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You might as well expect the rivers to run backward as that any man who is born a free man should be contented when penned up and denied liberty to go where he pleases.

—In-mut-too-yah-lat-lat (“Chief Joseph”), Nimiputimt (Nez Perce) tribe
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01

Tiros

Dust gritted between Rhia’s teeth as she buried another dead soldier. She tugged the rough cloth covering her mouth and nose, securing its bottom edge inside her collar. As the hot wind changed direction, she shifted, keeping her back to the scouring gusts to protect her eyes.

A warm hand touched her elbow. “Rhia, let me finish.”

She squinted up into the early evening light, at the ruddy face of her husband, Marek. “I need to occupy my mind as much as you do today. Besides, I’m the only one who can deliver them.”

“But you’re not the only one who can shovel.” His blue-gray eyes smiled at her over his own cloth mask, crinkling the lines at their corners. “Save your strength for dancing.”

She wiped the sweat from her temple and looked behind her at the road leading into Tiros. “It’s hard to imagine celebrating in this place.”

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

Few people left Tiros unseen. Fewer entered Tiros unshot.

At Rhia’s feet, the Ilion soldier lay in a hole deep enough to keep the vultures away but shallow enough that the Ilions—or “Descendants,” as Rhia’s people called them—could retrieve the bodies the next time they arrived on a “diplomatic mission.”

In a line stretching to her right lay the soldier’s five comrades—dressed in plainclothes rather than their typical red-and-yellow uniforms—along with the spy who’d brought them. Other Tirons had dug the graves this morning; it was up to Marek and Rhia to fill them in and send the soldiers to the Other Side. No one joined them to pay respects to the dead, for the enemy and its spy had done nothing to earn it.

Marek tossed a shovelful of dust over the Descendant’s face. “If Lycas were here, he’d want to put their heads on pikes on the road to Asermos.”

She sighed at the reminder of her brother’s brutality. “And give the Descendants an excuse for a full-scale invasion. At least with an honorable burial, we can claim our archers killed them defending the town—which is the truth.”

“Doesn’t mean they didn’t enjoy it.” His shovel clanked against a rock hidden in the dust. “Gave them a chance to practice the unofficial village motto: ‘Keep Outsiders Outside.’”

They shared a grim look at the rows of tents sitting on the edge of the village. Tiros, built to hold perhaps a thousand people, had swollen to three times its original size with refugees from the villages of Velekos and Asermos, as the Ilion army pressed northward. The same aspects that made Tiros easy to defend—no immediate water access and flat, dry terrain surrounded on three sides by steep, rugged hills—also made survival difficult. In the twelve years since the Descendant invasion, Tiros had suffered growing pains that threatened to tear it apart.

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

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

With her third breath, she called the crows.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She squinted at the angle of the sun. “It’s almost time.”

“Nilik could come back tomorrow, or the next day. A Bestowing might take longer if Raven claims him.”

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

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

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

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

Some days, the only alternative to faith was despair.

As Rhia and Marek walked hand in hand into the village, a shout came from the watchtower above.

“South!”

They stopped and looked up. Sani the Eagle woman pointed to their left. All five Cougars in her watchtower scrambled into position. Rhia saw the silhouettes of their bows against the azure sky.

“Someone’s coming.” Marek dropped the shovels and ran in the direction Sani was pointing.

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

She stood on tiptoe and strained to see what had provoked the alert. The only sign was a rising cloud of dust, small enough that she could block it with her outstretched thumb. It created a tan puff against the darker browns and greens of the background hills.

“It can’t be Nilik.” Marek shaded his right temple against the glare of the setting sun. “Near as I can tell, this person’s on horseback.”

“And it’s the wrong direction from the Bestowing.” The site for this sacred three-day quest lay to the west of Tiros—far from Descendant-occupied territories. Despite the Ilions’ best efforts—negotiations, bribes and escalating shows of force—Tiros remained a free village, as did Kalindos, Marek’s birthplace in the high mountain forest two weeks’ travel away.

How long this freedom would last, no one knew.

Another shout came from the tower. Rhia looked up to see Sani leaning over the rough wooden railing.

“It’s Lycas!”

