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Winter’s Edge: Book One

Chapter One
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I heard him cry this morning when he thought I was still asleep—sobs, more like—from my immovable, crotchety, emotionally unavailable father. Or Baba as I called him. He’d cried only once before in my lifetime when my mother died, so now, I wondered if anyone else had met that same fate.

The memory of his tears pressed down on me, slumping my shoulders as I stood outside the eastern edge of our cabin. The blustery cold wind threatened to knock me over, biting into my cheeks and nose and upsetting the balance of my bow and arrow. It was only the second snowfall, still too early for the wilds to hunker down for the coming winter. Soon, they'd be scarce, though, making all the lives of those who lived in Margin’s Row that much harder. 

Just a single line of eight cabins, separate from the town called Margin, Margin’s Row was the first line of defense for the wilds who wandered out of the Crimson Forest. A blessing for the townsfolk; a curse for us, especially since six of the eight houses in Margin’s Row were empty. Some in Margin’s Row had moved away. Some had gone into the Crimson Forest and had never come out.

“Don't you start this again, Hellbreath," Baba hissed from the front of the cabin. 

The tension seeping from him gathered in a knot inside my chest. Since this morning, he’d barely said a word to me, which was normal, but he seemed agitated. Now, his footsteps were clipped as he tried to saddle Hellbreath. 

From the sound of her hooves crunching over the snow, she wasn't having it. Like me, she had a stubborn streak.

I smiled into the wind, then froze at a snap from the forest. I spun to aim, noting Baba’s sudden silence. He'd heard it, too, no doubt, but why was he so jumpy? 

I released a slow breath, feeling the steam rise up my face, and listened to the sounds of the forest, which were both familiar and dangerous.

After a moment, Baba began arguing with Hellbreath again. I'd offered to saddle her myself since I was the only one she listened to, offered to go with him like I sometimes did, even offered to go myself so he could sort out whatever was troubling him.

"No," he'd snapped, louder than normal.

Useless. So useless and broken...

I squeezed my eyes closed and focused on the feel of the taut bowstrings, how the ash arrow rubbed against my fingers. The crisp smell of winter filled my lungs, and I breathed it in deeply, willing it to freeze into my soul to make me not so useless and broken. I'd been doing that for years, and it hadn't worked yet.

A squirrel chittered around the same spot I'd heard the snap. Bracing myself against the wind, I let the arrow fly toward the sound. And missed. It thwacked into a rotten tree trunk instead. The squirrel had taken off, and now the forest held silent. Unnaturally so, like it was bracing against something too. 

Then another sound barreled toward the other side of the house. A carriage, I realized, rickety and loud and coming from the opposite end of Margin’s Row.

"Shit." Baba tromped toward the edge of the house where I still stood with my bow. "Aika, to the Crawfords’. Now."

"Why?"

But he didn't answer. He was already racing toward Hellbreath. The tension in his movements and his quick breaths strangled the knot he’d put in my chest.

The carriage came faster, hurtling toward us from where the edge of the forest wasn't quite as thick.

"Baba?" I called.

Footsteps sounded as he rounded the corner of the cabin to where I hunted. He grabbed my hand roughly and shoved a wrapped package into it, the worn cloth fibers damp from his sweat and the fresh snow. 

"Take this and go to the Crawfords’," he hissed. "Don't come out until they're gone. Now go."

"Till who's gone?" But he was already striding away again. I followed, my legs trembling all the way to the soles of my boots. "Baba?"

"Hey there!" he shouted, sounding chipper and friendly when he was anything but, and turned the corner of the cabin.

I stopped, just behind the wooden cover of the east wall, my bedroom located on the other side. The sharp wind whistled through the cracks at night and kept me awake, making me imagine that an unholy wild had slinked out of the forest and was lurking outside my house. Kind of like now. 

The noise of the carriage didn't lessen. It didn't slow.

“Aika,” Baba gritted out, less than two feet away from me. “Go.” 

“Who do you see—”

A loud pop cracked the air like a whip. Warmth sprayed across my face and onto the snow around my boots in a violent splatter. Then a sickening thud sounded. 

I jumped back and slammed my hand over my mouth. Bile kicked at the back of my throat, and the cutting wind brought tears to my eyes. 

I swallowed thickly and tried to draw a breath. What had just happened?

"Baba," I tried to say, but nothing came out.

Baba. My dad.

Silence, as absolute as the panic taking root inside me. I clamped my teeth down on it, anchoring myself to the side of the cottage, and listened. The carriage had stopped. The wilds in the Crimson Forest were quiet, too, as if they were watching what would happen next.

Wiping at my face, I took a step backward along the side of the house, my heart pinched and barely beating. A part of me wanted to rush forward, though, to see that Baba was all right, but the air felt too tense. I didn’t trust it.

"Seems you have a delivery, Kane Song!" a male voice shouted, the accent strange and foreign to my ears.

I jumped at the sound of it. I squeezed my bow and the package tight, backing away along the side of the cabin, away from the voice that hijacked my spine and rattled it to its base.

"How about you give it to me, and I'll deliver it for you,” the man said. “It's the least I can do."

A bubbly groan carried on the wind, gruesome and wrong, like the sound of dying. Baba. He was still alive.

"Where is it?" the man demanded.

My boots snapping over the fresh-fallen snow were much too loud, even with slow, careful steps. The man would hear me if I ran, and I wasn't certain if there were more men than just him. If there were, they could be circling the cabin right now. I had one arrow in the quiver on my back, the other in the forest somewhere.

I turned toward the back of the cabin, and guiding my elbow along the side wall, I unbuttoned my wool coat at the bottom, enough to stuff the package down the front of my pants. After I re-buttoned it against the bludgeoning wind, I took my last arrow from the quiver and nocked it in my bow.

How exactly was I going to do this? Not run up the Crawfords' porch steps to their front door. I'd be spotted. I'd likely be noticed anyway since I was leaving a trail of footprints behind me in the snow.

A crash came from inside the cabin. Someone was in there, searching.

I turned the rear corner, and the ferocious wind snapped at my face and hands, stinging tears from my eyes and forcing me back the way I'd come. While feeling for the first window, my bedroom’s, I pressed on. When I felt a pane of glass like ice on my palm, I ducked low.

