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Chapter One


Surely his atonement must end at some
point.


Xan of the Alakar Family, once member of the Many Lakes
Tribe and former leader of the Teeka Raiders, sighed as he trudged through the
wildwood. Wet snow was falling, sticking to the tall trunks on either side of
him, clinging to his wool cloak and laced boots, and clumping on his lashes. He
was still a day’s journey away from where the seer’s mate had pointed him.


“Up that mountain,” Tam Randene had said with a nod at the
peak rising above them. “There is a path. Follow it, and you will find the
Valley of the Kryals.”


Xan had regarded the powerful warrior as they’d stood in a
clearing just down the hill this morning. “You were supposed to lead me,” he
reminded his companion.


The warrior waved impatiently with a ripple of his fur
cloak. “The way is as clear as a river in summer. The kryals will not welcome
two of us.”


It was highly probable that the great beasts who offered to
carry Khorrum warriors would not welcome Xan alone either. A youth generally
approached at the age of becoming, not fifteen cycles later. If Xan were
fortunate, they would merely run him out of their valley high in the mountains.
But no one could stand against the might of a kryal herd determined to protect
its own.


“You have no advice to offer?” he pressed.


Tam clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t die. I would hate to
tell Marya she finally spoke a prophecy that failed to come true.” His dark
gaze swung to the lower part of the hill, as if he could see the reddish-brown
hair of his mate from here, even though she was days away now.


Xan hadn’t begrudged him the desire to return to his mate. What
a blessing to be bound to one who held his heart, to offer and receive such
trust, such love. Xan had dreamed of such a day, but he’d begun to think that it
would never come. Yet now the seer had foretold that he would find someone.


And enter into a partnership with the enemy.


The words had hit him sharper than the cut of a sword, but
he couldn’t doubt the seer. He’d seen Marya’s visions come true time and again.
Still, he could not wish for such a thing. Their land was besieged by a
powerful enemy that sought only conquest and domination. Why would Xan even
consider partnering with the Vanguard? Was it not enough that he’d turned
outlaw for nearly ten cycles, living by his wits, beholden to no one and
belonging to no one except his Teeka Raiders? What woman would ever look on him
favorably if she thought him a traitor to his own people?


An icy wind whistled through the trees, and he pulled his
cloak tighter. Perhaps this was all a fool’s errand. Perhaps he should turn
around, attempt to catch up to Tam Randene, and return to the encampment of the
Great Khan, where the Khorrum and their allies faced the Vanguard, waiting only
for the ground to thaw before advancing on each other again.


Something else whistled past, and an arrow thunked into the
trunk beside his head. Xan whirled and crouched, gaze sweeping the wildwood.


“Stop! You are my prisoner.”


The voice was high enough to belong to a warrior on the age
of becoming, but the words were spoken in Bardii, the language of their allies,
the Strangers, and with an odd inflection. He threw off his cloak, rising, and
pulled free his dagger, taking care to balance himself against the pack on his
back.


“I do not yield,” he told his unseen foe. “Try me at your
peril.”


Someone slight and short slipped out of the shadows. Xan
took in the black leather boots, black leather tunic banded with metal, and
black leather cap—the armor of a soldier of the Vanguard. His gaze narrowed in
on the face framed inside the close-fitting cap. Heavily lashed eyes as green
as a fir, dusky skin as unblemished as satin, kissable lips that were even now
curving in a smile.


He blinked. “You’re a woman!”


One dark brow rose. “Really? I hadn’t noticed.”


“There are no women in the Vanguard army,” he said, forcing
himself to keep his dagger up when part of him just wanted to sheath it and
offer her a bow. 


“True,” she acknowledged, aiming her arrow at his heart.
“They didn’t notice either.”


Xan shook his head. Was he snow-sick? The last time he’d
been among the mountains too long, he’d grown so ill from the cold it had taken
a Body-Kin to heal him. He hadn’t felt that chill creeping up his limbs now or
the wool gathering in his mind.