Rhia yelped with joy and bounced on her toes. Her brother’s continued survival amazed her. As the leader of the guerrilla fighting forces, Lycas was the Ilions’ favorite target. She feared it was only a matter of time before they found a way to counteract his Wolverine savagery, wiliness and inhuman strength.

“Nilik will be glad,” Marek said in typical understated fashion.

Rhia smiled, imagining her son’s face when he came back from his Bestowing to see his uncle waiting. During Lycas’s sporadic visits to Tiros, he treated Nilik like his own son.

Small wonder. Rhia had named him in memory of their brother Nilo, Lycas’s twin who had died in the first battle against the Ilions nearly twenty years ago.

She rubbed her breastbone, as if she could feel the wound herself. No death before or since had carved such a gouge in her and Lycas.

Her brother waved one of his immense arms as he approached at an easy trot. His long black hair streamed in the wind despite the tie binding it at his nape. Even at a distance, his size and strength were intimidating. She didn’t envy the Descendants whose last living sight was Lycas’s face.

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

Lycas dismounted, his posture showing no symptoms of a long ride or a long life. He gave a casual wave, as if he’d been gone eight hours instead of eight months.

“You made it!” Rhia hurtled into her brother’s arms, dwarfing herself in his enormous embrace. His dark bay mare snorted and danced at the end of the reins, startled by the sudden movement.

“Good, I’m not too late, then.” Lycas let go of Rhia and picked up the wide-brimmed hat that had toppled from her head. He tugged her auburn braid, then tossed it back over her shoulder, as if to confirm that it hadn’t been cut in mourning for anyone in her immediate family.

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

“Nilik should be back tonight,” Marek said. “Big party, all of Tiros is coming.”

Lycas merely nodded and clucked to his horse to lead her into the village. Rhia studied his black-and-gray-stubbled face, which looked unusually drawn and somber.

She stopped in her tracks. “You have bad news.”

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

“Jula’s at home?” he asked.

“Yes.” Rhia’s voice filled with caution. “Why?”

“I’ll wait until we get there to tell you. I don’t want to have to repeat it twice.”

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

Dust danced in small tornados over the street, which was empty of life except for a few wandering dogs. Most Tirons were at the other end of the village, dragging tables, benches and lantern posts to the center of the westernmost intersection for Nilik’s feast.

Lycas jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “What are the red-and-yellow flags for?”

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

“Fire starters.” Lycas hissed in a breath. “A place this dry, with the homes so close together, they could burn the whole village.”

“Vara’s working on that,” Rhia said. “She’s having the Tirons add brick and stone to the walls between the houses to slow the spread of fire.”

“Vara the Snake is here? Why?”

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

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

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

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

Lycas’s voice returned her mind to the present. “How did the soldiers get so close to the village?”

“The lookouts recognized the man with them,” Marek said, “someone from Asermos.”

“A spy.” Lycas let out a harsh breath. “Was he killed?”

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

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

They left the horse at a ramshackle stable where a gruff old man refused Lycas’s Ilion coins. Rhia had to barter her stall-mucking services in exchange for the boarding.

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

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

“Uncle!” She popped out of her chair and ran in three strides to give him a leaping embrace. At sixteen, she was still tiny, like Rhia herself, and Lycas lifted her as if she weighed no more than a bird.

When he set her down, she grasped his hands. “Did Papa tell you my news?”

Marek grinned at her on his way to the stove. “Thought we’d let you surprise him.”

“I had my Bestowing!”

Lycas looked at Rhia, his eyes filled with sudden hope.

Jula grabbed his arm. “No, I’m not Raven, but we always knew that, since the prophecy said it would be a hard labor, and my birth was easy.”

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

Jula turned back to Lycas. “So guess what I am? And no looking at the fetish hanging by the door.”

Lycas sighed, heightening Rhia’s fear. Usually he indulged his niece in all her teasing and tricks. Instead he pointed at the two parchment sheets on the table. “What’s that?”

“A project.” Jula hurried to tuck one sheet behind the other. “And maybe a short letter for Corek.”

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

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

“She acts like she hates it.” Marek squeezed her shoulder. “But she won’t let us forget that she writes better than we do.”

“Even though she’d rather talk.” Rhia turned to hang her black feather fetish on a nail by the door.

