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    To Blue, Toyon and Sila, the wolf-dogs who raised me; to Amaruq and Beowulf and all the ones I never got to know; to Major and Tyee, the ones we rescued; to all my Pack, past, present, and not yet with us, from here to the end of eternity, from the great towering cities to the heart of the True Woods: you taught me my true self. 
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Gender
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The Borderlands Saga is a series with genderqueer, agender, tri-gender, or otherwise non-binary characters who play roles sufficiently big to require a guide to figure out their pronouns. Without some explanation, non-binary gender pronouns can be confusing. (Binary pronouns are he/she; him/her.) To eliminate confusion, here are some notes. 

Some characters in the first part of the book use non-binary gender (or gender-neutral) pronouns. (After the first part, I revert to the familiar binary pronouns for most of the book.) 

Those characters in this book who have non-binary pronouns come from a planet with five genders. Thoebe’s genders are man, woman, agender, tri-gender, and genderqueer. However, man and woman do not use he and she. 

The two characters from this planet are male and genderqueer, so I’ll give you those two sets of pronouns. The sets are categorized as follows.*

[image: image]

Subject: They looked at the forest. 

Object: The forest looked at them. 

Possessive Adjective: It was their forest. 

Possessive Pronoun: The forest was theirs.

Reflexive: They kept the forest for themselves. 
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Male pronouns
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S: ze (Ze looked at the forest...., etc.)

O: zim

PA: ziis

PP: ziis

R: zimself

Plural: zimin

[image: image]

Genderqueer pronouns

[image: image]

S: jhe

O: jhen

PA: jhes

PP: jhes

R: jhenself

Plural: jhe-en
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As well as those different sets of pronouns, they/their/them is a commonly-used set of gender-neutral pronouns. These will be used for characters that don’t have a set gender or pronoun. 

*I have taken this form of categorization from this quite extensive, though no longer existent, database of gender neutral pronouns, by John Williams. I have also copied the sample sentence structure from said database, and, in doing research for appropriate pronouns and Thoebe’s five-gender system, made use of the lists in the database as well as of my own imagination.
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Calendrical Notes
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The Duchy of Min divides up the 360-day year into 15 months of 24 days each. New Year’s Day is celebrated at the beginning of autumn; each season is about 90 days long. Each day is 14 hours but one hour on Osecou is about 1.65 hours on Earth; thus, the days are about the same length as Earth days. Minae count the years from the date of landing on the island; the story starts on 24th Cufaito in the year 709. 

The months are as follows, with any key solar holidays in parentheses. 
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	Shyshik (Goavimus/New Year’s Day/First of Autumn)

	Airoreiph (Daer/Autumnal Equinox)

	Ibog

	Sephai (Loasil/First of Winter)

	Cufaito

	Sur (Toash/Winter Solstice/Shortest Day)

	Beilok

	Ishei (Oroaralra/First of Spring)

	Waiwod

	Phamei (Thoans/Vernal Equinox)

	Ashqi

	Cige (Ininneli/First of Summer)

	Oidu

	Rew (Adivus/Summer Solstice/Shortest Night)

	Nocu (Lenma; End of Year Celebration)
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There is also a lunar calendar of holidays; they fall in different places each year. The two key holidays in this story are Shoron and Saeas Night. Shoron is the closest full moon to the Shortest Day, or Winter Solstice, and Saeas Night is the first new moon after Shortest Day. 

Chapters done from the point of view of native Minae will have the dates at the beginning. The rest of the chapters will not. 
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Falling to the Future
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She was falling too fast, too hard, plummeting like a dying Ice Crown Starling. 

Yes. Like the bird. Desperately she tried to change — her humanoid figure stretched like elastic, briefly; then bounced back into its shape. 

She was falling faster, hurtling to the ground below, and she was stuck in the form of a bipedal ape. Her powers weren’t working. 

How did this happen to me?
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SILVA HAD ALWAYS HATED Council meetings. 

They were never on a consistent schedule — every ten years, every century, every week, timing pulled out of a hat, it seemed — and they pulled her away from her home and her children. 

Worst of all, she had to appear as a human. Or humanoid. Terrans weren’t the only bipedal, ape-like mortals represented at the meetings of the Council of Divinity. 

Terran was her least-favoured form. She did it only to appease the various other gods at Council. Even so, the requirement made her blood boil — talk about anthropocentric! 

