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Artemisia, wet hair straggling over her shoulders, stolen coat clasped tight over her chest, propped the other hand on the brick beside the door of Veserian Amallis’s neat little city house and enumerated all the ways she was being unforgivably foolish. This might not be the right house—she’d only visited once before, nigh on a year ago, when, as now, twilight pressed heavy against scattered streetlights. Veserian might want nothing to do with her—naked but for her stolen coat, stolen boots, soaking wet where the salt of the Sound was not drying into a rime across her jaw, her wrist. It had only been one night together. 

She knocked anyway. Who else did she know in Port Outward? Where else could she go other than back to the spirit-forest? If she let in another wild-spirit as she stood now, she’d never find herself again.

She waited, enumerating. A shiver gripped her briefly, but the night was mild, had she not been wet. He might be out, dancing with a ranked woman far more beautiful and graceful than she. He might be in, deep in the solitude of deep thought or deep reading, and might not answer the door. 

The door opened. It was the right house. Veserian, the tilt to his body as he stood with the door allowing light from within to reach his face, had every drop of the poise she remembered. She’d been drawn to him then, of course she’d been. His laugh, the way his intelligent eyes noted everything but his manner gifted you the illusion that he judged none of it. But now—perhaps it was the echoes of the wild-spirit still fading from her body—she wanted him an intensity that stole her breath for a moment. Wanted his rich brown hands on her hips, his teeth closing on her earlobe, the tight, gold-threaded braids along his skull under her fingertips.

And what had she that was worth wanting? Nothing, without the right clothes, the right styles to highlight and obscure. Plain brown hair, over-tall, rather bony especially about the collarbones and wrists. But again, no choice. “Ranked Amallis, you may not remember me—”

“Ranked Tararon!” Veserian stepped back, held the door wide in invitation. She wasn’t ranked, really, not until her father died and she inherited his business—or she struck off and created her own—but the title was just the sort of courtesy that Veserian had unfailingly offered, a year ago. The memories of that had given her hope, and the relief of it being fulfilled now made her first steps inside wobble.

That and the fact that with each footfall, she could feel burst blisters weeping their agony inside the ill-fitting boots.

“The weather had not seemed so bad, but the ship—on the rocks—and I sacrificed everything to a spell to keep my head above water—When I found I’d washed up in Port Outward, I thought of you...” She’d had time to polish the words and artfully scatter the hesitations among them, on the long walk from shore to the farm where she’d found the long coat and boots tossed just inside an outbuilding, stinking of creosote and no doubt set aside for the next dirty task. And time to doubt them, on the longer walk across town with the instantly formed blisters screaming a counterpoint to her thoughts. 

Better to keep the lie simple. As simple as the truth. She was a spirit-hollow, had let in the wild-spirit of a wolf to fight at her half-sister’s side. After that battle was won, she’d run some ways for the joy of it before she had to return. Run much farther from home than she realized. The sacrifice of her clothes and possessions had allowed her to keep hold of her self, but with a wild-spirit inside you, there was self, and then there was human logic. As a wolf, she’d swum from the spirit-forest to the nearest patch of human lights and released the wild-spirit there, little considering which patch, where. Weeks, by wagon and ship, from home.

Perhaps that truth wasn’t very simple after all. One thing was, though: spirit-hollows were not trusted, not when people didn’t understand the difference between the wild-spirits, deeply unconcerned with human affairs, and the ruin-spirits, lethal in their madness when any came too near their Ancient ruins. No one knew if ruin-spirits had been the ones to break the Ancient world, or if they had simply rushed into the cracks the breaking made, along with the wild-spirits and human magic. But when the dust had settled, Ancient ruins were something to be avoided, and a small segment of those who had been mundane humans before the breaking could coax an entirely different kind of spirit into themselves.
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