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      A dream. The night’s whisper. That is how the spell came to her.

      When Isa woke to the frigid winter dawn, she held it in her mind. She turned it this way and that, pondering.

      Her mother worked across the hut, stoking the cook fire and kneading the rough bread. Isa watched her hands move, avoiding that moment where she’d trade the warmth of the furs for the cold dirt floor. Today’s loaf was even smaller than yesterday’s. Before long they would have no food at all, and there were many weeks left to this winter.

      Rising, Isa paused only to eat a quick breakfast of dried fruit and two tough strips of dried caribou. Then she put on her warmest clothes.

      “You’re going out?” her mother asked, looking up at Isa for the first time this morning.

      Isa was a woman grown, but everyone thought her too odd to wed. By now she should have her own cook fire, her own child at her breast. Instead, she burdened her parents with another mouth to feed – one they’d probably never be rid of. Isa always tried to do more than her share to make up for it.

      Isa took a deep breath, and opened the flap of the hut to find a hands width of new snow. She snugged her hat down on her head and pulled up the hood of her parka. “Yes. I have an idea.”

      Her mother didn’t respond, and Isa didn’t elaborate.

      Fly straight and true. Straight and true. By this spell, fly straight and true.

      A curious energy hummed through her frame as she thought on the words from her dream. She knew what it was, and she had to get away before she could release the magic that called so fiercely today, singing in her blood. The words were so clear, and that was strange. New. But Isa didn’t let herself think on it. She had to go.

      Isa loaded the sled with a couple days worth of supplies for her and the huskies, just in case, swallowing the lump in her throat when she took stock of their meager supply of food.

      Somehow, she even knew which direction she’d go. Along the frozen river to the west, into mountains far from their usual hunting grounds. But she didn’t know why.

      Father’s huskies were gone. Of course they were. He would have loaded them well before dawn for his hunt.

      Isa’s huskies were bedded down in a great heap, but yipped at her as soon as they saw her and licked her palm, stretching and yawning. They wriggled as she got them under harness, and she ran her hands over their coats, luxuriating in the softness. When all six were ready to go, she harnessed them to the sled and gave the command.

      With a stream of barks and yips, the sled surged forward, its runners whistling along the layer of ice under last night’s fresh-fallen snow.

      She turned the dogs west, into the ravine. She didn’t fear the ice on the river; not this winter. She and her dogs weren’t the heaviest load, and the channel was narrow here. She should be worried she’d be swallowed up by a crack in the ice, water seeping through her clothes as the huskies were pulled under by the weight of the sled...but this morning fear did not rule her.
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