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​Chapter 1
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The little girl found the woman as beautiful and as terrible as every dragon she had ever before seen. The people who came from the sky always looked like elves, but they were really dragons, their eyes menacing and bright as the mountain cats that stalked the wildlands. But the woman didn’t seem to know that she was a dragon, and that in her veins boiled fire.



Neferre lay facedown in the mud, brain pulsing with a hangover as thin beams of sunlight reached down through the trees to caress her dark skin. One half of her face was etched in white tattoos striped in the shape of a mask. They twisted from her chin, down her neck, down her right arm to cover the back of her hand in a spidery web. They were the tattoos all members of Hei received upon adulthood, though Neferre didn’t feel like much of an adult at the moment, lost and drunk and wallowing in the mud as she was. 

Neferre knew it was foolish to remain on her face in the middle of Blackmoss, but she resisted the instinct to rise, some small part of her hoping a monster would come along and perhaps take pity on her and swallow her whole. She felt something sharp poke inquisitively at her back, and she simply lay there, believing some swamp beast had finally come. “Hurry it up!” she slurred, suddenly furious. “I don’t have all day! Eat me!” 

It was only when the sharp object poked Neferre again that she realized it was a stick. Someone was poking her with a stick!

“Hey, dragon!” said a voice, a child’s shrill voice. “You alive, dragon?”

Neferre groaned in pain and irritation when the stick stabbed her again, sharply, just in the small of her back. She was wearing a white tunic, leather trousers, boots, and a bearskin jacket to shield her against the cold nights on the road. Somehow, during her drunken wandering the night before, she had lost her leather chest guard. She wondered in sudden alarm if her sword was still on her back and reached blindly for it. Her slender fingers closed on the cold, solid pommel and she sagged in relief, sinking in the green mud and back into her stupor.

The stick came again. “You’re alive, dragon! Why don’t you answer?” 

“Stop that!” Neferre growled irritably, and thinking some Hei child had stumbled across her, she rolled over, intent on snatching them in her grasp. She halted to find a human child standing over her instead. 

The small girl couldn’t have been more than six. She was draped in what smelled like bear furs, and a shock of white matted hair hung long around her like a sheet of moss. Her brown skin was etched in bright blue tattoos. They spun in circles over her cheeks before disappearing down her neck. Her feet were sheathed in fur-wrapped boots, also filthy with green mud, as if she had wandered the swamp for some time. In her earlobes were bright blue plugs made of crystal rock, and her short little nails had been dyed the same cyan blue. She had a mischievous glint in brown eyes that were wicked and so bright, Neferre would have thought the girl a child of the aziza. Perhaps she was. The little changelings frequented the swamp this time of year.

The girl slowly pointed the stick, intent on poking Neferre again, and Neferre, too drunk to see straight, waved angrily at the stick and missed. The stick was separating, blurring into two fuzzy sticks, and Neferre couldn’t tell which one was the real stick. She swiped again, missed again. 

The girl giggled. “Are you sick, dragon?” she asked, speaking in her strange dialect.

Neferre recognized the language as some form of Tyek, but those who spoke Tyek never came down from the mountains. “This . . . This has to be some dream,” she muttered, dragging a weary hand over her face. She staggered to her feet, holding out her hands to keep her balance, and she tripped away, ignoring the girl’s shrill laughter.

As she staggered along through the trees, Neferre fumbled in her satchel for Nin leaf and chewed it. The juice oozed at once down her throat and she sighed, glad to feel the ache in her head ebbing away. To her surprise, the child did not fade away with it, instead skip-hopping at Neferre’s side, trying to keep up with her.

“Go away,” Neferre moaned.

“But . . .” The girl’s lip trembled. “I have nowhere to go. And you seem like a nice dragon. The bird told me you were.”

“Sure. A bird told you,” muttered Neferre. She halted in sudden exasperation, and she and the girl faced each other. Under the blaze of Neferre's anger, the girl was suddenly frightened and shy.

“Why do you keep calling me a dragon?” Neferre demanded.

The child looked at Neferre in amazement. “Because you are a dragon!” 

Neferre’s lip curled, and with a growl of impatience, she stalked away. “I’m an elf – an elvkarin!”

“All dragons can look like elves,” said the girl, rolling her eyes as if she were stating something painfully obvious. 

