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CHAPTER ONE

Rosinda trudged home with her head down, her backpack weighted with the homework Mr. Andrews had assigned for the night. Skeletal leaves crunched under her feet along the side of the road.

A low croak made her look up, and she saw the crows. They stood scattered in a loose line in the grassy swath beside the road, their glossy black feathers reflecting the late-afternoon sun, each just a wingspan away from the next. Every one had its bright black eyes fixed on her. Rosinda stopped.

The words of Aunt Odder’s crow-counting rhyme popped into her head. This was one of the many things she had struggled to relearn over the past year. She counted the crows under her breath, chanting the rhyme.

“One crow, sorrow; two crows, joy; three crows, a letter; four crows, a boy,” Rosinda said, her eyes resting briefly on each crow as she counted down the line. “Five crows, silver; six crows, gold—” She trailed off, looking around for a seventh crow. The rhyme always seemed to run out after six. Maybe crows didn’t like big groups.

Just like me. She turned back to the road.

From a tree just ahead, a black shape dropped like a falling branch. A seventh crow. This one, bigger than the others, swooped on silent feathers to the ground just in front of Rosinda.

“Seven crows, a secret that has never been told,” it said in a gravelly voice.

Rosinda froze, the weight of her backpack forgotten. Had that just happened?

Someone’s playing a trick. It wouldn’t be the first time. She forced her eyes from the crow, looking to both sides and glancing over her shoulder. Someone could have followed her from school, one of the boys, with one of those gadgets you could talk into and play your voice back in all sorts of weird ways. They must have heard her saying the crow rhyme. A chance to tease her. Yes, they must be hiding in the long grass, or behind a tree—

“There’s no one else here, if that’s what you’re thinking,” said the crow, hopping closer. “Just you and me. And them,” it said, cocking its head toward the other six crows, “but they don’t really count, since they won’t be joining the conversation.” The crow made a sound almost like a chuckle.

Then it’s the accident. Rosinda’s throat tightened. The head injury had taken away practically all her memories except for the past year, and now she was losing her mind.

The crow seemed to read her expression. It shook its head, black feathers ruffling. “There’s nothing wrong with you. This is real, and it’s important.”

Rosinda swallowed. “What do you want?” she asked. Her voice was a raspy croak, almost like the crow’s. The world seemed very tiny, shrunk down to this autumn-splashed stretch of road, herself, and the seventh crow. She hoped she wouldn’t faint.

“I have some things to tell you, Rosinda,” the crow said.

Rosinda’s hands flew up to cover her mouth. The crow knew her name?

“Please try not to be alarmed,” the crow said kindly. It cocked its head to the side, studying her. “Do you want to keep walking or sit in the grass over there?”

Rosinda’s legs felt wobbly. “I’ll sit,” she whispered. Almost as if they knew what she’d said, the other six crows hopped off a little distance. Rosinda walked to a nearby tree, sliding her backpack off and hugging it to her chest. She sat on the carpet of multicolored leaves with her back against the rough bark. The crow followed and stood just beyond her feet, regarding her with bright eyes.

“I’m afraid this is not the best news,” the crow said. “Your Aunt Oddeline has been kidnapped.”

“What?” Rosinda’s heart thudded in her chest. Her Aunt Odder was the only family she had here, with her parents in a hospital in Switzerland for the past year. The year since the accident. “How do you know this?”

“I know because of who I am and where I come from,” the crow said. “I think she’s safe for now, but you’re going to have to trust me. My name is Traveller.”

“Who would kidnap Aunt Odder?” Rosinda asked, jumping to her feet. The backpack rolled unheeded in the leaves. “I have to call the police!”

The crow lifted a wing. “That won’t do any good. The guards of this land—your police—will have no way to find her.”

Rosinda’s breath caught in her throat as if she’d been running. “Who kidnapped her?”

The crow shook its head again. “I don’t know. I have suspicions, but—no.”

“Can you help me find her? There must be something I can do!”

“I don’t suppose you know where Prince Sovann is?”

Rosinda shook her head impatiently. “I don’t even know who that is.”

The crow made a sound like a sigh. “Then you’ll have to come with me, Rosinda. You’ll have to come home to Ysterad.”

For a brief moment something shimmered at the back of Rosinda’s brain, the stir of a thought, or a memory, triggered by the name. She struggled to catch it, bring it to the front of her mind, but it was gone as quickly as it had come, leaving her feeling tired and slightly sick. The autumn air pricked her skin, suddenly cold. The hard, hot feeling in her stomach was anger.

“I have to go home,” she said.

“Yes,” the crow agreed, “we’ll need to gather some things.”

“No, I mean I’m going home. Alone. Home to my house. Mine and Aunt Odder’s. I don’t believe any of this. I’m dreaming, or hallucinating, or maybe I have a brain tumor. Maybe this is something else left over from the accident. I don’t know and I don’t care.” Rosinda’s breath came hard and fast. She grabbed her backpack and slung it over her shoulder. “Don’t follow me,” she said, and hurried back to the road. Rosinda felt the crow’s gaze on her back but she wouldn’t look at him.

She strode along the graveled shoulder, her thoughts in a jumble. There was no sound behind her, no soft flapping of wings overhead. Maybe the crow had taken her seriously and stayed behind. Rosinda had a flash of misgiving. What if she got home and Aunt Odder wasn’t there?

