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I

PROLOGUE
Moira

am	called	by	many	names:	Destiny,	Fate,	Fortune;	however,	I	prefer	Moira,	for
it	sounds	as	if	I	have	a	heart.

I	do	not.

I	oversee	human	destinies,	and	all	things	happen	exactly	as	I	intend.	Some	try
to	deceive	me,	but	I	am	Moira.	I	will	not	be	cheated.
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CHAPTER	ONE
Outskirts	of	Puck’s	Gulch,	North	Province

Zander

n	 the	 eve	 of	 the	 New	 Year,	 Zander	 hiked	 beneath	 a	 crescent	 moon.
Tomorrow	his	life	would	change,	but	today	he	hunted.

The	crunch	of	his	leather	boots	against	fresh	snow	quieted	the	evening	call	of
the	 birds	 until	 silence	 surrounded	 him.	He	 stopped	 to	 inhale	 the	 crisp	 air	 and
check	the	snow	for	tracks.	Rabbit	prints	led	him	to	a	pile	of	twisted	fur	and	blood.
Perfect.	 The	 leftover	 carcass,	 likely	 from	 a	 hawk	 kill,	 would	 draw	 the	 prey	 he
sought.	He	 leaned	 against	 the	 rough	 bark	 of	 a	 Scots	 pine,	 his	 hemp	 pants	 and
leather	tunic	blending	with	the	dried	winter	thicket,	making	him	nearly	 invisible
—just	as	he	liked	it.

A	single	white	feather	hung	down	the	side	of	the	ebony	hair	Zander	tucked
behind	 his	 ear.	 He	 closed	 his	 eyes	 to	 listen	 for	 sounds	 of	 Elder	 Terrec,	 upon
whose	land	he	poached.	He	tamped	down	the	anger	that	rose.	The	elders	had	no
right	to	control	the	land	when	so	many	in	the	village	hungered.

He	willed	 his	 energy	 into	 the	 earth,	 connecting	 himself	 to	 the	 quiet	 of	 the
forest.	An	owl	hooted	behind	him.	Although	the	feathers	would	fetch	a	nice	price
in	the	market,	tonight	the	owl	would	live.	Father	wanted	a	pelt.

The	 comfort	 of	 the	woods	 tugged	 him	 into	 his	 center,	 where	 his	 thoughts
split	between	the	hunt	and	the	time	of	magic	that	would	begin	the	next	day.	Along
with	the	other	sixteen-year-olds	in	his	village,	he’d	have	six	months	to	gain	tokens
before	the	five-day	quest;	six	months	to	win	the	favor	of	Moira;	six	long	months	to
avoid	earning	omens.

A	crunch	in	the	snow	caught	his	attention.	He	lifted	his	bow,	pulled	back	the
arrow,	aimed,	and	released.	His	arrow	flew	true.	A	coyote	twitched	and	 lay	still,
dead	 before	 it	 could	 yelp.	 Father	 would	 be	 pleased	 if	 he	 wasn’t	 drunk	 when
Zander	returned.	He	strode	to	the	carcass	and	tied	the	legs.	As	he	worked,	a	yip
from	the	dense	brush	startled	him.

“Stars!”	He	wouldn’t	have	shot	if	he’d	known	she	had	a	pup.	It	was	the	wrong
season	 for	 pups.	A	 tiny	 amber	 body	 trembled	 in	 the	 bush.	Zander	 knelt	 in	 the
snow	and	dug	 in	his	pocket	 to	offer	 a	 sliver	of	deer	 jerky.	 “Come	here,	boy,”	he
whispered.



A	tiny,	 black	nose	 appeared	 and	 sniffed	 at	Zander’s	 hand.	The	pup	 inched
closer	 and	 grabbed	 the	meat	 before	 pulling	 it	 back	 in	 the	 brush.	 It	 would	 be	 a
mercy	to	kill	it.	A	pup	that	young	wouldn’t	survive	on	its	own.

Zander	rubbed	the	back	of	its	neck.	It	was	his	fault	the	pup	was	motherless.
And	Zander	knew	how	that	felt.	He	had	to	care	for	it	or	it	would	die.	He	could
train	the	coyote	to	hunt,	and	Zander	could	use	a	friend.	Even	if	it	was	a	scraggly,
four-legged	one	that	didn’t	talk.	Maybe	better	it	didn’t	talk.

The	pup	popped	his	head	out,	and	his	ears	twitched	forward.	His	alert	blue
eyes	matched	Zander’s.	 It	 didn’t	make	 sense	 unless	 it	was	 an	 early	 patron	 from
Moira.

Zander	tensed.	He	felt	a	tremor	before	he	heard	the	three-beat	drumming	of
horses	as	they	cantered	across	the	frozen	forest	floor—lots	of	horses.	Trying	hard
to	keep	from	panicking,	Zander	scooped	the	pup	into	his	pack,	grabbed	the	dead
mother	by	her	 legs,	 and	 ran.	As	he	 fled	 the	 land	only	 the	 elders	 and	Protectors
legally	hunted,	he	glanced	back.

Elder	Terrec.

Zander	 sped	 up,	 the	 panic	 rising	 in	 earnest.	Terrec	was	 the	 one	 elder	who
wouldn’t	hesitate	to	chop	off	Zander’s	hand	for	poaching.

