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Prologue
South, on the coast, in a city called Sidisport . . .

The dark-clothed man watched the black, glistening bay with the patience of an oldEarth Job. His gaze
flicked toward each movement in the dark, and his body was poised against the cold seawall with
deliberate negligence. His well-trained ears were tuned to the slapping of water on the rocks and wall
below, to the couples who strolled behind him. To the soft laughter and murmured words as lovers pried
at shuttered hearts beneath six of the glowing moons. He noted and discarded each couple automatically
as they passed the wall where he waited. Not them, and not those two. Not that couple, either . . . It was
a constant mantra, a steadying of his heartbeat in the dank spring air. It wouldn’t be long now. An hour at
most. The Tamrani woman liked dancing enough to stay late, even if she was with the dandy, but she was
almost always home by two. He glanced at another couple who stepped up onto the waterfront. Too tall
and thin, the hair too light . . .

His small boat waited in the slick water below. He had no worries that it would be seen. It was just
another smudge against the seawall, a thicker edge in inky shadow cast harshly by the hovering moons.
The only thing to draw the eye to his boat was the sea ladder that stretched down the stone wall. The
ladder rungs glinted faintly, but since there were ladders all along the wall, no one paid attention. This one
was even darker than the others. He’d sanded it himself to make sure his slide would be smooth, then
had darkened it again with blackwash. No metal splinters there, though he’d have to watch his footing on
the rocks near the boat. He could still get scraped up, and one didn’t go into the water with wounds. Not
near the shore, anyway, not after the spring currents shifted. The parasites that bred in the bay would eat
a wounded man alive, leave him screaming, begging for the death that could be days, even ninans away.
He’d seen it before. It was a classic lesson-killing, to dip a slashed man in the bay.

A closed carriage pulled up to the left, waited a moment, then took two couples away while the
Haruman stared out at the water as if lost in thought. No one spared him more than a glance. It was
understandable. His coat was well cut but of chancloth, not of silk. His boots were shined but neither rich
nor new. His gloves were white and spotless, but cut in last year’s style. Everything about him said
acceptable but unimportant, not someone to notice. Even the city guard had done no more than nod as
they passed him twenty minutes ago. They wouldn’t be back for an hour. It was a good time for the
Tamrani to show. There were few people left on the waterfront to watch or interfere, and those he saw
were drunks, not paladins. That was another luck of the moons. The first thing his father had taught him
was how to avoid the eager heroes and blend in with the drunks and darkness.

Soon, soon. Footsteps faded off to the right: a gentleman walked quickly, nervous in the night, his thick
cloak flapping in the chill marine air. The Haruman dismissed him with a glance. The Tamrani lady, she
was out with someone like that: slender, aesthetic, concerned with his clothes. Fentris the Fop, they
called her dancing partner. Rumor said he’d killed his older brother in an alley, stabbed the man in the
back with his own knife. The word was that the fop had backed away from every challenge he’d
received since then. Gossip also had it that the fop was lucky the Tamrani’s brother hadn’t caught the
two of them together, but that if the brother had, the fop would have run like a hare before worlags. A
coward like that would be no trouble.

The Tamrani lady, now, she was a different piece of work. He’d have considered negotiating other
terms for her, but the Tamrani were powerful, they protected their own, and her House wasn’t one in
decline. He had no wish to bring that down on his head. Quick kill, quick silver, that’s what his father had
said, and his father had managed more than four dozen targets before he was taken down. Whatever the
lady knew that had bought this kill tonight, it would die with her in the dark.
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In the distance, a carriage let another couple off on the elegant waterfront and drove away. In the night,
the Haruman glanced their way and felt himself tense. Ah, there were the two he sought. He turned back
to the bay and made himself breathe slowly, softly as he heard them strolling toward him. He timed the
steps and the soft murmur of her voice. His heart rate was up, but it made him poised, not skittish. Fast
heart, fast reflex; fast hands, fast catch. His father had known all the old sayings.

They were almost on him when he sighed as if bored, straightened, and turned. “Excuse me,” he
murmured, and made as if to step past them. The knife in his left hand came out of its sheath like a silent
snake. His arm moved smoothly, swinging up as he turned, and the razor steel slid into her heavy clothes,
unopposed and unseen, like a needle through layers of lint. And in, in, cutting the bodice, the tip on her
ribs, starting to sink in, slick as sweat, so easy, so fast, and the woman made no sound. She stiffened like
a doe caught in light. He didn’t look, but he knew her eyes had shocked wide as the tip slid into flesh. He
started to press the thrust in and out to cut through her lungs as he slipped past—

Something clamped around his wrist and jerked before the steel could sink in halfway. There was a sting
on his arm, and his body reacted before thought was formed. He tried to twist the blade out to rip flesh
as much as possible, but he couldn’t hold on to the hilt. Sloppy. Too much blood; his fingers were
nerveless. He went for his other knife. Then he choked out a scream. His left hand was half severed at
the wrist. It was the Haruman’s blood that spurted out, not that of the Lady Jianan.

Lamplight bleached the motion like a black-and-white drawing. The fop slashed the Haruman’s upper
arm like a flash of light, then back-cut across his neck in the other fraction of a second. The carotid vein
split like an overripe plum. Rich, red blood arced out. Kerien staggered back, clutching the hand that
dangled by a strip of tendon and flesh. Gods—the fop? The fop was cutting him again, shoulder, arm,
chest. He kicked out desperately, twisted and flailed back in defense, slashed hard and fast, but it was
already too late.

With one steel hand on Jianan’s arm, Fentris jerked her out of the way and side-kicked the other man’s
knees. He back-slashed at the blader’s arm even before the man started to fall. Then he spun Jianan
back and hilt-punched the Haruman’s face as the blader began to drop. Bones splintered; the assassin
screamed again.

Jianan’s green eyes were wide and frozen, and she was sagging onto his arm. “Jianan,” he snapped. He
dragged her back farther. The assassin was on his knees, crawling, his good hand pressed over his
carotid. Blood washed out in pulses from between the man’s fingers, but he could still be a danger. It
would be seconds before he was fully unconscious, minutes before he was dead.

Fentris cradled Jianan, his hands over hers to keep her from jerking the knife free. “Leave it,” he said
urgently. “It has to stay. Let the healers take it out.”

“It .. . hurts,” she whispered.

“I know. I’'m going to set you down now and try to stop the bleeding.” The knife hadn’t gone all the way
in, but she was a slender woman. It could have pierced her heart.

2

“Assass . . . sin.

“A robber,” he soothed. “A second-rate blader. Don’t talk.” He yanked his handkerchief from his
pocket and wadded it over the wound. He looked quickly around. “Help us,” he shouted. “Guards,
anyone!” The two couples in the distance didn’t even glance back.
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Jianan cried out as he shifted her, clutched his black jacket weakly. “Not . . . robber.”

“We’re on the boardwalk, late on a Pendian night, strolling around like anyone’s prey.” His handkerchief
was soaking through. Her dress was silk and useless as tissue for stopping the blood. He said sharply,
“And if he isn’t just a robber, what could you possibly have been doing to make yourself a target?”

“Don’tbe . .. angry,” she whispered. She was having trouble seeing. And cold. She was icy cold. She
forced her lips to make the words, but they came out at a great distance. “Did you . . . hurt him? Is . . .
he dead?”

He glanced at the other man’s body. The assassin was weak enough now that his left arm lay limply
across the sidewalk, and his other hand barely covered his neck. “Yes.” There was a cold note in his
cultured voice. “I’d say he’s well on his way to the moons.” He shrugged quickly out of his jacket and
rolled the tailored garment into a pillow for her head.

“Oh, gods,” she gasped as he shifted her. “Hurts.”
“Lie still, love. Don’t worry. You’ll be fine.”
“You’ll ruin . . . jacket.”

“It’s for a good cause.” He tore the sleeve off his shirt and folded it into a thick pad over the
handkerchief. “Dik-spawned streetscum,” he cursed, not quite under his breath. “I’ll see him rot in the
seventh hell.”

Jianan almost fainted as he pressed the pad down on the wound. She barely had breath to speak.
“Fentris, he was an assassin. Not . . . robber. Have to know . . . who hired him. Find out. It’s important.
Promise.”

He packed the cloth tightly around the blade. “If he was an assassin, I’ll find out.” His usually calm face
hardened. “You can trust me on that.”

There had been no bubbling in the blood on her chest, and she wasn’t bleeding from her mouth, but it
could be free-flowing inside. He looked desperately around. There was a carriage in the distance, but it
had turned away down the street, following the path his own carriage had taken to the lot where it would
wait. The waterfront businesses were closed, and the few apartments over them were dark. Four blocks
away, the city guard had just stepped around the corner as they circled the blocks farther and farther
away. “Guard!” Fentris shouted. “Help us! Guard, she’s been stabbed—"

The two men looked his way, seemed to peer through the dim light, then finally broke into a run as he
waved urgently with one arm. One stopped for a moment at the lamppost to release a warning bell, and
the peals clapped out across the stone streets like the pulse of the gods of the dead.

Jianan’s fingers clutched his wrist weakly. “Fentris. Listen. Papers, notes,” she breathed. “Secret place.”

He felt a chill. “The lockbox in the courtyard?” If she was hiding something important enough to kill for,
that was the worst place to put it. He himself could count six people who knew which bricks to move.

But she surprised him. “Bedroom,” she whispered. She breathed raggedly for a second. “Closet . . .
door.”
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He stared down at her. They had talked once of hiding places. He’d been twenty-five, he remembered,
two years ago. The month before his brother had died, the month before he’d become an outcast in his
own family. He recalled every detail of that time with the clarity of glass. It was only in the two years
since that he’d ceased to care about remembering anything.

Two years ago, they’d been in the courtyard, and Jianan had showed him the lockbox hidden in the
bricks beneath her window. He’d scoffed and said that if he had something to hide—papers, letters,
deeds—he’d put them someplace obvious. Inside something that everyone looks at but no one sees. The
closet door, perhaps. Or inside a handle. People look into the spaces beyond such things, not at such
things themselves. He said lightly, “You have six closets, Jianan.”

She couldn’t smile. “Fourth closet, fourth door. Lift it . . . off the tracks. Hollowed out from the bottom.
Papers there. Take them to . . .” But each breath she drew in was a blast of crushing pain. “Oh, it hurts.
Fentris, it really hurts.”

By the moons, how long did it take two men to run two hundred meters? The lights had gone on in an
apartment over a milliner, and in the distance another pair of city guards appeared. “Get a healer,” he
shouted at the first two. “For moons’ sake, get a healer.” He didn’t ease off the pressure on her ribs.
“The pain is a good sign,” he told her firmly. “It means you’re going to be fine.”

“How . . . would you know?”” She smiled weakly. “You’ve . . . never been . . . stabbed.”

