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  To what we have lost and what we can still save.
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  Chapter One


Tinctora: a haven for dyers. The primary source of indigo and its backward cousin, woad. A few reputable wayhouses, but overall a sleepy, quiet region, unlikely to be of much importance.- From the journal of Rivasoa

Orfeus went out that night to win her lady’s heart. Perhaps this was made difficult by the fact the lady in question was married already, but Orfeus was resourceful and not about to let such a small thing stop her. Morality was important as far as things went, but this hurt no one. No one but the husband, anyway, and it was more Primrose’s actions at fault there than Orfeus’s. 
So she dressed as if for performance. A sleek cream shirt with sleeves that blossomed out like rose petals, dark pants that clung to her legs like they were painted there, and the cloak she had dyed herself, the deep blue a little patchy in places, yet sincere, heartfelt, the imperfections charming as a crooked smile. So she hoped.
Primrose entered the dining house later than they’d agreed, far after sunset. Orfeus kept her eyes on tonight’s entertainer, an adequate pianist, and stretched out in her seat, lounging and comfortable, tapping her fingers lightly in the air to the beat.
“Orfeus,” Primrose said as she sat down. Orfeus started in her chair and turned to her and smiled.
“Ah, you’re here,” she said easily, as though she hadn’t had one eye on the door since rather before sunset.
Primrose looked tired but as well presented as always, from her short hair with its slight curl to her perfect makeup. She was one of the few people Orfeus knew who wore makeup, and Orfeus was privileged to know she looked just as good without it. The tips of her fingers were tinted with indigo so she must be fresh off her work.
“Sorry to be late,” Primrose said, and flicked her fingers in the air, dismissing her lateness.
“No matter,” Orfeus said. “Hunger is the best sauce, they say, though I feel if that is true then they should really try mole.”
Primrose sat up straighter. “I don’t have time for a meal,” she said, shaking her head. “A glass of something, perhaps.”
Orfeus settled back down. “Ah,” she said, trying to hide her disappointment. She would have to wave away the chef if they appeared brandishing the roast chicken Orfeus had apparently wasted her week’s meat allowance on.
She put on a smile, easy and quick, and tossed her hair. Long, curly hair, glossy as hazelnuts, buzzed short and soft on the other side. Orfeus herself wore no makeup: it was good to seem as though she put no thought into this. She waved her hand, and with the gesture made a certain curl with her thumb, using just a little of her Blood to make sparks scatter out from her hand. She said grandiosely, “Two glasses?”
Primrose tried to hide her smile and didn’t quite manage it. Those purple lips curved, softened. “Fine,” she said.
Orfeus grinned, and clapped her hands a little too dramatically to summon the server.
No roast chicken, but small glasses of deep red grape juice and a bowl of crisp salad greens to share between them. Plenty of good and comfortable things lay between them, other nights, other pastimes.
Primrose was quiet, rarely smiling, hard to draw out even though Orfeus contrived to be as charming and witty as she could. Orfeus danced a crouton over her fingers and said, “Would you like me to lambaste that pianist? I feel they could try a little harder.”
Primrose let out a sigh, mostly fond, a little not. “No music talk,” she said. “For once?”
That seemed unfair. Most of her talk was music talk. But it wasn’t as if she had any shortage of other things to talk about.
Nor any wisdom when it came to choosing subjects, either. “How’s Bellan?” Orfeus said brightly.
Primrose glanced over her shoulder, as though her husband would suddenly appear brandishing his own tiny glass. “He’s well,” she said after a moment, and looked back at Orfeus with a furrow pinching her brow. “Do you really want to know, Orfeus?”
Orfeus put her chin on her hand and shrugged. “I would hardly ask if I didn’t want to know.” Liar.
“He doesn’t know I’m here,” Primrose said. “But he doesn’t not know, if you get my meaning.” She sighed. “I doubt this’ll be worth the fight.”
Orfeus tapped her foot against the ground, a restless tic that wouldn’t be a tell. “Dear Bell still doesn’t approve?” she said.
