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They said it was a suicide mission.Cora has only one question.When can they start?Cora’s
world gets larger as she seeks out allies. The cost to find them leads her to once again cross
the dragon, Lucius.The wheels of fate continue to turn.Are Cora and Lucius destined to fight to
the death, or can the future be changed?You’ll love the third book in this fast-paced urban
fantasy series, because everyone enjoys a fight for survival.Get it now.Warning: Some strong
language and drinking.

"Though this eye-opening book is about falconry, the real subject here is obsession. How far
will one man push himself around the law and his family to achieve his singular goal of
controlling a wild predator? With fine writing and a keen eye for detail, Rachel Dickinson
provides some surprising answers." - Mark Obmascik, author of Halfway to Heaven and The
Big Year"A unique portrait of one of the most eccentric and obsessive characters in
contemporary America and the vulnerable part of the West he considers home. Its interest to
falconers is guaranteed, but it also deserves to find an audience amongst all those who are
repulsed by the destruction of our natural heritage, who cherish wilderness and the creatures
that have lived there for millions of years. Behind the complex picture of Steve and his
environment, there is a deeper question: how can we ensure that lives such as Steve's and the
creatures he loves continue to be possible?" - Tony Huston, screenwriter and falconer"More
than a mere hobby, falconry is a way of life. Its practitioners are stubborn and focused, complex
and conflicted, devoted and dedicated, even fanatical. And frankly misunderstood by most
naturalists and environmentalists. In this honest and sympathetic portrayal, Rachel Dickinson
presents a clear picture of the strange and fascinating lives of modern falconers." - Ted Floyd,
editor, Birding"Falconer on the Edge is a sharply drawn portrait of a hunter, a man who leaves
his family to fly falcons on sage grouse for months at a time. Through DickinsonÕs keen
observation, we conclude that the sport of falconry cannot survive outside the hothouse of
obsession. It is a sport that amounts to a crucible, heating and hardening a few rare individuals
single-minded enough to let their lives melt into it." - Julie Zickefoose, author of Letters from
EdenAbout the AuthorRACHEL DICKINSON is a writer whose articles have appeared in the
Christian Science Monitor, USA Weekend, National Geographic Traveler, Audubon, and many
other publications. She is the author of several books. She and her husband, Tim Gallagher, an
avid falconer, live with their four children. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.
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AheadAbout the AuthorPreview of Book 4, Spirits UnboundThe ScoutSo intent on bringing his
day to an end, Michael hadn’t noticed the same raven had followed him for the last ninety
miles. He pulled his rental car into the parking lot at The Horseman’s Haunt, a quaint diner
across the street from his motel. The day had been a total wash, due in large part to his every
target deciding to spend all day inside their house. He had checked GNN; there were no major
stories to keep anyone glued to their holovids. Unless there was some binge-worthy series that
came out over NeuralNet today, he couldn’t fathom why no one left their house. Perhaps it was
some Native holiday he wasn’t aware of, but he was certain his intelligence wouldn’t have
missed something like that.Every day, he went through the same ritual to end his day. He
stepped out of the car, went around to the passenger side, and retrieved his antique bow.
Beside it, he picked up the far more modern auto-loading quiver. Once he set them both over
his shoulder, Michael walked to the front door. He rubbed the stubble at the back of his head as
he made his way, still lost in thought. His brow sank as he pulled on the door. He was used to
the sparse population of Sleepy Hollow, South Dakota leaving him with a decent number of
booths to choose from, but he’d never seen it so empty. He glanced back to the lot. He found a
van, two cars and a motorcycle, all likely belonging to the staff. He shook his head and
wondered what news he missed that caused everyone to stay in for the day.The same brunette
waitress he’d gotten used to seeing rested her elbow on the counter, propping her head up as
she fought off a nap. The bell on the door jingled as it shut, snapping her to attention. She
smiled wide and scurried over to greet him. As plain a woman as the day was long, she was
typical of the local fare - at least partly Native, sandy to caramel-skinned, and conservative in
her clothing. There was also a 23% chance any one of them would have some innate magical
ability, so he tread lightly. The waitress was smitten with him, or at least impressed by his
accent. She made mention of it every time she took his order.“Mister Michael, back from a long
day?” she asked, motioning him to take a seat anywhere he liked.He nodded. “Indeed, and
quite a long day it was.”The air was caramelized onion and beef, coffee and pie. All of that
sounded lovely after the miserable day. He set down his equipment beside him in the booth
and checked the waitress’ nametag - Millie. A week of eating dinner while she fawned over him,
and he still hadn’t committed it to memory. He offered a weak, polite smile as she brought over
a cup in one hand and a steaming pot of coffee in the other. He held the mug as she
poured.“You know, I could listen to your accent all day,” she giggled. “You said you was from
England, huh? Like London?”Michael bowed his head. “Lincolnshire, a much smaller town, but
yes. England.”“Were you hunting today?” she asked, motioning to his olive-drab camouflage
clothing and the bow at his side.“Not quite,” he replied, reflexively placing his hand on the



smooth, ancient wood. “If I were, it certainly wasn’t a good day for it. Say, do you know where
everyone is?”Millie stared at the ceiling as she fished out an antique of her own, a tablet
