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Chapter 1. The Ripples Begin
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How rude of them to start a war without telling us.

—remark attributed to Kietsis during the wizard wars

Just as the sun was growing strong on the walls of Danda-lay’s palace, an astonished door-shelt admitted a bloody, bedraggled wood faun, dripping with sweat and mist water. He was still wearing his hat with a green plume. 

“Syrill? What happened to—? Wait! You can’t—! At least let me announce you—!”

By the time Syrill arrived at the dining hall, he was trailing half a dozen palace shelts, all politely dissenting. Pleasant voices, laughter, and the clink of utensils died as the dignitaries caught sight of Laven-lay’s general. He walked to his king and spoke into the stunned silence. “Meuril, Lexis has taken Capricia.”

*  *  *  *
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“How can you be sure the Raiders are in Selbis?” In the dawn light, Chance hefted his pack onto his deer.

Laylan grunted. “All kinds of things.” He was busy dusting away the last traces of their night’s camp on the old Triangle Road. They had not yet reached sections of intact paving, but bits of broken stone pushed up here and there through the leaf mold. “The dagger that belonged to Gabalon is Fenrah’s,” continued Laylan. “Where would she have found such a thing?”

“That doesn’t mean Selbis is their den.”

Laylan mounted Shyshax and they all started west. “Fauns think the place haunted and never go near it. I’ve searched the city before, but only for obvious clues—wolf scat and tracks. I never found anything, but I shouldn’t have expected to.”

Chance frowned. “You never told me about it.”

“I didn’t think you were employing me to trouble you with my every false start and wrong turn. I thought you wanted me to catch them.”

“I do.”

“In that case—” began Shyshax. Laylan reached down and clamped a hand around his muzzle. The cheetah’s tail twitched a couple of times. 

Laylan cleared his throat. “I suggest you go back to Lupricasia and let me do my job.”

Chance shook his head. They had been over this the night before. “I’ve let you alone for the past two years, and you’ve not—”

Shyshax’s tail was lashing furiously, and even Laylan nearly lost his temper. “If you had done as I advised, Sham would be dead now, perhaps all of them!” 

Chance inclined his head. “That’s true. I was wrong.”

Laylan released Shyshax’s mouth in surprise. 

Chance continued. “This time, I will do as you suggest, which I suspect will mean killing them on the spot. I want to be there. I want to see this den. Now, please, tell me why you discounted Selbis before.”

Laylan hesitated. “I had a notion the Raiders were in a faun city. They’re getting expensive equipment from somewhere, and the few bribes I’ve traced were extravagant. They’re also distributing fine weapons, medical supplies, and food to other packs. The sum total of their known raids can’t account for even a tenth of the value. Also, the Raiders disappear completely during the worst months of winter—a time when other packs are most vulnerable. The Raiders don’t seem to need to hunt. I suspected they had a wealthy faun patron, probably in Port Ory, who was also their host. Once, I even suspected Danda-lay.”

Chance stared at him. “You mean a cliff faun is—?”

“Selbis, though...” Shyshax interrupted. “That’s more like our lady.”

“Your what?”

It was Laylan’s turn to lash his tail. “He means Fenrah. She doesn’t like to hide under faun protection if she can help it. Selbis would be a city all her own, a haunted fortress. It’s large enough to store quantities of food and supplies. If you look at their raids, look at the pattern, you can see Selbis is the hub. They never attack the closest towns because they don’t want to draw attention in that direction, but none of their attacks came more than three day’s journey from the city. Laven-lay is two days away, one if you push. Port Ory is the same distance, and so is Danda-lay. The Tiber-wan and all its traffic are an easy day’s travel. Selbis makes a perfect den, though I still suspect a wealthy faun patron.”

Chance ground his teeth. “I want that faun. Perhaps the den will give us some clues.” He thought for a moment. “So, you think we can catch them? Only the two—” He glanced at Shyshax with distaste. They had never gotten along. “Only the three of us?”

Laylan pinched Shyshax’s ear before he could say anything. “We must surprise them to have any chance at all. No pun intended.” 

