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            Chapter One

          

          Wind

        

      

    

    
      Smoke still wreathed the air three weeks after the burning of Shan Yu, the capital of the Wind People. Gan Ou growled low in her throat every time she got a good snoutful, remembering the battle there.

      The Wind People had been outnumbered by the Bone People.

      Still were.

      Gan Ou wished she could enjoy the slow coming of spring, finally back in her homeland. The nights were still cold, frost sparkling on the edges of dried grass and ice forming across the tops of shallow puddles. While it might snow some nights, the days brought warmth and rain. Buds were starting to pop up on the bushes and trees, already bringing green to the land and warming Gan Ou’s heart. A few overly eager crocuses had already poked out of the earth, though it was too early for them yet.

      But Gan Ou was too involved with the war to spend time gardening. The Wind People had been fighting the Bone People for well over a month, trying to stop them from sweeping from their lands to those of the Stone People. They were now four days west of the burned-out capital and losing ground every day.

      For the battle that day, Gan Ou transformed into her favorite shape, that of a great gray wolf. She stood over four feet tall at the shoulders, the claws on her four paws wickedly sharp. She’d extended her canines a bit as well, giving her a deadly bite. The world grayed out as she changed, her eyes losing dominance as her sense of smell expanded, bringing in details she’d missed earlier, like how the wind smelled of rain underneath the smoke, and that there were still deer in the woods nearby.

      She growled at the warriors closest to her, those who had chosen to follow this stubborn old coot into battle. They growled back, ready to bite, tear, and rend the Bone People.

      They’d learned to work in pairs—a large attack animal such as a wolf or a bear with a much smaller creature at its side, who could drag away any of the nets that the Bone People threw. Gan Ou worked with Io Mon, a dour young man as pessimistic as she was. They were a good match, him preferring a small, mud-colored terrier with extra strong jaws.

      Hundreds of Wind People filled the clearing, the sounds of many animals now ringing through the air. The field of battle had been chosen and the Wind People had brought in many recruits this time. They had divided themselves up into groups, some planning on nipping at the flanks of their enemy instead of all of them rushing head on, as they had last time.

      Would it be enough to stop the Bone People? To halt their steady progression across the Wind People’s territory? The Bone People gained territory after almost every battle.

      Probably not. They’d probably lose again, and forfeit yet another field.

      Gan Ou doubted that anything the Wind People did that day would be enough. The Bone People seemed unstoppable.

      However, she considered her pessimism an advantage. Unlike the youngsters, Gan Ou wasn’t heartbroken and disappointed that the Wind People hadn’t stopped the Bone People before now.

      During the first large skirmish, she’d refused to leave the battlefield until the last of those she’d fought beside had given way. Not because she believed they’d win, but because her age made her more stubborn than most. She just wouldn’t give up and turn aside when the others did.

      Despite how the elders wouldn’t listen to Gan Ou, she’d gathered a cohort of warriors to her. Not the bravest of the lot, just those who had the potential of being as unwavering as a determined old woman.

      If any of them lived long enough.

      Gan Ou led her group to the southwest corner of the meadow chosen for that day’s battle. This morning was one of those times when she was happy for her banishment. The field in front of her held no special meaning, unlike some of the others who remembered picnics or dancing in ceremonies there. It was just another fighting ground, someplace else where she and the others could slaughter their enemy.

      And be slaughtered in return.

      Sunlight made the tips of the wet grass sparkle—at least in the patches that were still standing, that hadn’t been trampled or turned into mud from a previous battle. A long line of Bone People formed up on the other side of the field. Many of them also gleamed in the sunlight, their bone armor protecting them.

      It was a much larger group of opponents than the Wind People had been expecting.

      Seemed that the Bone People had also brought in reinforcements.

      Fear made Gan Ou’s hackles rise up along her spine. Her stomach twisted, cold and heavy. She found herself growling without intending to.

      The wind carried the ash scent of the Bone People to her. She didn’t bother counting how many individuals there were, just how many priests.

