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The sky above Ashford had been the color of pale ash for as long as anyone could remember, since the War of the Gods ended three hundred years ago, or so the old people said. They claimed it had once been a deep, clear blue, before the gods turned on one another and spilled their blood into the heavens, staining it forever.

William Crowe didn't think much about that. The grey sky was the only sky he had ever known, and under it there was work to be done before the sun reached its peak.

That morning, as every morning, he began with the count.

Twenty-three goats. Aldric always said a good shepherd doesn't rely on memory, he relies on numbers. So William counted: one by one, from the eldest to the youngest, each animal crossing through the pen gate while he murmured the tally under his breath. Pip, as usual, was the first out, stepping forward with a confidence entirely disproportionate to her standing as a village goat, as though the pasture were hers and William merely a guest she was gracious enough to tolerate. She walked past him without looking up, rounded the post at the corner of the pen with the air of someone who had business to attend to, and set off down the slope toward the morning grass.

William watched her go. He couldn't help it. He'd had Pip since she was three days old, a runt so small she had fit in both his cupped hands at once, and something about her had always struck him as slightly wrong for an ordinary goat. Not wrong in a troubling way. More wrong in the way a door stands slightly ajar, not open enough to see through, but enough to notice air coming from somewhere.

He shut the pen behind the last animal and set off after the herd, crook in hand.

The western pasture of Ashford was common land, anyone could graze there, so long as they kept to the stone boundaries that some long-dead generation of villagers had laid down. William knew every corner of it. Which stones rocked underfoot and had to be stepped around. Which trees had roots that surfaced in the wet season, slow-rolling humps of wood that could turn an ankle if you weren't paying attention. Where the grass grew thickest and soft, and where the earth went boggy after rain and could trap a goat's leg if she wasn't careful.

He had grown up on this pasture. His boots had worn a path along its western edge that the spring grass hadn't quite managed to grow back over in years.

The goats spread out in the way goats do, not randomly, but according to a social order that only they fully understood. The eldest three claimed the high ground near the oak. The middle animals drifted toward the longer grass. The youngest ones stayed near William, as though they hadn't yet decided whether the world was safe, and were keeping their options open.

Pip ignored all of this and went where she pleased.

The morning carried the smell of damp earth and something faintly sweet from the wildflowers along the ditch at the pasture's south end. Somewhere in the upper village, a hammer was already working, Edda the blacksmith, most likely, who started before sunrise and stopped only when the light failed. The sound of it traveled down through the grey air in a way that somehow felt companionable, like a signal that the day had officially begun.

William sat on his usual stone, a flat one, tilted slightly, in the shade of a hawthorn, and pulled a small piece of bread from his coat pocket. He ate it slowly, watching the herd.

This was the part of the job that looked like doing nothing. But a good shepherd has to understand the difference between a goat that is grazing and a goat that is troubled, and you can only learn that difference by watching long enough that ordinary becomes ordinary to you. Aldric had told him that once, years ago, in his particular way of saying things, as if he were simply talking to himself and William happened to be there.

Old Harren passed along the road at the far edge of the pasture, his cart loaded with turnips for the market, one wheel squeaking at every rotation in the same wounded pitch it had been maintaining for three seasons. William raised his hand. Harren squinted over, recognized him, waved back without slowing his horse. He was not an unfriendly man, Harren, only efficient in everything, including courtesy.

A little later, Marta from the dairy crossed going the other way, her brown-and-white cow walking docilely behind her on a rope. Marta stopped.

"William." She shaded her eyes even though the sun offered nothing to shade against. "My Bessa's been off her feed. You know animals, is there something in the grass this season?"

William looked at Bessa. The cow was standing quietly, weight on three legs, her tail moving once in a slow arc. Her eyes were calm and brown and perfectly ordinary.

"Nothing in the grass," he said. "She's been walking more than usual?"

Marta looked surprised. "How did you know that?"

"The way she's standing." He wasn't entirely sure how to explain it, only that when he looked at the cow, he had a sense of something, a faint impression like a hand pressed lightly against a door. He didn't try to put it into words. "Give her a day's rest from the road if you can. She'll eat."

Marta considered this, then nodded, and moved on. She had lived in Ashford long enough to have stopped asking William how he knew the things he knew. Most of the village had reached that point eventually, a quiet collective agreement to take his observations as they came and not press too hard on where they originated.

It wasn't that they distrusted him. It was something more careful than that. Something that looked like respect from one direction and from another direction looked like distance.

At midday he brought the goats back in, filled their water, checked hooves and eyes the way Aldric had taught him. Three of them had burs in their wool from the ditch grass; he worked them out with patient fingers, talking to each animal quietly while he did, not explaining himself, not in the habit of thinking the goats understood his words. It was more that the sound of a calm human voice settled the animal's nervous system, and a settled animal stood still, and a still animal was easier to tend to. That was practical, not sentimental.

Though he was fond of them, too, if he was honest.

He stopped at the well in the village square on his way back to the cottage, hauled up a bucket, drank what he needed. Old Bern was sitting on the bench beside the well, whittling something shapeless from a piece of wood, as he did most afternoons now that his joints had retired him from heavier work. He looked up.

"Aldric's been at the garden all morning," Bern said. "Saw him from my window."

"He likes the garden," William said.

"At his age he should like sitting down."

"He'd disagree with you."

"He'd disagree with his own reflection," Bern said, without malice. He had known Aldric Crowe since both of them were young enough to have their own reflections to disagree with.

William smiled at that, a small, genuine one, and walked on.

Aldric was, in fact, in the garden, kneeling beside a row of onions with both hands in the soil, turning it slowly with a trowel he was holding slightly wrong because his knuckles had stiffened over the winter and never quite unstiffened. He was blind, had been since before William was born, a slow grey fog that had taken his sight over the course of several years, the kind that arrives politely and never leaves. He'd adapted to it with the same matter-of-fact stubbornness he applied to everything, and the adaptation was by now so complete that visitors to the cottage who didn't know him sometimes didn't realize it until they noticed that his eyes didn't quite track them when they moved.

He turned his head when he heard William's footsteps on the path.

"Twenty-three?"

"Twenty-three," William confirmed.

"Harren's wheel was at it again this morning. I could hear it from inside."

"It was." William set his crook against the fence and crouched beside his grandfather. "You should come in. It's getting cold."