He—they?—wanted the package. That had to be right because it was the only thing of value we had. Without Baba's monthly deliveries, we had nothing except for what the Crimson Forest gave us. Lately, the forest’s offerings had thinned, and with winter coming in about two weeks’ time, it wouldn't be enough to survive. Here, winters were long and brutal, and without the meager payment for Baba's delivery, we wouldn't be able to go into town to buy food. We'd starve. So would the Crawfords. It was just Jade and Lee who lived there now because their parents hadn't survived two winters ago. Jade was only fifteen, and Lee, though older, could barely take care of himself. Baba had sworn to their parents that he would help their children while they lay on their deathbeds, the one good thing I’d ever heard him do. But without our help, Jade and Lee wouldn't make it.

Our help—or mine if Baba... 

I crushed my teeth together. I would have to make the delivery myself. I knew where to go, who to speak to. I'd gone with Baba a couple times.

Useless. So useless and broken...

No. I could do it. I had to do it. I nodded as I crept along the back of the cottage. I just needed to get to Hellbreath without anyone seeing me.

Another crash, which sounded like the pans of deer jerky I'd made, and then a string of curses.

I kept low underneath another window, keeping my footsteps as light as possible. I often heard wilds prowling around at night, but that might have been because I knew they were there in the first place. I didn't think the man who'd shot Baba knew I was here. Yet.

But I would have to sprint out into the open, between our cabin and the Crawfords', because if Baba were alive, I couldn't just leave him there. I had to tell Jade that Baba was hurt before I took Hellbreath.

My fingers sought the corner of the cabin, and I stood there for a second to gather up all my courage and hold it to my thrumming heart. It was about twenty steps from the back corner of our cabin to the back corner of theirs, at least it had been when I'd counted as a girl. Jade's bedroom window would be along the back wall. If I knocked, she would answer.

"Goddamn it," the man shouted from the front of the house. "You."

Not me. He couldn't see me. I was sure of it.

Now. I had to go now.

I ran out into the open, counting each step, with no cover to block the wind and blowing snow. It battered against me, throwing me off course and blinding me even more than I already literally was. It smothered my sharp hearing so it felt like I existed in a void. If I lost my way, I wouldn't dare shout because then I'd be giving away my location. If I lost my way, I might not make the delivery in time. The package had to be delivered the first of the month. Always. If I lost my way, I might just freeze to death since there was nothing around for miles. Even Margin, the nearest town, was twenty miles out.

Six, seven, eight... I sure hoped I was stepping in the right direction.

A cry pierced the wind. A horse's cry. What was that man doing to my girl, Hellbreath? Searching her for the package? Fury stormed through my veins, forceful enough to stall my steps and almost spin me around to go rescue her. But if he made her cry out like that, what would he do to me?

With a sob that hissed through my teeth, I kept going.

Ten, eleven, twelve... I had to be more than halfway there by now.

At step eighteen, my boot hit wood. I brought up my hands to feel the side of their cabin. I'd veered too far to the right, but was I visible to the man? I couldn't hear him or Hellbreath. Shit, if he'd killed her... I shook my head to clear that thought away and palmed my way left to the back of the Crawfords'. This far away, I doubted the man could hear me, so I went quickly. At the back of the cabin, I turned, and when I touched glass, I rapped on it hard.

After a few seconds, the window lifted, and I immediately felt familiar comfort touch the air around my best friend, my sometimes enemy, my teacher, my eyes since she was old enough to talk. 

"Aika, I heard a gunshot." Jade gasped. "Is that blood on your face?"

"Please." My voice warbled so much, I didn't even recognize it. "There's a man at my house. He shot Baba."

"What?" She grabbed onto my coat and pulled me closer like she wanted me to climb inside to safety. "I just thought it was your baba hunting. Is he okay? Who was it?"

I shook out of her grip. "I have to deliver the package."

Silence for several heartbeats. She knew about the packages and that they helped feed her and her brother.

"What do you need me to do?" she asked, her voice going hard with confidence. A slight thing at fifteen, she was much tougher than I was, and I had four years on her.

"Get your gun. Pretend you’re not home. Don’t answer the door. Keep an eye out for when that man leaves, and then go help Baba." If he was still alive.

“But...but...” Lee’s voice sounded from somewhere inside, agitated from the gunshot, most likely. He didn’t deal with loud noises or changes of any kind, so he was going to hate this.

"Are you sure about this?" Jade asked.

I knew she was talking about me going into the Crimson Forest by myself, and her question came from both doubt and worry. My blindness often wedged us apart, mostly because she thought I needed her help, and I resented her for it. But she didn’t know the way through the forest to Old Man’s Den. Otherwise, I was sure she would’ve offered to go.

"Yes. I'm sure," I said.

"Aika, where? I love you. You’re so pretty,” Lee called from somewhere close inside.

Startled, I stepped back and ducked to the side so my bloodied appearance wouldn't scare him. "I don’t want to upset Lee," I said, but I wasn't sure Jade heard me. The wind had picked up with a symphony of howls that sounded eerily similar to the wolves I sometimes heard in the forest.

I waved goodbye, hoping that Jade could still see me, my trust in her to do what I'd said solidified with our years of friendship, despite how much I resented her sometimes. She'd take care of Baba.

At the corner of the Crawfords’, I stopped to get my bearings. If I headed in a diagonal, I would be at the front of my house where Hellbreath was, where the man might see me if he hadn't already given up. Would he give up? He'd shot a man in cold blood to get his hands on the package. So what would he do if he found it?

I stepped out into the void again, the wind even angrier than before, yanking on my coat and pushing me sideways. It sucked the air from my lungs and whipped it around in a cold frenzy so I couldn't draw it back in again. I gasped for breath, feeling like I was drowning in this endless nothingness. Panic seized my muscles and rang alarms in my head, but I counted my way through it. About thirty steps to the front of our cabin. I could do this. I had to do this.

Thirty-one, thirty-two... The wind must've blown me way off course. Suddenly, the beams on the front porch caught my midsection. I reeled back and stumbled backward behind the cover of the cabin, listening over my frantic heartbeat. Nothing from Hellbreath or inside. Had the man left? 

No. No, he hadn't left. Two horses snorted over the howling wind, two horses that were surely tied to his carriage. So where was the man?

Shivering deeper into my coat, I plotted out my next move and the steps that would get me there. To Hellbreath, because I didn't want that man anywhere near her since he’d made her cry like that. If he’d hurt her... I ground my teeth together. If this didn't work, I would steal his carriage.

