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      Calinda’s sister had died in the jagged reaches of the Spikehill Mountains. Their thready peaks reared, jutting into whipping cloud. In places there were thick scree falls, with a few hardy, stunted trees gripping on, their trunks twisted and gnarled, their foliage blunted and dead on many branches.

      In other places, sheer cliffs stood, glistening and damp. Mossy in parts, streaked in others. Blount eagles made their eyries on ledges and in crevices. Two of them glided around now, black wings spread, with their distinctive white tip feathers. Sometimes their screeches echoed through the valley.

      The sounds were both scary and reassuring at once.

      Sigrid’s had been an unpleasant death, according to the stories. But then, was there ever a pleasant death?

      Calinda’s feet ached. She had a decent pair of bison moccasins, with soles that Fletcher the cobbler had recently replaced. Fletcher was always kind, but he did chastise her sometimes for preferring moccasins over genuine boots.

      But moccasins were the closest she could get to being barefoot and still travel the distances she needed.

      Besides, Granma Ysil had made them. Hand stitched the diamond pattern of red and white glass beads across the top. Threaded the leather cord through each of the pieces. The boat-shape of the base and sides, with the flat of the top. All padded inside with thick fur, and extra layers.

      Granma Ysil’s fingers were now as gnarled as those trees. But still she made moccasins, and skirts and belts. Calinda always hoped she would be as tough and tenacious when she was that old. If she ever got that old.

      Right now, if she even made it through the night.

      From somewhere far off through the valley came the startling cry of a wolf. There were creatures abroad and night was approaching.

      This was a fool’s errand anyway. Calinda hurried on, past a small cairn of about a dozen stones. Either marking the trail, or built for fun. Or some slightly magic location.

      It never paid to put too much stock in magic.

      It was magic enough to walk by the occasional meadow of grasses and flowers, nestled in some crook of the rocky ground. Calinda didn’t stop to breathe the scents and run her hand through the leaves, as she might another time. Now she needed to get to Astoria.

      Digby Slade said that Tor Mitchell knew someone in Astoria who said they’d met one of the soldiers who’d tried to prevent Sigrid’s death. And that soldier’s garrison was on the march right now, heading for Barrington Castle to repel the demon hordes from Turkistan and they were going to be spending the night right there in Astoria.

      Across the mountains.

      Almost a full day’s walk.

      Once, out on the range behind Kali Village, Calinda’s father had set up six targets. Thirty yards, forty yards, fifty, sixty, seventy and one hundred and twenty.

      He’d given her seven arrows.

      “One to practice and get a feel for the day and the bow. Six to make the shots.”

      It had been a clear and crisp autumn day. The oaks and willows looked amazing with their decorations of orange and brown leaves. A near-tame family of foxes was playing at the back of the range—between the firing line and the village. Clumps of sweet lavender grew in long thick rows alongside the grass of the range, filling the air with the most wonderful scent.

      Calinda’s bow was light. Laminated yew almost three feet long. The string was fox gut, which right then made her feel guilty with the vixen and her kits gamboling in and out of the lavender.

      But the bow was strong and easy to hold. She would practice carrying stones in her right hand to strengthen her bicep.

      Her father had said that the bow carried the faintest of enchantments. An old distance seeking spell that might have worn off by now.

      The first arrow, on her seven-arrow test, struck home on the thirty yard target. Second ring out.

      “Remember,” her father had said, “you have a practice arrow. You don’t need to hit the targets every time.”

      Her second arrow hit the bullseye, just, on the forty yard target.

      He third clipped the edge of the fifty yard target, almost scooting by. But somehow the barb caught the target’s fabric and flipped the arrow around. It hung at a sad angle.

      “You could call that your practice,” her father said. “Go for the bullseyes.”

      Calinda moved on to the sixty yard target and hit just outside the center.

      With each shot, she aimed a little higher. Aimed a little more to the right. To account for gravity and drag and the wind.

      She missed the seventy yard target.

      Got it the second time.

      With one arrow left, her father smiled.

      “There is no enchantment on the bow,” he said. “This is all you.”

      He had used some enchantments to hunt deer. He would bring the poor things home and bleed them and gut them and skin them. They ate well, but Calinda always felt a little sad. A little guilty.

      She would never make a hunter.

      But she’d hit the hundred and twenty yard target. Right at the edge of the bullseye.