“Even though she’d rather talk,” Rhia heard her own voice say again.

She turned and glared at Jula. “Stop that.”

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

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

Rhia smiled. Though she and Jula bickered, like their feathered counterparts, she was lucky her children were alive and safe. She knew Lycas worried about his own daughter Sura, who remained in occupied Asermos, where her mother Mali led the resistance. His crusade against the Ilions had taken him away from his family when Sura was only two weeks old. He’d said it was more important for his daughter to grow up in a land of freedom than to have a father.

Now she had neither. It was too dangerous for the outlaw Lycas to show his face in Asermos. Rhia hoped her own children filled at least part of the void in his life.

He ruffled Jula’s hair. “Congratulations on your Bestowing.”

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

Rhia pulled out a chair for Lycas. “Sit. Drink. Talk.”

He obliged, sinking into the chair so heavily she feared it would break. She set a full mug of ale in front of him. He gulped the contents in one long swallow, let her refill it, then took a deep breath.

“Last month I set up a camp near Velekos so I could work with the resistance there, such as it is.”

“Good,” Marek said. “It’s been weeks since we’ve gotten a direct message from Velekos, since Damen told us magic had been outlawed there, like in Asermos.”

“The Ilions have been tightening their grip so slowly, most of the Velekons hardly even noticed.” He opened and closed his fist around the clay mug, in a gesture Rhia recognized as a wish for a Descendant neck. “Last week, they noticed.”

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

“There was an incident.” Lycas stared straight ahead at the steps leading to the upper floor. “Lania went for her Bestowing, in a remote area in the hills northwest of Velekos. A squadron of Ilion soldiers came upon her.”

Rhia’s stomach twisted. Beside her, Jula gave a soft gasp.

Lycas continued. “They said they were just having fun. Harassing her, calling her names. Then she became violent, delirious, babbling something about the power of a Wasp. They say she stabbed one in the thigh.”

Rhia winced. “So they arrested her?”

He made a bitter noise in his throat. “They beat her. They raped her.” His lips tightened. “They murdered her.”

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

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

Lycas spoke again. “They desecrated Lania’s body so that—” His voice lost its flatness, coming closer to breaking than she’d heard in years. “It took a week to find all of her, to give her a proper burial.”

Rhia’s legs trembled, and she sank into the chair beside Jula, who was sobbing now. She put her arms around her daughter. For once, Jula didn’t rebuff her, just clutched her like a frightened child.

“Lania was only sixteen,” Lycas whispered.

“Monsters,” Marek spat as he paced behind the table. “What happened to the soldiers?”

“Suspended without pay,” Lycas replied, “and jailed at the garrison until their trial. Spirits know when that’ll be. The military says it’s an isolated incident, a few bad boys run amuck.” He squeezed the mug again, then set it aside quickly as if to avoid crushing it. “Velekos has exploded. Riots, vandalism, mass arrests. By now there’s probably a curfew.”

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

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

“It happened last week.” Lycas looked each of them in the eye. “That’s why I’m here, not just for Nilik’s Bestowing. Velekos is ready to revolt, but they need help. Not just soldiers and archers. Messengers, healers for the wounded, builders to create secret passageways from home to home.” He looked at Marek and Jula. “Code-breakers.”

Rhia felt a cold dread slither through her veins. She couldn’t let Nilik go to Velekos, but she also couldn’t tell anyone why.

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

Someone called their names, and Rhia recognized the voice of one of their neighbors.

“Nilik’s coming!” the man shouted. Hector began to yap.

Jula dumped the dog off her lap and brushed the heels of her hands hard against her wet eyes. “When he hears about Lania—” Her voice choked.

“We’ll be there for him.” Rhia fetched the pitcher of water and poured her daughter a mug.

Jula slurped down the water, wincing as she swallowed. Then she slammed down the cup. “Let’s go. We want to be in the front of the crowd.”

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

When they finally reached the front of the throng, Nilik was little more than a moving spot on the horizon to Rhia’s eyes. She folded her arms and stood her ground. It would undermine Nilik’s dignity to have his mother rush forward and clamp him in a smothering embrace.

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

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

Rhia could see Nilik now, and hear the whispers of speculation behind her:

“He’s walking so upright and proud. Must be a Bear.”