Chance didn’t smile. Puns on his name never amused him. “But even if we did surprise them, eight wolflings and their wolves against two shelts and a cheetah are poor odds.”

“I didn’t mean we could take them all in a fight,” said Laylan. “All we need to do is kill Fenrah. If that happens, I think the Raiders will fall apart.”

*  *  *  *
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“Syrill, what are you saying?” Meuril had gone very pale.

“I saw it, Sire! Lexis tricked her, trapped her, and abducted her.”

“Dain,” Meuril spoke to one of his aids, “go see if the princess is in her chambers.” The king folded his hands. “What happened, Syrill?”

“Corellian the iteration traveled with me to Lupricasia. He is, as you know, a friend of Capricia’s. Yesterday evening she contacted him, saying that she was in danger. She seemed frightened and wanted Corry to meet her privately. He asked for my help, since he is not a skilled fighter. I agreed to come, but secretly, since Capricia had requested privacy.

“This morning I went to the arranged meeting place: the roof of the hotel Unsoos on the banks of the Tiber-wan. The roof is a garden, and as I walked through the trees, I stumbled across the body of Capricia’s doe. Her throat had been mauled. Of course, I was immediately worried. I began calling for Capricia. She answered me from across the garden, but before she could reach me, the cats found her. I heard screaming and growling.

“By the time I found her, Lexis had already done something to her. She was on the ground at his feet. I tried to reach her, but Ounce attacked me. At that moment Corellian appeared and tried to help the princess, but a black leopard charged him and knocked him over the railing. He seems to have fallen into the river. The fall should not have been fatal, but I searched for him briefly on my way here and couldn’t find him.

“I saw Lexis lift Capricia in his mouth, and at that point Ounce overpowered me. I hit my head against the railing and lost consciousness. I couldn’t have been unconscious for more than a few minutes, but when I woke, they were gone.”

A heavy silence. Meuril looked suddenly very old.

Dain reentered the room. “Sire, the princess is not in her chambers. The palace watch reported a cloaked shelt, possibly a fauness, having left this part of the building shortly before dawn. I have sent runners throughout the city. So far no one has located Capricia.”

Meuril rose. “Find Lexis and bring him here at once.”

*  *  *  *
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Tolomy Alainya lay curled in a sunbeam. The orange and black tiger cub stirred in his sleep, pawing the goat hair cushions beneath him. The room had been chosen and adapted for cats: a low drinking bowl, large windows not far from the ground, and a profusion of cushions spread about the floor. The doorknob had been removed from the door.

It swung open as a white cub bounded into the room and landed on Tolomy. He let out a spitting hiss. “Hush!” growled Leesha. “I’m not killing you, Tol. We’ve got to leave right now.”

The orange cub went limp. “You know it scares me when you—”

Leesha rolled to the floor. “Everything scares you. Let’s go!”

Tolomy rose and stretched. “Go where?”

“Into the forest.”

“Why?”

“Father told me.”

“Where’d you get the chain?” He stared at the delicate gold links around her neck. “Is that what hit me in the ear just now? It felt heavy.”

“I’ll explain later.” She grabbed his scruff and tried to march him towards the door, but he was considerably larger and pulled away easily.

“Leave Danda-lay? Whatever for?”

“Because Father said so!” Leesha was nearly spitting with frustration. “Haven’t you been listening? Hurry!”

“Leesha, did Father really say this or are you just playing? If you’re telling the truth, why isn’t Ounce or Loop here to escort us? Father wouldn’t send us off alone.”

Leesha leapt forward, grabbed her brother by the scruff, and shook him. She almost managed to get his feet off the ground. Tolomy growled, then cringed and hunkered down.

“Now listen to me, brother. I don’t have time to explain everything. You and I have to get out of Danda-lay. Father’s in trouble, and we have to help him.”

Tolomy stared at her. She sounded serious.

Leesha started away at a run. Tolomy followed her through the hall and down a flight of stairs. As they reached the outer door, it opened to admit a black-furred faun. The stranger’s hand moved swiftly beneath his cloak, and Tolomy caught a glint of metal.

Leesha charged between the faun’s legs, and her brother followed—out the door, down the steps, and into the sunlight. “Leesha, I think that faun was trying to—”

“Kill us,” she finished. “Keep running, Tol.”