"It's been cold all week. I'll come in when the onions are done." Aldric turned the soil for a moment longer, then sat back on his heels. His face was weathered the way old wood is weathered, not weakened by it, just more itself. The lines around his eyes deepened when he was thinking about something. They deepened now. "You spoke to Marta."

"She was worried about Bessa."

"And you told her something useful."

It wasn't a question, exactly. More like the tail end of a thought. William looked at his grandfather. "She was limping slightly. I noticed."

"Mm." Aldric nodded, still not looking at him, which meant nothing, since he never looked at anything, but there was a particular quality to his non-looking today. A studied quality. "You've always been good at noticing things."

"Is that," William stopped.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"Go on."

William turned a small stone over in his fingers and set it aside. "I was going to ask again why I hear what I hear. But I already know what you'll say."

Aldric was quiet for a moment. Then: "What will I say?"

"That not everyone can, but that doesn't mean no one can. And that's not an answer."

A breath. The old man pressed the last of the turned soil down gently with his palms and pushed himself to his feet with the particular care of someone who has learned exactly how to do this without asking for help.

"You're right," he said. "It's not an answer." He picked up the trowel. "Come in for supper. I made soup."

What he did not know, what had always kept his head full of questions without answers, was why the forest to the east was forbidden.

Not forbidden in a legal sense; no ordinance in Ashford made it a crime to enter. It was more that no one did, in the way that people don't walk through a place where the air feels wrong. The village had grown up around its western and northern edges over the generations, spreading outward from the original cluster of buildings near the well, but it had never spread east. That border had always stopped at the meadow. Children who wandered toward it were called back without explanation, and eventually they stopped wandering in that direction, and eventually it became one of those things that simply was.

William had stopped pressing Aldric about it years ago, not because he accepted the answer, but because his grandfather had a way of going silent that felt like a wall of stone, and there was no point driving your head against a wall of stone.

He still thought about the forest, though. Especially in the evenings, when the wind shifted from the east and carried something on it that wasn't quite sound and wasn't quite smell but was something in between, a quality, a texture, something that brushed the edge of a sense he didn't have a name for. He'd lie awake some nights listening to it and wonder if it was trying to tell him something.

Aldric's soup that evening was thicker than intended; he had been thinking about something else and let it reduce too long. William ate it without comment. They sat afterward by the fire, Aldric in his chair with his hands on his knees, William on the floor with his back against the wall in the way he'd sat since he was small, and the fire did what fires do, and the room settled into the kind of quiet that isn't uncomfortable.

"Grandfather," William said, without looking up from the flames. "Is it normal, for someone to hear stones speak?"

Aldric was quiet for a long time. Too long.

"Why do you ask?" he said at last.

"Because I hear them. I have for a while."

More silence. The fire cracked, a log splitting in the heat, and sent up a brief flag of sparks that died before reaching the chimney.

"Not everyone can," said Aldric finally. "But that doesn't mean no one can."

"That's not an answer, Grandfather."

"I know." The old man's hands moved once on his knees, a small adjustment, the kind a person makes when they are trying to settle into something they haven't decided how to carry yet. "But it's what I have, for now."

William looked at the fire. Somewhere outside, the wind shifted from the east, and for a moment the sound it carried was almost words.

He didn't ask again. But he lay awake that night for a long time, listening.

William was counting the goats that morning, the way he counted every morning, one, two, three,

Twenty-two.

He counted again. Stood still in the grey early light with the pen gate under his hand and went through them a second time, name by name, the way Aldric had taught him: not in a rush, not assuming. Old Bess. Thorn. The twins Aldric called the Troublemakers. The brown-eared one with no name that somehow still answered to William's whistle.

Twenty-two. Pip was not in the pen.

He looked along the fence line first, because Pip had twice before found some gap he'd missed and squeezed through into the meadow beyond. No gap. He checked the latch. The latch was sound. He stood in the pen entrance with his arms folded and his breath making small clouds in the cold air, thinking through the night before, had he counted her in at dusk? He was certain he had. She'd been the last one through the gate, as she so often was, pausing at the threshold as if performing a small and unnecessary inspection of the door frame. He was certain.

By the time the sun had climbed a hand's width above the hills, he'd searched the full length of the western pasture, the stream path, and both sides of the stone boundary wall. He found her tracks in the soft earth near the eastern hedge, the small sharp prints that curved inward the way Pip's always did, slightly pigeon-toed, a habit she'd had since she was a kid.

They led east.

William stood at the hedge's edge and looked across the narrow strip of scrubland that separated the pasture from the tree line. The forbidden forest began perhaps sixty paces away. In the flat morning light it looked the way it always looked: dark, dense, indifferent to being looked at. The trees at the margin were old ash and hawthorn, their roots surfacing from the ground in long arthritic curves, their lower branches interlocked in a way that made the forest's edge feel less like an entrance and more like a closing. He had lived within sight of it his whole life and never walked past those roots.

He looked back at the pasture. Twenty-two goats grazing without concern, because goats never had concerns that lasted longer than the absence of food. Someone would need to check on them before noon.

He looked at the tracks again.

He went in.

The light changed the moment the tree line closed behind him. Not darker, exactly, more that the grey of the sky above disappeared into the canopy and what replaced it was something else, a filtered green-grey that seemed to come from the leaves themselves rather than from the absent sun. The air smelled of wet bark and old earth and something underneath those things that he couldn't name, a faint mineral quality, as though the ground here had a different composition than the ground outside.

The roots were a hazard he had to watch. They surfaced in long ridges from the soft earth, some of them nearly knee-high, and in the poor light it was easy to misjudge them. He moved carefully and not quickly, following the prints where the earth was soft enough to hold them and navigating by instinct where it wasn't. Pip didn't wander without purpose, she never had. She moved with the deliberate, slightly maddening calm of a creature that always knew where it was going and saw no need to explain.

The sounds changed too. The pasture sounds, wind in grass, distant crows, the occasional bleat from the pen, faded to nothing within the first hundred paces, replaced by a silence that wasn't quite quiet. There were sounds in this forest, but they were all beneath the usual register of things: a very faint movement of air between trunks, the micro-creak of branches adjusting to each other's weight, and underneath all of it, that presence he could never explain to anyone, the one that had been with him since childhood, the low layered resonance that he heard not quite with his ears, somewhere below hearing, something that seemed to breathe.

It was stronger here than he had ever felt it.

He stopped walking for a moment, his hand against the bark of a wide ash tree, and listened. The resonance was directional, he could feel that now, or thought he could. Not a sound with a source so much as a pull, the way a current can be felt in still-looking water if you hold your hand in it long enough.