She intended it to sound sympathetic, but had made it sarcastic to judge by the look Primrose gave her. Prim could cut sharp as thorns. “Of course he doesn’t,” she said. “He loves me. And I him.”
Orfeus hummed noncommittally and shrugged.
Primrose pushed her chair back. “You know that,” she said. The lines in her brow deepened. “You know me. You know what I can give you and what I can’t, the things I can’t afford to allow you. The boundaries of our relationship haven’t changed.”
Sometimes it almost felt like they had, lying abed with the window open for the breeze, or laughing down by the waterway in the very early morning with the mist coming off it. But Orfeus wasn’t enough of a fool to have believed it.
“I know,” she said, greatly soothing. “I know, I know. Come, come, I know words and I know contracts. I was just humming. A piece of a new song, nothing worth talking about even if you let me. While we’re on the subject, though, he’s still uncomfortable with the idea of you two being in an open relationship? Let alone properly polyamorous?”
“Of course he is,” Primrose said. She took too deep a swig of her drink, set it down, ran her tongue over her lips. As though it were the grapes and not lip-paint that dyed them so deep a purple. “It’s … fair. It’s fine.”
Orfeus should let it go, should’ve let it drop long since, but she was always one to strain her luck until it snapped. “If it’s something you’re open to and always have been and that he refuses to contemplate, that’s a weakness in the relationship. That’s bad of him.”
And if their affair offended or wounded Bellan, in a manner clear and obvious, then this was bad of Primrose. And it was bad of Orfeus to carry on with Primrose, knowing that. None of this was what any of them should be doing.
Orfeus didn’t care that much about should, not when Primrose had so compact a form, so clever a knack with fabrics, so kissable a mouth.
Bellan could stuff it.
“I clearly don’t want to talk about it,” Primrose said, and shook her head. She pushed her chair the rest of the way back from the table and stood. “We’ve had our drink. Good evening, Orfeus.”
“You said two,” Orfeus blurted, showing too much in her distress, hands clutching the edge of the table. “You agreed to two glasses.” She tried to relax, to not be the clinging vine, the burr to be shaken off. She tried to think of some stratagem that wasn’t trying too hard and came up wildly blank. “Let me get you flowers.”
Primrose looked at her, and it wasn’t her cutting look. She looked at her as though Orfeus were a length of fabric that had come out in quite different colours than she expected.
Orfeus leaned forward to press the advantage. “Flowers like when I first courted you,” she said. “Every type of flower I can find.”
The corner of Primrose’s mouth twitched up. She stayed there, one hand on the chair like she wanted to hold on to it. “I suppose daisies are always in season,” she said.
She remembered the daisies. Orfeus’s heart gave a wild leap in her chest, though she stayed cool-calm-smiling. She refrained from lifting a finger to touch her earring. “Yes,” she said. “Daisies. Flax and foxglove. Anything you like.” She stood up and swept a complicated bow, tucking her cape behind her back. “I won’t be a moment.”
Primrose still hesitated, one hand on her chair.
“Less than the time it’ll take for a second glass,” Orfeus said, and that decided her. Primrose nodded, a little grudging but with that reluctant smile as well. She’d made her smile. Orfeus waved joyously for more juice as she exited. She smiled warmly at their server, a nice-seeming young person, and at the chef, and more generally at everyone in the dining house and indeed all the world, even the pianist.
She stepped out into the evening air. Flowers were easy to find, lining the path in neat boxes, useful cultivars along with wildflowers to encourage pollinators. Orfeus loved this town, overflowing with greenery, abundant with hues.
She wandered down the path, brushing her fingers against stems. Though most of the flowers were closed at the approach of night, the buds were still pretty. No daisies, but Orfeus smiled as she came across a patch of willowherb, sprays of small purple flowers among the dark-leaved stems. Not a perfect match for Prim’s lipstick, but close.
Orfeus picked a careful handful, a few from each plant. She straightened, flowers gathered in her hand, and the sky fell upon her head.