      The elders of the Wind People had passed along an order that the warriors needed to focus on killing as many priests that day as possible. While the Wind People didn’t really have any war elders—each group fought on their own—it seemed as though for the Bone People, the priests directed them, their messages carried on dark clouds.

      Gan Ou had been surprised how quickly she’d been able to pick up the wind speech that was native to her people. Some could only hear words carried on the wind, while Gan Ou found that she could easily form them. It gave her yet another advantage during the battles.

      It was much more difficult to speak with the wind when Gan Ou was transformed. She was one of the few who could, though. She tagged the scent of the priest that she intended to target, and sent it to the rest of her group.

      The growls and nods she got in return settled her nerves. Io Mon, in his terrier form, came up to stand beside her.

      She wasn’t alone in her quest. That, in turn, made her even more stubborn.

      She would kill one of those damned priests today.

      Or die trying.
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      The great clash between the two armies as they raced across the field felt almost normal now to Gan Ou. The sounds of howls of creatures intermingled with the grunts and shouts of men. How the smell of blood poured into the air almost immediately. The taste of her own fear as she ran, knocking over the first individual she met, then leaping aside before a knife found her back.

      During previous battles, the priests of the Bone People had called up fog and smoke, making it difficult to attack. This morning, they hadn’t bothered hiding themselves. All they’d conjured was hard armor for their warriors and cold, six-foot spears for themselves.

      Their arrogance would be their undoing, at least as far as Gan Ou was concerned.

      The scent of the priest was closer than she expected. He must have come running forward with the rest of his warriors instead of hanging back. Gan Ou could almost taste his flesh, painted in ashes. It took her a moment to send a word to her cohort, to get them to follow her. She ducked under a net thrown her direction. Another opponent appeared at her side, a heavy blow to her back making her yelp.

      She turned away from her target, toward her attacker. He had a net ready in his hands. Gan Ou still leaped at him, throwing the weight of her body across the space.

      While she knew that the winds didn’t actually pick her up and carry her the last few feet, it sometimes felt as if they did.

      Her momentum along with her weight carried Gan Ou and her opponent to the ground. She heard his ribs crack and he gasped.

      Not allowing herself to think, Gan Ou tore out his throat with a sharp snap of her teeth. Then she was up and on her paws before the cursed net that the dead warrior carried drained any more power from her. She paused for a moment, shaking herself, as if she’d just come in from the rain and was trying to throw the water from her fur.

      She heard Han Su’s call in the distance. Gan Ou raced toward him.

      Crap.

      The priest had his damned bone wand out in front of him. A long pike of blue was forming, aimed directly at the heart of the bear lumbering toward him.

      Gan Ou couldn’t see Han Su’s partner anywhere. The smaller creatures sometimes had trouble keeping up during melee.

      Suddenly, a hawk launched itself at the priest’s eyes. Han Su’s partner.

      The priest jerked back, raising the spear. It cut through the air. Feathers flew.

      Han Su roared and rushed forward.

      Gan Ou had no time to tell him to pause.

      The youngster threw himself at the priest, only to be cut in two by that damned blue spear.

      However, while the priest was busy trying to defend himself from the front attacker, Gan On leaped at him from the side.

      Damn it! Where had that other warrior come from? The weight of the net on her already bruised back made her stumble.

      Io Mon quickly appeared at her side, leaping up and grabbing the net with his teeth, dragging it off of her. Someone else from her group, maybe Pan Shi, rushed at the priest again, keeping that deadly spear away from her. Gan Ou leaped away, out of the immediate area.

      Another loud howl as another Wind Person died.

      That was it. Gan Ou had had enough.

      She raced at the priest with all her might. She would swear that a wind traveled with her this time, rushing at the Bone Person and making him stagger back.

      Gan Ou didn’t try to leap directly at the priest. She swerved to his left, as if she were just going to try to knock him over. He brought the spear in that direction, while Io Mon jumped on him from the opposite side.

