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         I am wrapped from head to foot in tassels and gray rabbit’s fur on the day I depart to meet my husband. Somehow, despite the
            care taken to protect me, my hands are still terribly cold.
         

         
         Arylik—my village, my home—sits naked and wind-whipped between Lake Temtol and Lake Tarlii. The people of Arylik believe that
            long ago, at the sheared edge of memories and song, the giant siblings of myth, Temtol and Tarlii, chose this place to lie
            down and rest after a long journey across the steppe. But they never left, their sleep becoming death, their bodies shaping
            the lakes and the landscape.
         

         
         I’ve often thought those giants might have chosen a gentler place to die; there is almost nothing in Arylik to recommend it
            to anyone. The ground is hard, the ice never melts, and even the trees look withered and dire as they cling to the crumbling
            soil. To grow old here is to harden like a lump of clay left out in the winter sun, to be whittled down and down by the sharp
            wind that cuts through home and cloth and flesh. To work the land is to burrow fingers into the leathery skin of the earth
            while each yielded crop feels like the land taking pity.
         

         
         You can love Arylik, and I do, but it will never love you back. But that is all right, for since the day my beauty became obvious, I was set aside. No little girl expects to become an outcast that way, but each of us had the chance; every girl in the village had her portrait painted and sent to the Count. The day we learned that I had been chosen was the day the other girls stopped speaking to me. I wouldn’t be allowed to fall in love or marry within the community, and so I was looked upon with curiosity and pity, like a tree that bears fruit nobody can touch. 

         
         I tried not to be sad about it—I have been earmarked for something special. Something grand.

         
         Had those giants, Temtol and Tarlii, taken a few more long strides, they might have found a forested grave and laid their
            heads down on pine boughs and springy black dirt. But this barren steppe is my home, for better or worse. I know it. When
            you know a thing, truly know it, you can’t help but hold it in your heart, even if it hates you.
         

         
         I leave today, having outgrown Arylik, to present myself to destiny, and I am a small pink face swaddled in gray, everything
            I own in a bulging pack that I, my brother, and his wife will carry.
         

         
         Outside my family’s kotte, I kneel, awkward and round in all that fur, and cling to the soil. I pick up the earth, hold it in my hands, and feel how
            it becomes warm, releasing a smell like split grain.
         

         
         “You’re going to have dirty hands when you meet your husband,” says my brother. “Of course, you would.”

         
         Gavril has come at last, his small and stupid wife behind him.

         
         “No man wants a woman with stained hands,” he adds, and slaps me on the back of my head. We were kind to each other as children, but he makes that easy to forget. Gavril is not small, and his hand stings. He is six years older than me, but his wife, Maksi, is my own age. She and I once played pruchki outside my family’s home, giggling and trading painted sticks until we were hoarse and rosy cheeked and then called in to help with chores. I think maybe she was my only friend. But marriage to my brother changed her. Now her face is blank, her eyes staring and dull. Probably she is irate that I will be “free” of Arylik, which she detests. When I told her that marriage made her sour, she huffed, promising that the same fate awaited me. 

         
         “You are marrying gold and jewels,” she said. “But you will tire of even that, in the end.”

         
         For three ghastly winters I have endured them as a couple in the village, but soon that will be over.

         
         “The Count won’t care about my dirty hands,” I tell them, standing, the earth sliding out of my fingers. It feels like letting
            go of a cool, dry hand. “He will have flower-scented water for me to bathe in. And fine oils. I will never be soiled or smelly
            again. I will never go hungry. The same cannot be said for the two of you.”
         

         
         Maksi laughs and holds her belly. They do not have children yet, but that will likely change when they return from this journey.
            We will take the mule south to the even less forgiving forest sprawl of Gottyar, walking for days. The Count has written—he
            will meet us with horses at a trading post, and then I will never have to see Gavril or Maksi ever again.
         

         
         Two summers ago, Arylik elders sent the Count’s family a tiny painting of me on a wooden circle. The Count liked it well enough, and so my real face will win seeds and goats for the village and enough treated furs to last six winters. All the girls I know sent their portraits, but he liked mine best of all. 

         
         I am a small price to pay for food and warmth.

         
         My father and mother emerge from the kotte just as Gavril tries to strike me again. This time, at least, I probably deserve it.
         

         
         “Idiot,” my father spits, and grabs Gavril’s hand. “The Count will turn her away if you mark her face. She bruises easily.”

         
         Gavril shrinks into the shadows, and Maksi follows him, cooing and coddling as she always does. My brother is nothing but
            a big child, with clumsy hands and a round, plain face like a frozen lake. A brute, hunched and gnarled, sculpted by this
            harsh place. Neither he nor Maksi have ever left the confines of Arylik. When I realized that nobody would want to be my friend,
            I found my comfort in other things, in small adventures. Tiny rebellions. But they have never abandoned the safe, lingering
            warmth of their cots at dawn to roam beyond the lakes, to watch a herd of reindeer while hiding downwind where the creatures
            might better be studied and observed. Gavril and Maksi know the touch of Arylik soil, but not the soul of it; they put their
            hands in it, scratch in it, force it to give up withered potatoes and allium, but they’ve never seen the rill that splits
            off the southeastern edge of Lake Tarlii and, if followed, carries one to a choice thicket of honeyberries.
         

