Enber Di one maMari n:
Dark Flight

Oh, noons of mercy, noons of light Guide ne in the darkest night Keep ne safe
fromevil spirit Send your blessed light to sear it

Oh, noons of mercy, noons of mght If in shadow, dark, or night, My body die
with evil near it Send your light to guide ny spirit

It was dark, and she could not see. She could not hear for the roaring in her

ears, and she could not nmove. Ch, noons of mercy, noons of light . . . She
tried to spit out the panic but choked on grit and fur and dirty blood. CGuide
me in the darkest night. . . Struggling, she dragged a breath into her |ungs,

and then the fright that held her frozen burst and she screanmed, the sound
suffocating in the black death above her. Keep nme safe fromevil spirit.

The body that pinned her to the ground was too heavy; she pani cked and

t hrashed under it, straining back and forth to break free. Heat ate at her

| egs. She realized then that—eh, gods—the roaring in her ears was fire. Send

your blessed light to sear it . . . And then the pain stabbed, rhythmcally,
wi th her pul se, throbbing, driving each second of terror deeper in her mind
Fire ... Ajoint-ripping yank tore her free of the dead worl ag, her ragged

breat hi ng punctuated by the fire's crackling, while sobs racked her body and
the tunbling brands spread the flanmes and fed her panic.

The worl ag's body shifted again, rolling toward her, and she jerked back in
horror. Mons of mercy, were the dead rising to
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claimher? But the sudden novenent sent a bl ack wash of pain over her head,

and she could barely see where the shadows of brush beckoned. Wth a silent
scream agai nst the agony, she slid into their sharp enbrace |ike a broken

doll, her teeth bared to bite back her shriek and her breath still caught in
her chest fromthe frozen grip of fear. On the other side of the fire a worlag
turned, its bul bous eyes searching. There was bl ood on the soil, blood on its

claws. It hesitated, and then a waft of throat-choking snoke curled between
them hiding her where shadows of deep roots pressed agai nst her back

st eadyi ng her as the burning forest swall owed her body and the bl ackeni ng
waves swal |l owed her mind. Al she saw, all she heard, was the worlags tearing
and snappi ng at the broken bodi es and burni ng wagon, the flane-lit canvas and
cl ot hes.

Pai n. Burning, crushing pain. She craw ed, cringing under the brush, clinging
to the gray shadow of the wolf that urged, carried, dragged her on. This way .
t hrough here . . . She could not focus her eyes, her mind anynore. Wit.
duck. . . There was bl ood on her hands, her clothes, her face. Hurry .
The roaring in her ears kept rhythmw th the grow s of bl oated woiiags
feasting in the obscenely dancing |ight behind her, and the snap of human
bones was the death drumin her ears—she did not have to | ook back to see the
hairy forearnms that dragged to their knees when they stood and the other
spindly mddle arns that tore at the riding beasts like the cutters on a
farmer's plow. Their beetle jaws dripped bl ood and tendons as they fought over
a body. Enber Dione whinpered and dragged on. It was dark

Ni ght voices flickered in and out of her ears. But the gray shadow | ed her on
when she cried out, and the rough tongue licked at the pain till she fell into
the dark fire of her pulse, where the black heat blinded her. Blood, thin and



warm dribbled down her face and slid into her ear, and as the noi se drowned,
t he dark again becanme conpl ete

It was dawn when she woke, her head throbbing dully, the air green with
nmor ni ng dusk. Her slender body was curled in (he gromh of a deadfall, her
gashed |l eg stretched stiffly out to one side and her black hair tangled in the
twi gs. A sharp branch stuck into her cheek. Against her back, the gray wolf
was warm proof of the early chill that was seeping through the noss and the
cal mthat greeted her wakeni ng. No burned-out wagons net
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her eyes; no smoldering fires caught at her ears. Just the blood that stiffly
soaked her clothes and the pain that killed her thoughts.

And she remenbered . . . Her brother, Rhom torn apart |ike abird under the
worl ag's raging jaws. The slimwoman bit back the sob, clenching her fists and
cl osi ng her eyes. Ch, Rhom.

She forced her eyes to see again, forced her mind to adnmit she had seen him
die. The worlags . . . She had seen himfall, slashing and cutting with his
sword under the force of the beasts that tore himapart while Gay Hishn
ripped at a nonster's black carapace. And then the worlags closed in and the
wol f junped clear and her twi n—he was gone. Just like that. Dead. Rhom the
nmer chant, the guards—everyone, she told herself harshly, everyone dead but
her .

Her throat grew tight against the agony that racked her like a rising storm
shaking a fragil e house, and she pushed the thoughts away, curling closer into
the wolf's thick fur. Was this the grief of death? she asked hersel f- The

bl i ndi ng ache? The Gray One's fur lay gritty against her tears, and she
wondered if she was crying for the nmangl ed bodi es of those she once knew or
the enpty disbelief that her twin was dead. "Survive first," she whispered,
gripping Gay Hishn's coat in her white-knuckled fist. "Then deal with the
dead. "

When she woke again, her nouth was parched into winkles and her tongue felt
dried, stuck to the roof of her mouth. She pushed herself up on her side and
roll ed over, clenching her teeth against the jagged blast of pain that greeted
her. Her leg felt crushed, and her head felt split. But it was the cluster of
bi sects feeding off the filthy scabs that turned her stomach. Hurriedly she
fought down the flash of nausea and scraped them off, brushing her hands on
her pants while they skittered angrily back into the shelter of the noss.

Her movenents awakened the wol f, whose ears had al ready begun to flick at her
t houghts. Gray Hi shn rose, and the worman felt the creature's hunger and thirst
doubl e her own. She fingered the few weapons left in her pouch, a bleak | ook
on her face as she realized again her position. But die woiiags must have been
gone or Hi shn woul d have | ong been alert. Go eat, she told the wolf, pushing a
clump of long, black hair out of her eyes. /'// be all right till you find

di nner.

D nner for both of us, the Gay One prom sed, flashing her
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t he double i mage of two wolves with furry rabbits hanging fromtheir teeth.
The haggard young wonman managed a smile at the conplinment, and the wolf nelted

into the woods, the gray hunter's inpressions of the forest filling her head
wi th soothing inmages: cool dirt under silent footpads, soft |eaves brushing



agai nst fur. Miscles tensing and shifting as trees and downfalls shaded
siitted yell ow eyes fromthe evening sun; the tangy scent of a deer herd on
shadowed grass

The wol fwal ker's head cl eared further, and she renenbered again the night, the
death. Her throat went tight. Rhom she thought with despair, raising her fist
to her forehead and pressing as if she could drive away the nenories or hold
back the tears with the pressure of her hand.

But the snap of a brittle twi g brought her abruptly back, and she froze, her
breath pressed agai nst her chest fromthe inside. She held it without noving
while the | eaves rustled—+t was a nottled badgerbear, slinking by not ten
nmeters away, its brainless head swinging fromside to side as it searched for
a place to set its trap. Wth its gapi ng maw hi dden under its flattened
stomach, it tasted the ground for the trail of a careless hare or young deer
O a wounded human. The blood on the trail-surely it would be dried and

tastel ess already. O woul d the badgerbear sense her fear fromwhere it paused
there on the ganme path, its sightless eyes swi nging her way .

Abruptly she pulled herself together. Enber Dione, she taunted herself

harshly, trying to control her shattered nerves. So eager to Journey w th your
brother. Well, you're here now and al one because of it. Get your act together
and face the world you wanted or crawl back to the village where they said you
bel onged.

The Journey—the test of a young man's courage and skill. Rhomls sanction to
see the world outside his hone. Whether he cane froma village or a city or a
floating town |ike those of the southern sea people didn't matter. Only that
he explore and return to tell his story to his father at the council fires,
fromthen on to be counted as a strong voice in the circle of judgnment. But

Di on had not had to go with him Wnen had their own Journey of sorts: the
Internship, which let themtest their own skills and prove their worth to the
city of their choice. Dion had already taken her own Internship—but the elders
had chosen her to go with her twin on his Journey, as well. And now, only Dion
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would return to tell their story to their father. Dion, the wolf-wal ker, she
t hought bitterly. Dion, the healer. Wo could not even save her own brot her

She lay still for a long time after the badgerbear had passed. At |ast, when a
hal f hour had w thered away, she hooked her finger into the rough bark of the
tree, then rolled onto her left knee.

"Moons have nercy," she gasped. Her breath strangled with the waves of
speckl ed darkness that pounded her head. Seconds—ni nutes?-—tater it cleared to
di m patches, and she pulled herself up against the tree and sagged, fresh

bl ood spreadi ng heat down the side of her face. It felt as if the only thing
that hel d her poundi ng head together was the silver band that circled her

brow. Blue and silver—that was for the heal er's band—and gray, the col or of
wol ves. She snorted and | ooked at her hands where the dirt bl ackened her nails
and her strong, shapely fingers were trenbling and marred with bl ood. Heal er
and wol fwal ker, yes, but weak and sorry as a newborn pup. Wth her head
resting listlessly against the rough trunk of the tree, the woman stared down
at the bl oody gash that had laid her I eg open alnost to her hip. It was a
filthy wound. The dirt and bl ood had nmatted together to make a nuddy scab that
floated on the open slash. \Where the wor-lag's claw had reached through her
guard, it had torn into her skin like a knife splitting a ripe fruit, and she
wonder ed vaguely if the gellbugs had started a nursery in the wound al ready.

It would be too ironic if she, a full-fledged healer, died from gell bugs after



surviving a worlag attack in which the guards and fighters had been kill ed.

She steeled herself to touch the jagged slash. She had treated too many ragged
wounds to flinch fromthe gash in her leg, but ms was the first tine she'd
had to treat herself, and she was not sure she had the guts to do it without
screaming or the stanmina to finish it without fainting. Now, as she tried to
bare her thigh to see how bad the throbbing wound was, she stifled a groan

The | eather of her |eggings was stuck fast, glued by clotting bl ood and dirt,
and the herb pouches she groped for were not to be found. She nust have | ost
themin the fight the previous night. The fight . . . The worlag tore at her

| eg and she screaned, and Rhom turned and went down—Ch, dear noons, help
him" she whi spered.
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She shook her head, then wi shed she had not when the dizzy bl ackness drewits
vefl across her eyes again. But she could not escape the inmages that crossed
her cl osed eyes. Rhomis sword as it cut through the worlag's casing. H s face,
eyes wide and flashing, as he went down under the nonsters' claws. Dion took a
ragged breath. What's done is done is done, she thought, the words echoing

i ke rocks bouncing down a canyon's steep cliff. -Enpty words. Rhotn! she
cried out silently. Hishn, | need you

The gray wol f answered |like the touch of a |eaf brushing against soft skin. It
eased her anguish but left the breath of her twi n behind, too. Did she deny
his death so nuch that she could not let himgo? Wiat woul d she tell their
father? She let her head tilt back against the tree, and the shaft of pain
that |anced through it brought her back to reality as abruptly as it had sent
her into a pain-racked swoon a nonment earlier. How could she tell her father
anything if she did not heal enough to survive the journey hone? She opened
her eyes. As she tightened her jaw, she drew on the stubborn strength that had
sust ai ned her through the |Iong night and regarded the open gash one nore tine,
then braced herself against the rough tree and pulled |l eather fromthe

t hi ckeni ng scab. Only one gasp escaped her clenched teeth. \Wen she got enough
material to dig her broken fingernails into the claw sl ashed pants, she
gripped the slippery leather sternly and peel ed the | eggi ng back. And fainted.

"Ch, gods . . ." she breathed unsteadily as she cane to again. The fiery agony
that shrieked in her |eg was worse than she had i nagi ned in her nightmares.
Even with acupuncture, sonme of the pain gates were never conpletely closed,
and with her needles scattered |like the bones of the dead, she could not even
t hi nk about cl osing her nerve gates before dealing with her wounds.

Rhom s wounds .

Desperately, Dion pushed the thoughts of her twin aside to deal with the pain
of the present. Yet her eyes took in the enpty forest first, and her heart

al nrost stopped as his burly formjogged around the rise until she recognized
t he heavy biped bulk of a timn instead. She cl osed her eyes tightly and
tugged at the | eather on the other side of the gash

It took another gasp and a hal f-sobbed groan to split the leather fromthe
jagged flesh while the sweat broke out on her forehead.
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It took alnost all her nerve not to flinch each tinme the sledgehanmer crushed
her veins with her heartbeat as she peeled the |eggings back. But the pain
stalled her grief, and the woman was grateful for the respite. Leaning back
agai nst the tree, she took a deep breath to calmthe trenbling hi her hands,



t hen shook her head to throw off the drop of sweat that clung to her nose. She
was not yet ready to touch the raw gash that had split her |leg so deepl y—t
had been all she could do to get her pants away fromit, |let alone start
clearing the dirt and twigs that clogged it fromher fear-fed flight. But the
| onger she waited, the nore the drying blood fromthe reopened wound woul d add
to the problem

Bl ood. The col or was red, bright red. How rmuch bl ood had spilled from her
brother? A deep sob clinbed up in her throat and choked her, and this tine she
did not fight it down. "Oh, Rhom" she said, clenching her fist against the
tears till her knuckles were white and bl oodl ess.

The wol f, regarding her with eyes as yellow as the second moon, nudged her
hand. Be strong, Dion

It was Hi shn who spoke but Rhoml s voice she heard, as clear as if he were

st andi ng beside her. She squeezed her eyes shut and deni ed the agony again.
That was what he had told her the first time she had run the Crush River with
himand felt the white water fromthe uncertain seat of a kayak. It was what
he had whi spered when she had faced the weapons nasters for the Chall enge and
Test of Abis those two | ong years before. And it was what he had told her when
they had clung to the Randonnen cliffs and dug their fingers into the rocks
after the stone had broken off and she had fallen on that last tragic clinb.

Be strong, Dion. Be strong.

"Dam you," she cried out to the ghost, pounding her fist on the soft earth.
'Dam you for dying on ne after everything weVe been through. How coul d you?"
She ni bbed angrily at her face, drawi ng her hand away wet with tears and bl ood
and wel coming the fresh rage of pain that swept her head.

Just nine days earlier—enly one ninan—they had | eft hone, eager for the
Journey, inpatient to test thensel ves against the world. Rhom had stood so
tall and straight before the elders, their father ready to give his bl essing
to Journey, and Dion could
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still hear his words and feel the shock as the elders told himthat she woul d
be going with her twn.

"The sand and stones are cast three tinmes, Kheldour, but the pattern is the
sane.” One of the elders frowned at Khel dour, her father. "Rhom does not
Journey alone.” He had turned to her and nodded. "Heal er Dione."

There had been a stunned silence in the crowd. Dion's heart |eapt, but

Khel dour was inpassive. He did not | ook at her or Rhom "It's not the custom"
he said sternly to the elder. "The healer Dione is a woman, not a man. The
Journey is a testing of manhood, "

"' The Journey is a testing of strength and courage," the el der corrected.
"And the sand and stones don't lie."

Anot her el der spoke then. "Heal er Dione," he said, nodding to the young woman,
"hasn't had a customary upbringing. This isn't a criticism Kheldour," he
added quickly as her father's eyes flashed. "She's well prepared for a
Journey, perhaps nore so than nost. You're one of our best woodsmen, and youVe
taught her well: Her feet are silent as the wolf in the woods. She al so has



skill in hunting and fighti ng—as nmany of our young nmen will testify," he added
slyly. He spread his hands. "She has skill in the forest, in defense, in
healing. And she is a wolf-wal ker. What nore can she need when her

br ot her —your son-is with her?"

"She's a healer,"” Kheldour insisted. "The village needs her here."

The el der | ooked at hi m soberly. "Your son nmay need her out there."

The third elder cleared his throat. "The nbons gave you and your children a
twin bl essing, Kheldour," he said quietly. "Double strength, double courage,
doubl e skill. When would they need that bl essing nmore than now?" The el der
nodded to Rhom then to Dion. "To split them now may hurt them nore than
letting themgo."

Khel dour had | ooked at neither son nor daughter, but he had funbled for Dion's
fingers and she had squeezed his hand tightly as he nodded to the elders and
accepted with the formal words. "It is cast. So shall it be done."

Di on dropped her fist fromthe dirty cloth she had pressed agai nst the slow ng
flow of blood. That had been only one ni nan
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before. Nine days. The words beat like a nortal bell. N ne days Journey to a
death. Ch, Rhom she cried. Ch, gods, Hi shn, what are we going to do

I

Aranur Bentar neDannon;

Rai ders

A cry that knots your heartstrings Is not easily untied

The peaks of Ariye rose sharply into the sky. Cear and cold, the nmountain air
warned only thinly, but the three girls who raced across the nmeadow did not
care. Lying |ow on the backs of their six-legged dnu, they called to the two
yout hs chasing them their hair whipping across their shoulders while their
mounts covered the ground with the beat of drunm ng hooves.

Al ready tugging off her tunic, Shilia hauled her dnu to a halt and | eapt down.
"Last one in the water is a wet worlag!" she shouted at the boys who were
poundi ng down the waterbank after the girls.

Her cousins | aughed as they ran toward the | ake, leaving their dnu to graze
freely in the shore grass. They were younger than Shilia by only a few years.
Slower and nore tinmd away fromthe village, the other two had barely reached
the water by the tine the older girl was diving toward the center of the small
| ake, but then again, Shilia admitted, they were the daughters of the Lloro

of the Ramaj Ariye. They were not allowed out to swimor play the way she was,
while she had to run and ride with the men to keep up with Aranur. Aranur, she
t hought with
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a smle, arching into the water again like a dol phin. He was her only famly.
And all | want, she remnminded herself.

When she finally surfaced, cool water spilling down her face and her |oose
hai r dragging her back with its stream ng wei ght, she watched the boys race
her cousins to the water's edge.

"I's it cold?" Namina called, stopping suddenly at the edge and sticking her
toes into the | ake while the water |apped themlike a pup

"It's perfect," Shilia returned, ducking her nmouth under and spitting like a
fountain while she treaded water. "As if it was already sumrer." Her voice
carried clearly over the new ripples, and, delighted with the patterns, she
stuck her toes up and spl ashed them agai n. Nami na | aughed and waded out,
followed by the others like a famly of |ake otters, unaware of the nounted
figures that watched fromthe forest shadows.

In the shelter of the brush, a hundred neters or nore above the | ake, four

bl ack-cl ad men astride their war dnu watched and waited. The dark man in the
center had a low gravelly voice, and the others listened silently as they
catal oged his terse instructions. "We'll ride down when they're tired of
swi mm ng and not expecting conpany,” the heavy raider said. "I'Il take the

el dest; Usami, the mddle girl; Brid, the youngest. Gant, take care of the
boys. We need at |east three hours head start, and we don't want the brave
young nmen— He chuckl ed hu-norlessly. "—+o sound the alarmbefore we're away.
When we have the girls, stay behind at Pass Rock. Gant, you have enough
arrows?"

The dusty raider studied the field, then the pass where he would lay his
ambush. "l could use a few nore. | lost a dozen in that |ast skirm sh. Wo
woul d have thought these mountain folk as stubborn as bol | usk?

The raider captain tw sted and unhooked one of his bristling quivers. "Take ny
extras. | have nore waiting where we'll change nounts." H's attention
sharpened as the girls straggled out of the water one by one. He could al npst
hear what they were saying as the wind blew their faint voices toward the
trees.

On the shore, Shilia dropped to the grass and pulled a small tuber fromthe
ground, sticking it between her teeth and nunching noisily on it like a dnu
"W shoul d come here nore often,'' she suggested as she pulled her sun-warned
tunic on over her wet swinsuit. "It's a beautiful place to swm"
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"No sewi ng, no war ganmes, no cooking or dust fromthe dim" Ainna |lay back and
cl osed her eyes. "C ose enough to keep Father happy and far enough away t hat
the children don't bother us. It's a perfect place to get away."

Nam na sighed. ' This is the first day we've been allowed out this spring.
Father's always too busy to take us, and Tyrel thinks he's too grown up to
play guard for his sisters.”

The ol dest girl laughed. "Just tell themyou'll go al one and see how fast you
get an escort."

One of the boys who had fl opped beside them gave Shilia a bold | ook. "Nanmina's
not yet old enough to be Promised,” he remarked obliquely.



"That's not fair,"” Shilia conplained, blushing deeply in spite of her already
sun-reddened cheeks.

"So that's how you do it," the youngest girl crowed, throw ng her handful of
tubers at her cousin. "You' ve got yourself a line of boyfriends two kiloneters
long just waiting for you to nake a Promise and willing to do anything to get
it, while we have to settle for our big-headed brother when and if he's
willing to spend time with us."

"You probably have nore escorts than days to be escorted on,"
teased. "I wonder if your brother, Aranur, knows this."

the other girl

"Nami na," Shilia warned, "you wouldn't tell—=

"He probably diinks you're out with Tyrel or Uncle Ga-nmon—

"Don't worry, Shilia," the taller youth interrupted, smling lazily at the
sky. "Your cousin can't tell. She's got eyes for Galway, and she's still two
very long nonths fromthe Age of Pronising.'

* "Mrik—" Ainna exclaimed, while the other girl flushed even redder man the
cousi n she was teasing.

"Truce?" a blushing Nam na offered, trying to hide her disconfort and ignore
Shilia's grin and the other boy's sly | ook

The first youth hesitated, and Shilia tossed hima stern | ook. "Truce," he
agreed. They rel axed on the banks, their dnu scattered in the grass and the
spring sun warmon their bodies.

Silent and still beneath the shadowed trees, the raider captain waited as the
young people's conversation fell apart and their eyes lulled in afternoon
drowsi ness. The shadows had crept a handspan across the grass from under their
young bodi es before
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the raider raised his hand and started out of the forest. Quietly the others
foll owed, their deceptively heavy dnu stepping lightly in the grass-cushi oned
field. They were very cl ose.

One of the boys stirred, rolled over lazily, and | ooked up. H s eyes w dened.
"Shilia, run!" he cried, springing to his feet and lunging toward his sword as
the raiders broke into a thundering gallop. The other boy sat up with a start
and rol |l ed, shoving the youngest girl away toward the dnu and grabbing for his
own short blade. But the raiders were already noving at a dead run, and the
soft clods of grass and dirt were flung away like bullets by the dnu's driving
hooves as they | eaned toward their prey.

Shilia took one ook at the war dnu and scranbled for her beast. "Nam na

mount up!" she shouted. Her cousin tripped, and the youngest girl shrieked for
her to get up into the saddl e before the dnu becanme scared and ran w t hout
her.

"Ride for the pass!" the ol der boy yell ed.

"Mrik, Penek, cone on!" Shilia screamed. She yanked on the reins and kicked



at the dnu's mdsection as she hauled its forelegs around and spurred it
sharply to a gallop

The boy bravely held his ground, his friend running to face the raiders with
him but the raiders |ooned over themlike a |andslide. Hooves thundered, dust
bl i nded and choked, and then they were crushed and brushed aside |ike twigs.
The younger boy cried out as he went down, blood suddenly painting his chest
and his small body convul sing and ki cking on the ground, his ribs cutting

t hrough the spurts of blood. The ol der youth junped at the raider who was
sweeping by, cutting at the man's buiiy leg before falling to his knees, his
shoul der bathed in a shocking red. His screamwas thin and ignored.

On the banks, huge grinmy hands grabbed the youngest girl and cut her shrieks
of f quickly as the raider jerked her struggling figure into his arns and
snot hered her against his dirty leather mail. Her sister turned in terror

hal fway into the saddle and tried to fling herself aside as another raider

| eaned across to sweep her up. He missed, threw his dnu back on its

m dhaunches, and leapt fromhis beast to grab her with ease, trapping her
hands and throwi ng a rope quickly around them He tossed her up into the
saddl e and vaul ted back on, thundering away after the first nman.

Shilia spared a frightened gl ance at the two boys staining the earth with
their bl ood, then desperately spurred her mount into
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a breathless sprint. The raider captain grinned mrthlessly, cutting her off
agai nst the shoreline. She haul ed her dnu around and tried to | eap the other
way, but the man smiled again, enjoying the chase as much as the thought of
the gold he would get for the girl. Two of the Lloroi's daughters and his

ni ece. He woul d have unmarked wares for Sidisport's slave blocks, and the gold
he woul d get fromthese three alone would keep his raiders happy for two
ninans. His reputation could use the recommendati on, and his band coul d use

t he busi ness when word got around.

He et the girl speed uphill for the forest, then ran her thoroughbred down
with his bigger, heavier beast. Each tinme she tw sted and turned, he was
there, gaining nmeter by meter, till he finally haul ed her out of the saddle as
she tried to bring her whip to bear on him She struggl ed awkwardly, and he
saw her eyes flash before he felt the tiny knife stab viciously into his ribs.
"Bitch!" he snarled, cuffing her brutally. She went linp.

The raider pulled the small knife fromhis side, grunting as the gait of the
dnu jarred the blade in his hands. He spared a nonent to pad the wound, then
tied the girl's hands firmy to the pormel of the saddl e and thundered toward
the forest where the trail led to the nmountain pass.

Behind the raiders, on the grass, only one of the boys stirred. Coughing and
t hen gasping, the youth dragged hinself toward one of the dnu that was stil
stanping in the field at the snell of bl ood.

"Come," the boy gasped. "Cone here, girl."

The dnu gave the bl oody figure a nervous | ook and shied away.

Leaving a swath of red-painted grass, the boy dragged hinself close again,

talking to the beast and finally getting a hand on the trailing reins. "Down,
girl," he commanded weakly. "Sit down, now. " He tapped weakly at the dnu's



forel egs, and the beast obediently knelt, its knees hitting the ground wth
soft thuds though her eyes were wild fromthe bl ood scent. As its second set
of knees dropped to the ground, the boy pushed hinself up against the saddle
and the dnu began to clinmb back to its six feet. He hung on grimy, pulling
hi nsel f over into the |l eather seat with the lurching of the rising beast. The
dnu, uncertain, took a few hesitant steps, then stopped, |ooking back at
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its rider. The boy gathered his last strength. He sl apped the reins against
the dnu's neck, and the beast began to trot, noving into the snooth six-I|egged
gallop that would take it hone, but not before the boy on its back coll apsed
agai nst the pormmel and lay with | egs dangling nervel essly and mind cl osed

agai nst the pain.

It was an hour later when two herders noticed the dnu. On the outskirts of the
village the lone animal still trotted down the road, but the sharp-eyed man
who was watching the hills noticed its uncertain gait before he made out the
shape of its burden

"Joem | ook mat way," he said, squinting at the sun. "I can't make it out, but
t hat beast rides strange."

"Runs like there's no rider," the other one answered, "but | see his shape on

t he back."
"Slunped like." Gunther gathered his dnu's reins and vaulted onto its back
"And that's Mrik's beast. |1'd know its | opsided stride anywhere."

The other man | ooked al arned and hurriedly wheeled his own nmount down toward
the road. "He was to be out with the Lloroi's girls today," he called over his
shoul der. "Heard hi m braggi ng. "

'Moons help himnow if there's been trouble.'' The first man spurred his
mount and thundered after Joemto the road. "The Lloroi lives for the light in
hi s daughters' eyes."

"The moons help us all if it's Aranur who hears the news first. The weapons
master's sister was with them too."

"Shilia? Ch, gods ..." Gunther pulled his head | ower and pelted even faster
across the field, passing the other man and reaching the boy first. He haul ed
his dnu up and |l eapt off. As he took the bl eeding youth gently fromthe
saddl e, the other man reined in and junped down, glancing up at the sky and
pursing his lips as he judged the tine.

"Di k-dropped raider spawn!" the thin man swore as he took in the boy's nangl ed
shoul der where the bones and tendons gl eaned white in the sluggish bl ood.

Joemtugged at his arnms. "Gve himto ne and get going. You' re faster than |
and it's ten minutes to the nearest horn.'

"It's five minutes to the horn," Gunther returned grimy, easing the boy's
mutilated body into the other man's arns and
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swi ngi ng back into the saddle, "or | didn't win the Rand title last spring."



Joem opened his mouth to retort, but the rider-was already gone, the dirt torn
fromhis dnu's hooves and marking his trail |ike a dust devil.

111

Enber Di one maMarin:

And More Raiders

Gray sides for gray menories;

Echoes foll ow where thoughts once rode strong.
The poundi ng of your heart

And the sighing of your |ungs

Wund the tinme-driven dreans that were sung.

Li ght gray clouds hid the sky when D on woke again. The gash in her |eg was
stretched fromthigh to knee and throbbed angrily; the bandage she had nade
from her tunic was bl ood-soaked fromher restless sleep. Even with the
protection of the wolf, she had not been able to relax until she had covered
her head so that the stingers would not bite her face off as she slept, and
she | ooked like a ragged earth child now no shirt, torn | eggi ngs, stained

| eather mail. At |east there had been no dewfatl or she woul d have woken up
chilled, as well.

Brushing the | eaves fromher |ap, the wol fwal ker sat up and al nost feinted
again. The bl aze of instant agony rem nded her harshly that she was no | onger
at an advantage in the woods since her weakness and bl ood scent marked her as
prey to even small-sized predators now. She shuddered at the thought of waking
up to a worlag's hideous jaws.

At Dion's fear-tainted thoughts, Gay H shn | ooked up and pulled her |ips back
fromher gleanming teeth. / killed two who threatened you before, she snarled
silently. And I will hunt any others who stal k your scent.

"Would that it were nen and not beasts," Dion returned.
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The Gray One licked her teeth, then ducked her head and ni pped at a bug that
was craw ing on her thick-furred flank. If there are men, we will scent them

I f any of your pack survived, we will find them The wolf's i mge of Rhom was
unmi st akabl e.

D on bl anched. "Rhomis dead," she said harshly.
The Gray One nerely panted, regarding the haggard wonman with her yellow eyes
and gray-white nmask until her long tongue curled up and around her gl eam ng

teeth again. Do you want a rabbit?

Taki ng one | ook at the thick, raw strand of nuscle caught in the gray beast's
claws where they still tore at the mammal's once-pl unp carcass, the wol fwal ker



shook her head. Maybe it was the throbbing pain in her |eg and maybe not, but
t he t hought of food made her queasy.

Experi menting, Dion found that she could al nost stand on her left leg, resting
her weight lightly on the other. The worlag's club had surely left dents in
her body, she told herself raggedly, realizing once nmore how vul nerabl e she
was i n her weakness. She needed weapons, but she hesitated at the thought of
goi ng back and seei ng where Rhom had-had died, she admitted again. The nenory
was too unreal in the calm green dusk of the forest, and it was hard to bring
herself to believe in his death. He was one of the best—and he died, just like
the rest, torn to shreds like a bird between starved dogs. And as the
insecurity hit her again, she realized that she was alone in Fenn Forest while
somewher e around her was the band of worlags that had killed her brother, the
nmer chant, and the guards she had been traveling with. How long did it take a
worlag to get hungry again? And would they realize she had escaped their feast
and was now al one?

You 're not al one, Hi shn reassured her instantly, nudging her wima cold, wet
nose. You have ne. And Rhomis sly as a water cat. He may not be running with
the noons yet. If he isn 't, he'll be waiting for the dust to settle out of
hi s nose before he cones | ooking for you. The gray wol f's image of Rhom as
hal f man, half beast al nost nmade the woman snile

That Rhom could still be alive ... It was too inprobable. How would he have
escaped? "Usel ess hope," she nuttered, brushing her tangled black hair back
from her bruised face and wincing at the swelling across her cheek. But the
t hought lingered. If Rhomlived, where would he be—and what if he was
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wounded worse than she? How woul d he survive al one? Then agai n, she sobered
hersel f, how eager was she to find his chewed-up corpse under a stack of
decayi ng worl ag casi ngs?

You won't know until you go back
"Maybe | don't want to know," she returned in a | ow voi ce.

You' |l never find another fang |ike the one you dropped, either, the wolf
prodded, rem nding her of the sword she had | ost when she had gone down.

Her father's blade, the one he had made to fit her hand with all the skill he
had. She had dropped it when she had gone down under that |ast beast. Lost the
sword her father had given her to wield when she gained the skill to do it
well. Yes, she had skill, she admtted to herself bitterly, but not skil
enough to turn the clubs of death.

She cl enched her hand and relaxed it carefully. "The blade will be there," she
answered steadily. "Wirlags have no use for a sword." She stuffed her hair up
under the cloth and gingerly bound the makeshift bandage over the wound. In
fact, worlags could handl e nothing nore subtle than a club, either because
they did not have the intelligence to figure out how to use a bl ade or because
they just liked to crush instead of cut. The wol fwal ker did not care which
reason was right as long as the sword was still waiting for her to search it
out. "Iflgoback," she said to herself.

H shn snorted. You could depend on your own claws, she grow ed, but as
weapons, they're weaker than wilted grass. The wolf extended a paw and bared



claws thick and long as the woman's fingers. Now these—She grinned and tilted
her head up at the woman. These are weapons.

"Hah," Dion retorted. "This," she said, tapping her forehead and trying not to
wi nce, "this is a weapon."

The wol f nerely gave die woman a qui zzical |ook until her |ong, |upine tongue
hung so far over her teeth that Dion gave in and | aughed. The sound was
strangely muffled in the woods.

Lean on ne, the Gray One told her when she took a step, staggered, and clung
to the tree that seened to |unge suddenly into her outstretched hands. But

D on dragged her |eg back under her and gritted her teeth. "Damm if | don't
feel like an ancient,"” she said as she stepped again, ignoring the wolf's
offer and letting her weight settle down on the leg until her face pal ed and
she stifled the curse that |eapt to her tongue.
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H shn nudged her with a broad shoul der so that she was forced to grab ftir to
keep her bal ance. Lean on ne or I'll carry you like a di sobedient pup

"You're a strong nutt, Hishn, but you're not strong enough for ne to ride you
like a dim"'

You were easier to handl e when you were out of your m nd

"I think I stili amout of my mind to be letting you chastise nme like a
mother," Dion retorted. She lifted her |l eg over a branch and bl anched at the
repeated pain. Wuld she never get used to it? Hi shn, sensing the blinding
agony her wol fwal ker was goi ng through, froze until the wonan could nove
agai n.

You need an extra set of legs |like worlags, the gray beast offered when she
rested again after only ten yards. But there are no other G ay Ones near
enough to call the pack for help.

' 'l don't need nore legs. | need crutches.'' She projected the inmage as
clearly as possible, and the Gay One tilted her head to | ook at the wonman
curiously.

You woul d rather trust small trees you nust drag along as you wal k than use ne
to lean on ?

"I know it's hard for you to believe, but it's a lot easier to hop along with
somet hing that doesn't nove as | walk."

The wol f was silent a nonment. If you need this wood nore than me, | will find
it for you.

Di on stopped her before she could trot off. "Gray One," she said quietly, "you
honor me with my life. It's not that | don't need you—rAponworns, you dunb dog,
| need you nore now than ever before. It's just that I'Il walk better if | can
just find a stout stick to | ean on so that you can go on ahead and find an
easier way for us through this brush.”

Mol lified, the great beast twisted its head to lick the woman's bare forearm
| eaving a clean streak that scarred her dirty skin and made her smile wanly.



"Too bad I can't just wave ny hands and heal mnyself |ike the ancients could,"”
D on suggested. "We'd have been out of here like skitters froma fry pan."

H shn sneezed and perked her ears to one side. Stay here. There is a gane
trail a short run fromhere, but there may be a better way back to the road. |
will try to find you a small tree while |'m gone.

Noddi ng, the worman sank gratefully back onto the soft earth, brushing aside a
pocket of bugs that burst angrily fromthe npbss. It was broadnoss, she
noticed, pulling a clunp fromthe tangle
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and examning it nore closely—+t could come in handy when Hi shn found her a
cane and she needed sone paddi ng for her hands. So occupi ed, the bl ack-haired
heal er wove the noss into tiny mats, building a pad that fit her hand and
woul d cover a stick firmy at one end. She was just finishing when the wolf
returned, projecting a snugness that Dion had to smile at.

"Find the road?"
And a small tree.

"So," she said, dragging herself up fromthe ground, "how far do | have to go
to get ny new |l eg? *

It's a small hunt, |like the distance a deer runs when shot with a weak bolt.

D on nodded. Hi shn offered her a shoul der again, and the heal er | eaned on the
wol f as if her life depended on it, although, in spite of the jags of pain
that shot through her leg at every step, she swore it was getting easier to
nmove. Half the stiffness nmust be conming fromthe bruises that covered her
right side, she decided. Since the worlags' clubs had bashed her well enough

t hat even breathing was painful, the woman's face was in a pernanent grimace,
and the only sounds she made for the first hundred nmeters were bit-back curses
and the gasps that acconpanied themlike a soft percussion

Don't worry so, Hishn protested, nudging her to continue when a broken tw g
froze her into a crouching stance that cost her rmuch of her painfully gained
stature. /'// tell you if anything threatens. Then I'Il kill whatever conies,
she added wi th savage pl easure.

D on gave a shaky laugh. "Gray One, | wish I still had your confidence."
You do, the wolf returned calmy. The inages sent by the beast becane a sudden

flood that swept her consciousness until she found herself on her knees again,
her face buried in the Gay One's fur as the wolf renmenbered their bonding two

years before: . . . the blue eyes of a pup neeting the violet ones of the
heal er for the first time ... a tenuous bond of |ove that thickened into a
cord . . . the furry heat of the growi ng cub on her feet when she slept.

hot breath, bad breath kissing her with a wet tongue . . . a cold nose on her
neck at night. . . gray fur thickening under her fingers . . . water spilling
over those blue eyes now green, terrified in the flash flood that had swept
the canp the previous spring ... a dive, a shock, a desperate swim
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t hrough a canyon thick with debris, and the bond growing strong . . . racing
t hrough a meadow at night and westling with a growing wolf now grown to

match her own size . . . resting her head on the warm stomach and falling
asleep in security . . . tracking deer at dawn . . . the green eyes turning
yellow with the growi ng age of a hunter. . . The wolf's | ove washed through

her m nd and bol stered her sagging strength the way a wind lifted a slack sai
and pushed it on.

D on shook her head to clear it. "Silly nutt," she nuttered shakily. But her
hand remained in the thick fur, and when she stepped again, her weight rested
nore heavily on the broad shoul ders of the wol f.

H shn stayed by her side for a while, but after |eading the wonan to the wood
from whi ch she painstakingly chipped out a crutch with the dagger that was the
only blade left to her, the wolf began scouting ahead, slinking silently away,
t hen appearing agai n anxi ously. The Gray One gave the wol fwal ker directions
with images, letting her read her natural thoughts so that the woman felt she
was in two places at once. But at |least Dion did not have to follow her own
trail back to the clearing on the main trail. She had crawl ed through so many
deadfalls and fallen off so many inclines in her deliriumthat though her
trail was obvious with bl ood and broken branches, there was no way she woul d
have been able to go back along the same path with her uncooperative |eg.

H shn nust have dragged her a |l ong way that night.

It was a good two hours before she reached the burned wagon site, but the
snel | warned her |ong before she saw the burned brush that marked the
perimeter of the fire. She had to swall ow her bile when she saw what was
maki ng the stench. After only two days there were still plenty of uneaten
rotting remains to identify those they had traveled with. The six-|egged dnu
nost of which had been eaten down to the bones, could not be identified, just
counted by their bloody skel etons. Eight worlags had died in the fight,
several of themburning in the fire D on had al nost been trapped in. And their
death snelled vile: urine and bl ood and wasted guts and the sick snells of
nmelted wi ng casings and acidic insect fluids. And in the mddle of it all the
sweet, nose-retching snell of half-cooked and rotting human fl esh. She
swal | owed, tried not to breathe, and kicked at the burnt weapons and torn

| eat her packs. A boata bag had spilled
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its wine when it had been crushed under a foot, and the dirt pool ed danply at
its split seans while hundreds of small insects crawled in and out of the
sack. The bales of cloth had been torn apart, soiled, and scorched by fl ane;

t he supplies had been crushed, eaten, smashed into the earth; the bones,

t hough clearly picked at by scavengers, were crossed and piled |Iike pickup
sticks, and the skulls had been snmashed so that jaws hung awy and | oose teeth
stuck in the ground as if the earth itself were trying to bite those who had
brought their violence to that place.

Wl j wal ker .

H shn's soft call caught her attention. Depressed, she turned and scuffed at
t he ground before sighing and | ooking up

Rhomis not here, the Gray One said abruptly. The wolf nosed die brush again,
then trotted behind the |l ow growth and snorted as she pushed the branches
aside and sniffed the stained earth carefully. H's scent is not anong the



dead.

"By the moons, Hishn, are you sure?" Dion took a step too Cast and went to her
knees, swearing at her weakness and | oosing a sob before she regai ned her
conposur e.

/ am here, H shn reassured her instantly.

The wonman caught her breath as the searing pain faded to angry throbs. "l saw
himfall there—+to your left." She haul ed herself back to her feet and hobbl ed
slowy to the wolf, twisting her hand in the long gray hair while the beast
sniffed fromside to side and suffered Dion's slight weight on her back

He fell here, but the bloods are not his.

The wol fwal ker pushed the brush aside and studied the tracks carefully before
st eppi ng across the broken area and letting herself sink down where she could
see the earth better. *' The stains ate too blue ... the snell wong ..." She
rubbed the dirt between her fingers, feeling the subtle graininess irritate
her skin. "This is worlag fluid."

/ snmell little of Rhomhere, the wolf said eagerly, her tongue hanging out as
she pant ed.

"He got away," Dion said in wonder. "He's alive!"

But gone on. Sniff here. The wolf nosed farther along the ground. He cones
back to ook at the clearing, then turns away again.

"He nust have seen nme go down. He thinks I'mdead."” Ch, Rhom. , . "Hishn, let
me find ny sword, then we'll catch up to him"
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You 'Il be running like a hare with three broken | egs, the gray beast snorted.
She turned her yellow eyes on Dion. You re weaker now than you were this
nmorni ng. We can catch up later. You need to rest now and |ick your wounds.

"I"'mfine," she protested. "And if we |eave today—

Tormorrow, the wolf insisted. The tracks will still be fresh enough

" But —=

Tonor r ow.

Di on sighed, resigning herself to the wait. Arguing with 120 kil ogramnms of
stubborn wol f was rarely productive. Besides, she had to admit that the Gay
One was right: She had little enough strength to stand, |et alone jog through
the dark half of Fenn Forest.

She desultorily picked up four nore knives, short ones, for throwi ng. There
were others lying around, but their handles were too charred and brittle to
use. Two of the good ones went in her belt, the other two in her boots, above
the slits that held her safe noney. Wth raiders, as well as worlags, known to

be about, she could not be too careful

The wagon gear had been torn apart, but she picked through the nmess anyway and



managed a |ight pack to travel with and another tunic to replace the one that
had becone a bandage. By the tinme she was ready to follow Rhomis trail, she
was armed for war. She found and cl eaned her sword; and since her bow had been
smashed in the fray, she took the dead merchant's |ight hunting bow, which she
coul d manage better than the guard's war bow. She had a bad nmoment when she
lifted the merchant's gnawed arm away fromthe bow and his nearly severed head
roll ed away from his neck—+the man's eyes opened suddenly and stared at her as
if she were a grave robber—but after the initial shock, she steeled herself
and pulled the bow fromhis slack grip anyway. At |east there were enough
arrows scattered in the clearing and surrounding brush to fill the barely
charred quiver she picked fromthe fire's circle.

The last thing she did was drag the human bodies into a pile. In her weakened
state, it was alnost nore than she could handle, especially since H shn said a
flat-out no to hel ping—+the taste of a rotting human turned the wol f's stomach
as much as the snmell did Dion's. After four guards, the fat nmerchant, and his
rail-thin son, the haggard wonan was ready to collapse. She rolled the |ast
body into the pile and thanked the nobons again
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that she had stopped to gather sone night-Dbl oom ng herbs when the woriags had
attacked—Hi shn's how was the only thing mat had saved her. She | ooked down at
t he four nmangl ed bodi es and | ooked away again. She had no strength to bury
them and the smells of the worlags woul d keep other, nore tinmd scavengers
away for only a few days.

"Gray One," she pleaded, "I just can't do any nore. | need your help with
this."

The wolf growed low in her throat and turned her head.
"Pl ease, Hishn, 1've got no strength left to dig the grave."

The creature pulled her lips back fromher teeth but finally slunk out of the
shadows. She winkled her nose and glared at the wol fwal ker, then tentatively
put out a paw and scratched at the bl ood-darkened soil. She woofed in disgust.

"I know, but it doesn't have to be deep
H shn snarled silently and started digging.

The shal |l ow grave was enough to burn the bodies in, and Dion set
pitch-dri ppi ng branches in the bottomof the pit before rolling the dead over
the edge. She could not start the fire till she was ready to | eave—+t would
broadcast her presence, and sticking around while the hunters gathered woul d
be sheer stupidity. Even with a head start, she would be hard-pressed to keep
them of f her trail, and she suspected she would have to take to the water to
di scourage sonme of the nore persistent predators.

Whil e H shn dug the ditch, the wol fwal ker had found her warcap, and now she
jamred it on her head, the |eather-covered nesh bl oodstained but stil

servi ceabl e. Bending over and getting up and down with her head throbbing so
badl y made her nauseous, but it was really the gash in her leg that worried
her nmost. No one ever bled to death froma head wound, but w thout sone way to
stitch the split in her leg closed, it would break open again and bl eed out
for days. She could not afford to | ose nore blood, and with the | oss she had
al ready suffered, she would find it hard to fight off infection



Di on | ooked at her griny hands and sighed, picking at the dirt under her

nails. Every heal er dreaned of redi scovering the secrets of Ovousibas, the
healing art of the ancients. To hold her hands over patients and watch them
heal before her very eyes . . . She stretched her hands out as if to grasp the
nmyt hi cal wi sps of that healing, but all she felt was the constant throb of
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her |l eg. She cl enched her hands agai nst the poundi ng of the wound and picked
at her flattened herb pouches again.

It took her a few nonments to realize that her eyes had been vaguely focusing
on a line of nmovenent. A string of |argon bugs had made a busy trail going
fromthe woods to the clearing, where they were scavenging at the rotting
bodies, slowy stripping away the neat, and Dion frowned. An idea flashed in
her head as she watched them bite down on the flesh, but even for an

open-m nded healer, the idea was a bit farfetched.

"Not exactly sanitary,'' she told herself, considering the possibilities and
trying to convince herself that she was not going to do what she was t hinking
of. "But I"'mnot going to heal nyself with dreans of Ovousibas, either.' *

She studied the line of bugs again. Largons, the large-jawed crawlers with
segnent ed bodi es, |ooked |ike tiny worlags. They were about as |ong as her
finger, but their heads made up a third of that |ength-and nost of the head
was a jagged row of teeth. The heal er nade her decision and | oosened the

bl ood- soaked bandages on her |eg, taking out the glass beads she had gat hered
and put in to stinulate healing. At |east she had not |ost those, she thought,
t hough nmost of her herbs were gone since her medicine pouches were as
scattered as her weapons. She carefully cl eaned the wound agai n, stopping
twice to wi pe the sweat from her face and cal mthe shaking of her hands.

Gray Hi shn watched with interest as the heal er grabbed a | argon behind its
head and brought it near her leg. Wen it snelled the bl ood, the bug went
crazy, its legs scrabbling frantically in the air, massive jaws working away
at not hing, just above the gash

Even t hough she was expecting the sensation, Dion was still shocked when it
bit into the raw edges of the wound, and the inmage of agony she unconsciously
projected brought Hi shn to her feet with a snarl. "Gods!" she gasped, barely

pi nching off the bug's head before it opened its nmouth to take another bite.
The muscles of its jaw held its head tightly on the gash, binding her |eg as
wel | as gut woul d have done. She wi ped the tears fromher eyes with a dirty
sl eeve and took a shaky breath that sounded nore |like a sob

Do not do that again, the wolf grow ed.

She cl osed her eyes, tightened her jaw, and grabbed anot her
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bug. "You do what you have to do, G ay One. You do what you have to do."

It took sixteen |argons to seal the gash, and D on was sobbing uncontrollably
by the time she was done. Al she could do was clench her fists and shake til



the blinding pain settled back into what seened like a gentle throb. Hi shn
paci ng and snarling while the wol fwal ker tortured herself, finally how ed and
tore at the ground, unable to handl e Dion's anguish. And all the while the

| argons hung in a hideous line, their black eyes rolled back to glare at each
other while their bodiless heads bit grue-sonely into her flesh.

At l|east they would hold as well as gut thread, the wonan conforted herself.
Long enough for die gash to heal shut. If so, a ninan fromthen she could
break their jaws to renmove them She | ooked again at the now cl osed wound and
shook her head at her own audacity—the Heal er's Association would have a field
day with what she had done if they ever found out.

"Good thing I tried it on nyself and not a patient," she nuttered, dragging
herself to her feet. The initial shock of the new, raw pain was fading into
si mpl e m nd-crushing throbs, and the wol fwal ker gat hered her bow and sword.

"Al'l right, nutt, we can start any tinme now,'' she said, sliding the sword
i nto her scabbard and shifting the quarrel of arrows to a confortable spot
across her shoulders. "I"'mready to run with the best of you gray ghosts."

You run like a pup with three lame |egs, Hi shn snorted, pulling her |ips back
hi a snarl to show her pink and bl ack guns. You project pain, not brains,
Healer. W "Il run slowy, and | "Il nip your tail if you don't behave.

"Nip my tail? Hah! 1'Il step on your face so fast you won't know what hit you
till you spit ny boot out of your teeth.'' Dion wapped a | ength of sal vaged
cloth around her leg, and bound it tightly with her |last |engths of |eather
"And you better keep up with me, too, or I'Il |eave you behind for Gay Thol an
to end.”

H shn I et her tongue loll around her mouth. Gray Tholan snells like old rabbit
poo. He rolls in it whenever he finds it, and | prefer the scent of deer

"Li ke Gray Yoshi? You just like your males a little younger," Dion teased

"I'"ll make sure Gray Tholan hears that."

And 1'Il make sure you miss Rhom's trail by a ninan, the wolf
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snapped, trotting to the edge of the clearing and sending the wol fwal ker a
haughty | ook

Dion snorted. "You better not. Wien | light this fire, everyone in Fenn Forest
will know we're here, and it'll be a race to find a safe place to spend the

ni ght. Besides your fangs, Rhomis sword is the only thing | want to see, cone
twlight."

She di pped a branch in pitch and lit it, turning her eyes fromits fierce
flame before dropping it on the ragged bodies. "My the noons bl ess your
passage, give you guidance to the stars." The breath caught in her throat as
the flames raced around and found the pitch-soaked cl othes near the bottom of
the gory pile. She took an involuntary step back fromthe sudden heat. "My
your children find your death song and its nelody lighten their hearts.'' The
yel  ow tongues | eapt up and licked at the confining air beneath the beckoning
trees. "M stress of the nmoons that guide us, make your passage short and
sure. "

She threw the torch at the bonfire and swng her neager pack onto her |eft



shoul der. It was done. She did not |ook back as the torn faces of the merchant
and his son boiled and nelted under the pitch-fed fire. At the edge of the
clearing, Gay Hshn Il ed her back into the forest, and D on was surprised to
find herself shaking. It was not until the slight breeze chafed her cheeks
that she realized she was crying.

It was some tine before the thought that Rhomwas only two days away steadi ed
her. It would not be easy, she knew, but with the hope of seeing her twin, she
forced herself to set aside the pain that racked her every step and quell the
ni ghtmare glinpse of nelting bodies. That nore worlags could be waiting for
her m stakes was a renmi nder that danger was as much a painkiller as drugs, she
realized with new insight.

Wth that threat to danpen the unwanted sensations of her beaten body and the
weari ness of a day's rough travel, Dion nade it only five kil oneters before
twilight fell and she had to admt defeat. She barely glanced at the place

H shn had chosen, trusting the wolf and dropping into the nossy holl ow asl eep
al nost before the driving pain began to beat at her unconsci ousness. But even
her restless dreans kept her running in pain as the largons on her |eg
regenerated and grew into worlags that chased her through the forest by the
dimlight of the seventh noon.

When norning finally canme, overcast and dull, Dion's violet
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eyes were dark with sl eepl essness and pain. The sorry shape she was in, there
was no way she would catch up to her twin in tw days—+f she was lucky, it
woul d be nmore than four, and unless he watched his back trail like a lepa on a
hunt, he would mss her comng after himat all. She yanked her fingers

t hrough her hair and swore suddenly at the tangles as tears cane to her eyes.

H shn snorted, and Dion resisted the tenptation to snap at the wolf, too.

Even with the Gay One, Dion felt as if she were wal king hi peril every step
of the way. Hi shn would protect her as best she could, but even a wolf had
l[imtations, and Dion was weak; in her exhaustion she woul d rmake mi stakes that
could cost themboth their lives. Monworms, but traveling in a group was not
safe even in popul ated areas these days; traveling alone, as she had to now,
was asking for trouble. Even if she avoi ded the badgerbears and water cats,
there were still the raiders to worry about, and even Hi shn could not protect
her fromthe gang fighters that roamed Randonnen with grow ng inpunity. She
shook her head at the thought of the raiders. A quick and dirty war in the
east had nerged two counties and added to the general unrest, which seened to
be growing inland fromthe coast. In nmany places people had w thdrawn from

t heir devastated honesteads and vill ages, |eaving the abandoned farnms as bases
for the raiders to work from And there were always the worl ags. She swal | owed
convul sively and shivered as a small finger of fear crawl ed up her spine. The
i mges of her first battle pushed their gory way in front of her eyes, and she
could not hel p but think, Wat if another band of worlags found her before she
found Rhon? The broken wagons, the bodies

Wait, Hi shn snapped suddenly, freezing into immobility as if the thought of
wor | ags had brought danger down on them

The wonman was a statue. Her ears picked up only faintly the soft rustle that
the wolf heard Iike thunder, but the bond between themincluded senses as well
as thoughts. Feeling the threat move closer through the wolf, Dion silently



strung the bow, brought out an arrow, and notched it, drawi ng the string back
until her bowstring finger rested at the comer of her mouth and her eyes
stared toward the brush where the Gray One slunk. The wolf's thoughts becane
unreal, focused into the hunt of a primtive aninmal, and the wol fwal ker had to
separate herself fromdie depth of rage that enveloped her. . . tawny fur

yel | ow eyes
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a crouched shape on an overhung bough . . . the hunter waiting, hunger
caII|ng like the wornms that gnawed its gut.

A glint of fur gave the tree cat away. It was cl ose—+too0 close. H shn was

al nrost under it, trying to draw the creature down so that she could kill it.
But the cat wanted no part of the Gray One. Rather, the scent of blood the
human carried was nore to its liking, and the renenbered taste of soft flesh
was a goad that held it to its perch until the woman came within range. Wth
narrowed eyes, Dion watched its crouch, judging the leap it would take and
aimng through the wide |eaves that hid the bulk of the cat. Its heart should
be right there

She | oosed the bolt, and the quarrel struck true. Wth a yow, the forest cat
fell in atangle, its mddle legs ripping at the arrow while its hind | egs and
forel egs sought to catch its balance in the air. Hi shn lunged. By the tinme the
cat hit the ground, the wolf's teeth had al ready snapped on its neck, and

D on's second arrow was unnecessary. The creature dangled fromthe gray wolf's
bl oody mouth, a linp formsagging this way and that as its | egs dragged on the
r oad.

"Enough, Hishn," Dion said quietly, calmng the wolf fromits blood |ust.
"Gve it up, now " She stepped cl oser and snapped her fingers to catch the
Gray One's attention when Hishn made as if to slink away in the woods. "W can
have it for dinner.'

Bl ood. Hot, sweet blood, the wolf sent. Sweet neat and the stringy taste
of fur

"For dinner, Gay One. W have to keep noving."

The wolf growed low in her throat, but she obeyed, allow ng the wonman to take
the dead cat fromher nouth and lay it out on the ground. Its fur was craw ing
with red lice, and Dion carefully slit and peeled the creature's skin back to
expose the nmeat without letting the lice discover her own tender flesh. It was
a small cat, so she took both haunches and forel egs, making a neat, quick
bundl e of the meat they could eat that night. Thoughts grow ng nore coherent,
the Gay One sniifed at the woman's task, her instant hunger driving her to
tear the neat out of Dion's hands, while the wol fwal ker's control forced her
to wait,

It is along run till dusk, she conplained with a nudge at the woman's hand.
"It isn't that long," Dion promsed. "I won't last till sun-
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down, anyway.'' As soon as she had placed the nmeat in a wallet, she told the



wol f to take the carcass away fromthe path. It was too obvious that a knife
had cut the meat away, and the fact that only half the flesh had been taken
woul d be a dead giveaway to any raider that a | one hunter was around.

The wei ght of the meat was not much, but the thought of the extra pounds in
her pack was as fatiguing as the thought of the eight kiloneters they had run
by evening Dion was so tired that she sinply stunbled down the path. The
constant flood of pain had driven her thoughts back to oblivion, and even the
feint growl of hunger sent up by her stomach failed to rouse her mnd. Wen
H shn tugged her sleeve and gently guided her off the road to rest, she just
fell into the soft hurmus and found herself curled against the wolf's warm
stomach, suffering only to open the wallet and expose the parcel of neat to
the hungry creature's claws. She knew nothing nore till dawn broke across her
eyes agai n.

Even then she woke grudgingly at the wolf's insistent nudge. Fromthe danp
heat of the Gray One's stonmach, Dion raised her head and wi nced at the
returning throb. Two and a half days, she sent, |ooking up at the green
canopy. That's a lot of distance to make up

The | onger you sleep, the greater it grows, Hishn retorted. She tw sted
suddenly and bit at a bug that had crawl ed onto her tail, and Dion was left to
sit up or fall back into the brush

"Ow," the healer wailed. "You could have given ne a warning." Her headache
suddenly took on the proportions of a major hangover, and she pressed both
hands into her tenples to control the hanmers that threatened to burst through
her skull.

The wol f nerely cocked her head. You felt better yesterday after running a
whi | e, she encouraged.

"AI'l right, all right." Dion rolled out of the nbss, groaning at her sore
nmuscl es. She dragged her fingers through her tangl ed black hair once, then
followed with her fire-blackened comb, only to realize that w thout a bath,
strai ghtening out the knots in the once-glossy mass was inpossible. Wth a
sigh she stuffed it up and out of sight in her warcap. They should cross a
streamthat day and again the next, if she remenbered the merchant's map
correctly, and with luck she could then take the tinme to wash her hair before
it mtted up like a wild dnu's tail. Cup-
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pl ants, although they held enough water to Iive on, had nowhere near enough
fluid to wash her face in, let alone her hair.

In the end it took wolf and woman five nore days and 130 kil onmeters to near
the plains where the river Phye flowed. Rhom s trail was fresher, but she was
still a full day behind hi mshe had been too weak to hold a strong pace as
wel | as she could have wi shed—but if the nmoons sent her a clear path, the next
evening woul d see her at his night fire. At |east she had found a couple of
streans to wash in, she consol ed herself as she dropped wearily into a
shuffling run, though another day of jogging through Fenn Forest had ruined
any cl eanliness she had stolen fromthe sparkling water. The | ong shadows
filtered into dusk with the dinmng evening light, and the wol fwal ker si ghed,
rubbed dirt fromher face with an equally dirty sleeve, and told herself that
she would find a hollow to sleep in after the next hill.



H shn had been dropping back to run closer to Dion and now canme up beside her
The Gray One was uneasy. The edge of fear she caught snapped the wol fwal ker
awake, but she was so tired that she was not up to rmuch of a fight with

what ever was di sturbing her partner, and she barely noticed how the wolf's
head turned slowy fromside to side as the Gay One tried to catch scent or
si ght of the danger.

The wind is wong for ne, she told Dion with a puzzled nental tone. But
someone watches . . . The Gray One's mind grew nore chaotic as instincts and
enotions took over her reasoning. Danger! She pulled her lips back in a snarl

Dion froze, looking into the dark forest shadows with her eyes, her ears, her
m nd. But she saw not hing, heard nothing, felt nothing except the unease that

grewtill she wanted to scream at the unseen watcher. WAs she walking into a
trap, or had the jaws of one closed already? Hi shn's senses col ored her own
till she felt as if it were herself, not the wolf, who was searching the
woods, stretching for an identifying scent of man or beast. She strung her bow
and stepped silently to the crest of the hill, crouching lowto see over it

bef ore exposing herself. H shn slunk to her right. Still D on saw nothing. She
drew back on the arrow and noved over the rise. Still nothing. She was too

tired to keep the tension on the arrow of the heavy bow for so long, so she
eased it back and held it lightly ready with two fingers. They
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edged down the small but steep sl ope, wagon ruts on each side, H shn stalking
t he unseen. The wol f grow ed.

There! A sound, and an arrow whapped by her hip. H shn lunged in front of her
and she | eapt back and to the side, her teg collapsing and rolling her across
t he wagon tracks, just short of the safety of the forest. She bit back her cry
and scranmbl ed for the shadows as she shot back, but two nore vicious bolts cut
her off fromthe brush. There was nore than one, then. There was al ways nore
than one, she rem nded herself in despair. Raiders worked in groups of three
or nore

"Halt or you die!" The harsh voice was as cold as the water she had spl ashed
in that norning, and she shivered involuntarily. "Throw the bow away from you
and drop the sword. If the wolf moves again, it dies at your feet.'

"Hi shn!" She whispered urgently. The Gray One crouched between the woman and
the raiders, her teeth long and white in the dark. Two hul king fornms stepped
carefully out of the brush on either side of the road, but D on knew there was
at least one nore still in the shadows with an arrow notched at her heart, and
she coul d not afford another deep wound. One of themlit a torch and held it
hi gh over his head, its light casting a nacabre shadow twi ce as big as the nman
it illum nated.

"Look what we have here," the other man grow ed. "A wanderer. He nust be
tired. We should take himhone with us for sport, huh, G ost? Haw." He noved
carefully, his bow still ready as he | oonmed across the trail. The one called
Grost was only a few inches shorter but still about two meters tall. Their
faces | ooked as if they had taken a beating recently. As they noved up, the
third man stepped into viewto keep a clear line of fire on the captive. Gay
H shn growl ed and backed agai nst her, staying between her and the raiders who
advanced across the darkening evening dust. The wolfs mind was prinmal, aninal,
the bl ood lust conbining with her protective instincts to attack.



H shn. Di on checked her again, though the controlled fear in her owmn nmind did
not help calmthe wolf. She had never met raiders before, but as a heal er she
had seen the effects of their weapons on nmen and their sport on wonmen. How

| ong woul d they continue to think she was a man?

"Keep the wol f down," Grost said sharply, his sword out and gl eam ng under the
torch as he edged cl oser.
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"Just kilt it," the first hul king rai der suggested crudely.

"Don't be stupid, Kerr. There's a high nmarket for trained wol ves. Bol an, check
on our other guest. This one's in no shape to give us trouble.” The man in the
woods grunted and turned, and a shadow shifted where he di sappeared fromthe
murk of the night. Dion stayed silent. She could not run with her |leg, but she
could not let themtake Hi shn, either. The wolf was her only chance—Hi shn had
to get away, find Rhom and bring help if she could. Kerr got too close, and
the wolf got set to | eap, her m nd sending the wonan in one staccato burst the
flashed i nages: the attack, the throat slashed and spurting beneath white
flashing teeth, the feel of flesh and bone in her jaw, the taste of hot bl ood,
the incense of the scream.

Hol d! Dion ordered strongly. Wit!

Grost stayed to the side, letting Kerr advance, and Di on thought he did not
care if the other man died under the wolf's fangs. Kerr's bow arm was ready,
but he was not prepared for the direction the Gray One took when she did go.
The wol f-wal ker flung her hand up suddenly, and Kerr's eyes foll owed. "Rhom"
she snapped sharply. H shn woul d under st and.

The wol f | eapt, but not for the raider. The shadows reached out to take the
gray wolf as one of their own, and Kerr's startled arrow skittered into the
brush. There was a shocked nmonent's hesitation, and then G ost reached out
al nost negligently and sl apped her jarringly hard across the cheek

My voi ce, she thought dimy. It gave me away.

"Bitch," she heard as the fam liar fuzzy patches swam hi front of her eyes.
She hardly noticed when they tied her hands in front of her, roughly, but wth
a foot of line between them and pushed her to wal k before them Even with her
hands spaced, she fell twice. The first tine Kerr yanked her to her feet and
nmutt ered somet hi ng about taking her there in the dust since she would not make
it to the canmp. She shuddered and felt very small, her body dizzy and weak.

The dirty raider |aughed cruelly at her shudder. "Have to see what you | ook
like by firelight. M ght even be downright pretty.'' He reached over to fee
her chest, and she shrank back against Gost, terror and fury in her eyes.
They had taken the knives fromher belt but had not | ooked for others, and
with the two in her boots, she would send the man to the seventh hell if he so
much as touched her.
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Protect. . . Hishn's thought charged abruptly into Dion's di mthoughts
one |unge, one snap, one scream.



No! the wol fwal ker commanded as sternly as she could. The Gray One was in the
forest, pacing |like a dark shadow of death, but Dion needed nore than the

fangs of the wolf to get clear of the raiders. I'"'mtoo weak to run. Find Rhom
and hurry!
"Leave her," Gost's voice was dark over her silent interchange as he snarled

at Kerr. "Didn't you see the healer's band? She'll bring a poor price if you
mark her before she sees the narket block."

The other man nuttered an obscenity under his breath. But the woman fell once
nore, dazed by the throbbing in her |eg and head, and he grabbed her and swung
her like a sack of potatoes over his shoulder, ignoring her awkward pack. The
worl d faded into a red haze as she was jounced agai nst his back by his stride.
When they reached the raiders' canp, he dunped her roughly agai nst anot her
body that lay in the firelight, then re-bound her hands tightly while she |ay
linp, her senses com ng back slowy as her hands grew throbbingly nunb.

The man bound next to her shifted and groaned softly. Hi s gray eyes opened,
and the two prisoners | ooked at each other for a long nmonent. Surprise, then a
frown, then pity showed on his beaten, weathered face as he realized that she
was a wonan and a healer—and in the raiders' hands. But he was not in a good
position, either, she realized. Wen D on was sold, at |east she would be
protected by the harem | aws, but the ol der, graying man woul d be destined for
any number of m serabl e deaths-raiders were not known as gentle sorts. Already
bl ood trailed fromthe man's nouth and nose, and his left eye was swollen

al nost shut.

"I wish | could help you," she whispered involuntarily as she saw t he ness of
hi s face.

A bit of ironic hunor glinted in his right eye, and he managed a tw sted
smle. "lIt's | who should help you, Healer," he whispered back. ' 'Ganon
Ai kekkraya neBentar, weapons master of the Ramaj Ariye. Now weaponl ess but
still at your service."

"Heal er Enber Dione maMarin," she returned, then fell silent. Gost, having
dropped his weapons at the other side of the fire, was com ng over. As she
struggled to sit up without wi ncing, Gost squatted in front of her, reached
out, and gripped her chin in his hand to study her face as if he were checking
a dnu's
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teeth for age. She yanked her head back, her face burning with instant fury,
but he nmerely smiled and forced her forward again.

"Feisty, huh? The ones with spirit always bring a better price." H s other
hand pul |l ed off the heal er's headband and warcap, and her tangled hair tunbled
free. "Definitely pretty. In fact, I'd say unusually so. Wth the heal er
status, we mght be able to get forty, maybe forty-two pieces of gold in spite
of this— He gestured at her |eg and head gash, "—and this. Maybe nore from
the right buyer." He laughed harshly and |l et her pull her burning face from
his grasp. '' Healer, | respect your trade, so I'll give you the choice of
telling me where you keep your money or letting me dig through your herb

pouches. What' Il it be?"

D on was shocked. No one ever touched a healer's herbs. But then, no one was



supposed to harm a healer, either, she rem nded herself warily. So she
tenmpered her anger, though her eyes flashed. "Third pouch on the right," she
answer ed muti nously.

He gave her a lazy snmile. "Stay cooperative," he comrented, untying the pouch
and hefting it in his hands, "and you'll stay alive." The pouch contained only
silver and copper, but it would be enough to appease the raider. The npons
knew she was not dressed as if she had noney. As he peered hi the small bag
and counted the coins roughly, Dion's left leg itched where the jewels and her
few pieces of gold were small bunps in her boots against her skin, but,
satisfied, Gost relied the pouch and tucked it in his jerkin. "Now, what
happened to the rest of your party?" he asked, appraising the bl oodstains and
cuts on her |eather mail.

"Wirl ags," she said shortly.

Grost gave her a specul ative | ook. "And you al one escaped their claws? That
wol f nmust be pretty handy in a scrape. W'll just have to set you out as bait
till it comes back for you." In spite of herself, Dion's eyes flickered, and
Grost smled, knowi ng he had guessed right. His smle had hunmor like that of a
hungry wor | ag.

As she glared at himand tried to read his face, the wolfwal ker told herself
that she had no reason to be shocked by the raider's tactics: She had |istened
to her father and her twin talk about their experiences, she had seen the
wounds and tortured bodies the raiders |eft behind, she had studied under the
best teachers
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in the martial art called Abis—f she let this raider scare her so that she
forgot everything she had | earned, then she had wasted nore than half her life
training in sonething she could not bring herself to use. He was a raider

yes, and a slaver as well, but he was only a man, after all.

And men can be killed as easily as hares, the Gay One whi spered savagely from
a shadow behi nd one of the raiders.

H shn, get back—get away fromthe light. Leave nme. Find Shorn. He's got to be
cl ose. Desperately, Dion forced herself not to | ook at the wolf.

But the raider's voice sharpened suddenly and went col d, breaking into her
t houghts. "Who is Rhon?" he barked, as if reading her mnd and trying to catch
her off guard. "Wat is he to you and how far away?"

Next to her, Ganon stirred but stayed quiet, and in the sudden tension- Dion
felt her heart beat hard against her ribs. The fear is real enough, she told
hersel f, but use it, don't let it consume you

"No one you' d know," she returned steadily. "Rhom has better taste than
that.'

Grost did not even change expressions. "Try again, Healer."
She gave hima resigned sigh. ' "All right, the truth is that he's a pet

worlag | picked up on the way. Looks kind of l|ike you, in fact. Sanme beady
eyes, same bl ack and bl ue face—=



The raider's smle did not reach his eyes. "I can make things very unpl easant
for you, you know. " He reached over and fingered her chin again, chuckling
when she shrank away fromhim "Brave Jittle girl," he nocked. "Wat would you
do if | decided to buy you for nyself?" H's smle died suddenly, the fire's
shadows darkening his face. "Wio is Rhon?" he demanded.

D on | ooked down, not answering, and the raider's slap al nbst caught her by
surprise, rocking her head back. Stay! she shouted at Hi shn, stopping the
instinctive leap with her command as she licked bl ood fromher lip. The bl ow
had been enotionless and brutal, Gost merely using his hands to get the

i nformati on he wanted, and she was shocked nore by that than the act itself.
She stifled her gasp and caught her breath, answering in a low, trenbling
voi ce. "My grandfather.”

Grost | eaned back and eyed her thoughtfully. "G andfather, huh? How far from
here is the old man?'
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She hesitated, waited for himto raise his hand to threaten her again, and
kept her voice high and hurried as if she were trying to get the words out
before his hand fell. It was not difficult. "Two days, maybe |ess," she said
as the words tunbl ed over each other, "if he goes quickly. He went to get help
for the wagons before we were attacked.'' Her eyes flickered to the dark
shadow behi nd Bol an, and she licked her torn lip again. Wait, Gay One. Soon,
soon we'll both fight.

Grost thought for a mnute, nodded to hinmself as if figuring distances, and
asked, "Can you cook?"

Di on said nothing, hoping she had gai ned sone | eeway by letting himthink her
rebel i on woul d be verbal and not physical but feeling honestly nutinous and
insulted at the sane time. By the noons, all healers could cook. Wiy |earn
only the bitter ways to use herbs?

The rai der slapped her again, and the blood fromher cut lip fed her fury.
"Can you cook?" he repeated pleasantly. She could feel the heat in her face
and the flash in her eyes, but she held her tenper. Mvenent neans
opportunities, she told herself, tasting blood on her tongue. Hi shn's own

i mge of bl ood was as much a goad as the rage that snol dered deep inside. Not
yet, she told herself as much as the wolf. Just a little |onger.

Grost retied her hands a foot apart again, pulled her to her feet, and pointed

at the fire and the pot hanging over it. "Do sonething with that,'' he said
She remai ned silent but clenched and uncl enched her burning hands to get the
bl ood nmoving in them again as she glanced toward the fire. She still had the

boot kni ves—but the raider was watching her closely, so that she had no chance
to slip a blade fromher boot and leave it with Ganon. She sniffed at the pot
and tried to stir the lunmp in the bottom Watever it was, it was not

sal vageabl e.

* 'Cook,'' Gost commanded pleasantly, though his voice was col d underneath

The fear she felt was sour in her mouth, and she was angry. Even a raider has
no right to treat a healer like this, she told herself, lifting her chin.

These nen were killers who cared nothing for her or each other except for the
gold they would get by selling her. But hells, she told herself, if spirit was
worth nore to them she would give them sone spirit and a piece of her tenper,



as well. Right then, she did not have much to | ose.
"I can't cook a mash of burned tubers or whatever it is youVe
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wasted in the pot," she snapped, glaring at Grost and throw ng a spoonful of
scorched goop at the ground in disgust. "You want supper? Tell Bolan there, or
what's his name, to dunp this pot and dig sone fresh roots.'

Bol an' s jaw dropped at her words. Kerr gawked. Grost stared at her for a long
nmonent, and Di on thought she was going to die as the raider fingered his bl ade
with a surprised frown still on his face. And then, incredibly, Gost |aughed
outright. "Bolan," he chuckled, "dunmp the pot. Then get out the supplies for
our mstress healer.'' He turned away, still chuckling, and Bolan shook his
head in disbelief.

Wth the fresh supplies, D on nade a strong stew, stumbling as she noved,
tired and scared, though she knew that H shn was still in the shadows. How the
rai ders were unable to sense the danger, she did not know, the hunting aura of
the Gray One was strong enough to keep her on edge even in her exhaustion. And
as if he knew somet hing was wong but could not put his finger on it, Gost
kept Dion under his eye. She ignored him The raiders ignored Ganon.

She wondered what they would do with the older man: Sell himin a slave
market, too? If they asked her to treat their cuts and brui ses, she m ght be
able to put themto sleep with a slowacting tranquilizer that would not be
noti ced as being different fromnormal sleepiness. But they had not asked, and
she guessed it was because Grost could not trust her not to do what she was

t hi nki ng of. She could not poison the stew because Ganon and she ni ght have to
eat it, too. But, she thought, she could use the tranquilizer in their grog.
They woul d not waste a good brew on prisoners, and it mght provide the edge
necessary for Hi shn to distract the raiders and she and Ganon to escape. Wth
the snmoke fromthe fire wandering about, D on had a good excuse for not
staying in one place, and so as the acrid funes tracked her way again, she
turned her back to the raiders and | oosened the thong on her weapons pouch

The vial, meant for dipping the throwing stars and nmoons, was in her hand in
an instant and then up her sleeve. Alittle |longer, Gay One, she sent. Just
give them hal f an hour after they drink, and the nmoons will give us a clear
pat h of vengeance. Ganon, who was facing Dion as she sent the thought,
casual ly | ooked away.

She served supper as politely as if the raiders were sitting at her father's
tabl e at honme, though her hands shook when she
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poured the stewinto their bows. Bolan and Grost seened to appreciate the

i rony of being served |like gentlemen, though the other, grimlooking man just
wat ched her when she had to cone near to fill his plate. The old weapons
mast er nmust have put the fear of all nine noons into Bol an, because after the
raiders ate, Bolan untied Ganon's arns and relied his hands so that the
weapons naster had to eat awkwardly, spooning the stew past his torn lips. The
burly raider sat barely a neter away, and his sword never wavered fromthe

ol der man's heart.

"You have a name?"