She pushed the thought aside and kept walking, the riot of red, gold, and orange leaves now garish and too bright. No cars passed. She and Aunt Odder lived in a small house on an out-of-the-way road, and it took her half an hour to walk home from school. Rosinda didn’t mind. She was a loner by nature. She hadn’t made many friends in the year since she and Aunt Odder had come to Cape Breton. Maybe other kids were wary around her because of her memory loss, the way sometimes she couldn’t think of the right word for something, but she didn’t think that was all of it. She just didn’t fit in.

Rosinda rounded the last corner, and the house came into view, a narrow, two-story cottage at the top of a curving gravel driveway. It looked completely normal, and Rosinda let out a breath she’d barely realized she was holding. Everything must be fine. A wisp of grey smoke curled out of the chimney, Aunt Odder’s beat-up little hatchback sat in the driveway. The kitchen window framed the silhouette of Filara, Aunt Odder’s cat. Rosinda hurried up the driveway.

“Aunt Odder!” she called when she opened the kitchen door. The radio played softly on the counter. Filara jumped down from the windowsill and bounded across the kitchen floor to Rosinda on silent feet, curling around her legs. Rosinda reached down and stroked the animal’s silky head absently as she listened for Aunt Odder’s welcoming voice.

It didn’t come. The house was silent, as if it also held its breath.

Rosinda slung her backpack onto the kitchen table. “Aunt Odder! Where are you?” she called again. The kettle was still plugged in, the teapot standing beside it with the top open, waiting for hot water. She glanced inside. Two teabags lay on the bottom. Rosinda touched the side of the kettle and felt a bare hint of warmth. It must have boiled a while ago and then shut off.

It wasn’t like Aunt Odder to boil water and not make tea.

Rosinda went to the tiny sitting room, her throat and chest tight. The computer hummed quietly on the corner desk near the window. The television was off. Rosinda ran up the stairs two at a time. It took only a glance to see that the two bedrooms and the bathroom were empty.

The house was empty. Aunt Odder wasn’t here.

Hot tears blurred Rosinda’s vision, but she blinked them back. Before she could decide what to do next, a terrible racket erupted downstairs. Rosinda glanced around, grabbed a heavy, wooden-handled umbrella from beside Aunt Odder’s door, and raced back down the stairs. Could this day get any worse?

She plunged through the kitchen door and skidded to a stop. Filara stood in the middle of the table, her patchwork of calico fur standing straight out. She hissed and spat in obvious fury.

The crow perched on the corner of the counter near the radio, wings spread wide as it screeched at the cat.

Whether it was the sudden reappearance of the crow, or the noise of the creatures, or her growing concern for Aunt Odder, Rosinda felt her worry turn to anger.

“Stop it!” Rosinda shouted, striding into the kitchen. She banged the umbrella down on the table and scooped Filara up. The cat struggled for a moment, then went quiet in her arms.

The crow immediately folded its wings, ruffling its ebony feathers for a moment until they fell elegantly into place. It made a sound that reminded Rosinda of a man clearing his throat. “Ahem. I apologize, Rosinda,” it said in a quiet voice. “The cat startled me when—”

“When you broke into my house?” Rosinda snapped. She didn’t want to imagine how the crow had done that.

“Well, yes,” the crow admitted. “But you’ve seen by now I was correct. Your aunt is not here.”

“That doesn’t mean she’s been kidnapped,” Rosinda started, but her voice trailed away. What did it mean, after all? Aunt Odder was always here when Rosinda came home from school. If she’d been out in the garden, Rosinda would have seen her. And she hadn’t finished making her tea.

Rosinda had to accept that the talking crow was not a hallucination. She felt her anger and her energy drain away. Keeping the cat on her lap, she lowered herself into Aunt Odder’s creaky wooden rocker.

“What did you say your name was?” Rosinda asked quietly. Her hands trembled slightly as she stroked Filara’s fur for reassurance.

“Traveller,” the crow answered. “Do you think we can talk now?”

Rosinda nodded. “I think,” she said slowly, “you’d better tell me everything.”


CHAPTER TWO

“I expect your Aunt Odder has told you why you’re here,” the crow said.

Rosinda nodded. “It’s a nice, quiet place for me while I’m recovering from the accident. And my family has owned this place for years—” She trailed off, realizing the crow was staring at her with a strange intensity. He has a name, she reminded herself. “What’s wrong?”

Traveller flicked his feathers. “I meant the real reasons,” he said. “You’re old enough to know—how old are you?”

“Fourteen,” Rosinda said defensively. “Almost fifteen. What do you mean, ‘the real reasons?’”

Traveller paced along the edge of the counter, shaking his head. “Unexpected,” he muttered. “This makes it much more difficult.”

It was strange, Rosinda mused, how quickly one could get used to the idea of a talking crow.

He turned back to her. “Does your aunt have any large crystals in the house?”

Rosinda frowned. What a weird question. “Not really,” she said. “Well, she gave me a sun catcher for my birthday. It’s sort of like a big crystal.”

“May I see it?”

“I guess so, but I don’t see what—”

“Please?”

“Okay, okay. It’s in my room.” Rosinda took Filara with her and ran upstairs. It was annoying the way Traveller kept asking questions and saying puzzling things, and never answered any of her own questions. But how do you rush a crow? He’d said he wanted to tell her things, so presumably he’d get around to it. She just wished he’d hurry up.

The sun catcher hung from a gossamer thread in her window, an emerald-green crystal almost as big as the palm of her hand with a filigree of silver at one end. The late-afternoon sun caught it and spun rainbows around her room. Rosinda carefully took it down and returned to the kitchen.