Ahead. And to the left.

He kept moving.

He found Pip in a small clearing where the underbrush had thinned around an outcropping of old stone, grey limestone, veined with dark lines, its surface soft with moss and the patient accumulation of decades of rainfall. The clearing was perhaps ten paces across. Thin shafts of light came through a gap in the canopy overhead, picking out motes of dust and floating spores, turning the air above the clearing into something that was briefly, quietly beautiful.

Pip stood before the largest stone, which was not an outcropping at all, he saw as he came closer, but a gravestone, half-swallowed by the earth, its top edge barely visible above the moss line. She stood with her head slightly lowered, ears forward, utterly still. William had known Pip since her first day. He had never once in that time seen her stand still for more than a few consecutive seconds unless she was asleep.

She wasn't frightened. That was the first thing he understood, and it settled something in him he hadn't noticed had gone tense. She wasn't frozen the way prey freezes, all the wrong muscles braced, eyes fixed on nothing. She was waiting. The way a person waits for someone they're expecting, with a patience that's comfortable because the wait is nearly over.

"There you are," William said, and the clearing absorbed his voice strangely, as though the sound didn't want to travel far.

Pip didn't look at him.

He came to stand beside her and looked at the gravestone. The carving was nearly gone, centuries of weather had taken most of it, but he could make out the suggestion of shapes beneath the moss, curved lines that might have been letters or might have been something older than letters. He crouched, brushing carefully at the surface with his knuckles.

His palm touched the stone.

The world shook.

It was not an earthquake, nothing moved that he could see. But something moved through him, from his palm upward and outward, a wave of vibration that hit the back of his teeth and the base of his skull and the hollow of his chest all at the same moment, and the clearing went bright.

Not sunlight. Sunlight had a warmth to it and a direction. This was gold and sourceless, erupting from the stone's cracks as though something inside had been pressing against the surface for a very long time and had finally found the yield point. It came in thin brilliant lines first, then widened, then the whole face of the stone became light, and the light became a shape, vast, formless at first, then resolving into something he almost recognized from somewhere he couldn't locate: the silhouette of a wolf, but wrong in a way that was not frightening, only profoundly, undeniably ancient. Between its shoulders rose something that wasn't there a moment ago, antlers, the branched crown of a great stag, limned in the same cold gold.

William sat down. This wasn't a decision. His legs simply stopped holding him, and he was on the moss with both hands flat on the ground, staring up at the thing above the stone.

The voice, when it came, arrived not in the clearing but inside his head, full and resonant and unhurried, the way a voice sounds when it has no need to compete with anything.

Child of men. It has been a long time since anyone could hear my call.

"What," His voice came out rough. He cleared his throat. "What are you?"

The last remainder of the one who kept the sky-herd. His power did not die when he did. Only waited. A pause that felt like consideration. Your blood carries a trace of the lineage. A very old trace. I did not expect to find it here.

William looked at his hands on the moss. Then at Pip, who had not moved. Then back at the wolf-shadow that held itself above the stone without touching it, patient in the way that mountains are patient: because time means something different to what you are.

"My blood," he said.

The blood of the shepherd line. Hidden in this place, in the ordinary life of ordinary work, for three hundred years.

Three hundred years was the length of the God War. William knew that the way he knew every fact in the village, by hearing it said often enough that it ceased to be information and became simply the shape of things. Three hundred years. The grey sky. The war that ended everything.

He pressed his hands harder against the moss to feel the solidity of the ground beneath them.

I cannot stay. The voice had changed in quality slightly, not softer, but as though the effort of speaking across whatever distance it crossed was beginning to tell. What I give, I give quickly. Hold out your hand.

"My hand,"

Your hand, child. It is not much. But it is what remained of his crown, and it will serve you as it can.

William opened his right hand, palm up, without fully deciding to. Something pressed into it from the air above, small, cool at first, then warming quickly against his skin. When he looked down he was holding a pendant on a thin chain: a small curved shape like a crescent, or the tip of a horn, no longer than his thumb, silver that was not quite the color of ordinary silver, carrying a faint pulse against his palm that was too regular to be coincidence.

He closed his fingers around it.

The golden light contracted, not suddenly, but the way a fire contracts when the wood burns low, pulling toward its own center, and the wolf-shadow faded with it, becoming outline, becoming suggestion, becoming nothing. What remained was the clearing. The gravestone, its carvings dark and wet again. The ordinary green-grey forest light. The dust motes settling.

Pip turned her head and looked at him.

William sat in the moss for a long time without speaking. The pendant pulsed in his fist, slow, steady, the rhythm of something with more patience than blood, and he thought of everything Aldric had never told him, all the answers wrapped in non-answers, the questions returned unopened. He thought of the stones that had spoken to him all his life and the way his grandfather's face had gone careful and distant whenever William described it. He thought of the forbidden forest, and the thirty-eight years of his grandfather's life that William didn't know, and the bell that sometimes rang from the old temple on the hill on nights when the wind came from the east.

He thought: Aldric knew.

He opened his hand and looked at the pendant again. In the clearing's quiet light, the pulse was barely visible, a faint warmth, a faint glow that was more felt than seen. He turned it over. On its back, almost too small to read without pressing it close to his eyes, was a single mark, not a letter in any alphabet he recognized, but a shape that felt like a word the way music sometimes feels like a word: specific without being translatable.

He got to his feet. His knees were wet from the moss and his right hand was still warm where the pendant had rested. The forest around him was the same forest he'd walked into twenty minutes ago. He was not the same person who had walked into it.

He looked at Pip.

"You knew where to go," he said.

Pip blinked. Then she turned from the gravestone and began walking back the way they had come, with her usual economy of movement, no dramatics, no backward look, simply the decision made and the action following it. As though twenty minutes ago had been perfectly ordinary. As though this had always been the plan.

William put the pendant around his neck. It settled against his chest and the pulse of it joined, very faintly, with the beat of his heart. He followed Pip between the old roots, out of the clearing, back through the green-grey dark of the forbidden forest, toward the trees' margin and the grey light beyond it.

Behind him, in the clearing he could no longer see, the gravestone sat quiet and mossy and deeply unremarkable, its carvings giving nothing away. As they had for three hundred years. As they had been waiting, for the right pair of hands to finally touch them.

The pendant had stopped glowing by the time William emerged from the trees.

