and dipped it back into one of his many pockets.
“Sura, you'll joinme.”

She shoved the last piece of bread in her mouth. With alast glance back at Dravek, who attempted an
encouraging smile, shefollowed her father into the dark.

She hurried to keep up, dipping on the wet leaves, but he had disappeared. “Where are you?’

“Over here,” cameavoiceto her left, followed by the crunch of teeth into an apple. She stepped out in
that direction and prompitly tripped over aroot. She cursed and kept going, with adight limp from a sore
toe.

A hand grabbed her elbow. “ Stop, before you fal into theravine.” Lycasled her afew stepsto theright.
“There sarock behind you. Sit until your eyes adjust.”

Suraobeyed. The pines' thick canopy blocked the cloudy sky’ s stingy light.

“| gpologize” hesad. “I forget sometimesthat others don’t share my night vison.”
“I"'m not much of asentry.”

“That’ snot why | asked you out here.”

“Ah, wdll, if you were hoping for acozy little father-daughter chat—" she stood and brushed off her
trousers “—I think deep would be amore productive use of—"



“St”
She sat. It was asif he' d yanked the strength from her knees. She glared a him.

“Youthink | can’'t seethelook on your face?” he said. “ Stop it. Y ou won't get special treatment because
you're my daughter.”

“Not even aniceword at my funerd if | died?’
“Sura” Hisvoice camelow and soft. “If you died, I’ d destroy the world.”

Her breath caught, then she cleared her throat. “ Redlly, there’ sno need. A haircut and amonth of
mourning will do.”

“Shut up and let me speak.”

She shrugged. “Since you ask so nicely—"

“Now.”

She closed her mouth, turning her lips under her teeth to remind herself to keep it that way.

“All who follow me believe in the cause with every last speck of their souls. The cause is not peace, not
reconciliation, not better trestment under llion law. The causeis nothing lessthan liberation. Wewon't
stop until we drive the Descendants from thisland forever. Do you support that?”

“I do.” Shefdtitin her bones.
“Would you giveyour lifefor it?’
She hesitated, thinking of Mdia But al thiswasfor her, anyway. “Yes. I'd diefor the revolution.”

“That’ snot what | asked.” He came closer to her. “ There’ s no such thing as a glorious death. The days
of martyrdom are over.”

Her stomach clenched as she thought of Mathias, burned alivein hisown home.

“Inawar likethis” Lycassaid, “survivd itsdf isavictory. When welive, weliveto fight another day.
Our mission isto make them get sick of the war before we do.” He put hishand on her shoulder. “ So
when | ask if you'll giveyour life, | mean your life, not your degth.”

She nodded, trying not to squirm under histouch. “My life. All of it.”

“Good.” He squeezed her shoulder and let go. “Now if—"

“And my death,” shesad, “if necessary.”

“Itwon’'t be.” Hetook another bite of apple as he stepped away. “Y ou’ Il have adequate protection.”

“Y ou’ ve never taken fireinto your body and given it out again. Soldiers and archers can't protect me
fromthat.”

“Y our training and judgment will protect you. | trust you, and you have to trust me as your commander.”
He paused, chewing. “Do you?’

“Yes. Asmy commander,” she added under her bregth.



“Thank you. Go get Dravek so | can speak to him.”

She stared at Lycas, whose outline she could now see in the dark.

That wasit? A philosophica pep talk from the father she hadn’t seen since she was two weeks old?
She got up and started to walk away, then stopped.

“Anything 27’ he asked.

“What happens when they set my mother free?’

“If, not when.” He made anoncommittal noisein histhroat. “It’' s up to her whether to join us.”
“Doyou missher?’

He snorted. “ That has nothing to do with anything. The revolution needs her.”

“What about you?’

“What about me?’ Hisvoiceturned harsh. “ Sura, if you' re on this mission because you hope your
parentswill miraculoudy reunite—"

“Don'tinsult me. | just wondered if you till care about her.”

“It was nineteen years ago.”

“So the answer isno?’

“The answer isirrelevant. Now send me your Spirit-brother and go to bed.”

She ssumbled back to the Site, cursing every rock she tripped over and pretending her father was on the
other end of her foot and her words.

Dravek lay adeep in hisbedroll. She knelt beside him and tugged hisdeeve.
“I'mawake,” he murmured.
“Lycaswantsyou.”

He sat up dert and reached for his shoes. She noticed atiny white shirt lying atop his pack, which hewas
using asapillow. “What’ sthat?’ she whispered.

“Oh.” He gave an embarrassed smile and picked up the shirt. “It's Jonek’s. | figured for aday or two it
would gill smel likehim.” Hetook aquick whiff, then dropped it back on hispillow. “Moreor less.”

Surauntied her own pack, then pulled out one of Mdia s baby blankets.
They started laughing. “A couple of brave warriors, aren’'t we?’ he said.
“Keep it down over there, you two,” Varagrowled.

They glanced over at her, then Dravek dipped his head to whisper in Surd sear. “I’'m glad you came
with us, or I’d have had to pack one of your shirts, too.” He sprang to hisfeet and disappeared into the
darkness.



Suralaid out her bedroll next to Vara, then quickly changed her clothes. Before repacking her bag, she
tiptoed over to Dravek’ s bedroll and stuffed it with the shirt she’ d worn al day. She smiled as she
returned to bed.

All inthe name of the mission.

06

Tiros

R hialurched out of bed at the knock on the door. It wasn't concern for who it might be that made her
hurry down in total darkness, avoiding thefifth stair’ s creeky left Sde. It wasthe fear that Mdiawould
wake and start to cry again. Since Sura had |eft, the child seemed to do little else.

She reached the door and spoke through it in alow voice. “ Password?’

“Sparrow.”

She jerked open the door. Corek stood on the porch, the lantern in his hand casting an orange glow onto
his stubbled, sunburned face. She checked the dark street behind him. “ Are you done?’

“Yes. | came home before sunrise to avoid the crowds.”
Her breath caught. Raven had come for him? Or not?

He glanced past her, and she waved him insde, though she briefly considered making him tell her what
his Spirit wasfirg. As he passed, she redized he' d grown taler and thinner in the last year sincethey’d
beenin Velekos.

Corek set the lantern on the table and looked around the dark kitchen. “ Thishouseisthe sameas|
remembered it from years ago.”

“That makes one of us.”

He cast her asympathetic gaze. “Nilik avenged my sister’ sdeath. | can never repay him, or you, for his
scrifice”

“It'snot asif you asked himto doit.” Her hands fidgeted with each other as she waited for the news.
Corek was so like hisfather Damen, mysterious and taciturn. Compared to Jula s constant chattering,
she found hisreticence refreshing, despite her own momentary edginess.

“Y ou must be hungry after your fast,” she prompted, hoping it would spark discussion about his
Bestowing.

“| atethefood Galen left me.” Corek turned to the wal next to the front door, where the family’ sfetishes
hung on pegs—ablack feather for Rhia, agray and white one for Jula, pieces of wolf tail for Marek and
Kara(and afox tail for Marek), and a spoke of deer antler for Etarek.

Corek stepped over to the row of fetishes, then reached up dowly and ran hisfinger along the quill of the
black feather.

Rhia's gut plummeted. Not Corek. Spirits knew his generation needed a Crow. But not him.

“I never thought | would be Raven,” he said. “Not even after | failed my first Bestowing.” He put his
hands in his pockets as he turned to her. “Did my father ever tell you? | tried about two years ago, before



Lania. My parents made me, though | didn’t fed called.” He scratched the back of his neck, ruffling his
shoulder-length black hair. “ Nothing happened. No Spirits came.”

“He never told me.” Her throat thickened, and she fought to keep the sorrow from her voice. “ It wasn't
your fault, Corek. You just weren't ready.” She stepped closer to him so she could maintain awhisper.
“| have an extrafetish upgtairsthat you can have until you find your own feather.”

“Thank you.” He blew out a breath and looked at the window. “1’ ve let everyone down.”
“No.” Shetouched hisarm. “The Spirits provide what our people need.”
“Our people need aRaven.”

“And Crows. You'rethefirst new Crow since | was called twenty years ago. Y our father and | won't
liveforever.”

“My father.” Hisjaw tightened, accentuating sharp cheekbones. “He Il be disgppointed.”
“Damen will be proud, and happy to be your mentor.”
“I'd rather train with you.” He glanced at her. “If you' | have me.”

She had to admit, theidea of an apprentice pleased her. Perhapsit would help fill the void left by Nilik.
“We can gtart right away, if you' rewilling to travel with us. Marek and Julaand | are leaving to meet the
Kaindons asthey evacuate.”

“Jula sgoing?’ Hiseyesglinted with lifefor thefirst time snce he' d entered. “1 think I'll comedong.”

She gave him ateasing amile. “ She might not like you anymore once shefinds out you' re a Crow like her
moather.”

Someone gtirred in the room above the kitchen, and Rhia heard Juld s soft feet hit the floor.
“Goonup,” shesad. “WE Il leave tomorrow, after you' ve rested from your Bestowing.”

Corek put hisfoot on thefirgt stair, then turned to her, hisface taut with tension. “My father told me
about theritua you and he had to endure after you became Crows.”

Rhia shivered to think of it, to thisday. In order for her to face others desth without fear, she had to die
hersalf and be brought back to life by her mentor, Coranna. She found out afterward that every moment
of her life since then had cost a moment in another person’slife, as Crow’ sransom.

“Let’ snot worry about that now, since your father and | can’t resurrect you until we become third
ph&.”

His shoulders relaxed, then one eyebrow popped up. “Er, if Julaand | ever get married, don’t expect
grandchildren for along time, heh?” Without waiting for her reaction, he bounded up the sairs.

Rhiawatched him go and wondered how long before he redlized the terrible burden of being Crow. This
war kept the death Spirit’ s servants busy. Before it ended, Rhiafeared she would watch many more
souls pass forever to the Other Side.

07

Asarmos



A sDravek examined the vineyard from their hilltop vista, he thought he could seethe grapes glistenin
the sunset. Just above the horizon, heavy blue clouds formed a solid mass that extended over most of the
sky, making thelast yellow rays cast long, lurid shadows over the landscape.

Thevineyard would be bright soon enough. Helicked hislips.
“Ready?’ asked a soft voice behind him, avoice that warmed the back of his neck.

Helooked over his shoulder to see Sura gpproach. “It looks just like the map Endrus made. He said this
vineyard isisolated, soit’s not well-guarded againgt thieves. The otherswon't be so easy.”

“I hope there won't be any others.” Surastood next to him asthey watched the last diver of sundip
beyond the horizon. It wasthe first time they’ d been aone together since the night her father came.

“Why isit blue?’ she asked Dravek. “That spot of sunlight Ieft on your eyes after you ook away.”
He blinked and watched the sun’ s afterimage float over hisvision. “I never noticed that before.”
They waited, slent, for severa more minutes.

“What was| like?’ shesad findly. “Back when | couldn’t make memories.”

He shifted hisfeet, wanting to take her hand. “Y ou were happy.”

“How could | be happy like that?’

“Maybe because you kept meeting Malia” He didn’'t mention the way Sura s eyeswould spark
whenever shesaw him.

“Rhiasaid you took care of me and my daughter.”
“Weadl did.” It wasaprivilege, he thought.

“Someday you'll haveto tell me everything. What Mdlialooked like when she was born. What | waslike
when | was pregnant.” Shefdl slent. “1 hope we start soon. It smellslikerain.”

“Look.” He pointed down to their right. “I think it' s Endrus.”

A torch borne by one of the rebels bobbed to the northwest corner of the vineyard. Another passed it to
go to the southwest corner, nearest to the house.

“That must be Bolan,” she said. “He Il cdm the guard dog.”

Sure enough, asharp bark came from outside the vintner’ s house. Bolan tossed hisflameinto the
vineyard before dashing toward the animal. As athird-phase Horse, his powers of anima communication
could soothe the dog into silence.

Two more burners streamed from the eastern end, then three ran straight south through the middle.
It had begun.

Varawould keep the flames from reaching the house—L ycas' s orders were to harm only property, not
civilians. The Wolverine himsdf, dong with apair of young Bears, would detain the vintner and give him
demandsto ddliver to the llion authorities. As an extra precaution, Varawould gaze into the man’ s eyes
and make him forget what they looked like.



“It'Il get smoky,” Dravek told Sura, * but remember, you don’t have to see the fire to control it.”
“I know.” He could tell she wasfighting to keep her voice steady.
“Pull in the heat and giveit to me. Just like we practiced yesterday.”

Her posture eased abit. When they’ d left Tiros, Surahad had no faith in her own abilities because she
couldn’t remember their year of training. Y esterday Vara had put them through one more practice
maneuver, using arocky clearing and a series of woodpiles. Sura had astonished herself with her own
«ill.

The vineyard began to burn, orange flames spotting the corners and then the middle. The torches raced
and dipped to light more vines, their bearers hidden by the smoke and darkness.

“WEe ve never doneonethishig,” shesaid. “Never this strong.”
“Wecandoit.” Hetook her hand. “Just give methe heat.”
She drew a deep breath, and through her skin he felt her pulse steady.

The wind shifted, bearing the unmistakable chill of an gpproaching rainstorm. Billows of smoke headed
up theridge, straight toward them.

Suratugged hisarm. “Let’ smove!”

They skirted the ridge, hand in hand, but soon the smoke arrived, obscuring the ground in front of them.
It smelled acrid yet sweet, like burned honey.

Surashrieked, and his arm jerked backward.

Together they tumbled down the dope of theridge. Dozens of small rocks bit through the fabric of
Dravek’ sclothes. Surayelpedin pain.

They did to astop at the bottom. He crawled to her. “ Areyou dl right?’

She nodded, coughing and hacking. “ Scraped haf my skin off, but nothing broken. Y ou?’

“Fine” Heavy smoke poured over the vineyard, obscuring their view. “We |l haveto doit by fed.”
“I can't,” she shouted above the roar of the flames. “Too many fires close together.”

Thewind changed again, but thistime in temperature, not direction.

Rain was coming, any minute.

“We need higher ground,” Surasaid. “We need to see”

The land' s dope was steady, with no undulations that would give them height, other than theridge they’ d
just tumbled from. Finding asafetrail back up would cost too much time,

Surapointed past him. “Therel”

A white wooden barn sat a one end of the vineyard. Dravek saw alarge, hinged window on its upper
levd.

They took off for the barn, chased by the smoke and the crackle and snap of burning branches.



Inside, mules and oxen kicked the sides of their stallsin fear. Suraand Dravek dashed through the barn
and climbed the ladder into the loft. She ran to the window, dipping on the hay. She did back the balt,
and together they pushed open the twin doors.

The entire vineyard was burning, lines of orange stretching toward each other, yearning for union.
“It’ sbeautiful,” she whispered.

“But it'snot over.” He pointed to severa isolated, sputtering blazes. “ The torch bearers can't go back in
to relight. The smoke would kill them.” He looked at Sura. “It'sup to us.”

They knelt beside the window, facing each other. Dravek |ooked past her shoulder.

“There.” Heindicated the lower right corner. Two of the vines were burning, but dowly, and they were
too far from the others. “Firdt let’ s strengthen the blaze, then move it to the next row.”

She dipped her pdm againg his, and he let the feding burn into every corner of hisbody. He lived for
these moments, when he could lose himsdlf ingde his thoughts of Suraand how much he wanted her,
needed her. Loved her.

Desire flared between them. He sent the hegt.

The blaze brightened on its vine, but didn’t spread.

“It'snot working.” Her lipstightened. “What are we doing wrong?’

“Nothing.” Hetouched her cheek, histhumb tracing the corner of her mouth. “We just need more.”

She met hisgaze, holding it until hefdt like hewasfaling into her eyes. They had done nothing more than
touch handsin their training sessonswith Vara. It had always been enough.

“Do you want to kissme?’ she whispered.

His pamstingled, and the sensation spread up hisarmsto his shoulders, then hisnape. “| want to kiss
you.” Dravek grasped her chin and brought his mouth toward hers. Her lips parted, beckoning.

He stopped a hairsbreadth away. He could amost taste her. He needed to taste her.
Histongue dipped out, too far, and brushed the underside of her top lip.

The grapevines exploded in a shower of sparks, which fell upon the adjoining plants and ignited.
Suragasped, her face closeto his. “Wedid it.”

“Yes.” Hedrew back to gaze into her dark eyes. “We can burn the world with this.”

She gtared up at him, the left haf of her face in shadow from the brilliant blaze. “Dravek...” she
whispered. “Touch me”

He grazed hisfingertips over her neck, through the back of her hair, then followed the line of her scar
beneath her shirt. He longed to kiss every inch of it, whether she could fed hislips or not beneath the
dead, battered skin. He would make her fed them, someday.

Her breath came faster, and shelet go of his other hand to unfasten the top two buttons of her shirt. He
did the collar down to expose her left shoulder, to show her he preferred this burned, imperfect sde. He



leaned in, placing hislips near her skin without touching it, following the edge of her scar.

Beneath the pulse pounding in his ears, he heard ahissfrom outside. It grew louder, closer. He struggled
to draw away from the intoxicating scent of her skin.

“No,” Surasaid.

Dravek jerked hishead up and looked outside.

Rain, pouring in sheets from an angry sky.

He gave aharsh sgh. “Now what?’

“More.” She stroked his chest hard through his shirt. “We can do anything that doesn't give usrelease.”
Hewould follow her ingtincts. He lunged to kiss her mouith, at last.

“No.” Sheturned her head aside. “| want that so much, | think I’d come the moment | had it. Thenwe'd
lose the power.”

His hands did down her back, greedy for her flesh. “ But anything else, right?’

“Yes.” She pressed her mouth to his neck and bit hard. His body seized. In the vineyard another
grapevine burned brighter, defying therain.

Dravek sank back against the hay bale and pulled her to straddle him. The pressure of her warm softness
nearly drove him over the edge. She ground againgt him, and he groaned deep in his chest. Shefroze.

“We d better takethisdow,” she murmured, “or therain will win.”

He nodded, his face wet with sweat against her neck. She eased hersdlf away an inch or two from him,
then rose and fell, stroking him through their clothes. His muscles clenched, and histoes cramped insde
his boots.

“Stop.” Hetrailed hisfingers down into the neckline of her shirt. “Can | seeyou?’

Her lips parted, and the corners of her eyesflickered with doubt. Then she glanced toward the Sizzling,
smoldering vineyard. “Yes,” she whispered. “Now.”

He unbuttoned her shirt, drawing hisfingertips against her skin with every new exposed inch. She closed
her eyes and held her breath.

When he reached the last button, he parted her shirt to expose her full, round breasts. For amoment he
only gazed at them. Then heleaned forward and put his mouth near her nipple, so she could fed the
warmth of his breath. She trembled, her whole body vibrating against him.

Thefire outside spread further, despite the strengthening rain. They would overcomethis. They would
win.

He drew her nipple between hislips, caressing it with histongue, then the edge of hislower teeth. Sura
diffened and cried out, her back arching. Shetried to grind her hips again, but he held them till. It had
been so long, and his ache for her was so hard.

Dravek dug hisfingersinto her thighs as he suckled her. She moaned again. Between the sound of her
passon and the fed of her muscles straining under histouch, his control was capsizing. He focused on the



fire outsde, on channding the heat between their bodiesinto the vineyard.

But something was shifting. No matter how hard and fast he sent thefire out, it bounced back, stedling his
breath and scorching his skin from the insde out, heightening the ferocity of hisdesire.

He pulled away and looked up at her flushed face and red, swollen lips. “ Sura, make me stop. | need
you so much, | can’'t hold back. Tell meto stop.”

“Don’'t stop,” she murmured, her fingers gliding through the hair at the back of hisneck. “Send it out. All
theheat | giveyou.”

“It'scoming back.” He spread his pams over her breasts, and the heat under his skin spiked again.
“WEe re not just feeding the fireanymore. It'sfeeding us.”

“Can't gop. Rain'll kill thefire.” Her voice durred, asif from delirium. “Dravek, | need you.” Shedid her
hand between them, down to where he wanted it most. “| can’t stop touching you.”

He meant to shove her away, to break the pell the fire had woven, awakening aforce that could surely
kill them. But when he pushed, their bodies refused to part. She tumbled backward in the hay, and he fell
ontop of her.

For amoment they remained motionless, pressed together. Dravek stared down into her dark eyesand
saw hisown desire reflected there.

Her hands glided down hisback, and lower ill. “It would bejust like this” Her legstightened around his
thighs. “Think what it would be likeinsde me.”

He could think of nothing else. Thefire was ripping him in haf. He needed to come, was on the edge, just
afew more strokes. It felt like hewould dieif hedidn’t.

Butif hedid, it would end everything. A war asfierce asthe one outside raged in his mind.

He dared to get closer, though he knew he couldn’t trust his control. He did againgt her, fedling the heat
and moisture beneath her clothes. She cried out at the pressure and lifted her hips.

Through his closed eydlids Dravek saw the vineyard flare and burst as the flames spread, hungry and
ingstent. A moment later the heat seared him, inside and out, driving him on.

He moaned and clutched her body. “I can’t stop.” His hipsjerked againgt her. “It’ stoo much.”

Her body froze as shefinaly seemed to redize the danger. “No.” She shoved at his chest. “ Dravek,
sop.”

“Can't,” he gasped. He pushed her shirt open and filled his hand with her breast as his orgasm began to
crest. “1 need you. Sura—"

Something seized him by the neck and yanked him upward. The world spun and pitched, and a searing
pain ripped his spine and limbs.

Dravek found himsalf dangling in the open air above the barnyard. Hisfeet kicked, desperate for solid
ground.

Huge fingerstightened on his neck, and he heard aroar louder than the flames.

“What are you doing to my daughter?’



“Lycas, no!” Suraleaped to her feet, pulling her shirt closed. “Don’'t hurt him!”

“Why?’ Her father’ s eyes blazed with the reflection of the fire. “ Give me one good reason why |
shouldn’t bash thisrapist’ s brains againgt the ground.”

“It'snot what it seems.” She stared at Dravek, flailing at the end of Lycas s outstretched arm. “It' s how
we build our power,” shetold her father. “With our desire. Ask Vara.”

Rage shadowed hisface. “ Shetold you to do this?’

“Not touching, not likethis.” Her words tumbled over one another. “ Please don’t be angry with her.” Her
fingers clenched, asif she could hold Dravek up by will done. “Don’t hurt him.”

“Y ou're both Snakes.” He shook Dravek, and Surawhimpered, fearing he would break his neck. “She's
your Spirit-ggter,” hesaid. “It’ sdisgugting. It swrong.”

“It'snot wrong.” Dravek ceased his struggle and turned hiseyesto Sura. “1 love her.”