computer. If that was to take his order, then it was about as ancient as everything else in the
diner.“I can’t think of anything,” she said. “Why? Is the traffic dead out there?”“You’re the first
soul I’ve seen in hours,” Michael replied, shaking his head. “It’s not a Native holiday or anything,
is it?”Millie shook her head. “No, sure isn’t. You know, Sleepy Hollow don’t have much in the
way of people. Where were you working again?”Michael shrugged. “About ninety miles west of
here. An even smaller town, if you could believe that.”“Heaven’s Crest?” she asked, holding up
the tablet at eye level with him.Michael’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know that?”Millie peeked
her face around the display and smirked. “That’s where that standoff was with the UNS Army a
couple of months back. You don’t think you’re the first white man to be sitting here since then,
do you?”“I suppose not,” he replied, his words drawn out.“Most of them have been dark suits
and sunglasses, stuck out like a sore thumb,” she laughed to herself. “You’re dressed like a
hunter, though. Are you a defense contractor, too?”Michael tensed and shook his head. “No,
nothing like that. I can’t really discuss my work, though. What’s good tonight?”Millie rolled her
eyes. “Oh, I’m sorry, Mister Michael! Look at me, just prattling on. The special tonight is steak
tips with onion and potatoes.”“Sounds wonderful. Let’s have that, then,” Michael nodded
hurriedly.“You betcha,” she replied, tapping away at the screen.Suspicious and tense, Michael
surveyed the empty diner. Checking over his shoulder, the shimmer of light hitting a raven’s
eyes beckoned his attention to the corner of the room. The bird perched near the ceiling,
staring down at him. It couldn’t be the same bird from Heaven’s Crest, but Michael couldn’t
remember a time on his way back that he didn’t see a black bird in the sky. He turned around,
eyes shifted to Millie. Her back was to him, tapping away on the tablet. The air around him grew
thick and hot.Grabbing up his bow, he jumped from his seat, an arrow drawn and nocked
before he stood erect. Millie wasn’t sending any order to the kitchen on that tablet, and she
damn sure heard him pull back the bowstring.“What’s going on here?” he asked, his voice
stern and commanding.Millie set the tablet on the counter and raised her hands in surrender.
When she turned around, it wasn’t Millie at all. Her face was breathtaking and flawless, with an
olive complexion. The darkness of her brown eyes obscured the servos moving inside them.
Her hair was jet black and straight. Michael startled, his thigh butting into the table behind him.
A woman’s voice called out from the kitchen behind her.“You don’t belong here,” she said,
emerging from the back. She was Native, with intense sienna eyes. In her early twenties, she
projected confidence well beyond her years, even as Michael turned his bow on her.The raven
on the far corner of the diner cawed and flew to her shoulder. Michael clenched his jaw. He’d
gotten used to seeing Cora from a distance, dressed in retro jeans and wearing a beat-up
leather bomber jacket. In truth, this was the closest he’d ever been to her.“Cora Blake,” he
sighed. “I should warn you, I don’t miss.”“Why does everyone have to say my full name when
they meet me?” Cora huffed. “Fine. I should warn you, as well.” With a cautious, deliberate
move of her finger, she tapped the comm button on her earpiece. “Fox, educate our new
friend.”Michael kept his eyes fixed on Cora while mindful of his periphery, waiting for the other
shoe to drop. No one walked through the door. Instead, a red dot appeared on his hand, tracing
its way up his arm. Michael relaxed his bowstring, defeated.“He doesn’t miss, either,” Cora
explained. “So, let’s have a talk.”“I should have taken a closer look at that motorcycle in the lot,”
Michael sighed, shaking his head. He lowered his bow and set the arrow back in his
quiver.Cora shrugged and came out of the doorway. She motioned to the Italian woman
dressed as a waitress. “Giovanna, pat him down and cuff him, please,” she said. She returned
her attention to Michael. “Don’t beat yourself up about it. It wouldn’t have mattered if you did.



You spent all day in Heaven’s Crest trying to find us. We’ve been here, waiting for you. The only
one doing any spying today was Vincent here.”She fished a small handful of treats out of the
pocket of her bomber jacket and fed the bird on her shoulder. Michael cooperated, at least for
the time being. He allowed the waitress-turned-supermodel to pat him down. He only protested
as she took the bow from his hand.“Please, be careful with that,” he pleaded. “It’s...a family
heirloom.”Cora locked his gaze. With a blink, her eyes were black from corner to corner, a
horrifying sight. Any doubts of her magical power ran away with the ease she changed herself.
She turned her head to the bow in Giovanna’s hand.“It glows,” Cora said, her mouth partly
opened. She tried to hide her surprise. “That’s an artifact?”Michael raised an eyebrow. “It’s my
artifact,” he replied. He grunted as Giovanna yanked an arm behind him and slapped a cuff
over his wrist. “You can’t hold me. I have diplomatic permission to be in the Native Lands.”Cora
smiled, the black in her eyes fading away as she took a seat atop the lunch counter. She picked
up the tablet beside her and tapped her comm button.“Control, how fake is that ident-chip we
scanned?” she asked, swiping along the tablet screen. Whatever response she got prompted
her to nod a few times before returning her attention to Michael.Giovanna stepped to Michael’s
side. With a tug at his elbow, she pulled him into the seat at his booth. She walked back to the
counter and joined Cora.“My computer expert already determined your creds are fakes. Really
expensive ones, but fakes nonetheless,” Cora said, kicking her dangling feet off the edge of the
counter like a playful child. “That means you’re trespassing the Native Free Lands in Sioux
territory. The penalty for that is a long stay in one of our finest prisons. Unless you’d like to start
talking.”“My name is Michael Robinson,” he started.Cora raised a hand, silencing him.