“You aren’t real. You aren’t real,” Neferre chanted, walking faster and faster, but the child always kept at her side, giggling and leaping over logs to match her pace. “Goddess,” Neferre muttered, wiping away involuntary tears, “why did I drink that haemor wine?”

They continued through the shadowy swamp, leaping from grassy edge to edge over bodies of green water. As they traveled in silence, Neferre’s sluggish and tired mind tried to decide what to do with the girl. If the child was real, that meant Neferre had to guide her out of the swamp, perhaps return her to whatever human mountain tribe had lost her. If the child was a hallucination, then she had drunk her last bottle of haemor wine. 

“Why are you all wobbly?” the girl asked when Neferre narrowly missed smacking into a tree.

“I’m drunk,” Neferre said flatly.

The child snorted. “In the middle of a swamp? That’s stupid.”

Neferre seethed: she was being lectured by a child. And she deserved it. She hadn’t meant to get drunk, though. The haemor were giants, and their wine was meant for giant bodies. She drank down an entire bottle believing she could handle it. She’d been wrong. So very wrong.

“Where’s your tribe?” the girl asked, clacking her stick loudly against tree after tree. 

Neferre’s aching brain pulsed. She winced at the cacophony and snatched the stick, tossing it clean away. 

“Hey!” the child complained. 

“My tribe is the Hei,” answered Neferre, before adding bitterly, “and they aren’t my tribe.” 

“Did they give you that scar?” asked the child, a tremble of fear in her voice.

Neferre had many scars. There was a hideous, jagged one across the bridge of her nose from that time she was caught cheating at cards. There was an ugly cut that vertically divided her right eyebrow, taken from the ring of an angry human when he realized she wasn’t a prostitute and had seduced him to steal his purse. There were the stripes down her back, taken that time she was publicly whipped. And then . . . there was the horrifying, twisted, ugly scar across her throat, where someone had slashed her from behind. That one, everyone asked about.

“I wasn’t so lucky on the road,” Neferre admitted.

“What’s your name, dragon?” asked the girl. 

“Neferre. What’s your name, hallucination?”

The child giggled. “I’m notta halloo . . . halloo . . .” She frowned, stumbling over the word, and Neferre realized it didn’t translate to her language. 

“What’s that tongue you’re speaking?” Neferre asked. It sounded like Tyek but not really Tyek.

“Everyone speaks it,” said the girl, “even the dragons.”

Neferre sighed irritably. “I hate to break it to you, kid,” she said, looking straight ahead, “but the dragons are dead. They have been for a thousand years. There aren’t anymore.”

“Maybe not in this place,” said the child. “You’re the only one I’ve seen so far.”

Neferre clenched her fangs and decided to stop arguing. For now. “What’s your name, little cricket? And do you ever stop chirruping?”

For some reason, the girl brightened. “You called me Cricket. I suppose that’s my name now.”

“If you say so,” Neferre muttered. She glanced sideways at the girl, and it slowly dawned on her that perhaps the child didn’t have a name. “Where are your parents?” she asked with concern. She was beginning to feel more and more that the child was real and not some wine-induced fantasy.

The child’s lip trembled again. “They’re dead,” she whispered. 

“Why are you out here? You look like one of the mountain people.”

The child didn’t answer, and Neferre sighed.
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​Chapter 2
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Though Cricket was human, she had been raised by a tribe of elves who called themselves Clan Ciine. The Ciine did not believe that a child should be named at birth but should earn their name, through character, deed, and skill. An elven could and would have many names throughout their lifetime, each name reminding them of who they used to be. Cricket had never received her baby fang name, as Not Pa was afraid to name her for fear that he would find himself unable to part with her later. But the dragon woman had named her without hesitation. 



Neferre landed with a splash in the center of the floating wolf corpses, her wet black hair draped in her face, her clothing drenched, her stinging wounds oozing hot blood. She laughed tonelessly when she realized she had landed exactly beside her sword, which had flown out of her hand during the fight. She wrenched it from the mud with a grunt, sheathed the weapon on her back, and started the daunting task of wading for land. 