“But look at the swiftness of his gait. Could surprise everyone and be a Spider.”

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

“You’re all fools,” a fourth voice whispered. “He’s got to be the Raven. Got to be. He’ll deliver us all.”

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

“Please,” she whispered softly. “We need You. Accept my son as Your servant.”

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

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

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

“Uncle!”

Nilik’s dignity and serenity shattered as he ran forward, past his parents, and embraced Lycas, who returned the hug with a misty look in his eyes.

Nilik drew back, gave Lycas’s wolverine claw fetish a long look, then clutched it in his fist. Rhia gasped. It was exceedingly rude to touch the fetish of an Animal one didn’t share, a show of disrespect for that person’s Spirit.

Which could only mean one thing…

Rhia’s heart thudded, then seemed to stop.

Nilik opened his hand and gazed at the claw. “I’ll be needing one of these now.”

A sigh of disappointment spread through the crowd. As increasingly loud murmurs carried the news backward through the throng, Rhia stood as if frozen.

No.

She wanted to throw herself at her son, beat her fists against his chest until he took it back, until he told the truth. That he was Raven. That he was Fox, or Horse, or Butterfly or Otter.

Anything but Wolverine. Anything but a warrior.

The crowd dispersed, making their way to the tables. Several well-muscled men lingered. Rhia recognized them as the close-knit band of Tiron Wolverines. They were no doubt waiting to “welcome” their new Spirit-brother with their usual ritual, which involved a thorough beating to demonstrate how much violence he could endure without pain or injury.

Nilik finally looked at Rhia and Marek. “I know you wanted me to be Raven. I’m sorry I let you down.”

Rhia stepped toward him. “Nilik, it’s not your fault.”

He looked at Jula, whose face was still red and puffy. “Were you crying?”

She covered her cheeks and squeaked out his name.

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

She took his hand. “It’s Lania.” A hundred times or more she had appeared on a neighbor’s doorstep with these terrible words, ready to counsel and console. Why was it so hard to speak them to her son? “She’s dead.”

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

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

Finally he turned back to Lycas, his face contorted. “Descendants?” he hissed.

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

As his uncle spoke, Nilik hunched over, running both hands over his scalp, squeezing his head tight between them as if he could press the pain away. His breath came faster, and he swallowed several times, each one harder than the last.

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

Rhia shivered at the sound of the village’s name slipping from her son’s mouth.

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

Velekos was the place where Nilik would die.
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Asermos

“Wake up!”

Sura felt a chill as blankets were whipped off her. A pack was shoved into her arms, jamming her middle finger.

“Ow.”

“Shh!” A cool, thin hand covered her mouth. “They’re coming,” Mali whispered. “You know what to do.”

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

“Down the road. Torynna just came to warn me. Five men, all armed.” Mali pulled aside the chair that sat between their beds, then yanked up the rug.

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

“We’ve discussed this a hundred times.” Mali started pulling up the floorboards. “If I run, I’ll be admitting my guilt. They’ll kill us both.”

“Not if we escape.”

“They’ll follow. If I let them take me, they won’t search for you. They don’t care about you.”

They will, Sura thought as she put on her pack, jerking the straps tight against her shoulders. One day the Descendant scum would pay for everything. They would all burn.

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

Sura lowered herself into the hole, stepping quickly down the ladder that had been nailed into the side of it. With her chest at floor level, she stopped.

“What are you waiting for?”

“Maybe I should go to the hills to find my father.”

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

“Kalindos.”

“So where are you going?”

“Kalindos,” Sura whispered.

“But first?”

“Get a horse from Bolan.”

Mali pulled her close and kissed her forehead. “I love you.”

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

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

She cupped Sura’s chin. “Tell the Kalindons the truth. That’s your job. Don’t try to be a hero.”

“But my father could be—”

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

Sura nodded.

“Remember, if Lycas cared about us, he wouldn’t have left in the first place.”

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

“Go.”

Sura moved down the ladder and took one more look up. Shadows sharpened the angles of her mother’s rigid face.

“You know what to do,” Mali whispered, then slid the boards back over the hole.

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

Her pack scraped the ceiling, triggering a rain of moist dirt that tickled her skin where her shirt had ridden above her waist. Earthworms and beetles skittered off her, as well, and a distant part of her mind hoped none of them fell down her trousers.