“Sergeant Michael Robinson, currently wanted in the UK for dereliction of duty and possible
connection to the recent heist at Buckingham Palace. We already knew that much about you
before you started creeping around my home. What are you doing here?”Michael’s face
soured. He dropped his head and took a deep breath. “Your computer expert is Gideon Parker,
known in UnderNet as the famed hacker Xero. His claim to fame was breaking into the
Pentagon’s NeuralNet server when he was 17. Giovanna over there would be the former Italian
secret agent with nanotechnology in her skin cells allowing her to shapeshift. I’m guessing that
the Fox keeping a sniper rifle on me is Johnny Clean, a fixer and former CIA operative during
the Second Civil War. That leaves you, Cora Blake, former NSA operative, Arcane Unit,
specializing in magical infiltration.”The corner of Cora’s mouth turned up. “Impressive. You can
read a case file. That doesn’t tell me why you’re here.”“Look,” Michael said, turning his head to
the side. “Other than Parker, the amount of intelligence available on the four of you fits on one
sheet of paper. You’re ghosts. I needed to check the lot of you out.”Cora hopped down from the
counter. “Who sent you? Staff Sergeant Julian Penel?”Michael lowered his eyes to the ground
and pursed his lips. He was done talking.Cora glanced sideways to Giovanna. She shrugged.“I
just want out of this waitress uniform, patatina. It smells,” she said, her voice returned to a thick
Italian accent.“Alright,” Cora sighed. “Let’s load him up in the van.”Michael’s head perked up.
“Load me up? You can’t load me up, we’re on the same damn side.”Cora put her hands on her
hips. “Prove it.”Turning his eyes skyward, Michael wracked his brain for an answer. He set his
eyes back on Cora, excited. “The bow!”“Giovanna already scanned it when she was taking your
order,” Cora replied. She gave him a dismissive wave. “We couldn’t find it in any museum
records. Other than the fact that it’s old and I can see that it’s an artifact, I have no idea whose
side you’re on.”“Robin Hood!” he blurted. “It belonged to Robin Hood. You can’t find it in any
museum record because it’s never left my family.”Cora cocked an eyebrow, holding back a
laugh. “Robin Hood? Steal from the rich and give to the poor, that Robin Hood? You’re going to
have to try harder, he was definitely a myth.”Michael leaned forward and shook his head.



“Actually, he was a bit of a jerk. Romanticized thug, really. But he was very real. I know,
because I’ve had his memories and experiences rattling around in my brain for almost a
decade.”Crossing her arms, Cora stared at Michael. He kept his expression one of extreme
sincerity, willing her to believe with his eyes. She tapped the comm button on her ear
piece.“Control, is there even a possible shred of truth to what he’s saying?” she asked.Michael
huffed and waited. She raised an eyebrow and paced the weathered tile floor. She nodded,
glanced at him a moment, then walked to the door. With a wave, Cora signaled to
Giovanna.“Grab him, let’s go,” Cora said.“Wait a damn minute!” Michael protested, wriggling as
the Italian pulled him up. “What did he say?”“Inconclusive,” Cora replied. “It doesn’t matter
anyway, there was never a chance we weren’t arresting you. These are my lands. Maybe after
a few days in a cell, you’ll feel like talking.”Michael stepped ahead of Giovanna, moving with a
swift step across the diner to Cora. A red dot illuminated on his chest. He froze in place at the
sniper’s reminder to mind his manners. “We’ve been looking for you. I have to make my report
or they’re going to get the wrong impression, or send more men! You have to let me go!”Cora
crossed the remaining distance between them, wagging a finger in his face. “Last chance: Who
sent you? Where are they now? Are you ready to give me names and locations?”Michael’s
head dropped. Whether he wanted to or not, he shook his head. “I...can’t, Miss Blake. I’m sorry.
I’ve given you no reason to trust me, but-”“I’ll stop you right there,” Cora snapped. “You haven’t,
and that’s all I care about. Last time military guys came sniffing around Heaven’s Crest,
seventy of my people died. Until I know what you’ve been up to, why, and with whom, you can
rot in a cell. My days taking chances on strangers are long behind me.”He wouldn’t do anything
different in her place, and found it difficult to begrudge her. As an exemplary officer with high
commendations, the thought of being caged in a foreign land gave him shivers. It was doubtful
he’d hidden that fact from Cora, but she had the upper hand. Somewhere along the line, she
intercepted him and watched him as he spied on her people, probably with powers he didn’t
know she had. The raven was quite the trick.With a sigh, he shuffled his feet along the beaten
floor, following Cora to a van and sitting where he was told. Inside, it smelled like a hospital and
the rear was loaded with computer rigs and holographic screens. Resigned to his fate, he sat
up straight and salvaged what he could of his dignity. He’d have plenty of time to consider what
other powers Cora Blake had on the long drive back to her home in Heaven’s Crest.At Night in
DreamsThe darkness surrounding Cora was a noose around her neck. Struggling for air, her
hands clawed against the weight bearing down on her. Every motion met resistance, as though
she were trapped underwater. The pressure was against every inch of her, but the weight
around her mouth terrified her. If it went on much longer, she’d have to inhale out of reflex, and
let whatever surrounded her into her lungs.Her fingers pushed through the mass, the cool,
moist pile that weighed her down. The tips of her fingers broke through, feeling air for the first
time. Pushing forward until every muscle in her arm screamed for relief, her hand burst forth to
the open air and grabbed purchase on the other side. Spiky, soft points, like blades of grass,
tickled her palms. The ground was solid and real, something to hold onto. Only moments
remained, her chest heavy and fighting against her to breathe. Cora used her handhold and
pulled with everything left in her. Her head broke the surface, the blinding light of the cruel sun
forcing her eyes shut as she gasped for air.Sightless and weak, she gulped at the air, the
unnerving cascade of earth she’d broken from rolling down her skin. Still buried to her hips,
Cora lurched forward and crawled her way out of the soft dirt onto the solid ground ahead. She
winced, struggling to open her eyes and look back at the horror she’d escaped from. Behind
her, a stone marked the spot, engraved with her name.Cora Blake. July 12, 2058 - April 8,
2082. Beloved daughter. Gone, but never forgotten.Painful, ragged groans filled her ears, the



sound coming in from all sides as her senses returned. A dozen voices moaned from all
around her, invading her ears as she tried to orient herself. She looked left, finding others like
her, emerging from their graves. Others shuffled and struggled to flee, walking with plodding,
tired gaits. She slammed her eyes shut, digging deep within, to the dark and cold magic that
gave her Spirit Sight. Cora brought the magic to her with a thought, opening her black eyes to
the space between life and death. The light and color of the world faded and washed out. She
surveyed the cemetery for spirits, but found nothing. Thousand of ribbons of blue light, like
tendrils, wound around the world around her. It connected the trees to the earth, to the worms
underground, to everything but the dead walking around her. Only one tether connected to
each of them.As Cora pulled her feet free of the dirt and came to rest on her knees, her eyes
followed the tethers among the dead. Each one found a home at the center of her chest, bound
to her heart.***Cora startled and sat up straight. Darkness surrounded her again. The moaning
was gone, replaced by deafening silence. Her heart pounded fast enough to leave her
breathless. Her head swiveled left and right, her eyes drawn to a small, pulsing light beside her.