The water sucked at Neferre’s every step, as if to hold her, and the red wolf corpses drifted lightly aside as if to avoid her step. She waded harder, faster, her arms out, her mouth panting. Her bearskin jacket had torn up her back in the struggle, and she grumbled under her breath, thinking with sudden irritation that she would have to sew it up. 

“Cricket!” Neferre called breathlessly. She staggered at last onto the mud, slipped down to one knee, and caught herself with both hands, spitting blood and water. “Cricket! Mmph. Where are you?!”

“Here!” squeaked the girl, and Neferre closed her eyes, relieved. 

“Here I am!” Cricket called and slid almost expertly down a tree. She landed hard on her feet and nearly fell. “I hid just like you told me!” she cried, scrambling over. She halted in awe when she saw the giant wolf that floated ashore, and her eyes were sad. “You killed the big one!” the child furiously accused.

“I had to. She would’ve eaten us.”

“No, she wouldn’t have!” insisted the girl indignantly.

Neferre paused. “I dunno where you come from, kid,” she said, dragging herself to her feet, “but here in Blackmoss, wolves eat people. They aren’t usually this vicious, but the humans keep coming here killing their food.” 

“She just wanted the meat in your bag,” insisted the girl – so emphatically that Neferre paused again.

Neferre’s cat eyes narrowed. “How do you know about my beef jerky?”

“She told me,” answered the girl baldly.

Neferre stood still for several seconds, looking down at the pouting child. Eventually, she decided she was too tired and drunk to care. “Are you all right?” she asked with real concern.

The child peered up at Neferre, just as concerned. “Are you?” 

“Don’t worry about me,” Neferre said, limping past the girl, gasping against the pain. “That’s not your job . . . Let’s . . . make camp. Quickly. Gather some firewood. Driest you can find.” 

Cricket nodded and scurried off. 

Before the wolf attack, they had been traveling the swamp all morning, heading deeper through the murkiest water. Neferre had decided to take the girl to her tribe, which lived in the heart of Blackmoss. She thought perhaps she could get a confirmation as to whether or not she was out of her mind. She’d experimented with the haemor’s hallucinogenics before – alcohol, herbs, red peppers − but her visions had never lasted more than an hour.

Neferre and Cricket built up a small fire, and Neferre tended to their wounds. She had a few scratches on her belly and arm, and one unfortunate bite on her leg. She tended to them while the child watched curiously. 

“You don’t bleed much when you get hurt,” the girl observed. 

“No.” 

“Falki was like that,” said the girl proudly.

“Falki?”

The girl hesitated sadly. “He saved me,” she said, dropping her eyes. She anxiously picked her nose, and Neferre lightly slapped her hand, stopping her.

“He was ah giant,” went on the girl. “A really, really big giant who protected me from bad people. But . . . I don’t think he made it.” She stared unhappily at the mud. 

Neferre paused. “You were with haemor?”

The child stared at her toes and didn’t answer.

“So was I,” said Neferre. “Not too long ago, in fact. Seems like we would’ve seen each other. The nearest tribe is the only tribe for miles.”

“Your sword is bitter,” the girl said wistfully.

Neferre frowned slightly, extending a bandage with her teeth. She ripped a piece off and wrapped her bleeding arm. “Bitter?” 

“Does it have a name?” Cricket asked eagerly.

“What?”

“The sword.” 

Neferre made a face. “Swords only have names in fairy tales.” 

The child hugged her knees. “Well, this is like a fairy tale, isn’t it? You were in trouble, and I saved you.”

“Did you now?” said Neferre, very amused.

“Yup,” said the girl proudly. “You were gonna drown in your puke. I hadda do something.” 

Embarrassed, Neferre avoided the child’s eye as she unbuckled her scabbard, letting it fall against the log beside her. She took out needle and thread and started on her torn coat, working with a frown, pulling the thread through rapidly, cursing in Vol each time she pricked her fingers. The child giggled whenever Neferre cursed, but she paid it no mind. 

“What fool filled your head with fairy tales?” Neferre demanded. “Fairy tales will not teach you about life, what to fear in the darkness, what beckoning whispers to ignore. At least not human fairy tales − Hess!” she cursed in Vol when she pricked her finger yet again.

Cricket giggled at Neferre’s hissing anger. She looked at the woman curiously, a strand of white hair falling across her eyes. “What stories do they tell in your village? That’s where we’re going, right? Are you afraid to go there?”