He	smirked.	Good	thing	he	could	run	where	a	horse	could	not.	He	zigzagged
through	 a	 maze	 of	 dried,	 tangled	 weeds	 and	 disappeared	 over	 the	 edge	 of	 the
gulch.	His	feet	scrabbled	against	the	rocks	as	he	slid	down	the	steep	slopes.	After
leaping	 over	 a	 fallen	 log,	Zander	 skidded	 across	 a	 patch	 of	 ice	 and	dropped	 the
dead	coyote.	He	scrambled	to	grab	the	tied	feet	and	sprinted	for	the	largest	oak	in
the	gulch.	He	followed	a	small	stream,	mostly	covered	in	a	thin	crust	of	ice,	that
wound	 past	 the	 tree’s	 gnarled	 roots.	Once	 he	 knew	he	wasn’t	 followed,	Zander
slackened	his	pace	and	caught	his	breath.	As	he	walked	eastward	down	the	gulch,
Zander	heard	his	name	floating	from	the	treetops	and	winding	along	the	stream.

“Zander,”	it	whispered.

“Leave	me	alone,	Puck,”	Zander	hissed.	It	was	a	hazard	of	hiking	in	the	gulch.
The	founder’s	ghost	liked	to	tease	him.

“Unite	the	tribes	and	save	the	village,”	the	tortured	voice	murmured.

“Tell	it	to	someone	else,”	Zander	muttered.	“It’s	not	my	job.”

At	 the	 elm	 tree,	 he	 turned	 and	 hiked	 up	 the	 steep	 wall	 of	 the	 gulch.	 He
grunted	as	he	reached	the	top	edge	and	bent	over	to	catch	his	breath.	No	matter



how	many	times	he	climbed	the	steep	sides,	 it	winded	him,	but	he	was	safe.	No
one	could	prove	he’d	hunted	the	coyote	on	private	land.	As	if	a	coyote	was	dumb
enough	to	venture	to	the	fringes	where	every	boy	with	a	bow	stomped	around.	No
matter.	Elder	Terrec	hadn’t	seen	him.

Another	successful	hunt.	Another	escape.	Another	day	to	keep	his	hand.

Whistling	as	he	hiked	along	a	worn	path,	Zander	soon	came	 in	sight	of	his
home.	His	 cheerful	mood	 evaporated	 as	he	watched	his	 father	 stumble	 through
the	door.	The	jug	of	mead	he	carried	warned	Zander	to	keep	his	new	pet	a	secret.
He	darted	to	the	back	of	the	mud-covered,	twig-and-straw	hut.	Another	chunk	of
clay	had	fallen	off	the	side,	and	Father	hadn’t	seemed	inclined	to	fix	it.	Zander	was
the	 one	who	 slept	 on	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	wall,	 shivering	when	 the	wind	 blew
through.

The	 stink	 of	 lye	 drifted	 from	 the	 tanning	 pit	 and	 burnt	 his	 nostrils.	How
Father	stood	it	day	after	day	was	a	mystery.	He	cleared	out	a	corner	in	the	pelting
shed	and	moved	the	skins	to	a	higher	shelf,	where	the	coyote	wouldn’t	be	tempted
to	chew	them.	That	would	be	a	sure	way	for	Father	to	turn	the	pup	into	a	pelt	to
match	its	mother.

He	knelt	and	opened	his	pack.	The	pup	whimpered	as	Zander	lifted	him	out.
He	held	out	another	piece	of	dried	venison.	The	coyote	snatched	it	and	scampered
to	 a	 corner	with	 the	 strip	 hanging	 out	 his	mouth.	A	 pang	 of	 guilt	 ran	 through
Zander.	He’d	made	the	pup	an	orphan.

“Don’t	worry,	 boy.	 I’ll	 come	 for	 you	 after	 Father	 passes	 out.”	 It	 never	 took
long.	Zander	set	a	bowl	of	water	in	the	corner	and	latched	the	door.	He’d	be	back
soon	enough.

Zander	 stepped	 into	 the	 single-room	 and	 blinked	 to	 adjust	 to	 the	 dark,
wondering	what	mood	Father’d	be	in.	He	shared	his	father’s	Kharok	tribal	traits
of	straight	black	hair	and	brown	skin,	but	not	his	black	eyes.	After	two-hundred
years	in	Puck’s	Gulch,	most	of	the	tribes	had	intermingled.	It	showed	in	Zander’s
blue	eyes.

Father	slumped	over	a	cup	of	mead.	A	loaf	of	raisin	bread	and	a	carrot	cake
sat	 on	 the	 lone	 table.	 Even	 as	 the	 sweet	 aroma	 made	 his	 mouth	 water,	 anger
burned	in	his	gut.	Father	shouldn’t	be	wasting	what	little	coin	they	had	on	treats
meant	for	the	rich.

He	breathed	in	and	held	it,	pushing	down	the	fire.	Showing	emotion	had	no



place	 in	 his	 life.	 Father	 had	 taught	him	 that.	Zander	 felt	 a	 perverse	 satisfaction
that	he	hadn’t	cried	since	he	was	five.	Controlling	his	anger	was	taking	longer.

“Good	hunt?”	Father	slurred.

“Coyote.	I	hung	it	from	the	post	to	bleed.	I’ll	skin	it	tomorrow.”

Bloodshot	eyes	glared	at	Zander.	“Only	one?”

Zander	 crossed	 his	 arms	 over	 his	 chest.	 Seconds	 ticked	 by	 as	 he	 sifted
through	 a	 dozen	 replies.	He	 settled	 for	 the	 one	 least	 likely	 to	 bring	 his	 father’s
contempt.	It	also	happened	to	be	the	one	that	was	true.	“I	was	lucky	to	shoot	one.
Elder	Terrec	 rode	 through	 and	made	 enough	 commotion	 to	 scare	 the	 prey	 for
miles.”

