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      Today, Britt thought, I become a falconer.

      Trotting easily, she headed north for the cliffs that jutted toward the sky. She only needed an egg. The rest would follow.

      Pale sunlight reflected off the snow, creating a glittering landscape. Beneath the snow banks, water trickled, the beginnings of a warm spring thaw. This far north, the sun would set just an hour or two after midday. By evening everything would refreeze.

      She reveled in the white world. It was her first day out alone since winter had locked them in their cabin four months ago. She adjusted the rope on her shoulder and at her waist; she patted the pouch of goose down—the soft under-feathers of geese that would cushion the egg. Excitement filled her; she was ready.

      From overhead, a falcon shrieked. She glanced up and recognized the huge white wings of the gyrfalcon pair that nested on the cliffs. They were hunting.

      Exultant, she thought, Today’s the day.

      Britt picked up her pace and ten minutes later clambered over rough boulders to reach the base of the cliff. The cliff face was broken, with clumps of boulders scattering the ground, rock that had split off because of water freezing and thawing. She saw no paths upward which meant she’d have to climb. Gulping, she bounced on her toes, studying the cliff face and picking out the easiest route. I can do this. Just take it slow and easy, she told herself.

      She started up, grabbing a large rock and pulling herself level, before bending a leg to step up to a small ledge. Handhold by handhold, she scrambled upward, her arms and legs burning with the effort. At last, she heaved herself onto the wider ledge. She sat, legs dangling, content to rest for a moment.

      To the east, the vast tundra stretched toward the horizon, flat and endless. North lay massive Charon Mountains, including Mount K’Athma, the tallest mountain in the Heartland. To the south and west lay rolling hills, that would eventually give way to the great Pohjan Forest. Surely, she thought, the Heartland can’t get any lovelier. Or lonelier. Her home wasn’t far, hidden in a valley, protected from the north winds.

      Turning, she looped her rope around a boulder and dropped the rope down the cliff. She didn’t expect problems, but the rope was there in case she needed a fast escape.

      Last year, when she was just ten, her father had forbidden her to search for the gyrfalcon nest. But he had said nothing this year. Britt grinned. Oh, she knew he’d likely say the same things. The gyrfalcons are vicious birds of prey, he’d say. Their claws can pierce and crush a fox’s skull. It’s too risky.

      But Britt wanted to be a falconer, to raise and train a magnificent bird, to have the chance at a deep friendship that would fill the lonely days. And that meant she needed a chick. Her falcon—when she finally got one — would be able to hunt despite the winter snows so there was always stew for their table. After four months of winter, she was sick of the turnip soup that her mother made daily. A rich rabbit stew sounded like a rare treat.

      The nesting ledge lay four feet above the main ledge. Britt stood on tiptoe to peer over the jumble of sticks that made the nest. She caught her breath with delight.

      Mottled and brownish-gold, three eggs rested on the sticks. Good. She only needed one which left the gyrfalcons with two chicks. It’d take all their time to keep those two fed.

      A gyrfalcon screamed a warning.

      Britt glanced toward the skies. The gyrfalcons flapped hard, racing toward her, shrieking their anger.

      Britt’s stomach twisted; they’d spotted her faster than she’d expected. Here on the open ledge, she was vulnerable. Her heart drummed at the risk she was taking. Quickly, she placed her palms on the ledge and heaved herself up. Nothing could stop her from getting her lovely egg.

      The gyrfalcons’ wings spread at least four feet from wingtip to wingtip. In unison, they snapped their wings closed against their sides and dove.

      She grabbed the closest egg and shoved it into the pouch with goose down to protect it. Jerking the cords tight around the egg, Jubilant, Britt leapt from the ledge and darted to the cliff’s edge. She found the rope and started slithering down so fast that the rope almost burned her hands even through her thick gloves.

      One bird dove at her, his wings beating, and she almost lost her grip on the rope. Then, she was at the rope’s end, and she dangled ten feet above the ground. The gyrfalcon came around again, talons snatching at her winter coat. She dropped to the ground and absorbed the fall with a roll. The gyrfalcon spiraled upward.