Or perhaps it was just civilization-centric. She’d noticed that gods of other wild areas were held to the same standards, yet Zeus could appear in any of his myriad animal forms and she’d certainly never seen anyone ask Djehuty to remove his ibis head. 

But her standard four-pawed, white-furred form of lupine grace was just too much for them. Even her new form of green-and-white Ice Crown Starling — she’d grown quite fond of the avian in her new territory and the bird got along with her cubs quite well — even that wasn’t good enough. 

She would have spent her time at these meetings with the other wild gods, but not every god showed up. As representatives of their planetary pantheons, many of the wild gods elected to stay home, in the wilds. Why come to a stuffy meeting where they couldn’t be themselves, if attendance was optional?

She had no pantheon. She was Lady of the True Woods, the only deity the wolves and their cousins needed. 

All her complaints aside, however, the Council did good work in the universe and she was glad it existed. After the cataclysms that shook earth and various Terran species, the Council had worked to pull various gods and put them elsewhere. They’d pulled not only Silva but all her children, too: wolves, coyotes, huskies and various wolf-dog hybrids. She and her packs now were safe in the wilds of newly-colonized-by-Terran-apes Tau Ceti. 

Well. Newly colonized as far as she was concerned. The Two who ran this council had a different idea of space and time. The Twins. Or perhaps they were spouses; no one was quite sure. They had ageless eyes — mirrors of silver. Insanity swirled in those depths. 

No one knew their real names, either; those were slippery words lost to time itself. All you could be sure of was they started with a consonant, perhaps, but whether it was J or T or Z or something else was anyone’s guess. 

The Twins were not omnipotent, though. They shared that lack with all Council members and delegates. Which wasn’t to say their followers on various worlds didn’t believe they were omnipotent — a small number did. 

It just wasn’t true. If it were — if any god were omnipotent — there would be no need for a Council in the first place. 

The Twins, however, were in charge of Council meetings and the Council itself. They’d created the space in which the meetings were held. Apparently the architecture was beautiful, but Silva preferred her forests over high-reaching columns and luxurious rooms for each pantheon. The rooms rested on one side of the u-shaped building. It surrounded an atrium, the meeting hall resting on the other side. All of it lay open to the sky of the whole wide universe. The Council grounds floated through space, sometimes near suns, sometimes not. Starlight winked down on the grounds and time had no meaning. 

It could drive one mad. 

Silva had approached this Council meeting much as she approached all of them: with a weary, resigned feeling of dread. 

She was in her winter den in the True Woods on Tau Ceti, curled up against the cold. She could have chosen not to feel the cold but there was no point in being in wolf form if one was not going to experience all one could. Besides, arctic wolves were well-insulated. She would never freeze to death. 

She felt the tug and lifted her white-furred muzzle from underneath her tail. A ball of light floated in front of her face; her amber eyes regarded it warily. 

Sighing, the huge, white lupine got up and padded after the ball of light, her nails clicking on the stone floor of her cave. She walked out of the cave and into the forest, following the dancing will-o-the-wisp through the trees. Light bounced off her fur. She glowed as brightly as the full moon that was her symbol. 

She smelled wolf nearby. Her children had come to see her off. 

Stay true to my teachings, she told them. I shall return shortly.

Soon she reached the portal. The ball of light disappeared through it. It stood tall and swirled with green, black, brown, the colors of the woods. 

That was a nice touch. 

Silva changed forms. Now a short Inuit woman in a white parka and mukluks stood where the wolf had been. Silva grimaced, looking at the portal with distaste. She hated this part more than anything else. 

At least I can see Etan again. In the absence of other wild gods, Silva had become close with the genderqueer harvest god from the planet Thoebe. It was fair to say that Etan was her only friend at Council. She hadn’t seen jhen in ages.

She steeled herself for the portal. She’d get to see Etan. 

Taking a deep breath, she stepped through. 

Electricity sparked all over her skin, even through the parka and mukluks. She gritted her teeth and wished she had her thick, wolf-fur coat on. Although perhaps it wouldn’t have helped, either. 

“Welcome back, Silva.” The receptionist was a god-made tulpa — a thought form. Every few meetings the Twins made a new one, with a new personality. 

This one seemed to like to flirt with Silva. She disliked such behaviour but forced herself to be polite. 