He had—twice—but it wasn’t something he spoke of. “I’ll find the papers,” he said instead. “Stop
talking now.”

“Feels like . . . being crushed.”

He hid his unease. That could be a sign of heart damage. “Help is coming. You’ll be with the healers
soon, and everything will be fine.”

“Listen,” she whispered. “Get the papers to my brother. No one . . . else. Promise me.”

“To Ero? He’s at sea. It would take me months.”

She started to shake her head, went bone white even in the pale lamplight, and barely managed, “Con.”
Crap on a stickbeast, Fentris cursed silently. Condari Brithanas had been one of his brother’s best
friends. Brithanas had been out in the western counties for the past two years, but he would have heard
every story and rumor before he left Sidisport again. The man’s one day in town had been short enough
that Fentris had easily avoided him. Fentris had already sent his secretary ahead to listen in on the Ariyen
councils, just so he wouldn’t have to face the other man. After all, according to everyone down to the
tailors and the cooks in the poorest homes in town, he’d murdered Condari’s best friend. To seek him
out deliberately, after Jianan had been stabbed in his care?

“I don’t think—"" he started.

“Yes.” Her nails dug in. “Promise. Catch him . . .Deepening Road . Stay with him till he . . . gets to
Shockton. Fentris.” She clutched him weakly now. “Keep him safe.”

It was Fentris, not Condari Brithanas, who would need safety. Fentris looked down at his bloody
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gloves. He said flatly, “You don’t know what you’re asking.”
“I’ll. .. do it myself, then.”

She struggled to sit up, gasped, and he barely had to press her down before she collapsed back onto his
jacket. “Don’t be an idiot,” he snapped.

“Promise.”

“I swear, by the rust on a silk hat, you’ll be the death of me.”” He looked skyward for a moment.
“Alright, I’ll do it, though after your brother finds out how I’ve left you, I’ll come back as a ghost, not a

2

man.

“You’ll.. .. go tonight.”

His lips tightened as he felt the heat of her blood.

“Sw-swear,” she whispered.

“I swear on the seventh moon I'll ride out as soon as you’re safe in the hospital. Now shut up, love.”
A ghost of a smile crossed her lips. “Not your love.”

“Might as well be after the way we were dancing tonight. We shocked Lady Seigan like two
mudsuckers in her sink. We’ll have to do that again.”

Jianan choked out a laugh, gasped at the pain, and fainted.

Fentris was left pressing his white-gloved hands into her bright red blood while the city guard came
running.

I

A wolf doesn’t choose his wolfwalker,

He can’t help being drawn to your side;
There’s a tiny place in his brain and yours
Which seeks the other’s mind.

It’s a need, a desire, a hunger in both,

An addiction that pulls like a chain,

It resonates between you, like the sun

Blinding and swamping your thoughts,
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Like the wind rising and falling, falling,
Like the packsong calling, calling.

1t binds you like two halves of a knot
That cannot come undone.

—excerpt fromWho Hunts the Wolves
Afternoon, just west of Willow Road . . .

The wolf watched from the shadows with a predatory sense, an animal tang of hunger. Evening was
approaching fast, when color would shift into shades of grey and the air would grow cool with danger.
The young wolf knew what would come with the darkness. He was a year old, experienced enough that
the hunt was no longer fearsome, but still young enough that it was something he eagerly sought. This
time, he hunted alone.

He hunched beside the roots with a waxleaf tickling his fur. He flicked his ears absently. The yearling
liked the weak warmth of spring. Deep winter was hard hunting, especially since it would be two more
years before he came into his full strength. Spring meant creatures weak with hunger or heavy with their
young. It meant easy running in soft earth, not deep drifts of snow. He inhaled quickly, trying to catch the
scent of his prey. From the shadows, his golden eyes stared unblinking, seeking even a blurred glimpse of
movement, but the thick hedge remained impenetrable to his gaze.

Overhead, dark vines climbed along the spiny barrier bushes. The vines here were old enough that they
stretched up into the arch of trees that hung over the man-made trails. They were two wide streams of
white, those man-trails, made of wood so firm it was hard as stone. He’d run on such trails in winter
when their wood-warmth kept them from freezing. At night, they glowed like the moons, and the humans
used them like highways, clattering this way and that. They didn’t seem to care that any hunter could hear
them. They didn’t care about scents, either, for dozens of strange, nose-clogging odors clung to that long
line of movement.

It was hard to separate out the things from which the odors came. Some were forest smells carried along
with the man-things, like the smell of the danger-fang, the tano, and that of the tiny, venomous weibers.
Others were strictly man-scent: sharp smells, unpleasant ones, metal grease and oils. Then there was the
smell of the spiny barrier that the yearling crouched behind. It was a man-thing, too, planted deliberately,
according to the pack elders. It stank to keep the beasts away and wouldn’t harm the wolves.
Unpleasant, yes, but the other side meant safety.

The yearling’s ears flicked again at an impression of motion much closer to his position. He was not
mistaken. At the base of the bushes, slow blue flowers closed their soft, hungry mouths on the gnats that
fluttered nearby. Everything was thickening and strengthening, not just with spring, but with the coming
dusk.

On the other side of the hedge, the behemoths rumbled, unaware, unflinching, unstoppable. Rishte could
hear little over their noise, but he knew his prey had moved beyond him. He scanned the roadside
fruitlessly. He could feel the creature like the prickling of fur when one steps up to a trap. It was waiting,
faintly wanting him as much as he wanted it. Calling for him to approach. Like an itch just under the skin,
it clawed at his consciousness.
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It had been there all day. At dawn it had begun to tug like a packmate on the rough edge of play. In the
grey light of morning, it had crept through the forest. It had grown stronger as the pack moved out warily
to hunt the thin eerin that grazed eagerly on fresh spring grass. It wasn’t like the danger sense of the
beetle-beasts that was making First Father so worried. It was more subtle, like a fern touching an ear or
the sweep of wind-grass across the back, and it was stronger to Rishte than the others. Then the
midmorning warmth had begun to saturate the air, and the sense of it had become sharper and harder to
ignore. Since then, it hadn’t stopped pulling, digging at his mind.

The young wolf flexed his paws as if ready to run. He stayed low, where it could not see him. He feared
its eyes, the binding eyes. Pack Mother said that human eyes could trap a wolf like a dog. They could fill
a mind with nightmares, split him off from his pack, and starve him for the grey. He believed her. There
were images in the older songs of things the Grey Ones feared. He could feel that in his prey. But still he
watched its passing. He couldn’t help it. Nor could he help reaching out toward its mind. It pulled like a
tether, and he howled back, scratching at its mind.

He rose and slunk along the road, slipping through the brush like a ghost to follow the deafening
monsters. For a quarter day’s run, he had followed his curiosity, till he’d been all but run over with
sound. He’d had to force himself to approach the hedge that stank like rotting stingers. The noises didn’t
hurt his ears, but they masked other sounds so that he felt uneasy and vulnerable. Another monster
banged by, and he cringed at the rumbling that his human ignored. He wondered how it could hear
anything, even its own thoughts under that torrent. A lepa flock could descend on them all like a rockfall
without them knowing.

The line of monsters curved again, and he knew they were starting to circle the den-hill. He was actually
closer to his pack home now than before. The thought gave him some comfort, although he wished the
human would leave the monsters and follow him to a quieter place. Its eyes would not be so terrifying if
he met it within the pack. He was beginning to feel a need, not just a desire, to explore this odd and
itching packsong.

The dying breeze ruffed the grey-and-white fur unevenly across his back. He had disturbed a
monkeybush that morning, and two spurs were now caught back by his shoulder. He twisted and bit at
them irritably, but they were hard-tangled and sharp as the human’s mind. He snarled quietly, then turned
back to the road. His paws itched to run, to flee from the monsters and scent of men. But that mental
needle stuck in his thoughts, changing the tone of his voice in the packsong to one of longing and
distance. The sense of muted smells, oddly sharp tastes, and smoothness instead of fur—they confused
him. They had blinded his mind all day so that he’d actually slipped oft a boulder at dawn when crossing
a stream with the pack. Grey Helt and Second Mother had laughed, but Pack Mother had been grim as
if facing a full-grown worlag. After that, Helt—First Father—had turned the pack back to the den,
cutting off their hunt. Rishte had lagged behind, first slowing, then turning east, away from the pack, as he
heard the strange voice in his mind.

Now he was close, close enough to smell what he sought. He saw them now, the humans. He could see
their eyes. Flat, wary, they looked his way often, and there was no trap, no binding. He barely even felt
them, just the one human he sought. Even amidst the musk of the riding beasts, even above the
man-scent, he could smell that one in his mind. The feel of legs moving, tottering, never quite falling
forward—it made his ropy thighs tense. He crept closer to a break in the brush. The grey shades shifted.
He could see the monsters now. Huge—they were bigger than badgerbears, bigger than the boulders at
the base of the cliffs. They made a line as long as a glacier worm.

Fear knotted his belly as if he were still a cub. Humans. Danger. The mind that seemed so close to his
seemed to turn and look out to the forest. Instantly Rishte backed deep into green-black shadow. He
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tasted the edge of those thoughts. It could feel him, yes. It was seeking the predator who watched it, the
wolf who gnawed at its mind. Rishte flattened down like a poolah against the soil, but the sunlight glinted
in the human’s eyes, and it was blind as it looked toward the shadows. Then it was moving on, moving
away, leaving him behind.

He didn’t realize how far he’d slunk back until his hind leg slipped on a slick pile of leaves. His
black-rimmed eyes stared toward the road. It was looking back again, he could feel it. He scrambled to
his feet, but did not run. He had to see its eyes, but fear held him fast. The human was more focused
now, as if it knew where he was. Poised on the wide trail, he wanted to race back to First Mother and
the strength of the pack. He was too far out of the hunting grounds, where even the poolah were wary. A
wolf alone, without his pack? His thoughts stretched out like grey spiderwebs to test the air for hunters.
He should go. It was dangerous to stay, but he wanted that human.

He growled low in his throat. It was moving away—he was sure of it. It was growing more distant
already. His nostrils flared with disappointment. Then he smelled . . . water. He licked his lips and tasted
the flat sense of it on his own tongue, felt the tepidness of it slide down his own dry throat as the
human-creature swallowed. It pulled him, that sensation. The visceral sense of it clung to his mind like a
leech. He howled his frustration in his mind.

And froze.

Something cut back at him through the grey. It was the human. Yes. It was listening for him again. He
howled again, and its mind shifted, turned, touched his so faintly that the wolf almost whined out loud. He
was on his feet before he realized it. He loped after the moving monsters. He brushed through catear
shrubs with their fuzzy cones. He worked his way warily around the tangled start of a greendup patch,
then hurried through wispy ferns. Then he halted again abruptly. The human was no longer riding away
along the line of behemoths. It was on the ground in splintered sunight, moving toward the forest. There
was a steady drum, heavy, like that of a bollusk, unnervingly even as only two feet hit the white road,
over and over, left, right, left, right.

