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Ember Dione maMarin:
Dark Flight

Oh, moons of mercy, moons of light Guide me in the darkest night Keep me safe from evil spirit Send
your blessed light to sear it

Oh, moons of mercy, moons of might If in shadow, dark, or night, My body die with evil near it Send
your light to guide my spirit

It was dark, and she could not see. She could not hear for the roaring in her ears, and she could not
move. Oh, moons of mercy, moons of light . . . She tried to spit out the panic but choked on grit and fur
and dirty blood. Guide mein the darkest night. . . Struggling, she dragged a breath into her lungs, and
then the fright that held her frozen burst and she screamed, the sound suffocating in the black death
above her. Keep me safe from evil spirit. . . The body that pinned her to the ground was too heavy; she
panicked and thrashed under it, straining back and forth to break free. Heat ate at her legs. She realized
then that—oh, gods—the roaring in her ears was fire. Send your blessed light to sear it . . . And then the
pain stabbed, rhythmically, with her pulse, throbbing, driving each second of terror deegper in her mind.
Fire... A joint-ripping yank tore her free of the dead worlag, her ragged breathing punctuated by the
fire's crackling, while sobs racked her body and the tumbling brands spread the flames and fed her panic.

The worlag's body shifted again, rolling toward her, and she jerked back in horror. Moons of mercy,
were the dead rising to
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claim her? But the sudden movement sent a black wash of pain over her head, and she could barely see
where the shadows of brush beckoned. With a silent scream against the agony, she slid into their sharp
embrace like a broken doll, her teeth bared to bite back her shriek and her breath still caught in her chest
from the frozen grip of fear. On the other side of the fire aworlag turned, its bulbous eyes searching.
There was blood on the soil, blood on its claws. It hesitated, and then a waft of throat-choking smoke
curled between them, hiding her where shadows of deep roots pressed against her back, steadying her as
the burning forest swallowed her body and the blackening waves swallowed her mind. All she saw, all
she heard, was the worlags tearing and snapping at the broken bodies and burning wagon, the flame-lit
canvas and clothes.

Pain. Burning, crushing pain. She crawled, cringing under the brush, clinging to the gray shadow of the
wolf that urged, carried, dragged her on. Thisway . . . through here. . . She could not focus her eyes, her
mind anymore. Wait. . . duck. . . There was blood on her hands, her clothes, her face. Hurry . .. The
roaring in her ears kept rhythm with the growls of bloated woiiags feasting in the obscenely dancing
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light behind her, and the snap of human bones was the death drum in her ears—she did not have to look
back to see the hairy forearms that dragged to their knees when they stood and the other, spindly middle
arms that tore at the riding beasts like the cutters on afarmer's plow. Their beetle jaws dripped blood and
tendons as they fought over a body. Ember Dione whimpered and dragged on. It was dark.

Night voices flickered in and out of her ears. But the gray shadow led 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 dlid into her ear, and as the noise drowned, the
dark again became complete.

It was dawn when she woke, her head throbbing dully, the air green with morning dusk. Her slender
body was curled in (he growth of a deadfall, her gashed leg stretched stiffly out to one side and her black
hair tangled in the twigs. 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 moss and the calm that greeted her wakening.
No burned-out wagons met
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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 remembered . . . Her brother, Rhom, torn apart like abird under the worlag's raging jaws. The
slim woman bit back the sob, clenching her fists and closing her eyes. Oh, Rhom . . .

She forced her eyesto see again, forced her mind to admit she had seen him die. Theworlags. . . She
had seen him fall, slashing and cutting with his sword under the force of the beasts that tore him apart
while Gray Hishn ripped at a monster's black carapace. And then the worlags closed in and the wolf
jumped clear and her twin—he was gone. Just like that. Dead. Rhom, the merchant, the guards—
everyone, shetold herself harshly, everyone dead but her.

Her throat grew tight against the agony that racked her like arising storm shaking a fragile house, and
she pushed the thoughts away, curling closer into the wolf's thick fur. Was this the grief of death? she
asked herself- The blinding ache? The Gray One's fur lay gritty against her tears, and she wondered if
she was crying for the mangled bodies of those she once knew or the empty disbelief that her twin was
dead. "Survivefirst," she whispered, gripping Gray Hishn's coat in her white-knuckled fist. "Then deal
with the dead."

When she woke again, her mouth was parched into wrinkles and her tongue felt dried, stuck to the roof
of her mouth. She pushed herself up on her side and rolled 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 bisects
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 moss.
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Her movements awakened the wolf, whose ears had already begun to flick at her thoughts. Gray Hishn
rose, and the woman felt the creature's hunger and thirst double her own. She fingered the few weapons
left in her pouch, ableak look on her face as she realized again her position. But die woiiags must have
been gone or Hishn would have long been alert. Go eat, she told the wolf, pushing a clump of long,
black hair out of her eyes. /'// be al right till you find dinner.

Dinner for both of us, the Gray One promised, flashing her
4  TaraK. Harper

the double image of two wolves with furry rabbits hanging from their teeth. The haggard young woman
managed a smile at the compliment, and the wolf melted into the woods, the gray hunter's impressions
of the forest filling her head with soothing images: cool dirt under silent footpads, soft leaves brushing
against fur. Muscles tensing and shifting as trees and downfalls shaded siitted yellow eyes from the
evening sun; the tangy scent of a deer herd on shadowed grass. . .

The wolfwalker's head cleared further, and she remembered again the night, the death. Her throat went
tight. Rhom! she thought with despair, raising her fist to her forehead and pressing asif she could drive
away the memories or hold back the tears with the pressure of her hand.

But the snap of a brittle twig brought her abruptly back, and she froze, her breath pressed against her
chest from the inside. She held' it without moving while the leaves rustled—it was a mottled badgerbear,
slinking by not ten meters away, its brainless head swinging from side to side as it searched for a place
to set itstrap. With its gaping maw hidden under its flattened stomach, it tasted the ground for the trail
of a careless hare or young deer. Or awounded human. The blood on the trail-surely it would be dried
and tasteless aready. Or would the badgerbear sense her fear from where it paused there on the game
path, its sightless eyes swinging her way . . .

Abruptly she pulled herself together. Ember Dione, she taunted herself harshly, trying to control her
shattered nerves. So eager to Journey with your brother. Well, you're here now and alone because of it.
Get your act together and face the world you wanted or crawl back to the village where they said you
belonged.

The Journey—the test of ayoung man's courage and skill. Rhom's sanction to see the world outside his
home. Whether he came from avillage or acity or afloating town like 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, from then
on to be counted as a strong voice in the circle of judgment. But Dion had not had to go with him.
Women had their own Journey of sorts: the Internship, which let them test 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

WOLFWALKER 5

file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K.-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Harper%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt (3 of 269)14-7-2004 1:30:31



file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K.-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt

would return to tell their story to their father. Dion, the wolf-walker, she thought bitterly. Dion, the
healer. Who could not even save her own brother.

Shelay still for along time after the badgerbear had passed. At last, when a half hour had withered
away, she hooked her finger into the rough bark of the tree, then rolled onto her left knee.

"Moons have mercy," she gasped. Her breath strangled with the waves of speckled darkness that
pounded her head. Seconds—minutes?—Iater it cleared to dim patches, and she pulled herself up
against the tree and sagged, fresh blood spreading heat down the side of her face. It felt asif the only
thing that held her pounding head together was the silver band that circled her brow. Blue and silver—
that was for the healer's band—and gray, the color of wolves. She snorted and looked at her hands where
the dirt blackened her nails and her strong, shapely fingers were trembling and marred with blood.
Healer and wolfwalker, yes, but weak and sorry as a newborn pup. With her head resting listlessly
against the rough trunk of the tree, the woman stared down at the bloody gash that had laid her leg open
almost to her hip. It was a filthy wound. The dirt and blood had matted together to make a muddy 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 aknife splitting aripe fruit, and she wondered vaguely if the gellbugs had started a nursery
in the wound already. It would be too ironic if she, afull-fledged healer, died from gellbugs after
surviving aworlag attack in which the guards and fighters had been killed.

She steeled herself to touch the jagged slash. She had treated too many ragged wounds to flinch from the
gash in her leg, but miswas the first time she'd had to treat herself, and she was not sure she had the guts
to do it without screaming or the staminato 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 leather of her leggings was stuck fast,
glued by clotting blood and dirt, and the herb pouches she groped for were not to be found. She must
have lost them in the fight the previous night. Thefight . . . The worlag tore at her leg and she screamed,
and Rhom turned and went down—"0h, dear moons, help him," she whispered.

6 TaraK. Harper

She shook her head, then wished she had not when the dizzy blackness drew its vefl across her eyes
again. But she could not escape the images that crossed her closed eyes. Rhom's sword as it cut through
the worlag's casing. His face, eyes wide and flashing, as he went down under the monsters claws. Dion
took aragged breath. What's done is done is done, she thought, the words echoing like rocks bouncing
down acanyon's steep cliff. -Empty words. Rhotn! she cried out silently. Hishn, | need you.

The gray wolf answered like the touch of aleaf brushing against soft skin. It eased her anguish but left
the breath of her twin behind, too. Did she deny his death so much that she could not et him go? What
would she tell their father? She let her head tilt back against the tree, and the shaft of pain that lanced
through it brought her back to reality as abruptly asit had sent her into a pain-racked swoon a moment
earlier. How could shetell her father anything if she did not heal enough to survive the journey home?
She opened her eyes. As she tightened her jaw, she drew on the stubborn strength that had sustained her
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through the long night and regarded the open gash one more time, then braced herself against the rough
tree and pulled leather from the thickening scab. Only one gasp escaped her clenched teeth. When she
got enough material to dig her broken fingernails into the claw-slashed pants, she gripped the slippery
leather sternly and peeled the legging back. And fainted.

"Oh, gods. . ." she breathed unsteadily as she came to again. The fiery agony that shrieked in her leg
was worse than she had imagined in her nightmares. Even with acupuncture, some of the pain gates were
never completely closed, and with her needles scattered like the bones of the dead, she could not even
think about closing her nerve gates before dealing with her wounds.

Rhom'swounds. . .

Desperately, Dion pushed the thoughts of her twin aside to deal with the pain of the present. Y et her
eyes took in the empty forest first, and her heart amost stopped as his burly form jogged around the rise
until she recognized the heavy biped bulk of atimin instead. She closed her eyestightly and tugged at
the leather on the other side of the gash.

It took another gasp and a half-sobbed groan to split the leather from the jagged flesh while the sweat
broke out on her forehead.
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It took almost all her nerve not to flinch each time the sledgehammer crushed her veins with her
heartbeat as she peeled the leggings back. But the pain stalled her grief, and the woman was grateful for
the respite. Leaning back against the tree, she took a deep breath to calm the trembling hi her hands, then
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 deeply—it had been al she could do to get her pants away from it, let
alone start clearing the dirt and twigs that clogged it from her fear-fed flight. But the longer she waited,
the more the drying blood from the reopened wound would add to the problem.

Blood. The color was red, bright red. How much blood had spilled from her brother? A deep sob
climbed up in her throat and choked her, and this time she did not fight it down. "Oh, Rhom," she said,
clenching her fist against the tearstill her knuckles were white and bloodless.

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

It was Hishn who spoke but Rhom's voice she heard, as clear asif he were standing beside her. She
squeezed her eyes shut and denied the agony again. That was what he had told her the first time she had
run the Crush River with him and felt the white water from the uncertain seat of akayak. It was what he
had whispered when she had faced the weapons masters for the Challenge and Test of Abis those two
long 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 climb.

file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K.-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Harper%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt (5 of 269)14-7-2004 1:30:31



file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K.-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt

Be strong, Dion. Be strong.

"Damn you," she cried out to the ghost, pounding her fist on the soft earth. ' 'Damn you for dying on me
after everything weV e been through. How could you?' She nibbed angrily at her face, drawing her hand
away wet with tears and blood and welcoming the fresh rage of pain that swept her head.

Just nine days earlier—only one ninan—they had left home, eager for the Journey, impatient to test
themselves against the world. Rhom had stood so tall and straight before the elders, their father ready to
give his blessing to Journey, and Dion could
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still hear hiswords and feel the shock as the elders told him that she would be going with her twin.

"The sand and stones are cast three times, Kheldour, but the pattern is the same." One of the elders
frowned at Kheldour, her father. "Rhom does not Journey alone." He had turned to her and nodded.
"Healer Dione."

There had been a stunned silence in the crowd. Dion's heart leapt, but Kheldour was impassive. He did
not look at her or Rhom. "It's not the custom,” he said sternly to the elder. "The healer Dioneisa
woman, not a man. The Journey is atesting of manhood,"

" The Journey is atesting of strength and courage,” the elder corrected. "And the sand and stones don't
lie."

Another elder spoke then. "Healer Dione," he said, nodding to the young woman, "hasn't had a
customary upbringing. Thisisn't acriticism, Kheldour," he added quickly as her father's eyes flashed.
"She'swell prepared for a Journey, perhaps more so than most. Y ou're one of our best woodsmen, and
youV e taught her well: Her feet are silent as the wolf in the woods. She aso has skill in hunting and
fighting—as many of our young men will testify," he added slyly. He spread his hands. " She has skill in
the forest, in defense, in healing. And she is awolf-walker. What more can she need when her brother—
your son-iswith her?’

"She'saheder," Kheldour insisted. "The village needs her here."

The elder looked at him soberly. ' Y our son may need her out there."

The third elder cleared his throat. " The moons gave you and your children atwin blessing, Kheldour," he
said quietly. "Double strength, double courage, double skill. When would they need that blessing more

than now?' The elder nodded to Rhom, then to Dion. "To split them now may hurt them more than
letting them go."
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Kheldour had looked at neither son nor daughter, but he had fumbled 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
snall it be done."

Dion dropped her fist from the dirty cloth she had pressed against the slowing flow of blood. That had
been only one ninan
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before. Nine days. The words beat like amortal bell. Nine days Journey to a death. Oh, Rhom, she cried.
Oh, gods, Hishn, what arewe goingtodo. ..

I

Aranur Bentar neDannon;

Raiders

A cry that knots your heartstrings I's not easily untied

The peaks of Ariyerose sharply into the sky. Clear and cold, the mountain air warmed only thinly, but
the three girls who raced across the meadow did not care. Lying low on the backs of their six-legged
dnu, they called to the two youths chasing them, their hair whipping across their shoulders while their

mounts covered the ground with the beat of drumming hooves.

Already tugging off her tunic, Shilia hauled her dnu to a halt and leapt down. "Last onein the water isa
wet worlag!" she shouted at the boys who were pounding down the waterbank after the girls.

Her cousins laughed as they ran toward the lake, leaving their dnu to graze freely in the shore grass.
They were younger than Shilia by only afew years. Slower and more timid away from the village, the
other two had barely reached the water by the time the older girl was diving toward the center of the
small lake, but then again, Shilia admitted, they were the daughters of the Lloroi of the Rama Ariye.
They were not allowed out to swim or play the way she was, while she had to run and ride with the men
to keep up with Aranur. Aranur, she thought with
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asmile, arching into the water again like a dolphin. He was her only family. And all | want, she
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reminded hersalf.

When she finally surfaced, cool water spilling down her face and her loose hair dragging her back with
its streaming weight, she watched the boys race her cousins to the water's edge.

"Isit cold?' Namina called, stopping suddenly at the edge and sticking her toes into the lake while the
water lapped them like a pup.

"It's perfect,” Shiliareturned, ducking her mouth under and spitting like a fountain while she treaded
water. "Asif it was already summer." Her voice carried clearly over the new ripples, and, delighted with
the patterns, she stuck her toes up and splashed them again. Namina laughed and waded out, followed by
the others like afamily of lake otters, unaware of the mounted figures that watched from the forest
shadows.

In the shelter of the brush, a hundred meters or more above the lake, four black-clad men astride their
war dnu watched and waited. The dark man in the center had alow gravelly voice, and the others
listened silently as they cataloged histerse instructions. "WEe'll ride down when they're tired of
swimming and not expecting company,” the heavy raider said. "I'll take the eldest; Usami, the middle
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 men—" He chuckled hu-morlessly. "—to sound the alarm before 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. "I could use afew
more. | lost adozen in that last skirmish. Who would have thought these mountain folk as stubborn as
bollusk?"'

The raider captain twisted and unhooked one of his bristling quivers. "Take my extras. | have more
waiting where we'll change mounts." His attention sharpened as the girls straggled out of the water one
by one. He could almost 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 from the ground, sticking it between
her teeth and munching noisily on it like adnu. ' 'We should come here more often," she suggested as
she pulled her sun-warmed tunic on over her wet swimsuit. "It's a beautiful place to swim."

12
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"No sewing, no war games, no cooking or dust from the dim." Ainnalay back and closed her eyes.
"Close enough to keep Father happy and far enough away that the children don't bother us. It's a perfect
place to get away."

Naminasighed. ' Thisisthe first day we've been allowed out this spring. Father's always too busy to take
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us, and Tyrel thinks he's too grown up to play guard for his sisters.”
The oldest girl laughed. "Just tell them you'll go aone and see how fast you get an escort.”

One of the boys who had flopped beside them gave Shiliaabold look. "Namina's not yet old enough to
be Promised," he remarked obliquely.

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

''So that's how you do it," the youngest girl crowed, throwing her handful of tubers at her cousin.

"Y ou've got yourself aline of boyfriends two kilometers long just waiting for you to make 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."

"Y ou probably have more escorts than days to be escorted on," the other girl teased. "I wonder if your
brother, Aranur, knows this."

"Namina," Shiliawarned, "you wouldn't tell—"
"He probably diinks you're out with Tyrel or Uncle Ga-mon—"

"Don't worry, Shilia," the taller youth interrupted, smiling lazily at the sky. "Y our cousin can't tell. She's
got eyes for Galway, and she's still two very long months from the Age of Promising.”

* 'Mirik—" Ainna exclaimed, while the other girl flushed even redder man the cousin she was teasing.

"Truce?' ablushing Namina offered, trying to hide her discomfort and ignore Shilia's grin and the other
boy's gy look.

Thefirst youth hesitated, and Shiliatossed him a stern look. "Truce," he agreed. They relaxed on the
banks, their dnu scattered in the grass and the spring sun warm on their bodies.

Silent and still beneath the shadowed trees, the raider captain waited as the young people's conversation
fell apart and their eyes |ulled in afternoon drowsiness. The shadows had crept a handspan across the
grass from under their young bodies before
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the raider raised his hand and started out of the forest. Quietly the others followed, their deceptively
heavy dnu stepping lightly in the grass-cushioned field. They were very close.
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One of the boys stirred, rolled over lazily, and looked up. His eyes widened. " 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 rolled, shoving the youngest girl away toward the dnu and grabbing for
his own short blade. But the raiders were already moving 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.

Shiliatook one look at the war dnu and scrambled for her beast. "Namina, mount up!" she shouted. Her
cousin tripped, and the youngest girl shrieked for her to get up into the saddle before the dnu became
scared and ran without her.

"Ride for the pass!" the older boy yelled.

"Mirik, Penek, come on!" Shilia screamed. She yanked on the reins and kicked at the dnu's midsection
as she hauled its forelegs around and spurred it sharply to agallop.

The boy bravely held his ground, his friend running to face the raiders with him, but the raiders loomed
over them like alandslide. Hooves thundered, dust blinded and choked, and then they were crushed and
brushed aside like twigs. The younger boy cried out as he went down, blood suddenly painting his chest
and his small body convulsing and kicking on the ground, his ribs cutting through the spurts of blood.
The older youth jumped at the raider who was sweeping by, cutting at the man's buiiy leg before falling
to his knees, his shoulder bathed in a shocking red. His scream was thin and ignored.

On the banks, huge grimy hands grabbed the youngest girl and cut her shrieks off quickly asthe raider
jerked her struggling figure into his arms and smothered her against his dirty leather mail. Her sister
turned in terror halfway into the saddle and tried to fling herself aside as another raider leaned across to
sweep her up. He missed, threw his dnu back on its midhaunches, and leapt from his beast to grab her
with ease, trapping her hands and throwing arope quickly around them. He tossed her up into the saddle
and vaulted back on, thundering away after the first man.

Shilia spared a frightened glance at the two boys staining the earth with their blood, then desperately
spurred her mount into

14
Tara K. Harper

abreathless sprint. The raider captain grinned mirthlessly, cutting her off against the shoreline. She
hauled her dnu around and tried to leap 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 niece.
He would have unmarked wares for Sidisport's slave blocks, and the gold he would get from these three
alone would keep his raiders happy for two ninans. His reputation could use the recommendation, and
his band could use the business when word got around.
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He let the girl speed uphill for the forest, then ran her thoroughbred down with his bigger, heavier beast.
Each time she twisted and turned, he was there, gaining meter by meter, till he finally hauled her out of
the saddle as she tried to bring her whip to bear on him. She struggled awkwardly, and he saw her eyes
flash before he felt the tiny knife stab viciously into hisribs. "Bitch!" he snarled, cuffing her brutally.
She went limp.

The raider pulled the small knife from his side, grunting as the gait of the dnu jarred the blade in his
hands. He spared a moment to pad the wound, then tied the girl's hands firmly to the pommel of the
saddle and thundered toward the forest where the trail led to the mountain pass.

Behind the raiders, on the grass, only one of the boys stirred. Coughing and then gasping, the youth
dragged himself toward one of the dnu that was still stamping in the field at the smell of blood.

"Come," the boy gasped. "Come here, girl."
The dnu gave the bloody figure a nervous look and shied away.

Leaving a swath of red-painted grass, the boy dragged himself 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 forelegs, and the beast obediently knelt, its knees hitting the ground with soft
thuds though her eyes were wild from the blood scent. Asits second set of knees dropped to the ground,
the boy pushed himself up against the saddle and the dnu began to climb back to its six feet. He hung on
grimly, pulling himself over into the leather seat with the lurching of the rising beast. The dnu,
uncertain, took afew hesitant steps, then stopped, looking back at
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itsrider. The boy gathered his last strength. He slapped the reins against the dnu's neck, and the beast
began to trot, moving into the smooth six-legged gallop that would take it home, but not before the boy
on its back collapsed against the pommel and lay with legs dangling nervelessly and mind closed against
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, look mat way," he said, squinting at the sun. "I can't make it out, but that beast rides strange.”

"Runslike there's no rider," the other one answered, "but | see his shape on the back."

"Slumped like." Gunther gathered his dnu's reins and vaulted onto its back. "And that's Mirik's beast. I'd
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know its lopsided stride anywhere."

The other man looked alarmed and hurriedly wheeled his own mount down toward the road. "He was to
be out with the Lloroi's girls today," he called over his shoulder. "Heard him bragging.”

" 'Moons help him now if there's been trouble." The first man spurred his mount and thundered after
Joem to the road. "The Lloroi livesfor the light in his daughters eyes."

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

"Shilia? Oh, gods ..." Gunther pulled his head lower and pelted even faster across the field, passing the
other man and reaching the boy first. He hauled his dnu up and leapt off. As he took the bleeding youth
gently from the saddle, the other man reined in and jumped down, glancing up at the sky and pursing his
lips as he judged the time.

"Dik-dropped raider spawn!" the thin man swore as he took in the boy's mangled shoulder where the
bones and tendons gleamed white in the sluggish blood.

Joem tugged at hisarms. "Give him to me and get going. You're faster than I, and it's ten minutes to the
nearest horn."

"It's five minutes to the horn," Gunther returned grimly, easing the boy's mutilated body into the other
man's arms and

16 TaraK. Harper
swinging 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 from his dnu's hooves and
marking histrail like adust devil.

1]

Ember Dione maMarin:

And More Raiders

Gray sides for gray memories;

Echoes follow where thoughts once rode strong.

The pounding of your heart
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And the sighing of your lungs
Wound the time-driven dreams that were sung.

Light gray clouds hid the sky when Dion woke again. The gash in her leg was stretched from thigh to
knee and throbbed angrily; the bandage she had made from her tunic was blood-soaked from her 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 looked like a ragged earth child now:
no shirt, torn leggings, stained leather mail. At least there had been no dewfatl or she would have woken
up chilled, aswell.

Brushing the leaves from her lap, the wolfwalker sat up and almost feinted again. The blaze of instant
agony reminded her harshly that she was no longer at an advantage in the woods since her weakness and
blood scent marked her as prey to even small-sized predators now. She shuddered at the thought of
waking up to aworlag's hideous jaws.

At Dion's fear-tainted thoughts, Gray Hishn looked up and pulled her lips back from her gleaming
teeth. / killed two who threatened you before, she snarled silently. And | will hunt any others who stalk
your scent.

"Would that it were men and not beasts," Dion returned.

17
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The Gray One licked her teeth, then ducked her head and nipped at a bug that was crawling on her thick-
furred flank. If there are men, we will scent them. If any of your pack survived, we will find them. The
wolf's image of Rhom was unmistakable.

Dion blanched. "Rhom is dead," she said harshly.

The Gray One merely panted, regarding the haggard woman with her yellow eyes and gray-white mask
until her long tongue curled up and around her gleaming teeth again. Do you want arabbit?

Taking one look at the thick, raw strand of muscle caught in the gray beast's claws where they still tore
at the mammal's once-plump carcass, the wolfwalker shook her head. Maybe it was the throbbing pain in
her leg and maybe not, but the thought of food made her queasy.

Experimenting, Dion found that she could almost stand on her |eft leg, resting her weight lightly on the
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other. The worlag's club had surely left dentsin her body, she told herself raggedly, realizing once more
how vulnerable she was in her weakness. She needed weapons, but she hesitated at the thought of going
back and seeing where Rhom had—had died, she admitted again. The memory 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 somewhere around her was
the band of worlags that had killed her brother, the merchant, and the guards she had been traveling
with. How long did it take aworlag to get hungry again? And would they realize she had escaped their
feast and was now alone?

Y ou 're not aone, Hishn reassured her instantly, nudging her wim a cold, wet nose. Y ou have me. And
Rhom is dy as awater cat. He may not be running with the moons yet. If heisn't, he'll be waiting for
the dust to settle out of his nose before he comes looking for you. The gray wolf'simage of Rhom as half
man, half beast amost made the woman smile.

That Rhom could still be alive ... It was too improbable. How would he have escaped? "Useless hope,"
she muttered, brushing her tangled black hair back from her bruised face and wincing at the swelling
across her cheek. But the thought lingered. If Rhom lived, where would he be—and what if he was

WOLFWALKER
19

wounded worse than she? How would he survive alone? Then again, she sobered herself, how eager was
sheto find his chewed-up corpse under a stack of decaying worlag casings?

Y ou won't know until you go back.
"Maybe | don't want to know," she returned in alow voice.

You'll never find another fang like the one you dropped, either, the wolf prodded, reminding her of the
sword she had lost when she had gone down.

Her father's blade, the one he had made to fit her hand with al the skill he had. She had dropped it when
she had gone down under that last 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 admitted to herself bitterly, but not skill enough to
turn the clubs of desath.

She clenched her hand and relaxed it carefully. "The blade will be there," she answered steadily.
"Worlags have no use for asword." She stuffed her hair up under the cloth and gingerly bound the
makeshift bandage over the wound. In fact, worlags could handle nothing more subtle than a club, either
because they did not have the intelligence to figure out how to use a blade or because they just liked to
crush instead of cut. The wolfwalker did not care which reason was right as long as the sword was il
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waiting for her to search it out. "Iflgoback," she said to herself.
Hishn snorted. Y ou could depend on your own claws, she growled, 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 wince, "thisis a weapon."

The wolf merely gave die woman a quizzical look until her long, lupine tongue hung so far over her
teeth that Dion gave in and laughed. The sound was strangely muffled in the woods.

Lean on me, the Gray One told her when she took a step, staggered, and clung to the tree that seemed to
lunge suddenly into her outstretched hands. But Dion dragged her leg back under her and gritted her
teeth. "Damn 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 paled and she stifled the curse that leapt to her
tongue.
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Hishn nudged her with a broad shoulder so that she was forced to grab ftir to keep her balance. Lean on
me or I'll carry you like a disobedient pup.

"Y ou're a strong mutt, Hishn, but you're not strong enough for me to rideyou likeadim."

Y ou were easier to handle when you were out of your mind.

"I think | stili am out of my mind to be letting you chastise me like a mother," Dion retorted. She lifted
her leg over a branch and blanched at the repeated pain. Would she never get used to it? Hishn, sensing

the blinding agony her wolfwalker was going through, froze until the woman could move again.

Y ou 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 Gray Ones near enough to call the pack for help.

"'l don't need more legs. | need crutches.” She projected the image as clearly as possible, and the Gray
Onetilted her head to look at the woman curiously.

Y ou would rather trust small trees you must drag along as you walk than use me to lean on ?

"I know it's hard for you to believe, but it'salot easier to hop along with something that doesn't move as
| walk."
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The wolf was silent amoment. If you need this wood more than me, | will find it for you.

Dion 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—moonworms, you dumb dog, | need you more now than ever before. It's
just that I'll walk better if | can just find a stout stick to lean on so that you can go on ahead and find an
easier way for us through this brush."

Mollified, the great beast twisted its head to lick the woman's bare forearm, leaving a clean streak that
scarred her dirty skin and made her smile wanly. "Too bad | can't just wave my hands and heal myself
like the ancients could,” Dion suggested. "We'd have been out of here like skitters from afry pan.”

Hishn sneezed and perked her ears to one side. Stay here. Thereisagame trail a short run from here, but
there may be a better way back to the road. | will try to find you a small tree while I'm gone.

Nodding, the woman sank gratefully back onto the soft earth, brushing aside a pocket of bugs that burst
angrily from the moss. It was broadmoss, she noticed, pulling a clump from the tangle
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and examining it more closely—it could come in handy when Hishn found her a cane and she needed
some padding for her hands. So occupied, the black-haired healer wove the mossinto tiny mats, building

apad that fit her hand and would cover a stick firmly at one end. She was just finishing when the wolf
returned, projecting a smugness that Dion had to smile at.

"Find the road?"

And asmall tree.

"S0," she said, dragging herself up from the ground, "how far do | have to go to get my new leg? *
It'sasmall hunt, like the distance a deer runs when shot with aweak bolt.

Dion nodded. Hishn offered her a shoulder again, and the healer leaned on the wolf asif 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 move. Half the stiffness must be coming from the bruises that covered her right
side, she decided. Since the worlags' clubs had bashed her well enough that even breathing was painful,
the woman's face was in a permanent grimace, and the only sounds she made for the first hundred meters

were bit-back curses and the gasps that accompanied them like a soft percussion.

Don't worry so, Hishn protested, nudging her to continue when a broken twig froze her into a crouching
stance that cost her much of her painfully gained stature. /'// tell you if anything threatens. Then I'll kill
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whatever conies, she added with savage pleasure.
Dion gave a shaky laugh. "Gray One, | wish | still had your confidence.”

Y ou do, the wolf returned calmly. The images sent by the beast became a sudden flood that swept her
consciousness until she found herself on her knees again, her face buried in the Gray One's fur as the
wolf remembered their bonding two years before: . . . the blue eyes of a pup meeting the violet ones of
the healer for the first time ... atenuous bond of love that thickened into acord . . . the furry heat of the
growing cub on her feet when she slept. . . hot breath, bad breath kissing her with awet 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 camp the previous spring ... adive, a
shock, a desperate swim
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through a canyon thick with debris, and the bond growing strong . . . racing through a meadow at night
and wrestling with a growling 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 growing age of a hunter. . . The wolf's love washed through her mind and bolstered her sagging
strength the way awind lifted a slack sail and pushed it on.

Dion shook her head to clear it. "Silly mutt," she muttered shakily. But her hand remained in the thick
fur, and when she stepped again, her weight rested more heavily on the broad shoulders of the wolf.

Hishn stayed by her side for awhile, but after leading the woman to the wood from which 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, then appearing again anxiously. The Gray One gave the
wolfwalker 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 crawled through so many deadfalls and fallen off so many inclinesin her delirium
that though her trail was obvious with blood and broken branches, there was no way she would have
been able to go back along the same path with her uncooperative leg. Hishn must have dragged her a
long way that night.

It was a good two hours before she reached the burned wagon site, but the smell warned her long before
she saw the burned brush that marked the perimeter of the fire. She had to swallow her bile when she
saw what was making the stench. After only two days there were still plenty of uneaten, rotting remains
to identify those they had traveled with. The six-legged dnu, most of which had been eaten down to the
bones, could not be identified, just counted by their bloody skeletons. Eight worlags had died in the
fight, several of them burning in the fire Dion had amost been trapped in. And their death smelled vile:
urine and blood and wasted guts and the sick smells of melted wing casings and acidic insect fluids. And

file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K..-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20W ol fwal ker.txt (17 of 269)14-7-2004 1:30:31



file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K.-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt

inthe middle of it all the sweet, nose-retching smell of half-cooked and rotting human flesh. She
swallowed, tried not to breathe, and kicked at the burnt weapons and torn leather packs. A boata bag had
spilled

WOLFWALKER

23

its wine when it had been crushed under afoot, and the dirt pooled damply at its split seams while
hundreds of small insects crawled in and out of the sack. The bales of cloth had been torn apart, soiled,
and scorched by flame; the supplies had been crushed, eaten, smashed into the earth; the bones, though
clearly picked at by scavengers, were crossed and piled like pickup sticks, and the skulls had been

smashed so that jaws hung awry and loose teeth stuck in the ground as if the earth itself were trying to
bite those who had brought their violence to that place.

Woljwalker.

Hishn's soft call caught her attention. Depressed, she turned and scuffed at the ground before sighing and
looking up.

Rhom is not here, the Gray One said abruptly. The wolf nosed die brush again, then trotted behind the
low growth and snorted as she pushed the branches aside and sniffed the stained earth carefully. His
scent is not among 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 loosing a sob before she regained her composure.

/ am here, Hishn reassured her instantly.

The woman caught her breath as the searing pain faded to angry throbs. "I saw him fall there—to your
left." She hauled herself back to her feet and hobbled slowly to the wolf, twisting her hand in the long
gray hair while the beast sniffed from side to side and suffered Dion's slight weight on her back.

He fell here, but the bloods are not his.

The wolfwalker pushed the brush aside and studied the tracks carefully before stepping across the
broken area and letting herself sink down where she could see the earth better. *' The stains ate too
blue ... the smell wrong ..." She rubbed the dirt between her fingers, feeling the subtle graininessiirritate
her skin. "Thisisworlag fluid."

/ smell little of Rhom here, the wolf said eagerly, her tongue hanging out as she panted.

"He got away," Dion said in wonder. "He's alive!"
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But gone on. Sniff here. The wolf nosed farther along the ground. He comes back to look at the clearing,
then turns away again.

"He must have seen me go down. He thinks I'm dead.” Oh, Rhom . , . "Hishn, let me find my sword,
then we'll catch up to him."
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You 'll berunning like a hare with three broken legs, the gray beast snorted. She turned her yellow eyes
on Dion. Y ou're weaker now than you were this morning. We can catch up later. Y ou need to rest now
and lick your wounds.

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

Tomorrow, the wolf insisted. The tracks will still be fresh enough.
"But—"

Tomorrow.

Dion sighed, resigning herself to the wait. Arguing with 120 kilograms of stubborn wolf was rarely
productive. Besides, she had to admit that the Gray One was right: She had little enough strength to
stand, let alone jog through the dark half of Fenn Forest.

She desultorily picked up four more knives, short ones, for throwing. 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 dlits that held her safe money. With 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 mess anyway and managed a light pack
to travel with and another tunic to replace the one that had become a bandage. By the time she was ready
to follow Rhom's trail, she was armed for war. She found and cleaned her sword; and since her bow had
been smashed in the fray, she took the dead merchant's light hunting bow, which she could manage
better than the guard's war bow. She had a bad moment when she lifted the merchant's gnawed arm
away from the bow and his nearly severed head rolled away from his neck—the man's eyes opened
suddenly and stared at her asif she were a grave robber—but after the initial shock, she steeled herself
and pulled the bow from his dlack grip anyway. At least there were enough arrows scattered in the
clearing and surrounding brush to fill the barely charred quiver she picked from the fire's circle.

The last thing she did was drag the human bodies into a pile. In her weakened state, it was almost more
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than she could handle, especially since Hishn said a flat-out no to hel ping—the taste of arotting human
turned the wolf's stomach as much as the smell did Dion's. After four guards, the fat merchant, and his
rail-thin son, the haggard woman was ready to collapse. She rolled the last body into the pile and
thanked the moons again

WOLFWALKER
25

that she had stopped to gather some night-blooming herbs when the woriags had attacked—Hishn's howl
was the only thing mat had saved her. She looked down at the four mangled bodies and looked away
again. She had no strength to bury them, and the smells of the worlags would keep other, more timid
scavengers away for only afew days.

"Gray One," she pleaded, "l just can't do any more. | need your help with this."
The wolf growled low in her throat and turned her head.
"Please, Hishn, I've got no strength left to dig the grave.”

The creature pulled her lips back from her teeth but finally slunk out of the shadows. She wrinkled her
nose and glared at the wolfwalker, then tentatively put out a paw and scratched at the blood-darkened
soil. She woofed in disgust.

"I know, but it doesn't haveto bedeep . . ."
Hishn snarled silently and started digging.

The shallow grave was enough to burn the bodies in, and Dion set pitch-dripping branches in the bottom
of the pit before rolling the dead over the edge. She could not start the fire till she was ready to leave—it
would broadcast her presence, and sticking around while the hunters gathered would be sheer stupidity.
Even with a head start, she would be hard-pressed to keep them off her trail, and she suspected she
would have to take to the water to discourage some of the more persistent predators.

While Hishn dug the ditch, the wolfwalker had found her warcap, and now she jammed it on her head,
the leather-covered mesh bloodstained but still serviceable. Bending over and getting up and down with
her head throbbing so badly made her nauseous, but it was really the gash in her leg that worried her
most. No one ever bled to death from a head wound, but without some way to stitch the split in her leg
closed, it would break open again and bleed out for days. She could not afford to lose more blood, and
with the loss she had already suffered, she would find it hard to fight off infection.

Dion looked at her grimy hands and sighed, picking at the dirt under her nails. Every healer dreamed of
rediscovering the secrets of Ovousibas, the healing art of the ancients. To hold her hands over patients

file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K..-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20W ol fwal ker.txt (20 of 269)14-7-2004 1:30:31



file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K.-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt

and watch them heal before her very eyes. . . She stretched her hands out as if to grasp the mythical
wisps of that healing, but all she felt was the constant throb of
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her leg. She clenched her hands against the pounding of the wound and picked at her flattened herb
pouches again.

It took her afew moments to realize that her eyes had been vaguely focusing on aline of movement. A
string of largon bugs had made a busy trail going from the woods to the clearing, where they were
scavenging at the rotting bodies, slowly stripping away the meat, and Dion frowned. An ideaflashed in
her head as she watched them bite down on the flesh, but even for an open-minded hedler, the ideawas 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 thinking of. "But I'm not going to heal myself with dreams of
Ovousibas, either.' *

She studied the line of bugs again. Largons, the large-jawed crawlers with segmented bodies, looked like
tiny worlags. They were about as long as her finger, but their heads made up athird of that length—and
most of the head was a jagged row of teeth. The healer made her decision and |oosened the blood-soaked
bandages on her leg, taking out the glass beads she had gathered and put in to stimulate healing. At least
she had not lost those, she thought, though most of her herbs were gone since her medicine pouches
were as scattered as her weapons. She carefully cleaned the wound again, stopping twice to wipe the
sweat from her face and calm the shaking of her hands.

Gray Hishn watched with interest as the healer grabbed alargon behind its head and brought it near her
leg. When it smelled the blood, the bug went crazy, its legs scrabbling frantically in the air, massive
jaws working away at nothing, just above the gash.