      Afraid that it would dive at her again, Britt darted away from the cliff, staying low, dodging between boulders and then among trees, expecting talons to strike her at any moment. Finally, gasping for breath, she stopped and looked back at the nest.One bird sat on the nest while the other patrolled the air nearby, making short, angry sweeps in front of the cliff.

      Britt squatted and breathed deeply, relief flooding through her. Her only regret was losing the rope, but they had plenty of spares.

      She scolded herself. Her father was right: stealing a gyrfalcon egg was foolish. She could’ve been hurt badly.

      But then she grinned and pulled the egg from the pouch to study it. It was about the size of a regular chicken egg. She’d been half afraid it would break when she rolled, but the bumpy surface was unbroken. Delighted, she studied it, thrilled with its size and color.

      Oval, full of life—the egg was a beginning, a new start, and it whispered a hope of something to fill the days besides her lessons and her chores, the hope for a companion, a friend, to share the long, lonely days. The egg promised so much joy and life.

      Elated, she imagined the delight of watching her falcon hatch and grow. There would be many exciting days ahead. She was glad she'd made the effort to get an egg this year.

      She’d have to work hard the next few years to properly train and bond with the bird. The prospect filled her with a deep contentment. Her parents and grandfather had to see this egg. For safekeeping and warmth, she pulled the pouch’s cords over her head and tucked it beneath her shirt. She rose and trotted toward home.

      At the cabin’s clearing, though, she slowed. They had visitors. Pack animals—a donkey and two mules—were tied to their front porch. Backpacks lay on the porch. A shiver of delight went down her spine. Visitors. That meant people, good food, and stories. People!

      Something prickled at her though. People also meant that it was hard to keep secrets. She made sure her egg was hidden beneath her shirt where strangers wouldn’t see it.

      Eagerly, Britt pushed open the door and stepped inside, a wave of warmth hitting her. She shoved back the wolf-fur hood and blinked to adjust to the dark interior. Home, she thought is where your happiness lived and there was a lot of happy memories in this cabin.

      From the fireplace, a tall figure turned around. He was white-haired, but young, perhaps fifteen or sixteen. His skin was pale, a frosty white. Piercing blue eyes stared at her. An albino.

      Her excitement turned to ice: he was a Zendi warrior.
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      2 years later.

      “Tatty Mog, what’s wrong?” Britt asked.

      The gyrfalcon swooped down and landed on Brittney Eldras’s arm. A fierce admiration struck Britt afresh. Tatty Mog was a gyrfalcon, of all the falcons used for hunting the most beautiful. Black crescent-shaped dots marched in neat rows across her white feathers like hundreds of small moons orbiting beauty. Somehow, the beauty complemented her wild nature, like when her hooked beak ripped apart a mouse in a single motion and the movement was as graceful as a dancer. The stunning five-foot wingspan dwarfed Britt, whose arm often ached with the effort of holding the full-grown falcon. Yet, hold her she did. Because Tatty Mog and Britt belonged together.

      Their hunt had been successful, and two rabbits hung at Britt’s belt, all they needed for several days. After the second rabbit, Britt had let Tatty Mog fly farther afield. The gyrfalcon had been circling when she suddenly dove back to Britt.

      Tatty Mog was Britt’s eye-in-the-sky. When the gyrfalcon warned Britt to be ready for something, she always paid attention.

      Frustration clogged Britt’s throat, making her cough. She wanted to understand the gyrfalcon, to know what was wrong without having to guess. Of course, that was impossible. At least, they worked together well and understood each other for simple things. She didn’t know what else to do, so she turned back toward home. Though it was early afternoon, the winter sun barely glowed on the horizon. This far north, a dark gloom filled the days until the sun returned.

      Tatty Mog used her beak to pull at Britt’s hood.

      She nodded. “Yes, I’m hurrying.”

