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  For those who have lived with deep fear. For those who have overcome it, and for those who have yet to.








  
  Prologue


Farren Blackburn clenched the three hard-earned coins in her damp palm, grinning as beads of sweat trickled down her back. She had earned a few bruises in the fight too. However, she had still managed to win two rounds in a row—no easy feat considering both her opponents had been  Mustelids, as feisty and aggressive as the weasels and badgers they runebonded with.
They had been nothing like Desmond though. From her vantage point atop a wooden fence, Farren scanned the crowds around the sparring rings for signs of her little brother. The village streets were packed; everyone had turned out for Demithya's Spring Festival, honoring the long-gone Enchantress with songs, dancing, and games.
When she saw no sign of her brother, she grit her teeth. Stay right here, she had told him before stepping into the circle. Of course, he had to wander off, probably curious about someone or something he had seen. Either that, or he was stuffing himself with honeyed puffbread and fried cheese balls.
She slid off the fence and edged around the sparring circles, moving through the cheering crowds drenched in colorful chitons. The smell of sweat mingled with the plump scent of bellhorn blossoms. Woodsmoke drifted in the air, as did the comforting musk of animal.
Farren maneuvered past stands selling treats and little wooden statues of the Enchantress Demithya embracing lambs and fox kits, through a small herd of children chasing a poor kid goat, and almost reached the trail leading to the woods when a slight figure dropped from a dewfall tree so close she felt the brush of his chiton.
Des landed nimbly on sandaled feet, a grin spreading from ear to ear as an impish coil of pale hair flopped into oak-brown eyes. He was four years younger than her nineteen, but his slender frame towered over hers. The height difference—and her dark hair—were two painful reminders that Farren hadn't been born into their family. 
"Gotcha," he said. 
Farren crossed her arms as he held a hand up toward the lowest branch. A small black nose and two beady eyes peered down at her before the mink jumped off and landed on his hand.
"Why aren't you by the sparring circles?" she asked.
Two more minks plunked down from the tree, scurrying around his body before diving into pockets—of which there were no less than ten stitched into his worn knee-length chiton.
Des shrugged with his nonchalance. "I told you I wanted to watch the swim races."
"Des, we can go there after I finish sparring."
"And when will that be?"
"I'm going to try two more rounds. I might even earn enough to finish saving for my skin painting."
He moaned. "I'm missing everything interesting!"
"You're the only one here who thinks sparring isn't interesting."
"I've spent half my life watching you spar. It's all punches and kicks and grunting, and then you usually win. How is that interesting?"
Farren sighed. Although somewhat athletic himself, Desmond's true love involved anything about the world outside their village—be it found in books, people-watching, or picking a debate with an outsider. He could never understand why Farren chose to stay since she was old enough to work in the city of Malodai.
"I know you're tired of it. But you know what Mam said. She'll be furious with me if she finds out you went somewhere alone, and you know some nosy neighbor will tell her."
Des scoffed and shook his head. "I don't get what she's afraid of. Nothing ever happens in Capai."
"It doesn't matter. I'll try to make the sparring quick, but no promises. Now, please stay where I can see you."
"I heard there were folks from Malodai visiting for the festival," Desmond said as they headed back through the crowd. "Someone from the royal family, even."
Farren snorted. "Are you hoping to see a princess?"
Des' cheeks darkened to the shade of plumberries. "Don't be stupid. There aren't any princesses. Only princes." He waggled his brows at her.
"Well, I won't be paying any attention if they come around. I've got more earning to do." She flashed her coins at him.
His gaze lit. "Aw, three dremma? Mam only gave me one. What am I supposed to buy with that?"
"Get a statue of Demithya," Farren said. "And be glad she gave you coin at all."
His whining fizzled, and his gaze went soft. "Right, sorry."
"Don't do that, silly. No pity, remember?" She wasn't Mam's bloodchild, after all, and had been dealing with Mam's stiffness toward her since Da had brought her into their home at seven. "Now, come on, the next round is about to start. Don't you want to watch me kick some ass?"
"Fine, fine," Des sighed, pressing through the crowd with elbows out to protect his minks. "But only two rounds and then..." He sniffed loudly as a waft of roasted meat sang into the air. "Stewed goat...buttered flatbread...and spiced toma sauce." 
His eyes widened as he searched for the source, and he practically drooled. They had just eaten before venturing into the streets a couple hours ago, but of course Des was hungry again. And a meal like that would cost more than a single dremma.
Farren sighed and held out her coins. "Take them."
He stared at her as if she were an Enchantress. "Really?"
"Really. Before I change my mind."
He squinted at her, though she could hear the minks chittering excitedly from the folds of his chiton. "I won't owe you anything later?"
"It'll be enough to not hear you complain about how hungry you are a thousand times before supper."
Des took the coins. "You're the best."
"I'm going back to the sparring rings," Farren said. "Get your food and come right back there. After, we'll go to the swim races."
"And hopefully, get a glimpse of these royals. I bet they're wearing silk chitons and smell of gold. Do you think they would talk to me?"
"They're people, Des, just like us."
"Just wealthier. And well-read. And more worldly. I've heard they even keep gryphons as pets." 
"You listen to far too much gossip."
"We'll see about that." He sprinted toward the food stand, and Farren glimpsed the black nose and white chin of one of his minks peeking from a pocket as he disappeared into the crowd.
Farren had heard rumors about gryphons, too. She was never sure what to believe. But Da had told her the only surviving gryphons lived far to the east in the Blades—a cluster of knife-like mountains devoid of humans. Ancient gryphon remains had been found in the rolling mountains around their little village, but the massive bones were so old they crumbled to dust when touched. Because the beasts were half bird, half lion, it was said both Avids and Felids could runebond with them. Avids, like herself.
She shivered, then reached her mind up to one of the trees overhead, stretching her runeskill out until she sensed the small silver sphere of a golden sparrow's mind.
Many creatures, the sparrow said, a rudimentary phrase paired with a series of images that flashed through Farren's mind. People. Goats. Minks and beavers, dogs, turtles, snakes, and a purple cloud of silk moths.
My brother, Farren told the sparrow, sending him an image of Desmond's face. Can you follow him? 
Yes, yes, yes! The sparrow chittered high up in the branches. Sparrows were always eager helpers; she hardly ever had to bribe them. The birds liked the attention, and the feeling of importance that went with helping humans.
If he goes far, come get me. The bird would be able to follow her mind, even if she had their runebond closed, which she certainly would have to do if she was to focus on sparring.
Yes, come get you!
Farren sent the sparrow a wave of pleasure and happiness, and the bird sang a lovely little tune before darting after her brother. Through the moving crowd, Farren could see him already scarfing down the food. At least that would buy her a minute or two.