She started, |ooking up fromrinsing the pot. Gost was standing near her, his
face pl easant as always, but Dion thought he would | ook that way even if he
were tearing the guts froma mother and child. She gave himher mutinous | ook
again and said nothing, so he dug his heavy fingers into her shoul ders on the
nerves and twi sted her painfully so that she dropped the pot and faced him
with a gasp. "Wen | ask you a question, Healer, answer," the raider said,

sl apping her again. "It'll save you sonme grief.'

. white teeth sinking into a thick arm tendons tearing and joints ripped
apart. . . The instant and possessive rage of the wolf was hard to separate
fromDion's own stressed enotions, and the woman knew she coul d not hold the
wol f back much | onger.

Wait, Gray one, she begged. Three against one is certain death. They wll just
hol d ne hostage for you, then chain you so you will never run again.

Grost ground his fingers into her nerves again as she hesitated, and she could
not help withing away fromthe pain. Wth her violet eyes flashing mnurder
she gasped, "Heal er Dione."

"Ah." He nodded. "The Heal er Dione. And whal is your maiden nane, Heal er
Di one?" Hi s voice caressed her ear

"That's none of your business," she started, angry enough to take any bl ows he
woul d gi ve and doubl e them back to the rast-spawned raider, but she got hold
of her tenper just in time and let herself flinch back fromhis raised hand,
two hot red spols burning in her pale cheeks. "Enber," she said furiously. Her
shoul ders throbbed where his iron fingers left bruises on her nerves.

"An odd nane." He searched her with his eyes as if | ooking
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for a threat he could not quite put his finger on. ' "But it adds to the
attraction. Serve us the grog, Enber Dione."

The wol fwal ker's hands still shook, but the novenent covered the small

spl ashes of potion that fell into the heating grog. But when she poured the
mugs, Grost silently indicated two nore. Dion's heart sank. He's too clever,
she thought fearfully. H shn—get ready.

crouching, waiting, hind feet dug into a root to |unge

Steady—no, wait. It had been a test. The raider picked up his nmug when he sat
that the woman did not hesitate to take hers or offer the other to Ganon, and
she realized that he had watched her taste the stew before he touched his own,
t 0o.

"Drink but don't swallow, " she whispered without nmoving her lips as she lifted
the mug to Ganon's lips. Her position shielded himfromthe raiders' eyes as
the older man let the grog dribble away down his face and soak his shirt and
pants while he made | oud gul pi ng sounds. The silent threat of the wolf pounded
i n what shoul d have been quiet. Then, in the deafening noise of the wolf's
breathing, Dion slid a boot knife fromher footgear and dropped it in the
shadow cast by the older nman's hip, not neeting his eyes as his gaze glinted
suddenly with the Steel of the unexpected blade. Soon, Hi shn. Then we'll both
have a fight. The ol der man shifted casually to hide the knife and work it
back toward his hands. Across the fire, Kerr drained his mug quickly and got



up to dip out nore. Bolan had al ready taken several swi gs, as well. Gost
si pped slowy and seened to turn his attention to other things, but D on
suspected that he was still watching the two prisoners.

"Drink your grog, Enber Dione," he commanded fromthe fire, proving her right.
"I don't like swine's ale," she snapped back. Bolan snmothered a snigger as he
di pped hinsel f another nug fromthe pot. Wuld he return to the I og he had sat
on before? The wol f would be right behind him.

"Drink, Healer." Gost's voice was cold, the threat obvious. She took the nug
she had poured for herself. This is it, Gay One, she sent. She hated grog.
Even without the tranquilizer, she would have avoided drinking the bitter
brew. When | vyell.
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nmuscl es tensed, eyes like slits, prey like sleeping pags.

Dion took a swig but wi ped her nmouth with the back of her hand, spitting the
grog back out on her sleeve and letting it run down her arm hot at first and
then cold as the night air turned it to a chilling bath. Even though she spit
it out, she could feel the tranquilizer working through the flesh of her nouth
and tongue. Wuld it slow her too nuch?

hard, black claws flexed, lips snarled back. . . The Gay One's
projection was a bl ast of blood lust that blinded Dion for a noment until she
dragged her thoughts back to her own mind and remenbered she was human.
Almost, Gay One . . . she whispered back

"Heal er," Grost's voice was |like ice, and she al nost bolted. Was there a touch
of slurring in his voice? Bolan was rel axing nore and nore. Gods, couldn't he
snel |l the danger? Kerr had settled against a tree and seened to be watching
the fire. Just five nore minutes. . . But Grost got up, stalked over, and
stared at the wol fwal ker as if she were a rabbit herself, to be spitted and
broiled. Dion held her breath as he took another |azy swig of grog but froze
as he spit it out to the side.

Now, Hi shn! she shout ed.

She lunged for the dark brush and cane up with a jerk facing the raider's fist
as he caught her hair and yanked her around. The rope between her hands
snagged her, but then she swayed in sudden shock as he viciously grabbed the
gash in her leg instead. She screaned and fell to her knees. A red haze filled
her eyes. A snarl reached her deafened ears dimy, and a man's scream choked
the night. Were was Kerr? The ground was niles beyond her, and the sounds of
nortal agony were thin beyond belief.

Grost's knife slashed, the glint cutting into her instincts so that she flung
her hands up and took the bl ade on her bonds instead of her neck. Snarling, he
dragged her down by her hair, yanking her head back so that she arched and
fell beneath him She kicked his knee viciously as she | anded, his wei ght
trappi ng her ankle and panicking her like a woriag on the kill. There was
suddenly dirt in her fist, and she threwit at his face.

"Bitch of a | epa— he snarled rubbing at his eyes as she scranbl ed back and
scooped the hidden knife from her boot. Hi shn streaked behind the fire,
tearing at the other burly raider
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who screamed again and dragged hinself toward his sword with one hand while
grabbing at the wolf's red-gl eam ng fangs with the other

blood . . . hot, sweet blood. Lunge and slash and tear and kill.
Wl fwal ker, | come for you . . . wist open, blood spurting in the fur
hard bones snappi ng between nmy teeth. . ,

Bol an lunged for his blade and tripped. Dion sliced up at Gost and sl ashed
his arm the raider cursed and cuffed at enpty space. She rolled. He dived.
She grabbed a brand fromthe fire and twi sted, thrusting it at the man's face.
Grost recoiled and sl apped the brand aside, but Ganon kicked the raider in the
ki dneys as the dirty man forgot his other prisoner. Dion clutched the
unexpected instant to | oose the flam ng branch at Bol an instead, as the other
raider finally grabbed his sword and charged her wolf. She staggered up, and
then GGost |leapt after her, his face evil, his eyes death. She dodged around
the fire and grabbed for the grog pot, which was still sinmering on the coals,
but the raider ducked the streamof scalding liquid. Wth frantic haste she
grabbed the throwing stars in her pouch. She threw three, but he was very
good; only one touched his skin deeply. He swore violently again, slapping at
them but they slowed himonly a little. She ducked, kicked, punched his
throat, and slid away, but even with the sl eeping potion affecting him G ost
was a stronger, dirtier fighter than she.. . . whirl and slash. . . tear

If he hit her even once

Desperately, she dodged another blow, twi sting fromthe raider's grip as the
knife sliced enpty air. She struck again and again at his gut, his hard
muscles like rocks to her fists as she cut the punches in under his own bl ows
and stonped savagely on his foot, driving her knee up into his groin.

bleed and die . . . soft neck in white teeth

He thunped her on the ribs, then grasped her arm but she pani cked and caught
his throat with her el bow before throwi ng hi mover against a | og. Bolan
screamed behind her. Grost only grunted as he hit the ground hard. Dion

whirl ed. Ganpbn—hi s bonds—she slashed at themin an instant, freeing the ol der
man's feet to run if nothing el se. But the old man jamed them instead agai nst
the raider as G ost lunged across at Dion, the raider's knife cutting by her
desperately twisting side. Grost pulled back the blade to throwits silver
death at Dion. H shn how ed. Ga-
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mon shouted. The wol f appeared tike a nmortal shadow on the raider's back, and
Dion threw her own knife. It sank into his eye like a hoe into soft nud.

Cal mdown. Gray One. It's over. Dion knelt by the wolf and gripped the
animal 's cheeks in her hands, staring into the slitted eyes and shouting into
her mind. No nore. Bring it down, now She strained to hold the beast in her
arnms while Ganmon knelt quickly by Bolan, who had no time even to beg for his
life before the weapons master stooped and made the cut. Bl ood spurted, and
the wolf jerked. Dion, lost in the Gay One's inner rage, did not even notice
that the execution was real until the human i mage of the death throes brought
her consciousness to the fore and put horror back on her face.

"Gnmon—-o ..



Ganon stood again and met her bl anching gaze steadily. "There's no trial block
handy, girl. They won't bother anyone el se now. "

She struggl ed agai nst her grow ng weakness as the dark woods envel oped t hem
and the overcast sky held the light of the nmoons fromtheir canp. "I could
have saved him" she whi spered.

"What ?" The weapons naster | ooked at her in disbelief. "For what? So they

could rape and kill again?" He rolled the body over till it |lunped up agai nst
the linp formof Kerr. ' 'Think hover, Healer. They weren't worth your tine."
"By the moons, Ganmon, | swore to save lives, not take them"™

"Are you fighter or healer?"

The question stopped her cold. As a healer, she had sworn to protect life, and
as a fighter, yes, she had sworn to strive for life, but how coul d she explain
that this was the first time she had killed not a worlag or badgerbear or
beast for food or survival but a man, a human bei ng? And worse yet, how coul d
she justify dragging the Gray One into the nmurder as well—a creature bound to
humans, killing humans. What would it do to their bondi ng? What would it do to
t hensel ves? And Hi shn trenbl ed under her fingers, longing to roll hi the piss
of her kill and taste the bl ood again. Abis? D on shuddered. Al the years of
training, the sweat and tears of frustration, the pride with each | esson

mast ered, the training, the discipline—+t was all neaningl ess now that she was
facing the raider's kicking, dying body and
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t aki ng her own gore-di pped knife fromhis enpty eye. Her stomach roil ed.
"I +Ve never killed a man before," she said in a | ow voi ce.

He shrugged, kicking dirt over the remants of the raiders' fire.

"You had it to do, Enber Dione. And you did the job well enough.™

"Ch, moons, you don't understand," she burst out, her violet eyes tortured
with self-loathing. "I'"ma healer and a wol f-wal ker—and | just killed three
men. GCh, damm the gods," she choked out, "I should never have | eft Randonnen.”
She buried her face in the Gray One's fur.

Ganon was silent a noment, then he began gathefteg up the raiders' four dnu.
He nounted one of the beasts easily in spite of his bruised shoul ders and held
out another set of reins to the wonman. "You played a dangerous gane,

Wl fwal ker," he said quietly. "And if you hadn't, 1'd be dead by now, and
others as well." She lifted her head and stared at him "Save the self-pity
for soneone who thinks you deserve it," he continued. "As for ne, | think

you' re strong enough for anyone to Journey with."

She stared, w de-eyed, searching his eyes for the lie. But he nerely nodded at
the bodies. "I do understand, Healer. But you can let it tear you apart, or
you can deal with it. Like nbst nen," he said, handing her the reins, "I
learned to deal with it."

She got to her feet slowy, trying to hide her shudder as Hi shn nudged her in
the side. "l ammotaman, Ganon."



The weapons master chuckled. Her silhouette in the firelight revealed a

sl ender shape that was taut and toned, her |legs |ong and shapely while her
grace was |like an echo of the wolf's. "That nuch you'll never be able to hide,
Enber Dione." He pulled the other two dnu around to | ead them as he rode. "But
we live in a world that gives no second chance for those who roamthe woods.
To survive, sonetimes we have to pick blades of steel, not grass.'

Di on | ooked down at her feet, at her sword, and at her bl oodstained hands,
then set her jaw and nounted the six-Ilegged dnu. She | ooked back at the
carnage only once. Then she spurred the dnu into a trot and sent the wol f
loping in front of her like a forethought. "My brother is ahead of us
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on the trail," she said suddenly over the drum of hooves that filled the

ni ght .

"1 know. "

She sat suddenly still in the saddle. "You know? How coul d you?"

Ganon shrugged. "I was backtracking him It's how | got into trouble in the

first place."

"So you knew he wasn't ny grandfather all al ong?"

"Or a worlag you picked up al ong the way,
hunor .

he returned with a sudden glint of

So why were you trailing hin?'' The words cane out harshly in spite of
hersel f.

"Ch, Enber." Ganon turned in the saddle and held out his hand. "Trust ne as |
Ve trusted you. Your brother, or is it twin—you | ook enough alike to be the
same fighter, though it is true that only the shadows could nmi stake you for a
man—surprised us on the trail and decided to join us. W weren't sure that we
could trust him so | trailed himback a few kilometers to see if his story
was true. Vell, it was, but in the neantinme | wal ked into a raider trap nmuch
like you did. Stupid of roe, falling for a trick as old as the noons," he said
ruefully, touching his tender nose, "One of them pretended to be attacked by
the other two, and | went to help. Then all three junped ne." He shrugged.
"They weren't prepared for sone of nmy talents, but 1'ma little too old for
nost of their tricks." The ol der man paused and | ooked at her across the
saddl e. "Your brother's fine, Enber Dione. A bit worse for the wear but in
better shape than you right now. He can't seemto believe you re dead but
still had no hope that you're alive."

"How far ahead are they?"
"They were in a hurry but couldn't chance nissing the raiders' trail at night.

| had about an hour of hard riding before | was junped, and |1'd guess it's
about m dnight now " Ganon tilted his head to figure the distance. "If they

| eave at first light, they'll be about fifteen kiloneters ahead by the tinme we
hit the plains, and they're nmoving fast, trying to catch up to the slavers
t hat ki dnapped my nieces . . . 1'd say we'd neet up with them around noon at

the river Phye if we keep riding." He paused and gave Di on a sideways gl ance
as if to judge what was |left of her endurance. "How | ong can you stay in the



saddl| e?'
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"Al'l night, all day, and to the moons and back if it neans I'll see Rhomt hat

nmuch sooner."

The weapons master |aughed. "He's a lucky man, Enber Dione. If | were your
brother, | think | 'd ride to the noons and back for you, too. Wuld you
consider taking me for a mate since | can't be your brother?"

A blush heated her face, but she l|aughed. "Ganon, you'd be tired of ny
stubborn ways in a ninan. Be glad that 1'11 cook your meals and keep my nouth
shut till | see nmy twin."

"If that grog was any indication of your culinary skills," he teased, "I'd

rather stay away from your cooking."
IV

Aranur Bentar neDannon;

In Pursuit

When the wi nds bl ow down the canyon of the Phye And the sumrer waters shrink
in the dry. The birds pick fish fromthe shallow river rocks And the river
rocks reach to the sky, boys. The bl ack rocks reach to the sky.

Then the waters rush faster down the canyon of the Phye
And the wild boiling waves | eap high.

The river tries to take whoever's passing through

But whoever passes through is a man, boys,

He who nmekes it through is a man.

It was midday when the four men reined in at the river. The raiders had beaten
themto the Phye by hours, and Aranur stood on the banks, his anger grow ng
cold and hard as steel within him The raiders had had a boat waiting at high
tide.

Dam themto the seventh hell, he swore, slapping irritably at a stingily. An
icy fury raged in his gut while he paced the bank |like a trapped water cat and
tried to figure a way to beat the raiders to the slave narkets. They had been
out maneuvered twi ce, and it rankl ed; the branch he was hol ding broke with his
hi dden tension, the crack of its fiber like the sound of his fists on a
raider's bones. Aranur did not need to rem nd hinself that he had debts to
pay. There was the boy buried the day they had left Ariye, another one
crippled for life, and his own sister—and Tyrel's two sisters—headed for a
harem and nmaybe already marked by those scum He dropped the shards of wood,
sl apped the dust off his pants, and stood up. He owed the raiders, and they
woul d pay.
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"Tyrel, Bentol," he said sharply to his cousin and the trader who were stil
arguing by the dnu. "Cut it out or I'll cut the tongues out of both of you.'

The boy said a |l ast word under his breath that turned the trader's race an
ugly red, but at another | ook fromthe | ean, hard-nuscled man whose sword hung
so ready in its scabbard, the boy turned back to watch for their uncle.

"Wirse than a saddle burr," Aranur nmuttered, running his hand through his

bl ack hair and striding to the shore's edge, where he squatted to study the
prints enbedded in the mud. He was a tall man, his shoul ders broad enough t hat
many m stook his height until they | ooked up into those cold gray eyes and
fingered their swords with unease. His face was too strong to be handsone, but
there was a | ook about it that arrested the eye and nade anot her nman | ook

twi ce and a wonan | ook I ong—a quality of tensile strength that was built into
hi s bones and supported by the well-used |laugh lines that gathered around his
eyes. The eyes thensel ves were qui et but quick, noticing each bl ade of grass
bent down and each sound the bugs made near them and the way the other nen
stepped carefully around the nmud to | eave few prints. He was not a patient
man, but he was careful. Even when pushed, he was careful. And he was feeling
pushed now. He ignored BentoFs stonping as the trader checked the packs,
angrily tightening straps and jerking at the dnu's saddl es. But he was as
aware of the merchant's nmounting tension as he was of the boy's subtle prods.
And as he considered how long a trail they still had to ride, he frowned. His
cousin Tyrel was nore |like Ganmon than the boy had any right to be, and Aranur
had wi shed too often that the youth woul d take nore wi sdom from his father

the Lloroi, than w secracks fromhis Uncle Ganon.

"Aranur." The fourth man caught his attention with a | ow voice, drawing the

| eader's sharp glance to the drying mud. As Aranur rose and noved over to the
burly stranger, the younger man perched on the well-trod bank like a lepa, his
vi ol et eyes scanning the sludge as if his prey would break out of it any
instant. "A woman's prints," he said shortly, pointing out the scant sign

anot her woul d have over| ooked.

The man had sharp eyes, Aranur acknow edged as he dropped down beside the
young fighter. The prints were nearly obscured by those of the raiders, but
they were there: two tracks dug into
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the mud. Shilia, he identified instantly. Her riding boots had al ways been

di stinctive. He nodded with approval. Hi s sister had been struggling when she
was dragged into the boat, naking sure she dug her marks in deeply for her
brother to follow

The | ean man stood up, slipped in the nud as the bank gave way beneath him
and nearly splashed a foot into the Phye before he recovered his balance |ike
a cat. Rhom gl anced at the man and remained silent, but he noticed the way
Aranur's hand never strayed far fromhis hilt.

Aranur shook the water off his boot and scraped the slimy nmud fromthe

| eather. "Moonworns in a lepa's den," he swore under his breath. He clinbed
farther up on the bank and stonped to test the integrity of the ground while
he studi ed Rhom as closely as the other nman studied the tracks.

I gnoring the subtle scrutiny, Rhom absently fingered a cut in his bloodstained
| eather mail, his dark eyes a haunted gray-violet while he exam ned the



depressions left in the matted grass by the slavers' dnu. Rhomwas a stranger
Aranur rem nded hinmsel f, wondering how far to trust the black-haired fighter.
Then too, Rhomis debts were to worlags, not raiders, and Aranur had no right
to ask the man to draw his blade for another's revenge. But Rhom was runni ng
from somet hi ng, he knew—the grief perhaps of whatever had happened behind him
for the man showed no fear, only an anguish he tried to hide and a fury that
snol dered dark and hot in his heart—but even a fighting rage grown of grief
woul d be wel cone when they net the swords of the slavers. Aranur shook his
head, considering his notley band. O the three who rode with him he trusted
the stranger Rhom nore than the others. Tyrel was too hotheaded to listen for
the silent cut of the steel instead of the taunts a fighter could throw as
well. And Bentol . . . Aranur sighed. The trader was good enough with a sword
but better with a bow or knife; other than that, he kept his word, but one had
to check one's wallet to make sure he did not walk off with it after he backed
one in a fight. Aranur's trust was held conpletely only by his Uncl e Ganon,

but the old man had not returned from backtracki ng the stranger, and Aranur
wondered if Rhomis trail had held nore trouble than the ol d weapons master
coul d handl e.

He gl anced across the nver and judged the speed of the current. The water
rolled fast, carrying the debris fromthe nountains down to neet the sea and
breaking it on the way so that
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only twi gs reached the inhospitable shore. "There' Il be fighting in Sidisport
if we can't catch the raiders on the river," he said grimy.
Rhom nodded absently.
sunk. "

'"There's no other boat at this crossing unless it's

Wth the rocks hunping the water up so far, the Phye | ooked |ike a huge, flat
serpent withing through the nmuddy banks, catching the chill air and tossing
it along like the clouds of gnhats that bounced above the water. Aranur
tightened his jerkin against the cold. The sun was not yet strong enough to
break the water's hold on the shadowed banks, so the reeds and brush grew
thick and strong, hiding the sticky stal ks of catchplants that trapped unwary
passers in their open nouths.

He used his foot to edge a stand of reeds aside while he peered upstream
through the rising tide of green, but the | ow growth was undisturbed. No
broken or wilting branches marked the passage of nore raiders; no telltale
strands of dnu hair told himwhere they had gone.

"Rhom check the waters downstream |'mgoing to circle out fromthe bank and
see if they split up.'

The stranger nodded, and Aranur felt another twi nge at his conscience. He was
used to using people—erdering life and death by the strategy of a battle—but
what right did he have to do that with Rhonf? The young bl acksmith had j oi ned
themof his own free will, it was true, but still, the odds were that if he
stayed with themto Sidisport, he would not live to see the autumm | eaves
turn. But neither would Tyrel or any of them the gray-eyed | eader reni nded
hi nsel f harshly. It was not his job to decide the fates—teave that to the
nmoons and thank their light for the blessing of another sword. He woul d pay
for his reckoning after he rescued his sister, not before.

Swatting at a graf bug that |anded accidentally on his eyebrow, the | ean man



ducked under the brush. He held his breath as a clove bush released its sudden
cloud of irritating mst—an acidic warning to animals to keep themfrom eating
its tenmpting, purple-streaked | eaves—and, while he waited for the mist to
settle, ignoring the sweet scent of the bush, he studied the ground and
surrounding growh carefully. After circling the entire bank and separating
each dnu by its distinctive tracks, he knew that none of the raiders had split
off. ' 'Took to the water like rats,’
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he muttered, spitting at the dark river that sucked noisily at the
banks.

"Any sign of Ganon?" he called back to Tyrel. He could just see the top of the
boy's head at the rise fromwhere the youth watched the back trail

Tyrel shook his head and hesitated before he called back softly. "W're being
followed, but it can't be Ganpbn. The dnu are the wong color, and there's two
riders, not just one."

Scrapi ng nore nmud off his boots, the tall nman strode toward the crest and
dropped to his stomach as he joined his cousin, parting grasses and squinting
across the short expanse of plains to the place where their trail |ed back
into the forest. He frowned. "Were did you see thenP"

The boy notioned with his chin, careful to make no overt novenment. ' 'I| caught
a flash of novenent about five kilometers back, then another a nonent |ater.
Now | can't see anything, but | think they went into the brush down on the
banks. "

Aranur grunted, squirmed back till he could sit on his heels, and thought a
nmonent. Had he been so careless as to mss being foll owed? Were could two
rai ders have split off and circled around? Maybe back at the |ava | ake,

al t hough he shoul d have seen the signs if that were true. Either they were
better than he thought, he acknow edged, or these were a new pair riding to
join the other party.

"More trouble,"” he said shortly to Rhom as he eased down the sl ope and took
the reins of his dnu fromthe stranger

"Rai der s?"

"Looks like it, though there's only two—there should be nore unless they're
part of the group we're follow ng.'

"Qut of theFenn?"

"Maybe." Aranur gestured for the trader to nount up. "Get a nove on, Bentol
W haven't time for you to repack every ounce the way you want."

" An easy pack nmakes an easy ride,'' the trader retorted, flicking an
i magi nary spot off one of the stiff |eather packs but mounting as he had been

directed. ' 'Especially if we're riding hard."'
"Well, we may be riding harder than you think. There are two raiders on our
trail. Tyrel," he called quietly. "Come on down. You won't see themagain if

you haven't by now. They're down in the brush and not coming out till they



find us.''
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"Rai ders that close?" the trader broke in angrily. "How could you niss them
com ng?"

Aranur bit back his words. It would not do to irritate the nerchant
further—+he paunchy man had put much of his own nmoney in this, too. So he took
a breaih and found an overl ooked fragnment of the patience he had thought was
lost. ' "What's done is done. They're close, and we need to nmove on before
they teach us here. It's obvious we're followi ng the main group of raiders,
and they've left a trail so wide that even a bollusk could follow them+t'I|
be no great trick for the pair behind us to come up on us if we sit here like
rabbits."”

"If they're that close, they'll know I'mcarrying gold." Bentol put his hand
on his sword hilt.

"Maybe. We can't help that now. " The heavy gait of Bentol's dnu woul d give
away the weight of his saddl ebags, but that was the | east of Aranur's
concer ns.

"Look, I'mcarrying enough nmoney to chase the slavers all the way to
Breinigton and back if necessary. Letting a couple of raiders follow us like
ni ght shades is stupidity itself. Even if Ganbn were here—

"But | am here,” Aranur returned quietly. "Not Gamon. W pool ed our savings

wi th you because you offered—and only the nmoons know why you did that; your

m serly ways are known all over the south coast. But you did offer, and we did
accept. The noney is ours now, not yours alone. Wth it, and with or w thout
you, we will get our sisters back."

The trader said nothing, though he glowered at the tall, |ean man who faced
himin the saddle. Aranur's qui et assurance and cal mreadi ness spoke of nore
ability even than the worn sword in his scabbard and the two knives that rode
so easily in his belt. Even at rest, there was a tension about hima taut

pati ence, like the I ong second before a cat leaps or the instant in which a
wol f waits to attack. Bentol shivered. There was in Aranur's eyes a flash of
gray col der than a shade of death, an anger that merely bl anketed the storm of
vi ol ence he could unleash. And Bentol knew it well. The trader gl anced down at
hi s hands and clenched themin a futile fist—Aranur's hi dden rage was nore

t han enough to make him hesitate before he spoke again.

Aranur, seeing that the nerchant woul d not go back on his word, nodded
shortly. "We'll deal with the raiders when they
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catchup,"” he said as he slapped the reins across the dnu's neck. "Let's get
going. This is a lousy place to defend."

d anci ng back before he led the others through the thick brush, the gray-eyed
| eader allowed hinself a nmonment of concern. Still no sign of his uncle, but
the old man knew the sorts of tricks his nephew would pull on a few raiders
and should have little trouble tracking Aranur into the brush. He wheel ed the



dnu around. ' 'We'll look for a good position along the next half kiloneter.'

They gal l oped away fromthe river, Aranur's eyes searching the |l and for a good
spot to set the raiders up for ambush. "Here." He raised his hand and brought

themto a sudden halt in an unexpected hollow "W'Ill wait for themto catch
up. Rhom go out on that side; I'Il cover this one. W'Ill nove out and flank
them before they reach us or split up to surround us. Bentol, Tyrel, we'll be

felling back to you as they cone hi. W want them alive, Rhom" he added as he
di smounted and flung the reins at his cousin.

The boy swung down i nmedi ately, grabbing the |eather straps and | eading both
dnu into the hollow Aranur m ght accuse his young cousin of being too eager
for action in the sport fighting ring, but he could not fault the boy's speed
now. The | anky youth already had one dnu bedded down in the shadow of a
rocktree and was working on pushing the other into as good a position on the
ot her side of the thick bushes. Rhom di sappeared al nost silently into the
brush, the black hair not hidden by his worn warcap hi sharp contrast to the
yel | ow grass he stepped through. Aranur |ooked after himfor a nmonent, then
shrugged. He had a feeling the quiet stranger could take care of hinself.

Aranur faded into the brush away fromthe other man, his trail-hardened body
shifting so that he blended nearly invisibly into the bushes. He coul d hear
the stamping of the dnu as his cousin nade the | ast beast |ie down behind him
then they, too, were quiet. He nmoved on. The click bugs fell silent, then
started up again alnost inmediately as he passed, so snoothly did he cross the
ground.

He was guessing mat the raiders would split up a kilometer out. It was a
favorite tactic of theirs; also, they would have lost the nmen's trail in the
tracks of the raiders being chased. But if the raiders had left a few nen
behind to wayl ay Aranur's group and prevent nmem from follow ng, were there
really only two?

WOLFWALKER
55

The tone pursuers could have circled west fromdownriver and left others to
wait for the group there. The tall nan frowned, skirted a thonbush, and cane
eye to eye with a stickbeast. The stilted creature stared at the long, |ean
man for a mnute, two of its |anky skeletal linbs holding a beetle to its
mouth, then it stalked into a bush and nelted into the wood of the grow h,
canouf | aged al nost perfectly.

As he clinbed above the trail, the crest of a small hillock hid himbehind its
grasses. There was no tree with thick enough branches to support him so he
wriggl ed deeper into the earth, making a small depression for his

nar r ow hi pped body as he wedged hinself into the rise. The plains rolled on
into the forest to his right, and he worried agai n about Ganmon. But what
trouble could his uncle run into that he could not handl e? The old nman had
been an Ariye weapons master for twenty years al ready-he woul d see through any
raider tricks in a hot second, especially since he was al ready | ooking for
troubl e backtracking die stranger Rhom But there were al ways worl ags,

badger bears, and other things. Aranur shook off his concern with a frown. He
had no doubts about his uncle. Ganbn was as woods-w se as the best of them
and still better in fighting than nost of those. He woul d be catching up soon

The ground runbled slightly with poundi ng hooves. The vibrations grew
stronger, but he waited, not daring to nove to shift the pebble that was
gouging his hip so sharply. He could hear the snoboth drumming of a dnu's six



legs hitting the earth: only one rider. The ghost vibrations he had felt mnust
have been the second rider a ways off, closer to the river, over on Rhom s
side. The raiders had split up, searching for the trail. He crouched, ready to
spring as the nman passed. There, he could al nbst snmell the sweat of the
runni ng beast. He tensed and—

Leapt out and down. His timng was perfect. He hit the man fall force and
knocked himright out of the saddle. There was an instant's inpression of
tangl ed black hair and violet eyes wide with a sudden fear and fury before
they crashed to the ground and Aranur rolled to pin the raider down. He drew
his fist back to smash into the man's face, but there was no need. The nman
was—Aan?

Oh, noons of mercy, he thought with shock. He was | ooking into Rhoms face,
except that it was that of a wonman. The heal er's band and warcap had fallen
off into the dust, and bl ack
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silky hair tunbled out, but it was the high, fine cheekbones and sl ender body
that the battle-stained clothes could not hide. Ar-anur rolled off and saw
where her | eg had been gashed open six, nmaybe seven days earlier. No wonder
she had gone down so easily. Mwons of |ight and bl essing, he thought, thanking
his gods that he had not reopened the | ong wound on her shapely thigh. | could
have killed her.

And it hit himnmen as he stared at the pale face that was at once fanmliar and
strange. It was Rhom s sister. The man nust have thought her dead, he
realized, his mind junping to the two riders Tyrel had seen. She had been
followi ng them and Ga-nmon, too. H's thoughts still had a stunned quality. Dnu
hooves pounded the ground agai n: Rhom and Ganon. He gathered the woman into
his arms. She was |ight enough, for all the mail and weapons she wore; he
wondered briefly if she could use the things she carried so casually.

There was a crashing of hooves and brush, and he turned to greet the two nen.
But what burst fromthe growh was not a dnu or a man. Wiite fangs, yell ow
eyes, red snarling nouth, and a gray body bigger than the powerful | eader

hi nsel f +he wolf lunged straight at him Aranur froze for an instant, the
worman in his arnms and his sword hangi ng uselessly hi its sheath. Then there
was a shout, and he dived to the side, dropping her uncerenoniously and
grabbi ng his sword, and another dnu burst fromthe brush, and Ganon charged
the wolf as the wolf charged Aranur and they hit. The wolf was flung off its

I egs and off the path, and Ganon's dnu flipped at the inpact. The riding beast
screamed, coning down on its side and breaking two of its six legs. The old
man went flying. Rhom burst into the clearing. The G ay One twisted in mdair
and | anded with legs thrusting, dirt thrown back fromits claws as it slashed
back |i ke a spear at Aranur. Rhomyelled. He threw hinself between Aranur and
the wolf, and the man on the ground | eapt forward and shouted for the stranger
to get away—Rhom did not even have a bl ade, but the burly fighter flung

hi nsel f on the wolf and nanaged to tunble it without it tearing himto pieces.

"Down! " Rhom shouted, his voice alnpbst a scream "G ay One! Down! Back!" The
beast snarled horribly, teeth gl eam ng and snapping at his throat, grass

flying as their linbs churned. Ganon was scranbling to his feet. Aranur did
not dare strike. "Aranur," the younger man yelled. "Get back! Get away from
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her!" The wol f al nost got free of himagain, the fighter grabbing its tail and
hind leg and flipping it into the dust again.

Aranur stepped back, then back again. "Let go! I'll knock it out!"

"No! "Rhomyelled. "Don't hurt her!" He grunted, ducking his head away from
the beast's fangs. "Hishn!" he shouted again. "Down! Down!" The wolf seened to
struggl e | ess, snapping at the stranger's circling arnms but not tearing his
flesh. And then the man was | aughing and crying out that name over and over.
He | et go suddenly and rolled away, and the wolf | eapt again, but this tine
toward the worman. Aranur hesitated, his sword ready to protect her slender
formfromthe wol f -he had never heard of a Gray One attacki ng humans wi t hout
reason-but Rhom st opped hi mw th anot her shout.

"I must have been in the sun too long," Aranur nuttered in disbelief. The wol f
was circling the wonman's body, sniffing at her and snarling at the nen, but he
slowy realized that the circling and snarling were protective, not

t hreateni ng. Except maybe to them "Is it, uh, friendly?" he said warily,

still holding his sword.

Rhom got to his knees and shook off the dust and grass and fur fromthe
struggle as Ganon linped to join them ' 'She runs with nmy twin," he said,
carefully edging toward his sister and fee wolf. "She won't attack nme, but she
may not let me near Dion just yet." The wolf growled lowin its throat, but

t he younger man just edged nearer, talking softly all the tine." 'Wat did you
do to her?'' he demanded over his shoulder, still watching the wolf with the
caution of a man who was about to put his hand in a downed worlag's jaw.

"I tackled her off the dnu. She went out like a match in a mllpond when she
hit the ground."” He paused and | ooked bl eakly at the downed dnu with the
broken l egs. "Rhom | had no i dea who she was.'

Ganon started | aughing. "You should see the | ook on your face, Aranur. You
| ook i ke you were sandbagged—i ke youVe never seen a wonan before.'

"You shoul d see your own face," he retorted. His uncle was sporting a wild
assortment of bruises. ' 'And where Ve you been? You coul d have warned us you
were coming in wth a guest. W figured you were lost in the woods."

The ol der man guffawed at that.
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"Wth only the ale in your flask to keep you conpany," Ar-anur conti nued
sourly, "we didn't think you'd make it through one night, |et al one have
enough to fortify yourself to find us

again."

The two men grasped arns, and Aranur thunped his uncle's back. He did not
realize how much of a beating Ganon had been through till the old man grunted
and told himto control hinself before he sent his uncle to an early grave

wi th his bone-breaking hugs. So he contented hinself with admring the weapons
master's black and bl ue face.

"I't's not enough that you send ne to single-handedly take care of all the
raiders in Fenn Forest." The ol der man grinned. "You try to break ny bones
when | return." Aranur grinned back. "I was worried." "You should know by now



that the nobons take care of their own." Ganon gestured at the girl, who was
com ng around. She opened her eyes, and they went wi de for an instant, and
then her arms were around Rhom s neck and he just held her. Aranur felt a
strange wench in his heart. My own sister, Shilia ... He turned back to the
dnu at his feet, swallow ng against the rush of feeling that al nost blinded
hi m

The dnu was finished. They did not take shocks well, and with two broken | egs,
that one was as good as gone already. Ignoring Rhoms reunion with his tw n,
Aranur | eaned down and conpressed the arteries that ran beside the creature's
eyes. In twenty seconds it was dead, its linp body lying like a day-old
carcass in the sun, its ribs holding up its sagging hide |ike weight-strained
poles in a too-big tent.

Rhom hel ped his sister up and turned to Aranur. The grief he had been carrying
had dropped from his shoul ders |ike a heavy pack, and Aranur could see the
lightness in the younger man's eyes and hear it in his voice as he introduced
his twin. "Aranur Bentar neDannon, nephew to Lloroi Volan, who is | eader of
the Ramaj Ariye. My twin, the heal er Enber Dione naMarin," he said with pride.

She wi nced as she put weight on her leg, and the wolf grow ed deep in tts
throat, but the healer smiled. "I'mpleased to neet you,'' she said. Aranur
was still staring. Her black hair was like nolten glass hi the light of her
viol et eyes, and the nmeeting with Rhom had brought color to her pale, gaunt
face. The only sign of her status was the blue and silver healer's band
circling her
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brow, she wore fighting clothes over a man's tunic, the leather mail as
stained and cut as Rhoml's, and her |eggings were slit where the gash had split
her leg fromknee to thigh. He stared again as he realized that she had held

t he edges of the wound together with Jargon heads. The cl ean, stubborn Iine of
her chin and the clear strength in her eyes told himof the nerve it had taken
to withstand such treatnment. But then Ganon coughed, rem nding himof his
responsibilities, so he swept his warcap fromhis head and bowed deeply,
saying in a solem, cerenonious tone, ' 'Healer Dione, you have graced us wth
your presence."

"I'f you think you can find your wits, Aranur,'
can get going again."

the old man said sourly, "we

The | eader replaced his warcap, w nked at Rhom and returned glibly to his
battered uncle. "Well, at |least | have no conpetition in the inpression you
must have nade with your own handsone face." He gestured for the wolfwal ker to
ride the one dnu left, then led the way back to the others. The G ay One,
taking its place beside the woman's six-1egged nount, trotted silently behind
him forcing the man to turn his head constantly to reassure hinmself that the
wol f woul d not attack. It was those dammed yel | ow eyes, he thought. Every tine
he | ooked into them he swore the creature was |laughing at him As if a dog
could laugh. And then every time he turned back to the trail, he could al nost
sense the Gray One's nuscles tensing to spring. He shook his head, biting back
an unpl easant thought that cane to nind

As they approached the holl ow where Tyrel and Bentol were waiting, Aranur
grinned slyly. The |l ooks on the two nen's faces as he jogged up with a wonman
heal er and a Gray One would be worth seeing. Rhonms sister a wol fwal ker—and
the man had never said a word. Aranur shook his head again and stole a gl ance



at the huge gray beast that |oped al ongside the dnu and cast its own bal ef ul
| ooks at him Wat he would give for a painter to catch Tyrel's expression .

He hailed the holl ow before riding over the small ridge, but his cousin was
al ready up and over the top. "Gamon! What— The boy faltered, seeing the
heal er, "—happened to you?"

The Gray One halted, poised, licked its teeth in a careless way as if
consi deri ng how the boy would taste, then turned and circled the clearing.
Unobt rusi vely, the woman watched its
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noves as carefully as a rabbit regarding the slal bird—+the bird that gave
war ni ng of danger—-Aranur noticed. Her eyes took in the hollow casually, but
the tall man woul d have bet his bow that she had seen and cat al oged everyt hi ng
that mattered. She was a lot |like Rhom and he nodded inperceptibly to hinself

i n approval .

In the nmeantime Ganon sl apped dust fromhis pants and grinned at the
sandy-haired youth. "I fell for the oldest trick in the book. Thought someone
needed help, and it turned out to be ne. Had to be rescued by this nmoonmaid
fromthe jaws of the second hell." He gestured at Rhomand his twin. "If it
hadn't been for the healer Dione, 1'd not have returned at all." "That's not
true, you old liar." The woman | aughed, her eyes suddenly alive in her wan
face. She handed Rhomthe reins and slid gracefully off the beast to face the
Tyred and the trader.' 'You put the fear of all nine noons into the raiders
before | did a thing."

Aranur | ooked fromone to the other, then back at the wol f-wal ker. "Wat
exactly did you do, Heal er D one?"

"Nothing, really,"” she said. "Qutwitted three raiders while bound and
hel pl ess," Ganobn said at the sanme tinme. They | ooked at each other and started
| aughi ng,

"Nothing really," she asserted again. "H shn did all the real work." The G ay
One, trotting back to Dion, grinned toothily and let its tongue curl up
against its lip so that Aranur had the feeling the creature woul d as soon have
them for supper as let themride on. Then the wolf's yellow eyes net the nman's
straight on, and he felt a disturbing sense of disorientation for an instant,
as if he were looking at hinmself through a distorted glass. "This is G ay

H shn," she introduced formally, and the tall nan bowed. As he blinked, his
eyes shifted and the tenuous contact was broken, and Aranur could not have
expl ai ned the strange and unexpected sense of |oss that pierced his guard.

"Wl f wal ker ?" Tyrel asked, eyes w de. Aranur understood his feelings.
Cenerations earlier, the enotional bond that |inked wol ves and their enpathic
partners had not been unusual, but the Gray Ones were grow ng scarce—their
litters were smaller, and fewer of themran in the hills each decade. Only
four people in Rana] Ariye currently ran with with the wol ves, and of those
four, three stayed deep in the mountains nost of the tine. Rhom stroked the
huge and wel | -fanged head, and the crea-
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ture nudged his hand like a dog. "Gray Hi shn has run with my twin for two
years now,' * he expl ai ned.

"And she obeys you?" Aranur asked Dion, respectfully inclining his head toward
the wol f.

The Gray One's mouth snapped shut, and it glared at himwith its yell ow eyes
sharp and clear. Aranur had the feeling he had said the wong tiling, but D on
shrugged and dug her fingers into the creature's thick fur, tugging at it

until the powerful beast relaxed. "She's not a pet, Aranur, she's |ike another
person. "

"She obeys Di on because she wants to," Rhom expl ai ned further. "She doesn't
really have a bond with ne except through ny twin, so it's hard for nme to pick
up what she neans, but for Dion, she'll do al nost anything."

"And you can actually talk to her?"

The yel | ow eyes narrowed again, but the woman continued scratching, and the
wol f | eaned its head against her side and forced her to take a wi der stance to
keep her balance. ' 'If you're a sensitive, you can pick up their inpressions.
You have to get used to it, though. Wl ves see things differently than we do."
She scratched the Gray One's ears when the ani mal nudged her hand with a wet
nose. "When you talk to them you pick up what they see and snell and hear
too, and it nakes the inages confusing."

"I noticed," the tall man nurmured, and the woman gave hima sharp | ook

"I'f you can pick up what she sends, she can pick up your thoughts also," she
warned with a snmile that alnmost hid her blush. It did not occur to Aranur
until later that if the wolf could sense what he was thinking, then so,

t hrough her, could Dion

Clearing his throat, Bentol presented hinself before Rhom and his sister, and
the blacksmith obligingly turned to him "Trade Master Bentol, and Tyre
Tyronnen neVol an, son to Llo-roi Vol an and nephew to Ganmpbn, weapons master. My
twin, the healer Enber D one maMarin."

She smled. "You can call ne Dion if you prefer.”

"Dion seens a manly name for so lovely a lady," Bentol remarked as he took her

hand.

"It's habit," she expl ained, blushing nore deeply. "When | trained with the
men, they were unconfortable calling ne Lady this and Heal er that, so when
they found out that Rhom al ways called ne Dion, they did, too. And then, when
I was chosen to
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Journey with ny brother, we thought it'd be better for me to dress as a man to
avoid trouble."

Aranur coul d understand. On Rhom the col oring was handsonme. On Dion, the

bl ack hair and violet eyes made her a haremprize worth fighting for. If a

sl ave owner in Sidisport saw Dion and guessed that she was a wonan, she woul d
have a hard time staying out of chains. But one of Rhom s words caught his
attention, and Aranur frowned. "Journey?"



Rhom nodded. "We were Journeying together, but—= H's voice broke oif, and his
jaw tightened before he could speak again. H's twin touched his arm and he
finished. "Wrlags."

Aranur felt sonme shock at his statenent. How could Rhom |l et a woman—especially
his sister—go with himon Journey? Wnen had Internshi ps—they did not have the
training, the skills, or the stamina to go on Journey. \Wat if they got hurt?
And Dion had gotten hurt, he rem nded hinself, |ooking at the burly stranger
with a frown. Maybe he had ni sjudged the man-taking a wonan on Journey was not
a light decision, although he had to adnmt she | ooked tough enough. Then
agai n, Randon-nen was a different county with different custons, and it was
not supposed to be half as war-torn as Celilo or Bilocctar

"But how can you Journey together?" Tyrel asked bluntly, echoing Aranur's
thoughts with little tact. "Dion's a wonan."

The heal er's eyes flashed, but she held her tongue, letting Rhom speak with
| ess heat than she m ght have.

"Dion's no fool," her twin said quietly. "And she's trained as | am She knows
weapons and Abis, she's a wol fwal ker and full-status heal er, and she has,

wel |, alnobst as nmuch skill in the woods as |I." He ducked the | ook she threw
himat that comment but could not avoid a shove fromthe wolf that staggered
him The man grinned and shared a silent joke with his sister, and Aranur felt
suddenl y j eal ous.

But Ganobn nodded, too, surprising the gray-eyed | eader. "She knows what she's
doi ng, Aranur."

"We're in a hurry," Aranur said flatly, thinking of the tine already |ost.

Rhom did not hesitate. "W Journey together. If we're a burden ..

"Thi nk about it, Aranur," Ganpbn suggested snoothly. "It would be |lucky to have
a wol fwal ker and heal er al ong, especially one that can fight."
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Aranur hesitated. He told hinmself that having a woman al ong woul d sl ow t hem
down, but then he | ooked again at the way she had stitched herself together
wi th | argon heads. She was one tough worman. He opened his nmouth, then heard
hinsel f offering the formal greeting as he had to Rhom "You are welconme in
our mdst. Youare wel cone as a—a sister," heanended. "R de and eat and fi ght
with us, and your children will be as ny own.'

The wol fwal ker nmet his ook with her own steady gaze. Her hand dropped to the
wol f's shoul ders as she said, ' 'W join you, and take your burdens as our
own. '

Ganon turned to the trader. "Bentol, | started to bring you two nore dnu for
pack beasts, but they heard how you put half a ton on a | epa once and told it
to fly. They decided to go | ame and avoid the whole situation.” The trader
turned slightly red as the others chuckled. "However, | did bring you sone
presents in the saddl ebags, and we all know how wilting I'd be to pack them
for you, but..."

"The way you pack— the merchant started angrily.



"I know, | know. Only a mmster trader such as you, honorable Bentol, can
renedy the mess |I'd make of the packs. So," the silver-haired fighter said,
flourishing his warcap in the air, "I give you ny |leave to undo what |'d
cheerful ly have done."

The pudgy man snorted and stonped to the new packs Tyrel had set on die
ground.

Dion, still pale, stood with Rhomls armaround her as if that were the only
thing in the world that mattered. She had a haunting grace, Aranur noticed as
she noved, though he kept his glances infrequent—he could not tell which would
be the nore possessive adversary: Rhomor the wolf. But as she slung her worn
bow over her shoul der and settled her well-used sword hi its scabbard, he
reconsi dered her weakness. She may | ook frail, he thought, but that's a I ady
that can ride the nmountain trail. Maybe. They were not riding to a county
fair, he rem nded hinself, and they did not have time to coddl e a wounded
worman. Mounted, the raiders had stayed just ahead of the group during the
chase. They had travel ed by day, as did the nmen from Ariye, neither daring
even in their haste to risk stirring up a tribe of worlags.

"We can't all ride," Bentol said as he readjusted the packs, rem nding them
that they were one dnu short. ' 'If two of us run, we can use one dnu as a
pack beast and make better speed.'
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“I'"1l run,"” Rhomvolunteered instantly.

"And I," Tyrel said.

"We' |l trade off. Tyrel will ride first," Aranur decided. "Ga-non also." Dion
woul d not be running for a while yet. Her color was still pale, the fatigue
obvious in her drawn face, and Aranur still felt guilt that he had hit her so

hard. He could al nost sense the pain he had renewed in her wounds as the

yel l ow eyes of the wolf followed himaround the canp. He wondered if it was
hi s i magi nation, but between the unnerving stare of the wolf and the striking
beauty of the woman, he found his thoughts scattered and his tongue tied |like
a shoe. Hs initial enthusiasmat Dion's arrival had quickly di med.

Luckily, the trader cleared his throat and brought his mnd back into focus on
their problens. "IVe been thinking," the pudgy nan said slowy.

"And a novel thing that is for you to do," Ganbn cut in wth

a sly grin.

' "Gamon!'' Aranur broke in. His uncle had a way of irritating tile stodgy
trader till they were al nost fighting anong thensel ves. Seniors face was
al ready dark with suppressed anger. "Do you have an idea, Bentol ?"

Ganon opened his nouth for another comrent, but Dion | eaned toward hi m quickly
as if to ask a question and took his attention away fromthe trader. Aranur
was grateful for the respite.

The trader snorted and gestured at the sun. "It's obvious that we won't be
able to catch the raiders now But it might be better mat we | et themreach
Si di sport ahead of us." He held up his hand against Tyrel's automatic protest.



"Ri ght now our problemis not quantity of noney to buy the girls but quantity
of swords to keep them once we get them back. Instead of trying to take on the
whol e shipload of raiders, we have the option of sinply presenting ourselves
as foreign traders in the slaver square. As traders who Ve heard of the

| uxuries of Sidisport, this would give us a good opportunity to find sone
pretty slaves for our master's pleasures.” He grinned slyly.

Tyrel tensed for a mnute at the unexpected accusation of his father, then
rel axed, catching on to the game. "Bentol, you're a genius. W walk in, buy
our sisters in public like we were strangers, and take off again like the
wind."

Bentol beaned. "You're going to make a fine Lloroi some-
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day, my lad. A light disguise for a crowded public place, a handful of gold
that no one in their right mnd questions, and no one will be the w ser that
weVe conme and gone. And if we're looking for a few slaves of our own, where
better to | ook than the worl d-renowned markets of Sidisport?"

"Sure, but when we get the girls to a safe place, we go back for blood," the
yout h said darkly, nounting his dnu for the next | eg of the chase. He flexed
his shoul ders and hefted his sword as if testing its weight. "I have a score
to settle with them"

"Brains, not just brawn, make a good Lloroi," Bentol said sharply. "One nman
doesn't take on a shipload of slavers for revenge unless he's making of
hi nsel f an offering to the noons.'

Tyrel set his jaw but said nothing.

"Ganon." Aranur caught his uncle's attention with a | ow voice and indicated

Dion with his chin. "Is she strong enough to keep up with us? W're severa
hours behind already, and we'll be losing ground with every step."
"I explained the situation to her. She's a strong wonan, Aranur. She'll keep

up, if only to stay with her brother."’

Aranur nodded, reassured. He and Rhomran first, the dnu stringing out behind
t hem where the yell owi ng plains stretched | ong and grassy beside the river.
Spring fl ooding kept the trees from attaining deep foothol ds al ong the banks,
and the thick brush tore at their clothes even after the dnu pushed ahead.

W ping the dust fromhis face where it made an irritating mud with his sweat,
Aranur spit and settled into the dull breathing rhythms of running. Breathe,

t hud, thud, thud, breathe, thud, thud, thud. The sounds of his feet hitting
the earth kept tine with his hungry lungs, and the sky blued, then paled into
noon as his concentration narrowed to the ground around him

Sweat soaked Aranur's collar, chafing at his neck. As his | egs pounded the
hardening dirt, his shadow stretched and shrank with each step so that the
beads that glistened on his shoulders flung thensel ves away to spatter first
in dark, then in light soil. The salt of the perspirati on was beginning to rub
himraw. Wth mat irritation on top of the heat of the day, the narrow hipped
man stripped to his undertunic, leaving his rmuscular arms bare and sweating in
the sun. He caught Dion stealing a glance. She blushed and turned her head,

but Aranur smiled smugly to hinmself before catching a sharp glance fromthe
woman' s wat chful brot her
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Tyrel and Bentol ran then, the pudgy trader setting a good pace for all the
excess wei ght he wore at his mddle, and Rhom and Aranur settled back into the
rhythm of riding. Even with the river current hel ping the slavers, the men of
Ariye mght be able to reach Sidisport soon after the slavers hit the city.
The fl eeing boat would have to stop each night or risk going aground on the
sand and nud bars that all but plugged the river in spots. For the group that
rode, unmi ndful of the passage of time except that it nmoved too fast for the
di stance they traveled, the sky turned slowy whitish-blue, the bl oodl ess sun
rising higher and brighter until it cJeared the washed-out sky of color. Then
Rhom and Aranur took their turn again, stripping dow to their shorts for
confort in the hot afternoon. The soft pounding of their feet made a snooth
rhythmas they led the dnu in an easy canter, and packs creaked and swayed
slightly with their beasts' notions while soft but firmcommands held the dnu
to the trail. The afternoon drew on.

They did not travel quietly, accepting the pounding feet as the price of
speed, and the wildlife was vocal. Snowy white birds coiled their |ong snaky
undernecks into springs to strike at their prey in the river's shallows. They
screamed as the humans passed, and small brown- and yel |l ow haired beasts
flattened to the ground when the pounding mounts cut themoff fromtheir
burrows. A water cat growl ed and twitched his tail when they spoiled his
dinner with their noise.

By evening Aranur's | egs had gotten used to riding again as Bentol and Tyre
again took their turn running. They had stopped twi ce for water and a brief
rest, then continued. They would go till it was too dark for even Bentol, who
had traveled this path many tines, to |ead.

Tyrel rode ahead after a while, finding a good place to take a short break
and so they settled in the snmall depression and checked the packs. Dion was
| ooki ng nmuch better for having ridden all day.

"Want to stretch your |egs, Enber Dione?" Ganon turned to the healer, who was
tightening the | aces on her boots and checking her belt pouches to nmake sure
the knots were hol ding well.

The Gray One's eyes flickered. Dion, scratching vigorously on the stomach of
the wolf with her free hand, |aughed. "Hi shn says if | run, can she ride?"
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"That mutt?" the older nman snorted. "Hells, I'd give two silvers just to see
her try."'

D on chuckl ed and tugged on the wolf's ears. ' 'Hear that? He says he'll pay

for your dinner if you get up on the dnu."

Aranur watched with interest as the massive beast got leisurely to its feet
and stretched, rolling its tongue around its teeth. Its yellow eyes net his
for the briefest instant. "Damm," he whi spered, unnerved by the gray w sp of
t hought that touched his brain, "but | think she'll do it just for the dare."

D on shot hima sharp ook as Hi shn trotted calmy over to the dnu. "Ganon,"



she said over her shoul der, "Hi shn says to nmake it a brace of pelan and you're
on."'

"Sure, and I'Il make it three birds to be fair." The older man turned to
Aranur with a sly grin. "That dnu knows ne," he said in a low voice. "It won't
let that gray mutt near it."

"You may want to reconsider,"” the tail man returned softly with a gl ance
toward the wol f.

"You ever see what a wolf that size does to a dnu? That bat-eared dog won't be
able to sniff its hindquarters, let alone get up in the saddle.”

Aranur just shook his head. The Gray One paused in front of the dnu, the
riding beast's eyes wild and rolling; the wolf's yellow eyes were like slits
of new fire, and then sonethi ng happened. The dnu stanped its feet once and
snorted. As if it were greeting one of its own kind, it lowered its head to
that of the gray wolf, who stretched her nose to the other creature. Hi shn
rai sed up on her legs like a man and set her nassive paws on either side of
the riding beast's face, and Aranur reeled. Mon-worns, but the intensity of
the wol f's command was like a fist in his stomach. He shook his head. As his
eyes cleared of the close-faced view of the dnu that suddenly sprang to mi nd
the wolf calmy trotted to the side of the beast and | eapt into the saddle,
perching precariously on the smoboth | eather as the six-1egged creature took an
uncertain step and then stood still.

Rhom chuckl ed behind him and Tyrel breathed. "I don't believe it."

Aranur, |looking at the wolf in wonder, started to laugh. "Looks |ike you've
got a brace of pelan to bring down, Uncle." He gestured at the Gray One. who
regarded them from her now cal myell ow eyes. "And you'd better do it quickly,
or the Gcay One might ride you instead of die dnu."
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Ganon, after one incredul ous | ook, glowered at the wolf and shook his fist.
"CGet down off that dnu, you long-eared nutt." He swore under his breath as
Di on gestured inperceptibly and the Gray One | eapt down as easily as she had
gone up. "Probably left gouges in the saddle,"” he nuttered. He yanked his

qui ver over his shoul der and checked the sights on his bow.

"Uh, Ganon," Tyrel broke in nervously.

"What," the old man snapped grunpily. "It'Il take ne half an hour to get those
birds. I'lIl catch up to you later."
" Gamon—

"What is it, boy?" The old man turned and found hinself facing the wolf as it
had faced the dnu a nmonment earlier. Dion was hiding a smle behind her hand,
but her eyes sparkled with mrth she could not conceal. H shn, nam ng her

yel | ow eyes on Ganmon, froze the man in his glare, raised up hal fway on her
hind | egs, and, opening her mouth so that the old man had as good a | ook at
her fangs as he could ever want, panted tw ce and then |icked the weat hered
face with a wolfish grin.

"Aagh!" Ganon stunbl ed back and sl apped at his face. "It licked me. The
gods-dammed dog licked ne. Blech!" He w ped the slobber off his nose and



swore. "Dion," he roared, "get that nmoonwornmed mutt out of ny face." He
st aggered back as the wolf |eaned up again and Iicked his chin under his
hands. "Dion!"

But Di on was |aughing so hard that she started to cry. "Hishn . . ." she
gasped between giggles. "Hi shn says since youVe taken your . . . licking so
wel |, you don't have to hunt her dinner."

The ol d weapons master choked and spit to clear his nouth ofthetaste. "Dog
breath,” he nuttered. "I'm paying for a bet with dog breath."

Bentol, holding his belly as if it could sonehow contain his |aughter, opened
his mouth to say sonething, but the old man spun on his heel and glared at him
so violently that the pudgy man closed his nouth with a snap and al nost choked
on his own gl ee.

"Ah" right," Ganon snapped. "W've had our fun. Let's get going."

Di on tossed her pack to her brother, who |ashed it behind the saddle on his
dnu. "Still want to race, Ganobn? Or do you have the breath for it?" she
t eased.
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He swore, glared at her, opened his mouth, shut it again, and finally gave in
to his own hunor. "Okay, Healer." He chuckled. "You' re on. You won't be able
to keep up with an old warnonger |ike me, but you can try.'

"You'd be surprised.” She smiled with a sideways gl ance at the wolf.

"I'd rather not," he returned.

Di on | aughed. She left her tunic on but wore shorts and noccasins to run in,
and Aranur's eyes followed her | egs as she flashed in the sun ahead of him
Tyrel |ooked, too, until they caught the warning | ook fromher brother. Rhom
gave the two a hard stare.

Aranur cleared his throat and offered, "She paces Ganon well."

"She's ny sister,”" Rhomsaid flatly.

The air was cooler, and the dnu was nore placid after running all day; |ong
shadows cast crests of light across the water and trail. "Bentol," Aranur

call ed across to the trader, "youVebeen this way before. Have you ever tried
to ride the river through the canyon? If we took to the water instead of
riding around it on the portage route, we could gain back alnost all the tine
we' ve already lost."

Bent ol shook his head at the suggestion. "Only fools ride those rapids,
Aranur. The rocks reach to the sky, and the water throws up the boats so they
splinter |like glass when they conme back down on the stones.'

"But there are people who know the route—+the Clan Celilo. They run the rapids
for fun in slivers of boats, then port back up. |1've heard that they sing in
t he canyon at sunset, too."

"Yes, but they're crazies who treat the Phye like a child' s ganme. The stories
don't explain why they sing to the canyon, do they? Well, 1'll tell you. They



sing the Moonsongs to guide the spirits of the dead down the river, out of the
rapi ds.'' The trader shivered. "They | ose people every season. They believe
that the Phye's waters try to hold the dead under so mat the spirits will call
others to them The dead want the living to show themthe way out of the white
water and up to the nmoons. So they call that stretch of the river the Spirit
Val k. "

"Do they take passengers?" Tyrel asked, listening in fromthe right.
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"I'f you pay for your death song beforehand,” the merchant said shortly.

It was a sobering thought, but Aranur said slowy, "I think 1'd like to see
the route.”

' "There's no reason to go out of our way, Aranur,'' the other nman insisted.
"You can bet that the slavers ported around that stretch of water. This is
late spring; the river is still wild with the mountain runoff. | know you've
run some white water in your hills, but this stretch of the Phye is death to
any who haven't got all nine moons riding their wings. And so far, | don't

think we' ve been so bl essed. "

Tyrel's eyes flashed at the dour talk. "My life is worth nothing if I let ny
sisters die in shame in a slaver's harent-he spit the word—just because |I was
too cowardly to take the chance to catch up to themby river. What is a quick
death by water to nme when ny sisters will die slowy each day they are owned
and"—his face |ightened—tortured by a stranger!"

"Tyrel, Bentol, you're both right," Rhomsaid. "But | have to say that if it
was my sister," he continued, gesturing toward Ganon and the woman running in
the trail ahead of them "in the hands of the slavers, |1'd shoot the rapids in
atincup if it meant saving her fromthat kind of shane."

Bentol turned away sharply, his sour nmovenent indicating that he woul d not
argue with Aranur's decision further. Wen they stopped next to water the dnu
and switch runners, the dark-haired | eader brought it up to Ganon and Dion
"There's a chance that we could cut half a day fromour ride," he nentioned,
wat chi ng the woman's face closely, "it's dangerous, though."

"The Spirit Wal k?" Ganon | ooked up sharply.

Aranur nodded. "W could | eave the dnu at Celilo and hire guides to take us
t hrough. We'd gain enough tine over the raiders to make it to Sidisport al nost
as soon they do."

Dion frowned. "Wiy is it so dangerous?"

"Because the river is wild at that point. You see howw de it is here, al nost
a kiloneter, with silt and nud bars. You could walk across it in half a dozen
pl aces except for the sand suckers. In about five kiloneters, where these
hills rise into nmesas, the Phye channels into a narrow canyon. Al this water
runs through a space no wider than the length of a barn, and it runs fast."

"W run rapids in our nountains," she said slowy. "And
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Rhomis very good with a kayak. We can both swim too. If the river is ihe way
to go, we wouldn't slow you down."

"Swinming is not a consideration when all the water in the world is thundering
about your head," Aranur warned, though he was relieved that she was not
afraid of going through. He turned to Ganmon, pretty sure he knew the ol der
man's answer. Hi s uncle was always gane for a little nore action. "Wat do you
t hi nk, Uncl e? Coul d your ancient body stand a few nore aches and pai ns?"

"Thi s anci ent body has been swall owi ng white water since before you were born
boy. Hand ne a paddle and a rope to tie nyself in, and |'moff."

" "Why do they call it a Spirit Walk if it's so dangerous?' ' Dion asked as
t hey wal ked back to the group

' '"Because die spirits of the dead wal k mat stretch of the river |ooking for
the way to the sky," the old man answered with a grimsnile. "Wen you run

t hose rapids, you walk with the dead."

"Bentol says it takes over an hour to go through,"” Aranur said, "so we'll have
to hurry if we want to get guides and try it tonight." He gestured to the
trader, who had a strange expression of iear on his face.

"Bentol ," Dion said suddenly. "YouVe run this river before."

The nerchant started. "Yes, | have," he admtted slowly. "And |'d not be nore
terrified of it if | were to ride death itself down the run."

"Well, at least we know it can be done,"
Celilo?"

Ganon said. "How |l ong before we reach

"That 'we' won't be including me," the trader said flatly. "I'Il meet you at
Portage or beyond, whenever | catch up."

"Bentol ," Aranur said sternly. "You' ve been this way before. You know you can
ride this river, so why worry so about trying it again?" He had never before
seen the nan so upset about sonething that had nothing to do with his trade.
"W'll tie the gear in tight so there'll be no chance of |osing any of it."

"I't's not the trade goods," Bentol snapped.

"Ah, then it's the gold," Ganpn said with a wink at the wol fwal ker. They al
knew the trader's mserly ways.

"It's not the gold," he snarled, "so | eave it al one, Ganon."

Aranur | ooked at the pudgy nman sharply. He had al so never
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heard the nerchant adnit that there was sonething nore inportant than his
nmoney. The trader did not even have a wonan that Aranur knew of. They had
al ways teased himthat it was because he did not want to share with anyone,

even a mate. The tall, gray-eyed | eader shook his head. "Get a grip on
yourself, man. If it's not the goods or the gold, where's the problen? "



"Yeah," Ganon drawl ed, though his eyes were sharp in his weather-beaten face.
"What is your problem Bentol?"

"Cods dammit, |eave ne al one, Ganon!"
"Bentol ," Aranur said sharply. "I'll need a hell of a good reason to split up
the chase at this point, so you mght as well tell us or take off and don't

conme back.'

The trader stared at him his eyes wide with barely controlled panic. "Dam
you, Aranur, you wouldn't understand."

"Try ne."
The red-faced man shouted suddenly, "I told you, you wouldn't understand. Just
shut up about it, will you."

"The reason for the problem Bentol," the |eader said quietly, noving his dnu
to trap the trader between hinmself and the old weapons naster

Bentol | ooked fromone to the other in a rising rage. "You want to know what
die problemis, you dnu-dropped bastards. Al right, 1'll tell you what the
problemis."” He spit, furious at having to admt his fear in front of
everyone, especially the violet-eyed wonan who sat quiedy to the side. "M
life is the problem" he said harshly. "I'"mafraid, damm you. I'mftiggin'
scared out of ny pants. Id rather die in Zentsis's torture chanbers than ride
that river through the canyons and | ose ny soul, you noon-dammed bastards.'
He turned away and cl enched his hands on the saddl e.

Ganon stared, coughed, choked, and started |laughing while the trader's face
bl ackened with enraged humiliation. The chubby man | ooked as if he were going
to draw his sword and strike the ol d weapons master down in the saddle.'
"Bentol!'' Aranur conmmanded sharply. Rhom noved qui ckly between the two nen,
and Aranur grabbed the trader's sword arm forcing it down.

The ol d weapons master held up his hand to forestall the man's fury. "Bentol,"
he broke in, still chuckling, "youVe fought raiders and worlags and thieves to
get at a piece of worthless stone or protect a cold nugget of gold. You' ve
ri sked your life against a nest of |epas to rescue your trade goods w thout
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t hi nki ng of the odds agai nst coming out alive. And now you're off chasing a
shi pl oad of slavers just for the chance to get a better deal off the Lloro
next time you've got himin a bargain, and what do you confess you're afraid
of? Alittle bit of water.'' Ganon guffawed. "A bitty litde river that you've
been around all your life. You' ve even ridden through its puny waves al ready,
and you try to sit here and tell us that you're afraid of doing it again." He
pointed his finger at the trader. "You're a fraud, Bentol. You've probably
bested the entire village in trading and are afraid to go back just in case
they're out to get you now.'

"Ganon, " the pudgy trader choked out, "if you weren't a weapons master—

"Bentol ," Aranur interrupted, "Ganon makes sense. You've done things, risked
your life for cold rocks and poorly spun silk. Honestly, Bentol, what's a

pi ece of stone worth conpared to your life? This is inportant, Bentol. W're
not tal king rocks and cloth. W' re tal king about our sisters' |ives. How, when



this is so inportant, can you |let your fear turn you around and chase you
away? How coul d your fear matter nore than Shilia's life?

The trader | ooked down, clenching his hands.

Dion cleared her throat, and they all |ooked at her. "I diink that Bentol
feels this way because what he's doing does matter now, " she said softly.

Bentol shot her an angry, mi serable |ook.

"Men—peopl e, " she anended carefully, "do risky tilings when they don't care

what happens to them'' She | ooked at the trader, and he had to nod, admitting
that she had spoken the truth. Aranur was silent, puzzled by her intuition and
Bentol ' s acknow edgnent. Wat had he m ssed about the nan? And what secret did
the trader share with her? he asked hinself with a twi nge of jeal ousy, but she
went on. "Sometines— She hesitated, "-when things are inportant, when you do
start to care—er when you have sonething to live for—t hits you then that the
danger is real. And that you may not finish the job before the noons reach out

to take you."'

Aranur | ooked at the healer and then at Bentol. Wre the Lloroi's daughters so
important to the trader? O his sister? O was it something el se? Bentol had
never approached any of them-Shilia, Nam na, or Ainna—n courting that Aranur

could recall, no matter how hard he thought about it. Monworns, the trader
was nmore tiian twice the girls' ages. "Bentol," he
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said finally. ' '"If you want to nmeet us below this stretch of die Phye,
understand. W can't wait for you, but you know where we're heading. On the
north side of Sidisport, there's an i nn—=

"I 4 The man cleared his throat. "I'll ride with you."

Aranur | ooked at himand nodded curtly without belittling the trader's offer,
but Ganon saluted him "CGood nman," he said.

The trader ignored himand | ooked at the heal er instead. He opened his nouth
as if to say sonething, then closed it and turned away.

Aranur stared after himfor a nonent, baffled. "The trail forks just up
ahead," he told the others finally. "Celilo village is another three

kil ometers beyond that. We'll see the edge houses first because they're up on
pilings—the spring flooding gets pretty bad around here. The rest of the
village is at the point where the river dives into the canyon." He paused.
They had travel ed about forty-five kil oneters since Ganmon and Di on had j oi ned
them and they were all tired, but he cautioned them "Wth raiders about,
don't know what kind of welcone we'll get. Be ready."

They warily approached the cleft in the rising rocks that marked the
boundaries of Celilo and, at Aranur's signal, halted. The gray wolf nelted
into the thick brush. Behind themthe path sloped gently back to the flatlands
where iong grasses faded into a | ake of yell owgreen growh. To one side the
river Phye eased away fromthe nmud banks and urged its current to greater
speed; here the snags were treacherous in the run, their |egacy of |ong,
churni ng whitecaps a V of danger to any boat caught in their boil. The water
was cl ear enough to see the boul ders that stunped the river—spring rains had
not fallen in days, and the fish that clung to the tiny holes of rare calm



were well fed off the insects that hovered over the runs. Aranur gl anced at
the narrow pass the road [ ed through but hesitated. The Gray One had gone down
t he banks, he knew-he could al nbost sense the conversation it had had with the
wol fwal ker—and in mnutes it would be up on the other side of the rocks. If
there were any men waiting for them he would know as soon as the wolf sent
the i mages. He frowned, wondering why he could al nbst see the slip of gray
that touched his nmind. It was |like a soft hand brushing his face—a feather
touch that was never quite real

They waited. There was no movenent yet fromthe pass, but
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his instincts had never | et himdown before, and he let his quick eyes roam
the rocks again. To the left, great boulders were strewn as they had fallen
fromthe cliff. Behind them where the wall of rock actually began, the
granite was smooth and rounded, broken only by great cracks that edged al ong
the gray stone and created hol es where the birds nested messily. The gray w sp
in his mnd becane a needle, and Dion stiffened beside him Aranur's senses
sharpened instantly. At his gesture, the group spread out on the wide trail,

Di on droppi ng back and Rhomt aki ng her place. Ahead of them where the pass
beckoned, three nmen stepped out of the |late shadows with bows drawn and arrows
not ched. Aranur did not nove.

"What do you want on this path?" Behind the three, five others stepped, and
Aranur knew that there were others on the cliff where he could not see them

H s cool gray eyes took in their arns at a glance, noting how one of the nen
inthe first group was as silent and dangerous as a sand sucker hiding in a
calmpool. If it came to trouble, that one would have to die first. "W w sh
to see the Spirit Valk," he said quietly.

Two of the men murnured, but he could not hear what was said. "Raiders rode
this path last night," the mddle one stated. "Perhaps you ride to join them"
H s gl ance, when it rested on Aranur again after catal oging their stained mail
and weapons, was col d.

"They have our sisters. We ride to get them back."

"Sl avers have many gui ses."

' 'But none of honor."'

The man in the mddl e regarded himsteadily. "You are fromAriye?"

Aranur nodded.

"You are a weapons master ?"

Aranur smled slowy, though his eyes remained cold. "I amwhat | have to be."
One of the men in the back said sonething in a | ow voice, and the niddl e one
nodded i nperceptibly, but the arrows did not shift. Aranur's eyes narrowed.
The nmen of Celilo were not known for their hospitality. And if they knew the
group was carrying gol d? Even honest nen could step | eft when noney was

i nvol ved—oonwor ns, but a |l ot of men were honest sinply
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because they had not yet been tested. Behind thema | ow grow sounded, and the
men in the back whirled.

"No!" Dion cried out.

But the arrows were frozen as the Celilo fighters realized they were feeing a
wol f. The man in the center listened to the startled conments behind him

wi t hout taking his eyes from Aranur. "Does the Gray One honor one of you, or
have you bound it some ot her way?"

"Wyl ves do not run with raiders. The Gay One honors us."
"Perhaps. Perhaps it warns us of you." The stocky man paused. "You." He
gestured at Dion. "You spoke for it. Go to it. Let us see if it knows you.'

D on shifted, but Ganmon whi spered to her out of the corner of his nouth, and
she remained still. "The healer will remain here," Aranur said flatly. "Let
the Gay One come to us. That'll prove what you want to know." H s hand rested
easily on the hilt of his sword, something none of themcould fail to mss.

"You are the wol fwal ker ?"
"Does it matter? Let the Gray One pass.”

"No. If it's raider spawn, it'll kill all inits path. W are not patient nen
Prove your honor or die now.'

D on opened her nouth, but Ganmon held her back. Aranur, |ooking down at the
score of arrows that would skewer himand his band, smiled suddenly. One of
the strangers shifted uneasily: The | ean-hi pped, broad-shoul dered man before
himwas too confident. What if the Gay One was with himin honor, as he said?
What if there were others? The bl essing of the wolves was not a thing to
trifle with, and two of the nmen in the back scowl ed as they | ooked at the G ay
One's fangs. Hishn let her tongue lick her long teeth and then began a | ong,

| ow snarl that hit each man's sternumlike a deep drumvibration. Aranur

| ooped the reins of his dnu around one of the saddle horns. "There's no need
for violence," he said quietly. "Nor for a hostage." He dropped silently to
the ground. ' '"But | will honor your doubt as the Gray One has honored ne."

The man in the center stepped to the side as Aranur strode between him and the
others, but notched arrows |led his steps on finger's edge. Aranur hoped the
archers were not nervous.

"Gray Hishn," he said in a |l ow voi ce, though I oud enough for the Celilo nmen to
hear, "we thank you for the warning." The wolf | ooked at himout of her yell ow
eyes, rinmed now
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with a faint line of black, and tilted her head until she could |look directly

at him and keep the archers in sight, as well. He had a nmonentary feeling that
the wolf was tenpted to growl at him then it passed, and the Gray One nudged

hi s hand i nst ead.

The tension snapped. The Celilo fighters grinned suddenly and rel axed their



bows. "You really are a wol fwal ker," the stocky man in the center said. "Never
let it be said that Celilo turned the Gray Ones away, nor any man w th honor
Wl conme." He stepped forward and gripped arms with the dusty man who stood on
the path. "I'm Tram s."

"I am Aranur."

"Aranur of Ariye? |'ve heard of you, but not that you' re a wol fwal ker."

"I't's not me who runs with the G ay Ones, but our healer."

Tram s whistled. "Luck rides your blade like a I epa on the hunt that you have
a wol fwal ker and healer in one.”

"Luck will have to ride our swords," Aranur returned, suddenly grim ' 'Wat |
said before was true. The raiders have our sisters, and if we don't catch them
before they reach Sidisport, we will lose themto the harens."

By that time the others had filed through the narrow pass, greeting the Celilo
men and followi ng Tram s and Aranur as the stocky man swung up on his own
mount and |l ed the way. "But if you're man enough to ride the river, the Spirit
Walk will take you there in half the time that the Portage route does. How
many of you wi sh to make the run?"