      Britt cast off Tatty Mog, so she could walk faster through the deep snow faster.

      A muffled call echoed ahead: “Britt! Child, where are you?”

      Britt huffed in exasperation. When would Granfa realize she was thirteen and not a child?

      “Britt!”

      Tatty Mog must’ve been warning her that Granfa was coming to Find her. He was a Wayfinder. A Wayfinder could locate anything: a lost ring, the way home, a blue dress in the marketplace, or a lost child. They could Find their way through the darkest night without stumbling on the smallest obstacle. No matter where she played as a child, Granfa found her. Hunting with Tatty Mog, she never knew when he might turn up.

      Relieved it wasn’t something worse, she watched Granfa struggle through the snow. His white fur suit swallowed him. Once tall and strong, the years had left him skinny and bowed over.

      Tatty Mog swooped overhead. Automatically, Britt raised her left arm, and the gyrfalcon landed; she hated to be left out of anything.

      “Britt!”

      Granfa’s gruff voice made Britt turn back to him.

      “What?” she called back.

      “The Bell is silent.” His face looked crumpled, like a dried, wrinkled mushroom.

      “What?”

      Granfa didn’t answer. He turned toward the southwest and flung back his furred hood. The f’har, the stiff north wind, parted his hair in the back and blew it forward covering his face in a screen of thick white hair.

      He tucked the hair behind his large ears, then cupped gloved hands behind them, as if funneling sounds into his ears helped. For the last few years, his hearing had gotten worse until simple conversations were difficult.

      “Do you hear it?” Granfa asked. “Do you?”

      Britt tilted her head to see Tatty Mog’s dark eyes and shrugged. The bird shifted her feet uneasily, echoing Britt’s frustration with Granfa.

      “Hear what?” she asked.

      “The Finder’s Bell. All these years I’ve been gone from G’il Rim, but I’ve always known how to get home again. Just follow the ringing from the Finder’s Bell. But now?” Wind dashed away the old man’s tears.

      The Finder’s Bell sat in the midst of the city of G’il Rim. A few Wayfinders were stationed in every city throughout the Heartland. Tradition said only Wayfinders heard it.

      “I need your help,” Granfa said, “to get to G’il Rim.”

      “Now?” Britt missed her mom and dad at times like this. They’d know how to deal with Granfa. But they’d died last year in an avalanche. It was just Granfa and Britt now. And Tatty Mog.

      “I must go.” He nodded emphatically.

      “Granfa, you can’t go off on a quest now. Lady Kala is long gone. Even Lady Marj is gone. You can’t walk that far alone.”

      Granfa pulled up his hood and limped toward her.

      Britt worried: his bad knee must hurt after walking so far to find her. When they got back to the cabin, she’d steam him a towel to wrap around it. That should calm him, too.

      Britt sighed again. He missed his loyal companions the Tazi hounds, a breed of royal and telepathic dogs. The hound called Lady Kala had accompanied him on his journeys long ago when he was the Wayfinder to the Prince of the Heartland. Lady Marj was her daughter.

      Granfa clutched her shoulders and leaned his forehead against hers. Britt drew back to cast off Tatty Mog. But Granfa pulled her back so their foreheads touched. Britt pushed at his shoulders, but he held her firm.

      Around them the f’har blasted harder so that she barely understood his words. “Then you must go.”

      He straightened and then put his thumb on Britt’s chin and his index finger on her forehead. He closed his eyes.

      Suddenly, Britt saw a vision of a bleak plain upon which boulders danced with the wind. She heard a single deep toll of a bell. Deep inside, something stirred; she needed to move closer to the bell. Britt twisted away from Granfa.

      “What have you done?” she yelled into the wind.

      Overhead, Tatty Mog echoed her cry.

      Granfa shrank into his hood.

      Britt took a step, and then another, pulled or compelled to go south. She held up her hands to Granfa, mutely asking for help.

      When he looked up, his forehead was as wrinkled as his leathery cheek. He wouldn’t meet her gaze.