         
         They think the wind smells like nothing.

         
         Soon, it might smell like nothing to me, too, for I am leaving this place and will never have to think about rivers or growing
            potatoes again.
         

         
         Done with my idiot brother, Papa comes to loom over me and take me by the chin. He inspects me carefully, pinching my cheeks and opening my eyes wider, as if evaluating a goat for purchase. The fist-size hammered medallion on his chest shines, marking him as an elder of import. His fingers and tunic smell of smoke, and there is a greasy smear of charcoal on his left temple. Squinting, his eyes water, but Papa has never cried. He does not cry now. My mother wails, then quiets herself by stuffing her face into Papa’s shoulder. 

         
         “One less flower in Arylik,” my mother says. I had no idea she cared so much.

         
         I kiss the elder medallion solemnly, as children are meant to do.

         
         Papa must stay to oversee the cottage and farm, to struggle and toil alongside everyone else. I would not call Maksi and Gavril
            useless, but I would also not call them useful, so they accompany me instead of staying here to work. They will pass me over
            to the Count like the best crop of the season. I know these last years of loneliness won’t be for nothing—my beauty is something
            to cherish. No longer will I be an outcast.
         

         
         If I’m honest, I’m hungry for it. Hungry to be seen and loved.

         
         “My one precious daughter, you go now to make us all very proud,” Papa says. It’s hard to hear him over my mother’s stifled
            sobs. He usually doesn’t speak so softly. Even his hands, still touching my face, are gentler. Then they slide off my chin,
            and he gestures to my pocket.
         

         
         “Did you bring the amber like I told you to, daughter?”

         
         I did. When I draw it from the warmth of my coat, it seems to hum with its own ancient fire. A hunk of amber, bright and gold,
            with shards of black and white chasing through it.
         

         
         Precious. It seems like the very heart of Arylik is thrumming in my grasp.

         
         “Like a jewel,” Papa says. “Do you remember the day you brought it home?” His voice is even quieter now, as if he’s afraid
            to wake the small piece of magic cupped in my palms.
         

         
         Nodding, I bite my lip and try not to worry. Is he going to make me leave the amber? It feels like the only thing here that’s
            truly mine.
         

         
         “Yes. I found it in the south field while digging seeds,” I tell him. The lie is rehearsed; it was given to me on the edge
            of the Gottyar Wood by a man called Blind Yurg. Nobody else will speak to Blind Yurg, nobody even mentions him, so I kept
            the amber’s origin a secret. Stupid Gavril found it in one of my socks and forced me to show Mother and Father.
         

         
         “Where you are going? The Count’s castle? It is just like this treasure. You will live inside a golden hall, and your eyes
            will never again alight on so mean a place as this. You are our gift to him, and that life is our gift to you.”
         

         
         I nod, expecting him to take the amber from me. Instead, he folds my fingers carefully around it and sighs. He has told me
            all this before. When I cried and refused to eat and swore to him that I would never be sold to a stranger, that I would never
            allow it, he promised I would live in a jewel world.
         

         
         But here I am, so I suppose all that arguing was for nothing. Papa’s stubbornness, and the reality of the world, outlasted
            my tantrum. My mother has told me that the other girls are jealous of me, and only a selfish fool would complain about such
            a thing.
         

         
         I should hold my head high, so I do. One less flower in Arylik.

         
         “Take it,” Papa says. Now my eyes are red, too, and watery. “Present it to the Count.”

         
         Oh. I let the amber disappear into the countless pockets of my rabbit and tassel dress and decide that I will not give the
            Count anything of Arylik. Especially not its heart. When my father steps back toward the house, I look west, toward Temtol,
            the brother of the two lakes. When I can no longer see that lake, I will have shed all of Arylik. None of it will reside inside
            of me anymore, and so none of it can be taken away. I will be the Count’s wife, modern and glamorous. The Arylik girls wouldn’t
            even recognize me, drowning in silks and pearls.
         

         
         The leave-taking is almost over.

         
         “Four days is hard travel!” my mother cries, pulling Gavril and Maksi to her breast and swaying them from side to side. “Be
            ever so careful. Be ever so careful! Never lose the road. Never let the fire go out.” When she turns to me and wraps me in
            her arms, she crushes the hunk of amber into my hip until it throbs. “Do not be trouble for your brother. Do what he says.
            When you reach the castle, whatever the Count requests, you must do, yes? You must listen like you have never listened before,
            yagnush.”
         

         
         “Of course,” I tell her. I have always been her yagnushka, her little lamb, but perhaps not her favorite. We kill lambs for
            eating here. But her little lamb has every intention of doing whatever the Count says. Even if he is mean, even if he stinks
            like garlic, I will be obedient to earn my ease. Nobody knew of my tiny rebellions. I am my papa’s good, sweet daughter.
         

