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      This book is dedicated to the fifteen-year-old girl I used to be.

      Her dreams are finally coming true.
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      This book includes scenes that may be distressing to some readers. Please refer to the appendix at the back of this book for a complete list of these sensitive topics.

      

      Take care of yourselves, loves.
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        Beware, beware the Crone,

        who whispers in your ear.

        She spins her tales of woe,

        that she might draw you near.

      

      

      
        
        Beware, beware the Child,

        who has no need of tales.

        She’ll turn your hand and smile,

        the wild thing unveiled.

      

      

      
        
        The pair, they live in Dreamland, 

        where ne’er a wind shall blow.

        The fates, the gods, the laws of man,

        there, none dare to go.

      

      

      
        
        The Crone, she draws the stitches,

        the Child, your heart to give. 

        So hide yourself from witches,

        and suffer them not to live.
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            The Blackberry Crone
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            One

          

        

      

    

    
      I crouched on a high branch of the sycamore, silent as the shadows, and peered down at the intruders. 

      Two men and a woman, dressed in thick traveling clothes against the early autumn dawn, strode through the underbrush toward my tree. They didn’t carry weapons, only utility knives, hunting bows, and line for snares. The younger man pulled a stout pack mule behind him, loaded down with parcels, furs, and supplies for living rough. 

      I tightened my fists on the branch below me, crumbling the papery bark under my fingers. 

      Trappers in the Sacred Wood. How could they dare? 

      Most of those who cut through the Wood were refugees, sibyls like myself, though much weaker. They often gathered up their families to flee the hatred of their neighbors and head for the relative safety of the north. Those people I could understand. 

      But trappers? Profit seekers? They did not belong here. 

      This was divine land, a relic of the before-times, when the Old Kind lived amongst these great sprawling hardwoods. The old magic still hummed in the dark places, in crevices between rocks and in the hollow oaks. I’d never seen it, but I’d felt it in the dark recesses of my mind. And when I would look closer, I’d find a tiny clay pot in the crack of a tree or a bone talisman under a mossy stone, long forgotten and brittle with time. 

      The intruders felt the old magic too. They hunched their shoulders and kept their eyes on their feet. The younger man hauled the mule’s lead rope, urging the animal to move faster over the uneven ground. The noise of their passing assaulted me: crashing, blundering, cursing. They hissed at each other to move faster as they trampled through underbrush.

      I hunkered down on my branch, trying to make myself as small and still as possible. So long as I kept myself hidden, so long as I didn’t have to interact with them, I wouldn’t be tempted to hurt them. I wouldn’t have to find out if my nightmares were real. 

      The invasive noise grew louder as they drew closer to where I squatted among the dense foliage of the sycamore. Its leaves, already turning yellow at the edges, hid me well. 

      Michael and I had no flax or sheep, so we wore leather. I had made my tunic and pants from a doe hide I harvested the year before and trimmed in soft rabbit fur. My dark hair hung to my elbows in a tangle of knots and scavenged feathers, and my bare feet were more mud than skin. 

      Compared to these efficient travelers, I was a wild thing. A creature of the woods, as at home on that tree branch as any bird or scurrying rodent. So when the trappers passed under my tree and the woman glanced upward, she didn’t see a young woman crouching in the sycamore. She saw an animal. A faerie. A thing. 

      My heart stopped in my chest when we locked eyes. 

      The woman froze, causing the younger man to clamber into her. 

      “What is it, Marta?” the man asked, following her gaze upward. He found me after a few seconds of confused searching among the lower branches, and he paused as well. 

      The first man continued a few more steps before he realized his companions no longer followed him. “What are you two gawping at?” he called. “I want to get out of this forsaken place. What’s the hold up?” 

      I unfolded my body and stood sure-footed on the smooth bark, looking down at the trio on the forest floor. Their mule nosed around, unconcerned, for something to eat. 

      “You should not be here,” I said, my voice low. 

      The woman and the younger man trembled, but the other became angry. Tall and strong, he trampled back to get a clearer view of me. 

      “What’s this? A little forest witch?” 

      “Nate, no!” Marta hissed. She clutched at a rope of seashells around her neck. They must have been Authe Idans, possibly from Bluewater or Iolde, which were the closest cities on the southern border of the Sacred Wood. 

      That explained why they dared come into the Wood at all. Authe Idans had forgotten the Old Way. To them, we sibyls were scapegoats or scary stories told to frighten children. Mindwalkers, they called us—people who could flit into their minds and lay their very thoughts bare. Sometimes, they called us witches or blamed us for cursing cattle, children, or the weather. 

      And maybe such creatures had existed in the world once. If so, then they had disappeared centuries ago, along with the giants and the faeries, driven out of the world by the fear of man. 

      The ruler of Bluewater, a terrifying man called Eustis Metaxas, used sibyls as fodder for his fires. And though their shores and sunsets and silks were famed across the continent, Bluewater was one place I never wished to see. 

      Nate ignored his friend’s warning. “Come down here, girl! If we don’t belong, then neither do you. What are you doing all alone in the woods?”

      I tried, truly I tried, to hang on to my reservations. But the shells around their necks and Nate’s leering tone drove away all thoughts of caution. The mental image of the monster I could be slipped away, like mist through the trees. I was only Gwenna, facing intruders who had dared to enter the Sacred Wood without fear. 

      “I am not alone,” I said. 

      A conveniently timed gust of wind roared through the trees. Branches heaved their loads of foliage and hanging moss, as if to shoo the trappers away. 

      But perhaps it wasn’t a coincidence at all. For in the rushing wind hid the faintest whispers, the slightest thrill of half-remembered magic. The Wood had not abandoned me. 

      I swayed on my branch, undaunted in the uproar. The feathers in my hair fluttered wildly in the gale as Marta and the younger man cowered. They turned and fled to the north with gasps of panic. 

      But Nate was not afraid. He, like most Authe Idans, had forgotten what it meant to fear. 

      “It’s just the wind, you idiots!” he yelled after his two companions, who pressed onward with renewed speed. Their long-suffering mule plodded along behind them. 

      Nate turned back to me and sneered. “I’m not scared of you, witch. Come down here, or I’ll come up to get you.”

      It wasn’t an empty threat. He had a lithe body, strong and capable. He could probably climb a tree as well as I, and my branch wasn’t particularly high off the ground. 

      Now what was I supposed to do? 

      Hiding had failed. Intimidation had failed. I was not strong enough to fight this man physically. I could run, but his legs were long and powerful. He wore sturdy boots, and though my feet were tough, it wouldn’t be wise to run barefoot through the brambles. I would only weaken myself with every incautious step I took. 

      There was no alternative. It was against the rules, but I had no choice. There was nothing for it. 

      Besides, I could not allow this fearless man to walk away from the Sacred Wood thinking it was nothing at all. The Wood had helped me scare off two of the trappers. Now it was up to me to get rid of the third. 

      I slipped from the tree branch and landed noiselessly on the mossy earth in front of the man. 

      Nate was very tall. The top of my head came only to the middle of his chest. He leered down at me. 