*  *  *  *
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Meuril paced the dining hall while Shadock stood silent at a window. Outside, a furious search was in progress. Shadock cleared his throat. “Meuril, sit down. You’re tiring to watch.”

“You’re not watching,” snapped Meuril, but he sat down at the end of the table.

Shadock came to sit diagonally. They were nearly the same age, but as different as two shelts could be. Shadock had been a devilishly handsome youth—tall and broad, with the dark hair of the royal house and brilliant blue eyes. Age had peppered his hair, but his presence had grown, if anything, more formidable. He liked tournaments and strategy games and public display. Meuril had always been small and never handsome. He kept an informal court and liked to think his subjects could invite him over for tea.

“She can’t go far,” said Shadock. “She’s a lone female—on foot if we are to believe that her doe was killed.”

“Why would we not believe her doe killed?” asked Meuril icily.

Shadock spread his large hands on the table. “Well. Capricia has had a propensity to wander in the past. I believe she was ranging through the woods unescorted when she brought that iteration home—the same one they’re looking for now.”

Meuril focused steely gray eyes on Shadock. “She did not bring him home. Syrill did.”

“Well, met him, then.”

“My daughter has not run away!”

Shadock demurred. “Of course not, but she might have taken a walk away from the city, even with Lexis—”

“Syrill does not lie!” Meuril exploded. “Capricia does not ‘take walks’ from the city without telling someone. Something bad has happened, and I want her found. You may have dozens of children to lose, but I have only one!”

Shadock went rigid. He took several deep breaths, then tried again. “Meuril, Capricia could not be made to ride unconscious, and no cat could walk through the gates of Port Ory carrying her in his mouth. We’ve no reason to think shelts are involved, and as long as that’s the case, she must still be in the city. They would have killed Syrill if they were planning to kill anyone. They wouldn’t kill Capricia, not if they wanted something from you, and no other reason for the kidnapping makes any sense.”

“It doesn’t make sense anyway,” whispered Meuril. He put his head between his hands.

“Capricia is a resourceful fauness,” continued Shadock, although the reference to his family had taken all the warmth out of his voice.

As if to illustrate the reason, Jubal came smartly into the room “Sire, the palace has been scoured, and Danda-lay and Port Ory are in the process of an exhaustive search. Neither Lexis nor any of his staff have been located. However, a night watchshelt saw a small group of cats leaving Port Ory early this morning. The descriptions match those of Lexis and his officers.”

Meuril heard the news with admirable composure. “Shadock?”

“Yes?”

“Permission to put every Filinian in Port Ory and Danda-lay under temporary arrest?”

“Permission granted.”

*  *  *  *
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At the orphanage once, Corry had seen a video of three men skydiving. He remembered how the people opened up their arms and lay spread-eagle on the air. He had asked the supervisor what would happen if their parachutes didn’t open, and she had said they would die instantly. A boy beside Corry had piped up and said that his father had jumped off a twelve-story building and he bounced. The boy wasn’t sure whether he died on the first bounce or the second. Corry had thought at the time that if he ever fell from a deadly height, it might be prudent to fall headfirst in order to die on the first bounce.

The thought returned to him with crystal clarity as he shot from the falls over Danda-lay. He tried to tuck himself into a dive, but he wasn’t sure which way was down. Then he was in a cloud, and the world was dark and full of water.

And then nothing happened for a while. Corry wasn’t sure if minutes or only seconds passed, but eventually his stomach started to settle. If I’m going to die, I might as well enjoy the ride. Instinctively, he uncurled in the air, reaching out and out, breathing slowly and carefully so as not to inhale water. 

Perhaps if I angle my arms like this...I could move away from the water of the falls. There, that’s better. 

Oh! A warm draft from below. His stomach did a little flip. Now he wasn’t sure whether he was falling or rising. Next moment he struck something so violently that he thought he’d hit the ground. But, no. It was some kind of air pocket. Now he was definitely rising. 