         
         The amber digs deeper into my hip.

         
         I wonder if the Count’s family will look at me the way Arylik folk do, like an eleventh finger, and I fervently hope they will fold me in like fyuda nuts into dough. 

         
         The sun is a bleary orange sliver on the horizon, splitting the sky above the lakes and dyeing them white gold as we finally
            depart. Maksi carries a simket on her back, heavy and sturdy, filled with whatever traveling supplies the mule’s bag cannot carry. I am to sit atop Gray
            Azta, the mule, as I am too valuable for diminishing labor. The lads of Arylik love a woman short and thick, with strong hands
            and an unforgiving, stony heart.
         

         
         But a Count loves a lady, soft and pliable, with summer in her eyes and spring on her breath.

         
         And even if it seems hard, I will be that lady, I decide, wobbling back and forth on the mule, but not until the lakes have
            vanished from my sight and the last trace of heart-home soil has disappeared from my fingers. I almost jump down and rub more
            dirt on my slippers, just to stall for time, just to take more of this place with me. Maybe the land was cruel and hard to
            work, but it did, eventually, yield. And I had my little adventures, my trips to see Blind Yurg at the forest’s edge, and
            it was, after all, familiar.
         

         
         Before we go, my father hands us a thick torch crowned with reaching fire, and I hold tight to it, knowing it will be vital
            for the journey. I ought to feel important, on the cusp of something, riding toward Gottyar Wood with my head held high and
            my chin tilted up, a title and wealth in my future, but I feel only a quaking inside. The village is depending on me for a
            prosperous year.
         

         
         Gavril and Maksi walk; I sit on the mule. Soon we have reached the limits of the only home we have known, and then we are
            across the border.
         

         
         “When the village is farther behind us, I will help you carry the simket,” I tell Maksi. It’s the fair thing to do, and she is already surrendering to the weight of the pack. 

         
         “Yes, you will,” she grunts, sweating and cursing under the contraption. She has the plump cheeks of a squirrel preparing
            for a harsh winter. “You will carry it all the way to Ulganyo. You might soon have servants to command at the castle, but
            we are not your servants.”
         

         
         “No, you are right. Servants do not complain nearly so much.”

         
         Maksi growls. Before she can spit out a smart retort, my brother reaches up to help me down from Gray Azta’s back. I almost
            kick him away, but it will be better to keep the peace. It feels wrong to have my last memories of home poisoned by arguments
            and complaining. Maybe Gavril and I have not been close for many years, but a small piece of my heart insists that I will
            miss him when he’s gone. Or I will miss what we might have cultivated had we been less stubborn and more aware of time moving
            forward, forward to the near moment when we will be separated forever. He will never know my children, and I will never know
            his. He doesn’t see it, but I glance up at him, sad, visited by a premonition of regret that is surely to come. We walk three
            astride, the animal clomping along behind us. I keep the torch aloft to see the hard line of my brother’s mouth go even thinner
            and paler as he surveys the trickle of a mule path winding away from the village.
         

         
         I almost say, I will miss you terribly, brother, miss the idea of us.

         
         But I say nothing because he already looks irritated.

         
         “You will both be quiet when we reach the Gottyar,” he tells us, stern. He has never looked older or wiser in the harsh flicker of the torchlight. For a moment, I almost forget how foolish and dull he is. “You will not bring down mischief on our heads. You will only whisper, and bow your heads, and pray the wild beasts and yiliksii ignore our presence.” 

         
         He’s right, though I would never admit it. Gavril glances at each of us in turn, and our silence is the resounding answer.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2

         
         The Gottyar Wood spreads across the Uldest territory east to west, a wide belt of sprawling pines, low hills, and never-ending
            tangles of brush and brambles—thorny, dense, and dark, untouched by light or industry. A single bold road slices through it,
            running north-south, and all the starlike constellation points of civilization within the wood lie along that single path—shelters,
            trading posts, and watchtowers. To stray too far off the road into the wood is to invite misadventure or death. Though the
            lumber trade exists and a handful of families manage to survive there, and though the Count and others lay claim to it and
            plant flags and raise pennants, it is understood that the forest belongs to itself.
         

         
         More specifically, it belongs to the yiliksii.

         
         They are the cursed children of the forest, and they do not care for trespassers or travelers. Their golden eyes glitter in
            the trees at night, sometimes mistaken for the friendly glow of a lantern, and any who chase that glint of gold are never
            seen again. These are not children’s stories; this is the rule of the Gottyar. A man fears the yiliksii as a babe, and he
            fears them equally on his deathbed.
         

         
         Maksi and Gavril are surprised to find me out in front, leading the procession. No one in the village knows how far I have ventured on my quick adventures, and my parents would have scolded me terribly for going all the way to the edge of the wood. There will be a road when we reach the Gottyar itself, but until then, there is only a tangle of confusing footpaths that cut through the fields, many of them leading nowhere, others going to game trails in the tall grass. 

         
         “How do you know the way?” Maksi asks, a suspicious, rising note in her voice.