      I was only eighteen, but that was woman enough for most. Despite growing up in isolation, I had not been sheltered from the hard truths of life. So, I didn’t need to hear Nate’s thoughts to know them. 

      My hair could be combed, the mud washed from my body. My wildness could be tamed.

      I was a toy to him, nothing more. Something naïve and pretty to look at and to warm his bed. 

      By far, the worst thing was his arrogance. 

      “That’s right,” he said in a smug tone. “Very good. Why don’t you come with me, little witch? We’ll get you a proper meal, some real clothes. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 

      He held out one grubby hand to me—and stopped. He hovered, expression frozen, hand extended without moving. 

      Right at the very core of all people, there was a little life-string. A tiny, glowing link from mind to body. It called to me in a tenuous, lilting vibration. I only needed to wrap my mind around his life-string and take control. 

       A thrill of joy spread through me. This was easy, far easier than I had expected. 

      I had only ever tried to coerce Michael before, and then only in controlled situations. Educational. This was real. Nate did not want to freeze, but he had no choice. Only I could decide. 

      Nate lowered his hand to rest at his side. This was simple too. I controlled his body in the same way I did my own. The thought passed from my mind to his, as light as a breath of wind, and his body obeyed me. I only had to will it, and he complied. 

      Though I could not control his thoughts, I could feel them all as they passed by. 

      Witch! I can’t move! Just move, Nate! One finger. Blink! Fuck! 

      I did not enjoy his rising panic, but it meant I had succeeded. He was entirely my puppet. And that realization drew a smirk of satisfaction to my face. 

      I stepped closer, inhaling his sour body odor. He hadn’t washed in days. 

      “When you wake up, you will leave this place,” I said. “You will not look for me. You will only remember. And next time, you will take the road around the Sacred Wood. You should not be here.” Then, using a trick I had perfected with Michael, I forced his mind into unconsciousness. 

      Nate crumpled to the ground, fast asleep. 

      I turned toward home and started walking, holding my grip on Nate’s mind until I was half a mile away. There I paused and monitored his thoughts while he regained consciousness. 

      His confusion at waking up alone in the forest melted into terror when he remembered our encounter. He wondered briefly if I was still around but decided it would be best to simply flee. Nate trampled off through the brush toward the north, where his friends had gone before. 
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        * * *

      

      Michael had been sitting on a smooth boulder in front of our hut when I arrived back at the hollow, shelling dried peas into a bowl to be stored for the winter. He was an older man, lean and limber, with fly-away white hair and a beard tamed with simple braids and leather thongs. 

      His wrinkled hands moved gracefully over the pods, slipping a yellowed thumbnail inside and scooping out the green peas, which plinked into the bowl between his knees. He paused his work when I approached, my words already gushing forth in a rapid confession, and listened with a concerned expression. 

      “I shouldn’t have used that man’s body against him like that,” I said in a trembling voice. “I shouldn’t have done it. But what else was I supposed to do? Why even have gifts like these if I am never to use them? He wasn’t hurt! I only made him sleep and sent him away! He wanted to take me away, Michael!” 

      He frowned at my desperate rationalizing. “He was not hurt,” Michael confirmed in his usual, steady tone. “But that does not make it right, Little Owl.”

      “So, I should have let him take me? Hurt me?”

      “It would have been better to injure him with your knife than do what you did. You took his body away from him. Even though it was only a few seconds, you took his most basic animal right to his own body. No one should have that power, Gwenna.” 

      I crouched on the ground and buried my head in my arms. The shafts of several feathers dug into my arms and scalp when I squeezed. I welcomed the small pain. It drew my attention away from the wrenching guilt in my gut. 

      Beware, beware the Child, who has no need of tales…

      The words of the old nursery rhyme echoed unbidden through my mind. 

      It was true. I was the Child. The entire world of men had been warned against me. Not some phantom or distant threat, but me. 

      I clutched my hair even tighter. No! It wasn’t true. That verse wasn’t a prophecy. It was only a nursery rhyme. It was nothing. My nightmares and childish imagination had magnified it. Nothing more. 

      Michael set aside his abandoned bowl of peas and wrapped me up in a tight hug. We sat there for several minutes, and he patiently waited for me to relax. 

      “That’s it, little one,” he said, when my breathing slowed and my fingers relaxed their hold on my hair. Then he pulled my arms away from my head. Michael sat me on the ground next to his rock and passed me a handful of dried pods to split open. 

      Work. There was nothing better than work to ease the mind. 

      “Have you been having your nightmares again?” he asked softly. 

      I tightened my fingers on the pea pod and squeezed my eyes shut. Images of blood, fire, and terror pierced the blackness behind my eyelids. “Always,” I replied.  

      Michael shifted his weight on the boulder and resumed shelling peas. “I have not told you why we came to live in the Sacred Wood, have I?” He opened a pea pod with a faint crackle. Seven hard, green peas spilled out and joined their fellows in the bowl. “I brought you away from the world, and you never questioned it.”

      “I was too powerful,” I said without hesitation. And deep inside, unbidden and unwanted, a fundamental truth whispered in my mind: Because I was the Child. 

      Michael nodded, unaware of my internal struggle. “Yes. I lived my whole life in a small village in the southeast of Derehan, pretending to be like everyone else. But when you were born, you displayed such power. You pushed into every mind around you, even as an infant. They could not hide what you were.” 

      I poked into a pea pod, eyebrows furrowed, and said nothing. This explanation matched my long-held assumptions. 

      “Your family asked me to take you away,” he continued. “To teach you control. To provide protection from those who would fear you.” 

      A daunting idea occurred to me, and it burst out of my mouth without a thought. “Will we ever go back? Now that I have mastered myself, will we go back there? To my family?”

      “Do you want to go back?” His lined face remained calm, but the question lay heavy behind his eyes. 

      I thought hard about this while I stared into the pile of peas in the bowl in front of me, thinking of the life I knew and the freedoms I had. The silence of the Sacred Wood was something I loved, the connection to the earth and to the steady life of the forest. Could I bear to live in the stone of a town or a city? It would be like an owl living in someone’s bedroom. 

      And then there were the nightmares. I’d always thought I would never hurt another person with my abilities, that those horrors would only ever be confined to my dreams. 

      But today, I had hurt someone. I had violated his body and his mind, and I’d enjoyed it. Just like in my nightmares. 

      And then I’d tried to rationalize it afterward.

      “I like it here,” I said in a stern voice.
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      In my dreams, I am always Death. Not the kindly Death who welcomed a person to peace and rest after a long life well lived. 

      No, I am horror, despair, and pain. And I am very efficient. 

      I don’t know where the nightmares came from. Everything was as it should have been, secure and safe. We lived alone, Michael and I, under the high canopy of the Sacred Wood. We worked hard to maintain our lonely home: hunting, cultivating, preserving. I ran wild through the mossy leaf litter in bare feet, my dark hair adorned with fluttering feathers of every color and species. 

      We were earthbound and good, and my whole life was ahead of me. 

      Then at night, the nightmares came again, and I was Death. 