Corry giggled. He knew he was riding the cusp between panic and exhilaration. I bounced. Then the mists cleared, and he saw trees rushing up to meet him.
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Chapter 2. Selbis
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We should respect our enemies. To do otherwise is foolishness. It is when we begin to admire them that we must beware.

—Archemais, Treason and Truth

A pre-dawn glow had barely put a sheen on the frosty ground when Laylan woke the next morning. He had called a halt within a quarter watch’s journey of the walls of Selbis. He and Chance had made no fire with supper. He missed the fire worse now than he had the night before, but he was reasonably sure they had gone undetected.

For a moment Laylan stared at Chance, still curled up asleep in his cape. The doe stood browsing a few yards away. She seemed at peace, and Laylan decided the two were safe alone for a moment. Walking quietly, he started into the forest. He’d not gone thirty paces before Shyshax appeared. “For shame, Laylan. Leaving our poor employer to fend for himself.”

Laylan frowned. “You were supposed to be at watch.”

“I stayed close. Didn’t miss you waking up, did I?”

Laylan started to reprimand him, then decided it wasn’t worth it. “Anything stirring out there?”

“Nothing nearby. South of the ridge, I came across the trail of some fauns—quite a few of them. I think they were headed in the same direction as we are.”

“What’s so unusual about that? There’s a town south of here.”

“Yes, but they weren’t headed toward the town. They were headed toward Selbis.”

“I doubt that. How many?”

“They were traveling in formation, so I couldn’t say exactly. Perhaps four hundred.”

Laylan’s face registered his surprise. “Shyshax, surely—”

“I’m only telling you what I saw and thought. You’re a better tracker than I am, so you may disagree, but I have a nose, and I know this: they were fauns, and they were not farmers. Laylan, doesn’t it strike you as odd that anyone going to Selbis wouldn’t use the old road?”

“Shyshax, no one is going to Selbis except us...or the Raiders. Wherever that group was headed, it wasn’t Selbis. In fact, I’ll bet they give the ruins a wide berth. Any sign of wolves?”

The cheetah grinned. “Scat and tracks. Fresh ones.”

“Wolfling?”

“No. Just wolves.”

“Sounds about right. You didn’t go near the city, did you?”

“Within sight of the walls.”

“Shyshax!”

“No one saw me. I was a shadow of the wind! Anyway, the outer walls are as deserted as a hermit’s grave.” Shyshax glanced towards the camp. “It’s time Chance sent that doe home. I can smell her from here. I’m surprised she hasn’t attracted wolves before now.”

When they got back to camp, Laylan told Chance what Shyshax thought about the deer. At first Chance objected. “I’ll be without a mount. What if we need to escape quickly?”

“It’s a chance we’ll have to take. The doe is large and has a strong smell and is likely to take fright at the scent of wolves. She’s more handicap than help.”

“Very well. I’ll send her home.”

Chance insisted on jogging the rest of the way to the city, in spite of Laylan’s offer of a ride. Shyshax didn’t look sorry about the decision. 

The forest had once been clear for a half league around Selbis, but now it grew right up to the gates. Even so, Laylan, Shyshax, and Chance were still some distance off when they sighted the crenellated parapet. They drew nearer until Laylan stopped them directly in the shadow of the walls. The main gate had been entirely demolished, giving the hunters full view into the arched tunnel that led into the city. The length of the tunnel bore mute witness to the breadth of the wall.

“From what I remember,” said Laylan, “there are two rings to the inner wall, and three to the wall around the castle. The gates are staggered, and the corridors between are overgrown. Look for signs of wolves or wolflings, and if you see any, get my attention, but don’t make noise unless they’ve already seen us.”

The trio moved forward under the tunnel arch into a forested corridor between the two walls. Here, if the area had been properly cleared, an intruder would face a rain of arrows as he tried to find the next gate into the city. Of course, it would not be directly across from the first. A rough game trail lead off to the right. They followed it on a winding route through the underbrush until Laylan caught sight of a gate in the far wall. 

Even after they passed into the city, visibility remained poor. The outlying buildings had been made of wood and had long since given way to forest. In three hundred years, the trees had grown quite large. Only the city roads seemed in reasonably good condition. And, of course, the wall. Its spike-like guard towers rose crumbling in the distance, smothered in vines.