“The	stupidity	of	the	elders	knows	no	end,”	Father	grumbled.

“Were	the	useless	Protectors	with	him?”

“I’m	not	sure.	I	ran.”

Most	of	the	elders	were	arrogant,	but	the	Protectors	were	different.	Zander
had	a	gift	with	the	bow.	He	dreamed	of	training	with	the	men	who	protected	their
village,	rather	than	apprentice	as	a	furrier	with	his	father.

“Fancy	dandies,	all	they	are.”	Father	stumbled	to	his	feet	and	punched	his	fist
in	 the	 air.	 “Parading	 around	 protecting	 us	 from	 what?	 Our	 own	 people	 aren’t
allowed	out	 at	 night	 or	 to	hunt	 the	 forests	 that	 should	belong	 to	 all	 of	 us.	The
elders	are	idiots	if	they	think	anyone	would	invade	a	piss	hole	like	this.”

Father	 cared	 about	others?	Zander	 turned	 to	hide	his	 grin.	But	his	 ranting
about	the	elders	meant	Father	wasn’t	yelling	at	Zander.

Glassy-eyed,	Father	teetered	in	the	sparse	light	of	a	single	lantern.	“This	came
for	 you	 today.”	He	held	 out	 a	 package	wrapped	 in	purple	 cloth	 and	 tied	with	 a
gold	 cord.	 “New	 year,	 new	 group	 of	 questers,”	 he	 muttered.	 “Moira	 loves	 her
drama.”

Zander	 accepted	 the	 parcel.	 He	 unfolded	 the	 cloth,	 and	 rubbed	 his	 hand
across	the	white	journal.	The	scent	of	lavender	drifted	from	the	pages.	He	stilled
himself	by	breathing	slowly	as	he’d	learned	from	hunting.	He	wouldn’t	give	away
his	excitement	to	Father.

He’d	 first	 learned	 of	 the	 time	 of	 magic	 as	 a	 ten-year-old.	 His	 dream	 of
becoming	a	Protector	had	risen	the	day	he’d	heard	the	fortune-teller	talk	of	Moira
choosing	your	destiny.



“Moira’s	 a	 foul	mistress.”	Father	 rubbed	 at	 his	 eyes.	 “We	 raise	 our	 kids	 for
sixteen	years,	and	Fate	decides	who	lives	and	who	dies.”

We?	The	villagers?	What	did	Father	mean?	Zander	had	vague	memories	of	a
mother	rocking	him,	but	Father	wouldn’t	speak	of	her.	Zander	wanted	to	ask,	but
he	wouldn’t	interrupt	now.	This	was	more	talking	than	Father	had	done	for	a	long
while.

“You’re	prepared	for	the	quest	in	the	gulch.	You’ll	survive.”	Father	scratched
his	forehead.	“And	then	maybe	our	lives	will	be	good	again.”

Zander	nodded,	but	couldn’t	remember	a	time	he’d	called	his	life	good.	After
the	quest,	 life	would	be	good	 if	he	could	move	away	 from	Father’s	drinking	and
lying.

Father	 said,	 “Tomorrow,	 you’ll	 join	 the	 other	 questers	 in	 the	 dedication
ceremony.	Tonight	we’ll	roast	outside,	and	let	the	scent	go	as	it	pleases.”

Living	 so	 far	 outside	 the	 village	 had	 its	 advantages.	Zander	 snorted.	Many
times	they’d	broken	the	law	requiring	abstinence	of	meat	before	a	holiday.

With	 the	 quest	 in	 his	 future,	 three	 things	 stood	 between	 Zander	 and	 his
dream.	First,	he	had	to	prove	himself	to	Moira.	His	shoulders	relaxed.	He	could
do	it.

He	 ran	 his	 tongue	 over	 a	 chipped	 front	 tooth,	 a	 constant	 reminder	 of	 the
second.	He	also	had	to	overcome	his	terror	of	riding	a	horse.

And	of	course,	he	had	to	survive	the	quest	itself.
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CHAPTER	TWO
The	Market	at	Puck’s	Gulch

Alexa

he	 yeasty	 fragrance	 of	 baking	 bread	 pervaded	 Alexa’s	 bedroom	 from	 the
kitchen	 below.	 She	 threw	 open	 the	 window,	 knowing	 it	 would	 make	 no

difference.	 The	 smell	 suffocated	 her.	 She	 scowled	 at	 the	 slice	 of	moon	 floating
above	the	forest	as	if	it	were	to	blame.	Leaning	over	the	sill,	she	inhaled	the	sharp
sting	of	winter.	The	cold	burned	her	lungs,	but	did	nothing	to	replace	the	stink.

Living	above	the	kitchen	meant	the	odor	permeated	her	clothes	and	her	hair.
One	 sniff	 and	 strangers	 could	 identify	 her	 as	 the	 baker’s	 daughter.	 With	 the
Festival	 of	 the	New	Year	 starting	 the	 next	 day,	Alexa	 had	 spent	 the	 past	week
helping	her	mother	bake	the	special	treats	in	demand	for	the	private	celebrations.
It	paid	well,	but	Mother	was	exhausted.

Alexa’s	 time	 of	magic	would	 begin	with	 the	 festival	 and	 end	 in	 six	months
with	 the	quest.	Then	she	could	 leave	 the	bakery	and	 its	 smells	behind.	A	 jolt	of
guilt	shot	through	her	gut.	She	ran	her	fingers	over	the	bloodstone	beads	threaded
throughout	her	golden	hair.	What	would	Mother	do	without	her	help?