A heavy weight slammed into her back, shoving her to the ground. Orfeus inhaled dirt and twisted reflexively, kicking out and away. The heavy form pushing her down moved back, up and off her.
In the moment’s respite Orfeus pulled herself back with her hands, scooting on the ground like a worm. She stared up at her attacker: a looming shadow, an inescapable monument. They weren’t tall but seemed tall from down here, and slab-solid with muscle. Some kind of helmet or mask on their head gleamed silver in the moonlight.
“You jumped me,” Orfeus said a little numbly. She tasted blood in her mouth as well as dirt. “Why?”
They had leaped down from the roof, she judged, yet stood unfazed and unflinching. They said, “I am a hunter of the Order of the Wild, and you are my prey.”
Their voice was medium-low, low for a woman or average for a man, hard to tell. No time to ask pronouns in the middle of a fight.
If they were who they said they were, it would be no fight at all.
“What?” Orfeus said. “No!”
The masked figure advanced on her, armoured in tough fabrics under a dark cloak. That mask, the snarling visage of some animal, hooked down over their eyes. Claws on one hand, jutting out and gleaming. No. Impossible.
The hunter didn’t care that they were impossible and lunged forward, claws whistling through the air.
Orfeus rolled sideways in the dirt with the taste of panic in her mouth, and the claws sliced down inches from her. She got her hands beneath her and shoved herself finally to her feet, diving forward just in time to avoid another slash.
She staggered back, panting. It had been a slow movement, like the hunter was barely trying. They were bulky and enigmatic as a nightmare, her doom come walking, but she couldn’t think of what she might have done to deserve it.
“Give your speech again,” Orfeus blurted. She gripped tight to what little of the stories she knew, as though folklore was fact. “You have to.”
The hunter stood still, more out of confusion than compliance. She couldn’t make out their eyes under the helm, but Orfeus knew when someone was frowning at her. The hunter said, “I already did,” in a low exasperated growl. Everyone this evening was exasperated at her, from old flames right up to hired killers.
Perhaps Bellan was the client? But Bellan didn’t have the nerve to commission the Order, and adultery wasn’t enough of an offence, not like energy crimes. “But you have to make sure I understand it,” Orfeus said. “Right? Maybe—maybe Common isn’t my first language. Maybe I’m fluent mostly in Gallian or Anglish or Arabic. Maybe I only speak sign.”
The hunter just sneered at that, like Orfeus wasn’t worth wasting words on.
Orfeus signed, I don’t understand, in the Gallian dialect, then flipped them off defiantly.
So her mother Basma’s sign lessons had some use, despite Orfeus’s protests as a child. The hunter clenched their fist, claws gleaming, visibly frustrated. But they stood still and straight and spoke.
“I am a representative of the Order of the Vengeful Wild,” they said. “We are the fangs and claws of justice. We go where we are needed. We are the shadows cast by the world. I will bring my prey down or die in the attempt.” She got a glimpse of their eyes, then, a gleam deep in the shadows of the snarling mask. “I will bring my prey down.”
That did seem more likely. Orfeus didn’t even have her pruning knife. “And who are you?” she said. “Who are you, who call yourself representative as though you have no name of your own?”
The hunter said matter-of-factly, “I am the Wolf.”
Orfeus staggered back a step. “Who next,” she said wildly, “the boogeyman?”
The hunter cocked their head. “No one in the Order is called that,” they said. “Our call names are mostly animals.” Their skin was pale, Europan ancestry or perhaps East Asian. Not younger than twenty, but not above thirty-five either. They couldn’t be the Wolf, most feared and fearsome hunter of the Wild for hundreds of years, but perhaps the title was passed down through generations of hunters.
Perhaps they were new to the title. Perhaps Orfeus would survive this easily and go back inside, and Primrose would divorce Bellan and come travel on the road with her, and fame would come all at once and not in slow, painful inches by the skin of her teeth.
“It was a joke,” said Orfeus, “much as you are.”
They snarled. Actually snarled. She recognised the animal on their mask now, pricked ears and snout crinkled up from bared teeth.
“Your real name?” Orfeus said. She was pushing her luck. She always would.