      Sometimes, I dreamed of cities and battles, of men and women tearing into each other with grim determination. Other times, I dreamed of a great fire—a woman stranded on the roof of a burning building. Her curls were pulled back into a tattered braid, but I never saw her dark face. There was always someone standing next to me when I had this dream, another faceless presence. I didn’t need to look at him, though. He was safety, an anchor in the chaos of flames and horror. 

      That dream came often, and I would wake, choking on phantom smoke and sweating through my clothes. 

      The night after the trappers, I dreamed of myself as a little girl. I watched her warily while she walked between simple houses with steep, thatched roofs. My dark hair—no, her dark hair—hung limp and dirty, her feet bare. 

      A few people followed her, walking with bland expressions, puppets under her complete control. One by one, more people joined her crowd, exiting their homes to trail dutifully behind. 

      She entered the town square. Then, when the entire town stood gathered about her, two hundred people or more, the carnage began. The little girl who was and was not me didn’t even flinch when the village people bashed themselves against walls or plunged knives into bellies. 

      I felt her boredom as if it were my own. Maybe it was my own. Either way, this was too easy. She wreaked havoc among the villagers using only a fraction of her ability. No one was safe, not the young or old, strong or weak. They were all hers to do with as she pleased, and no one could stop her. 

      Next time, she should try a city. Maybe that would be a real challenge. 

      This was so much worse than with Nate. So much more violent. This could not be me. I would never do such a thing. Could never. But there was no denying that this little girl, this monster, was me. Because when she suddenly turned and looked me in the eye, only my own face gazed back at me. 

      I jerked awake with a gasp, my heart pounding. Michael cried out from his cot across the room and glanced around wildly. 

      “What is it?” he asked in a bleary voice. “What happened?”

      I sat on my cot, unable to speak or think. My lungs heaved in and out, in and out. I clawed at my shirt with sweaty hands, desperate to ease the invisible weight on my chest. 

      Michael hauled himself out of bed and came to crouch next to me. He wrapped me up in a tight embrace and shushed into my hair. “Hush, Little Owl. It’s just a dream.”

      “It’s not!” I rasped. “How can it be a dream? It must be real! It was a premonition, Michael. I don’t care that I was a little girl in the vision. It was a premonition!”

      “Visions are rarely exact, my child.” He looked me in the eye. “Even if it was a premonition, it was only one possibility out of thousands. Maybe it could have been you in a different life. But you are here. You are good and safe. You would never hurt anyone.” 

      “But I did, Michael. I hurt that trapper. I hurt him. I shouldn’t have made him freeze or sleep. I should have just run.”

      “What’s done is done,” Michael said. “You made a choice, and you have learned from it.”

      I nodded frantically. “Yes.”

      “It was only a dream.” Michael had said this line to me nearly every night for as long as I could remember. 

      “Only a dream,” I responded in a whisper. My breathing slowed. “Only a dream.” 
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        * * *

      

      A month later, while I picked wild blackberries in the dappled sunlight of a cool autumn morning, it happened again. 

      The first crackling of trampled leaves, I dismissed. There was no one around for miles. I had checked. It was probably only a small animal, a fox or a squirrel snuffling through the undergrowth for its breakfast. 

      But there was something wrong about the sound. It wasn’t a searching, turning-over of last year’s leaf litter. It had the suddenness of a footfall, sharp and quickly silenced. 

      When this realization hit me several seconds after the fact, I whirled around in alarm. The blackberries had stained both of my hands purple, and a half-filled basket swung from my forearm. 

      An old woman stood about ten feet away. She stared at me without a hint of fear or alarm, clicking her tongue. 

      A torn, baggy shirt dwarfed her bent figure, and she wore old leather leggings, black with filth from the knee down. She clutched a simple staff decorated with tattered fabric and rattling strings of beads, feathers, and bones, which clacked against the worn wood near the top. Her knobby fingers worried at it in apparent delight. Her fist opened and closed, opened and closed, over the gnarled shaft. 

      A limerick danced through my mind unbidden, that old nursery song everyone knew. An old warning from centuries past meant to frighten children away from strangers. “Beware, beware the Crone, who whispers in your ear…” 

      A thrill of fear went through me, but I squashed it down. Just because this woman was old didn’t make her the Crone from my childhood nightmares. And I was no longer a child. I was nearly grown and too old for nursery tales. 

      “Hello, my darling,” said the old woman in a cautious tone. Her voice was high-pitched and scratchy, like the hiss of an angry badger. 

      I stared at her, too afraid to move or speak. 

      This was no trapper, no traveler. She wasn’t passing through, nor had she found me by chance. 

      This woman was sibylline, like Michael and me. Her mind pushed against me like an intimidating granite shell in a show of confidence and arrogance that baffled me. 

      “What? Nothing to say?” she continued in her raspy voice. 

      “Where did you come from?” I asked. 

      She held out one arthritic hand to me. Her sleeve pulled back on her arm as she reached, revealing three ancient, soft scars in parallel lines on the back of her arm. It must have been a nasty wound, once upon a time. Violence, ugliness, destruction. Scars like that didn’t happen to nice people. 

      “Would you like to see?” the old woman asked. 

      My gaze flitted from her face to her shaking hand, then back again. “Just tell me.”

      The woman dropped her hand with a humorless chuckle. “He’s told you nothing. I thought as much. That old fool has kept you here, alone, for far too long.”

      The opposing desires to flee or to attack warred inside me. She should not be here. In all my life, I had never seen anyone besides the odd traveler, and only once had they ever spotted me. Yet there stood this old woman, with her tattered clothes and knowing smile. What could it possibly mean? Where had she come from?

      “Either speak plainly or leave.” I stood as straight and tall as I could. “I have no interest in hints or riddles.” 

      The woman took a single step closer and leaned forward on her staff. She held out her hand once more and smiled. “Take my hand, darling, and you’ll see the truth for yourself.” 

      “That’s enough,” I said with a disgusted scowl, then turned and stalked away from the little meadow. My basket of blackberries tumbled its contents over the leaf litter as I slipped between the trees. 

      Half of me wanted to stop and gather the fallen berries so they wouldn’t be wasted. But my other half vibrated with anger. Whoever this woman was, she had come to me deliberately to play games. I didn’t care why anymore. I wasn’t playing. 

      “Can you spot a lie, little one?” The woman’s voice followed me with an amused laugh. 

      “You shouldn’t be here!” I said over my shoulder. 

      “Neither should you! Not anymore.” She tried to follow me, but I was sure-footed. The noise of her hesitant trampling through the underbrush quickly halted behind me. “Michael is lying to you! Mark my words! He’s lying! Look under what he says, and you’ll see.”

      I paused and turned halfway back to face the old woman, my chin raised. “How do you know his name? How do you know me? Who are you?”

      She did not offer her hand to me again. “Ask him,” she said. “Run along home and ask him, little one. And look for the lies. Come here again tomorrow, and I will tell you the truth.” 

      I scowled at her. More riddles. Was this how all people spoke with each other in the world? If so, then I’d gladly spend the rest of my life in the Sacred Wood. 

      “Michael does not lie,” I said flatly, then sprinted away before she could reply. 