No	matter.	She	couldn’t	explain	it,	but	Alexa	knew	she	would	not	be	a	baker.

Periwinkle	yarn	sprawled	across	the	yellow	coverlet	on	her	narrow	bed.	She
wound	 it	 into	 a	 ball	 and	 added	 it	 to	 the	 other	 colors	 in	 a	willow	basket	 on	her
nightstand.	 As	Alexa	 threw	 the	 covers	 to	 the	 side,	 an	 errant	 needle	 jabbed	 her
thumb.	“Stars!”	She	pressed	against	the	spot	of	blood	with	a	finger.	It	wasn’t	the
first	time	she’d	pricked	herself.

Her	door	opened,	pulling	Alexa	from	her	thoughts.

“Alexa?”	Flour	smudged	Mother’s	 face,	and	her	hair	glistened	 from	working
in	the	hot	kitchen.	Dark	circles	under	blue	eyes	reminded	Alexa	of	the	late	nights
Mother	worked.

“You’ve	worked	hard	these	last	days.”	Mother	held	out	a	warm	bowl	of	rabbit
and	carrot	stew	thickened	with	mushroom	gravy.

This	scent	tickled	Alexa’s	nose,	and	her	mouth	watered.	She	smiled.	Mother
risked	the	ire	of	the	church	for	eating	meat	the	day	before	the	holiday,	but	then,
her	mother	never	was	one	for	following	the	priest’s	rules.	“Thank	you.”

Like	most	descendants	of	the	Chahda	tribe,	Alexa	and	her	mother	had	light



hair	and	skin,	but	Alexa’s	eyes	were	dark	while	Mother’s	were	the	blue	of	the	sky.
A	familiar	sense	of	loss	overwhelmed	her.	She’d	never	known	her	father.

Mother	 smoothed	 her	 apron.	 “It	 seems	 like	 yesterday	 I	 cradled	 you	 in	my
arms,	and	now	you’re	a	young	woman	of	sixteen	and	beautiful.”	Searching	Alexa’s
face,	she	sighed.	“After	the	quest,	maybe	our	lives	can	be	perfect	again.”

What	was	Mother	thinking?	When	had	her	life	been	perfect?

“There’s	much	you	can’t	understand	until	you’ve	completed	the	quest.	Moira
will	choose	the	bakery	as	your	apprenticeship,	I’m	sure	of	it.”	Mother	shuddered
as	a	breeze	fluttered	in	from	the	open	window.

Alexa	 flipped	 her	 hair.	 “Mother!	Are	 you	worried	 I	 won’t	 return	 from	 the
quest?”	Her	mother	paled.	“How	could	you	think	I	would	fail?	Really,	Mother,	do
you	 think	 so	 little	of	me?”	Her	heart	 thudded.	Not	 everyone	 returned	 from	 the
quest,	but	surely	Moira	would	find	her	deserving.

“No,	 no,	 of	 course	 I	 don’t	 doubt	 your	 return.”	Mother	 twisted	 her	 hands.
“But	you	need	to	be	careful	not	to	tempt	Fate.”

“Moira?	Why	would	I	tempt	her?”	Alexa’s	stomach	tightened.

As	her	mother	picked	at	the	dough	under	her	nails,	Alexa	suspected	she	was
hiding	 something.	 But	 then,	 Alexa	 had	 her	 own	 secrets,	 and	 apprenticing
anywhere	except	the	bakery	was	one	of	them.	She	took	a	deep	breath	and	scooped
a	bite	of	stew.	“It’s	wonderful,	Mother.	Thank	you.”

Smiling,	her	mother	caressed	Alexa’s	hair.	As	she	turned	to	leave,	she	glanced
back.	“Soon	now,	Alexa.	I	promise	everything	will	be	better.”

“Yes,	Mother.	It	will	be	better.”

Alexa	had	her	own	plan	she	shared	with	no	one.	Not	her	favored	teacher,	not
her	mother,	who	would	be	shocked	to	know	her	daughter	capable	of	such	an	idea,
and	 not	 her	 best	 friend,	Merindah.	With	 a	 small	 favor	 from	 the	 fortune-teller,
Alexa	felt	confident	she	would	not	be	a	baker,	whatever	Mother	might	think.
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CHAPTER	THREE
First	Day	of	Magic

Zander

ander	 woke	 as	 the	 sun	 struggled	 to	 light	 the	 room	 through	 dust-covered
windows.	Father	stood	over	him.	Too	 late,	Zander	pulled	the	ragged	quilt

over	the	pup	nestled	under	his	arm.

“What’s	 this?”	Father	whistled.	 “Moira	gave	you	a	 coyote?”	He	grabbed	 the
pup	by	his	scruff	and	shook	him.	“You	better	watch	yourself,	Son,	if	Moira	thinks
you	 need	 a	 predator	 for	 your	 patron.”	He	 dropped	 the	whimpering	 pup	 to	 the
straw	sleeping	mat.

Panic	twisted	through	Zander’s	chest	at	the	thought	of	losing	the	pup	in	the
quest.	“I	won’t	need	him	to	protect	me.	I	want	to	train	him	to	hunt.”

Father	leaned	down,	the	stink	of	the	night’s	mead	on	his	breath.	“There’s	no
room	in	this	world	for	a	soft	heart.	You	learned	that	long	ago.”	He	stood.	“Train
him	and	use	him	when	you	need	him.”	Father	stomped	across	the	room.	“Get	up.”

