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      Though Aarkin had heard of times of Preparation that had lasted a full ten-day week, he’d never thought that he’d be one to endure it. He’d always been a social creature who sought out others—the isolation may be worse than the hunger.

      The hunger had lowered itself, had become a distant foe. The first few days in the Circle had been the worst—Aarkin had trained with his mentor, listened carefully as she described the ways to find his own Circle in the wilderness. It must be far enough away from the clan houses to ensure that no stray hunter would accidentally break his stay, lest he be forced to start again. Yet close enough to his people that the chances of a true monster coming from the Deep Heart Forest was slim.

      Slim, but not impossible. Even with others secreted away, watching for such threats. Everyone knew of a child just past their fifteenth sun who went to their Circle and never again returned.

      Aarkin didn’t plan on being one of them, but then, he suspected few did.

      He’d spent longer than the required half-week looking for his Circle. It was at the base of a giant crackled-bloodwood tree. The first time he saw it, Aarkin felt as if he’d come home. The trunk was wide enough that four men together would struggle to meet fingertips around it, and it stretched high enough into the sky that it pierced clouds. The broad spear-like branches provided welcome shelter from the sun—important because Aarkin had to make sure his water lasted.

      One brought no food with them, and only as much water as they could carry on the journey. And, if they kept the Silence, if they stayed open, if they were pure, then Iustyn, the God of Pacts, would bring an animal that mirrored the seeker’s heart to be a life companion.

      Shynn, his mentor, had a black forest cat as her companion; Aarkin had dreamed of what kind of animal would come to him.

      Now, he’d settle for anything that would break this silent vigil.

      His water supply had dwindled, and the tenth day was upon him. The wind stirred around him, teasing the edge of his woven wool blanket, its pattern dyed in the way of his clan. Scents of dirt and the sweet decay of leaves rose with the breeze, and Aarkin tried not to focus on the way his mouth watered.

      Around him, the forest slept in the heat of the day. The sun glistened off the silver bark of young trees that edged the circle claimed by the majestic giant bloodwood. Dark green leaves of shrubbery murmured shh-shh-shh in the breeze, reminding Aarkin to stay silent.

      There’d been a hawk to keep him company on the sixth day, and Aarkin had hoped that it would land and speak to him. Instead, it had killed a rabbit and carried it screaming into the distance.

      Had the rabbit been his companion? Was his companion dead before it even introduced itself? Could such a thing happen?

      Doubt gnawed at him, worse than any lingering memory of bread, or the sweet crackle of jerky pulled from grass wrapping.

      If he left, if he wasn’t prepared, then it’d be a full year before he’d be allowed to try again. Five years of trials failed would indicate that he was one of the Lonely, never to be bonded, never to know true companionship.

      That wouldn’t happen—couldn’t happen.

      Aarkin squeezed his eyes shut, felt the salt dried on his brow crack and flake onto his lip. Please. Please. Please.

      A brittle snap made him look up and scan the shrubs. A small group of them waggled in the breeze—no, there wasn’t any wind, not now. Something else made them dance.

      Could it be?

      Impatience built in his chest, made it difficult to stay kneeling, hands resting skyward on his thighs.

      No, he wouldn’t startle his Companion away, not after so long. Truly, Iustyn had reason to make him wait so long!

      The bushes trembled more and then, a small black nose pushed out between two leaves. A deep brown snout followed it, and Aarkin found himself looking into eyes that were mossy forest pools, deep enough to drown in and kind enough to be saved by.

      Numb, Aarkin reached his hand out. His lips cracked as he tried to speak, then gave up the attempt least the rough sound scare the creature away.

      A paw appeared, too large for the leg it was attached to, and then another. It was a dog of some kind, the breed unknown and unimportant. It—no, definitely a he—had tan fur, the dark brown markings around its droopy jowls, snout, and eyes which ran in a thin stripe between his floppy ears and down his back to the narrow alert tail. His chest was broad, and Aarkin was shocked to realize that he could count the dog’s ribs easily.

      This dog was starved, more than Aarkin was despite his ten-day week fast. This wasn’t right—Companions came young but at the peak of their health, strengthened by the spirits Iustyn used to form the compact between Wild and Mortals.

      Carefully, Aarkin reached down to his side and pulled the nearly depleted waterskin out of its harness. Without breaking the gaze that stretched between him and the dog, he unfastened the top of the skin and poured warm water into his cupped palm.

      “For you,” he managed to say.

      At the sound of his voice, the dog paused, his tail and ears raised. Around them, the clearing had gone silent.

      Still. A hush, like Aarkin’s own held breath.

      “It’s all I have,” he said and felt then that the offering was too little for the enormity of what he wanted from the dog. A pittance of water for a heart-bond?

      Had the heat and solitude addled his mind?

      Tentatively, as if each movement hurt him, the dog crept forward. Black nose twitched.

      The warm, almost dry scrape of tongue against Aarkin’s palm made him bite back a laugh. Those moss-green eyes looked up at him, and Aarkin gazed back. “Good boy,” he said softly.

      Yet, when the water had been licked away, the dog shrank back, tail tucked between his legs.

      “Come now, I won’t hurt you. Speak to me,” Aarkin said, trying not to beg.

      The dog sat, but didn’t approach again. Its dirty coat shivered—the dog stank with fear. Now that Aarkin looked it over, he could see that there were patches of fur missing. Lines of red criss crossed its back and stomach—someone had hurt him. Deliberately.