“Hello, Inani,” she said, smiling as she signed her name in the log book. “Has Etan checked in yet?”
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IT SOON BECAME APPARENT that Etan was missing. 

Silva had been one of the last to check in, as usual. Etan was usually closer to first. The staggered timing of the portals was always the same and Thoebe always came in long before Tau Ceti. She didn’t know how the staggered timing was organized. It wasn’t alphabetical in any language she knew.

She asked around. Not a single other god had seen jhen. 

Finally she reached the other Thoeben representatives. Perhaps jhe’d stayed home for this meeting?

Her hopes were dashed as soon as she saw the answering look on Shodaveth’s face. 

“Etan’s gone missing, Silva,” ze said with some regret. “We don’t know where jhe is either.”

“How is that even possible?” Despair flooded her. 

Ze shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe ask the Twins.”

“Maybe.” She murmured her thanks and wandered off. She didn’t know if she could speak with the Twins. They...frightened her. 

Scaredy-wolf, she thought. 

She forced herself into conversation with other gods, as much for companionship as to find out whatever else she could about Etan’s disappearance. Soon she noticed a disturbing trend. 

Other gods were missing, too—not just Etan. 

“I thought perhaps he’d fallen through another portal,” said Koari, the Lientin goddess of the hearth. Her brother had disappeared ages ago. “But even if he did land on another planet, why wouldn’t the deities of that world send him back? Or at least let me know.” Koari frowned and kicked the ground. “I miss him. He was always wandering. Well, that was in his nature. But he always came home.”

“I’m sorry,” Silva said. Koari accepted her inadequate comfort. 

None of the more popular gods seemed to be missing but those with smaller followings, the ones with fewer planets to move about to, they were disappearing, slowly. Gods of outsiders tended to go missing — the god of wanderers, a goddess of prostitutes, a few gods of the wild from some smaller pantheons, some queer gods. Silva didn’t like that trend. Something smelled, like bear spoor. 

Silva went back to talk to Etan’s pantheon after the morning meeting on the second day. She intended to get to the bottom of this. 

“When was the last time you saw Etan?”

The question was abrupt and possibly rude. It took Shodaveth a minute to answer. “I suppose it was last Council meeting.”

“Do you think...is it possible jhe could have fell through another portal?”

Shodaveth’s face said ze had never considered this. “Maybe. Not sure why jhe wouldn’t just get sent back, though.”

She told zim about the other gods that were missing. Shodaveth’s eyes widened. 

“You should bring this up at tomorrow’s meeting.”

“Why not you?” Silva was far from political. She liked to stay invisible. 

Shodaveth shrugged. “They may not listen to me. The Twins are rather...”

“...Old-fashionedly Terran?” she asked wryly. 

Ze laughed. “Yes. Besides, you’re the one playing detective. You know about all the cases, not just one.” 

It was a good point. She resolved to work up the courage by morning. 

When she did speak, she fairly regretted it. The Twins shut her out — they didn’t seem at all concerned with the problem. 

“It’s a non-issue. Thank you, Silva,” the vaguely female one had said and then they’d turned to the next item on the agenda, some concern of the Hellenics regarding land disputes between their followers and another pantheon’s followers over on Betelguese. Silva stopped listening. She was fuming that her concern was pushed aside so easily. 

Sometimes you just couldn’t win with the Twins. 

“Maybe you should have brought it up,” she muttered to Shodaveth later. “I’m too wild to be listened to.” 

“And I’m too queer,” ze said, smiling. “I can see why Etan likes you. Come hang out at our quarters tonight. We’ll have some laughs.”

She did and she didn’t regret it. The gods of Thoebe knew how to party. Made sense, as most of them were queer and queer gods always knew how to party better than their hetero-normative counterparts. She’d known Etan was from a mostly queer colony but she hadn’t realized how much fun jhes pantheon could have. Other queer gods were guests, too — she saw Dionysos and Lilith, Coyote and Raven, Loki, Idaz and Tel from the planet Baiffe, Koari and Cenel of Lienti, and even Brighid. This last surprised her, for she’d never envisioned the Irish goddess as particularly queer in any fashion. 

Brighid smiled askance at Silva and knocked back her whiskey. “You should read the myths of St. Brighid sometime.” 

Silva frowned. “Aren’t you a goddess?”