"W | eave none behind. W'll need all our swords at the coast."”

Tram s cast a sharp glance at him ' 'You have a worman there, an ol der nan,
and a boy whose tenper even fromhere | can see. The Spirit Walk is no run for

the uninitiated, weak, or carel ess."”

"I will vouch for each of them" Aranur returned. "But you shouldn't worry.
The wonman is Heal er Dione, the wol fwal ker, and she's tougher than a wounded
worlag. That 'old man' is Ganon Ai kekkraya neBentar, and he has been a weapons
master for over twenty years. He's al so one who runs the nountain rivers for
fun. And the boy, though he has a tenper, is the son of a Lloroi. Watever
else he is, he is not careless.”

The Celilo | eader nodded doubtfully. "We'll see. 1'll show you the Spirit Wl k
toni ght, during the singing—we |ost a man
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yesterday, and his death song is being offered tonight. You can nake the fina
decision then."

"You' ve not nentioned the cost of die run."

"I'Ve not," the other man agreed with a sly grin. "But | see you have a trader

in your group, and he'll be sure to try getting the better of any bargain I'd
mention now. One thing, though,” and the man gestured with his chin back at
the wol f, who was | oping alongside Dion's dnu. "The Gray One will not sit a

kayak. They don't, you know. Don't trust the water, and with reason."

Aranur nodded. "I'Il tell the healer to send her overland tonight.

When they reached the village, Bentol made the arrangenents to take the group
t hrough, talking with gold as nuch as he did with his nmouth. In the end he
traded the five dnu and ten pieces of gold to pay for the group's death songs,



their gear, and the two gui des, but they could not get any of the guides to
run the river till the next day. "The river is stronger at night, and the

shadows mi sl eading," Bentol reported after trying to persuade the guides to
| ead them through that night. ' '"But we're to stay with Elunint and Tramis's

famlies." He paused and gave Aranura grimlook. "By the way, that death song
they're singing tonight—+t'll give you a good idea of what your path to the
noons wi |l be tonorrow "

They left their dnu with Elunint, a tall, wiry man with a shock of white hair

over his forehead. Tramis led the group to his house, and they settled down
wi th weariness to go over the plans and pack for the norning.

The kayaks woul d each hold two people and two packs. Tramis and Bentol would
make up one kayak. Since the rest of the group had about the same river

experi ence, Tyrel and Aranur woul d make up anot her kayak, with Gamon and Rhom
together. Elunint insisted that Di on—he could not believe that a worman not
fromhis clan would know how to ride the white water—be in his kayak.

"' But that's settled,” he said. ' Right now!l Ve got two daughters and a son
in the singing, so I'll be heading up the cliffs. You 're welcome to tag al ong
or come up later with the others."’

Bentol declined quickly, but Ganon dragged his weary body off the floor
cushions. "What die hell,"” he grunted with a wink at Tyrel and a pointed | ook
at the trader. ' "It might be interesting to hear what 1'll sound like on ny
way to the noons."
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Aranur despaired of ever keeping his uncle off the trader's back, but he had
to admt to his own curiosity about the death songs. In the end it was only
Bent ol who stayed behi nd.

The roar of the water was an al nbst unnoticed sound in the background unti
Aranur, Dion, Rhom and the others clinbed along the trails to where the
singers stood on the cliffs. As they neared the canyon, the sun dropped over
the edge, and a cold wail mpaned with the shadow t hat darkened earth and
water. The wail grew, and a mel ody began to nmesh with the thunder they were
approaching. They could see the river fling itself toward the cliffs, the
white froth clinbing the walls and bucki ng over the black rocks. The haunting
voi ces seenmed to call it on and drive it to a wild white frenzy. Aranur did
not know how | ong they stood there, listening to the song of the dead while
t he noons rose over the Spirit Walk. It was a long time before he realized
that the song had faded and that all he was heard was the cry of the river
itself, leaping and twisting to destroy the walls that held it in.

It was early dawn when Aranur awoke. No one el se was up, but the heal er was
gone. She had asked about bathing the previous night, and he thought he knew
where she had gone. "She should Ve taken soneone with her," he nuttered,
pulling on his boots. "This country is too dangerous for a wonan to be
wanderi ng around al one." Ganon, awakened by the sounds of dressing, raised his
eyebrows at the younger man, but Aranur just said, "I'lIl be back in a bit."

Buckling on his sword belt, he jamred his warcap on his head and silently

st epped over the sleeping formof Tyrel. The boy was going to develop a
first-class snore in a few years, Aranur noted. Maybe sooner if he got his
nose broken agai n—which rem nded Aranur that he needed to talk to his cousin
agai n about needling the trader. They were supposed to be a team not a pack



of snappi ng dogs, and Tyrel had responsibilities to live up to. Although
Aranur was not sure that the boy had the skill or stamina to face the dangers
he knew were ahead, the Lloroi wanted his son to |learn that he had to start
taking his position in Ariye nore seriously if he was going to be Lloroi after
his father. That nmeant getting some firsthand experience in the kinds of

probl ems he would be likely to face. Al of which
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meant that it was Aranur's responsibility to see that his cousm got the
experience without losing his life.

The | ean man sighed and broke into a trot on the dusty road Tyrel was a little
too young to be senous about anything, |et alone to be considering how cl ose
he was to | eading the people of Ramaj Anye. And if the youth was not
accept abl e when the el ders cast the vote, the council would be torn apart by
the politics of choosing anmong the other ambitious |eaders Aranur wanted none
of it He was fani | y—nephew to the Ll oroi—so he held enough responsibility for
the | eadership of Anye as it was He knew, too, mat if his sister had not been
the Lloroi's niece and his cousins the Lloroi's daughters, the raiders would
not have risked so much to steal the gnis out fromunder the watchful eyes of
the nmountain nmen

"Politics " He grimaced, spirting to the side of the road "Let it go to the

| epas | Ve got enough trouble | eading the venges agai nst the raiders wthout
having to sweet-tal k a bunch of power-hungry elders into cooperating with each
other They don't even see the need for venges to the outlying districts unless
they can get an extra vote out of it for their faction, and the raiders are
getting worse every year '

He sl owed down, |ooking around for the path that branched off to the bathing
pools Dion did not seemthe type to be carel ess, but she nust not have been
too concerned about raiders, either, if she was going off on her own in the
early hours of norning Hells, he thought, we don't even know who lives in this
area There are raider bases all along the Phye, and it'd be just our luck that
we run into one here Although, he told hinmself, it would be unlikely that the
rai ders coul d keep anything hidden fromthe Can Celilo for very |ong

He gl anced at the path and saw the healer's faint footprints along with those
of the wolf At |east she had taken the Gray One with her, though he had

t hought that the wolf had started overland al ready He gl anced at the tracks
again As long as the Giay One was with her, the wonan really did not need
anyone el se, but still, Aranur hesitated Finally, knowing it to be an excuse
to talk to the dark-haired woman, he strode up the path toward the pools

"Come on, Hishn " Her soft but exasperated voice came from sonewhere ahead
"Don't ness around like this " There was a pause, then the wol fwal ker spoke
nore sharply, though

she was | aughing, too "G ve them back, now No, | don't want to play keep-away
H shnl" There was some scuffling, then the wolf crashed through the brush and

| unged past the man, a mouthful of clothes covering nost of the Gray One's
face He had die inpression Hi shn was |aughing at himas she passed, her yellow
eyes danng himto call out Then the woman was running his way, her soft feet



paddi ng in the dust, her voice half laughing, half irritated "Monwornsl Get
back here, you mangy thing |I—=

She broke through the brush and froze on the path. Aranur stood rooted She was
naked as a water nynph, danp fromthe stream her black hair tw sted back and
dri pping fromher face The dawn |ight angled across her taut body and lit it
like golden fire. He stared as the shadows accented her breasts and outlined
her sl ender hips Not even the stitched line of red mat ran fromher thigh to
her knee took away fromthe inpact of her blazing body in the dawn She bl ushed
deeply red and opened her nouth to say sonething, but H shn's padding feet
sounded softly mthe dust behind him and he turned to retrieve her clothes
But the wolf slipped by, and the wonan took the chance to nelt back into the
brush w t hout saying a word The path was sil ent

When he got back to Tram s's stilted house, Dion was already there, hel ping
Tramis's wife with breakfast as their two girls ran around underfoot carrying
things to the table The wol fwal ker rmust have gone back through the brush, he
realized with bnef regret as he cane through the open doorway, because

al t hough he had wal ked slowly and | ooked sharply before and behind him he had
not seen any sign of her At |east Ganon and Rhom were not just talking about
her woodskill, he thought with some relief

"Easy," he said, catching one of Tram s's daughters before she crashed into
his long legs after she whirled fromthe table He steadied the pitcher of the
hot dnnk of rou in her hands and stepped around her, w nking at her open-eyed
gaze of awe

Dion refused to look at him but Aranur felt snugly pleased when her cheeks
flamed at his voice, and the nmenmory of her wet body in the sun stayed with him
and colored his view of her as she worked He wondered how it would be to kiss
her, and his eyes followed her lazily until her brother entered, sent hima
sharp | ook, and sat down to breakf ast
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"When do we | eave?" Tyrel asked his cousin, the note of his excitenent
escaping in his voice.

Aranur raised an eyebrow at the youth. "Are you that eager to feel the cold
claws of the canyon?" He twitched the raised browin an al nbst sinister
imtation of an earth chanter

The boy fidgeted with irritation. "Wll, we're packed, the sun is up—what are
we waiting for? W have raiders to catch and debts to pay."

The | eader drained his cup of rou before setting it down. "W can't rush the
shadows fromthe water by wi shing, Tyrei. Tramis said it'd be at |east another
hour before we could go."
"Since you're so antsy, boy,"
gear down to the wharf.' *

Ganon suggested slyly, "why don't you take our

Tyrel made a face

"And while you're at it," Rhom added, "find out who makes the best arrows—
need to fill out my quiver."

The boy made a | onger |ace and opened his nmouth to retort but met Aranur's



eyes and shut it again before saying what he would regret.
"One nmore thing," his cousin said, adding to the growing list of tasks. "Make
sure there's enough of those air vests for each of us. | don't | ook forward to
fishing your too-eager body out of the drink in the nmiddle of a run.'

The sandy-haired boy took the rebuff with good enough grace, though he
muttered to hinmself as he stalked stiffly out of the hut. They heard his feet
hit the rungs twice on the way down the | adder, then the telltale thud as he
junped the rest of the way to the ground.

"Ah, sweet youth," Ganpbn said, roiling his eyes toward the ceiling.

"Sweet youth, my foot. "Aranur snorted. "Yalim,h "hesaid, turning to the ol der
worman, "Bentol said you'd set aside trail rations for us."

The wonman nodded absently toward Di on, took the pitcher of rou from her
daughter's hands, and pushed another plate into the other little girl's hands.
"I already packed them" the healer said quietly, finishing her rou while she
| eaned on the counter. She nodded toward the packs. "You'll find themon the
top of each packroll."

Aranur frowned slightly. It disturbed himthat Dion took it for granted that
she shoul d pack the rations, but he shook him
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self- It was absurd to be irritated by her'thoughtful ness-he woul d have been
pl eased if Shilia had done it instead. Not sure what to say, Aranur sinply
nodded hi s thanks and hefted his and Ganon's packs, striding to the door and
tossing themout on the wi de porch. H's pack was worn again, he noted as the
scuffed | eather turned up when it tunbled. He woul d have to nake a new one
when he got back. O convince Men to do it tor him he thought with a grin,
renmenbering the last time the rather well-endowed woman had asked to do
somet hing for himback at hone.

Di on cleared her throat. "Excuse ne, Aranur."

He junped guiltily. "Sorry," he said, recovering hinself and stepping aside as
t he wonman tossed her own pack out onto the porch. Rhom foll owed her out,
carrying two bags of trail rations to pack into his and Bentol's packs since
they were still over at Elunint's hut, and as he swng down over the | adder
Aranur took the chance to |l ean close to Dion and whi sper, "Mon-mid."

She jerked but quickly hid her expression behind her violet eyes, avoiding his

casually leaning formin the doorway, |ike a whisper of a breeze that he could
not quite catch. Aranur smiled. "Wen you re ready,' * he called inside to her
and Garmon,' 'nmeet nme at the docks. |IVe got to find our trader before he backs

out on us again."

Thirty minutes |ater he lashed the |last of the packs onto the kayaks. "Let's
see those air vests, Elunint," he said, straightening up. The water was cold,
and in spite of the hot rou in his belly, by the time he finished exani ning

t he kayaks for sturdi-ness and | ashing the packs on with wetroot, his fingers
were chilled. "If it's this cold in the canyon," he said, slapping his chest
with his hands to get the circulation going again, "I hope you filled those
vests with hot air."



"So they'll be just like you," Dion said under her breath as die passed.
Aranur gave her a long | ook and the beginnings of a grin, but Elunint tossed a
vest at himbefore he could return her comrent.

"They 're made of otter gut,'
air sewn together. Keeps you afloat if you fall out.
bet that half of you do."

the Celilo nman expl ai ned. Li ke sausages of
" He grinned. "And 1"l

Aranur raised his eyebrow. "Five silvers says you' d | ose that bet."
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Elimnt's grin widened. "Five silvers? Agreed." He picked up two paddl es and
handed themto Aranur, but the gray-eyed | eader shook his head with a smle.

"I"ll choose the gear, Elunint. Not that | think you'd try stacking the odds,"
he added as he put aside a paddl e that showed a hairline crack al ong the
handl e.

El unint just grinned again and shrugged. "Five silvers buys a | ot of
supplies,'' he said obliquely.

Aranur barked a | augh and gestured for the group to get in. Wen the |eather
aprons of the boats were drawn up tightly against their waists to keep the
wat er out, he nodded to Elunint to take over

The gui de gave the signal, and they dug their paddles into the water and swung
into the river. In a noment the current reached out and grasped the tiny
craft, flinging themtoward the towering walls that were still draped in chil
nor ni ng shadows.

And then they were into the canyon, darting one after the other into the great
V's of current that dashed over the rocks. Elunint, the nost experienced, and
Dion went first into the white thunder, Tyrel and Aranur next. Aranur had tine
for one quick glance behind at Ganbn and Rhom and both were grinning wldly,
their hair already wet with spray. Tram s and Bentol cane |ast, the guide
paddling for both hinmself and the trader, since Bentol's hands were glued to
the sides of the craft as if by wllpower alone he would stay in the kayak.
Then Aranur had no tinme for anything but an instant's fear and a wild
exultation as they lunged into a wall of water that grabbed their bow and
dragged t hem under.

They were tossed up tike a stick and came down into a frothing white hole, the
power of the waves closing over Aranur's head. He knew an instinctive panic
that froze his lungs as the water froze his skin, but then they were out

again, twisting to avoid the black shape of a rock that |oomed ahead, white
froth clinbing its sides and spewing around it. They shot away to the right,
and he glinpsed Dion's kayak just before it went under. Her craft dived into
anot her hole, junping out again like a fish after a fly, and Aranur could see
Tyrel yelling wildly in the front of the boat. Huge waves surged over their
bow, but the little kayak cut through the water |ike a needle through folds of
cloth. They nmanaged to follow Dion's kayak through the next froth and then had
a second's respite as the current raced into a | ong,
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snooth V. Dion and the guide were desperately paddling toward the canyon wal I,
so he and Tyre! followed again, not knowi ng what was ahead but fighting to
keep in their path.

The t hunder seemed to grow, and back to the left Aranur could see the water
drop away over an edge. But they were already caught in the run by the wall,
dashing toward their own drop. Aranur saw Dion's craft go over as if dragged
down. Then he coul d see what she rmust have screaned at as Tyrel |eaned back
agai nst the apron, and Aranur could feel sudden fear draw his own skin back
fromhis face. They had no tune to do anything but pull the paddles in to the
sides of the kayak. Then the water shot them out and down fifteen neters. The
bow of the kayak split the churning froth in two as they dived straight at the
fall's feet. Then they were under, and the icy thunder was trying to rip the
paddl e fromthe man's hand and pull himapart in a hundred directions. He
braced his | egs against the sides of the kayak as they rolled. Hi s |ungs
buned. Water | eaked through his taut lips. The thrash of it was driving into
his eyes, and he could not see. | need air . . . He brushed by a rock upside
down, and still the current pulled them aside, dragging them forward under the
water. Air

The kayak hit the surface again, and they twisted it upright, sucking air and
gasping for breath, their paddl es grabbed by the water as they thrust themin
to keep the kayak straight. Water burned in Aranur's nose and streaned from
his black hair. A sudden wave surged over the small craft and flung them

si deways into the water again, but they whipped the kayak back under them and
twi sted back into the main current. Then the waves began to break over huge
rocks that struck out at mem They followed Dion's kayak but had no chance to
see if the others had followed them The frozen water swept the sweat fromthe
lean man's skin with every stroke and fed the fierceness in his heart, and he
could see Tyrel scream ng his young m ght as they dodged fromone hole to the
next, the crashing filling Aranur's ears so that he heard only the rocks
calling them on.

They were nearing the end of the run when it happened. The waves tossed Dion's
kayak up and turned it on the crest of the wave, dropping to the left of a
jutting shadow. But as Aranur and Tyrel reached the crest, the water surged
agai n suddenly and they plumeted onto the bl ack stone. The kayak splintered.
The shock jarred Aranur's knees where he had braced hinsel f
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agai nst the kayak's sides and banged his spine where the edge of the manhol e
was cutting into his back. Shards of wood flew. Then the force of the crash
threw himinto a plungi ng wave that sucked hi munder. He grabbed his | ast
breath as he was flung into the shocking cold, the churning water crushing him
under a rock. His boots slipped up along its slick stone side, and then the
river grabbed like a westler throwi ng himover and shot himpast, ice-cold
wat er rushing up his nose and drowning his ears as he tunbled. He tried to
right hinmself on his back, feet first, but the current dropped himinto

anot her hole, the white thunder exploding on his face and tearing the |ast
breath from his drowni ng body.

\Y
Aranur Bentar neDannon;

Si di sport



The weapons of revenge are sharp But so are hearts

Soneone was kissing himwith soft gentle lips, breathing into his |ungs.
Aranur took the breath and ki ssed back, his tongue flicking along her |ips as
if to taste heaven before he died. He felt Dion start and opened his eyes, but
then his stomach asserted itself and he rolled on his side to be sick in the
sand. Wen he rolled over again, she was sitting back on her knees, but the

bl ush was still on her face. Aranur felt smugly satisfied.

"Thought we'd lost you for sure,"” Ganon joked, hel ping his nephew up, the
worry still in his voice. "Couldn't you pick a nore reasonable tinme to go
swimm ng? And if you nmust swim don't you think you could renenmber to

br eat he?''

Aranur coughed and spit, clearing the vile taste fromhis nmouth, and managed a
smle.' 'l needed the bath, Ganon. Dion was avoiding nme |like the plague. One
qui ck dunking, and |Ve got her kissing me already.’

The wonman's eyes flashed anywhere but at the | ean, rmuscul ar nman who teased her
so easily, but Aranur changed the subject when he caught the | ook of dawni ng
conpr ehensi on and anger on Rhom s face. "What did we | ose?" he asked i nstead.

"Not a thing except the kayak you grew so tired of,'' Ganobn
87

88

Tara K. Har per

said. "We're at Portage, where the Clan Celilo takes the boats back overland
to the village. Tram s says there are always enough kayaks here for us to go
on down to Sidisport by river if we want to."

Aranur was gingerly trying out various nuscles, finding the sore spots where
the river had not been too gentle. He should have sone real beauties for
brui ses by the next day.'' How 'd you make it through, Cousin?"

Tyrel grinmaced. "I stayed on top when you went under, and Garaon and Rhom
pi cked me up hal fway down. | hung on to the end of their boat. Got a sore
bottom of f a sudden rock, but | canme out better than you."

"Well, you can stop hovering now," Aranur stated, brushing away solicitous
hands. "I'malive and well and intend to stay that way for a while.'

"You see, Bentol," Ganon called to the nerchant, whose white face still showed
his fear. "We're blessed with a noon-nmaid to | ead us through anything. Four
brui ses, two cuts, and one soggy fighter. That's not bad for a run |ike
that.'' The trader gave himan irritated | ook, got up, and stal ked away.

They gained a full day on the raiders by riding the white water and staying
with the river to Sidisport. Halfway to the coastal town the Gray One joi ned

t hem agai n, appearing in the norning as the wol fwal ker's pillow where the

ni ght before she had gone to bed with her pack under her head. The gray wol f
was rarely seen now, except at night—there was nore traffic on the road, and

t he massive creature haunted the nmarshy woods they rode through instead of the
wi dening trail that led to the city. By the tine they reached Sidisport, they
were only a couple hours behind the slavers, and the cold rage that had been
banked in Aranur since the kidnapping began to flame into soft ice.



The wharf where they stopped was dark and grimy. Snmells of sea creatures
brought in for sale overpowered their noses and kept themfromsnelling the
garbage in die gutters, but the dingy | ook of the warehouses could not be
di sgui sed. Bentol, talking with a street rat, was trading a copper for each
bit of information he coaxed fromthe grimy boy about the slavers, their

voi ces | ow but clear as Aranur kept a wary eye on the wharf.

several on board. They've been docked since sunset."

A copper changed hands, only to disappear quickly into the ragged pockets of
the dirty boy. ' 'How many cane ashore?'
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The boy | ooked I ongingly at the next copper, just visible between Bentol's
fingers. "Three, "he said quickly. "Thecaptain, his second mate, and a
stranger."

The copper hesitated above the boy's outstretched hand. "How did you know who
they were, boy? If you're making this up, | '11 cut your throat before you
stir two steps fromthis dock.'

"He comes here often. | wouldn't lie to you," the boy protested, pretending
i nnocence, his eyes glued to the noney. The copper dropped, and he caught it
deftly.

"Where did they go?"
"I don't followtheminto the city every time they go shopping."

Two coppers appeared in Bentol's hand. "I think you'll find it com ng back to
you," he suggest ed.

"It's no secret,"” the boy said sullenly. "Wenever Salnm has extra pretty
ones, he takes themto the private market first. If they don't l|ike them
there, then he goes to the public market."

"W have no interest in the public market, but the location of this private
mar ket mght interest us greatly." Bentol had slipped a piece of silver into
his hand and was turning it slowy in his fingers. ' 'It wouldn't be part of
Pisnot's side market or the merchant Mankarr's special black market, would
it?" The boy hesitated and | ooked furtively around. Bentol casually dropped
the silver and covered it with his foot till only a glint of bright netal
showed in the nud.

"The Hangi ng Sword," the boy whispered. "The baserment. A door behind the
shel ves |l eads to a room under Mankarr's warehouse. They neet there in two
hours." Hi s voice was urgent, hurried. Bentol stepped back, and the boy
dropped to his knees to snatch the silver, then darted away as soon as the
words were out and the silver was in his hand.

Bentol turned back to Aranur. "You heard?"
The | eader nodded.

"Why do they nmeet so soon?" Tyrel puzzled. "And why a private market?
t hought they'd have nore bidders at a public block."



"They'd have nore bidders," Aranur answered, "but the private market will
attract nmore money. And if the slaver captain Salm doesn't want us to be able
to trace the girls too easily, he'll have to get rid of thembefore public

mar ket tonmorrow. The rich nerchants get first crack at the new girls, any-
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way, though it isn't common know edge. If he tried to sell such prizes at
public market before letting the merchants bid first, he mght end up m nus
hi s head."

D on shuddered. The market bl ock had nearly been her fate, too.

"We'| | have to nove quickly, then," Ganmon said.

"1 think, Ganpn, that we nust exercise our mnds first, not our arns,"” Bentol

sai d.

The ol der man opened his nouth to return the trader's sniping, but Rhom cut
himoff. "What do you suggest? This is a private, not a public market. W
can't just walk in and bid with the others for the girls.’

"Why not?" the pudgy nman denanded.

"I't would be unexpected,” Aranur admitted. "Private markets are hard to get
into. Bentol, do you know Mankarr? Can you set us up as bi dders?"

The nerchant nodded smugly. "Mankarr is an old friend of mne, and he owes ne
a favor. Plus, | finally got my hands on sonething he's been trying to take in
trade for years. The bids tor the girls are probably fixed al ready, but yes, |
think I can fix it so he would take ne to this neeting, along with two
servants, just to see the fun when | outbid his rivals."

' "Servants?'' Ganon asked. * 'None of us can go into a private market—n a
smal | place like that, soneone's bound to recogni ze us, especially since they
know weVe been trailing themall along."

"We are being | ooked for," Aranur corrected. "Bentol is not. And Rhomis al so
a stranger; no one will know who he is or where he cane from'

"Rhom can be nmy manservant," the pudgy trader agreed, "and Dion will be the
worman fromny own haremwho will acquaint the newgirls with their master and
the I ocal haremlaws. This is customary and will get us by." He | ooked at the
worman critically, unaware of her twin's suddenly stubborn face behind him
"We'| | have to get a good harem costune for you, Healer."

"No," Rhom broke in flatly, flexing his broad shoul ders and narrow ng his
hard, violet eyes. "Me, yes. Dion, no."

D on opened her nouth, but Gamon cut in. "l agree. The heal er does not get
involved in this." The older nman pointed at her twin and the trader. "If you
don't make it out, we could
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possi bly rescue you two or buy you out, but the wol fwal ker woul d be caught in



someone's harem for a very short and unpleasant |ife. She stays here.™

"Ganon, | have to have soneone to settle the harem wonen, "the trader argued.
"Men don't buy for the harem w thout one fromtheir own haremto agree and
settle the new wonen. The laws are strict. If |I don't take one of my own wonen
al ong, | have no business buying." He raised his hand to cut off the ol der
man's protest. "And Dion is the only one who can go," he continued. "You are
wel I known as a weapons naster, and these nmerchants have sharp eyes and foll ow
the runors. And even with a disguise, Aranur would al so be recogni zed

i medi ately. Tyrel has a hot enough temper to |l et |oose when he sees how his
sisters are being treated—

"I'"d be controlled,"” the boy broke in.

Dion tried to speak again, but the trader cut her off and turned to the boy.
"You know you wouldn't. | cannot go alone, and I cannot go with only one
manservant. AH buyers have wonen with themto settle the new ones. And the

nmer chants who attend Mankarr's sales would junp at the chance to call charter
law down on nme if | went against custom If | don't bring a woman al ong,
they're going to start |ooking at the timng of my own appearance and ask sone
nasty questions."

Bentol knows his trading well, Aranur thought. H's tongue is greased like a
cook's knife. The gray-eyed | eader sighed. "He's right, Ganon. Tyrel, you're
too rash yet. And Ganon, you know that you—and ne, too-are traveled enough to
be easily recogni zed by these men. Rhom and Dion are the only choice."

The heal er opened her nouth again, and her twin started to protest, but Tyre
beat themboth to it. "But why Dion?" the boy argued hotly, jealous of her
position and protective of her person. "You can always say you traveled |ight
and just chanced on this market."

A loud snarl cut through the noise and startled themall into silence. Hi shn
glaring at each of them sat back on her haunches as Dion gestured angrily for
themto remain quiet.

"I'f I could speak for nyself," the wol fwal ker said. "Bentol makes sense.
Besides |'ve had the sane kind of training as you, and | can take care of
nmysel f well enough. You should know that, Ganon."
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"Heal er Dione," the weapons nmaster said firmy and respectfully, "this is not
the sane. The risks are different now "

"I understand the risks, and I know ny chances. | see no difference in the
stakes, " the woman answered steadily. "If it's not nowthat | risk slavery, it
will be a month fromnow, or a season or a year. Raiders don't wait for wonen

to come to them anynore."

The ol der man opened his nouth and then closed it, and Aranur had a sudden
realization that she was right. Ever since the raiders had started pushing

i nl and, wonen and even men were in nore and nore danger of abduction and
slavery. For Dion, her freedomwas the stakes each tinme she left her village,
and on Journey, as far fromhome and safety as she was, the odds agai nst her
grew hi gher every day. The Gray One was her constant conpani on, but even a
wol f was no guarantee. And her skills in Abis—she was strong and qui ck and
lithe, he knew, but he had never actually seen her fight—+f she went in wth



Bentol and Rhom now, it would be on Ganbn and Rhom s judgnent. The bl acksnith
woul d never put his twin in danger he was unsure of, and Ganon—well, the old
weapons naster had no equal in judging a person's fighting skills. And, Aranur
rem nded hinself, his uncle had seen the wol fwal ker fight before.

"Ganmon, Rhom " he said finally, "it's up to you. You both understand what
we're going into at this slave market."

Ganon*s face was still stubbornly closed to the idea, but Rhom sighed. "Dion's
good, " he said. "Mdire than good enough for the job, though | hate to admt it.
But Dion, stay here. You don't know what it'll be like. They'll treat you as
if you were on the block, too, just because you | ook different, unusual. If
one of them decides he wants you, there may be a fight anyway. W can manage
wi t hout risking you, too."

Aranur turned to the trader. "How well does Mankarr know you, Bentol? And can
you trust hinP"

Bent ol nodded, then chuckled suddenly. "Like a brother."

Aranur frowned but let the trader's private joke pass. "W knows you besi des
hi nP"

"Mankarr actually knows nme as one Altiss Hantinn, a nmerchant who deals in
unusual objects. G dintner knows me, and Tbserva Nefarg. In fact, | should
know all the merchants at the sale. If Rhomand Dion came with me, their

col oring woul d not
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be out of character for Altiss's exotic tastes. | could say that |1'd bought
Dion, then agreed to take Rhomin service so he could be with his twin."

"It could work," Gampon admitted reluctantly.
"I't will work," Bentol corrected inpatiently.

"Ganon," Aranur said, "we're all in this together, and the risks are shared.
And," he added slyly, "think on this. Wile Salm is playing the successful
slaver, who is guarding his strongbox? | think it would be only fair if he
repaid the ransomwe' ||l be paying him don't you?"

The ol der man shook his head. "All right," he said unhappily. "I don't I|ike
it, but 1'11 go along. Salm nust have coll ected sonething interesting these
| ast few years. He's been causing enough trouble doing it."

"Tyrel will go with you," the lean man decided. "As for me, if there's
trouble, | want to be ready to get Bentol and the rest out of there fast.

"11 rent a carriage for our nerchant Altiss and play driver instead. 1'll pass
for a stranger well enough in the dark. AH right?"

"Agreed," the trader said with relief.

Aranur turned to his cousin. "W don't have much tine to get clothes. Tyrel
find us another wharf rat to run a few errands. Bentol, you' d better go over
what ever the buying procedure is with Rhomand Dion. W can't afford to slip
up and give ourselves away. Ganmon, while Tyrel's finding us some cheap | abor
why don't we get a good look at Salm's boat."



Y/

Enber Di one maMarin;

Sl ave Sal e

What cost your pride ?

It is free, for I can get nore. What cost your skills ?

They are low, for | ama heal er. \What cost your body ?

It is high, for I amuntouched. What cost your soul ?

There is no cost, for it is not for sale.

It had been al nbst two ninans since Dion had worn anything but men's cl ot hes,
and the soft black velvet felt good against her skin. The haremtunic was snug
but not so snug that she could not nove in it if she had to, and the baggy
pants were | oose enough to conceal the few weapons she woul d take. She
admtted to a streak of vanity as she exam ned herself critically in the
mrror.

&oi ng hunting? H shn asked with a | ow teasing how .

You be quiet, she told the wolf, adjusting her jewel pouch to hide hi the
folds of the pants and turning around to see if she had gotten the scarf to
hang properly. You 're a plain, ordinary mutt of an animal who has as little

mnd as the mute |I' m supposed to be.

Supposed to be ? The wolf's yell ow eyes gl eaned as she |licked a spot on her
coat. Wait till they hear your singing voice.

Dion made a face at her. Be quiet and let's get going. They can't wait forever
for you to finish preening yourself.

Aranur was waiting when the two came out fromthe hotel room He did a double
take, seeing the healer for the first tine
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in a wman's tunic and pants, but said nothing other than to ask if they were
ready to go.

"Bentol is in the carriage with Rhom" he said, showi ng her to the carriage,
H shn padding softly beside them ' 'Remenber, if there's trouble of any kind,
get out of there. Don't wait for Bentol or even your brother. Just run."

"Does Bentol have enough to buy your sisters back?" she asked.

"He should. W pooled all our noney, and we picked up a little nore fromthe
rai ders. Too bad we couldn't have gotten into the raider's strongbox before
Bentol goes in, but that can't be hel ped." He gave the healer a hand up to the
carriage. "lI'd like to see that slaver captain, Salm's, face when he finds
out we paid for the girls with his own noney."



H shn junped in beside the woman and lay at her feet, yellow eyes follow ng
the city lights in the windows as Aranur drove the trader and his servants to
Mankarr's home. There were already four carriages waiting with their drivers
when they arrived. As Bentol had arranged, they were expected: They did not
even get to the steps before the merchant Mankarr appeared in the brightly lit
doorway of his house.

"Altiss,"” he cried, and Dion frowned till she renenbered that the trader had
sai d that Mankarr knew hi m by anot her nanme. "Wat a pl easant surprise. Cone
in, come in. You still have excellent taste, | see," he comented, running an
expert eye over the small group. ' 'But cone in. What have you been doing

| atel y?"

"Traveling here and there, collecting this and that," Bentol answered glibly,
enbraci ng the man before entering. "What do you think of nmy nost recent
acqui sitions?" He gestured negligently at the three who were followi ng him

"Exqui site," Mankarradraitted. "Beautiful coloring. Wiere did you find then?
One of themcan't be a wol fwal ker!" Mankarr took a closer look, trying to find
the chain that held the wolf in bay.

' '"They are twins fromthe Randonnen nountains,'' the trader boasted. "Both
are nute, but even though the girl cannot speak, she can sing like a ligriatia
bird, and she has the wolf to protect her.'

"I's that why she's still untouched?" the other nman asked slyly.
96

Tara K. Har per
"OfF course not." Bentol waved the comrent aside as if it were not worthy of

t hought. "There was a prophecy attached to her birth that when she mated, she
woul d | ose the only voice she has left: song. Since |IVe plenty of wonmen to
keep ne happy—

"You're only happy with a new girt on your |ap,"
teased slyly.

the Sidis-port nerchant

"1 have no need to break the voice of the nost |oveiy songbird I Ve ever
heard. "

"You bought them bot h?"

"No, | didn't need to. Their parents were in, shall we say, desperate
financial straits fromthe father's penchant for ganbling, and |, being the
ki ndhearted man that | am"-—Bentol ignored Mankarr's snort—agreed to buy the
girl. Her coloring and singing nore than make up for her nuteness in

conversation. As forthe man, well, he insisted on comng with his sister, so
though | refused to pay for both, | ended up with the two for the sane price
as the one. | do pay hima mninml wage to keep hi mhappy," he added, though

it was obvious that the expense was one he woul d rat her have done without if
he coul d have gotten a better deal out of the tw ns.

"A good trade," Mankarr agreed, |eading themdown a rich corridor and then
into a confortable room The tapestries that hung on the walls depicted
hundreds of years of history, and the rug that covered the entire floor was
deeply woven with brilliant colors. Bentol gestured for Dion to sit by him



Mankarr shut the door. "So, what brings you here, Atiss?" the merchant asked
abruptly, dropping the small talk.

The trader remained casual. "I'mhi the market for a few pretty girls. You
woul dn't happen to know of a private slave sale |I could discreetly attend,
woul d you?"

Mankarr gave him a sharp | ook, then chuckled. "You sly thanrin. How did you
know?"

"The streets are alive with gossip tonight."

"I know of such a sale. But it mght cost you dearly. What kind of girls are
you | ooking for? Dancers? Tal ented virgins?"

Bent ol dropped his voice, and Mankarr |eaned forward to catch his words.'
"Hi gh-ranking girls. Perhaps those froma Llo-roi's famly."

The ot her man frowned and spoke softly. "Cb dintner requested those girls
specially from Salm, the raider captain. He
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woul d be very unhappy if | allowed his prizes to be bought out from under
him"

"I was not aware that you held dintner in such high esteem"

"I don't, and you know it,
ti ght ened.

Mankarr answered mldly, though his nouth

"This is a cash sal e?"

"Of course.”

"So the bids are already fixed, are they not?"

"For these girls, yes. The bid was fixed at the tine of the order."

"Let me attend this sale, Mankarr, and | will guarantee you some fireworks."
The ot her man hesit at ed.

"Ch, cone, you'd love to see b Cintner thwarted," Bentol urged.

"You want into this sale badly, Atiss.” The nerchant eyed the trader
specul atively. "What do these particular prizes mean to you?"

Bentol | ooked at Mankarr for a long monent. "Two of the girls are the
daughters of Lady Sonan," he said, his voice so soft that it barely reached
his ears. "The other is her niece."

"Lady Sonan!" Mankarr exclained angrily. "The Lloroi's wife? Altiss, does Lady
Sonan know what she's asked you to do?" Mankarr stared at the trader
accusingly. "She is trading on your |ove for her to—'

"Shhh." Bentol notioned, glancing at the twins. The Lady Sonan, Dion thought
wi th some shock. That would be Tyrel's nother . . . She net Rhomis know ng



gl ance and | ooked away.
"They are nmute.'' Mankarr waved the trader's protest aside. "Wat they know,
they can't tell, and if they're in your service long at all, they'll guess the
truth anyway. Altiss, you've got to put aside your obsession with this wonan.
She has brought you not hi ng but unhappi ness."

"I't is the will of the npons," the other man returned.

"It is not the will of the noons that you should buck both G dintner and the
rai ders. There is some dark dealing going on here—Salm has contracts with

Ll oroi Zentsis from Ramaj Bil-occtar to stir up trouble here, and it's runored
that lately Cintner is getting involved in the eastern politics, as well. If
you step in the mddle of this for a woman who does not —annot —ove
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you as you |love her, you will be cracked and crushed like a bug by a dnu. |
will not allow you into the sale. The girls have been in the raiders' hands
for a ninan. They are already lost to their parents.”

"I gave my word." Bentol spread his hands. "These are her daughters, and
Mankarr," he added, his voice dropping tragically, "they could have been nine
| cannot turn ny back on her. | nust attend this sale. | have over three
hundred gol d pieces to bid with, and | also have— He paused and pulled a
pouch off his belt. "—an object worth much nore than that, which you have nmuch

interest in."

"What is it?" Mankarr asked, unwilling to drop the subject of the Lloroi's
wife but finding his interest caught instantly by the dull cloth-swathed
obj ect that Bentol drew from his pouch

"It is sonething you have said you would do al nost anything to get,'' the
other man said quietly. * "The Ob of OQatna.'

"The orb, here!" The nerchant stretched out his hands. "Let ne see it."

"I will let you have it for a nmere five hundred gold pieces and the chance to
go to the sale.”

Mankarr sat back, the eager light going out of his eyes. ' 'No, Altiss. | wll
not trade your life for that of alifeless jewel. Keep it in its pouch."

The trader ignored himand unw apped the bl ack stone anyway. "Five hundred

pi eces of gold is a pittance for a jewel that would conmplete the M dnight
collection," he said in a voice as hypnotic as the light that caught the
corners of the cuts and shimered into a depthless flash of infinity at every
edge.

Mankarr drew in his breath. "It is as beautiful as | renenber," he breathed.
He | ooked away in restraint. "Put it away, Altiss."”

"1 have not brought this here to torture your senses," Bentol said softly. "
paid dearly for this. And I will give it to you for less than half its
worth.'

"I'f you get the paynent you're asking, you are also giving away your life. Is
it worth that? Is any wonan worth that?"



"I would give ny life a hundred tines for the Lady Sonan. You know it,
Mankarr." He hefted the jewel in his hands. "Four hundred fifty gold pieces
and an invitation to the sale.”

"No, Altiss." The nmerchant's voice was sharp, but his eyes still wandered to
the trader's hands.
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"Four hundred gold pieces."

"CUntner has a long and vengeful arm Altiss. Crossing himis not worth the

| ooks you want from Lady Sonan." But Man-karr's eyes could not |eave the
stone, and the trader continued to turn it so that it seemed to nesnerize the
very light in the room

4 "Three hundred fifty in gold, the matched pair of ivory bracelets in that
cabi net, and the favor."

"Altiss, you know what you are asking nme to do," Mankarr al nost wail ed.

Bentol went on relentlessly. "Three hundred pieces of gold, UK ivory

bracel ets, and the favor. I will not go | ower, Mankarr, and you'll never have
this chance to hold the orb again."''

Mankarr | ooked at the black orb once nore and was lost. "I+ wll take the
orb, Altiss, but know that you nake ne pay also for your love with your life."
He sighed. "Three hundred pieces of gold and the matched pair of carved ivory
bracel ets.” The nmerchant shook his head. "They are yours," he said, "though
how t he Lady Sonan will receive them when you' re dead is beyond ne."

"There is the matter of the sale.”

Mankarr took a deep breath. "You may go."
' "And the approxi mate amounts of the bids and a list of who will be buying
what . "

The dark-faced man | ooked at the trader. "You want to invoke the rule of

i gnorance to allow you to bid for the girls? You were always nore clever than
the others, Altiss, though Cintner and Nefarg would never admit it to

t hensel ves." He sighed. "Wy you chose to—well, it's not ny business." He

| ooked back at the orb, then nodded. "You'll have the information."

"Then this," Bentol said, turning the shimering jewel in his hand once nore,
"is yours." He tossed the orb fromhis hand, its flaw ess facets absorbing the
very light of the noons as it seenmed to flow through the air to Mankarr. The
nmer chant caught it and palned the jewel, rubbing it and staring into its
infinite depths.

' *Qb dintner expects to buy three girls.' * The nerchant spoke w t hout
inflection, as if passing sentence on a nman already dead. "They are being sold
in a group for a sumof over two hundred goki pieces."

D on's eyes w dened. That was enough gold to buy all the
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| and her father owned. Bentol was nodding, staring at the ceiling as if
catal oging the information in his mnd.

"Cintner always carries an extra hundred pieces in case he sees sonething

el se he wants," Mankarr continued. "Al dor Copiandi expects to buy two virgins
fromthe coast and a pair of young boys for his cousin's home. He'll spend
about 135 gold pieces on the four of them He rarely carries extra noney."
Mankarr paused, thought a nmoment, then went on. "Toserva Nefarg has put in no
bids, but he will bring upwards of a hundred pieces to tease the bids of the
ot hers.

"Edi hana Metrinadon seeks a new bevy, and the bids for these girls are the
only bids not yet frozen. He has al so been promised five dancers fromthe
halls of Cortin and at |least two pretty faces to keep hi mconpany at night. He
wi Il buy the dancers on the basis of their perfornmance tonight. The man has
never been predictable; | would guess his noney pouch at two hundred pieces
for the night.

"Newt on Donquoan is not buying tonight. He usually carries thirty pieces to
pay for his pleasures. You renenber Bart Llewellin?" Mankarr asked the
trader, and when Bentol nodded, he continued. ' 'He is buying the daughter of
Truss Edithewton for revenge. He's willing to pay at |east one hundred gold
pi eces for her stolen body, and he'l! be carrying about forty extra pieces of
gold, maybe fifty, in case the bid is pronpted higher."

"Who is buying last?''

"Cintner. He wants to nake sure none of the others have noney left for
bi ddi ng when his prizes cone up. This deal is inmportant to him"

Bentol nodded. "As | figure it, | only need to cover bets over five hundred
pi eces of gold in case Cintner borrows fromthe extra nmoney that'll still be
floating around. | have nore than enough. The Lady Sonan enptied her purse to

see her daughters again."
"l didn't know Ll oroi Dannon was so well off."

"He isn't." Bentol smled grimy. "But with ny funds also and the help of a
few carel ess raiders we met on the way, we have nore than enough to finish
here." The two nen rose. "By the way," Bentol nentioned, "the street has it
that there is a door in your basenent that |leads to the cellar of the Hanging
Sword Tavern."

"Ch?" Mankarr | ooked thoughtful for a moment. "I'Il | ook
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intoit." There was the sound of another carriage in the courtyard, and
Mankarr | ooked soberly at the trader. "There is just one other thing before we
join the sale: | tied when | said the raiders had narked the girls already.
They have not been touched. It was part of the deal." He rose and gestured for

Bentol to follow Bentol, furtively relieved, nmade the sign of the bl essing at
Mankarr's words, then notioned for Rhom Dion, and the Gray One to stay in the
room

"Rhom " Dion hissed. "Did you hear that? Bentol and Lady Sonan?"



"l heard, but | can't believe it."
"I't explains why Bentol and Ganon are always fighting."

Her twi n nodded briefly and got up to pace the room After a mnute he paused
and | ooked around. "I bet it's why Bentol doesn't stay here in Sidisport. Look
at this place—he's got plenty of gold to set hinself up like this if he

want ed, but then he wouldn't get to see Lady Sonan every quarter year. Have
you ever seen so many things in one roon? There nust be a dozen paintings in
here al one. ™

"I"'mstill looking at the tapestries,"” she returned softly, her violet eyes
wi de as she let themroam Hi shn, turning her yell ow eyes around the room
projected only the desire to go out the wi ndow and back into the fresh air.
"Wait, Gray One. W'll be out of here soon.™

Suddenly the bl ack-haired man halted. "Hey, look at this."

"Rhom we really shouldn't be nosing around. Hi shn's getting nervous, and it
just doesn't feel right."

"I know, but this is incredible. This is a page fromthe original Dharvin
Tsuma—the phil osophi es of the ancients." The young bl acksm th peered cl osely
at the first of the franed docunents that |lined one wall. "I can al nost read
it, too. Mon-worns, but this must have cost Mankarr nore gold than our entire
village is worth."

Unable to resist, Dion glided to where her twin was squinting at the ancient
words. "It nust be over a thousand years old," she breathed, |ooking over his
shoul der. Behind her, Hi shn whined; she shushed the wolf with an absent
gesture.

Rhom fingered the gilt of the next frane. ' 'Look at this one. This is a copy
of the Sundown Statenents." He ran his finger along the wall, glancing at each
i n wonder and going on to the next. "By the nmoons, Dion, |look at this one."
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"Which? I"'mstill reading the Biologist's Guide to the Wrld."

"Drop it. YouVe seen the translation." He shook his head and stared nore
closely at the poorly preserved parchment that taunted his eyes. "I'mnot sure
| should tell you ms, but | think this is a page froma manual descri bing
Ovousi bas, the internal healing of the ancients.”

"Here?" Dion | ooked at her twin in startled wonder. "A whol e page that escaped
t he Purging? How can it be?"

He stepped back as if it would bite. "Read it yourself."

She stood on her toes and peered up at the frame. "I wish | dared take it off
the wal | "

"Better not to. What if they come back?"

The wol f whined again, louder this time. Healer, she sent unhappily, there is
the snmell of a trap in here.

Vell, we 've got to wait till Bentol gets back, the woman returned absently,
and it won't hurt to read sone of this while we wait. She gl anced over the



parchnent, then read it nore closely. "Ovousibas," she whispered. Then she
shook her head. "This doesn't nake sense. It says you just look to the left
and drop into the patient's body."

Her brother frowned. "You sure you read the letters right?"

"Uh huh. Look—t even nmentions the wolves. Says they're the key to the whole
thing.'' Her voice trailed off, and her eyes got a faraway | ook

"Look, Dion, don't go getting any funny ideas. You re a good enough heal er
that you don't need miracles to pull a patient through.”

"Don't worry. |'mnot about to risk Hishn in an experinment." She tore her eyes
away fromthe ancient parchment. "But Rhom" she could not hel p saying, "what
if I could do it? Just spread my hands over someone and nake them well again
by thinking it out."

"Ovousi bas is death, Dion."
This place is death, H shn broke in even nore strongly than Rhom

The wol fwal ker pulled herself out of her reverie and | ooked at the Gray One as
if seeing her for the first time. "Wat are you sayi ng?" she demanded. "Wy?"

/ snell blood. Ad. And new bl ood. And the wi ndows are snall and far away from
t he ground.
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"Rhom " Dion said in a |ow voice. "People were killed in this roomnot |ong
ago. "

Her twin | ooked at her sharply, his eyes suddenly still. "Did you bring a
weapon?"

D on nodded. "Four short knives and a pouch of throwi ng stars and noons."

"Wsh you coul d've kept your sword." He strode to the door from which Bentol
and the merchant had left and put his ear to the wood. "Can't hear anything,"
he nuttered when he turned back around.

The wol f snorted and padded bal efully back to the wi ndow. "Hi shn says there's
no one to hear. Not in the corridor, anyway." She frowned. "Rhom where did
t hey go?"

"Probably just to checkout the sale before taking us in."

She nodded, unconvi nced, and gl anced toward the parchnment that beckoned on the
wal | .

"Leave it, Don."

"I just can't hel p thinking—=
' "Every healer who's tried Ovousi bas since the plague is dead, Dion. And
their wolves with them And dead is where we might be, too, if we're not
careful here. So keep your mind on the business at hand."



She shot himan irritated [ ook. "I've not forgotten what we're here to do
Rhom'"' She gl anced to where Hishn was sniffing at the thick carpet near the
wi ndow, and her twin foll owed her gaze. What is it, Gay One?

The fear scent is strong.

The dark i mage of the room made Di on shiver, and Rhom put his hand on her
shoul der. She junped. "Don't worry, twin," he said with a grin, though his
eyes were serious and his hand hefted his sword to make sure it would slide
easily fromthe scabbard. "Don't forget, we've got one weapon no one ever
counts on. W've got violet eyes. If you get scared, just pull out your knife

and flash those eyes. Those nerchants will think the nmoon warriors have cone
back to Asengar for the Purging. All we have to do is | ook at them and frown,
and their hearts'11 chill in their chests."

"d ad you' ve got confidence,"” she said shortly, "because between Hi shn's

paci ng and your nosing around, |'mstarting to get paranoid."
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"Rel ax," he advised. "There's nothing el se we can do for now "

Heal er.
"Rhom-sonebody' s coni ng!"

They dodged back to the sofa, and Dion plopped down just in time before the
door opened and Mankarr and the trader came back in. The Gay One stood at the
wi ndow, her paws up on the sill and her nostrils flaring as if she could
breat he easier by sucking in nore air.

"Come, " Bentol gestured. Cbediently, though with a sideways glance at the wall
on whi ch the parchnment of Ovousi bas hung, Dion glided into place and bowed her
head, trying to | ook subservient as she shoved the thoughts of Ovousi bas out

of her mind. In formation, Rhom marched slightly before her, and H shn, with a
silent snarl, fell in behind.

The house seenmed quiet as they wal ked through its halls, but nmere was an
undercurrent of excitement that hit them as they descended the stairs into the
basement. They passed through three roonms, each soundproofed against the noise
that grew as they wal ked, and finally they reached a small, dark

i nconspi cuous door at the back of a storeroom Mankarr paused, | ooked

meani ngful ly at Bentol, then pushed open the door. As it opened, nmere was a
lull in the noise, then it picked up again. Dion tried to keep her eyes down
but could not contain her curiosity.

It was a huge room Five nmen and wonen twi rled and danced on | ow tabl et ops,
the nmen dressed in sober colors and the wonmen in opaque veils and scarves that
tantalized the hungry-eyed merchants while nusicians beat at the roomwth
wild nelodies and prinmeval rhythns. Sweet snoke filled Dion's nose. Her
nostrils flared as she caught H shn's inpressions of the expensive drug and
coughed. Each man was surrounded by servants and sonetines as many as four
worren of his house, the wonmen dressed in bright but discreet clothes. Amid al
the color, the sonber black of Dion's costune attracted too nuch attention
She suddenly wi shed she had |listened to Rhom and stayed with Ganon and Tyrel

Mankarr led themto a | ow table surrounded by enbroi dered cushions and | eft
themthere. Bentol |ooked conpletely at ease. There were startled nurmnurs
behi nd the group as the people noticed the wolf, and specul ati ve gl ances were
cast in their di-
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rection. Dion could fee! her cheeks flushing at the hard stares. H shn's |ips
pul l ed back in a snarl, and the eager hands that reached to touch her fel
away as their owners shrank back. Rhom stood close till she knelt in the
cushi ons beside the trader, then he dropped to sit behind them both, guarding
his twin fromlecherous | ooks with hard glares of his own.

"That's an interesting pair of servants, Altiss," a man said as he | eaned over
fromhis owm table. He eyed the twins. "How nuch did you pay for thenP"

"Too much, Metrinadon." The pudgy man smiled lazily. "But | have not been
di spl eased with them"

"It takes much restraint to | eave the girl untouched," Metrinadon said,
referring to the black velvet Dion wore. H s soft, pale hands tapped out the
dregs of his pipe and scooped themfromthe table before him ' 'I mght be
interested in picking up a virgin with looks like (hat if she's not already
spoken for."

Dion could feel her brother tense, but Bentol turned the man away easily.
"She's a nute," he said, "but she can sing as long as she doesn't nmate. |

enj oy her voice enough to take ny pleasures with the others in ny house." He
paused and | owered his voice conspiratorily. "For now, that is."

The ot her merchant chuckl ed, his paunch rolling with his laugh. "You're as
| echerous as any, Altiss. |I'd wager ten silvers you won't keep her untouched
for another ninan."

"I'"d take you up on that bet," Bentol said with a smle, "but I'mleaving
tomorrow night, and it woul d be several ninans before | could collect."

"Next time," the man said, turning his attention back to his pipe.

Anot her man nmoved to speak to Bentol, having watched the interchange between
the trader and the overweight nerchant. "Altiss," he acknow edged, inviting
hinself to sit at the trader's table. "You' ve been naking quite a name for
yourself lately. | understand you got the better of Cransti in an unusua
trade | ast nonth."

Dion's attention wandered. H shn was nervous, catching the inpression of nany
m nds and naking the healer edgy with them too. They watched the dancers and
gl anced di screetly at the nen and wonen in the room and then her attention
was brought back to Bentol's conversation by the other man's words. ". . .1
woul d pay handsonely for the girl," he was saying.
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"They are a pair, and much too expensive for your tastes, Donquoan. Besi des,
amfond of the girt right now "

"I happen to have a hundred pieces on ne right now | would part with it for
both of themif you threwin the wolf."'

Bentol chuckled. "It would be a poor day in Sidisport if | sold all three for
that. The girl does not go for less than a hundred pieces by herself."



Donquoan snorted. "That is far too steep for a mute virgin with a pet."”

"Ah, but she is not just a virgin," Bentol |eaned back against the cushions
and gestured lazily at the healer. "She is nmute but can sing songs to turn the
hardest heart. She is also a wol f-wal ker,"

Bentol, Di on thought nervously, you shouldn't have said that.

He has a purpose, Hishn returned softly, but the undertone of worry just added
to Dion's own. He is feeling out the thin one's greed.

But Donquoan was | ooking at her, surprised, his thin, sharp face set off by

t he bushy eyebrows that hung over his cold blue eyes. "A wol fwal ker? Cone now,
Altiss, you can't expect nme to believe that. You are trying to pass off a
trained wolf as a | egendary beast."

" "It's true enough. | pronised to respect the girl when | bought her, else
she woul d not have cone. So you see, she is nuch above your price range."

"I will give you 110 pieces of gold for the girl and the wolf, untested."

Bentol considered it. "Hm But you would still have to pay for the man."
"I"'msure | could find a use for a personal guard. Twenty pieces plus wages is
a reasonable price for such," he said.

"The man is worth nmuch nore. Look at the pair they are together. Their
coloring is exquisite. They would nmake a beautiful addition to any househol d."

Bentol, Dion wailed silently, beginning to feel panicked, you better not be
seri ous.

"' 1 will give you 140 pieces of gold for the three of them"''
The trader hesitated.

"One hundred and fifty pieces of gold." Donquoan pulled two heavy jewel ed
rings off his thin but wiry, strong fingers, the
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| ust eager in his eyes as he stared at the healer. "And these. Think on this,
Altiss. | am being generous."

The trader opened his nouth to say yes but then shook his head as if with
great effort. "No, Donquoan. Your offer is generous, but | cannot take your
gold in trade. | cannot give the girt up yet. | ... have a certain fascination
for her nyself,"” he admtted. Dion was so relieved that she al nost did not

m nd when Bentol stroked her hair for a nonent, showing the other man his

cl ai med affection

The ot her merchant took BentoFs refusal with good grace. "I'mwlling to wait
for such a prize. If you care to sell later, let ne know 1'll nake sure the
offer is agreeable to us both."

Their talk turned to snmaller things, and as the man stayed at Bentol's table,
no ot her merchants coul d approach. Soon Man-karr brought the nusic to a halt,
and Donquoan returned to his own table.



"There will be nuch extra gold floating around tonight," Bentol whispered

wi t hout noving his lips. "But we should still have enough." Dion fingered the
j ewel pouch she had taken from her boots and hung fromher belt on a whim It
contained the total wealth of the twi ns—the sum of the healing she had done in
the last three years since her Internship, the noney Rhom had earned in the
smthy in the same anount of tinme, and the paynment for a tract of |and beside
their father's. There was sone gold, two cut and two uncut sapphires, a deep
bl ack ruby, three eneralds, a yellowtaliv gem and a few strange carvings of
rare stones done by the Ethran people. They could add those if they had to,
she told hersel f, questioning Rhomwith her eyes and relieved at his barely
percepti bl e nod when he saw her fingering the pouch

"The appraiser has arrived," Mankarr finally announced. "The sale is open
First bids are for—=

"Wait a minute, Mankarr," a slender man interrupted, a curved pipe in one |azy
hand and a sneer on his darkly handsone face. "This is a closed bidding." He
poi nted the pipe at Bentol. "Wiy is that dour-faced tanrin here?"

"It is indeed a pleasure to bid with you once again, Nefarg," Bentol said
snoothly, oiling his voice. "Do you not remenber that | am al ways wel cone in
this house?"

"This may not be the tine to exercise your poorly perceived rights, Altiss," a
richly garbed man warned wi th contenpt.
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"Why, dintner, you are the wealthiest nerchant of us all. Wat have you to
worry about?'' Bentol asked in nmock surprise.

Cintner's face darkened, and he turned back to the front and ignored the
trader. "I have no objection. Let us begin the bidding. "

Mankarr nodded. "First bids are for two coastal virgins." He turned the

bi ddi ng over to a small, al nbst unnoticeable nan in gray and gestured for the
two girls to be brought out. Cheeks flam ng, dressed in nearly sheer tunics
and pants, the two girls were chained together. They would not raise their
eyes fromthe floor as they hunched their shoul ders agai nst the appraising

| ooks of both nmen and wonen in the room A raider hauled themforward and
struck them sharply on the back to stand up straight; Dion's eyes flashed as
she saw how young the girls were. Wiy, they're no ol der than Kabrun's

daught ers, she thought in shock

"These two lovelies are only fourteen," the raider said, forcing themto pivot
in front of the men. "Good teeth, beautiful long hair. Wth ebsin not mature
enough to carry a child, so they're guaranteed to give at |east three nore
years of undisturbed pl easure.”

Ebsin, Dion thought in shock. If Aranur's sister had been given such a drug
and he found out about it...

But the raider had stepped back, and the biddi ng had begun.

"The bidding starts at twenty pieces,"” the small man said quickly, his voice
droning quickly into an indecipherable pitch. "Twenty pieces twenty pieces
doflieartwentyfivepieces . . . |havetwentyfivepi eces twentyei ghtpieces

dol hearthirtypieces . . . lookattheiriovel yfacesandvirgi nal bodi es

| havet hirtypi eces-thirtypieces . . . dolhearthirtyfivel havethirtynvedol hear



The voi ce buzzed on, finally pausing and snapping Dion's attention back

to the front. "Thirty-eight pieces. Do | hear forty?" Hi s voice slowed as he

sensed the end of the sale. "For thirty-eight pieces. Do | hear forty pieces?
Do | hear forty? Thirty-eight pieces. Forty pieces. | have forty pieces. Do |
hear forty-one?"

Di on | ooked around, but it was not until Rhom nudged her and directed her
attention to the nmal evolent glare that passed fromone of the men to Cintner
that she figured out who had just bid the first man up again. dintner smled
i ndul gently. The other man, with a barely contai ned gesture, angrily signal ed
t he

WOLFWALKER

109

auctioneer. "l have forty-one," the small man droned on. "Are there any nore
bi ds? Going for forty-one pieces of gold each, two virgins fromthe coast,
forty-one pieces. Going. Going. Sold to Al dor Copiandi, cash up front." The
smal | man nodded to the new owner, whose servant rose and carried a heavy
purse to the front.

Mankarr gestured for the next girl to be brought forward, and the auctioneer
went through the sane pitch. Bentol bid a few tines, never seriously, just
keepi ng the drone of the auctioneer going, while people shifted and stretched
as the bids went on. Wen it cane to the dancers, the mnusicians played again,
and each dancer showed hersel f off for several m nutes before the bidding
started again. Dion watched in fascination as the men and wonen contorted
wildly to the nusic. One wonan withed obscenely |ike a sand sucker and was
sold for forty-two pieces of gold. By the time the dancers had been sold off,
the wol f-wal ker's eyes were burning with the snoke and Hi shn's nose was

cl ogged fromthe snells. They both felt dizzy with the cloying drugs that
wafted through the room and Di on wi shed she could wear a veil, too, so she
could filter out sonme of the snmoke. Hi shn coughed and pawed at her nose. Dion
could do nothing. The bids went on. Gb dintner bid two men up as high as they
could go, infuriating themand then waving off their protest as if it were not
worth a thought. Finally Mankarr announced the |last sale. dintner remrained in
his |l azy pose, but his eyes sharpened when the three girls were herded onto

t he st age.

The girls stood as the first had done, their faces red with nortification and
the thin chains on their arns and | egs draggi ng them down. They woul d not | ook
up, and the raider had to yank their faces forward for the men to see. They
were beautiful girls, and the healer felt pity for them w shing she could
gi ve them some confort.

Besi de her, Hi shn grow ed deep in her throat, and D on caught her uneasy

t hought. This place snells nore and nore like a rabbit trap, the Gay One
war ned.

But the auctioneer was still talking. " such beauty already in girls so
young. They are as yet untouched, except by the |light of the nmoons. These two
are the daughters of the Lloroi of the Rarnaj Ariye, this one his niece."
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"The three girls are offered as a group,"” Mankarr added. "Bidding starts at
thirty gold pieces each.”

The auctioneer took over. "Thirty pieces. Thirty pieces, thirty-five, forty



pi eces of gold, forty-two pieces." The bids rose quickly as the nen got into
the excitement of the sale, even knowing that dintner would take the girls
anyway. The tallest girl's eyes focused on Bentol at one point, but her
surprise and joy died; suspicion and despair replaced them when she saw
strangers with himand not her brother. Dion wondered what rumors flew in her
vill age about the pudgy trader. "Fifty pieces. Look at their beautiful faces.
The flash of their silky hair. | have sixty pieces, sixty-two— Bentol

di screetly showed a closed fist. "Sixty-five pieces of gold." dintner |ooked
around to see who was bidding himup, and when his eyes nmet those of Bentol

t hey darkened. "Sixty-five, sixty-six, sixty-eight pieces of gold. Look at

t hose gorgeous green eyes." The auctioneer's voice caressed the room singling
out dintner as he noticed the other bidders dropping out and | eaving the
battle to Bentol and the nerchant. "See the fire that flashes there. Such
spirit is—seventy pieces of gold!'"™ The voice was triunmphant. "I have seventy
pi eces, seventy-one—

"Let us hold for a nonment under the rules of the charter.”
voi ce broke through the auctioneer's drone.

Cintner's angry
Mankarr stood up, unsurprised, and calmy | ooked askance. "What is it,
dintner?"

The man glared at Bentol and gestured angrily at the trader. "It is against
the charter to bid above the fixed price. W have all agreed—

"Agreed on what?" Bentol broke in with apparent unconcern. "I was not aware
that the prices are fixed."

"You were not invited, either," Toserva Nefarg put in.

"But | am here and was accepted before the sale began." Bentol waved his hand

negligently. "I amnost sincerely"-he smiled |azily—apologetic if | have bid
above the fixed price, but—He paused and | ooked around the room "Since this
is a cash sale and | was not told the prices before the bidding began, | have

the right to offer ny gold freely for those prizes that catch ny eye.™

"You shoul d keep your eye and your gold to yourself or you mght |ose them
bom "

"Cintner," Mnkarr warned.

WOLFWALKER
111

"And you," dintner accused the merchant. "You set this up. It is your
responsibility."”

' "The one who requests the sale is responsible for namng the bids," Bentol
stated firmy. "And, dintner, you requested the sal e—and accepted ny
presence. "

The nerchant's face darkened. One of the others, gleeful at a chance to snipe
at dintner, put in, "Let us get on with this. The matter is settled."

dintner |ooked murderously at the man, then sat back. "I will offer
seventy-five pieces of gold apiece for the girls."

The auctioneer glanced at Bentol. ' 'l have seventy-five pieces of gold
Seventy-si x. Seventy-nine . " The room began to murnur. dintner |ooked



around and gestured for Toserva Nefarg to | ean toward him

"He is borrowing fromNefarg," Bentol whispered out of the coners of his
mout h, "but he will pay dearly for the favor. Nefarg is one of the nmen he bid
up tothe limt earlier.”

"Ei ghty pieces of gold," the auctioneer continued uncertainly. "Do | hear
nor e?"

Nef arg nodded to Clintner, and the nerchant signal ed the auctioneer

"Ei ghty-one pieces of gold for each girl. Eighty-one. Eighty-eight." Hs voice
raised the tension in the roomas nmuch as Bentol's bid had. The noise | evel
rose suddenly and fell as quickly as dintner |ooked furiously toward another
man. "Eighty-eight," the auctioneer repeated anxiously.

Met ri nadon, another man Cintner had bid up to the limt, shook his head.

A intner made a signal that spoke volunes, and Metrinadon finally nodded, a
mal evol ent smile on his face as he contenplated the interest he would receive
for the night's loan of his gold. "Ninety. Ninety pieces of gold." The
auctioneer wiped his brow. "N nety-eight.”" dintner turned to two other nmen he
had previously angered. One nmade a gesture, and Cintner's face darkened
further, but he nodded; the other glanced at Bentol, then smled viciously and
nodded al so. The auctioneer nervously raised his voice over the nurmnuring.

' One hundred. One hundred pieces of gold for each girl. One hundred and one.
One hundred and two. One hundred five."

The amount of gold they were betting staggered Dion's mnd. | could buy that

entire tract of |land, she thought, incredulous, for the price of one of these
girls. But dintner and Bentol were not bidding just for the three girls who

stood so ashamed in
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front of the room the two men were bidding to beat each other. "One hundred
ei ght pieces of gold—= The auctioneer's voice broke, and he cleared his
throat. "One hundred ten. Do | hear nore?" Bentol finally raised his hand.
"One hundred fifteen." Clintner gestured angrily. '' One hundred twenty.'' The
aucti oneer | ooked hel pl essly back at the trader, and Bentol signal ed again.
"One hundred twenty-five pieces of gold. One hundred thirty. One hundred
thirty-five." There was a pause, and Cintner | ooked down at his hand. He
viciously pulled off a signet ring and held it up. "One hundred forty pieces
of gold for each of the girls before you." The auctioneer |ooked as if he were
going to faint when Bentol calmy raised his hand once nore. "One hundred
fifty pieces of gold." The auctioneer's voice trenbled. The lines of sweat ran
down the side of his face, but he did not notice. Cintner |ooked slowy
around at Bentol, then sat back, a grimlook on his face. "One hundred fifty.
One hundred fifty. Coing, going, sold," the auctioneer announced, his voice
hoarse, "to the trader Altiss Hantinn, three girls for the sumof—= He
swal | owed | oudly, "—ene hundred and fifty pieces of gold each, cash up front."

Bentol rose and noved to the front, followed by Rhomwith two small bags. He
dunped the bags heavily on the appraiser's table, and there were a few nonents
of confusion while the gold and jewels were sorted out. In the neantinme, while
H shn's hackl es rose and a growl began to grow deep in her throat, Dion was
studied by dintner. Bentol was just sitting down, his purse nmuch lighter

when Cintner's voice rose above die nmurmuring once again.

"Since we have been discussing the charter rules tonight, | would like to
bring up one nore." The room qui eted down, and Bentol |ooked at dintner, his
eyes narrowing.' 'Uninvited guests must expect to show equival ent wealth for



the prizes they bring with them which can be bid upon by any interested
party. Altiss— He paused nal evolently. "You have brought with you sone very
unusual prizes. | would like to bid for them now. "

The trader's face tightened. "The sale is over," he began

"The bi ddi ng has not yet been closed,"” dintner corrected.

Bentol turned to Mankarr with a gesture, but Mankarr shook his head. "dintner
is right, Altiss. You nmust allow the bid. If you cannot show conparabl e worth,
you must give up your prizes." Mankarr gestured for the auctioneer
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Bentol turned to Rhomand Dion. "This is a show of wealth,” he said in a | ow
voice. "I must be able to top Cintner's final offer or sell you to himfor

his last bid. If | match him piece for piece, he keeps his bid and | keep the
prizes—hi this case, you two and the wol f—either of us loses. Ifl best him

with a higher offer he can't match hinmself, he will | ose half his bid to ne."
Bentol tried to wipe the worry fromhis face. "Cintner can still use the four
hundred and forty pieces he borrowed, and he nmay do this for revenge. | have

| ess than two hundred in gold | eft—not enough to match himif he is serious
about buying you just to humiliate me in spite of the price he would pay. W
m ght have to break for the door. Mankarr already sent the girls upstairs ."
He gestured toward the curtains that hid the slave chanbers. "They'|ll be ready
when we | eave. If we get out of here.”

"The bidding," Mankarr interrupted, "will start at a hundred pieces for the
girl, the man, and the wolf.'"' The auctioneer nervously cleared his throat
again. "A hundred pieces . "

Dion listened to the bidding as if in a dream H shn's growing fury like a
fire that burned her thoughts. She felt Rhomis tension as if it were her own,
her eyes flashing each time Cintner bid up the sale. For it was a sale. Since
the twins had come in as owned servants, nothing they said now woul d make the
other merchants believe they were there of their own free will. Papers got

|l ost, others were forged; in the case of Rhom Dion, and the wolf, previous
sal e papers would be conpletely overlooked. And if Bentol could not nmatch what
dintner bid, Rhomand D on—and H shn—would legally belong to the nerchant.
The price rose to two hundred pieces. Rhonmlis hands were on his belt as he
stood behind his sister, ready to use his sword and the knives hidden at his
side. H shn's mnd was ranging, trying to sort out the hostilities and
excitement in the room The bidding rose again. Bentol faltered. dintner
seened to pounce. "One hundred eighty pieces." The auctioneer's voi ce waver ed.
"One hundred ei ghty-one pieces. One hundred eighty-five." Bentol glanced at
the twi ns desperately, helplessness in his eyes. The auctioneer |ooked at
Bentol one nore tinme for a bid, but the trader could not signal to bid what he
did not have in cash. "Going. Coing—

A pure sweet trill broke the tension, and everyone stared. There was a
confused nmurnur, but the auctioneer stared straight at Dion until all eyes
were on her. The heal er rose slowy and
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glided to the front, bowing to the apprai ser. The auctioneer held his breath.

Bentol held out his enpty hands. Cintner held his tenper, but just barely.
Finally Dion reached into the folds of black velvet and produced a small green



enerald that flashed in the light of the |lanps. The appraiser took it
lovingly, holding it in his hands as he exanmined it under the glass. "It is
flawl ess," he announced. "Thirty-one pieces."

The auctioneer cleared his throat. "Two hundred el even pieces.” dintner
closed his fist. "Two hundred twenty-five pieces.”" Dion did not |eave the
apprai ser's table, and Bentol |eaned back, deliberately casual though his eyes
were tight, and smled at Cintner. "Two hundred twenty-five," the auctioneer
repeated, |ooking at Bentol, then at the woman who stood so quietly before
him She bowed, produci ng another green stone. The appraiser took it as he had
the first, and the bidding rose again. Dion brought out the stones one by one,
mat ched each tinme by Cintner, till she had nothing left. dintner leered at
her and smirked at Bentol, and the healer could feel her face flush. "Four
hundred and twel ve pieces of gold." The auctioneer's voice cracked as he
repeated Cintner's sum She hesitated, then drew out a carved silver knife
she always carried for luck. It was not worth nuch, but it was sonething. '

" Four hundred nineteen pieces of gold." The auctioneer |ooked at dintner
"Four hundred twenty-five pieces of gold.'' The auctioneer's voice seened to
stick in his throat as he repeated dintner's last and | eering sum Dion bowed
her head. Had she nothing left? But Cintner still had fifteen pieces of gold
to bid with. She clenched her hands over the blade still hidden in the baggy
pants. "Going," the auctioneer croaked.

Heal er, Hi shn's thought broke through the woman's, your headband.
"Going . . ."

The healer trilled once nore, the clear tones interrupting the auctioneer as
he opened his dry nouth to close the sale. And Dion reached up and renoved her
headband, setting it before the appraiser and making a sign. There was a
murmur, and the roomwas silent. The intricate silver and bl ue stood out
soberly anong the randomgold piled in front of the appraiser. She did not
know how much the band itself was worth, but on the slaver's scales its bare
ornanent ati on meant nuch nore than earthly nmetal. Wth the heal er's band
itself, Dion was offering herself
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and her skills. If she lost this bid, not only Rhom Hi shn, and Di on but
Dion's healing skills would belong to dintner, to be used however he w shed,
for good or evil.

Moons of mercy, she prayed, Cintner doesn't have nore than fifteen nore
pi eces. Let this be worth the sixteen pieces of gold that were paid to have it
made .

The appraiser turned it over and exanmined it mnutely. He finally turned to

t he auctioneer. "For the band, three pieces of gold. For the healer's skills,
for a termof four ninans as outlined by the skills listed in the charter

si xteen pieces of gold, four silvers,"” he announced. Dion's knees felt weak
with relief, and her heart started beating again. The apprai ser handed her

j ewel s and headband back, and she tucked the first things back into their
pouch after setting the band over her glossy hair.

Aintner had nothing further to say. His face raged dark red, for Bentol had
beat his best offer, and there were sly sniles anong the other merchants. b
Aintner had just been disgraced twi ce before them had been beaten at a dea
he had set up hinself, and had | ost half his borrowed wealth to a nere trader



If ever eyes could give death to a nman, the power was there in Cintner's
face.

Mankarr started the mnusicians, sending the dancers |eaping to the tabletops,
breaking the last bits of tension with exotic musk. Cintner gestured
furiously for his manservant to give Bentol half his bid, and the trader
saluted the nerchant lazily.

"Leave," Mankarr ordered in an al nost inperceptible whisper as he passed
Bent ol

The trader made no response, but his small group rose, making a casual way to
t he door. Rhom watched the novenents of the merchants fromthe comers of his
eyes as the dancers whirled on; the nusic beat at his twin's consciousness
till the door shut mercifully behind them

H shn [unged up the stairs in relief, ignoring Dion's cry until she had
escaped the smell of the drugs below. The hunt is on, she sent, slinking
across the hall past a startled servant. The man hesitated as if to stop the
wol f, and she whi pped around, slashing at his cal ves while he shrieked and
ran.

"Control your pets, Altiss," Mankarr snapped. But D on was already soothing
the woif, calling her back fromthe wi ndows, where the Gray One ran from one
to the other, snarling and baring her teeth at the bars that covered themall.
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"The girls are in here," the nerchant said in a | ow voice. Rhom wth a
backward | ook down the hall, waited outside the roomas D on took the heavy

cl oaks fromthe merchant and went in to help the girls into them The el dest
girl, taking one look at the healer and the wolf, went pale. She drew the
heavy garnment cl osely about her, then did the sane for the youngest as the

wol f wal ker hel ped the nmiddle girl into the other wap. Dion was glad of the
lighting—she was not sure it was appropriate for a wonan of the haremto bl ush
at such scanty clothes. At l|least they had slippers on instead of the bare feet
t he dancers had used downstairs. They would be silent on the steps. She hoped.
"Now, go quickly," the nerchant warned, hastening themto the door. "Cintner

| ost noney tonight that wasn't his and has nothing to show for it but a
foolish face. He'll be a devil till he gets his revenge.'' Mankarr opened the
door and began talking in a normal voice for the benefit of the drivers in the
courtyard. Dion, who felt as if there would be a knife in her back at any
nmonent, glided snmoothly down the steps, leading the girls to the dark carri age
that awaited. She gl anced back only once; dintner was there at the door
gesturing angrily after themat Mankarr, the man's sharp and furious eyes
follow ng themw th vengeful intent as they drove away.