When she entered the sparring circle, a rush of voices rose as bets were made, and she stretched her arms, waiting for her opponent to enter. She knew most in the crowd—villagers whom she had grown up with, who had witnessed her fighting skills improve over the years, both from Brin's advice and from her hard work. They had grown more confident in her abilities and now put their faith in her as they wagered coin. She owed them another win. Some of them had been watching her since the very beginning. Even the critical among them had softened to her, realized she might be more than they expected. Despite not being born there. Despite being an outsider.
With this sparring contest and the upcoming ones in midsummer, she might have enough coin to finally pay for a half-decent skin painting. Most received their first skin painting at the celebration of a rune rising—when a child's runeskill, known at birth, has matured enough to be used. Farren had already experienced her rune rising—although she couldn't remember it—before Brin had taken her in. She and Brin had been saving for her skin painting for years so that one day, she could wear proof of dedication to her runeskill like everyone else.
Beyond the bustling streets and cottages of the village, the forested mountains spread around them, trees alluring with the bright green of young leaves. She drank in the sight. The tall, dense forest and formidable mountains rising to the sky pressed their strength upon her. They lent her certainty. Familiarity. They were her first memories, after all. One breath of the mountain spring air was all it took to make her feel centered and focused.
"Let's get on with it, then," a voice said behind her.
Heat darted straight up to her cheeks. She dropped her arms and turned to face the young man who had stepped into the circle behind her, heart flit-fluttering like a wounded sparrow.
"Thestor."
"And you are...?"
Her fingers curled tight. "I'll let you think on it a while."
He stretched his arms, which rippled with muscle. "Have we sparred before?"
"More than sparred, I'm afraid." The crowd hushed a bit at that, and Farren bit her tongue.
Those muddy brown eyes hammered into her. "I guess I forgot."
Cursed Avid. She stalked up to him and dropped low into a fighting stance. "Let me help you remember," she said quietly, barely audible above the noise from the crowd. "It was only a few weeks ago. We sparred, and I won. Then we went to the olive grove."
The moon had shone that night through the olive trees, striking his dark eyes and turning his copper skin to gold. They had only drank a little honeyed mead, caressed each other while the scent of sweet olive blossoms kissed the air. It hadn't been her first time, thank the Enchanters. It would've been harder to bear what had come afterward.
Thestor's lips twitched as he angled himself for the fight. "I don't remember ever losing to a girl."
Farren nodded, playing along. "That's fair. Some boys have a hard time accepting it. But you can't deny rolling in the grove with me. I'll never forget how excited you were. How short and rigid—"
His face reddened, and he hissed at her, throwing a jab. Farren jerked to the right, glee spreading through her as he narrowly missed.
"Enchanters curse you, Farren Blackburn," he spat, jabbing again.
"I thought you might remember after that."
"Honestly, it's a bit of a blur." He did a double jab, which she parried smartly. "I've slept with lots of girls out there."
It was her turn to strike. Her pride still stung that she had gone with him. That she had actually thought he was interested in her and hadn't just been trying to get back at her for losing.
Her fist dug into the firm plane of his torso, and he grimaced.
"I mostly remember," he said, panting now, "that you were just like all the others. Destined to be some boring mam with too many kids running around."
His arm shot out, and his fist connected with the space just below her sternum. The air knocked out of her, but she still managed to raise her arm to block his next attack, aimed straight at her face.
"I do remember thinking how small you were though," he continued, backing away a step. "Pint-sized. I was surprised you could even fit around my—"
Farren didn't let him finish. She leapt and sent the powerful force of a front kick into his belly. He fell on the dirt, and she pinned his sweaty arm with a knee and flattened herself against his chest and neck so that he couldn't budge. Around them, the crowd hooted. Thestor ground his teeth and glared at her as he struggled.
"Size isn't everything," Farren told him. "You pretended to forget me after our little meeting. As if I didn't exist. You won't make that mistake again."
As the cheerful ring of the sparring bell signaled the winner, something darted in front of her. At first, she thought Thestor was breaking the rules by getting a bird to harass her, but it was the golden-winged sparrow she had spoken to earlier.
Farren released Thestor and connected with the bird, calming it enough to where it fluttered out from beneath her nose.
He is going far! Going far! The sparrow sent her a confused cascade of images: Desmond leaving the crowded sparring circles, a street filled with silken figures walking toward him, a giant beast towering above the people—a beast made of feather and fur.
Shouts resounded from out on the street. Farren lunged through the crowd and clambered onto the nearest wooden fence to scan the thoroughfare, searching for sign of—
Breath whooshed out of her.
A gryphon walked down the street among the silken figures flanked by orange-cloaked guards. The beast stood twice as large as a horse, with feathers painted red and gold and talons the length of a sword. Tawny fur rippled as it moved, and cold eyes glared above a beak that looked powerful enough to break stone. A thick chain attached to a metal collar that wrapped the beast's neck.
It was the most beautiful and terrifying creature Farren had ever seen.
A tremor swept through her. The people near the gryphon kept their distance from it, except for the one holding the chain. His expression was proud and distant.
A figure moved in from the side of the street and lifted a hand toward the gryphon's tawny shoulder. 
A curious, gentle hand. 
Desmond's hand.
The beast saw his hand in the same moment that Farren stretched her mind toward it, the molten sphere of its mind unfamiliar and too large and too complex, but she wrenched their runebond open. Anger ripped through her, and her fear flooded up into the connection, and she tried—she screamed—for the gryphon to leave her brother alone.
But her words drowned in a scouring wave of hatred. The gryphon's beak came down like an axe onto Desmond's head. The crowd jumped back from the beast, and a shrill cry resounded in the air as Desmond's head twisted.
Farren had already begun moving, surging through the crowd like a gossamer hawk in a dense forest. She would catch him. Shelter him from the monster. He would live because if he didn't—
Her brother crumpled to the ground.
Too late, fool. The voice from the runebond seared into her, and she yanked the connection closed.
Rivulets of blood ran down Desmond's face and neck. The crowd fell back as she knelt to pick him up, throat burning as she screamed for help. He was light, so light, and blood spilled everywhere—bright and warm and too slippery as she pressed on the gash along the side of his head. 
Clutching him against her chest, she screeched at the crowd, the stupid crowd who remained still and watched as if the entire world wasn't shuddering. The royals watched, too, unmoving in their silk and brocade chitons. Why was no one helping? Were they all under a spell? 
Desmond didn't open his eyes; he barely seemed to breathe. A strange tremor shook his limbs like brittle trees in a fall wind. When would the blood stop seeping?