Time to go. I skirted around the porch and flung myself past the front door, which stood wide open. The smell of spiced jerky and the heat from the fire stirred with the winter air, soothing on good days but now filled with a foreign presence that scraped icicles down my back.

"Hellbreath," I said, just a whisper.

She answered with a grumble from the direction of her post, the sweetest sound I'd ever heard.

I flew toward her and then rubbed my face against her muzzle while running my hands through her sleek coat to check for wounds, to soothe her, to soothe me. Not long, though, and not long enough to whisper to her how much I loved her for being so brave. She was already saddled, so once I unwound her reins from the post and pulled myself up, we were off, hurling straight into the Crimson Forest.
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Thick branches laden with snow tugged at my hair, scraped ice across my cheeks as we raced farther into the forest. Shivering, I tucked my body as close to Hellbreath’s back as I could.

"Go, girl." I flicked the reins and kicked her sides again. "Go as fast as you can."

The forest grew wild and was untouched by man since most feared to go anywhere near it, so there were no paths except the one Baba and Hellbreath had made themselves every month for the last two years. On days when there was sun, the canopy of trees was too thick to feel it, but I knew what direction we headed because of the crush of wind at our backs. Northeast. I could set a compass to it if I had one. 

A shotgun cracked behind us. I gasped. Hellbreath tensed but kept going. It hadn't been aimed at us. We were too deep in the forest now, and it had sounded too far away. The man... Who had he fired at? Baba? Surely the man had noticed Hellbreath was gone and could easily follow our tracks. I squeezed Hellbreath's reins tighter and urged her onward with another kick. 

The few trips I'd gone with Baba on Hellbreath, it had taken him roughly an hour to get to Old Man’s Den, but he hadn't ridden Hellbreath as hard as I was now. The closer I drew and the farther I got from Margin’s Row, the more my shoulders loosened. I could make the delivery, get paid, and find a slightly different route through the forest to get home before that man could pick up our trail again. No problem.

A prickling sensation rode up my back and lifted the hairs along my scalp. Hellbreath whinnied. Fresh snow cracked to our left. Scrapes sounded over wet rock to our right under too many feet. 

Dread plummeted into my gut, heavy as stone, crushing any wisps of hope I might've had. We were being watched. 

Hunted by wilds.

I could smell them now, their wet fur and the mud clinging to their paws.

More feet closing in sounded through the forest, all of them keeping pace with Hellbreath. This had never happened before during my few trips with Baba, but he’d always brought his gun with him, just in case. I still had my bow slung over my shoulder and one arrow. One arrow for all of them.

They wouldn’t attack something as large as Hellbreath. Would they?

"Keep going, girl," I whispered into my horse's ear. "You can outrun the wilds."

But even as I said it, I sensed them closing in around us like a noose about our necks. A growl sounded from ahead, terrible and dangerous, and echoed all through the forest, cinching the promise of our fate even tighter.

Hellbreath skittered to the side and made a terrified whinny. Then she reared up, something she never did when it was just her and me. The reins flapped free from my hands, and I made a mad grab for them. But I was already falling. Falling so long that my stomach turned itself inside out with panic. I landed hard and with a loud crack. The breath surged from my lungs, every last bit of it, but nothing I did would draw more air inside. I croaked, attempted to gasp, anything I could do to get a breath, and in the back of my mind, pain registered, a violent storm of it in my side, my arm, and the back of my head.

But it was the sound of hooves on snow snaking through the forest without me that brought tears to my eyes. She’d left me, terrified and alone, the both of us.

Finally, I drew in a pained hiss, the smell of wet fur and mud and dead leaves so thick that it coated my tongue. 

Something nudged my foot. Something else sniffed the side of my head loudly. The wolves were closing in. It had to be wolves.

I lay there, my cheek pressed to the cold snow, my arm flaring pain even brighter with every heartbeat, and tried to unscramble myself. I couldn’t die here.

My arrow. I had one in the quiver attached to my back. My bow was there, too, but I likely didn't have enough time to grab both.

A terrible sound I'd never made before heaved from my mouth while I forced myself to sit upright. Sharp pain pierced my side, and I knew something had to be broken. I took the arrow from my quiver with my good arm and struck out with it. A wolf yelped as I buried it deep, but another latched onto my leather boot and yanked, sliding me easily across the snow. I cried out, holding fast to the arrow, my only weapon, and kicked wildly. Another yelp when my foot connected. A growl on my other side, ferocious and growing louder. Fangs punctured through my coat and the flesh on my bad arm and shook it viciously. I screamed in pain and jabbed with my arrow again, but before I could strike, two more wolves clamped down on both feet and pulled so ferociously that the arrow ripped from my hand.

They were going to tear me in half, shred me limb from limb, and leave me here to die in the middle of the Crimson Forest. The scent of my blood brought more wolves, their feet padding across the snow toward me. I had no idea how many, and it didn't matter. The pain was leaking into my consciousness now, creeping in like shadows and turning my vision even soupier than it already was.

I'd failed, and I hadn't just failed me, but Jade and Lee. Baba, too, if he was still alive.

Useless.

I'd tried so hard to prove I wasn't.

Teeth snapped together to my right, yet another wolf. A low, vicious growl crawled up its throat, and I sensed those around me immediately take a step back. This was a new wolf. A different one.

Snow crunched underneath it as it lunged forward. The sounds of a brutal fight slipped through my fading consciousness, and I realized as I sank under that I could see my body from above. A red patch against stark white in clear definition, my tangled, dark hair, the tilt to my eyes, even the curve of my blood-spattered lips, while my life seeped into the snow.

I could see. And that was how I knew I was dying.
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I woke slowly, wrapped in warmth and with fur tickling my nose with each inhale. Fur... That was new. My head ached and felt foggy, but I sure didn't remember sprouting fur...ever. I felt funny. I must've been dreaming. Best to keep at it. 

Somewhere, a nearby fire crackled, warm for being outside at winter's edge. Unless I wasn't outside...

More and more awareness crept in, bringing with it an onslaught of stiff muscles and achy bones. How was I not dead?

I blinked open my eyes—and gasped. I was staring at myself lying in a bed and covered with a long fur blanket, neither of which I recognized. I almost didn’t recognize myself even though I’d seen myself countless times before I’d gone blind. Same long black hair. Same face that looked as frightened as I felt. But...how was I seeing myself when I was mostly blind?