“There’s enough overlap.” Brighid shrugged; then straightened, looking positively predatory. “Excuse me. There’s someone delectable over there I’d like to snog.”

Silva watched the fiery goddess stalk over to the Baiffen goddess of lust. Idaz seemed ecstatic at the Terran deity’s attentions. 

Despite being goddess of a species that had very little in the way of homosexuality or gender variance, Silva had always felt more comfortable with queer gods than with any other sort. 

I suppose the wild and the queer have a lot in common, she thought as she stumbled back to her room that night. Historically, queerness was on the margins. So were the wilds. And the Twins didn’t like to listen to either. No wonder Etan and I get along so well. She frowned, feeling worried now. Her friend was still missing and yet she’d spent the night partying. 

It was too late to do anything about it now. She rounded the corner and reached her room on the thirteenth floor, intent on going to sleep right away. 

Someone was stepping out of her door. 

“Hey!” she yelled. The figure took off. 

Instinct took over. Silva instantly changed back into her large-arctic-wolf self and loped after the intruder. She ran after the figure through several hallways until she emerged on the other side of the building, in the open hallway overlooking the atrium. Her quarry was gone. 

She put her front paws up on the railing and looked down into the atrium in time to see the figure streaking across the open space to the other side. Silva changed shape again, becoming an Ice Crown Starling. The small green-and-white-feathered bird dove down, following the figure as fast as possible. 

Through more hallways she chased but could not keep up. A final burst of speed brought her close enough to see it was a goddess she chased. The goddess slipped through a door and slammed it against Silva’s beak. 

She changed forms again, back to human, and rested her back on the wall opposite the door, trying to catch her breath. She would have stayed in her avian form, but the bird’s eyesight wasn’t as good as a human’s — she wanted to read the placard next to the door.

The rooms belonged to the delegates from Min. 

The next day was the last one. She tried, again, to bring up the problem of the missing deities in the council meeting, to no avail. No one seemed interested — or rather, those who were interested lacked the social power to make themselves heard. 

She glanced over at the Minae delegates from time to time. Mi, the chief deity and the one Silva was sure she had chased, studiously avoided the wolf-queen’s gaze. 

She hunted down Mi after the meeting. 

“You know something.” She cornered the taller woman in one of the hallways of the meeting building. 

Mi’s violet eyes regarded Silva’s amber ones coolly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She shoved past Silva. 

The wolf-goddess caught the other deity’s arm. Mi turned and glared; Silva didn’t flinch. “Where’s Etan?” She could smell Mi’s deception; it was ranker than skunk cabbage in summer. 

Mi smiled unpleasantly. “Certainly not here. Last I heard, jhe was mortal in my lands. Very sad. Nothing I could do.” She ripped her arm away from Silva’s shocked grasp. “Don’t even think of coming after me, bitch. It’ll only end in pain for you,” she said over her shoulder, sauntering off, back towards her rooms. 

Silva shook her head. Etan was...mortal? On an alien world? How did that even happen?

Lack of belief.

They’d all heard the legends, of course. If your followers lost belief in you, you would lose your godhood. She just hadn’t thought they were true. 

But that was the only explanation. 

Grim determination suffused her. She was on the hunt now and she would not give up the scent. Someone had to rescue Etan. If the rest of the Council would do nothing, then it was up to her. 

She ran to the reception desk. “Hi, Inani,” she said, giving the tulpa her best smile. “Can you do me a favour, and look up the indigenous life forms in Min?”

“Min?” Inani’s voice registered innocent surprise. “Bit backwater. What’s so special about there?”

Silva shrugged, trying to make the action somewhat flirtatious. “Simple curiosity.”

Inani already had the appropriate screen up on their display. “Min. Small duchy on largest of the Hearthbird Islands on the planet Osecou...” Inani spoke slowly, and Silva tried not to fidget with impatience. The portals would open soon! She was running out of time. 

“Indigenous life, here we are. Ungulates, avians, humanoids, equines, lupines, a million arthropods, reptiles....”

“Lupines? Wolves?” Silva interrupted. 

“Yes. After a fashion. Canines, too.”

“Thanks, Inani!” Silva was already dashing away, so fast she didn’t hear what the tulpa shouted after her. 

The portals into the Council always arrived at the reception area, but the portals out were always from the atrium. Silva supposed there was a reason for this but she didn’t know it. All she knew was that she had to get there now.