A warm wave swept through her body, even as her somach curdled with fear.

Lycas dowly turned his head to stare a Dravek. “Y ou what?’

“I had to say it before you murdered me.” He kept his gaze on her. “I wanted her to know.”
Shetook astep forward. “Dravek, |—"

“Don’t. You. Dare.” Lycas held out ahand. “No daughter of mine—"

“Please.” She sank to her knees. “Y ou don’'t understand.”

“| understand perversity.” His arm muscles bulged as he tightened his grip on the back of Dravek’ s neck.
“No!” She crawled to the edge of the hayloft. “If you kill him, I'll jump.”

Her father’ s hand flew out asif to grab her, but she was out of reach.

“Sura, don't do this,” Dravek said with what sounded like diminishing bresth. “Please.”

She stood and spread her arms, ready for a headfirst, backward dive onto the barn floor. “Y ou need us,”
shesaid to Lycasin astrong, steady voice.

The three of them stared at each other for along moment.
Varacaled from the vineyard. “Lycas, we re finished, let’ s move out!”

He gave Dravek onelast glare, then hurled him facedown on the floor at Sura sfeet. She kndlt to help
himup.

“Don’t touch him,” Lycassaid. “That' san order.”

Dravek held out his hand to stop her. “Do what he says, Sura.” Slowly he got to hisfeet, then wiped
away the hay stuck to hisface. “I’'mdl right.”

“Only because| can't afford to kill you,” Lycas growled.



They |eft the barn and rendezvoused with Varaand Endrus, who gave them looks of trepidation before
joining them in the retreet up the ridge. Bolan and the others departed in another direction, eventualy to
return to Asermos.

After half an hour of running uphill, Sura s chest felt like it would crush her lungsflat. Shetook heaving
breaths and forced her legs to keep moving up through the forest, al the way back to the new campsite,
farther east than the onethey’ d left earlier.

The moment they stopped running, Sura collgpsed on the ground. Her face and lungsfelt seared with
smoke, and her legs threatened to cramp. But the physica pain couldn’t dim the triumph in her mind.

They had won the battle, and Dravek loved her.

While Endrus, Suraand Dravek set up arudimentary camp in the damp woods, Lycastook Varaaside,
out of the other Snakes' earshot. He made no effort to mask his disgust as he told her what he'd seenin
the hayloft. The memory made him want to crush someone’ s head between his bare hands.

Varaexamined the frayed edge of her rain cloak as he spoke. “What they did was outside the bounds of
training.” She gave him a.calm gaze from under her dripping hood. “But it worked. 1sn't that what
meatters?’

Heignored her logic. “Why didn’t you tell me that was the source of their power?’

She uttered alow laugh. “When | told you that together they could start and spread fires better than any
Snake |’ ve ever heard of, you didn’t ask where that power came from. If you' d stopped to think, rather
than being greedy for anew wegpon, you would' ve redized that it didn’'t exactly come from butterflies
and fluffy clouds.” She shifted closer and softened her tone. *Y ou know Snake’ sdomain.”

“Hre”
“And sex.” She dropped her hand to brush his palm with her fingertips. “Remember?’

“Not redlly,” he said, though their encounters were impossible to forget, even half alifetime later. “It was
alongtimeago.”

“If you want, I’d be happy to—" her glance flicked down, then up again “—spark your memory.”

He hestated, breathing in the scent of her sweet, heightened by the rain and the long run to the camp. He
could amost remember how she tasted.

“Not interested.” Lycas stepped back so she couldn't fedl his skin cool with thelie. “1’'m sure Endrus
would meet your needs.”

Sheglared at him as she crossed her arms. “| aways preferred your brother, Nilo, anyway. Hewas
much kinder.”

“No, hewas't.” Lycasturned away. “Hewas just better at hiding his meanness.”

He strode back to the camp, where he found Endrus, Sura and Dravek tying a deeping tarp between
threetrees.

“Dravek, come here.”



“Yes, sr.” Without hesitating, the young Snake dropped the rope and crossed the campsite—a brave
feat, consdering he' d dmost been throttled.

Hetook Dravek’s shoulder and steered him away from the camp, out of Sura’ s hearing range. Despite
histight grip, he could smdll no fear on the boy. “What you did out there tonight—"

“Sir, | regret you found usin that. .. position.”

“Shut up and let mefinish.” He couldn’t ook at the little bastard’ s face after what he’d done. “You're
more experienced with your magic than Sura, correct?’

“1 suppose.”
“And Vara hastrained you thoroughly.”

He nodded. “ And | taught myself, with Snake' s guidance, before | cameto Tiros.” He paused. “Why do
you ask?’

“If the llions don’t respond to our demands, I'll have Suraand Vara burn more vineyards. With the right
wegther conditions, we can do two at atime. Surawill stay in my squad, and Varawill go with the rest of
the platoon to another location.” He paused to |et the Snake grow nervous.

To hiscredit, Dravek waited for him to continue instead of asking about his own assgnment. Either he
was thoroughly cowed or defiantly confident.

“Foryou,” Lycassad findly, “I have agpecid misson.”

Heknew he shouldn’t relish hislatest idea so much. But not only would it strike adeciding blow against
thellions, it would put distance between Suraand this depraved young man.

It might even get himkilled.
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Kdindos
“I can't believe you had the gall to come back,” snarled afamiliar voice above Dravek’ s head.

He stopped, just in Sight of the Kaindon firewall. Other than thellions, hissster Dariawasthe last
person he wanted to see.

She dropped to the ground beside the trail and glared a Dravek. She glanced at Endrus beside him, and
her eyeswidened.

“Uncle Endrugl” She launched hersdlf into hisarms. When he set her down, she held up her bow. * Guess
what? | became a Cougar just like you and Father.”

“Congratulations.” Endrus stepped back and gestured to Dravek. “Y our brother and | are—"
“He snot my brother anymore.”
Dravek’s tomach froze. “What do you mean?’

“We heard what you did to Kara, wiping her memory.”



“It was an accident, | swear on my Spirit.”

“Right.” She put her hands on her hips. “ Everyone knew you' d cheet on her, but with your own
Spirit-sister? | never thought even you' d bethat sick.”

“Wait. How did you know—"

“Etarek sent amessage. Later hetried to take it back and say he was just imagining things, but that must
have been after he redized he' d gotten the better woman out of the whole sordid affair.”

Dravek’ sfist clenched. “Don’t you dare speak that way about Sura. Y ou don’t even know her.”

“Not haf aswel asyou, apparently.” Her smirk faded. “If you had to have your perverted trystswith
that little Snake, why not just bresk it off with Kara? Why’ d you haveto take away ayear of her life?’

Endrus held up ahand. “1 don't have timefor this. Y ou got Lycas s second message?”’

“Galen sent it to Thera smind two days ago.” She looked at him, the corners of her eyesdrooping. “Is
this plan the only way to save Kalindos?’

“Unlessyou think afew dozen archers can defend the village from an entire battdion. As| recdl, it didn’t
work sowell thelast time.”

Daria hunched her shoulders, and Dravek wondered if she remembered her capture as atwo-year-old,
despite her perpetua denials.

Shejerked her chininthedirection of thevillage. “Go on, they’ re expecting you.”

Asthey moved away, Dravek took alast look back at his sster. She was watching him with sad, round
eyes.

He and Endrus trudged on toward the fire ring. Its door was open, the boards scattered in random piles.
Dravek’ sfingerstwitched at the sght of the mess. It would take dl day to repair the wall.

A lanky figure with long dark blond hair pushed awhedlbarrow full of rocks through the opening. Dravek
stopped at the sight of his stepfather.

“Adrek?’ Endrus gasped.

Adrek dropped the handles of the wheelbarrow. It tipped, spilling the stones, but he was aready at their
Sde

“Endrudl” Hethrew hisarms around hisfellow Cougar and pounded him on the back. Then he pulled
away and ran histhumb over the scar on hisfriend’ s cheek. “ Spirits, what did those Descendants put you
through?’

“About amillion adventures, each of which will require one mug of meloxato tell.”

Adrek laughed, then gave Dravek a cold glance before wrapping hisarm around Endrus s shoulders.
“WEe |l have awelcome-home party like Kaindos has never seen. Comeon, I'll takeyou into see
everyone.”

Endrus gestured to Dravek. “What about your son?’

Adrek didn’t even look back. “That Snake' snot my son.”



Dravek’slip curled. “ Coward.”

Adrek stopped, then dowly turned, his green eyesfull of rancor. “Do you have any ideawhat you' ve
doneto me?’ He advanced on Dravek. “I can't even look Kara' s parentsin the face after the way you
hurt her.”

“It'snone of their business, or yours.”

“You'relucky they didn't drag you back from Tiros and throw you injail.” He scowled up a him.
“Timeslikethis, | wish | never brought your whining, worthless self back from Ilios.”

Dravek bresthed deep in afailing attempt to control histemper.
Endrus cleared histhroat. “I could redlly use adrink. Maybe we should—"

“Stay out of it, Endrus.” Adrek narrowed an unflinching glare on Dravek. “I should' ve known, with your
Descendant blood, that you'’ d bring us nothing but shame and sorrow. Instead | raised you as my son, for
your mother’ssake.” Heraised afinger to Dravek’ sface. “If it weren't for you, she' d ill bedive.”

Dravek’ sfist shot out. Adrek’ s hand swept it aside before it could connect with his jaw. With an amost
offhand gesture, he twisted Dravek’s arm behind his back and forced him to his knees.

Dravek’ seyesblurred from the pain. “Don’'t talk about my mother,” he choked out.

“Y ou should be glad she can’t see what’ s become of you.” Adrek released Dravek’ sarm with ashove.
“I hope you burn with the rest of them.”

Dravek sprang to hisfeet, shaking out histhrobbing arm. “Don’t you dare threaten me.”

“Y ou plan to use your powerson us?’ Adrek sneered. “Make usforget what alittle rat snake you are? It
won't work if we don’t look at you. And everyone knowsit.”

He beckoned Endrusto follow him. Instead Endrus waited for Dravek and walked beside him through
the fire-ring opening. On the other side, people loaded rocks into wheelbarrows and carts, moving the
stony trench to the outside of thefirering.

Someone shouted, and in afew momentsasmal crowd was running to greet them—or more precisdly,
to greet their long-lost friend Endrus, who' d been in Asermos working with the resistance for over ten
years.

No one gave Dravek more than aglance. He turned and walked into the village done.

“I'm s0 sorry.” Tereus opened the door of the healer’ shome for Dravek. “1t’ s unconscionable how
they' retreating you. Please git. I'll bring you some water.”

Dravek looked around at the warm confines of the building, where Elorathe Otter had treated many of
his accidental burns. “ Got any meoxa?’

“It'snot even noon,” Tereus said, “but then again, you probably need it.” Heled him into the kitchen and
st aflask, awater pitcher and amug on the table.

Ignoring the water, Dravek poured the contents of the flask into the mug. The meloxawas sharp and sour
on histongue, and seemed to burn aholein histhroat going down. He barely repressed a cough. “ Thank



you,” hesaid hoarsdly.
Tereusdid into achair acrossfrom him. “ So tell me dl about my great-granddaughter.”

Dravek noticed that Tereus consdered Lycas his son, though they weren't blood relations. By contrat,
Adrek hadn’t asked Dravek about his new son Jonek, Adrek’s own step-grandson.

Stll, the thought of Maiamade him smile. “ She' sbeautiful. And swest, too. She lets anyone hold her.”
He shifted the mug on the table. “ She fed slike adaughter to me, maybe because | see her morethan |
Sseemy own son.”

“Or maybe because you' rein love with her mother.”
Dravek’ sface heated. Instead of replying, he took another swallow of meloxa.
“I’ve known you since you were aboy,” Tereussaid. “Y ou wouldn't hurt Karaon purpose.”

Dravek shook his head emphatically, though he would awayswonder if erasing her memory had been
nothing but an accident. “ She got hurt just the same. | should beglad I’'m not injail.”

“There are more urgent matters facing the village right now. Speaking of which, we need to call everyone
together s you and Endrus can give ingructions.”

“Kaindos seems so empty adready,” Dravek sad.

“The sick and the pregnant and the oneswith small children have dready |eft for Tiros. We re grateful
Thera s powers have stopped fluctuating, and that she got Galen’ s thought-message so we could
evacuate intime.” Hefolded hisroughened hands on the table. “1 didn’t agree with Suraand Etarek’s
decision to have a child for this reason, but their actions may have saved innocent lives.”

Dravek tried not to think about the not-so-innocent lives that would meet their end soon.

“Arewe doing theright thing?’ he asked. “I don’t mean the evacuation, but—the other part. What does
the dream world tll you?’

Tereus steepled hisfingers and pressed their tips againgt his mouth. “ Swan hasrarely been so clear in Her
messages. Thisplan will endin disaster.”

Dravek’ s mouth went dry, and he took agulp of water. “We should call it off, then.”

“She’ sequally adamant about what will happen if we don't do it. There' s no escape from the
Descendants.” He rubbed histhumb over the palm of his other hand. “It’s easy for meto say it’ swrong.
| didn’t live through thefirg invasion of Kdindos. Both of Elora s sonswere stolen that night.”

Dravek nodded. Nearly dl Kaindon families had been decimated by the attack, but Elorahad lost
everything. Her children had never been found, dive or dead. “What does she think about this?’

Tereuslooked himinthe eye. “ She saysit’ stime for Kalindosto stand up.”

Dravek took the last sip of meloxa and wondered at her choice of words. Kalindos would stand up
indeed. But by doing so, their homes, their lives, everything they’ d ever known, would fall to ashes.
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Asarmos



C gptain Addano entered the officers mess and was dismayed to find it less than empty.
Generd Lino hailed him. “ Addano, get over here and ligen to this.”

Addano nodded and crossed the otherwise empty dining room toward the generd’ stable, which also
held three mgors, the generd’ s staff officers.

Ashe sat down, they gave him looks of undisguised contempt. His job offended their sense of Ilion
honor, even asthey ordered him to continueit.

He hated them in return, but they were the only reliable sources of information. He hoped tonight’ s news
would be better than last week’ s, when he' d heard about the takeover of the Tiron garrison and the
destruction of the bridge. Sometimes he felt like he was the only one who noticed the occupation wasn't
going well. Or maybethey dl knew it, but no one wanted to voice the redlity.

Generd Lino poured him ahdf aglass of wine, then set the carafe at the other end of thetable. “I’'ve
ordered wineto be rationed until we can get ashipment in from Ilios, if they can spareit.”

“Thisisfine” Addanotilted hisglass. “Thank you, Sr.”

The vineyard fires had stolen one of the few bearable aspects of living in Asermos. chegp wine. Thellion
command had rebuffed the ransom demands of the rebels, provoking Sx more arsonsin the last three

days.
Luckily Addano had about fifty bottlesin hishome, a stockpile that should last him five or six weeks.

“I thought you should know,” the generd said. “We re going to fill the hamlet thisfall instead of waiting
until spring. All the native Asermons from the outlying farms—about a thousand head.”

“Why now?’ he asked. “| heard it wasn't even finished.”

“With so few vineyardsleft, we don’t need so many beasts for the harvest anymore. Better to contain
them.”

“Contain them from what?’
Lino scoffed, then dowed hisvoice asif he were speaking to a child. “The bandits, of course.”

Addano blinked. Even now that the guerrillas occupied more territory than the Ilion army and controlled
one of their garrisons, the senior officers il ingsted on calling them “ bandits”

The genera poured himself another glass of wine—afull one, Addano noticed. “1 wouldn’t normaly
share such gtrategic intelligence with ajunior officer, but I’ ll need some of your men to help with the
relocation. | could have Mgor Strato here make the assignments, but your operations are
90...specidized—" heraised an eyebrow “—I thought you should recommend which men can be

Spared.”

“Thank you, Sr,” he said, ignoring the frowns of repugnance on the mgors faces. “How many do you
need?’

“The question is, how many do you need to maintain your work?’ He waved his hand toward the mgjor.
“Youtwofigureit out. | don’t want your mission undermined. It' stoo valuable.”

Addano said nothing as the overboiled green beans dithered down histhroat. He tried to forget how the
fresh onesfrom hisfather’ sfarm had tasted, lightly steamed and coated in buitter.



He aso tried to forget how the information he’ d gathered from the prisoners had steered the Ilion military
in the wrong direction five or six times. The harder he pressed them, the worse intelligence they offered.
His superiors thought the mistakes meant he was't pressing hard enough.

So he'd killed the oneswho' d lied to him, and now they al said nothing. Why he hadn’t been relieved
from duty for incompetence was beyond him. His superiors seemed to think the prisoners suffering was
anendinitsdf.

Addano cleared histhroat. “Sir, if | may—"
They dl looked at him a once, the generd with an indulgent smile.

He shut his mouth, then wiped it with his napkin before continuing. “I’m curious. Doesthis order come
fromlliosorisit aloca decison?’

The generd stopped smiling. “It'smy decison.”

Addano looked away and nodded. “Yes, gir. I'll check my roster and get Mgor Strato alist of
personnel to help with the relocation. | can do that right now, if you like.”

Lino fell back into his easy manner. “Now, that’ s not necessary. Stay, est, enjoy our company.”

His mouth suddenly dry, Addano lifted hiswineglass and saw that it was empty. Helet out asudden
cough to hide his panic, then went back to eating.

The generd returned to the topic at hand. “ The sooner we get those farm people into that hamlet, the
sooner I'll degp a night. The bandits are pressing in on Asermos from al sides.”

One of the mgjors chuckled. “ Once they see what we do to Kalindos, they’ll come around.”
Addano swallowed his bite of unrecognizable mesat. “What are we doing to Kaindos?’
Generd Lino raised hiseyebrows. “ Completing avery old misson.”

Captain Addano searched his memory for Kalindon missions and could only come up with one—the
invasion twenty years ago, the one that had |eft ablot on the entire nation of 1lios. Kalindos had become
synonymous with dishonor.

He put hisfork on hisplate. “If | may be dismissed, I’ll get to work on those rosters now.”

Lino waved him off. “I wish you d take more leisure, but | admire your dedication. It'sgood to seeina
young officer.”

The otherslaughed, and Addano’ s face flushed. At thirty-eight, he was older than dl of them besidesthe
generd, and was severd yearsfrom his next promotion, which he knew he’ d never see evenif helived to
be a hundred.

Heleft the dining room, forcing his gaze away from the haf-full carafe of wine.

Downgairsin his*office,” an Ilion woman was scrubbing the blood off the floor near the whipping pos,
her shoulder-length blond braid bouncing with each grating stroke.

“Evening, Captain Addano.” Riland s voice was chipper, consdering her task. Any civilianswho could
gain the security clearance to work in the prison were too patriotic to question what went onin here. In
their minds, Addano’swork kept them safe from the “ beasts.”



He sat at hisdesk, wishing Rilanawould leave. He wanted to take a draught from the bottle of wine
hidden in the back of his bottom drawer without feding obliged to share it with her.

She scrubbed on. Addano’ s heels tapped the floor in a nervous rhythm as he debated whether to pull out
the bottle. Instead he reached into the opposite drawer and withdrew his staff roster.

The names blurred and swam before his eyes, which he rubbed with fingers that trembled. When had he
last dept afull night or day? Since long before Nisaleft. Since before the nightmares.

The ghastly dreams hadn’t surprised him, considering the way he spent hiswaking hours. It bothered him
more when they stopped, because it meant there was no part of him left to horrify.

Rilana hummed afamiliar tune, keeping time with the scrape of her horsehair brush against the wooden
floor. Lulled by the rhythm, he closed his eyes, grasping for afew moments' deep.

Suddenly she gasped. “My gpologies, Sr.”

He started awake. “Hmm?’

“I hope my singing didn’t bother you. | get off in my own world sometimes.”
“No, please continue. It reminds me of home.”

“Y ou' re from the south, too?”’

“From Saldos. The countryside.” Ilios had only annexed this area two generations ago. Many people
there il identified more closdy with the region than with the lion nation itself.

“I'm from Sdlindis.” She wiped stray hairsfrom her forehead with her wrigt. “A town girl my wholelife”
“My mother livesthere now.” Helooked at her. “How did you get here?’

“By boat.”

“No, | mean, what made you decide to come dl thisway?’

“They said there' d be jobs.” She gestured to the blood-stained floor. “ There are jobs.” She glanced at
the clock. “If you don’t mind, i, | have to get home to my children for dinner. Thelittlest one sbeen
losng weight.”

“Of course.” Hetried to blot out the image of his own children, the way they used to look around corners
asthey moved through the house, to seeif he were coming. “ Go right ahead.”

Rilanafinished quickly, then wished Addano good-night. She left with her bucket of water that was no
doubt asred asthe sun on thellion flag.

The moment the door closed behind her, Addano pulled out his bottle of wine, uncorked it and took a
deep gulp. He st it down, the thick glass bottom damming the wooden table.

Hismind clear at last, he st the staff roster aside, then unlocked the center drawer of hisdesk. He
withdrew hiswork log, the one detailing what they’ d done to every prisoner, the questions asked and
answered, the dates and methods of execution.

From aside drawer he extracted a sheaf of blank paper, then methodicaly cut sixty sheets. Herefilled his
inkwell, sharpened the nib of his pen and set to work.



By midnight he' d copied the entire work log. He set this aside and began again. Long before sunrise he
finished, returning the origina log to the locked drawer.

Addano addressed two large brown envelopes, one to his mother—he hoped she still resided at his
gster’ smother-in-law’ s house—and another to the Sdlindis newspaper.

At last he returned to the staff roster, poring over thelist of names. He chose the men with no wives and
children, aswell asthe men he didn’t like, the oneswho reported late for duty or ridiculed his accent
behind his back. These he put on the list for Mg or Strato to reassign to the hamlet relocation project.

The others, the family men or the oneswho' d been loya colleagues, heleft in hisown service.

Hewould & least give them the honor of looking their betrayer in the eye.

10
Kaindos
D ravek paced around the small campfire in the center of hisempty village, waiting to burn.

A decade of fire suppression within Kaindos had made it atinderbox. Thick underbrush grew beneath
heavy-crowned trees. He' d planned to do controlled burnsin late winter when the ground was damp, but
there would no longer be aneed.

A messenger had come from Asermos three days ago with newsthat 1lion troops were making their way
up the Veekon River to Kdindos. Each night since then, the few remaining Kaindons had stayed up,
anticipating an attack. The waiting had turned Dravek’ s ssomach into one huge knot.

He hoped it would be tonight, and not just to end the agony of delay. The weather waswarm for this part
of autumn, and the brisk windswould gtir the flames. It was asif the arr itsdf wished their success.