      Britt demanded, “What have you done?”

      “I’ve given you a Finding for the Finder’s Bell.”
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      The Finder’s Bell rang in her mind, like a heartbeat that couldn’t be silenced. Why, she wondered, did she hear it when Granfa didn’t?

      Back at the cabin, Britt settled Tatty Mog onto her perch in the loft. She liked resting there in the shadows where she monitored the family’s comings and goings. If something interesting happened, Tatty Mog flew down, always in the thick of things.

      Coming down the ladder from the loft, Britt studied Granfa. He’d pulled off his boots and sank into his leather chair beside the fire, his feet propped on a stool, the soft firelight giving him a younger look.

      Britt sat in a straight-backed chair beside him and leaned forward, concentrating to keep a quaver out of her voice. “I’m not a Wayfinder. Why’d you give me a Finding?”

      Granfa shrank away from the accusation in her voice and sighed. “I promised your mother I wouldn’t train you to be a Wayfinder. But I didn’t know. How could I know?”

      “Know what?”

      “You must Find the Bell.”

      She knelt in front of Granfa and cradled his bony hands in hers. The Finding tried to pull her up and to the door, but she stayed kneeling. Her lip trembled; she bit it to maintain control. “Explain it to me.”

      Granfa’s eyes had never been sharp, and now, they were rheumy with tears. “I knew when you were really small—you had a knack of keeping track of Amber’s knitting—that you had some talent for Wayfinding.”

      Amber, her mother, had always insisted on being called by her first name, not Mother or anything close to that. Britt never understood why Amber hated Wayfinding. No one was born into the Wayfinder’s Guild; they came to it because of a natural skill that was then nurtured and developed. Sometimes there were other Wayfinders in the family and sometimes not.

      She shook her head in confusion. “No.”

      “Yes, you have talent.” Sighing, Granfa ran a hand through his hair again. “In G’il Rim, it would’ve been an honor to be trained as a Wayfinder. But Amber?”

      He didn’t have to say more because Britt understood. She well remembered Amber’s constant grumbling at Granfa. “Wayfinding isn’t natural.”

      Amber hated those times when Granfa stopped and turned to the southwest with a dreamy look.

      “It’s the Finder’s Bell,” he had told Amber calmly. “It calls me.”

      Odd, Britt thought, that the Finder’s Bell was silent now for everyone else. It had to be the Zendi.

      Britt had grown up hearing stories of Granfa’s home in the desert city of G’il Rim, a mysterious place of sand and heat, with little or no water. Long before Britt was born, there were stories of the fierce Zendi, warriors who came up from the southern desert to raid G’il Rim and other Heartland cities. Granfa had ignored all those stories. After all, the Finder’s Bell still rang.

      But four years ago, when Britt was still a young girl, the Zendi spilled over the G’il Bab Mountains and into the fertile plains of the Heartland, seeking crops to feed their people in the midst of a drought. It was a short war because the Zendi were vicious and brutal.

      Briefly, she thought of the Zendi warrior who had visited them two years ago. The memory made her shiver with revulsion.

      After the Zendi defeated the Heartland forces, most Zendi went back over the G’il Bab Mountains, content to rule from a distance with G’il Rim as their base of operations. As tribute, the Zendi demanded yearly wagonloads of grain, upon threat of another invasion. They also controlled all other commerce, slowly bleeding away the Heartland’s wealth. Zendi warriors patrolled all the major cities to enforce their rule and to make sure the tribute was delivered.

      But still, the Finder’s Bell rang.

      After all the upheaval of the Zendi conquest was over, Granfa and her parents were untouched in their mountain valley. True, they bought flour, sugar, and herbs from the traveling peddlers each summer, but mostly they lived on what they harvested from the surrounding mountains. The peddler’s news of Zendi warriors frightened Britt, but it didn’t touch her daily life. To earn a bit of coin, their family led guided hunts of norther-beasts for noblemen, and now those hunts sometimes included a Zendi warrior. But overall, the fact that the Zendi controlled the Heartland had little effect on their isolated way of life.