Vi
Aranur Bentar neDannon;
Lost Again

Flee while the nghi is still dark Fly while the fog hides your tracks Fi ght
when their breath warnms your neck Kill when their blades near your heart

Aranur had been waiting for three hours, his sword | oose in the scabbard and
his ears strained for noise within the house as he paid scant attention to the
talk of the other drivers.



"Last | heard," said the short one with the too-Iong cloak, "Ramaj Caflanin
was goi ng down."

Anot her | aughed, tossing his copper to |land close behind the first man's coin.
"Not a chance, Mck. Even Zentsis wouldn't waste his tine on that land."

"It has value," the nman insisted. "It borders nore of the coastline than any
ot her Ranwmj."
The other driver tossed his coin against the wall. "Wrthless |and, worthl ess

sea. You can't squeeze out taxes where there's no people to pay."
The tall est one chuckl ed.

Eyeing the way the coins had | anded, Aranur rubbed his thunb twi ce al ong the
edge of his own copper and al nost nissed the sharp, sidelong | ook he got from
M ck. Aranur hesitated, then kept his voice | ower than usual when he spoke.
"Whet her Zentsis nmoves in or not, Caflaninis his."
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"How do you figure?" the tall man asked, squinting at the coins and then at
Aranur. "This one's yours again, Mck."

Aranur shrugged, pulling his cloak in tighter as the wind tried to pry it from
his chilled fingers. "Zentsis uses the roads through Caflanin to keep Prent's
old rule controlled. He owns the borders on all sides except that of the sea,
and the diffs of Basten-dore keep the people fromsettling out on the coast,
so where would they get supplies or help fromif he decided to cut them of f?"
He dug in his pocket for another copper as the drivers started another gane.
"Better to take the crunbs of trade he gives themthan deny himaccess and
force himto nmake it an issue.”

"YouVe got nore brains than you | ook," one of the nen said with a grin,
peering at Aranur's shadowed face as if he were trying to place his voice.
"Your throw, Borden," the short one prodded. "Can't you tell he's not a man to
| et anger skew his toss?"

"Doesn't hurt to try."

The ot her, stockier driver studied Aranur, too, as if he thought the |ean
dark-haired man fanmiliar, and Aranur let his hand rest casually closer to his
sword hilt. "How long's Altiss in town this tinme?" the man asked.

Casual . Too casual, Aranur thought. He shrugged easily enough, careful to |et
the Iight behind himcatch on his shoul der and | eave his face hi deeper gl oom
"He hires the carriage; | drive the dnu. He doesn't tell nme much."

"If he's like Nefarg," one man said slyly, "he tells you enough to tease your
dreans but not enough to appease them™

" As if he 'd ever let you sanple his wares,'' another snorted. "Nefarg is the
| ast one to—=

He bit off his words as if a sword had cut his tongue, and they all noved,
i ke shadows shrinking when a light is turned on, back to their carriages, for



there were voices in the hallway near the door and the clank of chains to keep
t he voi ces conpany.

But it was the nmerchant Mankarr with Bentol, and he had three girls in tow
behi nd the healer and her wolf. Aranur could see the attraction the wonen of
the harem had for the slavers of Sidisport: In the dark folds of the harem
pants and the tunic of an untouched one, Dion was beautiful, and he suffered a
few t houghts of her in a harem of his own.

Nam na—and Ai nna—and, noons be prai sed a hundred
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times, Shilia was there, too, dressed in scanty clothes that could be glinpsed
beneat h heavy cl oaks, shanmed and showing it with cheeks still burning, but by
t he gods, Aranur thought, carefully relaxing his fists with a wary gl ance
toward the other drivers, safe. She still did not knownone of the three
knew—that he was already there, that Bentol and D on and Rhom were friends; he
wanted to shout and grab her and run into the house and kill the raiders he

found. But he noved no muscle, showed no part of his fierce joy except the

i mpercepti bl e shaki ng of his body, where he held his relief and rage cl enched
tight. And then Rhom appeared, striding behind the girts, his sword out as if
to slap them should they nove too slowy. Their small chains clinked thinly in
t he danp evening whil e despair dragged their shoul ders down as nuch as the
chai ns did.

fortunate for nme that you dropped by,
enj oy your bargain, as well."

Mankarr was saying. "I hope you

"My bargain? Ha!" the trader snorted. "You already have twenty-five percent of
nmy bids as the house take, you old tanrin, and you woul dn't hesitate to try to
skin ny back in another deal, too."

"You're too kind," Mankarr nocked. He | ooked up and changed the subject. "The
weat her is getting stornmy. There's an inn with a good reputation near the
south end of town. You may want to stay the night instead of trying to travel
the main road in the rain.”

"Ch? 1'll consider it. Pleasant trading, Mankarr."
"And you, Altiss."

Dion glided silently to the carriage and waited while Aranur opened the door
and helped the first girl in. It was Nam na, Tyrel's ol dest sister, and as she
took Aranur's hand, she | ooked up and gasped.

"Quiet," he whispered savagely, gripping her wist hard as he thrust her in.
Nam na, stunned, barely choked his name back before Ainna joined her in the
carriage. Aranur's own sister, Shilia, was last, and he had to pry her fingers
out of his own to step back and give Dion roomto get in with the wolf and
Bent ol

"To the east side," Bentol directed himquietly, as if the trader did not want
anyone to hear but was too pleased with hinself to keep his voice down. "Over

to Quartertain's house," he added jovially.

Rhom swung up on the driver's seat and settled wthout a
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word till Aranur slapped the traces and the clacking of dnu hooves hid his
words. Then, gl ancing behind him he murnured, "Take a right at the next
wel | court, then straight two bl ocks."

Aranur complied without comment. Ah, Shilia, he thought, you'll be honme again
in two ninans, gossiping with the girls and flirting with those | disapprove
of . But honme again, and safe. And, he added grimly, it'll be a dark day in the
seventh hell before | let the hooves of a raider's dnu ring in the pass again.

Left, then left again at the squat house of the Sequent, and then past the
gli bben trees along the square. Straight another mle, then a quick dodge
right, left again, and down through the |ane by the old wool en m || —Aranur
sent the dnu twi sting through town to hide their passage, nmerging with the
traffic on the busier streets and then darting away again to drive pursuers
out into the open, where he could see themif they dared to foll ow.

When the carriage pounded across the waterfront to the dock, Tyre! and Ganon
were waiting, dripping wet under their cloaks but with grimsmirks on their
faces. Ganobn gave his nephew a glinpse of the raider's noney bag he was
hol di ng under his cl oak, and Aranur flashed hima quick grin before they swung
into the carriage. He heard a muffl ed squeak, then a |upine yel p, and wondered
who had sat wetly on whom but there was no tine to find out. Salni's payrol
coffers must have been very full, Aranur thought with satisfaction, For the
first time in two ninans, his snmle touched his eyes and the tension around
his jaw rel axed—Shilia, his sister, was safe again. Monworns, but he had

m ssed her, feared for her, raged that raiders could ever have touched her-he
forced his hands to relax again as the dnu picked up his sudden tightening on
the reins and broke into a faster trot, pulling themto a slower, |ess obvious
pace and letting the six-legged gaits drumthe danp night into his head while
he held to his calmlike a desperate nman clinging to a plank in the sea. As

t he docks cane to an end and the road roughened into a | ess-travel ed way, he
finally slapped the traces and urged the dnu into a rhythm c | ope toward the
south end of town, where Mankarr had directed nmem

The inn was still lit as time noved into the early hours of norning, and the
singing inside was still loud as they approached. Aranur pulled up at the side
of the inn, and Rhom
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swung down. Bentol and he went in, the door |oosing a shaft of light like a
spear that split the courtyard and the noise quieting monmentarily till those

i nside judged the visitors and |l et them be. Aranur fidgeted. The dnu, placid
as usual, hardly picked up the uneasy nood that clung to himlike a cloud
huggi ng a nountain, but they stanped their feet as the traces twi tched, eager
to get to the stable and start on their dinner. "It's about tine," he nuttered
as Rhom and the trader were silhouetted in the doorway again, followed by the
shape of the merchant Mankarr as the yellow |Iight dodged around their |egs and
stretched out as for as it could before the innkeeper called it back and shut
the door. "Use the running boards," Aranur ordered the three nmen, already
starting the dnu around to the back of the inn. The sudden sway of the
carriage told himthat they had caught the edge of the roof, and he did not

| ook back, too busy guiding the dnu at a fast pace through the barrels and
stacks of goods waiting for pickup and the small sheds for storage.

Rhom j unped down to open the stable doors while the firm handed | eader held



the inpatient dnu stonping and snorting in the cold. They could snell the dry
hay inside, and they were hungry.

The stable was dry inside and snelled of clean, nmusty hay, but Aranur felt
anot her tw nge of unease—t would not be hard for anyone who had overheard
Mankarr to stake out the fewinns on that side of town while they were at the
wharf. And Mankarr hinself could have been followed. ' 'It's been too easy,"
he muttered to Bentol. ' 'Too danm easy to get this far wi thout a squall out
of the raiders.”

"Hah," the trader whispered back as Aranur tied the traces onto the driver's
seat and swung down to open the carnage doors. Rhom and Mankarr cl osed the
stabl e doors quickly behind them "If you' d seen the market block," the trader
continued, "you'd cut your own tongue out before saying that again. Mankarr
says that Cintner's out for blood. "

What ever el se the trader said was |l ost as Shilia burst fromthe carriage
"Shilia!" Aranur caught her fromthe step.

"Ch, Aranur!" And then she was in his strong arns, her arms choking his throat
in her relief and tears, and Aranur felt the protective urge rise in himand
feed his fury at the slavers. "Oh, Aranur, we thought we were |ost. W thought
no one
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woul d ever cone for us." Her silent sobs cut off her words as she cried out
her shane on her brother's shoul der

"It's all right, Shilia," he whispered back. "I'm here. You' re safe now.
Tyrel," he said over his shoulder, "get their clothes out fromthe bags."

The trader had renoved the girls' chains on the way to the inn, and now Ganon
threw the indentured slave links violently into the hay with a grunt.

"Di sgusting things," he said, helping Ainna dowmm fromthe carriage. There was
a sense of urgency in the air, and they all noved as stealthily as thieves.
"You girls change now,'' Aranur directed in a | ow voi ce. "That way we'l|l
attract less attention when we go into the inn. Tyrel, haven't you got those
bags yet ?"

"I't's dark under here,'' the boy conpl ained softly fromunder the carriage. "I
can't feel the knots." The girls clinbed reluctantly back in, Ainna taking a
nmonent to squeeze her brother's calf where it stuck out so awkwardly from
under the wheels.

Suddenly Aranur tensed. There was a flash of dimlight on netal inside the
carriage. It was Dion's blade, drawn and ready, while the wolf's fangs gl eaned
dully in the shadows. "Aranur," she whispered urgently.

The hay rustled, and he swung around, startled. Two figures leapt to the
carriage driver's seat and grabbed the reins. There were sharp cries from
inside the carriage and a terrible snarling as the doors were instantly bolted
and the girls were trapped inside. Mankarr and Aranur were closest to the
carriage and leapt for the traces, but they were beaten off brutally. Swords
sliced in the air before themas other nmen charged fromthe darkness of the
dnu stalls, and they fought back to back, the night lit with the flash of
swords where the netal blades clanged together. Aranur, Rhom Ganon, and the
two traders were suddenly fighting for their lives.

"Aranur!" Shilia's despairing cry was flung back as the dnu burst through the



open barn doors, the carriage careening past the inn and onto the street. The
inn was too noisy for anyone to take nore than a passing glance at the wildly
driven coach, but in the light that spilled fromthe wi ndows across the
courtyard the gray-eyed man caught a glinpse of a figure hanging on
underneath. Tyrel

He parried and thrust, his attention brought sharply back to the man | unging
at himfromacross a bale of hay. Aranur's well -

WOLFWALKER
123

timed bl ade slid easily along the other man's too-eager strike, and the
sol di er dropped with a bl oody sigh, convulsing on the hay. Then Mankarr was
beside him parrying a blow ainmed at the man's heart from behind. There was no
time to thank him Aranur could not see Ganmon or Rhony so many figures were
clashing in the dark hay that they got in each other's way as they attacked.

Bentol had been cut off, his back to a stall, two nen before him Aranur could
see the sweat gleanming as the trader tried to keep one of them between hi m and
the other man. Bentol slashed, then ducked and tossed hay into the man's face,
cutting down across the man's sword arm as he noved. The man cried out and
lunged into the trader, a blade flashing nmonentarily in the poor |ight. Bentol
sl apped it down, but not soon enough. Aranur junped across a hay bale and
brought his own bl ade down, a hideous spurting sound indicating where the

sol dier's blood shot against the stall, and now he coul d see Rhom weavi ng

wi ckedly to hold off three attackers and Ganon | eaning against a stall with
one hand pressed to his side and the other holding his sword in bare defense.

The [ ean man junped on the back of the one who was stabbing Bentol's stil
shuddering body and fairly ripped the soldier's head off with his sword.

Anot her man thrust his dripping knife at him and Aranur felt cold steel slide
along his arm The soldier's eyes shone in the torchlight, but Aranur's rage
was fiercer. He growled and threw hinmself into the soldier, both nen crashing
to the floor. Legs scrabbl ed agai nst one another. The man from Ariye grabbed
somet hing and brought it down across the other man's neck as hard as he coul d;
it was a wooden bar for locking the stall doors, and the soldier's struggling
stopped as his neck snapped and his body went |inp.

Aranur rolled to his feet and stood, panting harshly, the sweat still stinging
his eyes and the dust fromthe hay beginning to settle. Mankarr had j oi ned
Rhom and had beaten down two of the three who found thensel ves flanked in the
corner. The | ast one stood, backing away fromthe circle of blades, know ng he
was now al one against at |east three.

"Hold that one there." Aranur's voice grated against his heavy breathing. He
could feel the sting in his armas sweat ran into the slash and the edges of
t he gash scraped against his shirt.
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"Altiss?" Mankarr asked, peering into the shadows from which the tall man had
st epped.

"I did what | could,” Aranur said harshly. "I'msorry, Mankarr. He is dead.
Ganon?"

"Alittle cut, alittle bruised.” The old nman sucked in his breath as he
strai ghtened, his voice hardening as he added,' 'But strong enough for



revenge." He wrapped his side with a cloth torn froma stable banner; the cut
was | ong and nasty, not too deep, but he had lost a |ot of blood.

Aranur nodded and turned to the man before them "Drop the sword," he ordered.
The sol dier | ooked at the four hardbitten men circling himand obeyed, the
steel falling into the hay at his feet, and shifted nervously fromfoot to
foot, looking first at Aranur, then at Rhom and Bent ol

"Al'l right," Aranur said quietly, holding his rage with barely conceal ed
control. "Were did they take the girls?"

"You'll be along tine in the second hell trying to find out,"
i n nmock courage

the man grow ed

"Cut off an ear for the first two wong answers, Mankarr, then start on his
eyes." It was not difficult for Aranur to nmake his voice hard. H's fury was
cold like the steel of his knife. "Now, wait a minute," the soldier started,
tensing up. "You're going nowhere," Rhom snarled, junping himand dropping him
into the dust so that he choked.

Mankarr let his knees fall with a heavy thud onto the nman's thighs, splitting
t he muscl es beneath himand pinning the soldier's | egs while Rhomforced his
arnms back and up. "You're not a mute," he said, startled, to Rhom "Nor a
slave. And neither is ny twin." Mankarr nodded and wenched the soldier's arm
again. "Owngods danmmit, you're breaking my arms!" Rhom forced his arns higher
behi nd his back. "We'll break nmore than that if you don't start tal king."

"Cintner'll get you for this." He spit the words out between

cl enched teeth.

"What he'll get is a pair of ears," Mankarr whi spered. The merchant's knife
gl eaned at the soldier's ear and gently, very gently, began to cut through. "I
think I'lI'l send them w apped,"” he added softly. "Wapped in your skin from

et ne see, what should | cut next, Rhon?"

Rhom | ooked slightly sick, but he forced his voice to be as
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cold as the chill air that clutched at their skin. "The eyelids, | think.'' He
wrenched the man's right armup over the left so that the left was pinned by

the soldier's own body and Rhomis hand was free. "Then the eyes."

The man froze when he sensed the steel sliding across his skin, the heat of
hi s own bl ood pani cki ng him

"This was none of ny doing," the soldier choked out. "I was just follow ng
orders.’

"Orders to enslave young girls? Orders to cheat a nerchant out of his fair
bi d?'* Aranur |aughed harshly, the sound a nockery of hunor. ' "Those are
orders to die if you don't tell us where our little birds have gone."

"Dammit, dintner'll have ny hide!"

"I already have your hide now, " Aranur snapped. "The girls—where are they
bei ng t aken?"



Mankarr's bl ade noved deeper, and Rhomturned the man so that his blood ran
bright red down his neck and stained the hay before his eyes, drop by drop

"For moon's sake— the man gasped.

"For your sake," Aranur corrected. "The girl s—where? Now "

Mankarr gave a decisive slice, and the man shuddered. "dintner— he gasped.
"It was o dintner and that captain, Salm. Believe ne, they had it al
rigged. He'd been pronised the girls fromthe start. The others were just
there to bid himup."

"How di d you know where we were?" Aranur's voice was as sharp as the bl ade
Mankarr held, ready to start slicing again if the man's words came too slowy.

"Hi s driver overheard Mankarr sp-peak of the inn. He sent nen to follow you
when you left; Sahni hel ped pay for them+

The man was nearly sobbi ng. Mankarr had cut nearly hal fway through his ear
and it was getting very nmessy. Aranur's stomach roiled, but he thought of his
sister and hardened his heart. "Were are they now?" he demanded.

"Cb dintner's," the man gasped as the knife noved again. "Cintner's!"
Mankarr pushed the nan away, and Rhomrel eased his arms. The man scranbl ed

back, but Rhomi s pommel caught him along the tenple and laid himout cold.
"G Cintner,"' Mnkarr said,

126 Tara K. Harper

his voice grimas he wiped his blade in the hay, "has the biggest haremin
town. He lets his guests sanple his wares.”

"But taking the girls to his own place?" Aranur shook his head. "He nust have
a |l ot of confidence."

"He can afford to," Mankarr said quietly.

"What do you mean?" Rhom demanded inpatiently, tightening the cinches on the
saddl es of the dnu he had gathered in the gl oom

"Just that dintner knows his business-1 was as surprised as you that dintner
took the girls to his own hone, but when | think about it, | don't know why
not. He has over twenty nen on the grounds at all times, and the place is
built like a fortress. If he wanted to . "

Aranur | ooked at the nerchant with gray eyes cold as ice. "If he wanted to?
he pronpted, stopping nmonentarily fromwapping his bloody armwith a spare
cl ot h.

The ot her man | ooked uneasy. "He could easily hold us off |ong enough to mark
the girls for his harem If so, there's nothing you could do to get them out
again. He could have started in on them already, and fromthe way he | ooked at
your twin," he added with a nod to Rhom "I'd say she's the first to go in."

"No." Rhom shook his head decisively. "No, Dion is in no danger yet."

Aranur raised his eyebrow, and even Ganon | ooked sharply at the younger man.



"I know," Rhomsaid fiercely, as if to convince hinself with his vehenence.
"She is safe for now If we go quickly ..."

Aranur put his hand on Rhomis arm trying not to think of Shilia. "W'll go
now," he promised grimy

Leavi ng the bodi es where they lay, Aranur took Bentol's linp form and
carefully tied himto the saddle of the fifth dnu. They would return hi mhone,
though it was a sad burden they would bring.

As they slipped quickly out the rear of the barn, Mankarr sat stiffly, his
eyes unseeing, and Aranur rode closer and put his hand on the merchant's arm
"I's it Bentol ?" he asked.

The ot her man nodded.
"Mankarr, who was Bentol to you?"

"Not Bentol. Altiss,"” the nerchant corrected unsteadily. The tears were
runni ng down his dirty face, but he did not notice. "He was ny brother."

VI

Enber Di one maMarin:

Fly by Fire

Luck flies with bold hearts Like Aiueven on the w ng

Three guards roped Gray Hi shn and dragged her away snarling and lunging, their
ropes taut in different directions to keep her fangs fromthemall. Dion could
feel the wol f's rage col or her own enotions as she beat on the ground, wailing
and noaning |ike the senmi nute Bentol had proclainmed her to be. He enbellished
the story of Rhomand ne a little too nuch, she thought angrily. It's fine for
a flash appearance, but how well would it stand up to the sharp eyes and ears
of a slimy tanrin like dintner? A mute who could sing and not tal k? He had
not even asked if Dion had a good voice. She was afraid that dintner, whose
eyes had lusted on her as well as on the girls who had stood before himon the
bl ock, would want to sanple her, too. As she | oosed anot her ear-w enching keen
and H shn enmitted a three-tone how, doors slamed and suddenly the good

mast er hinself had cone to the courtyard to see why his prizes were making
such a racket.

"It's the mute and the wolf, sir,"” the |lieutenant shouted, directing the nen
draggi ng Hi shn off. "The moment we split themup, they went crazy."

"You," dintner pointed at Shilia, who had at |east main-
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t ai nedaf aceof calm He, too, had to yell over the noise. "Wat's the matter
with her?"’

"How should I know—~ The girl's voice dripped the next words sarcastically,
"—good nmaster." She shrugged di sdainfully. "Wen they are together, the girl
is an inbecile and the dog is a babe."

Dion got the feeling that if it had not been for the |laws that protected wonen



of the harem dintner would gladly have had the heal er knocked out to shut
her up. As the din showed no sign of dimnishing, dintner nade an angry
gesture. "Bring the wolf back," he ordered.

"Sirl" The lieutenant whirled and gestured for the men to return. Reaching

D on, Hishn |lay beside her panting softly while Dion knelt and scraped the
ground toward dintner over and over. Shilia coughed, snothering a laugh. It's
all very well for her, Dion thought sourly, trying not to sneeze. She's not
the one who has to rub her nose in the dust.

"Cet the nmute off the ground. She | ooks |like a beggar with convul sions.”
Cintner gestured to the lieutenant. "And put the others with the wonen. Tel
Marash to prepare two of themfor me tonight. 1'll put nmy mark on the other
one in the norning." He turned back to the wol fwal ker and hesitated, frowning
at the ropes that were still taut around the wolf's neck. "Since that one

| oves her dog so rmuch, put her in the bl ockhouse with it till | call for
them" He did not spare so nuch as a gl ance back at her when he had fini shed,
and since the soldiers hurried to obey, Dion had no chance to signal or even
give a conforting ook to Ainna, closest to her and nost frightened.

At the thought of the other girls' panic, another question suddenly poked

t hrough the commtion |like a nmud serpent sprouting froma bog: Wuld dintner
| eave Dion alone? If Bentol's story had convinced hi mand Di on was not at al
sure that it had—he night not touch her for a while, at least until he
realized that the story was untrue, but as she glided snmoothly beside Hi shn
patting the wolf like the idiot Shilia had told himshe was, the wol fwal ker
felt a chilling unease grip her hard. Once marked as a haremw fe, never free
inlife. The saying was not one Dion needed to think of right then. If
Cintner tried to mark her, there would be the w tnesses, not just the
nmerchant to take care of +he head of the haremand two others fromthe wonen's
quarters, then two of dinner's nen, and dintner him
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self. Not good odds. "Ch, Rhom" she whispered. "Please hurry."

For the first few nonments she had not worried about her brother, Aranur, or
anyone el se—the shock of the attack had hit her with sudden fear and fury, and
she had been nore concerned about where her knife would [ and than wi th where
her twin stood | eft behind. But now, as her feet padded across the hard stone
of the courtyard and the silver flash of soldiers' spears prodded her toward
t he stone bl ockhouse, Di on had second thoughts about the attack. dintner had
not struck her as a man who woul d indul ge in a grab-and-dash raid. In fact,
she realized, dintner nmust have begun maki ng his plans as soon as Bentol had
bested himin the bidding for the girls—€lintner's attenpt to take D on and
Rhom fromthe trader had nerely notivated the Sidisport merchant to get a

bi oodpnce out of Bentol instead of nmaking a sinple revenge trade.

And she had been stupid not to see it comng. If she had not been crooning to
the Gray One at her side, she would have spit her disgust on the shiny black
boots of the soldiers who were | eadi ng her across the stones. H shn had been
nervous enough, and even Dion had felt the unease—why in the second hel

hadn't she listened to what the noons were trying to tell her? And now? The
wol f wal ker | ooked surreptitiously around and had to adnmit that dintner had

pl anned his home well for attack or siege. A well-planned raid, a well-arnmed
base; she was surprised for the nonent that dintner had taken themto his own
pl ace since it seened so obvious, but then, it would not matter how obvious it
was if there was no one left to come after them Her crooning faltered. Rhon?



She sent the frightened thought out with Hishn's anplifying power. Rhom It
struck her again mat dintner would not have taken risks of |osing the prize
and having the plot come to light; the authorities did not |ook kindly on
anyone who di sturbed the peace, whether he—er she, Dion rem nded hersel f —was
attacki ng or defending.

The fact that she kept her head bowed | et her use the shadows to hide her
anger, but now they were standing in front of the bl ockhouse, and the bright
torches that burned bravely on the gray walls were creating a light that
haunt ed her face and forced the wol fwal ker to control herself. Hi shn, picking
up the woman's fear as the forenost guard unl ocked the first door, grow ed
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and flattened her ears, the bristle on her shoul ders nsng inperceptibly at
first

There is nore to handl e now t han vague t houghts and uneasy snells, H shn said
wi th a nudge that al nost unbal anced the healer This place is cold like the
heart of a seven-day corpse

Now, that's a conforting thought, Dion retorted, thinking of a hundred ways to
break free and not one that would get her out of Cintner's clutches w thout a
spear in her back or an arrow in Hi shn's. The Gray One ignored her thoughts
and snarled nore clearly as the soldier pulled the heavy door open so that the
dar kness energed al nost |ike a nanmeless evil The flickering torches fought it
back, holding it at bay in the bl ockhouse, but Dion had no urge to enter

It's cold and dead, the wolf sent Scents of old boots and worn | eather, old
bl ood and dust

D on shuddered As the sol dier stepped back and gestured for her to go m ahead
of him she bal ked The cell was dark, with only a small barred wi ndow in the
door for light, inside, the stone | ooked as cold as the enpty courtyard An
abundance of steel and stone, she thought, with only a drop of blood to warm
it But she paused Maybe, just maybe, a keening voice could bend its bars

It had already kept her out of the haremfor the night, and at the |east, she
thought, if they did not lock her in a stone cell, she would have a better
chance of escapi ng—ock picking was a skill she had never |earned, and unless
she coul d steal a key, she would be stuck there oil Cntner called for her
and the moons help Shilia and the other two mthe neantime But, she rem nded
hersel f, the nobons hel ped those who hel p thensel ves, and the gui se Bentol had
spun for her might help her nore with the haremlaws behind it man she had

t hought at first it could

Di on kept up her crooning until the guard stepped aside to push the two in,

t hen began wailing and nmpani ng again while Hi shn took the cue and began to
howl A long, nournful how that raised the hair on the back of their necks,

t he heal er thought with satisfaction One that'll nake themplug their ears a
nman from now when they wake to the sound of the wind and think it the wolf
come for their blood

"Sssh," one of the guards hissed, |ooking around nervously "Be quiet now " He
put out a hand to half shove Dion into the
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cell, but she dropped to her knees and he snatched his hand back

"For moonsake, Jontis, you'll lose your armdoing that," one of the others
sai d
"' She went down by herself, *' he replied defensively '' | didn 't touch her

Damm t, woman, shut up "'

She took a perverse pleasure in wailing | ouder, she had to resist a sudden
tenptation to | augh while at the same tinme she was resenting Bentol's

i magi nati on nore and nore

"Maybe she's afraid of the bl ockhouse,” another one suggested

"Well, why don't you put one of the torches in it and make it homey for her,"
Jontis snapped sarcastically over Hi shn's howl "Wth a voice like that,
Cintner'll want her as far from himas possible when she isn't in his bed "

The stocky guard beside Jontis was nearly jerked off his feet by Hi shn's | unge
at the ropes, and he staggered, giving the wolf roomto back up another neter
fromthe cell He notioned the two inside again, pushing up behind themthough
trying to stay as far away from H shn as possible, and D on turned her
terrified face to the guards, wailing to turn the stomach of even the nost

t one-deaf person while H shn added an increasingly amazing repertoire of
forlorn hows to the sky and pulled against the ropes to keep themall off

bal ance

"Hurry up," the tall guard yelled angnly over the noise "If the noise drags
G ntner out here again, we'll all be dnu neat "

Jontis made a gesture as if he were going to strike the other nman, then jerked
back on the ropes Hi shn was yanking around "Wat would you |like ne to do,
CGordy7 Grab her and throw her in?"

I'd like to see you try, Dion thought smugly, know ng that none of them could
touch her without |osing his hands to the judge's ax

"Why can't we just let themstay at the door9" the one with the berry-stained
fingernails shouted "They're qui et enough there," he added, "and Cintner's
goi ng to want them soon enough, anyway '' He stepped back, and D on and Hi shn
settled down on the stones again, her hands petting the wolf and her voice
crooni ng again D on was going to go hoarse if she had to keep it up much

| onger, and she kept telling herself not to
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laugh. It was |like opening a door to a carnival band, she thought.

On, off.

"We could watch themright here,"” the other suggested, breathing hard from
struggling with Hi shn and cl enching and uncl enching first one hand and then
the other while maintaining his tight grip on the rope. "I'd bet five silvers
that Cintner's business will be done within half an hour.'

"Mbonwor ms, can't anything go right tonight?" CGordy shrugged angrily. "Go
ahead, do what you want, but | won't be responsible. You three stay and watch
them You sit out here all night, and it's your heads if they go anywhere." He
stal ked back to the gate and let hinmself out into the main courtyard.
"Quarding an idiot and a cur," Jontis scoffed. "This was your idea, Jontis.



We're stuck with it now unless you want to interrupt Cintner's business
trying to get theminside."

"She's got a voice that could bend steel,'' the first one snarl ed. "I'f you
want to think of a way to get themin without disturbing Cintner, that's fine
with ne."

The argument was degenerating quickly, so Dion just kept crooning to the wolf,
lulling theminto ignoring her and waiting for her chance. But fifteen m nutes
| ater her voice was al ready getting husky—she had not had a drink in hours,
and she was getting tired of playing the idiot besides—and with the cold
creepi ng through her cloak to her buttocks, it would only be a natter of tine
before she was too chilled to act. She shifted unconfortably, then shifted
again to cover the startled glance she could not help as a dark shape appeared
at the top of dintner's gate wall, silhouetted against the city-lit clouds.
She blinked, and it was gone. Rhon? No, the shape had been too skinny. But
Tyrel ? The boy? Aranur would never allowit.

But then, Aranur might not be there. The thought that the boy was al one
sobered her. No one else flitted over the wall. Dion thought at first that he
had dropped into shadow on her side of the courtyard, but the dark was

m sl eadi ng, and she was not sure until she caught a glinpse of his cloak
fluttering at the gatehouse coner. As if her | ook had called his attention to
it, the cloak suddenly disappeared, snatched back into the shadow he was
hiding in. Dion crooned with nore intensity, slipping into one of the haunting
lull abi es that characterized the nountains of Randonnen
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There was one other guard in the courtyard besides the three watching Hishn
and Dion so carelessly, and that one was |ounging by the gate that led into
the main yard. TyreFs figure slipped up behind the gate guard as the heal er
started to sing softly, huskily. Watch ne, she ordered the guards in her mnd
Wat ch ne, Hi shn. Keep your ears turned to nme, Dion silently commanded the
wol f. The two shadowy figures nerged, and the gate guard di sappeared.

H shn's nostrils flared as she caught TyreFs scent and sent the woman his
mental image. But Dion did not need it. The youth was com ng across the
courtyard in a crouching run, using the shadows and stacks of boxes as cover.
She began swaying slowy, hoping the nmovenent woul d distract the guards even
nore. One of themfrowned and started to turn

Tyrel clubbed the center guard over his head, and he slunped forward with a
sigh. Dion's boot knife had already sunk deep in the throat of the guard to
her left, but the one to her right was junping up, drawing his sword and a
breath to yell with. The boy and the wolf |eapt at the same tinme, and the
guard's startled cry stopped suddenly as his head cracked sickeningly agai nst
t he stone.

"Moonwor ms, Dion, are you all right?" Tyrel whispered urgently.
"Yes." Hi shn was darting fromone to the other, snarling and snapping at the
dead man and the two who were still breathing. Dion had to pull with all her
strength to get the wolf away fromthem but by the noons, it was hard to
believe it had been so easy, so conplete. She realized that two of the guards
were still breathing and pulled her knife fromthe flesh of the third before
starting to shake. Suddenly she could not hold the knife to clean it. Her
hands seenmed to blur before her eyes as the blood continued dripping fromits



bl ade. Tyrel gave her a sharp | ook, then pulled her to himand held her
tightly for a nonment, the ponmel of his sword digging unnoticed into her side
and bis | anky bones hard agai nst her shuddering body. "Just take a deep
breath,” he whi spered awkwardly. "We'll be out of here in a couple of

m nutes.'

D on gul ped, sucked in a breath, and held it against the sobs that shook her
ri bs; then, enbarrassed, she pulled free and wi ped the knife clean, careful
not to drop it as she put it unsteadily back in its hidden scabbard. "The

ot hers— She wi shed she could spit out the nauseating taste of the man's
deat h—t sick-
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ened her like rotted nmeat. "The others are in the wonen's quarters, somewhere
in the back of the house."

"I know," he said, dragging the guards into the bl ockhouse. "I caught a ride
on the underside of the carriage and heard the whole thing. Here—~ He started
tugging at the uniform "War this. We mght be able to pull this off yet.'
So he was alone. "Tyrel, only women can get into the harem Hi shn can go with
nme since they know who | am now, but we won't be able to get near the girls if
we're dressed as nen."

"What do you suggest? | could never pass as a woman, even in those baggy
pants."

"You put the uniformon, and I'll stay like this. W'll just walk in as if we
bel onged. Take Hi shn and nme to—what was her name?—Marash, and tell her
Cintner wants to see all three of the girls now "

"It sounds all right," Tyrel said uncertainly. He hesitated, and she realized
sharply that he was only fifteen. "I don't know what el se we could do,"

headm tted. "Through the side gate?"

She shook her head. "Kitchen. It should be enpty by now, and if it isn't, you
could al ways say you just wanted sonething to eat before going on guard
duty.'’

But fortune shone with the fourth noon, and the kitchen was dark, closed for
the night. H shn was a ghost by their sides as they slid inside and sneaked
down the hall toward the main house. Footsteps—The wolf warned them an

i nstant before the sound reached their ears, and they swung into the shadows
of a dark room and waited. The sol diers passed. Tyrel and D on breathed again.
H shn, gl ancing disdainfully back at the two men who guarded the halls,
snorted softly and headed on toward the back of the house. Tyrel |ooked out,
and then the two slipped along the wall after the Gray One, where the sound of
gi ggles, then laughter, and then the cruel cause of the mrth becane clear
Tyrel's youngest sister, Ainna, was crying. The wonmen were having sone fun
with the new girls. The youth tensed, and Dion put a hand on his arm then
stepped out behind himto the left, gliding subnissively as they turned the
corner and faced the harem guard.

"What do you want?" he growl ed. The guard was over two neters tall and easily
wei ghed as nuch as Tyrel and Dion together. W' re not getting out of here
wi thout a fight, the wolf-wal ker told herself.
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One | eap, Hishn sent. One junp and he is mne . . ,
Wait, Gray One. We cannot risk raising the alarm

"This one is to be prepared,” Tyrel stated with casual confidence. "dintner
wants the others now "

The guard opened the doors and gestured for Tyrel to wait. The wonan who nust
have been Marash came quickly to the door, her hard, jeal ous eyes belying her
soft voice and flaying Dion's face with a | ook of scorn at the younger wonan's
beauty. "The two asked for are ready, good sir." She turned, and Ai nna and
Nam na were brought up, their faces burning with shame. The heal er was
shocked. The girls were dressed in veils sheer enough to see conpletely

t hrough, and the heavy jewelry mat masked their faces dragged their shoul ders
down as well. They had been sprayed with perfunmes so that the scent of flowers
lingered as they wal ked, and Shilia was receiving the sane treatnent from

ot hers. There nust have been twenty wonmen in the roons.

"These are only two. | was told to bring all three," Tyrel stated with a
frown. The girls recognized his voice, and their eyes wi dened, then dropped
again with shame as they realized that their brother had seen them undressed
for Cintner's pleasure.

"That is not what Genentel said," Marash contradi cted. She took a closer | ook
at Tyrel. "And | have not seen you before, have |?"

The guard at the door turned at her words and began to draw his sword, but
Tyrel noved first. The butt of his knife smashed back into the guard's sol ar

pl exus, stunning himupright, then the boy struck himagain on his tenple.

Di on junped at Marash, draw ng her bl ade and twi sting the harem woman to stand
in front of her, the knife poised against her throat. H shn lunged forward, a
snarl on her face and death in her eyes. Marash was frozen in the wol fwal ker's

grasp.

"A sound, and she dies, and the wolf will brand die rest of you on your
faces," Dion threatened themharshly in the terrified silence that followed.
"Tyrel, go, now" Shilia slapped away the hands that reached to hold her down
and darted toward her cousin, hesitating only as she passed an al cove and

| eaned inside to grab sone heavy cl oaks.

"Dion," the boy cried. "Cone on!"
But she could see some of the wonen opening their nouths
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to wail or scream "The nmoment | |eave, they'll bring the house down on us.
Go! The Gray One is with me. We'll catch up." Tyrel hesitated, torn between
rescuing his sisters and leaving Dion alone in Cintner's house. "CGo!" she
cried again.

Nam na flung one of the cl oaks about her shoulders, and Shilia did the sane
for herself and Ainna. Tyrel |ooked once nore and said fiercely, "I'Il be back
for you." He turned and raced down the hall with the girls, their feet padding
softly hi the deep carpet as they escaped out through the dark kitchen. The
worren of the harem began to | ose sone of their terror as they realized that it
was just another girl and what |ooked |ike a |large dog that was hol di ng t hem
all there.



"And how long will you hold us so?" Marash whispered, her voice hateful. "I
don't think you will do as you say."

"Ch?" The wol fwal ker pressed the blade into the haremwoman's throat, and a
thin line of red appeared on her pale skin. ' 'l think I will. And if | don't
feel like draining all your blood away, | can think of other nore unpl easant
things to do. How much would dintner or anyone el se want you if your nose was
slit like the hooves of a dnu, Marash? O your eyes torn raggedly from your
face by the Gray One's claws?" She gestured with her chin at the rest of the
worren, some of thembarely girts. "And what | do to this one, I'll do to the
rest of you, too."

Marash pal ed, and Dion saw that she had shocked theminto silence for the
nmonent. But someone woul d notice the guard at any nonment, and the door was
still open. "Everyone on then-stonmach on the floor," she barked. "Now " Harem
trai ning took over, and they obeyed quickly. Dion struck Marash on her left
tenmpl e, and the woman crunpl ed whil e H shn growl ed and held the other wonen at
bay. One woman made as if to rise. The massive wolf, glaring balefully,
snapped at her hand, and she stifled her scream snatching her fingers from
the G ay One's well-fanged nouth. At the door, Dion dragged the guard inside.
By the noons, he weighed as much as a dnu. She did not think she could have
done it if the adrenaline had not fed her arns, and even then it was a
struggle. No one had conme down the hall yet, so unable to think of anything

el se, the wol fwal ker grabbed the nearest oil lanp and dunped it on the floor
Soneone cried out in fear, but the flames were already digging into the carpet
and racing around the door. Dion called, and Hi shn |l eapt to her. Then they
were out the door, the heavy bar dropping easily into
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pl ace, and down the hall into the first dark roomthey canme to. Dion panted,

adrenal ine coursing in her veins and tension tightening her lithe form She
grabbed one of the soldiers' cloaks that hung against the wall and flung it
around herself. In the dark, her black pants would pass for a soldier's

uni form |l ong enough to get her out of there. She hoped.

They woul d have to go out a wi ndow—even with the ni ght shadows, the shape of
the wol f was too easy to recogni ze. Moonworms, she swore silently. The screans
fromthe harem coul d be heard now. Pounding footsteps were muffled in the
carpet, and two nmen ran by. It took only a second to open the w ndow for Hishn
to junmp out, and the wol fwal ker was about to follow when three figures rounded
t he coner bel ow and, startled, shouted at the wolf and gave chase. One of them
got too close and went down beneath the Gray One's slashing fangs, but the
other two drew back, yelling for nore soldiers to help catch the beast. Even
with the men in the court below, Dion was tenpted to junp out and take her
chances with the wolf, but behind her other voices starting yelling "Fire!
Fire in the harem" and the place exploded in action. Too many nmen were
running into the main courtyard now—she woul d have to chance escape in the

nel ee inside the house. A confusion of bodies raced back and forth in the
hahl. Wonen were thrust down the hall, and no one noticed that Dion, in her
borrowed cl oak and hurriedly cranmed-on warcap, did not bel ong.

"You there, and you!" the lieutenant yelled at her fromthe stairs. "Man the
punps fromthe barn! You, Pent, nake up the line! Fallm"

Di on raced out, bunpi ng agai nst another man. She reached the door and hurried
down the steps past the two soldiers who were running up. But one of them
brushed open her cloak as he passed and realized that she was wearing harem



dr ess.

"Stop, you!" He grabbed the wol fwal ker's arm "Were do you think you're
going?'' He turned to the other one as if to justify his touching her. "This
one's trying to get away."

"Well, mark her and bring her back inside. Cintner'll deal with her later."

She | et her shoul ders droop as if in subm ssion, but her leg flashed out as
she turned and kicked himviciously, first in the knee, then the groin. Gay
One, where are you? she called frantically in her m nd. The man gasped and
doubl ed over, and
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she brought her hands down across the back of his neck and sl amed her knee
back up into his face at the same tinme. His teeth were hard agai nst her
kneecap, but his nose crunched and his jaw snapped, and then she was staring
fiercely into the shocked expression of the other nman.

' "Hey!" He snarled, lunging at her after a second's disbelief. "You bitch!"

But her knife flashed, and his wist disappeared in a streak of crinson. He
gasped, and her other hand clubbed the nan across his neck as she thrust the
ponmmrel of the knife back into his solar plexus. It stunned himmonentarily,
but it was enough time for her to trip himdown the stairs with his friend.
Breat he, she commanded herself, and turned and fled fromthe nowimobile
bodi es into the darkness and confusion

She was at the gate, her cloak flapping |Iike a bono bird, and had j ust
glinpsed the dark shadow of the wolf across the yard when another figure
reached out fromthe shadows. He opened his nmouth to shout, and then she was
on him She clubbed up with the hilt of the knife, hidden bl ade down agai nst
her wist. But he seened to have a sixth sense that the bl ow was com ng and

bl ocked it instantly, cuffing her across the cheek. "Hey— His cry was cut off
as she punched into his throat, but that blow slid away, too, weakened by his
snoot h movenent to the side. He's too good for nme, she thought desperately as
they struggled, her nmind calling out for help. H shn! The man grabbed her
shoul der and twi sted her toward him and she went with the notion, dropping
down at the sanme tinme. She threw himover her, but he got hold of her hair,
yanking her with him Heavily, they crashed to the ground together. Her knife
fl ashed again, and he brushed it away, trapping her armin a controlling hold.
She pretended to slunp, then twisted instantly out of the hold as he rel axed,
and he was not quick enough in the dark to stop the kick that caught himin
his rock-hard gut. "Dion!" he hissed, finally snothering her struggles with
her cloak and trapping her in the cloth that had protected her earlier

Her second kick brought them both up against the courtyard wall, jarring her
back and bursting the air fromher lungs as he fell heavily on top of her
"Aranur?" she panted. "You?Here?' He lifted her to her feet, cloak and all
and swept her up into his arns. He was already striding to the wall as he
said, "W have
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to hurry. The gates are |ocked, and they' re going to |light the courtyard any
m nute now. "



"I can wal k, you know," she returned tartly, since he had not put her down
yet. She could not help blushing as she renmenbered the other tinmes he had
touched her. But his arms were protective, and she was just beginning to
realize that the pounding of her heart was only part of the throbbing she
felt. Her |l eg burned where the nuscles felt torn again.

" "Wouldn't you rather ride? ' he asked, ducking into a shadow as nen ran by.
They both held their breath.

."I'd rather fly," she whispered, still clinging to his neck. The soldiers
di sappeared around the corner. She drew a ragged breath.

He gl anced after the soldiers. "We're not going to get through the courtyard
now unl ess we run for it with sonething other than our |egs. This way,

mlady." He set her down in the darkness cast by the bl ockhouse, and they fled
t hrough the shadows to the stables. They slid inside.

"Aranur—the carriage. And our gear," sheened softly. The packs were piled to
the side where they had been thrown, and the carriage still stood ready to be
hooked up again. dintner had not had tinme to order things put away yet, or

el se he was expecting to use the carriage again that night.

Aranur gestured at the door. "W can pick up the others—+ left them bel ow the

mai n gate. Quick, get the packs. |I'll get the dnu and harness.” He hurried to
the stalls and led two dnu to the bar, grabbing the traces as he passed the
tack wall. Dion threw the packs inside the carriage and ran to hel p hi m hook
up the dnu, but Aranur grabbed her arns and practically tossed her up into the
driver's seat.' 'Can you drive?' ' he whispered, throwing the reins up next.
"Yes."

"Then do so. I'll fend off the soldiers. But wait a nonent."

"What are you doi ng?" She held the traces in her nervous hands. Every second
they waited pulled her tension higher and tighter. They could be discovered
any instant. Hi shn? she call ed.

VWhere are you? The Gray One's thought reached out in confusion and frantic
worry. Your trail is as scattered as your thoughts. There is danger—oo nmuch
danger for you .

We're in The stables, D on sent back quickly. She twi sted at the sounds behi nd
the carriage. "Aranur, come on. W' ve got
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to get out of here now.'
her excitenent.

The dnu were getting nervous, catching the edge of

"I"'mjust loosing a few friends to add to the confusion,"” he called back
softly. There was nore stanping, then the back barn door creaked open slowy.
As Di on watched nervously, the |lean, powerful man shoved two of the too-eager
dnu back until they crowded around the carriage.

H shn's inmpressions cane to the worman as Aranur swung up besi de her on the
seat: No one is looking in the bamyet. The others are too busy with the fire.
I can snell the meat burning already.

Throwing two of the heavy lanterns into the nowenpty hay, he snmiled grimy.
The spont aneous bl aze began to eat at the barn. "Now we can go."



Wthout waiting for himto settle on the wooden seat, she sl apped the traces
on the dnu and let out a wild yell. The dnu, startled by her voice and

pani cked at the fire, junped forward and raced out the door into the already
snoke-filled courtyard, the carriage swept along in the mddle of their

st anpede. They careered past two of Cintner's nen running for the house and
flung a third out of the way before the tree dnu scattered, and then D on
drove straight for the opening gate that led to the entrance courtyard. Hi shn
where are you? Get out of the yard! she sent urgently. Aranur, his sword
gleamng dully in the noonlight, hung on, ready to beat down any who tried to
bar their way. Four nmen raced out of the shadows to junp at the carriage.
Aranur cut gruesonely at the hands of the first who tried to swing up on the
runni ng board, and the man screaned as his wists were suddenly bare. Dion

sl apped the traces and yelled at the dnu. The other soldiers were already
clinmbing up the back of the carriage as Aranur scranbled up on top and tried
to bal ance through the unsteady ride. Sparing a glance at the fighting, D on
concentrated on the tall, barred doors of the courtyard as if she could make
it there by will alone. If we can just reach the gate . . . There was anot her
scream and the heavy thud of a falling body. Aranur was grappling with the
third man while the | ast one swng along the side of the carriage toward her
his sword gleaming in his hand. H shn! she screaned in her mnd. The Gay
One's thoughts were already lost in the hunt. . . . dust, breathe softly. They
cone. Tense and | eap. Ah, the taste—hot flesh, stringy neat.
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Aranur lost his footing and crashed forward, both fighters tunbling over the

| uggage rack to fall into the healer's lap. Dion nearly lost her hold on the
traces as they fought back and forth. The man on the side tried to stab around
the corner at Aranur, and she screaned. "Aranur, behind you!" She tried to
swing the dnu to throw the man of f bal ance, racing near a | anppost, and
Cintner's man grunted as his shoul der was struck against the nmetal, but he
held on till a gray shadow tore himfromthe carriage side. H shn! Four nore
men were directly in front of the carnage, their arrows about to be | oosed at
all the struggling figures indiscrimnately. Dion jerked the snorting dnu to
the side, and the sound of netal hooks going into wood foll owed them back into
the courtyard. Aranur's mnuscled arms gl eaned with sweat through the rips in
his shirt as his hands slowy forced the knife toward the man's panting chest.
Just before the blade went in, he released the knife with his left hand and
punched the man in the jaw, throwing himoff the carriage to | and heavily hi
the dust.

Dion circled wildly back toward the gate. Aranur beat off two nore who tried
to swing aboard. Just ahead of the snorting dnu, three soldiers rose up and
junped for the traces. Hi shn! D on shouted again. The gray shadow tore one
man's gut wi de open as he flung hinself on the dnu. The man screaned thinly.
H s hand held his guts in disbelief as he knelt in the dirt. But the nomentum
of the wolf's strike carried her over, and she braked violently as the nassive
beast was thrown under the thundering hooves. "Ch, noons of nercy," she
gasped. But the Gray One flashed like light fromunder the powerful feet of
the dnu and hanstrung the man who junped at Dion as she hesitated. * ' Cods

." She thrust an awkward kick at his head. Her foot hit his face, and he
grabbed her ankle and jerked her down. "Danm you to the seventh hell," she
snarled in fear and sudden fury. She ripped at his eyes but caught his
nostrils instead and jerked has head back, his mouth hangi ng open at her
expression and her heel catching himunexpectedly in the throat. He dropped to
the ground with a choking sound, his trachea crushed and his |ungs gasping for
air that could not get in, the gargling noise lost in the rattling wheels that
t hunped over his arms and broke mem wi th sickening cracks.



bl ood lust, hot and sweet. . . Hishn's thoughts were no | onger coherent,
and the wol fwal ker cried out in her mind
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"CGet going!" Aranur yelled at her.
H shn—+to the gate—

| unge. Take to the shadows. Slink. Pause. Now —fast and low, rip the
| egs and turn—erack the spine

Gray One! Dion shrieked, unsure if she was speaking out loud or in her mnd
bl ood hot, blood scent. . . Healer? | amwth you

H shn, get out of here. Get away fromthe archers—they 'Il have you in another
m nute. The soldiers were already nounting the beasts they had herded back
toward the barn.

"Aranur! Dion!" It was Tyrel. The gate guard was gone and now Tyrel stood
tensely at the metal -braced door to shut it after the two passed through

Aranur's breathing was harsh, and his hands were red with blood. He threw a
knife at an archer who stood taking aimin the open too |ong, and the nman
toppled slowy back to sit un-conprehendingly on the ground, his life shocked
away by the blade. The fleeing carriage made it to the gate, a gray shape
raci ng beside it, now behind, nowin front of the wheels as arrows skittered
across its path. By the noons, Dion swore silently, if even one quarrel so
much as brui sed Hi shn's flesh, she would go back and kill themall. But then
Tyrel junmped for the carriage, and Aranur grasped his arms to yank himup from
under the raci ng wheels.

"That way!" The boy pointed to the outer gate, where a nounted figure detached
itself fromthe shadows. It was Rhom hauling the dnu around and spurring it
on to match their pace and give them sone protection

"Dion!" he cried as he saw his sister driving the traces.
"I"'mfine! Let's go!"

The archers foll owed themout, arrows chasing the fleeing fornms down the

drive. Aranur, Dion, and Tyrel could only duck |ower on the driver's seat. The
worman tw sted the dnu around the corner of the gate and had al nost yanked them
to a halt when she saw the ot her shadows pounding toward them They were

mount ed, three riding double. H shn lunged up onto the driver's seat, her
claws scrabbling for a hold till the wol fwal ker haul ed the Gray One into her
lap by the scruff, the sense of urgency still clinging to their fear-sped
linbs. Traces snapping again, they raced into the streets, the carriage
swayi ng fnght -
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eningly with the haste of their ride. The snoke and shouts were di sappearing
fast in the nmorning fog as they thundered away fromthe dark streets of

Si di sport.

I X

Araniir Bentar neDannon:



There WIl Be a Vay

Wat ch the shadows, watch the lights; Never shoot till they 're in sight. Hold
your rage down, cal myour fears; The end cones soon enough for tears.

They ditched the carriage at a dark crossroads, bundling the |last of the packs
onto the saddl ed dnu and throw ng bl ankets over the others fromthe carriage.
Aranur's side ached where Dion had kicked himtw ce, and his arm burned where
dirt and sweat had gotten caught in the slash he had taken back at the inn

but there was no tinme to stop—they had no way of know ng how soon i ntner
woul d be on their trail. He caught Mankarr's attention. "W need cl ot hes and
gear. |s there soneone discreet enough to trade with at this tinme of night?"

"There is one Ethnen Ranbuntin. He was always one to smell out a sweet deal.”
' '"How soon could we reach hin? dintner may be on our trail even now " Aranur
boosted his youngest cousin up on one of the bareback dnu ahead of its mddle
| egs and steadied her till he could give her the makeshift reins Ganbn had cut
fromthe carriage traces.

"Afive-minute ride, going quietly. But be prepared to | eave himw th your
purse considerably |ightened."

"I't's not ny purse |'mworried about,"” Aranur returned 144
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grimy. "We filled that at Salm's expense. How discreet is this Ranmbuntin?"

"As discreet as nmoney can nmake him" The merchant hesitated. "He has a code of
honor, but it's a twisted one. If you pay himto keep his mouth shut for, say,
one day, he would probably consider it worth his while. Longer than that, and
he woul d just take your noney and run straight to Cintner to make anot her
deal as soon as he figured out who you were running from | sent word by
carrier bird to one of ny ships on the coast. |If you can make Red Har bor
before the tides turn tonorrow afternoon, you have passage south along the
coast. It'Il be a near tiling, though; you haven't nuch tine."

And if they missed the ship, they would be stuck wi th nothing but trouble and
nowhere to turn. If the runors were true, the nerchant CUntner had strong
allies and an even stronger urge for revenge. They could not go back through
Sidisport, and to go east, directly into the heart of Ramaj Bilocctar, would
be crazy, since Rammj Bilocctar was Lloroi Zentsis's county, and The raider
captain, Salm, and dintner were allied with Zentsis. On top of that, barely
four years before, Lloroi Zentsis had invaded and taken over Lloroi Prent's
rule, the county next to Ariye. And Zentsis's |laws over his new citizens were
harsh and unfair. Strangers were al ways suspect. Wrd had it, too, that
Zentsis was | ooking to add another county to his rule.

Aranur | ooked down the road, straining to hear any sound of pursuit. So. They
could not go east because of Zentsis. They could not go south overland because
of dintner. And they could not go west because of the nmarshes that stretched
along the I ow side of the river—npossible to travel through if a person did
not know the way, and even as late as it was in the spring, the bogs would be
as treacherous as a pack of worlags. As far as he could tell, their only
chance was to make Red Harbor and catch passage on the ship.



"Are you staying or going with us, Mankarr?" Ganon asked as he swung up on his
mount. "Things are going to be hot for you here,"

The nerchant shook his head. "I have ny own ways of dealing with Cdintner, and
there are things | nmust do. Local |aw sets inheritance through the nmale line,"
he said grimy. "Since Al-tiss never took a wife, his property falls to ne.
"Il be staying to settle his accounts and arrange the—the Monsong." H s
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shoul ders bowed a nmonent, but he straightened. "Go quickly,"” he warned
soberly. "You haven't nuch time to beat the tides, and | can't guarantee that
the captain will wait for a pack of strangers."

"Thanks," Aranur said sinply. "Good trading!"

The nerchant pounded out of sight, disappearing in the dimfog till oniy the
sounds of the dnu's hooves were left to fade away.

"Rhom Tyrol," the gray-eyed | eader said, turning. "Brush the tracks fromthe
roadsi de. Wth luck, no one will find the carriage till nidday or later." He
hel ped his sister, then Dion, mount, ignoring Rhoms glare as he held the

heal er's hand a nonent too | ong. Rhomdid not seemto have gotten over his
resentment of that kiss by the river. 1'll have to explain to him Aranur

t hought, before we end up fighting. And then he thought, Explain what? That I
find his twin attractive? Sexy? Hells, she's his sister, not his Prom sed.
He's going to have to I et her go sonetime. He pushed the subject fromhis mnd
resolutely. He had better things to do than get involved in juvenile jeal ousy
over a worman who did not even seemto care for himovernuch.

Wth a change of clothes, the girls were nore confortable, and with the four
saddl es Aranur bought for the carriage dnu, they nade better tinme, as they
could ride harder. They were too large a party to go through small towns
unnoticed, especially with the wolf |oping ahead |ike a running shadow, but
they were nore interested in making it to the coast by the next evening than
in tracking carefully through enpty brush to avoid curious eyes. So far there
were no signs of pursuit. But there was nore than one way to the waters,
Aranur reminded hinself.

The countrysi de began to come out of the norning m st as the sun rose from
behind the hills. Tyrel's eyes were closed, and he snored softly, his head
lolling with the steady gait of the dnu—the dunmb creatures would follow a
trail till it ended w thout changing their gait—and while the others nodded
of f, Aranur took the chance to study the height of the river. The Phye stil

| ay sluggish between ne early gray pastures, backed up like a sleeping
nmudsnake by the tides that flowed inland. Tides were a tricky thing, with the
ni ne noons pulling and pushing every which way. Legends said mat the ancients
had known only one nmoon and that that moon had been half as big as Earth, the
first world, but Aranur always found that hard to believe. If there
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was only one noon and it was that big, all the water would bunch up and fl ood
half the world at each tide

H s arm had begun to bother himbadly, so he |ooped the reins over the saddle
horn to free his hands. Using knee pressure, he guided the dnu at a rolling
gallop while he pulled up his sleeve and unw apped the bl oody bandage.

"Let me," Dion said, startling him She matched pace easily, throw ng one knee



over the horn to brace herself as she | eaned across. The exposed wound | ooked
worse than it was, but she frowned

"It's just a scratch," he protested as she gestured for himto stop

"There's a good place to stop here," she said, ignoring his words and pointing
to a small clearing.

He sighed and pulled to a halt. "Be quick, then."

The ot hers woke as they slowed down, disnounting and stretching when they
stopped. "Can | hel p?" Ainna asked as ne heal er exami ned the slash in the tal
man's arm

D on nodded. ' 'Cut nme sone strips of cloth about this long," she said,
nmeasuring the distance in the air with her hands. She pulled two pouches off
her belt and mi xed sone of the herbs in a small nortar she dug from her pack
Addi ng water from her boata bag, she spread the paste gently but quickly on
Aranur's arm expertly dressing the wound with the strips A nna had nmade fof
hi m

"Al nost as fast as Ovousibas," he said. He flexed his armexperinmentally. "And
as good." He grinned. "Thanks, Healer."

She nodded, then hesitated. Ovousibas. There it was again. "Aranur," she said,

stopping him "Wat do they say of Ovousibas in Ariye?"

He finished giving Ainna a hand back up on the dnu, then turned to Dion with a
specul ative look. ' 'Wiy do you ask?

She sighed, shrugged, and | eapt onto her six-legged nmount as gracefully as a
cat. "CQuess |I'mjust curious."

"There are | egends,"
has its ghosts."

he said softly, watching her closely. "But every county

Di on shivered. Aranur, swinging up into his saddle, notioned for the group to
break into an easy lope. There was little chance to talk as they cantered

t hrough the hours, noving easily through the small valleys toward the coast.
The poundi ng sound of the
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dnu in the heating dust of the day made it hard to hear and harder to speak
against their rhythm It was nearing evening when they finally stopped for
supper at an inn, a confortable place half-filled with serious eaters. Their
exhaustion was obvious as they trudged in and dropped to sit at the eating
tables. Hishn, irritated that there was no hunting close by, snarled as she
slunk by the wol fwal ker's feet to stretch out under the table. The two pairs
of feet that had been there before were hurriedly drawn back as the wolf
shoved them asi de, and the two heavy set nen who shared the table swall owed
nervously, their eyes darting fromthe cold, gray-eyed man, to the burly
violet-eyed fighter he strode in with, to the mass of thick gray fur at their
feet.

H shn, Dion sent with a sigh, dropping into a seat on one of the benches.
Don't scare the locals. W 've troubl e enough wi thout you giving soneone a
heart attack.

They snell rancid, the gray beast returned sourly. She sneezed, woofed, then



stuck her head up between the two men, glaring first at one and then at the
other. The two locals froze, one with his spoon halfway to his nouth and the
other with both hands on the table as if they were gl ued.

H shn, Di on snapped. "Excuse her, please," she apol ogized to the nen.

The two men | ooked at the wolf's fangs while Hi shn ran her |ong, pink tongue
over her gleaning teeth, and one of them gul ped.

Dion, tired enough to have little patience with her partner's jokes, stood
suddenly and glared at the wolf. H shn! she sent angrily. Get back under the
table or I'lIl rap your nose so hard you 'Il hear your teeth click all the way
into the next ninan.

"Don't worry," Rhomsaid with a grin as he plopped down next to his twin. "She
doesn't bite."

The [ ocal men | ooked fromthe snarling wolf to the furious woman, and one of
t hem was brave enough to ask, "The wolf or the wonman?"

The young bl acksmith chuckl ed. "The wolf," he returned slyly. "I don't
guar ant ee anyt hi ng about the woman."

"Rhom " Dion said over her shoulder, "I can whack you just as easily as her."
She continued to glare at the wolf until the Gray One runmbled her protest in
her throat but pulled her head back under the table and laid it on her massive
forel egs.

"Sit down, twin," her brother said. "Dinner's getting cold
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hi the pot, and we're getting cold waiting for it. You don't have to | eave,"
he said to the two nen who hurriedly got up fromthe table.

"We were just finishing," the first one said. They | ooked back only once
before they were out the door of the inn and lost in the night.

"How long is the ride to the coast from here?" Ganon asked the innlady while
she served them her plunmp figure | eaning over the table to reach their bow s
with her stew | adle.

"If you ride like you eat, no time at all," she said sharply, eyeing the
speedily enptied bow Ganon casually set back under her spoon while she
finished filling everyone el se's dishes.

"Now, good |ady, such fine stew denmands a nan's full attention.” He w nked
slyly at Rhom from beside the woman's wel |l -filled dress. "As do your bounteous
proportions."” He righteously pointed at his bow, now heaped again with stew
nmeat and vegetabl es. Aranur choked at Ganon's sly words, and the old man

sl apped hi mon the back

The innl ady shook the | adle at the weapons nmaster. "You keep a civil tongue in
your head. I'll take no guff fromthe |ikes of you."

Aranur broke in, turning his laugh into a cough. "W've got friends waiting
for us at the coast. If you could just tell us how hard we'll have to ride to
neet them before tonorrow afternoon.”



"It's a long day's ride and a rough one." She turned away to the hearth even
as she spoke. "But if you ride fast and take the lowtrail so you can run the
dnu out, you might nmake it there on tinme. If you can keep that one's tongue
shut in his head to keep you out of trouble.’

Nam na and Ainna were giggling behind their napkins. Shilia's eyes were
dancing in her tired face as Aranur explained, "Trouble follows himlike a
dog. When we can, we try to keep his nmouth full so he can't talk himself into
nore scrapes than we can get himout of."

"You!" She gestured at the ol der man quickly, seeing himopen his nouth to
respond. "You be quiet." She dunped another ladle of stewinto his bow. "And
eat."

Ganon flourished his spoon, bowed fromthe bench where he sat, and nade a
great show of devouring his neal. Aranur was al ways amazed at how nuch food
his uncle could put away.
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A guffaw rose froma group of nmen in the corner near the fire, and Aranur

gl anced over at them He did not like their |ooks. As his uncle had remarked
when they had first entered, the strangers |looked a little too hard-bitten and
traveled for the area

"Dion." He turned to her and spoke in a |low voice. "Find out fromthe innlady
how | ong they've been here and, if you can, whether they've followed us here.
Maybe we shoul dn't chance it, but we've got to rest the dnu or trade themfor
ot hers, and weVe ahl gone too long w thout sleep. W may have to take roomns
for part of the night and go on early in the norning." He passed her one of
the small er bags of noney.

She nodded and rose, turning questioningly to the innkeeper as if to ask her
for a favor. The | ady nodded, and both of them di sappeared into the kitchen

"Aranur, the dnu are pretty nuch done in." Rhomwas worried. "They won't | ast
t hrough the day tonmorrow wi thout nore than a few hours rest.”

" "We put themtogether in the stalls so we could get at themin a hurry,’
Tyrel added, ' 'but Rhomis right. We'll have to have fresh mounts if you want
to |l eave early and set the sane pace.'

"There's Dion, too." Ainna spoke up softly. "She's been hangi ng on, but she's
about done in fromall the riding."

Shi b’ a nodded. "Aranur, she alnost fell fromthe saddle twi ce. Rhomwasn't
riding so close to us just for nmy conversation." She blushed, but
enbarrassnent was qui ckly replaced by worry. "Dion won't be going nuch farther
without a rest."

"Way didn't you say so?" Aranur turned to the blacksmth angrily as he
realized how close to collapse the man's sister was and how close to his own
sister Rhom had been riding. He did not exam ne too closely which made him
angrier: jealous worry for the healer or protectiveness of Shilia.

"We're all tired, Aranur. And | didn't say anything about it because she's as
stubborn as you are and we both know it." The younger man's antagoni sm fl ared
suddenly. "She wouldn't stop if it meant slowi ng you down and placing you in

danger. "



"I didn't nmean to start anything, Aranur, Rhom" Shilia interrupted as the two
men gl ared at each other. "I was only pointing out that we all need a rest.'

Aranur took a breath and rel axed, forcing the other fighter to do the sane.
"No of fense neant, Rhom"
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"None taken," the younger nan said stiffly.

"Rhom how many dnu do you think we could get in trade tonight?" Tyrel asked.

"Some. Not enough for all of us unless we want to play a few ganes with our
worthy friends in the coner."” The other man rolled his eyes in that direction

"What do you nean?" Shilia asked.
"Alittle judicious ganbling," Ganon said in a |low voice as if she were not
supposed to know. He wi nked at Ainna. "If | catch our friend s gist, he nmeans
to make use of our four-footed friend to tip the scales in our favor on the
trade."”

"You're too clever for ne, old man." The bl ack-haired smth grinned. "Dion can
| oan us Gray Hi shn for a few nonents. Enough time to do the job.'

"Enough tinme to do what job?" the heal er asked as she slid back into place
bet ween Ganon and Nanmi na.

"Ch, alittle trading, a little persuasion ..." her twin said vaguely.

"Uh huh. And you want Hi shn."

"Well, you have to admit it would go nmuch nore quickly with her than w thout
her .’

"And just who were you going to scare out of their hard-earned weal th?" Her
voi ce was nmock serious. Aranur guessed that her brother had "borrowed" the
Gray One before to read the cards on the pokerstar tables. He wondered what
the wolf said to Dion, because he saw the wolfwal ker's leg jerk slightly and
heard a solid thunp, and then the wolf grunted from under the table.

"The gentlenmen in the corner there, who are so happily imrersed in their
bottles." Tyrel directed her attention to the group

"As long as you don't lose all our shirts, dear," she said with nock
solicitousness. Her twin grinned at her as she | eaned toward her hands on the
table as if exam ning her nails for dirt. She spoke softly. "They arrived
shortly before us, froma back road that |leads in from Sidisport. They said
they'd ridden in fromthe coast, but their dnu were fresh, and the innlady
recogni zed two of themfromstables a few kilometers from here. She remarked
on it—as she seens to remark on everything."

Ganon grunted agreenent at that, and Ainna poked himin the ribs.
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"She mentioned that they must be in a mighty hurry to keep going if they



traded mounts before they reached the inn,’'
keep her nmouth shut or |ose her tongue."

D on went on. "They told her to

Aranur considered that. "Wuld she be willing to hel p us?"
"Actually, | persuaded her to let nme add a fewingredients to their grog. If
t hey wake up before late norning, 1'll be surprised.”

Ganon chuckl ed. "That grog of yours is going to get us in trouble soneday,
Dion. It's not quite so strong this tinme, is it? I'd hate to have to carry
themall to bed because they didn't nake it out of the dining room"'

"It will put themup just fine."
use the exercise."

She grinned at him "Not that you coul dn't

"But what about our nounts?" the boy asked.

"Well ..." The wol fwal ker shot Aranur a | ook from under her |ong | ashes as she
set the much snaller noney bag back in front of the nan. "Seeing as how t hey
had fresh nounts and we didn't, | took the liberty of asking the innlady if we

could trade nounts with them She found the handler's fee acceptable.™

"Legal ?" Aranur asked skeptically.

She nodded. "It's late, and the stable hands are getting mxed up with all the
travel ers coning through. There's one out there now accidentally putting the
fresh dnu in the trade corral. There'll be no fault to us."

"So now we're safe enough to get some sl eep?" Nani na begged.
"Go! Sleep. Snore if you like." Ganpbn shooed her and the other girls away.
"Just be ready to ride in four hours."

Five of the mobons were floating in the predawn dark when they |led the dnu from
the inn the next norning. They nmounted down the road, where the sound of the
hooves would be far fromthe inn's ears, and sped away to the coast. A good
day's ride, the innlady had said.

It was still dimand cool when Dion rode up beside Aranur. ' 'I haven't
t hanked you yet for coming after ne night before |ast,"” she said.

He caught a dark | ook from Rhom before answering and bit back the comrent he
was goi ng to make about catching her in
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the dark. He smiled instead. "Luck. Rhomtook the front gate, and | took the
back. But even knowi ng that you run with all nine noons' blessings, | wasn't
expecting you to be ready to go when I came in."

"It was pretty close," she agreed.

He nodded. The wol fwal ker rmust have done sone fancy stepping to get out of

t hat house without a scratch. Tyrel told his cousin that he had had to | eave
her alone to get the other girls out. "You must get a lot of fighting up in

Ramaj Randon-nen."

"No." She snmiled apol ogetically and spread her hands. "Actually, |'ve never



been in a real fight before this Journey."

Aranur stared at her for a nmonent, then he could feel the smle on his face
grow into a grin, and he started | aughing. The woman | ooked puzzled for an
instant, then irritated as he could notstop. "It's not you," he nanaged to
gasp between chuckles. "It's just that here's Cb dintner, a mansion full of
guards, a pack load of raiders, a band of worlags, and a heal er who's never
been in a fight in her life—and who comes out on top but the healer!" He

| aughed so hard that he started to cough

The viol et-eyed woman started to smle, then to laugh with him "I hadn't
thought of it like that," she admtted when they had both cal med down. She did
not smle enough, Aranur thought. She was too reserved, too quiet, and then
her twin was al ways hovering over her like a |l epa over its nate.

"How | ong have you been training in Abis?" he asked.

"Since | could walk," she answered. "At first Rhom taught ne what he | earned,
but after a while everyone gave up trying to keep us apart, and | joined the
regul ar classes and trained with our weapons nasters as Rhom di d. What about
you?"

"It was always ny dream ny anmbition to be the best weapons naster on
Asengar," Aranur said quietly.

"That's a strong goal ." She | ooked out over the plains. "I could be happy just
to take away pain and give back joy in life.'
"I"msure you've already done that many tines,"
her heal er's band.

he said lightly, glancing at

She | ooked at him her violet eyes suddenly shadowed and unreadable. There
were ghosts in her past as well as his. If not for the | oss of Ovousibas, the
| egendary art of internal healing, would those she had | ost have lived? If she
had had the anci ent
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skills, could the three boys found after the rock slide have been wal ki ng the
pl ai ns now i nstead of the path to the moons? Her face suddenly withdrawn and
renote, she said abruptly, "Tell nme about your famly."

He noticed her change of expression but only shrugged. "There were four
brothers," he began obediently. "Tyrel's father, the Lloroi Vol an; Ganon; ny
father; and another we always called Uncle Fastfoot."

"Didn't he have a name?"

"Yes, but he was ten years ol der than the others, and no one renenbers what it
was before he was call ed Fastfoot. Fastfoot and Ganmon never mated, though
Ganon was al ways pursuing and Fastfoot always pursued by the wonen." That won
a smle fromher. "Lloroi Volan and Lady Sonan had their three: Tyrel, Nam na
and Ainna; and then there are Shilia and |I. The Lloroi was too busy to bring
Tyrel up as he wanted," he continued, "so Ganon raised both of us. He made
sure that Tyrel had the right kind of teachers to prepare himto follow his
father and then nmade sure of the sanme for ne, just in case.'

D on nodded her understanding. |If Tyrel died before becom ng Lioroi or before
| eaving a nmale heir, Aranur woul d become Lloroi. Aranur shrugged. "Lloroi is
not a job that appeals to ne," he said sinply. "Playing council politics is



good experience for everyone, but 1'd hate to make it nmy life. Anyway, with
one of our best weapons masters teaching me and Tyrel Abis, we were able to
take care of ourselves fairly well. Ganon encouraged us to be good at whatever
we did." He glanced back at the old weapons master. "W owe hima lot."

She nodded. "And your parents?"
He hesitated, then shrugged. "Both dead."
"I"'msorry," she said.

There was no pity, just enpathy in her eyes, and Aranur heard hinsel f open up
as he had not done in years. "It was a rockfall froma raider attack," he said
slowy. "Mdther, Father, Shilia and I, Uncle Fastfoot, and two other wonen
were out for a late harvest of |oban berries. My father was by the cliffs,
hel pi ng ny nmot her, and the other wonmen were just starting out along one of the
rock paths with Fastfoot for another patch of the berries.

" 'l renenber hearing ny father shout and ny nother scream | turned ..." H's
voi ce faded away as the nenories cane
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back, dimand dreamike. "I saw the rocks crush ny parents and knock one of

the wonen fromthe path. She broke like a doll on the stone bel ow Fastf oot
screamed at Shilia and nme, but the raiders started shooting then. An arrow
stuck out of his shoul der, but he grabbed the other woman and pushed her
toward the dnu. Shilia and | were just standing there, staring at what was
left of our parents. | renmenber an arrow went between my |legs, and | just

| ooked up at the raiders like it was a dream"''

He shook hinself and let the gait of the dnu bring himback to the present.
"Fastfoot grabbed Shilia and ne, but | started screaming for himto let ne go
and help ny nother and father. He slapped ne. | renenber what he said, the

bl ood all slippery across his arm 'Aranur, you' ve got to protect your sister
now. You've got to be a man.' And then he threw Shilia and ne up on our dnu—we
wer e young enough to be riding double still—and then nounted his own. There
nmust have been half a dozen raiders, and they shot himagain, twice in the
back, to try to stop us, but he held on and got us out of there. W rode |ike
a field on fire, but it wasn't fast enough. My uncle died before we got back
to the village.""'

"I Ve never known what it was like to have a nother,"” Dion said slowy. "She
died after Rhomand | were bom but we've always had our father. It's a hard
way to grow up, without both.'