It was her Arcadia wrist computer, resting on a nightstand. The mattress beneath her, and the
nightstand beside her felt every bit as real as the earth she pulled herself from not moments
before.“Caw,” Vincent squawked from somewhere in the room. Across their empathic link, his
concern and worry filled her.Somehow, the raven spirit’s fear eased her own. Terrifying though
the dream had been, his feelings were real and the nightmare was not. Still, it was frightening
enough that she had no intention of rolling over and going back to sleep. Her eyes adjusted to
the darkness and the sense of belonging returned. It was the spare bedroom in Sitting Bear’s
cabin, where she’d been crashing for two months now. Her uncle slept on the other side of the
house, provided he could remain asleep through Vincent’s piercing form of
communication.Cora shook her head and let out a sigh. It was still inky black out the window,
but she was probably up for the day. She hadn’t been able to shake the unsettling chill moving
up and down her spine that last few times she’d had that dream, and tonight wouldn’t be any
different. She swung her legs off the bed and rested them on the floor. Rubbing an eye, she
scooped up her Arcadia from the nightstand and clasped it over her wrist.Cora shambled out of
the bedroom and down the hall. Neither at the kitchen table ahead nor the living room beside
her was there any other sign of life. Since Still River’s death a couple months back, her father’s
spirit enjoyed catching up with current events on GNN well into the early hours of the morning.
Trapped in a coma for fourteen years, he’d missed some major milestones: the end of the
Second Civil War he so desperately fought for, the birth of the Native Free Lands, the meteoric
rise of the cybernetics giant Tetriarch, and all of Cora’s teenage years.She stood aimless
between the two rooms. She expected to find Still River here, and without him, she had no idea
what to do with herself. She could think of a few places he might have gone, though she didn’t
relish the thought of putting on shoes and going outside. She turned left and flopped into the
loveseat, staring ahead at the wall.“Holovid, bring up GNN, low volume,” she said, her voice
above a whisper.The wall illuminated with a burst of light that made Cora wince, before forming
a three-dimensional stage on the far wall. A newscaster sat behind a large desk, finishing
some puff piece about a wounded soldier finding a new lease on life thanks to Tetriarch
cybernetics. She rolled her eyes. There had to be at least three of these stories a week on
GNN. When they weren’t glorifying his company, GNN would just go to the source and
interview the dragon Lucius about the company’s latest developments.Under his tenure as
CEO of the corporation, cybernetics became more than a source of life-changing prosthetics.
They became mainstream, affordable alternatives to the bodies people were born with.
Tetriarch proudly claimed over a billion implants were installed worldwide. The very thought of



being carved up and having parts of herself replaced made Cora sick to her stomach, a trait
most Native people shared.She turned her head from the story. Lucius hadn’t contacted her
since he demanded she cut her father from life support, and she’d rather keep him from her
thoughts. She looked down to her Arcadia and swiped out a holographic screen to the back of
her hand. The pulsing light meant a new notification, and there were only six people on the
planet that knew how to contact her. A text message awaited her from Gideon.Our new guest is
safe and secure. Get some rest.“Fat chance,” she scoffed to herself. She’d still have to deal
with Michael in the morning. He had to be with Julian Penel’s outfit of Royal Army soldiers-
turned-mercenaries, she was certain of it.“It’s 4am, at the top of the hour, and these are our
developing stories,” the plastic-looking blonde man on the holovid said. “A luxury yacht carrying
famed musician DJ Thrice ran aground on an island in the Florida Keys. The Grammy-winning
artist insists he was hypnotized by the song of a nude woman on the beach before his security
team opened fire on the figure, scaring it off. No major injuries were reported. This marks the
fourth incident of Siren attacks near the Gulf of Mexico this summer.“Authorities in Paris are
still investigating the theft of the Partisan of the Gardes de la Marche, stolen earlier this week.
The priceless spear dates back to the 17th century royal guard. The reward for information
leading to its recovery has been increased to half a million credits. This marks the fourth
exhibition to have been stolen this month.”An inset appeared beside the reporter. The silver-
haired, glowing-eyed Lucius smiled for the camera.“In other news, the long-awaited Optics 4.0
software has a release date of June 10th. For those with Tetriarch Optical Implants, new
features will include an enhanced zoom and higher resolution recording to cranial wet drives.