"Here, child," a voice said, and Farren turned to a white-robed woman. A healer. "We'll take him to the infirmary."
"My brother's been bitten," Farren said, her voice high and thin. 
Grateful. She was so grateful when the healer took her brother. The woman's capable hands worked rapidly to wrap a bandage tight around his head. Farren stood on uneasy legs. Desmond's trembling had ceased, but his eyes remained closed.
"What happened?" the healer asked.
Farren's tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. "The gryphon... It attacked him."
Before the healer could respond, a man guffawed. "Attacked? He was provoked, girl. The boy made the beast feel threatened."
The man who had spoken was the one holding the gryphon's chain—a tall, dark-haired man with cruel eyes and a twisting mouth. He had lingered there, watching the proceeding with mild interest. The beast next to him glared down at them, breath bellowing from its bloodied beak and limbs quivering slightly. The chain keeping it captive was taut.
Farren didn't doubt that it wanted to do more harm.
"He was reaching to t-touch the beast," Farren got out. "He had no weapons. He's just a child—"
"And this one is an animal. What do you expect? The boy was a fool for getting so close to something that might harm him."
"He was just...curious. Is that so awful?" Farren's voice wobbled. Her entire body shook as she clenched her sticky-slick hands. "Do you have so little control over your beast?"
The man shrugged. "I could have stopped him. But I decided the boy needed a lesson."
She stepped toward him. "How dare you—"
A guard pressed a hand solidly into her chest, stopping her in her tracks.
"Try to threaten me," the man said, his mouth twisting savagely to the side. "Then I'll have a reason to put you in prison, which would be so unfortunate since you would miss your brother's funeral."
The guard pushed her back, and she stumbled. "Make way for Prince Anaxis," the guard ordered.
"Girl," the healer called, "are you coming?"
The healer and several others who had appeared had moved Desmond onto a litter dragged by a donkey. They had already started down the street. Farren propelled her unsteady legs to follow.
The scratch of talons on the flagstones sent a shiver coursing down her spine. She followed the healers and never took her eyes from Desmond's too-still face.






  
  ONE


The summer storm ruined Farren's plans. It shouldered into the midafternoon sky, darkening the world with growls and fire-lit cracks. The torrid rain turned the steep mountainsides into muddy rivulets. 
When the storm swept away, the sun shone between the mountain peaks and warmed the rain-soaked forest until mist lifted off the emerald leaves and the air grew heavy with the scent of wet humus.
All around her, water plopped and splattered. The roar of the nearby flooded gorge made her skin prickle. After an unsuccessful hunting venture that morning, Farren had been keen to get out with her hawk again after they had rested. But with the gorge now flooded, her usual route over the river—a series of stones and a water-smoothed log—would be completely submerged beneath rising rapids. There was no other way to get across to her favorite hunting spot full of brush and rabbits, at least not one she could reach and hunt before dark.
She clutched the thin strip of her hawk's leather leash, trying to ground herself in the gentle pressure of her hawk's talons on her gloved fist. A closer area would have to suffice for hunting today, meaning less brush and fewer rabbits.
Farren sighed and stepped out from beneath the stony stoop of her cave and slipped in a patch of mud, catching herself before she could fall. Mellion flapped tawny wings in protest, and Farren caught a thread of disgruntlement through the narrowed channel of their runebond. She waited until Mellion steadied on her arm before widening the runebond enough for her hawk to speak with her, wincing as Mellion's frustration flushed through her.
Sorry, lady, Farren said.
I would've warned you about that, Mellion responded tartly, sending an impression with an image of the mud before Farren stepped in it.
You know I prefer to only runebond fully while hunting.
Mellion shook her head, bristling the feathers around her face and neck. I liked it better before. It was fun and... She felt Mellion struggle for the words, but some things were too complicated for the bird to put words to. Instead, a series of images flickered through the runebond—Mellion and Farren enjoying the sunrise together while sharing impressions of the colors; when Farren had her first taste of bitterwort tea and tried to explain to Mellion how terrible it tasted; and, in the spring, when Farren prepared to go to Demithya's Festival and attempted to convince Mellion that it was fun to spar with peers.
Farren's heart ached. They had discussed this too many times to count over the past few months. Each time felt more difficult than the last. 
I know you miss that, she said. But I can't do that all the time.
Does it hurt?
No, Farren said, knowing Mellion was likely confused by the pain she could sense in Farren. She stepped carefully down the slick path that led away from her home and into the western woods.
Mellion hunched forward, peering from Farren to the forest around her. Torn between her friend and her dinner.
I need practice, Farren explained. With the runeskill. With control. I can't be...lax with it any longer.
Lax?
Farren chewed her cheek. I need to be stronger. More skill. To emphasize the point, she sent Mellion an impression of a young hawk trying to pin a rabbit. The rabbit wrestled itself away from the inexperienced bird.
Stronger, Mellion said, bobbing her head as if in understanding. To kill the rabbit.
Strong enough not to lose it, Farren gently corrected. Unbidden, the memory of the gryphon rose, and Farren quickly closed her runebond, not wanting the sudden rush of cold and heavy feelings to hit Mellion. She had shared enough of that day with Mellion during the weeks following the attack and didn't want to spoil their chances of a successful hunt now.
The soft ground mushed and churned beneath her leather sandals, and the wet shrubs soaked her leggings and shortened chiton. Farren veered northwest, where the woods thinned slightly and the slope rose to drier land.
Soon, it would be snow rather than mud they would have to worry about. And bitter cold nights. She had lots of planning to do. Like how she would get warm clothes and enough food to last the winter in the Kithyrian Mountains. Whether she should try to build herself and Mellion a real shelter so that they wouldn't have to sleep in a drafty cave. Being nineteen years old, Farren had spent many summers with her father in the Kithyrian Mountains and out in the Wildlands surrounding the city of Malodai, learning to live in the forests while they trapped young hawks to train. It was one of the reasons her father hadn't forbidden her from leaving home, as much as it had upset him. He knew she could take care of herself.
A field opened up before them, and Mellion shivered in anticipation. From the trees on the edge of the field, sparrows peered at them, their chatter growing agitated as they spotted her hawk.
Farren runebonded with Mellion once more and sent a memory—a series of impressions—so that Mellion would remember, too. Closer to their cave home, a flock of sparrows had chased her hawk, furious at her proximity to their nests. Mellion had played along for a bit, easily evading their reach, and then, at the last minute, had turned talons on them, sending them back into their shrubs. Mellion's smug satisfaction had made Farren laugh. 
You served them right, didn't you, lady?