Rishte’s lips curled back in eagerness. The human slowed and crossed the second wide man-road.
Closer now, it came through the brush. A surge of joy flowed into the young wolf’s mind like the hot
moment of biting into a hare. He stretched out his mind.Come, he sent eagerly.Come.

Now the human was ahead on the trail. Sweet-musk. It smelled like sweet-musk and leaf dust, not the
bitter-musk of Grey Helt after a run. Rishte’s nostrils flared as he sucked in the odor and set it in his
mind. Leather, oil, water, metal, smoke and meat, bitter roots, and that sweet-musk scent that was all its
own: human—and female, he realized.

He filtered the scents and moved toward the creature carefully, listening for her movements. Loud she
was, like a clumsy eerin. Beneath her voice, her mind was sharp, like a claw barely sheathed, or a
broken stone. There was a cold spot there, as if part of her thoughts were frozen. The sensation triggered
a deep memory, and Rishte growled low in his throat. There was a deadly threat centered in the female’s
mind, a danger the wolves avoided. It was something that had become stronger in the forest in the last
few years. It was even in the minds of men, as if they could sense it and now directed their violence
around it. And it was in the mind of that human.

The human female—the woman, pack memory supplied—didn’t seem to notice the hard spot in her
mind. Instead, her thoughts flowed around that spot like blind water over a branch. Rishte’s ears flicked
as he reached carefully toward the rest of that mind. The woman didn’t have the hard focus of some of
the humans the Grey Ones sensed. The wolves had always avoided those kinds of men. There were
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memories passed down, as recently as two father-mothers ago, of such hunters. Such men had tried to
chain wolves to them through fear and death instead of the bond. Rishte knew that wolfwalkers had
saved the Grey Ones then, but this female wasn’t a wolfwalker. Still, she knew the pack. She had the
tone of wolves in her thoughts. And that death-spot in her mind might be as yellow and harsh as a thin
winter sun, but the rest of her mind was as grey as any packmate.

Rishte lifted his head and howled softly.

To the east, the woman halted. Then she raised her head and howled back. The sound rose and then
fell, fell, fading into shadow, exactly as she should answer. Rishte’s hackles raised at the unfamiliar
rightness of it. Finally, he howled his answer. Then he loped away on the trail. She followed as if she had
understood.

The woman’s coverings brushed against ferns—he could hear that behind him like the rasp of a tongue.
He could hear her every step, but the sounds were sharp in his mind, not his ears. He paused, and she
came closer, but the noise of the monsters was still too loud behind them, and he turned onto a different
trail to take her back to the pack. She would stay with him now, he was certain. She had glimpsed him in
the shadows, and even though there was a chill in her mind, her eagerness mirrored his own.Come, he
sent again.This way.

He didn’t stay to meet her eyes, but broke into an easy jog. The woman picked up the pace. Rishte
hesitated at a bend in the trail, but she saw him turn in the late sunlight, and now ducked beneath the
branches. He sent a shaft of approval through his mind, and she seemed to laugh. I’'m coming, she
seemed to sing.

Rishte’s lips curled back as another scent lifted on the evening breeze. He sniffed the air quickly. They
were still near the grouse hills and were working their way up the ridges toward the den, but other
hunters were beginning to stir. They would have to be quick to avoid the poolah he could smell on the
failing breeze. He slipped onto another trail, and the woman didn’t argue. Good, good. Her voice was
already changing, smoothing out on the edge of his packsong. Now that he could hear her, her eyes were
no longer frightening. That sharp iciness deep in her mind, that was worrying, but he’d take her to meet
Pack Mother. Grey Vesh would know what to do to fix her if Rishte brought her home.

I

Sometimes the touch is subtle

—Ariyen proverb

East of the ridge, onWillow Road . . .

It was late on the long, empty stretch of road. Dusk had fled into night, and the line of colorful wagons
was now only a writhing black shadow, a massive serpent of motion. Two moons were visible, and two
more floated beside the pewter-edged clouds, lighting the way. There was no need for anything else. The
rootroad gave off a ghostly luminescence, and Kettre’s night sight had always been good.

She reined in at the back of Payne’s old wagon and rapped sharply on the side panels. They were fully

expanded, like a rolling home, so people could sleep and work as they traveled, but these, more dented
than most, flexed beneath her knuckles. “Aye, Payne. Get up,” she called. “Twenty minutes to duty.”
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Inside the wagon, in the near-pitch dark, the young man woke abruptly—and froze at the sounds of
rustling. Something feathery was touching his face with the swaying of the sling bed. He jerked upright
and grabbed for his knife. Weightless things popped as his bare legs plunged down through the fragile
balls. Brittle fragments burst out like feathery shrapnel against the hairs on his legs. The faint scent of fresh
green leaves puffed back. “Chak take it—"

His brain finally kicked into gear, and he jammed the knife back in its sheath. In the dark, as he stopped
moving, the inflated leaves settled lightly back into place. He batted another wash of tissue-thin things and
cursed, “Dammit, Nori-girl.” He was chest-deep in dried leaf balloons.

He held his breath as the leaves popped and burst. He knew how she’d done it, damn his sister anyway.
She’d simply waited till he was asleep, then hummed while she worked. She’d been a caller since she
was a child. At twenty-two, she could soothe almost any beast. Keeping him asleep while she packed in
the leaves would have been child’s play.

He shoved through to the wagon door, stubbed his toe on a heavy sword bag, then tripped on the pack
he’d discarded earlier. He flung the wagon door open with an oath that would have shocked his mother.

Kettre burst into laughter.

A wash of leaf balloons flowed out and piffled away in wounded waves as if from a broken dam. Some
bounced off onto the grassy verge; others drifted under the hooves of the next team of six-legged dnu.
The tired team didn’t even blink. They just plodded on like bloated centipedes, barely noting the noise as
their flexible hooves popped and crushed the balloons. Tied to the back of the wagon, Payne’s own
mount merely chittered at the smell of the dusty leaves, and shifted out of the way.

Payne’s violet eyes narrowed as Kettre stifled her giggles. He was covered in leaf dust, missing his tunic,
and his toe throbbed like a drum. He jerked a dried stem out of his mussed black hair and smiled tightly.

The brown-haired woman grinned. Kettre and Nori had been friends since Kettre was fifteen. Kettre
wasn’t sure if it had been their opposite natures that had drawn them together or just the need for
friendship. With Nori twenty-two and Kettre twenty-four, that was as close as any of their traits had ever
been. Nori was lean from running and riding, had long, black silky hair, and the violet eyes of legend.
Kettre was brown-haired, hazel-eyed, and muscular enough that she’d heard more than once that she
looked like an amazon next to Nori. Kettre had been the rebellious one, while Nori had been the quiet
guide who got them back to the wagons in one piece—mostly. When Kettre went into the cities, Nori
had gone to the eastern counties where the forests were even thicker. They hadn’t seen each other for
years, but three days ago, when Kettre joined the caravan as it passed through Sidisport, they were like
schoolgirls again with nothing changed between them.

“Don’t look at me,” Kettre told Payne innocently at his dark look. “I’ve been doing mychovas duty for
the last four hours, riding guard for one of the elders.”

“Sure, and you didn’t see a thing.” He kicked the last of the leaves off the gate. “Moonworms on a
poolah’s back, but she must have spent the whole afternoon inflating the stupid things.”

“Oh, it took barely forty minutes.”

Which meant she’d had help, then. “Where is she?”” he asked ominously.
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“Back with Mian, I think. Working with the weibers.”

He snorted. The venomous creatures could use some work. Weibers were small and fast and could be
deadly when they escaped. He doubted that this batch would ever be truly tame, but the cozar girl Mian
was determined to keep the tiny beasts along with some of the other nasties: tano, pripri, fileleg bugs. The
toxins were good for trade with healers and apothecaries, but so far, Mian hadn’t managed to keep any
of them well secured. Last ninan, three days after Payne and Nori had joined the caravan, the weibers
had gotten loose while Nori was waterproofing her gloves. The tiny creatures lived only six months from
birth to death, but they were born with noses like magnets. They had zeroed in on the glove oils like
arrows to a target. If Nori hadn’t been so fast on her feet and so good with animals, they would have
swarmed her before she could get the gloves off and away from the rest of the circle. As it was, she was
bitten twice on her left arm—a record for her, since she wasn’t usually bitten at all. She had spent the
next two days in the healer’s wagon while her forearm swelled and bulged with purple veins. She’d had
some interesting words for Mian when she was on her feet again. Payne didn’t blame her for tearing into
the girl. Her arm had been disgusting.

He finger-combed his hair and shook out the last of the leaf stems. “How close are we to the river?”

“Twenty minutes,” the woman answered. “The last ring-runner said the line was almost gone. We should
be able to cross pretty quickly.”

He nodded. A temporary bridge had been laid across for wagon traffic, but it would be a slower
crossing, one-direction traffic only, and only a few wagons at a time. Slow enough, he thought slyly, that
he might have time to climb down and try to collect some algae. If the growth on the broken bridge was
thick enough, he could tear off a piece and press it right there to get a few drops of catalyst. A bit of that
mixed with a few other things to make a pretty dye, then spread it on Nori’s toothbrush and, he grinned
to himself, let her see how widely she smiled.

He ducked back into the wagon and lit the lantern. “Tell Nori-girl I’'m up, will you?”” He threw the words
over his shoulder. “She’s supposed to be on lead-rider duty with me and Wakje.”

He dressed quickly, kicked one last leaf out of the wagon, and stuffed a small bag of jerky and dried
fruit in a belt pouch. Automatically, he surveyed their gear before leaving. Sword boxes, bow carriers,
arrow-tip molds, knives—everything seemed in its place. He frowned at the three quivers that hung
neatly over his sister’s sling bed. She was carrying only one quiver on duty again, and he muttered a mild
oath. Her arrogance at handling wild beasts was going to get her killed.

The rest of her gear was stowed as usual. Her guitar was in its case, her sword in its holder, her books
in their bin. Carving tools were in their box, tanning tools and oils were racked above the sling bed, dyes
and scents in their vials. The only things not secured were the strings of rough stone beads she’d been
filing down that morning. He snorted to himself. She didn’t travel light, his sister, but at least she traveled
neatly. Between her and Payne, their uncle Wakje, and their uncle’s tough-faced driver, the place looked
like a cross between a mobile weapons shop and a crafter’s transport. Payne had been offered a place in
a dozen homier and roomier rides, but had always said no. This one, dinged up like an old hunting dog
and cluttered with stray shafts and sharpening gear, was as sturdy as his uncle.