Wait. That had happened in the Crimson Forest too. I'd peered down at myself from above like the angel of death. Now, I was looking at myself from across the room, on the other side of the crackling fire.

A shudder ran down to my toes. Was I dead? Because this was not what I expected it to be like.

Slowly, carefully, I moved my legs across the bed to test that theory out and see if I could find out where I was. And then why I could see myself. The last thing I remembered was that the wolves were homing in on the pulse at my neck to snuff it out. I should've been dead. 

Sitting up bolted pain across my ribs, and I stopped and hissed, seeing sweat bead across my forehead from across the room. Two ribs were surely broken, maybe more, and someone had taken great care to wrap up my torso loosely. My arm nestled into my side, held there by a sling.

If I were dead, then death had some pretty amazing healthcare.

My head swam. Pretty sure I’d been given a painkiller because I felt loopy, like my brain and body weren’t quite connected. Surely that was why I still saw myself from across the room. 

When I was pretty sure I wouldn't pass out, I slipped my legs out from under the fur blanket. I was naked from head to toe, able to see the scratches and wolf-shaped bites all over my skin, the bandages covering the gashes that bloomed red in the middle. 

I saw all of it. It was as though I had a pair of working eyes, but they were unattached, sitting like marbles on the other side of the fire.

I shivered. That was a disturbing thought. Way to go terrifying myself with my own head while my current situation hardly put me at ease. 

Still, I wouldn’t find out anything if I stayed put. My feet found purchase on a cold, hard floor, but my legs buckled as soon as I tried to stand. I crumpled to the floor in a heap, feeling every cut and bruise and break scream as I slammed against the floor. 

"It's not," a deep, rough voice called. Something thudded-dragged-stepped on the other side of a door. Then a large figure barreled into the room, the top of his head nearly skimming the wooden-beamed ceiling. He carried a long walking stick in his hand.

I yelped and scrambled for the blanket to cover myself with it.

His eyes, a steely gray, connected with mine even though he wasn't looking at me, softened just a fraction, and then he turned his head toward me.

But my eyes, the tricky, uncooperative ones on the other side of the fire, aimed at me again so I couldn't study him further. They did point out, though, that I was anything but covered. I quickly adjusted the blanket.

"You're up," he growled.

"Your definition of up must be different than mine," I muttered from my position on the floor. My voice sounded different, rusty and unused.

He grunted, then shouted, "Archer," making me yelp once again.

I hated loud noises, especially when I didn't see them coming. That was obviously the drugs sparking a little blind humor. That, and the disorientation of seeing myself from across the room.

"Coming, coming," a different deep voice said, and then my other eyes swiveled toward a man in the doorway, his long black hair like liquid night. Just a glimpse, and then my eyes were trained on me again. "Oh. Well, you made it to the floor, at least. That's...progress?"

"How—" I started to ask how I could see myself, but that would be admitting that I was blind, at least usually. They didn't need to know my weaknesses, or my strengths. I'd asked Jade once, and she'd said my eyes looked “normal.” She wouldn’t lie, so maybe I could pull this off. "How did I get here?"

"Grady found you outside the woods," the second man—Archer?—said. "You were in pretty bad shape, so he brought you here."

Grady and Archer—I filed the names away.

"Can you...?" Archer started. "Do you need help back—"

"No. I don't need help." My voice came out sharp like it always did when someone automatically assumed I was useless. "You...fixed me?"

"Well, fixed is relative. Grady here can make a mean sling, and I can stick fresh bandages on my fingers so they look like long claws...so there’s that.”

"You're not fixed," Grady said, his tone clipped.

I sure didn't feel it, or look it if my other eyes were anything to go by. If I was hallucinating, I definitely wasn't fixed.

“What’s your name?” Grady demanded.

“Aika Song,” I said. "How long have I been here?"

"Three days," Archer said.

I sagged against the side of the bed, defeated. Three days. I was late with the delivery to Old Man’s Den. If it was late, there would be no payment. Those were the rules. No payment meant we’d starve since there were still several supplies we didn’t yet have for winter.

"You can leave when you're up to it, but in the meantime..." Archer gestured toward my other eyes, crossing over to stand in their periphery. He turned to look at them, his long, midnight hair falling over dark, mischievous eyes. "I think you have a fan."

"Okay...” A fan? I must've hit my head harder than I thought when Hellbreath bucked me off because nothing was making sense anymore. “Have you seen a horse around? Black and goes by the name of Hellbreath?"

"You-you named your horse Hellbreath?" Archer moved closer to my other eyes, close enough so I could see the defined cut of his shoulders and neck under a not-quite-fully-buttoned red flannel shirt.

"My baba did,” I said, though I’d insisted he didn’t. As always, he hadn’t listened. “It's what she answers to."

“Baba?” Archer said.

“Dad.” My cheeks burned. I often forgot not everyone had Far Eastern roots like Jade, Lee, and me. That was a custom my ama, my mom, had drilled into me the roughest. 

"I saw some horse tracks earlier," Grady said, his hard, loud voice so near I almost yelped again. "I'll put out some hay, see if she comes to eat."

“Thank you.” Even if I felt up to leaving here, I wouldn’t get far without Hellbreath.

Archer scooped my other eyes up into his palm. I reeled back, so wishing I had a clue what was going on. But seeing him up close in detail took my breath away, for a number of reasons. First, how was this possible that I could see him so clearly with eyes that weren’t my own? Second, he was beautiful. Smooth, tawny skin. Strong jaw. He made kissy faces at my eyes, equally a bizarre string of words as it was watching it happen. His full lips seemed just inches away from me even though he was all the way across the room. 

"Who's my big girl?" he cooed. "Do you want to go see your new lady friend?"

An answering chirp sounded, as my other eyes connected with me again. What was that?

Archer brought the thing closer, the chirping thing that held my other eyes.

"What...?" I desperately wanted to finish that sentence, but again, I didn't want to let on that I was blind. Still, whether these men had bandaged me back together or not, I didn't trust them. Or this thing I could see through. "Um, is it..."

"Don't worry. She won't bite,” Archer said. “Not hard anyway."

Oh, I was worried all right.