When she opened her hand and showed it to Traveller, he excitedly bobbed his head. “Yes, it must be. Well, that’s one problem solved, anyway. Your aunt is a wise woman, Rosinda.”

Rosinda thought of Aunt Odder, with her long, crazy blonde hair flying in all directions and her crooked smile, her endless puttering in the herb garden and the strange-tasting things she brewed up out of the herbs sometimes. She had never thought of Aunt Odder as particularly wise, but she did love her. Her aunt took very good care of her. Rosinda’s throat tightened up again.

“Where is she? Please tell me,” she begged the crow.

“It’s just difficult to know where to begin,” Traveller said.

Rosinda moved toward the counter to set the sun catcher down. She hadn’t been this close to the crow before. Tiny rainbows iridesced on his feathers where the sun touched them. She felt the urge to stroke them, but she still held Filara, and the cat hissed at the crow again.

Traveller scrabbled backwards on the counter out of reach of the cat’s claws. “I don’t trust those creatures.”

Rosinda tightened her hold on the cat and went back to her chair. “What was the name you mentioned—the place? Ister-something?”

The crow nodded. “Ysterad,” he said. “You don’t remember it?”

Rosinda shook her head. “No. I don’t, although I feel...strange, when you say it, like I should know it. But I don’t remember anything before about a year ago. Before the accident,” she added.

Traveller fixed her with a beady black eye. “Rosinda, there was no accident.”

She stared at him. “What? Of course there was. It was a car accident. My parents and I were all hurt. I wasn’t too bad physically, but I lost my memory, and my parents have been in rehabilitation in a hospital in Switzerland since then—” She stopped. The crow was shaking his head.

“I’m sorry. That’s not true. You and your parents were attacked in Ysterad. Someone targeted your family as a way to get to...something important. Your Aunt Odder rescued you and used her talents to bring you here out of harm’s way.”

Rosinda started to shake her head but stopped. It didn’t make sense, but neither did her missing aunt. Or a talking crow. If she was willing to accept Traveller, perhaps she had to be willing to accept what he had to say.

“Are my parents okay?” she asked in a whisper.

“I think so,” the crow said. “They haven’t been heard from in a while, but I don’t think anything terrible has happened to them.”

“Okay.” Rosinda fetched a deep breath. “So where is Ysterad?” she asked. “It sounds like somewhere in Europe.”

Traveller made a raspy, coughing sound that Rosinda realized after a moment was laughter. “No,” he said, “It’s not in Europe. It’s further away than you can imagine, and closer than you’d think.”

Rosinda frowned. “I don’t like riddles.”

“Neither do I,” he said. “But sometimes nothing else will do. Do you have a heavy cord or chain that you could wear around your neck?”

“I guess so,” Rosinda said. It was hard to keep up with this conversation. “Do you want me to get it?”

The crow opened his beak and then froze, his head cocked to one side. He didn’t answer her.

“Traveller?” she said.

He stretched his wings wide. “We have to get out of here quickly,” he rasped. “I thought they’d be satisfied with your aunt, but they’re coming.”

Rosinda stared at him, bewildered.

“Girl, I need you to move, now!” the crow ordered. “Get that cord, and put the crystal on it, and hang it around your neck. Grab anything you need out of your room. Go! Go!”

Rosinda dumped the cat off her lap and flew up the stairs to her room. The cord hung in her closet. She grabbed it and a warm sweater, the book she was reading, and the change purse with her bit of money. Grab what I need? How can I know what I’ll need when I don’t know where I’m going or what’s happening?

Back in the kitchen Rosinda snatched the crystal from the table and strung it onto the cord with trembling fingers. She looped the cord over her neck, and the shimmery feeling tickled her mind again, like a memory just beyond her reach.

Her schoolbooks lay strewn in a heap on the table, and the open backpack now held bread, cheese, some apples and pears from the fridge, and bottled water. Traveller perched beside it. How had he managed to do all that? She dug her journal and pencil out of the pile.

“Throw those inside,” he ordered, looking at the sweater and things she’d brought with her. “Now listen to me, Rosinda.”

She looked at him, caught by the seriousness in his voice.

“Does your Aunt Oddeline have a book or a collection of papers— something she uses a lot? Maybe she keeps it in a special place? Think hard.”

“I don’t have to think hard. It’s right here.” She reached up to the cupboard above the stove and pulled down Aunt Odder’s “everything book.”

“Is that the only one?” the crow asked sharply.

“I think so,” Rosinda said. “She calls it her ‘everything book.’ She uses it all the time, for recipes, and looking up gardening stuff, and writing in—” She turned the book over in her hands, the rough brown leather of the binding worn soft from use, the book itself bristling with odd loose papers collected inside. The cover and spine were blank, although she knew Aunt Odder’s name, “Oddeline Dealanda” was written inside on the flyleaf in a spiky hand.

Holding the book, Rosinda felt a hollowness in her stomach. Everything Traveller had told her must be true. Aunt Odder wouldn’t have gone anywhere without her book. She even carried it in her enormous purse when they went grocery shopping.

Rosinda stuffed it into the backpack with the other things and turned to the crow. “Okay,” she said breathlessly. “What now?”

“We’d better put some distance between ourselves and here,” Traveller said. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but could you bring the cat? She might be helpful.”

“I don’t know if she’ll follow me or not,” Rosinda said doubtfully. “She’s really Aunt Odder’s cat. But I’ll try.” She took the bag of kitty treats from the cupboard and was gratified to see Filara perk up her ears.