Silence a moment. Then, “Faol.”
Orfeus grinned in disbelief, lips pulled back from her teeth. She knew at least a little old Éirish Gaelic. “That’s just wolf again—”
But the time for talking had run out. The hunter drew a tasegun from their hip and fired it in the same motion, far too fast for Orfeus to dodge it even if she’d been keeping up her sparring practice. The stunning beam fizzed over her body and she fell lumpen to the ground.
She lay still, eyes only able to look up at the deep blue evening sky. Faol strode into her line of vision.
Orfeus twitched her fingers, then her toes, movement only slowly returning. It felt as if she’d been inexpertly carved from wood. She tried to move her hands but they only jerked in random twitches, no proper command gestures.
The Wolf stopped over her and drew a knife that was a gleaming length of light. Orfeus croaked out a nothing-word, and then her words came back, her breath and her blessed words, and she said, clearly, “Energy.”
Her Blood activated, and at the command word adrenaline flooded through her, kickstarting her body. She lurched up.
Faol stopped and stared. “So you are Blooded.”
Orfeus grinned and slipped into something like a kickboxing stance. “Only if you play your cards right, Wolfy—”
Faol punched her hard in the throat and Orfeus staggered back, choking on nothing. At least that hadn’t been the clawed hand, but there was still a gauntlet.
The Wolf’s stance shifted slightly, like they would throw another punch. Maybe another haymaker, which was an odd fighting choice for someone shorter than Orfeus, but—her throat ached—undeniably effective. Rising Tide, they were muscle and nothing else.
Orfeus couldn’t take another hit like that. She flared out her hands in quick and complex gestures.
Too much electricity was risky, so she did heat. Someone like the Wolf had combat instincts too good to let her get a blow in, but all she needed was a touch. She got her hand to their shoulder and watched without pain as the tips of her fingers glowed red, then blinding white.
Faol didn’t make a sound, but their jaw tightened. They took a step back, just one.
Orfeus took a step back too, bracing herself, then turned and sprinted away.
Cowardice was one word for it, but survival was the main one. Someone from the Order had trained their whole life to hunt. Orfeus had done a little bit of everything, but the driving force of her life was music and performance. She was smart enough to know to run.
Smart, and fast, head forward and arms pumping in a sprint that would turn into a jog if she got far enough away.
Before she’d gotten more than a street away, a bike dropped down in front of her.
A hoverbike. She’d seldom seen a single-person transport device, wasteful as they were. Solar foil was visible, tucked in at the sides and between the coiling metal guts of the thing as though to declare that the Wild could be accused of no hypocrisy.
Faol leapt off the bike. In their tough armour they too looked like a carefully designed machine. They didn’t say anything, but looked disgusted.
Running: worth trying but hadn’t worked. Orfeus braced herself. Trying to hit back would be idiotic, but she wasn’t going to lie down in the dirt again.
She took a deep breath and swung her fist at Faol’s face. Faol stepped to the side, one easy and economical step. Orfeus stumbled past them, and felt claws biting into her back through her cloak.
She loosened the fastening of her cloak and wriggled out of it, diving forward, rolling, coming up in a run. She turned, lifting her hands up by her chin as though to try another hit.
Faol didn’t move. “Make this easy on yourself,” they said. Yes, they were certainly disgusted by her.
“So you don’t know who I am after all,” Orfeus called back. Only her training let her voice carry clearly when her breath was so ragged. Her muscles sang with adrenaline.
The Wolf swiped their claws through the air, a frustrated gesture, certainly nowhere near close enough to hit. She still tensed at that wicked gleam. “Stop fighting.”
Orfeus bunched her shoulders, curling her hands in readiness. “I’m never going to just give up,” she said. “Not for an instant longer than I have to. Never.”
The Wolf shrugged and prowled forward. They were a dramatic series of dark and light, pale skin and dark armour, ragged dark hair like a fringe of shadow. “It’ll happen all the same. You’re my prey.”
“Oh, just stop with all that bullshit!”
And Faol stopped playing.