      Before the priest could react to the little terrier who had firmly attached itself to his thigh, Gan Ou swerved back, keeping her leap low so that she would hit the priest close to his waist.

      Others had reported that the bags that hung from the warriors belts’ sometimes contained a powerful repellant. Gan Ou got a mouthful of whatever the hell it was. Though she knocked the priest to the ground, she couldn’t take advantage of his helplessness as she was forced to back away, hacking and coughing.

      Without meaning to, Gan Ou found herself transforming back into a Wind Person. She stood alone, naked on the field.

      Just in time to see Io Mon slain, the priest using his spear to slice the little dog into two.

      Gan Ou howled loudly. She’d been partnered with Io Mon since the first fights, the pair of them snarking at each other after each battle, the black humor they shared easing their pain.

      His death hurt her more than she could say, as if the blood now dripping down the priest’s leg also stained her own soul.

      No more.

      The wind carried her words all around her group. They paused in their fighting.

      Though the battle still raged on around them, the air filled with howls and screams, Gan Ou felt as though she suddenly stood in the center of a tornado.

      Winds coursed around her, gaining strength.

      She had believed that she needed someone to teach her magic, to fill those holes that she’d only recently discovered.

      She’d been wrong.

      She hadn’t needed a teacher.

      All she’d needed was the right combination of rage and grief.

      Gan Ou pushed her winds out from around her, directly at the priest. He swung his spear from side to side, trying to cut them to shreds.

      How do you stop a wind?

      Gan Ou tried to direct the winds with her hands. That put too many thoughts behind what she was doing. The winds began to die. The priest looked directly at her and raised his spear, as if intending to throw it at her.

      Though it went against everything she knew, Gan Ou shut her eyes and reached again for the winds. She imagined them more like hands, tearing apart the stupid priest in front of her, letting her natural instincts carry her along.

      The crunch of bone made her open her eyes again. The winds had firm hold of the priest’s limbs now. They had lifted him off the ground and were stretching him apart.

      Gan Ou felt the horror flowing from those whom she fought with. Her cohort had never imagined this sort of magic before, this level of torture and pain.

      Particularly not from one of their own.

      Too bad.

      Gan Ou let her rage flow. This was for Io Mon and Han Su and all the others who had died during the battle this morning.

      This priest had it coming.

      She made a chopping motion in the air along with a sharp nod.

      The winds snapped apart.

      Limbs of the priest went flying. Blood spewed everywhere.

      Gan Ou transformed into a wolf immediately. It gave her cover. Made her indistinguishable from the other Wind People.

      Helped her tag the scent of the next priest.

      Because killing a single priest wouldn’t win this battle.

      No, Gan Ou was determined now to kill them all.
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      By the end of the battle that day, Gan Ou had managed to kill six priests. She’d had to change form frequently as the warriors had started focusing on stopping any large gray wolves that they spotted, then any hyenas, then mountain cats.

      Gan Ou could only imagine the terror she’d finally struck in the hearts of the Bone People, how they were being slaughtered not just by the wind, but by a naked old woman, the antithesis of everything they believed in.

      In the makeshift camp the Wind People formed after the fighting was finished, Gan Ou stayed with the few survivors of her cohort, the youngsters bringing her food and water, bathing her wounds, letting her rest while they did the work.

      It wasn’t long before a messenger showed up at her campfire.

      “The elders would speak with you,” she said, bowing her head differentially.

      Gan Ou nearly told her to go stuff herself. Of course, now the elders wanted to talk with her.

      Would they listen?

      Grumbling, Gan Ou pushed herself up, every single muscle in her body complaining. Gods, she was too old for this. She adjusted the simple robe she wore, belting it tighter around her waist. The cold dirt under her bare feet supported her, helping her to stiffen her spine.

      “Go on,” Gan Ou said, gesturing for the messenger to lead the way.

      It surprised her when the other members of her cohort fell in behind her. She missed Io Mon, missed the joke he would have cracked about how they might as well all march off together to face their doom.