Aranur gave her a half smle that did not quite touch his steady gray eyes.
"W were lucky, Shilia and |I," he answered. "W always had Ganon and Lady
Sonan and the Lloroi. And Ganpbn al ways treated us as if we were his own
children.'

Dion turned wistful eyes toward the hills. "I wish I could send word to ny
father now," she said softly. "Just to say that we're all right."

"This is your first time away from hone?" he asked quietly.

She nodded, sighed, and shook herself out of her own w shful thinking. "I took
one of ny Internships back in the hills with the Ethran people, but | was



cl ose enough to honme to be able to nmeet Rhom and father halfway in the forest
in one of the Safe Circles every few ninans."

"I remenber the first tine | took off fromhone," he said with a snmle. "I was
with Ganon and ny best friend, Lioton. | don't know how ny uncle tolerated
us—we were |ucky he brought us back, the way we behaved. We rnust have pl ayed
every prank ever invented on him" He grinned wyly. "So
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what was it like, living with the Ethran? |'ve never seen nore than two or
three of themtogether at a tine."'

"They're very gentle people in some ways," she answered slowy. "lIn others,
they're like animals. There was a lot of work to do. | was |lucky to be chosen
to go—they ask for a heal er naybe once every two or three years.'

"Is it true that they pay for what they need with carvings?"

She pulled out a small pouch and displayed two small carvings. "These were
made by the Ethran. | carry themfor luck. They gave ne others, but | left
them at home with ny father,"

"Are they really all as short as a cl unmpbush?"

"That's one of the reasons they chose nme instead of an ol der healer. | was
young, so | was shorter than the adults, but |I was already ready for ny first

I nternshi p. Moonworns, but | wanted to go." She snmiled. "I traded ny schedul ed
Internship with anot her heal er—ene who didn't Iike to | eave the conforts of
honme—for the chance to go with the Ethran."

"How | ong were you there?"
"Three cycles." She smled suddenly as if at a private joke. "Three very |ong
cycles." Aranur raised his eyebrows, and she | aughed. "They wanted nme to stay
and become one of their clan," she explained. "The ninan before | was supposed
to |l eave, they had a huge neeting. At first they sent ne into the woods so
woul dn't hear what was going on, but the little ones kept running back and
forth telling ne everything that happened, word for word. The adults didn't
really m nd—they can't keep secrets, anyway. \Wen they finally called nme back
they tried to present ne with an Ethran headdress."” Dion nade a face. "I

didn't really offend them by refusi ng—they would have had to rebuild half
their village for me to be confortable—but they still tried to insist that I
carry half their carvings away with ne." She laughed. "I had to accept one
fromeach fanmly just to keep peace in the village."

"It was a small village?"
"It was a very targe village," she corrected.

Aranur chuckl ed. He could just see her as a girl, weighed down wth stones,
trying to travel the sixty kil oneters back home again.

By mi dafternoon they had passed several parties on the road but were stil

kilometers fromthe coast. Dion was still riding beside Aranur when they heard
a "Dam."
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Looki ng back, Aranur called themto a halt. "What is it?" he demanded,
twisting his dnu around and riding back to Tyrel, who was di snounti ng.

"Picked up a rock," the boy muttered.

Aranur gestured for Rhomto help the boy look. He wanted to tell themto
hurry, but there was enough tension in the air without his adding to it.
"Well?" he asked finally, shifting inpatiently in the saddle. The G ay One,
appearing suddenly fromthe brush, startled him and he al nbst swore hinself.
The wol f | ooked at himwith its yell ow eyes. He could swear the beast was

| aughi ng at himagain. "Wat's the problen?" he asked the young bl acksmith.

"It's a Siker barb," Rhomsaid slowmy. "Not a rock. We'd have been better off

with a rock." He put the beast's foot down carefully. "It's worked up into the
f oot e rmust have picked it up when we took that shortcut across the fens—and

even if | cut it out, the dnu won't run again soon."

"Why not?" Tyrel denmanded.

"The nerve damage is already starting," the snmth explained, lifting the
placid dnu's hoof and pointing to the radiating purple lines. "It's probably
why it ran so long with the barb in there before you noticed."

Aranur frowned and | ooked back at the hills. "Tyrel, strip your pack and take
Ainna's dnu. Ainna, ride with Namina. It won't be confortable, but we're

| osing ground every mnute we hang around here." He barely waited forne switch
before spurring his mount back to the fore and picking up speed again.

They crested another hill, and Rhom dropped behind, away fromhis twin's side.
He had been gone only a few m nutes when he reappeared.

"They're back there, about five kiloneters," he said over the noise of the
hooves as he rode up to Aranur. "They must have found fresh nounts on the way,
because they're riding hard."

"W'l| have a race for it, then."

"That's not all. | have a feeling that the bunch behind us is only half of
what we'll find when we take the turn to Red Harbor. There's that higher road
to worry about, and | could just about see a dust cloud behind one of the
closer hills.'

"We still have three kiloneters to the coast and then anot her kil oneter around
to the harbor. And," Aranur said with a gesture, "look at the river. This is
t he second high slack tide. The
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tides are starting to turn out on the coast now, and there's no guarantee that
the ship's there at all, let alone that it's still waiting, if there's a
cross-tide today."

' "We just have to chance it. What el se can we do? W're going to have to
fight anyway."

The tall nman agreed. "One thing's for sure," he said flatly, brushing dark
hair fromhis cold eyes. "W'll give thema run for their gold."’

They | ay against the dnu's backs and urged them on. Beside them the gray wolf



| oped across the ground just off the trail, where its feet landed silently in
soft sandy grass. The Gray One was excited by the snmell of the sea, and Dion
had to quell the shadow enotions that spilled fromthe wolf's mnd to hers.
The sea. Neither of themhad seen it before, but the salt scents that raised
her nose and the stal e danpness that invaded the air gave a sullen inpression
of the coast. And the band of pursuers was gaining on themlittle by little,

i nexorably, like the tide creeping up on sand-trapped nen. The dnu that Ainna
and Namina were riding held them back since it carried the heavi est |oad, but
they had no other mount to use, and on the second kil oneter Ainna changed
across the saddles to the healer's dnu to shift the burden and give Namina's
mount a rest. The ride took on a surreal quality. Each time they topped a hil
Cintner's soldiers appeared closer. They were al nost on the coast when they
could see what Rhom had feared: the second party thundering down the hil

road, their dnu foam ng in the afternoon heat as they pushed themon to cut
off the fleeing group

"W have to nake the harbor!" Aranur shouted at his uncle, the wind tearing
the words from his nouth.

The old man nodded and yell ed back. "If we can just beat themto the
crossroads, we stand a chance of not being flanked by the second group. There
are too many of themfor us to charge through."

They spurred their mounts on. Both groups of soldiers knew they had been seen
Ainna had shifted again, this tine to Shilia's dnu. They topped another rise
and tore past nore hay wagons. Aranur suddenly yanked his dnu to a halt by two
of themand ' yelled, "Twenty pieces of gold to dunp your wagons here!" The
farmers | ooked astounded, but as the tall rider yanked one of the pouches from
his tunic and pulled a handful fromit to show them they grabbed the reins
and turned the wagons so
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sharply that both vehicles shuddered and began to jackknife over. Aranur threw

the bag to them and wheel ed to pound after the others, a rising cloud of dust
mar ki ng the "accident" that had nobunded hay across the road. The farners got

down to discuss the situation, the bales still tunbling across and off the
road into the thick brush. Aranur caught his uncle's grin and waved to him He
wi shed he coul d have seen the soldiers when they topped the hill like a swarm

and t hundered down on the confusion of hay. Their dnu rmust have gone off the
road |i ke marbl es bouncing off a stone step

But the soldiers conming down the hill were only a half kil oneter away and
still coming strong. The fleeing party would beat the soldiers to the
crossroads by a quarter kiloneter, but the soldiers would gain on the group
till they either caught themon the road or chased theminto Red Harbor and
tried to take themon the streets by the docks. The tides were changi ng, and
Aranur could see the sails dropping on a ship that had turned to catch both
tide and wind. It nust have set sail fromthe docks al nost an hour earlier

"That's our ship!" he shouted at Ganon. "W missed the tide. WeVe got to make
a stand here, where we have a chance of defendi ng oursel ves.'

"There! Beyond that dune, there's a hollow. W can pull in and fight from
behind the logs.'' Ganon pointed. '' Qickly! O the others will be down on
us, too!"

They thundered fromthe road, crashing through | ow brush and sharp beach grass



to drop into the hollow Hi shn | oped beside them w nded fromthe long run. It
was a fester pace than she held naturally, and her |ungs sucked the danp air
from between the dune grass as she regarded the hollow distastefully.

A hole with no exits is a trap, she snarled, catching the healer's clothes
with her teeth as Dion junped fromher dnu and started to | ead the beast into
t he depression.

The wol fwal ker tugged free. W need a place to defend.

The wol f growl ed deeply. Healer, come with me. There are better places where
you can lie in wait and | eap when the prey conme to you

The wonman turned and knelt by the wolf, burying her hands in the thick fur
"Hi shn," she whispered. "By the nmoons, | |ove you, friend." She gl anced back
to see the clunp of dark riders top another rise and clenched her fists. '
"But you're right,
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this could be a trap for us all. Go now Find a place to hide, and when you
can, tear at them from behind.

/ cannot | eave you to the woriag 's claws again.

"You're not, Gay One. This tinme |'ve a few claws of ny own."
"Dion, hurry up," Tyrel cried, vaulting a | og and grabbing the reins of her
dnu fromwhere they trailed on the ground.' 'Get down."

Go, Gray One, she sent, touching her cheek to the nassive bones of the wolf's
face. Your fangs are only sharp when used.

The hunt, the beast sent with a flash of heat that al nmost blinded Dion. The
hunt is on. The Gray One's hot tongue |icked her nose, and then the wolf was
gone.

The dnu, their sides heaving for breath, were antsy and stanped their feet as
t hey caught the tension that was tangible intheair. "Ainna," Aranur ordered,
"speak softly to them get themto lie down. We' ve got to keep them out of the
way of the swords." He |ooked around. "Shilia, Nam na," he said, pointing
sharply, "drag those two | ogs closer together. It'lIl make a good wall we can
shoot behind."

Shilia nodded and ran across to grab at the branches and pull. As her cousin
hel ped her, a gust of wi nd rose and caught their cloaks in the linbs, tangling
themuntil Tyrel tore themfree.

"CGet down now," Aranur snapped. "Rhom cover the right. Ganon, the left."

Tyrel waited beside his uncle, shifting restlessly. Scant m nutes. That was
all it would be before dintner's nmen thundered over the rise. The wol fwal ker
was notionl ess beside her brother, tensed for sight of the soldiers. Rhom
flexed his arnms. Like the gray-eyed man they followed, the twins had arrows
notched and ready to fly, and from where Aranur WPS crouched, the one | ooked
i ke a sl ender shadow of the other

"Wait for themnow," he said softly. "Make themcone to us."

The sol diers charged over the rise like a black thundercl oud. N ne figures



dark in the afternoon. And suddenly there were eight. A massive gray shape
hurtled up fromthe ground and tore one of the soldiers fromhis nount, any
sound or scream of death drowned in the din of the hooves. Aranur's group shot
as one and then two other riders dropped |ike stones, the second one tranpled
under the sharp, driving hooves as he rolled to his
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death. Then they swung |ow on their dnu's backs, shooting under their nounts’
necks. Aranur heard the young bl acksmith grunt in pain, and then he was
shooting agai n. The sol di ers charged, and another one dropped. As the wounded
man's dnu sidestepped, it threw off the aimof the nman next to it, and the
arrow notched for Aranur's eye whapped by his side into the |og.

And then they were in on the group, and Aranur rose up to neet them He ducked
under a dnu and dragged a nman off his mount. The soldier pulled out his sword
as he fell, but Aranur cut into his thigh, and the man screaned, withing on
the ground as his life's blood spurted from between his fingers. Ganon was
wrestling with another, and there were too nany bodies to figure out who was
where. Aranur felt a man |l eap at himfroma chargi ng mount and junped to the
side. They crashed to the ground, struggling to bring their knives to each
other's throats. A gray body suddenly shot across into the man, and his hold
on Aranur's wist was broken; the wolf laid the soldier's armopen to the bone
as she passed over, and the soldier jerked back with a cry. Behind Aranur

Ai nna screaned. And in the back of his head sonethi ng snapped. Skin gashed
open beneath his knife, and blood rushed fromthe soldier's face as Aranur
separated his neck and rolled free. A huge figure in leatherjnail junped at

hi m from anot her dnu. He parried the bl ow, though his armwas jarred to the
bone. Then he dropped as if tripped, and the soldier roared with victory and
l unged forward. He got less than half a neter. Aranur's blade struck up as he
thrust with both feet against the other man's | egs. The soldier fell toward
him bl ade outstretched, but Aranur's sword slid right into his chest as his
arms swung out for bal ance and found death instead. The holl ow was stil
reverberating with the sounds of bl ades and sobs. Aranur | ooked at the snall
party that was left fromthe nelee. Tyrel was on his knees with Ainna in his
arms, her head rolling linmp against him H s face was terrible as he cried
out .

"Hel p her, please, Dion!" H's voice broke even as his sister's |life drained
away in his arms. Her eyes were already gl azed. The bl ood that flowed from her
si de showed the slashed skin split open where the girl's guts gleaned dully
gray. "Dion, please . . . don't let her die—you can't let her die . "

The heal er clenched her hands. "I can do nothing, Tyrel,"
eyes tragic. "She is dead already."

she said gently, her
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"No," he cried out. "No!" He snmoothed the hair fromhis sister's sightless
face. "Oh, noons of nercy," he angui shed, crushing her linp formto him and
t hen sobbing in horror as her side opened farther and the hot steam from her
guts spilled across his hand. "You can't let her die."

The heal er turned away, hiding her grief. "Ch, gods," she whispered, | ooking
down at her stained and hel pl ess hands,' 'for the gift of Ovousibas | would
lay down mmy life.'

H shn | ooked up fromher side and nmet her eyes with a yellow gaze still rimed
with the hunter's black. She licked the blood fromthe fur around her nouth,
and her claws were red as well. Ovousibas is death, she sent. Like this. Death



for you and ne. Dion choked back a sob. / know, Gray One, but this—Sht
gestured helplessly at the bodies. Only ten nmeters away two nmen cried out
terribly. At her feet, the young girl whose snile had conme so readily even
when she was scared was dead, her body cooling in the danp sea air, and the

sl ackness of her lifeless nuscles was sonehow obscene. This, Hishn, is also
death. She w ped her hands shakily on her pants and worked her way to Shilia,
who was hol ding Namina. Shilia's hand was pressing hard against the girl's arm
where the blood ran down her skin. Nam na had taken a deep cut across her
forearmas she had tried to protect Ainna fromthe raider's blade, and as she

| ooked around, Dion realized that her own twin was bleeding froma tear in his
shoul der where an arrow had caught himas he shot. "Tyrel." Aranur touched him
gently. "You have to hel p Nam na now." The boy's eyes were blind as he turned
to face his cousin. Aranur gripped the youth hard on the shoul der. "The noons
call whomthey will, Tyrel. Nam na needs you now. Go to her." The tall man
strai ghtened up, feeling suddenly old and tired, then started rolling the

sol diers' bodies out of the way to neet the next attack

D on wapped Nanmina's armquickly. The girl did not seemto notice, her face
nunb as she stared at Ainna's still formwhile the heal er worked. Finally Dion
| eaned back against the wolf, glad of the enotional and physical support, and
turned to her brother. "Howis it?" she asked.

"Just a scratch,” he lied, his teeth gritting against her gentle
fingers.

She | ooked into his eyes a long monent. ' 'l can fix it so you can shoot," she
said finally and flatly, binding his shoul der
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tightly against the notion of his bow arm He nodded and stood to nove back to
the | ogs, where Aranur expected the next attack. The wol fwal ker hesitated as
if there were nore she wanted to do for him then shook her head. "No tinme to
be true to the band," she quoted softly to her twin as he shrugged back into
his jerkin. She fingered the healer's silver and bl ue headband and then

resol utely dropped her hands to her sword.

Go, Gray Hishn. There are nore coming in for our blood.

The wol f grinned hungrily. There will be fewer who ride to your claws than you
see at first.

Just don't lose your teeth in their hides. They 're tougher than they | ook
And stay out of the path of the arrows.

The wol f sent a hard shaft of blood lust for answer and then was gone. Only a
slight wave in the grass told Dion where the creature had gone, though she
followed the Gay One's silent steps in her nmind as the wolf slunk out and
around agai n.

"Tyrel, Rhom" Aranur said, breaking into her bleak thoughts. "They're com ng
now. Cet ready."

"Be careful.” Shilia's whisper was alnbost a sob in her brother's ear. The
tall man ran his hand through his hair, then squeezed her shoul der and pushed
her away.



They came with a rush, charging like the first group but already hung over so
far on the sides of the dnu that Aranur could not shoot at themdirectly. He
had to shoot the soldiers' mounts to drop them and managed to take out only
one before the soldiers were on them Blades flashed, and the attackers
dropped into a defensive circle, letting their dnu run on through or coll apse
in their mdst.

Aranur's rage rose in his throat. Rhom was having trouble with his shoul der
and had switched his blade to his other hand. Dion was defending his back, and
both lunged and parried with Tyrel as they were forced slowy back in front of
Shilia and Nami na, facing four of the soldiers. Their pattern was slowy
breaking up as the fight degenerated into separate battles. Two nen junped
Aranur, their swords flashing. They fought back and forth till the Ariye

| eader dispatched them and turned to see another man falling to his knees
behind him a haft protruding fromhis bl ade-choked throat. The soldier's arm
was upraised to plunge his blade into Aranur's back, but it went no farther.

D on's knife had sunk deep; his eyes bulged, and his nmouth spit bl ood.
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Aranur scranbled to help Dion, who was now weaponl ess, pressed agai nst the

| ogs by a | ong-armed swordsman. The sol di er stabbed at her, sure that he had

t he wol fwal ker trapped, but she somehow rmanaged to turn the blade, lunging to
the side and striking his elbow with her palm She stunned his nerves, and the
sword dropped, but he twi sted and grabbed at her jerkin. As she went with the
pull, he flew over her shoul der but yanked her to the side and grabbed her

arm his quickly bared knife stabbing. She fell. H s blade seened to pass

t hrough her side, and her eyes were wild, and then the wolf was on him too,
tearing the leather of his mail and ripping the tendons of his other arm He
screanmed, throwing up his arns to protect his face, but she twisted his knife
from his hands and brought her armdown to his chest twi ce, and he was finally
silent, only his body thrashing in his nortal throes. It was a hard death.

"Are you all right?" Aranur shouted through the noise, lifting Dion to her
shaki ng feet and | ooking for the bl ood that should have been spreadi ng across
her stomach. "Yes! Help Tyrel!"

She dived for her sword, which had been dropped in the brush, and Aranur
turned to see the youth thrust back by two of the soldiers, ganging up. Shilia
and Nam na—there was no one to protect them he thought with sudden fear. Rhom
was down, westling with a burly man in the branches of a log, their struggles
crashing them back and forth as their blades flashed and jamed t oget her
Aranur junped anot her dnu huddl ed on the ground and cut at the nearest man.

But the soldier turned and parried the blow easily. A naster swordsman, Aranur
thought with grimcertainty at his nmovenents, to nake sure we don't escape.
dintner nmust have realized who the fleeing people were. The nman from Ariye

| unged suddenly, pressing the other fighter back against the |ogs, but the
swordsman stepped aside and then he was on Aranur, the blade flashing at the
tall man's head as he twisted and turned. The swordsman's snarling grin held
the joy of a fight, and Aranur could feel the rise of his own battle
exultation in his chest.

Hs armturned a blowto I and heavily against a log. He could feel Ganon
fighting behind himand Rhomgetting up fromthe side; the air seened alive
with linmbs and netal flashing and snapping in the light. Behind him the G ay
One snarl ed and soneone el se screaned. Then the swordsman feinted, and Ar-
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anur stepped in, anticipating his blow The other man tw sted. Aranur swung.

H s opponent parried. Aranur |lunged. He smashed his fist against the
swordsman's chin unexpectedly, and the other man's eyes wi dened in shock as he
staggered, but Aranur brought his blade up agai nst the underside of the man's
arm It slid off, and the swordsman's el bow jamed into Ar-anur's ribs.

Aranur sucked in a ragged breath. Pain stabbed his stonmach where the man's
ponmrel met his gut again as he snmashed his knee into the man's thigh. The
swor dsman staggered, his nuscles cranping up fromthe attack, and Aranur
brought his boot back down on the swordsman's instep, their |ong bl ades
usel ess as they closed the distance. They grappl ed. The ground came up
suddenly, and they fell, Aranur's shoulder jarring hard against a | og. The man
tried to kick Aranur's knee, but Aranur trapped his neck in the crook of his
arm and squeezed the soldier's carotid arteries. The man's breath was harsh,
and his eyes bulged in panic. He realized that Aranur was not trying to choke
him the icy-eyed | eader nmeant to shut off the blood to his brain. The man's
fear strengthened his hands to rip at Aranur's face. One, two, three
Aranur twisted himto trap one of his arns and keep the soldier fromtearing
his eyes out. Four, five . . . The man's legs thrashed, but he was sl ow ng.
Si x, seven, eight. . . The nuscles began to relax at last. Nine, ten, eleven .
twel ve. The man's body was linp; Aranur's breathing was rough in his
t hr oat .

Aranur rolled off the Iifeless carcass and slowy got to his feet, his face
and side so bruised that he could feel the new swellings rise under his
probing fingers. Namina was crying; Shilia was pale. Dion was kneeling by
Rhom bi ndi ng another pad of cloth over the one that already was soaked bri ght
red—hi s shoul der had broken open again when he had westled dint-ner's man
down—and even from where Aranur stood, he could see the heal er's hands shaking
so that she had to try twice to tie the bandage down. Around her, the wolf
paced like a |l epa over its brood, the baleful glare spearing first one, then
anot her of those who still lived. The creature's fangs were red and dri ppi ng,
cloth was still caught in her claws, and when Ganmon stood up, the wol f al nost
took his head off, stopped only by Dion's sharp command. The Gray One went
back to pacing, but her eyes did not |ose the ring of black that darkened the
yel l ow i nto deat h.
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And the soldiers' bodies lay like scattered |lunps of cloth, the seabirds
already circling, landing, stalking across the small dunes to pick out
still-open eyes and peck at soft, open throats. And ampong them-Ar anur
swal | owed and cl osed his eyes—Ainna. Dead and |linp as the soldiers who had
bl ed out around her.

He forced hinmself to finish the tally, hating hinself for doing it with such
cold control and terrified mat the pressure that had built up in his chest
woul d cut | oose and flood even his lungs with tears as big as bl ocks of ice.
Moons give himstrength, he prayed. He counted. Three of the dnu were still,
the others huddl ed around them bleating softly in their nervousness. There
were at |east four nore dnu close by, but the rest had scattered across the
dunes like the junper bushes that grew so haphazardly in the sand. At |east
six of the soldiers who had attacked were still alive, groaning and withing
with their separate pains, and the bl eak-eyed | eader watched as Di on noved
resolutely to attend to them after she had seen to her brother and the others
in their group.

"No! Dion, don't— "Tyrel —what are you doing? Get away!" Dion's shocked voice
startled Aranur, and he junped toward Tyrel. The boy swung his bl oody sword at



t he wounded nman she had knelt by.

"Don't help them D on—you fool—= "My gods, Tyrel, but they're hurt, too.
Tyrel —ao!" She warded off his blow instinctively, sheltering the wounded man
with her body as the wolf, on the edge of the clearing, whipped around and,
with a terrible snarl, leapt to put her fangs between D on and the boy. "No
Hi shn!" she screaned at the wol f.

But Aranur was al ready nere, grabbing the boy's sword armand forcing the
bl ade out and down. "Aranur, let go or Til-—=

"Drop the blade, boy, or I'Il break your wist, cousin or not." The |ean
powerful man tw sted, and Tyrel cried out. "What the hell do you think you're
doi ng?" he snarled at the boy. Shilia stared at her cousin, her eyes w de as
t he nmoons, and Ganobn caught Rhomls armas he junped over a 'og to help Dion
The wounded sol di er had scranbl ed back, groaning as his gaping | eg wound
gushed fresh bl ood, and fainted; Aranur was furious. "She's doing her job,
Tyrel. She's a healer." The boy struggled frantically in his older cousin's

i nexorably
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strong hands. "Don't let her help them+the bastards—they killed Ainna ..."

Aranur sl apped the boy so hard that the youth's teeth rattled and his nouth
dropped open, "it doesn't matter anynore, Tyrel. She can't cone back. Now | et
Di on work."

"Moons damm you," the boy cried. "They killed ny sister—they're the eneny—

"They're men, Tyrel,’
“Men. "

heal er cut in, shocked and scared at the boy's reaction

"They killed ny sister," he sobbed.

"Wul d you kill them now?" Aranur asked harshly. "In cold bl ood? They're down
and dying already, Tyrel. If you put the sword to their throats™ that's

murder." He gripped his cousin's shoul ders hard and shook him "You're not a
murderer, Tyrel. Mich as you'd like to bring Ainna back, you never will. She's
already on the path to the noons, and killing in cold blood will never nake up
for that."'

The boy stared at him and Aranur felt the weight of twice his years settle on
his shoulders. "Put the sword away and go help Namina," he said quietly. "The
living need you, not the dead."

He | ooked at the hollow that was now a shall ow gravesite, then turned and
wat ched the sails taut in the wind on the ship they were to have taken out to
sea. The tides had turned, and the wind blew their hopes south w thout them

It was sunset. The sky was as bl oody as the day was | ong, and Aranur found

hi nsel f on the decks of the last ship in Red Harbor, watching the captain
shake his head as Shilia, Ganpon, and the others waited bel ow Aranur could see
Dion talking desultorily with his uncle, her hand absently tugging at the

wol f's ear as they waited for his return.

"Damm t, man, give us a chance," he said harshly to the captain. ' '"If not for
me and the men, then at |east take the wonen through to Randonnen. We'll pay



doubl e the normal fare."

The captain shook his head. "The weather's shaping up for a hurricane
roundwi nd. Only a suicidal fool would be caught out in those swells." He
turned away and yelled at a sailor who was | ounging by one of the unbattened
hat ches.

"Triple fare. In gold."
The captain did not even hesitate. "Sorry. Even ten times the
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gold woul dn't be enough." He turned back briefly, noting the desperate gl eam
in the weary nan's eyes. "You' d have better |uck going out over the South
Road, even with the flooding com ng up."

"Dam you," Aranur swore. "Damm you to the second hell. Isn't there one nman
brave enough to sail through to Randon-nen?"

The captain | ooked at himnmeasuringly. "You won't find a sober man in Red
Harbor to take a ship out now |I'msorry.’

He turned, and Aranur was left standing at the rail, his face haggard and his
eyes bleak with the realization that Clintner's net was closing in and there
was no way out. He al nost staggered with weariness as he swung onto the

gangpl ank and barely caught hinself before he fell. They woul d have to take
dnu agai n, he thought, then dism ssed the idea as quickly as it had conme. They
had already run into two patrols in town, barely escaping fromthe | ast one as
they fought their way through to the dark alleys of Red Harbor's slum

Slinking fromone block of the town's ghetto to the next, Aranur had already
paid dearly for the scant time spent hiding. He rubbed his thigh absently
where the muscles were stiff and swollen fromthe blow he had taken froma
dnu's hoof and forced hinself to |land quiet and catlike on the dock, ignoring
t he shooting pain that tightened his jaw That Salm had called in his own

rai ders and added themto dintner's force was a nmove Aranur had hoped the

rai der captain would not nmake for at |east another day, but dintner nust have
want ed them nore than the gray-eyed man had supposed—the word was out, and
even the barno folk were interested in the reward.

The lean man spit. As if he could rid his mouth of the dank smell of rotting
seajel, he snorted, scraping his boot on the dock. The purple-green sline was
everywhere. It was just as well that he had sold the dnu, he thought, since
chanci ng the overland route would nean risking a fight every kilonmeter. And
dnu coul d be outdi stanced by message pi geons, he remnminded hinself. He cl osed
his eyes suddenly as the vision of Ainna's body rose before himw th the spray
fromthe slapping waves. How many nore of his famly would die before he got

t hem hone?

"Aranur?" Dion asked quietly.
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He shook his head, clearing his thoughts and answering her question with one
short, bleak notion

"Dam, " Ganpbn swore. "dintner nust know where we are by now. He'll have
war ned the garrisons already."



The overland route was cut off a hour ago,"” Rhom said, his voice al nost as

quiet as his twin's, and for a nonent Aranur stared at the man w t hout seeing
him ' 'l bought the news just ten mnutes ago," the smth added as the other
man sai d not hi ng.

"It was too obvious, anyway," the |eader said wearily, gesturing for themto
gat her their packs so he could | ead themfromthe docks. "W'd have been shot
down before we nade it two kiloneters."

"But what can we do?" Shilia asked hopel essly. She stood wi thout noving,
staring up at her brother and trenbling with unshed tears and exhaustion
"\Where can we go?"

Aranur shook his head. "I don't know," he admitted. "But we'll find a way." He
slung his pack up onto his shoulders and stood for a nmonent, bowed as if the

| oad were too heavy even for him Finally he straightened, staring out at the
wi | d white-caps that slapped the barely sheltered bay and listening to the
rising how of the roundw nd that whipped the trees down to the gray beaches
like serfs bowing to their lord. "There will be a way," he repeated softly.
"Even if | have to make the way nyself."

X

Enber Di one maMarin:

The diffs of Bastendore

Bl ow, bl ow, you wi nds of the sea

To counter the currents carrying ne

The black cliffs of Bastendore call ne to die

If the sails do not lift fromthe masts where they he.

Cold, cold, the waters are woth

To stir up their waves in a hurricane froth

The boat tilts to neet them its bow on the reefs,

And the waves take me down in the dark Kol dor seas.

Twel ve hours later Dion found herself clinging to the pil othouse of a fishing
boat while the small craft plunged up and down on the roiling sea, and Rhom
and the other men worked as deep-sea apprentices to the bell owing Captain
Mannoa. Her twin and Tyrel were knee deep in seajel, trying to guide the
bul gi ng net up the boat's ranmp and onto the deck, but every few seconds

anot her gl ob of seajel oozed through the net and splattered over their
deckhoods, blinding themin an acidic spray of sline. Her brother had taken
the last splash: It hung off his hood over his face, its oozing, transparent
threads slapping to and fro as he turned; he did not dare let go of the net to
sweep the slime fromhis hood, as the winch was at its nost critical pull and
the captain was screaming at themfit to burst his |ungs.

"No! No! Don't pull faster than that, idiot, or the net tw sts. YouVe got |ess

brai ns than the bono bird. You! Speed it up. By all the worns that fill a
curry's flesh, winch! Can't you see the net's going to drop back over the

ranp?"



It was not luck that had given thema way out of the raiders' eager jaws.
After trying for six hours to find passage through to
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the town, they had realized that word woul d soon be back to their hunters that
they had survived the attack, and Aranur had watched with grow ng desperation
as their margin of safety dwi ndled with each passing hour

Even though they had found a tenporary refuge on the fishing boat, Dion was
still uneasy, idly scratching the scruff of the Gray One and soothing her wth
a nental croon she wi shed woul d do as nuch for herself as for the wolf. After
wat ching two raider vessels slink by in the growi ng fog, she knew she woul d
not feel safe till there was firm ground beneath her feet and a hundred

kil ometers between themand Cintner. How could Aranur be so confident? They
could be stopped and searched on any raider's whim and fishing boats did not
even carry catapults, let alone have space for the racks of caged bird bonbers
used to drop gases and poi sons on other boats. The wolf echoed her w sh for
dry land, but for a different reason—+the G ay One was getting seasick in the

i ncreasing swells.

Sorry, Hi shn. The wonan grimaced. The shadows under her eyes made t hem seem
even nmore violet than the nassing clouds mat sullenly col ored the darkening
sky above what was left of the sun

"... stuck with an idiot crew of damm farners and a round-w nd squall on top
of it all. Bring it up faster, you friggin' |azy dogs!" The scroungy captain
waved his arms wildly at Aranur and Ganon. "We'll | ose the whole catch if you
can't put your brains together to get enough of themto do a job a dead dnu
could do. Dammed idiots ..."

Ganon's silvered hair was plastered against his forehead, the fish slinme thick
on his pants as he and Aranur cranked the wi nch and the silver-purple bellies
of the fish started sliding around each other as the net was gathered in, fins
and scal es meshing with the sea slime. The four nmen were all slipping and
swaying with the deck as Mannoa tried to keep the bow pointed into the waves.
The boat plunged suddenly over a deep swell, Rhomlost his hold on the net in
t he sickening drop, Tyre! flattened hinself against the rail in a crouch as

t he deck shot abruptly up again, and a dozen silvery fish slid back into the
gray roiling sea. Mannoa let out an ear-splitting roar

Shilia cane edging her way around the pilothouse to cling to the rails beside
the wol fwal ker. "I never thought of ny brother
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as a sailor before," she said soberly, watching Aranur, "and now | know why.
They | ook Iike sline nonsters.™

"Somet hing fromthe depths of a swanp city's cesspool," Dion agreed. She
brushed the wind-wild hair fromher cheeks, making a face as the
salt-encrusted strands scratched her skin. "But if they didn't play fishernen,
t hose raiders would be down on us in a hot second wonderi ng what we were up
to." The boom swung toward the two wonen, and they ducked instinctively,

t hough it was over then- heads by a good half nmeter. ' 'We were lucky to find
someone willing to take us through to Stat-tinton. | guess we can't conplain



about the ride."

"Yes, but | don't think Aranur expected to have to learn the ropes,"” Shilia
punned; nen she sobered, |ooking at Mannoa. "I don't trust that nan. He baits
us every chance he gets."

"I know what you nean. | get the feeling that he's good for his noney for
now—and he should be, the way we paid his boat nortgage off, thanks to that

sl aver captain's strongbox—but 1'd bet twice on the eighth moon that if we got
inajam he'd toss us to the worlags, or the raiders, as it'd be in this

case, before he'd even draw a second breath.” The wonen wat ched Tyrel and Rhom
set the net out again, the water running in sheets across the plunging deck to
drain fromthe scuppers.

"Namina's still sick," Shilia said hesitantly. "She's not taking the ride
well."

The healer's jaw tightened. "There's nothing nore I can do for her, Shilia.
What good are ny skills when the wounds are in her heart?" But seeing the
younger woman bl anch, she sighed. "I can give her something to put her to
sl eep.” The inmage of Ainna, bloody and linp in Tyrol's arns, was still wth
her. Ovousi bas, she whispered silently.

A dream Healer, A bad dreamthat brings an ancient wrath.

D on | ooked down at the wolf and smiled crookedly. Wat would you know of
Ovousi bas, H shn? O a nyth eight hundred years ol d?

The yel |l ow eyes blinked once, twice, and then Dion's mind filled with an

i mage: steamy brains . . . screans that echo in the past. . . an agony that
burns the blood and sanity till all that's left is a gray wisp that cries out
through the centuries . . . the healers, the Giay Ohes . . . CGone . . . al
gone . . . broken bones lying brittle in the dust of years, and only echoes,

echoes calling for hone .
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"Gods, Hishn," she whispered raggedly. "Wat do you nmean?"

Ovousi bas, the wolf snarled softly, a deeper pain renenbered from ancestors
long silent in her mnd. Ovousibas is death. Death to us all in tine.

Dion stared long into the yellow eyes, but H shn did not repeat the thoughts.
Raci al menories, she acknow edged. But the Gray One rarely called them up
That the di minages spoke of nyths, she knew, but not what in the myths was
truth, and that was what was nost frustrating of all. Those who tried interna
healing died, and died a hard death, but Dion was not thinking of that. She
was thinking about the framed page on Mankarr's wall and Ainna's |inp body

bl eedi ng sluggishly in the dirt by a mercenary's dnu

"Dion," Shilia said again, "can't you do something for her?"

The healer started and flushed slowy. "lI'msorry, Shilia. | wasn't
listening."”

Aranur's sister | ooked down at her feet, then net Dion's gaze with troubl ed
eyes. "She hasn't eaten or drunk anything since we |left Red Harbor. She
woul dn't even have conme in fromthe rain to get a coat if Aranur hadn't bodily



carried her inside.'

Di on cl osed her eyes helplessly. "Nam na's in shock, Shilia. Being kidnapped,
sl aved, watching her sister die—she's young to face it all at once, and she's
not as strong as you or Tyrel. Even so," she said quietly. "Even so, she has
to face it by herself. No, |I don't nmean alone, | nean by herself. W can
support her, but the strength to go on nust conme fromw thin, not w thout, or
it crushes instead of building up the heart. Can you understand that ?"

The other girl's lips trenbled, and Dion said softly, "Your strength is not
enough for two, Shilia. Only Nam na can give herself the courage she needs." A
wet nose nudged her hand, and the healer tugged on the Gray One's ear,

i gnoring the silent adnoni shing comrent that Dion's own strength was not
enough for two, either. Ovousibas

The younger girl nodded slowy. A healer's wi sdomwas always |law, no matter
how young it was | earned. She | ooked toward the gray bank that closed in on
the small boat fromthe horizon and changed the subject. "Did you hear what
Mannoa said about storns? | didn't catch it in the wind."

"Somnet hi ng about hurricanes,” Dion returned, relieved to
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be tal ki ng of sonething else. "I thought he said they circle west—night drive
us into Ramaj Bilocctar, Zentsis's |ands."

Shilia frowned. "But that could be trouble.™
"Why? Lloroi Zentsis isn't involved in this."

"Aranur said that Zentsis has been making deals with the raiders lately, and
Mankarr sai d—+ overheard hi mwhen he was talking to that raider captain,
Salm, at the slave sale—that even Cintner was starting to ally hinself with
the Lloroi of Bilocctar."
"Zentsis nust pay well," the wol fwal ker said with a snort of disgust. As she
paused in her scratching, the gray wolf butted her demandi ngly, thrusting her
nose under the worman's hand and lifting it with a soft whine.

"I don't know which I'd prefer,” Shilia said slowmy, "Zentsis or the raiders.
At least with the raiders, |I'd know where | stood. Indentured slavery isn't ny
idea of living well, but at least it's living. They say that Lloroi Zentsis
likes to use his prisoners for sport."

"Not the woren, surely?" The twi ns had not heard much about Zentsis except the
occasi onal runor, news that had to travel the hundreds of kilometers to
Randonnen was often di scounted as exaggeration. Still, Dion could not believe
t hat anyone woul d actually use people for sport in a public fighting ring.

But the brown-haired girl shook her head. "I don't know for sure—+ don't know
i f anyone really does—but thereVe been stories about wormen and even children
being put in the rings as prizes, if they weren't righting thenselves. And
it's said that Zentsis likes the fights to go to the death.""

"That's disgusting. It's one thing for fighters to play war ganmes for practice
and learning, but it's sonething else to pit people against each other in life
and death battles just so sone bl oodthirsty warnonger can get his jollies

wat chi ng people get hurt."



Wl fwal ker, | have an itch, Gray H shn rem nded her again, |eaning agai nst
Dion's legs and throwi ng her off bal ance on the slippery deck. The wol f wal ker
flicked Hi shn's ear but dropped her hand obediendy to the gray scruff.

"They say he's nore violent every year," Shilia continued. "Sonme say it's
because he wants nore and nore power, but lately they're saying that he's only
got a couple years to live and he's growi ng desperate for a son to take over
the ruling from
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him He nmust have a dozen daughters now, but he's never gotten a son."

Di on absently wiped dirty water fromthe rail. "The justice of the nobons.
There's nothing so capricious as truth.”

"I wish the noons woul d shine through these clouds,” Shilia said, |ooking up
at the darkening sky. "I hate rain."

" "If rain could wash the heart as it does the skin.'' The heal er thought of
Ai nna and her sudden, raider-spawned death, and of Namina sitting huddl ed and
broken in the cabin while the dark clouds pulled nore tightly together

t hi ckening the way they did on the peaks in Randonnen. "I don't mind the
rain," she said wistfully. ' "At home, Rhomand | used to go into the
mount ai ns during die stornms and clinb the canyons. Wen the waters built up
and ran off, the waterfalls thundered as if the whole ocean was hiding in the
hills and coming down on the rocks."

"I wonder if it's raining at hone." For a nonent Shilia | ooked as if she were
going to cry.

It was time to change the subject. They m ght both be honesick, Dion told
hersel f, but at |east she had |eft hone of her own free will. Shilia had not
even known if she would see home again till her brother had plucked her from
the raiders' hands.

"At least a rain would wash the slime fromthe decks," she said, scratching
H shn's ears absendy. The wolf was gelling nore and nore unconfortable on the
bucki ng ship, and Di on debated sending her inside. At |east outside there was
fresh air bl owi ng across the decks; inside, the whole cabin stank of fish.

Shilia was silent a noment, then asked hesitantly, "D on, why do you Journey
wi th your brother?" At the healer's curious |ook, she added quickly, "I don't
mean to pry, but you, well, you' re a woman. |Internships are for wonen;
Journeys are for nen. How could you go? How did you learn to fight intime to
go along? | nean, did you actually want to go?"

Dion regarded the girl for a long noment. "We're twins, Shilia. There's a bond
bet ween us that holds us closer than what brothers and sisters normally feel
What Rhomtrained in, | trained in. Wat | trained in, | showed hi m#f he was
interested. He wasn't much interested hi sew ng, but then, neither was I
unless it had to do with stitching people back together." She paused and
stared out over the sea, letting the surges of water wash over her feet and
splash on her pants. But | couldn't help Ainna to save her life, she thought.
She was too cold to
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shiver and too old to cry. How could | not understand death before? she
berated herself. Al the wounds, the illnesses, the plagues—the afternaths,
she admtted. Never the reality till now. Oh, gods, may the noons curse nme if
I was callous to those in Randonnen

Not cal | ous, Heal er. Never unfeeling, the wolf sent.
Oh, Hishn, that | could believe that.

What you feel, | live also, the wolf renminded her. If you were ever
i nsensitive, | would not have run in your shadow so long as a nmonent of night.

Di on's expression softened. You honor ne, Gay One.

As 1 shoul d, Wl fwal ker

"So they just let you go?J

Shilia's question brought Dion back to the present, and she shook her head.
"Let a woman go on Journey? Wthout argument? No, when the elders cast the
fortunes for the Journey, it was cast that | go with him"

"But you already knew martial arts?" the girl persisted.

"I ama fourth in Abis. |I've trained since | could wal k." She was puzzled at
Shilia's insistence.

"Dion, Namina and I, well, Aranur said you' re good, and we were wondering if
maybe you woul d—+f you had tine—teach us howto fight.'' She got the | ast
words out in a rush and added hastily, "If yOu wouldn't mnd."

Ainna's death was hard on us all, Dion thought bleakly. She | ooked out over
the swelling ocean. Fighting for fighting's sake and fighting for their lives.
And she remenbered how many ti nes she had asked hersel f the question that

everyone asked: Could | kill another human bei ng? And now she had killed, not
just once but several tines, and her hands still felt dirty, her sword
uncl ean.

She knew there were truths and ideals to be preserved by fighting, but the
price of life had hit her hard. How could death justify life? Just the day
before, Ama had died in Tyrol's arnms, and now the pain hi his heart, not the
principles of his mnd, would guide his sword. If he fought, he would not be
fighting for the living but for the dead. And Di on—why was she fighting at
all? She was a healer, sworn to protect life, not take it. | have taken nen's
lives fromthem she cried out silently, her hands clenching the rail as she
tried to close Gay H shn out of her nind
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The Gray One's thought cane unbidden: You have saved them too.

She stared at the sea, renenbering, thinking ahead. There were tinmes when the
choice had to be made, not just in fighting but in healing, too, she
renenber ed harshly. She had never thought a heal er woul d have to make that
deci si on, but now she knew better. She still planted flowers every spring on
Kari's grave. The dead woman's ashes remi nded the heal er that she had nade a
choi ce and woul d never know if it was the right one, but that she had deci ded
and that one wonman had |ived and one worman had di ed because of it. Teklia's



son trained with Dion to become a healer |ike the wonan who saved hi s not her
while Kari's daughter's dark eyes still haunted her in the night. And now
Shilia stood before her asking to be taught how to make that decision, not
with her heart but with a bl ade.

Her voice was harsh and cold when it came. "Can you kill a man, Shilia?"
The girl | ooked at the heal er deliberately. "I can kill," she said, the
under | yi ng vehenence answering the question nore than mere words coul d ever
have done. She was Ainna's cousin, and Ainna's death drove her as nuch as it
woul d the dead girl's brother, Tyrel

"And can you | ove yourself after you kill a man and see his bl ood and guts
pai nting the ground around you? Can you face yourself each norning, know ng
that the wife and babies of the man you just killed will cry over his ashes

and go hungry this w nter?"
Shilia | ooked down at her feet. "I could kill," she said in a | ow voi ce.

"What are you going to say to yourself when you see the man's children? Do you
tell themthat you killed their iather with your knife? What do you tell his
mat e? When you pray to the nmoons, will they still listen to your voice? O
will they turn away behind the clouds and let your enpty prayers fall on the
rocks and shatter like the famly you destroyed with your sword? Look at ne,
Shilia," the heal er coomanded. "Can you kill a nman, or a woman, or even a
child to save your own |ife?"

The girl | ooked at the wol fwal ker, then dropped her eyes again. Her hands
trenmbl ed. "Di on—=

"Death is ugly, Shilia. Death is the last and the nost |asting
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thing you'll ever see on this world. Can you give death and take life as
lightly as you say you can?"

The younger girl did not answer.
"You' ve seen death, but it's been others who Ve killed for you. The guilt for

that is on their heads, the blood of that is on their hands. Can you kill for
yoursel f now, know ng what you're doing?"

The other girl clenched her fist on the rail. "Dion, | can admt that | hate
the raiders and Cintner and Salm. | can't deny that | want to get back at
them for shanming us and killing Ainna, and | can't say that | don't want to

see themdie the way they murdered ny cousin.”
The heal er sai d not hi ng.

"Anger and hate aren't very good reasons for killing soneone,” Shilia said
finally, her voice | ow

"There's never a good reason to kill soneone,” Dion said slowy, renenbering,
wondering if there was a way she coul d have avoi ded the times her own sword
had slid into a body.' 'Can you understand that in your heart?"

"I understand what you say,"” Shilia said, her voice so |low that Dion could
hardly hear her over the sound of the swelling ocean. ' 'But | still hate
them | still feel what's in my own heart.'



Di on put her hand on the girl's arm and Shilia | ooked up at her, two tears
sliding down pal e cheeks. "Then," the healer said gently, "I will teach you
what | know of Abis."

Shilia's eyes widened, spilling the tears left there. "But—

"Abis is not for vengeance, Shilia. It's not for anger or hate or tenper or
frustration or even for fun. It's a skill you should use only to save your
life or the life of someone else. Or to protect yourself or something you own.
You nust not abuse it, or you abuse yourself. |If you can understand that, and
| think you do, then you are ready to |learn Abis."

Shilia nodded soberly. "I won't let you down, Dion. You won't be ashamed of
ne."

"I know that." Dion gestured toward the pilothouse. "Does your brother know
you want to |learn? O Ganobn? Since he's your weapons master—and your uncl e—he
shoul d be the one to teach you, not ne, unless you prefer for ne to do it."’
"Ganmon hasn't said no," the girl said. She gave the violet-eyed wonan a sly
| ook and added, "And although Aranur feels a little funny about your rank in
Abis, | notice that he doesn't
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think you're any less a woman for it." She tossed her head, regaining her
confidence. "If | want to learn Abis, that's ny business."

"Al'l right. When do you want to start?"
"As soon as we get off this boat."

"We could start now if you want.
"Let's go inside."

Di on nodded toward the pil ot house door

The cl oud bank grew heavier. By the tine the nmen had finished their last set
with the fishing nets, the sky had beconme a solid gray-black and the sea was
swel I ing hugely under the decks. They could barely see the ocean under the
creeping fog; it surprised themeach tine it |eapt up on the decks and
thrashed the wood with its thunder

Mannoa stanped his feet as he entered the cabin, stripping off his rain gear

and hanging it on the hooks by the door. ' 'Take the wheel while it's not too
rough, Ganon. 1'Il take over again as soon as |Ve had sonething to warm ny
gut. Looks like we hit one of the roundw nds," he said to the group in the

cabin. "W'll be driven back west for sure."

"Can we make for some harbor?" Tyrel asked

"There isn't a harbor this side of the marshes till we reach Stattinton, and
if we try to anchor here, we'll be driven aground on the bars. The water's
going to build up and roll in, flooding the coast.'

"What about nmaking it back to Red Harbor?" Aranur pulled off his borrowed
fishing gear and dripped across the floor as he reached for a steam ng mug of
grog. "l take it we can't head out into the ocean in this weather and try to
ride it out."”



"This is a snmall bottomdragger, not a cross-sea trading vessel," Mannoa said,
surly as he drank his grog in a few gul ps. "The deep sea waters would tear us
apart. We'll try for the harbor and hope we don't get blown past the nouth of
t he channel . "

The steamng brew warnmed their insides, and they ate hungrily, except for
Tyrel. The boy's face was getting greener by the nminute as he sat miserably on
die bunk, trying manfully to ignore his heaving stomach. Nam na was getting
used to the sensation, and her pale face was a little better than his, but
Dion could tell fromthe way she swall owed that she was just as unconfortable
as the rest of them Poor H shn whined and rubbed

180 Tara K. Har per

her head agai nst the wol fwal ker's hips. It was worse when they tried to sit,
and lying down was the fastest way to throw up that they had di scovered so
far. Even though she was careful not to focus her eyes on anything close, D on
felt the uneasiness herself and had been trying to remenber a renedy told to
her by an ol d heal er several years before. It was sone sort of heated poultice
appl i ed behind the ears, where it would settle the bal ance centers. Since she
knew not hi ng of the sea except what she had picked up fromothers' talk, the
heal er mused on the poultice and listened only vaguely to the di scussion of
harbors, currents, and wi nds that began to rage in the cabin as the storm had
begun to rage outside.

Aranur was gesturing at the water-washed porthole as he argued. "The problem
with Red Harbor is the soldiers. Cintner's men will know by now who we are
out with, and they could very well be waiting at the harbor for us to run back
to shelter when the stormblows in."'

"' Well, | could order the weather fromthe noons thensel ves, but they rarely
listen when | ask," Mannoa grow ed. "If we mss the harbor, we stand a good
chance of wrecking on the cliffs to the west. |I'm not taking my boat onto the

rocks just because you're in trouble with the locals."

Ah, | have it, Dion thought. Three | eaves dried vanset, a fingernail of rubsam
root, nine crystals of garvenov, and one bruised | eaf of fresh ansil. She
started digging through her herb stores. Heat into an orange paste the col or

of wild lody flowers with a few drops of water, then apply warm behind the ear

"Can | hel p?" Shilia offered.

* 'You don't happen to have any ansil with you, do you? *' Dion asked
absently. She was trying to remenber what she could substitute for ansil when
it was m xed with garvenov. "I should have thought to find sone before we cane
out."

"Mannoa m ght have sone in the cupboards for cooking."

"It has to be fresh," the healer returned, frowning and tucking a | oose
tendril of hair up into the warcap she still wore. She had begun to doubt that
in the dingy, greasy cabin the captain had any cooking stock at all. "Maybe
can use soui e powder and kobah stens instead." She shook another pouch out and
found the right packets. "W should have done this before the sea got rough
but it will still help. And Tyrel looks as if he's going to need it soon."
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"What is it?"
"A poultice to counteract seasickness."

Mannoa twi sted in his chair, bracing hinself against the tilting decks. "You a
coastal healer or sonething? " he accused.

The dark-eyed heal er suppressed her instant irritation. "Not coastal, no. But
| know t he renedy."

"Dion's one of the finest healers in Ranaj Randonnen," her brother stated
proudly.

"Pretty damm young to be a finest healer,” the captain grow ed rudely.

Dion'"s twin got slowly to his feet, anger building hotly in his broad

shoul ders as he flexed his hand above his knife. H shn, echoing his tenper,
pull ed her lips back in a snarl. But the captain just |eaned back and smled
gnmy

"Just making talk, boy,"
attack.

he said insultingly, prodding the young nan to

"Make talk with less fighting words,” Aranur conmmanded him his hand on Rhomi s
arm The younger man shook himoff coldly.

"Do you need a healer, or were you just curious?" Dion asked in the short,
strained silence that foll owed.

"Yeah, | need a healer." Mannoa rolled up his pants leg. "I got bit by a
hansruck a week ago. The local healer was all for cutting off my leg right
away, but the hole is still small and | didn't want to stop wal king yet. So

went to this other guy, one of the priests of the Moncult.'

Di on stopped and | ooked at himin distaste. "The Moncult priests are a bunch
of faith healers who do no real work except that of taking noney.'

"Well, | wouldn't know, Healer," the captain said in a slow, insolent draw.
"But the local healer wanted to amputate, and this other guy said he could
take away the pain for a handful of silver. So | done it, and he kept by his
word. | haven't had any pain for the last two ninans.'' He stretched his leg
out to the bunk

"Let me guess, he told you to stare at a spinning crystal, waved his hands,
asked you if you believed, and said, 'By your faith and by the noons, you're
healed.' "

"He did nmore for me than the Iicensed hacker." Mannoa gave her a cold | ook
fromunder his salt-crusted eyebrows and tugged at the knot on the bandages.
"Probably nore than you
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can do now, unless you know sonme ot her fakery, |ike Ovousi-bas."

Dion's eyes flashed. "Ovousibas is real,’
t hat she believed what she said.

she snapped. And suddenly realized

"Then prove it."



She stared at the man for a | ong nonment. No one spoke. Then a | ow how craw ed
into their ears, and the captain glared at the wolf.

The man snorted. Spitting to the side, he deliberately unwound the dirty
bandage so that the girls saw the ness first. Nanmina |l et |oose her stomach and
retched into the sink; Shilia's face bl anched, and she turned away to sit on

t he bunk, 1ooking out the porthole. Even Dion nearly choked at the sight of
his leg. After controlling her instinctive disgust with the skill that cones
fromyears of practice, she | eaned close to exani ne the gory wound
inmpartially. At a place about two fingers' width fromhis knee, the man's skin
was rotting away fromthe edges of a hole the size of two gold pieces across,
and maggots were feeding on the dying flesh. Angry red and purple |ines

radi ated out fromthe hole. He nust not have cleaned the wound in the week
since he had been bitten, and even the heal er swall owed hard before touching

t he gapi ng hol e.

"Set your leg up here," she commanded. "You've been |ucky. The maggots have
been cl eaning out the dead flesh and preventing gangrene. These hansruck are
venomous? O did you get sonething in the wound?"

"They're venonous, all right. Mst people have to have the |inb anputated
eventual ly, but it was such a little bite . . . and then | found that Moncult
pri est " H's voice trailed away. He was enjoying the attention and the
effect of his ugly wound on the girls.

"How big was the bite originally?" she asked. The spread of iniection nmade it
difficult for her to guess.

"About so big." He held his fingers about three centineters apart.

She revised her imge of a nmeter-long fish. "Just how big exactly is a
hansruck?"

"Tiny. No bigger than ny thunb. But they have five tentacles with nouths on
the ends. Wen they bite fish, they paralyze and loll the flesh and attach
t hensel ves to the spot. As the flesh rots, the hansruck feed."
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"Shilia, if you would boil some water." Dion turned to her twin and gave him
qui ck directions for maki ng the seasickness poultice. May as well do
everything at once, she thought. It was not a gentle or pleasant job to clean
and treat the swollen wound, but Mannoa stolidly made conversation with Rhom
and Aranur while she worked.

" Storns stir themup fromthe shallows, and they cone over in the nets. |
didn't notice it hanging on to a silver webber's fins when | grabbed the fish.
I'd ripped ny pants open on the winch earlier and figured | could finish the
set before getting new gear on, but | was wong. The hansruck bit nme when the
webber sl apped against ny leg."

"How many get stirred up in the storns?" Tyrel asked nervously, thinking about
the recent hours on the deck handling the catch

"They don't school. They're nore |like seajel, floating around until they find
a likely host. They get thrown up on the rocks all the tinme, but they just
crawl back in the water. They don't last long out of the sea. Like the tida
areas, though. Lots of things to feed on."

"Dion," Rhominterrupted fromthe small stove, peering uncertainly at the



heated pile of orange paste in the small pan. "This stuff is the color you
want ed. Now what do | do with it?"

"Bring it here so | can make sure,"” she said. "I need to finish this first,
but you can put the paste on everyone for me. Smells awful .’

He nade a face. "Everything you make snells awful."

"Who nmade what this tine?" she retorted. "Here, |ook. Smear about so nmuch |ike
this behind the ear. You should feel better in a half hour to an hour. And
don't forget Hi shn. She needs it, too. Only put hers deep inside both ears
toward t he back.'

The bl acksmith smeared the poultice awkwardly behind Na-mina's and Shilia's
ears while Aranur watched unsmling. Dion wondered if the two men were getting
along all right. They had seemed hostile to each other |ately. \Wen he

fini shed, Rhom went out on the deck to keep Ganmon conpany, taking Aranur's
sister with himto the pilothouse. Inside, Dion had just finished treating
Mannoa's fish bite.

"There's nothing | can do besides keep this clean," she said to the stocky
man. "The poison is already in your blood. And
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as far as | know, there's no known counteragent | could give you that woul dn't
kill you."

He snorted. "About what | figured. I'd have been better off to find nme another
Mooncult priest and hand out another piece of gold."

"Al'l a charlatan like that will give you is a quick death," the wonan said
shortly.

' "And you can do better? There's stories that say a healer with a wolf can do
Ovousi bas if she wants." He rolled his pants back down over the new bandage
she had put on the poi soned wound. "If she wants," he repeated.

D on said nothing, but her jaw tightened and her violet eyes | ooked suddenly
haunt ed. Whet her she believed in it or not, the one thing she did know was
t hat Ovousi bas was death. H shn, sensing her distress, runbled in her throat.

"Mannoa, " Aranur said softly, "you're riding a narrow trail and pushing a
heavy wind. You're going to fall off, and fall long and hard, if you're not
careful . "

The healer's face was taut and pale. "If the |l eg had been anputated even a

ni nan ago, you'd keep your life," she said finally. "Now there's nothing | or
anyone el se can do." She turned away, sitting down on the bunk beside Shilia.
But even when she cl osed her eyes, the | ook on Mannoa's face demanded an
answer —an answer she was not prepared to give.

The afternoon was darkening with the stormis false night, and Mannoa left to
t ake over the wheel from Ganmon. Wth the sea thrashing the snmall boat, the
rest of them huddled cranped in the cabin while the other nen took turns
hel pi ng Mannoa with the sails. At the nmonent, Aranur had dozed off. Tyrel was
still too unconfortable to be nuch use and was sinply sitting, wedged in one
of the bunks, his face turned to watch the ocean surge up over the w ndow and
down agai n. Beside him Nanmina was silent, and Shilia huddl ed, wet and col d.
Watching the others, with their bl eak, hopel ess expressions and the rat of



guilt gnawi ng at her guts, Dion sat on the cranped bunk with the upper bed
cutting into her hunched shoul ders and her arnms around H shn's neck and
realized that Mannoa had the right of it, after att. Ovousi bas. The healing
art of the ancients. She had told himit was real, and he had told her to
prove it, and it had suddenly occurred to her that she believed what she had
said. In fact, she had as much ability to do the internal healing as
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had any of the ancients. And she was a wol fwal ker, too. "Look to the left,"
t he pi ece of parchnent had said. Ovousi bas.

Ganon gl anced at her face, then at Nami na. "There's stories of heal ers whoVe
tried to do this thing called Ovousibas," he said softly. "They have a comopn
thene. "

The sl ender wonman met his gaze squarely, but in her eyes was the shivered
reflection of a ghost that crawl ed over her grave.

"Ai nna woul d have died anyway, Dion. O you and the Gray One. Either way, it's
not worth it."

Gamon, | —

"Al'l | egends have a core of truth, Healer. And the one thing that |egends of
ovousi bas have in common is that the heal er always dies. The wol ves go insane,
and the heal er always dies."

Di on stared at her hands, but Mannoa stonped inside then, |eaving Rhom at the
wheel and preventing the ol der man from sayi ng nore.

"She's torn it now," Mannoa snarl ed.
Aranur stirred and | ooked up. "The sail?" he asked.

"Alot of good a sail does in this wind." The captain threw his rain slicker
across the deck, where it splatted angrily against the bunks. "W nissed the
harbor by a good half kiloneter, and the drag anchor's barely slow ng us down.
Now it's wherever this whore of a wind takes us, that's where we'll go."

"But won't the wind die down?" Shilia asked timdly.

Mannoa opened his nmouth to snarl at the girl but, seeing the expression on her
brother's face, thought better of it. "IVebeen caught in roundw nds before

but this early in the season they |last longer. The winter winds still back the
stornms into late spring, so instead of dying down quickly, the roundw nds just
hang on."

"So what does that nean for us?" Aranur asked.

* "It neans we're heading for the diffs of Bastendore,'' Mannoa snarled. He
grabbed his slicker, slung it back on so that the water sprayed themall, and
sl amred the cabin door shut behind himas he went back into the storm

Aranur | ooked at Ganon, and the weapons naster | ooked back.

"Bastendore,"” the old man said quietly.



"There's still a chance that the stormw || die out before we're driven onto
the rocks," Aranur returned. "The cliff currents
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are strong, but we nmay be able to beat themif the nmoons give us a chance.”
"Arabbit's chance in a |l epa hunt,” Dion could not help saying

Ganon smiled sourly. "You' ve got that about right, Healer."

"Well," she sighed. "I think I'd rather put ny noney on swinmmng to shore from
here than seeing the diffs of Basten-dore and living to tell my grandchildren
about it."

"We're not dead yet," Aranur said, irritated by their pessinmsm "And
Bastendore's still a long way off."

"You're always so damm calm Aranur," Tyrel burst out. "Don't you ever stop
t hi nking? Don't you ever get afraid |like the rest of us?"

The gray-eyed nman | ooked at his young cousin. "You think I'mnot afraid?" he
countered with a slight smle. "Fear is sonething you grow up with and grow
into, Tyrel. \Wether you're a coward or a brave nman is just a matter of

whet her you control the fear or let the fear control you. Monworns, Tyrel

the first time | net a worlag face to face, | pissed in ny pants, just like a
ot of nmen." He glanced at Dion, but she was not going to enlighten himat the
nonent about her own first experiences. "Fear's a natural reaction. It punps
the adrenaline up so you can run faster and hit harder and not notice the pain
as much. A lot of people mstake that for bravery, but it's not. It's a
survival trait, just like anger and | aughter and everything el se we feel
Everything has its purpose,” he said. "All you have to do is figure out what
the purpose is and use it to help you get the job done.' *

The boy opened his mouth to say something, but another bout of seasickness
forced himto turn his face to the side and try to control his stomach.

Dion shifted to pull up the sweater behind her so that her head did not bang
agai nst the wooden cabin walls while the boat plunged sickeningly over the
waves. "Tyrel's right, though, Aranur," she said, bracing herself against a
sudden lurch of the boat and grabbing Hi shn by the scruff as the wolf
scrabbl ed across the slick planking. "If you were facing a hundred raiders in
the fighting ring, | bet you wouldn't waste a minute praying to the
moons—you' d be pulling out your sword and figuring out howto beat them al
and still get away w thout a scratch.”
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"Maybe," he admitted with a smle. "I sure wouldn't go down without a fight. |
| earned that from Ganon."

"You | earned everything fromme," the older man agreed, * 'but | swear al nost
aU of it slipped right back out of your ears.'' He aimed a cuff at his tall
dar k- hai red nephew.

Aranur nerely grinned at the ol d weapons master and | eaned back as the boat

| unged t hrough another set of swells. H shn put her head on the healer's knee
and | ooked nmournfully at the wonan as Dion stroked the wolf's fur. The G ay
One's mind was agitated with the rolling boat and the confinenent of the
cabin, and the only thing she cared about at the nonment was getting to solid



ground.

Even facing two worlags is better than this, she told the wol f-wal ker as her
stomach roil ed.

Think of it as if you 're just nam ng over hills and the ground' s uneven, D on
advi sed. And don't focus your eyes on anything. She had al ready di scovered
that if she tried to | ook closely at anything, the sickness got worse. She
wondered briefly if it could get any worse than this the closer they got to
the cUffs of Bastendore. Bastendore was a | egend even in the Randonnen
nmount ai ns, and one nore ship wecked at the feet of those ocean cliffs would
not be noticed anong the hundreds that had already net mat fate.

But the night drew on, driving the small craft faster and farther to the west
as the swells deepened and the skies dropped down on the boat. Mannoa was
sailing merely by feel, the ropes holding himto the wheel so that he would
not be swept overboard as rain | ashed at the wooden sides of the vessel and
drilled into the decks. The boat slamed into waves and dropped sickeningly
fromthe crests; the sails were rolled so that the canvas would not tear in
the storm Mannoa and Rhom were fighting the wheel to keep themturned into
the currents, and inside, the ride was too rough for the passengers to do
anyt hi ng but brace thensel ves agai nst the bunks and wait for their stomachs to
catch up to them None of themslept. H shn had no way to brace herself

agai nst the notion of the boat and woul d have been flung back and forth except
that she was wedged between Shilia and Dion on one of the bunks.

The heal er could feel the power of the sea beneath the decks as it lifted them
and flung them forward with each wave. There was a knot of fear in her
stomach. They coul d not see where

188 Tara K. Harper

t hey were going, the porthol es showi ng nothing but the dark froth of the sea
as they plunged through the water. Being fromthe nountains, she was awed by
the sea's power. The deep quiet presence of a nountain | ake was a puddl e
conpared with this, the thunderous force of a flash flood nerely a trickle
across the decks. There in the mdst of craw ing nmountains of water and
cresting sweeps of ocean, Dion saw, net, felt true power.

Hours later the black night |lightened to a gray dawn, and the rain eased up on
the sea. They were still being driven by the currents, but they had passed
around the western bul ge of |and and were headi ng north. Mannoa grimy told
themto make their peace with the nmoons because the Ciffs of Bastendore would
be of f the starboard bow in an hour

"Can't we steer away?" Rhom shouted through the w nd.

"Currents neet and mix there," Mannoa yell ed back. "The wi nd al ways drives
straight into the cliffs, then circles and dies. If the storm doesn't |ast
| ong enough to pass us beyond the cliffs, we don't have a chance."

"\What about anchoring in one of the little bays on the charts?" The wi nd
whi pped the words from Rhom s nourn.

"Those bays are there, sure. But they're guarded by reefs that angle into the
wat er and expl ode the waves fifty meters in the air." Mannoa tw sted the whee
to counter another wave, water streaming fromhis rain gear and rushing away
across the tilted deck. "Even if we got into one of those bays," he yelled
back, "we'd never get out again. The waves ni ght push us over the reefs, but
they'd trap us inside, too."



"W'll die anyway if we don't do something!" Rhom shouted. "The wind' s
droppi ng, and the stormis passing us by."

And as the wind slowed, the clouds lifted and unmasked the doomthat held mem
inits grip. Each crest carried themin another rush toward the towering bl ack
wal I s of rock. They could see the water hitting the reefs and blasting up into
the air, creating huge clouds of spray that rained back down on the cliff

tops. Fifty nmeters? Mannoa had told them a barefaced |ie about the power of
those wi de geysers. The cliffs thenmsel ves were a hundred and fifty neters
tall; the water shot up an easy forty neters nore above them

"If we can get into one of the bays, we can clinb out, perhaps,” Aranur told
Di on. She did not ask what their chances were of getting into one of the bays.
Not noticing her |ook, he
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added, "It'Il be difficult with the rocks wet, but it can be done. Tyrel is
not as experienced in clinbing as Ganon or |, and Ganmon is out of practice,”

he mused, thinking out |oud. He | ooked at Dion. "Does Rhom clinb?" She nodded,
and he continued. "Shilia and Nam na have never actually clinmbed, but they
know t he techni ques. They'll be all right if we set a rope and haul themto
the top. How about you? Have you done any climnbing?"

She just nodded. The boat crashed into a trough, and she caught herself

agai nst a bul khead before being flung fromher seat. She l|iked rock clinbing
and nountain clinbing, but she was al so stupidly afraid of heights—the result
of a natural phobia on top of a bad fall she had taken a few years earlier
Part of a cliff had broken off, and the netal pitons hammered into the rock
had been yanked out one by one as she had shot past on the way down. Rhom had
called it a zipper fall. In a fall like that, with luck, the person died

qui ckly when the rope snapped the body fromterninal speed to zero. Di on had
been nore |ucky. She had caught a | oop of slack rope on the way down and
managed to wap it around her arns and hands three tines before the rope
reached the last two pitons. There had been so much sound in her ears that she
had not been able to hear what Rhom was screaning, or had it been her own
screamng that had filled then? She had not been able to tell. She had braced
herself for the jerk that would break her back. If the rope did not snap. If
the last piton held. If her arns were not torn off by the force.

When she had come to, Rhom had been cradling her against the cliff. The pain
had not been so bad at first—enly one armwas broken—but the rope burns where
t he wrapped cords cut into her skin had begun to fill her mnd with

i ncoherence. She renmenbered little of what had happened after that. Rhom set
up a bivouac canp on the side of the face, let the distress flag fly, and set
| oose a flare. He locked his twin into a sling and set her armafter she
described howto do it in one of her nore lucid nmonents. But after one night
hanging on to the cliff face, they both knew she woul d not |ast another day
before the rescue teamarrived. The cold and shock had stripped her of nost of
her energy, and they had rations for only one nore day. So she told Rhomto
strap her armtight to her body and bandage the burns on the other, and they
started back down the cliff in the longest clinb the woman woul d ever make.
She was one-arnmed and
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hal fway in shock, the fingers of one hand al nost nervel ess as she tried to use

what was |left of her skill to get down the cliff. Rhom was exhausted from
| eadi ng the way and hel ping his twin down, |owering her hand over hand when



she couid take no nore. Dion slipped and fell again as the exhaustion took its
toll—a short fall, mere seconds, but in her mind it was a fall three nonths

| ong. Even after they finally reached the ground, she could not stop shaking.
She just sat there on the sloping dirt and grabbed a handful of it in her fist
while the tears ran down her face

After her arnms had heal ed, she had had to rebuild the nuscle she had | ost,
along with her confidence, because the fall had affected her deeply—every tine
she tried to go up, she shook so badly that she rocked off every hold she
managed to get.

She did finally chnib again, but the fear had becone an integral part of her
She began to | ose all focus for anything but the rocks; once she started up,

if the fear took hold, she could not stop until she reached the top of the
climb or the end of the rope. She, Enber Dione, was the only person ever to
have clinbed the north face of Dountuell, but she had done it only because she
had been too terrified to stop. She had had to | eave the rest of her clinbing
party behi nd when they couid not go farther and she could not go back-she had
unhooked herself fromthe rope and free-clinbed the rest of the face. And
ended up spending two days wal ki ng down the back side of the nountain, her
hands so scraped fromthe clinb that she could not use themfor a ninan
afterward. The odd thing was that even though everyone knew she was afraid of
hei ghts, they still wanted to clinb with her. Her skills were guaranteed to
get alnmost any clinb up a challenging route—+f she could control her fear. But
now, sitting in the cranped cabin of the fishing boat and bracing herself

agai nst the wooden bulwark, Dion could feel herself getting nervous just

t hi nki ng about clinmbing out of the grip of the sea into the grip of that fear
I'd rather spend a ninan being seasick on this boat than clinb forty neters
of f the ground, she told herself, ignoring H shn's snort of disbelief. But she
said nothing to Aranur. Don't enbarrass yourself before you have to, she told
hersel f. Maybe he'll want to |lead the clinb.

"How wel | does Rhom clinb?" Aranur was asking.

She started, then nodded. "He's very good."

The tall, dark-haired man put his arm around her shoul ders
WOL FWALKER

191

and pul |l ed her close, and she suddenly wanted to | ean against himand tell him
how scared she was and how much she had started to depend on him But then he
said, patting her knee, "Don't worry, then, Dion. Ganon's still a pretty good
clinmber, though he's not gone up a nountain in years, and Tyrel is okay, too.
If Rhomls a good clinber, we've nore than enough people to see us safely to
the top."

Probably thinks |I Ve never clinbed anything nore than the |adder to the upper
barn, she thought sourly, and sighed.

Since the rain had stopped, Mannoa had al ready begun to steer the boat
crossways to the current to find a |lower spot in the reefs. The charts were
not much hel p because no one had ever gotten cl ose enough to neasure the depth
there and return with the information. But the fishing captain just kept
driving the boat beside the current.

"If you're going to clinb the cliffs, you won't have much tine to do it," he
shouted. "The bays are just as rocky as the shore off the cliffs. 1'll have to



hol d the boat steady while soneone crosses to the rocks."

Aranur agreed and turned to Rhom "Dion says you clinb. What kind of clinmbing
have you done?"

|'ve never clinbed Dountuell, but | Ve done Hoxher tw ce.'' Rhom gl anced at
his twin and smiled slyly at her if he were going to say sonethi ng about one
of their last clinbing escapades, and she thought, Don't you start in about
me, Rhom

Aranur, who did not notice, nodded appreciatively at Rhom s adm ssi on. Mount
Hoxher was a rough clinb and was fanous because of it. Cinbi ng Hoxher put
Rhom anong the top clinbers in the world. O course, the twins' honme, Ramgj
Randonnen, had some of the finest clinbing, too, so it was a nore popul ar
activity there than in other counties. Even Randonnen's worst clinbers were
better than some of the best in other places.

"You clinb about the sane as me, Rhom" Aranur continued. "Fromhere it |ooks
as if we could do the cliffs in one pitch, but without protection and with the
wei ght of one of these fishing ropes instead of a light clinbing rope, we'll
have to go up leapfrogging. It'll probably take four pitches. 1'll lead first,
then you pick up and take the second lead. |I'Il take the third again. Tyrel—=
He turned to his cousin. "See if there are some hooks or spikes we could wedge
into the rock. W'll need sonme kind of piton to hook the rope into.'
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Tyrel nodded and then pointed with excitenent. "Look there! A hole in the
reef. You can see the water rushing through on the crest."

Mannoa squi nted and nodded. "W'Il have to tinme it, or we'll drop on the
rocks."

They gathered their gear quickly. For the |ast hour Gamon and Shilia had been
knotting one of the lighter ropes so that it would be easier to clinb wth,
and Tyrel had found some heavy santeril fishhooks that m ght work for spikes.
Rhom attached wire | oops to the hooks so that the rope could pass through the
| oop and be drawn up once the hook was wedged into the rock. As the waves
tossed the small boat up and down, they could see into the bay, its tiny

hol | ow surrounded by the cliffs. A small rocky |edge | eaned into the water on
one si de.

"Look—f we could nake anchor by that |edge." Dion pointed.

Her twin squinted. "Were? Mdway al ong that dark streak? Yes, dial |ooks
good. "

She nodded. ' 'Getting the gear and us up to that | edge would shorten the
di stance to the top by twenty meters.”

"And clinmbing with this," he said, hefting the heavy fishing rope in his
hands, "even that distance will nake a big difference. I'Il tell Mannoa."

The wonman was relieved. She did not |ike the captain and had avoi ded speaki ng
to hi m when possible. He seened as sliny a character as his fish. But he did
get us this far, she admtted.

It'snot far enough, Hi shn returned. The wolf |ooked wistfully at the cliffs as
if they were a thick and juicy steak just out of reach



They washed closer to the reef. The waves rose and fell with the thunder of a
t housand si x-1egged dnu while the gap in the reef showed briefly and then

di sappeared. Mannoa, the sweat glistening on his face, forced the boat to
hesitate. Dion's fingers clenched. The spray fromthe w nd-whi pped waves
crusted her hair with salt when the curling swells of the ocean lifted the
boat to dart forward again. They were just outside the reef. The boat twi sted
slightly, and Mannoa spun the wheel to counter; the gap showed, and he | et

| oose on the boat. They dashed at the streaning rocks.