After	cutting	thick	slices	of	the	carrot	cake,	Father	slathered	butter	across	the
soft	surface,	where	it	stuck	in	large	clumps.	He	handed	a	slice	to	Zander,	and	said
in	his	way	of	blessing,	“Eat	and	be	grateful.”

“Eat	and	be	grateful,”	Zander	murmured	back.	It	was	about	as	much	church
as	Father	allowed,	which	was	fine	with	Zander.

As	much	as	he	hated	what	Father	must	have	spent	for	the	cake,	Zander	loved
baked	sweets.	But	today	the	aroma	of	cinnamon	and	sugar	triggered	a	memory	of
his	 mother’s	 embrace.	 His	 happiness	 vanished	 like	 the	 flame	 of	 a	 snuffed-out
candle.	He	 struggled	 to	 finish	 and	held	 the	 last	 bite	 out	 to	 the	pup,	which	he’d
named	 Shadow.	 The	 coyote	 sniffed,	 licked	 the	 butter,	 and	 gulped	 the	 cake.
Shadow	didn’t	seem	to	miss	his	mother,	so	why	did	Zander?

Sitting	 at	 the	 hewn	 table,	 Zander	 swallowed	 hard	 and	 cleared	 his	 throat.
Father	was	sober.	This	was	his	chance.	“Tell	me	of	your	quest.	Did	anyone	die?”

Father	bowed	his	head	into	his	hands.	“One.	He	was	my	best	friend.”

So	that	was	why	Father	never	talked	about	his	quest.	“What	happened?”

“What	 happened?	 Moira	 deemed	 him	 unworthy	 to	 live.	 That’s	 what
happened.”



“But	why?	Was	he	bad?”

“He	was	reckless.	He	turned	sixteen	the	day	before	the	New	Year.	Byron	was
the	 youngest	 quester,	 and	 he	 never	 took	 it	 seriously.	He	 spent	 five	months	 not
caring	and	earning	every	omen	he	could.”	Father	 let	out	a	 jagged	laugh.	“And	he
misplaced	every	token	he	earned.”

He	 stabbed	 his	 finger	 at	Zander,	 and	Zander	 jerked	 back.	He	 never	 knew
when	Father	would	connect	that	finger	to	his	chest.	That	time,	he	kept	talking.

“Keep	track	of	your	tokens.	If	you	lose	them,	you	can’t	fight	your	omens.	But
if	you	lose	your	omens?	They’ll	come.	You	can’t	escape	them.”

Zander	nodded.	He	had	an	old	brown	leather	pouch	to	keep	them	in.

“Byron	got	scared	in	the	sixth	month.	He	fasted,	he	cared	for	the	old,	he	did
good	deeds	for	the	priest,	but	it	was	too	late.”

“Why	didn’t	you	help	him?	Give	him	some	of	your	tokens	or	find	him	in	the
forest	and	fight	together?”

“No!”	Father	slammed	his	fist	on	the	table.	“You	go	it	alone.	You	can’t	cheat
Fate.	Remember	that,	Zander.	Moira	cannot	be	cheated.”	Peering	at	Zander,	his
father	 grimaced.	 “Everyone	gets	omens,	but	 try	 to	 limit	 them.	The	omens	 come
when	 you	 do	 a	 bad	 deed	 or	 your	 thoughts	 are	 dark.	These	 are	 your	 challenges
during	the	quest,	and	some	cannot	be	overcome.”

Zander’s	heart	thudded.	How	could	he	control	his	thoughts?

“And	remember	to	stay	on	the	good	side	of	the	priest	and	the	fortune-teller.
They	hand	out	tokens	and	omens	as	they	see	fit.”	Father	sucked	in	a	deep	breath.
“There’s	one	other	 thing.	Moira	hands	out	 favors	 after	 the	quest.	Whatever	 she
gives	 you	will	 benefit	 your	 calling,	 but	 she’s	 tricky.	 Sometimes	 she	 bestows	 the
favors	during	your	time	of	magic.	If	she	gives	it	early,	you	know	you’re	in	trouble,
‘cause	you’ll	need	it.	You	never	know	what	Moira	plans	for	you.	She’s	a	fickle	one,
Fate	is.”	His	father	stood.	“I’m	done	talking.	The	priest	and	fortune-teller	will	tell
you	what	you	need	 to	know.	Go.	You	have	 time	 to	hunt	before	 the	Welcoming
Ceremony.”

With	his	 father’s	 instructions	 rolling	 through	his	head,	Zander	grabbed	his
bow.	 He’d	 wanted	 to	 ask	 about	 Father’s	 patron,	 but	 he	 didn’t	 dare.	 He	 knew
enough	 to	 understand	 Father	 had	 needed	 it	 in	 the	 quest—that’s	 why	 he	 didn’t
have	one	now.	Zander	raced	toward	the	calm	of	the	forest,	but	he’d	be	careful.	On
the	first	morning	of	the	holiday,	the	elders	hunted	too.



~
After	 shooting	 three	 rabbits	 and	 a	 pheasant,	 Zander	 returned	 as	 Father

opened	 a	 jug	 of	mead.	Zander	 laughed	 as	 he	 laid	 the	 game	on	 the	 table.	 “We’ll
feast	tonight,	Father.”

He	stared	into	his	father’s	dark	eyes.	For	a	few	seconds,	a	vision	played	out	in
front	 of	 him.	Father	 hugged	 a	woman.	Zander	 couldn’t	 see	 her	 face,	 but	 it	was
evident	 Father	 loved	 her.	 Zander	 could	 feel	 it.	 Who	 was	 she?	 Who	 was	 this
woman	and	why	did	Father	hide	her?	Why	was	he	seeing	Father’s	secrets?