Here and there, evidence of the old inhabitants remained—bits of walls, a well, the remnants of an overgrown forge, half-visible foundation stones. As they neared the city center, more buildings appeared to have been made of stone—first their foundations, then their walls. The hunters began to glimpse frescos and etchings around the lintels and cornices of some dwellings and then on interior walls. The architecture became more elaborate, the rooms larger, until they were definitely walking, not in a forest, but in a skeletal city.

At one point, they encountered a curious anomaly: heavy marble columns loaded on a wagon in the road. The body of a wood faun in peasant dress, half decayed, and scavenged by small animals, had been harnessed to the shafts of the cart. Laylan walked around it a few times, looking from every angle, and then motioned them to continue.

At last, they snaked their way around the castle hill and arrived at the first wall. As Laylan had predicted, there were three, and this time no trails to follow through the undergrowth within the first ring. The second corridor did offer a track, but Laylan took one look at it and struck out in a different direction. It took them until nearly midday to find their way into the inner fortress atop the hill. 

They emerged into a series of courtyards and buildings, half devoured by fig trees and vines. Up here above the forest, the wind made an eerie music among the chinks and towers. Echoes carried and amplified, and ancient windows gaped like watchful eyes.

Laylan spoke, his voice barely above a whisper. “The best place for a den is here in the castle. The only way we can hope to cover enough ground to find them today is to split up.”

“Laylan!” sputtered Shyshax.

“Their wolves must run somewhere,” said Laylan. “It can’t all be snared.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Chance.

Shyshax scowled at him. “There were four deadfalls back there. Didn’t you see them? And Maijhan hook snares and tripwires and Creator-only-knows what else.”

Chance looked at Laylan. “Is this true?”

Laylan shot Shyshax a glare that stifled his outraged snarl. “Yes, of course, and it’s good news. It means they’re here.”

“I’m no tracker,” said Chance slowly. “Without a guide—”

“The traps were mostly in those last two rings of wall. I didn’t see much down in the city—just one deadfall near that cart. Fauns say there’s a curse on treasure taken from Selbis. The Raiders probably set up displays like that to maintain the superstition. I suspect they have a tunnel under the castle walls. They set most of their snares in the circles of the inner wall—a place neither they nor their wolves actually go. I kept us together until now because the risk was too great, but I think we’re past the danger. Time to start covering ground.”

Chance thought about that. “Alright.”

“Pay attention to your feet,” warned Laylan. “If you see anything that doesn’t look three hundred years old, avoid it. Chance, take the outer ring of the wall. Shyshax, concentrate on the middle rooms, and I’ll try to find the center. If anyone gets into trouble, make as much noise as you can, and we’ll find you. We meet back here a quarter watch before sunset.”

*  *  *  *
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Laylan gestured off to the right and Shyshax left him without arguing, only to double back and pick up Laylan’s trail a moment later. What game are you playing, boss?

Sending Chance around the outer wall didn’t make sense. It was the most likely place to encounter traps if there were any to encounter. Shyshax would have been the first to admit that he found the idea of Chance in a deadfall not entirely unpleasant. However, letting one’s employer die was not professional behavior. It didn’t encourage the trust of the community, and if there was one thing a Canid and a Filinian needed living among fauns, it was trust. If Chance died under remotely suspicious circumstances, there would be hell to pay.

Besides, thought Shyshax, the wall is the longest stretch. I could search it much faster. The logical choice would have been to send Chance into the center to cover the smallest area, put Shyshax on the outside, and let Laylan search the middle where there was more likelihood of success. He’s done it all backwards. Why?

Shyshax had a suspicion. He had been following Laylan’s trail for only a short distance when he heard voices—faint and easily confused with the moaning of the wind and the echoes of the old ruin settling. Laylan’s trail ran towards the voices. Shyshax thought he recognized them.

“—not saying it’s useless, but—”

“—if we were—”

“Oh, that’s likely!”

Someone laughed. 