She slowed as she rounded a corner, and stood behind a column at the edge of the atrium, waiting. 

The Minae delegation hadn’t left yet. They stood at the side, waiting for the Norse gods to head out. Thor and Loki were bickering again; this was no surprise. Silva waited patiently, watching Odin go through the portal last. Then the portal closed and a new one opened in its place. 

It swirled violet and orange. Mi and the rest of her entourage stepped up to it and, one by one, went through. 

As the last god went through the portal Silva sprinted to it from behind her column, a blur across the atrium floor. She stopped in front of the portal for a split second and then, before fear could seize her, she stepped through. 
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EVERY INCH OF HER SCREAMED with fire. This was not the gentle buzzing electricity of her home portal. This was flesh-searing agony. 

She tried to change forms. Her powers had fled. She plummeted to the snow-capped fields below. Freezing air whipped past her; the cold was so intense it burned her skin more. Her parka may as well have been thin muslin. 

This was it, she realized. She was going to die now. 

With what seemed a thousand pounds of gravity pressing down on her, she landed. 
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The Buried Star
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24th Cufaito
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Curiosity is what sent them to investigate the shooting star. 

They’d seen shooting stars before, but never had they seen — or felt — one land so close. The boom had rent the air, and their house had shaken on its foundations. The animals in the barn had spooked and were still skittish. 

The star had landed less than a mile away, by Scoas’ estimation. Still within his land boundaries. 

He knew his neighbors might have let their curiosity get the better of them. They might go out to investigate first, if he didn’t. Not that they were dishonest people. Not completely. Yet he felt he should get out there before anyone else did. Some sense deep within pulled him inexorably onwards. Only that could have driven the old farmer out of his house in the middle of the cold winter night. 

His daughter insisted on going with him. 

“Brinna, I’m already taking your brother.” 

“Yeah,” said Alaev, sticking his tongue out at his elder sister. 

“So take me, too.” Brinna put on her thick coat and stamped on her boots. 

“Who will look after your mother?”

“We won’t be gone more than a few hours!” Brinna protested. 

“Besides,” came Natai’s voice from the kitchen, “I’m quite well versed in how to defend myself with this.” His wife hefted up the cast iron frying pan and smiled at him. “Take the kids. We’re plenty safe here; I’ll be fine.”

Scoas watched his headstrong daughter strap on her snowshoes. “Fine,” he said, knowing when he was beaten. “Keep the door locked, though. Been reports of Thaenites and their wolves in the countryside.” Natai nodded and he stepped through the door, the kids following. 

Brinna grumbled. “That’s just propaganda, Papa. We haven’t heard a peep out of Thaen for centuries.”

“Oh?” he huffed down the hill, stepping wide in his flat snowshoes. “How would you know? You been alive that long?” His tone was challenging, but not harsh. 

Brinna sighed and said nothing. 

“There’s nothing wrong with being careful. I just want your mother safe.”

“I know, Papa. I do too. But I doubt we have anything to fear from Thaen. For all we know, they’re all dead.”

Alaev groaned. “Shut up with your history lessons, Brinna. They were boring in school and they’re boring now!” 

“Don’t tell your sister to shut up, Alaev,” Scoas said almost automatically. “And save your breath, both of you. Talking is slowing us down.”

His children quieted down and they passed the rest of the journey in silence. It was a cloudless night; they could see all the stars clearly. Scoas glanced up and saw his patron constellation, the Hunter. He and his family were being watched over tonight. 

Small crunches reached their ears with each step they took; if they looked behind they could see three sets of footsteps in the snow, close enough together to form one long, thick trail. It looked as if a giant snake had coursed across the frozen earth. Or D’ssah, if he were a bit bigger. The Gssn’lthari trader was only about the size of two Minae, not three. 

They traveled on, over the hills that decorated Scoas’ family farmlands until finally they reached the crater in the ground where the star had landed. 

It was a very small crater and it was deep in the snow. None of the snow around had melted, though steam rose up from the fresh hole in the earth. Didn’t fallen stars burn? The kids murmured and jostled each other a bit; Scoas could feel their excitement. It was a feeling he shared. 

They slowed and approached the starfall reverently. What would it look like? Would it sparkle and blaze like the stars in the sky? Or would the fall to earth have profaned it, would it be lesser, duller? 

Taking a deep breath, Scoas looked over the edge of the crater and gazed upon the fallen star. 