He strode past Grady from behind my other eyes and pushed them toward me like he expected me to take them. It. The chirping thing I could see through. My palms grew slick, and my tight nerves sucked toward my backbone, away from whatever was coming. But I was so damn curious about why I could see that I reached my arm out tentatively. My fingers stroked fur, soft and familiar...and terrible.

I jerked my hand back. "Wolf," I hissed and scrambled back onto the bed and against the wall with the blanket, my bones and ripped flesh screaming in pain.

"She's just a pup," Archer said.

"I hate wolves," I spat. I'd been attacked by wolves, nearly killed, but why was it I could see through a wolf pup's eyes?

Archer must have turned the pup so he could hold it close, away from me, and he and Grady shared a look that turned their faces to stone.

"And yet you entered the Crimson Forest, which happens to be full of them, by yourself," Grady bit out, his brutal tone chasing a shiver across my bare shoulders. "What did you expect would happen?"

"Shut it, Grady,” Archer said. “No one expects to get attacked."

I tucked the blanket up under my chin. "No, I didn't expect it. I've made the trip to Old Man’s Den several times with my baba and had no trouble, but Hellbreath must’ve gotten spooked."

"Several times doing what?” Grady demanded. “Do you work for Faust?"

"What the fuck, Grady?" Archer said.

"Making a delivery." A cold awareness slithered into my senses and dropped into the pit of my stomach. "Did I come here with a wrapped package?"

Archer brought his hand up as if to scratch behind my ears. The pup’s ears, I meant. "Yeah, I think you did, actually. Something fell out of your pants when Grady brought you here. Think it’s still by the front door."

"Go get it," Grady growled.

"Fuck off. You go get it," Archer told him.

Grady limped out of the room with his walking stick, but not before he iced me with a suspicious stare. No eyes required—I could feel it penetrate to the back of my skull. If anything, though, it was me who should feel suspicious of them. Why were they keeping a wolf pup like a pet whose eyes I could see through, and why were they acting so strangely? Grady, specifically.

Archer sighed. "Sorry about him. He's just...Grady."

That explained nothing. "Who's Faust?"

He took a breath like he was about to answer, but in came Grady with his thud-drag-step strides. Something slapped hard next to me on the bed, tinged with the smell of blood and sweat, and the overwhelming smell of moonshine. The package was leaking. I roamed my hand over the furry blanket, feeling the wet splashes, and unwrapped the bottle from the soaked cloth. The cork had come loose, but after a little shake, it didn’t sound like that much was gone.

Silence had fallen, more than a few heartbeats' length, thick with an unnerving sense that something was very, very wrong. Uneven footsteps echoed backward, away from me, followed by a sharp growl too deep to belong to the pup.

"Why the fuck were you delivering wolfsbane?” Grady demanded. “You do work for Faust, don't you?"

"Wolfsbane? No, this is moonshine mixed with aconitum," I insisted. 

"Aconitum is wolfsbane," Archer muttered.

"Okay," I said, drawing the word out. "My baba makes monthly deliveries of it to a man named Gabriel, not Faust. This month, he was...held up, so I volunteered to take it."

"Gabriel is Faust's second-in-command,” Grady ground out, his voice rough and sharp and heavy with accusation. “Wolfsbane is the reason we're—"

"Okay, just hold on.” Archer turned and raised his hand at Grady then set my eyes back down on the other side of the room. They flicked back and forth between the men and me, and the pup whimpered. “Why does your pa—baba—make these deliveries?"

I shrugged because the reason seemed so obvious. "For money so we don't starve. Once I'm able, I'm going to Gabriel to deliver it."

"The hell you are." Grady started for the bed, but Archer held him back. 

"I am," I fired back. "Too many people are depending on me to put food on the table. What’s the big deal anyway? Who cares what I deliver to Gabriel? How does that affect you?"

Archer glanced toward my other eyes. "We have a long history with Gabriel and Faust."

"Fucking really, Archer?” Grady hissed. “You're going to tell her everything?"

"She doesn't know anything, dipshit. She's still healing. She's not going anywhere."

I hated that Archer was right. My little crash-landing with the floor had awakened the pain and sharpened its teeth. I wasn’t going anywhere, but as soon as I could, I would, and then try to explain why I was late with the delivery. On the few occasions I’d gone with Baba, Gabriel had seemed like an understanding guy. And if Grady tried to stop me from going? I’d put an arrow through his eye. If not his eye, then his balls. I'd call it a calculated miss.

"I'll leave as soon as I'm able." Sooner, if I could manage it.

"You think we're going to actually let you leave with that shit?" Grady asked.

"You're damn right you will," I snapped, and shoved the bottle behind my back.

"Cut it out, Grady,” Archer said. “Enough threats. If she doesn't deliver it, someone else will next month like her pa."

Or like the man who’d shot Baba. He’d wanted the package, enough to try and kill for it. But why? It was just moonshine mixed with dried aconitum, or wolfsbane, and a few more of Ama’s—my mom’s—herbs. None of these things were rare.

Grady stepped closer, his presence looming over me like a threat. "We'll have to burn that blanket outside so Sasha doesn't step on it."

"Burn it?" That was going a little overboard. "No, all it needs is a good wash. Aconitum is only poisonous if you eat it.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not taking any chances,” Grady growled. 

“Agreed.” Archer crossed toward my other eyes again and picked up the wolf pup, his expression tight with concern, that mischievous glint in his dark eyes gone. "I'll take Sasha to another room."

"I guess I'll get another blanket for the ungrateful wolfsbane dealer." Grady limped after Archer out of the room.

I shook my head. I was hardly a dealer, and I didn't like the implication that I wasn’t grateful. I owed them my life, but I wasn't about to fawn all over them every other second to stroke their fragile, manly egos. Was that what they wanted? Because they'd saved the wrong girl.

Through the wolf pup’s eyes, I spied a hallway and a bedroom opposite mine. Then, like a switch turning off, my vision faded back to what I was used to—like I was staring down a long tunnel filled with murky soup and strange shapes bobbing underneath.

My other eyes had to have been a hallucination. That was the only explanation. I was glad it was gone because it had been too distracting.

When Grady came back, he crossed to the opposite wall, slid something, and then a blast of arctic air flushed into the room. Shivering, I wrapped the blanket tighter around me. His stick clomped along the floor toward me like a third leg, and then he stopped and lifted the blanket. 

"No peeking," I warned him.