Few Kaindons remained in the village; few were needed. Most of the archers—Cougars and
Wolves—and a half dozen Bears and Wolverineswere dl that remained, dong with apair of Otterswho
would meet them at the rendezvous point on thetrail to Tiros, to treat injuries. Though this strange
‘defense’ of Kalindos had been Lycas sidea, Dravek had engineered the details here with Ladek and
Drenis, the third-phase Bear and second-phase Wolverine.

“Y ou should get some deep.”

Adrek appeared out of the darkness, probably thinking he' d startled Dravek, who had smelled him
coming and hoped he would change his path. It was thefirst time his stepfather had spoken to him since
their fight.

Dravek resisted the urge to jam hisunlit torch down Adrek’ sthroat. “I’ll degp tomorrow morning.”
“What if they attack tomorrow morning?’

“They’ll come at night. Even though most of you see better in the dark than they do, it ftill providesthem
with more cover than daylight. Ladek agrees.”

The Cougar paced around the circle once morein silence, then sat on the ground severa feet away. “I
didn’t mean what | said about your mother.”

“Everyonethinksit, including me.” He turned the torch over in hishands. “How could she ever get over



what they did to her, with me reminding her every day, just by existing?’

“It wasn't likethat.” Adrek drew hispam over his stubbled jaw. “If anything, you gave her something to
livefor.”

“She had Daria. She had you.”

Adrek grunted. “Me, with my own nightmares of 1lios. | couldn’t help her.” He did afinger dong the
curve of the bow. “Maybe no one could.”

Dravek stared into the flames. “1 didn’t eat breakfast.”
“Sorry?’

“Themorning shedied. | wanted aquail egg, like the day before, but she said we didn’t have any, we
only had fish. So | wouldn't eat.” He closed his eyes, remembering the last time he saw her face, sunken
in despair. “For years, | thought that was why shejumped.” He looked a Adrek. “Crazy, isn'tit?’

“That explainswhy you aways ate whatever | put in front of you. Not like Daria, who was so finicky.”
Adrek’ sface was shadowed by the fire. “Will you accept my apology, son?’

“I’'m not your son.” Hewalked to Adrek’ s side and held out hishand. “But I’ 1l accept your apology—"
“Thank you.”
“—assoon as| hear it

The Cougar took his hand and et Dravek help him up. “I’m sorry.” Hisgreen eyesdidn’t blink asthey
looked up at him. “Y our mother loved you.”

“I know.” Dravek let go of him. “But that never solves anything.”

Adrek was about to reply, when he suddenly lifted his chin. “What wasthat?’ Helistened for amomert,
then frowned. “I keep imagining | hear the scout, but it’sjust wishful thinking. | want thisto be over.”

“Think we re doing theright thing?’ he asked Adrek, telling himself he didn’t care about his stepfather’s
opinion.

“Thisiswar. Thereisno right thing.”

“But our people are safely evacuated. We could just leave. Let the Descendants come and find it empty.”

“They’ll follow until they catch us.” Adrek stared past him toward the western end of town. “We came
home the morning after they took your mother and sister. Found the Kalindon elders, every third-phase
man and woman, strung up on the paddock posts.” He pointed with his bow into the distance. “ Old men
and women, throats dashed or heads bashed in. Y our mother’ sfather. My father.”

“I know,” Dravek said quietly. “But it wasn't these soldiers.”

“These soldierswould do it if they could. They’ d kill us both and take Dariaback to Ilios” Hislips
curled. “Do you know, if we hadn’t rescued her, she would' ve been working in abrothe by thetime she
wastweve?’

“But awhole battalion.” Dravek looked into the village that would soon become agraveyard. “I'll bea
mass murderer.”



“You'll beahero.”

Dravek was about to retort when he saw Adrek’ s face go taut again.

“That time| definitely heard something.”

The ground vibrated beneath Dravek’ sfeet just before Daria shot out of the darkness.

“They’re coming, by theriver.” She panted, patting her chest. “ The scout said haf an hour, no more.”

Dravek picked up ahandful of torches and lit them dl at once from the campfire. They snapped and
gparked in thewind. “ Take these to the others. When they’ re finished, they should snuff them out and get
into position outsde thering.”

“Dravek, |—" She stamped her foot and blew out abreath. “I hope you don't die.”
“Thanks.” He gave her the torches and dared haf asmile. “Y ou, too.”

When she scampered off, he picked up the last two torches and lit them, then handed one to Adrek.
“See you on the other side.”

Dravek ran to the base of one of the nearby ladders. Using aring atached to apulley, he drew the torch
up to the bridge, then climbed the ladder.

He opened the door on his old home, the one where Kara had proposed to him, where they’d once
shared amarriage bed. 1t was empty now except for the fuse.

Hereand in severa other houses, a stovepi pe had been stuffed tight with pitch-soaked ropes and
suspended afew feet from the ceiling. The ropes protruded from each end of the pipe, and at the bottom
end, apile of dry brush lay on thefloor, leaves and pine needles and kindling.

He checked the windows—which here in Kaindos were just square holes cut in the wall—to make sure
they were shut tight. Then he took a deep breath and stretched to light the top of the fuse.

“Forgiveme,” he whispered.

Thefuselit, forming adouble glow with the torch upon the walls of hisold home. He backed out and shut
the door quickly.

A long, thin cloth lay on the porch. Dravek stuffed the cloth under the door—tight enough to sedl it but
not too tight to keep it from opening. In lessthan an hour, the Descendants would come to this house,
ready to yank out itsinhabitants. By then the fuse would have burned down to the brush pile and
smoldered from lack of air. The moment the soldiers opened the door, the back-draft would swallow
them whole and engulf thetreein flames.

Theoreticaly, at least. He d tested the timing of the fuses, but there was no safe rehearsal for the rest.

He lowered the torch, scrambled down the ladder for the last time, then took off for the fire ring, where
he was met by severa other Kaindons. Endrus carried Dravek’ storch over the top of thering while the
rest of them dipped through atiny hole cut far from the entrance. Everyone dashed acrossthe wide,
moonlit firebreak to the trees beyond.

Dravek hid with Endrus behind athick arrowwood bush, where he could seethetrail if he peered
through asmadl gap inthe leaves. He carefully snuffed his own torch, ensuring that enough heet lay within
its core to resurrect it.



The Descendants came, adozen soldiers dinking on thetrail from theriver. They hacked at hisfirering
with hatchets to create a hole wide enough for three or four men to walk abreast.

Dravek saw Daria standing behind athick-trunked hickory. She gripped her bow as she watched the
Descendants begin their invason. He knew shewas dying to let arrowsfly into their flesh. But not asingle
Kaindon moved. Though the Ilion soldiers scanned the forest for lookouts, they saw no one. Dravek
hoped it didn’t make them suspicious, but rather confirmed their belief that Kalindos was avillage of lazy,
foolhardy drunkards.

Once the hole was complete, the [lions advanced in full force, with no war cry, but trampling the soil so
hard that the ground seemed to quake beneath Dravek’ sfeet. Instead of their usud red-and-yellow
uniforms, they wore dark brown shirts and trousers with no insgniaor buttons, and their svordswere
sheathed at their sdes. No part of them reflected the moonlight shining across the barren firebreak.

The troops kept coming, running in step. Dravek stopped counting the rows of four after he reached two
hundred.

They would dl die here.

Findly the entire battalion had passed into Kaindos. Ladek and Dreniswere the first out of their hiding
places. They uncovered one of severa large wooden pieces of wall that had been buried under leaves

around thefirering. They carried it across the firebreak and heaved it vertical to block the opening. As
they held it in place, four other Kdindonstied it, seding thering.

The Descendants were trapped.

With aslent prayer to Snake, Dravek reignited historch. It seemed as bright asthe sun in the darkness.
Ingtinctively he wanted to shield it from the eyes of the llions, but the Kaindons had thickened thefire
ring so that no one could seethrough it.

Six Wolves gathered around him. They lit their torches from his, then took off, threein each direction.
Their speed and staminawould place them around the circle in less than five minutes, and their stedthy
footstepswould raise no darm.

Dravek began to count under his breath, knowing the torch-bearing Wolves were doing the same. When
they reached three hundred, they dl would light thering.

One hundred.

Ladek had predicted that when the order came to retresat, the soldiers would head in the direction from
which they’ d come, toward the river and their ships, rather than take off on an unfamiliar path. So most
of the archers had been positioned here, near the Descendants' origina entrance.

Two hundred.
Adrek ran up with hislongbow. Dravek lit his extratorch and handed it to the Cougar. “Burnit al.”

Adrek sprinted to the deer blind perched in a hemlock tree just outside the firebreak. A cache of arrows
waited for him there, their tips soaked in flammable pine pitch.

Three hundred.

Dravek stepped across the rocky trench and lowered historch to the wall. The dry wood sparked and
smoked, and just as he’ d hoped, the wind blew generoudly. The ring was ablaze.



He jammed the unlit end of the torch between two of the rocks in the trench, then moved back into the
firebreak, where he could fed it al.

Dravek closed hiseyes. For thefirst timein over ayear, he stoked afire with something other than lust.
He wouldn't use thoughts of Surato vaporize and kill.

Instead he thought of how they’ d murdered her mate and his parents, set the windows and doors ablaze
s0 even the children couldn’t escape, how they’ d left Surawith scarsinside and ouit.

Rage made his blood pulse hot through hisveins. He turned itsrhythm into fire.

Hisinner vison showed him the arc of Adrek’ sfirst arrow. It stopped midtrgectory, caught in atreetop.
Dravek pushed it, and the tree burst asif it had been struck by lightning.

Kaindos was burning. He took a deep breath to counter the crushing fegling in his chest. Better that their
home disappear, better it rise in sparks and ashesthan fall into the hands of tyrants.

“You'll never take us,” hewhispered.

He stretched out his hands, fedling each separate blaze around the circle, drawing them together into one
strong beast. He had only to feed it.

Within the ring, soldiers yelled to one another, their voices charged with fear and anger. But not pain. Not
yet.

A house exploded. Dravek put his handsto hisface, dippery with swesat. By now someone had died
because of him, maybe severa people. He was no better than hisfather.

Thefire sretched into the distance, curving as the Wolves ran around the circle, lighting more sections of
the ring. The shouts of the Descendants came closer.

Dravek findlly opened hiseyes. Kaindos burned like a nighttime sun. The wind howled hot and hard,
gtoking the flamesinto amassive, roaring conflagration.

Now the soldiers screamed. Dravek covered his ears and backed away across the firebreak. Some had
reached the ring, seeking the entrance that no longer existed. A few tried to climb over in panic. One
made it asfar asthe top of thewall before Endrus shot him in the neck.

The Descendants spread out, searching for asafe place to climb. A group of them shouted ahead to his
left. He cursed as he redlized the ring in that section was burning too fast. Soon it would crumble and
leave agap, and they would al pour through.

Thewind shifted, wafting the smoke hisway. Even if the archers could hear him over the roaring flames,
they could no longer seetheir targets. It was up to him.

Dravek kndt in thedirt, closed hiseyes and fired.

The flames streamed from the wall and enveloped the soldiers. They ran and fell, burning. He shrieked
with them.

There would be more. They would find another hole.
Get up, avoiceinside him ordered.

He rose and staggered around the burning circle, firing again and again as the desperate soldierstried to



break through.
They raped your mother, the voice reminded him. They killed your grandfather. Now they’ re killing you.

If he survived thisnight, he’ d be dead inside. He could fed his soul crumbleto asheslike thewall in front
of him.

A pain spiked his chest, and he redlized how short and rapid his breath had become. The fire was
devouring theair and replacing it with soot.

He turned to warn the others, but his knees gave way and he found himsdlf on the ground. The air here
was cooler, sweeter, and he wanted to curl up on the dirt and go to deep, where he' d never hear the
screams again.

A hand seized the back of hisshirt collar. “Let’sgo!” Dariayelled. “Ladek gave the retreat order.”
“Not yet.” He gave a deep, hacking cough. “ Some might escape.”

“No on€ s getting out of there unlessthey learn to fly. Now get up!”

He placed afoot under himsdlf but couldn’t rise. “Where' sthe rest of our squad?’

“Endrus has my father right behind you. We need to get to the rendezvous point together.” Dariaknelt
besde him, her face smeared in soot, blurring in hisvison. “Hold still and don't fight me.”

Shejerked himto hisfeet, then bent and grabbed him around the hips. Then she stood, lifting him over
her shoulder. The world tipped, and he yelped. She secured his arm around her neck and began to run.
He saw nothing but Daria s boot heels and the ground passing benesath him as he dipped into a
semiconsciousfog.

When Dariafinally set him down, he opened his eyes to see they were at the rendezvous point, on the
forested trail to Tiros. He sat up, head throbbing. The night filled with the sounds of coughing, groaning
and vomiting. Through the trees, more than amile away, Kaindos burned.

Elora sponged his face with cool water. “Can you speak?’
He choked out ahoarse“Yes,” then asked her, “Did we dl get out safe?’

“Sofar.” She put ahand on hisshoulder. “ Adrek’ sin bad shape, but | think he' Il makeit. Endrus, | can't
say. If I'd been beside them at the fire, | could’ ve stopped it, but the heat and smoke—"

“Where are they?’

Elorahelped him stand and led him over to where Adrek and Endruslay Side by side on stretchers. Daria
knelt between them, holding one hand of each. Dravek collapsed to St beside her.

“Wedidit,” shewhispered to the Cougar men. “We got every one.” She kissed her father’ s hand.
“They’ll never hurt usagain.”

Adrek’ s gaze wandered to meet hers. He opened his mouth.
Eloratouched the side of hishead. “Don’t try to speak.”

Endrus stared up at the night sky, chest heaving in short, liquidy breaths, face contorted in agony. Elora
knelt beside him and chanted, filling historso with awhite light. It was only apainkilling spdll, Dravek



knew. He couldn’t be healed.

The Cougar’ sface relaxed in response to Elora stouch, but as the minutes went by, his breaths became
shdlower, and Dravek found himself holding each of his own breaths until the next time Endrus' s chest
rose and fell.

Findly Endrus breathed no more. Darialet out along, choking sob. Dravek touched her shoulder,
knowing she might lash out. Instead she wrapped her arms around his neck as she cried.

“No...” Adrek groaned in grief for hisfriend, his own breath harsh and ragged.

One by one, the other Kaindons came and knelt by Endrus s heed, laying their hands on hishair or his
shoulders as they whispered prayers.

Finaly Eloratugged Endrus sblanket to cover hisface. “We Il take him with usand have hisfunera
when we reach the othersin the mountains.”

When they made camp that night, Daria came to Dravek as he stood guard near Endrus s bodly .
“Father’ sdoing better,” shesaid.

“Thanksto Endrus. Didn’t you say he carried Adrek out of the fire?’

She nodded. “Elora said Endrus died because he wasfirst phase. His body just couldn’t handleit.”
“You'reonly first phase.”

“| didn’t take nearly as much smoke asthey did.” She put her handsin her pockets. “Why should we
have to have children to make us strong? It snot fair.”

He shook his head. He' d given up trying to fathom the Spirits’ ways.
“Thank you for saving my life,” hetold hissigter.

“Oh, good, you didn’t forget.” She sat beside him, her boots shifting the dry leaves. “ Are you going back
to Asermos?’

“After Endrus sfunerd. | haveto find Lycas.” And Sura, hedidn’'t add out loud.
“I'm going with you.”
“Lycas can always use more archers.” He paused. “Did you kill anyonein that battle?’

“Wasn't much of abattle” She hunched her shoulders. “We roasted them like pheasants. The ones|
shot were dready onfire, soit’s hard to say what killed them.”

He wiped his nose, where the acrid scent of burning flesh seemed to linger. “1 wonder what the llionswill
do now.”

“I don't know,” she sad, “but whatever it is, they’ Il have athousand fewer mento do it with.”
11
Kirigan Mountains

| nthe hour before sunrise, Lycas sat indde histent at the guerrillaheadquarters, examining the Asermon



map in the lantern light. Only two vineyards remained unburned, but they were closest to the village itsalf
and therefore the most dangerous to attack.

Lycas heard the heavy, uneven footsteps of Medus gpproaching histent. Though at fifty-five, the Badger
man was as strong and fierce as ever, histimein thellion prison had Ieft him with anoticeable limp.

“Comein,” he said, before Medus announced himsdif.
“Morning.” The brawny man swept aside the flap. “Y ou asked to see me?’

Medus s position as Asermon police chief and hisyearsin the village s resstance—not to mention the
time he spent working with the Ilions when they first arrived—gave Lycasinsgghts he' d be hard-pressed
to find esawhere. HE d made the Badger his executive officer over the Kirisan Mountain troops, which
now numbered in the hundreds. Each company of a hundred men was authorized to independently carry
out attacks on Asermon targets of opportunity. Little by little, they were pressing in on hishome village.

Without preliminaries, Lycas announced, “I' m gathering the Kirisian battalion for an al-out assault on the
hamlet.”

“Hmm.” Medus rubbed his considerable growth of gray-and-blond stubble. “It'sawfully closeto
Asermos. They could send reinforcements from the garrison.”

“Not if Feras distracts them with an attack of hisown.” He held up a seded parchment. “As|’m ordering
himtodo.”

The Badger’ seyes gleamed in the lantern light. “ Sounds like we re entering thefind phase at lagt.”

“My hand isbeing forced.” Lycas crossed the tent to the wall that held the map of Asermos, on which
the hamlet was outlined in red. “My scouts tell me they’ re moving our peopleinside. Our sympathizers
from the outlying farms, the ones who' ve given us food and supplies dl these years. The Descendants are
putting them in the hamlet, then giving their propertiesto Ilion settlers”

“They’'re stedling our farms out from under us?’” Medus s hand crept over thethick club on hisbdt. “It's
an outrage.”

“It' sgenius.” Lycas paced in front of the map. “They’ vetaken our lifeline. We till havethe mora
support of the population, but they can't give uslogistical support when they’ re penned up in the hamlet.
We |l haveto start raiding farmsto feed our troops, which hurts our reputation as friends of the people.”

“Can these Asermons leave the haml et if they want?’

“No.” Lycas picked up the latest intelligence briefing from the scouts. “ Reports indicate that the
relocation is meant to be permanent. The hamlet isbasicaly asmall, fenced-in village. The residents have
adequate food, decent housing—even jobs. They have everything but their homes and their freedom.”

“For how long?” Medus asked.
“Until the llions have beaten us.”
Medus scoffed. “ They’re ddlusiona. We re on the verge of winning.”

“Maybe.” Hefolded hisarms and stared at the mark of the hamlet on the map. “But with athousand
hostages, the Ilions can demand our surrender.”

“So when do we attack?’ Medus asked.



“Within the week. One of my scouts should arrive soon with better plans of the hamlet—the layout, what
time they change the guards, that sort of thing.” He handed astack of sealed ordersto Medus. “ See that
these are sent right away. We need our battalion here, and Feras at the Asermon garrison, beforeit’ stoo
late”

“Yes, gr.” Medus snatched the orders and walked out, his hurried pace nearly disguising hisinjury.

After afew slent moments, footsteps crunched outside, on the ridge overl ooking the distant Asermon hill
country below. Lycas recognized his daughter’ s dow, sullen gait, her boots scraping the rocky dust. She
was no doubt pining over Dravek again. He d barely been ableto look at her sincetheincident in the
hayloft, and when he had, her eyes had held no shame.

Vara spoke outside, near Sura.
“They say that war isten percent terror and ninety percent boredom.”
Suraharrumphed. “Thisis both at the sametime.”

The two women were conversing in what they must have thought were low voices, but he could hear
them dearly.

“Dravek will befing” Varasad. “Histraining over thelast year has taught him control.”

Lycas dmost snorted. Dravek didn't look very controlled when he was tearing off Sura s clothes last
week. Lycas stemples pounded at the memory.

“Wereinlove” Surasad. “1 don't care who knowsit.” The volume of her voicerose, asif she knew
Lycaswere ligening.

“I suspect I'min atiny minority, but | don't judgeyou.” Varasighed. “ Thisworld grantsus so littlejoy,
we should take it wherever we can get it, and in however smal adose.”

Lycas rubbed away thetight spot in his chest. He couldn’t remember the last time he d shared joy of any
kind with anyone.

“So you think we can be together?’ Suraasked Vara
“Not if you both want to keep your Spirit.”
“What if that’ sjust asilly superdition?’

“Maybeit’ sslly for the more common Animals. But the rare oneslike us should spread our talents
acrossthe lands. After your apprenticeships, you and Dravek owe it to our people to moveto different
places that need Snakes. There' sa practica reason behind al of the Spirits' decrees.”

“I don't care about the practical reasons.”

“Of courseyou don't. Y ou' reyoung and in love. But that doesn't change the fact that if you giveinto
your feelings, Snake could take back Her Aspect. Perhaps another Spirit would claim you.”

Lycas shook his head. How could anyone consider changing Spirits? He would be nothing without
Wolverine.

“What would you be,” Surasaid to Vara, “if you couldn’t be a Snake?’



“Insane.” Varagave alaugh, which Sura echoed bitterly. “In any case,” the older Snake said, “it'snot a
decison to make until after the war.”

Surasnorted. “I’ ve heard that phrase, ‘ after thewar,” for ten years now. It's become nonsensg, like
saying, ‘on top of the sky.””

Lycas sgazefel to the bottom of histent’sdoor, under which the first scarlet light of morning now shone.
I’m trying, he thought. I'll end thiswar, if | have to swamp the Asermon Vdley with Ilion blood.

“Look!” Suracried.
Lycas heard Varasuck in adow, horrified breath. “They did it. They redly didit.”

He shoved aside the door and stalked to the edge of the ridge, where the women stood, transfixed by a
sghtinthe eadt.

A dark vell covered the horizon, shimmering brown and purple into the morning sky. The haze turned the
sun’sfirg raysto bright pink, and Lycas could ook straight at the orb without squinting.

Kaindos burned.

Throughout the camp, othersleft their tentsto gawk at the distant cloud. Two of Lycas s best
Wolverines, Kalindon natives themselves, dropped to their knees and prayed silently together, faces
contorted.

Lycas had expected to fed dation at this moment, knowing the enemy had been vanquished on alarger
scae than ever, knowing that Ilios had begotten its own fate,

But dread dithered under his skin. Kaindos had just defeated itself. He had ordered it.

All a once his strength flowed from him. He stared at his hands, flexing hisfingers asthe power |€eft their
tips, coursed hot down hiswrists and up into his shoulders, then down hisbody, al theway to hisfeet.
Asthe power dunk away from hisbody, it left behind a cold, limp sensation he barely recognized.

Weakness.
Lycasraised his gaze to the sooty eastern sky. “No...”
“What' s happening?’ shouted one of the Kdindon Wolverines. “I can’'t fed my fingers.”