It was only right with all their pecking and shrieking, the hawk replied, making a guttural clucking noise Farren always took for laughter, her golden eyes gleaming as amusement rippled through their runebond.
Enchanters, she was lucky to have Mellion with her. Even though Farren kept their runebond narrowed most of the time, their bond was enough to ward off loneliness at night, enough that Mellion's fleeting impressions kept Farren sane in the quietude of the mountains. Farren still remembered keenly the moment she had first seen Mellion as a fat chick sitting up in her nest, screeching down her rage that someone was close by. It had taken weeks for Farren to break through that distrust and months still before she could fly Mellion on a creance. But once they had trusted each other—once Mellion stopped biting her glove and returned every time Farren called her—their bond had been unshakable.
Farren's stomach growled, startling them both. That midday supper of hazelnuts and dried plumberries hadn't lasted very long. She had given the rest of the rabbit to Mellion last night—as she had many of the nights since Mellion's molt began in late spring—to ensure that her new feathers grew healthy and strong. Farren had eaten whatever remained of the morsels of stale biscuit she had bought on her last trip to the village weeks ago.
She lifted her arm, and Mellion surged into the air, heading for a tall aspen from which she would keep watch for movement below. Farren grabbed a long stick and narrowed her runebond, leaving it open just enough that she could sense the honed edge of Mellion's eagerness.
Sweat gathered beneath her light linen chiton as she whipped at the grass, stalking back and forth to rouse any hiding rabbits. She didn't mind the sweat, the lazy hum of mosquitoes, or even the soft burn spreading through her thighs as she parted the grasses. It gave her succor and made her forget the clawing hunger in her belly. And for a time, curbed the ache in her heart that slept with her at night.
She had left home a few months ago when the healer told her family that Desmond's wounds had healed. But that hadn't been the truth because the gryphon who had attacked her brother had changed him forever, and there was nothing she could do about it. There was no going back to the way he was. She had been telling herself that since she had looked into Desmond's face and saw his confusion, the way he crumpled when there was too much noise, too much activity: the very opposite of how her life-loving, fifteen-year-old brother used to be.
And it was all her fault.
So she had fled to the Kithyrian Mountains north of Capai, knowing her brother would be better off if she was gone, ashamed that she couldn't bear to see the way he was now. It was best this way, with her parents keeping Desmond safe at home, helping him cope with his wounds. She had only returned to Capai a few times over the summer to get supplies and meet with her father at the village inn—but never returned to her old home. Da was always glad to see her, and she would ask about Des and how they were all doing. She would say whatever she could to soothe her father, to keep him from worry.
Something skittered just ahead. Farren glimpsed the brown fuzzy bottom of a mountain rabbit. Mellion's vision narrowed to a point. She took off and followed the rabbit as it darted from one grass clump to another to seek refuge. Farren chased it, flaying the sedges with her stick, pulse quickening every time she spotted fur through the viridian grass. It was a plump rabbit, and strong, too.
Mellion circled overhead and waited for the right moment while Farren prodded the rabbit uphill, not wanting it to head down to the heavy cover of thickets. Farren blinked, and the rabbit disappeared behind a cluster of boulders.
Wait, she told Mellion, proud when her hawk landed in a tree to watch her.
Farren scrambled up a boulder and hung over the edge to poke the shadowed fissures below. Nothing happened. She followed the great cracks between the stones, tapping the stick as far down as she could reach. The rabbit was likely laying low, knowing it was untouchable down there.
She was about to give up when Mellion's surge of excitement hit her. The rabbit burst from the boulders and sprinted for the thickets at the edge of the field, risking an open knoll with a single tree for cover. Without hesitation, Mellion dove. Farren jumped across the boulders, not needing to watch as she felt Mellion hit the rabbit with precision. Satisfaction washed through her runebond when the hawk's talons sank into the rabbit's chest. Powerful legs kicked, and the rabbit broke free from one of Mellion's talons. 
Breathless, Farren reached the other side of the boulders, scratching her palms as she hung from the side and dropped down into a clump of shrubs.
Mellion half-hopped, half-flew as the rabbit thrust away until it finally wrenched out of her grasp and dove into the thickets beyond the knoll. Ripping through the shrubbery, Farren sent her hawk a wave of reassurance. 
You did your best, she told Mellion. We'll likely get another before sunset—
A sharp jab of pain made Farren falter. Mellion's talon was caught and hurting, something burning up her small, feathered body. Pain seared Farren's mind, and she dropped to the ground, trying to see her hawk through the chaos of her runebond. Through jagged shrubs, Mellion's wings fluttered madly on the ground. 
Be calm, Farren urged her, panic rising in her throat.
Mellion struggled in agony, but whatever had hold of her wouldn't let go. It dragged her down like a lead weight, impossibly heavy, and consumed her little by little.
Farren crawled forward, fingers bleeding as they dug into the hard ground. Mellion screamed and thrashed beneath the tree on the knoll. Get up, get up!
Mellion's fear fled like a sparrow's cry swept away in the furious blast of a gale. Emptiness replaced it; the runebond had been severed. Nothing moved on the grassy knoll, and the stillness caused bile to rise in Farren's throat. She stumbled to where Mellion stood on the ground, beak gaping and wings poised in the air, stiff as a wool-stuffed mount. Her talon touched a flower with bloodred petals.
Farren circled the hawk, trying to comprehend what her eyes were seeing. Mellion didn't move but looked as alive as ever. Her brown eyes shone, her slender tongue glistened, and the ruddy tint of her wings gleamed in the sun. Even the flower beneath her talon looked alive. Perfect. At any moment, it looked as if Mellion would twitch a muscle. Her wings would suddenly beat the air, she would race to Farren's arm just as she always had and give a soft chirrup of relief in her ear.
But she didn't. 
Her hawk and the flower didn't so much as tremble in the wake of Farren's breath. Beneath the shadow of Mellion's talon, a bee nestled in a scarlet fold of petals. It didn't move, either. Buttery pollen dusted its body. Farren reached out and touched it. 
A rush of heat pulled at her, penetrated past skin and bones, and hunted down and down to the very runes that made her. It wanted to spread like wildfire, to leave only emptiness in its path. For a breath of a moment, something shifted inside Farren—a twitch so deep it seemed to come from beneath her rune-made soul.
She jerked away, gasping at the tingling pain in her arm, and scrambled back from the bird-flower statue. A statue like ice, but hot rather than cold. Emptiness where there should be rune-filled life. 
A strange, impossible disease. Farren racked her mind, thinking of all the diseases she knew of that affected birds, but nothing came close to this.
Maybe she had felt it wrong. Or misunderstood it somehow. Her runebond had been drowning in Mellion's fear, so she might have missed something. It wouldn't be the first time her bond with birds prevented her from thinking clearly.