         
         “The forest is over there,” I tell her, waving my hand.

         
         “You walk as if you’ve been this way before,” she adds.

         
         “We are making good time,” says Gavril. “That is all that matters.” But he hurries to my side, lowering his tone to add, “How
            do you know the way?”
         

         
         I lie to him as I lie to everyone about what I get up to when nobody is looking. “Maybe I am special. Maybe I was born to
            leave this place behind.”
         

         
         “Stop whispering!” Maksi shrieks, and Gavril falls back to placate her.

         
         Here is the truth: I have ventured here before, promising that I am off gathering roots or rushes, always going up to the
            point of danger but never crossing the threshold. On one such trip, I risked walking four hours south, finding a man standing
            on the hill that has the best view of the Gottyar. I remember thinking it was so wide, so vast, that I couldn’t see the edges
            of it, even from that vantage. The stranger there was Blind Yurg, and I did not recognize him.
         

         
         “Your folk do not want me,” he said. He smelled strange, unpleasantly sweet, like old apples, but his unseeing eyes somehow
            twinkled. “I left the fold a long time ago.”
         

         
         I asked him where he lived, then, and he told me of a hut near a rill that wound into the Gottyar. “But you will never walk that far,” he said, and sounded almost despairing. 

         
         “I might,” I replied, puffing out my chest and feeling very brave.

         
         Blind Yurg reached into his leather satchel and handed me the beautiful hunk of amber. “If you do, take this, child. The forest
            is vicious, but the forest knows its own.”
         

         
         “You found this there?” I asked, astounded.

         
         “I did, I did.”

         
         Ever after, when I wandered from home, I’d find Blind Yurg at that spot, sometimes so still and watchful on the hill that
            it felt as if he did nothing but stand and wait for me to visit. Patiently, he answered my thousand questions about the cursed
            and haunted Gottyar. He described rivers that flowed uphill, trees with thin red sap, and a tremor along the ground at night
            that rattled his bones until he ached. That rumble, he told me, breathless, did not seem to come from the earth itself, but
            projected from somewhere in the sky, like a god calling down a warning. There is more, of course—creatures with pelts like
            jagged stone and burning eyes, toneless songs that carry on the forest wind, false deer paths that become spirals . . .
         

         
         I don’t need to dwell on it, for we will not lose the road, and that is that.

         
         We walk and walk and walk. We pass the outlook on the hill where Blind Yurg should be, but for once, he isn’t there. My heart
            sinks. I wanted, I suppose, to say goodbye.
         

         
         The travel is dreary, and Maksi sings little songs to keep herself going. She swore we would share the load of the simket, but I carry it when she refuses. We walk and walk, and at last, the forest nears. As the solid trees rear before us—a seemingly impenetrable barricade of steely gray trunks—I think to myself that the Count must be very powerful and very impressive to make a life in the Gottyar. Blind Yurg is a keen navigator, tough as old boot leather, and even he would never think to return; his voice, when speaking of the Gottyar, would become tiny, like a little boy’s. It is not a place for soft or lazy men. I close my eyes and imagine the Count like a bear, bending the trees to his will beneath weighty, clawed paws. No blood sap or strange rivers frighten him. He is unshakable. 

         
         Nobody has sent me his portrait on a tiny shaving of wood, so I can only pretend to know his handsome face.

         
         “Night is coming on again,” Gavril says, sighing. Even camping in the tall grass miles from the Gottyar had made him nervous.
            Now he’s almost panicked. He shivers, his eyes fixed on the shadow cast by the wood ahead, a black ribbon that will soon swallow
            us up.
         

         
         “We must keep to the road when we reach the Gottyar,” I reply. I don’t dare tell them of Blind Yurg’s warnings—he is a pariah,
            and none of his wisdom is heeded. They would just scoff at me for taking the advice of a stranger. He is not fit company for
            a future countess. “There should be traveler huts for shelter so long as we do not stray.”
         

         
         As soon as we pass into the shadow cast by the trees and lose track of the sun, the cold arrives like a slap. The flame on my torch dips, and I cup my hand around part of it protectively. Maksi moans with frustration. There are little bells tied to her furry boots, and they clang with each of her oafish steps. 

         
         “Let us go no further and sleep out under the stars tonight,” Maksi says, huddling closer to her husband. “We can rest beside
            Azta for warmth and start into the forest in the morning.”
         

         
         “Yes, and then I can go to my husband the Count stinking of donkey.”

         
         “Then the smell will match your face,” she hisses. I almost laugh. This is the best joke Maksi has ever made.

         
         “Darling wife, the wind will tear us to shreds. No, we will need the cover of the trees. Do you want to be right out in the
            open for any cutpurse or yiliksii to see? Do you want to freeze? There will be a traveler’s yurt, and we must find it. They
            are hung with charms and wards and built to withstand the wind and the dangers of the woods,” Gavril tells her. He uses a
            voice like our father’s, rasping and low. It doesn’t frighten me, but Maksi’s gaze drops to her feet. It is well enough that
            he’s using our father’s voice, since Gavril is repeating everything Father told us about traveling the forest. “You might
            not care for Valla, but our task is to deliver her safely to the Count.”
         