He grunted. "You have nothing I haven't seen before." He tossed another blanket at me, which of course smacked me in the face. "Shit. Sorry."

Yeah, he really sounded like it, too, with the hint of a laugh underneath his gruff voice.

Asshole.

I scrambled to unfold the new blanket, but before I did, the cold air assaulted my bare skin. Goose bumps pebbled my entire body, as well as the prickling awareness of a stare. He was watching me for just a moment before I frantically covered myself up again. 

I shivered into the warmth of the blanket while I tried to shrivel him in size with the force of my glare. "Enjoy the show?"

He laughed, an odd, unexpected sound that made me jump again, especially for someone who usually sounded like they were about to rip out someone's throat. He crossed to the window again, his limp much more pronounced. No clomp of the stick. Was he using it to carry the blanket? He wasn't a wolf, though. Why couldn't he touch the wolfsbane? After a moment, he shut the window then left the room without a word. 

I relaxed into the bed only slightly, remembering the large wolf I may or may not have seen before I passed out in the Crimson Forest. It had scared the other wolves away, like it had wanted to help me. But why when I could've been food? Archer had said that Grady had found me in the forest, but neither had offered up any more information. Grady didn't strike me as the kind who saved people, but bless his seemingly dead, rotted-out heart anyway for doing so. There was more to that story. And to why he’d refused to touch wolfsbane.

There was also more to my brain since half of it must've spilled out in the forest. Where the hell had that hallucination come from about seeing through Sasha's eyes? And through the big wolf in the forest. Both had seemed so vivid, so real. Something that extraordinary didn't just happen. Not in the real world and certainly not to me.

I slid my hand underneath my pillow to the package, taking strength from the promise it offered. I would deliver it and explain to Gabriel why it was late. I had to, just as soon as I was upright. 

Aconitum was wolfsbane. The bane of wolves.

Even if it killed wolves so I could feed my family, that would mean fewer of them in the future trying to split me apart like a wishbone.
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“I don’t suppose one of you would mind checking in on my family?” The note of hope in my voice matched the worry that they’d say no. 

I’d been here five days, and even though I was sleeping and resting instead of falling out of bed, I was healing much too slowly. The wind howled outside and pressed between the cabin’s cracks. Fresh snow battered the windowpanes harder with every second closer to winter. Jade and Lee likely had enough food to survive for a few weeks, but without Baba’s payment to help support them, they would starve. Jade wasn’t as good a shot as I was, and Baba... Well, I didn’t even know if he was alive.

“Why does your family need checking on?” Archer asked from my bedside.

Grady was here too. He’d limped in after I called for Archer, as I’d thought Archer might be the one to ask because he seemed like he had a heart. Grady... Well, I could feel his anger clinging to him like a second skin, could feel his stare burning through the back of my skull. 

“My baba was shot,” I said, purposely leaving out any mention of the package. “I live in Margin’s Row, the easternmost cabin, and we also look out for the kids next door to us, make sure they have food and stuff since their parents died.”

“Why can’t they take care of themselves?” Grady demanded.

“They’re young, younger than I am. Lee has a disability, and Jade has to take care of him.” I bit my lip, then added, “And my baba. She’ll be taking care of him too.”

“Margin’s Row...” Archer said and then paced away. “On the edge of the Crimson Forest.” A chill edged his voice, an understandable one since I never wanted to travel into those woods again either.

“There’s another way,” Grady said.

I stared hard in the direction of his voice. Was he actually considering going? “Yes, but it’s many miles out of the—”

“I’ll put food on the porch, but I speak to no one.” He stomped out, the thud of his walking stick so loud, it seemed like he took issue with the floor.

I blinked after him, my chin dangling to my lap. “What just happened?”

“He’s...going out anyway.”

“I didn’t expect him to go.”

“Honestly? Me neither.”

Then why had Grady volunteered? Surely he wasn’t planning on walking there through the snow, not with his limp. That would take ages.

“Maybe he’ll find your horse, too, while he’s out.”

“Do you have horses?” I asked.

Silence, or maybe he was nodding or shaking his head. 

I decided to redirect since I couldn’t see gestures. “A barn?”

“Yeah. Well-stocked too.”

Relieved, I sagged back against my pillow propped against the wall with a sigh. “This healing is taking too damn long. Any estimates of when I’ll be up and walking?”

“Too early to tell.” His footsteps came closer and then his weight dipped the corner of my bed. “You definitely don’t want to push yourself, though, since that could make it worse.”

My eyes burned in frustration. I had too many things to worry about to stay in one place for long, but since I was forced to, I felt trapped inside my bruised and broken body.

“That’s not the answer you were looking for, is it?”

“Not so much.”

“Well, I know something that will make you heal much faster. Two things, actually.”

“What?”

“Number one—my cooking. With Grady gone again, you’ll have to suffer through my cooking, I’m afraid.”

Gone again. Where had he gone before? But more importantly, “He cooks?”

They’d spoiled me with how good the food was here—rich, savory stew that smelled so good that it roused me from sleep, cooked wild bird with crispy skin, flaky bread smothered in fresh butter. I’d been sleeping so much that I never heard who brought it in, but it was still hot by the time I woke, set on a raised tray by my feet. I’d followed my nose straight to it and dove in face-first.

“He does. Sadly, I’m no Grady in the kitchen, but I’ll try to make it so we don’t starve. And number two—how good are you at numbers?”

It took a moment for my brain and stomach to detach themselves from the idea of food, but even then, I had no idea what he was talking about. “Numbers?”

“The things you count and can add up and stuff? There are games to be had with them.”

Oh good. Number games. Despite how unimpressed I was with the very idea, it turned out he was right.

“Again. Please,” I begged after he’d demonstrated three times already.

“Okay, pick a number between one and twenty, but don’t tell me. Imagine it in your head. Got it?”

"Got it."

He had me add, subtract, multiply, and divide, tell him if the number I was thinking had curves or edges, and he would guess it, every time. Like magic.

"Can you teach me?" I asked after he'd guessed my number for the sixth time.

"Sorry, no. A gentleman never reveals his secrets." 

I could sense his smile, how I bet it matched the warmth in his voice and was just as infectious as the sound of his laugh. Other than Jade and Lee, I'd never known anyone who'd bothered to spend time with me, especially when they didn't have to.

"You're good with your numbers. Do you go to school?"