Rosinda took one last look around the kitchen. She unplugged the kettle, and without thinking about why took the small teapot and slipped it in with her other things, teabags and all. She hurriedly dumped the other teabags from the canister in as well. The crow had already hopped to the door.

“We really must go,” he said urgently.

Rosinda nodded and they went out into the cool fall air, the cat trailing them. Rosinda took a moment to lock the door behind them.

“Where are we going?”

“This way for now,” said the crow. Traveller launched himself into the air with a few heavy flaps of his wings. He flew toward the woods at the back of the property. Rosinda took one deep breath and set off running behind him.


CHAPTER THREE

The four watchers had made themselves comfortable in the blasted lands of the Eastern Desolation. The landscape here was stark and barren, the legacy of a long-ago magical battle in Ysterad. It was perfect for a gathering of homeless gods.

Sekhmet, once known to her Egyptian worshippers on Earth as the Lady of Slaughter, had conjured herself a palace of sunlight, warm as the yellow sands of her ancient Memphis home. Morrigan had created her own highland forest, with a throne of standing stones near a clear-voiced stream. Gradivus lounged in a pillared Roman temple, with floors of polished marble and walls lined with weapons and armour. And Tyr, the one-handed god, had fashioned his throne on a chilly, windswept mountaintop.

It was all illusion, of course, but it helped each god feel at home in this foreign land they now inhabited and would eventually battle over.

Their alliance was an uneasy one, and they kept mostly to themselves. When they met for a conference, each brought their illusory surroundings with them. Even gods in less-than-perfect circumstances felt the need to display their powers. The melding of the four environments created an eerie, unearthly scene as heat and cold, desert and forest met and merged.

As usual, Sekhmet spoke first. “Have we made any progress?” she shrieked, as the four gods and their illusions shimmered into one shared space. The ancient Egyptians had worshipped Sekhmet as a war goddess. She wore the head of a lion atop her lithe woman’s body, and her dress was the color of fresh blood. Two inscrutable cats entwined themselves around her feet.

Tyr shrugged under his ragged fur tunic. “The people of Ysterad grow more disquiet every day,” the one-handed god said in a voice with the depth of mountains in it. “It shouldn’t be long, now.”

“Any news of the Prince?” Morrigan asked from her forest glade. Today she wore the aspect of a beautiful, auburn-haired young woman, although if one looked hard enough at her, the form of a hooded crow seemed to exist in the same space. For the ancient Celtic peoples of Earth, she had represented war, strife, and the birth of many children. She avoided looking at Sekhmet as much as possible. The burning aura of light surrounding the Egyptian goddess hurt her eyes.

“No,” said Gradivus. To the Romans he had been Mars, the bringer of war, and the Greeks had called him Ares, but now he preferred the name Gradivus. He absently polished a spot on his gleaming bronze armour. “I find it hard to believe some hedge-witch could manage to hide him, even from us, for so long.”

“She is not a hedge-witch, she is a Kelta,” Morrigan snapped.

“If I had my full powers,” growled Sekhmet, “she would have felt the wrath of the sun before now. Her entrails would fry as her blood seeped into the sand.” She preened the fur on her neck with one hand, as graceful as a cat. “But I do have news of the hedge-witch,” she continued, ignoring Morrigan. “She is back in Ysterad.”

“What? How?” asked Tyr. The Norse god of war and justice was usually calm, but if anyone could break that calm exterior, it was Sekhmet.

Sekhmet stretched lazily in her seat. “I found someone who was willing to go and fetch her for me.”

Morrigan stood. “I thought we had agreed to work together until the wars had actually begun,” she said accusingly. “If we make any mistakes, all will be ruined.”

The Egyptian goddess regarded the Celtic one with a condescending smile. “You three are far too willing to sit around and wait for the people to decide to go to war,” she said. “I prefer direct action. One of those wanderers from the Irylian Desert was all too eager to listen to my whispers as he slept.”

“He crossed the Worlds’ Edge?” Gradivus asked with interest. “How did you manage that?”

Morrigan thought the Roman god’s question was more than simple curiosity. They were all wary of the Egyptian’s impetuousness and fast-growing power, but Gradivus made little attempt to hide his suspicions.

Sekhmet shrugged. “I thought there was probably a travelling-stone lost or hidden somewhere in that desert, so I spent time searching for it,” she said. “The power of the sun can light up the darkest corners. When I found it, I revealed it to my follower in a dream. The rest was easy.”

“And where is the travelling-stone now?” asked Tyr. “An item of such great power should not remain in your follower’s hands.”

The Egyptian goddess laughed. It was not a pretty sound, a dry rasp like disturbed mummy wrappings. She picked up one of her cats and stroked its fur. “It is not. It is in his followers’ hands. I’ve sent them back for the girl. I doubt she will be of any use to us, but her presence might help convince the hedge-witch to cooperate.”

“Bad enough you entrusted it to a human you barely know,” Tyr scolded, “But now you have let him pass it on to others? Foolhardy!”

“They will return it to their master as soon as they are reunited. My follower instills both loyalty and fear in his men.” At Tyr’s look she continued, “Oh, if you insist, I shall place a geas on him against using it any further,” she said. “Would that satisfy you?”

“All objects of power should be brought here to us,” Tyr said stubbornly. “We should divide them among our followers before the final battle. That would be fair.”

“Don’t start bickering about a stone,” Gradivus interrupted. “Where is the hedge-witch?”

“Kelta,” Morrigan corrected again, shooting a cold stare at him.

“My follower is taking her to his camp,” Sekhmet said.