They moved forward faster than she could see, and as she turned her gaze to follow the movement, they hit her hard in the back of the head.
The world splintered, shattered, and put itself together spinning and sharp at the edges. Orfeus ran forward and her legs folded under her so she fell to the ground. Kicked in the knees? Her mind spun.
Hands dug into her back again, and the Wolf wouldn’t be put off with a cloak this time. Their claws cut through her fine cream shirt and tore into her skin, and their other hand fisted in her hair and dragged her up.
It was painful and humiliating. Orfeus jerked around, claws digging into her back, her scalp on fire, and she flared out her fingers and sent out as much electricity as she could. No time left for caution.
Her Blood sent her a warning, which manifested as a slight tickle in the arch of her right foot. But the Wolf staggered back a step, releasing her. The energy fizzed uselessly off their armour without reaching their flesh or nerves or anything of use, but their tasegun sparked and sputtered.
They drew it from their belt and threw it to the ground. Orfeus tensed, ready for them to draw that light-knife.
They punched her instead, once in the throat and then twice in the stomach. She doubled over coughing and they hit her again, crisply, on the head.
Somehow Orfeus was on the ground again, mind spinning. She dug her fingers into the dirt to ground herself. The same old familiar scents of Tinctora, plants never far away, the distant smell of water. But there was mud in her nostrils and her chest felt torn. She vomited onto the dirt.
She waited for the boot in her ribs or the cut of the knife. Instead there was a sharp tug at her hands, and with her body this floaty and unresponsive, she just laid there and allowed it. Something cold pressed against her wrists.
The Wolf was binding her hands.
Something niggled at her, a persistent twitch. Orfeus lay dreamily still and allowed herself to pay attention to it. Her head ached in a way that boded trouble, and breathing made something in her feel torn. The Wolf had certainly used destructive methods. But they hadn’t yet used any lethal ones.
The ties on her wrists felt tough but not secured yet. Orfeus sent out another burst of electricity, and at the same moment as her bonds loosened, the arch of her foot gave a warning jolt of pain.
“Yes, I know,” Orfeus told it, rolling away. She cleared her throat, because her words came out clotted, and said as clearly as she could, “Energy.”
The Wolf growled, but it didn’t matter. Energy was in her and all through her, in the headache pounding at her temples. She jerked to her feet and was standing before she quite knew she’d managed it. If she programmed enough energy into herself, would her blood fizz and pop out of her veins? She’d have to ask Bright.
“Stop fighting,” the Wolf said, and Orfeus sparkled them a grin and held her hands palm-up. The old method of showing you were unarmed. Not any more.
“Or what?” she said. “You’ll kill me?”
They said nothing. To be fair, they didn’t seem talkative in general. But the slow heaviness with which they said nothing, the pointed shape of the silence, made her hunch turn closer to certainty. It was a hell of a chance to take. But it was better than giving up.
Orfeus took a step back, and the Wolf followed. “I’m your prey, fine,” Orfeus said. “Fine. But I’m prey you need to take in alive. Right? That’s your contract or whatever it is.”
Faol bared their teeth. That made two sets, with the gleamingly metallic wolf-teeth that hung from their brow. “It’s not a contract. It’s honour.”
“Gods, you’re the worst!” Orfeus blurted.
Faol drew their knife. Orfeus remembered with a sick jolt that someone could cut without meaning to kill.
She held up her hands and touched her fingers to her temples. The Wolf stopped short.
They looked at her, looked at her like it was a question. More like an accusation, really.
Orfeus grinned. This was deadly dangerous, and all in all she felt like crap, but with the Wolf’s attention on her and a card up her sleeve, she also felt like she was on stage. She was flying.
So her voice rolled out smooth and confident, the ready entertainer. “There aren’t failsafes in my Blood,” Orfeus said. “Not really. If I say the right sequence, if I move correctly, there’s nothing to stop me sending enough heat right to my brain to fry it.” Not easily, granted. The Wolf started to grin: a grin that looked like contempt.