Farren dug her fingers against the ground, oblivious to the sharp stones cutting through the thin soil. Mellion blurred for a moment, lost beneath a sudden tide Farren couldn't quite catch hold of. She pressed her fingers deeper into the soil, using the pain to focus her mind. If her father were there, what would he say?
Look for signs of dehydration, disease, stress. Check her keel, make sure she's not underweight. Has everything been normal—the mutes, breathing, and eating?
But it all checked out. Farren had even given Mellion the larger share of caught food to support her emerging feathers post-molt. The only possibility was a sudden fit of apoplexy, which could kill a bird in minutes.
She might figure out more if she brought Mellion back to the cave and inspected her, just as her father would do at home. But the thought of touching Mellion again made her want to vomit.
Shaking, she forced herself to her feet, limbs loose twigs stranded together by thread. Mellion was her closest, most trustworthy hawk; Farren owed her more than abandonment. She needed to see her father. He was the only one who would know what had killed—or frozen—Mellion. And he would be willing to let her take one of the other hawks she trained so that she might have a chance of surviving the winter in the mountains.
Farren reached again for the connection with her hawk. Barrenness greeted her. A shiver slid down her back. No more of Mellion's amused chittering, no more breathtaking impressions of the hunt or those moments afterward when Mellion was vibrant with exultation at her kill. And worst of all, Farren would no longer find the warm embrace of Mellion's mind when she awoke.
She stood a moment more, memorizing Mellion's form, wanting to look away but unable to. 
I'm sorry I couldn't help you, she told her hawk, speaking to the emptiness where their runebond had hummed between them. Or give you a proper burial so that your runes can be released.
Farren picked a nodding clump of daisies nearby, and as she crouched to lay them near Mellion's body, one of Mellion's golden feathers—broken loose by Mellion's panicked wing-flapping and caught in the grasses—twitched in the mountain breeze, almost as vivid as gold itself. Farren touched the feather, warmth flushing through her when all she felt were the soft, normal bristles of a feather. She picked it up and brushed it over her cheek, remembering all the moments when Mellion's wingtips had caressed her just so. Then she tucked the feather into a small pouch inside her satchel, where it would be safe and close.
Trembling, she turned from her hunting hawk and made her way back to their small camp, alone. Her stomach clenched. She was no longer hungry, and she didn't think she'd be able to eat again until she had answers.
She entered the small cave where she and Mellion had lived for the summer on their own and spent the remainder of the day packing their things. Beneath Mellion's perch, she swept up stray molted feathers and took them outside the cave. Next to a sturdy pika sapling, she dug a hole in the muddy ground and placed the feathers inside.
May your runes be released and free to bless another, Farren prayed, wondering whether Mellion's runes would release from her frozen body or if the disease had frozen her runes as well. Her father should know, but if he didn't...only the Enchanters who created their world would. And they were long, long gone, if they had ever existed at all.
Farren wiped her eyes and finished tidying the cave, thinking distantly that she would be back again with a new hawk and supplies to last through the winter. She just needed to focus on the future, the routine, on survival. And make sure she never took a hawk to that knoll again. Then she curled up on her bedroll with Mellion's golden feather clutched to her chest and let the grief roll through her. In the distance, owls shrieked at the forlorn night.






  
  TWO


Farren shifted her packs and winced at the ache in her shoulders. At least she had finally made it to the main road heading into the Outskirts of Malodai. The trek down from the Kithyrian Mountains had taken a whole day—long enough for her tears over Mellion to run out. Her hawk's death still rolled over and over in her mind, confusing shards of memories and impressions that refused to make sense. 
The sight of her village nestled in the foothills calmed her nerves. Her village was one of many in the Outskirts—a fringe of land with farming villages that formed a near-perfect ring around the Wildlands of the great city of Malodai—but she had never seen a village as beautiful as Capai. Quaint homes made of stone and thatch sprawled along ambling dirt roads, cushioned by green-gold fields of crops and grazing pasture. Glittering rivers—the headwaters to the great River Kithyria—wandered between the hills like the seams of her patched leggings.
Her chest tightened at the sight of her home on the edge of the village, attached to a long mew outbuilding. So many of her childhood days had been spent in those mew stalls and out in the yard, flying a lure on a rope or watching the hawks bathe in shallow basins of water. She would hide in the tall grasses outside the weathering yard, basking in the sun while they stood on their posts with wings braced wide, drops of water falling like glass beads from their feather tips.
Through some spare trees, she saw her mother hanging laundry on the line. Her faithful badger—a creature Farren had always despised for its awful stench and tempestuous demeanor—lay close to her feet. 
Her father would be in the mews, cleaning up from the day's trainings. Like Farren, her father was an Avid, holding a runeskill with birds since birth. A lucky thing, her father always said, since he had found Farren wandering in the woods alone as a young child. If it hadn't been for Farren's delight at the mews, he was certain she would've wandered off to be taken in by a different family. Farren hadn't believed him, of course. Meeting Brin had been the luckiest moment of her existence—when her real life had truly begun. What hungry, lost child who had no memories of her own parents could've refused the patient love and quietude that Brin had shown her?
Familiar laughter caused Farren to stop short. From behind the house, her brother ran full-tilt, flying a little paper kite. Three ink-black minks bounded after it.
Farren struggled to breathe. It was as if the accident had never happened. As if he were the same fifteen-year-old boy he had been before—energetic and full of questions about the world. 
Her mother watched him, a hand covering her grin as if she could hold it in and never let it escape. Because it could take only a moment before Desmond's mood shifted. Still, Farren wondered if her mother had ever looked at her that way, with joy. She could only remember a persistent, chilled distance, which had soured into resentment after the accident.
Farren veered away and headed into the center of the village. She would visit her friend Keira first before sending word to her father to meet her. Keira might know something about the disease that attacked Mellion since she was a skilled Planteri and had more knowledge about plants than anyone Farren knew.
Keira's home was a compact stone building tucked between a bakery and a chandlery. A garden plot framed the doorway to the front—the entrance to her shop—and emerald cinnaferns spiced the air as Farren went inside. Cluttered shelves lined the walls, and bundles of herbs hung from the rafters. Every window ledge brimmed with potted plants.
In the far corner of the room, Keira's slender form bent over a potted, dark-leaved tree. Finger-length spines ran along its spindly trunk. She stared intently at it, seeming oblivious to the noises of children coming from the back of the house. She had heard the door, however, as Farren shut it.
"Be with you in just a minute," she said, not taking her eyes from the plant.