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

She crawled faster. Pretend it’s another drill, she told herself. Pretend the walls aren’t closing in. She closed her eyes, since there was no light, anyway, and focused on keeping her breath steady.

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

Though her lungs longed for fresh air, she forced herself to climb slowly and quietly. When the top of her head tapped the hole cover, she stopped and listened.

Voices, distant, arguing. Her ears strained for a closer sound, one that would tell her a soldier was waiting outside her hiding place, like a fox watching a rabbit hole.

No leaves rustled nearby except those shifted by the faint breeze. Descendants had no talent for covering their footfalls. Even their raspy breath seemed to fill the air for miles, belying their presence as well as a shout.

Sura took a handful of mud from the tunnel wall and smeared it over her face. With her black hair and dark clothes, it would complete her night camouflage. She slowly lifted the wooden cover, far enough to peek.

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

Another soldier came from around the back of the house, where he had no doubt been guarding against Mali and Sura’s retreat. The other two stood inside the front doorway. As the voices rose in argument, the leader grabbed the guard’s torch and waved the flame toward the walls, as if threatening to burn down the house.

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

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

Sura rested the hole cover on the crown of her head, then cupped her hands to her mouth, ready to strike.

They led her mother out of the house. The torch-wielding soldier held his light near Mali so that two of the others could bind her. They pulled her arms behind her back and wrapped a thin rope around her wrists.

Mali kept her chin up and her jaw set. She had always planned to surrender without fighting, to counter her reputation as the fierce leader of the Asermon resistance. The less trouble she caused them in custody, the sooner the authorities would let her go, and the sooner she could get back to planning their assassinations.

Mali’s posture stiffened suddenly, just as the breeze died. In the silence, Sura heard one of the men say, “Now she won’t be able to hit us back.”

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

The torch snuffed out.

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

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

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

The largest soldier—the one who had caught Mali—flipped her over, then planted a knee in the small of her back as he bound her wrists. He lifted her to stand and turned her to face him.

“Are you going to be good?” he said.

She spit at his feet.

“Sorry, I didn’t hear you.” He punched Mali in the mouth. She staggered back only a step, then spit again. He struck her once more. Mali didn’t even flinch this time, just smiled as she spit in his face.

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

Sura shook her head. Surely the soldier had been told that Mali’s Wasp defenses allowed little injury and even less pain. She was a warrior in body and Spirit. He might as well be punching a tree.

Grunting in frustration, he struck her in the gut, then the side. Mali laughed.

His punches turned flailing, yet he refused the others’ offers of help. By now, Sura knew, his knuckles would be raw, maybe even broken from the impact against Mali’s tough exterior.

Finally he tottered back and raised his arm, then lost his balance and tipped backward into the mud. The others laughed—at least, the two who weren’t still curled up on the ground in agony.

The large soldier rolled over and lurched to his feet. He tugged down the end of his red-and-yellow jacket, as if a crooked uniform were the most embarrassing part of the situation.

“Let’s take her in and be rid of her,” he said. “Let her plague the prison guards.”

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

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

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

Tiros needed the rain—the cisterns were nearly empty—but no messenger pigeons from Kalindos would arrive in such weather. The birds would hunker down in a tree until the storm passed. Rhia wished she could attach a message to a crow, who would fly undaunted through a hurricane if it meant finding a sure source of food.

“Speaking of undaunted…” she murmured as her brother appeared, striding down the street to the place where the horses waited. He wore no hood and didn’t even hunch his shoulders against the rain slashing his face.

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

Looking past them into the town, Rhia saw most of the Tirons standing on their porches to bid the travelers farewell. She was glad she couldn’t see the pain in the parents’ eyes as they sent their children off to battle.

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

“I hate the thought of you traveling in this weather,” she said.

“Me, too, but only because I’d rather be fighting in it.” He let her go, more quickly than usual. “You sure you won’t let Nilik come to Velekos?”

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

“It’s his calling,” he said, for what seemed like the thirty-seventh time in the last four days. “It’s his destiny.”

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

Lycas gave a harsh sigh. “I don’t mean just any kind of fighting. He cared about Lania. Wolverines live for vengeance.”