“He should bring her here,” Morrigan said. “There are others who would want to question her if they discovered she were back in Ysterad.”

“He will bring her here soon,” Sekhmet said angrily. Her temper was always simmering, barely under control. “He argued he had to return home first and prepare a caravan before making the journey here.”

Tyr laughed nastily. “Your follower argues with you and tells you what he will do, and yet you say you’re in control of the stone? It doesn’t sound like he cares much for your orders.”

The lion-headed goddess leapt from her sun-baked throne and paced dangerously toward the Norse god but stopped at the edge of her own illusory space.

She’s no more powerful than the rest of us, Morrigan thought. She only wants us to think she is.

“He will do my bidding,” Sekhmet snarled. “It is more than any of you have been able to accomplish.”

“The Kelta is too important to be risked,” Morrigan said firmly. “She is the only one with knowledge of the Prince. We should each send a follower to assist in conducting her here.”

“I agree,” said Gradivus. “You will tell us, Lady of Slaughter, where they are to be found.”

Sekhmet’s green eyes blazed. “If you insist,” she said. She turned and paced back to her throne. “I will inform you all once I have spoken with my servant,” she said, and her sunlit throne room vanished.

There seemed to be little else to say, so Gradivus and Tyr, with a nod to Morrigan, also faded from view, leaving the Celtic goddess alone. She sighed and sat down on the grass with her back against the smooth grey side of one of the standing stones. She was not pleased with this alliance, but it seemed the only way. There was no place—and no power—for gods without followers, and no followers for war gods without war.

She narrowed her eyes, looking into the clear waters of the stream. With a thought she called into view an image of the land known as Ysterad, and it shimmered on the surface of the water. Morrigan smiled. There would be war by the time the four had put their plan to work, war enough and followers enough for all of them. But only one would ultimately emerge victorious, and Morrigan was concocting a plan to make certain she would be that one. She expected the other three were doing the same.


CHAPTER FOUR

They weren’t far into the woods before Rosinda was breathless. The backpack, heavy with supplies, caught on branches and bumped against trees, slowing her down. Traveller flew slowly so she could keep up, but he was still too far ahead for her to call to him to stop and wait. Filara trailed easily behind, pouncing on things in the underbrush and then bounding back to the path.

Rosinda stopped and turned to look back. The path was empty, so she slipped the backpack off her shoulder and sagged against a nearby tree, letting her back slide down the rough bark until she sat on the ground. A moment later she heard the soft flap of Traveller’s wings overhead. He swooped down to land close to her.

“Are you all right?” he asked. “Why have you stopped?”

“Because I’m exhausted, and I don’t see anyone behind us, anyway. Are you sure someone’s following?”

Traveller cocked his head to the side and closed his eyes. Rosinda wondered how he could see anything that way.

He opened them and looked at her. “There is definitely someone—several someones, as a matter of fact—from Ysterad in the vicinity. I can’t tell how close they are, but I suppose we can take a brief rest.”

“How do you know that?”

“I can sense those from Ysterad,” the crow said, with a ruffling of wings that looked like a shrug. “That is how I found you.”

“But I’m not from—” Rosinda stopped suddenly. She couldn’t be sure where she was from anymore. She’d believed what Aunt Odder had told her, but more and more it seemed to have been a lie.

“Who’s after us?” she asked.

Traveller shook his head. “I’m not certain,” he said. “But I fear it is the same ones who kidnapped your aunt.”

“It could be someone coming to help me,” Rosinda suggested.

“I was sent here to help you. Anyone else from Ysterad is not here for that purpose,” he said with certainty.

Rosinda stood. She was ready to keep moving, but Traveller’s words raised another question.

“Who sent you?”

“Someone who thinks you’re important,” was the crow’s only answer, and he flew off ahead again.

She took a few hesitant steps after him, frustrated by his answer.

“Rosinda!”

For an instant she felt as though she couldn’t catch her breath. Had her pursuers caught up faster than Traveller had expected? She spun around, but there was only a boy her own age running to catch up to her, a pack jouncing on his back.

Jerrell? What can he want?

Jerrell was in her grade at school, although not in her class. He was thinner and shorter than she was, and he had a mass of spiky dark hair and eyebrows that almost met in the center of his face. He lived on this same road, just a short way past her house, but they never walked together. She usually saw him pass the house a little while after she got home. He always walked alone, too.

He slowed and trotted the last few feet to where she stood.

“What’s wrong?” Jerrell asked. “I saw you run out of your house like something was after you.”

“I—I can’t talk right now, Jerrell,” she stammered. “I have to go.”

He narrowed his eyes, studying her. “You’re in trouble, aren’t you? Where’s your aunt?”

“She’s gone out. I’m just going for a walk. Alone,” she added, hoping he’d get the hint.

He shrugged. “I don’t care if you don’t want to tell me, but don’t lie to me. I’m not stupid.”

Rosinda swallowed. She’d barely ever even talked to Jerrell before. Why did he even care? A flutter in the trees overhead told her Traveller had flown back to see what was happening. She hoped he wouldn’t suddenly start talking in front of Jerrell. The crow settled on a branch and watched her with bright, interested eyes.

“Okay, look,” she said. “You’re right. I might be in trouble. I’m not sure where Aunt Odder is, and I’m...I’m going to find her. You should just go home, though. You don’t want to get involved in this.”

He didn’t blink. “Are you all alone?”

She nodded, then thought of Traveller. “Well, not quite,” she said. “I think I have help.”