Tetriarch CEO-”“Holovid off,” Cora said, clicking her tongue. She couldn’t even watch the news
anymore without seeing the dragon’s face.With a defeated sigh, she walked back to her room
and got her riding boots on. She went out the front door and around the back, up the steep
climb behind her uncle’s house that led to the summit of Heaven’s Crest. Her Arcadia shined a
light from her wrist as she reached for handholds along the trees. Almost a quarter-mile of
trudging up the incline came to an end with a clearing for a campfire. Two massive logs served
as benches on either side of the fire pit. Cora reached out and touched the blackened wood
and found it cold. Her father hadn’t been here. There was only one other place she could think
of to check.Her calves thanked her for the level ground, crossing east over the clearing and
down a rocky hill to a grove another quarter mile away. The darkness before dawn had come,
and the light of her Arcadia no longer served her purposes. Rapid regenerative healing or not,
breaking a leg in the dead of night would still make her a helpless target for the local wildlife.
She searched within the pit of her stomach to the find the warm spark of magic at her core.
Shutting her eyes, she summoned the energy as she imagined a wild cat stalking the forest.
The magic manifested and became real, the low light of the forest now in detail no human sight
could perceive.A figure slumped against a tree a dozen yards ahead. Another knelt beside him
in the grove. Cora approached without making a sound, another expenditure of magic to leave
the forest undisturbed. As she drew closer, she shifted her sight from that of a cat to the dark
and cold flipside, the power of Spirit Sight. Still River glowed like an angel in the Spirit World.
Thousands of strands of beautiful blue and white light pulsed and weaved through him. She
could only fathom the lives he had touched that connected him so completely to the world
around them.Still River’s arm laid across his chest, his shoulders elevating him off the forest
floor. His eyes shut, the slow rise and fall of his chest indicated he was asleep. Beside him, a
woman in her early thirties with wild, dirty blonde hair tended the garden that surrounded the
perimeter of the grove. She wore a hemp skirt and a loose cotton shirt. A band of colored
beads around her head was adorned with fresh flowers. Her spirit glowed a soft yellow. She



bowed her head as Cora sat on a rock beside her.“Hey Rhonda,” Cora whispered. She
motioned to Still River. “How long as he been asleep?”“A few hours,” the spirit whispered back
to her. “I thought he’d be up by now, but I let him rest.”“If he’s dreaming, I don’t think you could
wake him if you tried,” Cora smiled back.Her father’s prophetic dreams were legendary among
the Sioux people of Heaven’s Crest, from back when she was a child and too young to
understand. Her mother was an Irish American lawyer from Chicago, and she used to excuse
his powers away as though he were sick or had a headache. It wasn’t until her own powers
began to manifest in her late teens that she could look back on her formative years and
understand how powerful her father had been.Rhonda pruned a plant, glancing over her
shoulder with a hand-rolled joint in her mouth. “Care to join me while we wait?”“I can’t,” Cora
shook her head, tempted by the offer. “I have a lot to do once the sun rises. The last time I
sampled some of your spirit weed, I didn’t get off my uncle’s couch for twelve hours, except to
pay the pizza guy.”“Spirit weed?” Rhonda giggled quietly to herself. “You are quite the
character. These are Gaea’s gifts to us, free to take as long as we give back to her with
love.”“Yeah, well, her gifts knock me on my ass,” Cora replied. “Who taught you all this,
anyway?”“Two dear friends, Red Bear and Daniel,” Rhonda said. “We traveled here in the late
summer of ’69. It was just the three of us, living out of our van. We came to Wyoming to live a
simpler life, far from the cities we came from.”Cora bowed her head. “I can relate. I don’t miss
Washington or Berlin. Especially Berlin.”“Daniel knew so much about caring for the land,”
Rhonda explained. She smiled with the fond recollection. “We dreamed about homesteading
and bartering for what we couldn’t make ourselves. Red Bear was our spiritual center. He spent
years studying Buddhism and taught us to meditate and connect with Mother Earth. I learned
so much from the two of them. I wanted to be at one with the world like they were.”“She’s being
modest,” Still River said, his eyes still shut. “Rhonda reached such a deep connection with
these lands that her spirit lingered for almost a century before The Awakening allowed her to
reappear.”Cora did a double-take at the young woman and her humble smile. Ghost reports
worldwide ran rampant since The Awakening, but most of those souls were twisted and
corrupted within the limbo of the Spirit World. Rhonda was at the kind of peace that would
make a Tibetan monk jealous.“I’ll leave you two to talk,” she said, resting a frigid hand on
Cora’s shoulder while she stood up.Still River opened his eyes and pulled himself to a sitting
position against the tree. His dark brown eyes looked at Cora with apology, filled with regret for
the words he hadn’t spoken yet. “I...had a dream about you.”“I figured,” Cora shrugged, her
smile fading. “I had a dream about me, too.”Still River leaned forward, sweeping his flowing
black locks off his shoulders. “You did? Tell me.”“It’s been the same for some time, now,” Cora
sighed. She averted her gaze from him. “I didn’t want to tell you about it. I dismissed it at first
as nightmares, but as they grew more frequent, never changing...I worried you’d tell me it was
prophecy. That my abilities were manifesting just like yours did.”Still River offered a reassuring
nod. “My dreams came to me starting with a two-week coma when you were eight months old.