He stood for a moment at the forest's edge, Pip beside him, unhurried, and looked across the pasture toward the village. The last of the day was collecting in the western sky, not quite sunset, not quite anything. Ashford lay still under it: the huddle of stone cottages, the fence-lines, the well in the center of the common. Ordinary. Every detail exactly what it had always been. He had walked this path in both directions more times than he could count, and nothing about the pasture itself had changed.

What had changed was entirely in him, and he was not yet sure how much.

His hand went to the pendant without thinking, the way a person's tongue finds a loose tooth. It sat warm against his chest, heavier than a thing that size ought to be, though he understood now that the weight he felt wasn't physical. He had spent sixteen years mistaking the sounds in stones and the whispers in wind for something wrong with himself. He had spent sixteen years thinking the quiet voice in very deep night, the layered chorus beneath ordinary hearing, was something he wasn't supposed to mention. And now a shadow with antlers had sat in front of him and explained, with the patience of something that had waited three centuries for someone to arrive, that every one of those sounds had been real.

Pip scratched the earth once with her front hoof, her standard signal for we are standing here when we could be walking, and William started across the pasture.

Aldric was in his chair.

He always was, this time of evening, the rocking chair his own father had made, set close enough to the hearth that he could feel the heat without needing to see the fire. The door opened, and the old man lifted his head before William's foot had finished clearing the threshold. He had always done that. William had assumed, when he was small, that it was simply a thing blind people learned. Now he wondered if it was something else entirely.

"You found her," said Aldric. Not a question.

"In the forest." William pulled the door shut behind him. Pip pushed past his ankle and went directly to her spot in the corner, where she settled with the composure of an animal that had completed a satisfying day's work. "Grandfather,"

"Sit down first," said Aldric. "You sound like you've been running."

"I have been."

"Then sit."

William sat on the stool across from him, elbows on his knees, the pendant resting against his chest between his shirt and the open air. He waited for Aldric to speak. The fire cracked once, a log settling in the grate, and the smell of old wood and ash, which was the smell of every evening he had ever known in this house, rose and wrapped around him.

Aldric said nothing for a long time.

His hands were still in his lap. That alone was unusual, his grandfather was a man who was always doing something with his hands, mending or carving or braiding rope by touch in the evenings, always moving. Now they simply rested, palm up, as though he was either waiting to receive something or had already given everything he had.

"You touched the gravestone," Aldric said at last.

"I did." William looked at him. "You knew about it."

It wasn't quite an accusation. It was the kind of statement that leaves space for the other person to decide how much they want to put into it, a thing William had learned by watching Aldric do the same thing to him for sixteen years.

The old man breathed in slowly. "I knew there was a stone in the forbidden forest. I knew what it contained. I had hoped..." He stopped. His jaw shifted, not quite tightening, but close. "I had hoped the line was strong enough, but the years kept passing, and you never showed any sign of hearing it. I began to believe the inheritance had gone dormant. That the God's Shepherd's bloodline had finally thinned past the point where it could be carried any further."

"And the forest?" William said. "Why forbidden?"

"Because until someone in our family was ready, the stone needed to stay undisturbed." His grandfather's voice was careful in the way of someone navigating a room in the dark, knowing where the furniture is but still moving with care. "If the wrong person found it and touched it before you were ready, before the blood was strong enough to answer the call,"

He didn't finish that. He didn't need to. The golden light erupting from the cracks, the scale of what it had done to the air, the physical force of a voice that arrived not in the ears but directly into the mind, William had a reasonably clear picture of what that might do to someone who wasn't prepared for it. He wasn't convinced he had been prepared for it either, but apparently the blood made its own decisions about readiness.

"You could have told me," William said. Not angrily. Just stating it.

"Yes," said Aldric. Simple and without defense. "I could have."

The fire cracked again. The room was dim, the single lantern on the table casting more shadow than light, the way it always did at this hour, and in the dimness, Aldric looked older than usual. Or maybe William was only seeing it differently now. The old man's sightless eyes, pale as ash, were directed somewhere toward the fire, and there was something in his face that William didn't have a word for yet. Not guilt exactly. Something quieter than guilt. The expression of someone who has carried a weight for so long that it has simply become part of their posture.

"The pendant," William said.

He lifted it from his chest, holding it out by its cord so it hung between them, swinging slightly. The pendant caught the firelight, silver, curved like a small horn, still faintly warm against his palm even now. Aldric didn't look at it. He couldn't. But he turned toward it in the way he turned toward things that mattered.

"The Horn Fragment," Aldric said softly. "I wondered if it would take that form."

"You know what it does?"

"I know what it was." Aldric reached out and William let him take it, the cord settled across his grandfather's open palm, and the old man closed his fingers loosely around it, not gripping, only holding. For a moment he was very still. Then something crossed his face that William could not name and would not have tried to. "When I was young," Aldric said, "my father gave me exactly what I've given you: half the truth and twice the silence. He was protecting me. I told myself I was protecting you."

"Were you?"

"Probably. And probably not." He handed the pendant back. "Both are true, most often."

William put it back on. It settled against his chest with the same sureness it had felt since the clearing, as though it had found the place it was supposed to be.

After that, they sat together without speaking for long enough that the fire had burned most of the way down before either of them moved.

Aldric got up once to add a log. He moved around the cottage with the practiced certainty of a man who had long since memorized every inch of it, no hesitation, no reaching, no error. William had grown up watching this and had never once thought of it as remarkable. Now he watched the old man's hands on the firewood, steady and unhurried, and thought about all the things those hands had known and chosen not to say, and felt something complicated that he decided to let alone for now.

The new log caught. The fire rose.

"There's something else," said William.

"There always is."

"The creature, the guardian. His name is Caelum." He watched his grandfather's face. Something moved there: recognition, quickly steadied. "You know that name too."

"My grandmother spoke of him." Aldric lowered himself back into his chair. "She said he was real, that the old stories about the Shepherd's guardian weren't only stories. I thought she might have been losing her sharpness by then." A pause. "Evidently not."

"He's going to teach me." William said it aloud to test how it felt. It felt strange, the way important things often do before they have time to settle. "The Horn Fragment, it can call the sky-herd. The creatures of the stars that were scattered when the God Shepherd died. Caelum says they're still out there, hidden in ordinary forms. That it's my responsibility to find them."

Aldric was quiet for a moment that had the texture of something being turned over and examined.

"Twelve," William added. "Twelve kinds."

Another silence. Then his grandfather said, very simply: "Yes."

