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The wolfling knew it was going to die. Lexis saw no trace of hope in its haggard face. His attendants had shredded most of the wolfling’s clothes in the process of catching it. Lexis paced closer, sniffing, curious. He’d never had an opportunity to see a wolfling this closely before. Now he felt faintly disappointed. Like all shelts, the creature stood on two legs. From the waist down, it resembled its animal counterpart, the wolf. The remains of its bright red doublet and tunic looked, even to Lexis’s feline eyes, like fine material. The tattered remnants of a gold sash hung from one shoulder. It looked soft and well-fed and not at all dangerous. 

Lexis was a young tiger cub. His head came only to the creature’s waist, yet he had no doubt he could kill it. His attendants would have made certain it was unarmed. If his king-father found that they’d let his son be injured, they would pay in blood. 

Lexis wondered whether he would see his father today. He could only remember seeing Demitri twice—once at a great distance during a procession, and once in his nursery den. His father had watched Lexis learning to hunt rabbits, but he’d never spoken to his cub. 

And he never will, thought Lexis, unless I win my battle on the Field of Bones.

A spear flew over the garden wall and stood quivering in the ground three paces away. In the split second as the spear vibrated between them, Lexis read the tiny flame of hope that blossomed in his victim’s eyes. The wolfling lunged for the spear. Before he could lift it, two leopards and a lion were in the air.

“Stop!” bellowed Lexis. “The creature is mine.”

The wolfling had the spear and was backing away. Lexis was impressed. In spite of its court dress and soft body, it had plainly been trained at some point. Lexis took a step nearer. He knew he looked fiercer than he felt. His bone-white fur was stained crimson midway up all four legs, and he was speckled all over with blood. In truth, he hadn’t done any of the killing. He’d only been walking through the streets. 

“Your Highness, this is unwise,” came the voice of one of the leopards. 

“Your Highness?” spat the wolfling. “The Creator has been merciful.”

Lexis cocked his head. “How so, wolfling? Your city is falling. The streets are choked with your dead. Even now, my father’s cats are overrunning your palace. Soon your king will lie lifeless among his people, and all his line will perish with him. Our cats will hunt down and kill every wolf and wolfling in Sardor-de-lor. Where is the mercy in that?”

The wolfling raised his chin a little. Lexis wondered whether he was of royal blood. “I die today,” he spat. “But Demitri the cruel—his son dies with me.”

He leapt at Lexis, darting out with the spear like a heron at a fish. Lexis sprang to one side, but not fast enough. The spear caught his flank. The wound startled more than hurt him. Lexis had never been physically hurt. 

One of the lions roared, but Lexis hushed him with a growl, never taking his eyes off the wolfling. They’d moved apart again, the adult cats making a ring around them. The wolfling dodged this way and that, trying to catch Lexis off balance. 

“One son, perhaps,” said Lexis. “What of the other?” 

He wondered whether his brother would be glad if the wolfling killed him. But then he would never be able to prove himself. Our father would doubt his worth. Lexis and his brother had never seen each other and never would until they met on the Field of Bones at two years of age to decide who would rule Filinia. Everyone knew that Demitri had made the mistake of keeping his first litter together. When it came to the finish, the winning cub had refused to give the killing stroke. Demitri had killed both of them and made certain his next litter knew the story. This time, the cubs were reared separately in the old tradition. This time, a strong heir would walk from the field.

“You can’t kill both of us,” Lexis told the wolfling. “I don’t even know where my brother is.” Although he’s certainly here somewhere. Father wanted both of us here to see his triumph. 

And, perhaps, said a small voice in the back of his head, to prove ourselves. What have I done today, except walk through gutters of blood? What have I contributed to this victory? With Demitri, everything was a test. Lexis wasn’t sure he was passing.

The wolfling laughed—a ragged, winded sound. Lexis wondered how long his guards had played with the creature before bringing it to him. “You are the white cub. The other is orange. Everyone knows the white tigers are the worst. There’s wizard blood in that line—some cursed shape-shifter from the time of magic, the first white tiger. Perhaps you will be the last.”

This time Lexis darted in under the spear. His training and instincts brought him curving around to the back of the wolfling’s leg. The wolfling screamed as the cub’s teeth severed his hamstring. His blood filled Lexis’s mouth for one giddy moment, and then the butt of the spear hit the back of the cub’s head so hard that he staggered. Lexis heard a confused hissing sound, a roar, and a snarl. He staggered to his feet and saw one of his guards impaled on the wolfling’s spear. The leopard was writhing pitifully, screaming. The others would have killed the wolfling already, but a huge gray wolf was standing over the shelt. He must have come from the fighting in the streets beyond the garden wall. He was stippled with blood, one ear missing, and deep scratches over his shoulders. 