         
         Valla. That is my name. Countess Valla has a certain music to it, I think.

         
         Maksi musters up the courage to rub her nose and reply. “My father says the forest children do not leave the safety of the woods.”
         

         
         “And we should stake our supplies and lives on the word of your papa? The mad, drunk goatherd?” I ask. “You don’t know anything
            about the yiliksii, or the world. You’ve never left the village; you hardly even leave the kotte. Gavril is right—we sleep tonight in the forest. And take those stupid bells off your boots—every yiliksii for miles will hear us coming.” 

         
         “My mother gave me these bells,” she blurts out, furious. “ ‘If the yiliksii take you, the others can track you,’ she said.” Maksi whips her mitten away from her oozing nose and slams
            her elbow into my ribs. The precarious simket stays upright on my shoulders, but only just. It feels like the trees are standing in silent judgment of our childish bickering.
         

         
         “I could have been sold to a count, too,” Maksi suddenly cries, and I can tell she is walking with a strange gait to make
            the bells ring even louder.
         

         
         “To work his fields?” I suggest.

         
         “Oh, Valla, you might be lovely on the outside,” she says. “But your insides are as black and twisted as a burned root.”

         
         “But I am lovely.”
         

         
         Gavril grunts. “I doubt the Count will appreciate your glib tongue, Valla.”

         
         “When I am a countess, I will be as glib as I please.”

         
         “If he were truly a wise man, he would not take either of you. Who wants a woman who talks so much?” Gavril perhaps deserves
            the slap this time, but Maksi would never raise her hand against him.
         

         
         Instead, she blathers on. “Chasing a few rabbits out in the fields does not make you better than me, Valla. I hope your husband
            the Count is a runty pig. Then you will very much deserve each other!”
         

         
         She hits me again, and this time the nudge sends me hard to the left. I have always been beautiful, so I have never had a
            need to be very strong. The backpack teeters, and a shower of dried herbs rains down on me, leaving my fur wraps and face dusted with rosemary. With the weight of the simket wobbling, I fall carefully to my knees, grimacing as a potato slips out of the top sack, hitting my head before rolling away. Gavril is quick to yank the torch out of my grasp before I can light the whole simket on fire. With both of us distracted and grousing, Maksi storms off, kicking up a trail of dry, ashy dust as she marches toward
            the head of the Gottyar-Vyriz Road.
         

         
         “I hope a wolverine eats her face,” I murmur, staying very still while Gavril places the rogue potato back in the pack and
            tightens the drawstring. “What if I fell and scratched my face? Papa would never take you back. Mother’s mercy, you married
            a spoiled child.”
         

         
         “You are both acting like awful little children.” Gavril hauls me back to my feet and together we chase after Maksi. His eyes
            become smaller and smaller as he watches his dumb wife careen toward the edge of the Gottyar. “You are wiser than Maksi, so why not behave like it? I’m begging you—make this journey easy on all of us. Be my sister, yes? Not
            my burden.” For just an instant, he pauses, sticking a gloved finger in my face. The torch spits. “You will not repeat that
            to Maksi. Come.”
         

         
         I can acknowledge that it would be bad for us all if Maksi was eaten by a wolverine, so I match his stride, running toward the cut in the forest with big, clumsy steps, trying desperately to keep the simket from toppling again. Azta trots along behind us, chewing grass, unaware of the danger. The ground crunches beneath my feet, sweat pooling under my heavy rabbit furs. Gavril takes the torch so I might run easier, and soon we are utterly enveloped by the trees that spear toward the sky with soldierly discipline. They seem unnaturally straight and, despite the harsh wind, do not bend. 

         
         When we reach the forest road, Maksi is not there. A circular arch marks the beginning of the Gottyar-Vyriz, hammered together
            from foraged black wood. The name GOTTYAR-VYRIZ is scored into the uneven slats, but travelers have scratched their own warnings
            into the gate. Gavril stumbles out onto the uneven dirt of the road, spinning in a circle, calling his wife’s name. The mule
            will not pass under the gate, so I stand there with Gray Azta and run the soft, worn skin of my mitten over a carving in a
            slat at eye height. I only know simple words, but it seems that only simple words are carved in the wood.
         

         
         ALYONA WENT TO HER HOME AND LOVE, 16 PROLETNA, STAG’S YEAR

         
         I take a step back. The gate seems like a rough-hewn crown, as sharp-edged as a ring of knives. Gavril calls out again, his
            voice quaking. I join him beyond the gate and pull and pull on Gray Azta, who will not budge. The mule waits when I let go
            of the lead; he bows his head and chews grass frantically to calm himself.
         

         
         “Here,” I mutter, unhooking the simket from my shoulders and letting it slide to the ground. Several torches have been stabbed
            into the earth near the gate. I grab one and touch it to Gavril’s, taking fire. “Hold the torch high so she can see it.”
         