      Granfa was always content because the Finder’s Bell still rang.

      Granfa looked up from the firelight and met Britt’s eyes. “You’re a Wayfinder.”

      She met his gaze and said calmly, “I hear it ringing.”

      Granfa’s eyes lit up. “It’s a true Finding then. I don’t know how well you can do it, yet, but you must be trained. Now. This winter. I trust you with this great task: by spring, you must be ready to go and Find the Bell. No delays.”

      Tatty Mog cried, “Kak! Kak! Kak!”

      Without looking, Britt scolded, “Go to sleep!” But Tatty Mog wouldn’t settle down until they all did.

      Britt pulled her mother’s sweater to her nose and inhaled the spruce scent. She didn’t know if she was excited or scared. Amber would’ve forbidden any Wayfinding, even now with Granfa so upset. Britt dropped the sweater. Even if she did learn Wayfinding, she wouldn’t go and Find the Bell because she couldn’t leave Granfa here alone. Besides, one person couldn’t change anything, especially not her. She was a nobody. She’d leave it to the  real Wayfinders to sort out. Surely, someone else had a Finding as strong as hers.

      Granfa often talked of his years as a working Wayfinder. He’d traveled the length and breadth of the Heartland before he had come north with King Reynard. They’d been asked to help a Pohjan Forest tribe to Find and destroy a killer wolf. The tribe lived peacefully with most of the wildlife, but this wolf had somehow learned to kill just for sport. Glarice had been the best Pohjan guide available. Not that Granfa had needed a guide to lead him to the wolf: the Finding did that. Instead, Glarice helped him understand the forest. She set up and struck camp, hunted for their meals and kept him from eating poisonous fungus.

      When King Reynard returned to G’il Dan, Granfa stayed with the Pohjan. He’d found his life-mate in the shy Glarice. They found a deserted cabin which they repaired and refurbished for their needs and raised a son here on this mountain. Later, when Elijah went looking for a wife, Granfa had approved of Amber despite her objections to Wayfinding.

      Amber, Glarice, and even Elijah were Northerners; their allegiance was to their birthplace, this isolated region of the Heartland. But Granfa was a true Heartlander. Britt’s earliest memories of him were bedtime stories he told about the Heartland. Though she knew it bothered her mother, Britt was enthralled by Granfa’s stories of the land to the south and west. Slowly, secretly, Britt joined Granfa in devotion to the Heartland: she longed to explore every city, every valley, every mountain, every harbor.

      The Finder’s Bell was far, far away, and she shouldn’t care. But Granfa was distraught: the Bell shouldn’t be silent. Spring, and a decision about what to do, was far away. There was one decision she could make now though.

      Shyly, she said, “Please, teach me Wayfinding.”

      A grin lit up Granfa’s face. “Yes. Finally.”

      Britt’s heart hammered: she was going to learn Wayfinding. Maybe she was going to G’il Rim.
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      Wayfinding was harder than Britt had expected. The lessons began the next morning.

      “Of course,” Granfa explained, “if you were learning Wayfinding in G’il Rim, your first task would be to Find the Finder’s Bell. Traditionally, the first thing apprentices learn is to Find their way home. But since the Bell is so far away, you can’t do that. So, we’ll start with some small tasks instead.”

      Britt shook her head. “I don’t know how to Find anything.”

      “Don’t worry. The best way to learn is by doing,” Granfa said. “Before you woke, I hid our breakfast dishes. Find them.”

      Amber, an accomplished potter, had made all their dishes. Britt stared blankly at Granfa.

      He sighed. “Close your eyes. Remember your mother at her potter’s wheel. Think of her hands shaping the clay.”

      A wave of longing came over her and Britt realized how much she missed her mother. She closed her eyes and remembered her mother singing along with the whirr of the pottery wheel. It was punctuated by gentle thumping as Amber kicked the heavy flywheel to keep it spinning. Spruce and potter’s clay, that’s what Amber always smelled like.