I think your mother and I were in South Dakota, trying to find Heaven’s Crest. The gulf between
science and magic was so wide back then, the hospitals had no idea why I was under.”“Geez,”
Cora shook her head. “Poor Mom must have been terrified.”Still River raised a finger. “Not
nearly as scared as she was when I came out spouting visions of the future. You’re avoiding
the subject, though. Tell me of these dreams. Where are you?”“Digging myself out of my own
grave,” she replied. A chill swept over her, invoking the memories made it more real. “I know
who I am, and where I’ve come from. I’m in a cemetery, and there are others escaping, too.
They’re different, though.”“Different how?” he asked.Cora held herself, staring off to the
blackness beyond the grove. “They shamble like zombie holovids. I use my Spirit Sight, but



they have no souls, just bodies. It’s like the opposite of when I look at you. They’re devoid of
any essence, and the only tether they all share is me.”He sat back and took it all in, mulling
over the possibilities. Cora feared he knew what it meant as much as if he had no idea at
all.“There was a date, too,” she said, her eyes lifting to recall the image. “My epitaph. The date
of my death was April 8th of this year.”“That was months ago,” her father replied.“It was the
date my team was murdered,” she said, her voice grim. “The day you first reached out to
me.”Still River nodded and paused.“Strangely, I think this fits with what I’ve seen,” he said. He
held up a reassuring hand to Cora’s immediate unease. “I don’t think your dreams are
prophetic, but likely allegorical. This may come as a shock to you, but I’m terrible with
spirits.”Cora cocked an eyebrow. “Elder of Sioux, most powerful magic-user in the world...bad
with spirits?”A nostalgic smile curled up one corner of his mouth. “I wish I was kidding. When
the tribe assembled to cleanse the lake, I accidentally offended the water spirit there.”“I’ve
bumped into him...skittish little thing,” Cora replied.“Yes, but a fearsome and powerful force of
nature,” he said. He stood up and offered a hand to Cora. “There I was, leading about forty of
us in the ritual, and I start using magic on the water. I never asked permission or told the spirit
of my intentions. He hit me with a ten-foot wave.”Cora snickered and stood up beside her father.
“That must have been embarrassing.”Still River laughed back and nodded. “It was a humbling
experience. What I’m trying to say, Cora, is there is only so much I can teach you about the
Spirit World. You have more power with it right now than I ever have, and my dream alluded to
your power growing even further.”The pair took the long route, from the grove back toward
Sitting Bear’s home, circling around the steep hill to the summit. Cora lit her Arcadia to lead the
way through the brush. Their conversation joined with the crunch of dead leaves underfoot and
the din of insects all around them.“There is someone who can tell you what I can’t. A teacher,
of sorts. He’s trapped by the dragon, Cora. In my dream, I see you free him beneath of storm of
lightning and fire,” Still River explained.Cora’s heart sank. She knew it wouldn’t be long before
she heard Lucius’ name come up. All of her father’s dreams, since the day he first reached out
to her, revolved around keeping her alive amid the dragon’s traps and ultimatums.“You’ve been
avoiding this, Cora,” he continued, stopping to look into her eyes. “I’ve seen you, leaving the
room when his name is mentioned on GNN. Drinking late at night to fall asleep. You have to
face him.”Cora shook her head and shrugged. “I don’t know how, Dad. He’s more intelligent
than me, stronger, more powerful. I can’t imagine a way that I match him in anything. He would
have torn me to shreds when I destroyed Project Phoenix if you hadn’t called when you
did.”“He can’t kill you, Cora,” Still River replied, continuing his walk. “At least not yet.”Cora
caught up from the side. “Now who’s avoiding things? You still won’t tell me what you said, will
you?”Still River took a breath, choosing his words. “What I can tell you is that I said little. I
reminded him that fate showed a much larger battle between you. Even if I hadn’t called and
stopped him from harming you, something else would have.”Cora sighed. “Who is this person
I’m looking for? This teacher?”“I don’t know,” Still River replied, his expression dour. “I only
know that our new guest will lead you to him. This cold war I’ve mentioned, with you and Lucius
vying for control of these artifacts and their possessors...it begins with the man you brought
here.”Lost in her thoughts with the revelation, Cora narrowly avoided tripping over her Harley.
She hadn’t realized they’d made such fast time of the trip back, but there she was in her uncle’s
driveway. She turned to her father.“Can I trust him?” she asked.“You mean is he one of the 687
souls? I don’t know. But you can trust he will put you on the path you need to be on, and it isn’t
here,” he replied.A thousand questions tore through her mind like bullets. Only one thought
crystallized, the one memory of Lucius she couldn’t let go. She clenched her teeth.“He made
me kill you, Dad,” she said.Still River’s head dropped. “I was already dead, Cora. It’s true, he



did impose his will over you. But, in these past two months, I’ve been able to share a meal with
you. I’ve had conversations with you. We’ve spent more time together than we have in the past
fourteen years. Lucius won, or at least he thinks he did. That doesn’t mean you lost.”Cora
rested her hands on the seat of her bike, propping her up even as she wanted to curl into a ball
on the ground and weep. Vincent flew down from the darkness and perched on a handlebar, as
if to reassure her. “I didn’t know that when I pulled the plug. I ran out of that room and fell on
my knees, screaming at the top of my lungs. He made me do that. I felt powerless to stop
him.”“You have something he can’t ever possess, Cora. Magic,” he replied. He reach out and
pulled her close to his freezing cold chest. Temperature aside, it was still the warm embrace
she’d longed for most her life. He stepped back and met her gaze. “The dragons do not have
magic and they certainly don’t understand it. Your dreams are about the magical power
growing inside you. My dreams are about you finding the one that can help you harness
it.”Cora raised a hand, alarmed. “Wait. My dream is about me digging myself from a grave,
surrounded by zombies. What power is growing within me, Dad?”Still River took a deep sigh
and placed his hand on Cora’s shoulder. With it, she felt the weight of his words. “A potent,
dangerous force. The power of the dead. A power so great, it can even corrupt its own wielder.