“Not all Wolverines.” He started to turn away from her, and she grabbed his arm. “You treat every Descendant you meet as if they personally killed Nilo. Nineteen years’ worth of corpses, and it’ll never be enough.”

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

Rhia closed her eyes and shook her head, wishing Lycas could find half the peace in this world as their brother had found on the Other Side.

“Where is Nilik, anyway?” Lycas asked.

“Probably off sulking. He’ll hear it from me for his rudeness.”

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

“He might follow you.”

Her brother’s gaze wavered, and he moderated his tone. “If he does, I promise I’ll send him home, unless I know you’ve changed your mind.”

“I won’t.”

“But if you do, give him a password. Use the dog’s name.”

She nodded, just to let the issue lie. “Send word when you arrive.”

“If I can. You know how it is.” He ruffled her hair through her hood, causing water to cascade over her face.

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

Rhia turned away to adjust her hood and saw Marek and Jula standing with Galen the Hawk under the awning of the corner store. They hunched over a lengthy piece of parchment, on which Galen was making a few last-minute marks. In the four days since Lycas’s arrival, the three of them had slept little, finishing a coded language that was similar enough to the Descendants’ writing to fool them. A disinformation campaign could wreak as much havoc as a hundred dagger-bearing Wolverines.

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

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

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

“No pigeons,” Rhia told him. “I get nervous when we don’t hear from my father for over a month.”

Galen sighed and smoothed a long gray hair back under his hat. “One day Thera will enter the third phase, and we’ll be able to communicate instantly. Then we could finally coordinate our efforts to help Asermos.”

“We’re ready to leave,” Lycas said. He gave Galen a quick bow, then stood up just in time to be slammed with a hug from Jula.

“Take me with you,” she said.

He laughed and peeled her arms from around his waist. “Funny girl. I promise I’ll personally escort you to Velekos the moment it’s liberated.”

“And I can swim in the bay? And eat oysters?”

“Until you vomit.”

She kicked the toe of her boot into the muddy ground. “You better not die and break your promise.”

Lycas laughed. Rhia didn’t. Biting back the words “Be careful,” she watched her only living brother strap his supplies to the back of the dark bay mare, then lead the horse to the head of the line.

He looked back at the last moment and gave the crowd a mocking version of the Ilion salute—putting his fist to his groin instead of his heart.

Rhia let out a sigh when the troupe headed for the scrub of the nearby hills. Trouble always followed Lycas, so maybe it would leave with him, too.

A movement in the corner of her eye caught her attention. Nilik stood alone, away from the rest of the crowd. Like his uncle, he wore no hood to fend off the driving rain. Water streamed over his shoulders and long, pale brown hair. He watched Lycas and his troupe ride away, his own face frozen in a stoic sculpture that made Rhia uneasy.

In the last two years, Nilik had looked like a younger, taller version of his father, with the same animated blue-gray eyes that showed every passing emotion. Now he looked like a stranger.

“Don’t despair about Raven,” Marek murmured. “It could still be one of our children.”

“How?”

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

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

“Me, neither.” Marek followed her gaze to their son. “He’ll feel better once he starts training here in Tiros.”

“I don’t think either of our children will ever speak to me again.” She jutted her chin in the direction of Jula, who was still bouncing on her toes, waving to the departing troupe.

“They can’t understand,” he said.

“No, they—” His words struck her as odd. “Why can’t they?”

Marek didn’t reply, just watched Lycas’s caravan move across the plain toward the Sangian Hills.

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

She could see her vision now, as clearly as if she were nineteen again, gazing down at a newborn Nilik.

His breath, nonexistent at first, had just started. In her exhaustion, she had reached forward with Crow magic to witness the end of his life, on a beach near Velekos, a young man dressed for battle. The waves washed his blood out to sea as Crow carried his soul to the Other Side.

As his mother wept.
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Kalindos

Sura’s feet were killing her—or at least, she wished they would. Death would at least stop the soreness in her thighs and backside from three days of riding.