It was a woman. 
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CONFUSION SWEPT OVER Scoas and his children for only a moment before pragmatism set in. 

“We have to get her out of there.” The woman had fallen through snow drift and into frozen dirt; it was likely she had broken limbs. She’d freeze to death if left alone. 

Brinna had already started digging out the snow around the woman. Scoas turned to his son. 

“Alaev, run back to the house and grab our sled and some thick furs.”

Alaev did not argue and quickly ran to do his father’s bidding. For all that Scoas’ children bickered and argued, they obeyed without question when it counted. 

Scoas bent to help his daughter. Her red hair spilled out over her shoulders from under her woollen knit hat and her breath left tangible clouds in the air as she worked on digging out the strange woman in the snow. 

“How did she get here, Papa? Did she fall from the sky?” Brinna’s voice held awe, or perhaps fear. 

“I don’t know, Brin. I don’t know.”

Brinna reached the woman first. She tugged off a mitt and placed her hand on the stranger’s neck, feeling for a pulse. “It’s weak,” she said. “As if only two hearts are working.”

“We’ll have to start the third one, then.” The stranger would never survive a Minae winter with only two hearts. 

They tugged the woman out of the hole and placed her on the snow. She looked Minae, but her hair was unlike anything Scoas had ever seen — instead of normal Minae violet, red, orange, or brown shades, the woman had white hair with green tips. It looked like snow falling on the top of the trees in Steelmint Forest. In fact, the woman almost resembled a tree in winter with her overall coloring. Very strange. 

Scoas felt for the woman’s heartbeats. The left and right were beating strongly, but he couldn’t hear the center heart. He placed his hands on top of each other and put his palms on the stranger’s sternum.

“One, two, three,” he counted, doing chest compressions. 

It had started to snow again. White flakes swirled and danced in the night air, landing all around them to gently freeze the land some more. Scoas and his daughter knelt on either side of the stranger, Scoas doing chest compressions and counting, Brinna murmuring fervent prayers to Leine. 

“We know not who this woman is, but a stranger is just a friend we haven’t met yet. Lady of Fate and Death, please let her live, that we may be friends.” 

After what seemed an eternity, Scoas felt the woman’s third heart start up. Soon more color flowed into the stranger’s face. A minute later, Alaev ran up with the sled. 

The snow fell faster now; they worked quickly to put the woman on the sled and bundle her up with furs. Once she was secured, Scoas and his two children divided up the leads to the sled and began dragging it back to their house through what had fast become a small blizzard.
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THEY PUT THE STRANGER in a bed in the main room of the house and piled her with blankets and furs. Natai heated water over the hearth fire and dipped cotton cloths in it, placing them on the stranger’s forehead and feet, alternating with more hot cloths before they cooled in the air too much. The fire had been built up till the entire house felt like one of the purification chambers used around Lenma. 

There were no doctors in Heartpin Town. There were a few in Daetus City and one in Fallwoman Shire but both places were a few days’ ride away. The local wise woman, Enendoa, lived on the edge of Steelmint Forest, only a forty-five-minute walk away. Thirty, if one were a fast runner. She could make a house call.

Alaev, the fastest family member, left well before dawn the following morning, returning with Enendoa as the sun’s first rays broke over the eastern horizon. 

Enendoa was a short, stout woman in her late sixties. She was young, by wise-woman standards — her mentor had died young and she’d inherited the post early. She knew every herb in Steelmint Forest and Heartpin Fields. She knew the parts of the body and how to heal them all and she knew how to help fix a wounded spirit. 

She was also the opposite of gentle.

“Ah, Scoas, you’ve brought trouble to me again,” she said, stamping snow off her boots and hanging up her thick winter coat. 

“You know me, Enendoa. I’m always trying to help make life interesting.”

“Where is she, then?”

Scoas pointed to the corner of the room by the fire, where the stranger was buried in furs on the spare bed. 

Enendoa got to work quickly, pulling the furs and blankets up and checking the stranger’s limbs briskly. She “hmmm”ed a lot and nodded; then finally stood again. 

“Shock, most likely, and possibly a concussion. She’s very lucky — no broken bones! Keep her hydrated and get me when she wakes up.”

“She will wake up, then?” Scoas hadn’t realized he had been worried that the stranger might not wake. 