That’s why you need this teacher, Cora. You must learn to temper your will and control this
force, so you can bring it to bear against the dragon.”Holovids of zombies and spooky undead
scaring teenagers and eating brains ran through her mind. If fate wanted to hand her a power
like that, they could keep it. She’d seen enough death for a lifetime during her last two
encounters with Lucius, she wasn’t about to go celebrating it by drawing magic from it.Still
River looked over his shoulder. “The sun rises on a new day, Speaks With Ravens. What will
you do now?”Cora let out a long exhale and watched the sun peek from the eastern hills. “I’m
going to get breakfast, shower, and go meet our prisoner.”HarbingerThere was perfect mix of
heat and pressure in the shower that made the fate of the world slip away. It wasn’t bliss, but
something akin, for sure. The tingling sensation cascading down her back, the steam filling the
room, the way tension washed down the drain with the soap suds - everything was perfect. The
only thing that could break Cora’s momentary nirvana was the growing puddle of water at her
feet.She glanced over her shoulder, checking the drain. The water remained suspended inches
from the hole on all sides, unmoving. Cora turned back slow and uncertain. The tension
returned to her with a pounding heart as her body readied for battle.The water at her feet
gelled and coalesced, rising from the tub in a cylindrical shape. Tendrils of water extended from
either side, forming the appearance of arms. Once at her height, the top of the water column
formed the likeness of a head. Bubbles cycled through its body as it cocked its head to the
side.Cora sighed and reached out a hand. This wasn’t the first time the water spirit of the lake
visited her. A majestic being to witness, there was still the matter of an impromptu visit in the
shower.“I appreciate your curiosity,” she said. “But we need to discuss boundaries at some
point.”The creature moved sheepish, creeping to touch her hand with its tendril arm. Bubbles
tickled Cora’s palm as it made contact, enveloping her hand for a split second. Startled, the
creature reeled back and turned to normal water. The column collapsed to the tub, splashing
out to the bathroom floor. Cora groaned and yelled at the drain.“Now I have a mess to clean,
too? Oh, come on!” she complained as she turned off the water.Cora muttered to herself as
she toweled off, stepping out of the shower with a gentle step into a puddle that stretched all
the way to the door. She took a knee and sopped it up.“Water spirit gets curious about me, now
I have to clean up his mess,” she grumbled. “Looks like a six year-old pretended it was a water
park in here.”More and more, spirits of Heaven’s Crest had visited Cora over the past couple of
months. The spirit of the lake, wolf spirits in the woods, even various departed souls made her



aware of their existence. When Cora met Rhonda, it took her an hour of conversation to realize
she’d been dead since 1982. Her father believed the power Cora possessed drew the spirits to
her, out of curiosity or something more. She hadn’t minded the visitations, but she didn’t
imagine she’d be giving up sacred shower time and privacy along with it. At least Vincent had
the decency to wait outside the bathroom until she was done.After slipping into her vintage
rock shirt and black jeans, her black riding boots and the bomber jacket of her fallen mentor
Richard, Cora headed to the kitchen. Sitting Bear, all six-and-a-half feet of him, loomed over
the island counter, a steaming plate of eggs and sausage waiting for her.“Eat,” he said,
motioning his head to the plate.Cora was mid-step toward the door. “I really can’t. This
prisoner-”“Eat,” he repeated, pointing at the plate.It was amazing that his size and commanding
tone could still make her feel like a child. She thought about making another run for the door,
shame biting at her for entertaining the notion. She nodded and sat at the dining room table.
Her uncle brought the plate to her with a fork and set them down. For all his intimidating
presence, his name was earned by his nature, the stoic protector of Heaven’s Crest. He never
accepted the title of elder, even as the town believed Still River was gone, but he was given the
respect, all the same.Cora went to work on breakfast, hoping it wouldn’t be disrespectful to wolf
it down in the interest of getting on the road. The sun was up, GNN went on about a massive
rush-hour traffic jam on the Manhattan Metroplex in the background, and she had a prisoner to
interrogate.Sitting Bear stood over her, arms crossed, his gray braids hanging down either
shoulder. “You’re going to visit the man you brought here?”“Not visit,” Cora replied. “Pump for
information, threaten, possibly assault. But not visit.”“Do you think he’s tied to the Buckingham
Palace heist?” Sitting Bear asked, taking a seat across from her.She nodded, chewing down
her food before speaking. “He has to be. It’s too much of a coincidence. Besides, Dad dreamed
of me going with him. So, I’m pretty sure I’ll be meeting this Julian even if Michael doesn’t want
to introduce me. Fate is playing games again.”The front door creaked open and Still River
walked through. Cora laughed to herself. As a spirit, it took a force of will for her father to
interact with objects in the real world. Simple things like opening a door could be easily
circumvented by passing right through it, but her father expended the energy to appear as
human as he could. It was charming, in a way, seeing that he was doing it for the benefit of
everyone else. He didn’t want to spook anyone or constantly remind them he was a
ghost.“Speak of the devil,” Sitting Bear smirked, standing up to greet his brother. “Cora tells me
the dreams have returned.”Still River bowed his head. “They have, and once again the dreams
revolve around her. Unfortunately, it will be some time before we see her again.”Cora tensed
up. The last time fated encounters played themselves out around her, people she cared about
died and the town was nearly leveled. At least there was some solace to be found in taking the
storm cloud hanging over her out of town for a while. Her people had suffered enough. She