         
         “Why would she go off the road? Why?” Gavril shows his teeth, perspiration glinting on his forehead and chin. “She knows better.
            Everyone knows . . .”
         

         
         I can almost hear the drumming of his heart in this halting voice.

         
         A cluster of spleenwort and coated oak shakes near the eastern edge of the road up ahead. Both of us rush toward the sound, a few lights dancing in the impenetrable thicket, too close together, too steady to be the glow of fireflies. 

         
         And fireflies do not glow red.

         
         “No,” Gavril whispers.

         
         “They wouldn’t come so close to the road,” I say, but now my heart is thunder, too. I have never been this far from home.
            I have never been in the forest. “They wouldn’t. Yiliksii have golden eyes, brother. Maybe it is . . .” I trail off, able
            to think of nothing kind or welcoming with red eyes.
         

         
         The bushes rustle again, and then the lights are gone. I can just make out a shadow before it plunges toward us from out of
            the darkness. We both shriek as Maksi tumbles onto the road, heaving for breath, her mouth wide open and drooling. Before
            we can reach her, she turns onto her back, gasping up at the ceiling of leaves and mingled branches above us—so close, so
            tight that they look as if they have been woven by massive hands. We crouch on either side of her.
         

         
         “Wife! Are you well? Are you hurt? Wife, dear wife, why did you leave the road?” Gavril asks, removing his glove and running
            his bare palm over her forehead. Her skin is like ice. He coos and whispers, but she cannot reply.
         

         
         “Wife? Wife! What did you see? What took you from the road?”

         
         “I saw my death. Oh. Oh, oh, oh.” She moans like a deer with an arrow in its gut. “I saw my death, Gavril, a hole for a heart.
            Heartless, I am heartless. . . .”
         

         
         Gavril shakes his head. “How can that be?”

         
         “We must find shelter,” I tell them both. When I look up from Maksi’s face and glance around the forest, it presses in around us. “Get her on her feet. I will fetch the mule.” 

         
         A fire and hot tea will put her to rights. I tell myself this even as I know that something is wrong.

         
         “We should go back,” I hear her telling Gavril over and over again.

         
         We can’t go back. If we retreat, I will never be a countess.

         
         When I return to the crown of a gate marking the start of the road, Gray Azta is gone. There is only a patch of shorn grass
            where he stood; the rest is a solid drape of black sky—not a torch or a traveler’s fire to be seen. Gray Azta, a bloody mule,
            was apparently the wisest of us all. I look ahead and then behind, neither way particularly appealing. There is no hope out
            in the impenetrable void, but the lit path of the forest is no better. Thick, jutting branches frame my brother and his wife,
            trees with arms raised in desperate supplication. It appears like less of a road and more of a tunnel bored through solid,
            unyielding trunks.
         

         
         At least the Gottyar-Vyriz promises shelters along the way, so I hoist the simket onto my back again and toddle toward the
            others, sheepishly chewing my lip.
         

         
         “Where is Azta?” Gavril demands. They are standing now, Maksi leaning heavily against him for support.

         
         “He’s gone.”

         
         “He cannot be gone,” my brother grunts. “That mule is stupider and lazier than you. Go back and fetch him.”
         

         
         “He fled, and I will not stand out in the open as night falls and argue with you. Your wife needs a fire and a meal. Walk with me or leave me rations and go back to Arylik with Azta—I hardly care. I’m pressing on. The village depends on it.” 

         
         “Please,” Maksi says in a very small voice. “Please.”

         
         Gavril interprets this to mean that she agrees with my mention of food and warmth. His jaw jutted forward, he slowly turns
            and half carries his wife down the dirt path. I follow a few steps behind, my back aching from the pack, watching as the road
            stretches forever in front of us.
         

         
         It is the strangest thing, the way the Gottyar-Vyriz slices through the wood, arrow straight, though eventually the way narrows
            to no wider than a finger.
         

         
         “There,” Gavril calls, pointing with his left hand. “A hut. Nothing grand, but it will keep out the wind and weather.”

         
         Unsaid, it will perhaps keep out whatever beasts watched us with glowing ember eyes.

         
         It takes longer to reach the shelter than I expected. Those flame-bright lights dance on the edge of my vision as we find
            what is no more than a bundle of warped planks, rope, and an old sack tipped against an obliging tree. There are no wards
            or charms; there’s hardly a roof. When I whip my head around to see where the lights are coming from, they vanish. While Gavril
            takes his torch and tries to start a meager fire for Maksi, I wander to the edge of the road and peer between the two closest
            trunks. There, in the distance, a pair of gleaming red eyes. These are not inquisitive eyes, but honed, somehow demanding.
            We have been in the Gottyar less than an hour, and already we have been marked, identified, and chosen for hunting.
         

         
         The crimson eyes sway ever so gently, and there’s the faintest rumble of life in the animal’s chest as it considers us.

         
         “Beasts,” I murmur, breathless. “I will have to tie up the food or it will all be stolen come morning.”

         
         Animals somehow seem less threatening than yiliksii, for it is said the children have a kind of intelligence.