Confused,	 Zander	 mumbled,	 “I	 left	 my	 pack	 in	 the	 forest.”	 He	 grabbed
Shadow,	bolted	from	the	house,	and	ran	until	his	legs	collapsed.	He	dropped,	face
to	the	ground,	inhaling	the	musty	leaves	under	the	snow.	Anger	coursed	through
him,	 and	 he	 beat	 at	 the	 cold	 earth.	 Father	 kept	 too	many	 secrets.	He	 shivered
while	the	wind	whipped	at	his	hair	and	drove	snow	down	his	tunic.

Then,	he	rose	as	if	compelled.

A	young	woman	stood	before	him.	Silver	hair	flowed	to	her	waist.	“Zander,”
she	said.

Her	emerald	eyes	enthralled	him.	“Who	are	you?”

“I	am	called	by	many	names.	Destiny,	Fate,	Fortune;	however	I	prefer	Moira.”
She	held	out	a	green	stone.	“Your	first	omen.	Learn	to	control	your	anger.”

Zander	breathed	deeply,	trying	to	regain	his	composure,	before	he	reached	to
claim	the	stone.

“Do	you	enjoy	seeing	secrets?	I	chose	your	favor	after	much	consideration.”

Zander	gaped	at	Moira.	“My	favor?	Why	now?”

“You’ll	find	it	useful,	Zander.	But	it’s	best	to	hide	it.	Others	will	avoid	you	if
they	know	you	see	their	hard-held	secrets.	And	what	fun	would	it	be	to	have	your
favor	and	not	be	able	to	use	it?”

She	 lifted	 Shadow	 and	 breathed	 into	 his	 mouth.	 “He	 came	 early,	 but	 he’s
delightful.	 Shadow	will	 be	 your	 patron.”	 She	 glanced	 at	 the	 sky.	 “Run,	Zander.
You’ll	be	late	for	the	ceremony.”	And,	as	fog	evanesces	in	the	sun,	she	vanished.

Rolling	the	stone	in	his	hand	as	he	raced	home,	Zander	vowed	to	control	his
emotions.	He	wouldn’t	reveal	the	vision	or	his	visit	from	Moira	to	Father.



When	he	burst	into	the	house,	his	father	held	a	mug.	From	the	look	of	him,	it
wasn’t	his	first.

Father	slurred,	“Th’noon	bells’ve	rung.”

On	his	 first	day	of	magic,	Moira	had	given	Zander	 an	 early	 favor	of	 seeing
secrets,	the	green	stone	omen,	and	a	predator	patron.	And	now	he’d	be	late	to	the
Welcoming	 Ceremony.	 It	 wasn’t	 a	 good	 start.	 After	 a	 backward	 glance	 at	 his
father,	Zander	sprinted	to	the	Quinary.



A

CHAPTER	FOUR
Six	Months	until	the	Quest

Alexa

lexa	 felt	 a	 pinch	 on	 her	 cheek.	 “I’ll	 get	 up,	Mother,”	 she	 murmured.	 She
yawned	and	opened	her	eyes.	A	long,	black	and	brown,	furry	animal	danced

on	the	bed.	Its	white	face	with	a	brown	mask	stared	at	Alexa.

“A	ferret?”	Alexa	squealed.	“Moira	gave	me	a	ferret	for	my	patron?”

The	ferret	leaped	off	the	bed	and	hid	under	a	pile	of	clothes.	Alexa	slid	off	the
bed	and	knelt	next	to	the	clothes.	“Come	here,	girl.	I	won’t	hurt	you.”

A	 tiny	nose	poked	out	and	sniffed	Alexa’s	outstretched	 fingers.	The	patron
crawled	out	and	sidled	toward	Alexa,	who	scooped	the	weasel	into	her	arms.	The
ferret	rubbed	her	nose	against	Alexa’s	cheek.

“You’re	beautiful!”	Alexa	whispered.	“I	thought	I’d	get	a	canary	like	Mother’s.
You’re	much	better	than	a	bird.”	She	studied	the	little	furball	curled	in	her	arms.
“What’s	your	name?”

The	ferret’s	black	eyes	peered	back.

“Fiona?	I	think	that	fits	you.”

Alexa	smiled	as	she	recorded	the	ferret’s	name	in	the	black	 journal	that	had
appeared	on	her	doorstep	the	night	before.	It	came	wrapped	in	a	purple	cloth,	tied
with	a	golden	cord,	smelling	of	 lavender.	She	ran	downstairs	for	a	bowl	of	water
and	 scraps	of	uncooked	 rabbit.	After	Fiona	 ate,	 she	 curled	up	on	Alexa’s	pillow
and	fell	asleep.

Time	 to	 get	 ready	 for	 the	 ceremony.	Alexa	 separated	 three	 long	 strands	 of
hair	and	braided,	adding	turquoise	and	clear	quartz	beads	onto	the	golden	curls.
The	 Twelve	 Day	 Feast	 began	 that	 day,	 and	 she	 wanted	 to	 look	 her	 best.	 She
dressed	in	the	clothes	Fiona	had	hidden	in.	All	questers	dressed	alike	during	their
time	of	magic.	She	pulled	the	wheat-yellow	undershirt	over	her	head,	marveling	at
the	softness.	Hemp	pants	dyed	green	from	the	roots	of	sorrel	came	next,	and	she
cinched	the	waist	with	a	braided	hemp	tie.	Alexa	had	helped	gather	and	boil	the
acorns	that	colored	the	brown	tunic	she	slipped	on.