At the last mnute the swell of water rose under them and carried them al nost
over the drowning rocks as if they were
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surfing. But they began to crash down again too soon. A god-awful tearing
sound shrieked through the decks and shuddered the boat |ike an earthquake.
The back of the craft caught on the reef, and the rudder splintered into the
hull. Groaning off, they slid into the water with the next sweil, the wheel
tearing from Mannoa's hands when the rudder went, and the boat turning
aimessly as the current swept themgently toward the cliffs of the tiny bay.

"We're going to have to swimfor it," the captain growed. "W're taking water
in the hold."

"W need to nake that |edge." Aranur gestured. "W can get a purchase right
of f the deck of the boat if we get close enough.”

"I"'mfriggin doing the best I damm well can," Mannoa snarl ed.

They had all come up on deck and watched as the boat noved nore and nore
sluggishly in the water. The current pushed theminto a thick bed of seaweed
driven there by the storm and they slowed further

"W won't make it if that seaweed traps us away fromthe | edge," Aranur said.
The wind was light in the bay, and they could talk at a normal vol unme, though
their voices were still rough with tension

"We still have the dinghy," Mannoa stated, staring intently at the bed of
purple weed. "W don't want to swmhere if we can help it. Look at the
seaweed. " They | ooked but saw only purple shadows under the wi de | eaves.

"What are they?" Tyrel asked, |eaning against the |list of the boat.

"Rastin. They'll eat anything—even wood if they get confused. A school of them
nmust have foll owed sone fish into the bay. They'Il eat a man to the bones in a
few m nutes. They're stupid, though, and slow They don't move out of their
school, and a fast sw nmer can sonetines beat a school to the shore.'' The
shadows noved away toward the | edge.

"Conforting thought," Ganmon commented, "for anyone who can swimfast in a
jungl e of seaweed.'

"The dinghy only holds five,''" the captain snarled with a griml ook as he

| owered the small boat fromits hooks. "And the decks will be swanped in ten
m nutes." Dion had the feeling mat he would have tried to take the dinghy for
hinmself if he had
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not had to face down five swords and a mouthful of wolf fangs to do it. He did
not trust his passengers, but they did not trust him either. "Boy," he said
insultingly to Tyrel, "get the floats fromthe nets and the mattresses from

t he bunks. W'll have to sit on a raft till the dinghy returns.”

"Rhom " Aranur began, changing his mind about the first pitch. "You go first.
Take Nami na, Shilia, Dion, and your gear. Ganon will anchor you for the clinb
and then bring the di nghy back."

"Dion can clinmb," the younger man said quietly. "She can anchor me. That will
give Ganon nore tine to get back to you."

Aranur raised his eyebrows but nodded, and Rhom junped down into the boat. He
hel ped the others down fromthe deck, which was sloping |like a slide, and
grabbed the gear to stow it under the seats. Ganon settled at one side, Rhom
at the other, each with an oar. They had to use themlike paddles at first to
sweep the purple weeds aside. Dion edged up into the bow and started pressing
t he seaweed down under the hull with a | oose plank so that the dinghy could
nmove forward without draggi ng. She | ooked back at the boat. Aranur, Tyrel, and
Mannoa were quickly tying the mattresses under the hatch cover to nmake a rude
raft, lashing net floats to the sides.

The di nghy had reached the rocks. They could alnpbst take it right up to the
cliff, but the seaweed bed covered a ridged bottom as if several fault Iines
had ridden out into the bay, and they did not want to risk splintering the
boat when Aranur and Tyrel and Hi shn's lives depended on it's maki ng one nore
trip. Dion got out and gasped as the cold water swallowed her up to her waist.
Wth the uneven bottom and the purple sline that nade the rocks difficult to
see, she and Rhom kept sliding off and splashing into deeper water as they
dragged the dinghy as near the cliff as they could. Careful as they were, they
both tw sted their ankles several times slipping between the ridges.

"That crack there." Rhom pointed. "It runs through to the top."

"Uh huh. If we can rope down fromthe | edge, we can haul everything up and go
fromthere to the top of the cliff."

"Hurry," Namina called, the fear in her voice making it shake. "They're al npst
under wat er . "

D on waded back to the di nghy, her |eather |eggings stained
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purple with the weeds. Ganon passed her the rope, and she held it over her
head to keep it fromgetting wet. Something brushed agai nst her |eg, and her
heart stopped for an instant, but it was a gray flatfish, not a purple rastin.
She was too nervous at the thought of clinbing. Cal mdown, she told herself.
This is ridiculous. It's only twenty nmeters to clinb. She forced herself to
smle at H shn's unanused howl fifty nmeters away when Ara-nur's makeshift raft
settled in the water and the wolf got her feet wet.

Her twin was hanging fromthe cliff face already, and D on passed himthe
rope's knotted end. He clinbed quickly up the cliff, slipping only once when
he reached into the crack and cane out with a clunmp of weeds instead of a
handhol d. G ving herself a second to feel proud of her twin's snmooth clinbing,
t he wol fwal ker | ooked back toward the swanped decks of the fishing boat: The



raft they had made was already shifting over onto the seaweed
"Ckay, Namina first." She turned to the dinghy and gestured for the younger
girl to wade over. She could not let go of the rope to help the girl or it
woul d drop in the water, and clinbing with a water-heavy rope would be just
too much. "You'll have to wade over here, then go up the knots. That's it.
Keep coming. You're doing fine." The girl gasped and cried out in terror as
she slipped off the rock into a shallow hole. "You' re okay, Nam na. It's just
a deeper spot between the ridges. There, you can grab nmy hand. Now, can you
climb the knots? Good. I'll hold the rope steady down here so you don't twi st
about. Careful of your arm now.'' The healer kept talking to confort her as
Nam na haul ed herself up the rope. The water was cold |ike nountain runoff,
and Dion's shivering hips began to ache w th nunbness.

"Shilia, now you conme across. Good. That's right. Grab the rope like this;
just lean out fromthe rocks and wal k up. There you go. Don't stop; just keep
going and you'll have no trouble. You're doing fine.'' She |ashed one of the
two packs Ganobn had tossed her to the end of the rope and sent it up, keeping
the other on her back to keep it out of the water. The ol der man had al r eady
turned the skiff and was headi ng back toward the raft. The edge of the

pi | ot house was still visible in the water, but the raft had floated free and
the men were steering it slowy toward the cliff with boards ripped hurriedly
fromthe door.

196 Tara K. Harper

Mannoa shout ed suddenly and scranbled into the center of the raft. The whole
thing tilted, sending one of the packs into the water to sit sinking slowy on
t he seaweed bed. They all scranbled to readjust their weight, H shn snarling
and bal ancing precariously on die slick surface, and Aranur grabbed at the

fl oati ng pack.

"What in the nine hells of the noons are you doi ng, Mannoa?"

"Qur splashing has drawn the rastin. Look!"

"Holy mother of all nine moons.'' Their voices carried clearly over the
water, and Dion could hear that quiet shocked statenent as if it were in her
ear. "How nany are there?"

"Thousands. The whol e bed here nust be a breedi ng ground. Keep your hands out
of the water, boy,'' Mannoa said edgily to Tyrel. "And don't anyone |ean. If
we go off the raft here, that's it. You won't be outswi mm ng anything in this
stuff.”

"Dog's worns," Ganon excl ai med suddenly, and held up the oar he had been
using. A bite-sized chunk was m ssing.

"They're hungry,"” Mannoa cried, his voice thick with fear. "Hurry up. The fish
in the hold are drawing themto the boat."

Shilia had made the top of the | edge, and Dion had found a precarious purchase
on a slippery stone near the surface. Water |apped her knees. She shivered,

her wet clothes cold against her skin and the constant w nd stripping the heat
from her body. She |ashed the | ast piece of gear onto the rope for Rhomto
draw up.

Ganon had reached the raft, and they passed the packs carefully across,
shifting with each novenent to keep the raft bal anced. Even from where she
stood Dion could see the dark purple shadow gathering under themin the water.



The activity on the raft was acting as rastin bait, and the snells of the fish
in the hold were exciting the rastin to bite anything. H shn was in the di nghy
now, and the raft tilted farther as Tyrel crossed carefully.

The raft wobbl ed agai n, and Mannoa cried out with sudden realization, "They're
eating the mattresses!" He lunged past Aranur and tried to grab Tyrel fromhis
uncl e' s reaching hands so that he could nake it himself into the dinghy.

' "Mannoa! You '11 kill us all!" Aranur grabbed at the captain's legs to keep
himfromupsetting their barely floating raft. It tilted anyway with his
sudden wei ght, and Tyrel and Mannoa both
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slid into the sea between the swanped raft and the dinghy. Ganmon yanked the
boy by the arns, draggi ng himover the side of the dinghy in a flash as he
screamed and two purple shapes slid back into the sea fromhis torn | egs.
Mannoa was not as lucky. As he slipped, he grabbed the side of the skiff and
tilted it dangerously toward the water, but his legs were stripped in seconds,
the water churning slowy around his body as the fish fed. He screaned, but
Ganon coul d not unlock his hands to pull himover the side. "Let go, man!" the
ol d man shouted hoarsely over the captain's screans and the snarling of the
wol f, "CGods' sake, let go!"

The tortured screans finally stopped, and Mannoa's eyes turned up into their
sockets. He slid down into the gather of gloomy purple, which turned vaguely
red.

Aranur was flat on the water-swept raft, batting away the flat purple shapes
that tried to swmacross. "Aranur, if you take one step and junp, | think

can catch you," his uncle said harshly in the silence. Tyrel was shaking as he
tried to staunch the flow of blood fromhis |egs.

" "All right."' Aranur's dark hair made his face | ook even nore pale in the
nmorning light as he rose to his knees and carefully shifted till he was

bal anced on one leg. He stepped, and the raft was instantly flooded with the
purpl e shadows of rastin, but Ganon already had his arns and yanked him

acr oss.

Back at the cliff, D on breathed—and | ooked down at her feet. None there yet.
Ganon and Aranur were bringing the dinghy back, the oars getting chewed at

al nost every stroke. Parts of the purple shadow spread to follow them and the
worman shivered again as nuch fromfear as fromthe chill of the water and

wi nd.

"Dion, go on up," Ganon called. "Get out of the water, now"

Her voice shook a little, but she had to ask. "Does Tyrel need ne?"

"The bandage will hold for now. He'll have to go hand over hand. Go on, wonan.
W're going to drag this skiff right up to the cliff and clinb fromthere."

They were alnost to her, and Dion did not want to take up tine on the rope
that they could use when she could clinb without it. Rhomhad drawn it up so
that it was not dragging in the water, so she pulled for nore length and then
tossed the end of
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the cord out to Ganmon. She clinbed the crack Rhom had used, going up the sheer
wall as easily as if it were a stairway. Her breath caught in her throat when
she was hal fway up, but it was a sinple clinb and she was only twenty neters
of f the water. Bel ow her, Ganbn was al ready attaching two packs to the rope.

By the time she swing over the top of the | edge, the packs were on the way up
her twin hauling themlike sacks of ripe potatoes. The wolf had to be hoisted,
too, complaining bitterly the whole way, but Dion told her to shush. At |east
she was not feeding the fish. Tyrel cane next, hand over hand, as Ganobn had
said. The ol der man sent the other four packs up while the heal er | ooked at
Tyrol's legs. The boy had been very lucky, but the bites of alnost all sea
creatures were poi sonous, and Dion was not sure how well they would heal

Ganon arrived then, and Aranur was last, bringing up the rear and carrying the
rope. They huddl ed then on the | edge and breathed the wet air. None of them
nmenti oned Mannoa.

D on pushed the image of the dead man out of her mind, studied the cliff
i nstead, and shivered, this time not fromthe cold. The clinb would be
difficult: The face went sheer about hal fway up.

"Nice clinmb,” Ganmon remarked soberly, noticing her |ook

"Uh huh,"” Aranur returned. "Real nice." He was |ooking up at the face of the
rock specul atively and judging the distance to the top. "The rock's pretty
solid, hmm RhonP"
"Not much vegetation," the blacksmth agreed. "I had to scrape the crack free
only twice. Qur makeshift protection isn't going to work well, though." He was
turning the hunks of nmetal in his hands and conparing themto what he could
see of the cliff's face. ' 'Most of the hooks are too big for the cracks, and
the others are too small to hold nuch weight. Plus, there's a lot nore | edges
than cracks." He smiled grimy. "W'Ill just have to nake sure we don't fall."

"Just remenber that old nmen can't play cliff-hanging ganes |ike young boys,"
Ganon warned. "It looks as if you can nmake the top in one pitch, but you won't
be sure till you get up there. You may need an extra |length of rope that we
don't have."

Aranur nodded. "Rhom | watched you clinb, and you' re good, even wth your
shoul der, so as long as the wound isn't bothering you, you're clinbing as the

anchor man. If the rope isn't |ong enough, you'll have to get the girls up to
wher e t hey
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can reach it and tie themin. I'll take this pitch with Ganon. Tyrel's | egs

won't stand the strain."

"I"'mafraid you'll have to do the pitch with soneone other than me or Tyrel
Aranur.'' Ganmon opened his shirt and showed the bl ood-soaked cloth still bound
around his mddle. ' 'My side opened up again, and |I'm not going to be good
for the clinb. Sorry, Dion, | ripped out the stitches already.’

"You'll do anything for attention, won't you?" She tried to joke as the fear
sank her stomach. Oh, noons of nercy, |'mgoing to have to help lead this
clinmb.



Rhom gl anced questioningly at his twin. She shrugged hel plessly. "You'll be
okay?" he asked in a | ow voice, gripping her armas she | ooked up at the cliff
face.

She nodded. "Got to go up sonetime. Mght as well be first."
He turned to Aranur. "Dion can take the clinb."

"Di on?" the | ean man asked in surprise. "Just how good are you? | saw you
climb to the | edge, and that was snooth, but this is going to be one sheer
clinmb."”

"I can do it," she said shortly.

"She's better than both of us, Aranur," Rhomsaid flatly.

Aranur | ooked skeptical but nodded, trusting her brother's judgment, so Dion
got ready to clinmb. Aranur was going to go up in his boots, but Dion's did not
fit snugly enough to keep her footing solid on the face, and she coul d not
afford to slip because of sloppy footwear. He watched her take off her boots
and stack themtoo carefully by one of the packs. Her hands shook, and she
steadi ed them before she turned back around. But Aranur had noticed. "Exactly
how wel |l do you clinb, Dion?" he asked, |ooking fromRhomto his twin sister
and back.

Rhom answered for her, worry and pride in his slow voice. "She's clinbed the
north face of Dountuell. Alone. And a free clinb. No protection.”

Ar anur stared.

Ganon let out his breath in a |l ow whistle. "YouVe got the npbons watching over
you, Enmber Dione. W'd heard that it had been done by a Randonnen man two
years ago, but you? W thought it was just a wild runor."

She said nothing, just |ooked at the rock face in front of her. It's only 130
nmeters, she told herself. | can walk up and down twi ce before breakfast. But
the fear was already collecting in her gut as she | ooked at that dangerously
snmooth face. Most of the
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climb would not be too bad, but the crux |ooked rough. The face becane

gl ass-snoot h about twel ve neters bel ow an overhang, and the overhang stretched
out alnost six neters into the air where the wind had eaten away at the cliff.
That wind would be a problem too, she warned herself automatically.

Rhom gat hered the rope into a coil to keep it fromgetting tangled as it was
fed up the cliif. Aranur and Dion would trade off, clinbing one above the
other. Fishing rope was a tot heavier than the clinbing ropes used in the
nmount ai ns, and this one wei ghed too rmuch to haul up over their shoul ders, so
Aranur would ciinb first, taking one end of the rope up twenty neters or until
he found a good spot to stop. She would clinb past him taking the end from
him Then they would repeat the pattern. That way they would | eapfrog up die
face, and neither would have to clinb with nore than a portion of the rope

wei ghi ng himor her down at any tine.

"' Ready?'' Aranur's voice broke into her thoughts as she studied the face and
pl anned her clinb.

She took a deep breath. "Cinb on."



He reached up and found a notch with his fingers. H s left foot stepped up
into a small crack running horizontally across the face a half nmeter up. H's
dark hair brushed back agai nst his shoul ders, and he swung up, noving swiftly,
snoothly up the face, the rope tied to his belt like a long tail. Dion fed him
nore | ength as he noved so that he would not have to tug to pull it up. Wen
he reached a spot about thirty-two neters up, he swung off to the side and
perched on a | edge about the width of his foot. Hs right hand was janmmed into
a notch above his head to keep his balance, and his |left hand began to coil up
the rope over his shoul der. He was a good cli nber.

"Ckay, Dion," he called. "Wenever you're ready."

Be calm Breathe easy. It's me and the rock now, she told herself as she
reached for the first notch. Just up to the top and then it's done. Her right
| eg began to shake ten neters up, and she stopped for a few seconds to calm
it. The rock was hard agai nst her fingers wedged into the fece. She stretched
to reach a small knob the size of her toe. Aranur was taller than the sl ender
worman by al nbst a quarter meter; his reach was about half a meter nore than
hers. She could not even get to the holds that had worked for him so she
clinmbed a zigzag path beside the one he had foll owed up the face.
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She reached him her breath slightly ragged.
"Al'l right?" he asked, a slight frown on his face, doubt in his eyes.

She nodded, trying to control her breathing.

"I"'mrested now," he offered. "I can take the next |ead, too.

She shook her head. She knew and he knew that he m ght not make it through the
crux com ng up. He would need snmall hands and a | ow center of balance to clinb
the cliff, and Dion was the only one who had both of those along with the
skill. But not the fear. She did not need the fear. She reached for the end of
the rope he was holding out. By twisting on the face, she could turn her back
to himso that he could knot the rope in her belt. She tugged it to nake sure
it was tight and then swung back across to the path she had chosen from bel ow.
She brushed some dust froma small notch, jamred her foot into a hole pecked
out by sone cliff worm twi sted her foot in the hole, and stood up on it.

The next part of the face had few cracks. Instead, it began to run with tiny
| edges no wi der than her fingers but plenty wide for her to stand on. Her
fingernails broke against the rock as she pulled herself up. She hardly

noti ced. The fear was sickening in her stomach. Her focus narrowed.

Keep calm I'mall right. It's me and the rock now.

She caught her breath as her foot shook off its |edge. Her fingers pulled her
up against the face, and she caught a new f oot hol d.

Rhom al ways said | | ooked good on the rocks. Just keep moving easy. Keep
novi ng snoot h.

She | ay back away fromthe cliff so that she could see the face above her, her
fingers and toes holding to the bare stone as if glued. Yes, | can use that.
The dust sprayed out in the slight wind fromthe edge she caught in her
fingers. She noved snmoothly for another ten neters, her breath short and harsh
in her ears. Aranur was calling sonething frombel ow, but she could not



understand the words. Her stomach was a tight pit. Don't fall, don't fall
There was a |l edge just after a small |ayback two nore neters up. She was about
twenty-five neters above Aranur, fifty-five neters fromthe small |edge where
the others waited, and over seventy neters fromthe rocky water. She was
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in the crux of the clinb. The roaring in her ears blew away the other voices.

"Dion, stop there . . . don't take the crux . " She could feel Aranur's
voi ce beat around her head, and Rhomis voice joined in. " there's a crack
opening to the right . . . pass the layback and . . . four neters ..."

She clinbed on, sw nging by touch across the face and twi sting her fingers
into the crack. Good hol ds, she thought. Her throat was getting hoarse, and
she could feel the screambeginning to rise fromher stomach. Her |egs shook
She jamed her little finger into the irregularity and pulled up again.

Snmooth, sure . . . She went up the nmeter the crack ran before it angled toward
t he overhang. A knobbin beckoned a half meter from her reach. She | unged up
of f the crack and caught it with her thunb, inmediately pinching her fingers
down on top of it to build a stronger hold. Her Iegs swng free. A sob tore
fromher throat, and she carefully, slowy pulled herself up by I he one hand

to find a foothold against a small indent. Breathe! she rem nded herself.

"Di on, what are you doing . . . hold on there . " The angui shed words fl ew
around her head like birds. ". . . I'mcomng up ... with youin a nonment..."
And frombelow "Got to clinb now. . . can't stop . '

Rhom ny brother, who always said | could outclinmb a cliff-hanger

wait till she's through the crux ..

She set her palmaround a small bul ge and pinched it while her left foot

i nched up the face and stood on her thumb. The drag of the rope was begi nni ng
to tell on her. She was forty neters above Aranur and in the center of the
crux—she tried to keep her thoughts from screamng too | oud. She had to w ggle
her ringers frombeneath her foot to reach for a new hold. Standing, slowy
edgi ng her body up beside the cliff, her breasts and thighs brushing the face
as she noved. You have no protection, no protection—you'll fall, you'll fall.
The voi ce beat agai nst her confidence, nunbing her mnd. She found a notch
under her seeking fingers and jammed a pinch hold with her thunmb and
forefinger into the hole. The crack w dened about a neter up where part of the
face had fallen off, and she twisted her fist into its off width. Her foot
found the first notch, and her big toe
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wedged into it so that she could stand, shaking, the flesh crushed around the
j amred bones of her foot.

Me and the rock, Ember Dione. It's ne and the rock

Her world shrunk to the face of the cliff around her. She could feel the w nd
brushing her as it swept the face, her breathing echoing its wake.

"Di on, above you . . . opens up on the right side . . . only a few nore neters

She crept up under the bul ge and began to edge out upside down, her hips



huggi ng the rock and the rope falling away into air as she clinbed out away
fromthe face. Her thunb and pinkie found a strange pinch hold gripping two
divots in the overhang. She reached out toward the sea as the bul ge set her
face to the sky. Upside down. She caught at a knob on the edge. Her feet
peel ed off their hold and dropped |like stones to dangle in the air; her arms
jerked, and her fingers were al nost yanked off the rocks. She heard a scream
for below Hishn's desperate how drifted up. Her arns burned with the strain.
The wind twi sted her and blew salty hair into her nouth.

Slowy, slowy. Don't |lose the grip.

The sea was dark and shallow wi mthe rocks bel ow, and the purple weeds that
choked the bay called to her like a soft bed. She could feel her little finger
beginning to slip off its pinch hold. She doubled her feet up under her in the
air and set first one, then the other back onto the roof of the overhang. The
pi nch hold was going. She rel eased the hold and reached out for, then around,
the bul ge. Her fingers scrabbled at the rock, dust flying away in the wind as
if to scour her eyes. Searching, shaking as they ran al ong the edge | ooking
for sonethi ng—anything—+rregular to grasp. Her breath fell away as if dropped
fromthe cliff. She could not hold any | onger. Her fingers seened to nelt away
fromthe rock as she began to fall. She sobbed and grabbed once nore
desperately at the bul ge—

—and got it. A ridge no wider than the edge of her broken fingernail, but it
was enough. She dug what was left of her nails into it and let her |egs sw ng
free again, out into the air. Turning her armso that her el bow lay flat

agai nst the slab that snoothed the top of the overhang, she pulled up slowy.
Scrapi ng her armon the rock, she brought her right foot up level with her
shoul der and d,ug her bare toes into the top of the w nd-smpot hed bul ge.

She coul d hear nothing from bel ow as the overhang cut off
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their calls in the sounds of the wind and sea. The face stretched the | ast
thirty-five neters above her, half of it smooth as the blade of a knife. But a
crack opened halfway to the top—she could use it if she could get to it. She
nmoved to the face. Her |egs were shaking so badly that she was, rocking off
every hold she managed to find.

Keep nmovi ng, just keep going.

Her right foot was bathed in red, and the scrapes on her fingers had spread
bl ood across the backs of her hands. She reached up and found a small series
of | edges about as wide as a silver piece was thick.

Move snooth, nove sure .

She went up fast, her feet slipping off each hold as she reached for the next
one, her breath ragged and sobbing. The base of the crack appeared, and the
little finger on her left hand wedged in. She reached up and got a good jam
with the nght forefinger and mddle finger as the crack widened just a little.
The knuckl es were crushed together as she hung her body fromtheir tiny bones
and haul ed hersel f up

Twenty nmeters, that's all
The crack w dened enough at the top for her to use her el bows; she tightened

her arm nuscles to swell out her flesh into the crack and hold her in place.
It was too wide now to use her feet for jammi ng, and she went up tw sted,



el bows hol ding and rel easing, then her feet scraping the crack to follow her
up. Her face was wet, the wind tightening her cheeks as her tears dried. Three
nmeters. The wind grew stronger, and the rock suddenly sloped away fromthe
face as she approached the top. She got her hands at the top of the crack

As she pulled her shaking body up through the crack, she could see the great
expanse of plains stretching away, the sky huge and | ow above her and the sea
thrashing itself against the cliffs as it reached up frombel ow. She rolled
onto the top of the cliff and crawl ed away fromthe edge. The only sound in
the wi nd was her sobs echoi ng down the stone.

X

Aranur Bentar neDannon:

Rurmors, Reason, and Myth

My people, | led you through valleys of death Through sorrow and heartbreak of
war; We fought for our rights and we won i hem again. But the battle will never
be done

My son, now | feel ny heart faint in my chest And ny time on this earth is
near done. My life has been given to further our cause. And yours nust go too
for the sane.

The headband of | eadership weighs |ike a stone. And decisions will have to be
soon. My son, do you give them di shonorable death ? O the glory that rides
with the nmoons 7

Aranur's heart stopped as he watched Dion slip fromthe overhang and dangl e
hel plessly in the wind. Shilia screamed from bel ow, and the terrible how of
the wol f added a chilling ghost to the wind. Above him the slender wonman
doubl ed up, pulling in her |egs and sonehow setting them back on the roof of
t he bul ge as she hung upside down. She seenmed to hang there forever, one hand
searching the edge of the overhang, the other beginning to slip. In his
twenty-eight years in the Ariye nountains, Aranur had never seen such
clinmbing. The face was sheer, with holds too small for his fingers to wedge
into, and bl ood marked the tiny cracks and scrapes across the mnuscul e | edges
where her bare feet jammed in. He caught sight of her face once and saw the
terror deep in her eyes; she did not recognize him Al he could do was keep
feeding her the line as she di sappeared around the bul ge and pulled the
dangl i ng rope taut.
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There was a cold line of fear crawling into his gut as he | ooked at the face
and saw that the crux she had just angui shed through was beyond his-skill. If
she can't find sonething to tie off to, he thought with a chill, | wll take
her with me when | fall. The others won't stand a chance in all nine hells.

H s fingers cranped, and he shifted his hands, then shifted them again. Then
when he thought hinmself beyond hope, two tugs pulled sharply on the rope, and
then two nore snapped the line taut. Relief flooded him The sick feeling in
his gut rel axed. He had been straining to hear the girl scream when she fell,
waiting to see her outflung body as she hurtled past.

He took a deep breath. "She's at the top," he called down, seeing Rhom s pale
face turned up for word of his twin. Then he wapped the rope around his hands
and | eaned out. It was not difficult to walk up, but it was tiring; the w nd



buf feted himnore and nmore strongly as he went up

When he neared the overhang, his feet slipped fromthe race, so he let them
swi ng free and haul ed hinsel f up hand over hand until he reached the edge and
pul l ed hinmsel f up around the bul ge. The rope was al ready chaied fromwhere it
rubbed agai nst the edge of the overhang, but he could not stop to fix it—he
did not know if Dion had the rope tied off or if she was sinmply braced and
holding it while he clinmbed. The sea swept out distantly bel ow him

Sweat ran between his fingers, and he wi ped themon his pants. He slipped
twi ce, but once around the overhang he went quickly to the top. He need not
have worried about Dion taking his weight—the rope was tied off to a huge
stone colum sticking up fromthe cliff. She sat, backed up agai nst anot her
colum as far as she could go, w ping her eyes with the back of her hand and
trying to control the sobs that still shook her chest. Her pal e skin was
stained with the blood that was welling fromher torn fingers, and the tear
tracks snmeared the dirt further on her face until she |ooked as forlorn as a
lost child.

"Ch, Dion . . ." He dropped the rope and put his arnms around her. "You're okay
now. It's over." She buried her face in his firm shoul der and burst into
tears, her soft chest pressed tightly against his, her hands | ocked around his
neck while he stroked and ki ssed her hair and soothed her as he would his own
sister. "It's okay. Is it always bad like that? Don't worry," he said tightly,
"you won't have to do it again." Damm Rhom he
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t hought. He would not put a dog through sonmething Iike that. And Di on was
Rhom s own sister! The |ean, gray-eyed man controlled his anger and instead
hel d t he sobbi ng woman cl oser. He kissed her forehead, then, wi thout thinking,
his lips followed the salty tears to her nouth and he ki ssed her gently, then
deeply, his desire sudden and charging himup as the wind bl ew the dust around
them and the ocean fell away bel ow.

"Mmph," she munbled finally. He rel eased her and sat back on his heels, his
hands still on her shoul ders, her face flushed deep and her lips bright red.

He reached to tilt her face to himagain, but she ducked away and asked
unsteadily instead, "Do we need to readjust the rope? | didn't look to see how
far it reaches down."

"They need anot her couple of nmeters if we have it, but I'lIl doit.'' He

strai ghtened and carefully began coiling up the rope. He would have to drop it
again, but he did not want it falling down before he reattached it, and he
still had to put something around that chafed spot.

"Does this happen often?" he asked, and she knew what he neant.

She hesitated and then shrugged. "I’ ' she answered in a

| ow voi ce.

m afrai d of heights,’

He stared at her. He was incredul ous. "Afraid—and clinb |like you do?"

She shrugged, |ooking down at her torn hands. "IVe al ways been afraid of

hei ghts, but then |I took a bad fall a couple of years ago. Now, when | lead a
climb, everything seens to focus down to just nme and the rocks. Sonetines |
can't stop clinmbing till Ifti done or the pitch is finished and | can't go any
further. | like clinmbing," she said sinply. "I'mjust scared."

Aranur shook his head and took a section of |eather froma spare belt pouch to



wrap around the rope where it would rub against the overhang. Tyrel would
climb first and help bring the others up, and the girls would be tied on so
that if they were not strong enough to cone up hand over hand, they could be
haul ed up fromthe top. The rock he tied into the rope's end would keep the
rope fromswinging away in the wind as he let it down again. After a while he
felt three tugs, then three nore. Tyrel should be coning up. Dion noved beside
the man to help with the rope.
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"I can handle it," he suggested. "Wy don't you rest." She was still too pale.
The tentative smle died fromher face. "I'm strong enough to help bring Tyre

up,'' she said a little sharply. ' "If you waste all your strength hauling him
up alone, it will be that nmuch harder to bring up the others.’

Moonwor ms, he thought with a flash of irritation. Wiat a waste of a kiss. He

| eaned into the wind agai nst the dead weight that pulled the rope down. By the
time his cousin's face appeared around the overhang bel ow, Di on was gaspi ng
for bream and even Aranur felt the strain in his arns. The youth was doi ng
what he could to wal k up, but even so, it was a job; the wind could not quite
dry the hot sweat stinging Aranur's nuscles, and he haul ed the boy up the | ast
meter by his arms. ' 'Took you | ong enough," he grow ed, bream ng deeply.

"Good to see you in such a fine hunor, Cousin," the sandy-haired youth
retorted, though his face was red with the effort of the clinb. "I guess you
want help with the rest of them"

"You' ve had your break. You just rode all the way up here, didn't you?
Aranur coiled the rope again to let it down for his other cousin. "You want
supper, you have to bring up the rest of the cooks."

The boy tactfully said nothing to the wol fwal ker about the tear marks on her
dusty face, just took his place between the two to help with the rope.

An hour |ater Aranur stood and | ooked over the scraggly plain they found

t hensel ves on. Now what? he asked hinself, the words of that ancient poem
coming to mnd: My son, do you give them di shonorable death? O the glory that
rides with the noons?

He | ooked out fromthe diffs of Bastendore over the sea, watching the tide
drop lower and |ower. The reefs no | onger washed with water. They expl oded

wi th each wave, the white water reaching up past them and droppi ng back like a
freestanding waterfall. If they had been even an hour |ater going though the
reef, they woul d have been shattered |like old china on those rocks.

I nl and, under the heavy gray sky, the cliff grass worked its way into a
scraggly forest. Thin here, thickened there with the tw ggy brush of the
coastal clime, and then suddenly bare where |ightning had burned into fires
that finally died away in the
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danp—the dark line of growh was as uninviting as an unkenpt house. At | east

there were flatwood trees in the forest, he noted. Their variegated | eaves and
ugly, scar-striped wood were hard to m ss even at that distance, and the



sparse spread of their thin canopy was too distinctive to be mnistaken for
somet hing el se. Flatwood trees. Then there would be rootrocks, too. The spring
berries woul d be hardening with sumer, he knew, but they might still give
enough fruit to flesh out a neal that woul d ot herwi se be ganey neat and soggy,
| eftover bread. Soon enough they would be eating nothing but neats and greens
anyway.

Beyond the forest, the hilis built up into a mountain range that di sappeared
under the overcast sky. Jagged fingers of rock stuck up every which way except
at a strange smooth peak fromwhich the fog slid like a slownotion waterfall
The white snow of late spring had not yet nelted on the nmountains, but that
only meant that the snowfields would be soft and treacherous. There woul d be
passes, but without a map, how could he choose one that was safe? He picked up
two packs and started noving themto the dubious shelter of the trees as he
mused. The few charts they had taken fromthe fishing boat would not help them
figure out where they were; sea charts rarely penetrated the shoreline by nore
than a kil oneter except for known estuaries and rivers, which were all too far
away.

"Well?" his uncle asked, sitting with a conforting arm around Nanina's
shivering figure. "Where to now, O fearless | eader?"

The tall nman squinted at the peaks and then squatted by Ga-non, where he
cleared a patch of dust with his hand and set a pebble down. ' 'Here's where
think we are. From what Mannoa said, these cliffs line the coast fromR ner to
Newonton with no towns in between." He made a |line of the peaks with severa
twigs. "Here's this nountain range. It's unpopul ated, but there are supposed
to be some abandoned mining sites and a couple other places of the ancients.

If we were nore than |ucky, we could find the roads that | ead to them and
follow across this valley into the next range, but J doubt that the noons wll
grace us that much."

He pointed to one of the lines of twigs. ' 'The first range here is only 50
kil ometers across. Then there's this valley, about 260 kilonmeters wide.'' He
made anot her nountain range of random sticks. "The second range is not as high
as the first, but it's
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anot her 100 or 110 kil oneters wi de. From here, where we are— He pointed from
t he pebbl e across the two ranges, "—to this valley, where Caflanin actually
starts being populated, is over 400 kilonmeters. It's rough country, and it'lI
still be cold this tinme of year. At this point here—= He pointed to the pebble
and traced the line up the twig mountains, "—the ranges stretch along the
coast till they merge and drop into the sea near Cbrador, form ng the Reef of
Coal . "'

' "That range gets higher the farther north you go, as |I recall,'' Ganon
nused.

"Uh huh. Home of the snowbears. They're about the size of adnu," he expl ai ned
to Shilia at her puzzled expression. "Anyway, as | figure it, we're about 340
kil ometers from Sidi sport and 220 kil oneters from Ri ner.'

Hs sister frowned.' '"But it's just a matter of picking the shortest way
hore. "
"Pretty much,"” he answered. "Except |'ve no way of know ng which way will end

up being shortest. The rougher the country, the | ess distance we can cover
each day." He scow ed at the forest. "Al though, with the raiders out of our



hair, we've time enough to decide."

In hal f an hour every bush around was strewn with cl ot hes, packs, and other
gear, drying in the nuggy afternoon warnth. Aranur tossed the two depleted
nmoney bags they had left into a pile and was standi ng near the fire, thinking
about the best way through the nountains. Fromwhere he was standing, there
were three possible passes they could take—

"Hey, Aranur," Tyrel called, breaking into his thoughts. The boy, having
wor ked his way down to the bottom of his pack, was tossing things every which
way, including at his cousin. "Catch."

Aranur | ooked up as the boy threw a packet of papers toward him He reached

wi t hout thinking and caught the bundle, but not before it had | eaped through
the flames of their lunch fire. "Monworms, Tyrel!" he exclaimed. Hurriedly he
pi nched out the flames that already had flared on the edge of the packet. "D d
it never occur to you that paper burns? Next tinme send it over, not through
the fire."

"Sorry," the youth said, contrite and paying nore attention to where he threw
the few clothes he had left to take out of his pack
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"Tyrel ," Aranur said slowy, |ooking at the packet nore closely. ' 'Were did

you get this?'' He undid the string that tied the bundl e together, but there
was no seal or signature on the outside to hint at what the letters held.

"Salm's strongbox. | just grabbed everything | could and stuffed it in the
bag. Figured it was probably just his payroll or a bunch of love letters but
t hought they m ght be interesting anyway." The boy shrugged. "I forgot to tel
you about themtill now "

Letters kept in a slaver's strongbox? Aranur's interest was instantly Kkindl ed.
That woul d not be a payroll, but it nmight be transaction records—erders and
sales. He would give a lot to know who was behind the sudden increase in
slaver activity. Wen he opened the first letters, he was not disappointed:
They were records of raider activities to the north, and he read several
pages, correlating what he knew of their forces with the information in the
letters before something caught his eye. "By the gods of all nine hells," he
excl ai med.

Ganon | ooked up with a frown. "Wat is it?"
"I"'mnot sure," Aranur said slowy. Unfolding the next letter, he glanced at
it and then the next before passing themto his uncle. "Here, Ganon, |ook at
the signatures on these letters."
The ol der man exanmined themslowy. ' 'That seal is private—I've seen it only
twi ce before. But | do knowthat it's used by only one nman: Longear, the head
of Lloroi Zentsis's secret service."

But Aranur was already reading the third page of the letter. "By the nmoons!"
he exclai med. "No wonder we were chased to the second noon and back. They
don't want us, they want these letters back. Listen to this: 'Bounty paid for
every farmdestroyed,' " he read, unbelieving. '"Five extra pieces of gold
for every woman taken froma Lloroi's famly . . . three extra pieces for
worren from ot her high-ranked famlies.1 " Ganmon and Rhom | eaned cl oser to read
over his shoulder, so after scanning the letter, Aranur passed it on to Shilia
and Dion. "This explains why you three were taken by the raiders when there



were dozens of other girls easier to kidnap for slave narkets."

"But Aranur, this says—this says that we were supposed to be taken to Zentsis,
not sold in Sidisport.”

"Salm nust have been trying to make a double profit on you."
| eader thought of the raider captain's pri-

The gray-eyed
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vate slave sale. ' 'He would probably have told Zentsis that you'd killed
your sel ves rather than becone his | egal concubines. Not a bad story, since
Sal m and Zentsis both come from coastal towns where that's standard
procedure. So Sal m keeps half profit fromthat deal, then sells you at that
private market for a sweeter slice of the pie. You' re never heard from again,
but Salm gets enough nmoney to finance another slaver boat and repeat the
process."

Ganon | ooked up, his face grim "Aranur, you're mssing sonething here. The
slave runs aren't the main point of these letters.”

Aranur met his uncle's |look with one of his own. "I know, Ganon. | read
between the lines. | just can't believe we've been so blind to this for so
[ ong. "

" 'Blind to what?'' Rhom asked quietly.
"These bounties,"” Aranur explained slowy, "these directions for strikes—these
aren't just letters telling the raiders where and what to strike for profit.
These are the early plans for a war."

"Be serious, Aranur,"
decades. '

Shilia said derisively. "W haven't had a war for

But Rhom frowned. "He's not joking, Shilia."

Her brother nodded, disturbed. "Look at these references: organized raider
attacks, supplies being shipped up the Phye. There's a definite pattern to the
areas the raiders are concentrating on: Look at these orders for command

post s—we know several of these are already set up on the coast and in the

| oWl ands. As sure as these letters don't actually say it," he said, "these are
prelimnary war plans, with the raiders being organi zed as the advance guard."

Ganon | ooked grim "The raiders have gotten nore daring lately," he admitted,
reading the rest of the letter and gl ancing at ot her pages Aranur passed him
"W never considered the pattern of their novements other than noting that we
had to strengthen the borders. And none of the el ders—not one of us," he said
with a snort, "made the ridicul ously obvious connection that those borders
were the ones closest to Zentsis's |ands."

Aranur resisted the inpulse to smack his fist into his pal mthe way he w shed
he could do to sonme nore of those self-styled slavers. "W assumed that when
Zentsis took over Prent's rule, he overextended hinself and the raiders noved
in under his
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weaker rule. None of us considered the alternati ve—+that the raiders npved in
under Zentsis because they worked for Zentsis."



"But that neans," Rhom said, |ooking up, his eyes snoldering with violet fire,
"that Randonnen, too, is being set up. By these plans, after Ariye falls, then
Randonnen will take the brunt of the raider attacks, then Diton and Yorunda."

"Ariye will not fall," Aranur said flatly.

H s uncle nodded grimy. "Ariye nust not fall. But this plan is subtle,
clever. Zentsis has quietly organized the raiders into a wide ring of
destruction that will not be recognized until too late." He paused, his face
dar k.

Aranur nodded. "We think of raiders as unorgani zed | ooti ng bands of nurderers.
And we think of Zentsis as being too far away to be a threat to Ariye. W

woul dn't have understood this pattern of attack until Zentsis marched in and
of fered us release fromthe raiders by joining with him under certain
conditions beneficial only to Ramaj Bilocctar, of course."

"But a bounty for every farm destroyed, rewards for stealing wonen ..." Shilia
was shocked. "What is Zentsis trying to do to us? He'll have nothing left to
rule if this is followed."

"He'll have enough," Ganon answered her soberly. "This will wear us down and
destroy our norale just like he did to Lloroi Prent. W'll be weak and

di sorgani zed from fighting off bands of raiders. Right now, all Zentsis has to
do is sit back and wait for the raiders to do his work for him Then, when he
does finally cone in with his army, we'll fall |ike rabbits before a horde of
hungry lepa. Hells, we may even wel cone his forces as a solution to the raider
probl em"

"The Ll oroi—y father nmust know,'
el ders nust be told."

Tyrel said in a troubled voice. "The

"Yes, but it's not going to be easy. Damm it!' * Aranur smacked his fist into
his palm "W thought the raiders were just getting unruly, greedy. No one

t hought to plot their novements across Ranmaj borders." He turned to Rhom 4
Exactly how much raider activity has Randonnen seen since last fall?"

"Qur village hasn't had trouble yet, but we're farther fromthe coast and the
main river than other towns." The smith thought a noment. "It's not safe to

travel on the roads al one anynore, and their attacks are nore frequent to the
west, where the Lloroi's village is. Last fall the Lloroi sent out two hunter
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venges to track and take care of the raiders that have been a problem this
spring he's already sent out six."

"And each venge | ost nore nen than they usually do," Dion added. "And the
men' s wounds were nore serious."”

Her brother nodded. "They reported that the raider groups were | arger now than
before. Early this spring, one venge nearly didn't cone back, so now when the
LI oroi sends one out, twice as many men go along as they think they need. And
still they could use nore swords."

Aranur | ooked grim "It is as Zentsis says here to Salm: 'Wth noney to back
them the raiders will become the vanguard of ny armny, preparing the Iand for
nmy rule.’ "'

"W have to get back," Tyrol said hotly. "These letters—=



"The letters must be shown to the elders. But there is nore risk here than you

perhaps realize. Think, Tyrel. If anyone in Ramgj Cafl anin suspects that we
have these things, Lon-gear and the rest of Zentsis's secret service will soon
know, and our lives won't be worth half a copper. By the mpons, they've

al ready shown us what they're willing to do to get these letters back." He

gl anced at the crude map drawn on one of the letters.

The wol fwal ker | ooked at the nmountains, then at Aranur's determ ned face.
"We're very close to Bilocctar now, aren't we?" she said obliquely.

Aranur met her eyes and snmiled grimy. She had seen through himin a second.
"One of us should take the chance to find out nore while we're in his
backyard,"” he admitted.

Ganon gave his nephew his owmn grimsmle. "Count me in. 1'd like to put a
stone in the pie nyself." He | ooked at Nam na's saggi ng shoul ders, the dark
circles under her puffy eyes, and the bandage strapping her forearmtightly.
"I figure we owe Zentsis sonething already."'

Aranur slept heavily that night. The strain of the |last few days and the peace
of the woods conbined to close his eyes in deep dreanms that shuddered wth
sounds of battle and dimcries of the dead. It was all he could do to drag

hi nsel f out of the bedroll again to stand watch when it was his turn, and his
bl eary eyes opened late in the norning when the crackling heat of the fire
wafted breakfast snells his way.

He decided to cross the nmountain range and make for Caf-
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lanin first. By then Salni's raiders would know t hey had taken a sea route and
woul d have sent word to the ports to look for the fleeing party. If they
stayed away from ports and kept inland, the raiders night think they had

wr ecked and drowned. That was hal f-right, anyway. And Caflanin was not a rich
enough county to tenpt Zentsis to exploit it. Even with Zentsis's neager
occupation of the county, it was still the safest overland route to Ramgj
Ariye, and with luck, Aranur's sister and cousin would see home again hi four
ninans. Along time to travel —Nanmi na would turn seventeen, the age of

Prom sing, by the time she saw her father agai n—but, the subtleties of
Zentsis's plans forced his raiding armes to a slow beginning to build up
their nomentum Aranur had time enough to get back and warn Ramaj Ariye to

pr epare.

To Aranur's irritation, Rhomtook Shilia with himwhen he went hunting for
supper. She nust have been nmore interested in the dark-haired blacksmth than
Aranur had suspected, because she surely did not know how to hunt. The two did
conme back with five furry rabbits, but it took thema long tine to find the
creatures, and Shilia had a telltale blush on her cheeks when they returned.
She avoi ded her brother's stern expression, while Rhomwent around canp with a
smug | ook on his face. And Dion ignored both men, treating their cuts,

brui ses, slashes, and bites without speaking till she cane to Tyrel. The boy's
| egs | ooked bad when she unwr apped the bandages she had put on earlier

"Infection?" Aranur asked as she exam ned the youth with a frown.

"No. It's sonething else. Alnpst all sea creature bites are venonmpus. You can
see fromthe swelling here and here—= She pointed to the angry red lines
radi ati ng away fromthe raw edges of the wounds. "—that something in the

rastin bite is causing the skin to puff out. I '11 have to | ance and cl ean



themright away, Tyrel."

The boy nodded and turned his face away so he would not have to watch as he
endured the process. He gasped only once. Nami na took one | ook and hurried out
of the clearing. As for Aranur, he would not have believed there was that nuch
fluid in die wounds, but when she had | anced both bites, he swore the boy's
legs were two kilograns lighter. By that tine the sun
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had stunbl ed over the mountains and left themwth little |ight

to work in.

"Il take the first watch," Aranur suggested as they rel axed around the fire.

"Then Ganmon, then Rhom" Hi s two young ; cousins were already asleep
and would stay that way if he had " his say. !
"Then me." i

He | ooked at the wol fwal ker and opened his nouth to protest, but Shilia cut in
first. "And nme," she said, sitting down by Dion. Aranur just |ooked at her

"I'f we watch, too," his sister suggested brightly, "everyone will get another
two hours of sleep.”

"Gray Hishn will tell us if anything approaches,” Di on added mildly.

He gave up. Wnen, he said to hinself, exasperated. "All right." He | eaned
back against a log and listened to the others talk while the eveni ng darkened
the sky into night. If the moons were with them it would not rain till the
next day, nmaybe even bl ow off conpletely if the stormfront passed them by.

Later, when Ganon relieved himfromwatch, he still was not sleepy. He was
trying to concentrate on the letters Tyrel had stolen fromthe slaver, but

t hought s of Rhom s sister kept disturbing him She should not keep her hair up
in that warcap—+t should be loose like his sister's. dossy ... he wondered
what it would feel |ike brushing against his chest.

"Stop frowning and get yourself to sleep,” his uncle ordered, settling down
besi de himfor the next few hours of cold watchful ness.

Aranur sighed. "I don't know what's the matter with nme, Ganon."

"I could give it a guess."

"And with your one-track mind, | know what you'd say, too.

"Dion's a beautiful lady," the ol der man sai d obliquely.

"She wears the clothes of a nman." The gray-eyed | eader shifted irritably. "She
fights like a man. Hell, she fights better than nost nen."

Ganon snorted. "YouVe got a thick skull, Aranur. She's on Journey with her
brother in a county where wormen are stolen and sold like dnu. You expect her
to wear Shilia's clothes?" He chuckled. "You' d have nore nen follow ng us just
for her than for those letters we stole.”
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"Speaking of Shilia," Aranur said sourly, "she seens to be getting to know



Rhoma little too well.'
"Good for them It's about time the girl found herself a good man."
"And Rhon®?" Aranur asked, hiding his irritation

The ol der man was unruffl ed. "It's tine he realized that his attentions
shoul d be on wonen other than his own sister."

"\What about your wonen, Ganon?"

H s uncle chuckled at his unsubtle attenpt to change the subject. "I dream
about themall the tine," he said slyly.

"She's just so dam different fromwhat | thought | wanted,” the tall man
conpl ai ned.

"D on?"
"Mbonwor ns, Ganon, but | think about her half the time | should be

concentrating on other things. She's driving nme crazy. One minute she likes
me; the next minute she thinks I'mpond slinme. Every time | think things are

goi ng okay, she ups and gives me that gods-but-you-are-a-scumball |ook, and
' m back in the doghouse. |I'm going nuts, Ganon."
The old man chuckled. "I can tell."

"I"ve never found a woman who could hold ny interest before."

"Ha. What about Wl oni a? You acted like you were never going to | ook at a
worman agai n when you stopped seeing her."

"I lost interest in her fast enough when she started hangi ng around with
Marco, " he retorted.

"And for a while," his uncle teased, "I thought Amyn had caught you for a
mate."

"Ammyn. " Aranur snorted. "She has a tongue like a I epa and the disposition of
a dnu."’

"That's not what you said the day after she kissed you in the caves."
"The caves were dark. | couldn't see her true colors.”

The old man | aughed and | eaned back, picking his teeth with a sliver he had
split fromthe log. "Rem nds me of a woman | courted back, oh, ten years ago
When | was around, she was the sweetest, kindest woman, but when ny back was
turned, she changed into a worlag's bitch. | found that out just in time." He
grinned and gave his nephew a sharp look. "Wat is it exactly that you want in
a wonan, Aranur? Have you thought about that?"
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"I don't know." Aramir |eaned back and stared at the sky. "I suppose | want
everything. | want sonmeone who's beautifiil and gentle and exciting and
unpredi ctable. | want a wonman who will keep nme conpany for the rest of ny life
and understand what | do, not just listen to what | say. | want a worman who
will be a mother for ny children but will still excite me thirty years down
the trail."



The ol der man nodded. "I used to be taken with a wonman who |ived in Conceton
about fifty kilometers away—dsed to dig up every excuse | could to go see her
| courted her for four years, trying to convince nyself that | wanted to stay
unmated. Then | finally decided to ask her to mate with ne, and | rode into
town, all spiffed up, with ny bouquet of blue and white flowers, and she net
me at the door with another man. She | ooked at me and said, 'Four years is a

long tinme to wait for a man to make up his nmind.' | just turned around and
rode away. And | Ve kicked nyself every ninan since." He | ooked over at his
nephew. "If |I'd been riding straight in the saddle instead of going around in
circles with nmyself, 1'd have seen what she neant to ne before it was too

|ate. She was the only woman | ever wanted." He sighed again. "She has two
boys now, old enough to learn sword fighting." "Do you wi sh they were yours?"

"Every day," the old man admitted. "Now you, Aranur— He pointed at the
younger man with his sliver of a toothpick, "You re young and strong, and the
worren, only the noons know why, think you're handsone. You can still pick and
choose. "

"Way woul d | want to choose now? |'d rather face a dozen raiders every day
than mate a woman | wouldn't be able to stand in a year."

"I hear you there. And now s the time to play around, while you're stil

young. But soneday it's going to hit you like a sandbag that you're in |ove.
And when it does, you're going to realize that one particular woman is half
your life. She may be npody or temperanental, she may be a nag or a bitch or a
shrew, but you're going to want her |ike you've never wanted anyone before.
And 1'Il be waiting for the day, too, because |I'm going to enjoy watching you
squirm before her with your blue and white flowers, just begging her to take
you." "Ganmon, you're a dammed romantic."
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"Aranur, you're a tw ce-dammed romantic because you refuse to recognize the
same thing in yourself."

"Hah!" the other man snorted. But his dreans that night were sharp and cl ear
and it was Dion, not another, who lay in his nebul ous arns.

The next day was as quiet as the first. Rhom Ganon, and Tyrel cut sone
fiatwood and started to make skis. As unprepared as they were, the trek across
t he nmount ai ns was going to be rough, and they would need the skis, crude as
they were, to get across the snow that still lay thickly in the | ower passes.
Whil e the other men went out for flatwood, Aranur spent the day sharpeni ng and
oiling their weapons, since the salt air had not done the steel any good.
Shilia spent the norning practicing some of the martial arts Dion had showed
her. Aranur was inpressed: The wol fwal ker was a good teacher. H's sister had
al ready grasped the principles behind | everage and power, things that could
not be considered too inportant for someone of her small size.

He wi shed Nami na woul d spend some time working out with the other two girls,
but his cousin seened to have | ost interest again. She spent hours silently
drying the extra rabbit meat over the fire. It was tedious and m ndl ess work
and allowed her to withdraw farther from himand everyone el se until he wanted
to shake her and tell her to snap out of it. ' 'Everyone is called to the
nmoons sonetime,"” he told her gently. "But you cannot reject your |ife because
of another's death.'' But she just gave hima hollow | ook and turned back to
the fire, and Aranur had to swallow his frustration and try to think of

somet hing el se to keep her alive inside.



Wth Shilia working at Abis, Nam na draggi ng about the canp, and the

wol f wal ker gone into the woods, Aranur's depression took over. He noped,
desultorily sharpening his knives and then doing it again, hoping that Dion
woul d cone back so he could talk to her about Tyrel, but she did not come back
till the evening's dusk brought dinner. After she had been gone an hour

Aranur had becone irritated, but after six hours, he had worked hinself into a
bl ack mood. He was breaki ng wood into chunks that would fit their fire ring
when the shrubs behind himrustled quietly, and a | upi ne sneeze announced her
arrival with the Gray One.

He swung around sharply. "Dion," he said sharply, stopping
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her. He noticed the healthy flush on her cheeks and was even nore irritated at
his reaction of sudden desire than at her |ateness. "I don't want you going

of f al one anynore."

"I wasn't alone," she said, surprised. The wolf, who had trotted in with her
yawned | azily and rubbed her side. "Hishn

was wth ne."

"Hi shn—o of fense, Gray One—+s not enough to protect you. W don't know what
dangers are out here yet."

The Gray One grow ed, pulling her lips back fromher teeth and stepping
forward so that he realized how big she really was. "Aramir,"” Dion said with
puzzled irritation, "Hishn is as well aware of the dangers as anyone can be.
am safer with her than

with you."
He took a breath. "I'mjust concerned for your safety and for that of the
group,” he said shortly. "If you got in trouble, we'd have no i dea where you

were, and | might have to place the others in jeopardy to help you.'

She gave hima sharp | ook. "I appreciate your concern, Ara-nur, but |I'd never
pl ace you in danger if | could help it. You know that. And | can take care of
nmysel f in nmost situations.'

"And what about the other tines, when you can't take care of it yourself?"
"Then I'1l call you," she said with a sudden snile

The expression lit her eyes like violet fire, and Aranur realized that he had
rarely seen her look like that. He forgot why he was angry with her and,

noddi ng, turned away, but not before he caught a snug | ook on Ganobn's face. He
had a feeling that Dion had somehow gotten the better of himin that
conversation, but he was not quite sure how He frowned and sat down.

"Shilia, let me see those letters again," Ganon said to his niece as he
finished gnawing on a rack of rabbit ribs. He absently set them down by his
side in the pile of bones that had grown there, but the ribs never reached the
ground; a gentle set of fangs took themfromhis fingers, and he did not
notice for a second until he realized that the wolf was |ying beside him
chonpi ng noisily. "Monworned mutt of a misguided dog," he nuttered. The wotf
tilted her head and regarded him from her w de, innocent yellow eyes; he
grunbl ed, tossed her another bone fromthe pile beside him and w ped his
hands on his dirty pants, accepting the packet of letters the brown-haired



girl dug from her pack.
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"Uncl e Ganon, | don't understand why Salm has to kill us to get these letters
back," Shilia said, slipping over the | og he was | eaning against. "Wy don't
we | et himhave them then go slip away hone agai n?" She pl opped down in the
soft dirt and nestled against the old man's toughened body, w shing she had a
bed to sleep in that night instead of the ground.

"Grl, you're a smart one sonetimes, but other times | think youVe been
sheltered fromthe world too | ong. The absence of those letters is the only
reason Ariye and Randonnen and the other counties haven't banded together to

confront and fight the raiders—er rather, | should say, Zentsis—directly. No
one believes that there's a grand plan to their activities. But those
docunents are evidence. Wth them everyone will know what's com ng. Hells,

it's spelled out !'ike a first-year primer. Wthout the letters, even though we
know the inportant points of Zent-sis's plan, we'd have only half of Ariye
behi nd us, and half of the other counties, as well. That's enough to fight a
battle, girl, but not enough to win the war."

"And with the letters?"

The old man chuckl ed. "We'd have ninety percent of all the counties aligned
with us. And that's nore than enough to light a fire under Zentsis's britches
and then keep fanning the flanes.'

"I still think if we gave the letters back they'd not try so hard to find us."

"Grl, taking something fromZentsis is |like stealing from Ai ueven," he said
quietly. "You mght get away with it for a while, but you won't survive the

experience."

Dion, only partially listening to their conversation, frowned at the nmention
of the bird people. The | egends surroundi ng the Aiueven, the origina

i nhabitants of Asengar, were even nore norbid than those of Ovousibas, the
doubl e-edged gift the bird-men had given the ancients.

As if he could read her m nd, Ganobn gave the heal er a deliberate |ook

"Take Ovousi bas, now. The ancients took internal healing from Ai ueven but got
the plague along with it."'

"That's just specul ation, Ganmon," she said.

"I's it?" The weapons master regarded the woman seriously. "Every heal er who's
tried Ovousi bas since the plague is dead. That's eight hundred years of death,
Dion. Alnost a nmillen-
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mum Even two hundred years ago in Ariye, there was a healer that tried it to
save the Lloroi's mate."

"1've never heard that, Uncle Ganmon," Shilia said. Ganobn nodded at his niece.
"It's an old tale. One of tragedy, as all stories of Ovousibas are.™

Shilia's eyes were wi de and eager, but D on nmade a gesture of dism ssal

* '"Don't be so quick to scoff, Wl fwalker,'' the ol der man said warningly.



"Listen. I'Il tell you the tale, then you decide for yourself.

"The Heal er Male and the Lady |birni had been chil dhood sweethearts, and it
had al ways been understood that they would Promnmi se and mate. But they had an
argunent, and a nmonth later, she Promised to the Lloroi." The weapons master
shook his head. "Healer Male left the village. Wthin a year the Lady Ibirn
fell ill. It was a serious disease—a fever that sapped her strength until she
had nothing left to fight the disease with. No one could do anything. She was
going to die," he said softly. He gestured at the G ay One. "But Healer Mle
was a wol f-wal ker, |ike you, Dion, and he listened to the |egends." The old
man shot the woman an odd | ook. "Mich like you're doing now Well, Male went
to see his sweetheart three tines, and the third time he got it right."

Shilia frowned. "CGot what right?"

"Ovousi bas," the old nman whi spered.

"So what happened?" Shilia asked inpatiently.

Ganon's eyes were on the healer. "lbrini lived and bore the Lloroi a son." He
paused. "Male died."

D on shivered in spite of herself.

"He became feverish, went conmatose, and died two days later. The wolf who ran
wi th himwent berserk and had to be destroyed." He glanced at H shn. "The G ay
Ones did it thenselves. They formed a ring in the hills and began to how, and
then there was silence, and Gray Ranposh was gone."

H shn | ooked up, troubled. She nudged D on's hand, and the woman scratched uSe
Gray One under the chin. It is true, Healer? the beast sent.

That the Gray Ones take care of their own? | knew that.
No. The wolf hesitated, and D on was puzzl ed.

It's just a story, H shn. Ganon's always telling stories.
The wol f remained silent.
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Shilia | eaned back against the | og watching the stars craw around in the
darkening sky. "Did he | eave notes about it? Tell anyone how he did it?"

"Uh huh. But the papers were destroyed in a fire. Another nessage fromthe
noons. "

Rhom snorted. "If you believe that, you probably think that our shipweck was
a message, too."

Ganon grinned. "No, but the ancients did call the diffs of Bastendore the
step to the Yew Mountains. And that's what weVe used themfor, so it must be
some ki nd of sign.'

"I Ve heard that story too," Shilia put in. "They said that the noons woul d
bathe in the sea, then wash their feet at the base of the cliffs before they
clinmbed the Yew Mountains and stepped back into the heavens."

"I't's supposed to be where the ancients first |anded, the old man said.



"I'n fact, many | egends center around this wilderness. That's about the only
thing Caflanin is rich in-+egends."

"What | egends, Uncle?" the younger girl teased. "Mire tall tales of yours
pi cked up fromthe taverns?"

"Wuld | tell a tale that wasn't true?" he said in injured i nnocence, though
his eyes tw nkl ed.

"More likely you wouldn't tell a tale mat wasn't tall,"” Aranur put in from
where he was | ounging at the edge of the clearing.

The old man | aughed. "I know just about every story that's come out of these
hills, and 1'd have to agree that there's no one to say whether the nyths are
true or not. Unless it's the wol ves.'

H shn's eyes gleaned at him and she cocked her ears.

"l wonder what the old ones saw in the stars,” Shilia nused. "Different

wor |l ds, different peoples.™

"Different peoples, surely. Just as they found when they came to this world."’
The old man | eaned forward into the fire so that the shadows threw
evil-looking lights on his griny face. "Renenber the Aiueven. Wiy would the
anci ents have brought those far-reaching claws and tooth-1ined beaks to
Asengar with then? No, the birdmen nust have startled the old ones—aybe

stol en sone souls before they were discovered and forced to retreat to the
northern [ ands."

"Ch, Ganon," she said with a laugh, "that's a child' s tale. You frighten the
village boys and girls with it every year at winterfest."

He nade a gesture with his hands. "Ask yourself this, young
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| ady: Who sent the fever that swept the wol fwal kers into death? Wat happened
to the secrets of internal healing? And why do the wolves die out even now?
Listen to the wind, and when you hear the hunting cry of Aiueven, who stil

want revenge on the ancients for the loss of their honel ands, you'll know " He
turned his head fromside to side so that the orange shadows fromthe fire
seemed to craw across his face.

Gray Hishn's eyes gleaned yellowin the firelight. Dion was silent, |istening
to the words that echoed in her head long after the old man had stopped
talking. In the dark, the night creatures rustled while the others slept, and
the muted thunder of the reefs called out the song of the southern sea.

X1

Enber O one maMarin;

Into the Cold

Bl ue wi ngs brought peace, then death, Wl ves run now where dawn was once a

sci ence; Wen the nine nmoons spin silver lines on the nountains, How with the

w nd, Wl fwal ker.

It was chilly when they woke, though the day prom sed to get warm The storm
front seened to have passed in the night, |eaving a heavy gray bank across the



sky. Dion squinted at the clouds, then back at the group, where Namina and the
ot hers were packing their rucksacks.

/ can smell her despair, the G ay One told the healer, sending the strange
i mage of Nami na's shrunken inner form She does not believe she will see her
hone agai n.

The wol fwal ker | ooked at the gray beast for a | ong nonment. The wolf was j ust
over two years ol d-had not even had the chance to fal se-mate yet, |let alone
true-mate and raise a litter-but her thoughts were already mature with the

wi sdom of a grown wolf. That she spoke of death now was sobering, especially
after the nightmares Dion had had that night of clinbing an endless cliff. In
her dreans each tine she had clinbed the towering wall, as she reached the
top, Mannoa's skull had split out of the rocks and turned into a worlag's
beetle jaws mat threw her back down the cliff to fall those endl ess kil oneters
to certain death. Each time she was sure she would hit the rocks and die, the
waves had rushed in with the captain's teeth as their crest
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and the rastin as a huge purple tongue. And flung back onto the cliff, she was
forced to clinmb and clinb again.

A thought struck her suddenly, and she wondered what woul d have happened i f
she had died in her dream She frowned at the wolf. If Idled, she said softly,
where woul d you go, Hi shn?

The nmoons do not call us yet, the Gray One said, troubled at the way the
heal er had picked up the thought. The wolf's eyes yell owed, and she sent the
worman the snells and sights of the forest through her nose and eyes, an
assault of inages that dropped Dion into her nore prinmeval world. / would run
with ny brothers and sisters in the woods, she answered finally. Perhaps |
woul d run with your man, she sent, adding an i mage of Aranur watching Dion
wal k into the clearing, at which the heal er blushed, but | would not give up
as she has. And with the Gay One's words, the tw sted and stooped i nage of
Nam na lingered in her mnd over the stronger image of Aranur. The wolf saw
the young girl not as a sinple visual image but as a total inage with her
heart and m nd. She did not usually send the whol e i mage of people, only when
she was troubled or concerned, |ooking deeper than she could through her nose
and eyes.

"Ch, Hishn," Dion said softly, burying her face in the Gay One's fur, "Wat
would | do without you?"

The wol f cocked her head and |icked her chops. Probably find a baby lizard to
carry around with you when |'m gone, she said, nocking the wol fwal ker's sudden
attack of sentinentality. Dion |aughed. "Al'l right, you mangy thing, you've
made your point. Go find a trail for us to take through the nmountains." The
Gray One trotted past Ganon, who was pouring cold water over the hissing
remmants of the breakfast fire, and how ed deeply just as she got behind him
The ol der man started and spilled the water everywhere, nostly on hinself, and
D on caught the echo of |upine laughter in her head as the wolf took off,
dodgi ng the weapons master's too-accurate aim

"You wormbitten dog!" he roared after her. "Wit till | get my hands on you
You'll be sorry then, you howing gray tamrin!"

Tyrel, who had been waving branches to scatter the thick snmoke that rose from



the streanming fire, doubled over |aughing till Ganon threw the last of the
water on him

It's a good thing you're fast, Dion sent after H shn's fading m nd. Her only
answer was the wolf's inmage of a smle. She
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hefted her pack off the ground and groaned. She had just gotten over the

brui ses and sore nuscles of the worlag attack fourteen days before, and now
her whol e body felt beaten again, sore fromthe fight with the soldiers and
torn down fromthe clinb up the cliff. Even two days rest had not rid her of
the stiffness that plagued her like a fever. She should have trained for days
before trying to clinb a rock face like that, she told herself, stretching her
arms with a wince.

Noticing his twin trying to ease on her pack, Rhom stepped over and hel ped
settle it on her sore shoulders. ' "A cliff-hanger's got nothing on you but
wings, Dion,'' he teased, lifting his own pack easily with a wink. "Bet 1 can
outrun you today, old lady."

"I couldn't outrun a two-legged dnu, the way | feel." She tightened the
stomach straps of the pack and gave hima sly | ook right back. "You want
someone to pace you, go run with Shilia. I"'msure the two of you will find

somet hing to tal k about."
He nade a face. "Just as long as you don't run with our |ong-eyed | eader."

"And what's that supposed to mean, brother of mine?" She could feel herself
bl ush. Did Rhom know t hat she and Aranur had ki ssed on top of the cliff ?

"I'"d say, judging by past experience, that he's got his eyes on you. Not that
| blame him" he said, noting his twin's telltale pink cheeks, "but this isn't
the tine to get yourself Prom sed.”

"Prom sed!" she exploded. "Wo's getting Prom sed? |Ve spent nore tine tending
Tyrel or talking with Ganon than | have with Aranur—

"And don't think he hasn't noticed, either," her brother teased. "You just
can't keep the nen away, can you, tw n? Lucky we got you out of Sidisport.
You'd have had all the harems in the city after you."

"You better watch your own warcap or you'll be changing it fora flower band
before the sixth noon sets,"” she warned.

He | aughed. "Shih'a's nice, don't you think?"
"Very," she answered shortly.

' "She's an excell ent weaver, you know. Make soneone a good mate."

"You're just digging for information," she accused, then gave up with a smle

"She's not Promised,"” she admtted, "but she's got four boyfriends back in
Rarmaj Anye."

' "No competition." He grinned, dismissing themw th a wave.
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"They're back in the hills a thousand kil oneters away, while | *ve got her



here in the woods with ne for at |east another couple of ninans." He flashed
anot her grin and becane serious. "D on, about yesterday, how are you? You
shoul dn't have had to take a clinb like that in your shape. Is your |leg al

ri ght?"

She gl anced down at the |leg that had taken such a beating fromthe worlags and

shook her head. "I'm okay. Like all wolf-walkers, | heal quickly."

Rhom frowned. "I1've never been able to figure that out, Dion."

"Neither have |." She shrugged. "It's probably just some weird carryover of
her strength to mine. In any case, |I'mstill nore sore than if | ran the

Intessin River Rapids on ny behind, she said with a rueful smile. "Wich
rem nds ne, your own stitches will have to cone out in a few days."

He nodded, but he tensed as he renmenbered how he had gotten the arrow wound,
and the monentary flash of Ainna's lifel ess body sobered the heal er suddenly.
She al nost gl ared at her bruised hands as if they should somehow have gi ven
the girl's life back even as the noons took it away. But it's too late for
mracles now, she rem nded herself harshly. Even if she knew the secrets of
Ovousi bas, she coul d never bring A nna back

"We' ve bl own enough wind," she said abruptly to her brother, though she
managed a smle to take the sting fromher words, "and |'mtired of talking to
someone | Ve seen all ny life. Let's go." They jogged up to join the rest of
the party already starting off through the forest, Hishn |eading. After only a
few neters Rhom wi nked and dropped back to pace Shili a.

Cool scents of creatures in the dirt; deer footfalls noving quietly away in

wi nd-rustl ed | eaves—Hi shn's i mages were |i ke soft noi se against Dion's

t houghts. Twi gs caught in the glossy hair that fell |oosely fromunder her

war cap as she ducked under the spindly branches. The branches reached for each
other over the gane trail and made a brushy arch that dipped and turned
beneath the taller trees so that she felt as if she were jogging down a path
in a garden of the moons. Then a blue lizard crossed the path and stuck its
tongue out, nocking her fancies, and she smiled to herself. It was a hopeful
nmorni ng, and they noved quietly through the forest and into the foothills of

t he nount ai ns, where they canped bel ow the snow |ine that night.
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The crisp air that met themthe next day belied the | ook of snow that hung in
t he heavy clouds. "Well?" Aranur asked his uncle, who was rubbing his shin.
"What does the weat her-wi se | eg say about tonight's sky?"

The old man pretended to feel his shin seriously, then frowned and turned to
the sky. "Tenperatures in the twenties going to the | ow teens tonight;
pressure droppi ng before the front that's noving sout h- sout heast at about
fifty kilometers an hour. 1'd say rain below the tinmbetiine, and snow above
1,500 meters tonight sure as the lepafly."

Tyre! snorted. "You old faker! That's what you said last tinme, too.

"Ah, but | was right, wasn't 1?" The old man grinned, scratched a piece of
noss fromhis silvered hair, and stood up. ' 'If the noons are with us, we
shoul d make it through that pass before snowfall tonight, or at |east get
through to the tinberline on the other side."

By the time the snow was deep enough to ski on, their feet were getting noist
even through the waterproofed boots nost of themwore. Their own sweat



danpened them further. Tyrel did not conplain, but Dion knew his | egs were
hurting him he was glad to get on the rough skis and trade trudging for the
snoot h gliding notion of cross-country skiing.

The snow snmot hered the world around them their breath frosty clouds that
split around their faces and hung behind themin the air. H shn bounded besi de
them her w de footpads breaking through the crusty snow as she | oped and

si nki ng her chest deep in the spring-softened drifts. In the distance they
could see pockmarks in the snow, tracks of other creatures, the nmounds where
smal l er trees became hugged by drifts of snowtill they were round, not
conical. Aranur directed the group toward one of the closer pockmarks even

t hough Hi shn snarl ed and pul |l ed back

"What's with her?" Shilia asked in the cold quiet.

Rhom gl anced over. "Danger. An old one, perhaps, but danger all the sane.
Wat ch her hackl es. \When her ears come up and her hackles rise, there's
somet hi ng cl ose by."

"d acier worns," Aranur said fromwhere he was studying the crunbl ed snow. The
wor m had attacked a hibernating creature, and the tall man pointed to a frosty
two- neter hole where the worm had thrown up the powder as it dived back into

t he
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drift. Careful not to get too near the edge, he | eaned over the underground
passage. "W won't stop till we get near the next snowline. It's still deep
enough for the glacier worns to be active. Sound doesn't usually attract them
unl ess theyVe already scented warnth, but warmh attracts themlike
treesuckers to sap. If one found us, we wouldn't know what hit us till we
gathered again in its belly." He |l ooked at his younger cousin. "Tyrel, | know
your legs are hurting you but. "

"“I"'mall right, Aranur,"
keep up."

the boy said bravely. "You set the pace, and |']I

They skimed on, slicing through the thin white crust that held the nountains
t hrough the summer. They had to stop only once where a wi de stream had cut

t hrough the snow and nmade a deep draw. Aranur, who was breaking trail, studied
it carefully for a few mnutes while the others cane to rest on the banks,
then went down to nmake sure it was frozen solid enough to hold the rest of the
group. The nmountain chill was already starting to strike through their danp
clothes as their warm sweat grew cold while they waited on the banks. Bel ow
themthe | ean man cane to rest on the snowy surface in a spray of white powder
and stanped a fewtines to make sure the water was solid, then went on
tracking up the opposite bank like a huge bird till he reached | evel ground
again. One by one the others followed, cutting the bank further into a

swi tchback with each pass. Shilia passed the previous night's |leftovers down
the Iine for lunch, and they munched as they skied.

The afternoon shadows began to thicken as the sun noved behi nd the nountain,
and the snow runbl ed om nously now and again as the gl acier worns hunted.

H bernating creatures were the mainstay of the wornms, but in sumer they had
to make do with the creatures they caught in their snow dens. In spring, when
snowy sl eeps were broken by nelting snows and warner tenperatures, the worns
retreated to the higher altitudes and entered their hungry | arval phase, when
t hey roaned the packs incessantly.



Once the group turned asi de and dodged around a hill ock when two gl aci er worms
attacked a snowbear feeding on a winter hare. Another time they were harassed

by a swarm of snow stingers until Aranur lit some oily rags and drove off the

persistent insects with snoke. Snow stingers lived off what the gl acier worns

processed, and their bites were venonous, irritating skin
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and nuscles into swollen hives that bubbled with fluid. Swatting at a | ast
persi stent bug, Dion wondered if the venom of the snow stingers was simlarto
that of the sea creatures. If it was, maybe she could make an antidote for
Tyrel's rastin bites out of stinger poison .

They barely reached the snow |line before dusk required themto nmake canp.
Aranur insisted on spending the time to find a good site, and though Tyrel
grunmbled irritably, he was gl ad enough of it later when he rested his torn

| egs on soft needles instead of hard and icy rocks. But Dion was worried. She
had not been able to keep the swelling down in his wounds. She had al ready
tried two different poultices, but neither one had worked, and she just did
not have the facilities to experiment or the herbs to keep treating himas she
had been doing. And if the poison changed conposition or crossed the

bl ood-brain barrier and brought the fever into the boy's brain, there would be
not hi ng she coul d do besi des take hi mback above the snow |line, pack himin

i ce, and hope the swelling that would squeeze his brain did not kill him

H shn, sitting beside her and | ooking distastefully on the wound, whined | ow
in her throat. Every tinme Dion treated Tyrel, the Gay One's instinctive and
unexpl ai ned unease rubbed off on her until she was as irritated as the wolf.