      I slipped under the high, twisted branches, swift as an owl gliding on the night wind. These woods were my home, every stone, every branch and turning, so it did not take me long to find my way back to the hut. 

      I didn’t stop running until I passed through the protective ring of runestones which guided people away from the hollow where our hut sat. Small and hard to spot, the stones had been nestled in the ground, often covered in moss and leaf litter. But I felt them when I passed. I ignored the overwhelming urge to turn away and stepped over the invisible line. 

      I entered our sheltered garden at a trot, my heart pounding from the exertion. Michael stood near the warmth of the stove, just visible through a narrow window. He busily braided onions for the upcoming winter, his white hair tied back with a bramble cord I’d spun myself that summer. 

      He went about his work like any other day, and the old woman’s words rattled through my head. He’s told you nothing. 

      No. Michael wasn’t a liar. He always answered every question I’d ever asked. 

      Not that I had ever asked any. 

      A large quartz stone propped open the door to let in the fresh air, so Michael didn’t hear when I stepped quietly inside. 

      “Good morning, Michael.” 

      He jumped visibly when I spoke. “Gracious, Gwenna.” The loose skin around his jaw quivered. His eyes crinkled with a smile in greeting. “You startled me, child. I didn’t expect you back for some hours yet. Did you find anything good in the Wood today?” 

      In answer, I sat my basket of blackberries on the rough-hewn table, where Michael oohed over the ripe berries. He popped two in his mouth and closed his eyes in delight. 

      “My favorite. Were there many more, do you think? We can cook them down into a jam.” 

      “Yes, there were more. I’ll go out again tomorrow.” 

      He ate two more before returning to his onions. 

      I stared at the back of his head. This man had been a scholar before he brought me to this place as an infant. He spoke of it often, of the studies he’d done and the books he’d read. Michael had taught me everything he knew and was often wistful about the grand libraries he had left behind. 

      And now here he was, his day filled with mundane tasks, which mostly involved preserving food and repairing leaky buckets and torn shirts. 

      “What city did you say we came from?” I asked, lowering myself into the solitary upright chair by the table. 

      His long fingers didn’t falter on the long onion greens. Over, under, over, under. “A small town in the west. A place called Mauland, near the border with Authe Ida.”

      That was when I saw it: the lie. 

      No, I didn’t see it. I didn’t feel it or hear it. It had no substance, only a broad sensing. 

      It was a combination of many things. First, it was the slight increase in his heartbeat and breathing, which I could feel as easily as my own. But it was also in the adjustment of his mental shields. He didn’t block me out completely, which would have drawn my suspicions. But he erected them in just the right way to deflect my notice. And when I looked around those shields, it was in the way his thoughts turned just a little to the side. 

      It was in the way his thoughts became deliberately repetitious. Over, under, over, under. I could only hear what was on his mind in the moment, so he deliberately thought of innocuous things. 

      This earth-shattering realization hit me in the space of a breath, between one sentence and the next. 

      “Why do you ask?” he continued, unaware of what I now knew. 

      I kept myself outwardly calm. He could not feel me as acutely as I felt him. No one could. But even an ungifted person would notice agitation in another’s breath or tone of voice. 

      “I’ve just been thinking about what you told me a few weeks ago. About how you took me away as an infant. Who asked you to do it? My family?” 

      Michael’s hands finally stilled at their task. He turned to face me with a somber expression. “Your mother died giving birth to you, I’m afraid.”

      This was the truth. I pressed on. 

      “And my father?”

      “Gone before you were born.” 

      “But alive?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Another truth. These things I believed. 

      “So, I have no one? Nowhere to go?” 

      He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Why do you ask, Gwen? Do you want to leave the Sacred Wood?”

      “No,” I said sharply. “No, I don’t want to go anywhere. I was just curious.” I stood up, feeling guilty and confused. For the first time in my life, cracks had begun to appear in my own solid understanding of the world. 

      Michael gave a comforting half smile. “We are safe here, Little Owl.”

      I nodded and moved toward the door. “I’ll go get water.” 

      But as I snatched up the buckets from their spot by the door, my gut churned. 

      He’s told you nothing. 
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, before Michael woke, I left with my blackberry basket in one hand. I looked for the old woman behind every tree and around every mossy boulder, but she was nowhere to be seen. I kept my mind open, a mental net cast over the Wood for a mile in every direction. 

      Nothing. Aside from the usual undercurrent of life pulsing through the trees, I was alone. 

      The blackberry bramble overwhelmed a small, natural meadow. The thorny bushes thrived in that small pool of bright sunlight, so rare in the deep parts of the Sacred Wood. And as I glanced over the wild tangle, I began to wonder if it had all been a dream. There had been no woman, no confusion. No lies. 

      With a frown, I began industriously picking the berries. It was slow work, but with cautious, deliberate movements, I was able to avoid the worst of the thorns. 

      “I told you he’d lie,” said a high, throaty voice behind me. 

      I jumped, earning a line of painful, shallow scratches along my forearm in my carelessness. Fine lines of blood immediately appeared on my skin. 

      I ignored the pain and turned with hard eyes to face the old woman. 

      “Who are you?” I asked. 

      “Straight to the point, I see,” she said with a chuckle. “I like a little fight in a young person. I have had many names over the years, but most call me Theo now.” 

      “And who are you, Theo? How do you know me?”

      A sly smile spread across her wrinkled face. Much older than Michael. Her skin was like antique paper handled too often by careless hands. Her knuckles bulged in giant, painful-looking knobs, and she was so thin she might blow over in the wind. 

      “I have known you all your life. And Michael too,” she said. “He fears me, what I can teach you. That is why he lies. Why he keeps you hidden away in this old place.”

      “And what can you teach me?”

      “Your power goes deeper than any magic the world has seen in centuries. There is no limit to what you can do, and yet he has leashed you. Tamed you. Lied to you. He has you here, picking berries, like you’re nothing.” She held out her hand to me like a claw. “But I can show you another world. Help you see your true potential.” 

      I knew my potential, had seen it many times in my nightmares. Blood-soaked and terrifying. A death god let loose on the world. I did not want that life. 

      “Why now?” I asked. “If you’ve known me all my life, why only come to me now?”

      She smirked and lifted her chin. “I didn’t know where to find you, girl. Until a few weeks ago, when a few trappers in a grubby bar started spreading tales. They talked about a forest witch who could use a person’s body like a puppet.” 

      I froze, squashing the instinct to curl up on myself in shame. I felt seen. Not just by Theo, but by the whole world. 

      “You scared them proper,” Theo said with a chuckle. “And you were right to do so. Authe Ida has lost all respect for this sacred place. They have forgotten who we are, and that makes them dangerous.” 

      “No.” My mouth screwed up in determination. “I made them afraid. The fear of man is what destroyed us. Sent us into hiding.” 

      “Wrong again, little one.” Theo wagged a crooked finger. “It was our own fear that drove our kind away. Imagine what the world could have been if our foremothers had stood their ground against the fear of mankind? If they had stood tall and demanded their rightful place in the world? As you did with those trappers?”  

      Theo’s words held no hint of a lie. Despite her tantalizing string of non-answers, she spoke only the truth. Or what she believed the truth to be. 