“Who are you?” he demanded.


She lifted her chin. “I’m an outlaw.”


Despite the situation, Xan started laughing. Only the
Creator would have such a sense of humor as to send Xan to the Final Camp
through the hands of someone just like him.


 


[image: mountain scene break]


 


He was laughing! Laughing! Genneva of Farende loosed her
arrow, which obligingly embedded itself a hair’s breadth from the toes of his
right boot.


“The next one goes in your heart,” she said, swiftly setting
another to the bow. Her brother Nat might have bested her with sword more than
once, but no one, not even the captain of her father’s archers, could match her
shot for shot.


Of course, she’d never shot at a person before. She was
mostly allowed around targets. The one time Nat had taken her hunting, she
hadn’t been able to convince herself to put an arrow into a hare or a goose.


But if this fellow kept laughing, she thought she’d have no
problem letting her arrow fly.


He managed to control himself, sheathing his dagger, then
holding up both hands. Like the other natives of this strange land, he had
black hair braided back from a green-tinged face and dark eyes. But the light
in those eyes said he saw humor everywhere he looked.


Not another man who didn’t take things seriously!


Genny gestured with her bow. “That way. And do nothing that
would make me doubt you.”


Still he refused to move, as if he had no fear of her,
despite the proof of her skills. “Where are you taking me?”


“To our camp,” she said. 


He regarded her. “Do you have food?”


Was he starving? She’d been following him for the better
part of the morning, and he’d never paused to hunt or gather. He had stridden
along as if he knew these woods with their dangling moss and far too tall
trees, so different from her island home. But his shoulders weren’t as broad as
those of some of his people she’d seen across the fields. The simple brown wool
tunic outlined a form more lithe than muscular. If he truly was hungry, she
might have something worth trading. The Vanguard didn’t feed their soldiers
well, but at least they fed them. And she and Nat had other resources.


“We have enough food to share,” she told him. “Move.”


He swept her a bow, as polished as one of her father’s
courtiers, then snatched up his cloak, threw it about his shoulders and pack,
and turned the direction she’d indicated.


“You’ll have to direct me,” he called back. “I don’t know
where I’m going.”


“Just keep walking,” Genny said, pausing to pull her arrow
from the ground. “I’ll tell you if anything changes.”


Once again, he strode forward, long legs eating up the
ground so that she had to scurry to pace him. He seemed skilled at dodging the
bushes with the wicked thorns, which clutched at her stolen armor. It had
belonged to a larger man, so at least those thorns never actually scratched her
skin. She was simply thankful the snow had stopped for now, leaving each tree
and shrub decorated with icing. A pale sun managed to trickle in light to the
shadowy wood.


“Did the Vanguard really not notice you were a woman?” he
called back.


For the last two moons. But she’d cut her brown, curly hair
shorter, like her brother’s, and her voice was low enough, her figure
regrettably not rounded enough, that the other soldiers hadn’t questioned her.
But then, the Vanguard soldiers came from every land the villains had
conquered, so each soldier was used to looking at strangers on all sides. She’d
overheard one of the commanders say that never knowing who your enemies were
kept the army on its toes.


And at each other’s throats.


She shuddered, remembering the many arguments Nat had had to
settle with his fists since they’d infiltrated the Vanguard. She still had a
bruise on her shin from the last time she’d failed to avoid a well-aimed kick.


“The Vanguard are consumed with conquest,” she said. “They
notice only what aids that.”


“You don’t sound as if you like them,” he ventured.


“I hate them.” And she had never thought she’d hate anyone.
Certainly, she’d never felt as if anyone particularly disliked her, until the
Vanguard had come to her kingdom and destroyed everything she’d ever known.


“There we have something in common,” he said. “Although you
seem to enjoy walking aimlessly far more than I do.” He tipped his head toward
the wall of rock that was rising on their left. “I believe your camp is there.”


How did he know? Had he been spying on them? No, she was
certain he’d simply appeared down the hill earlier today. Of course, she’d
never trained as a tracker. Her father had his own men for that.