In moments, buds formed among the leaves. They grew heavy and fat, then peeled open to reveal dazzling blue petals the size of Farren's palms. A delicate sapphire scent touched Farren's nose and reached into her, lifting her mind and body.
"Just beautiful," Keira murmured, and the petals seemed to brighten under her gaze. 
With thick brown hair, rosy-gold skin, and a pretty smile, Keira was as beautiful as the flowers she bloomed. She had used her runeskill as a Planteri to build her livelihood, supporting her family with the little apothecary. Although she was nearly eight years older than Farren, it had always felt as though they were just a few years apart and as close as blood sisters. Being separated from Keira hadn't hurt any less than being apart from her family.
Farren forced down the sudden knot in her throat. "What is that one called, then?"
Keira whipped around, eyes warm and bright as she grinned. "Farren! I thought you were a wraith for a moment. You look famished. Shall I call Benny to fetch you something? He and the children are playing a game of seek-and-find."
"No, don't. Let them play." Farren set her packs on the floor, and Keira pulled her into a tight embrace. The spice of cinnafern was a salve to Farren's grief over Mellion. She studied Keira's dark hair, twisted into a bun, and the finely detailed fern frond imprinted all the way around her neck.
"This is beautiful," Farren said, touching the dark green markings, wondering how painful it must've been. Wishing she had been there with Keira as her skin was needled with colors, as a good friend would've been. "When did you get it?"
"Weeks ago. It was a gift from Benny. He saved up during his two years of Servitude at Alidonia so that he could pay a traveling skin painter." Keira pulled back, smiling at her. "Weren't you saving up for your own? Did you ever get it?"
"I used the money to pay Desmond's healer for the surgery."
"Oh," Keira said, squeezing her arms. "I'm so sorry."
"I don't regret it," Farren said. Her father had been hesitant to spend it after years of saving with her, saying he could pay the healer on his own. Farren had pushed it on him anyways. She would take bare skin for a lifetime if it meant keeping Desmond alive.
"Of course not," Keira said easily. "Enchanted skies, it's been forever since I've seen you. So much has happened." 
Although Farren returned to Capai every few weeks, she had only stopped at the local inn to meet with her father and hadn't seen Keira since she left her home in the spring. With the shop and all the children, Keira had her hands full, and Farren hadn't wanted to bother her.
She assessed Farren through slitted eyes, her smile faltering. "You look like you've been crying. What's the matter?"
Farren brushed at her cheeks, brittle with dried tears. "It's Mellion. She died yesterday."
"I'm so sorry, Farren. I know you loved that bird."
"That's actually part of the reason why I came," Farren said, her throat working.
Keira studied her a moment, lips pursed. "Here, come sit." She motioned to the sturdy wooden counter and pulled out a stool from behind it. Then she went to the shop door and flipped the sign to tell customers it was closed.
"Oh, you don't need to do that, Keira—"
"Nonsense. You rest, and we will chat. I'm doing well enough that I can be closed for a bit today." She bustled back behind the counter, where a wood stove was already hot with a pot of something steaming. She pulled out another pot and filled it with water from a clay pitcher, set it on the stove, and sprinkled some herbs inside. "Tell me what happened, Farren. Was it another animal that hurt Mellion?"
Despite the warmth emanating from the wood stove, Farren's skin prickled. "It-it was some sort of disease I've never seen before. Do you know of a flower that can freeze things? Make them...like ice?"
"No," Keira said, frowning as she stirred one of the pots. "That doesn't sound possible."
"Mellion touched the flower. I tried touching it, too, and it was as if everything I am, all of my runes, were being pulled out of me."
"Enchanted skies," Keira breathed. "Are you sure it was a flower? Not something else, something to do with the bird?"
"I'm going to see if my father knows anything about it. Maybe it's a disease, or..." Farren shook her head, at a loss.
"You were...runebonded with her when she passed?"
Farren nodded, not wanting to recall the awful sensation of fire and terror clawing its way through Mellion.
"That must've been difficult." Keira went to her tree and plucked three of the sapphire petals, then dropped them in the pot of simmering water. She sat quietly with Farren while the herbs steeped, then poured them both a hot cup of it.
Farren picked up the clay cup, the liquid inside as blue as an afternoon sky. "This won't force me to feel happy, will it?" Farren teased, knowing Keira always had the best intentions at heart.
Her friend chuckled. "Something to ease the pain, that's all. Did you want anything else? I have a cheer-balm, or a healing salve with infused calm, a sleeping tincture, a lover's lotion—"
"What in the Enchanters' Realms would I need that for, Keira?"
Keira laughed, and Farren swore every plant in the shop leaned toward the jingle of it. "Just in case you met someone while you were away."
"Someone I needed desperately to fall in love with me?"
"It's not for love, silly," Keira said. "It's for lust."
"Oh, right. I'll definitely need that."
"Well, you are a little bony. I'd like to feed you."
Farren couldn't stop her laughter. "Why not just give me a hunger potion? Then I would actually want to eat."
For a moment, Keira's mirth flickered, and she motioned for Farren to drink the tea. They sipped in unison. The liquid tingled over her tongue before traveling down and down, all the way to her toes. Warming them...lifting them.
"You missed Capilion's Sun Festival," Keira said.
Even though the Enchanters were gone—to sleep in the Kithyrian Mountains, some said, or dead, if they hadn't abandoned humans altogether for a better land—everyone celebrated them with festivals and temple offerings. At the end of those long, celebratory nights in her village, Keira's aged grandmother would sit up in the dark, playing a sad melody on her flute so that it floated high over the fields and into the feet of the mountains. The old woman believed the Enchanters could hear her songs and that the music would one day draw them back.
"How was it?" Farren asked. Even her throat felt softer somehow, her voice floating like a feather.
"Good. There were the usual peddlers with citron fruits from Ibezia—that's where I got the zifulsa tree from," she said, nodding to the prickly tree full of blue flowers. "A beauty, in and out, and completely worth the cost. Let's see...there were the horse sellers, the traveling minstrels and performers, all the usual things. It was busier than Demithya's spring festival, but the fighting matches weren't nearly as interesting without you."
"Yeah?" Farren chuckled, her cheeks heating. "I do miss throwing six-foot boys on their bums." That exquisite look of surprise mingled with shame and begrudging respect.
Farren had quickly fallen in love with sparring after her father had begun teaching her years ago. She loved the challenge of it, the thrill of what her body could do, and the way she felt after, covered in sweat and her muscles burning with sweet heat. And there was something else, too, that she missed: the intimacy of it. Wrestling had taught her all about boys' bodies, particular weaknesses or strengths they had, and how their patterns of thought were revealed by the smallest of movements.