Lycas saw them stare at their hands in bewilderment, as he had done amoment ago. Past them, another
Wolverine staggered out of histent, clutching at his chest.

Vard svoice came from behind him. “Lycas, what' swrong with the men?’
Hetried to speak, to reassure everyone that it was just amomentary disturbance.

But the sudden void sucked out his breath, and he fall to his knees, unable to utter the terrible,
world-ending truth.

Wolverine was dead.

For thefirst timein over ayear, Rhiaentered the Gray Vdley. It looked aslifel ess as she' d remembered



it. Thelandscape had no color of its own, but was only amonochromatic reflection of the light shone
upon it—now an unseen red sun.

The dead tree loomed as black and menacing as ever. She could swear it had grown.

She glanced behind her at the fog that led back to her world. She would never admit it out loud to Crow,
but she harbored a secret fear of being trapped in the Gray Valley.

Rhiawaited severa moments for someone to appear, then turned right and began to walk. Shedidn’t like
to travel to theleft, toward the cave of the never-born. Crow had taught her that He' d reserved that
place as awomblike haven for those who died before their birth. She understood that for them it
continued the comforting presence of their mothers' bodies. But it still made her skin crawl.

“Nilik!” she cdled as she walked, her voice and steps echoing againgt the cliffs on either sde. She
searched the rocky facade for movement along the ridges, where disconsolate souls often lurked.

“I know you're not here,” shewhispered. Nilik had gone to his desth willingly and for a purpose that
meant the world to him.

But Marek had inssted shelook. He d dept little on their journey into the Kirisan Mountainsto meet his
felow Kaindons. Theimpending attack on hisvillage, coupled with the anniversary of their son’ s degth,
had turned his thoughts dark and obsessive. The newest Descendant atrocity had opened Marek’sold
wounds, memories of the things he’ d done to keep Nilik dive.

Footsteps rattled the rocky soil behind her. Rhia stopped and closed her eyes. Please don’t let me be
wrong. Pleasedon’t |et it be my son.

Sheturned. Sirin stcood on thetrail, looming over her, his skin and hair absorbing the dull red light around
them. Only hispaeblue eyes seemed dive.

He was dmost close enough to touch—not that Rhiawould try. She knew better.

She stepped back, away from his glowering face that held no forgiveness.

“Traitor,” hewhispered. “Y ou put me here.”

She kept her voice steady. “ Y ou died in battle, not because of what happened in that Asermon prison.”
“Onething leadsto another,” he hissed. “Thearm | brokein that tub cost memy lifein thefight.”

“You said it had healed.”

“It shattered at the impact of the first sword.” He held up his arm, which stretched whole and straight in
thisworld. “I’d broken limbs before and had full use of them in lesstime than that.”

“Lycas said Wolverine isweskening. Maybe that' swhy—"
“Wesakening?' Sirin’seyesflashed. “Y ou don't know the half of it.” He grabbed her arm.

She bit back a scream at histouch. Cold snaked through her body asif her blood had turned to ice
water.

Sirin dragged her down the trail, away from the dead tree and the fog. She focused on the sound of
Corek’ s steady drumming, using it as an anchor to thered world.



They reached the top of alow ridge, where she could seeinto the distance. Sirin pointed to aremote, flat
section of the Gray Vadley.

“Doyou seeit?’
Rhiawidened her eyesto takeintheinvisble sun’'sdimred light.

Stumbling across the wasteland was alow, hulking animal, one she’ d never seen before. Itsmuzzle
drooped and swayed asit moved. It lurched to astop and lifted its head to peer around.

The creature had small round ears and along furry tail. Light brown fur streaked its dark flanks. By its
shape, it dmost looked like asmal bear.

She drew in asharp breath. “Wolverine.”
“He sdead.” Sirin took her shoulders and turned her to theright. “He' s not the only one.”
Rhia sjaw dropped dowly, until she could fed the stale breeze curl down her throat.

In the other world, Corek’ s drum skipped a beet, then two beats. Then it pounded faster, caling her
back.

She dipped out of Sirin’sgrip and ran.

Marek was screaming.

Rhiasat straight up, earsringing from her husband' s cry. Her head swam from thetimein the Gray Valey
and the heady scent of the thanapras herb they had to burn to get her there.

Jula sarms draped around Marek’ s shoulders as he rocked and keened. Corek set the drum aside and
stared a Rhia, eyes round with fear.

Rhiacrawled over to Marek in the darkness of the tent and found his hands, cold and trembling.
Marek’ steeth chattered. “He sgone,” he whispered. “Wolf's dead.”

“I know.” She did her arm around Marek’ s shoulders. “1 just saw Him. Wolverine and Cougar and
Bear, too.”

His head jerked. “Why?”

“I don't know.” She swallowed hard, fighting a sense of doom. “I thought it wasimpossble. Spiritscan’t
die”

“Do you believe now?’ He spoke through gritted teeth. “ They were weak before, during the last
Collgpse.” Then he murmured to himself, “ But They didn’t die before the last Reawakening. How would
They come back?’

Sheturned his chinto face her. “They can't die. They're eternal. There must be another explanation.”
What could kill aSpirit? And which Spirit was next?

Corek did quietly out of the tent, Julafollowing with a sorrowful look back at her father. They left the
tent flap open, letting in the early-morning light.



Rhia saw Corek grab Julalsarm. “Look at that,” he said.
Julalet out ayelp.

Rhiaand Marek scrambled out of the tent to see a rust-colored haze spread across the sky in front of the
unrise.

“Smoke,” Marek whispered. “1t's coming from Kaindos.” Hisvoice broke. “ The Descendants came
back.” He turned to the tent and yanked the nearest peg out of the ground. “If we skip breakfast and
don’t stop to rest, we' Il reach my people by midday. They’ |l need us.” His hands shook as he folded the
tent’ sfabric, dapping it together and findly rolling it into adoppy bundle.

She kept her voice soft. “They’ re our people.”

He was right about the needing, though. Once they met the Kalindons, she and Corek would no doubt
preside over at least one funerd.

That morning, the sun passed in and out of shadow as Rhiaand her family hiked dong thetrail. The
distant cloud of smoke changed color and thickness as the wind shifted.

AsMarek had hoped, they reached the Kalindons shortly after noon. Rhiafound the strength in her
exhausted limbsto dash the last few yardsinto her father’ sarms. It had been ten months since she’ d seen
him, when he' d traveled to Tirosfor Nilik'smemorid.

Tereus hugged her close. “I’' ve missed you so much.” He embraced Jula, then drew adeep sigh ashelet
her go. “Y ouwon't believe what' s happened.”

“Weknow,” Rhiasad. “Thellionsinvaded Kaindos. From the smoke cloud, it looks like they burned
it

“I burned it,” came ascratchy voice behind Tereus.

Dravek appeared, paer than Rhiahad ever seen him, hishair cropped short again. He stepped closer, as
if redlizing they could barely hear him above thewind in the trees.

“Lycasordered metodoit,” hesaid, “but | wasthe onewho lit the fires.”

“Y ou burned Kalindos?” Marek lunged at Dravek and seized the front of his shirt. “Y ou burned my
home?’

“It was my home, too.” Dravek struggled to untwist Marek’ s hands from hiscollar. “I’'m sorry.”
“I'll makeyou sorry.” He pulled back hisfidt.
“Marek, stop.” Rhiagrabbed hisarm. “1t'smy brother’ sfault. Dravek was only following orders.”

Marek shoved the Snake away, following him with abloodshot glare. Rhiaredized that the last time
Kdindos had burned, thirty years ago, Marek’ s parents had perished.

“I don't undergtand,” she said to Dravek. “ Did you burn it to keep the Ilions from getting in?’

“No.” He hdd her gaze. “We burned it to kegp them from getting out.”



Her kneesfet weak, and she had to blink hard to keep her head from swimming. “Y ou killed them?’

“A thousand men.” Hefinally looked down. “1t’ swhy the Spirits died, the ones who were there with
rre”

“Did Snake die, too?’ Julaasked him.

“No. Maybe She has lower standards for honorable warfare.” Dravek scoffed and wiped hisforehead.
“But | think it was something else. Drenissaid—" He interrupted himself and addressed Julaand Corek.
“That’ s our second-phase Kaindon Wolverine.” He glanced at the rest of them. “He said his Spirit had
been wegkening for along time.”

Rhianodded. “Lycas mentioned it after the battle last year. He was accidentaly shot because a Cougar
or aWolf missed their target. | thought it had gotten better since then.”

“Because he'd reined in hisbloodthirst,” Marek said bitterly. “But Lycas couldn’t resst theidea of so
many Descendantsin one place.” He drew aheavy hand through his hair. “Wolf was aready weskened
by the occupation. The burning of Kaindoskilled Him.”

Tereus shook hishead sadly. “Come, let’ s find you a space to sit and get you some food.”

As Rhia passed Dravek, she saw hiseyesturn dim and dispirited. No doubt the smoke inhaation had
injured him, but she recognized that haunted look. Marek had worn it after thefirst time he'd taken alife.
Some men weren't born to kill.

Up ahead, in arocky clearing next to the mountain face, afunera pyre had dready been laid out. Rhia
forced her legsto carry her forward.

Endruslay upon the pyre. She clutched the wood, inhaing the ail that had been sprinkled upon it, and
fought back tears.

Corek cameto stand at her elbow. “Did you know him?’

“I last saw him when | wasin prison in Asermos. He dmost died there” Shethought of her sster Alanka
Endrus had been one of her closest friends and even amate for a short time. It would break her heart to
hear he! d perished with her home village.

They held the funerd that afternoon, setting Endrus s pyre ablaze. Dravek used hisremaining strength to
stoke the fire when it sputtered from insufficient oil. Rhia chanted the prayers, then called the crows, and
Corek followed her lead. Adrek wept the hardest, until his eyes were bright red from smoke and tears.

Rhiaheld in her own grief until after the crows departed. When she heard their cdlsfade into the
distance, echoing off the mountainside, she turned away from the crowd and heaved great sobsfor what
her people had lost. Not just Endrus, or Nilik or the trees and homes that made up Kalindos.

They had lost themsdlves.

That night, during arestless deep, Rhiadreamed of abox of fire.

She woke to discover shewasn't the only one.
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Kirigan Mountains
S urawatched her father prepare to hide.

For three days he and his platoon had tried to retrain themsel ves to fight without magic. The stabs of the
Bear and Wolverine weapons looked tentative, and the arrows of the Cougars and Wolvesflew awry as
often asthey hit thair targets. But even without magic, their skill and experience could give them victory
againg an equal number of Descendants.

Unfortunately they were dways outnumbered.

So thismorning, Lycas had sent messages ordering the entire battalion to retreat farther up into the hills.
Sura hated the thought of gitting in the dry, barren mountains when Asermos was so close, and so close
to liberation.

Dusk was cregping over the headquarters as the platoon packed up everything but their tentsand
bedrolls. No one spoke above awhisper—exhaustion and defeat had stolen their spirits.

Sura stalked to her father’ stent and swept aside the door, though she knew she was being insubordinate
by walking in unannounced.

Lycasfaced away from her as he stared at the Asermon map still pinned to histent wall. He held his
hands behind his back, his shoulders sunk into aslumped posture she’ d never seen before.

“Wha?' hesad.

The words stuck in her throat—or more precisdly, in her brain, because she' d lost them.
“Uh...”

He turned quickly and scowled. “| thought you were Medus.”

She sounded and smelled nothing like the Badger. But Lycas could no longer pick up her scent or
recognize the distinctivefall of her steps.

“What do you want?’ he asked her. “1’m busy packing. Y ou should be, too.”

She steeled her courage and stepped forward. “ Thisis your answer to the loss of your Spirit? Run away
and hide?’

“Until conditionsimprove.”

“They won't.” Her lipstightened for amoment before she could spesk again. “Wolverine s not coming
back.”

“Heleft because | fought too hard. If we stop fighting—"

“Hedidn’t leave, Lycas. He died.”

Hisjaw musclestensed. “When are you going to start caling me ‘ Father’ 7’
“When you gart acting like one. When you can look a me without contempt.”
“I didn’t make you tear open your shirt for your Spirit-brother.”

She gasped, ashard asif he’'d dapped her.



“I know,” hesaid. “You love him. Asif that makesit right. Asif that solves anything inthisworld.”
He sounded bitter, petulant, nothing like the Lycas she knew. “ Can you even hear yoursdf?’

“Not over the sound of your voice.”

“You'reacting like you' retwelve.”

He stopped, his scowl fading. “ That’ s how old | was when Wolverinefirst spoketo me” Hedrew a
dagger from hisbelt, a blade she recognized as one of hisoldest. “He cameto mefirgt, in adream. It was
another year before my twin brother had the samevision. | don’t know why Hewaited to call Nilo.” He
sghed. “Maybe Wolverine knew we' d never be happy apart.”

It wastrue. Two decades after her uncle' s degath, her father still carried that void insgde him.
He rubbed the left Sde of his chest, just under his heart. She thought she saw him wince.
“Areyou dl right?” Stupid question, she redlized.

“I don’'t know.” Lycas spoke more softly than she'd ever heard him. “1 don’t know what | am anymore.”
Helet out along breath and sat on hisbed. “ Except tired. Y ou should get to deep early tonight, too. We
have ahard journey ahead of ustomorrow.”

He st hiselbows on his knees and ran his hands over his head. She heard him draw a breath between
histeeth, asif in pain. Without Wolvering sinhuman strength, sheredlized, Lycas wasfeding every ache
of hisforty-three years.

“Wecan't let Mother down,” she said.

He gtared at the floor. “ She' s survived thislong. There were no Wasps at Kalindos, so she probably il
has her powers. She'll think of something. Or someone esewill think of something.” He closed hiseyes.
“I'madl out of thoughts.”

Shefelt her own eyes grow hot watching her father shrink into himsalf. How could she blame himfor his
despair? He d spent haf alifetime fighting the 1lions, having nothing of his own but his Spirit, and now
even that was gone.

The sound of ahorse's hooves reached her ears. “It sounds like the messenger.”

Lycassaid nothing. A few moments later, Vara shouted his name from outside the tent. Still, hedidn’t
move.

“In here” Suracaledto her.

Her mentor swept through the tent door. “Y ou need to read this,” she said to Lycas. “It’ surgent, from
thellions”

“Read it to me.” Herubbed hiseyes. “1 can't see so well anymore.”
“Lycas—" Varaopened her mouth to say what Suraknew was astring of harsh words.
“Here.” Surabrought the lantern over to her.

“Thank you.” Varadrew in aquaking breath and began. “ Dear Lycas. We know you’ re weakened. One
of our prisoners, a second-phase Bear, died tonight from a beating he should have shaken off. We' ve



tested the fortitude of our other prisoners and redlized that your warrior Animals have lost their powers.”
Sura gasped and looked at her father. His face frozen, he stared at VVara as she continued.

“If those who have taken up arms againgt us surrender now, we will spare the civilians of Asermos,
Velekaos, Tirosand Kaindos. Refuse our offer, and wewill hunt down your people wherever they flee.
Without magic, you' Il be powerlessto protect them. Wewill kill your men, then ship your women and
childrento llios”

Suraheld back agroan of dismay. Shetried to read the parchment over Vara s shoulder, but the
Snake' s hands were shaking so hard, the words blurred.

“Asatoken of our sincerity—" Vara stopped and swallowed hard “—tonight we shall have our
vengeance for the massacre at Kaindos, and tomorrow at dawn we shall execute the mother of your
child, Mdi the Wasp.”

Sura’ s feet went numb, and she forgot how to breathe.

Lycas sprang to their side so swiftly, Surajumped back in surprise. He snatched the message out of
Vard s hand and scanned it, eyesflashing from sideto side.

“Degth by drowning,” he whispered. “In public.”

Sura put her face in her hands, stifling a sob. It would work, even on athird-phase Wasp, eveniif it took
hours. The grape-heads would crowd around to gawk at the bloated corpse of Sura s once-invincible
mother.

She wanted to plead with her father not to let it happen, to ride in and fight to the death to release Mdli
and al the other prisoners. But he would have doneit long ago if it weren't asuicide mission.

Lycas began to pace, and her heart lifted at his reborn energy, however frenetic.

“They'll cdl it dl off—the execution and the retribution—if we surrender tonight.” He glanced at them.
“By ‘we,’ they mean the three of us, and the otherswho helped burn the vineyards.” Helet out aharsh
curseand crumpled the letter in hisfist. “Thisiswhat | get for not killing the soldiers guarding those farms.

Now they can identify us.” He stopped and looked at Sura. “I’ d surrender mysdlf if it wasthe only way
to sop this. But aslong asI’m dive, | won't let them take you.”

Her eyes softened as she looked up at him. “What do they mean by vengeance for Kaindos?’

Lycas studied the parchment again, rubbing the back of his neck. “Maybe they mean to burn Asermos or
Velekosor Tiros. But those villages are far too big to surround. Kaindos had a built-in trap with that fire

ring.”

Suralooked at the map of Asermos on her father’ s otherwise empty wall. The town wasfar too
sprawling to burn. The llions might choose a neighborhood, but even then, they had no way to trap the
cviliansingde

Her gaze shifted to the outlying areas, to the two remaining vineyards they hadn’t yet burned due to their
proximity to the village. The largest was within sght of the hamlet the Ilions had built to house her people.

Her hands suddenly turned cold, the sensation spreading into her spine and down her legs.

Sheforced out the terrible truth.



“They’re going to burn the hamlet.”

Lessthan an hour later, just before sunset, Sura and the rest of the platoon were ready to go.

She waited next to her horse as Lycas inspected the troops. The soldiers and archers remained unusudly
quiet. Suracould smell the sour tang of fear on their bresth.

Beside her, Varagrumbled as she adjusted the strap of her riding blanket. “It’ satrap. The llions knew
we d figureit out and comeriding in to save our people, undermanned. They’ll have at least ahundred
soldiers guarding that hamlet, ready to capture usthe moment we arrive.”

“What ese would you suggest we do?” Surasaid. “ Run away?’
Varafrowned. “1 didn’t say we shouldn't attack. I’ m only telling you what to expect.”

Surawished Dravek had returned in timeto join them. On the other hand, she was glad he was missing
what was surely asuicide misson.

She would have liked to say goodbye, though, and kiss him just once before she left thisworld.
Lycas mounted his horse, and the rest followed suiit.

Sura’ s horse shifted benegth her, stepping to the side, no doubt feeding off the anxiety of hisrider. She
took a deep breath to cam them both. She' d never galloped into battle, but she' d galloped away from
enough vineyardsin the last two weeks to fedd more confident of her ability to stay adtride.

Lycas rode down the line on hisfavorite dark bay mare, the one with the white stripe on her face. His
own face was smeared with dark green Wolverine war paint, and hislong black hair flowed loose over
his shoulders. Even without his powers, he was ten times as fearsome as most men.

He examined the line of thirty men and women—eight Wolverines, eight Bears, four Badgers, five
Wolves, two Cougars, one Bat and Suraand Vara. When he got to the end, he rode back to the center
and stopped.

After along, slent moment, he said, “Y ou fed aoneingdeyoursdves. | know. I’ vefdt the same way
snce Wolverineleft.”

Surd s chest tightened at the sadnessin her father’ svoice,

He cleared histhroat. “My brother died at the beginning of thiswar. I [l probably die before the end of
it”

The platoon members murmured weak protests. Surabit her lip and blinked to keep from crying. As
much as she wanted them dl to have anormd life, she couldn’t imagine her father dwelling happily in
peacetime. His wounds ran too deep.

Lycas continued. “We vedl lost someone. A few of us have lost everyone.” He nudged hishorseto
walk dong theline. “But we are not done.” His voice strengthened. * Our Spirits have not abandoned us,
any more than our falen brothers and sisters have abandoned us. Crow can never take them away, as
long as we remember them.”

Surd s breath came faster as hope dared to spark within her. She looked at the rest of the platoon. Their
backs straightened, and their hands curled around their wespons.



Lycas s voice boomed forth.

“Tonight we ride to Asermos, but we fight for Kaindos, for Tiros, for Velekosand dl the landsin
between. We are not four peoples but one.” He stopped his horsein the center of theline. “We arethe
Reawakened.”

The entire platoon shared a collective gasp. The back of Sura s neck tingled at the sound of the word.
Reawakened.

“We are not the Reawakened because we have magic,” Lycassaid. “Magic didn’t make us great
warriors. We made each other grest, through years of training and discipline. Nothing can take that from
us. Nothing can take our will to fight for our people.” He struck hisfist againgt his chest. “The Spirits
chose us, and when we stand as one, They liveindgde us”

Lycas urged the horse into atrot, up and down the line. His black hair mirrored the horse’ sflowing mane
and tail asthey moved.

“Dead or dive,” he shouted, “the Spiritsride with ustonight.

They fight with us. And we fight for Them.” He drew hislongest dagger. “Wefight for Wolf!”
“For Woalf!” the Wolvescaled.

“For Cougar!” He stabbed the dagger into the air.

“For Cougar!”

“For Bear!” heroared.

“For Bear!”

“For Wolverine!” Lycas stretched the end of the word into awar cry that held as much power as ever.
The other Wolverinesjoined him, and every musclein Sura s body trembled. For amoment, she
doubted the Spirit had died at all.

Shejoined in, with everyone e se, regardiess of Animal, until the hills themsalves seemed to quake. She
cried out until her throat ached and her lungs fet like they would burst.

“ToAsermos!” Lycas roared through the noise, and they rode as one.

Rhiagroaned in dismay as she and the hundred-plus Kalindons approached Lycas' s empty headquarters
just after sunset. It looked asiif it had been abandoned in haste—the tents stood open, and the campfires
had been covered only enough to douse them, not conceal them.

“Maybethey’ veleft for the hamlet,” Tereus said as he dismounted with asharp exhae. “ Perhapsthey
had the dreams, too, or they found out about the burning some other way.”

“They haven't been gonelong,” Dravek said. “I can ill smell their horses.”

Marek rode to the edge of the ridge and looked down into thevaley. “You'reright. The dustisn’t even
settled yet on the lower part of thetrail. We can’t be too far behind them.”

Rhiabit her lip hard. If only they’ d skipped one more meal, or gotten up an hour earlier that morning.



After the entire camp of Kaindons had dreamed of the box of fire, Tereus had used his Swan powers of
dream-speak to understand their meaning. The hamlet would burn, full of people.

Rhia and every other able-bodied Kaindon had ridden asfast asthey could, to warn Lycas and savethe
hamlet. The terrain had been rough, and from here onin it would be easier traveling, except for the
darkness.

“Let’slight another torch,” she said. “And keepriding.”
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Asermos
“T othewater that ddiversusfrom dl vermin!”