      She wanted to believe that there was no enchantment. That her father was trying to encourage her to develop her skills.

      But still.

      A hundred and twenty yards. With a small bow.

      There had to be something to that.

      “You made the long shot,” her father had said. “There’s a metaphor in that.” But he hadn’t explained any more.

      Now she was through the pass and down into Oatsville Valley.

      Perhaps this was what he meant by the metaphor. What were the chances of hitting the hundred and twenty yard target? What were the chances of finding any detail about Sigrid.

      The garrison had probably moved on already. They wouldn’t be waiting around until dusk to set off. Barrington Castle was a good four day march.

      Her father would not approve. Going to another town to talk with soldiers. That would be the last thing he would want.

      Of course, she was twenty-six now. His words held more sway now than they had five or ten years ago. Strange, though she had the freedom of an adult, she needed and trusted his advice more now than she ever had.

      But she hadn’t told him. Spur of the moment. Impetuous. Racing off with some vague vain hope of uncovering the mystery of Sigrid’s death.

      “She fell,” her father had said. “That’s all there is to it. She was on the mountain and she fell.”

      Sigrid had gathered raptor eggs. She had wanted to raise an owl or an eagle and cast spells on it. Cast spells with it.

      Calinda had tried to explain that to cast spells she would need to be a witch or a mage. Would Sigrid listen?

      Calinda concentrated on the path. It was narrow through here, and the wind was getting up. The slope dropped away on her right, plunging into cloudy dark depths.

      From below came another howl.

      Calinda quickened her pace. It wasn’t as though she’d dawdled, but she had left later than she’d planned. Caught up talking with her father after breakfast.

      The man could—

      Some heavy animal bowled into her.

      Knocked her down.

      Together, they tumbled down the slope.
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      Calinda banged and bounced from the hill’s stone faces. Rocks jammed into her back. Scraped against her legs. Somehow she held her head up.

      Her small satchel caught. Tore open. Her things from it spilled out. Flew around, tinkling on the hill.

      The animal had a grip on her. Firm. Not letting go. Disgusting hot breath in her face.

      They tumbled together.

      Calinda lost count of the number of times they went over. She kicked and punched as much as she could.

      With a solid thump, she came to a stop. On top of the animal.

      It lay there staring up at her.

      It wasn’t an animal at all.

      “Hello there,” it said.

      It was a goblin. With a craggy, twisted face, small upper tusks and thick, bushy eyebrows. Its skin had a vague greenish tinge.

      Right away Calinda’s right hand went to her waist. Grabbing for her dagger. Cut the thing’s heart out and she wouldn’t be cursed.

      “Your little slivery blade, huh?” the goblin said. It was wearing rags. Old muslin sacking and strips of roughly woven curtain fabric.

      Calinda looked around.

      They’d come to rest on a mossy ledge. The slope here wasn’t too steep, but steep enough that if she’d gotten her momentum up she would have been dashed to pieces on the rocks below. The river would have run red with her blood.

      “Here ’tis,” the goblin said, holding up her dagger in its knobby right hand.

      “Give it!” Calinda said, making a grab for the blade.

      The goblin jerked it away.

      “Uh, uh, ahh,” it said. “Don’t go grabbin’ for sharp objects. End losing an eye or a leg.”

      “I’m not grabbing for it with my face! I’m not going to lose an eye.”

      “Ah, yes, ah, yes. Cut you, I will. Cut you bad. Got your blade.”

      The goblin waved her dagger around as if it was dancing. Not a very good dance either.

      “Listen,” Calinda said. “I’m running late already. And aren’t you supposed to be hiding away in some hole until nightfall?”

      “Would be, would be, exceptin’ that I come to save you, sound all right?”

      “Save me?”

      “There are dragons about. Same ones what ate your sister up, and now they—“

      “Sigrid?”

      “—got a taste for your blood. Boy, oh, boy do they like it. They want you so you best be careful. Durn fool thing coming out this way in weather like this.”

      She’d already thought that herself.

      “You know my sister?” she said.

      “Don’t know her. Saw her. Get off of me, now.” The goblin put her blade down.

      Calinda pushed away. She stood and dusted herself off. She was wearing regular traveling clothes. Dark breeches with a light tunic and a good heavy jacket on top. Aside from a tear in the knee of her breeches and scuffs of dirt and moss on the jacket, there seemed to be little damage.
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