If H shn would just tell her what was wrong, she could try to do sonething
about it, but the Gray One did not seemable to put her subtle fear into

i mges the wol fwal ker coul d under st and.

"Why the frown?" Aranur asked, dropping to sit beside her after she had
finished treating the boy's |egs.

Di on sighed, |ooking across the fire at the space where the youth was
restlessly sleeping. "Wiatever the poison in the rastin bites, it's gone into
his veins—+ike a nmld blood poison—and is keeping the bites from healing.

Unl ess his metabolismadjusts to it, there's not nmuch nmore | can do." She made
a face. "The stuff tastes vile enough that |I'm surprised | haven't gotten sick
fromsucking it out of his wounds.'

"How much is it affecting hin? He's keeping up, but we have a long way to go,
and there arc nore nountains on the other side of that valley."

"Frankly, | don't know 1It's sapping himyou can tell by the way he reacts to
all of us—and forcing his body to use up its reserves dealing with the toxin
instead of letting himspend his
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energy sleeping or wal king or eating." She gritted her teeth in frustration
"l need herbs, chenmicals that | don't have."

"Could you find themif we slowed down?"

"Some. Three of the herbs | need grow in the snow clines, and four grow in
tenperate areas. If luck rode ny back like a demon, 1'd be able to locate half



of the herbs in that valley.'

"Do what you can." He frowned. "Tine is on our side right now, so we can spend
as long as you need in the lower altitudes. If you don't find what you need,"
he promised with a smile that did not quite touch his eyes, "I'll carry Tyre
back to Ariye nyself."

Dion did not put into words the grimthought that if the boy did not get
better soon, none of them wuld have to worry about hi m because the noons
woul d take himfor their own.

After the snowy cold of the mountains, the valley was a pl easant change. The
muggy air was heavy with coastal rainfall trapped between the ranges, but with
the mld heat of early sunmer, the |l and was green, steep, and beautiful.
Dion's first glinpse of the valley brought a gasp fromher |ips, and Aranur
who had taken her to the overhanging cliff, watched in pleasure.

"It's beautiful," she breathed.
He nodded. "Li ke a hidden paradise."

"I't nust be dense in those canyons. And | ook at those valleys—t'll take a
long time to cut through all that just to get to the other side.”

"We've tine." He gestured at the pristine expanse of deep green relieved only
by threads of darker hues where streans edged their way through the valley and
rock heights jutted up suddenly |ike | ookouts. "This is about as renbte as you
can get from Zentsis. The man never took his troops anywhere there wasn't gold
to be had, so we won't have to worry about righting anything here but the
brush.'

She gl anced at the tall, black-haired | eader fromthe comer of hereyes.
Standi ng there, one foot up on a rock and one hand unconsciously on the hilt
of his sword, he made a rugged picture. His profile was strong—as strong as
those cl ear gray eyes that seened to see right through her and | eave her

bl ushing every tinme. H's hard, nmuscul ar body was as worn as his thin boots,
made | ean by trail running and scarred by the bl ades of raiders, his nmail
stained with old blood and dirt, and his once-clean | eggings the easy col or of
the earth. But as she stood next to
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him she felt curiously confortable—protected—as if she were standing by a
massive wolf. He was taller than her brother and not as wide in the shoul ders,
but Dion knew that his quiet strength was nore than a match for the bursts of
furious violence her twin could erupt into. That, then, was the mgjor

di fference, she realized. Wiere Rhom used anger to fuel his sword arm Aranur
used experience. He lunged, he blitzed, and he cut as quickly as a sand cat
could strike, but even when furious, he never let the rage turn his blade too
soon or nmove his armtoo slowy out of a slaver's blow. Instead, he let the

ot her men make the nmistakes, and when the snoke cleared and the swords were

cl eaned and counted, his was one of the blades still ready to fight again.

"\Whi ch pass are we heading for?" she asked curiously, gazing across the valley
with him

He nodded toward a | ow saddl e between two snow strewn peaks. "One of those
streans seens to run straight toward that | ow spot. Probably on a fault line.
| figure we can cut a raft and take to the water—ni ght save days of hacking
our way through that jungle."



It woul d save Tyrel a great deal of pain, too, she knew The boy had not

voi ced a word of conplaint, but he noved nore and nore slowy; soon he would
not be able to jog at all, sonething that Aranur had realized a day before.
"How long will it take to build the raft?"

"A day. Maybe two. Depends on how hard the wood is and how rough the water."
"'l "11 run out of two of the herbs | need by tonorrow'

He stood down fromthe rock and turned to her. "I'Il help you | ook for them
It'Il give ne a chance to scout the area." H s gaze lingered on her figure for
a noment, and she bl ushed.

"I can take Gray Hishn," she protested ineffectually. He nerely | ooked at her
and she flushed nore deeply. "So you could help with the raft,"” she added

qui ckly. By the moons, she berated herself silently, what was wong with her?
She was acting like a girl who had never gone wal king with a man before.

The wol f sneezed slyly. Wll, have you? And if not, isn 't it time you did?

H shn! She was shocked. But as Aranur hel ped her down fromthe cliff's edge
and | ed themback to the main trail, their hands brushed and a shiver ran up
her spine. A |upine chuckle
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filtered through her thoughts, and Dion glared into the brush. Go find your
own escort, she sent, and we 'Il see who has the last |augh

The wol f, sending only a | ast burst of nockery, faded away, |eaving Dion with
the inpression that Hishn's potential mates far outnunbered Dion's tal

escort. But the Gray One was happy. In spite of the worry she was picking up
fromher healer, the wolf was finally out of the cities and back where the
ground was cool and soft under her feet and the brush was full of ganme. And
everywhere there were tracks of other wolves. She had already nmet the three
unmat ed mal es of the pack that ran in those foothills; the soft gray thoughts
of the creatures echoed like the sound of a distant rain in Dion's head. It
had taken the wolfwal ker a full day to realize that the dream i mages

di stracting her fromher work and filling the tedious hours of travel were
from Gay Ones that ran as strangers to herself. But even though they were
strangers, she sensed themlike lonely voices. Pacing silently, hidden in the
growm h of the forest, the wol ves padded after the small group of humans and
wondered at their presence.

They're curious, H shn told her that evening. The two were sitting in a
clearing eating what was |eft of the snoked rabbit Nam na had prepared the day
before. The wolf shared Dion's neal politely but took little, since she had

al ready eaten and was not hungry. No one el se was awake in the near dark. It
was Dion's turn to take first watch, and the al ready sl eeping bodies of the

ot her humans were curled into confortable positions against their packs or one
anot her.

The wonman picked up a rotting stick and exam ned the odd noss that curled
around its end. Curious about what?

They haven't seen men in a long time. They feel your thoughts as | do. Hishn's
ears perked up, and she | ooked to her left. It is Gray Sholishen—alling me to
pl ay, she said eagerly. She nudged the worman qui ckly before taking off into
t he woods, giving her a toothy grin as Dion caught the echo of a nale wolf's



i nterested thoughts.

Vel |, Dion thought philosophically, Hishn was not a yearling anynore, and it
was tinme she went into the fal se heat of adol escence. Happy for her, too, that
her hornones were taking hold in that playground of wolves. She was a
good- | ooki ng wol f, bigger than nost because of Dion's care—she woul d have as
many nmates as she wanted easily enough, and they would over-
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| ook her capricious ways, whereas the wol fwal ker had to live with them She
si ghed, tossed the stick away into the brush, and | ooked up to see anot her
Gray One across the clearing. Its yell ow eyes reached her own, and she felt a
di fferent, deeper, older voice in her head.

Wl f wal ker, he said with respect.

She was startled. You honor ne, she sent quickly, her awe . naking her
hesitate but a nonment. But the wolf had already nelted back into the trees.
Dion stared at the spot where the Gray One had vani shed, but he did not
reappear. Only a tendril of thought, gray as the creature who had sent it,
floated through her m nd.

"Dion?" It was Rhom | eaning up on one el bow and | ooking at her with a frown.

She shook her head, hoping unreasonably that he had not seen the wolf. Had the
Gray One sensed hi mwaki ng? Rhomwas her twin, but this was sonmehow private,
and she guarded the Gray One's honor with an instinctive jeal ousy that
startled her.

As they pushed into the valley the next day, the terrain becanme thicker with
growm h and damper with the scent of a marsh. The rock formations that split
the soft ground so abruptly showed evi dence of high water, while others | ooked
as if they were sinking. Twice they crossed obvious fault lines, the first

ti me droppi ng down over a vegetated ridge that broke cleanly in two and began
again twenty neters away.

"I't'1l get worse before it gets better,” Ganon said to Dion as he took her
pack while she clinbed snobothly over a nest of boulders. He tossed it up to
her, and she then caught his to do the same for him

* "Still, it's alot easier to stay with the rocks than to try hacki ng our way
through all that," she returned. She caught her breath as she gestured into

t he swampy forest. "Hishn says the whole thing's a marsh.”

"She's been talking with the other wol ves?"

"That, and— Dion hesitated. "She renmenbers."”

The ol der nman | ooked askance. "That nutt's not been out of Randonnen before
this, has she?"

She shook her head and stepped over a rotting log that |ay against the rock.
"No, but the Gray Ones' nenories stretch far beyond a single life. Sonetimes
thi nk they remenber everything that's happened to them since the ancients."
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"I"d think they'd renmenber only their own bl oodlines."



"I don't know," she said slowy. "I asked H shn what she remenbered about this
pl ace, and she said 'nen.' Not one or two nen but nmany—hundreds, goi ng back
and forth on white roads that cross the valley."

"Well, there's no roads now. And the only evidence of the ancients thensel ves
are the ruins of some of their buildings.'

"I wish we could explore,"” she said wistfully. "H shn said there were a couple
of broken buildings to the east, but she was taking about a two-day journey,
not an hour's diversion.'

' '"Her nenories are that clear?

"Uh uh." The bl ack-haired woman ducked under a spiny branch and shook her

head. "It took a good half hour to figure out the distance she was tal king
about. The memory of the ruins nust be five hundred years old. It was as fuzzy
as a dust ball under a dark bed." She pushed on, catching only a glinpse of
Shilia in front of her but followi ng the ragged trail easily enough. Their
tracks sank deeply in the treacherous earth, and Dion's boots were already
muddy up to her knees. "Strange," she said with puzzlement, "but when | asked

her about it, | got the feeling that there were other, |arger places around
here that weren't broken down at all. At first | thought she was tal ki ng about
t he dones in Randonnen, but the scenery was |like this' '—she gestured around

her—only a little different. Drier. Mrre like a forest than a swanp. Think of
it, Gamon, whol e buildings of the old ones we could | ook in.'

The ol d man ducked under the same branch and cal My shook off a craw er that
had dropped on his hand. "Don't know as |I'd say that's strange, Dion. There's
at least five places of the ancients in Ariye. It wouldn't surprise ne if nere
were some around here, too. After all, some of the ancients were supposed to
have dropped fromthe nmoons to the Yew Muntains."

Sonet hi ng about the idea made her shiver, and Dion glanced quickly over her
shoul der, sure that she would see a ghost but neeting only the dense, waving
branches of the lowslung trees. 1'll ask them she prom sed herself. 1'll ask
t he wol ves what they saw back then

On the second day they reached one of the streans that Ar-anur had judged to
be | arge enough and straight enough to cross the valley on in a raft. They
used the snudges constantly now, for the stingers in the valley had a vicious
bite, and they were
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all sporting at least two or three swollen spots where the insects' venom had
caused themgrief. Finally, as they found a tiny inlet where the spring rains
had fl ooded the bank and left a rocky beach, Aranur called themto a halt.

"Rhom you and | will look for logs we can use for a raft. Shilia,'' he
directed as she dragged herself into the nuddy clearing where he stood, "go

wi th Ganon. The rope we have isn't enough to | ash everything together; we'll
need anot her hundred neters of braided vines." He | ooked around, scanning the
bank for tracks and nodding with satisfaction that there were few to catch his
attention. As directed, his uncle, after dropping his own pack, set off with
Shilia. In the neantinme, Tyrel and Na-mina straggled into the area, and Aranur
| ooked them over sharply. The boy was exhausted, and Nam na was depressed
enough that the trek was nearly as difficult for her as for her brother

"Tyrel, set canp up straight back fromhere. W'll want to be close to the
raft but far enough fromthe water so that other creatures can drink. Nam na



he'll need your help." He | ooked around again. "Were's D on?"
"She said she'd be back in a bit," Rhom said, unconcerned. "She took off with
H shn. Saw sone herbs she wanted."

Aranur frowned. "Wy didn't you tell nme?"

'"Didn't see the need. The younger man unstrapped his pack and swung it to
the ground on a relatively dry spot. "She can't get lost, and she's not in
danger. 1'd know. " He shot the other man a faintly challenging | ook. "You'd
know, too."

Aranur scow ed. He wondered how Rhom knew he coul d sense the Gray One that
Dion ran with. It was nothing concrete—Hi shn did not speak to him and the

i mges he picked up were not clear, but the soft gray voice mat whispered in
his mind was |i ke a soothing thought that pierced his irritation and rem nded
himof it. Abruptly he cleared his head. ' 'W'IlIl find her first, then | ook
for raft logs," he said shortly.

"Aranur, she doesn't need—

"I don't want us split up w thout knowi ng where everyone is. |If sonething
happened, how woul d we find her, or she us?"

The younger man shrugged, accepting his reasoning, but Aranur had the feeling
that the burly smth thought it an excuse. Mbonworns, he thought irritably, it
was not Rhomi s business, anyway. He gestured back al ong the nmuddy path. "Cone
on."
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They trudged back a full kilometer before finding the place where D on had
left the path. She had left only a faint trail in spite of the nuddy ground,
and Aranur was surprised. She had stepped lightly, careful to place her feet
where they would | eave the | east noticeable marks on the ground, sonething he
expected froma woodsnman, not a heal er.

"She is a woodsman," Rhomsaid with a grin. "Wat she didn't |earn from Fat her
or me, she learned fromH shn in the | ast couple years. Started spending
ninans in the forest by herself—well, her and Hi shn. W used to track each
other for practice.”

Aranur nodded. He found where she had slipped between two thick chello shrubs.
"This way."

"Aranur, | still think she has a right to be al one—=
"Shh—there's sonething up ahead."

It was only a brown hare. The creature darted off the dimtrail as they noved
by, staring at themfromthe uncertain safety of the brush. They followed the
faint marks of Dion's passage until Aranur paused, stepped around a thick
shrub, and abruptly found hinself in a clearing. The three figures in the
shel t ered nmeadow started and whirl ed—+the two nmassive wol ves baring their teeth
and Di on whi pping around with her hand on her hilt, the sword sliding into her
fist as easily as if it were the needl e she had been hol ding an instant

bef ore.

Aranur and Rhom stared. That another Gray One would cone to her—that she could
treat the wounds of another wolf. . . The tall man took a step forward.



D on made a choki ng sound, then found her voice. "Go!" she snarled, putting
hersel f between the nmen and the strange wol f whose hackles had risen into a
stiff brush of wiry hair. "Leave. Now "

Her twi n grabbed Aranur's arm and yanked hi m back. Aranur staggered, caught

hi msel f, and shook Rhomis hand off, then realized that Dion was crouched to
lunge. Her lips were curled back like those of the wolves, and her eyes were
strange in the dimlight. Violet? O did a hint of yellow touch their depths?

The next thing he knew, Rhom had jerked hi m back behind the bole of a tree and
spun him around. "Get back," the smith hissed savagely, dragging the other man
with him "W've got to get out of here. Now '' Aranur gl anced back once, but
at the naked fear and strain on Rhomis face, he changed his mind and nelted
swiftly into the brush with Dion's brother
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"What was goi ng on?" he demanded of Rhom as soon as they were far enough to be
out of earshot even of the Gray Ones. "Wat was she doi ng back there?"

Rhom shrugged. ' 'l don't know, but you don't argue with her when she | ooks
like that." He shivered. "No, don't go back there. You don't nmess with the
Gray Ones. You don't go to themunless they first come to you."'

Aranur shook his head. He had never heard Dion use a voice |ike that. Al nost
as if she were speaking through the wol ves thensel ves. "She drew her bl ade,"
he said, casting a | ook of disbelief back through the brush. "She was ready to
fight."

"You don't know Dion very well, Aranur. And you sure as hell don't know the
Gray Ones. Come on. W can wait back on the trail."

"She actually drew her sword."

"So she was feeling protective. She's a wol fwal ker. She has a speci al
relationship with the wolves. Forget about it. Let's get back."

"You don't understand." The tall man still |ooked amazed. "She was ready to
fight ne. Me. I'm a gods-damed weapons master— He cut hinself off, seeing
t he specul ative | ook on Rhom s face. "W'll wait for her here," he decided

suddenly. "She'll be by soon."

Rhom pushed on through the brush. "Don't be a fool, Aranur. She'll come when
she's ready, and |I'd as soon be as far fromhere as possible by then." He

gl anced back through the growth and tensed as he heard a faint crackling, then
flushed at the other man's expression. "Aranur, you've never seen a mad wol f.

| have. I'd rather face two worlags than a Gay One with eyes |like that. And
Dion—well, 1'd rather face two Gray Ones than ny sister. She's got her own
tenmper that can kill a lepa before it leaps.”

The gray-eyed man's face was silent. "lIs she in danger?"

"Not unl ess we do sonething stupid.”

"Al'l right." Aranur gestured for Rhomto |lead back to the trail, though he
gl anced back twice to see if he could catch a glinpse of the G ay One Dion had
been treating. A healer who worked with the wol ves—aho woul d believe it,



anyway ?

They had gone only half a kiloneter when Aranur heard the sound of sonething
behi nd him He signal ed Rhom who si-lendy got his own sword out, and they
wai ted. But what bur st
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t hrough the brush was not a beast but a woman. And Dion was still furious.
' '"How dare you," she snapped, confronting the nen with her violet eyes

bl azing. "Wo told you to follow? Rhom | told you where we went—did you think
it necessary to risk everything to interrupt like that?" Her chest heaved with
her anger and the strain of running through the forest, and Aranur had to
admre her shapely fury in spite of hinself.

"I"'msorry if we interrupted sonething inportant, Healer. But | did not and
still do not understand what is being risked here except your life. | told you
| didn't want you wandering off al one—=

"The Gray Ones are not a threat until threatened, Aranur," she retorted hotly.
"And you threatened them Didn't you |listen?" she denmanded. "Didn't you sense
t hen®?"

He frowned. "I sensed nothing I could tell was you."

She gl ared. H shn says you can hear her better than Rhom'

"Sometines," he admitted with a slight smle. He really did not see what she
was so upset about, but she was beautiful when her eyes flashed like that, and
he enjoyed the way her breasts filled the |eather jerkin she wore so well.

Angrily she clenched her fists, two red spots remaining in her pale cheeks.
"Men," she nmuttered, pushing past the two of them and stal king down the path

Aranur | ooked after her. Worren, he said sourly under his breath.

"I think she likes you."
" Shut up."

In the next six hours they dragged four |ogs back to the rocky beach and set
to breaking themup. They had only one hatchet, so Tyrel took it and gathered
wood for a fire. When he had it built and blazing confortingly, they lay the
| ogs across the pit so that the flames would burn through them and save the
travel ers the choppi ng necessary to cut themdown to size. In the neantine,
Sh@ a*and Nam na brai ded the vines they had gathered into ropes. As they

wor ked, Tyrel tw ce stoically endured having his wounds | anced by the heal er
She cl eared the purple-black flecks of toxin fromthe angry yellow and red
hol es, but by evening the boy had | apsed into a sem stuporous state anyway,
tal king quietly only when necessary and forgoing the cruel teasing he was wont
to do.
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The t hought of being nortal nust have hit himhard after Ainna had died, Dion
realized. It was if he had grown up in the last four days. Being the son of
the Lloroi of Ramaj Ariye could not be an easy position, but in the trials
t hey had been through, Tyrel had finally started to take his responsibilities
seriously. She had been doubtful at first of himlearning to be the kind of



| eader a Lloroi nust be, but now, seeing himfind strength in his pain, she
prayed that the nmoons would give the boy tinme to show his father how he had
gr own.

Thi nki ng of the boy kept her mnd off the valley. She appreciated the calm

t he peaceftil ness, but there was something about it that was setting her on
edge. The previous night her dreams had focused onto the inage of a white

buil ding that squatted just around each ridge of the nountains on the horizon
Ice dripped fromits clear wi ndows—the wi ndows that | ooked out over the valley
as they wal ked. Packs of wolves ran wild in the woods, singing at the noons
and circling the donme, while ghosts | ooked out the wi ndows and wal ked in
silent halls.

When they canped that night and settled down to sleep, the inages were
stronger again, the dreanms nore intense; she woke in a sweat with Aranur
shaki ng her and the wolf together. "Dion," he whispered urgently. "Wake up
Snap out of it."

She gasped, clinging to himas the dreamfaded fromreality to a dimpull hi
her mind. The Gray One sinply opened her eyes and stopped grunting, kicking

her legs as if running and pulling her lips back to attack in her sleep. But
D on shook her head. Hishn lost the i mages as soon as Aranur spoke, but Dion
could not clear them away. Something was calling her, drawing her to it. She
shi ver ed.

"It was just a dream Dion," he repeated, pulling her blanket up around her

shoul ders and hol ding her gently in his strong arns. "Go back to sleep now "

It had been a dream Nothing nore. Looking around the dark canp and seeing
not hi ng but sl eepi ng bodi es and worn packs, Dion flushed and pull ed away from
him It was bad enough that he did not think nuch of her in the first place.
Now she had gone and acted like a fool in front of himover a bunch of wolf
eyes chasing her around in the dark. She pushed the bl anket away and Hi shn

di sturbed, got up and trotted off to sniff the night. They had both been
havi ng too many dreans |ately, Dion thought. Ever since they had | anded on the
coast she had been
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restl ess and wandering, searching for sonething she could not find or figure
out. " 'l tt just as soon be up for a little while,'' she said shortly,

| ooking into the shadows. Was that a pair of yellow eyes still staring at her?
She pretended to rub the sleep sand from her eyes, and the inage disappeared.
"It's my turn for watch now, isn't it?"

"Rhomls, actually,"” Aranur said quietly.
"Well, I"'mup, so | mght as well take it," she said, rolling out of her
bl anket. "He can take the one after ne."

H shn? she call ed when Aranur | ay back down and dropped quickly off to sleep
The only answer she got fromthe wolf was quickly growing faint, a dim

exci tement communi cated through the night that spoke of a potential mating,
somet hing that Dion would rather tune out than listen in on. She glanced at
Aranur's | ean body, resting easily on the soft earth. Wth the darkness
pressing in and only the coals of fire glowing like a bank of red eyes, she
wi shed she dared cud up next to himand let his strength feed her failing
spirits. What was it about this valley, anyway? A body woul d think she was
seei ng ghosts.



She stopped suddenly. CGhosts. Not the Gray Ones—those she coul d sense around
her even then—but ghosts. The images that Hi shn planted in her mnd took shape
as she concentr at ed.

Wl fwal ker, a Gay One said softly.
She hesitated. You honor ne, she returned. The old female was invisible in the
ni ght shadows, but Dion saw her image anyway. Gray One, she sent finally. \Wo

are the ghosts you send to ny dreans ?

The yel |l ow eyes gl owed. Scents of men and wonen filled her head suddenly, and
she reel ed. The power in the old wol f was twi ce what Hi shn could send. Feet

spl ashed t hrough puddl es; faces floated, dipped, and smled . . . Hurry
A Gray One ronped with a young man, falling off the road into the thick brush
The snell of fresh crushed grass, ground dirt... A thousand inages fled

t hrough her nmind, and the woman clutched the bl anket she had shoved away a
noment bef ore.

Gray One, she said weakly as the flood tapered off, | do not understand
The old wolf shrugged nmentally.
Who are these people ?

Agai n the answer was a crush of inmages that told Dion only that once there had
been t housands where now there were none.

WOLFWALKER 243
Then where did they go?

The ol d femal e paused and regarded the wol fwal ker silently. A strain of
despair touched her m nd, and Dion shivered. It was not only the anguished cry
of humans that reached and touched and slid inside her ears but the silent
agony of the animals, shivering, burning, and dying in the flames of a fever
they did not understand. Pups mat died at birth and were discarded with the
dead young of other beasts. Piles of rotting rabbits, then nounds of |epa
chicks, fallen fromtheir rookeries as their parents pushed them away from
those still alive. Rocks overturned to display the husks of many-I|egged

i nsects once active in the soil but now dead and hollow froma virus even they
could not w thstand.

"CGods, " she whi spered, beginning to understand what the old one was telling
her. She stared unseeing at the wolf, horrified by the pictures that lay diny
in her mnd like twi sted nightmares that refused to fade, and she did not

noti ce when the Gray One left and Hi shn | ay back down besi de her

Her eyes were dark and sl eepl ess the next day. Rhom | ooked at her face,
noticed the different tracks that sank into the nud where she had been

sl eeping, and frowned slightly but said nothing. Dion rubbed the tracks out
carefully when no one was | ooki ng.

Over the next three hours they broke the burned | ogs into sections and | ashed
themtogether into a crude frane. Dozens of smaller |ogs nade the deck, and
then Rhombuilt a small splash guard around the edges so that their gear would
not wash overboard. Wth the sky overcast and gray, there was not even a
glinmpse of the noons or a telltale shadow to indicate the passage of tine, and
Dion's shoulders were tense with the feeling that she was trapped in a
timeless swanp that circled and circled with the stream never leading to the
mount ains but only to a deadly hole in its center. So much did the tension



show that finally Shilia stopped her and asked her what was w ong.

"You don't smle, you haven't said a word all day. Between you and Nani na,
think I'"m already wal king with the dead."

Di on shivered. She | ooked away and broke a twig off a bush, twisting it in her
fingers. "lIVe just been on edge lately." She shrugged. "Been having bad
dreans. "

"Sure it's not sonething you ate?" the other girl teased lightly.
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D on shook her head. She could feel it, though, closer and closer, like a
test, like a threat. The danger of deep coils trying to snare her senses.

There were voices in her nmind, echoes of other wolves crowdi ng her nenories
and doubling her vision, urging her on to sone unknown despair. She felt them
brush by her on the paths, felt their fur on her legs and snelled their
breath. But there never was anything there. Just her own nervous eyes,
flitting to and fromthe dark growth, and H shn, growling with an irritation
that fed Dion's unease.

"Dion, give ne a hand, will you?" Rhomcalled fromthe bank of the stream

She shook hersel f, nodded, and gathered an awkward arnfui of the poles he had
cut to steer their raft down the river. He stowed themon the crude craft,
then held out his hand for the packs. As he passed them on, he noted the tense
set of her nmouth but said nothing. If it was Tyrel or Namina who worried her
so, he could do little he was not already doing, but if it was Aranur who had
caused her this pain, he would take the man asi de and speak with himthat
night. Jaw line grim the blacksmth hel ped Shilia, then Nam na on board,
letting his sister leap lightly on by herself, proud of the graceful way she
noved even when she was tired. Gray Hi shn, snarling and whining, paced back
and forth across the boulders that jutted into the inlet before taking a | eap
that set the whole raft shaking and sliding in the water.

"Moonworms, twin, can't you get her to settle down?" Rhom said sharply.

"Hi shn!" Di on grabbed the massive beast by her scruff and shoved her down on
her belly, holding her there until she cal nred down enough for Tyrel and Ganon
to board. She hoped the wolf would quit whining soon. O herw se Aranur woul d
probably throw her overboard and tell her to nake the rest of the trek

overl and by herself.

"That everything?" Aranur glanced around their small canp. The fire was out,
their gear stowed. He shook | oose the rope that bound the small craft to the
boul ders and junped to the raft fromanother one as it slowy spun by. "Ganon,
Rhom Dion, and | will steer,"” he directed, picking up a pole. "W cut extra
wood to steer with, so if you get a pole jammed, let go. It's not worth

ri sking sand suckers to save it."

They nodded. Even though the streamran through the swanp, there was little
current in the water, and poling the raft through
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the forest was nmore |ike neandering along the banks of a | ake than |ike
following a river. Dion watched the edges of the bayou flow by quietly,



i gnoring the harsh cries of the marsh birds that were startled into an uproar
by their odd passage. But it gave her no peace to see the swanp in all its
brilliant greens. Instead, rotting bones crowded her sight where there should
have been only branches, and the inmage of the white dome sat |ike a tonbstone
on the hills in her mnd.

X1
Enber Di one maMari n,
Death Trek

In valleys of fear, Do | walk with head high; The weakness that threatens, M
courage belies. And when il is courage Thai fails ne as well Il is hope and
nyfai fh That save nme from hell

The second nountain range was wi der than the first, but the foothills were
easier to go through. Wth spare and | eafy underbrush that did not catch on
their clothes |like the dense growmh of the danp coastal range, they travel ed
nore qui ckly, jogging through much of the day and dropping, drained, to the
ground when they rested. On the first day, after only six tiring hours, Aranur
decided to canmp at the snow |line even though they had half a day of |ight
left. He guessed it would take six nmore days to cross the nountains even if
they followed the pass that Hi shn had shown them and he wanted to give Tyre
a chance to rest before they went back into the cold.

"It's the weather that will be a problemnow, " he said to Rhom "It hasn't
rained in the valley yet, and that neans it's still building up for a good
one."

Rhom frowned and | ooked back at Tyrel. "Aranur, we can't wait forever. Dion

hasn't got the nedicines to treat Tyrel, and he's not getting better. He's
weak now, but unless we get himto help soon ..." His voice trailed off.

Aranur stood silently for a mnute, staring at the heavy sky.
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"We'll chance it," he decided heavily. "At least we still have the skis to
travel on."

The pass cut through the nountains in a series of shallow valleys. In the

ot her range they had had to ski because they woul d never have made it through
t he depth of snow, because of the wind along this pass, the snow was barely
hal f a nmeter deep outside the drifts, and they skied nore for speed than out
of necessity. Hishn, bounding al ong beside them continued to disappear al ong
the ancient path, only to nmeet them ahead at another turn or tw st, guiding
their steps past billow shapes and clunps of trees that staggered through the
drifts with them The first night in the range they canped under a stone

out croppi ng where diey had shelter on three sides. But even with the heat of a
fire and the shelter fromthe incessant wind, D on was worried about Tyrel. He
was keeping up, but barely. She was afraid he was getting worse. She still had
to |l ance and suck the poison fromthe bites four times a day, and even though
t he wounds were starting to close, the | ow grade fever was taking an
ever-heavier toll on the boy.

The second day saw themwell into the nountains, and the cloud cover seened to
sit right on top of the trees. Ganon predicted snow. By noon, he was right.



Fat snowf| akes began to fall, turning the frozen forest into a softly hissing
worl d. Small aval anches dunmped snow fromthe ridges as the travelers warily
stopped in a clear area for |unch
"Dion, Tyrel's not feeling well,” Shilia said in a |l ow voice as she hel ped the
heal er repack after lunch. '' H's forehead seens hot, and his eyes are pretty
bright."

Getting to her feet, Nanmina added,' 'He slept badly |ast night and kept trying
to scratch the bites and grab at them | tried to keep himfromdoing it, but
he tore at | east one of the bandages off."

D on was concerned. "Tyrel,"
nore time before we go on."

she called. "I'd like to | ook at your |egs one

When he turned toward her, his face flushed and his eyes gl assy, D on saw

i medi atel y what Nam na neant. The weat her had brought his fever up to a
dangerous | evel, and she glanced at the sky with foreboding. The cl ouds had
not |ightened one gram and the pressure was still dropping. In spite of the
harm ess appearance of the flakes that snoothed their tracks behind them a
sumer snowstormin those mountains m ght keep them
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hol ed up for days, and the way the boy |ooked right then, he mght not last if
the fever did not break and give himsone relief. And where was H shn? The
Gray One could | ook inside the boy and tell her how strong he really was—how
much farther he could make it—but the creature had di sappeared that norning
after maki ng sone commrent about the hunting being good for snow ee that
season. Dion suspected that the wolf was just avoiding having to deal with
Tyrel. Each tine D on sucked the toxin fromhis wounds, the Gay One got so
uptight that she was starting to avoid the healer, as well. But it was as nuch
menory that disturbed the gray beast as it was the reality of the present. At
| east, that was what Di on guessed fromthe inmages the wol ves had sent the |ast
three nights in the valley. But what H shn and the others had shown her was

vi sions of diseases that came and went with the seasons to creatures of the
woods—they could not be related to the fever that gripped the boy, and the
heal er was nmore and nore frustrated at the reluctance of the wolf to help.

*' Aranur, could you cone over here for a mnute?' she asked as she checked
t he boy agai n.

* 'Is that lazy cousin of mne causing trouble again? ' he asked with a
teasing smle. The snile died as he | ooked at their faces: Dion's so serious
and Tyrel's heavily flushed. "Wat is it? Is he worse?"

"He's soaked. The fever is high now, and he's sweating." She took the |ast of
the hot water and made a quick tea for the youth before the fire died in the
falling snow.' "He needs warnth, neat broth, medicines that | don't have, and
rest. Every hour we travel we risk his getting worse. If the dehydration
doesn't bring himdown, the exhaustion fromrighting off the fever in this
cold, wet atnosphere will."

" "Warmh and rest—we can have both of those if we stop here and build a
shelter,” Aranur said slowy. "But we risk being snowed in deeply by the
storm As for neat broth, we can soak sonme of the jerky. But medicines? Not a
chance. Maybe, if the nmoons bless us with luck, we mght scare up a winter
hare, but don't count on it." He thought for a noment. "If he can |ast one
nore day, we'll be out of the worst of this range."



Dion hesitated. "He might make it. He's not very coherent right now, but he's
on his feet and will be until he collapses.™

"And you don't know when that will be?"
She shook her head soberly.
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"The problemis this, Dion. We could build a snow cave here, but |ook at those
ridges.” He pointed to the snowhung cliffs above them "Wth nmore snow, they
may col | apse and bury the whole valley. And we haven't got food to I ast out
the stormin this cold."

Tyrel |ooked at his older cousin, his eyes brightly glazed and his words
slightly slurred. "It's okay, Aranur. | can follow you. You always get ne out
of trouble. 1'Il be fine."

Aranur smled, but there were worry lines around his gray eyes. "Sure you will
be, but you're going to have to work for your fire tonight. Think you can make
it out of the valley? There may be caves or fissures we could use for shelter
on the ridge."

"You just set the pace, Cousin." The boy frowned. "Dion, ny ears are ringing."
"I't's all right. That's the fever," she soothed. "You're not going to hear
very well for a while, and your eyes may hurt fromthe light, but it'll be
over soon."

Aranur decided to try for the next valley and hope that the ridges were not so
precariously hung over. Wth the sumrer nelting, all the snowpacks were
dangerous. They had al ready seen signs of aval anches in other parts of the
pass, but this valley nmade them all whisper and ski as silently as possible.
Tyrel skied between the twi ns, where Dion could keep an eye on himand Rhom
could I end hima hand where he needed it.

But they had gone hardly three kil oneters when the boy pulled up. ' 'Dion, *'
he said fearfully, reaching up to his head and shaking h as if that would
clear the fog fromhis brain. "My ears are going nunb."

"Shh," she said, notioning himto keep his voice down. "They're not nunmb—t's
going to be hard for you to hear for a while. It's the fever."

"But | can't hear anynore," he protested, his fever-shrill voice ringing
against the white walls of the valley. A clunp of snow fell with a thwnp!
froma tree branch.

"Shh." Rhom noved up close and put his hand over Tyrel's nouth.

Aranur and Ganon, who was | eading, stopped and waited for the three. But Tyrel
was too feverish. Scared, he twi sted out of Rhomis grasp and called |oudly at

the healer. "I can't hear, Dion? Aranur?"

Rhomtried to sidestep over the boy's ski tracks and grab him
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to quiet himagain, but Tyrel slid forward and fell in the snow "1 can't hear

anyone—+ can't hear!"™ His voice was rising into a scream and Aranur | ooked up
at the hangi ng snowpacks. Was one of them cracking?



Namina tried to help Rhom get Tyrel up w thout scaring himfurther, but in his
fevered state he was convinced he was deaf. He struggled wildly. Aranur
finally got himfirmy and held himas the boy cried, snmothered against his

cousin's shoulder. "I can't hear you, Aranur. | can't hear you. Nanmi na? Ganon?
I''m deaf . "
Sone sudden, dangerous stillness in the air froze themall in that tableau for

a |l ong, doom ng nonent.

"The snowpack," Shilia whispered, her frightened face turned up. "Ch, noons of
mercy, it's going |ogo."

"Move!" Aranur's whisper cracked like a whip on their backs. "CGo! Foll ow
Ganon! |Ve got Tyrel."

Ganon sliced ahead, |eading Namina, Shilia, and Dion. Aranur and Rhom were on
either side of Tyrel, urging himon. The air began a |l ow runble, and the crack
on the snowpack w dened. They cut around a few | one trees that poked out from
the snow | i ke old fence posts. Snow fell fromtheir branches |ike rocks. A

m nute went by, and the runble grew. Another mnute, and the skiers were
strung out, their swift feet fed by fear as they skinmed through the drifts.
Ahead a thin stand of trees opened into a clearing and then darkened again in
the thick al pine woods they were speeding toward so desperately. And then
Aranur could see the ridge that nmarked the next valley. The ground began to
trenbl e.

Dion tripped up on a snow hidden branch and tottered on the awkward skis. Rhom
was by her in an instant. "Keep on!" They were in the first stand of trees,

but the trunks seened too thin and too widely spaced to protect the group from
t he aval anche.

Ganon and Nam na flashed out into the light. Shilia was about to foll ow when
t he aval anche hit. Al three were swept away instantly. Shilia clung to a
branch as the wash of snow sucked at her and shook the tree. Her skis were
torn away. Then bill owi ng powder obscured the very air before them

The roar of the thundering snow filled Dion's ears and shook her bones so that
her body seenmed filled with nothing but sound. The boy col |l apsed agai nst her
where Aranur dropped himand raced to hel p her brother. When she finally dared
to | ook up,
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cl ouds of ice vapor and snow flurried the air like fog till ne roaring died.
M racul ously, the sparse woods they had stopped in had sheltered mem the
snows having split around them on both sides. Aranur |ooked, disbelieving, at
t he rough expanse of snow that had taken his uncle, his cousin, and his

si ster.

"No," he whispered. He flashed out onto the new snow

Rhom struggled to wap his skis back on. "Dion, stay here with Tyrel. There
may be nore slides." He darted after the other man.

The aval anche seened to call not just the ridges but the heavens down, too,
because the snow was falling fester than ever. Flurries began to build as the
wind grew into a whipping, twirling dance of white flakes. Dion finally got
Tyrel into a sitting position and wi ped his eyes, cradling himlike a child
while she tried to nake hi munderstand that they had to go on. It was sl ow



going. They followed the men's fast-fading tracks till they could see Aranur
and Rhom half a kil oneter away down the new sl ope. The two were di gging. They
hal f pull ed someone out—t | ooked |like Shilia—then they slid to another spot
and began agai n. \When she got closer, Dion could see that it was Aranur's
sister. The girl was struggling to free herself fromthe ice before it froze
up again, trapping her |egs.

"Ite all right," she called. "Help themw th Nam na and Ganon."

Di on pointed Tyrel toward his cousin and left himwith the girl. Rhom was
cutting away at the ice with his sword, lifting out the chunks as fast as he
made them "W haven't found Namina," he cried as his twin skidded up to him
"Ganmon's down here. W nade himan ah* hole, and he's reciting a drinking
song, so | don't think he's hurt."

Aranur stood, searching. Uprooted bushes and trees cast shadows across the
ice, smoothing out in the falling snow and ni sl eading his desperate eyes.
"There!" He took off toward the spot with Dion close behind. It was the girl's
ski —but not the girl. They scranbl ed over a broken tree half-drowned in the
snow, and then they found her. At the edge of the flow, where huge ice

boul ders had churned like a tunmbler, she lay white and still, blood slowy
nmelting and staining the snow away from her bead.

"Ch, gods," Aranur said hoarsely. He levered the frozen boulders fromhis
cousin's legs and torso as if they were pebbles.
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When he had thrown them off, both he and D on were struck silent. The conmpound
fracture that had split the giii's right leg had bent it back under her at an
i mpossi bl e angl e.

"I will need splints,"” Dion said without inflection

Aranur turned without a word and skied to the nearest tree. His face was so

bl eak that Dion did not know what to say. If the moons had bl essed t hem
earlier, they had turned their backs on themnow G ay H shn, she called out
to the wolf. Hishn, | need you. She did not knowif the Gray One had heard.

H shn sent no answer back. Dion | ooked out for a | ong nonent at the blank snow
and then turned back to Nam na.

They used their skis torig a sled for the girl, then nade snowshoes to

repl ace the skis. The shoes were nore than crude—they had little material and
less time to work with—but they were better than nothing. Aranur redivided the
packs, lighter now since they were wearing alnost all their clothes and the
makeshi ft sled was taking up their blankets. Dion fretted, hoping agai nst hope
t hat Nam na woul d be warm enough. The girl had not come to yet, thank the
nmoons, for the healer had had to set and splint her leg without a painkiller
By the tune Dion was finished, her own hands were white with the cold and her
fingernails were purple. The snow scurried faster around their heads.

Aranur thought he spotted a cave in the ndge above the valley, but no one
could see nore than a hundred meters anynore. "If we can just get to that, we
m ght stand a chance," he said.

H's cousin nade it only half a kiloneter before he coll apsed, and Aranur slung
t he boy over his shoul der and trudged on, sinking deeper in the snow. Shilia
and Dion followed, breaking the trail further for the other two nmen, who
dragged the sl ed behind. The cold bit deeply through their clothes, and their
cheeks burned fromthe frozen air.



Two gray shadows plunged toward them between the trees, and Dion felt Hi shn's
call in her head. This way, the soft voice said. Come this way.

But the ridge is over there. She pointed with her chin, her quick breaths
steanming in the cold.

The den is this way, the wolf insisted.

"Di on, where are you going?" Shilia grasped Dion's armas she veered off after
t he wol ves.

The heal er shook her off. "Hi shn says shelter is that way."
WOLFWALKER
253

Anot her gray shape appeared through the flurries and flanked themon the left.
"Aranur!" she shouted in the wind. "Aranur! This way!"

The white-swathed man stunbled and fell, dunping Tyrel into a bank, but two
nore wol ves noved in and gave himthe | everage he needed to get the boy back
on his shoul ders. "Wat?" he gasped between his heavy breaths.

"They're | eadi ng—ds to—shelter," she call ed back, breathless, as she tried to
break trail for the others through the deepening snow. "Keep on, It won't be
much farther." WIIl it? she asked Hi shn doubtfully. She struggled in the
drifts only a few m nutes before Aranur nmoved up besi de her slender form
"Stay behind me," he yelled, his words disappearing in the flurries |like the
white wind around Dion's face. He plunged ahead. The snow gathered on Tyrel's
back as he hung linply fromAranur's broad shoul ders. Dion was having a hard
time, but Shilia's light pack was too nuch for the smaller girl to struggle
wi th when she fell. W can't afford to | ose those supplies, the wolfwal ker
told herself desperately. Taking the pack, she tossed it over her shoul der on
top of her own thin one and struggl ed on beside the younger girl. The wol ves
nmoved in and | et them both hang on to the gray and icy fur. The other two nen
sinmply dragged the sled, leaning into the rope across their chests as they
forced each step in the snow

/1 's alnost three nore kilometers, H shn sent, her acute senses naki ng Di on
twice as cold, twice as tired, but her tone giving the wonman confi dence.

The white sky becanme gray as the clouds thickened. Late afternoon? Evening?
They could not tell. Bitter cold chewed nercilessly at Dion's face, her cheeks
seemingly splintered by the icy particles. It was hard to keep her eyes open
in the mesnerizing swirls that turned her head and nade her dizzy. Hi shn was
besi de her, supporting her, pushing her on, but she was already cold and wet
and tired. She could hardly see Aranur a few neters ahead. The storm was
growi ng worse

Wl fwal ker, a soft voice said, urging her on

You honor ne, she sent, as she had done so many tines before, the effort
maki ng her stunbl e again, her crude footwear settling awkwardly over an icy
patch in the snow. Her feet were nunmb. Her hands had stopped burning in the

wi nd that had stripped them bare of heat, and she could not feel Hishn's fur
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beneat h her fingers. Bad sign, she thought vaguely. Her ankle tw sted as she
hit a soft pocket, and she suddenly floundered up to her thighs in snow

Keep on. Hi shn shoved her hard. Three nore wol ves were runni ng ahead of them
pl ungi ng through the snow |li ke dnu through deep water. They broke the trail
trading off to spell each other, and Aranur pushed on in their wake, but
behi nd her Dion heard a cry. Keep on, H shn comranded.

"Ganmon? Rhon?" she shouted into the blinding white air.
"The sled. . . slipped, but Namina's okay," Rhom answered in a hoarse voi ce.

The falling snow hissed. Dion finally realized how cold the silver band was
agai nst her forehead and renoved it, stuffing it inside her jerkin after
knocking the ice off its edges. Her face was numb. She was shivering in spite
of her sweat. The darkening forest struck its icy chills into themlike a
driller putting nails in an enpty house. They stunbled nore often, their heavy
breathing bringing the cold nore quickly into their lungs and their nunbed

m nds slowy succunbing to hypotherm a

H shn, Dion sent. W've got to stop now and build a shelter before we 're too
cold and tired to survive the night. Aranur, carrying double his weight, was
nmovi ng nore and nore slowy. He had not renoved his pack, or Tyrel's, either
and Dion did not see how he could keep up his stubborn pace. Even he was not
t hat strong.

Keep on, Hi shn conmanded. Soon you can rest.

Keep the pace, Wl fwal ker, the soft voices chined in. Run with us. Sing in our
dr eans.

The white wall before the woman blurred, and her face and feet and hands began
to feel relaxed. It was too nuch effort. She struggled nore slowy.

Wl j wal ker, keep going. Voices in her head. |Images of |arge gray bodies |ay
warmy beside her. Dreans of dark warmth in a shelter, the snell of old dust
and cl osed roons.

The snow had wet, then frozen her hair where it hung out of her cap, and the
ice particles on her clothes weighed her down |ike stones. Her teeth chattered
so hard, she thought they would break off. Finally another wolf noved to her
side and closed in, guiding her through the blinding flurries. Cold, so cold,

she sent without realizing it. She fell. It was so conforting to stop noving,
to rest.
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Get up! H shn shouted in her head. Get up and keep noving. The wol f ni pped the
worman' s nose, hard teeth piercing the nunbness, and she could still fee

enough to rouse at that ungentle bite. The other wolf put his nose under her
to shove her up, and Hi shn tore at her jerkin, shaking the Wl fwal ker |ike a
doll. Dion found herself on her knees. Keep going, they conmanded. The den is
just beyond those trees.

Time. Cold hours, cold mnutes. How |l ong was it before she bunped into a
noti onl ess body and slid back down to the frozen ground? Here, Hishn panted.
The door. Dion did not nove. The wolf bit at the wonan, but Dion did not
rouse. As the snow fell further, the cold settled into her bones |ike an old
man in an arnchair, and she just lay there, sinking further into the white
peace of her mnd.



XV

Aranur Bentar neDannon;

Shelter of Ice

Legends sing of truth beyond inagining.

Ancients holding the world in their hands

You, who travel the path of mythol ogy,

Weary beyond the distant |ands.

Hold true to your heart and despair not your courage;
The ol d know edge |ives where the Yew Muntains stand

Snow curl ed Aranur's hair, freezing his days-old beard. Wth TyreFs wei ght
draggi ng his feet down in the snow, Aranur could barely Iift his legs to step
each tine. The wol ves that broke his trail and shoved against his legs to keep
himon it were silent; only his own harsh breathing kept himconpany in the
sounds of die storm H s sweat was cold. His nuscles burned. He lifted
deadened | egs and al nost dunped the boy again as his foot sank suddenly hi the
uneven drifts. Hi s skin was so nunb that he could sense only pressure, not fur
or warmh, fromthe wolf that gave himleverage to get up again; the feel of
his clothes was | ost on his frosted skin.

Only the insistence of the wolves kept him going, each | eaden, snow- ki cki ng
step taken just one at a time. Shilia and Dion, he told hinmself grimy, they
depend on me . . . Cot to keep going . . . But his eyes stared at the

wol f-shattered drifts before him white swirls of driving snow confusing his
gray gaze when he | ooked up. Cold. He stunbled again. H s snowshoes spuffed
into the steep bank and started tiny aval anches of sifting snow, but he forced
hi nsel f up again. Before him a circle of wlves huddled, waiting for himat a
wal | of ice. He could go no farther
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Is this it? his nunbed m nd asked. The two wonen had col | apsed behi nd him
Rhom and Ganon letting the sled stop as they fell into the snow. The wol ves
gat hered around them protectively |ike gray ghosts guardi ng the dead. Dunping
t he boy beside themas gently as his | eaden hands could, the wind biting
eagerly at his body where Tyrel's form had protected himfromthe cold, the
man | ooked around, exhausted, not understanding the silence, the drifts of

hi ssing snow. This is the safety of a warm den? Hi s heart, hanging on only by
stubborn insistence, sank and froze with the realization that there was
nothing there to see. No shelter but that of a cliff of ice.

"Dam you, where is it?" he whispered hoarsely at the wolves. There was no

answer, and a sudden rage filled him "W'Ill die without shelter, you gray
soul worms!" He took a step toward one of the wolves as if to strike it but
fell to his knees in the snow "WVe followed you till we have no nore

strength. We trusted you . He struggled to take out his sword, but his
hands were too cold to gnp the pormel, and his voice, when it cane again, was



hoarse and weak. "If youVe killed us," he promsed grimy. "I'Il take you with
me to the seventh hell." The snow drifted high against the ice cliff, ignoring
his footprints, and his eyes net those of an ice-crusted wolf. Faint edges of
t houghts that were not his own echoed in his mind. Door, the inpression cane.
The door to the done.

Aranur stared at the wall unconprehendingly, but the thought did not cone
again. The wol ves waited, panting in the blizzard wi nd. He kicked at the snow
in front of the wall as the wolves began to nelt away, back into the storm
Four stayed, huddl ed close, protecting the bodies behind himin the piling
snow. He searched nunbly with his hands. Nothing, no irregularities, no bunps
or knobs or handles or anything that could be a latch-as if he could feel one
if it were there. Finally, Dion's twin struggled to his feet and fell agai nst
Aranur's leg with his sword in his hand. Aranur stooped, the snow piled on his
shoulders falling into the tranpled drifts, and took the weapon, beginning to
strike at the ice, shattering it slowmy while icicles fell like knives into
the snow at his feet. The white flurries were beginning to cover the girls'
bodies. His eyes nmet those of a wolf. Yellow eyes. He attacked the ice wall
agai n.

"A latch,"” he whispered to hinmself, not sure that the dark shape frozen in the
i ce was what he was hoping for. He pulled
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back the sword and struck again, hard as he could, letting his weight fal

with the sword on the door. A heavy slab of ice broke away, knocking hi m down

into a soft drift and baring the light color of a snmooth surface. He struggled

out fromunder the ice block. There was a latch, too, but it was frozen in

pl ace. He smashed the latch with the pormel of the sword, set his foot against

t he door, and kicked. Nothing. He kicked again, and the ice cracked. "One .
nore tinme," he grunted. The door burst open into darkness, and he fel

t hrough, carried by the force of the kick over the threshold.

"Aranur!" Rhomcried weakly after him

He pull ed hinmself back up on the ice so that Rhom could see that he was not

| ost, and then he hel ped the younger nman inside, letting himcraw away from
the doorway. It was alnost nore than he could do to |ift the sled over the
threshold so that Rhomcoul d ease it inside and drag it back fromwhere the
icy wind clutched Namina's body. By the tine he hel ped Ganon and the others to
t he doorway, shivers racked his body and his sweat had frozen against his
skin. Dion's wolf, dripping ice fromher fur and | ooking nore like a snow
ghost than a Gray One, leapt into the dark roomas the |ast of the other

wol ves di sappeared. Aranur stunbled back to shut the door.

After four tries, he had to adnmit that he could not do it. He sagged agai nst
the door, too cold to fight anynore. Gods give ne strength . . . The fallen

i ce had bl ocked t he hinges, keeping the door open for the heavy winds to drive
t hrough. He noved back, staggering on his feet, and |unged at the wood one
last time—and forced it nearly shut, crushing the ice and shifting the snow
drifts till the drafts were closed out. It would have to do.

The place was bitterly cold and pitch dark, and his harsh breathing seened to
echo in the space they were in, but he could not seemto nove anynore. Light,
war nt h—ot hi ng seemed nore i mportant than rest. A wet nose nudged his nunbed

face. The wolf nudged hi magain, and he forced hinself to nmove, pulling

hi nsel f up against the wall.

"What ?" He tried to thrust the cold nose away.



Cone, a voice sumoned. The Gray One tugged at his icy clothes, pulling him
away fromthe wall to follow

"Aranur?" Rhom questioned weakly fromthe darkness.

"The wolf ... is leading to something."
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H shn et himhold on to her shoul der as she padded down the hall. After the

first few uncertain steps, he assumed that the floor was smooth and stunbl ed
after her. He had no sense of direction. Once he brushed against cold netal
and j erked back. The mpbons only knew what it was. After a while the wolf
paused, then continued. The exhausted man stepped after her and stubbed his
burning feet on a flight of stairs, falling into the steps as he toppl ed over.
The wol f junped up several stairs, leaving himto follow Lost, he groped to
the right. Yes, there was a wall, and he followed it up the flight, crawing
with the last of his strength till he felt the wolf's warm panti ng agai n.

He reached out, and his hand hit a snooth surface. Wall or door? he wondered,
draggi ng hinsel f up and searching for a handle. Wen he found it, he hesitated
only a nonent, then turned the handl e and col | apsed agai nst the door. The

bl ast of light and warmair hit himlike a heavy bl anket. The air, hot with an
unrecogni zed warnth, scalded his skin where it touched, and he fell to the
floor with a clumsy thud, letting it envelop himas he stared unseeing at the
two skel etons that popul ated the room Mist get ... the others, he forced

hi nsel f to think, knowi ng he woul d have to | eave that |ife-giving heat. That

t he bones of the dead were watching did not bother him The bones of the
living were what concerned himnow. "Come on, Gray One," he whispered.

XV
Enber Di one maMari n;
Dome of Death

Skill comes with a teacher's patience; But know edge is heavier than gold.
When the heal er touches, the healer trades. One life far the life of another
One soul on its way to the noons.

Dion was running with the wol ves, snow spraying back fromher |egs. The
excitement of their thoughts echoed in her head as the snows nelted into nud
and spring warmed the ground beneath her feet. The w nd whi pped the fur on her
face. Cear and sharp, it blewits nountain air across her wet nose and lifted
the scents of the hunt to her mnd. Still they ran on. She could feel the
famliarity of the nountains, sense what was ahead. They ran through sunmer,
the dust gritty in their eyes. She felt the image of a building, the echoing
enotions of people she did not know. Sonething called. Fall cut the hot sunmer
air with a chill knife and drained the sap fromthe trees. The skies grew
heavy with unfeUed snow. Her feet grew tough, and her fur |engthened for the
wi nter.

Si x, seven, eight tines they ran through the seasons, and as many years a
hundredfold filled her mnd with forgotten tine. The songs of human voi ces
echoed nore dimy each season till they were all but silent; the bonding

bet ween t hem and the song of the wolves grew thin, stretched, and the G ay
Ones grew ever fewer. She could feel herself tauten as the tension of that



| oss held her close, closer to the wol ves each season, till she could
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hear only the Gray Ones' voices as they ran. Running, racing, there was
somet hi ng up ahead, sonething that pulled. The wol ves ran faster, calling her
to keep up. She faltered. There was a danger to this dream. . . But they
urged her on, howing in her head. Her consciousness wavered, inside, outside
her body. Fear pegged the voices to her nenory. They call ed, begged her to
return. Run with us . . . Run deep

She was sweating when she woke. The ceiling was yellow, the lighting was
bright, and the first thing that met her eyes was a skeleton that grinned

m ndl essly back at her. She shook her head. Then, as she was starting to edge
away, sure that she was still seeing things, a voice brought her up short.

"So," Rhom said, looking up frompulling on his boots. "You decided to rejoin
us?"

She sat up abruptly and | ooked around. The skeleton was still there; she saw
that there was another one crunpl ed agai nst the opposite yellow wall. Aranur's
sister, sitting by the still unconscious form of Nam na, had one hand on her

cousin's arm and she gave the healer a worried half smile of greeting. Tyre
sl ept across the roomfromboth of them he tossed once restlessly, then
snored in the deep sounds of exhaustion

Di on | ooked back to her brother. "Where are we?"

He hesitated. "AranurandGanon went to find out,'
went with them"

he said finally. "Gay Hishn

She could feel an echo of Hishn's excitement, too rem niscent of the dream ng
in her mnd, and she got up and went to Shilia, ignoring the skel etons as best
she coul d. "How | ong have you been with her?" she asked as she took Namina's
pul se,

"About an hour.'

Shilia was worried. "WIIl she be all right? She's so pale

D on unw apped the bandages on Nanmina's | eg. She had reset the bone and
stitched the wound cl osed as best she could after the aval anche, but the |eg
was swollen and ugly. The only consol ation was that the cold and cl eanliness
of the snow had prevented nore infection than there was already. But as she
took in the unconscious girl's erratic pulse and irregul ar breathing, she
realized bleakly that Nanmi na was not even trying to fight the pull of the
nmoons. The girl had not taken in any liquids in over a day, and the

conbi nati on of dehydration and shock could kill her as easily as a knife in
her throat.
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Shilia, watching the healer closely, said hesitantly, "Wat is it? Wiat's
wr ong?"

The heal er closed her eyes for a nonent, then sighed before wapping the
cl ot hs back over the wound.

But Shilia grabbed at her arm "Dion—what is it? She's—she's not going to



di e?" she asked in stunned disbelief. "Can't you do sonet hi ng?'
"I"ve done what | can already. The rest is up to her."
"But Di on—she—she' s—

"She's got to fight this one herself, Shilia. The herbs and poultices will do
nothing if she doesn't care herself anynore."

"But you can't just let her die like this!"

"/don't have much to do with it at this point, Shilia," Dion said forcefully.
Seeing Rhom's frown, she tried to contain her helpless frustration. "Wen

Nam na's sister died, well, it hit her hard," she explained as gently as she
could, "and now she has withdrawn. She isn't willing to deal with life, to
fight for it. I"'mnot a moonmaid with a basket of miracles, Shilia. | can't

make her want to |ive.'

The other girl clenched her hands, and her lip started to trenble. Finally,
Rhom pull ed Shilia to him and she clung to his shoul der, |eaving Dion staring
at the walls. Shilia's only nineteen, Dion told herself. She doesn't
understand how limted nodem healing is. Damm the ancients for keeping their
secrets! she burst out silently. Wen a section of the wall split open beside
her, she jumped, thinking for an instant that she had called the wath of the
noons down on them all

Rhom reached across and touched her arm "It's okay, Dion."

She gave a shaky | augh at Aranur and Ganon as they cane through the snooth
doorway. This place was creepier than a wal k through a worlag's den, and she
wonder ed suddenly exactly where they were.

"Everyt hi ng okay?" Aranur asked as he | ooked around. Hi s gray-bl ack eyes net
her violet ones, and she found herself conpelled to answer his unspoken
guesti on.

"Tyrel is stable,” she said quietly. "His fever is down, the wounds have
finally closed, and he's resting. Nami na— She hesitated, then said flatly,
"Namina will die unless she finds the will to pull herself out of the death
grip she's in."

Aranur clutched her armpainfully, staring at her with bl eak
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eyes. Finally he dropped her arm and she rubbed it where his fingers had |eft
red marks. "You can do not hi ng?"

"Unl ess you found sone niracle cure on your wanderings, there is nothing nore
| can do."

"\What about your medicines, your herbs?"
"There are no herbs that will give her back the will to live."

"What about those techniques you | earned fromthe Ethran peopl e—the ones you
got on your Internship?" he returned quickly.



"I"'ve tried them" She cut himoff as he opened his nouth again. "Look
Aranur, | can't do any nore for the girl. It is hi her to die, not live. If
she'd just fight it, even for a few hours, she'd cone through."

"What about — He hesitated.

"Don't say it," she said quietly. "Please, don't—don't even think about it.
Ovousi bas. It was in his eyes, along with the anguish he felt for his cousin.
But internal healing was death. To her as well as to Hishn. Nanmina was like a
sister to Aranur, she knew, and he would give anything to save her life, but
did Dion"s own life nean so little to hinP Wiat was she? Not a woman, just a
means to their future? She resisted the inpulse to scream her sudden
overwhel m ng hurt and beat at himw th her fists, clenching her hand instead
in H shn's thick fur.

At the pressure, the wolf gazed up with a quizzical expression, |amhere, she
sent, but then, to the woman's puzzl erent, added after a pause, and | am here.
The second i mage was so different that Dion alnost did not understand it.

/ have been here before, the G ay One repeated. / know this place.

Startled, Dion net the yellowslitted eyes. You 've never been out of Rangj
Randonnen in your life till now

But | have been here. As it was in the valley, it is the sane here. 1 can feel
the floors, | renenber how each hall snells, | know the shadows and the back
stairs before | see them

How can that be? Dion stared deep into Hishn's eyes, letting the G ay One's
consci ousness and nenories nerge. And the wol fwal ker felt it, too. That thing
that called her, that sense of danger and excitement—t was in her mnd and in
this place, this donme, this building of her dreans. Aranur had nentioned the
anci ents, and he had been right, because H shn's nenories
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flashed her through the walls and down the enpty corridors, sniffing the air
for the famliar snmells, squinting her eyes at the same |light that had nade

t hose before her squint eight hundred years earlier. And then Di on knew. She
knew what was outside the door, down the hall, and beyond. She knew where they
were, and it frightened her because from Hi shn's nind, fromthe nenories of
the Gray Ones outside the place, D on suddenly realized that the | egends were
true. The wol ves had brought themto the one place of safety they woul d never

| eave. This place was one of the domes of the ancients, a place where the old
ones had lived and worked—and died with the plague brought by the Ai ueven.

H shn, she gasped. What have you done to us?

Warnt h, shelter. | brought you life Iike a nother suckling its pup, the beast
pant ed happily.

No. Oh, no, Hi shn! Dion groaned. You don't understand. You' ve brought us the
death of eight hundred years.

" the place is deserted,” Aranur was saying. "There's nothing alive in it
but us."

She shivered, unable to keep herself from glancing at the skel eton that
imtated Tyrel as he lay, huddled to hinmself, against the wall. Leader speaks
true, the wolf's words nocked her. Maybe the plague virus had nutated in eight



hundred years. Maybe over the generations people had built up a resistance or
imunity to the di sease. Maybe .

"But Aranur," Shilia protested, her face pale as she foll owed the sane |ine of
reasoni ng and realized what he was saying. "If this is one of the domes—'

"No one who's ever gone to the domes has come back,"” Rhom fini shed harshly.

Aranur shrugged. "W can do little about that now But we al so know only about
t he dones in Randonnen and Ariye. This is a different county. Perhaps the
curse is faded in this place.”

"Every legend has its feet in fact," Ganon said slowy. "As wol fwal kers are

still real = He nodded at Dion. "—so do ancient tales hold sone truth."
"The question is, How rmuch truth?" Dion said. ."The fever " Her voice
trailed off as they all |ooked at her. Wat did she know for sure?

Aranur gave her a sharp look. "You said Tyrel had stabilized."

"Not Tyrel's fever. The other fever," she answered slowy.
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"The fever brought by the Aiueven. The plague that w ped out the ancients.”
She shivered, trying to ignore the icy finger that touched her spine. "The
virus, it's still inthe air." She drew in her breath, trying to deny what she
knew. "I can snell it, taste it," she said shakily.

"Dion, are you all right?" Aranur demanded.

"I can feel their nmenories,"” she said slowy, w shing she could close her eyes
fromthe wol f-sent inmages mat fogged her head. She knew that the walls before
her were bl ank, but beyond them contorted skeletons lay in roonms and |ined
the corridors. "I can feel the ancients through the wolves," she repeated
shakily. "I know what's here."

Rhom frowned at his tw n.

"It's been eight hundred years," Aranur said. "Think carefully, Dion. No one
has been here in centuries—all these bones are probably those of the ancients
t hensel ves. Wthout anyone to infect, would a virus really survive that |ong?"

" "It could. Al the dones are the same—eonstruction, heating, terrain—and al
of themcarry the curse of the plague." Dion breathed deeply to cal mherself.
The nenories of death were echoing in her head from H shn, fromthe other gray
voi ces, the other how ing songs. She could al nost feel the pain of the fever
contort the ancients' bodies as they died, the flanes that burned the nerves
of other aninmals caught in the throes of a death they did not understand. She
thrust the images away. "It could have nutated,"” she adnmitted. "Or we could
have built up a resistance to it and still be carrying it in our blood. But in
ei ght hundred years, in Randonnen and Ariye and all the other counties |I know
of , no one has yet done so."

"Dion, are you sure you're all right?" Aranur |ooked sharply at her, trying to
divine if she had caught something frombeing out in the blizzard too |ong.

She shook her head. | won't be if we stay here. None of us will if the plague
is still in this place."



He searched her eyes. "lI'msure you' re saying what you believe is true, but
you're predicting a death that's eight hundred years old."

The heal er | ooked shakily at him "Death is a power that even the noons bend
to."

"We'| | take the path when it's tine, Dion. W don't need to anticipate it now,
so why don't we forget about this eight-
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hundr ed- year-ol d pl ague for now? W can't |eave D ok now, anyway, so let's
concentrate on surviving for the nmonent."

"Aranur, you don't understand—
"Heal er Dione," he cut in harshly, "you' ve lost sight of the point. Nanmina is
too ill to nove. Tyrel would not nake it another day in the nountains. W wll
stay here until they are able to travel, and then, and not before, we will

| eave. A fever that's centuries old and gone doesn't scare ne nuch when ny
cousins are already on the path to the noons. | respect your skills, Healer,"
he said deliberately, "but it is nmy decision to stay." He shrugged, then said
nore gently, "And as far as getting this nythical fever, would it really make
any difference if we left this place now?"

She dropped her eyes. "Maybe not,"she admitted. "If we've been exposed, we
could be carrying the virus already."

"And what about other people? Could we carry this plague to other counties if
we left? It hasn't been just wol fwal kers who've died in the dones."

She nodded bl eakly.

"Then we mght as well get confortable while we settle down. There's sone
rooms with old beds down the hall. They're nusty, but it's better than

sl eeping on the floor with the bones. Shilia," he directed, "wake Tyrel, then
hel p Rhomwi th the packs."

Di on had not been out of the room she had awakened in, but her mind had

al ready ranged through the dome a hundred tines. Now, as the travelers carried
their gear down the hall and set up in another room the colors and |Iights had
an eerie famliarity. H shn padded beside her, excited. This place needs you
here, the wolf sent, flashing an inmage of nany people working in the done.
Dion felt the lupine nmenory, but behind it, hidden in her subconscious mi nd
where the wolf ignored it, were the strong i mages of death. The woman dr opped
her pack inside the door and started back down the hall

"Dion, wait!" Aranur called. He | eaned back in the roomand said sonmething to
her brother as she turned, then strode down the hall to neet her. "I'll go
with you," he stated without giving her a chance to decline.

They wal ked wi thout tal king, stepping around the skeletons, and Dion let the
at nosphere of the building seep into her consciousness through Hi shn's m nd

It was warmin that place-heated by vol canic steam as nountain honmes had
al ways
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been—but she felt cold. She closed her eyes, but even then she could see what
was there. She knew. Hishn would not let her ignore the dreams upon dreans,

t he shadows of death. She flinched as the nebul ous i nage of an ancient wonman
wal ked right through her wi thout noticing, nouthing silent words at the man
who listened attentively to her echoes. A group of |lab workers iaded into the
wal | as they went through some sort of doorway. The faint lines of tine
stretched back in a reflection of their lives as if D on were staring through
two mirrors that echoed the dreams of the ancients a thousand tines. She

st epped cautiously through a faint box Iying across half the hall, expecting
to feel resistance and neeting none—her foot hit the floor with a real slap
that echoed in the enpty hall. Murmurs of ancient conversations distracted her

ears while her eyes strained to find the reality in the three nmen by the
hal | ' s openi ng, brushing through their remenbered m nds as she passed through
their iaded bodies. Wen she opened her eyes, Aranur was staring at her.

"Di on?" he asked, his hand hovering above her arm not quite touching.

Dion stared at him A shadow man wal ked through him blurring his face
grotesquely as their expression merged and split again. The aura of despair,
death. Hi shn whined. Gay voices called the woman to enter, to let themin, to
take away the pain, the death. Wl fwal ker, run with us. Don't |eave us al one.
The pain . . . the fire . . . help us. Help us . . . They how ed; her hands
reached out to the door, drawn by the intensity of Hishn's call—their call—-and
she swayed .

Aranur grabbed her. "Dion." H's voice cut sharply through the haze, and her
eyes began to focus again. "Dion . " He gl anced down the hall to where it
ended at a broad door. There was sonething there—either he was picking it up
fromthe healer, or he sensed it vaguely hinmself. Either way, it was a dank
feeling, one of pain and darkness, and it made himshiver as well until he
threw off the sensation irritably and swung Dion up in his arms. "I'mtaking
you back. Now. "
"Put me down." She struggled, but the shaking that took over her linbs only
made himgrip her tighter.

"What is it?" he asked. "Wat happened?"

She trenbled. "I don't know | don't know, " she repeated, clenching her hands
to keep them from shaki ng so badly.
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"Hi shn—she opened a nenory, let the G ay Ones in. And their dreams—they won't
get out of ny mind. They keep beggi ng me—begging me to help them" She pointed
vaguel y at the double door that stretched across the end of the hall. "H shn—
| have to go in there.' *

He stared at her, then set her down w thout a word and | et her |ean on the
wal | . Stepping forward, he pressed his hands on the door and pushed gently,
warily, on the surface. It slid easily into the wall, and she took two

i nvol untary steps past him onto the threshhold, the wolf |leaping into the
huge room ahead of her

It hit her then, and she screaned, a horrible wail of despair. The skel etons,
grinning and enpty of soul, twisted in the death throes of those they had once
bel onged to. The air was stiff with the fear of a plague and the inmm nent

know edge of death. And still the horrible dreanms of eight hundred years of

| onel y wol ves, the unages of songs and |aughter, |ay grotesquely over the
bones of decay. Hi shn how ed, confused by what she saw with her inner eye and



what she knew to be true with her outer sight. Aranur thrust Dion back
drawi ng his sword

The roomwas still.

"What did you see?" he asked harshly. "\Wat is here?" He faced the roomas if
a glacier wormwere about to cone through one of the walls. He had felt—-no, he
did not know what he had felt, yet the sense of danger was clear. But there
was nothing alive in the roomto harmthem

"But | can feel them" she whispered, trenbling, noving into the room again,
under his arm as if in a dream He did not try to stop her. "Al of them"
she repeated. The grinning skeletons with their enpty sockets of sight did not
deny it. "They live, they breathe, they die. Here. Now. " She noved like a
zonbi e past the skel etons whose dust bl anketed their silent words. There were
not just human skel etons there but the bones of the wolves, as well. Tw sted,
br oken, grinning carcasses that bit at the floor and air with their ancient
agony.

Aranur sheathed his sword and gripped her arnms, twisting her to face him
"Dion." He shook her, as she could not tear her eyes fromthe bones that
littered the room "Snap out of it. Wiat's wong with you?"

"The dead are still breathing here," she said, her voice rising again. Aranur
crushed her to him and she squeezed her eyes
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shut to deny the figures she saw nerging and splitting with the bones on the
floor. Two nen shared a shadowy joke over a grinning skeleton. A worman w ote
carefully in a book while her hands passed through the arm bones |ying across
a counter. People shifted through each other as tine lay over itself in the
menories of the wol ves.

"Dion!" Aranur tried to reach the distraught wonan. "Dion, listen to nme." Wth
his voice ringing in her enpty ears, the intensity began to lessen, as if the
enotional pressure in the room had di spersed through the open door. "It's just
a room Dion. Just a big, drafty old roomw th old bones and dusty floors," he
sai d, persuading the skeletons to lie still. "Look at it. It doesn't nove or
breathe. It's just a room Dion. Just a room"

She opened her eyes, ready to flinch away fromthe shadow of death that stood
there still, but without the dreans of ancient ninds to nove themthrough the
air, the massive hall stood enpty, vacant of the time-lost images that had

ki cked up dust and fed her fear

"Everything's all nght, Dion," Aranur said softly, snoothing her hair. "You're
okay." She realized her cheeks were wet and started to pull away, enbarrassed,
but he held her tight and touched her cheek gently. "Dion . . ." He hesitated.
"Way did you cone here?"

She | ooked around the cavernous room and he dropped his arms fromher and | et

her go. "This place has been calling ne," she said uncertainly, still shaken
by both the ancient inages and the sudden heat of an unexpected passion
Hesitantly, she stepped toward one of the skeletons, unwillingly |eaving the

warm and real touch of the man.

"Cal ling you? What do you nean?" He made no nove to follow, just watched her
with his eyes.



"I"ve felt this—this done—ever since we left the first nountain range. The

wol ves . " Her voice trailed away. She could still hear their echoes in her
m nd. H shn | ooked at the woman from where she sat, her yell ow eyes bright
agai nst her gray fur and her ears perked as if to catch Dion's thoughts wth
them "The wol ves have been calling ne," she said finally.

"What do they want ?"

"The Gray Ones? They want ne to—to help them" The words stunbl ed over each
other as Dion struggled with the
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t houghts that bound her to the wolves. "To . . . sing with them beconme one
with them To—+to let themin to their people and—and bring the anci ents back.
Gray Hi shn knows. Hi shn feels it all."

"Dion, look at ne," Aranur said forcefully, turning her to face him He tried
to put one hand on her forehead, but she shook tt off.

"I amnot feverish, Aranur," she said sharply.

"I"ll be the judge of that." He felt her cheeks.

"Aranur, | amnot sick. Look around you. What |'m saying is true. The

wol ves—they ran with the ancients. They still have the menories of everything
t hat happened, and they won't get out of ny head. It's their songs | keep
hearing, their menories."

"Di on, you know t hat sounds crazy."
"I can't help it." She broke free of himand gestured at the room "The
ancients died here. Died for the secret of Ovousi-bas. And the wol ves know
why. "

"What do the wolves have to do with this?"

"The Gray Ones are the key. There's no such concentration of them anywhere
else in the continent. Only here, where the ancients first |anded, the Gay
Ones are as thick in the woods as fleas. And the nmenories are strong. Even

H shn feels themlike they were her own." She |ooked up at himw th w de,
fearful eyes. "They know, Aranur. They know how to nerge. How to neld the m nd
into atool ... If I can only listen, if | could understand the inmages ..."

He just | ooked at her. "Dion, you said the fever was still here. How do you
know you don't have it already? How do you know that what you're seeing or
hearing in your head is real at all?"

"I know this, Aranur." She could hear her voice rising in frustration. "I just
knowit. And | know what it is. It's Ovou-sibas," she whispered. "They know
how to do Ovousi bas. "

Aranur gave her a steady | ook.
H shn's voi ce was echoed by the haunting call of other wolves. You can bring
t he people hack to us. You can bond us again. Take the pain away. G ve us back

our pups, give us back our future .

H shn! she cri ed.



H shn nudged her hand, and a chill crawl ed down the wonan's spine. She stared
at the wolf. But deep inside, a tiny spark
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of excitenent pushed back at the fear. "Ovousibas is for real," she whispered.
"The pl ague—+t didn't just strike the ancients and the wolves. It hit all the
creatures. It killed the rabbits one year, the lepa the next. It nutated and
ate away at everything alive in these hills. It's killing the wolves even
now. "

"That's inpossible," Aranur contradicted. "The plague killed only the ancients
and, ever since then, only the wol fwal k-ers and wol ves who Ve tried Ovousi bas.
O those who've entered the domes."