As	 she	 pushed	 the	 buttons	 fashioned	 from	 deer	 antlers	 through	 the	 slits,
pride	warred	with	fear.	How	long	she’d	dreamed	of	this	day!	To	be	a	quester	and
on	the	cusp	of	adulthood.	But	wearing	the	clothes	and	having	her	patron	animal



made	 it	all	 too	real.	Last,	 she	 slipped	 the	 strap	of	a	 leather	pouch	over	her	head
and	settled	the	pouch	at	her	hip.	As	she	collected	tokens	and	omens,	she’d	store
them	safely	in	the	bag.

A	sudden	memory	jarred	her.	Last	year,	Saul	had	earned	plenty	of	tokens,	but
he’d	died	from	a	snake	bite	in	the	quest.

Pushing	 away	 the	 fear,	Alexa	 tied	 her	 curls	 in	 a	 loose	 ponytail,	 leaving	 the
braid	 to	 hang	 free.	 She’d	 do	 her	 best	 to	 earn	 tokens	 and	 avoid	 the	 deeds	 that
brought	omens.	She	picked	up	Fiona	and	gently	placed	her	in	a	loose	woven	pouch
and	 slipped	 it	 over	 her	 shoulder.	 She	 skipped	 down	 the	 stairs	 and	 out	 to	 the
market.	The	noon	bell	would	signal	 the	 start	of	 the	Welcoming	Ceremony.	She
had	time	to	find	Merindah.

Light	 snow	 fell	 as	 she	 searched	 for	her	best	 friend’s	black	 curls.	Merindah’s
dark	 skin	 identified	 her	 as	 a	 descendant	 of	 the	Dakta	Tribe,	 the	 creative	 ones.
Most	of	the	artists	and	musicians	were	Dakta.	They	were	the	dreamers,	but	not
Merindah.	She	saw	everything	as	black	and	white.	Alexa	spied	her	friend	and	ran
to	 meet	 her	 at	 the	 five-sided	 Quinary.	 Five	 massive	 oaks	 formed	 the	 living
cornerstones	 for	 the	 oldest	 structure	 in	Puck’s	Village.	Each	 represented	 one	 of
the	five	tribes.

A	sparrow	perched	on	Merindah’s	shoulder.	A	headband	woven	of	horsehair
and	 seed	 beads	 crossed	 Merindah’s	 forehead	 and	 tied	 in	 the	 back.	 When	 she
reached	Alexa,	Merindah	asked,	“Where’s	your	patron?”

Alexa	opened	her	bag	and	a	sleepy	ferret	poked	out	her	head.	“This	is	Fiona.”

Merindah	laughed.	“You	would	get	a	ferret.”

Alexa	 reached	 up	 to	 stroke	 the	 sparrow’s	 head.	 “What’s	 her	 name?”	When
her	friend	blushed,	Alexa	hid	her	annoyance.	This	was	going	to	be	good.

“I’m	calling	her	Angel.	She’s	a	messenger	from	God.”

“She’s	 not	 from	God,	 she’s	 from	Moira.”	Alexa	 shook	 her	 head.	Merindah
tied	everything	to	God.

“Well,	I	don’t	care	what	you	think.	I	believe	she’s	from	God.”

“It	doesn’t	matter.	She’s	perfect	for	you.”	Alexa	could	give	Merindah	that.	She
grabbed	her	friend’s	hand.	“Let’s	get	drinks.”

The	 scent	 of	meat	 roasting	 over	 open	 fire	 pits	 drew	 them	 to	 the	 festivities
scattered	 throughout	 the	market.	Laughing	men	 labored	 to	 turn	 the	 spits	 laden
with	 boar	 and	 deer.	 The	 first	 day	 of	 the	 New	 Year	 was	 one	 of	 two	 yearly



celebrations	where	no	coin	was	needed	for	food.	The	elders	supplied	the	meat,	and
each	family	shared	what	they	could.	Alexa’s	mother	had	baked	through	the	night
to	 provide	 sweet	 apricot	 and	 hickory	 nut	 bread.	 Alexa	 rushed	 past	 a	 table	 of
roasted	red	potatoes	and	honey-glazed	purple	turnips.	A	group	of	ragged-looking
children	 stood	 at	 the	 tables	 and	 stared	 at	 the	 food	with	 big	 eyes.	 Alexa	 took	 a
quick	breath.	It	would	be	a	day	when	the	shack	house	kids	would	go	to	bed	with
full	bellies.

She	 and	Merindah	headed	 for	 cider.	The	year’s	 abundant	 fall	 apple	harvest
had	left	plenty	to	store	over	winter	and	press	for	the	sweet	drink.

Alexa	grabbed	two	mugs	of	hot	spiced	cider.	As	she	handed	one	to	Merindah,
Alexa	giggled.	“Let’s	check	out	the	boys.”

“You	mean	let	the	boys	check	you	out?”	Merindah	rolled	her	eyes.	“You	want
to	prance	about	in	your	fancy	new	clothes?”

“At	least	there	aren’t	any	girls	from	the	elders’	families	questing	this	year.”

Merindah	frowned.	“Rank	doesn’t	matter	during	the	quest.	We’re	all	equals.”

“It	matters.”	Alexa	blushed.	“We	just	pretend	it	doesn’t.”

“Alexa?	 Don’t	 hope	 for	 an	 elder’s	 son	 as	 a	 boyfriend.	 You	 know	 it	 won’t
happen.”