He made a quick stop at a peetree, refilled his bota at the water wagon, and headed for the front of the
line. Past the chittering rookery with its white-haired message master muttering beside her driver. Past the
healer’s wagon, dark inside now that the Ell’s broken ankle was set. Past the trade wagons, the family
wagons, the well-lit meeting transport. One of the dnu teams bit irritably at his mount, and he jerked his
own beast away. With the number of mishaps this train had sustained, he couldn’t blame the teams for
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being nervous. Three fractured axles, five cracked wheels, two broken bones, and a bridge out? The Ell
would be lucky if he brought this train into Shockton in anything close to one piece.

Payne picked up his uncle Wakje on the way and rode past the Ell, who led the caravan. The old man’s
broken leg was propped up on the footboard of the lead wagon, where the cast was a white splotch in
the dark. The white-haired Ell nodded shortly as Payne and Wakje passed, then went back to arguing
with the three elders who rode nearby.

Payne and his uncle joined the other lead riders and cantered ahead to a short rise where they could see
the river. In the dark, it was a slick black line pocked with streaks of dirty grey and spattered with lantern
light. The rains had stopped two days ago, and the water level had dropped, but the river was still
swollen like an old woman’s legs.

The temporary bridge was set up just downstream from the regular bridge. Three folded sections floated
out from each side, and cables and winches secured and controlled the V-spans so that debris that built
up at the broken bridge could pass through the gap. As Payne reined in with the other lead riders, the
bridge crew began harnessing fresh teams of dnu to the massive capstan that squatted up on the bank.

Payne studied what was left of the permanent bridge. The tops of its stone arches were barely visible on
the two remaining spans. Grey-black water rushed through the gaps, slick and thick looking, turning with
the swells, and fouled with the smell of winter rot and mud. Masses of debris were caught on the remains
of the pillars. One support was almost completely engulfed by branches, wood planks, and what looked
like clumps of root-balls and shrubs. The other three pillars looked like logjams. Even as Payne and
Wakje watched, one of the outside logs broke free and began to turn downriver.

“Log free,” called the bridge watch.

“Log free, aye,” came the return hail.

The men along the temporary span had their boat hooks out and ready. The long, telescoping poles
were a favorite tool for sparring among the bridge crews. They’d stand on the floating logs and hook at

each other till one of them went into the drink to the tune of boisterous laughter. Payne had earned a few
dunks that way himself, though never in heavy current.

There was no sign of levity now, not with a log breaking free. Like some of the other logs before it, this
trunk was thick and heavy with mass. The limp wash of evergreen boughs still attached dragged in the
water like sea anchors, but as the log hit the current, it managed to gather speed.

The bridge crew rushed to meet it. “Left, left,” one man shouted.

“Got it,” and, “Shift a bit,” and, “She’s coming in—"

“Watch it, watch it—"

The snag hit the temporary span a few meters in from the gap. Two men staggered with the impact. One
went to his knees, but they managed to keep their boat hooks against the mass. They jabbed in concert,
working to sharp directions and curses, keeping it near the surface. Until it passed, the trunk could
submerge then punch up through the bridge, or catch and hold so much debris against a span that the

entire section sank.

Seconds passed, long seconds before they could work it away into the main current. It started to swing
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before it was fully free, then it caught in a slick, grey suck spot. They hooked at it futilely as it ripped free
and submerged.

“It’s under,” one man yelled. “It’s passing.”
“Brace up,” another shouted. “It’s under.”

It rolled once at the edge of the span, just beyond the bridge. A moment later, it was gone in the dirty,
grey-black water.

The crew casually respaced themselves along the span as if the moment had been nothing more than a
break from tedium.

Payne rested his forearms on the saddle horn and studied the setup. “Looks alright now,” he murmured.
His uncle watched the water with narrowed eyes. “Too much debris in the river.”
“We’ve got enough outriders to help with the poles.”

“Won’t matter much if they can’t see what’s coming.”” The older man pointed with his chin at a flat spot
in the river. It was moving like an oil slick, and it wasn’t till the spot approached the gap in the original
bridge that the thing that made the flattened spot surfaced. It was a wide sheet of wood, probably torn
off some villager’s boat dock far upstream. It swung into the debris mats and was slowly pushed under.
It didn’t come back up.

Kettre cantered up with another group ofchovas, and Payne glanced back. The caravan was winding
into sight at the rise, the lead wagon like the nose of a serpent. “Did you find her?” he asked the woman.

Kettre shook her head. ““She wasn’t with Mian. Someone said they’d seen her back in the line, so |
passed word to send her forward.”

Payne hid a frown. Nori wasn’t usually late to duty, especially after she’d pulled a prank. But
outriders—orchovas —were beginning to gather as the caravan rumbled up, and his dnu was nudged
aside to make room for another group.

There were plenty of thechovas to crowd the riverbanks. The biennial Tests and Journey assignments
were a draw for all three central counties. Every caravan was mixed with both travelers and traders. The
former went to watch their sons and daughters test for rank and compete for the Journey assignments.
The latter went to make their fortune plying the former with wares. This caravan had grown by a dozen
wagons in Sidisport, plus eight family transports taking their youth to Test. There were six flat engineer
wagons, each carrying two precious flywheels. There was only one metalsmith, but his wagon was
always surrounded by six guild guards, and sometimes other outriders. Even Nori and Payne had done a
turn yesterday, helping guard the ores. Raiders weren’t the only threat. This close to Sidisport, even other
traders could be a danger to something as precious as metals. Hells, there were at least four merchants in
this train whom Payne wouldn’t trust with a blunt knife at ten paces. At least they were easy to identify.
Each one’s wagon flew its pennant proclaiming its House or guild. It was harder to tell the allegiance of
the two dozenchovas who rode guard, handled the dnu, and did other mundane tasks. Some of them
seemed too much like raiders for Payne’s comfort. He wasn’t alone in his thinking, either—not judging
by the way Wakje had weaponed up after thechovas had joined the train.

Payne glanced at the youths in his own group. Aside from him and Nori, there were twenty-two other
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young men and women riding to Test. Half were in small groups with chaperones, while others rode
alone. There were at least a dozen more Test youths traveling among the cozar. Then there were the
tag-along riders who were neither cozar norchovas nor Journey youths, but men and women taking a
break from their own monotonous travel by stopping overnight in this or that caravan as they outpaced
each set of wagons.

One of the outriders who reined in caught sight of Payne and nudged a partner. “Hey, neBentar,” he
called. “Heard your wake-up call from Black Wolf sort of ballooned out of control.”

Payne grinned. “Aye,” he called back. “But I’ll have to tell you about it later. Right now we have to pop
over to the other side of the river.”

Thechovas chuckled and shook his head. Beside Payne, his uncle snorted, then went back to watching
the crew ready the bridge as the V-spans came down slowly, cranking inexorably into place as the
harness dnu worked the massive cable wheel.

Payne half stood in the saddle to look back along the wagon line, but he didn’t see his sister. He started
to rein around, but Wakje stopped him with a grunted command. The bridge crew was almost finished
dropping the temporary bridge in place, and it was starting to be secured.

Brean, the caravan’s half leader, or Hafell, didn’t waste any time. The lean, greying man rode up swittly,
looked over the washed-out bridge in the dark, and cursed silently. It figured, thought the Hafell. This
wasn’t even one of the better V-spans. There were no stanchions, so there were no safety lines, and it
had already cost several someones dearly. He could see wagon debris and muddy gear in a growing
salvage pile.

Two hours late to the circle, a flood crossing at night, and half the harness teams as nervous as four girls
on their first date. Behind him, the old Ell perched on his wagon box like a damaged general, peeved as a
half-plucked chicken, while the caravan rattled apart. It was Brean’s job to bring up the rear, but with Ell
Tai’s ankle snapped like a twig atnoon , Brean was riding both front and rear, overseeing his own
second, a cousin, who had already made three mistakes and cost them another hour. It was closing in
onmidnight , and if Brean wasn’t careful, he’d lose more than another hour here.

The Hafell pointed to Payne’s group and ordered curtly, “Take your dnu across. Then come back and
man the poles. You—" Brean motioned to the next group. “—start sorting the wagons for crossing.”
Payne hesitated, but obeyed. With the dnu this anxious, Nori had probably been roped into helping to
soothe them. Ever since she’d passed her third bar and transferred into the trade ranks, she’d been
swamped with vet duty. One would think that half the dnu in this train were getting sick every day. Add
being a natural caller on top of being an animal healer, and she was working even more than he was.
Payne cast one more frown back, but pushed down his worry and moved into place.

Like Wakje, he studied the river carefully. The embankment was steep enough that the wagon ruts had
cut deeply into the gravel. The drivers had to brake hard to keep from overrunning the bridge. The spans
themselves were barely two wagons wide, just enough for a man to stand on either side and not be
knocked over by the dnu. There were no real rails, just a guide beam, barely a hand’s length tall, running
along the edge of the spans. “It’s a widdermaker, alright,” Payne heard one man mutter. “Just enough to
trip over.”

The first four riders went across carefully in slightly staggered pairs to balance their weight. Then Payne’s
group rode across. They had a bad moment when a wash of debris caught on the ramped underside of


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

the bridge. The spans trembled; the bridge crew rushed to the jab at the mass with their poles. The debris
finally submerged. Payne’s group urged their dnu onto the last span. Half of them balked, and Payne had
to spur his beast hard to get it started again. Like all dnu, it loved to bathe in the shallows, but didn’t like
deep water. A swollen river like this could spook any beast; it would suck a man down like thread.

His dnu picked its way nervously onto the last span, then plunged with relief up the graveled bank.
Payne hadn’t realized how tense he himself had been until he reached the top of the bank. He whispered
a quick thanks to the moons for the safe passage and flushed when Wakje glanced back. He didn’t
apologize. Thatchovas had been right. Fall in that river, and Payne would never have to worry about
impressing a girl again, not unless she was on the path to the moons herself.

He handed his dnu off, picked up a boat hook from the bridge crew, and made his way back onto the
span.

Payne and Wakje weren’t stationed quite in the middle, for which Payne was grateful. The crack where
the center spans met wasn’t wide—he couldn’t see the water through it, but the bridge shivered there like
a Tumuwen winter. On the upstream side, the river roiled toward the floating bridge like an inexorable
storm. On the downriver side, it slid slickly away into blackness.

One of thechovas looked at the water, over at Payne, and made the sign of moonsblessing. She was a
husky woman, one of the few strong enough to do debris watch, but this wasn’t her choice of duty. “Too
deep, too fast,” she muttered when he caught her nervous expression.

He nodded silently.

The Ell’s was the first wagon forward. The old man’s driver braked cautiously down the steep
embankment, but the harness team was tired. The two dnu tossed their heads but didn’t fight the slope or
the men who strode beside them. They pranced a bit as they hit the first section. Their flexible hooves
tested the shivering bridge like birds dipping into dark water. But the Ell clicked to them, and the irritable
team obeyed and moved onto the floating bridge.