      The messenger led them along a winding path, passing by dozens of other campfires. Gan Ou felt her muscles starting to loosen up as she walked. She wasn’t ready to fight again, not yet. Not until after a good night’s sleep. Still, the cool air helped wake her.

      She ignored the whispers that lifted into the air at each fire as she passed. Let them talk. At least she had done something about those damned priests today. Even if it felt like too little, too late.

      While most of the Wind People on the field had merely fires and would sleep on the ground tonight, generally in some sort of animal form, the elders had a fine tent set up for themselves, protecting them from the night and the cold. Even in the dark, it shone with a white light. Gan Ou understood that it was a symbol as much as anything else, showing the status of the elders.

      Still made her grumble.

      Two guards stood just outside the tent. While they allowed her to pass, they stopped the rest of her cohort.

      Gan Ou paused, looking over her shoulder at them.

      “I will be back soon,” she promised.

      Because the techniques she’d learned to kill the Bone People would be just as effective against the elders, when it came down to it.
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      The tent was warm. Gan Ou felt her shoulders relaxing automatically in the welcome heat. The space itself was probably twenty-five feet square, more than big enough for her entire group to rest together out of the cold of the night.

      Not that they would ever be invited in.

      Oil lamps hung from the ceiling, carried there by some poor Wind Person who had been kept away from the battle. The white fabric of the tent also gave off its own glow, some fancy magic that Gan Ou wouldn’t have minded learning someday.

      The air smelled of fur and too many bodies gone too long without bathing. Gan Ou suspected she probably didn’t smell like a rose herself. Wooden benches were arrayed in a half-circle in the center of the tent, facing the front entrance, as though the elders were still holding audience, settling farmer disputes. Cots lined the edges of the space, heaped high with comfortable bedding that just made Gan Ou grind her teeth harder. A small fire burned in the very center of the tent, the smoke magically directed straight up, out a small hole in the ceiling.

      It appeared that all the elders had survived the latest battle.

      Good for them.

      Gan Ou planted herself in front of the group, glaring at them, daring them to do their worst.

      She’d seen more awful things, done more terrible things, than any of these children.

      “Welcome, Gan Ou,” Hi Lop said, greeting her. The elder still had an air of serenity about her, her short brown hair shot through with gray, wearing a simple brown shirt and long black skirt that made her look even more common, unlike the rest of the posers on the council. “We have heard about your many feats this day. We would have you tell us them, rather than hear anymore second hand.”

      Gan Ou sniffed at them in distain. At least they’d asked.

      Before she could start, a quiet wind blew between the elders. Wind speak, she knew, directed at each other, leaving her out.

      One of the elders, a taller man whose hair was as gray as her own, rose. He carried a small bench from the side and placed it on her side of the fire. “Please, sit,” he instructed before he scurried back to his side.

      Huh. At least they had some clue about what Gan Ou had done that day, and possibly how tired she was from doing such incredible magic.

      Gan Ou gratefully sat down, acknowledging the privilege of being allowed to speak before the elders while seated with a bow of her head.

      “I lost someone today,” she started off with. “No, I lost too many good people today. The direction to attack the priests was correct, but it came at such a high cost, as they are well defended.” Gan Ou took a deep breath. “The grief and the rage—it was all too much. I called up the winds that I knew lived deep inside me. And they answered me for the first time.”

      Hi Lop nodded. “We all have lost far too many people,” she said quietly. “And we cannot all become great heroes, the new legends of our time. Do you think, though, that you might be able to teach others to call the winds?”

      Gan Ou shrugged. She’d been thinking about that earlier, when she’d finally rested enough that she could form thoughts and perhaps even full sentences again. “I can try,” she said. “When I went through the wall formed by the Bone People, I felt the hole where the winds lived.” She paused, trying to sort out her tired thoughts. “I think, I think only the others who feel such a hole can be taught. Should even try.”

      Hi Lop nodded, then gave her a sly grin. “In other words, we shouldn’t waste your time by making you try to teach everyone.”