Or at least, he had had them.


She swallowed the sorrow that threatened to engulf her.
“Yes, head for that cliff,” she told her captive. This place seemed to have no
end of cliffs. Mountains too. She’d never seen land that rose so high it
punctured the clouds! But she was fairly sure these were the rocks she and Nat
had put their backs against last night.


Her captive obligingly turned aside. She could only be glad
the encroaching forest wasn’t so thick here. If he ran, she’d be able to stop
him.


He stepped into the camp and waited. Genny edged around him,
careful to stay out of reach. 


Her brother looked up from where he’d been warming his hands
over their fitful fire. No driftwood here, alas. They were too far inland. And
they had no way to chop down trees this big. The last couple of nights they had
huddled together for warmth on any spot not covered in snow.


Now Nat’s green eyes widened. “Who’s that?”


“I caught one,” she announced, unable to keep the pride from
her voice.


Her brother rose and cocked his head, brown hair brushing
the shoulders of his black armor. “A scrawny one.”


The native threw back his cloak and drew his dagger again,
shoulders suddenly looking far broader even with a pack slung from them. He
planted his feet in the oddest way, one forward, one back.


“Scrawny?” he snapped. “I’ll show you scrawny.” He advanced
on her brother.


She brought up her bow and centered it on his back. “Stop!” 


Her captive didn’t so much as pause.


But Nat raised his hands. She was surprised to see that her
tall, regal brother was at least two fingers shorter than the native. 


“Peace!” Nat said. “We mean you no harm.” 


Her captive paused to glance at Genny and her bow. “That’s
not what your woman said.”


Genny rolled her eyes. Before she could correct him, Nat
spoke.


“My sister is overly enthusiastic,” he soothed, as if all
she’d done was go into raptures about another lady’s gown at a dance. “We’ve
been hoping to meet one of your people. You are valiant fighters and dedicated
to your land. We’d like to make a pact.”


Nat knew how to say things properly. He’d been trained for
it. One day he’d take their father’s place.


If their father wasn’t already gone.


She shook the thought aside as the other man glanced between
them. “The Strangers don’t ask for a pact,” he mused, eyes narrowing. “They
offer bargains. What do you want from me?”


“Put away your blade, and we’ll talk,” her brother promised.


After another glance that seemed to include the trees and
shrubs at the edge of the clearing, the native sheathed his weapon. “Very
well.” He tipped his head toward Genny. “Your sister said there was food.”


“The best the Vanguard never missed,” her brother joked. He
resumed his seat by the fire and motioned to her captive to join him. The
native removed his pack, then settled, cross-legged, cloak draped about him. 


“Genny?” her brother asked pointedly.


Even two moons in, she forgot sometimes that no staff would
appear to serve them. Apparently it was her turn this time. She lowered the bow
and returned her arrow to the quiver at her back. Slinging the weapon over one
shoulder, she went to the leather packs resting against the cliff. 


“I’m Nat Farende,” her brother said as she pulled out the
strips of dried meat that were standard fare among the Vanguard soldiers and
the puffy rolls she and her brother had liberated from a stone oven at the last
farmstead they’d passed, leaving silver behind. “That’s my sister, Genny. Whom
do we have the honor of entertaining?”


The other man set his hands on his thighs. “I am Xan of the
Alakar Family, Warrior of the Falling Waters Tribe.”


Neither his name nor the name of his tribe meant anything to
her, though he said them with a certain wariness, as if he expected an outburst
or protest.


“Excellent,” Nat proclaimed. He nodded his thanks as Genny
offered him a roll. She held out another to her captive. 


Xan Alakar took it. “Tritia buns. You must have friends in
high places.” 


Higher than he could ever dream. No one must know her and
her brother’s titles. There was already a reward for their capture and
imprisonment. But she hadn’t realized only the wealthy and powerful ate the
buttery looking rolls here. They were part of every meal on her father’s table.