Enendoa regarded him shrewdly. “She should. If she doesn’t, it’s the gods’ will and not ours.”

As briskly as the wise woman had come in and done her work, she left for her own house.

[image: image]

THAT NIGHT THERE WAS a whimpering and growling from the main room. Brinna woke up and went to investigate. Had a wild animal broken in?

It was the stranger. She was whimpering and growling like a puppy. She thrashed about in the bed and tossed off the top fur. Then she quieted down. 

Brinna gathered up the fur and shook off the dust. It was a wolf fur from Kaz the hunter, which had cost them a pretty penny. 

She placed the fur back on the stranger’s bed and was about to leave for her own when the stranger started to whimper again. Perplexed, Brinna tiptoed closer. Perhaps the woman was too warm?

The stranger strained her face away from the wolf fur, whining. Brinna pulled the fur away and again the woman calmed down. But a moment later she began to shiver. 

Well, she most definitely did not want the wolf fur. Brinna switched the fur for the thick blankets from her own bed and tucked the stranger in with that. Within minutes the woman sighed contentedly and relaxed. The shivering stopped. 

Satisfied, Brinna went back to her own bed to sleep. 

The next day passed uneventfully. The third morning, when Natai walked in to see, the stranger’s eyes were open. 
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Flesh Prison
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Silva woke to alien smells and sounds. Her hearing was duller than a wolf’s but sharper than a Terran’s. The sounds of a fire crackling, bacon sizzling, people outside chopping wood, talking, laughing — all the sounds of a morning on a farm — assaulted her.

There were too many hearts. The rhythms were off. She was used to one heart per body; now she had...two? Three? They thrummed in her ears; she could not escape the beat of them. Her chest felt as if it would explode. 

She couldn’t divide the smells. There were so many. A cacophony of scents invaded her nose. She knew she smelled bacon, for the sounds had told her she would, but the rest was a mishmash: horse, cow, pig, snow, dirt, fire, must, sunlight. Her first coherent thought was gratefulness that her sense of smell was intact, no duller than a wolf’s, but then she lost coherence as the pain registered. 

The weight of her own bones nearly crushed her. Heavy blankets rested on her and scratched her skin, which was far too sensitive, pushing her into a mattress that was lumpy and poked her in odd places. Her head pounded and every muscle ached, as if she’d been stretched out violently and beaten back into shape with a hammer. The thrumming of her three hearts beat out a constant tattoo against her senses, overwhelming her. She was drowning in this new reality. 

She thought she whimpered. The darkness made this all too frightening. Should she open her eyes? What would assault her sight? 

She forced her eyelids open. They were gummy and glued together; fuzzy colours danced in front of her. She blinked a few times until the fuzziness resolved itself into shapes. She gazed upon the hell she was in; searched for escape. 

It was a room, illuminated by the single window and the orange glow of a roaring fire to her left. The fire was in a pit and above it there was a funnel-shaped hole in the ceiling, for the smoke to go out. Above the fire was a grill, on which rested a cast iron pan, the source of the bacon she had heard and smelled. A table sat a few feet away — worn wood, with six chairs of the same material sitting around it. The opposite side of the room contained a kitchen area, counters and cupboards and what looked like a lack-of-indoor-plumbing’s answer to a kitchen sink. There were two exits from the room, one beyond the table and chairs, which Silva guessed led outdoors, and one behind the fire, which looked as if it led to the rest of the den — house. The room was empty of life, save Silva. 

As if summoned by that observation, a woman entered the room from the hallway behind the fire. The woman was tall, with red curly hair tied in a low ponytail that spilled down her back over her dress of simple homespun, dyed purple. Pointed ears sat on either side of a pointed face. Her features were almost...what was the Terran word? Elfin. The woman’s eyes were violet with gold flecks, striking against the deep, dark brown hue of her skin. When she saw Silva was awake, her generous mouth broke into a wide, happy smile and the skin at the corners of her eyes crinkled. 

“You’re awake! Good. Scoas was worried that you may not wake up at all. The wise woman said you had a concussion. I’m Natai,” she added, obviously seeing Silva’s confusion. “Scoas is my husband. He and our children found you out in the snowy fields, a few nights ago. How did you get there?” Natai came closer to the bed now and looked at Silva earnestly. 

Silva didn’t know what language Natai spoke but she understood everything perfectly. Apparently she hadn’t lost all her powers. 