      Where Michael told only half-truths, Theo offered something more substantial. Real information. Real change. Real answers.

      So I dropped my half-filled basket of blackberries and stepped closer to her. I took Theo’s bent hand and marveled at the softness of her withered skin. 

      She grinned once, a twisted, satisfied smile, and yanked me out of the world. 

      An irresistible vacuum sucked the very breath from my lungs, and my heart ceased to beat. I tightened my hand around Theo’s, but she had gone. 

      A brilliant, white light blanketed the world around me, making it hard to keep my watering eyes open. I was a mass of contradictions, falling and landing at the same time. My body felt heavy, but it moved more easily than usual. Everything was backward, upside down, wrong in every way. 

      But then it stopped, just as quickly and unexpectedly as it had begun. 

      I opened my tightly shut eyes and looked around. The white light was gone, and the bony fist of the old woman once again clasped my own. She peeled her fingers away as if it were extremely difficult for her to separate herself from me. The slyness had disappeared from her face, replaced with a pained look. 

      “It’s not so easy as it once was to cross the void. I’m getting too old for this,” she said. 

      I stumbled away from her and braced myself against the rough bark of the closest tree. My breath came in shaky gasps, and I stared around at my surroundings. 

      The forest had changed. The trees were much too large, too old and gnarled. Dry, dead grass and dusty earth made up the forest floor. No flowers, no weeds, no moss. Only thirst. 

      The woods were free of underbrush, making it possible to see for long stretches between the trunks. But there was nothing else. Only more trees. On and on they went, forever apparently. 

      I shivered. There was something wrong with this dead forest. I couldn’t quite tell what it was, but I hated it. Something was missing, something important. 

      I swallowed hard and forced myself to focus on Theo’s words. “The void?” I asked.

      She rolled her shoulders. “The nothingness between the worlds. It is a rare gift to pass through the void unharmed. Only the sibyls can do it and survive.” 

      “Between the worlds? Where are we? Is this another world?” 

      “A place of hiding. A sanctuary,” she said, still sounding pained. 

      Small drops of blood fell from my scratched forearm, and the parched earth absorbed it immediately, like water on dry sand. “Hiding from what?” I asked, hauling myself upright.

      Theo shrugged. “Everything. People. Fear. Time itself. Here, we are safe.” 

      Michael had said the same thing. We’re safe here, Little Owl.

      I stared around at the empty place, and my heart hammered in my chest. “This isn’t a sanctuary. It’s just another prison.” 

      I kept a firm grip on my own mental shields, but that didn’t stop Theo from trying to get inside. The granite of her mind melted and conformed to my own, looking for any crack to slide through. 

      “I’m not your enemy, girl,” she said, annoyed. “I was Michael’s teacher, and he carries on my work, now that I am too old to continue it myself. I will not steal your secrets, what few inconsequential ones you may have.” 

      Inwardly, we danced. She slipped to the side; I redoubled my defenses.  

      “Why did he hide me from you?” I asked. 

      She shrugged. “We had a bit of a falling out several years ago. He didn’t agree with some of my methods.” Theo studied me carefully for a moment or two while she tried and failed to break through my mental shields. “Nice to see he’s going on with my work, though. Finishing up what I started. He’s taught you a few tricks, has he?”

      “I thought you said he tamed me. You’re speaking in riddles again. Answering questions without answering.” 

      “You’re just not listening properly.” Theo thudded her staff on the dry earth for emphasis. She was getting angry and tried in earnest to get past my blocks. Theo managed to skirt around a few and concentrated very hard on my sense of direction. She wanted to know where I had come from. 

      She was trying to find the hollow. 

      “I don’t think so.” With one mighty mental heave, I shoved her out of my mind. The relief was instant, as if I had dusted a mass of cobwebs from between my memories. Everything grew clearer.

      I no longer had any desire to listen to this woman. 

      Theo threw her head back and laughed, raspy and harsh. Her horrible cackle echoed between the trees, and I wrapped my arms around myself to ward off the chills wracking my body. 

      I realized what was wrong with our surroundings. 

      Theo’s laugh reverberating amongst the trees had thrown the deafening silence into harsh relief. There was no noise in that place. No birds sang in the branches. The wind did not rustle through the leaves. There was no chatter of squirrels or rabbits in the underbrush. The forest was entirely deserted. Utterly empty.

      “I want to go home.” I wanted out of that awful, lonely place. 

      The woman’s expression faded quickly from shock, to confusion, to anger. 

      “You horrible, ungrateful girl,” she spat. “Don’t you realize the amount of knowledge this place holds? Don’t you recognize the gift I am giving you? The gift of time itself!”

      “I don’t care!” A cold sweat broke out all over my body. I stared around in a panic, searching for any kind of exit. I wanted more than anything to run to Michael and hide under my blankets, where she couldn’t find me.

      But there were only more trees. More and more, forever. 

      “I want to go home!” 

      Her eyes blazed with fire, and her control over her telepathy wavered for just an instant. The anger consumed her. 

      In a moment of heart-stopping panic, I returned to the white nothingness and then to the familiar hardwood forest I called home. I collapsed onto the hard earth and vomited. My throat ached with the stale taste of bile, but I was home. 

      I staggered up and ran to the hollow, leaving the blackberries behind. I expected to find the old woman waiting for me behind every tree, over every hill. I could almost see her craggy face and feel her rancid breath on my neck as I raced home. The very thought of her terrified me. 

      Michael! I sent the mental message as soon as I was close enough. Michael!

      “What is it, Little Owl?” he asked, looking concerned, when he exited the hut to meet me. 

      The relief of seeing his familiar, kind face slammed into me like fresh, life-giving air after too long under water. 

      I did not try to explain it in words; I showed him instead. My tight control over my thoughts melted away. Images of Theo and the dead place flooded freely from my mind to his. Michael staggered under the weight of them at first, not ready for such a load so suddenly. 

      “Theo,” he told me. “Her name is Theo, and she was my teacher, so long ago.” He put his arm around me, still a little wobbly from the unexpected rush of emotional memories. 

      I suddenly noticed how frail Michael had become in the failing light as he leaned on me for support. Dark circles shaded his eyes, as if he hadn’t slept for days. He looked so very tired. 

      “Come inside,” he said. “Come inside and I will explain everything.”
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      He told it to me like one of his stories. First he made some tea, and he didn’t rush the process. He prepared the cups while he boiled water over our clay stove, scooping in chamomile and lavender in precise amounts. 

      I waited patiently, quite used to this routine. Once the tea was poured, we settled near the heat of the little stove, me on the mat and him in his armchair. 

      Finally, Michael spoke, still unhurried. “Theo was a wise woman in the village where you were born,” he said through the steam rising from his tea. “She lived in the forest outside of town and attended to those who sought her out, in exchange for coin or food or supplies.”

      Despite his calm tone, I couldn’t quite settle. I stared out the rough window, on alert, scanning the darkened trees for any sign of movement that didn’t belong. 

      “I’ve told you before, about when you were born. How you pushed into every mind in the area. People could feel you four houses down. Everyone knew what you were. They were frightened and angry.