“No,” she said, “we have fast fingers.” She dropped down
beside him.


He smiled.


That’s all. Just a smile. Courtiers had smiled at her,
polite and calculating. The Vanguard general had smiled at her before she’d cut
off her hair and dressed as a soldier, and she’d felt sick to her stomach.


Xan Alakar smiled at her, and she wanted to lean her head
against his shoulder and sigh with happiness.


Was this part of the magic she and Nat had seen his people
using? Water behaved oddly in their presence. Metal appeared out of rocks.
Whatever his skill, she was not about to fall prey to it! She shifted away from
him as if getting more comfortable on the hard, cold ground.


“What we seek,” Nat was explaining between tugs at the tough
strip of meat, “are allies.”


“You ran away from your service in the Vanguard army,” Xan
said, turning the meat in his hands as if he wasn’t sure whether to trust it or
them. “What you seek is escape.”


Nat drew himself up and gazed at Xan down his nose. Oh,
could her brother look any more lordly? He’d give them away!


“We are not members of the Vanguard,” he said, voice ringing
against the cliffside.


“Certainly not,” Genny agreed, turning her gaze on Xan
again. “Our lands were taken from us the same way yours are slipping away now.
We came here to help.”


“You lost your lands,” Xan said slowly, “and you think you
can help us keep ours.”


Said that way, she sounded mad. She looked to Nat for
support.


Her brother shrugged in that infuriating way he had. “We may
have lost for now, but we learned much.”


Xan eyed him. “You are welcome to join the war.”


Her brother took a furious bite of his roll.


“We tried,” Genny explained. “Your people ran us off.”


“Well, you are dressed like the Vanguard,” he pointed out.
“And what have you to offer except one who is skilled at the bow?”


At least he was willing to acknowledge Genny’s abilities.
Nat, of course, took umbrage. “I’m skilled at bow, sword, trident, and net.” So
was she, but she decided not to remind him. “My sister and I offer more than
that. We understand the Vanguard: who they are, what they want, and how they go
about getting it.”


Xan grimaced. “You are not convincing.” 


Before Nat could protest further or Genny offer more
information, the native rose and held up one hand, gaze going to the trees to
the west of them. 


“Someone comes,” he said softly. “You have others in your
party?”


“No,” Genny said, scrambling to her feet. Peering into the
depths, she thought she saw shadows moving where none should be. How had he
known? Could he read these lands like a scroll?


Nat strode to his and Genny’s packs and pulled one up, then
tossed the other to her. “Go. Meet at daybreak where we agreed. May the Maker
travel with you.”


Her throat tightened. “And you.”


Xan wiped his fingers on his tunic and shouldered his own
pack. “Good fortune. I leave you to your business.”


Genny seized his hand before he could move away. His brows
went up.


“You’re coming with me,” she said. “You’re my prize, and I’m
not letting you go.”


He cast another glance at the trees, then nodded and allowed
her to pull him toward the east. But she had a feeling he was only humoring
her.


 










Chapter Two


He could have escaped her in less than a
moment, but Xan found himself intrigued. And he wasn’t sure why the idea of her
being captured by the Vanguard made every muscle tighten in revolt. He tugged
her deeper into the wildwood.


Easy enough to slip from tree to tree, unseen. Khorrum youth
were taught how to go quietly lest they disturb the dangerous denizens of the
wood. Outlaws had perfected the craft. The Teeka Raiders were known for being
able to strike and retreat without being followed.


Genny of the Farende Family had obviously never received
such training. She certainly hadn’t learned it by experience in the Vanguard
army. She stumbled around every shrub, setting branches rustling. She brushed
against many of the trees, sending snow plummeting down her back and making her
gasp. She bumped into the bu-bu bushes, which even Khorrum children knew to
avoid. The spike-backed tuzzies that lived beneath the sharp thorns scrambled
out to chitter at her.


“Shah, shah,” Xan soothed, guiding Genny away. “There
is danger in the wildwood today. You do not want to be caught, little friends.”