A trade wagon was next, then a family wagon with its side panels folded down to lower its profile.
Chovas and single riders passed, with the few caravan dogs trotting ahead. Another trade wagon, fully
expanded, two guild wagons, and a string of family wagons plodded along. One by one, the nervous
teams rolled down the slope and onto the bridge while Payne and the others jabbed at debris. The heavy
gear wagons were near the end of the train, and the cozar seemed to hold their breath while the first of
the flywheels crossed. The third had a team that was spooky, and two morechovas moved in to pat and
soothe the dnu.

They were just past the halfway point near Payne when one of the dnu jerked as if stung. It tossed its
hammer head and struck its guide, Murton, right in the chin. The wagon veered, the bridge tilted at the
uncentered weight. All six dnu spooked forward, and the outrider staggered into Payne.

“Look out—"

“Haw, haw,” the driver shouted. “Easy there—"

Payne’s heel hit the stub of the bridge rail. Instinctively he grabbed for thechovas with one hand and
slapped out with the hook with the other. He missed with both. Murton still had one hand on the harness,

and the startled team dragged the man forward. Payne’s boat hook caught on the edge of the rail—and
was knocked free by another man running to help. “Man in the water,” thechovas shouted. “Man
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over—"’
Payne twisted, felt the cold rush of water like a wind at his back—

A thick hand clamped over his wrist. He corkscrewed; his legs slapped the river’s surface. His boots
filled instantly. Frigid waves shocked his skin. For a moment, the river sucked with millions of liters
rushing, pulling like a giant maw. Rocks, pebbles, grit hit and ground through his pants. Something struck
his knee, something else tangled on his left boot. He dug his fingers into his uncle’s hand. He was being
swallowed whole—

Wakje heaved. Another man snagged Payne’s wrist. A third man fisted his jerkin. His shins hit the rail,
then his boots scrambled for footing. The other men steadied him. “Moons,” he gasped.

“Alright?” one man demanded. “Alright?”

“Aye, gods, I'm okay.” He caught his breath and straightened. “My thanks, to you—and the moons.”
One of the men glanced at the river’s maw. “Damn lucky, neBentar.”

He glanced at the grey, greasy flood and hid his own shudder. “Lucky enough,” he agreed.

“Best get changed,” Wakje said curtly. “You’ll slip more easily now.”

Payne nodded. His heart was still pounding, and his breath was quick. That outrider had almost
slammed him off the bridge. If Wakje hadn’t been so close, so ready for anything . . . He shook his head
at the moons. Nori would give him hell about his clumsiness when she heard. She would never have

slipped like that.

He made his sodden way across the span, then slogged up the bank. Ahead of him, the caravan
stretched out with long, black gaps. The last of the wagons would fill those holes as they were put back
into order. In the meantime, the cozar were taking the chance to check tack and pick river gravel out of
hooves. Test youths and inexperiencedciovas milled around, while older outriders talked in low voices
and cantered back and forth with messages. With the lanterns sharpening the dark, it was a demonic
dance of shadows.

Payne caught a hint of movement to the side and instinctively stepped back behind a footbox. It was just
a young woman sneaking out of a wagon, her long braid swinging slightly as she dropped softly off the
gate. Payne grinned to himself as the slim shadow listened furtively, straightened her tunic, then
disappeared into the night. Passion, he thought, was hard for even theciovas to deny. He glanced ahead
to Vina’s wagon, then sniffed his sleeve and made a face. He wouldn’t be that lucky tonight, not before a

shower.

He took an outrider’s offer of a ride gratefully as he trudged along. By the time he was dropped off at
his wagon, he smelled like wet dnu, not just river rot. He waved his thanks, ignored the cozar andchovas
who wandered through the wagon line, and clambered up on the gate. There he stripped off most of his
wet clothes. There was a faint scent already inside the wagon when he opened the door, and he drew his
breath in deeply, but all he smelled was himself. “Hells,” he muttered as he held the dripping clothes over
the gate. He was getting more than paranoid. Nori always had some odd-smelling craft in the works or

some dusty herb drying.

He tossed his own clothes over the drying rope. The threads were packed with silt, and he fingered them
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with sober realization. Few men lived who went into floodwaters. There was too much soil in the flood.
The waters tumbled a man, packed the silt into his throat and lungs, till he couldn’t even choke out the silt
plugs to breathe. Payne let out his breath carefully and savored the taste of the air. Luck of the moons, he
thought.

He had changed and was heading back to the bridge when he realized that there were only ten wagons
left to cross the river, and he still hadn’t seen his sister.

I
Night Hunt
Dry, your mouth where breath rasps out;

Numb, your thighs which strain;

Bruised, your feet that pound the earth;

Black, your blood—night stains.

Trapped, your heart which climbs your throat,

Clenched, your fists on steel;

Wild, your eyes that pierce the dark;

Fear, which claws your heels.

Harsh, the hungering sounds that chase;

Chill, the fog that hides;

Grey, the granite earth and graves;

Grey, the wolven cries.

—fromNight Mares and Wolfwalkers, Tales to Tell Children
Just shy ofmidnight , west of Willow Road . . .

She wasn’t fully panicked, not yet, but she was tiring hard, and her breath now choked her like flour.
She bit at the growing fear as though she could spit it out. They were close behind her. They had to be.
They would not have abandoned her trail at dusk. Not with her blood to mark it.

Shadows leered before and behind her, shapeless monsters that breathed themselves bigger and blacker
in the deepening night and reached down to whip her arms. Nori ducked, shoved through a menacing
spring growth. Tripped on a half-buried boulder and skidded a meter in slick spring clay before she

regained her balance. Another thin bough snapped at her, split her skin in a short, shallow slash. In the
gloom, the smell of the blood on her arm was hard and hot and sweet.
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Wolves growled around her, and she snapped back. She had nothing to protect her shoulders. Her trail
pack had been clawed off her back by the beetle-beasts when they attacked the Grey Ones’ den. Her
shirt was now a crude sling for the two tiny wolf pups she’d saved. Gods, what she’d give for another
bow. Hers had cracked in half when she’d drawn the third bolt. Her quiver, her jerkin, her belt and its
pouches, she’d lost them all to the worlags—the beetle-beasts. With them, she’d lost her scout book.
She’d actually stopped as she’d scrambled to safety and had reached back down to snatch it. A worlag
claw had raked up, slashed the back of her arm, another had snagged on her belt—

She couldn’t go back, not now. She could only clutch what was left of her shirt and run through the
deepening night.

She splashed through a glinting puddle and fought the urge to look back. For a devolved species with
only ratlike intelligence, the worlags were clever hunters. She’d managed to climb to safety on the short
cliff behind the wolf den, but the worlags had found her trail again barely an hour later. She’d been
herded away from the lake path almost as soon as she’d left the ridge. Now she was racing for Cotillion
Cliffs and praying the rocks were close.

Never run under worlag moons . . .

She ducked under a forked bough too quickly, and her black braid caught in the brittle branch. She
jerked free and snapped the wood like teeth. She didn’t bother to curse. She’d already left so much sign
on her trail that a blind man could have tracked her at a dead run. The beasts behind her were much
more competent.

Fear sharpened her thoughts, and a slitted gaze flickered in the back of her mind, watching from a
distance. Nori tried to ignore it. It wasn’t the golden, predator-hot gaze of a wolf. It was cold and
sharply yellow, alien and eerie as a moonghost. She felt a flash of hysterical laughter as the gaze touched
the edge of her consciousness while the forest scratched at her body.

Centuries ago, the yellow-eyed birdmen called Aiueven had allowed humans to stay on this world only
because of the worlags. In exchange, humans had engineered the barrier bushes to protect the Aiueven
breeding grounds. The telepathic birdmen couldn’t sense worlags as they could humans and other
life-forms; the minds of the beetle-beasts were simply too different. The Aiueven had barely managed to
strip the worlags of their technology before they could fully decimate the Aiueven population. Slow to
breed and centuries old themselves, the birdmen were now only a fraction of their former number, while
the worlags continued to spread. The worlags’ hatred of the birdmen seemed bred into their very ichor.
Now that hatred was aimed at Nori as if they could sense the taint within her.

Nori had been linked to the birdmen since she’d been in the womb. That was the taint that chilled her
thoughts and made the Grey Ones growl. That cold spot could watch her thoughts, shift her perceptions,
even punish her if it wanted. It had saved her more than once. But the worlags weren’t of this world, and
Nori couldn’t feel them any better than could the birdmen. Now she ran a kay, just one kilometer, ahead
of the worlags. And the beetle-beasts behind her were gaining.

She pressed the ragged sling to her chest and ducked blindly under branches. Slashed through a wide
puddle that the wolves leapt like deer. Dodged a half-cracked rock and vaulted a fallen tree one-handed.
The trail straightened, and three wolves flashed past her. In the patchy moonlight, she threw herself after
the ghosts. She didn’t bother to watch for forest cats or poolah traps. The noise she was making would
scare almost everything away, and the wolves would sense a poolah trap or badgerbear like a hound dog
does old cheese long before she ran over them.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Gods, she was an idiot. She had thought to leave the wagons for just a few minutes. She hadn’t
questioned the sudden, selfish need to keep that haunting wolf Call to herself instead of sharing it with her
brother. And when she’d reached the trailhead, the yearling had been waiting. He had loped away, just
ahead of her, always just in sight, but slipping away through the forest like a grey will-o’-wisp. Her
twenty-minute run had turned into a five-hour hike. Two more hours at the den, watching Rishte and First
Mother until the rest of the pack returned. By the time she’d finally been accepted, the worlags had
already set their trap. They had rushed the den like a flood. It had been all the wolves could do to slow
them down while Nori tore the pups from the earthen den and ran for the rocks.

Now her fists clenched futilely. She had no weapons to protect the pups or herself, just her hands,
scraped by rocks and branches, and her mind, with fear strangling her thoughts.

Grey Ones growled and she snarled instinctively back. She had no energy for words as she thrust
through a tangle of ferns. The mix of weeds and hotflowers burned, and she hissed at the silk slime that
slapped her forearm, blistered and raised her skin. The blisters would go down on their own in forty, fifty
minutes—if she lived that long.

She staggered out of the thicket on the heels of the small pack. Dashed through another grass clearing.
Back under the trees, a rise in the trail, a sharp dip, a switchback that almost defeated her as its edge
crumbled away. She felt it give and grabbed at branches, dirt, roots that dangled like twisted fingers as
the earth collapsed beneath her. Her knees hit the edge of the trail, but the dank soil broke away. A tiny
stream had cut the trail back under the clay, and what was left of the ground scrabbled away beneath her
kicking feet. She grabbed at muddy roots and tried to jam her knee up onto the soft edge. Instead, the
slick clump gave way. She cried out as her hands stripped the roots. Acidic sap burned her fingers. Mud
skidded past, and the roots stretched out like coarse wires as her weight dragged them down. They
would snap and drop her on the boulders below. She knew they wouldn’t hold. They couldn’t hold.
Instinctively she started to cry out toward slitted eyes—

The wolves howled in through her skull like a storm.