Even though she was expecting the sensation, Dion was still shocked when it bit into the raw edges of
the wound, and the image of agony she unconsciously projected brought Hishn to her feet with a snarl.
"Gods!" she gasped, barely pinching off the bug's head before it opened its mouth to take another bite.
The muscles of itsjaw held its head tightly on the gash, binding her leg as well as gut would have done.
She wiped the tears from her eyes with a dirty sleeve and took a shaky breath that sounded more like a
sob.

Do not do that again, the wolf growled.

She closed her eyes, tightened her jaw, and grabbed another
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bug. "Y ou do what you have to do, Gray One. Y ou do what you have to do."

It took sixteen largons to seal the gash, and Dion was sobbing uncontrollably by the time she was done.
All she could do was clench her fists and shaketill the blinding pain settled back into what seemed like a
gentle throb. Hishn, pacing and snarling while the wolfwalker tortured herself, finally howled and tore at
the ground, unable to handle Dion's anguish. And al the while the largons hung in a hideous line, their
black eyesrolled back to glare at each other while their bodiless heads bit grue-somely into her flesh.

At least they would hold as well as gut thread, the woman comforted herself. Long enough for die gash
to heal shut. If so, aninan from then she could break their jaws to remove them. She looked again at the
now-closed wound and shook her head at her own audacity—the Healer's Association would have afield
day with what she had done if they ever found out.

"Good thing | tried it on myself and not a patient,” she muttered, dragging herself to her feet. Theinitial
shock of the new, raw pain was fading into simple mind-crushing throbs, and the wolfwalker gathered
her bow and sword. "All right, mutt, we can start any time now," she said, sliding the sword into her
scabbard and shifting the quarrel of arrows to a comfortable spot across her shoulders. "I'm ready to run
with the best of you gray ghosts."

You run like a pup with three lame legs, Hishn snorted, pulling her lips back hi a snarl to show her pink
and black gums. Y ou project pain, not brains, Healer. We'll run slowly, and | ‘Il nip your tail if you
don't behave.

"Nip my tail? Hah! I'll step on your face so fast you won't know what hit you till you spit my boot out of
your teeth." Dion wrapped alength of salvaged cloth around her leg, and bound it tightly with her last
lengths of leather. ' 'And you better keep up with me, too, or I'll leave you behind for Gray Tholan to
end."

Hishn let her tongue loll around her mouth. Gray Tholan smells like old rabbit poo. Herollsin it
whenever hefindsit, and | prefer the scent of deer.

"Like Gray Yoshi? You just like your males alittle younger," Dion teased. "I'll make sure Gray Tholan
hears that."

And I'll make sure you miss Rhom 'strail by a ninan, the wolf
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snapped, trotting to the edge of the clearing and sending the wolfwalker a haughty look.

Dion snorted. "Y ou better not. When | light thisfire, everyone in Fenn Forest will know we're here, and
it'll be araceto find a safe place to spend the night. Besides your fangs, Rhom's sword is the only thing |
want to see, come twilight."

She dipped a branch in pitch and lit it, turning her eyes from its fierce flame before dropping it on the
ragged bodies. "May the moons bless your passage, give you guidance to the stars." The breath caught in
her throat as the flames raced around and found the pitch-soaked clothes near the bottom of the gory
pile. Shetook an involuntary step back from the sudden heat. "May your children find your death song
and its melody lighten their hearts." The yellow tongues leapt up and licked at the confining air beneath
the beckoning trees. "Mistress of the moons that guide us, make your passage short and sure.”

She threw the torch at the bonfire and swung her meager pack onto her left shoulder. It was done. She
did not look back as the torn faces of the merchant and his son boiled and melted under the pitch-fed
fire. At the edge of the clearing, Gray Hishn led her back into the forest, and Dion 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 time before the thought that Rhom was only two days away steadied 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 nightmare glimpse of melting bodies. That more worlags could be waiting
for her mistakes was a reminder that danger was as much a painkiller as drugs, she realized with new
insight.

With that threat to dampen the unwanted sensations of her beaten body and the weariness of aday's
rough travel, Dion made it only five kilometers before twilight fell and she had to admit defeat. She
barely glanced at the place Hishn had chosen, trusting the wolf and dropping into the mossy hollow
asleep amost before the driving pain began to beat at her unconsciousness. But even her restless dreams
kept her running in pain as the largons on her leg regenerated and grew into worlags that chased her
through the forest by the dim light of the seventh moon.

When morning finally came, overcast and dull, Dion's violet
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eyes were dark with sleeplessness and pain. The sorry shape she was in, there was no way she would
catch up to her twin in two days—if she was lucky, it would be more than four, and unless he watched

his back trail like alepa on a hunt, he would miss her coming after him at all. She yanked her fingers
through her hair and swore suddenly at the tangles as tears came to her eyes.
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Hishn snorted, and Dion resisted the temptation to snap at the wolf, too.

Even with the Gray One, Dion felt asif she were walking hi peril every step of the way. Hishn would
protect her as best she could, but even awolf had limitations, and Dion was weak; in her exhaustion she
would make mistakes that could cost them both their lives. Moonworms, but traveling in agroup was
not safe even in populated areas these days; traveling alone, as she had to now, was asking for trouble.
Even if she avoided the badgerbears and water cats, there were still the raiders to worry about, and even
Hishn could not protect her from the gang fighters that roamed Randonnen with growing impunity. She
shook her head at the thought of the raiders. A quick and dirty war in the east had merged two counties
and added to the general unrest, which seemed to be growing inland from the coast. In many places
people had withdrawn from their devastated homesteads and villages, leaving the abandoned farms as
bases for the raiders to work from. And there were always the worlags. She swallowed convulsively and
shivered as asmall finger of fear crawled up her spine. The images of her first battle pushed their gory
way in front of her eyes, and she could not help but think, What if another band of worlags found her
before she found Rhom? The broken wagons, the bodies.. . .

Wait, Hishn snapped suddenly, freezing into immobility asif the thought of worlags had brought danger
down on them.

The woman was a statue. Her ears picked up only faintly the soft rustle that the wolf heard like thunder,
but the bond between them included 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, drawing 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 became unreal, focused into the hunt of a primitive animal, and
the wolfwalker had to separate herself from die depth of rage that enveloped her. . . tawny fur, yellow

eyes
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... acrouched shape on an overhung bough . . . the hunter waiting, hunger calling like the worms that
gnawed itsgut. . .

A glint of fur gave the tree cat away. It was close—too close. Hishn was amost 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 more to its liking, and the remembered taste of soft flesh was a goad that
held it to its perch until the woman came within range. With narrowed eyes, Dion watched its crouch,
judging the leap it would take and aiming through the wide leaves that hid the bulk of the cat. Its heart
should beright there. . .

She loosed the bolt, and the quarrel struck true. With ayowl, the forest cat fell in atangle, its middle
legs ripping at the arrow while its hind legs and forelegs sought to catch its balance in the air. Hishn
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lunged. By the time the cat hit the ground, the wolf's teeth had already snapped on its neck, and Dion's
second arrow was unnecessary. The creature dangled from the gray wolf's bloody mouth, alimp form
sagging thisway and that asits legs dragged on the road.

"Enough, Hishn," Dion said quietly, caming the wolf from its blood lust. "Give it up, now." She stepped
closer and snapped her fingersto catch the Gray One's attention when Hishn made asiif to slink away in
the woods. "We can have it for dinner."

... Blood. Hot, sweet blood, the wolf sent. Sweet meat and the stringy taste of fur . . .
"For dinner, Gray One. We have to keep moving."

The wolf growled low in her throat, but she obeyed, allowing the woman to take the dead cat from her
mouth and lay it out on the ground. Its fur was crawling with red lice, and Dion carefully slit and peeled
the creature's skin back to expose the meat without letting the lice discover her own tender flesh. It was a
small cat, so she took both haunches and forelegs, making a neat, quick bundle of the meat they could
eat that night. Thoughts growing more coherent, the Gray One sniifed at the woman's task, her instant
hunger driving her to tear the meat out of Dion's hands, while the wolfwalker's control forced her to wait,

It isalong runtill dusk, she complained with a nudge at the woman's hand.
"It isn't that long," Dion promised. "l won't last till sun-
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down, anyway." As soon as she had placed the meat in awallet, she told the wolf to take the carcass
away from the path. It was too obvious that a knife had cut the meat away, and the fact that only half the
flesh had been taken would be a dead giveaway to any raider that alone hunter was around.

The weight 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 kilometers they had run; by evening Dion was so tired that she ssimply
stumbled 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 mind. When Hishn tugged her
sleeve and gently guided her off the road to rest, she just fell into the soft humus and found herself
curled against the wolf's warm stomach, suffering only to open the wallet and expose the parcel of meat
to the hungry creature's claws. She knew nothing more till dawn broke across her eyes again.

Even then she woke grudgingly at the wolf's insistent nudge. From the damp heat of the Gray One's

stomach, Dion raised her head and winced at the returning throb. Two and a half days, she sent, looking
up at the green canopy. That's alot of distance to make up.

file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K..-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20W ol fwal ker.txt (25 of 269)14-7-2004 1:30:31



file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K.-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt

The longer you sleep, the greater it grows, Hishn retorted. She twisted suddenly and bit at a bug that had
crawled onto her tail, and Dion was | eft to sit up or fall back into the brush.

"Ow," the healer wailed. "Y ou could have given me awarning." Her headache suddenly took on the
proportions of amajor hangover, and she pressed both hands into her temples to control the hammers
that threatened to burst through her skull.

The wolf merely cocked her head. Y ou felt better yesterday after running a while, she encouraged.

"All right, al right." Dion rolled out of the moss, groaning at her sore muscles. She dragged her fingers
through her tangled black hair once, then followed with her fire-blackened comb, only to realize that
without a bath, straightening out the knots in the once-glossy mass was impossible. With asigh she
stuffed it up and out of sight in her warcap. They should cross a stream that day and again the next, if
she remembered the merchant's map correctly, and with luck she could then take the time to wash her
hair before it matted up like awild dnu'stail. Cup-
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plants, although they held enough water to live on, had nowhere near enough fluid to wash her facein,
let alone her halir.

In the end it took wolf and woman five more days and 130 kilometers to near the plains where the river
Phye flowed. Rhom's trail was fresher, but she was still afull day behind him—she had been too weak
to hold a strong pace as well as she could have wished—but if the moons sent her a clear path, the next
evening would see her at his night fire. At least she had found a couple of streamsto wash in, she
consoled herself as she dropped wearily into a shuffling run, though another day of jogging through
Fenn Forest had ruined any cleanliness she had stolen from the sparkling water. The long shadows
filtered into dusk with the dimming evening light, and the wolfwalker sighed, rubbed dirt from her face
with an equally dirty sleeve, and told herself that she would find a hollow to sleep in after the next hill.

Hishn had been dropping back to run closer to Dion and now came up beside her. The Gray One was
uneasy. The edge of fear she caught snapped the wolfwalker awake, but she was so tired that she was not
up to much of afight with whatever was disturbing her partner, and she barely noticed how the wolf's
head turned slowly from side to side as the Gray One tried to catch scent or sight of the danger.

The wind iswrong for me, she told Dion with a puzzled mental tone. But someone watches. . . The
Gray One's mind grew more chaotic as instincts and emotions took over her reasoning. Danger! She
pulled her lips back in asnarl.

Dion froze, looking into the dark forest shadows with her eyes, her ears, her mind. But she saw nothing,
heard nothing, felt nothing except the unease that grew till she wanted to scream at the unseen watcher.
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Was she walking into atrap, or had the jaws of one closed already? Hishn's senses colored her own till
shefelt asif 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 low to
see over it before exposing herself. Hishn slunk to her right. Still Dion saw nothing. She drew back on
the arrow and moved over therise. 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 slope, wagon ruts on each side, Hishn stalking the unseen. The wol f
growled.

There!l A sound, and an arrow whapped by her hip. Hishn lunged in front of her, and she leapt back and
to the side, her teg collapsing and rolling her across the wagon tracks, just short of the safety of the
forest. She bit back her cry and scrambled for the shadows as she shot back, but two more vicious bolts
cut her off from the brush. There was more than one, then. There was always more than one, she
reminded herself in despair. Raiders worked in groups of three or more.

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

"Hishn!" She whispered urgently. The Gray One crouched between the woman and the raiders, her teeth
long and white in the dark. Two hulking forms stepped carefully out of the brush on either side of the
road, but Dion knew there was at |east one more still in the shadows with an arrow notched at her heart,
and she could not afford another deep wound. One of them lit atorch and held it high over his head, its
light casting a macabre shadow twice as big as the man it illuminated.

"Look what we have here," the other man growled. "A wanderer. He must be tired. We should take him
home with us for sport, huh, Grost? Haw." He moved carefully, his bow still ready as he loomed across
the trail. The one called Grost was only afew inches shorter but still about two meterstall. Their faces
looked asif they had taken a beating recently. Asthey moved up, the third man stepped into view to
keep aclear line of fire on the captive. Gray Hishn growled and backed against her, staying between her
and the raiders who advanced across the darkening evening dust. The wolfs mind was primal, animal,
the blood lust combining with her protective instincts to attack.

Hishn. Dion checked her again, though the controlled fear in her own mind did not help calm the wolf.
She had never met raiders before, but as a healer she had seen the effects of their weapons on men and
their sport on women. How long would they continue to think she was a man?

"Keep the wolf down," Grost said sharply, his sword out and gleaming under the torch as he edged
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closer.
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"Just kilt it," the first hulking raider suggested crudely.

"Don't be stupid, Kerr. There's a high market for trained wolves. Bolan, check on our other guest. This
one'sin no shape to give us trouble." The man in the woods grunted and turned, and a shadow shifted
where he disappeared from the murk of the night. Dion stayed silent. She could not run with her leg, but
she could not let them take Hishn, either. The wolf was her only chance—Hishn had to get away, find
Rhom, and bring help if she could. Kerr got too close, and the wolf got set to leap, her mind sending the
woman in one staccato burst the flashed images: the attack, the throat slashed and spurting beneath white
flashing teeth, the feel of flesh and bonein her jaw, the taste of hot blood, the incense of the scream . . .

Hold! Dion ordered strongly. Wait!

Grost stayed to the side, letting Kerr advance, and Dion 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 wolf-walker flung her hand up suddenly, and Kerr's eyes followed.
"Rhom!" she snapped sharply. Hishn would understand.

The wolf leapt, 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 moment's hesitation, and then
Grost reached out amost negligently and slapped her jarringly hard across the cheek.

My voice, she thought dimly. It gave me away.

"Bitch," she heard asthe familiar fuzzy patches swam hi front of her eyes. She hardly noticed when they
tied her hands in front of her, roughly, but with afoot of line between them, and pushed her to walk
before them. Even with her hands spaced, she fell twice. The first time Kerr yanked her to her feet and
muttered something about taking her there in the dust since she would not make it to the camp. She
shuddered and felt very small, her body dizzy and weak.

The dirty raider laughed cruelly at her shudder. "Have to see what you look like by firelight. Might even
be downright pretty." He reached over to feel her chest, and she shrank back against Grost, terror and
fury in her eyes. They had taken the knives from her belt but had not looked 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 dim thoughts .. . . one lunge, one snap, one
scream . . .

No! the wolfwalker commanded as sternly as she could. The Gray One wasin the forest, pacing like a
dark shadow of death, but Dion needed more than the fangs of the wolf to get clear of the raiders. I'm too
weak to run. Find Rhom, and hurry!

"Leave her," Grost'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 market block."

The other man muttered an obscenity under his breath. But the woman fell once more, dazed by the
throbbing in her leg and head, and he grabbed her and swung her like a sack of potatoes over his
shoulder, ignoring her awkward pack. The world faded into ared haze as she was jounced against his
back by his stride. When they reached the raiders' camp, he dumped her roughly against another body
that lay in the firelight, then re-bound her hands tightly while she lay limp, her senses coming back
slowly as her hands grew throbbingly numb.

The man bound next to her shifted and groaned softly. His gray eyes opened, and the two prisoners
looked at each other for along moment. Surprise, then afrown, then pity showed on his beaten,
weathered face as he realized that she was a woman and a healer—and in the raiders hands. But he was
not in agood position, either, she realized. When Dion was sold, at |east she would be protected by the
harem laws, but the older, graying man would be destined for any number of miserable deaths-raiders
were not known as gentle sorts. Already blood trailed from the man's mouth and nose, and his | eft eye
was swollen amost shut.

"I wish | could help you," she whispered involuntarily as she saw the mess of his face.

A bit of ironic humor glinted in hisright eye, and he managed a twisted smile. "It's | who should help
you, Healer," he whispered back. ' ‘Gamon Aikekkraya neBentar, weapons master of the Ramaj Ariye.
Now weaponless but still at your service."

"Healer Ember Dione maMarin," she returned, then fell silent. Grost, having dropped his weapons at the
other side of the fire, was coming over. As she struggled to sit up without wincing, Grost squatted in
front of her, reached out, and gripped her chin in his hand to study her face asif he were checking adnu's
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teeth for age. She yanked her head back, her face burning with instant fury, but he merely smiled and
forced her forward again.
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"Feisty, huh? The ones with spirit always bring a better price." His other hand pulled off the healer's
headband and warcap, and her tangled hair tumbled free. "Definitely pretty. In fact, 1'd say unusually so.
With the healer status, we might be able to get forty, maybe forty-two pieces of gold in spite of this—"
He gestured at her leg and head gash, "—and this. Maybe more from the right buyer." He laughed
harshly and let 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'll it
be?'

Dion was shocked. No one ever touched a healer's herbs. But then, no one was supposed to harm a
healer, either, she reminded herself warily. So she tempered her anger, though her eyes flashed. "Third
pouch on theright," she answered mutinously.

He gave her alazy smile. "Stay cooperative," he commented, 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 moons knew she was not dressed as if she had money. As he peered hi the small
bag and counted the coins roughly, Dion's |eft leg itched where the jewels and her few pieces of gold
were small bumpsin her boots against her skin, but, satisfied, Grost relied the pouch and tucked it in his
jerkin. "Now, what happened to the rest of your party?' he asked, appraising the bloodstains and cuts on
her leather mail.

"Worlags," she said shortly.

Grost gave her a speculative look. "And you aone escaped their claws? That wolf must be pretty handy
in ascrape. Welll just have to set you out as bait till it comes back for you." In spite of herself, Dion's
eyesflickered, and Grost smiled, knowing he had guessed right. His smile had humor like that of a
hungry worlag.

Assheglared at him and tried to read his face, the wolfwalker told herself that she had no reason to be
shocked by the raider's tactics: She had listened to her father and her twin talk about their experiences,
she had seen the wounds and tortured bodies the raiders left behind, she had studied under the best
teachers
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in the martial art called Abis—if shelet thisraider scare her so that she forgot everything she had
learned, then she had wasted more than half her life training in something she could not bring herself to

use. He was araider, yes, and aslaver aswell, but he was only a man, after all.

And men can be killed as easily as hares, the Gray One whispered savagely from a shadow behind one
of the raiders.
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Hishn, get back—get away from the light. Leave me. Find Shorn. He's got to be close. Desperately, Dion
forced herself not to look at the wolf.

But the raider's voice sharpened suddenly and went cold, breaking into her thoughts. "Who is Rhom?"
he barked, asif reading her mind and trying to catch her off guard. "What is he to you and how far
away?'

Next to her, Gamon stirred but stayed quiet, and in the sudden tension- Dion felt her heart beat hard
against her ribs. The fear isreal enough, shetold herself, 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 him aresigned sigh. ' 'All right, the truth is that he's a pet worlag | picked up on the way.
Looks kind of like you, in fact. Same beady eyes, same black and blue face—"

The raider's smile did not reach his eyes. "I can make things very unpleasant for you, you know." He
reached over and fingered her chin again, chuckling when she shrank away from him. "Brave Jittle girl,
he mocked. "What would you do if | decided to buy you for myself?' His smile died suddenly, the fire's
shadows darkening his face. "Who is Rhom?' he demanded.

Dion looked down, not answering, and the raider's slap ailmost caught her by surprise, rocking her head
back. Stay! she shouted at Hishn, stopping the instinctive leap with her command as she licked blood
from her lip. The blow had been emotionless and brutal, Grost merely using his hands to get the
information he wanted, and she was shocked more by that than the act itself. She stifled her gasp and
caught her breath, answering in alow, trembling voice. "My grandfather."

Grost leaned back and eyed her thoughtfully. " Grandfather, huh? How far from here is the old man?"
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She hesitated, waited for him to raise his hand to threaten her again, and kept her voice high and hurried
asif she were trying to get the words out before his hand fell. It was not difficult. "Two days, maybe
less," she said as the words tumbled 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 behind Bolan, and she licked
her torn lip again. Wait, Gray One. Soon, soon we'll both fight.

Grost thought for a minute, nodded to himself asif figuring distances, and asked, "Can you cook?'

Dion said nothing, hoping she had gained some leeway by letting him think her rebellion would be
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verbal and not physical but feeling honestly mutinous and insulted at the same time. By the moons, all
healers could cook. Why learn only the bitter ways to use herbs?

The raider slapped her again, and the blood from her 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 temper.
Movement means opportunities, she told herself, tasting blood on her tongue. Hishn's own image of
blood was as much a goad as the rage that smoldered deep inside. Not yet, she told herself as much as
the wolf. Just alittle longer. . .

Grost retied her hands afoot apart again, pulled her to her feet, and pointed at the fire and the pot
hanging over it. "Do something with that," he said. She remained silent but clenched and unclenched her
burning hands to get the blood moving in them again as she glanced toward the fire. She still had the
boot knives—but the raider was watching her closely, so that she had no chance to slip a blade from her
boot and leave it with Gamon. She sniffed at the pot and tried to stir the lump in the bottom. Whatever it
was, it was not salvageable.

* 'Cook," Grost commanded pleasantly, though his voice was cold underneath.

The fear she felt was sour in her mouth, and she was angry. Even araider has no right to treat a healer
like this, she told herself, lifting her chin. These men 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
more to them, she would give them some spirit and a piece of her temper, aswell. Right then, she did
not have much to lose.

"I can't cook a mash of burned tubers or whatever it isyouVe
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wasted in the pot," she snapped, glaring at Grost and throwing a spoonful of scorched goop at the ground
in disgust. "Y ou want supper? Tell Bolan there, or what's his name, to dump this pot and dig some fresh
roots."

Bolan's jaw dropped at her words. Kerr gawked. Grost stared at her for along moment, and Dion
thought she was going to die as the raider fingered his blade with a surprised frown still on hisface. And
then, incredibly, Grost laughed outright. "Bolan," he chuckled, "dump the pot. Then get out the supplies
for our mistress healer." He turned away, still chuckling, and Bolan shook his head in disbelief.

With the fresh supplies, Dion made a strong stew, stumbling as she moved, tired and scared, though she
knew that Hishn was still in the shadows. How the raiders 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 something was wrong but could not put hisfinger on it, Grost kept Dion under his
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eye. Sheignored him. The raiders ignored Gamon.

She wondered what they would do with the older man: Sell him in a slave market, too? If they asked her
to treat their cuts and bruises, she might be able to put them to sleep with a slow-acting tranquilizer that
would not be noticed as being different from normal sleepiness. But they had not asked, and she guessed
it was because Grost could not trust her not to do what she was thinking of. She could not poison the
stew because Gamon and she might have to eat it, too. But, she thought, she could use the tranquilizer in
their grog. They would not waste a good brew on prisoners, and it might provide the edge necessary for
Hishn to distract the raiders and she and Gamon to escape. With the smoke from the fire wandering
about, Dion had a good excuse for not staying in one place, and so as the acrid fumes tracked her way
again, she turned her back to the raiders and loosened the thong on her weapons pouch. The vial, meant
for dipping the throwing stars and moons, was in her hand in an instant and then up her sleeve. A little
longer, Gray One, she sent. Just give them half an hour after they drink, and the moons will give usa
clear path of vengeance. Gamon, who was facing Dion as she sent the thought, casually looked away.

She served supper as politely asif the raiders were sitting at her father's table at home, though her hands
shook when she
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poured the stew into their bowls. Bolan and Grost seemed to appreciate the irony of being served like
gentlemen, though the other, grim-looking man just watched her when she had to come near to fill his
plate. The old weapons master must have put the fear of al nine moons into Bolan, because after the
raiders ate, Bolan untied Gamon's arms and relied his hands so that the weapons master had to eat
awkwardly, spooning the stew past historn lips. The burly raider sat barely a meter away, and his sword
never wavered from the older man's heart.

"Y ou have a name?'

She started, looking up from rinsing the pot. Grost was standing near her, his face pleasant as always,
but Dion thought he would look that way even if he were tearing the guts from a mother and child. She
gave him her mutinous look again and said nothing, so he dug his heavy fingers into her shoulders on
the nerves and twisted her painfully so that she dropped the pot and faced him with a gasp. "When | ask
you a question, Healer, answer," the raider said, slapping her again. "It'll save you some 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 from Dion's own stressed emotions, and the woman
knew she could not hold the wolf back much longer.

Wait, Gray one, she begged. Three against one is certain death. They will just hold me 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 writhing away
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from the pain. With her violet eyes flashing murder, she gasped, "Healer Dione."

"Ah." He nodded. "The Healer Dione. And whal is your maiden name, Healer Dione?' His voice
caressed her ear.

"That's none of your business," she started, angry enough to take any blows he would give and double
them back to the rast-spawned raider, but she got hold of her temper just in time and let herself flinch
back from his raised hand, two hot red spols burning in her pale cheeks. "Ember," she said furiously. Her
shoulders throbbed where hisiron fingers left bruises on her nerves.

"An odd name." He searched her with hiseyes asif looking
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for athreat he could not quite put hisfinger on. ' '‘But it adds to the attraction. Serve us the grog, Ember
Dione."

The wolfwalker's hands still shook, but the movement covered the small splashes of potion that fell into
the heating grog. But when she poured the mugs, Grost silently indicated two more. Dion's heart sank.
He's too clever, she thought fearfully. Hishn—get ready.

... crouching, waiting, hind feet dug into aroot to lunge. . .

Steady—no, wait. It had been atest. The raider picked up his mug when he sat that the woman did not
hesitate to take hers or offer the other to Gamon, and she realized that he had watched her taste the stew
before he touched his own, too.

"Drink but don't swallow," she whispered without moving her lips as she lifted the mug to Gamon'slips.
Her position shielded him from the raiders' eyes as the older man let the grog dribble away down his
face and soak his shirt and pants while he made loud gulping sounds. The silent threat of the wolf
pounded in what should have been quiet. Then, in the deafening noise of the wolf's breathing, Dion slid
aboot knife from her footgear and dropped it in the shadow cast by the older man's hip, not meeting his
eyes as his gaze glinted suddenly with the Steel of the unexpected blade. Soon, Hishn. Then we'll both
have afight. The older 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 more. Bolan had already taken severa
swigs, aswell. Grost sipped slowly and seemed to turn his attention to other things, but Dion suspected
that he was still watching the two prisoners.

"Drink your grog, Ember Dione," he commanded from the fire, proving her right.

"I don't like swine's ale," she snapped back. Bolan smothered a snigger as he dipped himself another
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mug from the pot. Would he return to the log he had sat on before? The wolf would be right behind
him...

"Drink, Healer." Grost's voice was cold, the threat obvious. She took the mug she had poured for herself.
Thisisit, Gray One, she sent. She hated grog. Even without the tranquilizer, she would have avoided
drinking the bitter brew. When | yell. . .
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... musclestensed, eyeslike dlits, prey like sleeping pags. . .

Dion took a swig but wiped her mouth 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 mouth
and tongue. Would it slow her too much?

... hard, black claws flexed, lips snarled back. . . The Gray One's projection was a blast of blood lust
that blinded Dion for a moment until she dragged her thoughts back to her own mind and remembered
she was human. Almost, Gray One. . . she whispered back.

"Healer," Grost's voice was like ice, and she ailmost bolted. Was there a touch of slurring in his voice?
Bolan was relaxing more and more. Gods, couldn't he smell the danger? Kerr had settled against atree
and seemed to be watching the fire. Just five more minutes. . . But Grost got up, stalked over, and stared
at the wolfwalker asif she were arabbit herself, to be spitted and broiled. Dion held her breath as he
took another lazy swig of grog but froze as he spit it out to the side.

Now, Hishn! she shouted.

She lunged for the dark brush and came up with ajerk 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 screamed and fell to her knees. A red haze filled her
eyes. A snarl reached her deafened ears dimly, and a man's scream choked the night. Where was Kerr?
The ground was miles beyond her, and the sounds of mortal 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 blade
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 landed, his weight trapping
her ankle and panicking her like aworiag on the kill. There was suddenly dirt in her fist, and she threw it
at hisface.

"Bitch of alepa—" he snarled rubbing at his eyes as she scrambled back and scooped the hidden knife
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from her boot. Hishn streaked behind the fire, tearing at the other burly raider,
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who screamed again and dragged himself toward his sword with one hand while grabbing at the wolf's
red-gleaming fangs with the other.

... blood. .. hot, sweet blood. Lunge and slash and tear and kill. . . Wolfwalker, | comefor you . . .
wrist open, blood spurting in the fur . . . hard bones snapping between my teeth. . ,

Bolan lunged for his blade and tripped. Dion sliced up at Grost and slashed his arm; the raider cursed
and cuffed at empty space. Sherolled. He dived. She grabbed a brand from the fire and twisted,
thrusting it at the man's face. Grost recoiled and slapped the brand aside, but Gamon kicked the raider in
the kidneys as the dirty man forgot his other prisoner. Dion clutched the unexpected instant to loose the
flaming branch at Bolan instead, as the other raider finally grabbed his sword and charged her wolf. She
staggered up, and then Grost leapt after her, his face evil, his eyes death. She dodged around the fire and
grabbed for the grog pot, which was still ssmmering on the coals, but the raider ducked the stream of
scalding liquid. With 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 him only alittle. She ducked, kicked, punched his throat, and dlid away, but even with the
sleeping potion affecting him, Grost was a stronger, dirtier fighter than she.. . . whirl and slash. . .

tear . . . If he hit her evenonce. . .

Desperately, she dodged another blow, twisting from the raider's grip as the knife sliced empty 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 blows and stomped savagely on hisfoot, driving her knee up into his groin.

...bleedand die. .. soft neck in whiteteeth . . .

He thumped her on the ribs, then grasped her arm, but she panicked and caught his throat with her elbow
before throwing him over against alog. Bolan screamed behind her. Grost only grunted as he hit the
ground hard. Dion whirled. Gamon—his bonds—she slashed at them in an instant, freeing the older
man's feet to run if nothing else. But the old man jammed them instead against the raider as Grost lunged
across at Dion, the raider's knife cutting by her desperately twisting side. Grost pulled back the blade to
throw its silver death at Dion. Hishn howled. Ga-
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mon shouted. The wolf appeared tike a mortal shadow on the raider's back, and Dion threw her own
knife. It sank into his eye like a hoe into soft mud.
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Cam down. Gray One. It's over. Dion knelt by the wolf and gripped the animal's cheeks in her hands,
staring into the dlitted eyes and shouting into her mind. No more. Bring it down, now. She strained to
hold the beast in her arms while Gamon knelt quickly by Bolan, who had no time even to beg for hislife
before the weapons master stooped and made the cut. Blood spurted, and the wolf jerked. Dion, lost in
the Gray One'sinner rage, did not even notice that the execution was real until the human image of the
death throes brought her consciousness to the fore and put horror back on her face.

"Gamon—no ..."

Gamon stood again and met her blanching gaze steadily. "There's no trial block handy, girl. They won't
bother anyone else now."

She struggled against her growing weakness as the dark woods envel oped them and the overcast sky
held the light of the moons from their camp. "I could have saved him," she whispered.

"What?' The weapons master looked at her in disbelief. "For what? So they could rape and kill again?’
He rolled the body over till it lumped up against the limp form of Kerr. ' "'Think hover, Healer. They
weren't worth your time."

"By the moons, Gamon, | swore to save lives, not take them."

"Areyou fighter or healer?'

The question stopped her cold. As ahealer, she had sworn to protect life, and as a fighter, yes, she had
sworn to strive for life, but how could she explain that this was the first time she had killed not aworlag
or badgerbear or beast for food or survival but a man, a human being? And worse yet, how could she
justify dragging the Gray One into the murder as well—a creature bound to humans, killing humans.
What would it do to their bonding? What would it do to themselves? And Hishn trembled under her
fingers, longing to roll hi the piss of her kill and taste the blood again. Abis? Dion shuddered. All the
years of training, the sweat and tears of frustration, the pride with each lesson mastered, the training, the
discipline—it was all meaningless now that she was facing the raider's kicking, dying body and
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taking her own gore-dipped knife from his empty eye. Her stomach roiled.

"|—IVe never killed aman before," she said in alow voice.

He shrugged, kicking dirt over the remnants of the raiders fire.

"You had it to do, Ember Dione. And you did the job well enough.”
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"Oh, moons, you don't understand,” she burst out, her violet eyes tortured with self-loathing. "I'm a
healer and awolf-walker—and | just killed three men. Oh, damn the gods," she choked out, "I should
never have left Randonnen." She buried her face in the Gray One's fur.

Gamon was silent a moment, then he began gathefteg up the raiders four dnu. He mounted one of the
beasts easily in spite of his bruised shoulders and held out another set of reins to the woman. "You
played a dangerous game, Wolfwalker," he said quietly. "And if you hadn't, I'd be dead by now, and
others aswell." She lifted her head and stared at him. " Save the self-pity for someone who thinks you
deserveit," he continued. "Asfor me, | think you're strong enough for anyone to Journey with."

She stared, wide-eyed, searching his eyes for the lie. But he merely nodded at the bodies. "I do
understand, Healer. But you can let it tear you apart, or you can deal with it. Like most men," he said,
handing her thereins, "l learned to deal with it."

She got to her feet slowly, trying to hide her shudder as Hishn nudged her in the side. "lamnotaman,
Gamon."

The weapons master chuckled. Her silhouette in the firelight revealed a slender shape that was taut and
toned, her legs long and shapely while her grace was like an echo of the wolf's. "That much you'll never
be able to hide, Ember Dione." He pulled the other two dnu around to lead them as he rode. "But we live
in aworld that gives no second chance for those who roam the woods. To survive, sometimes we have to
pick blades of steel, not grass.”

Dion looked down at her feet, at her sword, and at her bloodstained hands, then set her jaw and mounted
the six-legged dnu. She looked back at the carnage only once. Then she spurred the dnu into atrot and
sent the wolf loping in front of her like aforethought. "My brother is ahead of us
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on thetrail," she said suddenly over the drum of hooves that filled the night.

"I know."

She sat suddenly still in the saddle. "Y ou know? How could you?"

Gamon shrugged. "l was backtracking him. It's how | got into trouble in the first place."

"So you knew he wasn't my grandfather all along?"

"Or aworlag you picked up along the way," he returned with a sudden glint of humor.
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" So why were you trailing him?' The words came out harshly in spite of herself.

"Oh, Ember." Gamon turned in the saddle and held out his hand. "Trust me as| Ve trusted you. Y our
brother, or isit twin— you look enough alike to be the same fighter, though it is true that only the
shadows could mistake you for a man—surprised us on the trail and decided to join us. We weren't sure
that we could trust him, so | trailed him back afew kilometersto seeif his story was true. Well, it was,
but in the meantime | walked into araider trap much like you did. Stupid of roe, faling for atrick as old
as the moons," 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 jumped me." He shrugged. "They weren't prepared for some
of my talents, but I'm alittle too old for most of their tricks." The older man paused and looked at her
across the saddle. "Y our brother's fine, Ember Dione. A bit worse for the wear but in better shape than
you right now. He can't seem to believe you're dead but still had no hope that you're alive."

"How far ahead are they?"

"They werein ahurry but couldn't chance missing the raiders' trail at night. | had about an hour of hard
riding before | was jumped, and I'd guess it's about midnight now." Gamon tilted his head to figure the
distance. "If they leave at first light, they'll be about fifteen kilometers ahead by the time we hit the
plains, and they're moving fast, trying to catch up to the slavers that kidnapped my nieces. . . I'd say
we'd meet up with them around noon at the river Phye if we keep riding." He paused and gave Dion a
sideways glance asif to judge what was left of her endurance. "How long can you stay in the saddle?"
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"All night, all day, and to the moons and back if it means I'll see Rhom that much sooner."

The weapons master laughed. "He's alucky man, Ember Dione. If | were your brother, | think | 'd ride to
the moons and back for you, too. Would you consider taking me for amate since | can't be your

brother?"

A blush heated her face, but she laughed. "Gamon, you'd be tired of my stubborn ways in aninan. Be
glad that 1'11 cook your meals and keep my mouth shut till | see my twin."

"If that grog was any indication of your culinary skills," he teased, "I'd rather stay away from your
cooking."

Vv

Aranur Bentar neDannon;
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In Pursuit

When the winds blow down the canyon of the Phye And the summer waters shrink in the dry. The birds
pick fish from the shallow river rocks And the river rocks reach to the sky, boys. The black rocks reach
to the sky.

Then the waters rush faster down the canyon of the Phye

And the wild boiling waves leap high.

Theriver triesto take whoever's passing through

But whoever passes through is a man, boys,

He who makes it through is a man.

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

Damn them to the seventh hell, he swore, dlapping irritably at astingily. Anicy fury raged in his gut
while he paced the bank like a trapped water cat and tried to figure away to beat the raidersto the dave
markets. They had been outmaneuvered twice, and it rankled; the branch he was holding broke with his
hidden tension, the crack of its fiber like the sound of hisfists on araider's bones. Aranur did not need to
remind himself 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 maybe
aready marked by those scum. He dropped the shards of wood, slapped the dust off his pants, and stood
up. He owed the raiders, and they would pay.
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“Tyrel, Bentol," he said sharply to his cousin and the trader who were still arguing by the dnu. "Cut it
out or I'll cut the tongues out of both of you."

The boy said alast word under his breath that turned the trader's race an ugly red, but at another ook
from the lean, hard-muscled man whose sword hung so ready in its scabbard, the boy turned back to
watch for their uncle.

"Worse than a saddle burr," Aranur muttered, running his hand through his black hair and striding to the
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shore's edge, where he squatted to study the prints embedded in the mud. He was atall man, his
shoulders broad enough that many mistook his height until they looked up into those cold gray eyes and
fingered their swords with unease. His face was too strong to be handsome, but there was alook about it
that arrested the eye and made another man look twice and awoman look long—a quality of tensile
strength that was built into his bones and supported by the well-used laugh lines that gathered around his
eyes. The eyes themselves were quiet but quick, noticing each blade of grass bent down and each sound
the bugs made near them and the way the other men stepped carefully around the mud to leave 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 stomping as the trader checked the packs, angrily tightening
straps and jerking at the dnu's saddles. But he was as aware of the merchant's mounting tension as he
was of the boy's subtle prods. And as he considered how long atrail they still had to ride, he frowned.
His cousin Tyrel was more like Gamon than the boy had any right to be, and Aranur had wished too
often that the youth would take more wisdom from his father, the Lloroi, than wisecracks from his Uncle
Gamon.

"Aranur." The fourth man caught his attention with alow voice, drawing the leader's sharp glance to the
drying mud. As Aranur rose and moved over to the burly stranger, the younger man perched on the well-
trod bank like alepa, hisviolet 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 another would have overlooked.

The man had sharp eyes, Aranur acknowledged 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, heidentified instantly. Her riding boots had always been distinctive. He nodded with
approval. His sister had been struggling when she was dragged into the boat, making sure she dug her
marks in deeply for her brother to follow.

The lean man stood up, slipped in the mud as the bank gave way beneath him, and nearly splashed afoot
into the Phye before he recovered his balance like a cat. Rhom glanced at the man and remained silent,
but he noticed the way Aranur's hand never strayed far from his hilt.