They took another step forward. Orfeus stood rock-steady and smiled back. “Believe me or don’t, but it’s better than losing,” she said. “And then you will have nothing to bring back but a beautiful corpse.”
Faol stood solid, but still. They held out their knife in front of them so the light-blade flickered. “We have means,” they said, just that. Orfeus’s skin prickled. There were plenty of ways to revive someone recently dead, if they were kept chilled. Certainly for an organisation with so much tech.
This was too deadly a gamble.
But who knew where this creature wanted to take her? If she stood by and let it happen, there was no telling if she could stop things later. No.
“Can you bring me back to whoever hired you in four minutes, then?” Orfeus said. “What a clever little wolf.”
Their eyes were narrow slits of rage. “You won’t go through with it.”
Orfeus met their eyes dead-solid. She murmured subvocally, “Heat,” and the tips of her fingers started to warm. She clicked the fingers of her other hand to disengage her heatproofing, as her normal setup protected her from heat generated by her own Blood.
It hurt. There was the smell of burning hair.
Another moment, two, and Orfeus clenched her jaw against the pain. “Stop,” the Wolf said. Abrupt as something breaking. “Stop.”
Orfeus didn’t stop. The burning wasn’t so bad yet. It just felt like when she’d singed her fingertips as a child, trying that old trick of passing them through a candle. “Stay away from me,” she said. The words came out steady, with no trace of a waver. “Leave. Go tell your client you failed, or that I died, or whatever you want. But you will leave me alone.” They’d mentioned honour. “I want your word on that.”
The Wolf gritted their teeth, as though it were them with the heat pressing at their skull, as though they were in the least amount of danger. Endangering them hadn’t been the right way out of this. This was the right way out of this, Orfeus told herself. Her eyes swam with tears and she held her head steady.
The Wolf snarled and wheeled away, vanishing into the shadows of the night. A moment later there was the quiet puttering croon of the hoverbike engine.
Orfeus jerked her hand away. The night smelt of burning hair, not water, not plants.
She waited for the space of ten seconds and then couldn’t wait any more. “Oh Rising Tide, oh Smog Sky, oh by all the Green, that hurts,” she said in a low croon. “Oh, that hurts.” She held her hand out away from her, as though she could distance it from her body. Her head ached and spun. Everything ached. “Ohh, that hurts.”
Faol had made no promises. They left, but made no promises. Orfeus would trust nothing less from the Wolf than a promise. She limped stiffly back to the dining house fearing any second that a weight would hit into her back and bear her down.
Nothing lurched out at her, but her muscles were wound tight. Her Blood wouldn’t heal her without permission, and it certainly wouldn’t have enough power to heal her quite yet. She wasn’t sure why she limped. It felt like she’d pulled a tendon sometime in her run, or been kicked without noticing. The other hurts she was all too familiar with: in her mind’s eye she tracked every punch, even the ones she hadn’t been able to see, reliving them over and over again. The Wolf was formidable. No one had ever been so determined to hurt her before.
Orfeus winced as she passed her fallen flowers, crushed on the ground.
When she made it to the dining house, Primrose was long gone. Orfeus looked through the whole place twice, just to make sure, then told the servers they could eat the chicken if they wanted it.
She made her way home along her favourite path, lined with trees. It was hard to choose the worst thing, any one pain that hurt worse than the rest. Most of her injuries were nothing compared to the gnawing bite of curiosity that would have to wait to be satisfied.
The predominant emotion in the roiling mess of them in her head, held in perfect alignment with the memory of the Wolf’s disgust when she ran, was relief: relief she’d directed the heat at the side of her head where her hair was long. The inevitable blisters would be harder to see.






  
  Chapter Two


Three hundred years ago, the Order was founded.

Five hundred years before that, we stepped back from the Brink, and we the world said no, and we vowed to do better, and we did better and treated each other and the world kinder. But three hundred years ago, people began to forget. They began once more to burn fires, as if to sicken the air with smoke again, to awaken Smog Sky and set us all to choking. They took greedily, more than their share, and cut more trees than they planted.