         
         “We must be cautious without Azta,” Gavril tells me. “I cannot believe you lost him.”

         
         “I—” But it is not worth arguing. Every word, every utterance, booms like a horn sounded for the creatures of the forest.
            I should rather suffer my brother’s insult quietly and call less attention to our presence. I have not felt fear like this
            since Blind Yurg spilled his stories of this place, and now I am sure he did not exaggerate the strange evils of it.
         

         
         If anything, he was too kind.

         
         Maksi flattens herself against the back of the shelter, practically invisible. A tiny, hopeful cooking fire flares to life
            under my brother’s hands, torch blaze transferring to tinder, and while his wife shivers silently under the burlap sacks,
            we work in unexpected harmony to arrange a small pot, fill it with water from a flask, and toss in dried fish shavings, slices
            of radish, allium, and a few strips of withered, cured venison.
         

         
         Gray Azta has taken many of our supplies, but more important, he has taken away his warmth and bulk, and his keener animal
            senses.
         

         
         It won’t be much longer, I promise myself. Soon we will meet the Count, and he is sure to greet us with a lavish feast and all the comforts fit to banish the dread of this unfriendly place. I cannot help but hold him in even higher esteem. Now that I have had a taste of the Gottyar, I cannot imagine the strength and resilience of anyone who would choose to stay in it. He will know how to protect me from these dangers. 

         
         Most of the watery stew goes to Maksi, though she can do little but hold her mouth open while Gavril spoons it in and waits
            for her to swallow. Her eyes remain wide, unblinking, her arms wrapped tightly around her middle. No matter how many blankets
            Gavril heaps on her, she trembles.
         

         
         “My love, my love, you are fortunate to be alive. No more straying into the forest,” he tells us both in a whisper. Night,
            full night, is close upon us, felt like a mantle as soon as one leaves the smoky confines of the shelter.
         

         
         But I have no choice; I must make certain our supplies are safe. After a few mouthfuls of food, I sigh and crawl out onto
            the road, cinching the simket shut before dragging it toward the tree behind the shelter. This is the way it was taught to
            me by Blind Yurg when he would hobble along beside me on a hunt in the valley. We never stayed until dark, but he showed me
            how to choose a tall tree out in the open, cover the meat, toss a rope over the highest branch, and hoist the kill to make
            it harder for predators to reach.
         

         
         Before the supplies go up, I duck deeper into the shelter to rip off the bells on Maksi’s boots. Attaching one of the little
            charms to the simket is the perfect way to warn of mischief. But there are empty laces on her boots. The bells are gone.
         

         
         Gavril notices my frozen posture.

         
         “What is it?” he whispers.

         
         “N-nothing.” It is not nothing. “Nothing.”
         

         
         “Stop dawdling. We must all huddle for warmth.”

         
         There are a few scattered branches at the edge of the path, so I take those instead and tie them to the pack, hoping they
            will clatter enough to tell us if predators have come for the food. Then I hoist the simket over the branch above the shelter, though it is far heavier than any bundle of skinned hares, and by the time it is lurching
            and swinging above us, I am out of breath and slick with sweat. I shuck the formal rabbit fur tunic and toss it over Maksi’s
            knees, watching as our supplies hang like a dead man, wobbling, faintly, in the still air.
         

         
         “You two sleep first,” I tell them. Gavril has wrapped himself around Maksi like a fifth blanket, his hand smoothing her hair
            until her eyes, at last, begin to droop. “Gavril, I will wake you in a few hours. Without Azta, we must always have someone
            watching.”
         

         
         “I do not know how I will sleep,” he murmurs.

         
         “Try.”

         
         And he does, closing his eyes. But I can see his eyeballs moving frantically back and forth behind the pale white lids, like
            a child squirming in a ripely pregnant belly. He is afraid, as am I, that when we sleep, those little lights will march ever
            closer, ever closer.
         

         
         Closer.

         
         Where did Maksi’s bells go?
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         Before the beast arrived, I was dreaming of a fat black insect devouring the moon.

         
         It was something Blind Yurg had described as we huddled on the wind-brushed, patchy grass of the watchful hill. He liked to
            ramble about what he had seen on his one and only push into the Gottyar, and while he dressed a dead hare, he chewed his cheek,
            saying, “We struggle and suffer because we live outside the wood. We should be within it, not mastering its hardships but
            submitting to them.”
         

         
         “But you said it was constant terror,” I reminded him, laying the pelts flat.

         
         “All life is terror and pain. Better to accept it.”

         
         “The pauzhuk!” He coughed the word. The pauzhuk, a spidery thing with a beetle-hard shell that bore through earth, trees,
            and even rock, slowly but diligently. “That’s what we should be like—the pauzhuk. Steady, steady, never giving up, carving
            forward, carving forward, even if ground gained is only measured in widths of your fingernail. We could come to know the forest
            that way, and in time, its darkness would be our darkness.”
         

         
         “How long has the Gottyar been like that? Was it ever welcoming?”