And	 that	 was	 why	 Alexa	 wouldn’t	 share	 her	 plan	 with	Merindah.	 It	 could
happen.	Sometimes	a	boy	chose	a	girl	from	beneath	his	class	instead	of	riding	to
another	village	to	find	a	wife.	If	she	was	honest	with	herself,	she	had	to	admit	 it
hardly	ever	happened,	but	Alexa	had	a	plan.	And	this	was	a	day	for	hope.	A	new
year,	a	new	beginning.	She	pushed	away	her	fear	that	Moira	could	doom	her	to	the
bakery	and	a	life	of	drudgery.

As	 she	 stood	 at	 the	 two-hundred-year-old	Quinary,	Alexa	 searched	 for	 the
other	 questers.	 Across	 the	 market,	 Dharien,	 the	 second	 son	 of	 Elder	Warrin,
stood	tall	and	aloof.	His	black	hair	swept	across	his	forehead.	Brown	eyes	glared
with	contempt	at	the	other	teens.	No	one	would	doubt	his	Kharok	background.

First	born	and	heir	to	Elder	Rowan’s	estate,	Paal’s	dark	blond	curls	and	soft
physique	made	him	look	feminine.	She	giggled.	He	could	pass	for	her	brother.	He
spotted	 her	 staring	 and	 grinned.	 Dimples	 formed	 in	 both	 cheeks.	 Cute.	 He
stooped	to	pick	up	a	brown	and	white	retriever	pup	that	barked	at	a	feral	cat.

The	 peasant	 cousins,	Odo	 and	Kaiya,	 stood	 under	 the	 far	 tree	 of	 the	 open
Quinary.	They	lived	in	the	alley	set	apart	for	the	Yapi	tribe.	Odo	clutched	a	yellow



kitten.	Kaiya’s	patron,	a	black	crow,	perched	on	her	shoulder.	Unless	Moira	found
them	 exceptional,	Odo	 could	 expect	 to	work	 in	 the	 fields	 or	 stables,	 and	Kaiya
would	 likely	be	a	kitchen	maid.	Alexa	 laughed	to	think	of	how	a	crow	would	be
any	help	in	a	kitchen.	But	then,	maybe	Moira	had	other	plans	for	Kaiya	after	all.

Cobie,	whose	scrawniness	gave	him	away	as	the	youngest	quester,	was	always
smiling	and	ready	with	a	 joke.	Like	Merindah,	Cobie	descended	from	the	Dakta
tribe,	and	his	father	was	a	coppersmith.	Already	gaining	a	reputation	as	a	talented
ornamentalist,	 Cobie’s	 flowered	 utensils	 were	 sought	 after	 by	 the	 elders.	Moira
was	 sure	 to	 allow	him	 to	 apprentice	with	 his	 father.	Cobie	 held	 a	 small	 cage	 of
wood	slats.	Alexa	peered	to	see	what	was	inside.	A	lizard	changed	its	colors	as	she
stared.	Not	a	lizard,	a	chameleon—a	suitable	patron	for	an	artist,	she	thought.

The	 other	 questers	 huddled	 together.	 Alexa	 ticked	 them	 off	 in	 her	 head.
Tarni,	daughter	of	the	candle	maker,	hardly	ever	spoke	and	held	a	canary	 in	her
palm.	 All	 the	 questers	 had	 been	 required	 to	 help	 Bindi’s	 mother,	 the	 clothier,
prepare	 the	 cloth	 for	 the	 questing	 clothes.	 Bindi	 nervously	 stroked	 a	 calico	 cat.
Yarra’s	father	worked	leather.	She	held	a	wiggling	piglet	that	would	never	be	a	pair
of	shoes.

Jarl,	large	like	his	bricklayer	father,	scowled	at	everyone.	If	anyone	might	not
survive	the	quest,	it	would	be	Jarl.	A	large	black	and	white	shepherd	pup	sat	at	his
side.	Waku	carded	yarn	for	his	father’s	weaving	business.	He’d	lost	his	mother	two
years	 ago	 in	 the	 fever	 that	had	 ravaged	 their	 village.	He’d	 taken	her	place	 at	 the
spinning	wheel.	A	red	cardinal	sat	on	his	shoulder,	shifting	from	leg	to	leg.

Dharien	caught	her	eye	again.	She	didn’t	see	his	patron.	He	scratched	at	his
long	sleeves	and	scowled	at	the	brown	tunic	hanging	to	his	knees.	He	twisted	the
hemp	rope	cinched	at	his	waist	and	flipped	it	against	his	pants.	He	didn’t	seem	to
enjoy	giving	up	the	fancy	clothes	of	the	elders.	Alexa	blushed.	She	couldn’t	help	it.
Dharien’s	good	looks	made	her	shiver.

One	 boy	was	missing.	Where	was	Zander?	 She’d	 seldom	 seen	 the	 furrier’s
son,	but	she	was	sure	he	was	sixteen.	He	should	be	there	for	the	ceremony.

After	Alexa	finished	the	cider	and	shared	a	small	meat	pie	with	Merindah,	the
noon	bells	rang.	Alexa	grabbed	Merindah’s	hand.	“It’s	time.”

Together	they	joined	the	others	and	lined	across	the	pavilion.	She	held	Fiona,
as	was	 the	custom.	Alexa	glanced	down	 the	 line.	Each	 teen	 stood	 tall	with	 their
patron	animal	next	to	them,	on	their	shoulder,	or	in	their	arms.	Who	would	die
this	year?	Whose	family	would	mourn	at	the	end	of	the	quest?	When	Saul	didn’t
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