      For her mother’s sake, Britt asked again, “Are you sure I should learn this?”

      “You must Find the Bell!”

      Britt quickly agreed before Granfa got upset. She concentrated on finding the pottery plates. Surprised, she realized there was a pull, a slight tug upward. But that was all. She climbed the ladder to the loft and stood beside Tatty Mog’s perch. The gyrfalcon eyed her but was silent.

      Britt pictured Amber taking a plate out of the kiln and lifting it up to show her. The image pulled her toward the back wall where Britt bent and moved a wooden chest.

      “Here!” She grinned and held aloft two blue-glazed plates. The thrill of a successful Finding spread inside her. The world beyond her mountains wasn’t a wilderness to her any longer. Instead, there were paths through it, Findings to pull her here or there.

      Granfa grinned back and gave her the traditional praise, “Good Finding!”

      After that, he set other easy Finding tasks for her. Sometimes, a memory triggered a Finding.

      “But don’t rely on memory,” Granfa warned. “You must be able to Find anything. Often, it will be something you’ve never seen or touched before. Instead, hold the object in your mind and wait for the pull of the Finding to take you.”

      Within two days, she Found anything hidden in the cabin. But her increasing skill in Wayfinding made her guilty. That night, she pulled out Amber’s knitting basket and tried to knit a row, then purl a row. It was such a mess that she was glad when Tatty Mog swooped down from the rafters and carried off her ball of red yarn. Falconry and Wayfinding were more fun than knitting.

      On the third day, when she easily Found the blue pottery cups under Granfa’s bed, he said, “You need harder tasks.”

      He made Britt stay in the cabin while he limped outside with Tatty Mog.

      After a few minutes Granfa knocked on the cabin door. “Come out.”

      She picked up her falconer’s bag, opened the door, then whisked it shut to keep in the warm air. Granfa hunched over and lowered himself to sit on the porch. Breathing hard, his breath clouded in front of his face in a rapid succession of puffs.

      Worried, Britt cried, “You’re tired!”

      But that wasn’t right. Her heart suddenly thumped in her ear. He looked old. And tired.

      She scanned the tall spruces that protected their cabin from the f’har. “Where’s Tatty Mog?”

      “Gone.”

      “What?” Britt’s jaw hardened, holding the panic in check. “Gone where?”

      “I let her fly away.”

      “She’ll go wild!” Since Britt had stolen Tatty Mog’s egg from her eyrie and watched her hatch, she’d never let the bird fly out of sight. Maybe falconers came to trust their birds, but fear had always held Britt back. She needed Tatty Mog.

      Last winter during a storm, Lady Marj, his Tazi dog, had telepathically told Granfa that an avalanche was coming. Granfa lost contact with her. They could do nothing in the storm. When it calmed some in the morning, Granfa risked a search. He’d only been gone a few minutes when the wind picked up again, and soon the snow was so thick that it blinded Britt just to step onto the porch of their cabin. Huddled inside the snug cabin, Tatty Mog perched in her lap, her head hidden under her wing. Tatty Mog had been the only other thing that Britt was sure was still alive in the blizzard.

      At first, Britt stroked Tatty Mog’s feathers and murmured her worries. As the day wore on and night came and still, no one came back, she cried her despair into Tatty Mog’s ears, not knowing if the gyrfalcon understood, but grateful for the bird’s warm body. All night, Tatty Mog helped her cling to hope.

      The next morning, Granfa came home alone, half-frozen and full of grief. An avalanche had caught her parents and his Tazi hound, burying them, smothering them under tons of snow. Granfa and Britt waited eight days for good weather before they dug them out.

      That day and night of waiting for Granfa had created a bond between Britt and Tatty Mog. Or so Britt had always thought. But she’d never tested it by letting Tatty Mog fly free.

      Britt slung her falconer’s bag over her shoulder, shoving down her anger at Granfa. Why had he done this? Part of her though insisted that it was time to trust Tatty Mog more. But what if Tatty Mog disappeared?