She tried to speak, to answer the earnest curiosity of the woman whose family had saved her life, but found she had too little breath. Nor did she know how to respond in the proper language. She ended up whimpering like a wolf cub. 

“Oh, forgive me! You must be thirsty. I’ll get you some water.” Natai bustled out the second door in the room, letting in a blast of cold air as she went. 

Silva tried to sit up but gravity pushed down on her. This planet was heavier than Tau Ceti and she was mortal. She was mortal. The truth of her predicament finally hit her and she started to cry. 

Did the wolves of Minae not believe in her? Did they even have a deity? Perhaps she was intruding on some other god’s territory...but if she were, why wouldn’t that god have come to Council meetings? Or been mentioned by the rest of the Minae delegation? 

Perhaps the concerns of wolves are not the concerns of the rest of the Minae. Another reason she was usually quite glad to not have a pantheon to call family? Non-human deities were better off alone. 

Natai returned then, carrying a bucket. This she sat down by the fire before rummaging in the kitchen cupboards. Producing a mug, she dipped it in the bucket and brought it to Silva. 

“Oh dear,” she said, seeing Silva’s tears. “What’s wrong?”

Silva shook her head, unable to speak. How could a mortal understand?

Natai knelt beside the bed and put her arm under Silva’s shoulders, lifting her up. The farm wife was surprisingly strong; or perhaps Silva was just unaccustomedly weak. The mug was pressed against the lips of the wolf goddess — ex-goddess — and she drank the cold water gratefully. It tasted of the deep, dark earth, pure as snow. While she quenched her thirst, Natai spoke in soft, soothing tones. 

“I know, you must be terrified, but you have nothing to fear. We here in Min welcome strangers as future friends. Scoas and I will take care of you. You will be safe here, alright?” Natai looked at her, nothing but simple friendship and honesty in her eyes. 

Silva nodded, feeling like crying again. Natai set the empty mug down on the floor and used her now-free hand to smooth Silva’s hair back before lowering her down to the bed again. It was such a gentle, mothering gesture, that Silva was flooded with sudden exhaustion. She’d never had someone treat her so tenderly, and she was not sure how to deal with it. Her mind decided the best thing for her to do would be to sleep. Silva tiredly agreed. 
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ON THE EIGHTH DAY, she tried to walk. 

She had crawled out of bed a few times, with the help of Natai, to use the chamber pot as needed, but it was embarrassing. She was Silva, Lady of the True Woods, Queen of the Deep Furs. Goddess of wolves and their cousins. She shouldn’t need help to urinate, like a days-old puppy. 

Silva resolved to walk by the end of this day. She was used to the strange rhythm in her chest now, more or less, and the increased gravity no longer crushed the air from her lungs. She was still trapped by mortal flesh but she refused to be trapped in her bed. 

She also refused to ask for help. 

She waited until the family was outside the house. There was always work to be done on a farm, even in winter, and all four of them were out tending to animals and doing various other farm chores. For days, Silva had smelled sheep, chickens, cows, pigs, horses. Her dreams had been twitchy. 

She smelled wolf, too, in the house. But there was something wrong with the scent — it was cold, stagnant, and soaked in anguish and fear. 

She tried not to think about what this meant. 

These were good people, she knew. She’d been given no cause to fear any of them. They were gentle, hard-working folk and they’d been nothing but kind to her. If there was a dead wolf in the house...she didn’t want to know. She didn’t want to have reason to hate the people who had saved her life. 

So with Scoas, Natai, Brinna and Alaev outside the house, she prepared to walk. 

She balled her hands into fists and pressed them into the mattress, pushing up with all her strength — which was not much. Slowly she rose, working on swinging her legs over the side of the bed. Every muscle in her body screamed with agony. 

Enendoa, the wise woman who had come by to check on her, had told Silva to take it easy. The ex-goddess had decided not to listen to the stout woman. Perhaps that had been a mistake. 

She was sitting up now. Halfway there. Her entire spine ached, and the nerves in her lower back were on fire. She had next to no muscle tone in her abdomen, and her body cried out for support. 

Inch by agonizing inch, Silva moved her butt forward until she rested on the edge of the bed. She was sweating with the effort now, a new sensation. Even if gods could sweat, wolves didn’t. 

Her panting for breath was a well-known reflex and, oddly, it comforted her. 
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