The woman who would found the Order, she looked around and she saw this happening, and she knew sure as certain the world would slide back to the Brink if we weren’t careful. That humans, as well as being kind and careful, are lazy and greedy creatures, and the dark days could easily be brought back again through the actions of a few. And she saw that no one was doing anything about it and no one would do anything about it. There was nothing they could do. Laws hadn’t been made to stop that kind of thing yet, because everyone thought people would just keep being good, but the storms had been so long ago that the threat seemed distant. There were only laws about treating people kindly, not what to do if folk didn’t. And she didn’t want to leave it so long that Smog Sky would send her own storms and Rising Tide sweep away the innocent along with the guilty.

So she went after the first and worst of them, a man trying to bring back the lost age of steel towers and trees cut down for paper to pay to cut down more trees, a man trying to build a tower taller than anything else in the land. And she murdered him in his bed that night. Fierce and savage, like it was an animal that did it. And she wrote on the wall in his blood: We still remember.

And that was the first leader of the Order of the Vengeful Wild.

There’s more formality to them now and more they can do, and they are a needed thing, like the doctors that heal your hurts, little one. But never forget that they started same as they still are, that night in the ever-ago, all bathed in vengeance and blood.- An old folktale, as told by Basma of Hollyhock

Orfeus treated her wounds that night. First things first. She had to take care of her body, the best weapon she had. 
As she entered the house, she automatically moved to hang her cloak up on the hook. Her hand felt around at the empty space above her back and she scowled.
She poured a cup of water from her house’s tap and drank it down, cold and clear. She poured and drank another. She poured one more and set it aside, and then she filled the kettle and set it to boiling. As it went, she set a stool by the table and gathered what items she had.
The house she grew up in back at Hollyhock had a better kit than this, even though her mother Maylis had been more a brewer than a proper healer. Orfeus still had respectable stores: a length of clean gauze bandage, rubbing alcohol, needle and fine thread if it got really bad, plus some shelves of dried herbs in small glass jars which had likely lost their potency.
The most pressing concern was the cuts on her back. She tugged off her billowy white shirt, wincing as it tugged at her wounds, and laid the shirt optimistically on a stool in case it could be salvaged later.
Some angling with a mirror showed that the cuts were quite deep but not long, and not bleeding too badly. Orfeus washed her hands in soap and hot water. Then she dabbed her back out with a cloth as daintily as she could with one hand, mirror held in the other. As far as she could tell, the wounds were clean. The only contamination was some threads from her shirt that she set her jaw and did her best to pick out.
The cuts would have been messier if they were from a serrated blade or anything with a jagged edge, she thought. In the moment, it had been hard to tell, but if the Wolf’s claws were sharplight too, that accounted for the cleanness of the wounds.
She rinsed her wounds clean with water, then rinsed them again with alcohol, then wrapped the bandage around her shoulder as evenly as she could. The cuts needed stitches, but her Blood would heal most of this, once it renewed. She could always fix the rest at Farflung. Her hormone schedule meant going to her friends there at least four times a year, but it was hard making excuses to see them otherwise. There was still another week before her next visit was due, which she resented bitterly. She could use the company.
Bitterly. The bite of pain was distracting, but she had something for pain. Orfeus fetched her glass jar of dried willow bark.
Chewing at the pungent bark, she saw to her other wounds with tiger balm for her budding bruises–she was out of arnica. Off the top of her head, she had no idea how to test for broken ribs, so she’d just take it easy until she could get them seen to.
Orfeus fetched her potted aloe. She sponged out her burns as carefully as she could. Should run them under water, she thought, but her hair would get in the way, so she soaked a cloth with chilly water and held that to her head instead, stirring her fingers restlessly in the air.
She wanted very much to go shake some answers out of the world as to why a bounty hunter had been sent after her, and she also wanted very much to lie down and sleep for the next eight hours, and she couldn’t do either of those things.
Orfeus threw the cloth on to the table and broke a leaf off the aloe. “Sorry,” she said to it. Perhaps she’d be able to find it some fertiliser next trading-day. She cracked the leaf and smoothed the gel into the reddened skin by her hairline. The burning eased somewhat.