      Gan Ou couldn’t help but give a tired snort of laughter. “Yes, exactly. It isn’t the ones who want it who will be able to learn. It’s only those who can find the place where the magic should go.” She couldn’t help but yawn, though she tried to contain it.

      “Rest,” Hi Lop said. “In the morning, we will begin.”

      Gan Ou paused before she pushed herself up. She knew she’d been dismissed. But she still had to ask.

      “Did it make a difference?” Gan Ou said. “Did we win, finally?”

      Hi Lop paused, then cautiously nodded. “We did. We held the field. But as you said, at such a cost.”

      Gan Ou sighed, then rose, and tottered out of the tent. Two of her cohort stepped forward immediately, grasping her arms, helping her limp away.

      “What did they want?” Pan Su asked in a quiet whisper.

      “They want me to teach,” Gan Ou said. “Help the Wind People find their winds.”

      It was a terrible duty. Gan Ou recognized that she would be responsible for killing so many of the Bone People now, not necessarily directly but indirectly.

      She would be one of the few who could do it. Before the war had started, she was one of the very few of the Wind People who’d killed another person, though it had been so long ago and resulted in her banishment.

      In the end, her guilt over causing so many deaths would be worth it.

      Or at least that was what she told herself. She hadn’t come back from her banishment just to lose her home.
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      Gan Ou started the next morning. Fifty people were to be her first students.

      It surprised her that the elder Ru Jing, the boy she’d fought over and had killed for so long ago, was one of them.

      Or maybe he’d just come to watch over her, sent by the elders. He still looked at her sourly. Much of his handsomeness had been stolen by time, giving him more of a grim look. Or maybe that had just been the war.

      Clouds covered the sky that morning and fog misted the ground, making the world seem softer, wrapped in gray blankets. It would burn off soon enough, and Gan Ou would have to face the searing light of day. The elders had let Gan Ou know that she had two days in which to teach other Wind People everything she could. This was only the first group of students. She’d have others later that afternoon.

      And hopefully by then, more teachers to help spread her lessons.

      Luckily, her students that morning had all listened to the elders. They all claimed to feel the same hole that she’d felt.

      Gan Ou didn’t bother explaining that the winds she’d found hadn’t completely filled that space. There was more she could do, would do, once circumstances forced her hand.

      While not good at giving speeches, Gan Ou found she could still speak well enough from the heart, directing those who listened to find their rage and grief.

      The winds listened to their hearts, not their words.

      Maybe one in ten could manage the sorts of winds necessary to kill someone. However, most of those she taught could raise some wind, though frequently it wouldn’t be useful for anything other than sweeping the floor or blowing leaves out of a house. Ru Jing was one of the latter, which gave Gan Ou a petty thrill.

      She’d ended the second day with twenty-four who could direct serious winds, though none of them appeared to have her strength. Maybe it would come with battle. Or maybe it would only come with stubborn age.

      The elders devised plans for how to deploy the Wind mages—not a term that Gan Ou had invented, but one she accepted.

      While Gan Ou taught, others experimented. Could they take on a partial animal form like Lan Gi had in the myths? Could the winds carry news from far away? What else could they do with the winds, what other magic might they acquire?

      And would any of it be enough to turn the tide and finally push the Bone People back?
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      The elders had wisely decided that they would not be able to hide these new abilities from the Bone People. They couldn’t depend on surprise in their plans.

      The two armies met on the same field. That hadn’t happened often—generally the Bone People would take the field, pushing the Wind People back. No grass remained in the field, just cold mud that would stick in her paws. The clouds had disappeared, leaving the day clear and bright, as if this was just another almost-spring day. It didn’t feel appropriate for the work ahead, but Gan Ou knew she couldn’t change the weather with her new powers, as much as she might like.

      While the Wind People had come up with new tactics, the elders had warned that the Bone People were sure to have developed new attacks themselves, and to be on the lookout for such things.

      One of the elders had postulated that magic begat magic. As the Wind People found their magic, and brought more of it to the field, the Bone People would be able to do the same. Possibly this was why the Wind People had allowed the magic to flow away from them, as the need for doing terrible things had diminished.