Like a stiletto, her mind sharpened. Energy surged in her strained muscles. Her left toes caught on a
knob of rock exposed by the fresh slide. She thrust up, dug her free hand into the raw edge, and clawed
into the soil. The other grabbed a fist-sized root just as the knob of rock let go. A wash of earth dragged
at her boots, but she kicked and scrabbled up, hunched like a cripple over the sling as she
elbow-crawled onto the trail.

The Grey Ones circled, dashing in and out, blinding her with movement. She didn’t have to be linked to
their minds to hear them: Get up, hurry. Hurry, run. She shoved herself back to her feet. She was sucking
air like a chest wound. Her legs were shaky and her hands were raw with root sap. Half bent, she glared
at the yearling who got too close. He shied away like a slal bird. They were wild creatures, these wolves,
not raised with men. They would never trust a scout like her, not with the taint in her thoughts, but they’d
bargain with the seventh devil to save their precious pups. She looked toward the yearling again and
caught a glimpse of golden eyes. For a moment, they were tight in her mind like a noose. Then the Pack
Mother growled from up ahead.

“I hear you,” Nori snarled back. She kicked the mud off her moccasin-boots, then clutched the wolf
cubs close to her chest and threw herself back to a run.

How far had she come? Three, four kays in the last thirty minutes? At night, with the worlags, with a
pace too fast to maintain, her stamina had fled like fire.
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One of the wolves dropped back until its smell was harsh in her nose. Golden eyes gleamed as it turned
its head to meet her gaze. There was a harsh shock of intimacy. Engineered nerves triggered like sparks,
and wolf thoughts hit like a fist: Hurry. Danger. Closing.

The creature broke the visual contact and stretched back into darkness. Nori stumbled with the loss of
the link. The voice had been like a blast of air that rushes past one’s mouth. Too much, too fast to bring
into the lungs. It taunted her with the power of the pack. She cursed them for keeping it from her.

How far now? Her thoughts worried the distance like a rat on rawhide. She heard something hard
behind her and whirled. The stitch in her side stabbed like a knife, but she forgot it as her own breath
choked her with the clicking sound of the hunters in the shadows.

The worlags were closing.

She trembled in place, tried to catch her breath as she stared. She saw nothing, nothing. Just the swaying
branches she herself had slapped aside while a flash of grey frayed the edge of her mind. It was them, the
wolves, she realized, not she who had heard the beasts. The pack knew where the worlags were: Each
slick and callused carapace that scraped along those boughs, each hardened, brown-black leather arm
with its eager claw, impatient to slit her skin. Each black and lidless, bulbous eye that sought her now
bloody trail.

She turned and ran. Around her, grey wolves snarled like a winter storm and crawled inside her skull to
probe what was left of her strength. Without eye contact, they were only impressions that blued and
yellowed the edge of her vision, so that she saw contrast more sharply, branches like streaks of black in
a lighter blue-black sky. When they knew she could keep going, they left her as subtly as they had
entered. It took seconds to realize that the night had not become deeper. Instead, it was simply the
wolves giving her back her own dimmer, duller human sight.

Protect. Hurry. Water. Hurry. Without eye contact, the mental images weren’t even words, just growls
in the back of her head. She’d heard it all her life, that howling. It had grown stronger last year with each
term at the university. She’d been more than impatient to finish her third bar so she could return to the
trails at home. Wolves in the wilderness, just out of reach. Wolves on the edge of her mind. Gods, she
had almost tasted it. Then the pack itself had Called. She had Answered like a shot, but was only now
starting to understand them.

Hurry, water—the stream? The faint grey din snarled approval as she interpreted the image correctly.
Ironjaw Creek? It was still four kays away.

The lead wolves disappeared over a small rise. A moment later, a faint eagerness came back through the
packsong. Her ability to read the wolves was growing, in spite of the taint inside her. It lurked like a
poolah, that taint, just waiting to tear at the grey. It frightened the pack as much as it frightened her. But
the taint was from a distant source, and the wolves were with her now. She focused on the image they
sent and let her mind go grey. Eagerness . . . The hunted turning, biting? The hunted becoming the hunter?
An odor sent to her from the wolves tickled a mental nose.

“Ahh,” she breathed. There was something on the trail ahead, something that loomed and waited.
Something that didn’t want the hot flesh of wolves or the iron-red blood of a human, but the dark, cool
ichor of a leathered beast. She felt a feral grin stretch her lips. Blackthorn. It had to be a thicket of
blackthorn.
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When the trail split again, she followed the wolves without hesitation. Through a stand of silverheart, past
a wash of thistles, and then she could smell the thorny shrubs as clearly as licorice. She sprinted toward
the thicket, ducked under the first thin vines, and found herself in a nightmare weave of growth. A long
thorn tore at a boot lace, and her hair caught in a vine. Blackthorn odor, acrid-sweet, now clogged her
mouth like blood. She ripped free without slowing her pace. It was a mistake. Black vines clutched at her
shoulders and feet. She stumbled in the dark, caught herself on a branch, and had to stifle her cry as two
soft, bright green thorns pierced the palm of her hand. Silent—she must be silent.

She shoved through, and three more barbs raked her neck by her ear. They were spongy from the early
rains and eager to feed after winter, but she tore away and ignored the shallow wounds. The thorns were
not deadly, not, at least, to her. Three months, and they would harden into finger-long spikes. By fall, this
track would be closed to all but the smallest creatures. Right now, the thicket would trap the
beetle-beasts, if only for a few moments. The barbs that had torn her softer skin would catch in the
worlags’ leathered joints, and the venom that had no effect on her would slow the predators.

The wolves caught the triumph in her thoughts and howled in her head. She lifted her head and laughed
wildly. It was powerful, seductive, the animal strength they projected. It was like growing fangs and biting
at a meaty fist that tried to grab one’s pelt.

Taste that, she snarled silently at the worlags. Behind her, the vines that had pierced her human blood
writhed and shrank and shriveled up, and turned a pallid black.

Night leached light and vision as much as it did her breath. Shadows hid uneven ground; roots were
ropes at her ankles. The pups were mostly silent now, enduring the jolting run. She went toe-heel with
her knees loose to take up the shock when, in the dark, the ground wasn’t where she expected it. Twigs
snapped beneath her weight, and wolves snarled at each crack.

Danger, worlags. Faster.

She bit back in her mind. To them, she ran like a one-ton bollusk, but it was her hands, not her silence
they needed.

She burst out onto a more open stretch. It was unexpectedly wide, and in her confidence she went to a
heel-toe stride for speed—for two paces. Then she half tripped on the slick edge of an old wagon rut
and nearly went face-flat across the ridges. She caught a branch on the way down, stripped the bark and
more skin with it, and hit the rutted ground on one hand and knees.

“Dammit to the seventh moon,” she burst out. What the hells was a wagon track doing out here? The
cliffs, she realized with a spike of hope. She had to be close to the cliffs.

The wolves growled uneasily as she shoved herself back to her feet. They didn’t like the turn of her
thoughts. One of them—the mother wolf—snarled as she met Nori’s eyes. The punch of lupine dread of
the cliffs made Nori almost bolt from the ruts. She had to fight her gaze away. Pack memories could be
years old, but the beetle-beasts were behind her right now. Whatever had bothered the wolves at the cliff
wouldn’t be worse than the worlags.

The mother wolf snarled again. Grey Vesh, Nori realized. She was beginning to distinguish the names of
other wolves, too. Grey Helt was the pack leader, and the wolf who ran there to her left, the one who

had Called her, was Rishte.

The yearling’s thin voice sharpened as she caught his gaze. It triggered a flash like lightning in the grey.
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Time stuttered. Nori sucked in a breath as lupine paws seemed to clench around her heartbeat. Then the
sense of wild, grating voices smoothed into the rhythm of her pulse. She felt herself reach toward him.
Rishte?

Golden eyes dug into her mind. The deafness caused by a thousand faint sounds flooded into her ears.
Tastes and dirt and odors and fur filled her mouth, sank down into her throat. Wolfwalker.

It was the sense of a name, a faint Calling, a hint of recognition.Rishte? she sent more sharply.
Do not!the mother wolf snapped across human and lupine minds.
Nori choked on the grey.

The young wolf veered off like a frightened deer. The packsong bristled, and Nori dragged in air that
was flat and wrong. The voice of the yearling hung for a moment on the edge of the din, howling as he
snarled at Vesh. Then he slipped back into the grey. Nori bit her lip till it bled. The loss . . . hurt.

Hold the cubs,the mother wolf snapped. Grey Vesh was old enough to have strength in her voice and
force in her Call. Once Vesh had touched the human mind, she didn’t need to meet the human’s eyes to
force the human to listen. But the human was reaching toward Rishte again, and Vesh could see how their
voices matched. The mother wolf snarled. There was a cold spot in the human, a death-spot like the fire
that went with the wagon tracks. It made the mother wolf’s hackles raise. To bond a packmate to this
one? Even if it was meant to be, the grey beast snarled even more sharply and warned her yearling back.

But Nori could taste wolf in her lungs.
Fear. Hurry. Worlags. Run. Water ahead, water on the legs. The impressions cluttered her mind.

Water on her legs? They wanted to ford the creek, but that would only delay the beetle-beasts. Vesh
didn’t understand her answer, and she tried to focus her thoughts. The ridges were close, right there, to
the east. All she had to do was climb to safety.

Water, swift water. The grey insisted.
Nori snarled back. She couldn’t outrun them that far.

The Grey Ones tasted her sense of helplessness, of being weaponless and weak. It angered them. They
gathered their minds and threw energy at her like a war bolt. She knew what to do with that mental
power. She’d been taught almost from birth how to use it when it would finally be offered to her. But her
contact with the pack was too new, too fragile. She barely touched the edge of that strength before it
ripped past. She could grasp none of it on her own, hold nothing for more than an instant.

The wolves snarled at her ignorance, at the roughness between them, at her insistence to head for the
cliffs. Gathered themselves more tightly, turned their minds, and speared her with urgency. It was a
blinding sliver through her brain, twisting, turning, diving down. The needle cut deep. She cried out,
unable to be quiet.