Farren took a few more sips of tea and felt the clouds in her chest breaking apart, drifting away. "I'm sure there were other girls there to remind the boys what we're capable of."
"None of them had quite your tenacity," Keira replied. "Anyways, we had a good deal of city folk and all their trappings. Benny recognized the royals from his Years of Servitude to the crown—the eldest prince came to visit."
Farren nearly choked on her drink. "The eldest prince? Do you mean Prince Anaxis?" The very name filled her heart with hate.
"Of course, you've been isolated so you wouldn't have heard," Keira said hesitantly. "While you were away...the king and Prince Anaxis died."
Farren's heart thundered. "What? How?"
"The rumors say the king fell down a set of stairs. And the prince... It's said that he was killed by his own gryphons. I'm sure it's not true—"
"I believe it," Farren said, gripping her cup as she fought a sudden trembling in her hands. Anaxis, the man whose gryphon had nearly killed Desmond. Dead. 
After the attack, Farren had just wanted to hurt him. But a guard had caught her before she got too close to the man, and after he put her down, some of the anger had left her. Some of it turned inward. Knowing the man was gone now and his haughty carelessness with him made her eyes burn. She closed them and sipped her tea, silently thanking the Enchanters—if indeed they were still alive and could hear her.
Keira's warm touch on her arm startled her. "How are you feeling?"
Farren gave her friend a wobbly smile. "I don't know. Relieved? Glad? Guilty that I'm relieved."
Keira rubbed her arm. "Drink some more tea." 
Farren obliged, letting the warmth pool in her belly, allowing it to lift the tension from her shoulders.
"Anyways," Keira said after a moment of silence, giving Farren a tentative glance. "The prince that came to visit is a son of Queen Aurelia. We heard he went up into the mountains while he was visiting Capai. Who knows if it's true."
"Aren't the views at Alidonia nice enough?"
Keira's eyes gleamed. "Apparently, they can't see the Kithyrian Mountains as well from there. The prince is a skilled painter, it's said."
"Hmm." Farren sipped more tea. Her limbs had begun to feel weightless, her mind high and light and clear.
The door behind Keira creaked open, and noise from the back of the house rushed in as several little heads emerged in the opening. 
"Auntie Farren!" 
No less than two little boys and three girls tangled themselves around Farren's legs, squeezing her tight with their sticky hands. 
Farren grinned and hugged each back in turn. "Hope you've been staying out of trouble? Being good for your Auntie Keira?"
They nodded happily and clamored for her attention, faces smeared with dirt and cracker crumbs. Between their feet, a rabbit, puppy, and frog hopped up and down, exuberant with the children's excitement.
Although Keira wasn't their blood mother, she was mother to them in every other sense of the word. Keira, after years of trying, hadn't been able to have children of her own, and had jumped at the chance to help out her ailing sister, who lived nearby.
The eldest girl, Ivie, tugged on her arm, cheeks like ruddy plums. "Did you see the prince in the mountains?"
"I didn't see any prince in the mountains," Farren said.
Ivie's blond brows floated high on her brow. "We saw gryphons at the festival, too!"
Farren froze, her cup halfway to her mouth. The clouds that had receded from her insides came swooping back in.
"Ivie!" Keira scolded, causing the girl's copper cheeks to darken further.
"But I-I thought... Anaxis was...?" 
Keira gave Farren a look she knew too well: wariness and pity. Farren dragged in an uneven breath. Anaxis' death had meant nothing, then. The new queen was no different than him, allowing gryphons on the streets. Nothing had changed. 
She tried to focus on Ivie. "How many gryphons?"
"I saw three different ones. One with purple feathers, one with red feathers, and another with feathers like gold. But we didn't go near them," Ivie added, glancing nervously at her aunt, which told Farren they had gone near them. "We know they are dangerous."
The room suddenly felt too hot. "That's right," Farren said, frowning down at Ivie. "You should never go near them. They are unpredictable, capable of killing with no more than a twitch of beak or claw. Even if they are walking beside a royal—no matter how handsome he is."
Ivie couldn't meet Farren's gaze. She softened her tone, and touched the girl's shoulder. "You're eleven, Ivie, and smart enough to know how dangerous gryphons are. Some think they can train a gryphon into submission, but it isn't possible to have them under full control." And, Farren thought to herself, if those haughty aristocrats had brought three gryphons to the festival this year, they had grown even more foolish. 
She swallowed and smoothed her hands down her lap. "What else did you see at the festival?"
While she let the girl tell her stories, her heart galloped. Every time she looked into one of the children's faces, she saw how small and fragile they were. So she kept her eyes on her tea, and only pulled them away when Keira's husband called for the children to return to the back side of the house. 
"You know I would never do anything to endanger them," Keira said softly. "You know what they mean to me."
Enchanters, how she knew. Farren had been there each time Keira had miscarried. She had held Keira while she raved with jealousy and bitterness, and finally grief, at each successful birth her sister had. And she had rejoiced with Keira as the years went by and gifted Keira with nieces and nephews, as she grew into the motherly figure Farren had always known her friend could be.
"I know," Farren said, her eyes burning suddenly. "It's just that after everything with Desmond—"
Keira wrapped Farren in her arms, smothering her words. "I remember everything you've told me. Everything that we've seen. I can't forget it." Keira set her at arm's length. "And I know you won't, either. How much longer will you be in the mountains?"
Farren sniffed and blinked the dew from her eyes. "As long as I can be."
"The winter?"
"Yes."
Keira shook her head and waved around her house. "Come live here, Farren. You'll be warm and fed. The children would love it."
For a moment, Farren considered saying yes. But with five children already sleeping there much of the time, Farren knew she would take too much of the precious space. Keira had always been generous, no matter how little she had.
Farren shook her head. "How would you deal with my nagging about the children?"
Despite herself, Keira smiled. "I would tell you to knock it off." She lifted her brows. "Well?"
Farren bit her lip. "I can't, but thank you."
"What will you eat when everything is frozen?"
Farren shrugged. "I'll have stores. I should be going now." She would fetch a little bird from outside to fly to her father, tell him to meet her at their usual spot at the inn.
"Wait." Keira rummaged in a cabinet and pulled out two bars of soap wrapped in leather. "They're scented with cinnafern and sweet bellhorn. You could use the nice fragrance," she said with a sniff.
"How practical of you," Farren teased, tucking the bundle against her chest.
"And here, just a few more things. You have room in your satchel?"