      “Who did this to you?” he breathed, unable to speak properly over the rage that built in his chest and threatened to choke off his air.

      The dog didn’t answer, but something in the texture of the silence changed. The hush remained, yet it didn’t feel as empty—Aarkin risked a glance over his shoulder and was rewarded with the sight of his mentor standing within his Circle, its border marked by intention cast by them both.

      She was a tall woman, broad of shoulder and sturdy of build. Her crimson-lined tunic was belted at her waist, and she wore her raven-black hair back. Skylines threaded through it, and as she stepped forward, the light made her dark brown skin gleam. It was darker than Aarkin’s skin, one way she showed her age—Calinn were born with light brown skin that grew richer with each year that passed.

      Shynn smiled, looking strangely alone without her Companion at her side. No others were allowed within a Welcoming Circle, but Aarkin knew that Nish likely napped in a tree nearby.

      “Ten days is a long time to wait,” Shynn said, and gestured toward where the dog still waited along the edge of the shrubs. “What is his name?”

      Aarkin felt his face heat and he studied his hands, picking at encrusted dirt along the nail. “He hasn’t yet spoken to me.”

      Shynn’s smile faded, replaced by concern. “I’ve never seen a Companion come this ill-treated. Someone has given him cause to not trust you. Come to the Circle’s edge—I’ve brought something to break your fast.”

      The thought of food brought the hunger back, a low growl that twisted through Aarkin’s stomach. He started to stand, but a whine from the dog made him freeze. Sore aching muscles in his thighs protested the position.

      “Easy,” Aarkin said, and held out his hand palm up toward the dog. “See? I hold no weapon.”

      The dog stayed tense, but he didn’t move from his spot within the Circle as if a much greater force held him within the unseen boundary.

      “Here, I have food for him as well,” Shynn murmured, and Aarkin risked a glance her way. She crouched next to a tawny leather satchel. Carefully, she pulled leaf-bound packets of food out. Spiced tangy peppers with yams and beef scented the air. Aarkin quickly wiped at his mouth, afraid of showing his hunger too clearly.

      He joined her and started to reach out for one of the bread bowls that peeked out of a pale broad leaf. The movement felt wrong and he stopped, then looked at Shynn. “Do you have plain meat?”

      She inclined her head approvingly and handed a small packet over. He unwrapped the slender roots that tied the leaves closed. Pale strips of raw meat glistened on the leaf plate, and Aarkin ignored the claws of hunger in his gut.

      “Come closer, now,” he said, holding a piece of meat up so the dog could see it. The dog’s eyes locked onto the meat. His tail raised, then wagged slowly.

      “That’s right. This is for you. See?” Aarkin placed it on his palm and held it out. This time, the dog came more quickly. A brush of his velvet warm jowls and the slightest scrape of teeth, and the meat was gone.

      The rest lay at Aarkin’s side, but though the dog gazed at it longingly, he didn’t lunge for it.

      “All I am is yours,” Aarkin said, and one-by-one, he offered the pieces of meat to his new companion. Each was accepted, though the dog ate more slowly by the last one.

      “Well done,” Shynn said as the dog flopped to his side, tail beating the grass slowly. “Now eat before you fall over.”

      The world had begun to grow fuzzy along the edges, and Aarkin didn’t argue. He knew to break his fast slowly, however, and forced himself to take small bites. Oh, it was hard as the flavors exploded in his mouth and made his eyes water. Wild ginger, tamyn root, skygrass slivers—it all blended with the peppers and soft warm yam, and gone far too quickly.

      He washed the small meal down with water that Shynn offered from her own skin, then let the dog drink more from Aarkin’s palm. Finally, he flopped to his side, relief more filling than the food had been. A companion had come! Iustyn had found him worthy at last.

      “What kind of dog is he?” Aarkin asked, unable to keep his gaze away from his companion. “I’ve never seen one like him.”

      “Nor have I,” Shynn said thoughtfully. “Though the size of his chest suggests that he’s been bred for a great deal of strength. He has a healthy pair of jaws on him, and from the size of his paws, I imagine he’ll grow larger, too. Not a runner, this one.”

      “He has more of a hunter’s feel to him,” Aarkin said, pleased. He’d always strayed the farthest from the clan’s holding, leaving his birthmates behind him.

      “Something feels undone,” Shynn said, frowning again as she studied them both. “A Seeker isn’t supposed to leave the Circle until you hold your companion’s name, yet I feel something in the air that shifts tradition. This is your Circle, Aarkin—what do you feel?”

      In truth, he’d stopped thinking about the Circle or tradition once he’d looked into the dog’s eyes. And now, with a full stomach after so long, all Aarkin wanted to do was nap beneath the sun’s approving gaze and his tree’s generous shade.

      A week’s work could be undone in a moment if the wind rose. The saying rose unbidden from his memory, a gentle correction.

      He closed his eyes, focused first on the feathery caress of grass against the bare skin of his neck, his cheek, his side where his tunic had bunched and risen. A gentle breeze carried the scent of the remnants of the meal and the taste of sun’s heat.

      The forest had begun to stir once more, letting out the hush in a tentative babble of birds calling to one another and the stirring scrape of branches as squirrels once more jumped among them.

      All of it moved in a rhythm, just as his heart and breath moved to a rhythm. Carefully, he allowed them to become the same, just as he’d been taught. This time, there was a third—no, fourth step to the steady dance.

      The dog—Aarkin could sense him. As clearly
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