Captain Addano held hiswine goblet high to the hurrahs of the six guards. Hetook atiny sip and smiled
asthey drank deeply of hisoffering.

Sergeant Kiro swallowed, then let out agasp. “ Sir, thisisthe best wine I’ ve tasted all year.”

“A specid vintage for aspecid occasion.” He held up the empty bottles, onein each hand. “ Tonight we
celebrate the end of the plague known as Mali the Wasp. As atoken of my appreciation to our friend the
drowning tub, | offer it therest of my glass.” With adramatic flourish, he poured the red liquid into the
empty tub.

The guards hooted and applauded. “1 would' ve finished it for you,” said one, laughing. “ Asafavor, of
course.”

“A gracious offer, but | want Mali’ slast watery breath to be tinged with the gift of Evius.” He bowed to
the cheers, his head dready floating. “Now hurry and finish. If Generd Lino findsout I’ ve let you drink
onduty, I'll benext in linefor execution.”

Asthey quaffed the contents of their goblets, he went to Sit at his desk so that he could finish hisletter,
and so that none of them would fall on him when they collapsed.

It took less than ten seconds for dl six to topple. Thelast one, Sergeant Kiro, gave Addano a
bewildered gaze as he realized what had happened.

“Sir...why?" he choked before the drug stole his consciousness and perhaps hislife.

“It'sdl intheletter.” Addano started to sign the bottom of the parchment. The letters of hisrank and first
name appeared ragged, clearly written by atrembling hand. He took a deep breath and let it out dowly.
Then he spent hislast shred of concentration on smoothing the sgnature of hislast name. He wanted to
leave no doubt asto his certitude.

He put down his pen, then placed the letter in the center of his desk. As an afterthought, he set stone
paperweights at two of the corners so it wouldn’t blow away. He noticed how dow and ddliberate his
movements had become—an effect of the narcotic in hissmal sip of wine. Perfect.

Humming the Ilion nationa anthem, Addano pulled apair of women'’s boots from his bottom drawer. He
lifted the keysfrom his desk, made hisway through the maze of unconscious guards, and went
downgtairs to the women'’ s prison.

“Put these on.” He tossed the bootsto Mdli as he entered the cell block.



“A bit early, isn'tit?’ She sprang to her feet asif shewere going to aparty. “What about al my
admirers? Y ou're not snuffing mein secret like you did Sirin, are you?” She clucked her tongue. “And
after | sent written invitations”

He lifted the keys on the ring hooked to his belt. “ See these? They're yours.”

“Mmm-hmm. And which part of you do | have to suck before you tell meit'sajoke?’

“It'snot ajoke, and | wouldn't put anything in your mouth that | wanted to remain attached to my body.”
She glanced into the next cell, where Berillathe Hawk lay drugged and silent, asdways.

“Y ou're setting me up, aren’t you?” Her gaze flicked past him. “Where are the guards?’

“Updtairs adeep, possibly forever.” He pulled the bag of opium powder from his vest pocket and shook
it next to hishead. “I drugged their wine.”

She gave him asideways ook, still skeptical. “Looks like you had afew spsyoursdf.”

“I did, just one.” Hetossed the bag over his shoulder. “ That way it won't hurt so much when you kill
rre”

Mdi’ sface froze. “What do you mean?’

“If you escape, it’ Il be my fault, whether they know it's on purpose or not. But if you kill me, | can keep
some small scrap of honor. Besides—" He looked at the celling. “Maybe when I’m dead, | won't see
their facesanymore.”

“Y ou mean the guards?’
“Or hear their screams.”

“Oh. Y ou mean us.” Without |ooking away from him, she crouched down and did the boots through the
bars.

“Takethe other prisonersand go,” he said. “Y ou can ill save your people.”
“What people? Where?’ She stuffed her feet into the boots.

“They’ re burning the hamlet tonight with athousand Asermon nativesingde.”
She jerked the bootlaces to tighten them. “Whereisit?’

“Takethe road toward Tiros abouit fifteen miles, then look to the east. And hurry.” He held out the key
ring and stepped closer to the bars so she could see. “Thissmall oneisfor the weapons closet on thefirst
floor, and the ones with the—"

“Thank you.” Her hands flashed between the bars. One snatched the keys while the other grabbed the
back of Addano’s head.

Stedd dammed hisforehead. A sharp pain exploded through his skull. His knees gave way, and he
collapsed. Red and yellow splashed across hisvision, then al turned to black.

Addano fdt hisleg twitch and kick, like that of his boyhood dog when its back was scratched. His
fingers spasmed, nails scraping the stone floor. Something hard and cold pushed againgt him. His body



wasrolled over like asack of flour.
The pain faded. He waited for Xeniato gather him up in Her dark robes and carry him to the afterlife.
She came, in theform of agiant black bird whose eyes glowed like the starsin winter.

You're not what | expected, he thought to the bird, just before it enveloped him inviolet light.

14
Asermon Valey

T hearrow was coming loose.

AsLycasrode through the night toward the Asermon Vdley, he pretended he didn't fed the two-inch
piece of wood embedded in his chest, chafing the scar tissue that had held it in place and protected him
for thelast year. Jolts of pain jabbed his core with every dam of hishorse' s hooves, but hisface and
posture showed no hint. If histroops knew that every twitch of muscle brought their leader closer to
death, it would destroy their morae. Right now, their mordewas all they had.

Hetried not to obsess over it, tried to focus on the tactics they would use to attack the hamlet, tried to
envison the eements of the different scenarios they might face—the number of enemy combatants, the
gtuation of the civilians, the size of the blaze.

But hismind shifted relentlesdy, to the night he’ d received the wound, at the Battle of VVelekaos, from an
accidenta shot of hisown archer. He should have pulled it out right away, before his body became too
hard and solid to extract it without risky surgery. He' d known that Wolverine could die, that one day his
own flesh could turn as soft asthe day he was born.

But denid and determination had kept him going thislong. Why stop now?

They were skirting one of the last two remaining vineyards when Vara shouted his name. He dowed his
horse so she could ride up beside him.

“They've st thefire, | canfed it.” Her voice wastaut with tenson.
“How far awvay?’
“A mileor two. We should seeit just over the next hill.”

He sgnaed for the troops to increase their speed from atrot to adow canter. Hewanted torushinat a
full galop, but riding in the dark was treacherous, especialy since the Cougars could no longer lead with
their night vison. A horse could step in ahole and bresk aleg, throwing itsrider and bringing down the
wholeline

They reached the top of the hill and cameto ahalt. The distant fire legped out of the darknesslike a
thousand meteorsfaling a once.

Y orgasthe Bat joined Lycas. “ Sir, the people are screaming. | hear women and children.”

Lycas spulseraged in histemple. He didn’'t want to believe the Ilions would roast athousand civilians,
but the ears of a Bat never lied.

Vararode up and stopped on the other side of him. “I have an ideato help us overcome the odds.” She
gestured to Surabehind them. “Let her handle thefire. I’ [l make the soldiersforget why they’ re there.”



Hefurrowed hisbrow. “Wipe their memories? Does't thet take time?’

“Not when | don’t bother with finesse.” She leaned in and lowered her voice. “1 can burn al their
memoriesin amoment. They won't remember who they are, much lesswhat they’ refighting for.”

Heturned on hisriding blanket to look straight at Sura. “It’l| be the biggest fire you' ve ever controlled.
Y ou can do thisalone?’

“I won't just control it.” Sura sstrong, steady gaze held his. “I’ [l extinguish it.”
“How?’
“Let meworry about that.”

He saw hisown despair and determination reflected in her ink-black eyes. Likehim, shedidn’'t planto
urvive

He shook hishead. “ Sura, | can't let you—"

“I'll help her,” Varatold him, “as soon as the troops have been subdued.” She held up her palm to Sura.
“Wait until | get there before you take the fireingde you.”

“Sir,” Yorgassad suddenly. “I hear fighting.”

Had one of Lycas s other platoons aready arrived? Impossible—there hadn’t been time for them to
receive the news, prepare to fight and then travel to the hamlet.

Lycasdidn’t care. No matter who roseto assist or oppose him, it would be hislast battle. “Let’ s get
closer.”

When they were less than a quarter-mile from the hamlet, Lycas saw that the fire was contained within
the fence, which remained intact. Cries of panic and shrieks of pain came from the other side. From here
he could see no gate, no way out.

About a hundred Ilion soldiers, some on horseback, were clustered outside the eastern end of the hamlet.
As Y orgas had heard, they were struggling with another group of fighters, near a gate that appeared
locked and barred. The Descendant soldiers outnumbered their opponents at |east four-to-one.

But no longer.

He signded histroupe to hdt, and turned to face them. “We circle around to approach them from the
eadt, drawing them away from the hamlet.” He handed historch to Medus. “ Stay here with Sura. When
the soldiers move away, take her to the gate. Defend her with your life.”

“Y$, s'r.u
Lycaslooked at his daughter one last time. “ Good luck.”
“You, too.” They stared at each other for along moment, then she closed her mouth.

Hetook a deep breath, pain piercing his chest, and began the Wolverinewar cry. The othersjoinedin,
until the ground seemed to shake beneath their horses' hooves. Then they rode, streaming down the hill.

The llionsturned hisway, their red-and-ydllow uniformsilluminated by the flames that now reached
higher than the hamlet fence.



“Remember Kaindos!” the Ilions shouted as one, and rushed at Lycas stroops.

Instead of meeting them head-on, Lycas and his fighters rode to the left, down the grassy dope avay
from the hamlet. Most of the Ilion soldiersfollowed, no doubt eager to vanquish their prime enemy now
that he was weak.

A tall Descendant on horseback charged Lycas, who twisted his body and barely avoided the dash of
sword. Lycas s horse reared in panic, unaccustomed to the chaos of battle.

Another llion came at him, and Lycasrolled off his mount to escape.
His body dammed the ground. The arrow stabbed him from within.

Lycas wanted to scream in pain, but he had no breath to make anoise. He struggled to get hisfeet under
him.

A heavy weight tackled him from behind, driving hisface into the mud. A hand grabbed his hair and
jerked back hishead. A low voice growled in hisear.

“It'syour turn, beast.” A blade touched histhroat.

Roaring in pain and rage, Lycas shoved his arms and knees againgt the ground. He flipped over on his
back, crushing his attacker beneath him. The man’s breath whooshed from hislungs.

Lycas grabbed the gloved hand that held the knife. He squeezed, but no bones shattered in hisgrip. The
blade came closer to hisneck.

“He' sminel” An llion swordsman rushed them, pointing hisweapon at Lycas sgut. Lycasarched his
back and launched a desperate kick. The toe of his boot landed in the groin of the oncoming soldier. The
man screeched and doubled over, sill holding his sword.

“Lycas, closeyour eyes.”
The commanding voice belonged to Vara. He obeyed.

Suddenly the soldier holding him loosened hisgrasp. Lycasrolled to hisfeet. He seized the soldier he'd
kicked, then twisted their bodies around so that he had him in aheadlock facing Vara. Lycas averted his

eyes.
The Snake woman stepped closer. Lycas s would-be attacker went limp in hisarms.

He dropped him and wrenched the sword from his hand. The Ilion stared up a him with bewilderment.
Lycas resisted the urge to end the man’ s confusion with ajab to the heart.

“Behindyou!” Varashrieked.

Lycas spun, lifting the sword. It met another blade arcing down toward his head. The stedl-on-stedl clash
reverberated throughout his body. The Descendant bore down hard, stronger than any Lycas had ever
fought. But he knew that his opponents hadn’t gained strength; he had lost it.

In one desperate motion, he shoved the Descendant back and made aflailing dash with hissword. A red
ribbon opened across the front of the man’s neck, just above hisleather chest armor. He put his handsto
hiswound. The blood oozed through hisfingers, and he collapsed.

Lycas stopped, panting, and whipped his gaze around, looking for more attackers. Hisfighters had



formed acircle around him and Vara. Without it, he redized, the llions would have svarmed him, and he
would already be dead.

Amid themeleg, Ilion soldiers wandered, either unarmed or with their wegpons hanging loose at their
sdes. They jerked their heads back and forth, eyes wide with panic and confusion. Vara svictims.

A Descendant broke through and rushed at Lycas, roaring and raising hissword. Lycastried to lift his
own sword, but a blinding pain pierced his chest. He dropped the weapon and ducked into alunging
tackle. He knocked the man off hisfeet and landed on top of him. Asthey hit the ground, the arrow
stabbed Lycas sflesh again, sedling his breath.

“Hold him,” Varasad.

Unableto raise hisleft arm, Lycas jammed hisright one againgt the soldier’ sthroat. The man’s eyes
bulged, then lit up, reflecting the golden glow of Vara s gaze. Lycasfdt him dump beneath him.

Cold sweat covered Lycas s body, and he knew the end was approaching. He struggled to hisfest,
where he swayed, light-headed.

Varagave agurgling cry. He spun to see her standing rigid, eyeswide.
1] NO_”

There was a sucking sound, of stedl exiting flesh, asan llion yanked his sword out of Vara sback. She
fell to the earth and landed on her Side. Her dark gaze met Lycas s before turning blank.

“Varal” Lycasdrew adagger and leaped upon the soldier, roaring in grief and rage. They wrestled each
other to the ground, weapons flying from their grips. The soldier rolled on top and wound hisfingers
around Lycas' s neck.

Black spotsfilled hisvison. Inginct told him to fight off his attacker, but experience reminded him it
wouldn’t work. He forced his hands down, fedling for avulnerable spot. The soldier’ s chest armor had
ridden up, leaving the bottom of historso exposed. Ashissight dimmed, Lycas sright hand did to his
dagger belt and unclasped the sheath of hislongest blade. With a desperate lurch of his hips, he shifted
the Descendant’ sweight so he could withdraw the knife. Then he shoved it degp insdetheman’'s
abdomen.

The soldier jerked and spasmed, his grip on Lycas s neck tightening, then releasing. He coughed, and a
spurt of blood shot from his mouth, drenching Lycas' s face with hot, coppery-tasting liquid.

Breath rushed into Lycas sright lung, the only onethat still worked. His strength at an end, he struggled
to toss off the soldier’ s deadweight. Suddenly the man disappeared, yanked backward by an unseen
hand.

Above him, awoman spoke Lycas s namein avoice that would burn glass.
Mdi.

He choked a breath in and out.

She held out ahand. * For Spirits sake, get up.”

Though he would' ve thought it impossible afew moments ago, he rolled onto his hands and knees, and
findly hisfeet. The pain inhabited every inch of hisbody, but he couldn’t accept her offer of help.



He wiped the blood from hisface with hisright arm and spat the remnants from his mouth. “How’ d you
get out of prison?’

“Killed someone.” She glanced past him. “Look out.”

Lycas pivoted in time to duck a blow from an approaching Ilion. He drew another dagger from his belt
and plunged it into the man’ sgut, up under therib cage until hefdt thetip pierce the heart.

In his death throes, the soldier dammed Lycas sleft sde with the hilt of hissword.

Thearrow indde him jarred loose at last. As helet the dying soldier drop, he doubled over from the
ke of pain.

Beside him, someone gave agurgling grunt. He looked to see another Ilion, sword raised, poised to dice
Lycasin haf. Or he would have been, had Mdi not jammed her own short sword into his neck.

Lycas stepped back from the gush of blood. “ Thank you.”
“Hah.” Sheglared a him. “Y ou oweme.”
More than you could ever know, he thought as they turned as one toward the next ondaught of Ilions.

For thefirgt timein tharr lives, Mai and Lycas fought Sde by sde, and herein hisfind bettle, hefelt asif
he' d come home,

Surawas born for this moment.

She strode toward the gate, torch in hand. Though Medus the Badger fended off attackers beside her,
and injured Ilions and Asermons crawled over her path, she was done with thefire. If she and the flames
devoured each other, asin her Bestowing vision, then so beit.

The fence was gtill intact—no doubt it had been |eft unburned by the llionsto trap the people. When she
reached the gate, she could hear their cries, hear them banging on the wooden surface, hear the thuds of
those who tried to legp over the fence. It wastoo high even for athird-phase Squirrel, and danted
inward at the top.

“Stand back now!” she called through the tiny gap between the fence and the gate. “ ThisisMali’s
daughter, Sura, from Asermos. I'm trying to let you out.”

Sheretreated severa paces, the mud under her feet dick with blood. Then she held up the torch, closed
her eyes and hurled its heat at the lock.

Thewood around the latch exploded into thousands of sparks, and the door swung open. She legped
asdejustintimeto avoid being trampled. Her ears stung from the sound of the screams, and the air was
pungent with swest, blood and fear.

A middle-aged man holding asmall boy passed her. She grabbed hisarm. “ Are people il trapped in the
buildings?’

“Yes.” He panted and coughed. “Hundreds, maybe.”

She saw a carved wooden otter around his neck. “ Takethis.” She handed him her torch. “Find the other
Ottersand set up aheder’ sarea”



When he was gone, she stood besi de the fence opening, arms over her head to keep the sparks from her
face, waiting for the flood of fleeing people to pause so she could enter. All she needed was one moment,
one person to hesitate.

From the corner of her eye, she saw the remains of a skirmish near the gate, with maybe a dozen fighters.
Her father had led most of the Ilion soldiers down the hill. She hoped helived to bury whatever was | eft
of her after tonight.

Inside the gate, awoman bent down to pick up her child. Surasqueezed through, leaping over the
woman' s outstretched arms and into the hamlet.

Her lungs ached as she ran past the burning homes and shops, but she let the rhythm of her steps and the
rush of hot wind lull her into atrance. Nothing stood between her and the fire. Nothing ever would.

She reached the hamlet’ s central square. Here, she could fedl the blaze as one grest creature.

Thefire rose around her, feasting on wood and flesh and hair. She wanted to take it in but remembered
Vara scommand to wait for her.

Children screamed in ahouse to her |eft. Suratook one last look over her shoulder for her mentor, then
shut her eyesto the orange and yellow glow. She could wait no longer.

Suracalled upon Snake and bresthed in the flames.

The house stopped burning, hissing as though it had been doused in cold water. Smoke wisped from one
corner of the roof, but she staunched that last bit of heat, aswell.

“I will devour you,” she said, and breathed in again.

A house across the street fell to instant smolder, fading from brightest white to darkest black in Surd's
inner vison.
“Youwill not have us”

Theflamesdid into her aseadily asair, filling her belly with pulsing, rising, swirling heat. She wanted to
laugh. Thiswas her gift; thiswas her destiny.

The next breath came hotter, and dower. She began to fed full, asif thefire would burst out of her if she
took too much.

No. If shelet it loose, it would kill again. She swallowed hard, and a searing pain shot through her body.
There was nowhere to put this heat—no lakes or rivers nearby, and the surrounding land was too dry
and held too much fuel for her to shoveit into the soil.

“Takeme,” shesaid. “Becomeme.”
Sheraised her pams and drew the heat through her fingertips, through the pulse of her wridts.

Around her, flames turned to cinders. Cinders turned to ashes. The world cooled as she sucked in the
firethrough every pore.

Until this moment, she hadn’t understood the full reach of her powers. The child she' d borne had given
her strength, and now she would give it back the only way she could. After this defeet, the Ilionswould
retreat in shame, and Mdiawould grow up in aland of freedom. She would never haveto lower her gaze
as she waked down the street, never see the people she loved beaten and burned.



Maiawould never haveto do anything likethis.

Suratook one last deep breath, and felt herself turn to flame.

Rhia scrambled through the gate with Dravek, Eloraand Marek as the straggling residents limped and
crawled from the burning hamlet. Thefire' sfumes and the stench of charred flesh stung her nose. She
pressed a vinegar-soaked cloth to her face and made her way through the flaming wreckage, searching
for survivors.

“Sural” Dravek shouted. He scanned the hamlet, but Rhia saw few people stirring. She feared that
everyone who could escape aready had.

In the distance, awoman screamed. Without |ooking back, Dravek dashed toward the center of the
hamlet.

“My baby...” awoman cried from Rhia sleft. “No...”
Marek ran toward the voice. Rhiaand Elorafollowed asfast asthey could.

A woman kndlt, wailing and keening, at the end of the walkway of aburning house, rocking asmall child
whose arms were draped around her neck.

But as Rhiacame closer, thelittle girl stirred and looked up at them, her eyeswet and tinged with red.
“Mama, someone' s here.”

Elorarushed to kned beside the woman. “1t'sdl right. See, your baby’ sfine.”
“Inthere!” The mother pointed to the house, then grabbed Marek’ sarm. “My boy’ s upstairs.”

Rhialooked up at the second floor, which was hdf in flames, then at Marek. He couldn’t be thinking
of...

Hewas dready gone. Before she could shout to bring him back, Marek was through the front door,
which now hung by asingle hinge.

“Marek, no!” Shelurched forward, but Eloragrabbed her arm in a strong grip.

Rhiagared a the house, watching the wooden walls shift and burn. Inside, a child screamed, and the
woman at Rhia s feet shuddered and moaned.

She counted the moments. When she reached two minutes since Marek had entered, she forced herself
to turn away. People needed her, and she could do nothing for Marek until he returned. If he returned.

Crow’ swings dammed her mind from every direction, and she blinked back the smoke-and
grief-induced tears. How had it cometo this, Ilions burning innocent civilians? They would clam it
revenge for Kaindos, but women and children had not died there; only soldiers who would have
captured and sold them.

She put her face in her hands. The earth itsalf seemed to cry out for peace at any cost.

But perhaps peace till had ahigher price than victory. After tonight, no Asermon would submit to Ilion
rule. They would fight on until the last Descendant died or sailed for home.



A great ripping noise came from the house behind her. She whirled to see the top floor caving in, the roof
collapsing under itsown weight.

It teetered, burning, ready to fall.
On Marek.

Suraburned. Her clothes dropped from her body in charred scraps that tumbled away in the wind.
The flameslicked her skin from theinsde out. They wanted their freedom. They couldn’t haveit.
“You'remine” she murmured.

Her skin cracked and pedled, and she screamed in agony, fegling her resolve weaken. Any moment she
would release the blaze back into the village, and they would dl die.

“Sural”

She opened her eyesto see Dravek staring down at her. Her vision blurred with tears that turned to
steam.

“You came.” She amiled through her pain, which seemed to fade under his gaze.

Shetook another breath to speak. The heat rushed in again, searing every inch of her. She screamed
again and wondered if there could be amore excruciating way to die.

Dravek stepped closeto her, and she saw her own flame reflected in his black eyes.

“Don’t touch mel” she pleaded, though she wanted more than anything to fedl his hands on her once
more.

“Give methe heat. Like we practiced, remember?’

“It'stoo much.” Shetried to move away, but her legs shrieked at the dightest twitch of muscle. “1' [l kill
you.”