Instantly the wolves drew back. She twisted with them, seeking the mesh and easing of pain. They
shrugged with her, pulling her mind left and in, left and down. For a moment, her mind struggled against
them. Then she felt the other. Deep in her thoughts, that older, more ancient, yellowed pattern fought to
assert itself against the lupine weave.
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The greysong stiffened in shock. Then Rishte howled in over the harshness. It was a wash of grey that
smothered the alien patterns, like a rough-nubbin cotton after scraping against bark. It wasn’t just
strength she received. It was the confidence, the assurance of the pack, no longer through Grey Vesh and
Helt and the others, but solely through the younger point that was Rishte. Nori’s feet were suddenly
lighter. The pups in her arms weighed nothing. The wolves were ghosts in the twilight, and she was a
specter of fire on their heels. They fed her energy through their yearling, and she paced them now almost
easily. Pounding, drumming the earth with her feet.

Finally the pack leader pulled them all back, forced Rishte to let go, to withdraw their strength. The point
of power that was Rishte faded with the grey. Nori shuddered and stumbled. Without the packsong, she
seemed more of a shadow, less than a wolf, less than human, and less somehow than herself. Where
urgency had swamped her aches before, her calves now burned, and her arms were seared from the
thorns. And she was tiring. She staggered as the ground suddenly collapsed beneath one foot. Dik-dik
tunnel, rast hole—it didn’t matter. She didn’t stop; she merely caught herself on one hand like a sprinter
at the mark, and hurled herself back to her feet.

Grey Helt snarled, but Rishte’s voice was stronger. Worlags, worry, fear. Run. Hurry. Hurry.

She nodded. She was beginning to understand him. Chittering, clacking feet on leaves—that was the
sense of the worlags. Urgency:hurry. Fear:run. The impressions themselves formed a language.

Behind Rishte, the grey din wasn’t just some sort of fog, but the sounds of a hundred distant wolves.
Each was distinct, like a point of light, but together they blended until there was only one song. It was the
individual notes she was starting to hear. Each physical blow of her feet on the earth expanded her senses
so she could hear them better. Each brush of a branch on her arms burned in a thousand more nerves on
every point of skin. She had never felt the wolves like this, not this deeply, not on her own. Always
before they had been a shadow, no more than the sense of a dream.

Since they’d left the den an hour ago, she had heard Rishte more and more clearly. Now she knew his
name, his young strength, his open eagerness. She knew, too, that he was a year old, wild as spring eerin,
and already set in the wolf pack ways. For kays he had led her away from the wagons, out along the
game tracks before he’d allowed her close. With the taint in her mind, Nori hadn’t been surprised when
the pack mother had not been pleased. She could soothe a dnu or dog in seconds, but Grey Vesh saw
through her soft voice easily. It was the danger of worlags that had finally forced them to accept her. The
beetle-beasts had staked out the wolf trails and moved in while the rest of the wolves were hunting.
Rishte’s pack had barely come back in time to help Nori save the cubs.

It should not have been so difficult for her to offer help. The wolves had been engineered to work
directly with humans. But Nori was tainted, and the Grey Ones could smell that like sulfur. Only because
they could also sense the grey in her, not just the taint, and because their need to defend the pups was
stronger than their fear, had they gone after the worlags and let Nori climb out with the pups.

Now their senses meshed with hers like a tapestry, thick with hundreds of years of fear. The oldEarthers
had given them racial memories, not just mental communication, and the packsong tied them together
from wolf to wolf, from birth to death. Deadly encounters with worlags had been burned into their minds
like a brand. They poured it all into Nori.

Fear, fear. Feet, faster. Heart, strong. Hurry. Hurry.

Wolfwalker—The yearling’s voice was urgent and sharp.Close. Closing like badgerbears.
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She didn’t waste thought to answer. She could almost hear through his ears that the worlags had hit the
blackthorn stand just over a kay behind her. Now they were thrashing through. A kilometer. One kay. It
was all the lead she had. She tried to pick up the pace, but she could not chance her final run. Not till she
saw the cliffs for herself and a place to start her climb.

Boulders seemed to throw themselves at her feet, while branches clutched her shoulders. Stickbeasts
scrabbled away in the trees, and sprits flew into her face. The snap of broken dills and the crackle of
winter’s littered leaves—they were careless sounds, the sounds of prey being run down. The forest held
its collective breath to listen. A hunt like this could end only one way, and creatures watched with
unblinking eyes, waiting with hungry, hard-earned patience for the tens of small meals that would follow.

And then, suddenly sharp, Vesh’s voice,Not there. This way, through here.

Nori caught a glimpse of white rock and almost ran over a wolf who dodged close to herd her away.
Rishte’s sense of danger flared, and slitted eyes flickered open in the back of Nori’s mind. She tasted
metal, mold, dust, death. The wolves felt the tainted gaze deep within her and recoiled like a snake.
Death, they howled.Power. Old death. Burning, new fire, new death.

The slitted eyes seemed to glow.
“Don’t—" she cried out.

The packsong blasted back through her, cascading over the slitted gaze. Her mind seemed to right itself,
twisted up and out, back to the clarity of chill night. Yellow eyes faded. Wolves nipped at her thigh and
turned her away from the fork. Blindly she obeyed.

“Old death?” she tried to ask. “New death?”

Grey Vesh ignored her question.Not that way, First Mother snapped instead as she tried to look back.
Hurry. Clumsy human.

That last was an afterthought, almost a goad, and Nori forced herself after the wolves. The Grey Ones
feared the fork toward the cliff even more than they feared the worlags. What shocked Nori enough to
follow was the sharpness of their fear. Old death, fevers, and burning pain—she recognized the taste of
disease. But it should be faded, faint in their minds. Moons, but it should be years, even centuries old.
There was only one thing could make such a memory:

Plague.

She’d seen it. She’d felt it. Her mother had made sure she could recognize it through the memories of
the wolves: The slight tremors and rising fever. The convulsions that could snap a man’s arms and back
as his muscles contracted like vises around his bones. The blinding fire that burned in the veins and
twisted a man’s mind into coma and death. Full half of the colonists had perished in the first wave of alien
plague. A third of those left had died in the second epidemic. And then there had been the martyrs. Even
after eight hundred years, it was still viable, the plague.

Nori had been to the Ancients’ domes twice, where the colonists had lived at Landfall. There had been
bones there, hundreds of human skeletons, strangely lit rooms where the walls glowed without sign of a
single lantern. There had been papers that had fractured or powdered when she touched them, odd
equipment she didn’t understand. Plague lived there, in the ruins of the first county halls. No one knew
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what caused the disease, only that the Aiueven, the alien birdmen, had sent the plague, and man could still
contract it.

Plague here, in the forest? Nori must have misunderstood. With the bond so new, the fear of worlags
was simply confused with other images. It was impossible to catch the death-disease away from the
Ancients’ domes.

But Grey Vesh nipped at Nori’s knee, and another wolf bit at her heels when she tried to turn again to
the cliff. She jerked back onto the forest trail. They snarled and pushed her into a wide arc around the
ridge where they shied from death.

“Dammit,” she cried out. “It’s safety. I can climb out at the cliffs.”

Death, death.Grey Vesh slammed into her thigh and snapped at her elbow.

She staggered left and missed another game trail that led toward the stone ridges. “Damn you, it could
save your pups.”

Burning death,Grey Vesh snarled back in her mind.Dead wolves, dead pups. Dead humans, the wolf
finally snapped.

She had no more breath to argue. The best she could do was glimpse the rocks, pale and steep. In the
moonlight, the cliff bit at the earth like a stone jaw half sunk into flesh. There was a darker scar on its
face, as if the rocks had broken in recent years. It gave the ridge the look of a snarling poolah. She noted
the location in the back of her mind, then raced on in the midst of the wolves. Now there was only
Ironjaw Creek three kays away and shallow as a bigot.

Behind her, the thick trees swallowed the rancid scent of a drying seep and its rotting richness of reeds.

She never saw the turquoise sheen of the shallow puddles that the rain had been diluting. Never saw the
faint, yellow-green glow from the dying lilies that wept into the swamp.

v

An ally makes a good friend,

Except when he’s at your back.

—Nadugur saying

East, onWillow Road . . .

Payne’s sister didn’t turn up at Wakje’s wagon, nor among the crafters, nor with the last of the cozar
wagons. Payne was about to check with yet another merchant when he caught sight of the wagon’s

chovas. The man riding guard was Murton, the Sidisport chak who had dumped him in the river.

Thechovas glanced back and caught sight of him. “Hey, neBentar,” the man called out. “Sorry about
that dunking.”

Inside one of the wagons, three men went still. Then there was a flurry of quiet action. The blond man
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snatched the lists and papers on the table and stuffed them into his jerkin. The second man grabbed a
map they’d had handy and laid it out over the now bare wood. The third reached back and picked up a
packet of trade agreements to spread out over the map. As Payne’s dnu reined in beside Murton, the
three inside began a quiet murmuring about trade routes in the east.

Payne hid his disgust at the greeting. Murton’s voice had been, of course, loud enough to catch the
attention of every outrider nearby. The man got on Payne’s nerves like a splinter in his shorts. But Payne
smoothed his expression. With a ninan left to reach the Test town, he figured he’d better get used to
splinters. “I’m asking along the line,” he said shortly. “Have you seen my sister in the past few hours?”

“Black Wolf?” The outrider gave him a speculative look. “Moons, neBentar, you worry more about her
than a rabbit in a lepa’s den.”

He shrugged.

The older man said dryly, “If you can’t find her, it’s probably because she doesn’t want to be found,
especially after that leaf trick. How she knows where to find those things . . .” Thechovas shook his
head. “She’s probably waiting near the front of the line.”

Payne kept his voice steady. “No one’s seen her ride forward.”

But the man caught the undertone anyway. “Dik spit, neBentar, you’re not thinking of calling a search?
That’s a hell of an overreaction.”

Payne dropped his pretense of a smile. “Not if she’s actually missing.”

“Don’t get your shorts in a twist, boy. Black Wolf will laugh her head oftf when she turns up atChileiwa
Circle after you’ve started a panic. Your parents will have a field day when they hear about that.”

Payne stifled his instinctive response. There might be ten folk left in the county who didn’t know he was
the youngest son of Aranur of Ramaj Ariye and the famous Wolfwalker Dione. Attention from the girls he
didn’t mind. Taking flak from a chak like Murton was a different story. It was one of the reasons he
preferred traveling with the cozar when he wasn’t in a hurry. The cozar didn’t care if he was Aranur’s
son, only that he worked his share of the line. In fact, with few exceptions, the only real ranks or titles
used among the cozar were those of location, not lineage. A message master was the wagon with the
birds and ring-runner supplies, not the person most skilled at writing, carving, or hawking. Duties rotated,
depending on who was in the train, and people were judged by what they did, not by how they were
born. Only the -vanat the end of a task indicated someone whose skills were high enough to hold a
permanent title, and the -vanwas used only for strangers who required the formality. Among themselves,
the cozar were known simply by their rep-names, like Repa Ripping White or Tatsvin Ten-Bones, or in
Nori’s case, Black Wolf.