Aranur shook the water off his boot and scraped the slimy mud from the leather. "Moonwormsin a
lepals den,” he swore under his breath. He climbed farther up on the bank and stomped to test the
integrity of the ground while he studied Rhom as closely as the other man studied the tracks.

Ignoring the subtle scrutiny, Rhom absently fingered a cut in his bloodstained leather mail, his dark eyes
a haunted gray-violet while he examined the depressions | eft in the matted grass by the slavers dnu.
Rhom was a stranger, Aranur reminded himself, wondering how far to trust the black-haired fighter.
Then too, Rhom's 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 running from something, he knew—the grief perhaps of
whatever had happened behind him, for the man showed no fear, only an anguish hetried to hide and a

file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K..-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt (41 of 269)14-7-2004 1:30:31



file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K.-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt

fury that smoldered dark and hot in his heart—but even afighting rage grown of grief would be
welcome when they met the swords of the slavers. Aranur shook his head, considering his motley band.
Of the three who rode with him, he trusted the stranger Rhom more than the others. Tyrel was too
hotheaded to listen for the silent cut of the steel instead of the taunts a fighter could throw aswell. And
Bentol . . . Aranur sighed. The trader was good enough with a sword but better with abow 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 afight. Aranur's trust was held completely only by his Uncle Gamon, but the
old man had not returned from backtracking the stranger, and Aranur wondered if Rhom'strail had held
more trouble than the old weapons master could handle.

He glanced across the nver and judged the speed of the current. The water rolled fast, carrying the debris
from the mountains down to meet the sea and breaking it on the way so that
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only twigs reached the inhospitable shore. "Theréell be fighting in Sidisport if we can't catch the raiders
on theriver," he said grimly.

Rhom nodded absently. ' 'There's no other boat at this crossing unlessit's sunk."

With the rocks humping the water up so far, the Phye looked like a huge, flat serpent writhing through
the muddy banks, catching the chill air and tossing it along like the clouds of gnats 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
stalks of catchplants that trapped unwary passersin their open mouths.

He used hisfoot to edge a stand of reeds aside while he peered upstream through the rising tide of green,
but the low growth was undisturbed. No broken or wilting branches marked the passage of more raiders;
no telltale strands of dnu hair told him where they had gone.

"Rhom, check the waters downstream. I'm going to circle out from the bank and see if they split up.”

The stranger nodded, and Aranur felt another twinge at his conscience. He was used to using people—
ordering life and death by the strategy of a battle—but what right did he have to do that with Rhom? The
young blacksmith had joined them of his own free will, it was true, but still, the odds were that if he
stayed with them to Sidisport, he would not live to see the autumn leaves turn. But neither would Tyrel
or any of them, the gray-eyed leader reminded himself harshly. It was not hisjob to decide the fates—
leave that to the moons and thank their light for the blessing of another sword. He would pay for his
reckoning after he rescued his sister, not before.

Swatting at a graf bug that landed accidentally on his eyebrow, the lean man ducked under the brush. He
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held his breath as a clove bush released its sudden cloud of irritating mist—an acidic warning to animals
to keep them from eating its tempting, 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 growth 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 Gamon?' he called back to Tyrel. He could just see the top of the boy's head at the rise
from where the youth watched the back trail.

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

Scraping more mud off his boots, the tall man 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 led back into the forest. He frowned. "Where did you see them?"

The boy motioned with his chin, careful to make no overt movement. ' 'l caught a flash of movement
about five kilometers back, then another a moment later. 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 moment. Had he been so
careless as to miss being followed? Where could two raiders have split off and circled around? Maybe
back at the lavalake, although he should have seen the signsif that were true. Either they were better
than he thought, he acknowledged, or these were a new pair riding to join the other party.

"More trouble," he said shortly to Rhom as he eased down the slope and took the reins of his dnu from
the stranger.

"Raiders?’

"Lookslikeit, though there's only two—there should be more unless they're part of the group we're
following."

"QOut of theFenn?'
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"Maybe." Aranur gestured for the trader to mount up. "Get amove on, Bentol. We haven't time for you
to repack every ounce the way you want."

"'An easy pack makes an easy ride," the trader retorted, flicking an imaginary spot off one of the stiff
leather packs but mounting as he had been directed. ' 'Especially if we'reriding hard.”

"Well, we may be riding harder than you think. There are two raiders on our trail. Tyrel," he called
quietly. "Come on down. Y ou won't see them again if you haven't by now. They're down in the brush
and not coming out till they find us."
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"Raiders that close?' the trader broke in angrily. "How could you miss them coming?"

Aranur bit back hiswords. It would not do to irritate the merchant further—the paunchy man had put
much of hisown money in this, too. So he took a breaih and found an overlooked fragment of the
patience he had thought was lost. ' 'What's done is done. They're close, and we need to move on before
they teach us here. It's obvious we're following the main group of raiders, and they've left atrail so wide
that even abollusk could follow them—it'll be no great trick for the pair behind us to come up on usif
we sit here like rabbits.”

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

"Maybe. We can't help that now." The heavy gait of Bentol's dnu would give away the weight of his
saddlebags, but that was the least of Aranur's concerns.

"Look, I'm carrying enough money to chase the davers all the way to Breinigton and back if necessary.
L etting a couple of raiders follow uslike nightshades is stupidity itself. Even if Gamon were here—"

"But | am here," Aranur returned quietly. "Not Gamon. We pooled our savings with you because you
offered—and only the moons know why you did that; your miserly ways are known all over the south
coast. But you did offer, and we did accept. The money is ours now, not yours aone. With it, and with
or without you, we will get our sisters back."

The trader said nothing, though he glowered at the tall, lean man who faced him in the saddle. Aranur's
quiet assurance and calm readiness spoke of more 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 him—a taut
patience, like the long second before a cat leaps or the instant in which awolf waits to attack. Bentol
shivered. There wasin Aranur's eyes aflash of gray colder than a shade of death, an anger that merely
blanketed the storm of violence he could unleash. And Bentol knew it well. The trader glanced down at
his hands and clenched them in afutile fist—Aranur's hidden rage was more than enough to make him
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hesitate before he spoke again.

Aranur, seeing that the merchant would 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. "L et's get going. Thisisalousy placeto
defend.”

Glancing back before he led the others through the thick brush, the gray-eyed leader allowed himself a
moment of concern. Still no sign of his uncle, but the old man knew the sorts of tricks his nephew would
pull on afew raiders and should have little trouble tracking Aranur into the brush. He wheeled the dnu
around. ' 'WEe'll look for a good position along the next half kilometer."

They galloped away from the river, Aranur's eyes searching the land for a good spot to set the raiders up
for ambush. "Here." He raised his hand and brought them to a sudden halt in an unexpected hollow.
"WEe'll wait for them to catch up. Rhom, go out on that side; I'll cover this one. We'll move 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
come hi. We want them alive, Rhom," he added as he dismounted and flung the reins at his cousin.

The boy swung down immediately, grabbing the leather straps and leading both dnu into the hollow.
Aranur might 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 lanky youth already had one dnu bedded down in the shadow of
arocktree and was working on pushing the other into as good a position on the other side of the thick
bushes. Rhom disappeared almost silently into the brush, the black hair not hidden by his worn warcap
hi sharp contrast to the yellow grass he stepped through. Aranur looked after him for a moment, then
shrugged. He had afeeling the quiet stranger could take care of himself.

Aranur faded into the brush away from the other man, his trail-hardened body shifting so that he blended
nearly invisibly into the bushes. He could hear the stamping of the dnu as his cousin made the last beast
lie down behind him, then they, too, were quiet. He moved on. The click bugsfell silent, then started up
again amost immediately as he passed, so smoothly did he cross the ground.

He was guessing mat the raiders would split up a kilometer out. It was afavorite tactic of theirs; also,
they would have lost the men'strail in the tracks of the raiders being chased. But if the raiders had left a
few men behind to waylay Aranur's group and prevent mem from following, were there really only two?
WOLFWALKER
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The tone pursuers could have circled west from downriver and left others to wait for the group there.

The tall man frowned, skirted athombush, and came eye to eye with a stickbeast. The stilted creature
stared at the long, lean man for a minute, two of its lanky skeletal limbs holding a beetle to its mouth,
then it stalked into a bush and melted into the wood of the growth, camouflaged almost perfectly.

As he climbed above the trail, the crest of asmall hillock hid him behind its grasses. There was no tree
with thick enough branches to support him, so he wriggled deeper into the earth, making a small
depression for his narrow-hipped body as he wedged himself into the rise. The plainsrolled on into the
forest to hisright, and he worried again about Gamon. But what trouble could his uncle run into that he
could not handle? The old man had been an Ariye weapons master for twenty years already—he would
see through any raider tricksin a hot second, especially since he was already looking for trouble
backtracking die stranger Rhom. But there were always worlags, badgerbears, and other things. Aranur
shook off his concern with afrown. He had no doubts about his uncle. Gamon was as woods-wise as the
best of them, and still better in fighting than most of those. He would be catching up soon.

The ground rumbled slightly with pounding hooves. The vibrations grew stronger, but he waited, not
daring to move to shift the pebble that was gouging his hip so sharply. He could hear the smooth
drumming of adnu's six legs hitting the earth: only one rider. The ghost vibrations he had felt must 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 man passed. There, he could almost smell the
sweat of the running beast. He tensed and—

L eapt out and down. Histiming was perfect. He hit the man fall force and knocked him right out of the
saddle. There was an instant's impression of tangled 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 man was—man?

Oh, moons of mercy, he thought with shock. He was looking into Rhom's face, except that it was that of
awoman. The healer's band and warcap had fallen off into the dust, and black,
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silky hair tumbled out, but it was the high, fine cheekbones and slender body that the battle-stained
clothes could not hide. Ar-anur rolled off and saw where her leg had been gashed open six, maybe seven
days earlier. No wonder she had gone down so easily. Moons of light and blessing, he thought, thanking
his gods that he had not reopened the long wound on her shapely thigh. | could have killed her.

And it hit him men as he stared at the pale face that was at once familiar and strange. It was Rhom's

sister. The man must have thought her dead, he realized, his mind jumping to the two riders Tyrel had
seen. She had been following them, and Ga-mon, too. His thoughts still had a stunned quality. Dnu
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hooves pounded the ground again: Rhom and Gamon. He gathered the woman into his arms. She was
light 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 men. But what burst from the
growth was not a dnu or a man. White fangs, yellow eyes, red snarling mouth, and a gray body bigger
than the powerful leader himself—the wolf lunged straight at him. Aranur froze for an instant, the
woman in hisarms and his sword hanging uselessly hi its sheath. Then there was a shout, and he dived
to the side, dropping her unceremoniously and grabbing his sword, and another dnu burst from the
brush, and Gamon charged the wolf as the wolf charged Aranur and they hit. The wolf was flung off its
legs and off the path, and Gamon's dnu flipped at the impact. The riding beast screamed, coming down
on its side and breaking two of its six legs. The old man went flying. Rhom burst into the clearing. The
Gray Onetwisted in midair and landed with legs thrusting, dirt thrown back from its claws asit slashed
back like a spear at Aranur. Rhom yelled. He threw himself between Aranur and the wolf, and the man
on the ground leapt forward and shouted for the stranger to get away—Rhom did not even have a blade,
but the burly fighter flung himself on the wolf and managed to tumble it without it tearing him to pieces.

"Down!" Rhom shouted, his voice almost a scream. "Gray One! Down! Back!" The beast snarled
horribly, teeth gleaming and snapping at his throat, grass flying as their limbs churned. Gamon was
scrambling to his feet. Aranur did not dare strike. "Aranur," the younger man yelled. "Get back! Get
away from
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her!" The wolf ailmost got free of him again, 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! "Rhom yelled. "Don't hurt her!" He grunted, ducking his head away from the beast's fangs.
"Hishn!" he shouted again. "Down! Down!" The wolf seemed to struggle less, snapping at the stranger's
circling arms but not tearing his flesh. And then the man was laughing and crying out that name over
and over. He let go suddenly and rolled away, and the wolf leapt again, but this time toward the woman.
Aranur hesitated, his sword ready to protect her slender form from the wolf—he had never heard of a
Gray One attacking humans without reason-but Rhom stopped him with another shoui.

"I must have been in the sun too long," Aranur muttered in disbelief. The wolf was circling the woman's
body, sniffing at her and snarling at the men, but he slowly realized that the circling and snarling were
protective, not threatening. Except maybe to them. "Isit, uh, friendly?' he said warily, still holding his
sword.
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Rhom got to his knees and shook off the dust and grass and fur from the struggle as Gamon limped to
join them. ' 'She runs with my twin," he said, carefully edging toward his sister and fee wolf. " She won't
attack me, but she may not let me near Dion just yet." The wolf growled low in itsthroat, but the
younger man just edged nearer, talking softly al thetime.' 'What 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 hishand in a
downed worlag's jaw.

"I tackled her off the dnu. She went out like a match in a millpond when she hit the ground." He paused
and looked bleakly at the downed dnu with the broken legs. "Rhom, | had no idea who she was."

Gamon started laughing. "Y ou should see the look on your face, Aranur. Y ou look like you were
sandbagged—Iike youVe never seen awoman before.”

"Y ou should see your own face," he retorted. His uncle was sporting a wild assortment of bruises. ' 'And
where Ve you been? Y ou could have warned us you were coming in with a guest. We figured you were
lost in the woods."

The older man guffawed at that.
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"With only the ale in your flask to keep you company,” Ar-anur continued sourly, "we didn't think you'd
make it through one night, let alone have enough to fortify yourself to find us

again."

The two men grasped arms, and Aranur thumped his uncle's back. He did not realize how much of a
beating Gamon had been through till the old man grunted and told him to control himself before he sent
his uncle to an early grave with his bone-breaking hugs. So he contented himself with admiring the
weapons master's black and blue face.

"It's not enough that you send me to single-handedly take care of all the raidersin Fenn Forest." The
older man grinned. "Y ou try to break my bones when | return." Aranur grinned back. "l was worried."
"Y ou should know by now that the moons take care of their own." Gamon gestured at the girl, who was
coming around. She opened her eyes, and they went wide for an instant, and then her arms were around
Rhom's neck and he just held her. Aranur felt a strange wrench in his heart. My own sister, Shilia... He
turned back to the dnu at his feet, swallowing against the rush of feeling that aimost blinded him.

The dnu was finished. They did not take shocks well, and with two broken legs, that one was as good as
gone already. Ignoring Rhom's reunion with his twin, Aranur leaned down and compressed the arteries
that ran beside the creature's eyes. In twenty seconds it was dead, its limp body lying like a day-old
carcass in the sun, its ribs holding up its sagging hide like weight-strained polesin atoo-big tent.
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Rhom helped his sister up and turned to Aranur. The grief he had been carrying had dropped from his
shoulders like 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 leader of
the Ramg] Ariye. My twin, the healer Ember Dione maMarin," he said with pride.

She winced as she put weight on her leg, and the wolf growled deep in tts throat, but the healer smiled.

"I'm pleased to meet you," she said. Aranur was still staring. Her black hair was like molten glass hi the
light of her violet eyes, and the meeting 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 Rhom's, and

her leggings were glit where the gash had split her leg from knee to thigh. He stared again as he realized
that she had held the edges of the wound together with Jargon heads. The clean, stubborn line of her chin
and the clear strength in her eyestold him of the nerve it had taken to withstand such treatment. But then
Gamon coughed, reminding him of his responsibilities, so he swept his warcap from his head and bowed
deeply, saying in a solemn, ceremonious tone, ' ‘Healer Dione, you have graced us with your presence.”

"If you think you can find your wits, Aranur,” the old man said sourly, "we can get going again."

The leader replaced his warcap, winked at Rhom, and returned glibly to his battered uncle. "Well, at
least | have no competition in the impression you must have made with your own handsome face." He
gestured for the wolfwalker to ride the one dnu left, then led the way back to the others. The Gray One,
taking its place beside the woman's six-legged mount, trotted silently behind him, forcing the man to
turn his head constantly to reassure himself that the wolf would not attack. It was those damned yellow
eyes, he thought. Every time he looked into them, he swore the creature was laughing at him. Asif adog
could laugh. And then every time he turned back to the trail, he could amost sense the Gray One's
muscles tensing to spring. He shook his head, biting back an unpleasant thought that came to mind.

As they approached the hollow where Tyrel and Bentol were waiting, Aranur grinned slyly. The looks
on the two men's faces as he jogged up with awoman healer and a Gray One would be worth seeing.
Rhom's sister a wolfwalker—and the man had never said aword. Aranur shook his head again and stole
aglance at the huge gray beast that loped alongside the dnu and cast its own baleful looks at him. What
he would give for a painter to catch Tyrel's expression. . .

He hailed the hollow before riding over the small ridge, but his cousin was already up and over the top.
"Gamon! What—" The boy faltered, seeing the healer, "—happened to you?'

The Gray One halted, poised, licked itsteeth in a carelessway asif considering how the boy would
taste, then turned and circled the clearing. Unobtrusively, the woman watched its
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moves as carefully as arabbit regarding the slal bird—the bird that gave warning of danger—Aranur
noticed. Her eyestook in the hollow casually, but the tall man would have bet his bow that she had seen
and cataloged everything that mattered. She was alot like Rhom, and he nodded imperceptibly to himself

in approval.

In the meantime Gamon slapped dust from his 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 me. Had to be rescued by
this moonmaid from the jaws of the second hell." He gestured at Rhom and histwin. "If it hadn't been
for the healer Dione, I'd not have returned at al." "That's not true, you old liar." The woman laughed, her
eyes suddenly alive in her wan face. She handed Rhom the reins and slid gracefully off the beast to face
the TyreJ and the trader.' 'Y ou put the fear of all nine moonsinto the raiders before | did athing."

Aranur looked from one to the other, then back at the wolf-walker. "What exactly did you do, Healer
Dione?!

"Nothing, really," she said. "Outwitted three raiders while bound and helpless," Gamon said at the same
time. They looked at each other and started laughing,

"Nothing really," she asserted again. "Hishn did al the real work." The Gray One, trotting back to Dion,
grinned toothily and let its tongue curl up against its lip so that Aranur had the feeling the creature would
as soon have them for supper as let them ride on. Then the wolf's yellow eyes met the man's straight on,
and he felt a disturbing sense of disorientation for an instant, asif he were looking at himself through a
distorted glass. "Thisis Gray Hishn," she introduced formally, and the tall man bowed. As he blinked,
his eyes shifted and the tenuous contact was broken, and Aranur could not have explained the strange
and unexpected sense of loss that pierced his guard.

"Wolfwalker?' Tyrel asked, eyeswide. Aranur understood his feelings. Generations earlier, the
emotional bond that linked wolves and their empathic partners had not been unusual, but the Gray Ones
were growing scarce—their litters were smaller, and fewer of them ran in the hills each decade. Only
four people in Rama] Ariye currently ran with with the wolves, and of those four, three stayed deep in
the mountains most of the time. Rhom stroked the huge and well-fanged head, and the crea-
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ture nudged his hand like adog. "Gray Hishn has run with my twin for two years now," * he explained.

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

file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K..-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt (50 of 269)14-7-2004 1:30:31



file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K.-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt

The Gray One's mouth snapped shut, and it glared at him with its yellow eyes sharp and clear. Aranur
had the feeling he had said the wrong tiling, but Dion shrugged and dug her fingersinto the creature's
thick fur, tugging at it until the powerful beast relaxed. "She's not a pet, Aranur, she's like another
person.”

" She obeys Dion because she wantsto," Rhom explained further. " She doesn't really have abond with
me except through my twin, so it's hard for me to pick up what she means, but for Dion, she'll do almost
anything."

"And you can actually talk to her?"

The yellow eyes narrowed again, but the woman continued scratching, and the wolf leaned its head
against her side and forced her to take awider stance to keep her balance. ' 'If you're a sensitive, you can
pick up their impressions. Y ou have to get used to it, though. Wolves see things differently than we do."
She scratched the Gray One's ears when the animal nudged her hand with awet nose. "When you talk to
them, you pick up what they see and smell and hear, too, and it makes the images confusing.”

"I noticed," the tall man murmured, and the woman gave him a sharp look.

"If you can pick up what she sends, she can pick up your thoughts also," she warned with a smile that
almost hid her blush. It did not occur to Aranur until later that if the wolf could sense what he was
thinking, then so, through her, could Dion.

Clearing histhroat, Bentol presented himself before Rhom and his sister, and the blacksmith obligingly
turned to him. "Trade Master Bentol, and Tyrel Tyronnen neVolan, son to Llo-roi Volan and nephew to
Gamon, weapons master. My twin, the healer Ember Dione maMarin."

She smiled. "You can call me Dion if you prefer.”

"Dion seems a manly name for so lovely alady," Bentol remarked as he took her hand.

"It's hahit," she explained, blushing more deeply. "When | trained with the men, they were
uncomfortable calling me Lady this and Healer that, so when they found out that Rhom always called
me Dion, they did, too. And then, when | was chosen to
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Journey with my brother, we thought it'd be better for me to dress as aman to avoid trouble.”

Aranur could understand. On Rhom, the coloring was handsome. On Dion, the black hair and violet eyes
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made her a harem prize worth fighting for. If a slave owner in Sidisport saw Dion and guessed that she
was a woman, she would 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—" His voice broke oif, and his jaw tightened before
he could speak again. His twin touched his arm, and he finished. "Worlags."

Aranur felt some shock at his statement. How could Rhom let a woman—especially his sister—go with
him on Journey? Women had | nternships—they did not have the training, the skills, or the staminato go
on Journey. What if they got hurt? And Dion had gotten hurt, he reminded himself, looking at the burly
stranger with afrown. Maybe he had misjudged the man-taking a woman on Journey was not a light
decision, athough he had to admit she looked tough enough. Then again, Randon-nen was a different
county with different customs, 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'sawoman."

The hedler's eyes flashed, but she held her tongue, letting Rhom speak with less heat than she might
have.

"Dion'sno fool," her twin said quietly. "And she'strained as | am. She knows weapons and Abis, she'sa
wolfwalker and full-status healer, and she has, well, almost as much skill in the woods as |." He ducked
the look she threw him at that comment but could not avoid a shove from the wolf that staggered him.
The man grinned and shared a silent joke with his sister, and Aranur felt suddenly jealous.

But Gamon nodded, too, surprising the gray-eyed leader. " She knows what she's doing, Aranur."”
"We'rein ahurry," Aranur said flatly, thinking of the time already lost.

Rhom did not hesitate. "We Journey together. If we're aburden ..."

"Think about it, Aranur," Gamon suggested smoothly. "It would be lucky to have a wolfwalker and
healer along, especially one that can fight."
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Aranur hesitated. He told himself that having a woman along would slow them down, but then he looked
again at the way she had stitched herself together with largon heads. She was one tough woman. He
opened his mouth, then heard himself offering the formal greeting as he had to Rhom. "Y ou are

welcome in our midst. Y ouare welcome as a—a sister," heamended. "Ride and eat and fight with us, and
your children will be as my own."
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The wolfwalker met his look with her own steady gaze. Her hand dropped to the wolf's shoulders as she
said, ' 'Wejoin you, and take your burdens as our own."

Gamon turned to the trader. "Bentol, | started to bring you two more dnu for pack beasts, but they heard
how you put half aton on alepaonce and told it to fly. They decided to go lame and avoid the whole
situation.” The trader turned dlightly red as the others chuckled. "However, | did bring you some
presents in the saddlebags, and we all know how wilting 1'd be to pack them for you, but..."

"The way you pack—" the merchant started angrily.

"I know, | know. Only a master trader such as you, honorable Bentol, can remedy the mess I'd make of
the packs. So," the silver-haired fighter said, flourishing hiswarcap in the air, "'l give you my leave to
undo what 1'd cheerfully have done."

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

Dion, still pale, stood with Rhom's arm around her as if that were the only thing in the world that
mattered. She had a haunting grace, Aranur noticed as she moved, though he kept his glances infrequent
—he could not tell which would be the more possessive adversary: Rhom or the wolf. But as she slung
her worn bow over her shoulder and settled her well-used sword hi its scabbard, he reconsidered her
weakness. She may ook frail, he thought, but that's a lady that can ride the mountain trail. Maybe. They
were not riding to a county fair, he reminded himself, and they did not have time to coddle a wounded
woman. Mounted, the raiders had stayed just ahead of the group during the chase. They had traveled by
day, as did the men from Ariye, neither daring even in their haste to risk stirring up atribe of worlags.

"We can't al ride," Bentol said as he readjusted the packs, reminding them that they were one dnu short.
"'If two of usrun, we can use one dnu as a pack beast and make better speed.”
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“I'llrun,” Rhom volunteered instantly.

"Andl," Tyrel said.

"WEe'll trade off. Tyrel will ridefirst," Aranur decided. "Ga-mon also." Dion would not be running for a
while yet. Her color was still pale, the fatigue obviousin her drawn face, and Aranur still felt guilt that
he had hit her so hard. He could almost sense the pain he had renewed in her wounds as the yellow eyes
of the wolf followed him around the camp. He wondered if it was his imagination, 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. His initial enthusiasm at Dion's arrival had quickly dimmed.
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Luckily, the trader cleared his throat and brought his mind back into focus on their problems. "IV e been
thinking," the pudgy man said slowly.

"And anovel thing that isfor you to do," Gamon cut in with
adly grin.

"'Gamon!" Aranur broke in. His uncle had away of irritating tile stodgy trader till they were amost
fighting among themselves. Seniors face was aready dark with suppressed anger. "Do you have an idea,
Bentol 7"

Gamon opened his mouth for another comment, but Dion leaned toward him quickly asif to ask a
question and took his attention away from the 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 let them reach Sidisport ahead of us." He held up his hand against Tyrel's
automatic protest. "Right now our problem is not quantity of money to buy the girls but quantity of
swords to keep them once we get them back. Instead of trying to take on the whole shipload of raiders,
we have the option of simply presenting ourselves as foreign traders in the slaver square. As traders who
Ve heard of the luxuries of Sidisport, this would give us a good opportunity to find some pretty slaves
for our master's pleasures.” He grinned slyly.

Tyrel tensed for a minute at the unexpected accusation of hisfather, then relaxed, catching on to the
game. "Bentol, you're agenius. We walk in, buy our sistersin public like we were strangers, and take off
again like the wind."

Bentol beamed. "Y ou're going to make afine LIoroi some-
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day, my lad. A light disguise for a crowded public place, a handful of gold that no onein their right
mind questions, and no one will be the wiser that weV e come and gone. And if we're looking for afew
slaves of our own, where better to look than the world-renowned markets of Sidisport?"

"Sure, but when we get the girls to a safe place, we go back for blood," the youth said darkly, mounting
his dnu for the next leg of the chase. He flexed his shoulders and hefted his sword as if testing its weight.

"] have a score to settle with them."

"Brains, not just brawn, make agood Lloroi," Bentol said sharply. "One man doesn't take on a shipload
of slavers for revenge unless he's making of himself an offering to the moons."
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Tyrel set hisjaw but said nothing.

"Gamon." Aranur caught his uncle's attention with alow voice and indicated Dion with his chin. "Is she
strong enough to keep up with us? We're severa hours behind already, and we'll be losing ground with
every step."

"I explained the situation to her. She's a strong woman, Aranur. She'll keep up, if only to stay with her
brother."

Aranur nodded, reassured. He and Rhom ran first, the dnu stringing out behind them where the
yellowing plains stretched long and grassy beside the river. Spring flooding kept the trees from attaining
deep footholds along the banks, and the thick brush tore at their clothes even after the dnu pushed ahead.
Wiping the dust from his face where it made an irritating mud with his sweat, Aranur spit and settled
into the dull breathing rhythms of running. Breathe, thud, thud, thud, breathe, thud, thud, thud. The
sounds of hisfeet hitting the earth kept time 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 hislegs pounded the hardening dirt, his shadow
stretched and shrank with each step so that the beads that glistened on his shoulders flung themselves
away to spatter first in dark, then in light soil. The salt of the perspiration was beginning to rub him raw.
With mat irritation on top of the heat of the day, the narrow-hipped man stripped to his undertunic,
leaving his muscular arms bare and sweating in the sun. He caught Dion stealing a glance. She blushed
and turned her head, but Aranur smiled smugly to himself before catching a sharp glance from the
woman's watchful brother.
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Tyrel and Bentol ran then, the pudgy trader setting a good pace for all the excess weight he wore at his
middle, and Rhom and Aranur settled back into the rhythm of riding. Even with the river current helping
the dlavers, the men of Ariye might be able to reach Sidisport soon after the slavers hit the city. The
fleeing boat would have to stop each night or risk going aground on the sand and mud bars that all but
plugged the river in spots. For the group that rode, unmindful of the passage of time except that it moved
too fast for the distance they traveled, the sky turned slowly whitish-blue, the bloodless sun rising higher
and brighter until it cJeared the washed-out sky of color. Then Rhom and Aranur took their turn again,
stripping down to their shorts for comfort in the hot afternoon. The soft pounding of their feet made a
smooth rhythm as they led the dnu in an easy canter, and packs creaked and swayed slightly with their
beasts' motions while soft but firm commands 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 long snaky undernecks into springs to strike at their prey in theriver's
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shallows. They screamed as the humans passed, and small brown- and yellow-haired beasts flattened to
the ground when the pounding mounts cut them off from their burrows. A water cat growled and
twitched histail when they spoiled his dinner with their noise.

By evening Aranur's legs had gotten used to riding again as Bentol and Tyrel again took their turn
running. They had stopped twice 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 times, to lead.

Tyrel rode ahead after awhile, finding a good place to take a short break, and so they settled in the small
depression and checked the packs. Dion was |ooking much better for having ridden all day.

"Want to stretch your legs, Ember Dione?' Gamon turned to the healer, who was tightening the laces on
her boots and checking her belt pouches to make sure the knots were holding well.

The Gray One's eyes flickered. Dion, scratching vigorously on the stomach of the wolf with her free
hand, laughed. "Hishn saysif | run, can she ride?"
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"That mutt?"' the older man snorted. "Hells, I'd give two silversjust to see her try."

Dion chuckled 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 met his for the briefest instant. "Damn," he whispered, unnerved
by the gray wisp of thought that touched his brain, "but | think she'll do it just for the dare.”

Dion shot him a sharp look as Hishn trotted calmly over to the dnu. "Gamon," she said over her
shoulder, "Hishn says to make it a brace of pelan and you're on."

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

"Y ou may want to reconsider," the tail man returned softly with a glance toward the wolf.

"Y ou ever see what awolf that size does to adnu? That bat-eared dog won't be able to sniff its
hindquarters, let aone 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 dlits of new fire, and then something happened. The dnu

file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K..-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20W ol fwal ker.txt (56 of 269)14-7-2004 1:30:31



file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K.-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt

stamped its feet once and snorted. Asif it were greeting one of itsown kind, it lowered its head to that of
the gray wolf, who stretched her nose to the other creature. Hishn raised up on her legs like a man and
set her massive paws on either side of the riding beast's face, and Aranur reeled. Moon-worms, but the
intensity of the wolf's command was like afist in his stomach. He shook his head. As his eyes cleared of
the close-faced view of the dnu that suddenly sprang to mind, the wolf calmly trotted to the side of the
beast and leapt into the saddle, perching precariously on the smooth leather as the six-legged creature
took an uncertain step and then stood still.

Rhom chuckled behind him, and Tyrel breathed. "I don't believeit.”

Aranur, looking at the wolf in wonder, started to laugh. "Looks like you've got a brace of pelan to bring
down, Uncle." He gestured at the Gray One. who regarded them from her now-calm yellow eyes. "And
you'd better do it quickly, or the Gray One might ride you instead of die dnu."
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Gamon, after one incredulous look, glowered at the wolf and shook hisfist. " Get down off that dnu, you
long-eared mutt." He swore under his breath as Dion gestured imperceptibly and the Gray One |eapt
down as easily as she had gone up. "Probably left gougesin the saddle," he muttered. He yanked his
quiver over his shoulder and checked the sights on his bow.

"Uh, Gamon," Tyrel broke in nervously.

"What," the old man snapped grumpily. "It'll take me half an hour to get those birds. I'll catch up to you
|ater."

"Gamon—"

"What isit, boy?"' The old man turned and found himself facing the wolf asit had faced the dnu a
moment earlier. Dion was hiding a smile behind her hand, but her eyes sparkled with mirth she could not
conceal. Hishn, naming her yellow eyes on Gamon, froze the man in his glare, raised up hafway on her
hind legs, and, opening her mouth so that the old man had as good alook at her fangs as he could ever
want, panted twice and then licked the weathered face with awolfish grin.

"Aagh!" Gamon stumbled back and slapped at his face. "It licked me. The gods-damned dog licked me.
Blech!" He wiped the slobber off his nose and swore. "Dion," he roared, "get that moonwormed mutt out
of my face." He staggered back as the wolf leaned up again and licked his chin under his hands. "Dion!"

But Dion was laughing so hard that she started to cry. "Hishn . . ." she gasped between giggles. "Hishn
says since youVe taken your . . . licking so well, you don't have to hunt her dinner."
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The old weapons master choked and spit to clear his mouth ofthetaste. "Dog breath," he muttered. "I'm
paying for a bet with dog breath."

Bentol, holding his belly asif it could somehow contain his laughter, opened his mouth to say
something, but the old man spun on his heel and glared at him so violently that the pudgy man closed his
mouth with a snap and almost choked on his own glee.

"Ah" right," Gamon snapped. "We've had our fun. Let's get going."

Dion tossed her pack to her brother, who lashed it behind the saddle on his dnu. "Still want to race,
Gamon? Or do you have the breath for it?" she teased.
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He swore, glared at her, opened his mouth, shut it again, and finally gave in to his own humor. "Okay,
Healer." He chuckled. "Y ou're on. Y ou won't be able to keep up with an old warmonger like me, but you
cantry."

"You'd be surprised." She smiled with a sideways glance at the wolf.

"I'd rather not," he returned.

Dion laughed. She left her tunic on but wore shorts and moccasins to run in, and Aranur's eyes followed
her legs as she flashed in the sun ahead of him. Tyrel looked, too, until they caught the warning look
from her brother. Rhom gave the two a hard stare.

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

"She's my sister,” Rhom said flatly.

The air was cooler, and the dnu was more placid after running all day; long shadows cast crests of light
across the water and trail. "Bentol," Aranur called across to the trader, "youV ebeen 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 almost al the time we've aready lost."

Bentol 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 come back down on the

stones."

"But there are people who know the route—the Clan Celilo. They run the rapids for fun in dlivers of
boats, then port back up. I've heard that they sing in the canyon at sunset, too."
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"Y es, but they're crazies who treat the Phye like a child's game. The stories don't explain why they sing
to the canyon, do they? Well, I'll tell you. They sing the Moonsongs to guide the spirits of the dead
down theriver, out of the rapids." The trader shivered. "They lose people every season. They believe
that the Phye's waters try to hold the dead under so mat the spirits will call othersto them. The dead
want the living to show them the way out of the white water and up to the moons. So they call that
stretch of the river the Spirit Walk."

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

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

' 'There's no reason to go out of our way, Aranur," the other man insisted. "Y ou can bet that the davers
ported around that stretch of water. Thisis 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 al nine moons riding their wings. And so far, | don't think we've been so blessed.”

Tyrel's eyes flashed at the dour talk. "My lifeisworth nothing if | let my sistersdiein shamein a
slaver's harem"—nhe spit the word—"just because | was too cowardly to take the chance to catch up to
them by river. What is aquick death by water to me when my sisters will die slowly each day they are
owned and"— his face lightened—"tortured by a stranger!"

"Tyrel, Bentol, you're both right," Rhom said. "But | have to say that if it was my sister,”" he continued,
gesturing toward Gamon and the woman running in the trail ahead of them, "in the hands of the davers,
I'd shoot the rapidsin atin cup if it meant saving her from that kind of shame."

Bentol turned away sharply, his sour movement indicating that he would not argue with Aranur's
decision further. When they stopped next to water the dnu and switch runners, the dark-haired |eader
brought it up to Gamon and Dion. "There's a chance that we could cut half aday from our ride," he
mentioned, watching the woman's face closely, "it's dangerous, though."

"The Spirit Walk?' Gamon looked up sharply.

Aranur nodded. "We could leave the dnu at Celilo and hire guides to take us through. We'd gain enough
time over the raiders to make it to Sidisport almost as soon they do."

Dion frowned. "Why isit so dangerous?"
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"Because theriver iswild at that point. You see how wide it is here, ailmost a kilometer, with silt and
mud bars. Y ou could walk acrossit in half a dozen places except for the sand suckers. In about five
kilometers, where these hills rise into mesas, the Phye channels into a narrow canyon. All this water runs
through a space no wider than the length of abarn, and it runs fast."

"We run rapids in our mountains," she said slowly. "And
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Rhom is very good with a kayak. We can both swim, too. If theriver isihe way to go, we wouldn't slow
you down."

"Swimming 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 Gamon,
pretty sure he knew the older man's answer. His uncle was always game for alittle more action. "What
do you think, Uncle? Could your ancient body stand a few more aches and pains?"

"This ancient body has been swallowing white water since before you were born, boy. Hand me a paddle
and aropeto tie myself in, and I'm off."

"'Why do they call it a Spirit Walk if it's so dangerous?* Dion asked as they walked back to the group.

" 'Because die spirits of the dead walk mat stretch of the river looking for the way to the sky," the old
man answered with agrim smile. "When you run those rapids, you walk with the dead."

"Bentol saysit 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 thisriver before."

The merchant started. "Yes, | have," he admitted slowly. "And I'd not be more terrified of it if | wereto
ride death itself down the run."

"Well, at least we know it can be done," Gamon said. "How long before we reach Celilo?"

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

"Bentol," Aranur said sternly. "Y ou've been this way before. Y ou know you can ride this river, so why
worry so about trying it again?' He had never before seen the man so upset about something that had
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nothing to do with histrade. ' 'Well tie the gear in tight so there'll be no chance of losing any of it."
"It's not the trade goods," Bentol snapped.

"Ah, then it'sthe gold," Gamon said with awink at the wolfwalker. They all knew the trader's miserly
ways.

"It's not the gold," he snarled, "so leave it dlone, Gamon."

Aranur looked at the pudgy man sharply. He had also never
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heard the merchant admit that there was something more important than his money. The trader did not
even have awoman that Aranur knew of. They had always teased him that it was because he did not
want to share with anyone, even amate. The tall, gray-eyed leader shook his head. "Get agrip on

yourself, man. If it's not the goods or the gold, where's the problem? "

"Yeah," Gamon drawled, though his eyes were sharp in his weather-beaten face. "What is your problem,
Bentol ?"'

"Gods dammit, leave me alone, Gamon!"

"Bentol," Aranur said sharply. "I'll need a hell of a good reason to split up the chase at this point, so you
might aswell tell us or take off and don't come back."

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

"Try me."

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 leader said quietly, moving his dnu to trap the trader between
himself and the old weapons master.

Bentol looked from one to the other in arising rage. "Y ou want to know what die problem is, you dnu-
dropped bastards. All right, I'll tell you what the problem is." He spit, furious at having to admit his fear
in front of everyone, especially the violet-eyed woman who sat quiedy to the side. "My lifeisthe
problem," he said harshly. "I'm afraid, damn you. I'm ftiggin' scared out of my pants. Id rather diein
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Zentsis's torture chambers than ride that river through the canyons and lose my soul, you moon-damned
bastards." He turned away and clenched his hands on the saddle.

Gamon stared, coughed, choked, and started laughing while the trader's face blackened with enraged
humiliation. The chubby man looked asif he were going to draw his sword and strike the old weapons
master down in the saddle.' 'Bentol!" Aranur commanded sharply. Rhom moved quickly between the
two men, and Aranur grabbed the trader's sword arm, forcing it down.