Neferre swallowed hard. “The elder used to tell stories of the dark times,” she said, picking the needle through with white nails, “when the winters were endless and the sun fell cold across the land. When beasts far worse than the red wolves prowled the shadows. And there were no humans. Only elvkarin and the night. We knew the bitter sting of winter’s breath, and it never ended as it ends now. We called it Isaria on Evile. A Time of Darkness.”

The child wearily shook her head. “But you’re not an elf!”

Neferre frowned. “And I’m not a dragon, either.”

The child looked on the verge of protesting but decided against it.

Neferre put on her mended jacket and got to her feet. “Come on, kid,” she said, jerking her head at the trees. “We can reach the village by sundown if we hurry.” She kicked mud on the fire.

“Why?” the girl asked, getting to her feet as well. “Will the wolves come in the dark?” She took Neferre’s hand. 

“No, ciri.” Neferre gazed off. “Something far worse prowls the waters here.” 

***
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NEFERRE WAS GLAD WHEN they reached the Hei village before nightfall. She had been dreaming of a great white wolf, a creature of unbelievable size, with eyes pale and blue as the center of ice. It stalked the swamplands in the night, every night, sniffing and drooling, licking its fangs and growling as it pursued. Small creatures scurried from its path, screaming in the distance when the beast snatched them and tore them open. Somehow, Neferre knew the creature was hunting the child. She’d been having the dreams since she found the girl, and when she saw the large tracks in the mud, she was careful to keep her worries to herself. 

Tribe Hei lived in stilted huts that stood tall over fragmented pools of green water. The village was walled, and the heads of red wolves stared from its pikes, a silent warning that the creatures should steer clear. Already, Neferre could smell the familiar scents of her favorite dishes and spices, could hear the heartwarming sound of elvkarin children running and playing, mothers scolding, men laughing, and best of all, the clash of blades and the zip of arrows as warriors practiced their craft. 

Two guards were posted at the gates, and one scowled when Neferre approached with the child. Neferre recognized them both. The one on of the left (the one scowling) had a tattoo across his right cheek, three white lines that symbolized fire. His name was Alik and he was known for his fiery temper. His name in Vol actually meant “he who flames.” His long black hair was streaked with white dye from the swamp’s torki flowers, and his slanted eyes were fierce and suspicious. 

The guard on the right was known as Helianthus and was considerably tall for an elvkarin, standing at least eight feet in height. He was very thin and lanky, with hair bright yellow as a flower, skin dark as wet earth, and brown eyes that were warm and inviting. He was half-elvkarin and half-haemor, and he was one of Neferre’s dearest friends. 

“Helianthus,” Neferre said fondly, peering up at the half-giant.

Helianthus nodded at Neferre and grinned at Cricket, wiggling his large fingers in a wave.

Cricket giggled, revealing the space in her teeth.

“You can see the kid?” said Neferre in surprise. 

Helianthus frowned. “What? Of course I can see her! You drunk again?” The half-giant paused and went on in amazement, “Did you kidnap this girl while you were drunk?”

“I dunno,” Neferre said, horrified as the possibility occurred to her. “Shit. Maybe I did!”

Alik wearily rolled his eyes. “You always were a slovenly mess. What are you doing here, Exile?” he demanded in Vol. 

Neferre replied likewise in Vol, “I come seeking the elder.” 

“Then you come in vain,” Alik sneered. “Did she not make it clear? You are not to return here on pain of death.” He pointed his spear at them. “Get lost.”

Neferre laughed. “Are you the one to kill me, Alik? I pulled your hair and made you cry when we were children.” She smiled and lifted her eyebrows. “I’ll do it again.”

Alik bared his teeth in a grimace. He and Neferre stared each other down as Cricket and Helianthus watched tensely. Neferre’s hand reached back for her sword.

“You should go, Neferre,” Helianthus said unhappily. “The others will call for blood −”

“Then let them call,” Neferre said coldly. “I come seeking the elder. This is a matter that concerns us all. The humans have lost this child. They will come looking for her, and they will come in force unless we do something.” 