Jerrell pointedly looked all around them. “You look pretty alone to me,” he said. “I think I’d better come with you.”

“I don’t know what you might be getting into,” Rosinda told him, “and it isn’t really your problem.”

Jerrell hefted his backpack a little higher on his shoulder. “I’m okay with that. And I’m pretty handy to have around,” he added, flashing a grin. Then his face became serious. “Look, if you really don’t want me to stick around, I won’t. But I mean it when I say I’m willing to help. And I’ll stop asking you questions, if it makes you happy. I just...if you’re in trouble, maybe you could use a friend.”

Rosinda took a deep breath. Maybe Jerrell had a point. Just because she was used to being alone...maybe it didn’t mean it always had to be that way. Explaining Traveller—she had no idea how she’d do that. But maybe she’d just deal with it when the time came.

She half-smiled. “You might have a point.”

He grinned back. “Great. Now are we just going to stand here, or get to...wherever it is you’re going?”

Rosinda looked up at the crow again, but it launched off the branch and flew off down the forest pathway. “I guess we’re going,” she said. She looked at Jerrell with a strange mix of exasperation and relief. What was he thinking? She felt like she had to say something else. “Um...thanks, you know?”

He shrugged. “Didn’t do anything yet.” Then he grinned. “But I’ll remember you said it, for when I do.”

•••

They walked in silence through the woods for perhaps fifteen minutes. Finally Jerrell asked, “How do you know where you’re going?”

Rosinda glanced back at him. From somewhere he had pulled a compass and stared at it as he walked. “I thought you weren’t going to ask me any more questions.”

“So I lied.”

“I just...know the way,” she said.

Jerrell looked up at her skeptically. “You’re going in a straight line, and there’s no real path here. That’s pretty much impossible without a compass or a GPS.”

Rosinda didn’t answer. How could she tell him she was following a talking crow?

They broke through the edge of the woods into a small clearing. Traveller perched on a wizened tree stump just ahead of them.

“Wow,” Jerrell said. “Look at the size of that crow!”

Rosinda stopped. She couldn’t just walk up to Traveller and start talking to him, with Jerrell standing right there.

Traveller solved the problem for her. He quirked his head, motioning them closer. Rosinda took a couple of cautious steps forward, wondering what the crow was planning.

Jerrell dug in his backpack. “Shh! You’ll scare him!” he hissed.

“Just follow me,” Rosinda said desperately.

“I want to get a picture.” Jerrell had pulled a tiny digital camera from his pack and held it up to his eye.

Traveller spread his wings wide, and Jerrell gasped. “Cool!”

He’s posing, thought Rosinda, a smile twitching at her lips.

Jerrell snapped the picture and walked forward slowly with Rosinda. “I wonder how close he’ll let us get,” he murmured.

“As close as you like, young man,” the crow said, settling his wings back at his sides. “But we really don’t have time for any more pictures.”

Jerrell’s camera slipped from his fingers, but he scooped down and caught it before it hit the grassy ground.

“Wh-What?” he stammered.

Rosinda was pleased to see something ruffle his calm exterior.

“I heard you offer to help Rosinda,” Traveller said. “That was very good of you. I’m impressed.”

Jerrell turned to Rosinda. “Is that crow talking to me?” he demanded.

She nodded. “He talks to me, too. He’s the help I mentioned.”

Slowly and deliberately, Jerrell put the camera back into his pack. Then he faced Traveller again. “My offer still stands,” he said firmly. “Seems to me she must be in even more trouble than I thought.”

“Okay, shouldn’t we keep moving?” Rosinda asked.

Traveller glanced around the clearing. “We’re all right here for a bit,” he said. “Fairy ring.”

Jerrell followed the crow’s gaze. “Fairy ring?”

“It’s a dead magic area,” Traveller explained. “See how the grass is darker in a ring where we’re standing?”

“I thought fairy rings were caused by a fungus,” Jerrell said, frowning.

“Well, I’m sure that’s how it seems to people who don’t know any better,” Traveller said kindly. “But where do you think the fungus comes from? Fairies spread it in spots they want to protect from magical spying.”

“So whoever’s following us can’t see us here?” Rosinda asked hopefully. She hadn’t believed in fairies before today, but the appearance of a talking crow made her question everything.

Traveller ruffled his feathers. “They’ll sense us if they get close enough,” he said. “But not from a long distance away. That gives us time to try something.”

“Try what?”

Traveller was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Rosinda, did your aunt ever teach you any talents?”

Rosinda frowned. “I don’t think so. I thought you had to be born with talents.”

“No, I mean, say, something out of her ‘everything book’?” he pressed.

“You mean like a recipe?”

He shook his head and sighed. “No, I mean magic. A spell, a charm, a hex.”

She stared at him. Now he was telling her that Aunt Odder did magic? It was too much. Rosinda burst out laughing.

The crow looked affronted. He waited until Rosinda caught her breath. “I suppose I have my answer,” he said.

“You know,” Jerrell mused, “Your aunt is kind of strange, Rosinda. She could be a witch or something.”

Rosinda glared at him.

He put his hands up. “Sorry, sorry, it was just a thought. And I don’t mean a bad kind of witch.”

But he was right, Rosinda realized. Aunt Odder wasn’t like anyone else. She knew all kinds of stuff about plants and herbs and the earth—more than just normal gardening facts. Aunt Odder guarded that book as if it was the most precious thing in the world—next to Rosinda herself. Aunt Odder was fun and loving, but Rosinda sometimes felt a fierce protectiveness in her, too.