The old weapons master held up his hand to forestall the man's fury. "Bentol," he broke in, still
chuckling, "youV e fought raiders and worlags and thievesto get at a piece of worthless stone or protect
acold nugget of gold. You've risked your life against a nest of lepas to rescue your trade goods without
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thinking of the odds against coming out alive. And now you're off chasing a shipload of slaversjust for
the chance to get a better deal off the Lloroi next time you've got him in abargain, and what do you
confessyou're afraid of ? A little bit of water." Gamon guffawed. "A bitty litde river that you've been
around al your life. You've even ridden through its puny waves aready, and you try to sit here and tell
us that you're afraid of doing it again." He pointed hisfinger at the trader. "Y ou're afraud, Bentol.

Y ou've probably bested the entire village in trading and are afraid to go back just in case they're out to
get you now."

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

"Bentol," Aranur interrupted, "Gamon makes sense. Y ou've done things, risked your life for cold rocks
and poorly spun silk. Honestly, Bentol, what's a piece of stone worth compared to your life? Thisis
important, Bentol. We're not talking rocks and cloth. We're talking about our sisters' lives. How, when
thisis so important, can you let your fear turn you around and chase you away? How could your fear
matter more than Shilias life?"

The trader looked down, clenching his hands.

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

Bentol shot her an angry, miserable |ook.
"Men—people," she amended carefully, "do risky tilings when they don't care what happens to them."
She looked 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 acknowledgment. What had he missed about the man? And what
secret did the trader share with her? he asked himself with atwinge of jealousy, but she went on.
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"Sometimes—" She hesitated, "—when things are important, when you do start to care—or when you
have something to live for—it hits you then that the danger isreal. And that you may not finish the job
before the moons reach out to take you."

Aranur looked at the healer and then at Bentol. Were the Lloroi's daughters so important to the trader?
Or hissister? Or was it something else? Bentol had never approached any of them—Shilia, Namina, or
Ainna—in courting that Aranur could recall, no matter how hard he thought about it. Moonworms, the
trader was more tiian twice the girls ages. "Bentol," he
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said finaly. ' 'If you want to meet us below this stretch of die Phye, | understand. We can't wait for you,
but you know where we're heading. On the north side of Sidisport, there's an inn—"

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

Aranur looked at him and nodded curtly without belittling the trader's offer, but Gamon saluted him.
"Good man," he said.

The trader ignored him and looked at the healer instead. He opened his mouth asif to say something,
then closed it and turned away.

Aranur stared after him for amoment, baffled. "The trail forks just up ahead,” he told the others finally.
"Celilo village is another three kilometers 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 divesinto the canyon." He paused. They had traveled about forty-five kilometers since Gamon
and Dion had joined them, and they were all tired, but he cautioned them. "With raiders about, | don't
know what kind of welcome 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 melted into the thick brush. Behind them the path sloped gently
back to the flatlands where iong grasses faded into alake of yellow-green growth. To one side the river
Phye eased away from the mud banks and urged its current to greater speed; here the snags were
treacherous in the run, their legacy of long, churning whitecapsaV of danger to any boat caught in their
boil. The water was clear enough to see the boulders that stumped 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 glanced at the narrow pass the road led through but hesitated. The Gray One had
gone down the banks, he knew—nhe could almost sense the conversation it had had with the wolfwalker
—and in minutes 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 images. He frowned, wondering why he could almost see the
dlip of gray that touched his mind. It was like a soft hand brushing his face—a feather touch that was
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never quite real.

They waited. There was no movement yet from the pass, but
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his instincts had never let him down before, and he let his quick eyes roam the rocks again. To the left,
great boulders were strewn as they had fallen from the cliff. Behind them, where the wall of rock
actually began, the granite was smooth and rounded, broken only by great cracks that edged along the
gray stone and created holes where the birds nested messily. The gray wisp in his mind became a needle,
and Dion stiffened beside him. Aranur's senses sharpened instantly. At his gesture, the group spread out
on the wide trail, Dion dropping back and Rhom taking her place. Ahead of them, where the pass
beckoned, three men stepped out of the late shadows with bows drawn and arrows notched. Aranur did
not move.,

"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.

His cool gray eyestook in their arms at a glance, noting how one of the men in the first group was as
silent and dangerous as a sand sucker hiding in acalm pool. If it came to trouble, that one would have to
diefirst. "We wish to see the Spirit Walk," he said quietly.

Two of the men murmured, but he could not hear what was said. "Raiders rode this path last night," the
middle one stated. "Perhaps you ride to join them." His glance, when it rested on Aranur again after
cataloging their stained mail and weapons, was cold.

"They have our sisters. Weride to get them back."

"Slavers have many guises."

" 'But none of honor."

The man in the middle regarded him steadily. "Y ou are from Ariye?"'

Aranur nodded.

"Y ou are a weapons master?"

Aranur smiled slowly, though his eyes remained cold. "I am what | have to be."

One of the men in the back said something in alow voice, and the middle one nodded imperceptibly, but
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the arrows did not shift. Aranur's eyes narrowed. The men of Celilo were not known for their hospitality.
And if they knew the group was carrying gold? Even honest men could step left when money was
involved—moonworms, but alot of men were honest simply
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because they had not yet been tested. Behind them alow growl 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 wolf. The man in the center
listened to the startled comments behind him without taking his eyes from Aranur. "Does the Gray One
honor one of you, or have you bound it some other way?"

"Wolves do not run with raiders. The Gray One honors us."

"Perhaps. Perhaps it warns us of you." The stocky man paused. "Y ou." He gestured at Dion. "Y ou spoke
forit. Gotoit. Let usseeif it knows you."

Dion shifted, but Gamon whispered to her out of the corner of his mouth, and she remained still. "The
healer will remain here," Aranur said flatly. "L et the Gray One cometo us. That'll prove what you want
to know." His hand rested easily on the hilt of his sword, something none of them could fail to miss.

"Y ou are the wolfwalker?"
"Doesit matter? Let the Gray One pass.”
"No. If it'sraider spawn, it'll kill all in its path. We are not patient men. Prove your honor or die now."

Dion opened her mouth, but Gamon held her back. Aranur, looking down at the score of arrows that
would skewer him and his band, smiled suddenly. One of the strangers shifted uneasily: The lean-
hipped, broad-shouldered man before him was too confident. What if the Gray One was with him in
honor, as he said? What if there were others? The blessing of the wolves was not athing to trifle with,
and two of the men in the back scowled as they looked at the Gray One's fangs. Hishn let her tongue lick
her long teeth and then began along, low snarl that hit each man's sternum like a deep drum vibration.
Aranur looped the reins of his dnu around one of the saddle horns. "There's no need for violence," he
said quietly. "Nor for ahostage." He dropped silently to the ground. ' 'But | will honor your doubt as the
Gray One has honored me."

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

"Gray Hishn," he said in alow voice, though loud enough for the Celilo men to hear, "we thank you for
the warning." The wolf looked at him out of her yellow eyes, rimmed now
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with afaint line of black, and tilted her head until she could look directly at him and keep the archersin
sight, aswell. He had a momentary feeling that the wolf was tempted to growl at him, then it passed, and
the Gray One nudged his hand instead.

The tension snapped. The Celilo fighters grinned suddenly and relaxed their bows. "Y ou really area
wolfwalker," the stocky man in the center said. "Never let it be said that Celilo turned the Gray Ones
away, nor any man with honor. Welcome." He stepped forward and gripped arms with the dusty man
who stood on the path. "I'm Tramis."

"I am Aranur."

"Aranur of Ariye? I've heard of you, but not that you're a wolfwalker."

"It's not me who runs with the Gray Ones, but our healer."

Tramiswhistled. "Luck rides your blade like alepa on the hunt that you have a wolfwalker and healer in
one."

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

By that time the others had filed through the narrow pass, greeting the Celilo men and following Tramis
and Aranur as the stocky man swung up on his own mount and led the way. "But if you're man enough
to ride theriver, the Spirit Walk will take you there in half the time that the Portage route does. How
many of you wish to make the run?"

"We leave none behind. We'll need all our swords at the coast.”

Tramis cast asharp glance at him. ' 'Y ou have awoman there, an older man, and a boy whose temper
even from here | can see. The Spirit Walk isno run for the uninitiated, weak, or careless."

"I will vouch for each of them," Aranur returned. "But you shouldn't worry. The woman is Healer Dione,
the wolfwalker, and she's tougher than a wounded worlag. That ‘old man' is Gamon Aikekkraya
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neBentar, and he has been aweapons master for over twenty years. He's also one who runs the mountain
rivers for fun. And the boy, though he has atemper, isthe son of aLloroi. Whatever else heis, heis not
careless.”

The Cdlilo leader nodded doubtfully. "WEe'll see. I'll show you the Spirit Walk tonight, during the singing
—we lost aman
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yesterday, and his death song is being offered tonight. Y ou can make the final decision then."
"Y ou've not mentioned the cost of die run."

"IVenot," the other man agreed with adly grin. "But | see you have atrader 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 wolf, who was loping 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'll tell the healer to send her overland tonight. "

When they reached the village, Bentol made the arrangements to take the group through, talking with
gold as much as he did with his mouth. 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 guides, but they could not get any of the guidesto run
theriver till the next day. "Theriver is stronger at night, and the shadows misleading,” Bentol reported
after trying to persuade the guides to lead them through that night. ' '‘But we're to stay with Elunint and
Tramissfamilies." He paused and gave Aranura grim look. "By the way, that death song they're singing
tonight—it'll give you a good idea of what your path to the moons will be tomorrow."

They left their dnu with Elunint, atall, wiry man with a shock of white hair over hisforehead. Tramis
led the group to his house, and they settled down with weariness to go over the plans and pack for the
morning.

The kayaks would 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 experience, Tyrel and Aranur would make up
another kayak, with Gamon and Rhom together. Elunint insisted that Dion—he could not believe that a
woman not from his clan would know how to ride the white water—be in his kayak.

" But that's settled,” he said. " Right now | Ve got two daughters and a son in the singing, so I'll be
heading up the cliffs. Y ou 're welcome to tag along or come up later with the others."

Bentol declined quickly, but Gamon dragged his weary body off the floor cushions. "What die hell," he
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grunted with awink at Tyrel and a pointed look at the trader. ' 'It might be interesting to hear what I'll
sound like on my way to the moons."
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Aranur despaired of ever keeping his uncle off the trader's back, but he had to admit to his own curiosity
about the death songs. In the end it was only Bentol who stayed behind.

The roar of the water was an almost unnoticed sound in the background until Aranur, Dion, Rhom, and
the others climbed aong the trails to where the singers stood on the cliffs. Asthey neared the canyon,
the sun dropped over the edge, and a cold wail moaned with the shadow that darkened earth and water.
The wail grew, and amelody began to mesh with the thunder they were approaching. They could see the
river fling itself toward the cliffs, the white froth climbing the walls and bucking over the black rocks.
The haunting voices seemed to call it on and drive it to awild white frenzy. Aranur did not know how
long they stood there, listening to the song of the dead while the moons rose over the Spirit Walk. It was
along 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 wallsthat held it in.

It was early dawn when Aranur awoke. No one else was up, but the healer was gone. She had asked
about bathing the previous night, and he thought he knew where she had gone. " She should Ve taken
someone with her," he muttered, pulling on his boots. "This country is too dangerous for awoman to be
wandering around alone." Gamon, awakened by the sounds of dressing, raised his eyebrows at the
younger man, but Aranur just said, "I'll be back in abit."

Buckling on his sword belt, he jammed his warcap on his head and silently stepped over the sleeping
form of Tyrel. The boy was going to develop afirst-class snore in afew years, Aranur noted. Maybe
sooner if he got his nose broken again— which reminded Aranur that he needed to talk to his cousin
again about needling the trader. They were supposed to be ateam, not a pack of snapping dogs, and
Tyrel had responsibilities to live up to. Although Aranur was not sure that the boy had the skill or
staminato face the dangers he knew were ahead, the Lloroi wanted his son to learn that he had to start
taking his position in Ariye more seriously if he was going to be Lloroi after hisfather. That meant
getting some firsthand experience in the kinds of problems he would be likely to face. All of which
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meant that it was Aranur's responsibility to see that his cousm got the experience without losing hislife.

The lean man sighed and broke into atrot on the dusty road Tyrel was alittle too young to be senous
about anything, let alone to be considering how close he was to leading the people of Ramaj Anye. And
iIf the youth was not acceptable when the elders cast the vote, the council would be torn apart by the
politics of choosing among the other ambitious leaders Aranur wanted none of it He was family—
nephew to the Lloroi—so he held enough responsibility for the leadership of Anye asit 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 from under the watchful eyes of the mountain men

"Politics" He grimaced, spirting to the side of the road "L et it go to the lepas Ve got enough trouble
leading the venges against the raiders without having to sweet-talk a bunch of power-hungry eldersinto
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 slowed down, looking around for the path that branched off to the bathing pools Dion did not seem
the type to be careless, but she must not have been too concerned about raiders, either, if she was going
off on her own in the early hours of morning Hells, he thought, we don't even know who livesin 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 himself, it would be unlikely that the raiders could keep anything hidden from the
Clan Celilo for very long

He glanced at the path and saw the healer's faint footprints along with those of the wolf At least she had
taken the Gray One with her, though he had thought that the wolf had started overland already He
glanced at the tracks again Aslong as the Gray One was with her, the woman really did not need anyone
else, 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 somewhere ahead "Don't mess around like
this" There was a pause, then the wolfwalker spoke more sharply, though

she was laughing, too "Give them back, now No, | don't want to play keep-away Hishnl" There was
some scuffling, then the wolf crashed through the brush and lunged past the man, a mouthful of clothes
covering most of the Gray One's face He had die impression Hishn was laughing at him as she passed,
her yellow eyes danng him to call out Then the woman was running his way, her soft feet padding in the
dust, her voice half laughing, half irritated "M oonwormsl Get back here, you mangy thing |—"

She broke through the brush and froze on the path. Aranur stood rooted She was naked as a water
nymph, damp from the stream, her black hair twisted back and dripping from her face The dawn light
angled across her taut body and lit it like golden fire. He stared as the shadows accented her breasts and
outlined her slender hips Not even the stitched line of red mat ran from her thigh to her knee took away
from the impact of her blazing body in the dawn She blushed deeply red and opened her mouth to say
something, but Hishn's padding feet sounded softly m the dust behind him, and he turned to retrieve her
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clothes But the wolf slipped by, and the woman took the chance to melt back into the brush without
saying aword The path was silent

When he got back to Tramis's stilted house, Dion was already there, helping Tramis's wife with

breakfast as their two girls ran around underfoot carrying things to the table The wolfwalker must have
gone back through the brush, he realized with bnef regret as he came through the open doorway, because
although he had walked slowly and looked sharply before and behind him, he had not seen any sign of
her At least Gamon and Rhom were not just talking about her woodskill, he thought with some relief

"Easy," he said, catching one of Tramis's daughters before she crashed into hislong legs after she
whirled from the table He steadied the pitcher of the hot dnnk of rou in her hands and stepped around
her, winking at her open-eyed gaze of awe

Dion refused to look at him, but Aranur felt smugly pleased when her cheeks flamed at his voice, and
the memory 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
him a sharp look, and sat down to breakfast
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"When do we leave?"' Tyrel asked his cousin, the note of his excitement 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 brow in an almost sinister imitation of an earth chanter.

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

The leader drained his cup of rou before setting it down. "We can't rush the shadows from the water by
wishing, Tyrei. Tramis said it'd be at least another hour before we could go."

"Since you're so antsy, boy," Gamon suggested slyly, "why don't you take our gear down to the wharf.' *
Tyrel made aface.

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

The boy made alonger lace and opened his mouth to retort but met Aranur's eyes and shut it again
before saying what he would regret.
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"One more 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 look forward to fishing your too-eager body out of the drink in the
middle of arun."

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

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

"Sweet youth, my foot. "Aranur snorted. "Y alimi,"hesaid, turning to the older woman, "Bentol said
you'd set aside trail rations for us."

The woman nodded absently toward Dion, took the pitcher of rou from her daughter's hands, and pushed
another plate into the other little girl's hands.

"| already packed them," the healer said quietly, finishing her rou while she leaned on the counter. She
nodded toward the packs. "Y ou'll find them on the top of each packroll."

Aranur frowned slightly. It disturbed him that Dion took it for granted that she should pack the rations,
but he shook him-
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self- It was absurd to be irritated by her'thoughtfulness—he would have been pleased if Shilia had done
it instead. Not sure what to say, Aranur ssmply nodded his thanks and hefted his and Gamon's packs,
striding to the door and tossing them out on the wide porch. His pack was worn again, he noted as the
scuffed leather turned up when it tumbled. He would have to make a new one when he got back. Or
convince Men to do it tor him, he thought with a grin, remembering the last time the rather well-
endowed woman had asked to do something for him back at home.

Dion cleared her throat. "Excuse me, Aranur."

He jumped guiltily. "Sorry," he said, recovering himself and stepping aside as the woman tossed her
own pack out onto the porch. Rhom followed 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 swung down over the ladder,
Aranur took the chance to lean close to Dion and whisper, "Moon-maid."

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

the doorway, like awhisper of a breeze that he could not quite catch. Aranur smiled. "When you're
ready,' * he called inside to her and Gamon,' 'meet me at the docks. 1Ve got to find our trader before he
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backs out on us again."

Thirty minutes later he lashed the last of the packs onto the kayaks. "L et'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 examining the kayaks for sturdi-ness and lashing the packs on with wetroot, his fingers were
chilled. "If it's this cold in the canyon," he said, slapping his chest with his handsto get the circulation
going again, "l 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 along look and the beginnings of a grin, but Elunint tossed avest at him before he
could return her comment.

'"They 're made of otter gut," the Celilo man explained." Like sausages of air sewn together. Keeps you
afloat if you fall out." He grinned. "And I'll bet that half of you do."

Aranur raised his eyebrow. "Five silvers says you'd lose that bet."
84 TaraK. Harper

Elimint's grin widened. "Five silvers? Agreed." He picked up two paddles and handed them to Aranur,
but the gray-eyed leader shook his head with a smile.

“I'll choose the gear, Elunint. Not that | think you'd try stacking the odds," he added as he put aside a
paddle that showed a hairline crack along the handle.

Elunint just grinned again and shrugged. "Five silvers buys alot of supplies," he said obliquely.

Aranur barked alaugh and gestured for the group to get in. When the leather aprons of the boats were
drawn up tightly against their waists to keep the water out, he nodded to Elunint to take over.

The guide gave the signal, and they dug their paddles into the water and swung into theriver. In a
moment the current reached out and grasped the tiny craft, flinging them toward the towering walls that
were still draped in chill morning 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 most experienced, and Dion went first into the white thunder, Tyrel and
Aranur next. Aranur had time for one quick glance behind at Gamon and Rhom, and both were grinning
wildly, their hair already wet with spray. Tramis and Bentol came last, the guide paddling for both
himself and the trader, since Bentol's hands were glued to the sides of the craft asif by willpower alone
he would stay in the kayak. Then Aranur had no time for anything but an instant's fear and awild
exultation as they lunged into awall of water that grabbed their bow and dragged them under.
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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 arock that loomed ahead, white froth
climbing its sides and spewing around it. They shot away to the right, and he glimpsed Dion's kayak just
before it went under. Her craft dived into another hole, jJumping out again like afish after afly, 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 like a needle through folds of cloth. They managed to follow Dion's
kayak through the next froth and then had a second's respite as the current raced into along,
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smooth V. Dion and the guide were desperately paddling toward the canyon wall, so he and Tyre!
followed again, not knowing what was ahead but fighting to keep in their path.

The thunder seemed to grow, and back to the left Aranur could see the water drop away over an edge.
But they were aready caught in the run by the wall, dashing toward their own drop. Aranur saw Dion's
craft go over asif dragged down. Then he could see what she must have screamed at as Tyrel |eaned
back against the apron, and Aranur could feel sudden fear draw his own skin back from hisface. They
had no tune to do anything but pull the paddies in to the sides of the kayak. Then the water shot them out
and down fifteen meters. 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 paddle from the man's
hand and pull him apart in a hundred directions. He braced his legs against the sides of the kayak as they
rolled. Hislungs bumed. Water leaked through his taut lips. The thrash of it was driving into his eyes,
and he could not see. | need air . . . He brushed by arock 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
paddles grabbed by the water as they thrust them in to keep the kayak straight. Water burned in Aranur's
nose and streamed from his black hair. A sudden wave surged over the small craft and flung them
sideways into the water again, but they whipped the kayak back under them and twisted 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
from the lean man's skin with every stroke and fed the fiercenessin his heart, and he could see Tyrel
screaming his young might as they dodged from one 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 ajutting shadow. But as Aranur and Tyrel reached the
crest, the water surged again suddenly and they plummeted onto the black stone. The kayak splintered.
The shock jarred Aranur's knees where he had braced himself
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against the kayak's sides and banged his spine where the edge of the manhole was cutting into his back.
Shards of wood flew. Then the force of the crash threw him into a plunging wave that sucked him under.
He grabbed his last breath as he was flung into the shocking cold, the churning water crushing him under
arock. His boots slipped up along its slick stone side, and then the river grabbed like awrestler throwing
him over and shot him past, ice-cold water rushing up his nose and drowning his ears as he tumbled. He
tried to right himself on his back, feet first, but the current dropped him into another hole, the white
thunder exploding on his face and tearing the last breath from his drowning body.

V

Aranur Bentar neDannon;

Sidisport

The weapons of revenge are sharp But so are hearts

Someone was kissing him with soft gentle lips, breathing into hislungs. Aranur took the breath and
kissed back, histongue flicking along her lips asif 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.
When he rolled over again, she was sitting back on her knees, but the blush was still on her face. Aranur
felt smugly satisfied.

"Thought we'd lost you for sure,” Gamon joked, helping his nephew up, the worry still in his voice.
"Couldn't you pick a more reasonable time to go swimming? And if you must swim, don't you think you
could remember to breathe?"

Aranur coughed and spit, clearing the vile taste from his mouth, and managed a smile.' 'l needed the
bath, Gamon. Dion was avoiding me like the plague. One quick dunking, and 1Ve got her kissing me
aready."

The woman's eyes flashed anywhere but at the lean, muscular man who teased her so easily, but Aranur
changed the subject when he caught the look of dawning comprehension and anger on Rhom's face.
"What did we lose?' he asked instead.

"'Not athing except the kayak you grew so tired of," Gamon
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said. "We're at Portage, where the Clan Celilo takes the boats back overland to the village. Tramis 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 muscles, finding the sore spots where the river had not been too
gentle. He should have some real beauties for bruises by the next day." How 'd you make it through,
Cousin?'

Tyrel grimaced. "I stayed on top when you went under, and Garaon and Rhom picked me up halfway
down. | hung on to the end of their boat. Got a sore bottom off a sudden rock, but | came out better than
you."

"WEell, you can stop hovering now," Aranur stated, brushing away solicitous hands. "I'm alive and well
and intend to stay that way for awhile."

"Y ou see, Bentol," Gamon called to the merchant, whose white face still showed hisfear. "We're blessed
with amoon-maid to lead us through anything. Four bruises, two cuts, and one soggy fighter. That's not
bad for arun like that." The trader gave him an irritated look, got up, and stalked away.

They gained afull day on the raiders by riding the white water and staying with the river to Sidisport.
Halfway to the coastal town the Gray One joined them again, appearing in the morning as the
wolfwalker's pillow where the night before she had gone to bed with her pack under her head. The gray
wolf was rarely seen now, except at night—there was more traffic on the road, and the massive creature
haunted the marshy woods they rode through instead of the widening trail that led to the city. By the
time 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. Smells of sea creatures brought in for sale
overpowered their noses and kept them from smelling the garbage in die gutters, but the dingy look of
the warehouses could not be disguised. Bentol, talking with a street rat, was trading a copper for each bit
of information he coaxed from the grimy boy about the slavers, their voices low but clear as Aranur kept
awary 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
came ashore?"
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The boy looked longingly 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 from this dock."

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

"Where did they go?'
"I don't follow them into the city every time they go shopping.”
Two coppers appeared in Bentol's hand. "I think you'll find it coming back to you," he suggested.

"It's no secret,” the boy said sullenly. "Whenever Salmi has extra pretty ones, he takes them to the
private market first. If they don't like them there, then he goes to the public market."

"We have no interest in the public market, but the location of this private market might interest us
greatly." Bentol had slipped a piece of silver into his hand and was turning it slowly in hisfingers. ' 'It
wouldn't be part of Pisnot's side market or the merchant Mankarr's specia black market, would it?" The
boy hesitated and looked furtively around. Bentol casually dropped the silver and covered it with his
foot till only aglint of bright metal showed in the mud.

"The Hanging Sword," the boy whispered. "The basement. A door behind the shelves |eads to aroom
under Mankarr's warehouse. They meet there in two hours." His 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 wasin his hand.

Bentol turned back to Aranur. "Y ou heard?"
The leader nodded.

"Why do they meet so soon?" Tyrel puzzled. "And why a private market? | thought they'd have more
bidders at a public block."

"They'd have more bidders,” Aranur answered, "but the private market will attract more money. And if
the slaver captain Salmi doesn't want us to be able to trace the girlstoo easily, he'll have to get rid of
them before public market tomorrow. The rich merchants get first crack at the new girls, any-
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way, though it isn't common knowledge. If he tried to sell such prizes at public market before letting the
merchants bid first, he might end up minus his head."

Dion shuddered. The market block had nearly been her fate, too.
"Well have to move quickly, then," Gamon said.
"I think, Gamon, that we must exercise our minds first, not our arms," Bentol said.

The older man opened his mouth to return the trader's sniping, but Rhom cut him off. "What do you
suggest? Thisis a private, not a public market. We can't just walk in and bid with the others for the girls.”

"Why not?' the pudgy man demanded.

"It would be unexpected," Aranur admitted. "Private markets are hard to get into. Bentol, do you know
Mankarr? Can you set us up as bidders?"

The merchant nodded smugly. "Mankarr is an old friend of mine, and he owes me afavor. Plus, | finally
got my hands on something he's been trying to take in trade for years. The bids tor the girls are probably
fixed already, but yes, | think | can fix it so he would take me to this meeting, along with two servants,
just to see the fun when | outbid hisrivals."

" 'Servants?' Gamon asked. * 'None of us can go into a private market—in a small place like that,
someone's bound to recognize us, especially since they know weV e been trailing them all along."

"We are being looked for," Aranur corrected. "Bentol is not. And Rhom is aso a stranger; no one will
know who heis or where he came from."

"Rhom can be my manservant," the pudgy trader agreed, "and Dion will be the woman from my own
harem who will acquaint the new girls with their master and the local harem laws. Thisis customary and
will get usby." He looked at the woman critically, unaware of her twin's suddenly stubborn face behind
him. "WEe'l have to get a good harem costume for you, Healer."

"No," Rhom broke in flatly, flexing his broad shoulders and narrowing his hard, violet eyes. "Me, yes.
Dion, no."

Dion opened her mouth, but Gamon cut in. "l agree. The healer does not get involved in this." The older
man pointed at her twin and the trader. "If you don't make it out, we could
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possibly rescue you two or buy you out, but the wolfwalker would be caught in someone's harem for a
very short and unpleasant life. She stays here."

"Gamon, | have to have someone to settle the harem women, "the trader argued. "Men don't buy for the
harem without one from their own harem to agree and settle the new women. The laws are strict. If |
don't take one of my own women along, | have no business buying." He raised his hand to cut off the
older man's protest. "And Dion is the only one who can go," he continued. "Y ou are well known asa
weapons master, and these merchants have sharp eyes and follow the rumors. And even with a disguise,
Aranur would also be recognized immediately. Tyrel has a hot enough temper to let loose 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. "Y ou know you wouldn't. |
cannot go alone, and | cannot go with only one manservant. AH buyers have women with them to settle
the new ones. And the merchants who attend Mankarr's sales would jump at the chance to call charter
law down on meif | went against custom. If | don't bring awoman along, they're going to start looking
at the timing of my own appearance and ask some nasty questions.”

Bentol knows his trading well, Aranur thought. His tongue is greased like a cook's knife. The gray-eyed
leader sighed. "He's right, Gamon. Tyrel, you're too rash yet. And Gamon, you know that you—and me,
too—are traveled enough to be easily recognized by these men. Rhom and Dion are the only choice."
The healer opened her mouth again, and her twin started to protest, but Tyrel beat them both to it. "But
why Dion?' the boy argued hotly, jealous of her position and protective of her person. "Y ou can aways
say you traveled light and just chanced on this market."

A loud snarl cut through the noise and startled them all into silence. Hishn, glaring at each of them, sat
back on her haunches as Dion gestured angrily for them to remain quiet.

"If | could speak for myself,” the wolfwalker said. "Bentol makes sense. Besides |'ve had the same kind
of training as you, and | can take care of myself well enough. Y ou should know that, Gamon."
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"Healer Dione," the weapons master said firmly and respectfully, "thisis not the same. Therisks are
different now."

"I understand the risks, and | know my chances. | see no difference in the stakes," the woman answered
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steadily. "If it's not now that | risk slavery, it will be a month from now, or a season or ayear. Raiders
don't wait for women to come to them anymore."

The older man opened his mouth and then closed it, and Aranur had a sudden realization that she was
right. Ever since the raiders had started pushing inland, women and even men were in more and more
danger of abduction and slavery. For Dion, her freedom was the stakes each time she left her village, and
on Journey, as far from home and safety as she was, the odds against her grew higher every day. The
Gray One was her constant companion, but even awolf was no guarantee. And her skillsin Abis—she
was strong and quick and lithe, he knew, but he had never actually seen her fight—if she went in with
Bentol and Rhom now, it would be on Gamon and Rhom's judgment. The blacksmith would never put
his twin in danger he was unsure of, and Gamon—well, the old weapons master had no equal in judging
aperson's fighting skills. And, Aranur reminded himself, his uncle had seen the wolfwalker fight before.

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

Gamon* s face was still stubbornly closed to the idea, but Rhom sighed. "Dion's good," he said. "More
than good enough for the job, though | hate to admit it. But Dion, stay here. Y ou don't know what it'll be
like. They'll treat you asif you were on the block, too, just because you look different, unusual. If one of
them decides he wants you, there may be afight anyway. We can manage without risking you, too."
Aranur turned to the trader. "How well does Mankarr know you, Bentol ? And can you trust him?"
Bentol nodded, then chuckled suddenly. "Like a brother."

Aranur frowned but let the trader's private joke pass. "Who knows you besides him?"

"Mankarr actually knows me as one Altiss Hantinn, a merchant who deals in unusual objects. Ob
Clintner knows me, and Thserva Nefarg. In fact, | should know all the merchants at the sale. If Rhom
and Dion came with me, their coloring would not
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be out of character for Altiss's exotic tastes. | could say that I'd bought Dion, then agreed to take Rhom
in service so he could be with histwin."

"It could work," Gamon admitted reluctantly.
"It will work," Bentol corrected impatiently.

"Gamon," Aranur said, "we're al in this together, and the risks are shared. And," he added slyly, "think
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on this. While Salmi is playing the successful slaver, who is guarding his strongbox? | think it would be
only fair if he repaid the ransom we'll be paying him, don't you?"

The older man shook hishead. "All right," he said unhappily. "I don't likeit, but 1'11 go along. Salmi
must have collected something interesting these last few years. He's been causing enough trouble doing
it."

"Tyrel will go with you," the lean man decided. "Asfor me, if there's trouble, | want to be ready to get
Bentol and the rest out of therefast. | '11 rent a carriage for our merchant Altiss and play driver instead.
I'll pass for a stranger well enough in the dark. AH right?”’

"Agreed," the trader said with relief.

Aranur turned to his cousin. "We don't have much time to get clothes. Tyrel, find us another wharf rat to
run afew errands. Bentol, you'd better go over whatever the buying procedure is with Rhom and Dion.
We can't afford to slip up and give ourselves away. Gamon, while Tyrel's finding us some cheap labor,
why don't we get agood look at Salmi's boat."

VI

Ember Dione maMarin;

Slave Sale

What cost your pride ?

Itisfree, for | can get more. What cost your skills ?

They arelow, for | am a healer. What cost your body ?

It ishigh, for | am untouched. What cost your soul ?

Thereisno cogt, for it isnot for sale.

It had been amost two ninans since Dion had worn anything but men's clothes, and the soft black velvet
felt good against her skin. The harem tunic was snug but not so snug that she could not moveinit if she
had to, and the baggy pants were |oose enough to conceal the few weapons she would take. She admitted
to astreak of vanity as she examined herself critically in the mirror.

Going hunting? Hishn asked with alow teasing howl.

Y ou be quiet, she told the wolf, adjusting her jewel pouch to hide hi the folds of the pants and turning
around to seeif she had gotten the scarf to hang properly. Y ou 're aplain, ordinary mutt of an animal
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who has as little mind as the mute I'm supposed to be.

Supposed to be ? The wolf's yellow eyes gleamed as she licked a spot on her coat. Wait till they hear
your singing voice.

Dion made aface 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 from the hotel room. He did a double take, seeing the healer
for the first time
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In awoman's tunic and pants, but said nothing other than to ask if they were ready to go.

"Bentol isin the carriage with Rhom," he said, showing her to the carriage, Hishn padding softly beside
them. ' '‘Remember, 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. We pooled al our money, and we picked up alittle more from the raiders. Too bad we
couldn't have gotten into the raider's strongbox before Bentol goesin, but that can't be helped." He gave
the healer a hand up to the carriage. "1'd like to see that slaver captain, Salmi's, face when he finds out
we paid for the girls with his own money."

Hishn jumped in beside the woman and lay at her feet, yellow eyesfollowing the city lightsin 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 remembered that the trader had said that Mankarr knew him
by another name. "What a pleasant surprise. Comein, comein. You still have excellent taste, | see," he
commented, running an expert eye over the small group. ' 'But come in. What have you been doing
lately?"

"Traveling here and there, collecting this and that," Bentol answered glibly, embracing the man before
entering. "What do you think of my most recent acquisitions?' He gestured negligently at the three who
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were following him.

"Exquisite," Mankarradraitted. "Beautiful coloring. Where did you find them? One of them can't be a
wolfwalker!" Mankarr took a closer ook, trying to find the chain that held the wolf in bay.

''They are twins from the Randonnen mountains,” the trader boasted. "Both are mute, but even though
the girl cannot speak, she can sing like aligriatia bird, and she has the wolf to protect her."

"Isthat why she's still untouched?' the other man asked dlyly.
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"Of course not." Bentol waved the comment aside asiif it were not worthy of thought. "Therewas a
prophecy attached to her birth that when she mated, she would lose the only voice she has | eft: song.
Since Ve plenty of women to keep me happy—"

"Y ou're only happy with anew girt on your lap," the Sidis-port merchant teased slyly.
"1 have no need to break the voice of the most lovely songbird I Ve ever heard."
"Y ou bought them both?"

"No, | didn't need to. Their parents were in, shall we say, desperate financial straits from the father's
penchant for gambling, and I, being the kindhearted man that | am,"—Bentol ignored Mankarr's snort
—"agreed to buy the girl. Her coloring and singing more than make up for her muteness in conversation.
Asforthe man, well, he insisted on coming with his sister, so though | refused to pay for both, | ended
up with the two for the same price as the one. | do pay him aminimal wage to keep him happy," he
added, though it was obvious that the expense was one he would rather have done without if he could
have gotten a better deal out of the twins.

"A good trade," Mankarr agreed, leading them down arich corridor and then into a comfortable 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, Altiss?' the merchant asked abruptly, dropping the
small talk.

The trader remained casual. "1'm hi the market for afew pretty girls. Y ou wouldn't happen to know of a
private slave sale | could discreetly attend, would you?"

Mankarr gave him a sharp look, then chuckled. "Y ou sly thamrin. How did you know?"
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"The streets are alive with gossip tonight."

"I know of such asale. But it might cost you dearly. What kind of girls are you looking for? Dancers?
Talented virgins?'

Bentol dropped his voice, and Mankarr leaned forward to catch hiswords.' 'High-ranking girls. Perhaps
those from a Llo-roi's family."

The other man frowned and spoke softly. "Ob Clintner requested those girls specially from Salmi, the
raider captain. He
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would be very unhappy if | allowed his prizesto be bought out from under him."
"I was not aware that you held Clintner in such high esteem.”

"I don't, and you know it," Mankarr answered mildly, though his mouth tightened.
"Thisisacash sale?'

"Of course.”

"So the bids are already fixed, are they not?'

"For these girls, yes. The bid was fixed at the time of the order."

"L et me attend this sale, Mankarr, and | will guarantee you some fireworks."
The other man hesitated.

"Oh, come, you'd love to see Ob Clintner thwarted,” Bentol urged.

"Y ou want into this sale badly, Altiss." The merchant eyed the trader speculatively. "What do these
particular prizes mean to you?"

Bentol looked at Mankarr for along moment. "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 exclaimed angrily. "The Lloroi's wife? Altiss, does Lady Sonan know what
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she's asked you to do?' Mankarr stared at the trader accusingly. "Sheistrading on your love for her to—"

"Shhh." Bentol motioned, glancing at the twins. The Lady Sonan, Dion thought with some shock. That
would be Tyrel's mother . . . She met Rhom's knowing glance and looked away.

"They are mute." Mankarr waved the trader's protest aside. "What they know, they can't tell, and if
they'rein your service long at all, they'll guess the truth anyway. Altiss, you've got to put aside your
obsession with this woman. She has brought you nothing but unhappiness.”

"It isthe will of the moons," the other man returned.

"It is not the will of the moons that you should buck both Ob Clintner and the raiders. There is some
dark dealing going on here— Salmi has contracts with Lloroi Zentsis from Ramaj Bil-occtar to stir up
trouble here, and it's rumored that lately Clintner is getting involved in the eastern politics, aswell. If
you step in the middle of this for awoman who does not—cannot—Ilove
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you as you love her, you will be cracked and crushed like a bug by adnu. | will not allow you into the
sale. The girls have been in the raiders hands for aninan. They are aready lost to their parents.”

"I gave my word." Bentol spread his hands. "These are her daughters, and Mankarr," he added, hisvoice
dropping tragically, "they could have been mine. I cannot turn my back on her. | must attend this sale. |
have over three hundred gold pieces to bid with, and | also have—" He paused and pulled a pouch off
his belt. "—an object worth much more than that, which you have much interest in."

"What isit?' Mankarr asked, unwilling to drop the subject of the Lloroi's wife but finding his interest
caught instantly by the dull cloth-swathed object that Bentol drew from his pouch.

"It is something you have said you would do almost anything to get,” the other man said quietly. * "The
Orb of Olatna.”

"The orb, here!" The merchant stretched out his hands. "Let me seeit.”
"I will let you haveit for amere five hundred gold pieces and the chance to go to the sale.”

Mankarr sat back, the eager light going out of hiseyes. ' 'No, Altiss. | will not trade your life for that of a
lifeless jewel. Keep it in its pouch.”

The trader ignored him and unwrapped the black stone anyway. "Five hundred pieces of goldisa
pittance for ajewel that would complete the Midnight collection,” he said in avoice as hypnotic as the
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light that caught the corners of the cuts and shimmered into a depthless flash of infinity at every edge.

Mankarr drew in his breath. "It is as beautiful as| remember,” he breathed. He looked away in restraint.
"Put it away, Altiss."

"1 have not brought this here to torture your senses," Bentol said softly. "I paid dearly for this. And |
will giveit to you for less than half its worth."

"If you get the payment you're asking, you are also giving away your life. Isit worth that? |s any woman
worth that?"