“They wouldn’t dare!” Alik said at once, though Neferre thought he sounded uncertain. “You think you can lie your way back into the elder’s good graces? That human is no foundling! It’s probably yours! Some halfling brat you squirted out while you were drunk and can’t even remember.” He nodded in disdain at Cricket, who glared at him from the wild wreath of her tangled hair. 

“It probably has lice,” Alik insisted. “Should we bring it inside and spread its diseases?” 

Neferre’s nostrils flared. “Stop talking out of your ass for two breaths and listen to me.” 

Alik glared. “I don’t listen to exiles. I kill them.” 

Neferre gritted her teeth and ripped her sword from the scabbard. 

“Neferre!” Helianthus begged. 

“Stop calling her by name!” Alik shouted angrily. “She is Exile! She is no one to us!”

“Alik . . .” Helianthus placed a large hand on Alik’s shoulder, and his fingers fairly swallowed it. “We should listen to Neferre. If she says it’s important, then it must be important. She wouldn’t risk her life to come here otherwise. And it is bad luck to ignore a stranger in need. Especially a child.” 

Alik hesitated, then pulled back his spear, roughly jerking his shoulder free of the halfling. Neferre bitterly sheathed her sword, and she and Alik glared at each other, their faces twisted as if they’d both smelled something nasty. 

“Fine,” Alik said through his teeth. He glared at Neferre as he shouted over his shoulder, “Open the gate!”

The gates creaked open. Neferre squeezed Cricket’s hand and led her through. Helianthus went with them, and as they passed through the village, elvkarin everywhere stopped to glare at them. 

Neferre recognized many neighbors, friends, and acquaintances. Some had lost limbs to the wolves while others had obtained disfiguring scars, and still others were absent entirely. 

Neferre quickly recognized an elvkarin who was sitting alone in the doorway of his home, and she was shocked to notice his left leg was gone to the knee. His name was Lahir, and much like Helianthus, he and his wife, Sif, had been childhood friends of Neferre’s. Sif – who had never been more than two breaths from Lahir’s side − appeared to be absent altogether, and Neferre could only assume she had succumbed to the dangers of the swamp. 

Lahir had been a cheerful young man in the days Neferre had known him, but now his eyes were cold as a hawk’s, and they passed indifferently over her before turning away again. 

Small children followed behind and hurled sharp rocks that stabbed Neferre’s back and legs. She ignored them until a rock hit Cricket’s face and made the girl cry. Neferre snatched a handful of thorny reeds from the nearby water, and as one of the children was preparing to hurl another rock, she slashed him viciously across the face with them. Blood splashed and the child screamed.

“Neferre!” Helianthus gasped.

Cricket held back a laugh as the other children scattered away in horror. The boy scrambled after them, clutching his face and wailing for his mother. No one threw stones after that, and several mothers whisked their children indoors, glaring furiously at Neferre. 

Helianthus shook his head. “You haven’t changed a bit, I see.”

“Neither have the little shitstains around here,” Neferre said in Vol. 

Helianthus frowned. “Don’t swear. And don’t swear in front of the child.”

Neferre waved a dismissive hand. “Cricket only speaks some weird form of Tyek.”

“Where did you find her?” the half-giant asked. “I hate to admit it, but Alik is right. The girl could be sick. She could give it to us.” 

“I’ve been traveling with her for almost a day now,” Neferre insisted, “and I’m in perfect health. Though if I have to keep speaking Tyek to her, I might just get sick.” 

“Bah. You’ve never even had a cold. But the rest of us . . .” Helianthus trailed off, eying the child uneasily. “Humans always bring sickness.” 

“I am not sick!” the girl cried in perfect and indignant Vol. 

Neferre and Helianthus abruptly halted and exchanged baffled glances. 

“She speaks Vol!” Helianthus said incredulously. “She speaks Vol but not like elvkarin.” 

“Your name means Sunflower,” the girl said to Helianthus in Vol and giggled. 

“She speaks Tyek the same way,” Neferre admitted with a weary shrug. “With this accent I can’t place. It could be she learned it while living in the north. All kinds of exiles up there from around Telvaldia.”

Helianthus shook his head again, still incredulous. “Let’s take her to Olorun and Nivai. They will know what to do.”

Neferre rolled her eyes. “Yes, Nivai always knows what to do,” she said sarcastically. She took Cricket’s hand again. “Come, ciri.” 