Shyshax was padding along a marble walkway, the portico sagging and completely caved at one end. Laylan crouched behind the blind, peering through a chink. Shyshax slunk forward, until he was close enough to look over Laylan’s shoulder into the courtyard beyond. Fenrah and Sevn were standing there, examining something that looked like the unhappy union of a plow and a siege engine. “I admit I need to streamline it for practicality’s sake,” Sevn was saying. 

“Streamline it?” Fenrah was dressed in a loose brown tunic and no boots. Both wolflings were armed, but they looked thoroughly at ease. “Sevn, you need to put it out of its misery.”

“No, no! It’ll be useful. Great labor-saving device: stop a whole cart full of fauns without doing any real damage.”

“The only fauns who’ll walk up to this will be thrill-seekers wanting a free demonstration.”

“Ah! That’s another idea. We could—”

“No.”

“But then we might—”

“No.”

“But you haven’t even—!”

“Sevn, how are you even planning to get it to the road? Ask Xerous to toss it in with the supplies?”

“As I said, it needs a bit of streamlining.”

She laughed out loud. “How big are the nets again?”

“We could use any size, but the one I’ve been playing with could easily compass a cart. My experiments lead me to believe—”

Shyshax’s whiskers tickled Laylan’s ear, and he spun around.

Shyshax jumped back to avoid the blade, silent, already naked in his master’s hand. They looked at each other for a moment. Then Laylan lowered his sword.

“You already knew where they were!” hissed Shyshax. 

“I had a guess,” muttered Laylan.

“More than a guess.”

“Alright, yes, I heard their voices when we came in. Very faintly.”

Shyshax sniffed. Canids had extremely good ears, even better than cats.

Laylan turned back to the chink in the blind. Fenrah had climbed on top of Sevn’s contraption and was apparently fiddling with things best left alone. Sevn was shouting at her to get down. A second later, a net large enough to cover the floor of a cottage exploded from one end of the device and sent Sevn to the ground in a tangled heap.

Fenrah grinned. “Alright, so it works.”

Sevn was trying to explain through several folds of dense weave how she might have achieved better trajectory.

“Now,” muttered Shyshax in Laylan’s ear.

Laylan shook his head.

“Now!” insisted the cheetah. “He’s trapped. She’s off balance on top of that thing. No better time.”

Laylan didn’t move. He was watching Fenrah. Shafts of sunlight dappled the floor of the courtyard, making her dark hair gleam. She was free and easy and laughing. We really do have her, thought Shyshax. She has no idea we’re watching. Laylan never really thought it would happen. Maybe he never wanted it to.

Shyshax moved his head so close to Laylan’s ear that his whiskers crinkled. “You can walk away. Chance will never know.”

Laylan’s jaw tightened. “I was hired to do a job. I took money, and I made a promise.” He bent down and began methodically untying the crossbow.

“He doesn’t have to know,” persisted Shyshax. “He likes his old hunt anyway. He—”

Laylan’s fingers shot out and closed gently around Shyshax’s muzzle. “Stop.”

You’re not talking to me, thought Shyshax. You’re talking to yourself.

Laylan let him go. “Get Chance. Quietly.”

Shyshax looked at him long and hard. Then he turned and went.
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Chapter 3. A Turn of Tables
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I’ll freely admit that few people’s agendas match my own. However, I’ve found that I can adapt almost anyone else’s plans to compliment mine.

—Daren of Anroth, in a letter to Sharon-zool

In spite of his order, Laylan had not expected Shyshax to accomplish his task very quickly. He was surprised when, only a few moments later, a small sound made him turn, and there stood Chance. He came and hunkered down beside Laylan, his breathing quick with excitement. “You’ve really done it, haven’t you?”

“What would you like me to do next?” asked Laylan, his hand resting on the loaded crossbow.

Chance considered. “Shoot Fenrah. We’ll try to take Sevn for questioning. If we end with even one of the pack alive, I’ll be content.”

Laylan turned, positioned his weapon in the chink, and sighted along the quarrel. After a moment he took the bow down, noting a slight imperfection in the fletching, and began again. Chance waited with mounting impatience.

“Drop your weapons and stand up. Don’t turn around.” The voice came from behind them. Laylan glanced sideways at Chance. Neither of them moved.