Murton cast him a sideways look. “She’s probably out planning tonight’s antic in spades,” the man
prodded again. “The painted faces on the dnu? The wheezing saddle? You should watch your backside
more. She’d pick on a lepa if she thought it would bite The Brother.”

There it was. Payne shrugged grimly. He should have expected Murton to get his name in sooner or
later. The cozar had called him The Brother ever since he was twelve, but every time Murton said the
rep-name, it turned into an insult. Payne prayed the rep-name didn’t stick past his Test. It was
depressingly accurate. His life in a nutshell: always watching out for Nori, always responsible for her.
Sometimes, hearing “The Brother”” made him want to pound some bones in, as if he would never be a
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man himself, just one more appendage of Nori.

Murton shook his head at Payne’s shrug. “Even if she’s out on the trail, she’s four times as skilled there
as you. You might as well worry that a poolah can’t find its own den.” The man’s dnu danced nervously
at a crackling sound, but thechovas controlled the beast easily. “She’s playing a joke, nothing more.
She’ll be back by fireside.”

“She’s already played her prank for the day, and she would never make me worry on purpose.” Not
when it could rouse the cozar. The caravan folk would descend on the forest like a flock of pelan.
They’d pick apart every bush in case she’d fallen or been set upon. They’d scour the creek banks, check
every ravine. She’d never intentionally cause the kind of search she herself had led so often.

“She’s made no bones about not wanting to Test.”

“Doesn’t matter. This is my Test, not hers. Besides—" He shrugged and hid a wince at a deep bruise.
When it came to the fighting rings, his sister was no gentle teacher. She had fists like small steel hammers,
elbows even harder, and a stubborn determination to train him up right for rank. Compensation, most
likely, for not being able to Test herself. With the specialized training she had received, he might never
achieve her skill in the rings, but at least he could best almost any student anywhere near his own age. He
tried to force another smile, as if it was indeed a joke. “She’d never miss watching me get thrown around
by a dozen ranking fighters.”

The older guard chuckled. “That’s not something I’d miss, either. I hear you’re finally taking your firsts in
Abis and Cansi. Been a bit of speculation as to why you haven’t done so before. I would have thought
the son of a weapons master would be encouraged to Test early, not late.”

Payne’s smile thinned. “Rank isn’t everything.”
Murton nodded. “I hear that a lot from the unranked. I mean no offense, of course.”
“Of course,” Payne bit off.

Inside the wagon, the men grinned slyly at each other. They had two bets riding on The Brother. The first
was when Murton would get him to challenge. The second was how badly the outrider would crack the
boy open once he had him down. They had argued briefly over the near-accident on the bridge, but had
finally decided it didn’t count toward the bet. They were hoping for blood on the boy, not just for a
missing body.

Outside, Murton added, “I don’t see why you’re so upset, neBentar. They say she’s been looking out
for you for years every time you two hit the trails. She’s old enough now to not to want The Brother
tagging along every time she leaves the train. In fact—" He gave Payne a sly look as he picked a burr off
his dnu. “—she was walking out with B’Kosan last night. She’s probably riding the frontage trail with him

and not wanting to be disturbed.”

“I’Il look into it, thanks.” He spurred his dnu away at a canter.

Murton called after him, “Give my regards to B’Kosan.”

“Moonwormed pissant,” Payne muttered to his dnu. Nori might be more at home on the trails, but she

hadn’t walked out with B’Kosan. She’d had to rebuff thatciovas ever since the man had joined them. It
had been B’Kosan who followed Nori around, not she who encouraged the guard. Hells, for Nori to
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walk out with B’Kosan was like a wolf stepping out with a dog: it was bound to end in violence. Not just
from Nori, either. Last night, when Nori had gone to gather night herbs from the verge, Payne had barely
had time to sling on his swordbelt when B’Kosan had come back to fireside. Payne had smothered a
dark satisfaction. Thechovas had been limping,

Payne looked along the wagon line, then out again at the forest. No moonbeams penetrated the thick,
textured folds of black-greens. The only lights now were the glowing road, the lanterns inside a few of the
wagons, and the four moons overhead. On the ghostly road, the spoked wheels made illusive, hypnotic
patterns. Payne listened as much with his mind as his ears, but the moons glowed silently above the
rumbling wagons. He breathed, “Nori-girl, where are you?”

No wolf howls answered him. No badgerbear roars or bihwadi cries broke the quiet on the other side of
the verge. If there were Grey Ones nearby, he could not hear them. Just the stuttered trot of the wagon
teams, and the tiny cries of the tree sprits. He muttered another silent curse and rode forward along the
line.

A%

Grasp: “Things are looking up, friend.”
Grasp’s Friend: “That’s because you're blind.”
—fromPlaying with Swords, traditional staging

Nori was two kays south of Ironjaw Creek, running hard for the water. She had husbanded her strength,
but her breath came now in urgent rhythm. Her hands were slick with sweat.

She turned onto a wide game track that, even in the dark, felt familiar. The wolves snarled, but she
refused to change direction. They were adding distance to her path, distance the worlags didn’t have to
run. She built a picture of human scouts and projected it desperately into the packsong.Men. Where are
the nearest men?

Rishte caught the sense of the question and passed it on to the grey. From him, it swept out from wolf to
wolf, pack to pack in the night. The images snarled back. Men at the rock circle, men at the fork, men on
the wide river trail . . .

Without the eye contact, Rishte’s voice was too thin to understand. A river trail? Perhaps Deepening
Road? It was the major route along the steep, rugged canyon that contained the River Phye. She knew
dozens of scouts along that route and half the council ring-runners. ButDeepening Road was seven or
eight kays away, at least four oldEarth miles, too far with worlags behind her.

Men at the fork—she didn’t get that. Pira Forks, perhaps, but that was clear on the other side of the
cliffs. It might as well be on a moon. The men at a circle of rocks felt closer, north and west on a hill. Bell
Rocks was in that direction. It was a scout camp, only four kays away, off the main trails on a side loop.
This time of year, with the worlags hunting, someone else might have been forced there to wait out the
night. She felt a spur of hope. Ariyen scouts were well armed.

She projected a memory of the place, and Rishte growled. One of his packmates nipped at her heels as
the wolves again tried to turn her off the track.Death, death. Danger. Rishte seemed to beat the words
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into her mind.
“Armed men,” she managed. “Bell Rocks is safety.”
But Rishte growled again, and his teeth seemed to bite at her thoughts.

Danger like the cliff?She didn’t realize she had projected the question so strongly, but Rishte
answered.

No. New death, cold death and marrow.

She gagged. She could almost taste the marrow. Cold death—cold bones? The wolves feared the cliff
because it reminded them of plague. There was no sense of plague up ahead. So they avoided Bell
Rocks for some other reason. Carcasses would draw worlags and bihwadi, so this was probably just an
instinctive reaction to avoid the predators. Men would never butcher an animal where others might later
ride. She tried to form an image of the slinking, doglike bihwadi, then of poolah with their tooth-ringed
maws.

All she got back was a wary sense of danger. It was scavengers, then. The idea was actually a relief.
She couldn’t chance running into more worlags, but she could easily outclimb bihwadi. Rishte sensed her
determination to go on and snarled into the pack. Another wolf snapped back, then slammed into Nori’s
thigh to try to turn her away from the loop path. She was almost thrown from the trail. Rishte snapped at
the other wolf, but Nori shoved through them both. The other wolf didn’t hit her again.

Ahead, Rishte whipped under a heavy log. Nori dove after him and rolled, following through a scurry of
leaves and rotting twigs. She was spitting out debris when she realized that she could as easily have
vaulted that log as rolled through underneath. She was too close to the wolves, too caught up in their
urgency. It was now affecting her judgment. She pushed back the wolves, hit her stride, and went into the
clearing in a full-legged run.

And tripped on the half-fleshed corpse.

She tucked up and jumped awkwardly, but her toes caught the bloody rib cage. Tangled bones tumbled
thickly into a wash of moonlight. She landed in a crouch and whipped around, her breath ragged and

tight.
Human. Dead.
New death. Near death. Cold.

Now she understood. “Gods—" She couldn’t help the word. And not one body, but two. The wolves
had known. That’s why they had tried to herd her away.

She took in the scene as fast as she could. Scavengers had already eaten most of the flesh and guts. The
doglike bihwadi had had their meals first. The dung and musk marks were a dead giveaway for the sly,
pink-eyed creatures. The antlike largons had started in after the bihwadi, their insect jaws tearing out
perfect half-circle bites. Now thin lines of writhing black led away through the crumpled grasses. The tiny
nightants were still working where the largons had had their fill.

She squatted and quickly lifted leaves away from the bones. The edge of a metal button gleamed under a
fern like a forgotten note of fear, and she identified the guild pattern as she turned it over in the moonlight.
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Messengers, then, or what was left of them. But all the way out here? She was in Gambrel Meadow, at
least a full kay oft the main trail. The only claim this clearing had to usefulness was as a hunter’s meadow,
and that was in early fall. In spring, with the worlag packs scouring the woods, it was as dangerous as an
off-trail swamp. There were thick logs jammed up against the trees where flooding along the creek had
wedged them in—good for shelter or for defensive fire, or for forest cats or poolah. Nearby she caught
sight of the bolts permanently sunk into the trees from which to suspend the gambrels. Now a long,
stained rope dangled from one set and twisted in the cold wind. Nori felt suddenly sick. There were older
bones in a rough pile to the left, cracked and missing their marrow.

She stumbled across the clearing and yanked at the weeds already growing through the barely cleaned
bones. There were rotting clothes and skulls for at least four skeletons. Her hands trembled as she
pushed aside a scapula and caught a dull gleam of light too clean and regular to be natural. It was wire,
and it circled two wrist joints still held together by taut-dried ligaments. She stared back at the fresh
bodies, as if the moonlight lied. Then she groped for her scout book. She needed to mark this down, get
this information to her father. But her hand scraped only air. “Oh, heckfire and damnation.”

She had no scout book and only a few minutes to spare. She looked around to set what she could in her
memory, but she was missing something. The boots, she realized, and the socks were gone. There
weren’t any packs or belt pouches, either. She lifted the trampled grasses near the fresh corpse and
found five small message tubes opened out and empty. Heavy brush, trussed limbs . . . The ring-runners
hadn’t been caught on the loop trail. They had been marched here barefoot, through hotflowers,
blackthorn, and brambles. Which meant the raiders who had caught them were staking out the main
trails.

Death. Fresh death. The wolves had known. They hadn’t wanted her to take this trail, nor to risk their
cubs at Bell Rocks. They had known: the kill trail led like a road map from here to the creek to the camp.
She’d find no scouts at Bell Rocks now. It was raiders up ahead.

“Dammit, godsdammit.” She didn’t even notice she cursed as she sucked in air to catch her breath. She
could go on, could try to get around the camp, but if 