They continued on their way, Neferre and Helianthus occasionally stealing baffled glances at the child, who seemed unperturbed by their confusion. 

“So . . . how is Verne?” Helianthus asked quietly.

Neferre averted her gaze. “Fine. How is Olorun? I haven’t seen him in . . . so long,” she realized.

Helianthus snorted. “Olorun is like his mother: he will only change as the face of a rock changes. But . . . I think he missed you.” 

Neferre nodded guilty and lifted her eyes to find they had come to the elder’s stilted hut. The water drifted green beneath, reeds bending to offer thorny limbs. Torches were lit in the falling darkness, and the rope ladder had been dropped, as if they were expected. 

Neferre motioned the child to go first and followed her up. “Aren’t you coming?” she called when Helianthus remained below with his spear on his shoulder. 

Helianthus shook his head. “I will wait and escort you back to the gate. The others will attack you otherwise.” 

Neferre glanced around and nodded. He was right: elvkarin were gathering in the muddy street, clutching spears and bows, glaring at her and the child. She turned with Cricket and entered the hut, and their glares on her back were like needles pinching her skin. 
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Cricket could see inside Neferre’s mind, but only when one of them – or both of them − was sleeping. One night when they were still in the swamp, Cricket found herself in Neferre’s dream. Neferre was naked and her black hair was lifting in the wind. Cricket could see the long, hideous scars that twisted down the woman’s back, as if some poison were snaking under her skin. Someone had whipped a dragon! 



The inside of the elder’s hut was shadowy, glowing with candlelight that danced soft over piles of books and wooden bowls. Beaded curtains walled off separate rooms, pots hung from the rafters, feathered weapons lined the walls, and the skull of a giant wolf had been upturned on a table and was being used as a candy bowl. 

A fire had been lit in the fire pit, and it blazed gently as its burning breath curled away through the smoke hole above. Neferre led Cricket to the fire, and they sat on the furs there, waiting for the elder to emerge. 

A curtain shifted aside, and Neferre stiffened, but she was relieved to see Olorun standing tall in the doorway. 

Helianthus was right: Olorun hadn’t changed a day. The sorcerer was still tall and slender, with smooth, dark skin and pointed ears that reached back either side his head like twigs. He was handsome in the way young boys were pretty, and as a result, had the deceptively young appearance of most elvkarin. His long black hair fell in a dark curtain around his shoulders, and the white tips were held together by a thin tie. Black kohl cloaked his dark eyes, and his face had been etched over with the traditional white tattoos, their curled designs snaking around his eyes to further enhance their narrow, slanted shape. 

Neferre was amused to see Olorun’s fashion sense hadn’t changed much either. He was wearing a long black robe and a cloak woven at the shoulders with black feathers and sagging with a hood of black wolfskin. The sleeves of his robe were long, hooking at each of his middle fingers, while on his belt hung several small pouches and a silver dagger Neferre had given him. Long ago. 

“You came back,” Olorun said calmly, his sharp eyes dancing over Neferre. His nose wrinkled. “You smell.” 

“. . . Thank you,” Neferre said tonelessly. 

Cricket giggled.

“Ah,” said Olorun, eying the girl, “the human child who understands Vol swears.” He came to Cricket and took a knee before her, his smiling eyes peering at her kindly. “I dreamt of you, ciri,” he said in Tyek, tapping her on the nose. “I know you speak my language. And I know your face.”

Cricket’s curious expression smoothed over with surprise.

Neferre lifted her brows. “Really? Who is she?” She glanced at Cricket, who was suddenly looking sad and uncertain. 

Olorun sat beside Neferre, but his eyes were still on the child. “She has the blood of House Yewande.”

Neferre’s lips parted in surprise. “As in King Enitan Yewande? Of Realm Aanaki? Do you have any idea how far away that is? Shit.” 

“I will thank you not to swear before my child,” said a voice, and Neferre looked up to see Nivai emerge, poised and dignified, from behind yet another curtain. 

Like her son, Nivai had the gift of magick. She wore deep maroon robes that trailed the ground, slitting up one thigh to reveal a slender leg and naked foot. Around her throat were many bones, shells, and teeth, beads clicked on her wrists and ankles, and black feathers were in her long gray hair, which was shaven on one side and tumbling over her shoulder in a thick mass. Her eyes were narrow and cold, and as always, her presence carried the sort of weight that made a room fall silent. 