"You knew that too."

"I knew the old stories." Aldric's voice was careful again, not evasive, but careful, the way a man is careful when he is deciding how much weight to put on something he only half-understands. "Not the details. Only that the blood in our family carried something, and that one day, if it hadn't thinned to nothing, someone would be called to carry it further." He turned his face toward William, the sightless eyes, which had always seemed to see more than they should have been able to. "I didn't know it would be you. I hoped, on some days, that it would be. On other days I hoped it wouldn't."

"Because it's dangerous."

"Because it is entirely yours, and you won't be able to put it down once you've picked it up." The old man's voice was absolutely even. That evenness, William knew by now, was the way Aldric carried things he found difficult. "No one ever told me how hard it is to watch the person you love most walk toward the thing you can't follow them to."

William looked at him. There was nothing he could say to that, and he knew it, and Aldric knew he knew it, so they both said nothing, and the fire said what it could on their behalf.

Pip shifted in her corner, sighed the sigh of an animal deeply satisfied with the temperature of the room, and went back to sleep.

William slept fitfully that night and woke before the sky had fully decided what color it was going to be.

He lay on his straw mattress for a while, staring at the ceiling. The cracks up there were familiar to him, he had memorized them years ago during other sleepless stretches, the ones that came when the sounds in the earth were particularly persistent and he couldn't explain them to himself. Now he looked at those same cracks and understood that he never would have had to explain them to himself, if he had only been told. But he had been told now. And there was no point being angry about the timing, and he was not particularly angry about it in any case, more something adjacent to anger that he couldn't quite locate in himself yet.

He got up. The cottage was grey and quiet. Aldric's breathing was steady from behind the curtain that separated the sleeping areas, the sound of a man who had done what he needed to do and found some rest in it. William dressed without lighting the lantern, went to the door.

Outside, the pale half-light before dawn lay over Ashford like a second sky, quieter and closer than the real one. The village was empty. No one moved. The well stood in the center of the common ground, the fence-lines ran where they always had, and the sound of distant livestock came from somewhere north of the pasture.

And at the edge of the step, precisely where it was impossible to miss: Caelum.

He hadn't arrived; he was simply there, sitting in the posture of something that has been sitting for a while and doesn't intend to make a production of it. The wolf-shape was less definite in the dim light, more suggested than solid, more presence than form. His great antlers caught no light because there was no light yet to catch.

"You didn't sleep," said William.

"I don't," said Caelum. "That was established yesterday."

"I know. I was making conversation."

"An admirable habit." The shadow shifted slightly. "How are you feeling?"

William considered this honestly. "Strange," he said. "Like when you've been carrying something heavy for a long time and someone finally tells you what it is. It doesn't get lighter. But at least now you know why your arms hurt."

Caelum looked at him, the moon-pale eyes, which were the clearest part of him at this hour. "That," he said, "is quite a good description."

William sat on the step. Pip, who had apparently decided to follow him without making any noise about it, settled against his side and began to work methodically through what remained of last evening's hay. He let her. The familiar smell of her, the warmth of her weight against his leg, these things were still themselves, still steady, even if he now understood that they had never been only what he'd thought they were.

"What happens now?" he asked.

"Now," said Caelum, "you decide whether to stay."

William looked at him. "You said last night that I needed to go into the forest, to the gravestone, because the pendant responds to hostile intent and they would track it here."

"That's true. For as long as you remain in Ashford with the Horn Fragment, this village has a target on it." Caelum's voice was neither urgent nor withholding. Just matter-of-fact, the way a navigator states a heading. "What you do with that knowledge is yours to decide."

"Staying puts everyone here in danger."

"Yes."

"And leaving means finding the rest of the sky-herd before the Order does."

"Also yes."

William looked out across the common. The fence his grandfather had mended with him three days ago was visible from here, the new post still lighter in color than the surrounding wood, the repair neat and solid. Aldric always did neat, solid work. He had a saying about that too: The job you do in the morning is the job that stands in the storm. William had heard it so many times that it had stopped sounding like wisdom and started sounding like the air itself, just a thing that was there. He heard it differently now.

"I'll need to say goodbye to him properly," William said. "Not tonight. In the morning, when he's awake."

"Of course."

"And I'll need a day to think."

"You have until the Order returns," said Caelum. "Which is not the same as a day, but may overlap with one, if we are fortunate."

William almost laughed. He wasn't sure why, nothing was particularly funny, but the feeling was there, a brief loosening somewhere in his chest. Maybe it was only relief. Relief that Caelum spoke plainly, without wrapping difficult things in false comfort. He had spent his whole life around Aldric's careful silences, and there was something unexpectedly useful about talking to a creature who had been waiting three hundred years for this conversation and had decided not to waste it on softening what didn't need to be softened.

"What are you?" William asked, not the question from the clearing, not the startled what-are-you of someone who has just had the world upended, but a genuine question, asked quietly in the grey before-dawn, as though they had time for it. "Not what you are for. What you actually are."

Caelum was quiet for a moment.

"I am what remains of someone who cared very much about something," he said at last, "and was asked to keep caring after the person who first cared was gone." He looked out at the sky, which was beginning, barely, to lighten toward grey. "I don't know if that makes me a guardian or a ghost or something that doesn't have a word yet. But I know that I have been waiting in that forest for three hundred years, and you are the first person in all of that time who has touched the stone and stayed to ask questions afterward. So perhaps that is what I am: the answer to the person who stays long enough to ask."

William sat with that for a while. Pip shifted against his leg.

The sky kept lightening, not quickly, not dramatically, but with the steady patience of a thing that happens every day and therefore does not need to hurry.

Far to the east, in the direction of the forbidden forest, a bird called once and was answered by nothing.

William's hand went to the pendant. The pulse he felt was slow and constant, the way a very quiet heart beats, and for the first time, he thought: I have been hearing this my whole life. Not the stone's pulse, not the earth's chorus, not the wind that came from the direction of the forest and carried words he couldn't quite make out. This. Just this. The thing at his chest that had been waiting for him to know what it was.

He sat on his grandfather's step in the grey light of an ordinary Ashford morning and felt, for one moment, the full weight of everything that was about to begin.

Then Pip reached over and knocked her nose against his knee in her brisk, no-nonsense way, and the moment became the next one.

He got up. Went inside. Put water on to boil for tea, because his grandfather would wake in an hour and would want it, and because some things you do simply because you have always done them, and that is reason enough.