“Is my Aunt Odder a witch?” she asked Traveller.

“Yes and no,” the crow said. “Your aunt is a Kelta, one who knows the lore of the earth and practices healing magic. Kelta have a close affinity with everything natural—plants, birds, animals, weather—and their powers extend into all those realms.”

Rosinda swallowed. “And you thought she might have taught me some of that?”

“I thought it was worth asking,” the crow said. “Your mother—” He broke off.

“What about my mother?”

Traveller made a sound like a human sigh. “Your mother’s a Kelta, too, and your father’s an Enchanter. There must be some magical talent running through your veins.”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Rosinda said dryly. If I could do magic, I think I’d have more friends.

“Would you be willing to try some?” the crow asked.

“What?”

“Just something simple,” he added. “I’ve been thinking about the cat.”

“Filara?” Rosinda glanced around and caught sight of the animal sniffing at one of the brown-speckled mushrooms encircling the clearing. “What about her?”

“There should be a charm or spell in your aunt’s book for communicating with animals. The cat might be able to give us some clues about who took your aunt.”

Rosinda looked doubtful. “You want me to make the cat talk?”

“Oh, no, that would be a very complex spell. I’m thinking of a simpler charm, to let you read her mind, see her thoughts. Just for a few minutes. To see what she might have observed.”

Rosinda turned to Jerrell. “Having second thoughts about coming along?” she asked him. “Or does this all seem quite normal to you?”

He grinned. “Actually, this is the best time I’ve had in a long time,” he said. “I think you should go for it.”

She shook her head. “I’m not the only one who’s crazy around here, I guess. Okay, I’ll try it. If there’s such a thing in here,” she said, pawing through the backpack for the book. It seemed heavier than it had when she’d taken it down from the cupboard, and it smelled like Aunt Odder—herbs and garden loam and fresh grass. Rosinda blinked back tears and opened the cover.

She’d never paid much attention to it before, although the book was usually open on the kitchen table or counter. Now she laid it carefully on the stump in the middle of the clearing so none of the loose papers stuffed in every which way would fall out. “What am I looking for?” she asked Traveller.

He hopped to one side to make room for the book and peered at the pages.

Don’t tell me he can read, too, Rosinda thought.

“I’m not really sure,” he said slowly. “Flip through and look for something about animals, or thought-charms,” he suggested.

“Well, you’re not much help,” Rosinda snapped at Traveller.

Jerrell hunched over his backpack, sorting through its contents again.

Rosinda began leafing through pages. Planting and Harvesting Times, said one page, and another read Healing Herbs and Charms for Minor Wounds. Next came a recipe for blueberry dumplings. “Nothing’s in any kind of order,” Rosinda complained. “I’ll never find anything in this.”

She passed a newspaper clipping with instructions for making hair dye, a spell for transplanting seedlings under a full moon, a list of autumn garden chores, and another recipe. She came to a section that seemed to be predominantly spells and charms and, by diligent searching, came upon one labelled, For Divining the Thoughts of Sundry Creatures.

She showed it to Traveller, reading the heading aloud in case he wasn’t actually able to read it himself. He nodded.

“Sounds promising. Do you think you could cast it?”

Rosinda looked at him dubiously, her stomach tightening with sudden fear. “What if I do it wrong?”

“It just won’t work,” Traveller reassured her. “Nothing will happen.”

“Okay.” She picked up the book. “Let me read it over, and then...I guess I’ll try it.”

“Jerrell,” said Traveller, “Could you round up the cat and bring her over here? Rosinda has some food for the creature if you need it.”

Jerrell nodded, leaving his pack open on the damp grass.

“I don’t know how to say some of these words,” Rosinda said to Traveller. The crow hopped over to her. “This one, and this one right here.”

While Traveller tutored her, Jerrell returned with Filara in his arms. The cat laid her ears flat when she got close to the crow, but at least she didn’t hiss or spit at him this time. Jerrell stroked her fur and murmured to her.

They stood like that for a moment while Rosinda read over the spell again. She took a deep breath. “I think I’m ready,” she said. “But I don’t think this is going to work.”

“Just give it your best shot,” Jerrell said. “I’ll hold the cat.”

Rosinda hefted the book and held it open in the crook of her left arm, while she marked her place on the page with her right index finger. She began to read, twisting her tongue around the strange syllables.

“Ardilas omnimus emen, sigurlidas mensam onam.” She reached out and patted Filara’s head, and the cat jerked away from the touch as if she’d received an electric shock. “Filas severat minan,” Rosinda finished hurriedly.

The cat shrieked and twisted in Jerrell’s arms, and he struggled to keep her flailing claws away from his face. Filara leapt from his arms, flipped her body over and landed on her feet, then shot across the clearing in a calico streak.

Rosinda moaned and dropped to her knees as pain lanced through her head. She clutched the book to her chest as the world around her wobbled. She put one hand to her temple. “Oh, that hurts,” she gasped.

“Oops,” said the crow.

She glared at him through the pain. “Oops?”

“I forgot to mention the part about drawing power from the earth, so it doesn’t have to come from within yourself.”

“Kind of an important thing to forget,” she complained, rubbing her head.

“I guess I thought it came naturally.”

“Yeah, well, apparently not.” Rosinda straightened and stared off where the cat had disappeared. “Did it work?” she asked Traveller.

The crow seemed puzzled. “I don’t know. Are you getting any thoughts that might be hers?”