rolled her shoulders and shoveled a last bite into her mouth. Stepping free from the chair, her
instinct was to run out the door. A long goodbye to her family was the last thing she
wanted.Sitting Bear stepped into her path and held fast to her shoulders. He took a deep
breath through his nose. “This is never goodbye. You know this. Wherever you go does not
matter. Here, you are Speaks With Ravens. That doesn’t change.”Her head dropped, jaw
clenched as she held back tears. “I know, Uncle. I will be back. This is my home now.”Still River
patted her back. “It always was.”Cora pulled at Sitting Bear’s flannel shirt until he was at her
height and kissed his cheek. She turned and hugged her father, enjoying the warmth she felt in
her heart rather than the icy touch of his skin. She released the embrace and took a cleansing
breath, grabbing hold of her emotions before they could run away with her.“Vincent,” she said,
stepping around her father and sweeping her black hair off her shoulder. The raven swept down



from the rafters and perched on her.“Caw,” he croaked, reassuring her.“Easy for you to say,”
she replied.Her Harley took her to the other end of town, past the lake, to what used to be
Pops’ house. One of the old man’s gifts, the way animals of every sort drew to him, required
that he had enclosures of every kind in his house. With some slight readjusting, it served as the
ideal place for holding wounded UNS soldiers after the battle a few months back. With those
soldiers returned after the Army’s withdrawal, Michael was the only guest there. As Cora pulled
up, it appeared she was late to the party. Gideon’s van and Giovanna’s luxury car sat in the
driveway. Johnny sat in a rocking chair on the porch, petting Pops’ German Shepherd. Even at
sunrise on a Wednesday, he still wore his coal-black suit with matching tie and sunglasses, his
white dress shirt the only brightness to him.“Hey, Ringo,” Cora knelt down, petting the dog. He
whimpered back, letting her know he was still in mourning. “I know. I miss him, too.”“How do
you want to handle this?” Johnny asked.She knew what he meant. Johnny would be the one to
get rough with Michael if she asked him to. Not unlike a guard dog, Johnny was protective over
her and had no qualms about the darkest depths of violence. The few times she’d seen him
operate, it was like a switch turned off his emotions. She surmised it was a necessary trait for
snipers to have, but when it came to her, he treated her like the daughter he never had.“I’m
going to try talking to him,” Cora replied. “Has he been fed?”Johnny nodded. “Giovanna and I
brought over breakfast for everyone about an hour ago. Gideon’s been up all night with him.
Good kid.”Cora smiled and headed inside. That ‘good kid’ was taller than Johnny and loaded
with enough cybernetic implants to compete in the Olympics. Instead of athletic endeavors, he
spent most of his days jacked into NeuralNet, doing whatever hackers do in there while his
wired body wasted away. He waved at her as she walked in, his mussed hair going in a dozen
directions.Giovanna sat at the kitchen table beside him, back in her usual two-thousand credit
sun dresses and flawless makeup. She was so beautiful that it could be hard to look at her at
times. She ate with a plastic fork from a foam take-out box.“Good morning, patatina,” Giovanna
said.“Hey, Cora,” Gideon chimed in.“Caw,” Vincent squawked merrily from her shoulder. He just
wanted to be included.Cora stopped beside the both of them. She couldn’t see him, but felt
Michael’s presence in the bedroom down the hall. The entrance was lined with metal bars.
Cora motioned with her head to the makeshift prison.“Anything from him?”“Not a peep,” Gideon
intimated.Giovanna scoffed. “Uncultured savage. He didn’t even thank me for breakfast. We
might have imprisoned him, but there’s no need to be rude.”Cora grabbed up a spare chair
from the table and dragged it with her down the hall. She set it down a foot from the door and
peered into the room. Michael gazed out the barred windows to the forest, inches beyond his
reach. His eyes glanced sideways for a moment, acknowledging Cora’s presence.“Where do
we begin?” she asked.Michael remained silent, eyes directly out the window. Had it not been
for his snobby British demeanor, he might have been an attractive guy. In his late thirties, the
close-cut military buzz suited his mature face, though the scruff all over his cheeks did not. She
wondered how long he was watching her in this town before Vincent caught wind of him.“Tell
you what,” Cora sighed. “I hate interrogations. I was terrible at them in training. I’d either go too
soft and try to be everyone’s friend or I was told to go the other way, and somebody ended up
crying about getting hit in the throat with my tablet. So, I’m going to try something
different.”“Good on you, then,” Michael replied, unmoving. “I don’t fancy having my windpipe
crushed.”Cora rolled her shoulders. “I can never tell with you Brits when you’re being playfully
sarcastic or vaguely rude. I’m just going to pretend we’re warming up to each other so I don’t
have to come in there. Now, you were sent to spy on me and gather intelligence. Ask me
everything you want to know.”Michael finally turned his head, his eyebrow raised. “What’s
that?”“I’m serious,” Cora replied. “You’re walking out this door today, on a plane back to



wherever, and you have a report to file. Let’s get it finished. Ask me anything.”Walking to the
barred doorway, his stern eyes met hers. “I don’t play games.”“No tricks,” Cora raised her hands
in mock surrender. “If we’re on the same side, then we’re probably both really shy about who
we trust. Those are the rules you play by if you’re going to survive going against
Lucius.”Michael’s steely gaze lingered, but his body language betrayed him. The mention of
Lucius’ name made him uncomfortable.Cora pressed, motioning to the styrofoam container on
the floor. “C’mon, sit down and eat your breakfast. I’ll chew your ear off about anything you
want to know. When we’re done, I’d appreciate if you’d answer a few of my questions, too.”
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