         
         “The stories go back at least two hundred years,” he told me, sighing. “If it was ever welcoming, the memory of it is gone.” I said nothing while a slack, dreamy expression came over his winter-hardened face. His cheeks were bluish, as if touched with frostbite, but it never bothered him. “I think we came from it. Yes, I know we came from that forest.”
         

         
         “How?” I asked, skeptical.

         
         “I am an old, old man, but I have no memories of my childhood, of the mother that birthed and raised me, of the father that
            must have been there, too. There’s the wood and what came after, but nothing else. Somehow my hands still draw the bow, my
            feet carry me in the right direction, but there’s no memory of how that knowledge is mine. Just . . . the wood, as if there
            was nothing in my life before it.”
         

         
         “But you did grow up in Arylik? You did have a family. . . .”

         
         “I must have,” the old man murmured. “I must have, pretty girl, but the Gottyar replaced it, like the right plant growing
            from the wrong seed.”
         

         
         Did I speak with him like that, or was it only this dream? In the darkness, in the night, I was disoriented. The memory was
            the dream, and the dream a memory. The dream. The dream. I was alone on the fields outside Arylik, and I stood, walking at dawn, watching a consuming black shape grow on the horizon.
            A caravan of travelers? No. A herd of oxen? No. As I moved toward it, I saw that it was a spider beetle, so immense that it
            looked like a moving city—a moving nation—smooth and shining, with eight bulbous purple eyes, specks of green suspended within the orbs.
         

         
         At once I knew there was nothing I could do to stop it, no chance to intervene against this godlike pauzhuk. When it was fully before me, day plunged immediately into night. The moon sprang into view like a squeezed tumor, white and throbbing, and the spider beetle lost interest in me, turning to climb the stars nimbly, using them like shining stepping stones, until it reached the moon and crawled around it from back to front, overtaking it until it seemed to blend seamlessly into the night. 

         
         Suddenly there is a soft, animallike presence beside me. My mind is half-present, still lingering in the dream but slowly
            being drawn out. Cold breath sputters against my ear, and then a single word is spoken.
         

         
         Home.

         
         A hesitant commotion becomes a louder one, and then I am awake. The word in my ear is forgotten as I find myself sprawled
            on my back outside the shelter. The simket swings violently above, just visible from the dwindling glow of a torch and the
            wash of starlight that penetrates the wood. There is no moon tonight.
         

         
         No time to curse, only time to act. An animal has come for our precious supplies. Even as I leap to my feet, roaring out of
            sleep, I see the jagged hole torn open in the pack, a shaggy black body, and clawed feet digging, digging, a steady trickle
            of crumbs raining down onto the shelter and path.
         

         
         “No!” I shriek. “No! Be gone! Go!” Blind Yurg has taught me that animals hate noise and fear humans far more than we fear them. It looks to be about the size of a wolverine, but longer, sharper, with flared points of shaggy black fur rising in a ridge over its back. The beast hears me, of course, and spins, still clinging to the pilfered pack, red, hideous eyes pulsing above a snout as pointed as a beak. 

         
         I dive for the torch beside Gavril and Maksi. My brother jerks awake, stunned and bleary-eyed as I wave the fire at the beast,
            the sudden rush of air over it making the flames burst to greater life. Heat flies terrifyingly close to my face, little sparks
            catching along my eyebrows, but I heft the wooden shaft and jab it toward the creature. Its eyes, so horror-bright, do not
            blink, nor does the animal shrink away or flee. Instead, I watch in open-mouthed shock as it shears the rope near the tree
            branch and rides the plummeting simket to the ground. Pack and creature roll, leaving a trail of dried berries and fish skin.
         

         
         It seems to leer at me, tongue lolling heavily out of its mouth, black drool dripping like blood from its jaws. On hind legs,
            it lets loose a high, keening wail, almost human in its desperation. I have only heard such sounds from women in childbirth,
            and I stagger back a few steps, trembling. The beast eyes the torch between us, then makes its choice, pulling the torn simket
            off the traveler’s road and into the wood.
         

         
         Gavril and I watch as it leaves with every crumb of our food.

         
         The bushes rattle and toss in the animal’s wake.

         
         “No! We have to get it back,” I manage to mutter. I can’t feel my heart. It is beating so fast it has become a blur in my
            chest. “The simket. Our food . . .”
         

         
         “Sister,” he says, and again I marvel at how wise and serious he has become. Days away from our family, mere hours on this
            cursed road, and we are older and strange. “Valla? Are you listening to me?”
         

         
         No, I am not. In one breath I make all of my next decisions: he must keep the torch, for the fire is vital and Maksi is weak; I will go and retrieve the bag. It was my watch to keep, and my negligence has cost us our supplies. 

         
         I hear him call my name as I thrust myself like a fist into the snarl of bushes at the roadside. He says it again, choked,
            and then he is quiet. Good. He should not bring any more evil down on us. They must stay small and silent and hope that the
            Gottyar takes mercy.
         

         
         I do not expect mercy as I chase down the animal, but I do know that we have to eat.

         
         There is nothing particularly brave in me, but tonight that must change.
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