"I would give my life a hundred times for the Lady Sonan. Y ou know it, Mankarr." He hefted the jewel
in his hands. "Four hundred fifty gold pieces and an invitation to the sale.”

"No, Altiss." The merchant's voice was sharp, but his eyes still wandered to the trader's hands.
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"Four hundred gold pieces.”

"CUntner has along and vengeful arm, Altiss. Crossing him is not worth the looks 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 mesmerize the very light in the room.

4 "Three hundred fifty in gold, the matched pair of ivory braceletsin that cabinet, and the favor."

"Altiss, you know what you are asking me to do," Mankarr amost wailed.

Bentol went on relentlessly. "Three hundred pieces of gold, UK ivory bracelets, and the favor. | will not
go lower, Mankarr, and you'll never have this chance to hold the orb again.”

Mankarr looked at the black orb once more and was lost. "I—I will take the orb, Altiss, but know that
you make me pay also for your love with your life." He sighed. "Three hundred pieces of gold and the
matched pair of carved ivory bracelets." The merchant shook hishead. "They are yours," he said,
"though how the Lady Sonan will receive them when you're dead is beyond me."

"Thereis the matter of the sale."

Mankarr took a deep breath. "Y ou may go."

" 'And the approximate amounts of the bids and a list of who will be buying what."
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The dark-faced man looked at the trader. "Y ou want to invoke the rule of ignorance to allow you to bid
for the girls? Y ou were always more clever than the others, Altiss, though Clintner and Nefarg would
never admit it to themselves." He sighed. "Why you chose to—well, it's not my business." He looked
back at the orb, then nodded. "Y ou'll have the information."

"Then this," Bentol said, turning the shimmering jewel in his hand once more, "is yours." He tossed the
orb from his hand, its flawless facets absorbing the very light of the moons as it seemed to flow through
the air to Mankarr. The merchant caught it and palmed the jewel, rubbing it and staring into itsinfinite
depths.

'*Ob Clintner expects to buy three girls.' * The merchant spoke without inflection, asif passing
sentence on aman aready dead. "They are being sold in agroup for a sum of over two hundred goki
pieces."

Dion's eyes widened. That was enough gold to buy al the
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land her father owned. Bentol was nodding, staring at the celling as if cataloging the information in his
mind.

"Clintner always carries an extra hundred pieces in case he sees something else he wants," Mankarr
continued. "Aldor Copiandi expects to buy two virgins from the 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 money."
Mankarr paused, thought a moment, 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 others.

"Edihana Metrinadon seeks a new bevy, and the bids for these girls are the only bids not yet frozen. He
has also been promised five dancers from the halls of Cortin and at least two pretty faces to keep him
company at night. He will buy the dancers on the basis of their performance tonight. The man has never
been predictable; | would guess his money pouch at two hundred pieces for the night.

"Newton Donquoan is not buying tonight. He usually carries thirty piecesto pay for his pleasures. You
remember Bart Llew-ellin?' Mankarr asked the trader, and when Bentol nodded, he continued. ' 'Heis
buying the daughter of Truss Edithewton for revenge. He's willing to pay at |east one hundred gold
pieces for her stolen body, and he'l! be carrying about forty extra pieces of gold, maybe fifty, in case the
bid is prompted higher."

"'Who is buying last?"

"Clintner. He wants to make sure none of the others have money left for bidding when his prizes come
up. Thisdeal isimportant to him."
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Bentol nodded. "As | figureit, | only need to cover bets over five hundred pieces of gold in case Clintner
borrows from the extramoney that'll still be floating around. | have more than enough. The Lady Sonan
emptied her purse to see her daughters again.”

"I didn't know Lloroi Dannon was so well off."

"Heisn't." Bentol smiled grimly. "But with my funds also and the help of afew careless raiders we met
on the way, we have more than enough to finish here." The two men rose. "By the way," Bentol
mentioned, "the street hasit that thereis a door in your basement that leads to the cellar of the Hanging
Sword Tavern."

"Oh?" Mankarr looked thoughtful for amoment. "I'll 1ook
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into it." There was the sound of another carriage in the courtyard, and Mankarr looked soberly at the
trader. "Thereisjust one other thing before we join the sale: | tied when | said the raiders had marked
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, made the sign of the blessing at Mankarr's words, then motioned for
Rhom, Dion, and the Gray One to stay in the room.

"Rhom," Dion hissed. "Did you hear that? Bentol and Lady Sonan?"

"I heard, but | can't believeit."

"It explains why Bentol and Gamon are always fighting."

Her twin nodded briefly and got up to pace the room. After a minute he paused and looked around. "I bet
it'swhy Bentol doesn't stay here in Sidisport. Look at this place—he's got plenty of gold to set himself
up like thisif he wanted, but then he wouldn't get to see Lady Sonan every quarter year. Have you ever
seen so many things in one room? There must be a dozen paintings in here alone.”

"I'm still looking at the tapestries,” she returned softly, her violet eyes wide as she let them roam. Hishn,
turning her yellow eyes around the room, projected only the desire to go out the window and back into
the fresh air. "Wait, Gray One. We'll be out of here soon."

Suddenly the black-haired man halted. "Hey, look at this."

"Rhom, we really shouldn't be nosing around. Hishn's getting nervous, and it just doesn't fedl right."
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"I know, but thisisincredible. Thisis a page from the original Dharvin Tsuma—the philosophies of the
ancients." The young blacksmith peered closely at the first of the framed documents that lined one wall.
"I can amost read it, too. Moon-worms, but this must have cost Mankarr more gold than our entire
village isworth."

Unable to resist, Dion glided to where her twin was squinting at the ancient words. "It must be over a
thousand years old," she breathed, looking over his shoulder. Behind her, Hishn whined; she shushed the
wolf with an absent gesture.

Rhom fingered the gilt of the next frame. ' 'Look at thisone. Thisis a copy of the Sundown Statements.”
He ran hisfinger along the wall, glancing at each in wonder and going on to the next. "By the moons,
Dion, look at this one."

102 TaraK. Harper

"Which? I'm still reading the Biologist's Guide to the World."

"Drop it. YouVe seen the translation." He shook his head and stared more closely at the poorly
preserved parchment that taunted his eyes. "I'm not sure | should tell you mis, but | think thisis a page
from amanual describing Ovousibas, the internal healing of the ancients.”

"Here?' Dion looked at her twin in startled wonder. " A whole page that escaped the Purging? How can it
be?'

He stepped back asif it would bite. "Read it yourself."

She stood on her toes and peered up at the frame. "l wish | dared take it off thewall . . ."

"Better not to. What if they come back?"

The wolf whined again, louder this time. Healer, she sent unhappily, there is the smell of atrap in here.
Well, we 've got to wait till Bentol gets back, the woman returned absently, and it won't hurt to read
some of thiswhile we wait. She glanced over the parchment, then read it more closely. "Ovousibas," she
whispered. Then she shook her head. "This doesn't make sense. It says you just ook to the left and drop
into the patient's body."

Her brother frowned. "Y ou sure you read the letters right?"

"Uh huh. Look—it even mentions the wolves. Says they're the key to the whole thing." Her voice trailed
off, and her eyes got afaraway |ook.

"L ook, Dion, don't go getting any funny ideas. Y ou're a good enough healer that you don't need miracles
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to pull a patient through."
"Don't worry. I'm not about to risk Hishn in an experiment.” She tore her eyes away from the ancient
parchment. "But Rhom," she could not help saying, "what if | could do it? Just spread my hands over
someone and make them well again by thinking it out.”
"Ovousibas is death, Dion."
This place is death, Hishn broke in even more strongly than Rhom.

The wolfwalker pulled herself out of her reverie and looked at the Gray One asif seeing her for the first
time. "What are you saying?' she demanded. "Why?"'

/ smell blood. Old. And new blood. And the windows are small and far away from the ground.
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"Rhom," Dion said in alow voice. "People were killed in this room not long ago."

Her twin looked at her sharply, his eyes suddenly still. "Did you bring a weapon?"

Dion nodded. "Four short knives and a pouch of throwing stars and moons."

"Wish you could'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 muttered when he turned back around.

The wolf snorted and padded balefully back to the window. "Hishn says there's no one to hear. Not in
the corridor, anyway." She frowned. "Rhom, where did they go?’

"Probably just to checkout the sale before taking usin."

She nodded, unconvinced, and glanced toward the parchment that beckoned on the wall.
"Leaveit, Dion."

"l just can't help thinking—"

"'Every healer who's tried Ovousibas 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 him an irritated look. "I've not forgotten what we're here to do, Rhom." She glanced to where
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Hishn was sniffing at the thick carpet near the window, and her twin followed her gaze. What isit, Gray
One?

The fear scent is strong.

The dark image of the room made Dion shiver, and Rhom put his hand on her shoulder. She jumped.
"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 from the scabbard. "Don't forget, we've got one weapon no one ever
counts on. We've got violet eyes. If you get scared, just pull out your knife and flash those eyes. Those
merchants will think the moon warriors have come back to Asengar for the Purging. All we havetodois
look at them and frown, and their hearts11 chill in their chests."

"Glad you've got confidence," she said shortly, "because between Hishn's pacing and your nosing
around, I'm starting to get paranoid.”
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"Relax," he advised. "There's nothing else we can do for now."
Hedler. ..

"Rhom—somebody's coming!"”

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 Gray One stood at the window, her paws up on the sill and her nostrils
flaring asif she could breathe easier by sucking in more air.

"Come," Bentol gestured. Obediently, though with a sideways glance at the wall on which the parchment
of Ovousibas hung, Dion glided into place and bowed her head, trying to look subservient as she shoved
the thoughts of Ovousibas out of her mind. In formation, Rhom marched slightly before her, and Hishn,
with a silent snarl, fell in behind.

The house seemed quiet as they walked through its halls, but mere was an undercurrent of excitement
that hit them as they descended the stairs into the basement. They passed through three rooms, each
soundproofed against the noise that grew as they walked, and finally they reached a small, dark,
inconspicuous door at the back of a storeroom. Mankarr paused, looked meaningfully at Bentol, then
pushed open the door. Asit opened, mere was alull 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 men and women twirled and danced on low tabletops, the men dressed in sober
colors and the women in opague veils and scarves that tantalized the hungry-eyed merchants while
musicians beat at the room with wild melodies and primeval rhythms. Sweet smoke filled Dion's nose.
Her nostrils flared as she caught Hishn's impressions of the expensive drug and coughed. Each man was
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surrounded by servants and sometimes as many as four women of his house, the women dressed in
bright but discreet clothes. Amid all the color, the somber black of Dion's costume attracted too much
attention. She suddenly wished she had listened to Rhom and stayed with Gamon and Tyrel.

Mankarr led them to alow table surrounded by embroidered cushions and |eft them there. Bentol looked
completely at ease. There were startled murmurs behind the group as the people noticed the wolf, and
specul ative glances were cast in their di-
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rection. Dion could fee! her cheeks flushing at the hard stares. Hishn's lips pulled back in a snarl, and the
eager hands that reached to touch her fell away astheir owners shrank back. Rhom stood close till she
knelt in the cushions beside the trader, then he dropped to sit behind them both, guarding his twin from
lecherous looks with hard glares of his own.

"That's an interesting pair of servants, Altiss," aman said as he leaned over from his own table. He eyed
the twins. "How much did you pay for them?"

"Too much, Metrinadon.” The pudgy man smiled lazily. "But | have not been displeased with them."

"It takes much restraint to leave the girl untouched,” Metrinadon said, referring to the black velvet Dion
wore. His soft, pale hands tapped out the dregs of his pipe and scooped them from the table before him. '
'l might be interested in picking up avirgin 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 amute," he said, "but
she can sing as long as she doesn't mate. | enjoy her voice enough to take my pleasures with the othersin
my house." He paused and lowered his voice conspiratorily. "For now, that is."

The other merchant chuckled, his paunch rolling with hislaugh. "Y ou're as lecherous as any, Altiss. I'd
wager ten silvers you won't keep her untouched for another ninan."

"|'d take you up on that bet," Bentol said with asmile, "but I'm leaving tomorrow night, and it would be
severa ninans before | could collect."

"Next time," the man said, turning his attention back to his pipe.
Another man moved to speak to Bentol, having watched the interchange between the trader and the
overweight merchant. "Altiss," he acknowledged, inviting himself to sit at the trader's table. "Y ou've

been making quite aname for yourself lately. | understand you got the better of Cransti in an unusual
trade last month."
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Dion's attention wandered. Hishn was nervous, catching the impression of many minds and making the
healer edgy with them, too. They watched the dancers and glanced discreetly at the men and women in
the room, and then her attention was brought back to Bentol's conversation by the other man's words.

". . .1 would pay handsomely for the girl," he was saying.
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"They are a pair, and much too expensive for your tastes, Donquoan. Besides, | am fond of the girt right
now."

"I happen to have a hundred pieces on me right now. | would part with it for both of them if you threw in
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 sheisnot just avirgin," Bentol leaned back against the cushions and gestured lazily at the
healer. " She is mute but can sing songs to turn the hardest heart. Sheis also awolf-walker,"

Bentol, Dion thought nervously, you shouldn't have said that.

He has a purpose, Hishn returned softly, but the undertone of worry just added to Dion'sown. Heis
feeling out the thin one's greed.

But Donquoan was looking at her, surprised, histhin, sharp face set off by the bushy eyebrows that hung
over his cold blue eyes. "A wolfwalker? Come now, Altiss, you can't expect me to believe that. You are
trying to pass off atrained wolf as alegendary beast."

"'It's true enough. | promised to respect the girl when | bought her, else she would not have come. So
you see, she is much above your price range."

"I will give you 110 pieces of gold for the girl and the wolf, untested."
Bentol considered it. ' 'Hmm. But you would still have to pay for the man."

“I'm sure | could find a use for a personal guard. Twenty pieces plus wagesis areasonable price for
such," he said.

"The man is worth much more. Look at the pair they are together. Their coloring is exquisite. They
would make a beautiful addition to any household."
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Bentol, Dion wailed silently, beginning to feel panicked, you better not be serious.
" | will give you 140 pieces of gold for the three of them."
The trader hesitated.

"One hundred and fifty pieces of gold." Donguoan pulled two heavy jeweled rings off his thin but wiry,
strong fingers, the
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lust eager in his eyes as he stared at the healer. "And these. Think on this, Altiss. | am being generous.”

The trader opened his mouth to say yes but then shook his head asif with great effort. "No, Donquoan.
Y our offer is generous, but | cannot take your gold in trade. | cannot givethegirt up yet. | ... havea
certain fascination for her myself," he admitted. Dion was so relieved that she amost did not mind when
Bentol stroked her hair for a moment, showing the other man his claimed affection.

The other merchant took BentoFs refusal with good grace. "I'm willing to wait for such a prize. If you
careto sell later, let me know. I'll make sure the offer is agreeable to us both."

Their talk turned to smaller things, and as the man stayed at Bentol's table, no other merchants could
approach. Soon Man-karr brought the music to a halt, and Donquoan returned to his own table.

"There will be much extra gold floating around tonight," Bentol whispered without moving hislips. "But
we should still have enough.” Dion fingered the jewel pouch she had taken from her boots and hung
from her belt on awhim. It contained the total wealth of the twins—the sum of the healing she had done
in the last three years since her Internship, the money Rhom had earned in the smithy in the same
amount of time, and the payment for atract of land beside their father's. There was some gold, two cut
and two uncut sapphires, a deep black ruby, three emerads, ayellow taliv gem, and afew strange
carvings of rare stones done by the Ethran people. They could add those if they had to, she told herself,
questioning Rhom with her eyes and relieved at his barely perceptible nod when he saw her fingering the
pouch.

"The appraiser has arrived,” Mankarr finally announced. "The sale is open. First bids are for—"
"Wait aminute, Mankarr," a slender man interrupted, a curved pipe in one lazy hand and a sneer on his
darkly handsome face. "Thisis aclosed bidding." He pointed the pipe at Bentol. "Why is that dour-faced

tamrin here?'

"It isindeed a pleasure to bid with you once again, Nefarg,” Bentol said smoothly, oiling hisvoice. "Do
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you not remember that | am always welcome in this house?’

"This may not be the time to exercise your poorly perceived rights, Altiss," arichly garbed man warned
with contempt.
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"Why, Clintner, you are the wealthiest merchant of us all. What have you to worry about?' Bentol asked
in mock surprise.

Clintner'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 bidding over to asmall, almost
unnoticeable man in gray and gestured for the two girls to be brought out. Cheeks flaming, dressed in
nearly sheer tunics and pants, the two girls were chained together. They would not raise their eyes from
the floor as they hunched their shoulders against the appraising looks of both men and women in the
room. A raider hauled them forward and struck them sharply on the back to stand up straight; Dion's
eyes flashed as she saw how young the girls were. Why, they're no older than Kabrun's daughters, she
thought in shock.

"These two lovelies are only fourteen," the raider said, forcing them to pivot in front of the men. "Good
teeth, beautiful long hair. With ebsin not mature enough to carry a child, so they're guaranteed to give at
least three more years of undisturbed pleasure.”

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 bidding 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. . . Ihavetwentyfivepieces
twentyeightpieces dolhearthirtypieces . . . lookattheiriovel yfacesandvirginal bodies | havethirtypieces-
thirtypieces . . . dolhearthirtyfivelhavethirtynvedolhear ..." The voice buzzed on, finally pausing and
snapping Dion's attention back to the front. "Thirty-eight pieces. Do | hear forty?' His 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?"

Dion looked around, but it was not until Rhom nudged her and directed her attention to the malevolent
glare that passed from one of the men to Clintner that she figured out who had just bid the first man up
again. Clintner smiled indulgently. The other man, with a barely contained gesture, angrily signaled the
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auctioneer. "l have forty-one," the small man droned on. "Are there any more bids? Going for forty-one
pieces of gold each, two virgins from the coast, forty-one pieces. Going. Going. Sold to Aldor Copiandi,
cash up front." The small 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 same
pitch. Bentol bid afew times, never serioudly, just keeping the drone of the auctioneer going, while
people shifted and stretched as the bids went on. When it came to the dancers, the musicians played
again, and each dancer showed herself off for several minutes before the bidding started again. Dion
watched in fascination as the men and women contorted wildly to the music. One woman writhed
obscenely like a sand sucker and was sold for forty-two pieces of gold. By the time the dancers had been
sold off, the wolf-walker's eyes were burning with the smoke and Hishn's nose was clogged from the
smells. They both felt dizzy with the cloying drugs that wafted through the room, and Dion wished she
could wear aveil, too, so she could filter out some of the smoke. Hishn coughed and pawed at her nose.
Dion could do nothing. The bids went on. Ob Clintner bid two men up as high as they could go,
infuriating them and then waving off their protest asif it were not worth athought. Finally Mankarr
announced the last sale. Clintner remained in his lazy pose, but his eyes sharpened when the three girls
were herded onto the stage.

The girls stood as the first had done, their faces red with mortification and the thin chains on their arms
and legs dragging them down. They would not look 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, wishing she could give
them some comfort.

Beside her, Hishn growled deep in her throat, and Dion caught her uneasy thought. This place smells
more and more like arabbit trap, the Gray One warned.

But the auctioneer was still talking. ". . . such beauty aready in girls so young. They are as yet
untouched, except by the light of the moons. These two are the daughters of the Lloroi of the Rarng
Ariye, thisone his niece."
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"Thethree 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 pieces of gold, forty-two
pieces." The bids rose quickly as the men got into the excitement of the sale, even knowing that Clintner
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 him and not her brother.
Dion wondered what rumors flew in her village about the pudgy trader. "Fifty pieces. Look at their
beautiful faces. The flash of their silky hair. | have sixty pieces, sixty-two—" Bentol discreetly showed a
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closed fist. "Sixty-five pieces of gold." Clintner looked around to see who was bidding him up, and
when his eyes met those of Bentol, they darkened. " Sixty-five, sixty-six, sixty-eight pieces of gold. Look
at those gorgeous green eyes.” The auctioneer's voice caressed the room, singling out Clintner as he
noticed the other bidders dropping out and leaving the battle to Bentol and the merchant. " See the fire
that flashes there. Such spirit is— seventy pieces of gold!" The voice was triumphant. "I have seventy
pieces, seventy-one—"

"L et us hold for amoment under the rules of the charter." Clintner's angry voice broke through the
auctioneer's drone.

Mankarr stood up, unsurprised, and calmly looked askance. "What isit, Clintner?"

The man glared at Bentol and gestured angrily at the trader. "It is against the charter to bid above the
fixed price. We have all agreed—"

"Agreed on what?' Bentol broke in with apparent unconcern. "I was not aware that the prices are fixed."
"Y ou were not invited, either," Toserva Nefarg put in.

"But | am here and was accepted before the sale began.” Bentol waved his hand negligently. "l am most
sincerely"—he smiled lazily—"apologetic if | have bid above the fixed price, but—"He paused and
looked around the room. "Since thisis a cash sale and | was not told the prices before the bidding began,
| have the right to offer my gold freely for those prizes that catch my eye."

"Y ou should keep your eye and your gold to yourself or you might lose them bom."

"Clintner," Mankarr warned.
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"And you," Clintner accused the merchant. "Y ou set thisup. It is your responsibility."

' 'The one who requests the sale is responsible for naming the bids," Bentol stated firmly. "And, Clintner,
you requested the sale—and accepted my presence.”

The merchant's face darkened. One of the others, gleeful at a chance to snipe at Clintner, put in, "Let us
get on with this. The matter is settled.”

Clintner looked murderously at the man, then sat back. "1 will offer seventy-five pieces of gold apiece
for the girls."
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The auctioneer glanced at Bentol. ' 'l have seventy-five pieces of gold. Seventy-six. Seventy-nine. . ."
The room began to murmur. Clintner looked around and gestured for Toserva Nefarg to lean toward him.

"Heis borrowing from Nefarg,” Bentol whispered out of the comers of his mouth, "but he will pay
dearly for the favor. Nefarg is one of the men he bid up to the limit earlier.”

"Eighty pieces of gold," the auctioneer continued uncertainly. "Do | hear more?"

Nefarg nodded to Clintner, and the merchant signaled the auctioneer. " Eighty-one pieces of gold for
each girl. Eighty-one. Eighty-eight." His voice raised the tension in the room as much as Bentol's bid
had. The noise level rose suddenly and fell as quickly as Clintner looked furiously toward another man.
"Eighty-eight," the auctioneer repeated anxioudly.

Metrinadon, another man Clintner had bid up to the limit, shook his head. Clintner made asignal that
spoke volumes, and Metrinadon finally nodded, a malevolent smile on his face as he contemplated the
interest he would receive for the night's loan of his gold. "Ninety. Ninety pieces of gold." The auctioneer
wiped his brow. "Ninety-eight." Clintner turned to two other men he had previously angered. One made
agesture, and Clintner's face darkened further, but he nodded; the other glanced at Bentol, then smiled
viciously and nodded also. The auctioneer nervously raised his voice over the murmuring. ' '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 mind. | could buy that entire tract of land, she
thought, incredulous, for the price of one of these girls. But Clintner 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 eight pieces of gold—"
The auctioneer's voice broke, and he cleared his throat. "One hundred ten. Do | hear more?' Bentol
finally raised his hand. "One hundred fifteen." Clintner gestured angrily. " One hundred twenty." The
auctioneer looked helplessly back at the trader, and Bentol signaled again. "One hundred twenty-five
pieces of gold. One hundred thirty. One hundred thirty-five." There was a pause, and Clintner looked
down at his hand. He vicioudly pulled off asignet ring and held it up. "One hundred forty pieces of gold
for each of the girls before you." The auctioneer looked asif he were going to faint when Bentol calmly
raised his hand once more. "One hundred fifty pieces of gold.” The auctioneer's voice trembled. The
lines of sweat ran down the side of hisface, but he did not notice. Clintner looked slowly around at
Bentol, then sat back, a grim look on his face. "One hundred fifty. One hundred fifty. Going, going,
sold," the auctioneer announced, his voice hoarse, "to the trader Altiss Hantinn, three girls for the sum of
—" He swallowed loudly, "—one hundred and fifty pieces of gold each, cash up front."

Bentol rose and moved to the front, followed by Rhom with two small bags. He dumped the bags
heavily on the appraiser's table, and there were afew moments of confusion while the gold and jewels
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were sorted out. In the meantime, while Hishn's hackles rose and a growl began to grow deep in her
throat, Dion was studied by Clintner. Bentol was just sitting down, his purse much lighter, when
Clintner's voice rose above die murmuring once again.

"Since we have been discussing the charter rules tonight, | would like to bring up one more." The room
quieted down, and Bentol looked at Clintner, his eyes narrowing.' 'Uninvited guests must expect to show
equivalent wealth for the prizes they bring with them, which can be bid upon by any interested party.
Altiss—" He paused malevolently. "Y ou have brought with you some very unusual prizes. | would like
to bid for them now."

The trader's face tightened. "The saleis over," he began.
"The bidding has not yet been closed,” Clintner corrected.

Bentol turned to Mankarr with a gesture, but Mankarr shook his head. "Clintner isright, Altiss. You
must alow the bid. If you cannot show comparable worth, you must give up your prizes." Mankarr
gestured for the auctioneer.
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Bentol turned to Rhom and Dion. "Thisis ashow of wealth," he said in alow voice. "l must be able to
top Clintner'sfinal offer or sell you to him for hislast bid. If | match him piece for piece, he keeps his
bid and | keep the prizes—hi this case, you two and the wolf—neither of usloses. Ifl best him with a
higher offer he can't match himself, he will lose half his bid to me." Bentol tried to wipe the worry from
hisface. "Clintner can still use the four hundred and forty pieces he borrowed, and he may do thisfor
revenge. | have less than two hundred in gold left— not enough to match him if he is serious about
buying you just to humiliate me in spite of the price he would pay. We might have to break for the door.
Mankarr already sent the girls upstairs." He gestured toward the curtains that hid the slave chambers.
"They'll be ready when we leave. 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 histhroat again. "A hundred pieces. . ."

Dion listened to the bidding as if in adream, Hishn's growing fury like afire that burned her thoughts.
She felt Rhom'stension as if it were her own, her eyes flashing each time Clintner bid up the sale. For it
was a sale. Since the twins had come in as owned servants, nothing they said now would make the other
merchants believe they were there of their own free will. Papers got lost, others were forged; in the case
of Rhom, Dion, and the wolf, previous sale papers would be completely overlooked. And if Bentol could
not match what Clintner bid, Rhom and Dion—and Hishn—would legally belong to the merchant. The
price rose to two hundred pieces. Rhom's hands were on his belt as he stood behind his sister, ready to
use his sword and the knives hidden at his side. Hishn's mind was ranging, trying to sort out the
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hostilities and excitement in the room. The bidding rose again. Bentol faltered. Clintner seemed to
pounce. "One hundred eighty pieces." The auctioneer's voice wavered. "One hundred eighty-one pieces.
One hundred eighty-five." Bentol glanced at the twins desperately, helplessnessin his eyes. The
auctioneer looked at Bentol one more time for abid, but the trader could not signal to bid what he did
not have in cash. "Going. Going—"

A pure sweet trill broke the tension, and everyone stared. There was a confused murmur, but the
auctioneer stared straight at Dion until all eyes were on her. The healer rose slowly and
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glided to the front, bowing to the appraiser. The auctioneer held his breath. Bentol held out his empty
hands. Clintner held his temper, but just barely. Finally Dion reached into the folds of black velvet and
produced a small green emerald that flashed in the light of the lamps. The appraiser took it lovingly,
holding it in his hands as he examined it under the glass. "It isflawless," he announced. "Thirty-one
pieces."

The auctioneer cleared histhroat. "Two hundred eleven pieces." Clintner closed hisfist. "Two hundred
twenty-five pieces." Dion did not leave the appraiser's table, and Bentol leaned back, deliberately casual
though his eyes were tight, and smiled at Clintner. "Two hundred twenty-five," the auctioneer repeated,
looking at Bentol, then at the woman who stood so quietly before him. She bowed, producing 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, matched each time by Clintner, till she had nothing left. Clintner leered at her and
smirked at Bentol, and the healer could feel her face flush. "Four hundred and twelve pieces of gold."
The auctioneer's voice cracked as he repeated Clintner's sum. She hesitated, then drew out a carved
silver knife she aways carried for luck. It was not worth much, but it was something. ' 'Four hundred
nineteen pieces of gold." The auctioneer looked at Clintner. " Four hundred twenty-five pieces of gold."
The auctioneer's voice seemed to stick in histhroat as he repeated Clintner's last and leering sum. Dion
bowed her head. Had she nothing left? But Clintner 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.

Healer, Hishn's thought broke through the woman's, your headband.

"Going. . ."

The hedler trilled once more, the clear tones interrupting the auctioneer as he opened his dry mouth to
close the sale. And Dion reached up and removed her headband, setting it before the appraiser and
making a sign. There was a murmur, and the room was silent. The intricate silver and blue stood out
soberly among the random gold 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 ornamentation meant much more than earthly metal.
With the healer's band itself, Dion was offering herself
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and her skills. If shelost this bid, not only Rhom, Hishn, and Dion but Dion's healing skills would
belong to Clintner, to be used however he wished, for good or evil.

Moons of mercy, she prayed, Clintner doesn't have more than fifteen more pieces. Let this be worth the
sixteen pieces of gold that were paid to have it made. . .

The appraiser turned it over and examined it minutely. He finally turned to the auctioneer. "For the band,
three pieces of gold. For the healer's skills, for aterm of four ninans as outlined by the skillslisted in the
charter, sixteen pieces of gold, four silvers,” he announced. Dion's knees felt weak with relief, and her
heart started beating again. The appraiser handed her jewels and headband back, and she tucked the first
things back into their pouch after setting the band over her glossy hair.

Clintner had nothing further to say. His face raged dark red, for Bentol had beat his best offer, and there
were sly smiles among the other merchants. Ob Clintner had just been disgraced twice before them, had
been beaten at a deal he had set up himself, and had lost half his borrowed wealth to a mere trader. If
ever eyes could give death to a man, the power was there in Clintner's face.

Mankarr started the musicians, sending the dancers leaping to the tabletops, breaking the last bits of
tension with exotic musk. Clintner gestured furiously for his manservant to give Bentol half his bid, and
the trader saluted the merchant lazily.

"Leave," Mankarr ordered in an almost imperceptible whisper as he passed Bentol.

The trader made no response, but his small group rose, making a casual way to the door. Rhom watched
the movements of the merchants from the comers of his eyes as the dancers whirled on; the music beat at
his twin's consciousnesstill the door shut mercifully behind them.

Hishn lunged up the stairsin 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 asif to
stop the wolf, and she whipped around, slashing at his calves while he shrieked and ran.

"Control your pets, Altiss,"” Mankarr snapped. But Dion was already soothing the woif, calling her back
from the windows, where the Gray One ran from one to the other, snarling and baring her teeth at the
bars that covered them all.
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"Thegirlsarein here," the merchant said in alow voice. Rhom, with a backward look down the hall,

waited outside the room as Dion took the heavy cloaks from the merchant and went in to help the girls
into them. The eldest girl, taking one look at the healer and the wolf, went pale. She drew the heavy
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garment closely about her, then did the same for the youngest as the wolfwalker helped the middle girl
into the other wrap. Dion was glad of the lighting—she was not sure it was appropriate for awoman of
the harem to blush at such scanty clothes. At least they had slippers on instead of the bare feet the
dancers had used downstairs. They would be silent on the steps. She hoped.

"Now, go quickly," the merchant warned, hastening them to the door. " Clintner lost money tonight that
wasn't his and has nothing to show for it but afoolish face. Hell be adevil till he gets his revenge.”
Mankarr opened the door and began talking in a normal voice for the benefit of the driversin the
courtyard. Dion, who felt as if there would be aknife in her back at any moment, glided smoothly down
the steps, leading the girls to the dark carriage that awaited. She glanced back only once; Clintner was
there at the door, gesturing angrily after them at Mankarr, the man's sharp and furious eyes following
them with vengeful intent as they drove away.

VII

Aranur Bentar neDannon;

Lost Again

Flee while the mghi is still dark Fly while the fog hides your tracks Fight when their breath warms your
neck Kill when their blades near your heart

Aranur had been waiting for three hours, his sword loose 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-long cloak, "Ramaj Caflanin was going down."

Another laughed, tossing his copper to land close behind the first man's coin. "Not a chance, Mick. Even
Zentsis wouldn't waste histime on that land."

"It hasvalue," the man insisted. "It borders more of the coastline than any other Rama]."

The other driver tossed his coin against the wall. "Worthless land, worthless sea. Y ou can't squeeze out
taxes where there's no people to pay."

The tallest one chuckled.
Eyeing the way the coins had landed, Aranur rubbed his thumb twice aong the edge of his own copper
and almost missed the sharp, sidelong look he got from Mick. Aranur hesitated, then kept his voice

lower than usual when he spoke. "Whether Zentsis movesin 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, Mick."

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 Cliffs of Basten-dore keep the people from settling out on the coast, so
where would they get supplies or help from if he decided to cut them off?' He dug in his pocket for
another copper as the drivers started another game. "Better to take the crumbs of trade he gives them
than deny him access and force him to make it an issue."

"Y ouVe got more brains than you look," one of the men said with a grin, peering at Aranur's shadowed
face asif he were trying to place hisvoice.

"Y our throw, Borden," the short one prodded. "Can't you tell he's not a man to let anger skew his toss?"
"Doesn't hurt to try."

The other, stockier driver studied Aranur, too, asif he thought the lean, dark-haired man familiar, and
Aranur let his hand rest casually closer to his sword hilt. "How long's Altissin town thistime?' the man
asked.

Casual. Too casual, Aranur thought. He shrugged easily enough, careful to let the light behind him catch
on his shoulder and leave his face hi deeper gloom. "He hires the carriage; | drive the dnu. He doesn't

tell me much."

"If he'slike Nefarg," one man said dlyly, "he tells you enough to tease your dreams but not enough to
appease them."

" Asif he'd ever let you sample hiswares," another snorted. "Nefarg is the last one to—"

He bit off hiswords asif asword had cut his tongue, and they all moved, like shadows shrinking when a
light isturned on, back to their carriages, for there were voices in the hallway near the door and the
clank of chainsto keep the voices company.

But it was the merchant Mankarr with Bentol, and he had three girlsin tow behind the healer and her
wolf. Aranur could see the attraction the women 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 thoughts of her in aharem of his own.

Namina—and Ainna—and, moons be praised a hundred
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times, Shiliawas there, too, dressed in scanty clothes that could be glimpsed beneath heavy cloaks,
shamed and showing it with cheeks still burning, but by the gods, Aranur thought, carefully relaxing his
fists with awary glance toward the other drivers, safe. She still did not know—none of the three knew—
that he was already there, that Bentol and Dion and Rhom were friends; he wanted to shout and grab her
and run into the house and kill the raiders he found. But he moved no muscle, showed no part of his
fierce joy except the imperceptible shaking of his body, where he held hisrelief and rage clenched tight.
And then Rhom appeared, striding behind the girts, his sword out asif to slap them should they move
too slowly. Their small chains clinked thinly in the damp evening while despair dragged their shoulders
down as much as the chains did.

"... fortunate for me that you dropped by," Mankarr was saying. "l hope you enjoy your bargain, as well."

"My bargain? Hal" the trader snorted. "Y ou already have twenty-five percent of my bids as the house
take, you old tamrin, and you wouldn't hesitate to try to skin my back in another deal, too."

"You're too kind," Mankarr mocked. He looked up and changed the subject. "The weather is getting
stormy. There's an inn with a good reputation near the south end of town. Y ou may want to stay the
night instead of trying to travel the main road in therain."

"Oh? I'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 Namina, Tyrel's oldest sister, and as she took Aranur's hand, she looked up and gasped.

"Quiet," he whispered savagely, gripping her wrist hard as he thrust her in. Namina, stunned, barely
choked his name back before Ainnajoined 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 room to get in with the wolf and
Bentol.

"To the east side," Bentol directed him quietly, asif the trader did not want anyone to hear but was too
pleased with himself to keep his voice down. "Over to Quartertain's house," he added jovially.

Rhom swung up on the driver's seat and settled without a
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word till Aranur slapped the traces and the clacking of dnu hooves hid his words. Then, glancing behind
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him, he murmured, "Take aright at the next wellcourt, then straight two blocks."

Aranur complied without comment. Ah, Shilia, he thought, you'll be home again in two ninans,
gossiping with the girls and flirting with those | disapprove of. But home again, and safe. And, he added
grimly, it'll be adark day in the seventh hell before | let the hooves of araider's dnu ring in the pass

again.

L eft, then left again at the squat house of the Sequent, and then past the glibben trees along the square.
Straight another mile, then a quick dodge right, left again, and down through the lane by the old woolen
mill—Aranur sent the dnu twisting through town to hide their passage, merging with the traffic on the
busier streets and then darting away again to drive pursuers out into the open, where he could see them if
they dared to follow.

When the carriage pounded across the waterfront to the dock, Tyre! and Gamon were waiting, dripping
wet under their cloaks but with grim smirks on their faces. Gamon gave his nephew a glimpse of the
raider's money bag he was holding under his cloak, and Aranur flashed him aquick grin before they
swung into the carriage. He heard a muffled squeak, then a lupine yelp, and wondered who had sat wetly
on whom, but there was no time to find out. Salmi's payroll coffers must have been very full, Aranur
thought with satisfaction, For the first time in two ninans, his smile touched his eyes and the tension
around his jaw relaxed—Shilia, his sister, was safe again. Moonworms, but he had missed 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 them to a slower, less obvious
pace and letting the six-legged gaits drum the damp night into his head while he held to hiscalm like a
desperate man clinging to a plank in the sea. Asthe docks came to an end and the road roughened into a
less-traveled way, he finally slapped the traces and urged the dnu into a rhythmic lope toward the south
end of town, where Mankarr had directed mem. .

Theinn was till lit as time moved into the early hours of morning, 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 loosing a shaft of light like a spear that split the courtyard
and the noise quieting momentarily till those inside judged the visitors and let them be. Aranur fidgeted.
The dnu, placid as usual, hardly picked up the uneasy mood that clung to him like a cloud hugging a
mountain, but they stamped their feet as the traces twitched, eager to get to the stable and start on their
dinner. "It's about time," he muttered as Rhom and the trader were silhouetted in the doorway again,
followed by the shape of the merchant Mankarr as the yellow light dodged around their legs 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 men, already starting the dnu around to the back of the inn. The
sudden sway of the carriage told him that they had caught the edge of the roof, and he did not look back,
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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 jumped down to open the stable doors while the firm-handed |eader held the impatient dnu
stomping and snorting in the cold. They could smell the dry hay inside, and they were hungry.

The stable was dry inside and smelled of clean, musty hay, but Aranur felt another twinge of unease—it
would not be hard for anyone who had overheard Mankarr to stake out the few inns on that side of town
while they were at the wharf. And Mankarr himself could have been followed. ' 'It's been too easy," he
muttered to Bentol. ' "'Too damn easy to get this far without 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 closed the stable 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
saysthat Clintner's out for blood."

Whatever else the trader said was lost as Shilia burst from the carriage. "Shilial" Aranur caught her from
the step.

"Oh, Aranur!" And then she wasin his strong arms, her arms choking histhroat in her relief and tears,
and Aranur felt the protective urge rise in him and feed his fury at the slavers. "Oh, Aranur, we thought
we were lost. We thought no one
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would ever come for us." Her silent sobs cut off her words as she cried out her shame on her brother's
shoulder.

"It's all right, Shilia," he whispered back. "I'm here. Y ou're safe now. Tyrel," he said over his shoulder,
"get their clothes out from the bags.”