      Breathing as rapidly as Granfa, Britt closed her eyes and tried to block out the panic. She concentrated on a mental picture of Tatty Mog: pointed wings, powerful beak.

      Nothing.

      “Breathe,” Granfa said softly. “If you’re upset, it’s hard to Find something.”

      Britt forced her fists to unclench, her shoulders to relax, her jaw to unclench. Her mind unfocused, drifting.

      Relief poured through her. Tatty Mog was off to the right, not flying, but perched somewhere. She hadn’t flown away wild.

      “I’ll be back,” Britt called to Granfa as she loped over the snowy yard, then leapt over the deeper snow. She broke through the crusty surface, then struggled up to take the next leap. She had to get to Tatty Mog.

      A flicker of white burst out of a spruce and flew off to an aspen two hundred feet away. The trees spun crazily around Britt. The dizziness made her stop, fling back her hood and gasp fresh air. She clung to a tree limb until it passed, and the Finding had moved to the far tree.

      “Don’t fly again,” Britt snapped. “It makes me dizzy when the Finding moves.”

      Tatty Mog whistled an answer.

      Still holding onto the tree limb, Britt whistled back and held up her arm. The gyrfalcon launched off the limb and circled twice overhead. She dove and landed with a jerk on a branch just above Britt’s head, spilling four inches of powdery snow onto Britt’s hair.

      This was the Tatty Mog she loved! Laughing, Britt scolded the gyrfalcon while she brushed the snow from her braids and pulled up her hood.

      She whistled sharply and called, “Enough play. Granfa is waiting for us.”

      Tatty Mog hesitated.

      Britt’s breath froze, the sudden panic making breathing painful. Without Tatty Mog, I’ll be alone, she thought.

      With a tiny hop, Tatty Mog spread her wings and glided down to settle on Britt’s glove. Britt flipped open her bag of falconer’s supplies and slipped out the hood. Talking sweetly to Tatty Mog, telling her what a great hunter she was, how no one compared to the magnificence of a gyrfalcon in flight, Britt let her hand creep higher. Tatty Mog was hypnotized by Britt’s voice, nodding in rhythm to its cadence. Britt popped the hood over Tatty Mog’s head and pulled it tight.

      “Safe and sound,” Britt crooned.

      She stopped still.

      In the vastness of the north country, she and Tatty Mog were alone. Icicles glittered and dripped from snow-laden spruces and junipers. Today, the air was so clear that if she climbed a slope, she would be able to see frozen lands for miles and miles. In all that vast area, she would see no other living being, except Granfa. Britt trembled and ran a gloved finger down Tatty Mog’s spine. If something happened to Granfa, there would only be Tatty Mog to keep her company.

      “I can’t stay here alone,” she whispered.

      But there was no one in the woods to hear.
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      All that winter, Britt felt balanced on a knife’s edge between the past and the future.

      The Finding for the Bell pulled at her. Like a heartbeat, she didn’t notice it most of the time. But when she quieted for the night, the pull to the southwest waited for her. At any point, she could’ve given in and let it lead her across the land. Instead, she stood firm against it.

      Not yet, she thought. I’m not ready.

      Instead, she drank in the stories of G’il Rim and Wayfinders as if she were living in the desert around G’il Rim and needed draft after draft of water to survive. The long winter nights slipped by with Granfa telling stories of hunting with Eli and Hazel, his step-father and mother. Or, he told of camping near a desert spring and watching a bobcat slink in to drink at dawn. More and more, as he told her stories of G’il Rim, Granfa lived in his past. Once, he called her Zanna, the name of his long-lost sister, for a whole day before finally recognizing her.

      Stories of Wayfinders especially fascinated Britt. Once, thieves had broken into the guardhouse of the main gate of G’il Rim, taking gold stored there along with various weapons. Eli (Granfa’s step-father), as Head Wayfinder, was given the job of Finding the missing items. After three days of searching, he had Found six bags of gold, thirteen swords, three
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