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

The gelding snorted again and shook his head. She let a few more inches of reins slip through her hands, hoping the slack would appease him. He quieted, but his ears continued to twitch and swivel. Worried that he sensed danger, Sura scanned their surroundings for bears and cougars, seeing nothing but birds and a few squirrels. The fat, gray rodents ignored her in their haste to bury nuts under the thick carpet of needles and leaves. It made her realize how far north and how high she’d traveled: Kalindos was already edging into autumn.

She returned her focus to the ground. Left foot, right foot, she recited to herself. Left foot, right foot. Maybe the rhythm would help her forget the sensation of daggers jabbing into her soles.

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

“What is it now?” she said. “Spirits, you’re a complete—”

The next word faded in her throat as she saw what stood before her on the trail.

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

“Who are you?” the man’s voice boomed. “Stand still and answer fast. Only takes a second for them to aim and fire.”

“Half a second,” growled the tall blonde on his left.

Sura raised both hands, palms forward. “Don’t shoot. I come from Asermos. I’m one of you.”

The women snickered. “Those two statements don’t match,” said the shorter one. A dark brown curl flopped over her eye, and she gave an irritated jerk of her head. “We don’t take refugees unless they’re kin to a Kalindon.”

“My stepgrandfather is Tereus the Swan.”

“He’s not a real Kalindon,” the short woman said, “he only married one.”

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

The women hissed and raised their bows to aim for her heart. “That traitor’s name is poison here,” said the blonde.

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

Sura forced the name out of her mouth. “Lycas.”

Their jaws dropped, and so did the blond woman’s bow.

“Lycas the Wolverine?” she said with awe. “Lycas the liberator?”

“He hasn’t liberated much of anything yet,” Sura muttered.

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

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

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

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

“She’s not lying, Daria. And you be careful. Stop pointing that thing at us.” He glared at her, then opened the flap on the saddlebag. “What am I looking for?” he asked Sura.

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

Etarek pulled out a folded piece of parchment, held shut by a dab of blue wax shaped like a horse’s head. “That’s his seal.” He tucked the letter into an inside vest pocket. “Come with us.”

“Aren’t you going to read it?”

“We don’t read.” He took the reins of her horse. Sura stepped to the other side so he could lead from the left. The blond woman moved off the trail out of the way. The other, Daria, merely folded her arms and stood in Sura’s path.

“Care to share your name?” she said.

“Sura.” She brushed past Daria, bumping her shoulder.

“Sura the what?” Daria bounced alongside her. “What Animal are you, or is that against occupation law?”

“It is against the law, but I have one, anyway.” She didn’t feel inclined to share it on demand—not with this woman, at least.

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

“Show-off,” said the other woman, who turned a friendly smile on Sura. “I’m Kara the Wolf. Etarek’s a Deer.” She turned to pat his cheek. “A dear, dear boy.”

“I’ve never met a Deer,” Sura said. “What’s your magic?”

Etarek shrugged. “I hear things.”

“Modest.” Kara gave his shoulder a playful slap. “He hears what isn’t said. Not as words, though, not until his second phase. But he can read people’s feelings from their voices. For detecting lies, he’s the next best thing to an Owl.”

“But a slightly better dancer.” Daria smirked at him, then turned to walk backward, examining Sura head to foot. “You’re a Badger. Or a Bobcat. No, too clumsy. But definitely an Animal that can be mean. I sense that in you.”

“Sense what?” Sura said. “A kindred spirit?”

Kara chortled. “Ouch. Daria, you’ve met your match.”

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

“Don’t mind her,” Etarek said to Sura with a smile that warmed the back of her neck. “She just doesn’t like to be outnastied.”

Just then the trail curved up and to the left, rounding a boulder half the size of Sura’s house. About fifty paces ahead, the trees ended suddenly in front of a long, high structure.

Sura gasped. “What’s that?”

“Fire ring,” Etarek said. “Keeps out intruders and stops forest fires from destroying the village.”

“It goes all the way around Kalindos?”

“Wouldn’t be much point if it didn’t,” Daria said.

The ring—which stretched as far as she could see in both directions—stood at least twice her height, made of interlocking wooden slats to form a thick wall.

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

Daria sighed as she withdrew a pair of thick leather gloves from her back pocket. “We have to take it apart. The boards have to be pulled out in a certain order that only we guards know.”

Etarek handed the reins to Sura. “Daria’s brother, Dravek, will put it back together. He’s our Snake, the fire expert.”