      None of the Wind People stayed in human form. They planned on transforming once they got into place.

      Gan Ou was in her favorite wolf form. There were too many wolves and bears for the Bone People to be able to target her that day. Many had voluntarily taken the same form to help provide cover, which warmed her heart as well as made her feel slightly uncomfortable with all the attention.

      Great winds suddenly howled across the open space between the two armies, pushing at the line of Bone People, then carrying back the scent of their fear.

      Good.

      Gan Ou growled deeply in her chest. So did those standing around her. A solid wall of animal noises spread across the open, muddy field, guaranteed to raise the hackles of all those who heard.

      Some signal that Gan Ou missed sent the two armies surging forward.

      This time, the Wind People split into several smaller groups just before they engaged the enemy, shrinking down to much smaller animals. They dove behind the enemy line, pushing back as far as they could on their initial run before transforming again, growing in size, regaining their teeth and claws.

      The priests, as predicted, had stayed further behind this time. They knew they were now targets.

      Gan Ou had discovered that she needed to see the person she was sending her winds against. She couldn’t just find the scent of a priest and attack him. Like the other Wind mages, she frequently conjured false winds, blowing this way and that, to confuse the priests and to drive fear into the hearts of their warriors.

      When Gan Ou finally spotted her first prey, she sent her warriors forward to distract him before she picked him up with her winds.

      That was when she discovered the new attack of the Bone priests.

      Large bones, each wider than the width of her palm, suddenly pushed their way out of the earth. They curved as they shot up, surrounding her. The edges were razor sharp and sliced the side of her leg. The bones grew fast and tall, far above her head, and formed a perfect sphere, trapping her inside. She instantly felt tired, her magic being sapped from her.

      The cage started growing smaller. It would cut her to ribbons quickly if she didn’t get out.

      Gan Ou’s winds could tear apart the cage, or she could use them to tear apart the priest.

      She chose the damned priest.

      He was a scrawny man, tough and wiry. His look of triumph made her even angrier.

      Stupid priest was not about to win.

      He wore stronger bone armor than what Gan Ou had encountered before, her winds slipping off when she tried grabbing his arms or legs.

      Damn it! She had to kill him. Quickly before her prison killed her. The bones surrounding her were mere inches from touching her.

      Gan Ou wrapped one wind around the priest’s body, holding him still. Then she formed hands out of a second, grabbing hold of his head.

      Then she gave a quick snap, forcing the two winds into opposite directions abruptly.

      The head of the priest suddenly lolled to the side. The body dropped like a sack of bones.

      The bones containing her stopped shrinking.

      Gan Ou found herself shaking. Damn it. That had been too close.

      She sent the words duck down! before she sent her winds to smash the structure. Pieces of sharp bone flew everywhere, slicing everything they encountered.

      Tiny shards imbedded themselves in her skin, pinpricks of fire everywhere. She quickly transformed herself back into a wolf, pushing the slivers out of her skin as fur grew there instead.

      She’d have to find another way to destroy the cursed bone prisons.

      Next time.
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      By the end of the day, the Wind People had firmly taken the field, pushing the Bone People back. Only two of the Wind magicians had been slain, though all had been injured to a greater or lesser extent.

      It was their first decisive victory.

      Celebrations sprang up at many of the individual campfires across the plain, people laughing and dancing as they celebrated.

      Still others took the time to more properly mourn, allowing themselves to feel the sorrow they’d kept bottled up.

      Other magics had been discovered in the face of the battle that day, not just stronger winds but calling the leaves and twigs as well, forming clouds of dust to envelop the priests.

      Gan Ou understood that this was just a start. Merely winning a battle didn’t mean that they’d won the war. The Bone People had more tricks up their sleeve.

      More of her people were going to die.

      It was up to her to make damned sure that more of the Bone People did as well.

      How her people would recover from the war, how they would bottle up such terrible deeds, would be up to the elders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Stone

        

      

    

    
      Noalanon slowly came back to zirself. Ze recognized that time had passed. How much, ze wasn’t certain.