That night, Aldric Crowe sat closer to the fire than usual.

He had brought his rocking chair forward, pulled it inch by inch across the floorboards in the way a man does when he doesn't want to admit he's cold, until it was near enough to the hearth that the light played fully against his weathered face, throwing shadows into the deep lines around his mouth and turning his sightless eyes the color of amber. He held his walking staff across his knees. Not for balance. The grip of his hands was too deliberate for that.

William sat on the floor between the chair and the fire, the silver pendant still in his fist, and said nothing. He had come back from the forest perhaps an hour ago, perhaps more. He had lost track of time somewhere between the golden light and the walk home in the dark. Pip was asleep against his hip with one ear flat and one ear straight, which was her middle state, not worried, not entirely unconcerned.

The fire was the only sound in the cottage. Outside, Ashford breathed its ordinary night: the distant complaint of a goat, the creak of the mill at the village edge, the wind working through the gaps in the shutters the way wind had always done. Ordinary sounds. But William's hands wouldn't settle, and the pendant kept pulsing against his palm with a warmth that felt less like heat and more like a heartbeat that wasn't his own.

Aldric's expression was difficult to read. That was nothing new, his grandfather's face had always been difficult to read, the way deep water is difficult to read, its surface calm and its underneath unguessable. But tonight something was different. The tightness around his mouth looked less like his usual careful quiet and more like a man who has been carrying something very heavy for a very long time and has just been told the road ends here.

"You need to tell me," said William.

Not an accusation. Just the truth of it, stated plainly.

Aldric exhaled, a slow breath, the kind that carries weight accumulated over years. He moved his hands along the staff and was quiet a moment longer. Then he turned his face toward William with the particular quality of attention that had always unnerved visitors and never unnerved William: the complete, unblinking focus of a man who has been listening his entire life instead of looking.

"I know," he said. "I've been thinking about how for thirty years."

"How long have you known? About the pendant. About the lineage."

"All my life." He said it without apology. "My father told me. His father told him. It goes back a long time, Will, further than the book I'll show you tonight, further than written memory. There has always been someone in this family who knew, and whose job it was to make sure no one else did."

William thought of the questions he'd asked across sixteen years. The way Aldric had always answered them, not with lies, exactly, but with truths carefully trimmed at the edges so nothing dangerous could be reached. He had always assumed his grandfather simply didn't know. The alternative had never occurred to him: that Aldric knew everything and had been deciding, morning after morning, that today was not the day.

"Why didn't you tell me sooner?"

"Because every day I didn't tell you was a day you were safe." Aldric said it without defensiveness, in the tone of a man stating arithmetic. "The knowledge carries risk, Will. The moment you know who you are, the possibility that someone will see that knowledge in you becomes real. A boy who doesn't know what he carries is invisible. A boy who does, even slightly, even accidentally, changes the way he holds his head. Changes what he reaches for." He paused. "And people like Gregor Ashen have been trained to notice exactly that kind of change."

William held this. He didn't like it. But he understood it.

"Three hundred years ago," Aldric began, his voice shifting into a register William didn't hear often, lower, more measured, like a man who has rehearsed something so many times it has become almost ritual, "there were twelve gods who kept this world in its proper order. Not gods as the temples describe them now, all grandeur and proclamation. More like, custodians. Each one responsible for something essential that the world required. Order of the tides. Movement of the seasons. Growth of things in the earth."

"And one of them was the God's Shepherd."

"Yes. Not a god of war, not a god of judgment. The keeper of the sky-creatures, the twelve living things that existed at the boundary between earth and the upper reaches of the world. It was said the stars themselves were once his flock, before the world was old enough to need them fixed in their places." He touched the arm of his rocking chair, feeling the wood. "He was not the most powerful of the twelve. He was perhaps the most loved, by the creatures, by the people who knew of him. He didn't rule. He tended."

William pressed the pendant harder in his fist. The warmth pulsed back, steady, unhurried.

"What happened to him?"

A long pause. Outside, the wind found the shutters again.

"He was betrayed," said Aldric, and the word came out with a flatness that made it worse somehow than if he had said it with feeling. "The other gods wanted his power. Not for any complex reason, simply because his power was different from theirs, and they had decided difference was the same as threat. The war that followed destroyed most of what had taken thousands of years to build. The sky went grey. The creatures scattered. The Shepherd fell."

"But his lineage survived."

"Because a human follower saved it. Someone whose name even we don't know anymore, the records don't go back that far. This person found a way to carry the blood of the Shepherd forward, hidden in the most ordinary existence imaginable: a goatherd's family, in a village so small it hadn't earned a place on any map." The ghost of something crossed his face. Not quite a smile. "The Order of Ash Hunters has spent three centuries searching for what they believe the Shepherd's power was stored in, relics, fragments, artifacts. They have never thought to look in the direct line."

"Until now."

"Until the pendant woke," Aldric said quietly. "That's what they felt. Not you, not yet. The Horn Fragment awakening for the first time in three hundred years. That's not something that can be hidden."

William opened his hand and looked at the pendant lying in his palm. In the firelight it looked almost ordinary, a small curved silver horn on a simple cord, the kind of thing someone might wear without anyone asking about it. But the pulse in it was steady and particular, like a voice reduced to the most essential sound it could make.

"You said my name is Voss," William said. "Not Crowe."

"Crowe was my invention. Thirty years ago, when it became clear that someone in the Order had begun following the right thread through old genealogical records. I moved us here, changed the name, changed what we told people, built a life simple enough to disappear inside." He exhaled. "Voss is our true family name. The lineage book uses it. You'll see, when I show you."

"And my mother," William stopped. He had not meant to arrive at this yet. But the word was already out.

Aldric's hands tightened on the staff.

"Her name is Seraphine," he said. He said it the way people say names they've kept from speaking aloud for a long time, carefully, as though the word is fragile and the speaker isn't certain it will hold its shape in the air. "She didn't leave because she wanted to, Will. She left because the Order had already found her scent before you were born. Staying would have brought them to this village in force, and Ashford would not have survived that. So she went. She drew them after her, away from you. Away from here."

William sat with this. He set the pendant down on the floorboards between himself and the fire and looked at it rather than at his grandfather, because looking at his grandfather right now was more than he had a clear plan for.

"She's still alive?"

"I believe so. I have received word, occasionally, small signals through channels I'd rather not describe. The last was some years ago." Aldric's voice remained steady, but the steadiness was doing a great deal of work. "She has been hiding in the same way we have. A different name. A different life built around an ordinary trade."