Lexis’s first thought was for his guard. This is my fault. But the leopard was clearly beyond saving. He’d opened the wolfling’s thigh to the bone, and the shelt was moving weakly in the protective shadow of the wolf. He put his hand out to the animal, who licked it without taking his eyes from the cats. Lexis knew why they weren’t attacking. There was no need. The wolfling would bleed to death in seconds.

The leopard stopped moving, and a terrible stillness descended on the garden. Lexis stared at the wolfling who should have been his first two-legged kill. The wolf narrowed its yellow eyes, its lips peeling back from white teeth. Lexis knew the wolf couldn’t talk. Some said it was the fault of the wolflings—that they’d subjugated and enslaved the wolves—others said that the wizards had cursed the wolves long ago.

Somewhere in that distant past when wolves still talked, cats had had their own shelts. Lexis had seen pictures of the creatures with two legs and tails like cats and faces and hands of men. But we killed our shelts, he thought, because cats are no one’s slaves. 

He looked at the wolf, still straddling the body of the wolfling. “Stupid beast. Your master is already gone.”

That wasn’t quite true. The wolfling stirred. “Go,” he whispered to the wolf. “Go, Merin. Live. Please.”

None of you will live, thought Lexis, no inhabitant of this doomed city of my father’s triumph.

The wolf whined, and Lexis saw that she was a female. He could see in her eyes that she had chosen this spot to die. That was all they had left—choosing where to die. He watched her with all his guards tensing around her for the kill. He watched her lower her head again to lick the blood from the wolfling’s hand and nuzzle his cheek at the moment of his last shuddering breath.

Lexis felt his stomach clench. He knew beyond a doubt that no one would have done as much for him. They would have been appalled if he’d been killed, afraid for their own lives, but not heartbroken. He realized that he was jealous—insanely, gut-wrenchingly jealous.

The instant the wolfing was still, the wolf sprang. Lexis never gave the order to kill her. His guards probably would have done it even if he’d told them not to. He left the garden feeling miserable and angry. He’d expected to make his first shelt kill during this battle, but it was all going wrong. He hadn’t done anything except get one of his guards needlessly speared. He wanted to feel that he was in control of those guards—his personal army. Instead, he felt like they were in control of him. He wondered what report they would return to his father. He wondered whether his brother was distinguishing himself while Lexis required babysitting.

One of the leopards broke into his thoughts. “Is his Highness satisfied with the day’s work?”

Lexis glared up at him. No, I’m not satisfied. Not with anything. He would have said it, but that would have been cruel. His guard was not trying to be spiteful, and the dead leopard had been his friend. Lexis wasn’t friends with any of them. His guards changed as often as the moons. So that I will never grow attached to them. So that I won’t grow weak or stupid...or loved.

They were in the street again. Lexis tried hard to understand what he was seeing. It didn’t look like a battle to him—not like the neat descriptions and pictures made with lines of stones in the sand. It looked like chaos. It looked like cats going house to house, dragging out wolflings and wolves and tearing them to pieces. It looked like desperate barricades, easily overrun. It looked like slaughter. 

I must be strong, thought Lexis. I will be the future king of Filinia, or I will be dead. There is no middle ground. There is no other way. 

Lexis looked down. He was standing on a metal grill. Underneath, a narrow tunnel connected to the city’s drainage and sewer system. It was too small a refuge for adult wolves and wolflings, but directly below him, Lexis saw too small wolfling children. They were obviously in the act of fleeing down the tunnel. One of them, a boy, was staring up at Lexis in abject horror. The boy’s worst fears had been realized; he’d been spotted. The other, a girl was even smaller, and she hadn’t seen Lexis. She was leaning against the boy, panting, clutching his hand. Lexis didn’t know enough about shelts to guess their ages, but he supposed they were about his own age. Their clothes looked expensive—now spattered with filth and blood. 

The boy hadn’t moved. He was staring into Lexis’s blue eyes. One word, thought Lexis, and my guards will be looking for a way in there. We could flush out these little wolflings like rabbits. I could fit in that tunnel. I wanted to distinguish myself today, contribute to our victory. That’s what I wanted, isn’t it?

Lexis looked away from the little wolflings. He took a deep breath, yawned, and lay down there in the street. His guards glanced at him, but they didn’t say anything. Lexis covered the grill with his body for several minutes. When he stood up, the wolflings were gone. He felt unaccountably light. His improved mood must have shown on his face, because one of his guards asked cautiously, “Is his Highness better pleased now?”

“Yes,” said Lexis. I think I just saved two members of the royal family. He tried to feel sorry and couldn’t. He thought, I hope they run fast and far. I hope they
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