Sura sighed with relief at the thought of a possible mentor. “I’ll help him.”

“Please don’t.” Daria pulled a pair of boards from the wall and tossed them to Etarek. “I can’t bear the thought of anyone making his life easier.”

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

They all stared at her, especially Etarek, who fumbled the boards in his arms. They spilled onto the ground with a clatter. Kara covered her mouth and giggled.

Daria turned to Etarek. “For your sake, I hope she’s nothing like Dravek.”

“Hey,” Kara said, “watch what you say about him around me.”

“No accounting for taste.” Daria tossed a slat to her.

Sura noticed an intricate pattern forming as the wood was withdrawn from the wall. The boards and limbs were notched so that it required a unique sequence of moves to dismantle it.

“How do you keep the ring from burning Kalindos?” she asked.

“There’s a firebreak on the other side,” Kara said, “plus a stone trench.” She tossed the boards into a pile. “When the ring burns, it heats the stones, which’ll stay hot long after the wood has smoldered, and singe anyone who makes it through. Not enough to kill them, but to wound, at least, and maybe make their horses balk.”

“Clever.”

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

“I did, but she moved to Tiros before I knew I was a Snake, so I’ve never had a mentor.”

“You’ve had your Bestowing, though, right?” Kara asked.

“No. It’s forbidden.”

“Then how do you know you’re a Snake?” Etarek said.

Sura met his gaze. “I just know.”

He raised his eyebrows and smiled as he turned back to the wall. Through the remaining slats, Sura saw a wide trench made of thousands of pale, fist-size stones. She wondered how her horse could maneuver over such an unstable surface.

Etarek slipped through a gap in the wall, strode several paces to their left and bent down next to a brush pile. He withdrew a wide wooden panel, which he dragged toward them, then laid across the trench as a bridge.

These Kalindons were smarter than their reputations.

Sura led the horse across the makeshift wooden bridge, which was just wide enough for the animal. “Can anyone—I mean, does anyone in Kalindos read?” she asked them.

“A few,” Kara said.

“We’re not stupid,” Daria added. “We just have more important things to do than act like Descendants.”

Sura turned to her, taking care not to twist her ankles on the rocks. “Knowing how to read and write isn’t acting like a Descendant. It helps us fight them.”

Daria uttered a skeptical grunt.

“You two keep patrolling,” Etarek said. “I’ll take her from here.”

“I’m sure you will.” Daria gave him a sly grin. “And get my brother out of bed so he can fix this wall.”

Etarek took back the reins, and Sura let her pace lag so she could walk slightly behind him—to examine him for menace, of course. As they passed through the treeless firebreak, the late-morning sunlight glinted off his long, red ponytail. His face was obscured by the green camouflage paint, but his smile seemed genuine and a quickness sparked within his bright blue eyes.

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

They entered the cover of deep forest again, and her eyes strained to adjust in the shadows.

“What did Daria mean,” Sura asked, “you should hope I’m nothing like Dravek?”

Etarek laughed. “You know what Snakes are known for.”

Her face heated. “It’s not true. I mean—not always.”

“Which part, setting fires or having an unnaturally high sex drive?”

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

“Just remember, it’s a small village.” They rounded another large boulder. “Speaking of which.”

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

“Don’t worry.” He patted her shoulder. “It happens to every newcomer.”

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

Sura’s neck grew stiff from looking up. She rubbed it and squinted down the main path. “Where can I find Tereus?”

“He’s at the weekly Council meeting. His wife Elora’s the Council leader.” He handed her Bolan’s letter. “I’ll stable your horse, and you go to the meeting.” He pointed through the trees at a small group of people gathered in a distant clearing. “Good luck.”

She gave him a grateful nod and hurried off. By the time she reached the clearing, some of the people had seated themselves in a ring formed by seven flat stones. A few dozen stood on the outskirts, leaning against trees with their arms crossed
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IN THE UITIMATE BATTLE
FOR FREEDOM,

ONE WOMAN STANDS TO
GAIN THE WORLD.

OR LOSE EVERYTHING.

“THE
REAWAKENED

JERI SMITH-READY

“An absolutely delightful coming of age story
— Award-winning author Charles de Lint on Eyes of Crow
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