"And the Order doesn't know where she is?"

"They know she exists. They don't know precisely where." He paused. "But the awakening of the Horn Fragment will change that. If they can track it from the direction of the forbidden forest, they can track a woman carrying Shepherd blood on the road."

William's hand found the pendant again without his deciding to reach for it. The warmth was there immediately, that same steady pulse, like something patient that has been waiting a long time for someone to pay attention to it.

He thought about what it would feel like to be his mother. To leave a child she'd had for two years, not because she wanted to, but because staying would bring down something worse than her absence. To spend years building a life she couldn't tell anyone the truth about. To have word come, occasionally, from an old man in a renamed village who was raising her son to know nothing dangerous.

He thought about whether he was angry. He genuinely couldn't determine it. The feeling was too large and too complicated and too mixed with other feelings to find its edges cleanly.

"Grandfather." William looked up. "What exactly does the Order want? You said they've been collecting relics,"

"They want the power of the Shepherd," Aldric said. "All of it. Not just the pendant, the pendant is only a fragment, the last piece of a much larger thing. What they ultimately want is the sky-herd themselves. Twelve creatures carrying the oldest and most concentrated divine power remaining in the world, no longer scattered and hidden but gathered, contained, controlled." He turned his face to the fire. "And the means of that control would be the Horn Fragment and the one who carries it. Which is to say, you."

A log in the fire shifted and broke, sending a brief cascade of sparks upward before the draft pulled them away. The cottage was very quiet for a moment.

"They want to use me as a tool," said William. Not a question.

"They want the Shepherd's power as a tool. You are, to them, the mechanism by which the power can be accessed." Aldric's voice was precise without being unkind. "There is a difference, in their thinking. I'm not certain it makes their intention better, but I want you to understand how they see it. Gregor Ashen is not simply a man who wants what he can profit from. He genuinely believes, and so do most of his organization, that the scattered divine power remaining in the world is more dangerous uncontrolled than it would be under human oversight."

"And he's wrong?"

"I think he's asking the wrong question. The question of who should control the sky-herd is less important than the question of whether they can be controlled at all, or whether they were ever meant to be." Aldric's sightless eyes shifted, tracking some internal landscape William couldn't see. "But Gregor is not simple, Will. Don't make the mistake of thinking he is. Thirty-eight years of fieldwork and three generations of family belief have made him someone very difficult to shift."

William stored this, the way his grandfather had told him to store things that mattered, in the part of the mind that was slow and sure rather than fast and nervous.

From outside, then, cutting across the silence of Ashford's night with a clarity that had nothing to do with sound, came the distant, ringing tone of a bell. Not the village bell, which William knew from a thousand mornings. This sound came from somewhere else entirely: from the direction of the old temple on the hill outside the western road, a structure he had walked past a hundred times and had always registered as simply old. Empty. Belonging to a time nobody remembered directly.

He looked at his grandfather.

Aldric had gone very still.

"That bell," William said, "hasn't rung in my lifetime."

"No," said Aldric quietly. "It hasn't."

He rose from his chair with the movements of a man who knows exactly what the sound means and has been expecting it for a very long time, slowly, carefully, with the deliberate composure of someone who has decided that this moment, of all moments, requires steadiness.

"There's something I need to show you," he said. "Before we run out of time."

He crossed to a section of floorboards that looked entirely ordinary, knelt without asking for help, and lifted a board that had never once shown any sign of being liftable. From beneath it he drew something wrapped in worn linen, a small, dark-covered book, handled enough that the leather at the corners had gone soft.

He set it on William's lap.

"The lineage of the Voss family," he said. "Read the first page. And then we need to talk about what happens next, because the Order doesn't send its Field Commander on a rumor, Will, and Gregor Ashen's men were at the village gate before I finished explaining the first sentence."

He moved to the window. Peered through a crack in the shutter, just for a moment, one careful look, and what he found there drained the remaining color from his face with a speed that had nothing composed about it.

"They're here," he said.

And the book was still in William's lap, still unopened, its first page still unread, when the sound of hoofbeats reached the cottage wall, not one horse but many, close enough now that the floorboards carried the vibration up through William's feet.

The hoofbeats arrived before William could speak.

Not the ordinary sound of a horse coming down the village road, one animal, unhurried, carrying a farmer or a trader or someone with business in Ashford that had nothing to do with anyone inside this cottage. These were many horses, moving together, at a pace too deliberate for urgency and too coordinated for chance. William heard them even over the fire's crackle, and he heard Aldric's breathing change before he reached the shutter.

He pressed his eye to the gap in the wood.

Torches first. Six of them, carried at the level of riders' hips, throwing orange light across the road without illuminating the faces above. Then the horses themselves, dark coats, not the brown-grey of village animals, but something better-kept, better-fed, animals that belonged to people who could afford them. The riders wore long coats with a symbol on the left breast that William couldn't make out at this distance, but the sight of it made the pendant pulse once, sharply, against his sternum, the way a dog's ears flatten at a sound its owner hasn't heard yet.

Their leader dismounted at the village gate.

Even in torchlight, and even through a crack in the wooden shutter, there was something in the way the man moved that William noticed and filed away without yet having words for it. Not violence, something quieter than violence, and therefore more unsettling. He was broad-shouldered and straight-backed, perhaps forty, with silver hair worn short and a scar that ran from the outer edge of his left brow to the line of his jaw. He wore it the way an old cut heals, without drama, without concealment, simply there, a fact of his face. His eyes moved across the sleeping village the way a carpenter's hands move across unfamiliar wood, looking for the grain.

"The trace is recent," he said to the nearest rider, his voice carrying in the still night air. He spoke quietly, which was why it carried, a voice accustomed to being heard without raising itself. "An hour at most. Search the buildings from the east end. Three of you take the road through the center. Leave the gate positions covered." A pause. "Don't damage anything you don't have to."

His men moved without answer. Not with the enthusiasm of men looking for a fight, but with the efficiency of men doing a task they had done many times, spreading through the village gate in small groups, separating with the ease of a pattern well-rehearsed.

William stepped back from the shutter.

"The Order of Ash Hunters," said Aldric. He had risen from his chair without a sound, his walking staff already in both hands. His blind face was turned toward the window as though he could see what William had seen, or had no need to see it because he already knew. "Gregor Ashen commands them now, as his father did before him."

"You know him?"