He’d spoken in the Khorrum tongue, and she evidently hadn’t
learned it either, for she frowned at him.


“Did you just speak to those creatures?” she asked. “Is that
how you use your magic?”


He pulled her behind one of the larger firs. The aromatic
resin tickled his nose. Sap rising? Planting couldn’t be far, which meant a
return to hostilities between the two armies.


“It isn’t magic,” he hissed, darting a gaze around the
craggy trunk. Nothing large moved near them. A red-winged humming bird darted
past, trilling some song Xan didn’t know. To the east, a boar grunted as it
rooted. Easy enough to avoid the sharp tusks. No sign that the Vanguard
soldiers had followed them.


Xan relaxed against the tree. “The Creator gave the Khorrum
gifts to help them live and thrive in the wildwood,” he explained, careful to
keep his voice low to avoid the notice of any nearby creatures. “Only the
Strangers, and you apparently, call those gifts magic.”


“But they’re like the stories of magic I’ve read,” she
protested. She seemed to insist on being right. Was she used to people bending
the knee to every little statement? “I’ve seen water flow upward!”


She must have witnessed a Water-Kin at work. One of the
Teeka Raiders had possessed that gift. The ability to find and manipulate water
was prized among his people. What was prized was seldom tossed aside, as each
of the Raiders had been from their tribes.


“The Khorrum can do many things,” he said, hiding a smile at
the pride that infused those words. It seemed she wasn’t the only one who
enjoyed being right. 


“Except defeat the Vanguard,” she said.


Xan shook his head. He opened his mouth to tell her that the
plans were in place to do just that, then froze. The sudden silence of the
wildwood pressed upon him. He clutched her arm, straining to hear.


There, from the west. The thud of footfalls, the rattle of
armor.


A curse and a complaint.


She must have heard them too, for she stiffened.


The soldiers were still a little distant, at least five of
them. Why had they ventured so far into the wildwood? The Vanguard had learned
enough from their initial supposedly friendly outreach to the Strangers to know
that the other people of the land of Alyna feared and avoided the wood at all
costs. The Vanguard leaders appeared to value their soldiers little, but surely
the commanders wouldn’t send men to die without a purpose.


“Stay here,” Xan murmured, releasing her. He started past,
and she grabbed hold of his cloak.


“No! You’re my prisoner, remember?”


Xan rolled his eyes. “You make too much noise. Stay here. I
will return to you.”


Her fir-green eyes searched his face. “You promise?”


Had she some Gift too that he could not refuse her? “I
promise.”


She released him with a nod, and he slipped into the
shadows.


The Vanguard soldiers knew even less than Genny about going
quietly. Their voices bounced off the cliffs as they passed, sticks cracked
underfoot, and bushes protested. Every few moments, one had to disentangle
himself from a shrub. And none of them seemed very pleased to be here.


“Curse this place!” the thinnest of the black-armored
soldiers grumbled, yanking his cloak free from the same bu-bu bush that had
snagged Genny. At least the tuzzies knew to be silent around these fools.


“Too late,” another jeered. “Someone’s already thoroughly
cursed it.”


The others laughed.


The one at the front of the group held up a hand, and they
all stopped. He must be their leader. His look speared left, then right. “I
don’t see them.”


“I don’t see anything except snow and trees,” one of the men
complained.


The leader turned on them. “And maybe we’d see more if you
kept your mouths shut! Stand your ground!”


They all snapped upright, feet together, chins back, and
chests out. Xan could have knocked them over with one well-placed fist.


“I will have order,” the leader commanded, gaze raking the
line of soldiers. “No more talking until we capture Anatole of Farende. The
prince has toyed with the Vanguard for the last time. Keep your wits about you,
and stop blundering about like drunken fools!”


“Yes, Captain!” they chorused.


Squaring his shoulders, he set off again, in a direction too
near to where Genny was hiding.


Genny of Farende, sister to a prince.