“| don’'t care.” He came close enough to touch. “1’d diefor you, Sura.”

“Please go.” Another breath, and she would burst. She felt her eyes begin to swell.
Dravek lowered his head to hers. “Give me the heat.”

He kissed her. Thefire flared from her body to his, which seized as he groaned in pain.

Sura pushed againgt him, trying to bresk away. She wouldn't take him to the Other Side with her. He
had to live to see his son grow up, liveto seethe end of thiswar.

Then she fet the heat rush out of him as quickly asit had left her. It was going somewhere else,
somewhere safe.

Sheyidded then, melding her body to hisand letting him takeiit al. Dravek pulled her close, kissing her
harder. Her body shuddered again and again, cooling, pulling her back from the brink of desth.

Sura cgptured more flames from the hamlet, starting with the homes near the gate. She pulled in dl the



heset, giving it to Dravek with her kiss, her hands and her body. Hisfingerstangled in the loose strands of
hair flying around her face, then histouch traveled over her shoulder and down her back, caressing the
scarsfrom adistant memory.

Unlikethat fire, this one would not wound her. Thisfirewas at their command, and they would devour it.

A great roar came from behind Rhia, like a thousand angry cougars. She spun toward the gate to seethe
blaze rushing her way.

“Get down!” She pulled Elorato the ground just as the flames passed in ared-orange curtain.

Shelooked up from the pile of ashes she'd landed in. The fire was streaming from the other end of the
town, aswell, asif sucked out of the houses by an enormous breath.

The flames converged in the center of the hamlet, transforming into agiant white spark like abolt of
lightning. It expanded, pulsing and glowing.

Rhia shaded her eyes and held her breath. The white pillar ssemed to want to explode and fill the sky,
envelop every thing, living and dead. She wanted to run but could only stare, even asit blinded her.

The light shimmered, sparked once more, then shrank to atiny point. It flickered out.
“What wasthat?" said the woman with the child.

“Sura” Rhia s heart twisted. Her niece had taken the heat of the entire hamlet into hersdf. If Dravek had
reached her in time, he had been consumed, aswell.

Rhiasat up, her body heavy with grief. She shifted to look at the house Marek had entered. Though no
longer burning, the roof il teetered.

She screamed his name as the roof collapsed.

Locked in the desperate kiss, Sura squeezed her eyes shut and searched for flames, even the smallest
smoldering flickersthat could reignite and consume aroom, ahouse, a child.

Nothing. They had won.

Dravek eased his mouth back an inch from hers. They gazed at each other for along moment, eyes
burning, breath coming hard.

Then he kissed her again, and again, and she let the heat build within her, for its source was no longer
death but lifeitsdlf.

He bent down and lifted her into hisarms.
“What areyou doing?’ shesaid.
“You're naked. Can't let the neighbors see you like that. Thisisn't Kalindos.”

She laughed, then ducked her head as he carried her into one of the closest houses, one the flames hadn’t
reached yet.



“Hello?’ Dravek cdled out, but no one answered. He set Sura on her feet. “Hopefully someone your Size
lived here before they evacuated. Let’ sfind you some clothes.” He opened the nearest door, tripping
over thethreshold. “1 think thisis abedroom. Maybe there' sadresse—Ow!” he said, after asound like
bone smacking against wood.

Sura crept forward, her hands outstretched, eyes straining for light. Her hip hit something soft, and she
reached out to touch a mattress.

Dravek bumped against her in the darkness. “ Sorry,” he said, and put out ahand to steady her. His
fingersbrushed her waist.

She held hishand againgt her skin, where it was meant to be. “ Areyou?’
Hedrew in abreath. “Am | what?’
1] &rry.”

He shifted his hand so that histhumb curled up to graze her breast. “Not for anything, Sura. Never
again.” Hedid hisother hand around her waist and turned her to face him. “1 love you.”

“I loveyou, too.” She brushed her lips over hisneck asafamiliar hunger rose within her. “1 want you.”
Her voice came low, ingstent, predatory. “1 want you now.”

To her ecatic relief, her eternal gratitude, he didn’t protest or even hestate.

Instead, he took off his clothes.

The moment the house stopped crumbling, Rhiaran for the wreckage, dipping free of Elora s desperate
grasp.

1] M a,.d(! ”

Shetried to cross the broken threshold, but a cloud of ash and smoke pushed her back onto the
walkway, coughing and gagging. She stuffed the vinegar-soaked cloth against her face and tried to move
forward again. The ash seared her eyes, blinding her. She ssumbled back and dropped to her knees.

“No...” Her throat tightened, and her face crumpled into agony.
A soft hand touched her shoulder. “Rhia, move back,” Elorasaid. “You can’'t save him.”

Rhiagrasped her crow feather fetish in both hands, waiting for the rush of Crow’ swings. If her Spirit had
stolen Marek from her, after Nilik, she would renounce Him. Then she would curl up here on the ground
and let Crow take her.

“Spare him,” she prayed, though she knew dl the pleasin the world wouldn't change Crow’ sflight.

A sharp bang made her jump. She wiped her stinging eyes and opened them to see another cloud of ash
and smoke puffing out of the house.

The door dammed open from the inside, then fell from its hinges. From the darkness appeared aman
holding ayoung boy, their faces smeared with soot.

Marek.



He staggered down the porch stairs, then saw Rhiaand Elora. “Help him!” he croaked.

Marek laid the child on the ground at the end of the walkway. Elorawent to work as the boy’ s mother
dhrieked ingtructions at her.

Marek straightened up and looked a Rhia. Before he could spesk, she dammed him with the hardest
embrace of their lives.

“Not dead thistime, either,” he whispered.
Eloraspoke up. “ Y our son’sgoing to befine.”

The woman clutched at the Otter’ s deeve, sobbing. “ Thank you.” She wiped her face and looked up a
Marek. “Y ou saved hislife”

He swalowed hard, staring at the child. Moonlight broke through the haze of smoke, and Rhiathought
that Marek’ s blue-gray gaze had lost its haunted look. Perhaps for good.

Dravek wished he could see Surain thefull light of day, naked and perfect under his hands. But tonight,
for afew minutes at least, they would revel in their Snake senses of exquisite touch and scent, whilethey

gtill possessed them.

With his back to the wall, he drew her close and kissed her. Her breasts pressed against his chest, where
he could fed thetiny contours of her nipples. Hisfingers outlined the scar on her back, and his blood
surged with the desire to protect her from suffering.

Her hands roamed his neck and shoulders, as though memorizing his shape. His skin came dmost
painfully dive at her touch, feding it for thefirst time without the barrier of clothes. It seemed likean
eternity since he'd first seen her in the forest and fallen adeep craving her body.

“Touch meingde,” she murmured.

Her voice held an ache, asif she had an &ffliction only he could cure. Helifted her off her feet, diding her
up againgt hisown body. Her knees grasped his hips, and he reached around and between her legs.

“Pleass,” she moaned.

He did onefinger within her, then another. Sura clutched his shoulders, groaning and grinding againgt him,
riding his hand with her tight, wet core. He curved hisfingers, sending her into spasms of ddlirium that
brought him near the brink himself.

Dravek turned them around to pin her back to the wall. “I need you now.”
“Yes.” Shecurled her legsaround his hips. “No more waiting.”

But he had to wait, one long moment to savor what was about to be, to bid good riddance to the endless
aching void of denid. Then he sank himsdf deep insde her.

They cried out together, their voices bombarding the warm, dry air. Dravek pressed hisforehead against
her shoulder and fought for control as the sensations swept through him, pulsing hot. Every hour for a
year he' d imagined this moment, but the redity of her body was another world beyond.

They remained gill and silent, sharing shaky, astonished breaths. Waiting. For the world to end? For



Snake to leave them? It was done now, and he wasn't sorry.
He brushed his mouth across hers, inhaing her scent, wishing he could taste every inch of her at once.

“More,” shewhispered, and dipped her tongue under hislip. The velvet shock flew down his spine, and
he gasped with the effort to hold back.

He moved within her, dowly, their bresths mingling. The snews of her thighstightened in hishands as she
rocked her hipsagaing him.

“More.” Suraclenched him with every muscle, and he groaned in wordless ecstasy, his control dipping
away. They did together, faster, harder, sweet dicking ther flesh. His skin felt as heavy asafur coat,
suffocating him astheir heat built higher. He began to struggle for breath, but couldn’t care. Nothing had
ever fdtlikethis,

Something Szzled. Through the haze of pleasure, he redized it wastheir own swest, turning to steam.
“Dravek?’ Surd svoicedurred. “What' s happening?’

“Burning...l haveto...” He moved faster, desperate to end it before they burst into flames. His
heat-possessed mind clouded and wavered, and he felt ablackness reach for him, ready to drag himinto
UNCONSCi OUSNESS.

“Yes...” Surapulsed and shuddered againgt him in aflaring orgasm he could fed deep in hisown core.
She screamed and clawed his shoulders, pulling him back to thisworld.

All a once he came, long and hot and loud, the blood boiling in his ears. He thrust into her again and
again, clutching her body and gasping for the last few breeths of life. If he died right now, he would regret
nothing. Suraknew heloved her.

At last the hest receded, and breath returned. Dravek realized he would live. He kissed her trembling
lips

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I thought | was about to lose you.”

Helowered her to the floor, knees shaking. “Y ou dmost did.”

“You think that' Il happen every time?’

“No.” He gulped and struggled to put wordsin the right order. “Not unless | have to go another thirteen
months. ..eleven days and. . .three hours without an orgasm.” He sat gingerly on the bed, every inch of
him exquigtely sengtive,

“Y ou denied yoursdlf because of our training?’

“Partly.” Hewaited until he had afull breath to finish. “ And | vowed that the next time | came would be
inddeyou.”

She laughed, a sound he’ d sorely missed, then drew her fingers through his hair. Suddenly she gasped
and pulled her hand away. “1t’ s short again. Someonein your family—"

“No, we couldn’'t have made loveif I’d been in my month of mourning.” He drew her to it next to him
onthebed. “I cut my hair out of shame. For Kaindos.”

She leaned againg his shoulder and held his hand between both of her own. “Y ou did what you had to



do.”

He kissed the top of her head, wishing the smell of her hair could blot out the memory. But they both
carried the scent of smoke and ash.

“Where did you put the hamlet’sheat?’ she asked.
“There san underground stream that lets out not far from here. Rhiashowed me on theridein.”

She gavealight groan. “1 wish I d thought to look for something like that. | wastoo busy thinking about
thefire” Her breath did out over hisskin. “| assumed | would die”

“I| would never let you go,” he said, though he knew he was powerless againgt the strength of her will.
“Never again.”

She nodded againgt his shoulder. “Next time I’ m going with you.”

“Therewon't be anext time. After Kalindos, I'm never using my powersto kill again.” Hetraced the
edge of Surd sface, sudying its shapein the darkness.

Suddenly heredlized how cold his hand was against her warm cheek. He drew in a sharp bregth.
“Sura, do you fed that?’ He cupped her chinin hispam.
“I don't—" She gasped and touched his hand, then his neck, chest and shoulders. “Y ou fed different.”

Dravek closed his eyes and searched inside himsdlf for the presence that had inhabited him for over two
years. The Spirit dways lurked within, waiting to comfort and strengthen him.

She was gone. Snake had Ieft him.

The chill spread through hisbody. “ She died? Like Wolvering?’

“No,” Surasaid. “I canfed Her ingdeme.”

Dravek’ sthroat thickened. “ She' s abandoned me for what we did. Why not you?’
“Maybe Shethinks I’ ve been punished enough.”

“You have.” Hetouched her face. “1’m not sorry for what just happened.” His hand went still on her
cheek. “Unlessyou don’t want me, now that I’m nothing.”

“How can you think that?’ The mattress creaked as Suraturned to face him. “1 want to be with you,
whatever you are.”

He drew her into hisarms and kissed her. The hesat between them was that of nothing but lovers. He was
only human now, but it was good enough.

Severd moments later, he opened his eyes, amazed at how much time had passed. It seemed that sunset
was only afew hours ago, but aready the light of dawn shone through the window, glowing pae blue on
Sura sface.

Or a least it should have been blue. Thislight was pure white—not even silver like the moon.

They turned their heads to the window.



“What isthat?’ Surawhispered.

Dravek stood up, holding his breath. Could it be a new Descendant weapon, a hotter fire than any he
and Sura had ever extinguished? Whatever it was, it would have to go through him to get to her.

“Let’sget out of here,” he whispered.

Thelight brightened, giving him enough illumination to find his clothes. Surarifled through the dresser of
the house' sformer occupant and pulled out enough clothesto cover her, though the deeves were too
short and the shoes too big. Asthey dressed, Dravek stood near the window, watching the western sky
turn acolor he'd never seen before.

Or rather, colors. The horizon formed a glowing white canvas. Every hue played upon it, twisting and
curling around and inside each other like ribbons made of air. It reminded him of his Bestowing, just
before Snake appeared, when—

His heart stopped. It couldn’t be.
“Canyou seeityet?

He turned to answer Sura, who wastying aloose pair of trousers at her waist. Only two words came
out.

“She'shere”
“Who?’

He couldn’t speak the name, could only take Sura s hand and lead her out of the bedroom, through the
front door and out to the street. Others were gathering in the hamlet’s central square, their clothestorn
and covered in soot. He saw Rhiaand Marek and Elora, but only spared them a glance as another
extraordinary sght caught hiseye.

A large scorched black circle lay in the dust where they had kissed. He pulled Surato stand at the edge
to awalit their people’ ssavation.

The light took the form of agiant bird, as he knew it would. Surayelped, then dropped to her knees,
yanking him with her. Everyone around them did the same, most of them pressing their foreheadsto the
ground. Dravek knew he should lower his gaze, out of humility and the desire not to be blinded. But he
couldn’t take his eyes off Raven.

As She approached, Her light illuminated the devastation, throwing long shadows of the shattered houses
and charred bodies.

The Spirit of Spiritsaighted in the hamlet square, in the center of the black circle.

“Greetings,” She said in avoicethat could shake the sun.

Dravek saw Rhialift her head. “Y ou honor uswith Y our presence at our hour of need,” she said.
“I come to bestow My Aspect.”

The crowd drew in acollective breath. No Crow offspring remained who had not aready received an
Aspect. Nilik had died, Julawas aMockingbird and Corek was a Crow himsdlf.

Unless...



Dravek looked at Rhia. Of course. Born of aCrow in difficult labor could mean a Crow person would
transform into Raven in atime of great pain. A Crow like Rhia.

He smiled. The Spiritswere clever, he had to admit.
Raven turned Her curved besk toward Dravek. “1t'syou I've comefor.”

The crowd went dead silent. Dravek’ s smile faded, and the blood seemed to stop flowing as he stared at
the Spirit.

“What?' hesad, ignobly.
“Must | repeat Mysdf?’ Raven said with what sounded like agrin.

“But the—the prophecy said that the Raven child would be born of a Crow. My mother was a Spider,
and my father—"

He stopped, remembering what Rhia had told him afew weeks ago. Everyone had a Guardian Spirit,
even Descendants, whether they knew it or not.

Hisfather was a Crow.

“No.” Hetried to get to hisfeet to run. Suraheld his hand tight, keeping him on hisknees. “Of al my
people,” hesad, “I'm the least worthy.”

Raven came closer, spiking the panicin his heart.

“Dravek.” Her head tilted, gesturing to Sura. “Y ou would have sacrificed your life to save thiswoman
and your people. Y ou gave up your Spirit in order to love her. Y ou are not the monster you believe
yourself to be”

Sura sgueezed hishand. To hisrelief, shedidn’'t say, “I told you s0.”

“Besdes,” Raven continued, “you have always been Mine. Perhapsit’ swhy you and Suraloved each
other, because something in you sensed you were not the same.”

Dravek glanced around to see severa nearby people giving them odd regards. There was no hiding their
true feelings now, and no need to. He was no longer Snake.

He bowed his head. “What do Y ou require of me?’
“That you accept My Aspect, and use it to do what only | can do.”
Dravek had no ideawhat She meant. “When? Where?’

Raven enveloped himin Her light of every color. “You'll know.”
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L ycastried to move toward the light. The crowd pulled him aong, but every jostle spiked the painin his
chest. Each breath came shallower than the last. He wouldn’t makeit. HE d never see Raven.

Findly he veered away from the crowd, away from the dead and injured soldiers. The battle was over,



and he wanted to be done.

Hefound apile of brush—discarded scrap wood from the hamlet’ s construction, no doubt—and
collapsed behind it.

Sitting on the ground, Lycas watched the white and rainbow light glow againgt the yellowing leaves of the
nearby maples. The hamlet couldn’t be more than ahundred paces away, but it might aswell bea
hundred miles.

“You dwayswerethelazy one” said avoice behind him.

Mdli.

With therest of his breath, Lycas suggested where she could stick her observations.

“Nice” shesad, “and herel am trying to help you.” She knelt beside him and took hisarm.

“Madli, no,” he said with as much force ashe could. “If you pull me up, the pain’ll make me scream.”
Shelet go. Of course she would understand. He couldn’t show weaknessin front of the others.
She sat beside him. “Then we' |l wait here together.”

“No. You go see Raven. It could be your only chance.”

“Eh. I'msureit’'snot al it’ stouted to be. Besides, | hate crowds.” Shelaid ahand on his shoulder. “ Rest

Theweight of her voice said she knew he was dying.

Hetried to shift his position, but the movement jabbed the arrow deeper into hislung. He gasped in pain,
which only made it worse. His next cough brought blood to his mouth.

“Lieonyour sde” shecommanded. “I’ll help.”

She supported Lycas s arm as he lowered himsdlf to the ground. The cool grass againgt his shoulder
soothed the burning insgde him.

Madli lay facing him and extended her arm to support the side of his head. The blood trailed from his
mouth onto her skin, mingling with that of her vanquished foes.

Theflickering light played over her swegty face as her dark gaze traveled down hisbody. “I guess| can't
punch you inthe gut, like I’ ve dreamed of doing for nineteen years.”

They glowered at each other for along moment, then the corner of his mouth twitched. Her eyes
crinkled, and her thin lipstightened in a vague gpproximation of asmile.

“You look good,” she said.
“Youlook terrible”

She nodded. “Thank you.”
“Sura sinthere” hesaid.

Mali’ s eyes widened, and he could tell she wanted to legp up and run to their daughter. But she stayed.



“She'saSnake,” hetold her. “1 think she stopped thefire.”
Mali amiled. “ She was agood snuffer, even before she left Asermos.”
“Morethan that.” He closed hiseyes. “| turned her into aweapon. My own daughter.”

“Y ou gave her the chance to help her people, something | wastoo afraid to do. | wasted her life
protecting her.”

Hedidn't want to spend another bresth arguing. He never won with Mali, anyway.
“She named our granddaughter after you.”
Mali’ s mouth opened, but for several moments no words came out. “ Have you seen her?’

“Once. She'sbeautiful.” Just like her namesake, he wanted to add, but knew he’ d receive afata punch
for it. “Red hair, black eyes. Striking.”

Another stab ingde, thistime unprovoked. He gagged, and blood poured from his mouth, faster than
before.

“Let me get you an Otter,” Mdli said. “ They can at least take away the pain.” She started to get up.

He clutched her hand. “Don’t leave me.” Lycas wanted to cringe a his own words. He was truly weak
now, afraid to dieaone. “I’'m so cold.”

Shelay down again, her arm beneath his head. Behind her dark lashes he could still see the fierce young
woman who' d aways made him fed five seconds from a heart attack.

“I’'msorry,” he choked out.

“Good.” Her hand till in his, she blew on hisforehead to shift the hair out of hiseyes.

“Wish1'd been...anything dse”

“No, youdon't.”

“Wouldn't have had to leave you.”

She scoffed. “If you hadn't | eft, neither of uswould have lived thislong.”

Shewasright.

“Besdes,” shesad, “you’ ve never been anything but a\Wolverine since the day you were born.”
Another pain skewered him, but thistime not from hisbody. “I killed Him.”

Hewanted to howl hisanguish to the sky, give hisown life to bring back his Spirit. But nothing could
ever do that.

Mali let go of hishand, then placed an object in it that was even colder than hisfingers. He recognized
the deer-bone hilt of one of hisdaggers, the one with thelock of Sura s hair inside.

He no longer had the strength to hold it. It did from his grasp.
She replaced the wegpon in his palm, then wrapped her hand around histo keep it there.



“You saved us,” shewhispered. “Y ou honored Him.”
Hetried to believeit, tried to glimpse her eyesto seeif she bdievedit.
But darkness stole his vision, and he dipped away, in despair.

Rhia stared as Raven stepped back from Dravek. He looked the same as before, in al ways but one:
around his edges shimmered an dmost imperceptible iridescent glow, trailing him as he rose from his
knees. She wondered how long the aurawould last.

Onething wasfor certain: he was no longer Snake. He had given up his Spirit to be with Sura.

Raven turned to the rest of the crowd. “1 have dso arrived to announce afundamentd change, from this
point on.” Shelooked at Sura. “Much misery has been caused by the progression of powersthrough
reproduction.” Raven raised Her head and addressed everyone. “ There was atime long ago when it
made sense, when your people were in danger of extinction. But now, despite the many deaths thiswar
has caused, the land has as many humans asit can sustain.

“Therefore, We now decree that humans shal progress from thefirst to the second phase, and from
second to third, when their Spirits deem them ready. Thiswill end the perverson of powersthat brings so
much pain, and babieswill be born to those who want them. Most important, those who cannot or
choose not to bear children will not be hindered in their magic.”

Rhiatook in adeep breath. Marek smiled at her, teeth shining white against his soot-stained face.

“Power should no longer be an end initself,” Raven continued. “What Our people need now is not
another military victory, but aspiritua revolution. Thetime for force has ended. The enemy must bewon,
not conquered. Most of you aready have what you need to make this happen.”

Shelooked at Rhia, whose heart tripped at the sight of the endless dark eyes.

Raven'slight vanished. In place of Her many-colored feathers, deek black ones gppeared. The curve of
Her beak straightened to a point, and She shrank until She looked just like—

Crow.

The crowd recoiled. Rhiaredized that none of them had ever seen Him or ever would except at thetime
of their desth.

“Becdm, everyone,” He said in the most human voice of dl the Spirits. “I’m not herefor you.” He
looked a Rhia. “I’m herefor her.”

“No,” Marek gasped.

Rhiasmiled. Crow didn’t mean it was her timeto die.

The Spirit bowed gallantly. “Rhia, | grant you your third-phase Aspect, to enter the land of the Dead and
bring asoul back to thisworld.” Crow brushed Hiswing over her head, and she felt a surge of power
course through her. Then He bent close to her ear and whispered, “Y ou'll be needing it soon.”