But Dion was not listening. The pieces of the puzzle were falling into place,
and the pattern was not one of life but one of death. A slow death. One that
crept into the species like a tiny wormand then multiplied until they were
all gone. How arrogant, she realized, they had been to think that the Aiueven
woul d count on a single plague to rid Asengar of the humans.

Aranur gl anced at her, then said suddenly wi thout |ooking up, ' '"If the wolves
know how to do this healing, you could learn it fromthem couldn't you?"

She | aughed. "Don't be ridicul ous . " Her voice trailed off. Aranur did not
answer, and she | ooked at him his face unreadable. "They are wol ves.
Creatures of the woods. Not human beings, Aranur. Their part in this is only a
menory of death."

"Ovousi bas. 'Look to the left." If the wl ves know how to do it, they nust
know why it has been killing themoff.'

"They know only the pain," she whispered raggedly. "The | onging for the
wol fwal kers they lost. To ask themto teach me—it would be suicide, for them
as well as nme."

"How could it hurt to ask? You wouldn't actually be doing it, and no one seemns
to have died fromthat. Gve it a chance.”

H shn got up and padded around the room small clouds of dust puffing up in
the air at her feet. / renenber howit's done, she oifered. She sniffed at a
gl eam ng bone that stretched across her path and stepped over it, unconcerned.
Don't worry. W would be together

"Hi shn 'renmenbers,' " Dion said without inflection. "As much as the other
wol ves, she knows how to do it."

"Then you will try?"

"By the time | figure out what 1'd be trying, we mght already be dead from
this cursed flu.'' The inmages fromthe G ay Ones'
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m nds flashed in front of her eyes, showi ng her just how those ancient heal ers
had di ed, and she shivered again.

Aranur spread his hands. "lI'mjust asking you to find out about it. I'm not
asking you to do anything yet."



"Yet?" she repeated. "So when does the sword fall? Wen is the favor asked?"
Her voice was rising, and her anger with it. "You get all these ideas in your
head fromtales your uncle tells when he's drunk, and then you ask me to turn
nmysel f inside out just to satisfy your curiosity.'' He opened his mouth to
protest, but she cut himoff. "Look around you, Aranur. Look at the bones.
Look how many peopl e died because of Ovousibas."

"Dion, all I'masking you to do is look into it."

"No. It's death to us all. By the light of the nobons, Aranur, weVe only been
here a day. What can happen in the next few days?"

"Nami na can die," Aranur rem nded her harshly.

H s words shocked her, and she stared at him He had struggled, fought to
bring his sisters and his cousins home again. Hs parents and Ai nna were
al ready dead, and Nami na's death was only waiting. What were her inmmature
fears conmpared with his irreplaceable | oss? And they were not even her own
terrors—they were fears fed by the gray voices of eight hundred years of
wai ting. Menories that should have sifted into dust by then

"I will think about it," she said in a |ow voice. He reached out as if to
squeeze her armreassuringly, but she brushed himaway and ignored the
hardeni ng of his face. Wth a frustrated gesture, she left the hall w thout
| ooki ng back, H shn padding softly after her

XVl

Aranur Bentar neDannon;

Pl ague

Look without, [ook wi thin

Al is sinple as it seens

Bare your heart to the one you | ove
Share the visions of your dreans

Day and night passed with little notice, since the roons stayed lit. The
phosphorescence in the steamthat heated the roons gave them as nuch |ight as
if they were in constant day, and with the blizzard outside bl ocking the sun
fromthe wi ndows, sleep was a thing of conveni ence and need, not darkness.
Even though Aranur's sleep was deep and wearily dream ess, subconscious inmages
floated through his nmind and taunted himw th hi dden nmeanings. It was a relief
when Ganon finally woke him

"Aranur," his uncle said, shaking himby the shoul der. "Wake up. Conme on, nan,
peel your eyes open."

"Why?" Aranur asked blearily. "ls breakfast ready?" He shook his | egs out and
popped his knuckles, then | ooked around. Dion lay quietly in exhausted sl eep
and Shilia was nonitoring Nam na for any changes. "Monworns, | feel beat."

"You |l ook it, too. We'll get the food problemin hand shortly—Rhom found two
exits besides the one we canme in, which is frozen shut again, so l'll go
hunting if the storm s stopped. | wanted to show you where the doors are
before I go exploring with our young bl acksnith."



Aranur nodded. H s stonmach gnawed at his ribs until he
273
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shoved away the futile thoughts of food. "How big is this place, anyway?" he
asked. "Sanme size as the done at Bl ackstone?" He put his boots on and gestured
toward the door.

"Seens to be a lot bigger. In fact, |I'd wager a barrel of ale that this one is
three times the size of Blackstone.” The two wal ked swiftly through the halls,
their footsteps clearing the dust fromthe floors with their passage.
"Aranur," the old nan said suddenly. "Go easy on Dion."

H s nephew | ooked at himin surprise. "Wat do you nmean?"

"Rhomis concerned about his twin's obsession with Ovou-sibas, and | think
he's right to be worried."

"Ganon," the gray-eyed | eader said slowy, "I understand the risks as much as
any of us do. | know what |I'mdoing. I'mnot throwing Dion to the worlags, but
| amtrying to save our lives."

"Al'l right. I'lIl accept that," Ganmon acknow edged. "But you should realize
that she is a Randonnen healer to her very core. If you ask her to risk
herself to save Namna's |ife—er soneone el se's—she'll push herself as far as

she has to to do it."
"And 1'll push nyself to go with her."

The old man's voice was sharper. "Listen to what |I'm saying, Aranur. She's a
strong wonan, but you're a stronger man. Don't push her past her limts or
you'll lose her, and I'm not talking about |ove, but life, now"

Aranur ran his fingers raggedly through his black hair. "Do you think I'm
pushi ng too hard?"

"You're a | eader, Aranur. You give one hundred percent and nore of yourself to
get the job done and take care of those around you, but you dermand a | ot,

too." Ganon hesitated and gl anced up the stairwell they had just reached.
"When you were a boy, do you renenber asking ne why | was harder on you and
Tyrel than on the others who trained under ne? And then |l ater you asked nme why
I was harder on you than on Tyrel.'

Aranur nodded sl owy.

"I said you had it in you to be the best. | neant it then, Aranur, and | nmean
it now That's why you've surpassed me. And that's why | pushed so hard for

t he ot her weapons masters to accept you even though you're barely
twenty-eight." Ganon | ooked at the tough, steady-eyed man besi de him and ran
his gnarled hands through his silvered hair. "I knew | could never
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take the place of your mother and father and what they coul d have given
you—and | didn't want to take that place, either—but | did hope mat if |
taught you to devel op yourself to the height of your potential, then | could
gi ve you sonething that would last your lifetime. Maybe | taught you too well.
Maybe | pushed too hard for you to be the best.''" He shook his head. ' 'I



don't think you understand your own linmitati ons—er those of others." He
paused. "You can't solve the problens of the world, Aranur. Nor can you
protect everyone fromthe world, and that goes for Shilia, as well as Nam na
About Dion, well, take it a little easier, and don't break the steel before
it's tenpered, Dion's a strong healer and a clever fighter, but she's still a
worman, with a wonman's feelings and a woman's dreans. And Rhom for all that
he'll do what you ask, is stil! her brother. He woul d make a dangerous
opponent —but a better friend.'

"Ganon," Aranur said finally, "I have ny failings—and only the noons know how
many those are—but | care about those two a lot."

"I know," the old man said softly. "Just be sure that you are a | eader for
themas well as for us."

Rhom s voice floated down the stairway. "Hey, Ganon, Aranur—you down there?
Hurry up. The storm s stopped, and it's going to take hours to clear the ice
fromthis doorway."

Three hours later, after breaking the broad door free of its hinges and then
of the ice, Aranur got his first glinpse of the mountains fromthe done. He
had been smashing the hilt of his sword at the thin spot they had chipped in
the nelting ice, and then suddenly, with a splintering sound, the ponmel, his
fist, and his forearm di sappeared into the brittle hole. "W're through," he
excl aimed. He dragged his arm chilled al ready, back through the broken ice
and peered through the opening.

Rhom st epped up and took the sword, shaking it off. "Is it clear or just an
air pocket?"

"It's clear,"” Aranur returned, "and gods, but what a view Take a |ook."

Rhom handed the sword to Ganbn, who took it in turn. Tearing hinmself away from
t he porthol e, Aranur stepped back and warned his fingers under his arnpits

bef ore touching the cold steel again. The steam ni ght heat the dome evenly in
the inner roons, but it did not seemto conpensate for open doors or broken

wi ndows, and it was getting harder to ignore the shivers
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that crawl ed up fromhis hands. He just could not seemto get warm "Wat do
you think?" he asked Rhomw th satisfaction

The bl ack-haired man just shook his head. After the sterile colors of the
donme, the natural light of the sun had a clarity he had not expected. Ice
sparkl ed everywhere, fromthe drifts in the broad expanse that |ay outside the
door to the glaring cliffs across the deep valley over which the donme was
perched. The shoul der of another peak was just visible to the right, jutting
out and then straight up and beyond his point of view To the left, the sun
cast shadows down from a snow softened ridge. Pillows of snowfields |ay across
the top of the mountains, and fromthem dripping quickly in the early sumrer
heat, grew trickles that cut into the drifts and split the white piles deeply
as they grew into streans. Trees were greening thensel ves, everywhere poking
their stubby arms out of the melting snow and shaking thenselves to rid their
branches of unwanted wei ght.

"Moonwor ms, " Rhom said softly. "I feel like I've just been reborn and the
whole world is new again." He squinted at the too-bright sun. "Wat do you
think, it's about |ate afternoon?”



"Uh huh." Aranur slid his sword back in its sheath. "W should get back. The
girls are probably worried, and I want to see how Namina is."

"You go on back," his uncle suggested. "Rhomand | can clear this further. If
you find Tyrel, send himalong. W won't be getting all the way out for a
while yet, and if we dunp a drift down on our heads, it'll take even |longer."

The gray-eyed nman nodded, shivered in the chill air that blew through the
hol e, and nade his way back down the stairs and through the halls of the done.
By the time he got back to where Shilia and the others were canpi ng, Dion had
gotten up, H shn had gone to sleep, and Shilia had set aside the ski she was
snoothing to help the healer sort through what was |eft of her herbs.

" Set the quadril over there and |l et nme have that other packet,'' Dion
directed as she opened anot her pouch and dunped its contents on a carefully
fol ded cloth.

"What's this for?" The girl held up a small pouch full of tiny brown | eaves.
"Hel ps purify the blood. Put that one over there."

Shilia carefully turned over a tiny jar. "Wat's in here?"
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D on | aughed. "You don't really want to know. Leave that one aside with the
ot her pouch, and I'Il sort both of those later

"Do you grow all this stuff, or do you have to buy it from an apot hecary?"

"I buy sone, grow a lot, trade a fair anount, and gather everything el se.
H shn's great at helping ne find what | need in the wild. Her nose is
excellent."

"Do the other wolves help you, too?"

"Sonmetines. | can't often read themas easily as | can read Hi shn, but
somet i nes, "—her eyes got a faraway | ook—"especially when there's nore than
one together, they project so strongly that | can get wapped up in their
menories as if they were ny own."

Aranur, who was digging through his pack to find a drier tunic than the one he
was wearing, was not paying much attention to the two wonen, but his sister
shook her head. "I don't understand this nenmory thing. How can a G ay One
renmenber sonething that happened before it was born?"

"Wl ves pass nenories on,'' Dion explained. '
that they hand down to each generation.”

' They have a racial |egacy

"And you can really read their nenones? Their history?"

The wol fwal ker nodded. "They remenber everything. On, not details so nmuch as

general inpressions, but it still helps. Like the plague. It never hit the
wol ves as hard as it did other species, but ever since nmen the wolves have
been dying out. | 'mbeginning to think that they still carry the virus in

t hem even now-dormant, perhaps, but there.”

Aranur shot her a sharp glance, but Shilia protested. "Dion, don't you think
you can rel ax about the fever? It's been at | east two days since we got here,
and none of us have shown any signs of getting it."



The healer was silent for a nonent. "I think we all have it and just don't
know it yet," she said slowly. "I think we're in an incubation stage, and it's
just a matter of tinme before it catches up with us."

"Well, | think that the virus is eight hundred years old and ei ght hundred
years gone." Suddenly Shilia stiffened. "Dion!" she gasped, staring at Nam na
her eyes wide with fear.

Aranur leapt to his feet, dropping his pack and drawing his sword in one fluid
noti on, and dodged the waki ng, grow ing,
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and lunging formof the wolf, but Dion had already flung herself across the
roomto Nam na's shuddering form H shn how ed and cowered suddenly. Aranur
thrust his sword back, stunned. Nam na whi npered and arched her back, throw ng
her arms w de. Her eyes bul ged. The fever—t had to be the fever.

"Shilia—Aranur—hel p ne," the heal er gasped, holding Namna to the bed. The
young girl convul sed agai n, shaking them bom as her |egs kicked against the
covers and al nost dunped them off the bed onto the hard floor. Her lips were
stretched back fromher teeth. As her nourn worked open and closed, fluid spit
and spilled fromher tongue; she choked for a monment, then flung herself high
in the air. The nuscles of her neck stood out |ike boards. G abbing Nanmina's

| egs, Aranur |ocked his arns around them | oosely, giving her roomto convul se
but not enough to hurt herself. However, he did not fare so well; her knee was
hard as a fist and found his gut twice. Dion grinmy clung to Nami na's chest,
while Shilia tried to keep the girl's head from smashing into the bedstead as
she thrashed in a silent rictus back and forth. "Hold on—+t's |l essening," the
heal er managed.

Nami na finally gave a strangled cry and col |l apsed. Shilia and Aranur
cautiously let go of her, stepping back, while Dion traced the girl's racing
pul se and | ooked under her eyelids.

"It's the fever," she said quietly. The G ay One whined, and D on sank back
onto her heels. "It's the plague.™

Aranur shivered. "How can you be sure? She's weakened enough that it could be
a sinple flu frominfection."

"No." Dion shook her head. "The convul sions, the discoloring of her eyes." She
carefully wiped the fluid fromthe girl's slack mouth. "No, it couldn't be
anyt hi ng but plague.” The wolf crept under her hand, and she stroked the furry
ears before neeting Aranur's gray eyes. "This isn't a ghost froma | ong-dead
grave, Aranur. This is real."

He regarded her for a nonent. Her eyes were fearful, her neck tense; she
bel i eved what she was saying. "So what can you do now?"

"It's the plague, Aranur." She shrugged hel plessly. "If eight hundred years of
heal ers haven't found a cure, how can | ?" He shivered again, and she sharpened
her gaze, looking at his eyes and then at his face. "You—you' ve got it, too,
don't you?"

Shilia nade a frightened sound, and he net Dion's eyes stead-
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Wy. "I've felt cold all day. Probably just caught a chill from chipping out
ice all norning."

She just |ooked at him "Shilia?"
The girl shook her head. "I feel fine."

"TyreFs gone exploring, probably won't be back for at |least a few nore hours.
Aranur, we've got to find him"'

"You think he might be affected already, too?"

"Namina's probably feeling the effects sooner because she's so weak. As for
Tyrel, the poison fromthose bites sapped himto the point where even though

t he wounds are closed now, he's probably as vul nerable as she is. Were's Rhom
and Ganon?"

Aranur | ooked at Namina's still, pale formfor a long noment. "1'Il get them"
he said, and strode out the door

As he left, Dion took in Namina's trenors with a sinking heart. Aranur had
said the blizzard was past, but Nam na was far frombeing able to travel; the
girl's condition had themtrapped hi Diok till they either beat the fever—f
it spread—er died. And the heal er was not kidding herself. If the fever hit
themas it had the ancients, what did that |eave but the long walk to the
noons?

Only an hour later, after he returned with her twin and Ganon, Aranur had a
mld trenor. He pretended not to feel it, but she saw his hands shake and his
eyes turn dark with the unexpected pain. And Ganon confessed to feeling chills
when she caught himwearing his coat inside the donme. Rhom admitted nothing,
but she knew himtoo well; the color of his eyes was strangely dark, and his
jaw was tense and white. And, nost frightening of all, Dion herself felt

al nrost nothing. A chU now and then, but it did not get worse, nor did Hi shn
whi ne near her the way she did at everyone el se now except Tyrel

It was not only H shn who was disturbed. It was all the Gray Ones. They called
her to | eave the dome, and, bidden by then-lonely how s, she went slowy to

t he room Rhom had chi pped the door out of. It was dark by men, but the npons
it the brilliant snow sharply against the shadows cast by stumpy trees. She
stood on the old stone platform letting the cold grind into her cheeks, and
stared at the three noons mat darted across the sky over the ridge until the
warnth of her legs nelted the drift around her ankles and Hi shn curled at her
feet. As she stood in the drift, the tenmperature dropped until the snow fornmed
an icy crust she could walk on. And then the Gray Ones cane.

Gray shadows crept and bounded up from bel ow t he bal cony.
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Through the snowdrifts that insulated the done fromthe chill night air, they
cane at Hishn's call, a long, shivering how that Dion felt in her heart as
wel | as her ears. She dropped her hand to the gray beast's scruff.

Run with us. Run deep, they sang as they ghosted across the snow

"Gray Ones, you honor ne.

She | ooked at themcarefully as they nmelted into the shadows on the ancient
stone deck. There were two fenmales, five nales, and one cub. It had been born



that spring, and though its tiny shape | ooked healthy, there was a great
sadness in the mother wolf that led the pup through the snow.

" "What is your nmenory?'' the slender woman asked quietly. "Way is your mnd
so dark?"

The younger fenal e cocked her head. Warmbellies in a cold spring. A den of
dirt that sheltered birth. The smell of bl ood—birthing bl ood, and the water
t hat breaks before the first pup cones. But cold, still, the bodies slid out.
First one, then two, then three. The sacks clogged their nostrils, but they
did not fight to breathe. Fluid plugged their nouths, but they did not
struggle to spit. | licked them nudged them called to themto rise; they
didn 't answer ne. Cold. Ad blood. Add bodies. Od death. An enpty den

"You lost themall," Dion breathed. "And you, Gray One, you lost all but one?"

The gray beast inclined her head, her yell ow eyes gl eam ng as she tolerantly
regarded the single pup mat tugged at her nipples frombetween her legs. Hi shn
whi ned softly and | eaned agai nst the wol fwal ker.

"Tel |l me why," shedermanded. "Why do you | ose your pups? Is it fromthe plague?
Tell me—what happened when the fever cane to the wolves?"

The ol der femal e | ooked at Hi shn, and the massive wolf panted softly.
Sonet hi ng passed between them-a recognition that was too quick to follow, or
per haps a nenory that bel onged to neither one. The woman stretched out her
hands to the shadows that came at Hi shn's call, and then she was dragged into
a nightmare that had no end.

The worl d changed and becane col orl ess—ene of shapes of black and white. G ay
creatures seen from strange perspectives, scents that strangl ed thoughts and
mnd. Mtion filled and fled
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her muscl es suddenly as she ran, then flopped to the ground and slept. Flesh
tore beneath her claws. Blood ran hot and sweet in her nouth. And the G ay
Ones were her brothers, her sisters, her clan, and her pack. And then a note
of difference struck her silent; a fire slipped into her blood and burned its
way to her brain. Ch, Wl fwalker, it seared her arteries and scorched her
throat till it crisped even her eyes. She screamed, and the sound was silent.
The other Gray Ones screaned, too. Coals ate into her brain and tore at her
mnd until she | ashed out, slashing and biting at the di m shapes she saw

t hrough the bl ackeni ng haze. Wl fwal ker—why di dn't he answer? Wl fwal ker —why
didn't he cone ? Abandoned. Alone in the fire—the Gray Ones how ed. Their
children died. The fog bl ackened further. The pads of her feet were soaked in
hot blood fromthe froth of the unknown dead. The fire dived to her belly.
Burned into her wonb. Scal ded her eggs and then her pups. The conflagration
raged. Alone. Wil fwalker . . . The silent scream pierced her m nd once nore.

And then there was only the night.

She stirred stiffly, staring at the stars that faded with each noon's passing
and lit thensel ves again afterward. The night sky's patterns of |ight and dark
were like a slowy flowing river, each silver shape couching the night inits
own terns until it was snagged on the nountaintops and anot her was spit out in
its place. One noon passed before another, and the first one's shadow craw ed
eagerly across the farther face. Mons as old as the world. As old as tine
itself. And the ancients . . . \Who had seen the nobons with their own eyes and
the stars beyond. Wio had crossed the darkness beyond the moons and fl own



between the first world and this one. And with all their know edge and al
their dreams, they had not been able to cure the plague.

"CGods," she whispered. "But why? Wy?"

"Di on?" Rhom said, startling her. He | eaned agai nst the broken doorway,
cleared of old ice and slick only with the frozen dew of the night. "Maybe you
shoul d get sone sleep.”

She turned and stared at hi munseeing, nodding slowy. "Maybe | should. |'m
not getting rmuch done here racking ny brains."

"Take a break, twin, or you'll drive yourself into the fever you're afraid
of ." He shivered, and she glared at him realizing
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with a sudden, helpless fury that even her brother had been stricken and she
could not do a thing about it. "Don't tell me what to do, Rhom" she said
sharply. "Namina's out of her head, Aranur's had chills, Shilia and Ganon have
felt tremors, and you're not well, either—and don't try to hide it fromne!"
"I"'mnot," he said calmy. "Aranur's had nore than just chills, and Ganon

al nrost broke his armten mnutes ago. He's okay now," he added, "but the
convul sions are worse. Only Tyrel seens to be fine. Says he hasn't felt
anyt hi ng but hunger pangs, while the rest of us are throwing fits every hour."

"I should be there, not here," she muttered, sw nging
around.

But he bl ocked herpath. "You should be where you can think
best, Dion."

"I can't think at all anynore," she said bitterly. "So |let me pass. At |east |
could do something for you."

"There's nothing you can do for us that we can't do for ourselves."

"I could at least try to ease the pain ..

"If this is the plague, will that help us Iive longer? No. So do what needs
doi ng, not what we can deal with ourselves. By the eyes of a water cat, give
yoursel f a chance, Dion. Even the noons don't expect you to make mracles out
of nothballs."

"But | do," she burst out, the frustration making her want to beat on the
walls as if she could crack the secrets out of them "I want miracles.

expect answers. Wiay are we falling to a di sease eight hundred years ol d? How
could it live so long hi the dones w thout infecting the people who live
out si de of then? Why doesn't it affect Tyrel when Shilia's so sick? Wiy do you
have trenors when | barely have chills? |I'ma damm good heal er, Rhom so why,
by all those rastin-wapped nmoons that ride the skies, can't | find a cure—=

"Di on, calmdown. | know a hundred tinmes |ess than you about your arts of
healing, but I believe in you. You'll find your

answer s—



"Stop patronizing ne," she snapped. "You're getting to be

as bad as Aranur."

"Then stop feeling sorry for yourself," he shot back. She |ooked at himwth
surprise, and he glared as if his authority had surprised him as well.
"Mopi ng won't get anything done. If you need help, ask. If you can't work
forward, work back-
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ward. Start by elimnating what isn't possible and then | ook at what's left."

"I did that," she admtted slowy. "I asked the wolves, | |ooked at all the
| egends, | analyzed the synptonms. | have a good idea of what it isn't. | just
don't know what it is. Gods, Rhom | just can't seemto figure out where it's

coming from where it's settled. Wiy we catch it only when we're at the dones
or when we do Ovousi bas, and why the wol ves are dying out, anyway. They've got
to carry it with them somehow. And us, too. There's no other explanation. But
then, what is it about internal healing that stimulates it into a plague?

"Di on, relax. Use your head."

"That's a great idea except that nmy brain is already thought out."

He chuckl ed suddenly. ' 'Then use mine. Two heads are better than one,
especially when they think alike." He | eaned against the wall and regarded his
sister with a steady | ook. "First off, what was here in the ancients' tine
that is here now that could carry a virus?"

"Al nost everything," she said dejectedly.

"The buil di ng? The ani mal s? The plants outsi de?"

"Sure, anything like that, although if it was the building, the virus would
have to be living off stone.™

"But if it lived in animals or insects, it would have mgrated over the
nmount ai ns by now, wouldn't it?" Rhom persi sted.

"And probably the sane for nost plants, because these nmountains run the | ength
of the continent down alnost to Si-disport, and the plants that grow here
probably grow in other parts of the range, as well."

"So there isn't much that's unique to a small enough area that could keep such
a virus fromspreading to other places."

"That's true enough.™”

"So, weVe now narrowed the causes of this virus to things unique to the area.
And ditto for each of the other dones on the continent."

Di on | aughed shortly in spite of herself. "Rhom 1 |ove your |ogic, but what
am| supposed to do with it?"

"Thi nk about it, Dion. Wy does the virus affect only wol f-wal kers and
wol ves—except you and Hishn? Is it you who's protecting H shn, or H shn who's
protecting you fromthe plague?"
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"Wl fwal kers rarely get as sick as other people, Rhom You know that."

"Except when they do Ovousi bas." He shrugged. "Thenask yourself this: Wat do
you and Tyrel have in common that is keeping you frombeing as sick as the
rest of us? What is here that could possibly harbor a virus for eight hundred
years wi thout spreading it over all five counties?"

She stared at him "You're saying that Dok itself must harbor the virus.
Wll, the legends claimthat's true, anyway."

"But we're not worried about | egends anynore. W're worried about |ives. What
here could have hel ped a virus live that

| ong?"

"Plants, aninmals." She paused, considering the i mages she had sifted fromthe
wolves. ' 'l think the virus nmutated, attacked other creatures over the years.
| don't think we're dealing with a single strain of it anynore.'

"Does it matter?"

"Yes. Yes, it does. There's sonmething |I'm m ssing. Sone |ink

| just don't see."

"' Look, Dion, there's not that many things you can nake |inks out of. Hells,

twin, the only things in this dome anynore are cobwebs and steam heat. So now,
if you |l ook at the conplete pic . " H's voice trailed off as he saw her

face change.' ' What

isit?

"l |ooked at the dust, | studied the nolds, but-steam heat " She was

i ncredul ous, ready to slap herself for her own stupidity.” 'O course. The
dones were all built over steamvents. They have hollow walls."

He frowned. "I told you yesterday that Ganon and 1'd found the vents and

traced themto the hot springs. You weren't |istening as usual."

"But a virus could live in steam" she said excitedly, "Especially in

subt erranean hot springs that stay at a constant tenperature. And a virus that
lived in the hot springs fromthis nmountain wouldn't be able to migrate
because the steam vents and surface tunnels run only as far as the |l ava
flows—they're unique to Diok. The virus couldn't cross valieys or nmountain
ranges—the tenperature changes would be too drastic for it to survive."

He shivered violently, and she grabbed him "Stop it!" She shook himas the
tremor weakened his legs. "Don't you dare
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die on ne now'' He clutched weakly at her, and that scared her even nore, to
see Rhom her brother, who had al ways been so strong, |eading her, hel ping

her, rescuing her fromall those chil dhood scrapes, groping and trenbling on
the floor like a night bird out in the light too | ong, his convul sing body



racked with chills that left himas weak as a dying man. "Rhom please!" she
cried out. "Don't get worse. Stay with me. Stay strong."

"Dion," he said hoarsely, gripping her fingers weakly. "Don't let yourself get
sidetracked." He cleared his throat and cl enched and uncl enched his hands to
relax themfromthe fever's grip. "If the virus is in the steam then why
aren't you and Tyrel affected? What do you and he share that the rest of us
don't ?"

She took a deep breath, and when she answered, it was in a voice cal mand
barren of fear. ' 'l don't know. W eat the same things, drink fromthe sane
wat er you bring us—

"There has to be sonething," he said nore forcefully. "Think, Dion. Think."

She tried to concentrate on his words and not his taut expression. "It can't
be Hi shn, because she's only with ne. Tyrel can't feel her at all. Only Aranur
seens to hear her well, and he hears her twice as well as you but is just as

sick. It can't be the boy's physical strength, because he's too weak fromthe
rastin poison |'ve been sucking out of his wounds. Rhom the only thing Tyre
and | do—=

"Say that again, Dion, the part about rastin bites."
"What ? The boy's |l egs are heal ed over now. Have been for two days."

"No, the part about you sucking the poison out. Wat about the rastin
bi t es—the poi son? Shilia never hel ped you with those, did she? You and
Tyrel —you're the only two who' ve been exposed to that stuff.”

"But Rhom that's toxic by itself—t inhibits the body's inmune system
already. If anything, it should make Tyrel and | weaker, not stronger agai nst
the virus."

He slunped back. "Dion, | just don't know, then."

But she was hesitating, thinking back. What if the poi son had changed Tyrel's
nmet abol i sn? What if the toxin had forced his body to produce antibodi es?

Anti bodies that were chemically simlar to those which would attack the virus?
She had sucked
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enough poi son into her nouth that she could have gotten sone of it in her

bl oodstream as well. It could have inocul ated her—Ii ke a vacci ne—before she
was ever exposed to the flu. "Rhom" she said slowy. "You may be right. If
the fever lives in the steam then weVe all been exposed. If the virus is
stopped by anti bodies |ike those which counteract the poison fromthe ras-tin,
then Tyrel and I won't get sick—weVe already built up an immunity—er at |east
won't get as sick, or " She paused, follow ng the thought through. ™At
least will take longer to get as sick as everyone else."

"But that neans you have the key to a cure, right?" "I don't know " She

twi sted her hand in Hishn's fiir. The G ay One kicked her legs and snorted in
her sl eep, and Dion stared down at the thick fur that brushed agai nst her
hand. "There's just too many ifs, Rhom If it's the toxin that's protecting
Tyrel and me, how can | reproduce it w thout having the fish here to take the
poi son fron? Even if |I find a way to force your immune systens to create
ant i bodi es against this fever, how do we protect all the people you conme in
contact with later on? There are too nmany questions ..."



Rhom seeing his twin already lost in thought, wal ked slowy to the door. She
needed tinme. He just hoped they had enough to give her

Aimessly at first, then nore purposefully, she paced the stone-chilled

bal cony, trying to think her way inside the plague. Tyrel seened i mune. But
Dion had chills like the others—+t just did not seemto take hold in the form
of convulsions as it did with everyone else. Was it a mld taste of rastin
that was protecting her, or was it the wolf? Perhaps Hi shn could tell if there
was a change in her body. She stopped suddenly. Ovou-sibas. If the rastin
protected her, could she do the internal healing of the ancients w thout dying
an hour later? It was an intriguing thought—after all, it was the fever that
struck the healers, as well, and it might save Namna's life. But what would
protect the Gay One—and why did the fever hit themonly when they did

Ovousi bas?

The wol ves. It always canme back to the wolves. "Hishn," she said finally,
waking the wolf. "I need you to call the Gay Ones back.'' Could she stand to
nmerge with nmore than one of the wol ves? She | ooked into H shn's yell ow eyes
and
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heard her how waft its way up to the second noon. Did it matter? Soon they
woul d be al one together, anyway .

Shadows gat hered. Gray thoughts touched her nore clearly than before. Could
t hey sense what she wanted? "H shn," she whispered. "Tell them what | need.
Ask themif it's within their honor to help ne."

The gray wol f panted easily, facing the other beasts in the snow. The wi nd,
whi ch had been still at first, rose briefly to bite first at one of Dion's
cheeks and then at the other as she waited. A massive fermale wolf net her
eyes. "You honor me," she said softly.

Run with us. How with the wi nd, Wt/ wal ker.

She stepped forward and greeted each of the Gray Ones that cane. There were
only four at first, but other shadows gathered behind those and panted with
snorts of steamas they stood in the snow. The water had soaked her boots by
then, and her feet were chilled, sending shivers up her legs and into her gut,
but she clenched her teeth to keep their chattering still and gestured at the
done instead. "You brought us here, to give us life," she said softly. "But
what we find is our death."

H shn growed low in her throat, and the other wolves snarl ed back. Their
teeth were as white as the snow in the darkness, and their shadows clung to
them | i ke shrouds.

"Not just ours, but your death, as well," she said. "Help ne. Show nme where it
hi des. Take me back. Not just once but twice—as nmany tinmes as it takes. Show
me how the fire strikes. |each me what you know in your heart, and I'll help
you kill it."

H shn stepped forward and rai sed her paw. Her yellow eyes gl owed.

"Help me. Let me run with you in your past." She held out her hands, then
clenched theminto fists. "Let ne hunt with you. Let nme heal with you. Let ne



live with you, and I will help you live tonmorrow, as well."

H shn seemed to neet each wolfs eyes with her own, and then the Gray Ones sat.
The wol fwal ker took a breath and knelt in the snow with them She dug her
fingers into Hishn's fur, waiting for the paralyzing strength of the inmages
she knew woul d conme. Even so, she reeled.

Snow crusting her fur and wetting her nose. She spun to the |left and dropped.
O her hearts beat against hers. Gther air
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breat hed through her lungs. She whi npered, but the gray tide had al ready swept
in and fl ooded her m nd. Voices broke over her in waves, battering and bashing
her consci ousness with each pul se of her/their blood. A hundred times she
killed and a hundred tinmes tore the carcasses apart with her claws. A hundred
ti mes she touched the m nds of |ong-dead nen and confused their thoughts with
hers. Her identity fled. A menory crept in instead of fanmiliar thoughts she
woul d have wel conmed

Deat h, which clutched her gut each spring, tore her children from her wonb and
delivered themsilently on the ground. And death junped fromwolf to healer in
the tension of the nmonment. Touch and go. Touch and die. The fire returned,
this time to burn her soul. She cried out, and a tattered gray bl anket of fog
whi pped in the torrent of pain, anchored barely in H shn's m nd and feedi ng
oif her strength as the wolf tried to shield her healer fromthe agony of a
Heal i ng she had not yet |earned. Wose body? How old was the menory? Did it
matter? It needed healing ..

She swept in at a headl ong pace, deeper then the consciousness that threatened
her sanity. Danms of blood cells formed clots and glued the tissues together
Strangel y shaped nol ecul es fl oated al ong. She touched things with ancient
hands, and a patch of infection was instantly covered with white bl ood cells;
a bubble of fluid pressing against a nerve gate was popped and the pressure
was relieved; a |oose ligament was set against bone, where it reached to grow
back into the porous surface it had been torn from Scars forned and faded in
the span of minutes. A wi ckedly spiked ball of pollen swam down an artery, and
an anti body smashed viciously into it, clinging to the spikes and crushing the
allergen with its force. Time changed. Tensions grew. She fought to
concentrate, but tissues swelled and swall owed her. A tide of nol ecul es swept
in, glomed onto cells, and ruptured them feeding on their broken proteins.
Nerves flared. Senses blistered. And somewhere in the m dst of the pain,
somet hi ng snapped.

Aranur, |looking for Dion, easily cracked the ice that had formed agai nst the
door and pushed it open. Something hit himfrom behind, fromthe side; he
found himself on all fours in the snow, his paws digging into the flattened
drift and-no! He had hands. And human arms. He shook his head, buffeted by a
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sudden gal e of enotions that was not his own, and two yearling wol ves tunbl ed
past, drawing himwith theminto their play. He fought the pull to ronp after
them wag his tail, and bite at the snow. No, he was a man—a man, not a wolf.
St aggering, he forced hinself to his feet, where he stood swaying until his

head cl eared, and he found that he was clutching the doorjanb w th both hands.
Hands—yes, he had hands, not bl ackened pads with [ upine claws. He drew a deep
breath, and the gray voices faded as he built a wall against themin his head.



Stay separate, he told hinmself, and stay sane. But why was it so strong? He
had never felt such depth of thought, such power fromonly one wolf. How many
were there? And D on—she talked to the wolves, felt themas if they were her
brothers. If she was out here in this gray mael strom.

He took a step, stunbled on a slick spot, and barely regai ned his balance in
the treacherous dark. Some of the Gray Ones were sleeping near the edge of the
stone bal cony; others ronped in the snow, but he could not see Dion's slender
formanong them H shn—f he could find H shn, she would tell himwhere the
heal er was. He al nost ran across the stanped-down snow, and then he brought

hi nsel f up short. Ten, no, twelve of the Gray Ones lay in a ragged circle

t hrough whi ch the others ran. And on the edge of the circle, between two
massi ve wol ves, lay Dion. She was on her side, as if she had grown too tired
to sit, her cheek on the cold surface and one hand flung out in a curiously
poi gnant gesture. And then a tiny puff of steam escaped her |ips, and Aranur
knew she was still alive. He dropped beside her, about to gather her up in his
arnms, but a bl oodcurdling grow stopped himin his tracks. It was one of the
wol ves, rousing behind him He froze.

"Gray Ones, you honor ne," he said quietly. He reached again for the woman,

but the Gay One snarled again. The wolf in front of himstirred, and he saw
it was Hi shn, but her eyes gleanmed only slightly sane; the yell ow depth of die
hunt gave her eyes a danger equaled only by death itself.

"Hi shn, you honor ne," he tried again. "But rel ease Dion. Let her go from
this—+this hold you have on her. She can't take it anynore."

The gray beast |icked her chops and runbled deep in her throat. She gave no
sign of hearing.

Dion's face—her skin was so cold. Like the ice itself. ' 'Hi shn
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listen to ne," he said urgently. "If you love this wonan as | do, let her go.
She cannot live in your dreans. She is not a wol f.

Rel ease her."

The circle shifted, and the wolves roiled slowy to their feet. Their hackl es
rose, and their ears flattened as they crouched. A gray ghost rose fromDion's
body and hung in the air in his sight, but he shook his head to deny it. '
'"Gray Ones, let her go. She's going to die. Can't you see it? Feel it? She
doesn't have your fur, your claws. She can't survive this cold." They just

| ooked at him and his anger flared suddenly. "She's a human being, dam it!
Let her live as one."

H shn, standing as tall as his chest in the snow, faced himfor a | ong nonment
before the yell ow gl ow faded and her eyes turned cal mas a w ndl ess night.

d eam ng, they blinked. And then she was just a wolf, and the other G ay Ones
were just shadows that he had thought were beasts: The snow was suddenly enpty
of all but the three of them

Aranur gathered the woman up in one swift novenent and strode across the snow
He shoved the door open with his shoulder, kicking it shut again after Dion's
wol f dodged inside, as well. She was too cold, he thought. The |ack of food,
her exhaustion, and then sitting outside on a freezing night—+t was a wonder
mat she was not dead already. He set her gently against the wall and chafed
her hands in his, breathing on themto warmthem up. There was no sign of
frostbite, but her skin was icy to the touch. Hi shn, hovering at his back



whi ned softly until he shushed her, but she started up again al npost
i medi ately, and he gave up trying to keep her quiet.

"Dion," he said softly. "Come on, snap to, now. W need

you.

She stirred, and he rubbed her arms nore briskly, reaching down themto
massage her |egs vigorously.

"Quch," she munbl ed
"You're awake. Good. It'll feel better in a mnute."
She opened her eyes. "No, it won't. \What are you doi ng here?"

"I was wondering the sane thing about you." His jaw tightened nonmentarily, but
all he said was, "Sleeping on a bed of ice isn't very practical in high
altitudes."

The sl ender wonman's eyes took on a faraway | ook. "I wasn't sleeping. | was
renenbering. "
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"Right. It would help to renmenber to wear nore clothes next time you decide to
lie dowmn in a snowdrift and forget to stay awake."

"Moonwor ms, Aranur. The wol ves were watching out for ne.

"The Gray Ones thought you were one of them'' he returned dryly.

"I was."
"Stop it. You're a woman, not a wolf. Can you stand now?"
She made a face. "Yes."

"Good," he said, pulling her to her feet. "Because |'ve been neaning to do
this for along time." And he drew her close. Wen he finally rel eased her
she sagged against him her heart pounding like dnu hooves on a dirt road and
her breath quick against her ribs.

"What was that for?" she asked unsteadily, looking up at himw th w de eyes
and flushed cheeks.

"Good | uck." He shuddered suddenly, and his jaw tightened al nost to the
br eaki ng point.

"Aranur," she said urgently. "Ch, nmoons help nme!" Hs arm nuscl es knotted up
i ke cabl es wapped around his bones, and his eyes turned al nost conpletely

bl ack. "Aranur— She tried to get himto sit down, but the rictus and his
stubborn strength |l ocked his legs in place, and all she could do was hold him
whi | e a whi nper escaped the |ips that had ki ssed her so passionately only a
noment bef ore.

"For moon's sake, Aranur, is everyone as bad off as this?" she gasped when he
sagged to the floor and shakily w ped the spittle fromhis chin. "And these
brui ses?" She fingered the bl ackening marks across his cheek and forehead.



He brushed off her hands. "I slipped on the ice. Leave off, Dion. |'m capable
of taking care of nyself."

"Don't lie to ne, Aranur. |I'ma healer."”

He stared off to the side, his fists clenched agai nst his weakness. "To have
you see ne like this . . ."He pulled hinself up against the wall and shook her
hand of f agai n.

"The ot hers?" she asked again quietly.

"Aside from Tyrel ," he said brusquely, "I'mthe only one who can wal k."

Her face paled. "Gods," she breathed, touching his arm "I'msorry, Aranur."
But her m nd was working quickly. There
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was no time, no way to create a vaccine, she thought. No way to test it if she
made one, anyway. And no way to guarantee its results. But there was one thing
she coul d risk, one thing that mght save all their lives. The Gay Ones m ght
never forgive her, but then, if she were wong, she would not have long to
wait before she took her case to the noons. "I'msorry," she repeated. "But it
will be all right," she said, nore to herself than to him "Moons help ne, but
I know now what to do."

XV

Enber Dione nctMarin;

Ovousi bas

Love crosses nmountains Were strong men fear to tread

Aranur followed Dion back to the roomwhere they had |l eft the others, but when
they got there, she was shocked into silence. Rhom his violet eyes darkened
al nost to black with the pain he bore silently, junped up, went to his knees,
and forced hinmself to hang on to the bedstead to face his sister

"What happened?" he demanded harshly.

But Shilia, who had been huddling against the old man on one of the bl anket

rolls, looked at her as if she were a wormthat needed stanping on. ' 'Where
have you been?'' She rounded on the healer. "How could you stay away so | ong?"

Taken aback, Dion stopped short, Aranur bunping into her from behind. "I

The other girl went on as if she had not even tried to speak, her voice high
and strained. ' 'It's been hours since you checked on Nam na, and now Ganon is
wor se. "

"I was just up on the deck—=

"We checked every roomwe could find-¥We called and called, and you didn't
answer —

"That's enough, Shilia," Rhom said weakly.

Di on | ooked at them bl ankly, conprehensi on dawni ng as she
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took themin. Their faces, so pale; their eyes, so mscolored. One side of her
twin's neck was bruised so badly that she wondered how he coul d nove his head
at all, while the marks on Gamon's arms were just as dark; trenors nust have
taken them unawares, throwi ng them agai nst the counters, the walls—anything
they were near. "By the nmoons/' Dion whispered, "why didn't you tell nme this
eveni ng, Rhon®?"

"This evening?" Her twin grinned crookedly, trying to |l ean up on his el bow but
falling back. "That was eight hours ago, Dion. You' ve been a long tine
t hi nki ng. "

Ganon tried to speak but just cleared his throat weakly, and the heal er stared
at him

"I = What could she say? They were dying while she watched. "I'mso sorry,"
she whi spered.

"I"'mnot," her brother returned. "It woul dn't have done you any good to sit
around with us, anyway. | take it you figured sonething out."

She nodded slowy. "The rastin's bite is poisonous to us. Tyrel got the toxin
directly fromthe fish; | got it from sucking the poison fromhis wounds. It
took a while for Tyre), mainly because his exposure was so traumatic, but we
both built up antibodies to the toxin. The main thing is that the virus of the
pl ague attacks the sane tissue that the toxin does: nervous tissue. The key to
the plague is that the virus itself is chemcally simlar to the toxin. The
antibodies we built up to the toxin sinply mutated to match the virus." She
gestured for Hishn to sit beside her, and the wolf obligingly trotted over and
pl opped down, but even sitting, the Gray One's head cane up to Dion's chest. *
"What happened with you is that because you didn't have any antibodies to
start out with, the virus inhibited your imune systens so that they couldn't
even try to nake antibodies. And all the while, the plague was eating away at
your nervous systens."

"What |'mgoing to do," she said steadily, sitting down beside Namina, "is try
to reproduce in each of you the antibody that's making Tyrel and ne i mune. If
| can reproduce even one cell for each of you, your bodies will automatically
do the rest. Nanmina's worst, so I'll do her first."

Rhom frowned. "Dion, just how are you going to do this? Even as ignorant as |
am about your work, | know you have no
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way to separate one chemical fromTyrel's blood, |et alone create a vacci ne or
cure. '’

She did not look at him "I have sonething else in mnd."
Rhom stiffened. The surge of fear that replaced the worry on his face brought
himto his feet, |eaving himswaying against the wall. "No, Dion. | know what

you mean to do. You can't try this."

She ignored him gesturing for Tyrel to help unwap the bandages that hid
Nam na's fractured |eg



"Dion!" The bl acksnmith |unged across the room and grabbed her by the arm
spi nning her around. "You know it'll kill you. I won't let you do this."

"Rhom— Aranur began, trying to hold himoif.
The young man struck Aranur's hand away violently. "And you!" he spit, glaring
at the tall, lean fighter. "What did you say to make her try this? Do you know

what you' ve asked her to do?"

Ovousi bas. Aranur could al nbst see the word in Dion's mnd. Gods forgive him
"I know," he said quietly.

"Di on—o. The price is too high."
"I'f I"'mright, I'll be fine, and so will H shn."
"And if you're wong?"

She hesitated. "It's one life for five." Her voice was quiet, stern, and her
twin fell back fromthe authority of her tone. "Wuldn't you take the chance?"

"We're not tal king about me, Dion. W' re tal king about you."
She net his eyes steadily. "And it's ny choice, Rhom"

He tried again. "Wat about Hi shn?"

"She won't be hurt."”

"How do you know?"

"The ancients nelded with the Gay Ones to do Ovousi bas, and the nmental stress

stinmulated the virus to attack the blood-brain barrier. I'mnot going to use
H shn that way. I'mgoing to do the healing nmyself. She will only give nme her
strength.”

"And what does that nean for you?" Rhom caught at her arm again. "Gods, Dion
pl ease! "

She shrugged himoff, and he was so weak that he staggered back agai nst the
wal I, shocking them both and crystalizing the resolution in Dion's eyes.

"Dion," her twin cut in once nore. "At least let me help you."
296 Tara K. Harper

She shook her head. "No, Rhom" she said gently. "You would try to keep ne
safe. ™

Aranur bl anched. And | would not, the gray-eyed man told hinself. | wll [et
her die to save us all. He cleared his throat. "Dion," he began. "Let nme cone
with you."

She just | ooked at him "You understand what can happen?"
"As well as you."
She hesitated, then nodded. He hears the wolves like | do, she realized. Not

as strongly, but maybe that is better. She gl anced around the room once
qui ckly, then kissed her brother lightly on the cheek. He just stared at her



"Now, Aranur," she said quietly over her shoulder. "Hold ne."

The instant he touched her, his hands tightened spasnodically on her

shoul ders. He was | ooking into the wolf's eyes, both their voices echoing in
his head along with the dimand di sturbing nmenories of an ancient death. He
could feel themtal king without words, just the flashed i mages passing from
one to the other, and feel hinmself drawn into that contact as the wolf
"remenbered’ ' how to guide her healer into Ovousibas. O her gray voices
seened to gather outside their consciousness with him coaching them but not
inside their contact. She braced herself. G ay One, you know what | want to
do?

You want to walk with this man as you wal k with ne.

You renenber ?

Yes.

But you know not to interfere. Even if it looks like | cannot survive.
The wol f hesitated but finally agreed.

Just guide nme. Gve ne your strength. But don't stress yourself or you'll die
like all the others. AndH shn, | can't afford to | ose you.

The gray beast |icked her hand tw ce.

I'"mready, H shn. Dion's voice echoed softly. A current of fear twi sted the
tones beneath her images.

Then wal k with nme, Heal er.

The wol f and the woman shifted away from Aranur nmentally, as if they were
nmovi ng at a distance. Then his perspective tw sted dizzyingly and dropped. In
that instant, before the flood of pain hit, he felt the struggling of another
heart, breathed air through other |ungs, and sensed the cold, slow pace of
coma draw himin. And then Dion screaned.
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Pain flooded his mnd, and he was drowning in it. He tightened his physical
grip on the healer, feeling dimy the degree of shock she was goi ng through
and not sure he could stand his own. She clung to the gray voice as the pain
br oke over her in waves, battering and bashing her consciousness with each
pul se of blood. It was as if she were going in hand over hand, fighting flane
and the raw burning of the nerves. He could feel her weakening against it.

Stay strong, he commanded, beconmi ng a bul wark agai nst the pain. Electrifying
currents whi pped his mnd as she contacted the human energies of Namina's
body. She went deeper, down into the fractured leg, and the nerves ground out
on her mnd, burning, shocking, paralyzing. The ragged gray fog whi pped up
around her, anchored barely in Aranur's mnd but gripped firmy in the wlf's
teeth. It was the wolf that shielded the healer fromthe foreign body's agony,
but it was Aranur's strength that fed it. He tried to catch at its edges,
tying it down tightly to an image of a snmooth, unbroken shield, but it was the
Gray One that stretched, built, spread it, and padded it nore thickly around
Dion's senses. Still the heal er went deeper



The fog thinned in a spot, and he unconsciously thickened it hinmself. Wth ne,
the wolf directed as his awkward patch did not nmesh, threatening to break out
and tear the shield. He let the Gray One's images open his mnd, the fog
sucking on him sapping him drawing on his strength and doubling its

t hi ckness as he focused his will on it through the wolf. Dion seened to gasp
at the sudden relief frompain. She flashed down past the splintered ends of
bone and into the marrow, jellylike and warm where the new blood cells
struggled to conme into being. She touched them hel ped them and sent them on
to the Iynph gl ands, where they were changed into an arny of antibodies.

She was weakeni ng. The fog shrouded her fromthe pain, but she was fighting to
concentrate, trying to reach into the fracture and guide the body to do her

bi ddi ng. Sl uggi sh bl ood fought against her, and her hold on herself was
slipping. The fog thinned, and she slid out of it, her will naked of the
shield, into Nam na's body, where the pain hit her like fire on the nental
hands she held out to protect herself.

Heal er! the wolf howl ed, sinking teeth into the woman's m nd and draggi ng her
shri eki ng consci ousness back. Aranur grasped the beast by her inmages and
braced hinmself for the strain. Hs
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mental arnms were neaily torn off as the wolf fought Dion's pai n-w ought
hysteria and Nam na's col d-cl utching body. Hours, days, ninans, they hung on
He could not take any nore. The pain—was it his inmagi nati on?—o0, it was
growi ng | ess, Hishn drawing the healer out little by little, fighting the
currents of the body and separating their heartbeats from Nam na back into
each of them There was a wrench, a bone-weary tw st of perspective, and
Aranur slunped onto the floor, Dion's linp formcoliapsed on top of him

The roaring in his ears split into voices.

breat hi ng, but just barely. Get sone water-he's com ng around."

Aranur tried to open his eyes, but they cringed against the light. After the
soft, cool images of Dion's m nd—even the dark pain of Nam na's—the roonis
light was as blinding as the sun

But then Dion winced and opened her eyes. Her twin was by her side in an
instant, cradling her in his arms and letting H shn edge to the bed and I ay
her head in the healer's lap. "Rhom it was—t was incredible,"” she managed.

"Ch, Dion," he whispered.

"I'"'m hungry.'
wor | ag. Raw. "

She struggled out of his arms. "I'mso hungry, | could eat a

Aranur nodded. "And that's an understatenent."

She | ooked over at gray-eyed man who had gone in with her. "Thank you," she
said softly.

"It was for ne to do," he said sinply.

"No," she corrected. "It was for us to do." She paused, with a | ook of wonder

on her face. "They didn't—they never tried it together," she realized,

t hi nking of the way the ancients had experinmented. "They never used sonmeone

el se's strength to buffer themfromthe pain. They could have done so mnuch
" She |lay back exhausted, but her eyes were lit with a new fire.



"Namina's breathing is al most regular now, and her pulse is stronger," Shilia
offered timdly, her hands weak but her awe strong. "I don't understand it—you
never even touched her."

The wol fwal ker smiled wearily and held up her hands. The other girl gasped.
Both palns were red and blistered as if burned.

"By the moons," Ganon breat hed weakly, roused fromhis stupor by the sight.'
' Heal er, you need sone healing work yoursel f."
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Rhom s stricken | ook at his sister's hands turned into daggers as he glared at
Aranur.

Shilia turned the burned pal ns over gently, but even so, Dion flinched. "How
can this be?" the girl demanded. "How could this happen?"

D on shrugged. "The nmind is a powerful weapon. The energy currents from

Nam na' s body ground out on my mind before H shn figured out howto shield ne
fromthem | guess that, nentally, | was thinking of using nmy hands to protect
nmysel f and guide the healing, so that was where the currents actually burned."
She nodded to the old man. "You're next, Ganon, after Shilia."

"Dion, you need rest," her brother protested angrily, his pale face tight as
he saw the blisters on her hands.

"You'll all have an eternity of that if | don't go to work again soon, Rhom"
"I'f Aranur can do it with you, then | can. | will help you this tine."

D on shook her head wearily. "You and | could never work that way together
twin. We're too nmuch alike, and you know it. You would be fighting me as nuch
as hel ping me, and that could kill us both."

He sl unped back

"I't"ll be all right, Rhom" she said with nore confidence than she felt. "I
know what |'m doi ng now. "

"Dion," Shilia said hesitantly, "I didn't nean to get nmad at you."

"l understand, Shilia,’
ready?"

the healer said, cutting her off gently. Are you

The girl nodded uncertainly.

"Aranur?" she asked. He nodded as well.

Al right, H shn, take me in, she sent.

Then wal k with me, Healer, the wolf sent back. H shn grasped Dion's nind
stepped forward, then pivoted out to the left and down again in that dizzying

spi n.

Lightly, lightly, the healer touched Shilia's consciousness. One instant she
was dropping lightly through, and then, an outraged thought of—ef pain? fear?



fury? blasted her. There was an abrupt tearing as H shn's nmind wenched them
out of the girl, then her head cleared. She found herself on the floor gasping
for breath, flung there by the force of the girl's rejection. Aranur
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was on his knees beside her, but she did not think the force of the bl ow had
hit himthe same as it had her.

"Dion!" Rhomcried out, falling to the floor with a thunp as he tried to reach
his sister.

H s twin shook her head, dazed. "She-she rejected ne," she realized. "I could
feel her thoughts—=
"I could feel yours,"
i nvadi ng ne."

Shilia stated defensively. "It was |like you were

"I couldn't hold on, couldn't go in." Dion sat up again and | ooked at the
girl.

"I couldn't stand it!" the younger woman cried out. "It was |like her fingers
were in ny brain—+ don't want to feel that again!" Rhom soothed her with a
wi |l d-eyed look at his twin. If it was that bad with Shilia, how would it be
with the others?

The wol fwal ker rubbed her hip where it had hit the other bed franme when she

had been flung back. "I can't touch her without her mnd throwing me off.
Shilia," she said, "you have to try to relax. I'mnot going to hurt you. I'm
not even going to do anything you could possibly feel inside. All I'mdoing to

do is tell your bone marrow what kind of antibodies to nake and where to send
them "'

Rhom whi npered suddenly and then flung Shilia away fromhim The girl cried
out as her armstruck the wall, but the black-smith's back arched and he was
flung off the bed, thrashing and kicking as his arns and legs tried to
separate thenselves fromthe rest of him Tyrel and D on dived on top of him
trying to snother himagainst the floor. H's eyes bugged out, black instead of
violet as the convul sion stole his mnmuscle control and bl ood vessels in what
was | eft of the whites of his eyes ruptured.

"Rhom " his twin screanmed. "Aranur, help us!"

Aranur, stunbling to pull a blanket fromthe bed and drop it over the three of
t hem unbal anced and fell with them Dion tried to get the bl anket w apped
around her brother as his flailing arms struck her back and forth, his burly
torso bucking like an angry dnu. It was over in seconds. They lay on the
floor, panting, the younger man's body tensing and tensing again as the trenor
left himgradually.

"How many is this?" Dion's voice was hoarse.

"Six," Ganmon answered bl eakly.

"And for you?"

"We've all had four or five bad ones."
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Aranur, staggering with his own weakness, hel ped Dion put her twin back up on
t he bed.

"Shilia," she said hesitantly, "I can't wait for you to learn to relax to ny
touch. It may take several tries to hypnotize you, and if you resist it, it'll
t ake even |l onger than that."

The girl | ooked at her. "I understand, Healer." She sat down on the bed, her
eyes big as she realized that she nmight die because she could not relax enough
to let the healer help her. "You'll do what's best."

Aranur squeezed her hand. "1'll be there too, Shilia," he whispered in her

ear. Dion reached for her neck. Pressing down carefully on the carotid
arteries, she put the girl out in ten seconds, then eased her back gently onto
the pillow Hi shn?

Walk with nme, Healer.

The wol f drew her close, shifting her into a confortable nental hold, and then
pushed them out and down to the left. Dion sank into an awareness of the
younger girl's body till she seened to be absorbed into Shilia's bl oodstream
whirled along with the pul se of her heart till she reached deeper—Fhere! She
caught a flash of the compound she was searching for, urging it on to the

| ynph gland and forcing it to mutate into the antibody the girl needed to
survive. In an instant others were form ng, and the original cell was hurrying
for the corkscrew virus that burned into ShUi a's nerves, so Dion released with
H shn to burst up and out of the girl's unconsci ousness.

She trenbl ed, tense and tired, as her eyes focused on the walls before her and
brought her back to the present. Aranur was reeling. But the figure of the

nol ecul e was etched in her mind in a dozen senses, not all of themhers, and

| ooki ng at Rhom Aranur, and Ganon, she knew she had to work it into their

bodi es quickly. Ganon and Rhom were the worst, then Aranur, but as Dion | ooked
at Gamon, the old man glanced at her twin. Gathering his strength, he said,
"Rhom first."

"You're worse than he is," she returned honestly.

"Rhomfirst," he repeated. "Then you can concentrate on the rest of us."

Dion, grateful for his understanding, did not question his judgment further
Ovousi bas was still too newto her. It would be much easier to go with her
twin than to try it with another stranger. She dragged a chair besi de Rhom and
pl aced her hands on his forehead and chest. The sense of his inner pain was
hor -
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rible, and she could already feel the muscles torn by the convul sions, the
virus blistering his nerves.

Walk with me. Heal er, Hi shn sent soberly.

It was quick. A spin. Her twin's mnd suddenly bare in a flash of inages that
made no sense to either one. A stiffening brief contest of wills that neither
gave in to, and then Aranur shoved hard, and she dropped through. Left. Down.
In. Through the neck and chest. Heavy cords of muscle, red streaks of bulk

| eading to gray-white tendons. Sense, nore than sight; sound, nore than



sil ence. Consciousness. Bones rising up where fibers split to cling to the
porous cal cium Pounding. Heartbeats. My twin. Blood rushing by, catching,
whirling me along. There's the pain. Cdoser, throbbing. Sluggish, dead bl ood
cells begin clogging the muscles where nerves bumout fromthe fever. Huge
dans of clots block the way to the ruptures. Pain, pounding pain. Deeper. 1
focus on a cell, nerge; nerves stimulating, shocking enzynes, chemicals into
action. Proteins pass back and forth. Cell menbranes suck in, push out the
traffic of nutrients. Tissues fall apart, torn, burst, dying. | feel the

heart beat underneath, throughout. Frantic chaos. A cell struggling to block a
ruptured capillary. Here, | push. It slides into place. The flow of bl ood

pi cks up—ah, the brain. Swollen tissues, torn synapses. The throb of trauns.
Edge between the red fibers, pushing antibodies along. The swelling relieves,
the circul ati on sweeps fluids away. The compound—there. My brother, ny tw n,
feel you. Pull, direct, build. The shocks are nerves out of control, their
current grounding out on the torn tissues. Deeper again, a |lessening of pain.
Insul ate the nerves and splice their synapses. Up again. Cells, tunbling,
fluctuating, in the body fluids. Ah, there. Just past there. Build the
conpound into the nmenbrane; stop the virus from screw ng through. Pushing is
too hard now, directions begin to wander. Concentrate. Drain the fluids. Rhom—
can't leave you like this . . . Heartbeats punp past. A ripple seens to wash
over the nenbrane as it adapts to the conmpound. Repeat the conpound stronger
harder. Black, the virus struggles to screw through again; 1 adjust. Menbranes
harden, trap, turn back on it. Shift, struggle to place another frane of

anti body. Concentrate. Strength slips away. Mvenment hypnotizes. Cells bul ge,
split like overripe nelons, grow again as new creatures of the body. Get out!
An insistence, a |l ack of understanding, a demand. The voi ce shakes the grip on
t he compound. So

WOLFWALKER

303

much to do. My brother—you hurt so . . . Pain dulls the edge of thought. Cone,
now. Dol e out nore blood cells, match the anti bodi es. Weakeni ng. The nuscl e,
huge, surrounding, twitches; concentration breaks. Current grabs and whirls ne
away, crushed between the platelets. Pounding. Louder. The current is swifter
dashing the platelets together and flinging them desperately on toward oxygen
Louder. Deafening. The sense of a gale growing closer. Flung into the |ungs
and bursting up, away, out.

Voi ces rang, slinging words back and forth in her echoing, dimhead. Tired. So
tired.

Heal er ? Somet hing cold and wet touched Dion's face. She responded
instinctively, batting whatever it was away. Heal er, you are needed.

She opened her eyes, wincing at the light and feeling the tight knot of hunger
twi st her stomach. Answering the Gray One's concern, Dion shivered, shifted
her hands to Ganon, and sent, Ckay, Hishn. Let's go on

Then wal k with ne.

They went in again, but weakened and unable to focus, she barely touched
Ganon' s consci ousness before she bounced of f.

Stay strong, Healer. Run with me, Hishn encouraged. W can sl eep soon
"Di on?" Rhom asked weakly, seeing her eyes open again.

She tried to stand but coll apsed on the floor instead.



"Dion," Ganon protested, "rest now |'Il be fine till you can go on."
' "We don't have tinme for that,'' she said as Tyrel tried to help her up. "I
don't know how long it will take for the antibodies to inhibit the virus. The
trenors are too bad too soon—nore may—ay— she stopped and coul d not neet
Ganon' s eyes. He already | ooked ten years ol der

W nust be quick, Hishn sent. He is close to the fire now

If he tremored while they were inside . . . Dion did not finish the thought.
Instead, letting H shn grasp her m nd and Aranur grip her shoul ders, they
whirled out and down. But she al nost did not nmake it—the shake of weariness in
her physical body distracted her fromtheir focus. The wolf pulled tightly,
droppi ng her through the old man's consci ousness so fast that he had no tine
to reject the contact, and the wol fwal ker planted the anti bodies as if sow ng
wild flowers, haphazardly but through-
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out the Iynph gl ands, where they would grow and multiply thensel ves. She was
still trying to concentrate on nore when the shaking started and Hi shn pul | ed
her out, shocking her rudely into the present.

"Hurry," she said to Tyrel, shaking al nost uncontrollably herself. "Help ne
tuck the blankets around him" Ganon's eyes changed as the convul sions grew,
but they trapped his body in th©4>ed between the sheets and bl ankets so that
he could not fling hinself against anything hard. "Now |l ean on him" the
heal er directed, giving in to her own weakness and col | apsing on top of the
ol d man's shaki ng body. The boy, his cousin, and the exhausted woman held him
there till it was over and his eyes rolled back down and he | ooked at the room
again with focus, though there was no coherence in those eyes—his age was
sappi ng himas much as the virus was. Dion turned wordl essly to Aranur. She
gestured for himto lie down, then started to put the sleeper hold on him

"You won't need that," he said quietly.

D on nodded again, too tired to argue and trusting that what Aranur had said
woul d be true.

"Dion, wait," Rhom begged. "Let me help now. You need someone to do it."
"But not you, Rhom You're too weak to put this strain on yourself."
"No nore so than you."

She fought the urge to cry that she had no nore strength to oppose him "All
right," she said finally.

Walk with ne, Healer, the wolf said.

Her brother gripped her shoul ders, but as he touched her, she jerked away as
i f shocked. Her nmind was too open—his too closed. His strength—+t was like a
solid beam where Aranur's was like a river. She would fall off

"Rhom+ can't— she gasped. "No—don't touch nme again."

" "What is it? What did | do to you?' *

He | ooked so injured, so weak, that she al nost wept in her exhaustion



"lcan't.

"Just try again, Dion. You're just tired." He gritted his teeth and forced
hinself to stand taller in spite of the pain. "I'Il do better this tine."

"Rhom you don't understand."
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Aranur | ooked fromone to the other. ' "What is it, D on?

She did not ook at him "Wat did you feel ?" sheaskedher twin. "What was it
i ke when you touched ne?"

"Li ke a shock," he said slowy, his voice husky with the fire of the fever.
"Little sparks that ran up ny fingers. Like Gay H shn was snapping at ne even
t hough | could hear her talking to you."

She nodded. "Rhom it's no good. | can't do this with you." Her hands were
shaki ng, and she pointed to a spot away fromher. "Please, let ne do this
al one. 1

“Twi n—

"Pl ease, Rhom" She took a breath and rested her hands on Aranur's chest.
Abruptly, the wolf twisted her mind and flung it down. It was too sharp—too
sudden. She lost the concentration and pulled out. Shaking, she tried to
control her weakened body.

Walk with nme, Heal er.

They tried again, but she was too weak. She lost the focus and broke out
agai n, shaking so badly that she could hardly sit up. Her physical weakness
woul d not let her mnd keep the contact.

"Too weak ..." the woman said hoarsely. "It's okay, Rhom" she said quickly.

"I just need to concentrate." How far could she push herself? Her face was

al ready gaunt, as if she had gone wi thout eating for two ninans, and her hands
shook badly. "Relax, lie back, and breathe deeply,"” she said soothingly,

cal ming herself as nmuch as the nan she was sitting beside. "Breathe in,
breathe out," she said softly, gathering up her last ounce of strength. Hs
will was so strong—+f she was |ost inside, she would never survive this |ast
try at Ovousibas. "Let the beat of your own heart relax you."

H shn? she asked. | don't know if |'m strong enough for this.

You are strong enough, the Gray One answered. / amwith you. And in their
nmel ded m nds, the tones swelled as other Gray Ones joined them encouraging,
coaching the healer with their strength till she felt the exhaustion slide
fromher |ike a heavy bl anket dropping to the ground. Walk with nme, Heal er
Walk with us. Run with us . ,

"You can do it, Dion," Aranur whispered hoarsely.

Her vision nelted into pai n-wacked gray. There was an instant of absolute
rejection that dissolved into the snooth feeling
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they had had the first tine they had tried Ovousibas together. It was as if



Aranur were wal king with her in his own body. She could feel his strength, his
own consci ousness touch the places where the virus had settled, reach for the
pat ches of sickness. Her know edge guided her; his strength carried her. She
built the antibody carefully, and Aranur deliberately sped his own blood to
send the conpounds to the |Iynph gl ands, but even so, she was weakeni ng. She
tried to pull out, but the force and strength of his consciousness dragged her
back into his body even as she struggl ed away.

Down, down, and in. Past the consciousness |like a whip of wind, and there, the
bl ood, the body, the virus, waiting, eating at the nan. She needed

el ement s—they were there, drawn fromthe blood as she barely directed the
flow. Compounds bursting into life as the wol ves backed her, pushed with their
own exuberance of life. Blocks of the antibody grow ng, binding the virus,
whirling it away ainmessly, crushing it in certain death. A weariness of
death. The body indistinct, the focus fading in and out. Gay tones struggled
to keep her in—n where? Consciousness intruding, shifting. So tired. Tired.
Aranur? Rhon? No. No, it was just the wolves, snow and nposs underfoot as the
done's floors nelted into a softening ground and time burned away into the
heat of a sumer sun. The Gray Ones birthing, grow ng, changing, mating,

singi ng, dying. Packs that shifted perspective as one view, then another
becarme the focus of time, of the menories passed down the chain of gray m nds.
Time, time, to sleep through tinme till she woke. And the G ay Ones, floating
her beside their |egendary children while she dreaned of their lives and fel

t hrough their nenories of tine,

Epi | ogue

Aranur's stomach was a pit. It had been that way for days, ever since D on had
gone into the coma, and he stared now at her pale form They had been feeding
her, but the holl owness of her cheeks and the gauntness of her face did not

di sappear. What el se could they do? The wonman's brother blamed himfor her
col | apse, but Aranur knew, too, that if it had not been for what she had done,
all of themwould have died. He felt—admt it, he told hinmself—guilty. The
fever that had held each of themin its grip was gone, thwarted by an antidote
the wonman had nade with the [ ast of her energy, but now she herself lay in a
coma, and after four days Aranur was not sure she woul d ever cone out of it.

He tried again, softly, to wake her. "D on?" Rhom had already sat with his
twin for three days, and Aranur had finally ordered the younger man outside
with Shilia to get his mnd off things. They were all better—all of them
except Dion, he renmi nded hinself bleakly. The heal er had pushed too far past
the imts of her body. Breathing but not noving, swallow ng but not seeing,
she lay as if already on the path to the noons. Even the Gray One who ran with
her could not tell the man how to reach her. "Wl fwal ker," he whi spered.

"Dion, forgive ne."

The | ean, holloweyed nan stared at the pale, still form And then he frowned.
Had her eyes noved? The wol f whi ned suddenly against his |l eg and thrust her
nose between his arnms up onto the bed. Fluttering, the woman's eyes bl i nked
twi ce, then she opened themto focus unseeing, squinted at the Iight, and
frowned bl ankly.

Aranur stifled a shout. "Are you with us agai n?" he asked gently instead.
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She net his gray eyes in confusion, then turned away, her violet eyes filling

wth tears.



"Dion, Healer." Aranur turned her back to face himlinply. "What's wong? It's
been so long ..."
"The dreans. " she whi spered raggedly. Threads of gray songs that filled
her unconsci ousness, nenories of hundreds of wolves that lived in her mnd—+the
dreans had kept her alive as the Gray Ones supported her exhausted spirit
whil e she healed fromthe strain of healing the others.

"You were asleep fora long tine, that's all."

But he did not understand. The songs of the wolves—bion had |ived them She
was overwhel med by | oss as the beauty of ancient dreans faded and | ost
t hensel ves as whi spers in her mnd

"Go away." She trenbled, turning from hi magain.

H shn whined softly and nudged the cover by her hand. Wl f-wal ker, the wolf
called softly.

Wat cher, Dion returned, crying for real now. You honor ne.

Feeling the echoes of then- mindtalk, Aranur realized finally that it had been
H shn and the other Gray Ones that had kept Dion fromthe path to the noons
when her own body was too weak. She had gone for too |long wthout food and
rest. That Ovousi bas—t could have killed her. "Ch, Dion," he said softly,
rocki ng her.

Swal | owi ng hard, she managed to get control of herself. "I'mhungry," she said
in a low voice.

"You should be," Aranur teased, though the shadow of concern was still heavy
in his eyes. "You're pale, alnost gaunt."

"You have such a way with conplinments,” she whispered dryly.
Aranur gave her a relieved grin.'' Rhomjust went to get sone neat from
Ganon' s snoker," he told her, noting her glance around the enpty room "I was
just sitting with you till he got back."

She was surprised. "The healing— She hesitated and | ooked around agai n. That
even Nami na was gone finally hit her. "It worked that fast?" She still thought
that she had just finished the healing and woken up; she was still renenbering
the struggle to plant the antibodies in her brother, Aranur, and the others.

"Fast?" He barked laughter. "No, and it was a near thing, too. W had trenors
for two days after you did whatever it was
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you started in us, but we recovered. None of us have felt anything but slight
chills since yesterday. Here," he said, propping her up with a pillow '' Eat
this.'

Hs words finally sank in. "Two days?" she asked bl ankly. "Yesterday?"

"You were out for four days,
suddenly, and he held her. "It's all right,

he answered cal mMy. She clutched at him
" he said, recognizing her fear at



the realization of tinme and the enpty room "Everyone is all right. W al
made it. Even Namina's wal king now since | nmade her a pair of crutches. You
did a lot nore for her than just stop the virus. Now, |ook at ne," he
conmanded sternly, afraid to show the depth of his concern. "And eat."

She was too stunned to reply. Four days? And she was still alive. And Hi shn

as well —the Gay One's thoughts were as clear as the vision of that panting
mout h and too-1ong tongue hangi ng out. She shook her head, weakened agai n by
the effort, and lay back, a faint smle on her face as she realized that she
had survived. Ovousi bas. And she had survived. Internal healing. She let the
gray voices echo again in her head and relived the warmh of Aranur's touch on
her face.

A ninan |later the four nmen, the three wonen, and the wolf found thensel ves on
a ridge overlooking the last row of foothills before they entered the county
of Caflanin. Between two of the hills, where a deep V notched the greenery and
split the range for their view, they could see a valley blotched only neagerly
with farns. Dinmy, in the distance, a thin road cut across the far end,

| eadi ng south and east from behind the rounded hunps of |and where the drab
flat county of Bilocctar was hidden by a stunpy nountain.

"two ninans," Aranur promi sed. "Ei ghteen days and we'll see Ariye again." He
squeezed Nam na's shoul ders. Qdd, he thought, how di fferent people are. Shilia
had taken to the trail as if she had been born to it, but Nami na had hated
every meter they had hi ked. He | ooked over the group, approving again of the
way Tyrel had grown and his sister Shilia had proved her own strength. Nam na
was young, he told hinmself. But she would learn. Perhaps it was only the

di stance from hone .

"This woul d be a good place to stop,"” Ganmon suggested, gl ancing around.
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Aranur nodded. "W have some unfinished business to take care of," he agreed,
swi nging his pack down to the ground and shoving Gray H shn out of the way
unceremoni ously. The wol f gave himan injured glare, but Dion just tugged on
her tail and then scratched her ears when the Gray One turned to the heal er

for synpat hy.

Tyrel was already gathering tinder to start a small fire while Aranur dug the
packet of letters fromhis bag. He sifted through the papers one nore tine,
counting themto make sure none were nissing, then threw themonto the tiny
bl aze, watching themcurl at the edges and then flare up as the fire caught

t he paper and burned bright and brief.

"Are you sure about this?" Rhom asked. He was standing beside Shilia with his
arm casual | y around her wai st.

Aranur nodded. "I thought at first we could carry the letters in secret
through to Ariye, but I Ve had nore tine to think. Wth the letters, any
encounter with Zentsis's men could be death. Wthout them we have a good
chance of getting all the way across Ranmj Bilocctar wthout being suspected.
Any search of our packs will bring only normal gear to light.'

Tyrel bit his lip. "And you're sure we can convince the elders w thout the
letters? Wthout proof?"

"It will be your first test, Tyrel. And one that, if you are to be Lloroi, you
must pass."



Rhom sniled grimy. "What you sing in Ariye, we'll sing in Randonnen," he said

softly. "Let this trouble burn in all nine hells."
Ganon chuckl ed. "For a blacksnmith, you' ve a way with words."

Aranur agreed and slung his pack back over his shoul der. "Even a greedy raider
woul d have given up by now. " He gestured toward the notch that cut a pass
through the hills. ' 'There's the way home, Namina. And with the G ay Ones to
guide us, you'll see Ariye before midsunmer's eve." He | ooked at Dion and the
wol f that stood beside her, and the gray m st of voices filtered through his
m nd. Nebul ous, unclear—but a rem nder of a dreamthey wove together. He

| ooked back only once, then led them down the hill.
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