Which made her a princess.
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Genny huddled against the tree, trying to see anything, hear
anything. The snow had started to fall again, gentle flakes that drifted past
as if someone was shaking sugar over a cake. It was such an amazing thing,
snow. Icy cold, achingly beautiful, deadly if too deep. Who’d have thought such
a thing was possible? Was this more of their magic?


No, not magic. Gifts, he’d called them. From the Creator,
who appeared to be the same as the Maker she and her people worshipped. The
Maker gave gifts too—wisdom, compassion, the ability to heal. Perhaps the Maker
had given Xan’s people greater gifts because they faced a harsher land. At
Farende, winds blew softly and smelled of flowers and spice, and the sun was
always warm. She’d thought it the most fortunate of kingdoms, until the
Vanguard had arrived in force.


She’d spotted the ships coming across the waters that
stretched on every side of their island from her seat in the palace. The
tallest turret, which held her father’s private study, gave a commanding view
of Apelaggia, the dozens of islands scattered about the azure sea like petals
on silk. She’d been on the window cushions, plucking at her lute while her
father and Nat discussed their plans to expand farming along the shore, when
she’d looked up through the waving fronds and sweet-scented pink flowers of the
pulsaya trees to find white sails crowding the horizon.


“What are those?” she’d asked, setting her lute in the lap
of her embroidered court gown. “They’re too big to be the fishing fleet. Have
our merchant ships grown so large now?”


Her father had joined her at the window, light glinting on
the silver that had crept into his wavy hair and trimmed beard. “Those aren’t
ours.”


There’d been no alarm in his voice, even though a shiver had
gone down Genny’s back. Her father had kept his composure while the ships had
sailed into Royal Harbor, at the foot of the palace, and men in black armor had
marched up to demand his unconditional surrender. He’d still been attempting to
negotiate for his people’s freedom when the Vanguard had carted him and her
mother off, leaving her and Nat guarded in her brother’s chambers.


Genny paced back and forth, silk skirts whispering with each
pass. “We must do something, Nat. Our fisherfolk will not allow us to fall. If
we could reach them…”


“Father is now held in ransom,” Nat reminded her. “He is
well loved. None will act to endanger him.”


Genny threw up her hands. “We can’t just sit here!” 


“We’ll find allies,” Nat had assured her. He’d winked as if
that task was no more difficult or dangerous than stealing a tart spike-plant
fruit from the palace garden. “The secret stair. Follow me.”


She’d been following ever since.


The memory of that dark day popped as Xan melted out of the
wood, which had been empty and silent only a moment before. 


She stared at him. “How do you do that?”


He set a finger to his lips, and she understood. They were
coming. Again. But she would not go easily.


She clamped her mouth shut. He reached for her hand and drew
her away from the tree toward the cliffs again.


She wasn’t sure what he intended, but he strode along the
base of the rocks, gaze fixed on them. The cliff was so craggy here that the
snow had little purchase, frosting a few of the gray and black stones. Ahead,
like a scar, a fissure ran from bottom to top. He pulled her into it.


As the shadows covered them, Genny blinked to focus her
eyes. The rocks surrounded them on three sides, moss heavy wherever a surface
flattened. A few brave plants swayed in the breeze that swept up the cliff, as
if they too shivered in the cold. At the very back of the narrow space, a tree
reached bare fingers toward a patch of sunlight. 


“Five members of the Vanguard,” Xan murmured, gaze on the
opening as if he expected company any moment, “searching for your brother.”


Genny frowned. “How do you know they’re searching for Nat?”


“They mentioned him by name.” His gaze stopped roaming and
dropped to her. “Prince Anatole of Farende. Do I have that right, Princess?”


Oh. Genny winced. “Yes, you do.” Then she raised her chin.
“But if you insist on formality, it is Your Royal Highness, Princess Genneva of
Farende.”