She shivered a the thought of wielding the ultimate magic of life and death. No one should have to make
that choice, but she would now, again and again for the rest of her life.



“Choose carefully,” Crow said, and then disappeared.

The crowd let out asigh of relief. Though Rhia sympathized, she' d never fdt fear in the presence of her
Spirit. He' d been her guide and friend her whole life, even when she' d rgjected Him.

With Raven and Crow gone, everyone stared at Dravek. He helped Surato her feet, and they fell into a
tight, wordless embrace.

“Mother!”

Rhia s heart stopped at the sound of Jula' s screech. She and Marek turned to see their daughter lurching
toward them down the main street of the hamlet. For amoment Rhiathought she' d beeninjured. She'd
been given dirict ordersto stay with Corek and the hedlers, far from the battle area.

“It' sUncle Lycas!” her daughter shouted. “Hurry!”

Rhiawas swept up in the crowd, as the fighters and the hamlet survivors together crushed toward the
gateto seetheir leader. Julawaited for her and grabbed her hand.

“It might betoo late.” Tears choked her voice. “Corek’ swith him now, and Mdli.”
Rhiaran, her heart twisted in fear. Not again. She couldn’t lose another brother to this madness.

They followed the crowd beyond the gate, down the hill to what must have been the battlefield, judging
by the bodies strewn on the grass. She recognized severa Bears and Wolverines, dlong with Varathe
Snake.

The sorrow made her ssumble. Marek took her hand and pulled her along.

“Over herel” Julacaled from anearby pile of refuse covered with honeysuckle vines. Someone stood
near it holding along torch. She and Marek pushed through the crowd, following the light, until they
stood at her brother’ sfeet.

Lycaslay on hisback, eyes closed, hands on his chest, clutching his dagger. Her heart quickened with
hope, for Crow’ swings were silent. Perhaps her brother was out of danger.

Then Corek looked up at her from where he knelt beside Lycas. The torch cast grim shadows over his
face as he dowly shook his head.

“No..."” Tears spilled from Rhia s eyes. The monsters had stolen too much from her. Nilo, then Nilik and
now Lycas.

Corek stood and et her take his place. She looked across her brother’ s body and saw Madli holding a
blood-soaked cloth.

“We tried to clean him up before everyone came back.” Mali nodded at Corek. “He aready said the
prayer of passage.”

Lycas s clothes were spattered with blood, but held no single pool indicating aninjury. “Was he
wounded?’ Rhiachoked out.

“Not today. He fought well, even without Wolverine. The bastards never cut him.” Mai smoothed her
hand over the broad chest of her former mate. “ Maybe he broke arib. The way he was breathing, it
sounded like his lung was punctured.”



“Not arib.” Rhiahung her head. “An arrow.”

“Father!”

Rhiaclosed her eyes. In her own grief, she' d forgotten about Sura.
The girl broke through the crowd, Dravek on her hedls.

“No...” Surasank to her knees next to Lycas s head, fists clenched in her hair. She rocked back and
forth, keening.

Madli waited along moment before whispering her daughter’ s name.
Surd s head jerked up. “Mother...”

They embraced hard and fast, and Rhiathought thet for the first timein her life, she saw Mali’ seyesturn
wet.

“I knew you'd survive.” Mali stroked Surd shair. “1 knew it, | knew it.” Shelooked over Sura's
shoulder at Rhia, then down at Lycas. “Y our father made you even stronger,” she whispered to her
daughter. “1 didn’t think that was possible.”

Dravek’ svoice shattered the moment. “Bring him back.”

Mali let go of Suraand turned to Rhia. “What does he mean? Y ou' re third phase?’

“Asof afew minutesago,” Dravek said. “Rhia, hurry, beforeit’ stoo late.”

The crowd pressed in. “I’ [l pay the ransom!” aman shouted, and severa people echoed him.

Rhia s mind wrestled with the possibilities. Without her brother, the revol ution would be weakened,
perhgpsirreversbly. If many volunteers gave time from their lives, each would fed little sacrifice,
consdering Lycas srelatively advanced age.

Tereus knelt beside Rhiaand took her hand. His own eyes crinkled in grief. He' d known his stepson
Lycaslonger than any other living person had.

“I can't tell you what to do,” he whispered. “But your heart knows, doesn't it?’

Rhia gazed down at her brother. His resurrection would provide inspiration to the resstance. And she
would get to hug him and hear histeasing voice drive her crazy once more.

But for how long? Without his Spirit, he' d have little strength.
She looked a Mdi and Sura. They exchanged along glance, then shook their heads at Rhia.
“Hewasready to die,” Mali said. “He wasfinished with this stupid world.”

Suraspoke in awhisper. “He hated living without Wolverine. If you brought him back, and he was till
dorneinsgde himsdf—"

“But we need him,” Dravek said. “He knowsthat, and he’ d want to lead us, no matter what.”
Madli turned her sharp gaze on him. “Who are you? And why are you glowing?’

“ThisisDravek, Mother,” Surasaid. “He'smy mate. He salso the Raven.”



“Oh.” Madi looked at Rhia. “ Do we have to do what he says?’

Rhia s eyes met Dravek’ s, which narrowed. For along moment, she thought he would order her to bring
her brother back to life.

Then he blinked and lowered his gaze. “Do what you think isright. Y ou’ rethe Crow.”

Rhiatouched her brother’ s cold cheek and struggled to listen to her own heart. What would Lycas ask of
her? Did his wishes matter more than the good of their people?

She closed her eyes and felt for Crow. He' d given her alifetime sworth of wisdom, but it al seemed
feeblein the face of her sorrow.

First she considered whether it was even possible. He' d been dead much longer than Rhia herself had
been when Coranna had brought her back to life. And she had little ideahow to do the ritua. He might
come back ashdll of hisformer sdf. Her heart ached at the thought of her brother wasting away ina
barely animate body, or with ahaf-conscious mind.

AsaCrow, she' d been taught to hold the wishes of the departed above al else. Her first duty wasto the
dead.

Regardless of hiswound' s origin, Lycas had died on the battlefield after ahard-won victory. He d died
saving his peopl€ slives and fighting for their land and freedom. He wouldn't want to come back.

Her tearsfell as she whispered goodbye.
Mali let out adeep exhale.
“Thank you, Rhia,” Surasaid.

Rhia sgut felt full of lead as she stood and addressed the crowd. “We are deeply grateful for your offers
of lifeto trade for my brother’s. But he won't be coming back.”

A collective wail of sorrow rose, but the faces of those nearby showed bitter understanding. Most people
had never known anyone to return from the dead other than Crows themselves.

Tereus dipped hisarm around Rhid s shoulders and kissed the top of her head. She buried her facein
her father’ s chest and sobbed.

He rubbed her back in dow, soothing circles. “Y our brother’ s at peace now.”

Rhiawasn't sure that was possible, in thisworld or any other.

For the next few hours, Rhiawaked through afog, hel ping the dying cross over and asssting the Otters
with theinjured. The Bears and Wolverines guarded the llion soldiers who were il dive and walking.

At thefirst light of dawn, Mdi took her aside.
“I've been thinking,” the Wasp said. “ Thisisthe end for the Ilions.”
Rhiastared up at her with exhausted eyes. “How?’

“I know it looks bad for us, but it' sworse for them.” She gestured to the smoldering hamlet. “Thiswas



an act of frusiration. What would it accomplish, strategically? Nothing, and once word makesit back to
Ilios of what they’ ve done, their people will demand awithdrawa. I’ ve read the headlines and opinionsin
the Ilion newspapers. They hate to see themselves as mass murderers. It offends their honor.” She spat
the last word.

Rhiathought about the llions’ incentivesto say. “ The vineyards are dmaost gone. Replanting them would
cost alot of money andtime.”

“They 4ill havethe quarries” Mdi said, “but no onewill work in them &fter this. It' seither give up and go
homeor kill usal and start over.”

Rhiaquailed indde at the latter option. “We need afind blow, besidesthis. Something to convincethem
to leave”

“All we have in Asermos are a couple dozen fighters, plusthe thirty | brought with metonight.” Mdi
frowned. “Mogt of our warriorsended up in Tiros, injail or in the ground.”

Rhiaheard the sound of atrotting horse. She looked north past Mali at the hill they had descended to
approach the hamlet.

A man wasriding toward them at abrisk pace. He dowed to awalk as he neared the hamlet. In the light
of the torches she could see his astonished eyes stare at the wreckage. Then he turned to the crowd.

“Messagefor Lycas”
The people parted for him, and he rode forward at awalk.

“Lycasisdead.” Rhiawaked up to him as his horse halted, snorting. “ Are you bringing news from
Feras?’

He handed her a scroll with ablue Bear paw sedl.
“I followed your trailsfrom Lycas s headquarters,” he panted. “ Feras asks for an immediate reply.”
Rhiatore open the parchment and held it up, using the barest gleam of dawn to read the Bear’ swords.

Gden recelved Therd s message of |lions burning hamlet. We moved battaion to besiege llion garrison
west of Asermos. Descendants fought fiercely but eventualy surrendered. Numerous casuaties. Will stay
and await your orders.

Madli read the parchment over Rhia s shoulder. “Excellent.”

Rhia s mind raced. Could they strike the fina blow today? Lycas s troops numbered in the hundreds, but
they were dispersed all over the Kirisan Mountains and Asermon hill country. It could take weeksto
organize them for an assault on the village. They could use Feras stroops, but the soldiers stationed
within Asermos could fight them off. The last thing she wanted wasto bloody the Streets of her home

village
Unless...
Sheturned to Madli. “We take back Asermos now.”

Mali looked at her asif she had lost her mind. “This minute? We have hardly any troops here. Our leader
isdead.”



Rhiaremembered the words Lycas had repeated to her at |east once ayear since the war had begun.

“Thisign't hisrevolution,” shetold Mdli. “It' severyone' s”

16

Asermos
W ithout awegpon, Rhiamarched.

The sun rose behind the people of the hamlet as they walked, staggered, rolled or were carried into
Asermos. Thetimefor killing had ended. Now they would take back their land by the force of will one.

Marek walked beside her, wheezing from the smoke of thefire. Like dl of them, his clotheswere
covered in ash, smeared in soot. Let the Asermons—grape-heads and native villagers alike—see what
the army had tried to do.

The road to Asermos curved aong the bank of the sparkling Velekon River, and Rhia s heart ached to
seeit. She' d escaped the village at night after her prison break, and had not seen her homein daylight in
over ten years. Despite the scarlet-and-yellow-clad troops who watched with suspicion as the throng
passed through the streets, despite the strange temples the Descendants had raised every few blocks,
dawn gavethe village an auraof tranquility.

On Marek’ sleft gaked Mdli, aslithe and strong as ever; on Rhid sright, Dravek and Surawalked hand
in hand. Behind them came Julaand Tereus. Only Corek and the Otter healers had stayed at the hamlet
to care for the injured and dying Asermons and Ilions. All others who had survived the fire—men,
women and children—were about to meet their would-be murderers.

The sun angled low and orange down the main Street as they turned for the prison. Rhid s ssomach turned
at the sight of the place where they’ d forced her to hear grown men beg for death. The towersloomed
tall and sllent over the Street.

She could see the crowd now, over two hundred people gathered for Mali’ s execution. They milled
about, restless at the delay.

One face turned their way, then another. Fingers pointed, and soon everyone was watching them
approach, marching down the hill to take back Asermos.

They must have been asight, athousand sooty, bloody, bedraggled people, moving as one, without fear.

A line of about twenty soldiers stepped forward and drew their swords, blades glistening gold in the
early-morning sun.

Severd Ilions stepped onto a ba cony on the prison wall. Rhia couldn’t recognize them from a distance,
but they carried themsalves with the assurance of senior military officers.

Mali stepped out in front of their throng and sent asmirk to the officers on the balcony.
“Sorry I'm late, Genera Lino,” shesaid, “but | had amassacre to stop.”
“Arrest her!” he shouted.

The soldiers cameforth, swords raised. On cue, Rhiaand severd other smal, harmless-looking women
stepped in front of Mali. They held up their hands, palms forward, to show they had no wegpons, and to



give the unmistakable message to stop.

The soldiers halted, confused, and glanced at the officer at the far right of their line. Helooked up at the
generd.

Lino glowered back at him. “I said, arrest her, Lieutenant. Kill the othersif you must.”

The soldiers took another step forward, now only severa paces away. Marek moved to Rhia sside, as
did ten or twelve others, protecting Mdi with awall of flesh.

Rhiaglanced at the crowd of 1lion settlerswho had gathered for Mali’ s funera. Though afew watched
with anticipation, most wore creased brows and whispered to each other with worried faces.

Rhiatook adeep bresth and thought of Lycas. She needed his strength now. Her voice boomed forth,
surprising her with its volume and force.

“People of 1lios, look. Y our army won't hesitate to raise aweapon against unarmed women and men.
How long before they raiseit to you? How long before they burn your homeswith your familiesingde?’

“Look a your neighbors,” Mali called out, then gestured to the crowd behind her. “Herded like livestock
into ahamlet, just to be set onfire”

“Likeyou did to our troopsin Kaindos?’ the genera shouted. “Our brave soldiers?’

“Brave?’ Dravek’svoice shot forth. “A thousand men againg avillage half their size, sent to kidnap and
endave, likeyou did twenty years ago? Y ou call that brave?’

Some of the settlers frowned and turned away at the mention of Kaindos. So they had some shame, at
least.

“Lieutenant, arrest dl of thesetraitors.”
The young officer looked down the line at his men. “ Stand down.”

“What?’ The general leaned over the bacony railing. “ Obey my order, Lieutenant, or you'll be put to
desth for treason dong with this Wasp witch.”

“I’'m sorry, sir.” The young officer sheathed his sword. “Y ou can't order meto bresk thelaw.” Rhia
thought she heard him add, “Not anymore.”

Before the generd could bluster further, Rhia spoke. “We re here to demand your complete and
unconditiond surrender.”

The generd and the other senior officerslaughed. “ Silly bandits, | could have an entire battalion here
within two hours and crush your pathetic resstance.”

Mali pulled out the second parchment Feras had sent, the one with the signed statement of surrender.

“Y ou mean, the battalion at the Asermon garrison, the battalion led by Lieutenant Colonel Akero?” Mali
looked up at Lino with wide eyes. “ That battalion?” She folded up the parchment and handed it to one of
thellion soldiers. “Give that to the generd, would you please? Thank you.”

The soldier hurried to the door of the prison and disappeared.

Rhiacleared her throat. “Asyou’ Il seein amoment, our so-called pathetic resistance has captured the



Asermon garrison. We' ve also thwarted your attempts to roast our people at the hamlet.” She looked at
Mali, who nodded. She turned back to the generd. “We re prepared to offer amnesty for your war
crimesif you leave immediately, from here and Velekos.” Shelooked at the grape-heads, who had
suddenly grown restive. “Peaceful settlers may stay if they wish, but they’ Il provide fair compensation for

stolen property.”

The genera turned to the door of the balcony asthe soldier with the parchment appeared. He snatched
the paper out of the soldier’ shand and unfolded it hadtily.

“Give meamoment.” He and the other senior officers disappeared ingde the prison.
The settlers were eyeing the Asermon natives with growing hodtility.

Mali turned to Rhiaand Marek. “We ve got to do something about them. If they rush us, the soldierswill
get involved, and things |l get bloody.”

“We have no weapons,” Marek said. “ That was the point. Besides, most of our warriors Spiritsare
deed, and the Ilions know it.”

“We have aweapon,” said avoice behind them.
Rhiaturned to see Dravek staring into the distant woods, his eyes unfocused.

“Raven said thetimefor fighting was over,” Dravek said. “We need to win them, not conquer them.” He
turned to them. “I’m going to cdl the Spirits.”

A shiver went down Rhia s spine. “Here? Now?’

“The Reawakening,” Marek breathed. “Yes.”

“Doyouthink it'll work?” Mdi asked.

“Raven commands the Spirits,” Marek told her. “If anyone can doit, it'd be Dravek.”
She examined the young man with askeptical gaze. “How?’

Dravek searched the sky asif the answer were written on the puffs of pink and orange clouds. Findly he
looked at them.

“I'll just ask them to come.” He shrugged. “ There' sno ritud for this sort of thing. No one’' s ever been
Raven before” He wiped his hands againgt the sides of hisshirt, asif they were sweaty. “Anyway, it'sdl
| can think of.”

“You'reforgetting one thing.” Tereus stepped forward. “Four of the Spirits are dead. How can there be
aReawakening without Wolf and Wolverine? Or Cougar and Bear? Their people protect and feed us.”

Rhia put a hand to her chest as she felt her breath escape. She knew now why Crow had given her the
third-phase power.

“I'll bring them back.”

Together, Rhiaand Dravek entered the Gray Valley.



Within afew steps, she had forgotten the real world, where her friends and family shielded her and the
Raven man from the prying eyes of the llions, and where Marek softly tapped two stones together to
smulate the drumbest. She' d been relieved that thisjourney had not required burning the thanapras herb,
but she supposed that with Raven, dl thingswere possible.

Speaking of which, Rhialooked at Dravek, who stared, dack-jawed, at their stark surroundings.
“People come here when they die?’ he asked her.
“Just the bitter ones.” Shetouched hisarm. “Let’sgo.”

Asthey walked through the Valley, she cdled the names of the four dead Spirits. Nothing but her own
voice echoed from the high rock walls.

Finaly Dravek stopped. “Maybeif | call therest, the otherswill come, and you can bring them back.”
Shenodded. “Try it.”

He brushed his hands together and muttered, “I have no ideawhat I’'m doing.”

“Raven chose you for areason.” Her tone, unfortunately, conveyed the fact that she couldn’t fathomiit.

He gave her ashort, dark glance. “Right.” He took a deep breath, then cleared histhroat. “ Spirits. All of
you. We need you now like never before, and hopefully never again. We re on the verge of taking back
our lands. Or we re about to lose everything. We need you.”

They waited for severd long moments, but nothing happened.

Dravek gave aharsh Sgh. “1’m begging you on behdf of al my people, and even on behalf of thellions,
who don’t know how much they need you. If you accept them again as your own, they would love you
asmuch aswedo.”

When nothing continued to happen, Dravek closed his eyesfor along moment, then took astep forward
and raised hisarmsto the sky.

“I am Kalindon, and | am llion.” Hisvoice stretched forth. 1 exist because of thiswar. Four Spiritsdied
because of my part init. If it’ sasacrifice you want, if it salife you need, then take mine.”

Rhia put ahand to her mouth. Perhaps Raven had chosen well after dl.
Slencereigned inthe Gray Vdley.

Dravek lowered hisarms. “I don’t know what else to—"

“Wait.” Rhiaheld up ahand. “ Do you hear that?”’

From far away came the sound of wings and hooves and claws, flapping and pounding and scratching.
Rhialooked around but saw nothing. No animals approached in any form. “Where are they?’ she asked.

A dow amile crept across Dravek’ sface. “ They' re not here. They’re out there.”
She looked at the sky. It seemed asif the sound were coming from beyond it.

“Of course,” shewhispered. “The Spiritsdon’t live herein the Gray Vdley. They'renot dead.” She
listened to the steady movement of the sounds from one horizon to the other. “ They’ re going to our



world.” Sheturned to Dravek. “You didit. You called the Spirits.”
His amilefaded as he looked past her. “Not al of them.”
She turned dowly, knowing what she would see.

Stumbling toward them, weak-limbed and wavering, were four animads. A wolf, awolverine, abear and
acougar.

Postures dumped, they dragged their feet, leaving trails of bloody paw prints. The wolverine looked the
worg, itsthick brown fur, black face and legs, al patched and tattered like an old coat. Each of itslong
clawswas shattered into yellow splinters.

She readied hersdlf to resurrect the Spirits, though she wasn't exactly sure how. And then she
remembered.

There was dways a price. For every moment of new life granted, another must be sacrificed. When she
had died as part of her first Crow ritua and her mentor Coranna had brought her back, every Kaindon
hed offered apiece of hisor her own life as ransom—what amounted to amonth each, if shelived to
Coranna s age of fifty-three.

But the Spiritswere eternd. All the human lifein theworld couldn’t bring them back.

Tears stung her eyes. It couldn’t be done. There was no ransom large enough. Her people would have
few warriors and hunters.

Evenif the Ilions were Reawakened and became their alies, another enemy would come adong later and
prey on their weakness.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered.
Sheturned to explain to Dravek, but he was staring over her head at the top of the cliffs.

Shefollowed his gaze to see Raven. The Spirit of Spirits, the Mother of al Cregation, was no longer
glowing with feathers of every color. Instead She looked like nothing more than araven, larger than Her
brother Crow, with ragged feathers at Her throat, and athick curved beak.

“If it saransom you need,” She said with avoice clear and loud despite the distance, “I shall giveit.”
Rhiashook her head. “1 don’t understand. Whose lives do Y ou offer?”

“Theonly onel can.” She bowed Her head and ruffled Her wings. “My own.”

“No!” Rhiashouted. “Weneed You.”

“Yes, for this. Before, now and again one day.”

Rhialooked at Dravek, who was gazing at Raven with misty eyes.

“She'sright,” hetold Rhia. “She' s played Her part, and so have l.” He lowered his gaze to her face.
“You'll haveto take them acrossdone.”

“Y ou're not staying here.” Shelooked up a Raven. “Tdl him.”

“Rhia scorrect,” Raven said. “Dravek, you must continue. Find another Spirit, one that’ sright for the



rest of your life. Know that you have served Me honorably.” She turned Her head to Rhia. “Take what |
offer and giveit to My children.”

Raven legped from the cliff and plummeted, wings tucked tight against Her body. Before Rhia could
draw her next breath, Raven hit the floor of the Gray Vdley in aglorious white shower of sparks. Thefire
from theimpact cascaded over the four injured animas, drowning them in flames.

When the smoke cleared, the bear, wolf, wolverine and cougar lay till. Rhiaand Dravek crept closer.

The anima s were whole now, and breathing dowly. Rhiadid her arms under the cougar and found it as
light and soft as a blanket.

Dravek kndlt beside the wolf and tried to pick it up, but his hands went through the fur asif the animal
were made of air.

“Only | cantakethem across.” Rhianodded to their surroundings. “It'smy Spirit' sredm.”
“Then I’'ll walk with you.”
Shegmiled a him. “Thank you.”

They made their way back to the dead tree. Rhialooked up at its branches, half expecting to see aledf
or flower growing at thetip of atwig.

It hadn’t changed. Some things never would, she guessed.

She set the cougar down at the edge of the fog that led to the natural world. It stretched, bowing,
extending each claw, toesflexing. Then it gave her animpassivelook, asif to say, “Eh, not bad,” before

springing into thefog.