“Nothing. I don’t feel a thing. At least since the pain in my head stopped.” She fished in her pack and found the bag of kitty treats. She rattled the wrapping, but Filara didn’t reappear. Rosinda felt a pang of guilt. “I’ll feel terrible if anything happens to her,” she said.

“Give them to me,” Jerrell said. He took the treats and walked off in the direction Filara had fled, shaking the bag gently and making psss-wsss-psss noises.

Rosinda had to admit Jerrell had been right. He was proving handy to have around. Looking after him, she realized that already it was beginning to get dark. The short autumn day retreated into an early dusk.

“How much farther do we have to go this evening?” she asked Traveller.

He looked worried. Rosinda wondered briefly how he managed to convey so many different emotions on his non-human face.

“I don’t know,” he said. “That’s why I was hoping we might find out something from the cat. It really depends on who—or what—is after us.”

“Psst!”

Rosinda looked around to see Jerrell crouched down, backing towards them. In his outstretched hand he held a kitty treat, and Filara cautiously followed him, sniffing delicately. When Jerrell reached the stump, the cat continued past him, ignoring the treat, and came to stand at Rosinda’s feet.

Filara sputtered, hissed, and coughed for a moment, and Rosinda took a step backwards. It sounded like a hairball might be coming up. But then, “Mrreeeooo why did you do that?” the cat asked with obvious anger.

Rosinda fought a sudden urge to giggle, and hastily turned it into a cough. Jerrell lost his balance where he still crouched beside the stump, and sat back on the grass. Traveller gaped.

“Bad enough you’ve allowed the Mistress to be taken, but now you have to drag me out into this wilderness,” the cat said with particular venom, “and practice magic on me. And you’re not even good at it. Really, it’s enough to make me consider not helping you at all.” Her voice had grown in strength and clarity throughout this little speech, and now Filara sat down on the grass and stared accusingly up at Rosinda with unblinking green eyes. The tip of her tail twitched in agitation.

“I—I’m sorry,” was all Rosinda could think to say. “It’s not what I meant to do at all.”

“Well, yes, I know that,” Filara said. She narrowed her eyes and glared at Rosinda. “And I’d give a good deal to know how it happened. But the important thing is, now that you have, what are you going to do about it? I have no desire whatsoever to continue speaking human. It is bad enough being able to understand it.”

“If you can understand it, then you know why we attempted this,” Traveller snapped. “Tell us about the disappearance of your mistress.”

“Tell that creature,” Filara said to Rosinda, her tail twitching faster than ever, “My kind does not speak to his kind.”

Rosinda squatted down in front of the cat. “I’m sorry this happened,” she said, “but can you tell us who took Aunt Odder? It’s very important, because the same ones might be after us now.”

The cat sighed. “Yes, of course. I did see them. Filthy creatures. A paw’s-worth of humans, raggedy-looking ones from the Irylian Desert unless I miss my guess. Although I suppose from the look of them, they could have been Nangharen,” she mused. “No, definitely Irylians. They had two dhangfoxes with them, vile things, sniffing around the yard and garden.”

“A paw’s-worth?” asked Rosinda, latching on to one of the many unfamiliar words the cat had just used.

Filara held up a paw and flexed each toe in turn, claws just flashing into sight before they disappeared back into the furry pads. “This many. A paw’s-worth,” she repeated, as if Rosinda were stupid.

“What’s a dhangfox?” Jerrell wanted to know.

The cat didn’t bother turning to look at him. “Bigger than foxes around here and a little smaller than one of your wolves,” she said, “but with a double row of sharp teeth, and retractable claws like mine—but twice as long. They dig for small prey in the desert sands, and they can snap a sand hare in half with one bite. Some of the Irylian headmen keep them as companions.” She gave a delicate shudder. “They certainly aren’t civilized.”

“Wow,” said Jerrell, “I wouldn’t want to run into one of those on a dark night!”

“That’s not likely to happen,” said the cat.

“Oh, goo-”

“They hunt in packs.”

“We’d best get moving,” Traveller interrupted, “if it’s Irylians and dhangfoxes we’re running from. The cat neglected to mention their extremely keen sense of smell.”

“I guess fairy rings are no good against that,” Rosinda said, slipping Aunt Odder’s book back into her pack.

“No good at all,” said the crow.

“Where is he planning on taking you?” Filara asked Rosinda.

Rosinda looked at Traveller. “I don’t know.”

“When we started out I didn’t know there would be pursuit, at least not so soon,” the crow said. “Of course we have to go to Ysterad—”

“We do?” said Rosinda. “How do we even get there?”

“With that,” said the crow, motioning with a wing to the emerald crystal that hung around Rosinda’s neck. “But we need time to prepare you to use it. It wouldn’t be safe to just—”

A long, eerie howl rose from the depths of the forest behind them. It was not the full-throated song of a wolf, but a higher, keening wail, and for a moment the cat and the crow let their eyes meet in a look of complete understanding.

Jerrell hefted his pack onto his back. “Let me guess. That was a dhangfox.”

A cold finger of fear caressed Rosinda’s spine at the sound. It was like before, the feeling that she was on the verge of a memory, but it swirled past her consciousness like a leaf in a stream before she could grasp it.

“You won’t outrun them,” the crow said flatly.

“You’ll have to use the crystal,” the cat said at almost the same time. “Everyone out of the fairy ring, or it won’t work.”

“But I don’t know how! Traveller just said it would be dangerous!”

The howl sounded again, floating eerily in the lowering dusk. An image rose in Rosinda’s mind, grey lips pulled back over glistening, sharp white teeth as the dhangfox threw its head back and howled.
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