"No," I said, flushing slightly with his praise. "School's too far away to travel in the winter, so my neighbor taught me while she taught her brother."

Jade had taught me everything her mother had taught her. Numbers were easy since I didn't have to see them; I just had to understand them, and Jade was patient enough to make sure of that. At around the same time she started to teach me, I'd had two older siblings living with Baba and me, a sister and brother who'd long since moved away, and none of them felt the need to teach me themselves. Or have anything to do with.

"I don't know how to teach someone like you," my sister, Jia, always used to say. 

Someone like me.

Useless.

She'd been too busy touching her hair or polishing her shoes in preparation to go into Margin and find a future husband. My brother snarled at me every time I got in his way, which in a two-room cabin was pretty much impossible to avoid.

"What about you?" I asked Archer.

"Nah, my people don't go to school. We teach each other everything we need to know."

"Your people? Who are your people?"

His flannel shirt rustled like he was shrugging, those large shoulders of his flexing. Another non-answer. "Want to see a magic trick?"

Biting back a sigh, I shook my head. Magic tricks would require me acting surprised at certain moments, and I doubted I could pull that off believably. "Do you have any more number tricks?"

“How about something even better? A book?”

Books were always better, and yet another thing I couldn’t see. I loved listening to Jade read from them though.

“I’ll even read it to you so you can rest,” he said as if reading my mind.

And so we carried on like that for three days, just Archer and me, and I liked it. If I wasn't still healing and growing sicker with worry for my family, I probably would have enjoyed it more. He read from an adventure book that took place on the sea, his voice carrying the tension of the heart-stopping events perfectly.

He told me that Grady had brought my bow inside, and so while he spent time with me playing number games, he whittled me more arrows, the scent of fresh pine mixing with his caramel and wood smoke smell quite nicely. He seemed genuinely interested in me, and his warmth and laughter seeped under my skin and blossomed up into a constant smile that made my cheeks hurt.

He couldn't cook for shit though.

After a stew he'd served with meat that had tasted seconds past raw, he crossed toward me. "This will help wash that trash down, I bet. Sorry about that."

"It's fine. I didn't feel anything kick in my mouth, so that’s promising."

"Things are looking up, then." He chuckled and stopped at the edge of my bed, with what sounded like a teacup rattling crazily against its saucer as he handed it to me.

Every night since I’d been here, he’d brought me a cup of opiate tea to help me sleep, but had lessened the dose each night. I’d noticed when I’d woken up in the middle of the night gritting my teeth with the pain, but better that than develop an addiction.

I already had my hands up, waiting, but instead of taking the teacup he pressed to my fingers, I brushed them along his hand. He was trembling. 

"Archer, are you..."

"Yeah, I..." He sucked in a breath. "Sometimes I can control that, and other times..." He folded his hand away from my seeking one and handed me the teacup.

I looked up at him, wishing he'd explain, but he didn't. It didn't feel like something I should press on about either.

The tea's steam curled up to heat my cheeks, so I set it aside on the tray at my feet. "Do you think Grady will be coming back soon? I wanted to ask him about what he saw near my house, see if everything was okay."

Archer cleared his throat, and soon the rickety chair he'd placed next to my bed creaked with his weight. "He's gone for long lengths of time usually, so I don't really know when he'll be back."

"So you're just here alone?"

"No, I have Sasha."

"Right. Of course,” I said. “Why do you have a wolf pup? Did something happen to its mom?"

He was quiet for so long I wondered if I'd actually asked him a question. "She was... She was orphaned. Her and her siblings."

"And you saved them?"

The chair scooted back across the rough floor as he stood suddenly and took several steps away. "No." 

So much emotion in that one word, so much loss and heartache, that it made my chest pinch.

What was it about him and Grady finding things that needed to be saved, like me and the other wolf pups? Why did they care so much? I understood their fierce love of animals. Hellbreath was my girl and I would be destroyed if anything happened to her, but to adopt a wild like they had and feel so much sorrow for its siblings? Maybe I was too much of a hunter to understand, but everyone near the Crimson Forest was a hunter. You had to be if you wanted to survive winter.

"I need to go check on Sasha," he rumbled and then left the room, closing the door behind him.

I nodded, even though he was already gone. He or Grady had named Sasha, I guessed, so was she like a pet to them? What would happen when she was grown? They couldn't keep her, a wild like she was.

Archer didn't come back for the rest of the evening, and I carved it into my memory not to ask him questions about Sasha ever again. Even though I burned with curiosity, I didn't want to hurt him.

I dozed, but a sound outside my window filtered through my consciousness—a light scrape like a tree branch. No trees grew near this room, though, at least that I'd heard before now. The fire crackled, a low, comforting sound that beckoned me back to sleep, and for a long while, that was all I heard. Then it came again, farther along the wall. Trees, at least in my experience, didn't move around like that so the wind could rattle their branches against cabin walls when they hadn't before. I did drink all of my opium tea, though, so who the hell really knew. 

It came again. Persistent. With purpose. Someone was out there. Not a wild unless they'd developed a working knowledge of rhythm when no one was looking.

Was it Grady? Had he come back? If that were him, then why the strange noises? Unless he was hurt...

Slowly and with great care, I shoved myself into a sitting position. My ribs protested and sang with pain and my bites bit back, but I hissed my way through it. If it wasn't Grady, then I obviously wasn't going to fling open the front door. If it wasn't Grady, whoever it was may have peered into the bedroom window and saw me lying here, asleep. An easy target. I didn't even have a weapon. Not with me anyway. Archer’s arrows he’d carved for me were all the way across the room.

I needed to tell him. 

Listening hard, I opened my mouth and called, "Archer?" Not loud, but loud enough, except from the way my voice bounced between four walls, I remembered that he'd shut the door on his way out.

Shit. Was it worth getting out of bed for? Even now as I sat here, feeling slightly loopy from the opium tea and the pain in my body that balanced it out, I wondered if I'd dreamed it.

I didn't hear anything now, just the fire. But if Grady was out there and hurt, he could freeze to death. I didn't have to like him to not want that to happen. 

Sending up a silent prayer that I wouldn't crumble once my feet touched the floor again, I slid my legs out from underneath the blanket. My bare feet slapped the ground lightly, and I stood, keeping one hand locked to the mattress for support. There. Maybe. My legs wobbled some, but so far, so good. I slipped my hand free and stood on my own two feet, the first time in eight days.