They repeated the action for the bear and wolf. They should have been too big and heavy for her to
carry, but she managed it with ease—they were Spirits after all.

Asthe wolf trotted off through the fog, she motioned for Dravek to follow it. “I’d like to do the last
done”

He nodded. “But hurry. | have the feding you won’'t want to missthis.”

Rhiatrudged back to the deeping wolverine. She hesitated at the Sght of its sharp teeth and long claws.
Then she bent and picked up the strange animal.

“Thank you.”
Shewhirled in her tracks, dmost dropping the wolverine.
Her brother stood in the center of the valley, not ten paces away.

“Lycas...” Her throat tightened with tears. “Y ou shouldn’t be here. Go with Crow. Go to the Other
Sde”

“I will now.” He stepped closer, and she longed to embrace him.
“Why areyou hereat al?’ she asked him. “Y ou died awarrior’ s death.”

“| died from an old wound delivered by one of my own men, awound that never would have happened if



I”d been a better warrior. A nobler one.”

“A noblewar would haveleft usin chains”

Helowered his gaze to the bundle of fur in her hands. “Helooks so harmless.”
A amiletwitched the corner of her mouth. “Not for long.”

He gestured behind him, toward thefog. “May | go with you?’

“Asfar asyou can, yes”

They walked together, ambling in acomfortable silence, asif they were back home on the family farmin
Asarmos.

“| hatethat you'regone,” shesaid at last.

“Wadll, that’s some comfort for me, knowing my death will eternaly annoy you.”

A laugh broke through her tears. “Y ou never stop, do you?’

Hedidn't answer, and her heart grew heavy again. He would stop everything now, forever.

They reached the fog without another word. At the edge, she set the wolverine on the ground. It snarled
at her asit scrambled away, loping hunched over like a cross between abear and adog.

Lycas shook hishead. “All my life, I’ ve never seen one of those. Elusivelittle bastards.”

She heard Crow before she saw Him, heard the great flapping of wings from far away.
“It'stimefor youto go,” Lycassad.

“Youfirg.”

The Spirit landed besi de them, then bowed, but said nothing.

“Goodbye,” Rhiamanaged to choke out. She took a breath and steadied her voice. “I love you.”
Lycassmirked. “1 knew you'd say that.”

She decided to let him have the last word, and merely smiled.

Lycasturned to Crow and nodded. A violet light shimmered around them, and they were gone.
In hope and grief, Rhiastepped through the fog.

She wokein the center of the village with everyone staring down at her. Dravek and Marek reached out
and helped her to her fest.

“Are They hereyet?’ she asked.

Marek pointed past the crowd of settlers, into the place where the road curved up into a stretch of
woods.

“They’recoming,” he whispered.

Shelooked where he was gazing and saw nothing at first. Then, bit by bit, another crowd cameinto



focus.
Animds

One of each kind, crawling, walking, flying, buzzing. Predators ambled side by sde with their
prey—cougar and deer, hawk and squirrel, wolf and rabbit.

Suraturned to her, wide-eyed. “What should we do?’
“Nothing.” Rhiashook her head dowly. “They're not herefor us.”

Theanimasand birds, dozens of them, wereal in full sun now, and everyone had falen silent watching
them, even the Ilion settlers.

When al the animals had reached the prison yard, they lined up and faced the group of settlers. Each
person moved to stand in front of one of the animals.

A chestnut horse stepped forward. Itslow, female voice rang out over the world.
“Greetings, people of 1lios”

The settlerslooked at each other with apprehension, clearly unaccustomed to talking animals. The Spirits
had chosen well in a speaker—Ilionsloved and respected horses.

She continued:

“Many generations ago, We abandoned your people for what We saw as arrogance. Y ou created gods
inyour own image and erected places that separated you from the earth.”

Rhiathought of Leukos, thellion capita city. Its cold beauty madeit fed far from homein more ways
than one. But other areas of Ilios till verged on wilderness, and there her people’ s magic had thrived. It
wasn't too late for that nation to turn back to the Spirits.

“We weretoo hasty in judgment,” Horse said, “and far too harsh. Forgive Us. Wewant all peopleto be
one again with the Spirits and with each other. Though this new Reawakening will not be complete for
many years, We hope that one day all of your people will choose to accept their Guardian Spirits. Those
who do will be bestowed with powers such as you' ve seen herein Asermos.” Her head bobbed, making
the red mane shimmer in the early-morning light. “In return for such magic, you must honor and respect
Us and the land from which We come. We cannot be separated from the earth, and neither can you.

“Bdievein Us, and Wewill love you forever. Never again shal Weturn away.” Shelet out asmall
chuckle that sounded like awhinny. “Even Spirits can learn from mistakes.”

The horse bowed, then returned to the mass of animas. Rhiawalked into the square, closing the distance
to the settlersby hdf. A few of the othersfollowed.

Just then, the senior officers returned to the balcony. She spoke before they could deliver another threst.

“People of Ilios. We offer you the chance to stay, to learn and grow with the Spirits. We will trainyou in
your powers, escort each of you to your Bestowing so that you may come into the fullness of your
Aspects. All we ask in return isfor you to watch, in peace, as your army leaves our shores.” Sheturned
to the officers on the balcony. “ Today.”

General Lino stared at the animals on the street. The enormous black bear reared up onitshind legs. The
cougar roared, a sound that ripped the air, and crouched, muscles bunching, asif to leap onto the



ba cony.

“Doit,” Dariawhispered to her cat Spirit.

The generd backed dowly away from the railing and drew a short, curved sword from his sheath.
Sura snorted. “Does he think he can kill a Spirit with asword?’

Madi spoke softly. “That' s not what he’ sdoing.”

Rhiasaw jewels sparkle on the hilt as General Lino raised the weapon before him and spoke to her.

“Don’t you understand?’ hesaid. “I can’t leave. My mission wasto bring order to thisland. | failed. |
can never go home.” He handed the sword to one of his staff officers and dowly dropped to his kneeson
the bacony. “May my life be sufficient payment for my dishonor. May the gods forgive me.”

“No...” Rhiagtepped forward asthe staff officer pulled Lino's head back and diced histhroat. The
generd’ s hands went up at the last instant, and Rhiaturned away.

Another death. She closed her eyes and prayed to Crow that it would be the final one of the war.
Asif in response, the Spirit’ s wings rushed through her mind as He carried off the generd’ s soul.

She opened her eyesto see the black bird hop out of the crowd of animals and stand before her. “You
might like to know,” Crow said. “For thefirst timesince | created it, the Gray Valey isempty.”

Rhiagtared at him until he bobbed his head to confirm it. She shed another pair of tears at the thought of
al the dead finding peace a last.

Then she wiped her eyes and regarded the bird. “Maybe you could take avacation.”

“Hal You dways had a sense of humor.” The crow cocked hishead. “Then again, I’ ve been
overworked lately. Perhaps afew days off would do wondersfor my mood.” He hopped away.

Rhiawatched the bird go, then looked up at the bal cony, which was dmost empty. They had carried
Generd Lino'sbody indde, and the last of the soldiers werefiling into the prison building, hopefully to
plan their voyage home.

Finally sheturned to Marek, who was embracing hisfellow Kaindons one a atime. Shetried to freeze
the moment in her mind, the looks on al her peopl€ s faces and the way they held their bodies.

They werefree.

17

Asermos

Suralad Mdiain her crib, then drew the curtain againgt the afternoon light. The child had cried for two
graight hours, no doubt missing her father and her homein Tiros.

Malia s home would be here now, in Asermos, with her mother and grandmother, at least until Kaindos
was rebuilt.

The last month had brought afragile peace and a teetering sense of stability. The day of the
Reawakening, Feras had sent two companies of men from the Asermon garrison to escort the Ilion



commandersto their ships. The new Asermon leadership had decided to accept General Lino'ssuicide
asasign of complete surrender. When faced with Feras stroops, none of the other Ilion soldiers
contradicted this assessment. They left begrudgingly, and were soon followed by their counterpartsin
Velekos.

Suratiptoed into the kitchen and shut the bedroom door softly behind her. The front door was propped
open, letting in the cool breeze and golden light of the autumn afternoon.

She stepped outside to find her mother on her kneesin the front garden, grumbling, as aways, about the
disrepair the house had fallen into during her imprisonment, asif that were itsworst aspect.

Mali yanked out another weed and tossed it into a pile, then wiped her arm over her forehead.
“It'sgetting late,” she said to Sura. “He should' ve been back by now.”
“Hell be here”

Mdli let out an incoherent mutter and turned back to the soil. She jammed atrowe a the root of another
large weed, asif it were the base of Dravek’ s neck.

Most people who didn’'t know them had been confused at the course of events surrounding Suraand
Dravek and his succession of Spirits. The only truth to al the rumorswas that for afew hours, he had
been Raven. He had started the Reawakening.

Dravek had spent the last month without a Spirit, asthey had traveled to Tirosto fetch Mdiaand vist his
son Jonek. Even as he lamented the loss of Snake and Raven, and they both mourned the death of their
mentor VVara he had comforted her in her grief over Lycas. They had not made love, of course, since her
month of mourning required thet they abgtain, but he' d lain beside her every night, agift initsef.

Dravek had been the first person in yearsto venture to the Bestowing spot aday’ swak from Asermos.
Thellions had prevented anyone from using the site for itsintended purpose.

She took adeep breath, once again stunned by their new freedom. She' d lived under Ilion rulefor so
long, it would be hard to get used to walking down an Asermon street with her head held high, not
checking over her shoulder for the red-and-yellow uniforms on every corner.

Surareached ingde the door and picked up aclean bucket. “I should heat water. He' || want to wash and
have something warm to drink when he gets here.”

Mali gave her a skeptical ook but didn’t protest.

Surawalked down the wooded lane to the pump, passing two houses that had once belonged to the llion
settlers—or “grape-heads,” asMdi il caled them. Many had |ft for their home country, unwilling to
give up their own religion despite the presence and gifts of the Spirits.

Those who stayed behind required training. Surahad a Snake apprentice of her own now, awoman
twice her own age. With the new system decreed by the Spirits, linking magica progression to readiness
rather than parenthood, many of the former 1lions would probably never reach the second phase. Which
wasjust aswell.

She pumped the water carefully, hoping that next year would bring morerain. The lands where the
vineyards had sat were dowly being returned to their rightful owners, who would plant whatever crops
they chose next year.



The bucket was amost full when she heard footsteps behind her. By reflex, she whirled and turned, fists
raised.

It wasn't an llion soldier who stood there.

“I hopethat’ sfor me,” Dravek said.

Shereached behind her and lifted the pump handle to shut off the water. 1 thought you might be thirsty.”
“l am.”

Hetook her in hisarmsand kissed her. Hislipsweren't dry at dl, belying hiswords. She sank against
him, feding him just as warm beneath her hands as she' d remembered.

Surafroze at the redlization of the heat between them. Had Snake claimed him again? Would they face
the same choice of denid and misery or disobedience and disfavor?

She broke away from him. “What are you now?’
He stared at her, his gaze tinged with apprehension. “Does it matter?’

Sura stroked his cheeks, dark with five days stubble. “No,” she whispered. “I love you, and I'll stay
with you no matter what.”

A corner of one of hiseyestwitched. “ Areyou sure?’

She kissed him again, to wipe away both their doubts. Finally he gave agreat Sigh and eased her away
from him. “Then let’sgo home.” He picked up the bucket. “1 have an afinity for this uff now.”

She watched his smile curve in atease. He was going to make her guess.
“Youlikewater,” shesad. “Areyou aBea?’

“No.”

“A Duck?’

Herolled his eyes and shook his head.

Shetried the more obscure Animals, ones she d never heard of anyone having their Aspects. “Trout.
Sdamander. Muskrat.”

He pointed at her. “Close.”
“Muskrat?’ She stopped in her tracks and whispered, “Dravek, are you an Otter?’
Helooked down, studying his hand. “Who would have guessed I’ d one day hedl instead of destroy?’

“The Spirits give us what we need.” She stepped up to him, then rose on her toes to kiss his mouth. “I
know | could useaheder.”

Hetook her hand as they walked. Mali looked up at their approach.
Shefrowned a Dravek. “Well?’

“He'san Otter,” Surasaid.



Mali nodded, and her frown eased. “ So was my mother. Not bad.” Without another word, she entered
the house and went into the bedroom.

Suralaid out asupper for Dravek while the water heated on the stove for his bath.

Inafew minutes, Madi came out of the bedroom with asmall pack on her back and Mdiain ading
around her front.

“Rhiaand | have ameeting,” she announced, “and Mdianeedsto vist family.” She stopped at the door.
“It'll be along meeting. We probably won't be back until morning.” She glanced between Suraand
Dravek. “Laemorning.” Mai walked out.

Suddenly nervous, Surawent to the stove without looking at Dravek. “1 think your water’ s amost—"

The door dammed shut, making her jump. She turned to see Dravek fastening the locks—all three of
them. Then he stared at her, hiseyes asdark with lust asever.

“Come here,” he said.
Her tongue swept the back of her lower teeth. “But what about your bath?’

In amoment, Dravek was at her side. Hands beneath her hips, he lifted her, then turned and set her atop
thetable.

“Let’ swait till we both need one.”
He kissed her, deeply, dipping his hands benegth her shirt.
Her body flooded with hesat, and she pulled him tight against her, erasing the distance between them.

Truth be told, Surahad often wondered if the intensity of their passion had been aresult of their Snake
natures. She couldn’t imagine reaching the same explosive, consuming desire they had ignited on their first
encounter.

The next severa hours, however, erased those worries.

And that night, she did not dream of fire.

EPILOGUE
New Kaindos
“N othing like agood ol d-fashioned bloodless coup, heh?’

Rhialaughed at Marek asthey rode sde by side on the forest trail. “ After fiveyears,” shesaid, “I'd
happily offer alittle blood to anyone whao'll take thisjob.”

Heturned to look behind him. “ Any volunteers?’

“Julasadyes,” called Corek.

“I did not!”

Rhiasmiled. “I1t'snever too early to start running for the next eection. 1t’'Il be Velekos sturn.”

“Hush,” Marek said. “Don’t give them another reason not to move home.”



“Good point.”

After the llion withdrawa, Julaand Corek had settled in Velekosto be near hisfamily—and so that Jula
could eat her fill of oystersevery night. Luckily Rhia s position as the Reawakened High Council leader
brought her to each village severa timesayear. She was looking forward to atranquil retirement with
Marek on her family’ sold farm in Asermaos, where she planned to breed deek Ilion horses and scruffy
Tiron terriers, and in her sparetime, nag Julato visit with her twin grandchildren, Nilaand Lanek, named
in memory of their parents' lost siblings. Rhia s ache for her son Nilik had never faded, though she knew
he had found eternal peace on the Other Side.

She hoped the travel wouldn’t be too much for Elora, the next High Council leader. Then again, Kaindos
wasn't asfar from therest of thevillages asit used to be. Immediately after the war, every Kalindon who
could swing an ax began to rebuild the village in anew location, about haf asfar from Asermosas
before—far enough that they could still claim their idiosyncratic independence.

Each dection, the five-year High Council leader term would rotate among the four villages. Such an
arrangement was the only way they could gain the cooperation of Kdindons and Tironsin the formation
of anew regiond postwar government.

It had taken nearly ayear to hammer out the details of the Reawakened nation’ s congtitution. Parts of it
were modded after that of Ilios, but with amuch less centralized government. Those who had lived in
that country during the rise of the militaritic faction claimed that the problem stemmed from too much
power resding in the capitd city of Leukos. Therefore, each of the Reawakened villages maintained their
own Councils, and the High Council mainly served to address issues of nationwide defense and
taxation—two subjects Rhia never wanted to think about again.

“Why did | think it would befun?’ she asked Marek.
“Waan'tit?’
“Compared to what came before, yes. Compared to what' s ahead, | hope not.”

“Especidly tonight,” he said. “I’m going to drag you through so many dances and pour so much meloxa
down your throat, you'll fun yourself into acoma. Five yearsistoo long to be sober.”

“Maybe that should be our new national motto, instead of ‘ From the Spirits, For the Spirits.””
“It will be, whenl’min charge”

She chortled at the thought. “People might fed nervous with aHigh Council leader who canturninto a
fox or invisblewhenever hefedslikeit.”

“| probably wouldn’t get as many bribe offers as someone who can bring people back to life.”

She shook her head. She' d never used her third-phase Crow powers on a human, had refused to subject
Corek to the same resurrection ritual her mentor had foisted on her and Damen. Crow didn’t seemto
mind, maybe because they’ d al seen enough death to make it superfluous.

Strains of music came from up ahead, and she urged her pony into afaster walk, until his hooves clopped
intimeto the drumbegt.

A grest cheer went up asthey entered New Kalindos. From her vantage point on horseback, Rhia could
see Suraand Dravek standing with Karaand Etarek, each holding up afrantically waving child. The four
of them had built one of thelargest tree housesin the village to hold them and their complicated little



family, which had expanded as each couple added their own child to the mix.

A cluster of Velekonswere crowded around one of the hickory trees, their backs facing outward. Rhia
thought she saw the red hair of Damen’s mate Nathas, but why wouldn’t he and Damen turn to greet
them?

Seeing Tereus gpproach, she dismounted and gave her father akiss and a hearty embrace.

“You look relaxed asdways,” she said. Despite hisgray head of hair, hisvisage held fewer lines than her
own. “Being married to the High Council leader will changethat.”

“But the extravagant sdlary makes up for dl the stress,” Marek added, rolling his eyes.

Tereus smiled and took the reins of their horses. “L et me take care of these two, and hug my
granddaughter and great-grandchildren while I’'m at it.” He jutted his chin toward the hickory tree where
she' d seen Nathas. “ There’' s someone you both need to meet.”

me?!
“It' sasurprise. Hurry, before someone spoilsit.”

Rhiatook Marek’ s hand, and they made their way in the direction Tereus had gestured. Mdli joined
them, handing each amug of meloxa.

“Longtimeno seg” shesad.
Rhia scoffed. “Y ou were a our house last week.”
“So | don't get ahug?’

“Nicetry.” Shesmirked at her former nemess. “ The last person you hugged when you were drunk spent
three weeks in the hospitd.”

Rhia caught sight of agroup of familiar Velekons ahead of her. Damen and Nathas stood in front, arms
crossed. Clearly they were hiding someone behind them.

“Werehere” shesad. “Whoisit?”
Damen held up afinger. “I’ll give you three guesses.”

“Forget it!” rang avoice behind him. “I can’t wait anymore.” A dark-haired woman pushed between
Damen and Nathas and stood with her hands on her hips. “ So, Rhia, Marek, how’ ve you been? Any
news? Children, revolutions, grandchildren, Reawakenings, that sort of thing?”

Rhiastared at her. The dancing black eyes were the same that had greeted her not far from this spot
twenty-five years ago.

“Alanka...” she and Marek whispered together.
The Wolf woman flapped her hands. “ So who getsto hug mefirs?’

Rhiarushed forward and drew her sster into a breath-stealing embrace. A moment later, Marek joined
them.

Alankasniffled. “I sworel wouldn't cry. That was astupid vow.”



Rhiahugged her harder and started to cry herself. “1’ ve never missed Lycas so much asright now. He
would' ve given anything to see you again.”

Alankalaughed as she sobbed. “ So he could tease me, right?’

“That' swhy they make brothers,” Rhiasaid, or at least it’ swhat she tried to say through her tears.
“My turn, Alanka,” came a deep voice from behind them.

Rhiafroze. It couldn’t be...

Sheturned to see Arcas the Spider, her childhood friend and first love. He stood with hiswife Koli, a
Bat from Asermos who had joined their rescue team to save Marek.

“I don't beievethis” And there was Filip, Alanka s husband, thefirst Ilion to be called by a Spirit. HE'd
been the first bridge between their people, but not the last.

She' d seen none of these people in twenty-four years, but it felt like yesterday. The world had turned
upside down, and then right side up again, never to be the same.

“Don't teke thisthewrong way,” she sad, after she' d hugged them al severd times, *“but what are you
doing here?| thought you werein Ilios.”

Alankasighed. “ Others are continuing our work, including our two younger children, and the Spirit
communities we started have their own momentum now. It’ s up to the llions now to turn one way or the
other.”

“It could fal into civil war,” Filip added. “Or the Reawakening could reach itsfinal completion there”
“Asto why we chose now to come home,” Arcas said. “Look.”

He pointed to one of the tables, where Elorawas embracing two men in their thirties, one after the other,
then again, weeping asthough her eyeswere onfire.

Alanka put her arm around Rhia s shoulders. “We found the last missing Kaindons.”

Rhiagasped. Elora s sons had disgppeared in the first Kalindon invasion, when they were only fifteen and
twelveyearsold.

“Nicetiming,” Marek said. “Think she'll celebrate hard thisevening?’
Rhiakissed him. “1 think we dl will.”

That night—or more precisdly, early the next morning—Rhialay awake in one of the tree houses,
listening to the revelry below her. Between the arms of her husband and the embrace of the forest, she
felt herself enter adeep, pure peace that had been scarce in the last two-and-a-half decades.

Thefive years of her tenure had fdlt like along pregnancy and birth. Shelooked forward to watching the
new nation grow and change under someone else's care, but her newfound lack of responsibility
wouldn’t keep her from lying awake at night, worrying about the future. It was one of her greatest talents,
so why wasteit?

If the Ilions choseto follow the Spirits, they could betheir strongest adly. If they fell into civil war or chose
amore reactionary path, the threst of invasion could resurrect itsalf. But next time—if there were anext
time—her people would be ready for them. Unlike the people of her own generation, her children had



grown up in atime of war and thus would be ever-vigilant. Whatever the future brought, her people
would faceit united.

A new song began, and Rhia sat up suddenly in bed. She shook Marek awake.
He stretched and stirred, then gave her awarm smile. “What can | do for you?’
“I can't deep.” She pulled him to Sit up, then got to her feet. “ Dance with me.”
“The other thirty-eight times tonight weren't enough?’

“It sanew song.”

“Wall, in that case.” He eased himself out of bed and gave her adeep bow. “Would you prefer visble or
invisble?’

“Vidble, please”

“Good, because I'm too tired for the other.” He took her in hisarms, and they began to dance. Their
bodies moved together as easily asthey had the first night they had met, and Rhia soon found herself
wanting to do more than dance.

She drew him over to the bed. “When you say, ‘too tired for the other,” you mean for invighility, right?’

“Yes. I’'m never too tired for the other ‘ other.”” He tugged her down into the soft blankets with him, then
kissed her with aWolf’ s hunger. They discarded their clothesin ahasty pile, and she was happy to see
himindl hisvisbleglory.

“You know, you'reright,” Marek said as he pulled her close and kissed her again. “Itisanew song.”
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