“I said, stand up and drop your weapons or I’ll have your heads in a basket. FENRAH! We have guests!”

Laylan whirled so fast he nearly hit Chance with the crossbow. He saw what he had expected: Sham with his sword drawn. A few yards behind him stood Danzel and the diminutive Hualien. Laylan fired at the Raiders without bothering to aim. He didn’t hit anything, and he didn’t expect to, but the diversion gave him and Chance time to draw their swords and scramble around the blind that would have trapped them.

Sham bounded after them, shouting another warning to Fenrah. In the instant it took Laylan and Chance to get into the open, Fenrah and Sevn had already drawn swords. Sham launched himself at Chance, leaving Sevn and Fenrah to deal with Laylan. The youngsters circled, waiting for an opening. 

Laylan engaged them with reluctance. He knew that he and Chance could never hope to outfight the whole pack. He was looking for a quick way out. He needed Shyshax, but the cheetah did not appear.

Fenrah and Sevn had no intention of giving him space for thought, and Laylan had to turn his attention more and more to surviving the next few seconds. He retreated continually, trying to keep them from getting behind him. He would have liked for Chance to guard his back, but Sham had already worked Chance over to the far side of the courtyard.

Fenrah stepped back suddenly and gave two brief, but ear-splitting howls: a rally call. We’ve got to get out of here soon. Otherwise, she’ll have the whole pack on us. 

Then Laylan tripped over a twisted root, lost his balance, and fell backward. He caught himself with his hands, but nearly dropped his sword. Fenrah brought her paw down on the flat of the blade, pinning it to the ground.

They were all panting. Laylan froze, looking at Fenrah. Slowly he released the sword hilt. Fenrah’s eyes narrowed as she wiped her brow with the back of her hand and then retrieved the weapon without taking her eyes off Laylan. “Tie him,” she said to Sevn, “tightly.”

“With what?”

She glanced around, saw a bit of netting from the ungainly weapon, and tossed it to him.

Sevn pulled Laylan’s arms behind him and jerked him to his feet. He reached to take the netting from Fenrah, but stopped with a gasp. Fenrah saw the expression on Sevn’s face and darted forward, but Laylan caught the wolfling as he fell and swung him around in front. He supported the limp body in one hand and held a slender dagger in the other. He brought the drugged weapon against the unconscious wolfling’s throat.

“Stay!” he warned, and Fenrah stopped, eyes snapping. “Tell Sham to hold off,” continued Laylan, “and give me back my sword.”

Fenrah didn’t move. “Did you really think you could come in here and take us alone? That was stupid, Laylan. The fauns will never know what happened to you. Wolves will consume your body, and their pups will carry away the bones.”

“Then they’ll have Sevn’s bones as well. Come on, hand it over. SHAM AUSLA!” he barked across the courtyard. “Lay down your weapon, if you value your friend’s life.”

Sham and Chance paused to look at Laylan. Chance’s mouth twisted into a smile. He watched Sham with undisguised pleasure as he looked from Fenrah to Laylan. Finally Sham took a step back and lowered his sword.

Chance leapt towards him, but Sham’s blade came up in an instant. “Not so fast! You may have bought your own lives, but that’s all.”

“You heard him,” growled Chance. “Lay down your sword.”

Sham gave a tight little smile. “Ah, but you see: if I lay down my sword, you’ll kill me, and then you’ll kill Sevn. If I don’t lay down my sword and you still kill Sevn, I’ll be very sad, and then I’ll gut you and leave you for the wolves. Either way, I lose Sevn, but at least the second way I get the consolation prize of your teeth on a chain.”

A noise from the walkway made them all jump. Clap. Clap. Clap. Clap. 

Hunters and hunted watched in astonishment as a shelt in a pale blue tunic and rippling black cape stepped from the eaves and strolled toward them, smiling and clapping black-gloved hands. A long, curiously wrought scimitar sword hung at his side.

“And we end in a draw!” crowed the newcomer. “Beautifully done. Very pretty fighting. However, this is where I take over.” He removed one glove, snapped his fingers, and armed swamp fauns stepped from every doorway.

Their leader spoke again, “Put your
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