“I am not a child, Mother,” Olorun complained wearily. 

The elder smiled, placing her small hand on Olorun’s black hair. “But you are my child,” she said, looking down at him. Her hard, flat eyes moved to Neferre, who stiffened. She spoke slowly and coolly in Vol, “Why must I see your face, girl? You are lucky I didn’t have you killed the last time you were here. And you have brought a human into our midst.” She sneered. “Have you no respect for our laws? I should throw you out, let the others do as they wish to you. Your little mud mutt too. They would show no mercy to a traitor. You know this.” 

Neferre was silent and her face expressionless.

“Mother, this human is different,” Olorun patiently explained. “She’s a princess, the child of a king. The humans value her highly. They will come looking for her, and they will never stop until −”

“How do you know?” the elder demanded over him. “Because Neferre told you? Neferre isn’t one of us anymore. She chose her path.” Nivai glared at Neferre and her nostrils flared. She glided regally to the window, completely ignoring the presence of the child, who had gone very still. 

“I know because I have dreamt of this child,” Olorun insisted as patiently as before. “I could probably touch her mind and see for you. Or you could. If my word is not enough, touch the child and see for yourself.” 

Cricket looked with round, frightened eyes at the adults. Neferre knew the girl was trying to understand if something bad was about to happen to her. Magick could be very painful. 

Neferre gave the child’s shoulder a soothing squeeze.

Nivai’s lip curled. “I would sooner not touch the thing. No telling where it’s been.” She looked at Neferre again. “Very well, girl. Your path is laid before you. Return this child to the human king before he sends soldiers to march on the swamp. And do it quickly.”

“Yes, honored one,” Neferre said to her knees. “And what will you do in the meantime? You may need to head further into the swamp until the threat has passed. The other tribes will have to be . . . .” Neferre trailed to silence when the elder’s throat tightened. 

“You dare,” Nivai hissed, “tell me how to look after my own? You who abandoned your own to take off with a mud woman?”

Olorun closed his eyes unhappily. 

“And why did you come crawling back, I wonder?” Nivai went on, eyes bright and bitter. She slowly turned to face the room, her red gown flowing smoothly around her, her long sleeves flaring like wings. “Because the whore had her way with you and tossed you aside! You take that sniveling creature from here and you go. And the next time you come back, I’ll have you shot before you reach the gate.” With that, she swept into the shape of a bird and flew from the hut in a flurry of red feathers, leaving Neferre to stare angrily at the fire. 

Olorun cleared his throat in the silence that followed. “Well. That was awkward. Let me get my things, and we’ll be on our way.” He started up, but Neferre caught his arm. 

“Are you crazy?” Neferre said in amazement. “Your mother will kill you if you leave with me! You’ll lose everything; you’ll never be able to return −!”

“Ferry,” Olorun said over her and smiled as he closed his hand over hers. “I lost everything the day I let you leave Blackmoss.” He frowned and said hoarsely, “I won’t make that mistake again.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 4


[image: ]





Once when Cricket was small, Kind Sister found a bird with a broken wing. She healed the bird and released it into the wild, but because the bird was only a chick, it tried following the clan. She had to chase the bird away, and not understanding, it pecked her and squawked at her before it finally learned to fly on its own. She cried for a week.



Neferre’s hands were shaking and she longed for a drink during the first few hours they journeyed through the swamp. She couldn’t stop thinking of Verne. When they were attacked by wolves, she noticed too late, lost in thought as she was, and Olorun was nearly jumped from behind because of her. She managed to save the sorcerer from a bite in the butt, but long after the skirmish, she kept thinking that she would run into Verne while they were traveling through human lands. The thought of it happening with Olorun there horrified her. 

After the first unsuccessful attack, the swamp wolves kept a wary distance, growling and skulking in the fog, their eyes like twin flames in the dark. Neferre soon found she and her friends were able to make greater haste. The first day took them quite far and left the child so tired, Helianthus carried her on his shoulders until they made camp at dusk.

“So let me get this straight,” Helianthus said around the mouthful bulging in his cheek, “you are a wanted criminal in the human realms . . . and now you’re going back there?”