"I know his family." Aldric crossed to the middle of the room, his step slower than usual, not weakness, William understood, but care. Taking inventory of the space. "Three generations of the same conviction. The power of the god-war belongs in human hands that know how to use it, not in bloodlines that have forgotten what they carry." His head turned toward William with a precision that had never required eyes. "He'll have felt the Horn Fragment's awakening from a long distance. A trace of that magnitude, dormant three hundred years, suddenly alive, there isn't a relic-hunter in a hundred miles who wouldn't have turned toward it."

"How did they get here so fast?"

"He was already looking," said Aldric, simply. "He's been looking for twenty years."

Outside, a door in the next cottage opened, old Maret from the sound of the hinges, and then shut quickly, the way a door shuts when the person who opened it sees something and decides immediately that they don't want to be outside. From the direction of the well, one of the Order's men spoke to another in a low voice. The horses had been left at the village gate, which meant Gregor had decided there would be no fast chase tonight. He was expecting to find what he was looking for here, inside these walls.

The pendant pulsed again.

William pressed his hand against it through the cloth of his shirt, partly to quiet it, partly because the warmth there was the only steadiness he could feel in the room. The fire had sunk low while they'd been talking. The shadows it threw were long and uncertain.

"Will," said Aldric. "Listen to me very carefully."

"I'm listening."

"The pendant responds to hostile intent. To other divine energy. To people who know what it is and want it." He set the tip of his staff against the floor and held it like something between a walking aid and a weapon. "They can use the trace it leaves, now that it has awakened, now that it's pulsing, it's like a lamp lit in a dark room. Anyone trained in relic-reading will be able to feel it from twenty paces, maybe more." His voice held its control, but something beneath the surface told William the control was costing something. "You cannot stay in this cottage. Not for long."

"Where do I go?"

"The forbidden forest. The gravestone where you touched the stone today, that clearing still holds a fragment of the God Shepherd's old protection. It's the only place within a night's distance where the Horn Fragment's signal can be suppressed." His grip on the staff tightened, knuckles white beneath the weathered skin. "Go through the back. Keep to the narrow path by the brambles, they won't know that path. It comes out past the mill. From there, the tree line is a quarter hour's run."

"I won't leave you alone with them."

"Will." Something in his tone ended the argument before it could start, not harshness, but the particular finality of a man who has made a decision in advance of the moment and isn't interested in revisiting it now the moment has come. "I'm old. My eyes are gone. If they want information from me, they'll have to ask, and they'll find that asking an old blind man for information takes considerably longer than they expect." The faintest trace of something that was not quite a smile. "I've outlasted worse conversations than theirs."

From outside came the sound of boots on the path to the neighboring door, close, and getting closer.

Aldric crossed the room in three strides and put his hand on William's face the way he had when William was very young, the way he always had, not holding him in place but finding him, in the specific way a blind man touches what matters.

"Go," he said. "The goats need a shepherd who can still run."

William went out the back door at a run, Pip already at his side before the latch had finished clicking. He didn't know when the goat had moved to that side of the room; she was simply there, as she always was when he needed to move, ahead of the decision, waiting on the other side of it.

The night air hit his face, colder than the cottage. The back path was unlit, barely a path at all, a strip of worn-down grass between the wall and the bramble hedge that marked the edge of Aldric's small yard, navigable only by someone who had walked it enough times not to need to see it. William had walked it in the dark before, in better circumstances than these. He let his feet remember.

He was two thirds of the way to the gate in the hedge when a voice called out from behind and to his left, sharp and certain, the voice of someone who had expected exactly this.

"There, the boy's making for the forest!"

He ran.

Not thoughtfully, not strategically, purely, with everything his legs could give. The pendant swung against his chest, warm and insistent. Behind him, heavier footsteps on the path, and then the different sound of riders swinging back to their horses at the gate, a rider could circle the village and reach the tree line faster than a boy on foot, and he knew it, and he ran harder.

The mill rose on his left, its wheel still in the dark. He cut past it without slowing. The tree line ahead was a wall of black against a black sky, barely visible, the kind of dark that has texture you can feel without seeing. His lungs were already burning. Pip ran at a tilt a step ahead, occasionally adjusting her course slightly, and William, without fully deciding to, followed her adjustments, she knew the ground here as well as he did, possibly better.

The pendant pulsed, hard, three rapid beats, and then the voice arrived, not in his ears but in the center of his chest, resonant and unhurried in a way that had no business fitting inside a running, frightened body:

Child. Call me if you are in danger. But remember, every call has a price.

He had no time to consider what that meant.

The horseman came around the far side of the mill at a full gallop, closing the angle faster than William had anticipated, he was already ahead of where he needed to be, the horse's breathing loud in the dark, its rider leaning low with something in his hand. William changed direction. Not enough. The spear, or whatever the man held, swept through the air to his right with a sound like cloth tearing, close enough that he felt the displacement.

The pendant detonated.

There was no other word for it. Golden light erupted from the hollow of his throat and took shape as it went, shape it apparently had been keeping in reserve, vast, wolfish, antlered, filling the space between the mill and the tree line with something that was not quite sight and not quite sound but was felt in the chest before either. The horses, all three that had been closing on him, stopped being controllable in the same instant. Two of them simply went sideways, throwing their riders into the dark without ceremony. The third bolted straight back toward the village gate and did not return.

William staggered.

He hadn't known he was going to do that. He hadn't chosen it. The pendant had responded on its own, or responded to something in him that preceded conscious thought, and the residue of it left him unsteady on his feet, a strange emptiness in his chest like the aftermath of a note struck too loudly in a small room. He caught the mill's stone wall with one hand and held himself upright.

Pip pressed against his calf. He registered her warmth and steadied.

At the tree line, which was now only thirty paces distant, the darkness of the forest waited in the particular way forests wait, not threatening, only present, as though it had been expecting him and had no opinion about how long it took him to arrive.

He pushed off the wall and ran the last distance.

Gregor Ashen arrived at the tree line ninety seconds after the golden light went out.

He had been crossing the village square when it happened, still twenty meters from the mill, close enough that the light's shadow had swept over him, close enough to see the shape it made. He had stopped walking, which he did not normally do when things went unexpected. He had simply stopped and stood and looked at the place where the shape had been.

Then he walked to the tree line, his pace unchanged from what it had been before the light, and stood at the place where the boy's tracks ended in churned grass and one hand-print in the soft earth by the wall.

The forbidden forest began here. He had known it was forbidden, Ashford's
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