Keira didn't wait for an answer before diving into the shelves all along the walls of the store. "Without my apothecary, you'll need some things over the winter. Spice rub to keep the cold at bay—especially on your feet. A balm for chapped lips and cheeks. A healing salve for cuts and burns. Would you like a sleeping tincture? You look like you haven't been sleeping." Jars and clay pots clinked as she gathered them up in her arms. "Oh, and I have a mind-sharp draught to help with hunting." She flashed Farren a sudden, wicked grin. "And I've made a new sweet. I'm calling it silly chewtack."
Farren made a face. "Why does that make me think of a cow's cud?"
"It's a chewing sweet—not for swallowing, mind—that helps the laughter come out. It's a blend from a few different plants of mine."
"I'm not sure how useful that will be in the mountains."
Keira quirked a brow at her. "When was the last time you laughed?" At Farren's silence, Keira gave a brisk nod. "Precisely what I thought. Laughter is medicine, Farren."
Keira gingerly placed the jars and pots in Farren's satchel, cushioning them with a length of blanket. The satchel bulged.
"How about food?" Keira asked.
"I'll grab something from the inn."
Keira's mouth set with unease. "You know, one day, you'll have to forgive yourself. You can't live up there forever, away from all your friends and family."
The burning started in Farren's eyes again, and she turned away, pulling the packs over her shoulders. "I need to see my father about getting another hawk. I can't make it in the mountains without one."
A furrow deepened between Keira's strong brows. "I've heard that your father is selling his hawks. He might not have any left."
Farren had started tightening the straps on her pack, but her hands paused at Keira's words. "What?"
"I'm not sure why, but he came to my husband asking around for potential buyers."
Her father would never sell his hawks. Her family depended on the falconry business he ran, which had a reputation good enough to draw buyers all the way from Malodai. And with Desmond's special needs—the tincture their mother used to calm him—plus the fees they still owed the surgeon who had mended his wounds, he couldn't risk giving up his business. It would ruin them.
"I have to go," Farren said. 
"Be careful." 
"I will." She kissed her friend on the cheek and, knowing she had to see for herself if what Keira said was true, left for her father's house.
For home, she thought stubbornly. No matter how long she lived in the mountains or how difficult it was to return to, it would always be that. She refused to let it go.






  
  THREE


Keira was right. The mews outbuilding, normally full with twenty hawks and falcons, had only three. Sensing them with her runeskill as she reached her family's cottage, Farren forcibly tamped down a rush of worry. She knew her father. Brin would have a perfectly logical explanation for selling them, as she had never known him to do anything without considerable thought. But she couldn't think of a single reason for him to sell the hawks they relied on to make a living. 
Farren entered the mews first, hoping to settle her unease. Everything was tidy and neat, just the way she and her father always kept it before she had left for the Kithyrian Mountains. Other than the dearth of hawks, nothing appeared unusual. 
Gnawing the inside of her cheek, she opened a runebond with one of the hawks, a burnished female hunched in the slanting light of her barred window, and immediately caught a wave of nervous restlessness. Something wasn't right, but the hawk was so glad to feel Farren that she started to forget whatever was bothering her.
Where is Mellion? the hawk asked, flashing her an image of Mellion.
Farren held tight to her memory of Mellion, frozen on the flower, knowing the image and emotions tied to it would upset the hawk greatly. Instead, she sent a thread of her grief to the hawk and closed her runebond as the hawk lifted its wings and keened in sorrow. Farren's eyes burned as her own grief welled just under the surface. She left the hawk to mourn.
She pulled out her father's logs and skimmed through the last day's pages. A line caught her eye.
1 gold-winged hawk sold to P. Fausa for 964 dremma.
Her eyes leapt to the previous page, finding a similar line. Flipping back in time revealed a record of each of the sales her father had made, jotted in his unadorned pen-strokes. She snapped the book shut.
She couldn't be angry at her father for not telling her since she was the one who had chosen to live far away in the mountains. But he could've at least sent a message with a bird.
Farren passed the vegetable garden and lingered by the window, breath fogging the glass as she tried to see past the curtain. Should she just walk in? Knock? 
The last time she had been inside the cottage was the day she left home. Her mother, Ena, had remained silent while her father pleaded with Farren—barely audible between Desmond's screams—not to leave. Then her mother pulled out the tincture to calm Desmond, who beat at her arms as she pressed the tinctured cloth to Desmond's mouth and nose. The sudden flash of his anger had faded the way light did from a dying rabbit's eyes, and in its place was a resigned quietude. The sight of it had made her stomach turn.
It hadn't been the last time Farren had seen them, though. Every few weeks, when Farren returned to the village inn for supplies and to speak with her father, she had watched Desmond on her way from a distance, knowing it was best for all of them if she stayed away, but hating it nonetheless. She had begun to question how much she knew her brother now and whether he missed her.
The rotten scent of the badger's home drifted down from the hill where it lived in a burrow just outside the cottage. Her mother used to let that nasty thing inside, but after it bit Farren, her father demanded it out. Her father, normally a soft-spoken man, had surprised them both, and her mother removed it, commenting that it was adding a particular odor to the cottage anyways.
When Farren entered, an empty kitchen greeted her. She stepped in and closed the door quietly, ears straining. A half-tended fire dwindled in the hearth. Her parents argued behind the closed door of their room—not a full-blown argument like they used to have, Ena yelling and Brin responding in a quiet voice—but one of those fights with tightly restrained whispers so as not to upset Desmond.
Desmond's door was open, the room beyond it blackened with silent shadows. He was likely sleeping now, and she didn't want to disturb him. He didn't need to know she was there, anyways. She would quietly speak to her father and be gone, and he would never know she was there. Farren set her packs gingerly on the floor, wincing as Keira's jars clacked together, announcing her presence.
Something rustled in one of the wide chairs near the hearth, and Farren turned to see Desmond poking his head out over the armrest.
His strained voice called out, "Farren, is that you?"
"It's me." 
The floor creaked as she approached. Glazed eyes peered at her from a slack face—signs her mother had recently given him the tincture.
He curled deeper into the chair, knees bent as he tucked his arms around the two minks nestled on his stomach. A third mink slept on his feet, its soft belly rising and falling with its breath. 
Seeing him like that, folded like a small child in the chair, made her long to hug him close. But who was she to hug him? It wouldn't be fair if she acted like nothing had happened, as if their relationship hadn't been swallowed whole by a gryphon, by her lack of control over her runeskill. So she curled her fingers into her palms and sat in the chair opposite him. "How are you, Des?"
"I'm okay," he mumbled. "They're arguing again." He closed his eyes for a moment, seeming to fight back weariness. A long, deep scar ran down the side of his head and curved behind his ear. It looked better than when she had left.
She waited for a moment, expecting him to open his eyes and yell at her for leaving in the spring. But the tincture must've drowned that pain. 
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