It was their first night camping in the swamp, and Cricket had already gone to sleep. She lay under Neferre’s sheepskins, her cheek mashed against her arm and bulging into her eye as she dreamt. 

“What choice do I have?” Neferre said unhappily and picked her teeth with a spider leg, still thinking of Verne. 

Their supper that evening was roasted spider. The bristly brown spiders of Blackmoss were roughly the size of a human’s skull and were rare delicacies – not because they were actually rare but because they were so difficult to catch.

Olorun shook his head darkly. “Leave it to you,” he scolded, “to get your face slapped on wanted posters. And across not one human realm but all five?”

“What happened to Verne, then?” Helianthus wondered anxiously. 

Neferre dropped her eyes: the half-giant had finally asked the question she’d been dreading. “I had to leave her behind,” she said to the grass.

Helianthus shook his head unhappily and took another crunching bite of his spider. “Pity. I liked her,” he said, spider legs flying from his mouth. Neferre was silently grateful when he let the matter drop there.

“We will have to find a way to reach the human king,” Olorun said adamantly, “without entering his lands and sealing our doom.” He wriggled his fingers in a beckoning gesture, and one of his books soared from his pack and into his hand. “Who knows?” he muttered, snapping the book open. He glared at Neferre and dropped his eyes bitterly to the book, touching a long finger to the page. “Maybe we’ll actually survive this.” 

Neferre rested her elbows on her knees and watched as Olorun flipped through the book. “Any answers in there? Like maybe how to take that stick out your ass?” 

Olorun lifted his eyes and glared at her. 

Helianthus sighed. “Neferre . . .” 

“We haven’t seen each other in thirty years, Ollie,” Neferre continued, ignoring the half-giant’s unhappy sigh. Her eyes were fixed on Olorun. “You didn’t even say hello to me. You didn’t ask me where I’d been −”

“Because I didn’t want to know,” the mage said bitterly. He snapped the book shut, his lips tight with anger. “You were living with humans. You chose humans over me. That’s all I need to know.”

Neferre took an impatient breath. “You know damn well that if I didn’t leave, I would have been miserable the rest of my life wondering what could have been −”

“And it came to nothing. So now you know,” Olorun said derisively. 

Neferre’s eyes narrowed dangerously. 

Olorun opened the book and looked at it again. “You’re a fool,” he said to the book, “if you ever believed it was going to work.”

Neferre went very still. “You . . . ungrateful brat,” she hissed. 

Olorun’s nostrils flared. “Yes. Because I should be glad you abandoned your own people for a lorvik!” he shouted.

“Don’t call her that,” Neferre warned.

Olorun looked at her steadily. “But that’s what she is. A lor −!”

Neferre hissed like a snake. Olorun’s nostrils flared. They were staring each other down when Helianthus cleared his throat. 

“Hey . . .” said the half-giant. He tossed a spider leg over his shoulder and jerked his head at Cricket. “You’re wakin’ the kid.” 

Neferre looked over. Cricket was sitting up on her elbow, watching them in amazement. “What’s ah lorvik?” she wondered.

Neferre swallowed hard, her throat tight with rage. 

Olorun cleared his throat and quietly tucked away his book. “I think it’s time for bed. Who will have first watch? Hel?”

“Why not?” said the halfling and rubbed his round belly. “I’m so full of spider, I couldn’t sleep a wink anyway.” 

Olorun laughed flatly. He stretched out his bedroll and climbed under the bearskins, his back to the fire.

Tired and angry, Neferre climbed wearily into her bedroll with Cricket. She smiled when the girl snuggled against her. 

Silence fell over the camp as Helianthus sat beside the fire calmly picking his teeth, as crickets chirruped, as the swamp sang. 

“Neferre?” Cricket whispered, curling her fingers in Neferre’s furry jacket. 

Neferre didn’t open her eyes. “Mm?” 

“Why’d you and Uncle Ollie scream like that?”

“He’s your uncle now, is he?”

Cricket frowned. “Didn’t answer me . . .” 

Neferre smiled, her eyes closed. “Uncle Ollie is like a brother to me. . . . An obnoxious brother. He’s angry that I left him here. A long time ago.” 

“So he’s yelling because he likes you?” the child concluded, bewildered. 
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