      “Your mother died giving birth to you, as you know. You had no one else, and none of your neighbors wanted anything to do with you. I took you because there was no one else and because I was able to block you out, and⁠—”

      He paused, pressing his interlaced knuckles to his mouth, as if to keep the words in. 

      “And because Theo took an unnatural interest in you. She wanted you, Little Owl. She wanted to take you and twist you into something like her, something that scrounges at the edge of town for scraps, something manipulative and hated and feared. She saw your power and coveted it for herself. She would make you her puppet, Gwen.”

      Michael leaned forward in his chair and sat down his cup, only half-drunk. He took my hands and squeezed, putting as much love, comfort, and apology into the gesture as he could.  

      “I could do better for you, give you a life of freedom and peace. I could teach you to live close to the earth and the trees, teach you to revere the Sacred Wood as the sibyls of old have done throughout history. I brought you here to keep you safe from other people who would fear you, and to keep you safe from her.” 

      He stared at me when he finished speaking, clearly wanting me to say something to assure him he had done right. And indeed, I could think of no alternative course of action in the circumstances. 

      Had Michael done right? I had no family left, no one in the village where I was born. I had been saved from a crone who I personally knew to be manipulative, manic, and cold-hearted at best. And I had grown up happy, healthy, and free in the Sacred Wood that I loved. 

      But I couldn’t reassure him. Something didn’t feel right about his story. I didn’t believe him. And why not? 

      Because it was too innocent. 

      If the only threat was from Theo, why hadn’t he told me about her voluntarily before this? Why did I need to ask? We were safe from her in the hollow. As long as the old magic of the runestones protecting this place endured, she could not find us here. That magic was older than us, older than our hut, older than Derehan itself. It was strong and lasting. We were safe.

      So why hadn’t Michael told me about Theo? Why keep me in the dark about my own past? Why lie? 

      I looked up at him. For the second time, I understood what it felt like when a person lied to me. It wasn’t in his looks or his tone, but in his mind. Michael blocked me out very carefully, but his heart beat faster, his breath came too short, and his thoughts turned to the side, just a bit. 

      This history was half-truth, half-lie. 

      “Gwen,” he said upon an exhale, his expression both despairing and pleading. 

      I was never one to play games. I looked him directly in the eye, my mouth set in a firm line. “Will you tell me the whole truth?” 

      “I have told the whole truth,” he said. 

      Lie. 

      Michael studied my face for a long moment. I couldn’t make out what he was thinking, but it was obvious he was trying to decide how to proceed. 

      “You are nearly grown. You are old enough to take charge of your own life. You are strong enough to keep control of your mind, and you are capable enough to fend for yourself. The time is coming soon, Gwen, for you to decide if you want to stay here in the Wood or leave.” 

      I leaned away, baffled. Why was he bringing this up again? 

      “I cannot stop you from leaving me,” he said quietly, almost begging. “But please wait just a little before you go. If you go. Wait until the spring, when you can be sure the weather will hold for traveling.”

      “I’m not leaving, Michael,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere. This is my home.”

      This caused him to frown even deeper. Now it was his turn to disbelieve. 

      “Do you want me to leave?” I asked, alarmed. Even now, my voice remained low and calm, but he could feel my hurt. 

      “No! No, I don’t want you to go. You and I are family. I don’t want you to leave.”

      “If I left, then you could too,” I said, the ideas coming to me slowly. “We could both leave, together or separately. We could both live among people.”

      Michael closed his eyes and made no answer. “I am tired,” he said, rising from his hard chair. “I’m sorry for all of this, Little Owl. I’m so sorry.”

      I stood as well, my lips parted and my breath coming fast. 

      Would he say nothing else? Would he leave it at this? These half-truths and unanswered questions? Was he going to bring up my deserting him, then leave me to fret alone?

      Michael smiled and went to his cot in the corner. He settled down onto the straw mattress and closed his eyes. Discussion over.

      I stared at him for a few moments. The conversation had lasted less than a half hour, but those few minutes had changed everything. More than simply knowing more of my own history, now I saw someone entirely different laying on that cot. He was not the Michael I had known. 

      He had been lying to me for my entire life, and he would go on lying for as long as he could. Forever, maybe. He had been this person the entire time, a liar. A keeper of secrets. 

      And I had been fooled. 

      I hovered there in the hut, unsure of what to do or say. Michael knew I stood there, yet he remained turned away, feigning sleep. Eventually, I went outside and resumed sewing a new pair of fur boots on the bench under my favorite willow tree, like it was any other day. 

      Whatever Michael’s reasons, whatever the whole truth was, I would find it eventually. If not, then maybe it really was time to consider leaving. The spring seemed ages away, but Michael was right about the weather. The winters could be devastating in the north, and I would need time to find a home. 

      And so I forced needle and thread through the tough hides and thought about what my life could be, how it might change if I set out on my own. In the end, I decided I didn’t want it to change. I loved the Wood, I loved my home, and despite everything, I loved Michael too. In time, I would find a way to forgive him. Not today, not now, but soon. 
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        * * *

      

      After that, Michael and I developed a sort of distant friendship. It was nothing like what we had before, but it was livable. We did not speak of Theo or of Michael’s lies. We pretended nothing had happened, that nothing had changed. 

      But something had changed. A small tension existed between us, as if neither of us were quite comfortable with the other anymore. 

      I hated it. All I had to do was talk to Michael about it and tell him I was all right, that I had forgiven him. And I wanted to, so badly, but I never could. He was still keeping something from me, and that hurt more than anything. 

      More than a week passed away before I could bring myself to venture beyond the protection of the runestones, and even then, I refused to go far. 

      Michael and I tended our small garden and reaped a decent harvest. I went out and picked a good number of apples to save for the winter, foraged a wealth of mushrooms and berries, and brought down several rabbits. The meat would dry well, and the furs would serve as a new blanket to replace my ratty old one.  

      I did not see Theo again, though I jumped at every small noise while walking through the woods. I hated myself for being so afraid. I should be vigilant and alert, but never afraid. 

      But the nagging dread ran deep, and I could not completely shake it. 

      Before I knew it, autumn bloomed fully in the Sacred Wood. The trees exploded with color—dusky reds, oranges, and yellows—and my breath hovered in a cloud of fog in the mornings. 

      I worked tirelessly to make sure there was enough wood for our squat, clay stove and decent stores set away to last us through the winter. Michael did as much as he could, but he tired easily. In a few years, he wouldn’t be able to contribute much at all. He would hate that. 

      Michael was always so happy to be out of doors, doing good, honest work with his hands. He must have been a very strong young man, but his muscles had grown softer. It made him sad. I could feel it. 

      “Gwenna,” he said, on one of the last warm nights of the season. “Come to the river with me tonight. I need the constancy of the stars, and I cannot see them in the forest.”

      “You know I hate the ravine.” I looked up at him with a small frown on my face. As a child, I had nearly fallen into the gorge once, when the earth gave way at the edge. I had avoided the place ever since. 

      “You’re going to have to return to it someday,” he said. “You haven’t had a proper look at the sky since you were eight.”