      But morning had come and ze was sitting at the table with Jolapen and their three children, Kalepef, Turkastein, and Mathigorn. They were all eating their minerals. A bowl sat in front of zir. Ze had been slowly feeding zirself. The children were all dressed, ready for school, while Jolapen had on one of zir nicer work shirts. Noalanon sat looking at the quiet comfort of home as ze felt zir soul settle in.

      With a start, Noalanon stared at the children. When had they gotten so big? How much time had ze passed in dreams? Mathigorn, the youngest, had always been seven going on seventeen. But the twins, too, seemed to hold themselves with a maturity ze hadn’t seen before.

      Even though Noalanon could see that they sat together at the table in the front room, the polished stone cold under zir palms, the light over the table golden and warm, there was still a wall of glass between zir and the world. The words of the twins came through distorted, as if they spoke underwater.

      Noalanon turned zir head to look at Jolapen. Ah, zir mate. Ze felt…something tugging at zir. Some undercurrent, beneath the glass.

      Jolapen turned zir focus away from their youngest, Mathigorn, to Noalanon, their eyes meeting.

      When had Jolapen gone so pale? Zir skin used to be a dark gray color, like wet slate. Now, it almost had a powdery coating to it, as though it had been covered in fine ashes. Like ze had aged too, grown brittle and old.

      “Noalanon?” Jolapen said.

      Noalanon read the words on zir lips rather than heard them with zir ears. Ze blinked. Ze found ze could do that. Ze then nodded. There. Ze could do that as well. There was still too big of a gap to reach across for zir to form words, though.

      The children had grown still as stones, as if they were frightened. Noalanon wanted to reassure them, but that barrier was too solid.

      “Oh, thank the gods,” Jolapen said. Ze slid zir hand over the table and wrapped it around Noalanon’s cold hand. “I knew you were still there.”

      Or at least that was what Noalanon thought ze said. The words were still hard to hear.

      “Warm up your Mana!” Jolapen directed.

      Suddenly, the children all pressed against Noalanon. The sudden warmth surprised zir.

      Why was ze so cold? Ze reached for zir own internal controls. Surely ze could warm zirself.

      Why were they so hard to reach? How could they be broken? Did ze need to see a healer? Have someone prescribe a different combination of minerals?

      Noalanon let the external world disappear as ze focused on zirself. Something was wrong with zir.

      Time passed. Noalanon found zirself drifting again.

      No, wait. Ze had something to do.

      Again, ze focused on zir internal temperature. Ze wasn’t cold. Ze couldn’t be cold. All ze had to do was to raise zir own internal temperature.

      There. That was how.

      It was as if ze had forgotten. As if the barrier had come between zir and zirself.

      Noalanon found zirself taking a deep breath, feeling zir lungs expand, as if ze hadn’t breathed good air in a long, long time. Warmth slowly radiated from zir core, warming zir extremities. Ze blinked, and found zirself looking out of zir eyes again.

      “Noalanon?”

      Ze sat on the couch in the living room with Jolapen. Zir mate held zir hand.

      Noalanon nodded. The wall of glass had thinned considerably since the last time, since breakfast…that morning? Some other morning? Ze still didn’t know how much time had passed.

      Jolapen’s voice was almost normal. The world had mostly returned. The couch softly supported zir, and ze could smell the bright yellow daffodils that stood in a vase on the low table in front of them.

      They were zir favorite flower. Jolapen must have gotten them for zir.

      Noalanon cleared zir throat. It had been a while since ze had spoken, ze could tell that.

      “What…what happened?” Noalanon said, forcing the words out. Zir voice was harsh and broken, rough rocks grating together.

      Jolapen’s eyes grew wide. “You’re here!” ze exclaimed. “You’re really here!”

      Noalanon wasn’t sure what Jolapen meant by that. But ze nodded.

      Tears formed in Jolapen’s eyes. Noalanon reached up and brushed
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