Xan bowed as much as the crevice would allow. “Your Royal
Highness.” He straightened and peeled off his cloak to tie it around his
middle. “We’re going to climb this cliff and put ourselves out of their reach.
I’ll go first and show you where to place your hands and feet. All you have to
do is follow my lead.”


He spoke the words slowly, as if expecting her to protest.
Did he think her a child? Everyone at home knew how to navigate cliffs. Farende
had only one harbor, and that was reserved for the ships that were its
lifeblood. Ships allowed them to harvest the snout-nosed freyd with its
delicate white flesh. Ships allowed them to trade with their neighbors for wool
and grain.


And cliffs allowed everyone else to reach the shore to dig
for clams and other burrowing shellfish. Even a princess was expected to be
able to climb a cliff.


“I’ll try to keep up,” she said.


He eyed the rocks again, then positioned his hands against
two outcroppings. She would probably have chosen the same. But she tsked when
he angled his leg for a toehold.


“Not there,” she said. “That black rock will serve you
better.”


He glanced back. “I have lived in these woods most of my
life, Princess. I know how to climb.”


Genny waved a hand. “By all means, show me.”


He started up again. Not a bad approach. Each heave lifted
him higher and showed off lean muscles. But pebbles trickled down as he wore
away at the cliff face, and once a larger rock tumbled to land near her feet.


Worse, she could hear movement in the woods beyond the
crevice. She glanced up at Xan, who was nearly at the top. It would take too
long to follow his route. She repositioned her bow, quiver, and pack for better
balance, then set out.


He crawled onto the ground at the top and turned. Then his
eyes widened.


She scrambled up beside him. “It’s trickier in the cold,
isn’t it?”


It was rather gratifying how his mouth hung open. 


Below came a cry, and an arrow hit the lip of the crevice
before bouncing off. Xan pulled her away from the edge.


Genny leaned forward just a little to try to spy their
pursuers. “Do you think they’ll follow?”


“With any luck, no.” He released her to ease himself closer
to the edge, then frowned.


Genny couldn’t help it. She joined him, and they both
watched as two of the Vanguard soldiers began scaling the cliff. They were
clumsy, but determined.


He must have come to the same conclusion, for he huffed out
a breath. Then his eyes narrowed as he gazed at the cliff.


The bushes that had dared to dig their roots into the sheer
face began to sway anew. Those that had had a few shoots of green lengthened,
fattened even as she watched. The tree she had taken for dead reached out
skeletal fingers that tangled in cloaks and stabbed into hands. With cries of
fear and horror, the Vanguard soldiers fell back onto the ground.


Still the bushes grew, until they sprawled across the rocks,
obscuring any path. The Vanguard fled out of the crevice.


Xan leaned back with a satisfied smile, though sweat stood
out on his brow.


Genny stared at him. “What are you?”










Chapter Three


She was gazing at him with such wonder,
such awe, that Xan couldn’t help preening. 


“I am a Plant-Kin,” he told her. It felt good to say it
aloud. For so many years, he’d hidden his Gift, ashamed of his pitiful skills.
Other Plant-Kins helped seeds sprout and crops grow. When his Gift had first shown
itself, later than in most Khorrum youth, all he’d been able to do was shrivel
and kill things.


The princess peered closer, as if she could see his Gift
written on his face. “I don’t know what that means.”


“I’ll explain,” Xan promised. “But first, we need to move.”


The Vanguard seemed to have retreated for now, but he didn’t
know how soon they’d find another way up onto the plateau. He took her elbow
and steered her away from the cliff.


The flat land ran for some distance before climbing once
again as if reaching for the mountains that rose behind it. Everywhere he
looked, snow clung, from the boulders that littered the plateau to the trees of
the wildwood beyond to the very crags. An icy wind whipped his cloak back,
stung his cheeks, and brought with it the scent of the firs. The princess
hugged her cloak close, trying to hide a shiver.


“The Gifts from the Creator enable the Khorrum to control
specific things,” he said as they trudged toward the next strip of wildwood.
“Mind-Kin can feel emotions, understand what the people
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