      “So give me a memory.”

      “It’s not the same,” he said. 

       	“But—”

      “But nothing.” There was a finality to his tone that he rarely had to use with me. “Get your cloak. You need to see the sky for yourself. Now, let’s go.”

      I stood from the table, frowning. Michael cast his eyes downward and left the little hut. He was up to something, and he almost seemed ashamed. 

      I wanted to read his mind, but he had shields up. They weren’t strong; I could break them if I wanted, but that would go against the rules. No listening in. 

      Even after all he’d kept from me, I still did not press him for answers. Call it trust. Call it habit. Whatever it was, I didn’t break through his shields. 

      I followed Michael out of the hut, pulling my leather cloak over my shoulders and drawing up the fur-lined hood as I went. He had already reached the edge of the little valley where we lived, moving steadily in the direction of the Lily River and the deep canyon it had carved. I took a calming breath and followed him without a word. 

      The deep quiet of the forest bid us to silence as well. Our footsteps barely made a sound on the soft undergrowth. An owl hooted in the distance, a soothing sound. I shivered and pulled my cloak closer about my body. 

      I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but something was wrong. Something was present which should not have been. It was very faint, very distant, and Michael and I were headed directly toward it. 

      Michael?

      Yes?

      Where are you taking me?

      To the river.

      My heart raced in my chest, but I didn’t press the issue. I listened hard for any sound that did not belong, but the crickets, frogs, nightbirds, and our own footfalls drowned out everything else. 

      We reached the edge of the cliff just as night began to fall. The moon was bright, but not too much so to blot out the stars. I gave the sheer drop one wary glance and then looked up at the sky. 

      I did not venture too close; I didn’t have to. The tree line stopped well before the earth dropped down to where the river raged, making the sky easily visible. Michael had been right—his memories couldn’t compare to the beauty of the heavens at night. 

      I retreated further from the edge and settled into the grass next to Michael. We both lay back, and after a few quiet moments, he began pointing out constellations, communicating mind to mind like we used to. 

      There you see the Firefly, the last of the magical creatures. And the Sprite on its back. Do you see those five stars in a line? 

      Where?

      Just there, to the right of the Crow? That’s the tail of the Scorpion, who tricked the Sprite into giving up its sword.

      On and on he went for nearly half an hour, reciting the old tales I had almost forgotten. And all the while, that strange feeling in the back of my mind grew, formless and unrecognizable, making the hairs stand up on my arms. 

      Finally, I sat up and looked to the west along the ravine. Whatever it was, that’s where it came from. And it was moving in our direction. 

      Michael! There are people nearby! 

      A great crowd of people moved in the distance, their lives shining brightly in my mind’s eye. I began to hear their thoughts as they drew ever closer. I hadn’t recognized the feeling because I had never before sensed so many people at such close range. Not three or four minds, but dozens and dozens. The sensation wasn’t at all what I had imagined it to be, and it threw me. 

      I scrambled toward the underbrush where we could hide, but paused when Michael didn’t follow. 

      Michael! Hurry! We must hide! I don’t think I can control them all at once!

      He gazed over at me. His face changed a little, as if puzzling over a complicated decision. 

      My disorientation grew while dozens of other people bounded about freely in my head. Their thoughts and feelings were very clear now. Many of them snuck in, climbing nearby trees and looking for advantageous hiding places. They all had one thing on their minds: Kill the enemy. 

      It was a small army moving into position to ambush someone. 

      And I knew who that someone was. 

      A smaller group—just five men and one woman—traveling light, approached the ravine from the southeast, seemingly unaware of the danger awaiting them. They strolled through the darkness, sure-footed, tired, and unafraid.

      My head ached. It was getting very hard to pay attention to my surroundings. I had no control over my telepathy, and it began to rule me. 

      The smaller group stepped into the clearing near the edge of the ravine. Six travelers. Six against fifty. 

      Michael’s inner voice broke into the haze my brain had become. Down here. There’s going to be an ambush, I think. We have to hide. 

      I took his hand and let him lead me, half-blind in the night and confusion, to the edge of the underbrush. We squatted down and made ourselves completely still. We would be entirely hidden between the darkness and our clothes of leather, feathers, and fur. 

      I fidgeted in the dirt, lost in my own mind, while dozens of thoughts belonging to other people jostled me about. Michael gathered me close to him and squeezed, trying to keep me quiet. 

      A bit further. 

      Kill them all! 

      They may talk! 

      I could not block them out, could not control it. I even went so far as to forget where I was entirely, so immersed in forced thoughts and feelings as I was. 

      Gwenna.

      Michael’s inner voice rang through the din. I caught hold of it and clung on for dear life. 

      “Not yet,” one man said to his companion. His voice cut clear and sharp through the darkness, though he didn’t speak loudly. 

      “It’s past dark,” another replied. “We should have stopped an hour ago, at least. This is madness, John.”

      “Not yet,” the first man said again. “A bit further. I know a place where we can rest that will be safe.”

      “Nothing’s safe here,” another man said. 

      No, he didn’t say it aloud. He thought it. 

      I clutched my head, desperately muddled. Too many thoughts from too many sources. They jumbled in my mind, incomprehensible. 

      Just breathe. 

      It’s been so long. 

      Michael? 

      We’ll just leave them here. 

      Kill! 

      Michael! Make it stop!

      Just breathe, Little Owl. Michael latched onto me, mind to mind. He threw me a lifeline of sorts, pulling me out, helping me handle the sudden load. You must take control. Remember who and where you are. Focus on the present. Remember what is yours and what belongs to others. Block them out! Get control!

      His advice was all well and good, but it was extremely hard to do. I knew who I was. I was Robert, a middle-aged man with two grown girls and a wife who had died three years before in a raid in a village in the south. I came here to kill the Derehanis. To get revenge. I would taste blood tonight, even if my own was mixed in. 

      I had almost rushed in the direction of the Derehani men with revenge on my mind before I realized that, no, that wasn’t right. I was a young boy, ready to prove himself, not a widower. There was a girl waiting for me at home. She was small, with a long face, wide eyes, and a smile that made my heart jump. 

      No, that wasn’t it. I was a lithe woman creeping around a tree, looking for a clear shot. 

      Michael?

      Focus!

      On what? What was there to focus on? 

      Remember who you are. Where you came from. Repeat the familiar things to yourself until you have control. 

      The six people in the clearing at the edge of the ravine argued calmly. They were the Derehani. What were they doing here, out in this deserted stretch of the Sacred Wood? Even stranger still, how could the Authe Idans dare to attack them? The two nations had no love for each other, but there was no war. Even if there had been, the Wood was a no man’s land. Battle was forbidden here. 

      I tried to ignore the men. Instead, I focused on remembering that I was Gwenna and had grown up in the hollow. I thought of the little vegetable patch near the window by my bed and remembered the constellations. The Firefly and the Sprite, tricked by the Scorpion. The Maned Goat and its horns, forever chasing the sun. 

      Good. Good. Michael’s voice came clearer now. Much easier to distinguish. 