The trader had removed the girls' chains on the way to the inn, and now Gamon threw the indentured

slave links violently into the hay with a grunt. "Disgusting things," he said, helping Ainna down from
the carriage. There was a sense of urgency in the air, and they all moved as stealthily asthieves. "Y ou
girls change now," Aranur directed in alow voice. ' "That way we'll attract less attention when we go

into the inn. Tyrel, haven't you got those bags yet?"'

"It's dark under here," the boy complained softly from under the carriage. "I can't feel the knots." The
girls climbed reluctantly back in, Ainnataking a moment to squeeze her brother's calf where it stuck out
so awkwardly from under the wheels.

Suddenly Aranur tensed. There was aflash of dim light on metal inside the carriage. It was Dion's blade,
drawn and ready, while the wolf's fangs gleamed dully in the shadows. " Aranur," she whispered urgently.
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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 aterrible 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 them as other
men charged from the darkness of the dnu stalls, and they fought back to back, the night lit with the
flash of swords where the metal blades clanged together. Aranur, Rhom, Gamon, 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 more than a
passing glance at the wildly driven coach, but in the light that spilled from the windows across the
courtyard the gray-eyed man caught a glimpse of afigure hanging on underneath. Tyrel. . .

He parried and thrust, his attention brought sharply back to the man lunging at him from across a bale of
hay. Aranur's well-
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timed blade dlid easily along the other man's too-eager strike, and the soldier dropped with a bloody
sigh, convulsing on the hay. Then Mankarr was beside him, parrying a blow aimed at the man's heart
from behind. There was no time to thank him. Aranur could not see Gamon or Rhom; 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 men before him. Aranur could see the sweat gleaming as
the trader tried to keep one of them between him 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 moved. The man cried out
and lunged into the trader, a blade flashing momentarily in the poor light. Bentol slapped it down, but
not soon enough. Aranur jumped across a hay bale and brought his own blade down, a hideous spurting
sound indicating where the soldier's blood shot against the stall, and now he could see Rhom weaving
wickedly to hold off three attackers and Gamon leaning against a stall with one hand pressed to his side
and the other holding his sword in bare defense.

The lean man jumped on the back of the one who was stabbing Bentol's still shuddering body and fairly
ripped the soldier's head off with his sword. Another man thrust his dripping knife at him, and Aranur
felt cold steel slide along hisarm. The soldier's eyes shone in the torchlight, but Aranur's rage was
fiercer. He growled and threw himself into the soldier, both men crashing to the floor. Legs scrabbled
against one another. The man from Ariye grabbed something and brought it down across the other man's
neck as hard as he could; it was awooden bar for locking the stall doors, and the soldier's struggling
stopped as his neck snapped and his body went limp.
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Aranur rolled to hisfeet and stood, panting harshly, the sweat still stinging his eyes and the dust from
the hay beginning to settle. Mankarr had joined Rhom and had beaten down two of the three who found
themselves flanked in the corner. The last one stood, backing away from the circle of blades, knowing
he was now alone against at |east three.

"Hold that one there." Aranur's voice grated against his heavy breathing. He could feel the sting in his
arm as sweat ran into the slash and the edges of the gash scraped against his shirt.
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"Altiss?' Mankarr asked, peering into the shadows from which the tall man had stepped.

"I did what | could," Aranur said harshly. "I'm sorry, Mankarr. He is dead. Gamon?"

"A little cut, alittle bruised.” The old man sucked in his breath as he straightened, his voice hardening as
he added,’ '‘But strong enough for revenge." He wrapped his side with a cloth torn from a stable banner;
the cut was long and nasty, not too deep, but he had lost alot of blood.

Aranur nodded and turned to the man before them. "Drop the sword," he ordered. The soldier looked at

the four hardbitten men circling him and obeyed, the steel falling into the hay at his feet, and shifted
nervously from foot to foot, looking first at Aranur, then at Rhom and Bentol.

"All right," Aranur said quietly, holding his rage with barely concealed control. "Where did they take the
girls?'

"You'll bealong timein the second hell trying to find out," the man growled in mock courage.

"Cut off an ear for the first two wrong answers, Mankarr, then start on his eyes." It was not difficult for
Aranur to make his voice hard. His fury was cold like the stedl of hisknife. "Now, wait aminute,”" the
soldier started, tensing up. "Y ou're going nowhere," Rhom snarled, jumping him and dropping him into
the dust so that he choked.

Mankarr let his knees fall with aheavy thud onto the man's thighs, splitting the muscles beneath him and
pinning the soldier's legs while Rhom forced his arms back and up. "Y ou're not amute,”" he said,
startled, to Rhom. "Nor aslave. And neither is my twin." Mankarr nodded and wrenched the soldier's
arm again. "Ow—gods dammit, you're breaking my arms!" Rhom forced his arms higher behind his
back. "WEe'll break more than that if you don't start talking."

"Clintner'll get you for this." He spit the words out between

clenched teeth.

"What he'll get isapair of ears,"” Mankarr whispered. The merchant's knife gleamed at the soldier's ear
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and gently, very gently, began to cut through. "I think I'll send them wrapped,” he added softly.
"Wrapped in your skin from, let me see, what should | cut next, Rhom?'

Rhom looked dlightly sick, but he forced his voice to be as
WOLFWALKER
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cold as the chill air that clutched at their skin. "The eyelids, | think." He wrenched the man's right arm up
over the left so that the left was pinned by the soldier's own body and Rhom's hand was free. "Then the

eyes."

The man froze when he sensed the steel sliding across his skin, the heat of his own blood panicking him.
"Thiswas none of my doing," the soldier choked out. "I was just following orders."

"Orders to enslave young girls? Orders to cheat a merchant out of hisfair bid?' Aranur laughed harshly,
the sound a mockery of humor. ' "Those are ordersto dieif you don't tell us where our little birds have
gone."

"Dammit, Clintner'll have my hide!"

"I aready have your hide now," Aranur snapped. "The girls—where are they being taken?"

Mankarr's blade moved deeper, and Rhom turned 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 girls—where? Now!"

Mankarr gave a decisive slice, and the man shuddered. "Clintner—" he gasped. "It was Ob Clintner and
that captain, Salmi. Believe me, they had it all rigged. He'd been promised the girls from the start. The

others were just there to bid him up."

"How did you know where we were?' Aranur's voice was as sharp as the blade Mankarr held, ready to
start licing again if the man's words came too slowly.

"His driver overheard Mankarr sp-peak of the inn. He sent men to follow you when you left; Sahni
hel ped pay for them—"

The man was nearly sobbing. Mankarr had cut nearly halfway through his ear, and it was getting very
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messy. Aranur's stomach roiled, but he thought of his sister and hardened his heart. "Where are they
now?"' he demanded.

"Ob Clintner's," the man gasped as the knife moved again. "ObClintner's!"

Mankarr pushed the man away, and Rhom released his arms. The man scrambled back, but Rhom's
pommel caught him along the temple and laid him out cold. ' ‘Ob Clintner," Mankarr said,
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his voice grim as he wiped his blade in the hay, "has the biggest harem in town. He lets his guests
sample hiswares."

"But taking the girlsto his own place?' Aranur shook his head. "He must have alot of confidence.”
"He can afford to," Mankarr said quietly.

"What do you mean?' Rhom demanded impatiently, tightening the cinches on the saddles of the dnu he
had gathered in the gloom.

"Just that Clintner knows his business-1 was as surprised as you that Clintner took the girlsto hisown
home, but when | think about it, | don't know why not. He has over twenty men on the grounds at all
times, and the placeis built like afortress. If hewantedto . . ."

Aranur looked at the merchant with gray eyes cold asice. "If he wanted to?' he prompted, stopping
momentarily from wrapping his bloody arm with a spare cloth.

The other man looked uneasy. "He could easily hold us off long 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
from the way he looked at your twin," he added with anod to Rhom, "I'd say she'sthefirsttogoin."
"No." Rhom shook his head decisively. "No, Dion isin no danger yet."

Aranur raised his eyebrow, and even Gamon looked sharply at the younger man.

"I know," Rhom said fiercely, asif to convince himself with his vehemence. ' 'She is safe for now. If we
go quickly ..."

Aranur put his hand on Rhom's arm, trying not to think of Shilia. "We'll go now," he promised grimly.

Leaving the bodies where they lay, Aranur took Bentol's limp form and carefully tied him to the saddle
of the fifth dnu. They would return him home, though it was a sad burden they would bring.
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Asthey dipped quickly out the rear of the barn, Mankarr sat stiffly, his eyes unseeing, and Aranur rode
closer and put his hand on the merchant'sarm. "Isit Bentol 7' he asked.

The other man nodded.
"Mankarr, who was Bentol to you?"

"Not Bentol. Altiss," the merchant corrected unsteadily. The tears were running down his dirty face, but
he did not notice. "He was my brother."

VIII

Ember Dione maMarin:

Fly by Fire

Luck flieswith bold hearts Like Aiueven on the wing

Three guards roped Gray Hishn and dragged her away snarling and lunging, their ropes taut in different
directions to keep her fangs from them all. Dion could feel the wolf's rage color her own emotions as she
beat on the ground, wailing and moaning like the ssmimute Bentol had proclaimed her to be. He
embellished the story of Rhom and me alittle too much, she thought angrily. It's fine for aflash
appearance, but how well would it stand up to the sharp eyes and ears of adlimy tamrin like Clintner? A
mute who could sing and not talk? He had not even asked if Dion had a good voice. She was afraid that
Clintner, whose eyes had lusted on her as well as on the girls who had stood before him on the block,
would want to sample her, too. As she loosed another ear-wrenching keen and Hishn emitted a three-
tone howl, doors slammed and suddenly the good master himself had come 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 men dragging Hishn off. "The
moment we split them up, they went crazy."

"You," Clintner pointed at Shilia, who had at |east main-
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tainedafaceofcalm. He, too, had to yell over the noise. "What's the matter with her?"

"How should | know—" The girl's voice dripped the next words sarcastically, "—good master." She
shrugged disdainfully. "When they are together, the girl is an imbecile and the dog is a babe."
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Dion got the feeling that if it had not been for the laws that protected women of the harem, Clintner
would gladly have had the healer knocked out to shut her up. As the din showed no sign of diminishing,
Clintner made an angry gesture. "Bring the wolf back," he ordered.

"Sir" The lieutenant whirled and gestured for the men to return. Reaching Dion, Hishn lay beside her
panting softly while Dion knelt and scraped the ground toward Clintner over and over. Shilia coughed,
smothering alaugh. 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.

"Get the mute off the ground. She looks like a beggar with convulsions.” Clintner gestured to the
lieutenant. "And put the others with the women. Tell Marash to prepare two of them for me tonight. I'll
put my mark on the other one in the morning." He turned back to the wolfwalker and hesitated, frowning
at the ropes that were still taut around the wolf's neck. " Since that one loves her dog so much, put her in
the blockhouse with it till I call for them." He did not spare so much as a glance back at her when he had
finished, and since the soldiers hurried to obey, Dion had no chance to signal or even give a comforting
look to Ainna, closest to her and most frightened.

At the thought of the other girls panic, another question suddenly poked through the commotion like a
mud serpent sprouting from a bog: Would Clintner leave Dion alone? If Bentol's story had convinced
him—and Dion was not at al sure that it had—he might not touch her for awhile, at least until he
realized that the story was untrue, but as she glided smoothly beside Hishn, patting the wolf like the idiot
Shilia had told him she was, the wolfwalker felt a chilling unease grip her hard. Once marked as a harem
wife, never freein life. The saying was not one Dion needed to think of right then. If Clintner tried to
mark her, there would be the witnesses, not just the merchant to take care of—the head of the harem and
two others from the women's quarters, then two of Clinmer's men, and Clintner him-
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self. Not good odds. "Oh, Rhom," she whispered. "Please hurry."

For the first few moments 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 more concerned about where her knife
would land than with where her twin stood left behind. But now, as her feet padded across the hard stone
of the courtyard and the silver flash of soldiers spears prodded her toward the stone blockhouse, Dion
had second thoughts about the attack. Clintner had not struck her as a man who would indulge in agrab-
and-dash raid. In fact, sherealized, Clintner must have begun making his plans as soon as Bentol had
bested him in the bidding for the girls—Clintner's attempt to take Dion and Rhom from the trader had
merely motivated the Sidisport merchant to get a bioodpnce out of Bentol instead of making asimple
revenge trade.

And she had been stupid not to see it coming. If she had not been crooning to the Gray One at her side,
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she would have spit her disgust on the shiny black boots of the soldiers who were leading her across the
stones. Hishn had been nervous enough, and even Dion had felt the unease—why in the second hell
hadn't she listened to what the moons were trying to tell her? And now? The wolfwalker looked
surreptitiously around and had to admit that Clintner had planned his home well for attack or siege. A
well-planned raid, a well-armed base; she was surprised for the moment that Clintner had taken them to
his own place since it seemed so obvious, but then, it would not matter how obviousit wasiif there was
no one left to come after them. Her crooning faltered. Rhom? She sent the frightened thought out with
Hishn's amplifying power. Rhom! It struck her again mat Clintner would not have taken risks of losing
the prize and having the plot come to light; the authorities did not look kindly on anyone who disturbed
the peace, whether he—or she, Dion reminded herself— was attacking or defending.

The fact that she kept her head bowed let her use the shadows to hide her anger, but now they were
standing in front of the blockhouse, and the bright torches that burned bravely on the gray walls were
creating alight that haunted her face and forced the wolfwalker to control herself. Hishn, picking up the
woman's fear as the foremost guard unlocked the first door, growled
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and flattened her ears, the bristle on her shoulders nsmg imperceptibly at first

There is more to handle now than vague thoughts and uneasy smells, Hishn said with a nudge that
almost unbalanced the healer This placeis cold like the heart of a seven-day corpse

Now, that's a comforting thought, Dion retorted, thinking of a hundred waysto break free and not one
that would get her out of Clintner's clutches without a spear in her back or an arrow in Hishn's. The Gray
One ignored her thoughts and snarled more clearly as the soldier pulled the heavy door open so that the
darkness emerged almost like a nameless evil The flickering torches fought it back, holding it at bay in
the blockhouse, but Dion had no urge to enter

It's cold and dead, the wolf sent Scents of old boots and worn leather, old blood and dust

Dion shuddered As the soldier stepped back and gestured for her to go m ahead of him, she balked The
cell was dark, with only a small barred window in the door for light, inside, the stone looked as cold as
the empty courtyard An abundance of steel and stone, she thought, with only adrop 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 harem for the night, and at the least, she thought, if they did not lock
her in a stone cell, she would have a better chance of escaping—Iock picking was a skill she had never
learned, and unless she could steal akey, she would be stuck there oil Cimtner called for her, and the
moons help Shilia and the other two m the meantime But, she reminded herself, the moons helped those
who help themselves, and the guise Bentol had spun for her might help her more with the harem laws
behind it man she had thought at first it could
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Dion kept up her crooning until the guard stepped aside to push the two in, then began wailing and
moaning again while Hishn took the cue and began to howl A long, mournful how! that raised the hair
on the back of their necks, the healer thought with satisfaction One that'll make them plug their earsa
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, looking 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 arm doing that," one of the others said

" She went down by herself, *' he replied defensively " | didn 't touch her Dammit, woman, shut up "

She took a perverse pleasure in wailing louder, she had to resist a sudden temptation to laugh while at
the same time she was resenting Bentol's imagination more and more

"Maybe she's afraid of the blockhouse," another one suggested

"Well, why don't you put one of the torchesin it and make it homey for her," Jontis snapped
sarcastically over Hishn's howl "With avoice like that, Clintner'll want her as far from him as possible
when sheisn'tin hisbed "

The stocky guard beside Jontis was nearly jerked off his feet by Hishn's lunge at the ropes, and he
staggered, giving the wolf room to back up another meter from the cell He motioned the two inside
again, pushing up behind them though trying to stay as far away from Hishn as possible, and Dion
turned her terrified face to the guards, wailing to turn the stomach of even the most tone-deaf person
while Hishn added an increasingly amazing repertoire of forlorn howls to the sky and pulled against the
ropes to keep them al off balance

"Hurry up,” the tall guard yelled angnly over the noise "If the noise drags Cilmtner out here again, we'll
al be dnu meat "

Jontis made a gesture as if he were going to strike the other man, then jerked back on the ropes Hishn
was yanking around "What would you like me to do, Gordy7 Grab her and throw her in?"

I'd like to see you try, Dion thought smugly, knowing that none of them could touch her without losing
his hands to the judge's ax
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"Why can't we just let them stay at the door9" the one with the berry-stained fingernails shouted
"They're quiet enough there," he added, "and Clintner's going to want them soon enough, anyway " He
stepped back, and Dion and Hishn settled down on the stones again, her hands petting the wolf and her
voice crooning again Dion was going to go hoarse if she had to keep it up much longer, 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 them right here," the other suggested, breathing hard from struggling with Hishn and
clenching and unclenching first one hand and then the other while maintaining histight grip on the rope.
"I'd bet five silvers that Clintner's business will be done within half an hour."

"Moonworms, can't anything go right tonight?* Gordy shrugged angrily. " Go ahead, do what you want,
but | won't be responsible. Y ou three stay and watch them. Y ou sit out here all night, and it's your heads
iIf they go anywhere." He stalked back to the gate and let himself out into the main courtyard. "Guarding
anidiot and a cur," Jontis scoffed. "This was your idea, Jontis. We're stuck with it now unless you want
to interrupt Clintner's business trying to get them inside.”

"She's got avoice that could bend steel,” the first one snarled. ' 'If you want to think of away to get them
in without disturbing Clintner, that's fine with me."

The argument was degenerating quickly, so Dion just kept crooning to the wolf, lulling them into
ignoring her and waiting for her chance. But fifteen minutes later her voice was already getting husky—
she had not had a drink in hours, and she was getting tired of playing the idiot besides—and with the
cold creeping through her cloak to her buttocks, it would only be a matter of time before she was too
chilled to act. She shifted uncomfortably, then shifted again to cover the startled glance she could not
help as a dark shape appeared at the top of Clintner's gate wall, silhouetted against the city-lit clouds.
She blinked, and it was gone. Rhom? No, the shape had been too skinny. But Tyrel? The boy? Aranur
would never alow it.

But then, Aranur might not be there. The thought that the boy was alone 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 misleading, and she was not sure until she caught a glimpse of his cloak fluttering at the
gatehouse comer. Asif her look had called his attention to it, the cloak suddenly disappeared, snatched
back into the shadow he was hiding in. Dion crooned with more intensity, slipping into one of the
haunting lullabies that characterized the mountains 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 lounging by the gate that led into the main yard. TyreFsfigure slipped up behind the gate
guard as the healer started to sing softly, huskily. Watch me, she ordered the guards in her mind. Watch
me, Hishn. Keep your earsturned to me, Dion silently commanded the wolf. The two shadowy figures
merged, and the gate guard disappeared.

Hishn's nostrils flared as she caught TyreFs scent and sent the woman his mental image. But Dion did
not need it. The youth was coming across the courtyard in a crouching run, using the shadows and stacks
of boxes as cover. She began swaying slowly, hoping the movement would distract the guards even
more. One of them frowned and started to turn.

Tyrel clubbed the center guard over his head, and he slumped 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 jumping up, drawing
his sword and a breath to yell with. The boy and the wolf leapt at the same time, and the guard's startled
cry stopped suddenly as his head cracked sickeningly against the stone.

"Moonworms, Dion, areyou all right?' Tyrel whispered urgently.

"Yes." Hishn was darting from one to the other, snarling and snapping at the dead man and the two who
were still breathing. Dion had to pull with al her strength to get the wolf away from them, but by the
moons, it was hard to believe it had been so easy, so complete. She realized that two of the guards were
still breathing and pulled her knife from the flesh of the third before starting to shake. Suddenly she
could not hold the knife to clean it. Her hands seemed to blur before her eyes as the blood continued
dripping from its blade. Tyrel gave her a sharp look, then pulled her to him and held her tightly for a
moment, the pommel of his sword digging unnoticed into her side and bis lanky bones hard against her
shuddering body. "Just take a deep breath," he whispered awkwardly. "We'l be out of here in a couple
of minutes."

Dion gulped, sucked in a breath, and held it against the sobs that shook her ribs; then, embarrassed, she
pulled free and wiped the knife clean, careful not to drop it as she put it unsteadily back in its hidden
scabbard. "The others—" She wished she could spit out the nauseating taste of the man's death—it sick-
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ened her like rotted meat. "The others are in the women's quarters, somewhere in the back of the house."
"I know," he said, dragging the guards into the blockhouse. "I caught aride on the underside of the
carriage and heard the whole thing. Here—" He started tugging at the uniform. "Wear this. We might be
able to pull this off yet." ' So he was alone. "Tyrel, only women can get into the harem. Hishn can go

with me since they know who | am now, but we won't be able to get near the girlsif we're dressed as
men."
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"'What do you suggest? | could never pass as a woman, even in those baggy pants.”

"Y ou put the uniform on, and I'll stay like this. Wel'll just walk in asif we belonged. Take Hishn and me
to—what was her name?—Marash, and tell her Clintner wants to see all three of the girls now."

"It sounds al right," Tyrel said uncertainly. He hesitated, and she realized sharply that he was only
fifteen. "I don't know what else we could do," headmitted. "Through the side gate?"

She shook her head. "Kitchen. It should be empty by now, and if it isn't, you could always say you just
wanted something to eat before going on guard duty."

But fortune shone with the fourth moon, and the kitchen was dark, closed for the night. Hishn 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 instant before the sound reached their ears, and they swung into the shadows
of adark room and waited. The soldiers passed. Tyrel and Dion breathed again. Hishn, glancing
disdainfully back at the two men who guarded the halls, snorted softly and headed on toward the back of
the house. Tyrel looked out, and then the two slipped along the wall after the Gray One, where the sound
of giggles, then laughter, and then the cruel cause of the mirth became clear. Tyrel's youngest sister,
Ainna, was crying. The women were having some fun with the new girls. The youth tensed, and Dion
put a hand on his arm, then stepped out behind him to the left, gliding submissively as they turned the
corner and faced the harem guard.

"What do you want?' he growled. The guard was over two meterstall and easily weighed as much as
Tyrel and Dion together. We're not getting out of here without afight, the wolf-walker told herself.
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One leap, Hishn sent. One jump and heismine. .,

Wait, Gray One. We cannot risk raising the alarm.

"Thisoneisto be prepared,” Tyrel stated with casual confidence. "Clintner wants the others now."

The guard opened the doors and gestured for Tyrel to wait. The woman who must have been Marash
came quickly to the door, her hard, jealous eyes belying her soft voice and flaying Dion's face with a
look of scorn at the younger woman's beauty. " The two asked for are ready, good sir." She turned, and
Ainna and Namina were brought up, their faces burning with shame. The healer was shocked. The girls
were dressed in vells sheer enough to see completely through, and the heavy jewelry mat masked their

faces dragged their shoulders down as well. They had been sprayed with perfumes so that the scent of
flowers lingered as they walked, and Shilia was receiving the same treatment from others. There must
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have been twenty women in the rooms.

"These are only two. | was told to bring all three," Tyrel stated with afrown. The girls recognized his
voice, and their eyes widened, then dropped again with shame as they realized that their brother had seen
them undressed for Clintner's pleasure.

"That is not what Gementel said," Marash contradicted. She took a closer ook at Tyrel. "And | have not
seen you before, have 17"

The guard at the door turned at her words and began to draw his sword, but Tyrel moved first. The butt
of his knife smashed back into the guard's solar plexus, stunning him upright, then the boy struck him
again on histemple. Dion jumped at Marash, drawing her blade and twisting the harem woman to stand
in front of her, the knife poised against her throat. Hishn lunged forward, a snarl on her face and death in
her eyes. Marash was frozen in the wolfwalker's grasp.

"A sound, and she dies, and the wolf will brand die rest of you on your faces," Dion threatened them
harshly 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 alcove and
|leaned inside to grab some heavy cloaks.

“Dion," the boy cried. "Come on!"
But she could see some of the women opening their mouths
136 TaraK. Harper

to wail or scream. "The moment | leave, they'll bring the house down on us. Go! The Gray Oneiswith
me. We'll catch up." Tyrel hesitated, torn between rescuing his sisters and leaving Dion aonein
Clintner's house. "Go!" she cried again.

Namina flung one of the cloaks about her shoulders, and Shilia did the same for herself and Ainna. Tyrel
looked once more and said fiercely, "I'll 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
women of the harem began to lose some of their terror as they realized that it was just another girl and
what looked like alarge dog that was holding them 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."

"Oh?" The wolfwalker pressed the blade into the harem woman's throat, and a thin line of red appeared
on her pale skin. "'l think | will. And if | don't feel like draining all your blood away, | can think of other
more unpleasant things to do. How much would Clintner or anyone else want you if your nose was slit
like the hooves of adnu, Marash? Or your eyestorn raggedly from your face by the Gray One's claws?"
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She gestured with her chin at the rest of the women, some of them barely girts. "And what | do to this
one, I'll do to the rest of you, too."

Marash paled, and Dion saw that she had shocked them into silence for the moment. But someone would
notice the guard at any moment, and the door was still open. "Everyone on then-stomach on the floor,"
she barked. "Now!" Harem training took over, and they obeyed quickly. Dion struck Marash on her left
temple, and the woman crumpled while Hishn growled and held the other women 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 Gray One's well-fanged mouth. At the door, Dion dragged the guard
inside. By the moons, he weighed as much as a dnu. She did not think she could have doneit if the
adrenaline had not fed her arms, and even then it was a struggle. No one had come down the hall yet, so
unable to think of anything else, the wolfwalker grabbed the nearest oil lamp and dumped it on the floor.
Someone cried out in fear, but the flames were already digging into the carpet and racing around the
door. Dion called, and Hishn leapt to her. Then they were out the door, the heavy bar dropping easily into
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place, and down the hall into the first dark room they came to. Dion panted, adrenaline 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 uniform long
enough to get her out of there. She hoped.

They would have to go out a window—even with the night shadows, the shape of the wolf was too easy
to recognize. Moonworms, she swore silently. The screams from the harem could be heard now.
Pounding footsteps were muffled in the carpet, and two men ran by. It took only a second to open the
window for Hishn to jump out, and the wolfwalker was about to follow when three figures rounded the
comer below 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 more soldiers to help
catch the beast. Even with the men in the court below, Dion was tempted to jump 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 men were running into the main courtyard now—she would have to
chance escape in the melee inside the house. A confusion of bodies raced back and forth in the hahl.
Women were thrust down the hall, and no one noticed that Dion, in her borrowed cloak and hurriedly
crammed-on warcap, did not belong.

"Y ou there, and you!" the lieutenant yelled at her from the stairs. "Man the pumps from the barn! Y ou,
Pent, make up theline! Fallm!"

Dion raced out, bumping against 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 dress.
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"Stop, you!" He grabbed the wolfwalker's arm. "Where do you think you're going?' He turned to the
other one asif to justify histouching her. "This one's trying to get away."

"WEell, mark her and bring her back inside. Clintner'll deal with her later."

She let her shoulders droop as if in submission, but her leg flashed out as she turned and kicked him
vicioudly, first in the knee, then the groin. Gray One, where are you? she called frantically in her mind.
The man gasped and doubled over, and

138  TaraK. Harper

she brought her hands down across the back of his neck and slammed her knee back up into his face at
the same time. His teeth were hard against her kneecap, but his nose crunched and his jaw snapped, and
then she was staring fiercely into the shocked expression of the other man.

"'Hey!" He snarled, lunging at her after a second's disbelief. "Y ou bitch!"

But her knife flashed, and his wrist disappeared in a streak of crimson. He gasped, and her other hand
clubbed the man across his neck as she thrust the pommel of the knife back into his solar plexus. It
stunned him momentarily, but it was enough time for her to trip him down the stairs with his friend.
Breathe, she commanded herself, and turned and fled from the now-immobile bodies into the darkness
and confusion.

She was at the gate, her cloak flapping like abono bird, and had just glimpsed the dark shadow of the
wolf across the yard when another figure reached out from the shadows. He opened his mouth to shout,
and then she was on him. She clubbed up with the hilt of the knife, hidden blade down against her wrist.
But he seemed to have a sixth sense that the blow was coming and blocked it instantly, cuffing her
across the cheek. "Hey—" His cry was cut off as she punched into histhroat, but that blow slid away,
too, weakened by his smooth movement to the side. He's too good for me, she thought desperately as
they struggled, her mind calling out for help. Hishn! The man grabbed her shoulder and twisted her
toward him, and she went with the motion, dropping down at the same time. She threw him over her, but
he got hold of her hair, yanking her with him. Heavily, they crashed to the ground together. Her knife
flashed again, and he brushed it away, trapping her arm in a controlling hold. She pretended to slump,
then twisted instantly out of the hold as he relaxed, and he was not quick enough in the dark to stop the
kick that caught him in hisrock-hard gut. "Dion!" he hissed, finally smothering 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
from her lungs as he fell heavily on top of her. "Aranur?' she panted. "Y ou?Here?' He lifted her to her
feet, cloak and all, and swept her up into hisarms. He was already striding to the wall as he said, "We
have
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to hurry. The gates are locked, and they're going to light the courtyard any minute now."

"I can walk, you know," she returned tartly, since he had not put her down yet. She could not help
blushing as she remembered the other times 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
leg burned where the muscles felt torn again.

"'Wouldn't you rather ride?" he asked, ducking into a shadow as men ran by. They both held their breath.

MI'd rather fly," she whispered, still clinging to his neck. The soldiers disappeared around the corner.
She drew aragged breath.

He glanced after the soldiers. "We're not going to get through the courtyard now unless we run for it
with something other than our legs. Thisway, milady." He set her down in the darkness cast by the
blockhouse, and they fled through the shadows to the stables. They dlid 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. Clintner had not had time to order
things put away yet, or else he was expecting to use the carriage again that night.

Aranur gestured at the door. "We can pick up the others—I left them below the main 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 help him hook up
the dnu, but Aranur grabbed her arms 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 moment."

"What are you doing?' She held the traces in her nervous hands. Every second they waited pulled her
tension higher and tighter. They could be discovered any instant. Hishn? she called.

Where are you? The Gray One's thought reached out in confusion and frantic worry. Your trail isas
scattered as your thoughts. There is danger—too much danger for you . . .

WEe're in The stables, Dion sent back quickly. She twisted at the sounds behind the carriage. "Aranur,
come on. We've got
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to get out of here now." The dnu were getting nervous, catching the edge of her excitement.

"I'm just loosing afew friends to add to the confusion,”" he called back softly. There was more stamping,
then the back barn door creaked open slowly. As Dion watched nervously, the lean, powerful man
shoved two of the too-eager dnu back until they crowded around the carriage.

Hishn's impressions came to the woman as Aranur swung up beside her on the seat: No oneislooking in
the bam yet. The others are too busy with the fire. | can smell the meat burning already.

Throwing two of the heavy lanterns into the now-empty hay, he smiled grimly. The spontaneous blaze
began to eat at the barn. "Now we can go."

Without waiting for him to settle on the wooden seat, she slapped the traces on the dnu and let out awild
yell. The dnu, startled by her voice and panicked at the fire, jumped forward and raced out the door into
the already smoke-filled courtyard, the carriage swept along in the middle of their stampede. They
careered past two of Clintner's men running for the house and flung a third out of the way before the tree
dnu scattered, and then Dion drove straight for the opening gate that led to the entrance courtyard.

Hishn, where are you? Get out of the yard! she sent urgently. Aranur, his sword gleaming dully in the
moonlight, hung on, ready to beat down any who tried to bar their way. Four men raced out of the
shadows to jump at the carriage. Aranur cut gruesomely at the hands of the first who tried to swing up
on the running board, and the man screamed as his wrists were suddenly bare. Dion slapped the traces
and yelled at the dnu. The other soldiers were aready climbing up the back of the carriage as Aranur
scrambled up on top and tried to balance through the unsteady ride. Sparing a glance at the fighting,
Dion concentrated on the tall, barred doors of the courtyard asif she could make it there by will alone. If
we can just reach the gate . . . There was another scream and the heavy thud of afalling body. Aranur
was grappling with the third man while the last one swung along the side of the carriage toward her, his
sword gleaming in his hand. Hishn! she screamed in her mind. The Gray One's thoughts were already
lost in the hunt. . . . dust, breathe softly. They come. Tense and leap. Ah, the taste—hot flesh, stringy
meat. . .
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Aranur lost his footing and crashed forward, both fighters tumbling over the luggage 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 screamed. "Aranur, behind you!" She tried to swing
the dnu to throw the man off balance, racing near alamppost, and Clintner's man grunted as his shoulder
was struck against the metal, but he held on till agray shadow tore him from the carriage side. Hishn!
Four more men were directly in front of the carnage, their arrows about to be loosed at all the struggling
figuresindiscriminately. Dion jerked the snorting dnu to the side, and the sound of metal hooks going
into wood followed them back into the courtyard. Aranur's muscled arms gleamed with sweat through
the ripsin his shirt as his hands slowly forced the knife toward the man's panting chest. Just before the
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blade went in, he released the knife with his left hand and punched the man in the jaw, throwing him off
the carriage to land heavily hi the dust.

Dion circled wildly back toward the gate. Aranur beat off two more who tried to swing aboard. Just
ahead of the snorting dnu, three soldiers rose up and jumped for the traces. Hishn! Dion shouted again.
The gray shadow tore one man's gut wide open as he flung himself on the dnu. The man screamed
thinly. His hand held his gutsin disbelief as he knelt in the dirt. But the momentum of the wolf's strike
carried her over, and she braked violently as the massive beast was thrown under the thundering hooves.
"Oh, moons of mercy," she gasped. But the Gray One flashed like light from under the powerful feet of
the dnu and hamstrung the man who jumped at Dion as she hesitated. * 'Gods ..." She thrust an awkward
kick at hishead. Her foot hit his face, and he grabbed her ankle and jerked her down. "Damn 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 hanging open at her expression and her heel catching him
unexpectedly in the throat. He dropped to the ground with a choking sound, his trachea crushed and his
lungs gasping for air that could not get in, the gargling noise lost in the rattling wheels that thumped
over his arms and broke mem with sickening cracks.

... blood lust, hot and sweet. . . Hishn's thoughts were no longer coherent, and the wolfwalker cried out
in her mind.
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"Get going!" Aranur yelled at her.
Hishn—to the gate—

... lunge. Take to the shadows. Slink. Pause. Now-—fast and low, rip the legs and turn—crack the
spine. ..

Gray One! Dion shrieked, unsure if she was speaking out loud or in her mind.
... blood hot, blood scent. . . Healer? | amwithyou. . .

Hishn, get out of here. Get away from the archers—they 'll have you in another minute. The soldiers
were aready mounting 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 aim in the open too long, and the man toppled slowly back to sit un-comprehendingly on
the ground, his life shocked away by the blade. The fleeing carriage made it to the gate, a gray shape
racing beside it, now behind, now in front of the wheels as arrows skittered across its path. By the
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moons, Dion swore silently, if even one quarrel so much as bruised Hishn's flesh, she would go back and
kill them all. But then Tyrel jumped for the carriage, and Aranur grasped his arms to yank him up from
under the racing wheels,

"That way!" The boy pointed to the outer gate, where a mounted figure detached itself from the
shadows. It was Rhom, hauling the dnu around and spurring it on to match their pace and give them
some protection.

"Dion!" he cried as he saw his sister driving the traces.
“I'm fine! Let'sgo!"

The archers followed them out, arrows chasing the fleeing forms down the drive. Aranur, Dion, and
Tyrel could only duck lower on the driver's seat. The woman twisted the dnu around the corner of the
gate and had almost yanked them to a halt when she saw the other shadows pounding toward them. They
were mounted, three riding double. Hishn lunged up onto the driver's seat, her claws scrabbling for a

hold till the wolfwalker hauled the Gray One into her lap by the scruff, the sense of urgency still

clinging to their fear-sped limbs. Traces snapping again, they raced into the streets, the carriage swaying
fnght-
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eningly with the haste of their ride. The smoke and shouts were disappearing fast in the morning fog as
they thundered away from the dark streets of Sidisport.

X
Araniir Bentar neDannon:
There Will Be aWay

Watch the shadows, watch the lights; Never shoot till they 'rein sight. Hold your rage down, calm your
fears, The end comes soon enough for tears.

They ditched the carriage at a dark crossroads, bundling the last of the packs onto the saddled dnu and
throwing blankets over the others from the carriage. Aranur's side ached where Dion had kicked him
twice, 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 time to stop—they had no way of knowing how soon Clintner would be on their
trail. He caught Mankarr's attention. "We need clothes and gear. |I's there someone discreet enough to
trade with at this time of night?"

"There is one Ethnen Rambuntin. He was always one to smell out a sweet deal."
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" 'How soon could we reach him? Clintner may be on our trail even now." Aranur boosted his youngest
cousin up on one of the bareback dnu ahead of its middle legs and steadied her till he could give her the
makeshift reins Gamon had cut from the carriage traces.

"A five-minute ride, going quietly. But be prepared to leave him with your purse considerably lightened.”
"It's not my purse I'm worried about,” Aranur returned 144
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grimly. "Wefilled that at Salmi's expense. How discreet is this Rambuntin?’

"As discreet as money can make him." The merchant hesitated. "He has a code of honor, but it'sa
twisted one. If you pay him to keep his mouth shut for, say, one day, he would probably consider it
worth hiswhile. Longer than that, and he would just take your money and run straight to Clintner to
make another deal as soon as he figured out who you were running from. | sent word by carrier bird to
one of my ships on the coast. If you can make Red Harbor before the tides turn tomorrow afternoon, you
have passage south along the coast. It'll be anear tiling, though; you haven't much time."

And if they missed the ship, they would be stuck with nothing but trouble and nowhere to turn. If the
rumors were true, the merchant 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 Ramagj Bilocctar was Lloroi Zentsis's county, and The raider captain, Salmi, and Clintner
were alied 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 always suspect. Word had it, too, that Zentsis was looking to add another
county to hisrule.

Aranur looked 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 Clintner. And they could not go west because of
the marshes that stretched along the low side of the river—impossible to travel through if a person did
not know the way, and even aslate as it was in the spring, the bogs would be as treacherous as a pack of
worlags. Asfar as he could tell, their only chance was to make Red Harbor and catch passage on the
ship.

"Areyou staying or going with us, Mankarr?' Gamon asked as he swung up on his mount. "Things are
going to be hot for you here,"

The merchant shook his head. "I have my own ways of dealing with Clintner, and there are things | must

do. Local law setsinheritance through the male line," he said grimly. "Since Al-tiss never took awife,
his property fallsto me. I'll be staying to settle his accounts and arrange the—the Moonsong." His
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shoulders bowed a moment, but he straightened. "Go quickly," he warned soberly. "Y ou haven't much
time to beat the tides, and | can't guarantee that the captain will wait for a pack of strangers.”

"Thanks," Aranur said simply. "Good trading!"

The merchant pounded out of sight, disappearing in the dim fog till oniy the sounds of the dnu's hooves
were |left to fade away.

"Rhom, Tyrol," the gray-eyed leader said, turning. "Brush the tracks from the roadside. With luck, no
one will find the carriage till midday or later." He helped his sister, then Dion, mount, ignoring Rhom's
glare as he held the healer's hand a moment too long. Rhom did not seem to have gotten over his
resentment of that kiss by theriver. I'll have to explain to him, Aranur thought, before we end up
fighting. And then he thought, Explain what? That | find his twin attractive? Sexy? Hells, she's his sister,
not his Promised. He's going to have to let her go sometime. He pushed the subject from his mind
resolutely. He had better things to do than get involved in juvenile jealousy over awoman who did not
even seem to care for him overmuch.