Hell yes. I gave the V for Victory sign with my fingers as I held my arms out in front of me and crossed to the door. Jade had taught Lee and me to do that when we did something right. I'd take any victory I could.

Even though my arm still hurt, I took off the sling so I could at least equip myself with an arrow. Archer had told me he’d set my newly whittled arrows and bow in the corner of my room. After fumbling around to find one, I opened the door and stepped out, making sure I missed the creaking floorboards right outside. Across the hall, I remembered seeing— No. No, I didn't remember seeing it. I'd imagined seeing a door across the hall. Sure enough, it was there, closed from the feel of it.

I swallowed hard, shoving away how I'd known it was there.

"Archer?" I said softly.

Silence.

I'd never explored the cabin before, had no idea how large it was or where Archer might sleep. Should I knock?

A sound came from up the hallway and outside, familiar, one that triggered my heart to beat faster—a horse's whicker.

Hope squeezed my chest, but I tried to tell myself to cut that shit out. A horse's whicker did not mean Hellbreath. It could be any horse, or more than one driving a whole carriage, with a driver who had no problem shooting someone.

Still, I turned toward it, keeping my arms in front of me, my arrow gripped tight in one hand and the outer edge of my other palm facing out to slash through the unknown like a spider web.

It felt like the hallway went on forever, but finally my hands brushed leather, soft cloth, and smooth plastic—a whole wall of it. Book spines, I realized, dozens and dozens of them. I couldn't help but grin at the feel of them, and my stomach did crazy flips at the idea of Jade or Archer reading them all to me, at the promise of adventure and drama and facts and feeling in each one.

Nearby, just outside, an impatient whinny sounded followed by the unmistakable nicker that was all Hellbreath. My breath funneled out of me as my eyes filled with tears.

"My girl," I whispered. I could hardly believe she'd come back to me.

I felt my way to the left along the precious book wall to where my hands slipped to what felt like a heavy wooden door. After struggling with the lock, I opened it to a blast of wintry air.

"Hellbreath?" I said, and she puffed warm steam across my cheek.

A sob choked its way out as I threw my arms around her neck and pressed my tears to her mane—and then froze.

We weren’t alone. I could feel it in the severe prickling up my scalp, the dig of someone’s eyes watching. Waiting. Did Hellbreath have a rider? I didn’t think so, not from the way she kept nudging me with her nose to tell me to get on her so we could get out of here.

I pulled away from her slightly. “Is someone there?” My voice came out wispier than normal, cut through with the knife of cold air and nerves.

No one answered. I wouldn’t know if Hellbreath had a rider unless I crept my hands toward her saddle, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to do that. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know who was looking at me so closely, and why.

With a deep breath that stabbed through my ribs, I gently pushed my horse out of the doorway and limped outside. My bare feet met snow. The bitter cold wind seeped through my long flannel in an instant and chattered my teeth together. I’d made much smarter decisions than coming out here like this.

But even if I didn’t want to know, I had to know. I stuck close to Hellbreath and searched for the horn on her saddle, or a stray leg to a rider who refused to say a word. No leg though. Just something tied to the horn, something that hadn’t been there when I’d ridden Hellbreath through the Crimson Forest.

She whinnied then, and a sound followed immediately after like snow cracking just a few feet away. A footstep?

I whipped my head toward it, my breath snagging in my lungs. “Grady? Is that you?”

Hellbreath pawed at the ground, likely sensing my nervousness.

After several seconds of silence, I ran my hand over the fabric tied to the horn and worked the knot loose. It felt damp, probably from the snow, and the ends of it fluttered against my palm. The smell hit me when I freed it, the night air stirring just enough to send a coppery whiff toward me. 

Blood. A lot of it.

My hands shook as I tried to figure out what the piece of cloth was, and then my thumb hit one corner of it, and the monogram stitched there by my mother. KS. My baba’s initials.

I was holding his bloody handkerchief. A bloody warning.

A slight breeze sighed through the treetops, and I swore I heard a faint, whistling chuckle.
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I shut the door and locked it on Hellbreath, and the surge of guilt crashed into my terror so hard, it nearly buckled my knees. I had to leave her out there. I couldn’t go outside myself, not with someone lurking about and delivering bloody warnings when I didn’t even know where the barn was.

Gritting my teeth against my tears, I turned back in the direction of my room with my baba’s bloody handkerchief and my arrow. By the time I made it down the hallway, my body was sagging, my broken ribs and bruised, punctured flesh screaming. I needed to lie down, but I needed to find Archer more. When I made it to Sasha’s door, I leaned against it and tried the doorknob. Locked.

“Archer?” I knocked softly.

“Aika?”

That was Archer's voice, soft yet tense, coming from the far end of the hallway behind me.

I sucked in a relieved breath and then loosed it in a garbled mess of words. "Hellbreath— My horse is outside, and I think someone brought her here. They're still outside, and they brought me a warning. My baba's bloody handkerchief.” I held it out for him to see. “I think it's the same guy who shot my baba and..." I started to sag farther, the weight of everything too much for my healing body.

Archer was there in an instant, his arms wrapping around me and holding me close. I sank into his strength, shivered into his warmth, breathed in his scent that reminded me of wood smoke and caramel.

"I'll go out and take care of your horse," he said, his breath caressing the top of my head. "But first, we need to get you back to bed, okay?"

I nodded, my cheek sliding against his soft flannel shirt. His body felt like fire against mine, almost too hot, and I reluctantly stepped away. "Do you have a weapon you can take with you?"

"Yes." He trailed his hand down my back as he opened my bedroom door and guided me through it, his other hand at my elbow. "Don't worry about me."

"That guy out there... He desperately wants my moonshine when he could literally go anywhere to get it. I don't know why he wants mine, but I'm sure he recognized Hellbreath and followed her here or led her here to see if I was here.” I dropped my arrow and the handkerchief on the floor and then lay down on the bed, exhausted. “I'm so sorry, Archer. I'm so sorry for getting you involved in this...whatever."

"It's not your fault." He tucked the blanket up to my chin, and I found his hand and squeezed.

"Promise me you'll be careful when you go out there?"

A long pause, and I could feel him searching my face, staring intently, and for some reason, it made my cheeks flush. "I promise."

He slid his hand from mine, but I held to his fingertips
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