      As I retold the stories to myself, the jumble began to clear. And with a final effort, I erected a spherical shield around my mind. Thin and transparent as glass, but there, and the voices faded to a distant muffle. 

      Now, I could think. I could make a plan. Michael’s white beard and bright eyes came into focus in the dim moonlight. The travelers stood nearby. So close. If the nearest man reached out, he would brush my nose. 

      They had no idea they were surrounded by their enemies. Unseen. Deadly. Waiting. 

      Then a blinding pain rocketed through my left eye, and I screamed. 

      I fell forward into the bare dirt broken only with small, prickly patches of sticker weed, which clung to the rocky soil. 

      A man had been shot. The one who could have touched my nose if he’d known I was there. He fell, an arrow plunged deep into his eye. 

      “Connor!” someone cried out in shock and disbelief. 

      Another man only a few paces away dove toward his fallen friend. His hands hovered over the body, his mouth gaping in shock.

      Then he looked up and locked eyes with me. To him, I was a witch girl looming out of the darkness, dirty and covered in feathers, horror written plainly on my face. We both froze in fear. 

      “Ambush!” cried one of the travelers. 

      His companions melted into a fighting stance. 

      The enemy darted into the open with shouts of war. Swords and knives flashed in the moonlight. Blood flew. Screams rang between the trees and ruined the serene rushing of the water in the ravine nearby. The man who had spotted me cast me one last wary glance before he drew his own sword and stepped into the fray. 

      That archer had had a keen aim, even in the dark. But then again, it could have been pure luck. Either way, a dead man lay in the dirt inches from where I clutched my aching head. I stared at his bloodied, ruined face, unable to move or think. My lungs heaved air in and out, in and out. 

      Too fast, too much air. Too much noise. Too many people. And the blood. So much blood. Just like my nightmares. 

      Had I done this? Had I coerced that woman to loose her arrow? 

      No, surely not. I would never. 

      My head threatened to burst, but I managed to crawl away from the dead man. I struggled back toward Michael through the dirt, the feathers on my hair catching in the underbrush. 

      But as I got close enough to reach his outstretched hand, I clenched up. 

      A sickening pain exploded through my entire body, originating from an arrow sunk deep in my left breast. I gasped, unable to draw breath into my ruined lungs. I looked down, shocked to see no arrow protruding from my chest. 

      It was pain, but it was not my pain. 

      I looked up to where Michael crouched, still half concealed in the underbrush a few feet away. It was his pain I felt. The long shaft of the arrow protruded from his chest, a gruesome confirmation of someone else’s good aim. 

      His emotions flowed freely to my mind, like they had the long habit of doing. Flashes of his distant past swam before my vision, too many to sort out. A woman. A huge horse, too big to ride. A feeling of desperation. A baby. Fear. A book. A young woman, different from the first. My laughing face. Love. 

      Everything happened so fast, and I barely had time to comprehend it all. I lunged toward him, though the pain in his chest stopped the breath in my own, but I couldn’t reach him before he fell. His consciousness tore from me like a limb ripped from its socket. 

      With a strangled gasp, I felt him die. I felt his terror, his desperation, the animal need to survive being stripped away, bit by bit until he was gone. A hole opened up inside me, gaping and senseless. I couldn’t breathe around it. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t get up to hide from the chaos around me. 

      My fingers scrabbled over the front of his shirt as I struggled to take a breath. Finally, it came as a gasp of new pain. This time it was my right leg, just below the knee. 

      Yet another arrow. 

      This time, it was real. This time, it was me.

      The air rushed into my desperate lungs, only to be pushed out again when a strong arm looped around my middle. I was hauled off the ground and slung over a man’s shoulder, but I couldn’t tear my eyes off Michael’s body in the darkness. The unknown man bore me away from the carnage. 

      One moment, we had been telling stories. The next, everything was shredded. I finally lost the battle to stay conscious. The last thing I heard before losing myself was the voice of the man who carried me.

      “Damn it. Stay with me.”
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      The sun sat high in the sky and filtered through the trees in a dull, green glow. Piercing golden shafts of light slipped between the leaves to tear through my aching head. 

      I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to breathe slowly in a desperate attempt to keep down the nausea. Had I slept the morning away? Why were the trees visible from my bed? 

      The realization that I wasn’t in my bed came to me in a rush. I’d slept outside. Why? 

      I was a mass of pain. My right leg throbbed with sharp, unendurable stabs of agony with every beat of my heart. My stomach rolled, not with sickness, but with the pain itself. 

      More than that, though, a deep, wrenching in my chest bewildered me. I had never felt this before. I couldn’t find the edges of it. I couldn’t tell exactly where it came from, or if it was a burning or a freezing or a spasm. Breath came shallowly. My heart beat too hard. The world spun behind my closed eyes. 

      The stabbing pain in my right leg gave a particularly sharp throb, and I had a vague memory of an arrow striking me there, just below the knee. That made sense. That pain was identifiable. 

      The wrenching in my gut was different. It existed everywhere and nowhere. 

      An arrow in my leg. I had been shot. There had been brigands with bows. Michael had been shot as well.

      Michael.

      The pain in my chest solidified into an identifiable shape. Michael had died. He had died afraid, in pain, and helpless, and I had experienced every bit of it. His telepathic connection with me had been torn away. Only a rip was left—a bleeding, invisible wound in my very self where he had been. The only family I had ever known. 

      Voices sounded from a little way off, close enough to keep an eye on me, far enough to let me sleep. 

      Right. After Michael’s death, someone had plucked me off the ground and carried me away. A man, judging by his voice. But had it been the attackers or the victims? 

      Carefully, oh so slowly, I turned my head toward them. 

      Three people sat on logs or stones around a neat little fire. They were an impressive sight. A man and a woman, broad, dark, and well built. The third, another man, was leaner, lighter, and fairer, but still intimidating in his confident posture. 

      The two Derehani looked very much alike. Possibly brother and sister. The man wore a short beard, and the woman’s thick hair fell in elaborate, messy braids down her back, but their builds, their black hair and warm skin, and the way they held their heads mirrored each other. He stirred the fire while she did something with her hands that I couldn’t see. 

      The third was a strange sight: fair, sun-kissed skin, with golden hair tied efficiently in a short tail. He wore a thick fur cloak, at odds with the lighter linen of his shirt and trousers. An Authe Idan man wearing borrowed Derehani fur against the chill of a late autumn morning.

      They spoke to each other in voices too low for me to make out clearly. Disjointed words floated on the wind and had no meaning, their tones somber. 

      These were the travelers who had been ambushed on the cliffside. The siblings were earthbound, like all Derehani. Michael had raised me in his own Derehani culture, but these people weren’t like me. Their hair was long and dirty but tied back securely. Their clothes were soiled and plain but constructed with wool that had been woven with care and great skill. 

      Even the Authe Idan man, though oddly matched with the rest of the group, carried his culture with pride, right down to the bright seashell hanging from a cord around his neck. 

      Looking at them, I suddenly felt small and dirty. The pride that came when Michael had called me Little Owl shrank to nothing. I wasn’t a Little Owl. I was a scrawny, untamed foundling, more feral than human. 
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