With a change of clothes, the girls were more comfortable, and with the four saddles Aranur bought for
the carriage dnu, they made better time, as they could ride harder. They were too large a party to go
through small towns unnoticed, especially with the wolf loping ahead like a running shadow, but they
were more interested in making it to the coast by the next evening than in tracking carefully through
empty brush to avoid curious eyes. So far there were no signs of pursuit. But there was more than one
way to the waters, Aranur reminded himself.

The countryside began to come out of the morning mist 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 dumb
creatures would follow atrail till it ended without changing their gait—and while the others nodded off,
Aranur took the chance to study the height of the river. The Phye still lay sluggish between me early
gray pastures, backed up like a sleeping mudsnake by the tides that flowed inland. Tides were atricky
thing, with the nine moons pulling and pushing every which way. Legends said mat the ancients had
known only one moon 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 moon and it was that big, all the water would bunch up and flood half the world at each
tide.

His arm had begun to bother him badly, so he looped the reins over the saddle horn to free his hands.
Using knee pressure, he guided the dnu at arolling gallop while he pulled up his sleeve and unwrapped
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the bloody bandage.

"Let me," Dion said, startling him. She matched pace easily, throwing one knee over the horn to brace
herself as she leaned across. The exposed wound looked worse than it was, but she frowned.

"It'sjust a scratch," he protested as she gestured for him to stop.
"There's agood place to stop here," she said, ignoring his words and pointing to asmall clearing.
He sighed and pulled to a halt. "Be quick, then."

The others woke as they slowed down, dismounting and stretching when they stopped. "Can | help?"
Ainna asked as me healer examined the slash in the tall man's arm.

Dion nodded. ' 'Cut me some strips of cloth about thislong," she said, measuring the distance in the air
with her hands. She pulled two pouches off her belt and mixed some of the herbs in a small mortar she
dug from her pack. Adding water from her boata bag, she spread the paste gently but quickly on
Aranur's arm, expertly dressing the wound with the strips Ainna had made fof him.

"Almost as fast as Ovousibas,” he said. He flexed his arm experimentally. "And as good." He grinned.
"Thanks, Hedler."

She nodded, then hesitated. Ovousibas. There it was again. "Aranur," she said, stopping him. "What do
they say of Ovousibasin Ariye?'

He finished giving Ainna a hand back up on the dnu, then turned to Dion with a speculative look. ' "Why
do you ask?"

She sighed, shrugged, and leapt onto her six-legged mount as gracefully as a cat. "Guess I'm just
curious."

"There are legends," he said softly, watching her closely. "But every county has its ghosts."

Dion shivered. Aranur, swinging up into his saddle, motioned for the group to break into an easy lope.
There was little chance to talk as they cantered through the hours, moving easily through the small
valleys toward the coast. The pounding 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 comfortable 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 wolfwalker's feet to
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stretch out under the table. The two pairs of feet that had been there before were hurriedly drawn back as
the wolf shoved them aside, and the two heavy set men who shared the table swallowed nervously, their

eyes darting from the cold, gray-eyed man, to the burly violet-eyed fighter he strode in with, to the mass
of thick gray fur at their feet.

Hishn, Dion sent with a sigh, dropping into a seat on one of the benches. Don't scare the locals. We 've
trouble enough without you giving someone a heart attack.

They smell 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 mouth and the other with both hands on the table as if they were glued.

Hishn, Dion snapped. "Excuse her, please,”" she apologized to the men.

The two men looked at the wolf's fangs while Hishn ran her long, pink tongue over her gleaming teeth,
and one of them gulped.

Dion, tired enough to have little patience with her partner's jokes, stood suddenly and glared at the wolf.
Hishn! she sent angrily. Get back under the table or I'll rap your nose so hard you 'l hear your teeth
click all the way into the next ninan.

"Don't worry," Rhom said with a grin as he plopped down next to histwin. "She doesn't bite."

The local men looked from the snarling wolf to the furious woman, and one of them was brave enough
to ask, "The wolf or the woman?"

The young blacksmith chuckled. "The wolf," he returned slyly. "I don't guarantee anything about the
woman."

"Rhom," Dion said over her shoulder, "l can whack you just as easily as her." She continued to glare at
the wolf until the Gray One rumbled her protest in her throat but pulled her head back under the table
and laid it on her massive forelegs.

"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 leave," he said to the two men who
hurriedly got up from the table.

"We were just finishing," the first one said. They looked back only once before they were out the door of
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the inn and lost in the night.

"How long is the ride to the coast from here?' Gamon asked the innlady while she served them, her
plump figure leaning over the table to reach their bowls with her stew ladle.

"If you ride like you eat, no time at all," she said sharply, eyeing the speedily emptied bowl Gamon
casually set back under her spoon while she finished filling everyone else's dishes.

"Now, good lady, such fine stew demands a man's full attention." He winked slyly at Rhom from beside
the woman's well-filled dress. "As do your bounteous proportions.” He righteously pointed at his bowl,
now heaped again with stew meat and vegetables. Aranur choked at Gamon's sly words, and the old man
slapped him on the back.

The innlady shook the ladle at the weapons master. "Y ou keep a civil tongue in your head. I'll take no
guff from the likes of you."

Aranur brokein, turning his laugh into a cough. "We've got friends waiting for us at the coast. If you
could just tell us how hard we'll have to ride to meet them before tomorrow afternoon."

"It'salong day's ride and arough one." She turned away to the hearth even as she spoke. "But if you ride
fast and take the low trail so you can run the dnu out, you might make it there on time. If you can keep
that one's tongue shut in his head to keep you out of trouble.”

Namina and Ainna were giggling behind their napkins. Shilia's eyes were dancing in her tired face as
Aranur explained, "Trouble follows him like a dog. When we can, we try to keep his mouth full so he
can't talk himself into more scrapes than we can get him out of ."

"You!" She gestured at the older man quickly, seeing him open his mouth to respond. "Y ou be quiet."
She dumped another ladle of stew into his bowl. "And eat."

Gamon flourished his spoon, bowed from the bench where he sat, and made a great show of devouring
his meal. Aranur was always amazed at how much food his uncle could put away.
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A guffaw rose from agroup of men in the corner near the fire, and Aranur glanced over at them. He did
not like their looks. As his uncle had remarked when they had first entered, the strangers looked alittle
too hard-bitten and traveled for the area.

"Dion." He turned to her and spokein alow voice. "Find out from the innlady how long they've been
here and, if you can, whether they've followed us here. Maybe we shouldn't chance it, but we've got to
rest the dnu or trade them for others, and weV e ahl gone too long without sleep. We may have to take
rooms for part of the night and go on early in the morning." He passed her one of the smaller bags of
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money.

She nodded and rose, turning questioningly to the innkeeper asif to ask her for afavor. The lady
nodded, and both of them disappeared into the kitchen.

"Aranur, the dnu are pretty much donein." Rhom was worried. "They won't last through the day
tomorrow without more than afew hours rest.”

" 'We put them together in the stalls so we could get at them in ahurry,” Tyrel added, ' ‘but Rhom's right.
WEe'll have to have fresh mountsif you want to leave early and set the same pace."

"There's Dion, too." Ainna spoke up softly. " She's been hanging on, but she's about done in from all the
riding."

Shib'anodded. "Aranur, she aimost fell from the saddle twice. Rhom wasn't riding so close to us just for
my conversation." She blushed, but embarrassment was quickly replaced by worry. "Dion won't be
going much farther without a rest."

"Why didn't you say so?" Aranur turned to the blacksmith 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 examine too
closely which made him angrier: jealous worry for the healer or protectiveness of Shilia.

"We're al 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 antagonism flared suddenly. " She wouldn't stop if it meant slowing
you down and placing you in danger."

"I didn't mean to start anything, Aranur, Rhom," Shiliainterrupted as the two men glared at each other.
"I was only pointing out that we all need arest."

Aranur took a breath and relaxed, forcing the other fighter to do the same. "No offense meant, Rhom."
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"None taken," the younger man 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 afew games with our worthy friendsin the
comer." The other man rolled his eyesin that direction.

"What do you mean?' Shilia asked.
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"A little judicious gambling," Gamon said in alow voice asif she were not supposed to know. He
winked at Ainna. "If | catch our friend's gist, he means to make use of our four-footed friend to tip the
scalesin our favor on the trade."

"Y ou're too clever for me, old man." The black-haired smith grinned. "Dion can loan us Gray Hishn for
afew moments. Enough time to do the job."

"Enough time to do what job?' the healer asked as she dlid back into place between Gamon and Namina.
"Oh, alittle trading, alittle persuasion ..." her twin said vaguely.

"Uh huh. And you want Hishn."

"WEell, you have to admit it would go much more quickly with her than without her."

"And just who were you going to scare out of their hard-earned wealth?' Her voice was mock 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 wolfwalker'sleg jerk dlightly and

heard a solid thump, and then the wolf grunted from under the table.

"The gentlemen in the corner there, who are so happily immersed in their bottles." Tyrel directed her
attention to the group.

"Aslong as you don't lose all our shirts, dear," she said with mock solicitousness. Her twin grinned at
her as she leaned toward her hands on the table as if examining her nails for dirt. She spoke softly.
"They arrived shortly before us, from a back road that leads in from Sidisport. They said they'd ridden in
from the coast, but their dnu were fresh, and the innlady recognized two of them from stables afew
kilometers from here. She remarked on it—as she seems to remark on everything."

Gamon grunted agreement at that, and Ainna poked him in theribs.
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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," Dion went on. "They told her to keep her mouth shut or lose her tongue.”

Aranur considered that. "Would she be willing to help us?"

"Actualy, | persuaded her to let me add afew ingredients to their grog. If they wake up before late
morning, I'll be surprised.”

Gamon chuckled. "That grog of yoursis going to get usin trouble someday, Dion. It's not quite so strong
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thistime, isit? |'d hate to have to carry them all to bed because they didn't make it out of the dining
room."

"It will put them up just fine." She grinned at him. "Not that you couldn't use the exercise."

"But what about our mounts?' the boy asked.

"Well ..." The wolfwalker shot Aranur alook from under her long lashes as she set the much smaller
money bag back in front of the man. "Seeing as how they had fresh mounts and we didn't, | took the
liberty of asking the innlady if we could trade mounts with them. She found the handler's fee acceptable.”

"Legal?" Aranur asked skeptically.

She nodded. "It's late, and the stable hands are getting mixed up with all the travelers coming 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 sleep?' Namina begged.

"Go! Sleep. Snoreif you like." Gamon shooed her and the other girls away. "Just be ready to ride in four
hours."

Five of the moons were floating in the predawn dark when they led the dnu from the inn the next
morning. They mounted down the road, where the sound of the hooves would be far from theinn's ears,
and sped away to the coast. A good day's ride, the innlady had said.

It was still dim and cool when Dion rode up beside Aranur. ' 'l haven't thanked you yet for coming after
me night before last," she said.

He caught a dark ook from Rhom before answering and bit back the comment he was going to make
about catching her in
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the dark. He smiled instead. "L uck. Rhom took the front gate, and | took the back. But even knowing
that you run with all nine moons blessings, | wasn't expecting you to be ready to go when | camein."

"It was pretty close," she agreed.
He nodded. The wolfwalker must have done some fancy stepping to get out of that house without a

scratch. Tyrel told his cousin that he had had to |eave her aone to get the other girls out. "Y ou must get
alot of fighting up in Rama] Randon-nen."
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"No." She smiled apologetically and spread her hands. "Actually, I've never been in areal fight before
this Journey."

Aranur stared at her for amoment, then he could feel the smile on hisface grow into agrin, and he
started laughing. The woman looked puzzled for an instant, then irritated as he could notstop. "It's not
you," he managed to gasp between chuckles. "It's just that here's Ob Clintner, a mansion full of guards, a
pack load of raiders, a band of worlags, and a healer who's never been in afight in her life—and who
comes out on top but the healer!" He laughed so hard that he started to cough.

The violet-eyed woman started to smile, then to laugh with him. "I hadn't thought of it like that," she
admitted when they had both calmed down. She did not smile enough, Aranur thought. She was too
reserved, too quiet, and then, her twin was aways hovering over her like alepa over its mate.

"How long have you been training in Abis?' he asked.

"Since | could walk," she answered. "At first Rhom taught me what he learned, but after awhile
everyone gave up trying to keep us apart, and | joined the regular classes and trained with our weapons
masters as Rhom did. What about you?"

"It was always my dream, my ambition to be the best weapons master on Asengar,” Aranur said quietly.

"That'sastrong goal." She looked out over the plains. "I could be happy just to take away pain and give
back joy in life."

"I'm sure you've already done that many times," he said lightly, glancing at her healer's band.

She looked at him, her violet eyes suddenly shadowed and unreadable. There were ghostsin her past as
well as his. If not for the loss of Ovousibas, the legendary art of internal healing, would those she had
lost have lived? If she had had the ancient
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skills, could the three boys found after the rock slide have been walking the plains now instead of the
path to the moons? Her face suddenly withdrawn and remote, she said abruptly, "Tell me about your
family."

He noticed her change of expression but only shrugged. "There were four brothers,” he began
obediently. "Tyrel's father, the Lloroi Volan; Gamon; my father; and another we aways called Uncle
Fastfoot."

"Didn't he have a name?'
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"Y es, but he was ten years older than the others, and no one remembers what it was before he was called
Fastfoot. Fastfoot and Gamon never mated, though Gamon was always pursuing and Fastfoot aways
pursued by the women." That won a smile from her. "Lloroi Volan and Lady Sonan had their three:
Tyrel, Namina, and Ainng; and then there are Shiliaand |. The Lloroi wastoo busy to bring Tyrel up as
he wanted," he continued, "so Gamon raised both of us. He made sure that Tyrel had the right kind of
teachers to prepare him to follow his father and then made sure of the same for me, just in case.”

Dion nodded her understanding. If Tyrel died before becoming Lioroi or before leaving amale heir,
Aranur would become Lloroi. Aranur shrugged. "Lloroi is not ajob that appealsto me," he said simply.
"Playing council politics is good experience for everyone, but 1'd hate to make it my life. Anyway, with
one of our best weapons masters teaching me and Tyrel Abis, we were able to take care of ourselves
fairly well. Gamon encouraged us to be good at whatever we did." He glanced back at the old weapons
master. "We owe him alot.”

She nodded. "And your parents?’
He hesitated, then shrugged. "Both dead."”
“I'm sorry," she said.

There was no pity, just empathy in her eyes, and Aranur heard himself open up as he had not donein
years. "It was arockfall from araider attack,” he said slowly. "Mother, Father, Shiliaand I, Uncle
Fastfoot, and two other women were out for alate harvest of loban berries. My father was by the cliffs,
hel ping my mother, and the other women were just starting out along one of the rock paths with Fastfoot
for another patch of the berries.

"'l remember hearing my father shout and my mother scream. | turned ..." His voice faded away asthe
memories came
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back, dim and dreamlike. "I saw the rocks crush my parents and knock one of the women from the path.
She broke like a doll on the stone below. Fastfoot screamed at Shiliaand me, but the raiders started
shooting then. An arrow stuck out of his shoulder, but he grabbed the other woman and pushed her
toward the dnu. Shiliaand | were just standing there, staring at what was left of our parents. | remember
an arrow went between my legs, and | just looked up at theraiderslikeit was a dream.”

He shook himself and let the gait of the dnu bring him back to the present. " Fastfoot grabbed Shiliaand
me, but | started screaming for him to let me go and help my mother and father. He slapped me. |
remember what he said, the blood all slippery across his arm. 'Aranur, you've got to protect your sister
now. Y ou've got to be aman." And then he threw Shilia and me up on our dnu—we were young enough
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to be riding double still— and then mounted his own. There must have been half a dozen raiders, and
they shot him again, twice in the back, to try to stop us, but he held on and got us out of there. We rode
like afield on fire, but it wasn't fast enough. My uncle died before we got back to the village."

"IVe never known what it was like to have a mother," Dion said slowly. "She died after Rhom and |
were bom, but we've always had our father. It's a hard way to grow up, without both."

Aranur gave her ahalf smilethat did not quite touch his steady gray eyes. "We were lucky, Shiliaand I,"
he answered. "We always had Gamon and Lady Sonan and the Lloroi. And Gamon always treated us as
if we were hisown children."

Dion turned wistful eyestoward the hills. "I wish | could send word to my father now," she said softly.
"Just to say that we're all right.”

"Thisisyour first time away from home?"' he asked quietly.

She nodded, sighed, and shook herself out of her own wishful thinking. "I took one of my Internships
back in the hills with the Ethran people, but | was close enough to home to be able to meet Rhom and
father halfway in the forest in one of the Safe Circles every few ninans.”

"I remember the first time | took off from home," he said with asmile. "I was with Gamon and my best
friend, Lioton. | don't know how my uncle tolerated us—we were lucky he brought us back, the way we
behaved. We must have played every prank ever invented on him." He grinned wryly. "So
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what wasiit like, living with the Ethran? I've never seen more than two or three of them together at a
time."'

"They're very gentle people in some ways," she answered slowly. "In others, they're like animals. There
was alot of work to do. | was lucky to be chosen to go—they ask for a healer maybe once every two or
three years."

"Isit 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
them for luck. They gave me others, but | left them at home with my father,"

"Arethey redly al as short as a clumpbush?’
"That's one of the reasons they chose meinstead of an older healer. | was young, so | was shorter than

the adults, but | was already ready for my first Internship. Moonworms, but | wanted to go." She smiled.
"| traded my scheduled Internship with another healer—one who didn't like to leave the comforts of
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home—for the chance to go with the Ethran."
"How long were you there?"

"Three cycles." She smiled suddenly asif at aprivate joke. "Three very long cycles." Aranur raised his
eyebrows, and she laughed. "They wanted me to stay and become one of their clan," she explained. "The
ninan before | was supposed to leave, they had a huge meeting. At first they sent me into the woods so |
wouldn't hear what was going on, but the little ones kept running back and forth telling me everything
that happened, word for word. The adults didn't really mind—they can't keep secrets, anyway. When
they finally called me back, they tried to present me with an Ethran headdress." Dion made aface. "l
didn't really offend them by refusing—they would have had to rebuild half their village for meto be
comfortable—but they still tried to insist that | carry half their carvings away with me." She laughed. "
had to accept one from each family just to keep peace in the village."

"It was asmall village?'
"It was avery targe village," she corrected.

Aranur chuckled. He could just see her as a girl, weighed down with stones, trying to travel the sixty
kilometers back home again.

By midafternoon they had passed severa parties on the road but were still kilometers from the coast.
Dion was still riding beside Aranur when they heard a"Damn."
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Looking back, Aranur called them to a halt. "What isit?' he demanded, twisting his dnu around and
riding back to Tyrel, who was dismounting.

"Picked up arock," the boy muttered.

Aranur gestured for Rhom to help the boy look. He wanted to tell them to hurry, but there was enough
tension in the air without his adding to it. "Well?' he asked finally, shifting impatiently in the saddle.
The Gray One, appearing suddenly from the brush, startled him, and he almost swore himself. The wolf
looked at him with its yellow eyes. He could swear the beast was laughing at him again. "What's the
problem?" he asked the young blacksmith.

"It'sa Siker barb," Rhom said slowly. "Not arock. We'd have been better off with arock.” He put the

beast's foot down carefully. "It's worked up into the foot—we must 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."
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"Why not?' Tyrel demanded.

"The nerve damage is already starting,” the smith 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 looked back at the hills. "Tyrel, strip your pack and take Ainnas dnu. Ainna, ride
with Namina. It won't be comfortable, but we're losing ground every minute we hang around here." He
barely waited forme switch before spurring his mount back to the fore and picking up speed again.

They crested another hill, and Rhom dropped behind, away from his twin's side. He had been gone only
afew minutes when he reappeared.

"They're back there, about five kilometers,” he said over the noise of the hooves as he rode up to Aranur.
"They must have found fresh mounts on the way, because they're riding hard."

"Welll have aracefor it, then."

"That's not all. | have afeeling that the bunch behind usis 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 kilometers to the coast and then another kilometer around to the harbor. And,"
Aranur said with agesture, "look at the river. Thisisthe 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 al, let
alone that it's still waiting, if there's a cross-tide today."

"'We just have to chance it. What else can we do? We're going to have to fight anyway."

The tall man agreed. "One thing's for sure," he said flatly, brushing dark hair from his cold eyes. "Well
give them arun for their gold."

They lay against the dnu's backs and urged them on. Beside them, the gray wolf loped across the ground
just off the trail, where its feet landed silently in soft sandy grass. The Gray One was excited by the
smell of the sea, and Dion had to quell the shadow emotions that spilled from the wolf's mind to hers.
The sea. Neither of them had seen it before, but the salt scents that raised her nose and the stale
dampness that invaded the air gave a sullen impression of the coast. And the band of pursuers was
gaining on them little by little, inexorably, like the tide creeping up on sand-trapped men. The dnu that
Ainnaand Naminawere riding held them back since it carried the heaviest load, but they had no other
mount to use, and on the second kilometer Ainna changed across the saddles to the healer's dnu to shift
the burden and give Namina's mount arest. The ride took on a surreal quality. Each time they topped a
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hill Clintner's soldiers appeared closer. They were almost on the coast when they could see what Rhom
had feared: the second party thundering down the hill road, their dnu foaming in the afternoon heat as
they pushed them on to cut off the fleeing group.

"We have to make the harbor!" Aranur shouted at his uncle, the wind tearing the words from his mouth.

The old man nodded and yelled back. "If we can just beat them to the crossroads, we stand a chance of
not being flanked by the second group. There are too many of them for us to charge through.”

They spurred their mounts on. Both groups of soldiers knew they had been seen. Ainna had shifted
again, thistimeto Shilia's dnu. They topped another rise and tore past more hay wagons. Aranur
suddenly yanked his dnu to a halt by two of them and ' yelled, "Twenty pieces of gold to dump your
wagons here!" The farmers looked astounded, but as the tall rider yanked one of the pouches from his
tunic and pulled a handful from it 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
wheeled to pound after the others, arising cloud of dust marking the "accident” that had mounded hay
across the road. The farmers got down to discuss the situation, the bales still tumbling across and off the
road into the thick brush. Aranur caught his uncle's grin and waved to him. He wished he could have
seen the soldiers when they topped the hill like a swarm and thundered down on the confusion of hay.
Their dnu must have gone off the road like marbles bouncing off a stone step.

But the soldiers coming down the hill were only a half kilometer away and still coming strong. The
fleeing party would beat the soldiers to the crossroads by a quarter kilometer, but the soldiers would gain
on the group till they either caught them on the road or chased them into Red Harbor and tried to take
them on the streets by the docks. The tides were changing, and Aranur could see the sails dropping on a
ship that had turned to catch both tide and wind. It must have set sail from the docks amost an hour
earlier.

"That's our ship!" he shouted at Gamon. "We missed the tide. WeV e got to make a stand here, where we
have a chance of defending ourselves."

"There! Beyond that dune, there's a hollow. We can pull in and fight from behind the logs." Gamon
pointed. " Quickly! Or the others will be down on us, too!"

They thundered from the road, crashing through low brush and sharp beach grass to drop into the

hollow. Hishn loped beside them, winded from the long run. It was a fester pace than she held naturally,
and her lungs sucked the damp air from between the dune grass as she regarded the hollow distastefully.

file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K..-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%620-%20Wol fwal ker.txt (137 of 269)14-7-2004 1:30:31



file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K.-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt

A hole with no exitsis atrap, she snarled, catching the healer's clothes with her teeth as Dion jumped
from her dnu and started to lead the beast into the depression.

The wolfwalker tugged free. We need a place to defend.

The wolf growled deeply. Healer, come with me. There are better places where you can liein wait and
leap when the prey come to you.

The woman turned and knelt by the wolf, burying her hands in the thick fur. "Hishn," she whispered.
"By the moons, | love you, friend." She glanced back to see the clump of dark riders top another rise and
clenched her fists. ' 'But you're right,
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this could be atrap for us all. Go now. Find a place to hide, and when you can, tear at them from behind.
/ cannot leave you to the woriag 's claws again.

"You're not, Gray One. Thistime I've afew claws of my own."

"Dion, hurry up," Tyrel cried, vaulting alog and grabbing the reins of her dnu from where they trailed
on the ground.' 'Get down."

Go, Gray One, she sent, touching her cheek to the massive bones of the wolf's face. Y our fangs are only
sharp when used.

The hunt, the beast sent with aflash of heat that almost blinded Dion. The hunt is on. The Gray One's
hot tongue licked her nose, and then the wolf was gone.

The dnu, their sides heaving for breath, were antsy and stamped their feet as they caught the tension that
was tangible intheair. "Ainna," Aranur ordered, "speak softly to them, get them to lie down. We've got to
keep them out of the way of the swords." He looked around. "Shilia, Namina," he said, pointing sharply,
"drag those two logs closer together. It'll make a good wall we can shoot behind."

Shilia nodded and ran across to grab at the branches and pull. As her cousin helped her, a gust of wind
rose and caught their cloaks in the limbs, tangling them until Tyrel tore them free.

"Get down now," Aranur snapped. "Rhom, cover the right. Gamon, the left."
Tyrel waited beside his uncle, shifting restlessly. Scant minutes. That was all it would be before
Clintner's men thundered over the rise. The wolfwalker was motionless beside her brother, tensed for

sight of the soldiers. Rhom flexed his arms. 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 like a slender shadow
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of the other.
"Wait for them now," he said softly. "Make them cometo us."

The soldiers charged over the rise like a black thundercloud. Nine figures dark in the afternoon. And
suddenly there were eight. A massive gray shape hurtled up from the ground and tore one of the soldiers
from his mount, 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 like stones, the second one trampled under the sharp, driving
hooves as he rolled to his
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death. Then they swung low on their dnu's backs, shooting under their mounts' necks. Aranur heard the
young blacksmith grunt in pain, and then he was shooting again. The soldiers charged, and another one
dropped. As the wounded man's dnu sidestepped, it threw off the aim of the man next to it, and the arrow
notched for Aranur's eye whapped by his side into the log.

And then they were in on the group, and Aranur rose up to meet them. He ducked under a dnu and
dragged a man off his mount. The soldier pulled out his sword as he fell, but Aranur cut into histhigh,
and the man screamed, writhing on the ground as his life's blood spurted from between his fingers.
Gamon was wrestling with another, and there were too many bodies to figure out who was where.
Aranur felt aman leap at him from a charging mount and jumped 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 wrist was broken; the wolf laid the soldier's arm open to the bone as she
passed over, and the soldier jerked back with a cry. Behind Aranur, Ainna screamed. And in the back of
his head something snapped. Skin gashed open beneath his knife, and blood rushed from the soldier's
face as Aranur separated his neck and rolled free. A huge figure in leatherjnail jumped at him from
another dnu. He parried the blow, though his arm was jarred to the bone. Then he dropped as if tripped,
and the soldier roared with victory and lunged forward. He got less than half a meter. Aranur's blade
struck up as he thrust with both feet against the other man'slegs. The soldier fell toward him, blade
outstretched, but Aranur's sword dlid right into his chest as his arms swung out for balance and found
death instead. The hollow was still reverberating with the sounds of blades and sobs. Aranur looked at
the small party that was left from the melee. Tyrel was on his knees with Ainnain hisarms, her head
rolling limp against him. His face was terrible as he cried out.

"Help her, please, Dion!" His voice broke even as his sister's life drained away in hisarms. Her eyes
were already glazed. The blood that flowed from her side showed the slashed skin split open where the
girl's guts gleamed dully gray. "Dion, please. . . don't let her die—you can't let her die. . ."

The healer clenched her hands. "I can do nothing, Tyrel," she said gently, her eyestragic. "Sheis dead
aready."
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"No," he cried out. "No!" He smoothed the hair from his sister's sightless face. "Oh, moons of mercy,"
he anguished, crushing her limp form to him and then sobbing in horror as her side opened farther and
the hot steam from her guts spilled across his hand. "Y ou can't let her die."

The healer turned away, hiding her grief. "Oh, gods," she whispered, looking down at her stained and
helpless hands," ‘for the gift of Ovousibas | would lay down my life."

Hishn looked up from her side and met her eyes with ayellow gaze still rimmed with the hunter's black.
She licked the blood from the fur around her mouth, and her claws were red as well. Ovousibas is death,
she sent. Like this. Death for you and me. Dion choked back a sob. / know, Gray One, but this—Sht
gestured helplessly at the bodies. Only ten meters away two men cried out terribly. At her feet, the
young girl whose smile had come so readily even when she was scared was dead, her body cooling in
the damp sea air, and the slackness of her lifeless muscles was somehow obscene. This, Hishn, isalso
death. She wiped her hands shakily on her pants and worked her way to Shilia, who was holding
Namina. Shilia's hand was pressing hard against the girl's arm where the blood ran down her skin.
Namina had taken a deep cut across her forearm as she had tried to protect Ainnafrom the raider's blade,
and as she looked around, Dion realized that her own twin was bleeding from atear in his shoulder
where an arrow had caught him as he shot. "Tyrel." Aranur touched him gently. "Y ou have to help
Naminanow." The boy's eyes were blind as he turned to face his cousin. Aranur gripped the youth hard
on the shoulder. "The moons call whom they will, Tyrel. Namina needs you now. Go to her." Thetall
man straightened up, feeling suddenly old and tired, then started rolling the soldiers bodies out of the
way to meet the next attack.

Dion wrapped Namina's arm quickly. The girl did not seem to notice, her face numb as she stared at
Ainnas still form while the healer worked. Finally Dion leaned back against the wolf, glad of the
emotional and physical support, and turned to her brother. "How isit?" she asked.

"Just ascratch,” helied, histeeth gritting against her gentle

fingers.

She looked into his eyes along moment. ' 'l can fix it so you can shoot," she said finally and flatly,
binding his shoul der
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tightly against the motion of his bow arm. He nodded and stood to move back to the logs, where Aranur
expected the next attack. The wolfwalker hesitated as if there were more she wanted to do for him, then

shook her head. "No time 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 blue headband and then resolutely dropped her hands to
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her sword.
Go, Gray Hishn. There are more coming in for our blood.
The wolf 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 look. And stay out of the path of the
arrows.

The wolf sent a hard shaft of blood lust for answer and then was gone. Only a dight wave in the grass
told Dion where the creature had gone, though she followed the Gray One's silent steps in her mind as
the wolf slunk out and around again.

"Tyrel, Rhom," Aranur said, breaking into her bleak thoughts. "They're coming now. Get ready."

"'Be careful." Shilia's whisper was almost a sob in her brother's ear. The tall man ran his hand through
his hair, then squeezed her shoulder and pushed her away.

They came with arush, charging like the first group but already hung over so far on the sides of the dnu
that Aranur could not shoot at them directly. 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 collapse in their midst.

Aranur's rage rose in his throat. Rhom was having trouble with his shoulder and had switched his blade
to his other hand. Dion was defending his back, and both lunged and parried with Tyrel asthey were
forced slowly back in front of Shiliaand Namina, facing four of the soldiers. Their pattern was slowly
breaking up as the fight degenerated into separate battles. Two men jumped Aranur, their swords
flashing. They fought back and forth till the Ariye leader dispatched them and turned to see another man
falling to his knees behind him, a haft protruding from his blade-choked throat. The soldier's arm was
upraised to plunge his blade into Aranur's back, but it went no farther. Dion's knife had sunk deep; his
eyes bulged, and his mouth spit blood.
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Aranur scrambled to help Dion, who was now weaponless, pressed against the logs by along-armed
swordsman. The soldier stabbed at her, sure that he had the wolfwalker trapped, but she somehow
managed 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 twisted and grabbed at her jerkin. As she went with the pull, he
flew over her shoulder but yanked her to the side and grabbed her arm, his quickly bared knife stabbing.
She fell. His blade seemed to pass through 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 screamed, throwing
up hisarmsto protect his face, but she twisted his knife from his hands and brought her arm down to his
chest twice, and he was finally silent, only his body thrashing in his mortal throes. It was a hard death.
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"Areyou al right?" Aranur shouted through the noise, lifting Dion to her shaking feet and looking for
the blood that should have been spreading 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. Shiliaand Namina—there was no one to protect them, he
thought with sudden fear. Rhom was down, wrestling with aburly man in the branches of alog, their
struggles crashing them back and forth as their blades flashed and jammed together. Aranur jJumped
another dnu huddled on the ground and cut at the nearest man. But the soldier turned and parried the
blow easily. A master swordsman, Aranur thought with grim certainty at his movements, to make sure
we don't escape. Clintner must have realized who the fleeing people were. The man from Ariye lunged
suddenly, pressing the other fighter back against the logs, 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 afight, and Aranur could feel the rise of his own battle exultation in his
chest.

His arm turned a blow to land heavily against alog. He could feel Gamon fighting behind him and
Rhom getting up from the side; the air seemed alive with limbs and metal flashing and snapping in the
light. Behind him, the Gray One snarled and someone else screamed. Then the swordsman feinted, and
Ar-
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anur stepped in, anticipating his blow. The other man twisted. Aranur swung. His opponent parried.
Aranur lunged. He smashed his fist against the swordsman's chin unexpectedly, and the other man's eyes
widened in shock as he staggered, but Aranur brought his blade up against the underside of the man's
arm. It dlid off, and the swordsman's elbow jammed into Ar-anur's ribs.

Aranur sucked in aragged breath. Pain stabbed his stomach where the man's pommel met his gut again
as he smashed his knee into the man's thigh. The swordsman staggered, his muscles cramping up from
the attack, and Aranur brought his boot back down on the swordsman'’s instep, their long blades useless
asthey closed the distance. They grappled. The ground came up suddenly, and they fell, Aranur's
shoulder jarring hard against alog. 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 leader meant to shut
off the blood to his brain. The man's fear strengthened his handsto rip at Aranur's face. One, two,

three. . . Aranur twisted him to trap one of his arms and keep the soldier from tearing his eyes out. Four,
five. .. The man's legs thrashed, but he was slowing. Six, seven, eight. . . The muscles began to relax at
last. Nine, ten, eleven . . . twelve. The man's body was limp; Aranur's breathing was rough in his throat.

Aranur rolled off the lifeless carcass and slowly got to his feet, his face and side so bruised that he could
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feel the new swellings rise under his probing fingers. Namina was crying; Shiliawas pale. Dion was
kneeling by Rhom, binding another pad of cloth over the one that already was soaked bright red— his
shoulder had broken open again when he had wrestled Clint-ner's man down—and even from where
Aranur stood, he could see the healer's hands shaking so that she had to try twice to tie the bandage
down. Around her, the wolf paced like alepaover its brood, the baleful glare spearing first one, then
another of those who still lived. The creature's fangs were red and dripping, cloth was still caught in her
claws, and when Gamon stood up, the wolf ailmost took his head off, stopped only by Dion's sharp
command. The Gray One went back to pacing, but her eyes did not lose the ring of black that darkened
the yellow into death.
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And the soldiers bodieslay like scattered lumps 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 among them—
Aranur swallowed and closed his eyes—Ainna. Dead and limp as the soldiers who had bled out around
her.

He forced himself to finish the tally, hating himself for doing it with such cold control and terrified mat
the pressure that had built up in his chest would cut loose and flood even his lungs with tears as big as
blocks of ice. Moons give him strength, he prayed. He counted. Three of the dnu were still, the others
huddled around them, bleating softly in their nervousness. There were at least four more dnu close by,
but the rest had scattered across the dunes like the jJumper bushes that grew so haphazardly in the sand.
At least six of the soldiers who had attacked were still alive, groaning and writhing with their separate
pains, and the bleak-eyed leader watched as Dion moved resolutely to attend to them after she had seen
to her brother and the othersin their group.

"No! Dion, don't—" "Tyrel—what are you doing? Get away!" Dion's shocked voice startled Aranur, and
he jumped toward Tyrel. The boy swung his bloody sword at the wounded man she had knelt by.

"Don't help them, Dion—you fool—" "My gods, Tyrel, but they're hurt, too. Tyrel—no!" 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 aterrible snarl, leapt to put her fangs between Dion and the boy.
"No, Hishn!" she screamed at the wolf.

But Aranur was already mere, grabbing the boy's sword arm and forcing the blade out and down.
"Aranur, let go or Til—"

"Drop the blade, boy, or I'll break your wrist, cousin or not." The lean, powerful man twisted, and Tyrel
cried out. "What the hell do you think you're doing?' he snarled at the boy. Shilia stared at her cousin,
her eyes wide as the moons, and Gamon caught Rhom's arm as he jumped over a!og to help Dion. The
wounded soldier had scrambled back, groaning as his gaping leg wound gushed fresh blood, and fainted;
Aranur was furious. "She's doing her job, Tyrel. She'sahealer.” The boy struggled frantically in his
older cousin'sinexorably
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strong hands. "Don't let her help them—the bastards—they killed Ainna...."

Aranur slapped the boy so hard that the youth's teeth rattled and his mouth dropped open, "it doesn't
matter anymore, Tyrel. She can't come back. Now let Dion work."

"Moons damn you," the boy cried. "They killed my sister— they're the enemy—"

"They're men, Tyrel," healer cut in, shocked and scared at the boy's reaction. "Men."

"They killed my sister,” he sobbed.

"Would you kill them now?" Aranur asked harshly. "In cold blood? They're down and dying already,
Tyrel. If you put the sword to their throats™ that's murder." He gripped his cousin's shoulders hard and
shook him. "You're not amurderer, Tyrel. Much as you'd like to bring Ainna back, you never will. She's

already on the path to the moons, and killing in cold blood will never make 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 looked at the hollow that was now a shallow gravesite, then turned and watched the sailstaut 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 without them.

It was sunset. The sky was as bloody as the day was long, and Aranur found himself on the decks of the
last ship in Red Harbor, watching the captain shake his head as Shilia, Gamon, and the others waited
below. Aranur could see Dion talking desultorily with his uncle, her hand absently tugging at the wolf's
ear as they waited for hisreturn.

"Dammit, man, give us achance," he said harshly to the captain. ' 'If not for me and the men, then at
|east take the women through to Randonnen. We'll pay double the normal fare."

The captain shook his head. "The weather's shaping up for a hurricane roundwind. Only a suicidal fool
would be caught out in those swells." He turned away and yelled at a sailor who was lounging by one of
the unbattened hatches.

"Triplefare. In gold."

The captain did not even hesitate. "Sorry. Even ten times the
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gold wouldn't be enough." He turned back briefly, noting the desperate gleam in the weary man's eyes.
"Y ou'd have better luck going out over the South Road, even with the flooding coming up."”

"Damn you," Aranur swore. "Damn you to the second hell. Isn't there one man brave enough to sail
through to Randon-nen?"

The captain looked at him measuringly. "Y ou won't find a sober man in Red Harbor to take a ship out
now. I'm sorry."

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 almost staggered with
weariness as he swung onto the gangplank and barely caught himself before he fell. They would have to
take dnu again, he thought, then dismissed the idea as quickly asit had come. They had already run into
two patrolsin town, barely escaping from the last one as they fought their way through to the dark alleys
of Red Harbor's slum.

Slinking from one 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 from the blow
he had taken from a dnu's hoof and forced himself to land quiet and catlike on the dock, ignoring the
shooting pain that tightened hisjaw. That Salmi had called in his own raiders and added them to
Clintner's force was a move Aranur had hoped the raider captain would not make for at least another
day, but Clintner must have wanted them more 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. Asif he could rid his mouth of the dank smell of rotting seajel, he snorted, scraping
his boot on the dock. The purple-green slime was everywhere. It was just as well that he had sold the
dnu, he thought, since chancing the overland route would mean risking a fight every kilometer. And dnu
could be outdistanced by message pigeons, he reminded himself. He closed his eyes suddenly as the
vision of Ainna's body rose before him with the spray from the slapping waves. How many more of his
family would die before he got them home?

"Aranur?' Dion asked quietly.
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He shook his head, clearing his thoughts and answering her question with one short, bleak motion.

"Damn," Gamon swore. "Clintner must know where we are by now. He'll have warned the garrisons
aready."
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" The overland route was cut off ahour ago,” Rhom said, his voice amost as quiet as histwin's, and for
amoment Aranur stared at the man without seeing him. ' 'l bought the news just ten minutes ago," the
smith added as the other man said nothing.

"It was too obvious, anyway," the leader said wearily, gesturing for them to gather their packs so he
could lead them from the docks. "We'd have been shot down before we made it two kilometers.”

"But what can we do?" Shilia asked hopelessly. She stood without moving, staring up at her brother and
trembling with unshed tears and exhaustion. "Where can we go?"

Aranur shook his head. "I don't know," he admitted. "But we'll find away." He slung his pack up onto
his shoulders and stood for a moment, bowed as if the load were too heavy even for him. Finally he
straightened, staring out at the wild white-caps that slapped the barely sheltered bay and listening to the
rising how! of the roundwind that whipped the trees down to the gray beaches like serfs bowing to their
lord. "There will be away," he repeated softly. "Even if | have to make the way myself."

X

Ember Dione maMarin:

The Cliffs of Bastendore

Blow, blow, you winds of the sea

To counter the currents carrying me

The black cliffs of Bastendore call meto die

If the sails do not lift from the masts where they he.

Cold, cold, the waters are wroth

To stir up their waves in a hurricane froth

The boat tilts to meet them, its bow on the reefs,

And the waves take me down in the dark Koldor seas.

Twelve hours later Dion found herself clinging to the pilothouse of afishing 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 bellowing Captain Mannoa. Her twin and Tyrel were knee deep in segjel, trying to guide the bulging

net up the boat's ramp and onto the deck, but every few seconds another glob of segjel oozed through the
net and splattered over their deckhoods, blinding them in an acidic spray of slime. Her brother had taken
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the last splash: It hung off his hood over his face, its 00zing, transparent threads slapping to and fro as he
turned; he did not dare let go of the net to sweep the slime from his hood, as the winch was at its most
critical pull and the captain was screaming at them fit to burst his lungs.

"No! No! Don't pull faster than that, idiot, or the net twists. Y ouVe got less brains than the bono bird.
You! Speed it up. By all the worms that fill acurry's flesh, winch! Can't you see the net's going to drop
back over the ramp?"

It was not luck that had given them away 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 would soon be back to their hunters that they had survived the
attack, and Aranur had watched with growing desperation as their margin of safety dwindled with each
passing hour.

Even though they had found atemporary refuge on the fishing boat, Dion was still uneasy, idly
scratching the scruff of the Gray One and soothing her with amental croon she wished would do as
much for herself as for the wolf. After watching two raider vessels slink by in the growing fog, she knew
she would not feel safetill there was firm ground beneath her feet and a hundred kilometers between
them and Clintner. 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, et alone have space for the racks of caged
bird bombers used to drop gases and poisons on other boats. The wolf echoed her wish for dry land, but
for adifferent reason—the Gray One was getting seasick in the increasing swells.

Sorry, Hishn. The woman grimaced. The shadows under her eyes made them seem even more viol et
than the massing clouds mat sullenly colored the darkening sky above what was |eft of the sun.

"... stuck with anidiot crew of damn farmers and a round-wind squall on top of it all. Bring it up faster,
you friggin' lazy dogs!" The scroungy captain waved hisarmswildly at Aranur and Gamon. "We'll lose
the whole catch if you can't put your brains together to get enough of them to do ajob a dead dnu could
do. Damned idiots...."

Gamon's silvered hair was plastered against his forehead, the fish slime thick on his pants as he and
Aranur cranked the winch and the silver-purple bellies of the fish started sliding around each other as the
net was gathered in, fins and scales meshing with the sea slime. The four men were all dlipping and
swaying with the deck as Mannoatried to keep the bow pointed into the waves. The boat plunged
suddenly over adeep swell, Rhom lost his hold on the net in the sickening drop, Tyre! flattened himself
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against therail in a crouch as the deck shot abruptly up again, and a dozen silvery fish dlid back into the
gray roiling sea. Mannoa let out an ear-splitting roar.

Shilia came edging her way around the pilothouse to cling to the rails beside the wolfwalker. "I never
thought of my brother

172 TaraK. Harper

asasailor before," she said soberly, watching Aranur, "and now | know why. They look like slime
monsters.”

"Something from the depths of a swamp city's cesspool," Dion agreed. She brushed the wind-wild hair
from her cheeks, making aface as the salt-encrusted strands scratched her skin. "But if they didn't play
fishermen, those raiders would be down on usin a hot second wondering what we were up to." The
boom swung toward the two women, and they ducked instinctively, though it was over then- heads by a
good half meter. ' "We were lucky to find someone willing to take us through to Stat-tinton. | guess we
can't complain about the ride."

"Yes, but | don't think Aranur expected to have to learn the ropes,” Shilia punned; men she sobered,
looking at Mannoa. "'l don't trust that man. He baits us every chance he gets."

"I know what you mean. | get the feeling that he's good for his money for now—and he should be, the
way we paid his boat mortgage off, thanks to that slaver captain's strongbox—abut 1'd bet twice on the
eighth moon that if we got in ajam, he'd toss usto the worlags, or the raiders, asit'd bein this case,
before he'd even draw a second breath." The women watched Tyrel and Rhom set the net out again, the
water running in sheets across the plunging deck to drain from the scuppers.

"Naminas still sick," Shiliasaid hesitantly. " She's not taking the ride well."

The hedler's jaw tightened. "There's nothing more | can do for her, Shilia. What good are my skills when
the wounds are in her heart?' But seeing the younger woman blanch, she sighed. "I can give her
something to put her to sleep.” The image of Ainna, bloody and limp in Tyrol's arms, was still with her.
Ovousibas, she whispered silently.

A dream, Healer, A bad dream that brings an ancient wrath.

Dion looked down at the wolf and smiled crookedly. What would you know of Ovousibas, Hishn? Of a
myth eight hundred years old?

The yellow eyes blinked once, twice, and then Dion's mind filled with an image: steamy brains. . .
screams that echo in the past. . . an agony that burns the blood and sanity till all that's left isagray wisp
that cries out through the centuries.. . . the healers, the Gray Ones. .. Gone. . . all gone. . . broken
bones lying brittle in the dust of years, and only echoes, echoes calling for home. . .
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"Gods, Hishn," she whispered raggedly. "What do you mean?"

Ovousibas, the wolf snarled softly, a deeper pain remembered from ancestors long silent in her mind.
Ovousibasis death. Death to us all in time.

Dion stared long into the yellow eyes, but Hishn did not repeat the thoughts. Racial memories, she
acknowledged. But the Gray One rarely called them up. That the dim images spoke of myths, she knew,
but not what in the myths was truth, and that was what was most frustrating of all. Those who tried
internal 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 limp body bleeding sluggishly inthe dirt by a
mercenary's dnu.

"Dion," Shiliasaid again, "can't you do something for her?"
The healer started and flushed slowly. "I'm sorry, Shilia. | wasn't listening."

Aranur's sister looked down at her feet, then met Dion's gaze with troubled eyes. " She hasn't eaten or
drunk anything since we left Red Harbor. She wouldn't even have come in from the rain to get a coat if
Aranur hadn't bodily carried her inside.”

Dion closed her eyes helplessly. "Namina's in shock, Shilia. Being kidnapped, slaved, watching her
sister die—she's young to faceit 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, | don't mean alone, | mean by herself. We can
support her, but the strength to go on must come from within, not without, or it crushes instead of
building up the heart. Can you understand that?"

The other girl's lips trembled, and Dion said softly, "Y our strength is not enough for two, Shilia. Only
Namina can give herself the courage she needs." A wet nose nudged her hand, and the healer tugged on
the Gray One's ear, ignoring the silent admonishing comment that Dion's own strength was not enough
for two, either. Ovousibas. . .

The younger girl nodded slowly. A heaer's wisdom was always law, no matter how young it was
learned. She looked toward the gray bank that closed in on the small boat from the horizon and changed
the subject. "Did you hear what Mannoa said about storms? | didn't catch it in the wind."

"Something about hurricanes,” Dion returned, relieved to
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be talking of something else. "'l thought he said they circle west—might drive usinto Ramaj Bilocctar,
Zentsiss lands."

Shiliafrowned. "But that could be trouble.”
"Why? Lloroi Zentsisisn't involved in this."

"Aranur said that Zentsis has been making deals with the raiders lately, and Mankarr said—I overheard
him when he was talking to that raider captain, Salmi, at the slave sale—that even Clintner was starting
to aly himself with the Lloroi of Bilocctar."

"Zentsis must pay well," the wolfwalker said with a snort of disgust. As she paused in her scratching, the
gray wolf butted her demandingly, thrusting her nose under the woman's hand and lifting it with a soft
whine.

"I don't know which I'd prefer,” Shiliasaid slowly, "Zentsis or the raiders. At least with the raiders, I'd
know where | stood. Indentured slavery isn't my ideaof living well, but at least it's living. They say that
Lloroi Zentsislikesto use his prisonersfor sport."

"Not the women, surely?' The twins had not heard much about Zentsis except the occasional rumor,
news that had to travel the hundreds of kilometers to Randonnen was often discounted as exaggeration.
Still, Dion could not believe that anyone would actually use people for sport in a public fighting ring.

But the brown-haired girl shook her head. "I don't know for sure—I don't know if anyone really does—
but thereV e been stories about women and even children being put in the rings as prizes, if they weren't
righting themselves. And it's said that Zentsis likes the fights to go to the death."

"That's disgusting. It's one thing for fightersto play war games for practice and learning, but it's
something else to pit people against each other in life and death battles just so some bloodthirsty
warmonger can get hisjollies watching people get hurt."

Wolfwalker, | have an itch, Gray Hishn reminded her again, leaning against Dion's legs and throwing
her off balance on the dlippery deck. The wolfwalker flicked Hishn's ear but dropped her hand
obediendy to the gray scruff.

"They say he's more violent every year," Shilia continued. "Some say it's because he wants more and
more power, but lately they're saying that he's only got a couple yearsto live and he's growing desperate
for a son to take over the ruling from
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him. He must have a dozen daughters now, but he's never gotten a son."”

Dion absently wiped dirty water from the rail. "The justice of the moons. There's nothing so capricious
astruth.”

"I wish the moons would shine through these clouds,” Shilia said, looking up at the darkening sky. "I
hate rain."

"'If rain could wash the heart as it does the skin." The healer thought of Ainnaand her sudden, raider-
spawned death, and of Namina sitting huddlied and broken in the cabin while the dark clouds pulled
more tightly together, thickening the way they did on the peaksin Randonnen. "I don't mind therain,"
she said wistfully. ' 'At home, Rhom and | used to go into the mountains during die storms and climb the
canyons. When 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'sraining at home." For amoment Shilialooked asif she were going to cry.

It was time to change the subject. They might both be homesick, Dion told herself, but at least she had
left home 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 arain would wash the slime from the decks," she said, scratching Hishn's ears absendy. The
wolf was gelling more and more uncomfortable on the bucking ship, and Dion debated sending her
inside. At least outside there was fresh air blowing across the decks; inside, the whole cabin stank of fish.

Shiliawas silent a moment, then asked hesitantly, "Dion, why do you Journey with your brother?' At the
healer's curious look, she added quickly, "I don't mean to pry, but you, well, you're awoman. Internships
are for women; Journeys are for men. How could you go? How did you learn to fight in time to go
aong? | mean, did you actually want to go?"

Dion regarded the girl for along moment. "We're twins, Shilia. There's a bond between us that holds us
closer than what brothers and sisters normally feel. What Rhom trained in, | trained in. What | trained in,
| showed him—if he was interested. He wasn't much interested hi sewing, but then, neither was | 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 Ainnato save her life, she
thought. She wastoo cold to
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shiver and too old to cry. How could | not understand death before? she berated herself. All the wounds,

the illnesses, the plagues—the aftermaths, she admitted. Never the redlity till now. Oh, gods, may the
moons curse meif | was callous to those in Randonnen.
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Not callous, Healer. Never unfeeling, the wolf sent.
Oh, Hishn, that | could believe that.

What you fedl, | live also, the wolf reminded her. If you were ever insensitive, | would not haverunin
your shadow so long as a moment of night.

Dion's expression softened. Y ou honor me, Gray One.

As 1 should, Wolfwalker.

"So they just let you go?J

Shilia's question brought Dion back to the present, and she shook her head. "L et awoman go on
Journey? Without 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 am afourthin Abis. I'vetrained since | could walk." She was puzzled at Shilia's insistence.

"Dion, Naminaand |, well, Aranur said you're good, and we were wondering if maybe you woul d—if
you had time—teach us how to fight." She got the last words out in arush and added hastily, "1f yOu
wouldn't mind."

Ainnas death was hard on us al, Dion thought bleakly. She looked out over the swelling ocean. Fighting
for fighting's sake and fighting for their lives. And she remembered how many times she had asked
herself the question that everyone asked: Could | kill another human being? And now she had killed, not
just once but several times, and her hands still felt dirty, her sword unclean.

She knew there were truths and ideal s to be preserved by fighting, but the price of life had hit her hard.
How could death justify life? Just the day before, Amnahad died in Tyrol's arms, and now the pain hi
his heart, not the principles of his mind, would guide his sword. If he fought, he would not be fighting
for the living but for the dead. And Dion—why was she fighting at all? She was a healer, sworn to
protect life, not takeit. | have taken men'slives from them, she cried out silently, her hands clenching
therail as shetried to close Gray Hishn out of her mind.
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The Gray One's thought came unbidden: Y ou have saved them, too.
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She stared at the sea, remembering, thinking ahead. There were times when the choice had to be made,
not just in fighting but in healing, too, she remembered harshly. She had never thought a healer would
have to make that decision, but now she knew better. She still planted flowers every spring on Kari's
grave. The dead woman's ashes reminded the healer that she had made a choice and would never know if
it was the right one, but that she had decided and that one woman had lived and one woman had died
because of it. Teklia's son trained with Dion to become a healer like the woman who saved his mother,
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 blade.

Her voice was harsh and cold when it came. "Can you kill a man, Shilia?'

The girl looked at the healer deliberately. "I can kill," she said, the underlying vehemence answering the
guestion more than mere words could ever have done. She was Ainnas cousin, and Ainna's death drove
her as much asit would the dead girl's brother, Tyrel.

"And can you love yourself after you kill aman and see his blood and guts painting the ground around
you? Can you face yourself each morning, knowing that the wife and babies of the man you just killed
will cry over his ashes and go hungry this winter?'

Shilialooked down at her feet. "I could kill," she said in alow voice.

"What are you going to say to yourself when you see the man's children? Do you tell them that you
killed their iather with your knife? What do you tell his mate? When you pray to the moons, will they
still listen to your voice? Or will they turn away behind the clouds and let your empty prayersfall on the
rocks and shatter like the family you destroyed with your sword? Look at me, Shilia," the healer
commanded. "Can you kill aman, or awoman, or even a child to save your own life?"

The girl looked at the wolfwalker, then dropped her eyes again. Her hands trembled. " Dion—"

"Death isugly, Shilia. Death is the last and the most lasting
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thing you'll ever see on thisworld. Can you give death and take life as lightly as you say you can?"

The younger girl did not answer.

"Y ou'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 yourself now, knowing what you're doing?"

The other girl clenched her fist on therail. "Dion, | can admit that | hate the raiders and Clintner and
Sami. | can't deny that | want to get back at them for shaming us and killing Ainna, and | can't say that |
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don't want to see them die the way they murdered my cousin.”
The healer said nothing.
"Anger and hate aren't very good reasons for killing someone," Shiliasaid finally, her voice low.
"There's never agood reason to kill someone," Dion said slowly, remembering, wondering if there was a
way she could have avoided the times her own sword had slid into a body.' 'Can you understand that in

your heart?'

"l 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'sin my own heart."

Dion put her hand on the girl's arm, and Shilialooked up at her, two tears sliding down pale cheeks.
"Then," the healer said gently, "I will teach you what | know of Abis."

Shilia's eyes widened, spilling the tears | eft there. "But—"

"Abisis not for vengeance, Shilia. It's not for anger or hate or temper or frustration or even for fun. It'sa
skill you should use only to save your life or the life of someone else. Or to protect yourself or
something you own. Y ou must not abuse it, or you abuse yourself. If you can understand that, and |
think you do, then you are ready to learn Abis."

Shilianodded soberly. "I won't let you down, Dion. Y ou won't be ashamed of me."

"I know that." Dion gestured toward the pilothouse. "Does your brother know you want to learn? Or
Gamon? Since he's your weapons master—and your uncle—he should be the one to teach you, not me,

unless you prefer for meto do it."

"Gamon hasn't said no," the girl said. She gave the violet-eyed woman a sy look and added, "And
although Aranur feels alittle funny about your rank in Abis, | notice that he doesn't
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think you're any less awoman for it." She tossed her head, regaining her confidence. "If | want to learn
Abis, that's my business."

"All right. When do you want to start?"

"As soon as we get off this boat."
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"We could start now if you want." Dion nodded toward the pilothouse door. "Let's go inside.”

The cloud bank grew heavier. By the time the men had finished their last set with the fishing nets, the
sky had become a solid gray-black and the sea was swelling hugely under the decks. They could barely
see the ocean under the creeping fog; it surprised them each time it leapt up on the decks and thrashed
the wood with its thunder.

Mannoa stamped his feet as he entered the cabin, stripping off hisrain gear and hanging it on the hooks
by the door. ' 'Take the wheel while it's not too rough, Gamon. I'll take over again as soon as |1Ve had
something to warm my gut. Looks like we hit one of the roundwinds," he said to the group in the cabin.
"WEell be driven back west for sure."

"Can we make for some harbor?' Tyrel asked.

"Thereisn'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 making it back to Red Harbor?' Aranur pulled off his borrowed fishing gear and dripped
across the floor as he reached for a steaming mug of grog. "l take it we can't head out into the ocean in
this weather and try to ride it out.”

"Thisisasmall bottom-dragger, not a cross-sea trading vessel," Mannoa said, surly as he drank his grog
inafew gulps. "The deep sea waters would tear us apart. We'll try for the harbor and hope we don't get
blown past the mouth of the channel."

The steaming brew warmed their insides, and they ate hungrily, except for Tyrel. The boy's face was
getting greener by the minute as he sat miserably on die bunk, trying manfully to ignore his heaving
stomach. Namina was getting used to the sensation, and her pale face was a little better than his, but
Dion could tell from the way she swallowed that she was just as uncomfortable as the rest of them. Poor
Hishn whined and rubbed
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her head against the wolfwalker's hips. It was worse when they tried to sit, and lying down was the
fastest way to throw up that they had discovered so far. Even though she was careful not to focus her
eyes on anything close, Dion felt the uneasiness herself and had been trying to remember aremedy told
to her by an old healer several years before. It was some sort of heated poultice applied behind the ears,
where it would settle the balance centers. Since she knew nothing of the sea except what she had picked
up from others' talk, the healer mused on the poultice and listened only vaguely to the discussion of
harbors, currents, and winds 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 isthe
soldiers. Clintner's men will know by now who we are out with, and they could very well be waiting at
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the harbor for us to run back to shelter when the storm blowsin."

" WEell, | could order the weather from the moons themselves, but they rarely listen when | ask," Mannoa
growled. "If we miss 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, | haveit, Dion thought. Three leaves dried vanset, afingernail of rubsam root, nine crystals of
garvenov, and one bruised leaf of fresh ansil. She started digging through her herb stores. Heat into an
orange paste the color of wild lody flowers with afew drops of water, then apply warm behind the
"Can | help?' Shilia offered.

* 'Y ou don't happen to have any ansil with you, do you? *' Dion asked absently. She was trying to
remember what she could substitute for ansil when it was mixed with garvenov. "I should have thought
to find some before we came out."

"Mannoa might have some in the cupboards for cooking."

"It hasto be fresh," the healer returned, frowning and tucking a loose 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 souie powder and kobah stems instead." She shook another pouch out and found
the right packets. "We should have done this before the sea got rough, but it will still help. And Tyrel
looks asif he's going to need it soon."
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"What isit?"

"A poultice to counteract seasickness."”

Mannoatwisted in his chair, bracing himself against the tilting decks. "Y ou a coastal healer or
something? " he accused.

The dark-eyed healer suppressed her instant irritation. "Not coastal, no. But | know the remedy."
"Dion's one of the finest healersin Ramaj Randonnen,” her brother stated proudly.

"Pretty damn young to be afinest healer," the captain growled rudely.

Dion'stwin got slowly to hisfeet, anger building hotly in his broad shoulders as he flexed his hand

above his knife. Hishn, echoing his temper, pulled her lips back in a snarl. But the captain just leaned
back and smiled gnmly.
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"Just making talk, boy," he said insultingly, prodding the young man to attack.

"Make talk with less fighting words," Aranur commanded him, his hand on Rhom's arm. The younger
man shook him off coldly.

"Do you need a healer, or were you just curious?' Dion asked in the short, strained silence that followed.

"Yeah, | need ahealer." Mannoarolled up his pantsleg. "l got bit by a hansruck aweek ago. The local
healer was al for cutting off my leg right away, but the holeis still small and | didn't want to stop
walking yet. So | went to this other guy, one of the priests of the Mooncult."

Dion stopped and looked at him in distaste. "The Mooncult priests are a bunch of faith healers who do
no real work except that of taking money."

"Well, | wouldn't know, Hedler," the captain said in aslow, insolent drawl. "But the local healer wanted
to amputate, and this other guy said he could take away the pain for a handful of silver. So | doneit, and
he kept by hisword. | haven't had any pain for the last two ninans." He stretched his leg out to the bunk.

"L et me guess, hetold you to stare at a spinning crystal, waved his hands, asked you if you believed, and
said, 'By your faith and by the moons, you're healed." "

"He did more for me than the licensed hacker." Mannoa gave her a cold look from under his salt-crusted
eyebrows and tugged at the knot on the bandages. " Probably more than you

182  TaraK. Harper
can do now, unless you know some other fakery, like Ovousi-bas."

Dion's eyes flashed. "Ovousibasisreal," she snapped. And suddenly realized that she believed what she
said.

"Then proveit."

She stared at the man for along moment. No one spoke. Then alow how! crawled 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
mess first. Naminalet loose her stomach and retched into the sink; Shilia's face blanched, and she turned
away to sit on the bunk, looking out the porthole. Even Dion nearly choked at the sight of hisleg. After
controlling her instinctive disgust with the skill that comes from years of practice, she leaned close to
examine the gory wound impartially. At a place about two fingers width from his knee, the man's skin
was rotting away from the edges of a hole the size of two gold pieces across, and maggots were feeding
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on the dying flesh. Angry red and purple lines radiated out from the hole. He must not have cleaned the
wound in the week since he had been bitten, and even the healer swallowed hard before touching the

gaping hole.

"Set your leg up here," she commanded. "Y ou've been lucky. The maggots have been cleaning out the
dead flesh and preventing gangrene. These hansruck are venomous? Or did you get something in the
wound?"

"They're venomous, all right. Most people have to have the l[imb amputated eventually, but it was such a
little bite . . . and then | found that Mooncult priest ..." Hisvoice 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 made it difficult for her to guess.
"About so big." He held his fingers about three centimeters apart.
She revised her image of ameter-long fish. "Just how big exactly is a hansruck?’

"Tiny. No bigger than my thumb. But they have five tentacles with mouths on the ends. When they bite
fish, they paralyze and loll the flesh and attach themselves 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 quick directions for
making 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.

"... Storms stir them up from the shallows, and they come over in the nets. | didn't notice it hanging on to
asilver webber's fins when | grabbed the fish. I'd ripped my pants open on the winch earlier and figured
| could finish the set before getting new gear on, but | was wrong. The hansruck bit me when the webber

slapped against my leg."

"How many get stirred up in the storms?' Tyrel asked nervously, thinking about the recent hours on the
deck handling the catch.

"They don't school. They're more like segjel, floating around until they find alikely host. They get
thrown up on the rocks all the time, but they just crawl back in the water. They don't last long out of the
sea. Like the tidal areas, though. Lots of thingsto feed on."

"Dion," Rhom interrupted from the small stove, peering uncertainly at the heated pile of orange pastein
the small pan. "This stuff is the color you wanted. Now what do | do with it?’
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"Bring it here so | can make sure," she said. "l need to finish thisfirst, but you can put the paste on
everyone for me. Smells awful."

He made a face. "Everything you make smells awful."

"Who made what this time?" she retorted. "Here, look. Smear about so much like this behind the ear.
Y ou should fedl better in ahaf hour to an hour. And don't forget Hishn. She needsit, too. Only put hers
deep inside both ears toward the back."

The blacksmith smeared the poultice awkwardly behind Na-mina's and Shilia's ears while Aranur
watched unsmiling. Dion wondered if the two men were getting along all right. They had seemed hostile
to each other lately. When he finished, Rhom went out on the deck to keep Gamon company, taking
Aranur's sister with him to 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 isaready in
your blood. And
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asfar as| know, there's no known counteragent | could give you that wouldn't kill you."

He snorted. "About what | figured. I'd have been better off to find me another Mooncult priest and hand
out another piece of gold."

"All acharlatan like that will give you isaquick death," the woman said shortly.

"'And you can do better? There's stories that say a healer with awolf can do Ovousibasif she wants." He
rolled his pants back down over the new bandage she had put on the poisoned wound. "If she wants," he
repeated.

Dion said nothing, but her jaw tightened and her violet eyes |ooked suddenly haunted. Whether she
believed in it or not, the one thing she did know was that Ovousibas was death. Hishn, sensing her
distress, rumbled in her throat.

"Mannoa," Aranur said softly, "you're riding anarrow trail and pushing a heavy wind. Y ou're going to
fall off, and fall long and hard, if you're not careful."

The hedler's face was taut and pale. "If the leg had been amputated even a ninan ago, you'd keep your
life," she said finally. "Now there's nothing | or anyone else can do." She turned away, sitting down on
the bunk beside Shilia. But even when she closed her eyes, the look on Mannoa's face demanded an
answer—an answer she was not prepared to give.
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The afternoon was darkening with the storm's false night, and Mannoa |left to take over the wheel from
Gamon. With the sea thrashing the small boat, the rest of them huddled cramped in the cabin while the
other men took turns helping Mannoa with the sails. At the moment, Aranur had dozed off. Tyrel was
still too uncomfortable to be much use and was simply sitting, wedged in one of the bunks, his face
turned to watch the ocean surge up over the window and down again. Beside him, Namina was silent,
and Shilia huddled, wet and cold. Watching the others, with their bleak, hopeless expressions and the rat
of guilt gnawing at her guts, Dion sat on the cramped bunk with the upper bed cutting into her hunched
shoulders and her arms around Hishn's neck and realized that Mannoa had the right of it, after att.
Ovousibas. The healing art of the ancients. She had told him it was real, and he had told her to proveit,
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 wolfwalker, too. "L ook to the left," the piece of parchment had
said. Ovousibas.

Gamon glanced at her face, then at Namina. "There's stories of healers whoVetried to do this thing
called Ovousibas," he said softly. "They have a common theme."

The slender woman met his gaze squarely, but in her eyes was the shivered reflection of a ghost that
crawled over her grave.

"Ainnawould have died anyway, Dion. Or you and the Gray One. Either way, it's not worth it."
"Gamon, |—"

"All legends have a core of truth, Healer. And the one thing that legends of ovousibas have in common
Is that the healer always dies. The wolves go insane, and the healer always dies.”

Dion stared at her hands, but Mannoa stomped inside then, leaving Rhom at the wheel and preventing
the older man from saying more.

"She'storn it now," Mannoa snarled.
Aranur stirred and looked up. "The sail?' he asked.
"A lot of good a sail doesin thiswind." The captain threw hisrain slicker across the deck, where it

splatted angrily against the bunks. "We missed the harbor by a good half kilometer, and the drag
anchor's barely slowing us down. Now it's wherever this whore of awind takes us, that's where we'll go.”
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"But won't the wind die down?' Shilia asked timidly.
Mannoa opened his mouth to snarl at the girl but, seeing the expression on her brother's face, thought
better of it. "1Vebeen caught in roundwinds before, but this early in the season they last longer. The
winter winds still back the stormsinto late spring, so instead of dying down quickly, the roundwinds just
hang on."
"So what does that mean for us?' Aranur asked.
* '[t means we're heading for the Cliffs of Bastendore,” Mannoa snarled. He grabbed his slicker, slung it
back on so that the water sprayed them all, and slammed the cabin door shut behind him as he went back
into the storm.
Aranur looked at Gamon, and the weapons master looked back.
"Bastendore," the old man said quietly.

"There's still a chance that the storm will die out before we're driven onto the rocks," Aranur returned.
"The cliff currents
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are strong, but we may be able to beat them if the moons give us a chance."
"A rabbit's chancein alepahunt,” Dion could not help saying.

Gamon smiled sourly. "Y ou've got that about right, Healer."

"Well," she sighed. "I think I'd rather put my money on swimming to shore from here than seeing the
Cliffs of Basten-dore and living to tell my grandchildren about it."

"We're not dead yet," Aranur said, irritated by their pessimism. "And Bastendore's still along way off."

"Y ou're always so damn calm, Aranur," Tyrel burst out. "Don't you ever stop thinking? Don't you ever
get afraid like the rest of us?’

The gray-eyed man looked at his young cousin. "You think I'm not afraid?' he countered with a slight
smile. "Fear is something you grow up with and grow into, Tyrel. Whether you're a coward or a brave
man isjust a matter of whether you control the fear or let the fear control you. Moonworms, Tyrel, the
first time | met aworlag face to face, | pissed in my pants, just like alot of men." He glanced at Dion,
but she was not going to enlighten him at the moment about her own first experiences. "Fear's a natural
reaction. It pumps the adrenaline up so you can run faster and hit harder and not notice the pain as much.
A lot of people mistake that for bravery, but it's not. It'sa survival trait, just like anger and laughter and
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everything else we feel. Everything hasits purpose,” he said. "All you have to do is figure out what the
purposeisand useit to help you get the job done." *

The boy opened his mouth to say something, but another bout of seasickness forced him to turn hisface
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 against 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 Hishn by the scruff as the wolf scrabbled
across the slick planking. "If you were facing a hundred raidersin the fighting ring, | bet you wouldn't
waste a minute praying to the moons—you'd be pulling out your sword and figuring out how to beat
them all and still get away without a scratch.”
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"Maybe," he admitted with asmile. "I sure wouldn't go down without afight. | learned that from
Gamon."

"Y ou learned everything from me," the older man agreed, * 'but | swear amost aU of it slipped right
back out of your ears." He aimed a cuff at histall, dark-haired nephew.

Aranur merely grinned at the old weapons master and leaned back as the boat lunged through another set
of swells. Hishn put her head on the healer's knee and looked mournfully at the woman as Dion stroked
the wolf's fur. The Gray One's mind was agitated with the rolling boat and the confinement of the cabin,
and the only thing she cared about at the moment was getting to solid ground.

Even facing two worlags is better than this, she told the wolf-walker as her stomach roiled.

Think of it asif you 're just naming over hills and the ground's uneven, Dion advised. And don't focus
your eyes on anything. She had aready discovered that if shetried to look 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 legend even in the Randonnen mountains, and one more ship
wrecked at the feet of those ocean cliffs would not be noticed among the hundreds that had already met
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 him to the
wheel so that he would not be swept overboard as rain lashed at the wooden sides of the vessel and
drilled into the decks. The boat slammed into waves and dropped sickeningly from the crests; the sails
were rolled so that the canvas would not tear in the storm. Mannoa and Rhom were fighting the wheel to
keep them turned into the currents, and inside, the ride was too rough for the passengers to do anything
but brace themselves against the bunks and wait for their stomachs to catch up to them. None of them
slept. Hishn had no way to brace herself against the motion of the boat and would have been flung back
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and forth except that she was wedged between Shilia and Dion on one of the bunks.

The healer could feel the power of the sea beneath the decks as it lifted them and flung them forward
with each wave. There was aknot of fear in her stomach. They could not see where
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they were going, the portholes showing nothing but the dark froth of the sea as they plunged through the
water. Being from the mountains, she was awed by the sea's power. The deep quiet presence of a
mountain lake was a puddle compared with this, the thunderous force of aflash flood merely atrickle
across the decks. Therein the midst of crawling mountains of water and cresting sweeps of ocean, Dion
saw, met, 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 bulge of land and were heading

north. Mannoa grimly told them to make their peace with the moons because the Cliffs of Bastendore
would be off the starboard bow in an hour.

"Can't we steer away?' Rhom shouted through the wind.

"Currents meet and mix there," Mannoa yelled back. "The wind always drives straight into the cliffs,
then circles and dies. If the storm doesn't last long 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 wind whipped the words from
Rhom'’s mourn.

"Those bays are there, sure. But they're guarded by reefs that angle into the water and explode the waves
fifty metersin the air." Mannoa twisted the wheel to counter another wave, water streaming from his
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 might push us over the reefs, but they'd trap us inside, too."

"WEe'll die anyway if we don't do something!" Rhom shouted. "The wind's dropping, and the storm is
passing us by."

And as the wind slowed, the clouds lifted and unmasked the doom that held mem in its grip. Each crest
carried them in another rush toward the towering black walls 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 meters? Mannoa had told them a barefaced lie about the power of those wide geysers. The
cliffs themselves were a hundred and fifty meterstall; the water shot up an easy forty meters more above
them.

"If we can get into one of the bays, we can climb out, perhaps,” Aranur told Dion. She did not ask what
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their chances were of getting into one of the bays. Not noticing her look, he
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added, "It'll be difficult with the rocks wet, but it can be done. Tyrel is not as experienced in climbing as
Gamon or |, and Gamon is out of practice," he mused, thinking out loud. He looked at Dion. "Does
Rhom climb?* She nodded, and he continued. " Shilia and Namina have never actually climbed, but they
know the techniques. They'll be al right if we set arope and haul them to the top. How about you? Have
you done any climbing?"'

She just nodded. The boat crashed into a trough, and she caught herself against a bulkhead before being
flung from her seat. She liked rock climbing and mountain climbing, but she was also stupidly afraid of
hei ghts—the result of a natural phobia on top of a bad fall she had taken afew years earlier. Part of a
cliff had broken off, and the metal 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 azipper fall. In afall like that, with luck, the person
died quickly when the rope snapped the body from terminal speed to zero. Dion had been more lucky.
She had caught aloop of slack rope on the way down and managed to wrap it around her arms and hands
three times 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 screaming, or had it been her own screaming that had
filled them? 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 arms 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—only one arm was broken—but the rope burns where the wrapped cords cut into her skin had
begun to fill her mind with incoherence. She remembered little of what had happened after that. Rhom
set up a bivouac camp on the side of the face, let the distress flag fly, and set loose aflare. He locked his
twin into asling and set her arm after she described how to do it in one of her more lucid moments. But
after one night hanging on to the cliff face, they both knew she would not last another day before the
rescue team arrived. The cold and shock had stripped her of most of her energy, and they had rations for
only one more day. So she told Rhom to strap her arm tight to her body and bandage the burns on the
other, and they started back down the cliff in the longest climb the woman would ever make. She was
one-armed and
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halfway in shock, the fingers of one hand almost nerveless as she tried to use what was left of her skill to
get down the cliff. Rhom was exhausted from leading the way and helping his twin down, lowering her
hand over hand when she couid take no more. Dion slipped and fell again as the exhaustion took its toll
—a short fall, mere seconds, but in her mind it was afall three months long. 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 arms had healed, she had had to rebuild the muscle she had lost, along with her confidence,
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because the fall had affected her deeply—every time 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 become an integral part of her. She began to lose 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, Ember Dione, was the only person ever to have climbed
the north face of Dountuell, but she had done it only because she had been too terrified to stop. She had
had to leave the rest of her climbing party behind when they couid not go farther and she could not go
back—she had unhooked herself from the rope and free-climbed the rest of the face. And ended up
spending two days walking down the back side of the mountain, her hands so scraped from the climb
that she could not use them for a ninan afterward. The odd thing was that even though everyone knew
she was afraid of heights, they still wanted to climb with her. Her skills were guaranteed to get almost
any climb up a challenging route—if she could control her fear. But now, sitting in the cramped cabin of
the fishing boat and bracing herself against the wooden bulwark, Dion could feel herself getting nervous
just thinking about climbing out of the grip of the seainto the grip of that fear. I'd rather spend a ninan
being seasick on this boat than climb forty meters off the ground, she told herself, ignoring Hishn's snort
of disbelief. But she said nothing to Aranur. Don't embarrass yourself before you have to, she told
herself. Maybe he'll want to lead the climb.

"How well does Rhom climb?" Aranur was asking.

She started, then nodded. "He's very good.”

Thetall, dark-haired man put his arm around her shoulders

WOLFWALKER

191

and pulled her close, and she suddenly wanted to lean against him and 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. Gamon's still a pretty good climber, though he's not gone up amountain in years, and Tyrel is

okay, too. If Rhom's a good climber, we've more than enough people to see us safely to the top.”

Probably thinks | Ve never climbed anything more than the ladder to the upper barn, she thought sourly,
and sighed.

Since the rain had stopped, Mannoa had already begun to steer the boat crossways to the current to find
alower spot in the reefs. The charts were not much help because no one had ever gotten close enough to
measure 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 climb the cliffs, you won't have much timeto do it," he shouted. "The bays are just as
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rocky as the shore off the cliffs. I'll have to hold the boat steady while someone crosses to the rocks."
Aranur agreed and turned to Rhom. "Dion says you climb. What kind of climbing have you done?’

" I've never climbed Dountuell, but | Ve done Hoxher twice." Rhom glanced at his twin and smiled slyly
at her if he were going to say something about one of their last climbing escapades, and she thought,
Don't you start in about me, Rhom.

Aranur, who did not notice, nodded appreciatively at Rhom's admission. Mount Hoxher was a rough
climb and was famous because of it. Climbing Hoxher put Rhom among the top climbersin the world.
Of course, the twins' home, Ramaj Randonnen, had some of the finest climbing, too, so it was a more
popular activity there than in other counties. Even Randonnen's worst climbers were better than some of
the best in other places.

"Y ou climb about the same as me, Rhom," Aranur continued. "From hereit looks as if we could do the
cliffsin one pitch, but without protection and with the weight of one of these fishing ropesinstead of a
light climbing rope, we'll have to go up leapfrogging. It'll probably take four pitches. I'll lead first, then
you pick up and take the second lead. I'll take the third again. Tyrel—" He turned to his cousin. "See if
there are some hooks or spikes we could wedge into the rock. We'll need some kind of piton to hook the
ropeinto."
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Tyrel nodded and then pointed with excitement. "Look there! A hole in the reef. Y ou can see the water
rushing through on the crest."

Mannoa squinted and nodded. "WEe'll haveto timeit, or we'll drop on the rocks."

They gathered their gear quickly. For the last hour Gamon and Shilia had been knotting one of the
lighter ropes so that it would be easier to climb with, and Tyrel had found some heavy santeril fishhooks
that might work for spikes. Rhom attached wire loops to the hooks so that the rope could pass through
the loop 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 hollow surrounded by the cliffs. A small rocky ledge
leaned into the water on one side.

"L ook—if we could make anchor by that ledge." Dion pointed.

Her twin squinted. "Where? Midway along that dark streak? Y es, dial looks good.”

She nodded. ' 'Getting the gear and us up to that ledge would shorten the distance to the top by twenty
meters.”

"And climbing with this," he said, hefting the heavy fishing rope in his hands, "even that distance will

file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K..-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%20Har per%20-%20Wol fwal ker%2001%20-%20Wol fwal ker.txt (166 of 269)14-7-2004 1:30:31



file://IK|/rah/Harper,. Tara.K.-.Coll ection/Tara%20K .%2