Orfeus slapped a small pad of gauze over the burn, just to keep anything from getting into it. She stood up, restless and pained and scared.
She couldn’t, wouldn’t go to Primrose for this. She wouldn’t mind her friends Bright and Em seeing her at less than her best, but they were a long way off, in Farflung with its golden fields. If she couldn’t go to any of her favourite people, who was left?
Orfeus pulled on a plainer cloak, warm brown wool though the night was not cold. The weight was reassuring. She wore it to one side, as though wearing a cloak over one shoulder was still in fashion and nothing at all to do with her wounds.
She stepped through her small but close-packed garden, then over the boundary line to her neighbour’s. Orfeus’s garden was mostly flowers and herbs. Nothing here needed watering like the indoor plants did, but the rosemary looked sparse. Soon she might have a pruning day. There was always so much to do, but sometimes songs came to her while her hands were busy and her mind was not.
Linden’s garden was all woody shrubs and a few small trees, the space less intensely packed but overshadowed with spreading branches. Small wonder he hadn’t moved into one of the more concentrated urban areas: hard to cram saplings into a window box or balcony. This property was a tiny patch of woods, like the wilds that once were. Immaculately tidy, though. Orfeus hated it.
There was a lamp at the studio window, though no wasteful lights shone in the rest of the small house. She knocked on the door and stood waiting, shifting her weight from foot to foot. No great loss if he was asleep at this hour.
The light vanished from the window. A moment later Linden opened the door and stood blinking at her, lantern in hand. He had an apron on over his plain clothes, and she caught the whiff of sawdust. “Orfeus?” he said uncertainly. He lifted the lantern.
“No, I’m a wight,” Orfeus said. “Yes, it’s me. Honestly, who else would visit?”
She tended to be sharp, but Linden didn’t take more of this than he felt earned. His lips pulled back from his teeth in a small grin. “At this hour, no one. It’s hardly polite.”
“You need less boring friends,” Orfeus declared. With a shake of his head he took a step back from the door and waved her in.
She followed her short neighbour through into the studio. He set the lantern down on the workbench, and felt around vaguely for another. “Date with Primrose not go well?” he said.
One project laid uncompleted on the bench, an anonymous pile of pieces of wood. Linden had made some of the furniture in here himself. The stool wobbled as she sat on it. “An issue with Primrose is that she doesn’t agree with me on what constitutes a date,” Orfeus said, kicking her heels. “What I mean is, whenever I think we’re going on a date, it turns out we’re not.” She shrugged. “But that’s nothing good communication can’t resolve,” she said, more cheerfully than she felt.
Linden made vague sympathetic noises. A lot of his noises were vague. He lit another lamp, stored sunlight swelling up soft gold, and turned to her and blinked. “You look … awful.”
She could say something unkind, here. Linden was short and scrubby and his eyes peered out from his bearded face like a worried owl. Orfeus tongued at her split lip pensively and said, “I look like the rock stars of the world that was.” She spread out her arms, a woman on stage.
“Yes,” Linden said slowly. “Possibly. Did they look like they were coming off a bad trip, and just lost a fight with their front door?”
“Yes,” Orfeus said promptly. She had no idea.
“Why are you here?” Linden said. So he did have some sharpness to him.
“I can leave again,” Orfeus said, and rubbed at her forehead. No headache, but the ghost of where a headache would be by tomorrow. “I don’t think I should sleep tonight. I might have a concussion.”
“Well, okay.” There was a pawing at the door, and then a more demanding thumping. Linden opened it and returned, sitting down on a stool with his cat slinking around his ankles and sniffing at piles of sawdust. A sweet animal, grey with a splodge of white on its nose. Linden had named it Splodge. Linden had done many wrongs in his life. “Do you want to talk about it?” he said.
Orfeus shifted on her stool, holding out her hand temptingly under the table for Splodge to come to for pats. Splodge was more interested in going to look at the other door and then coming back again. “That’s the last thing in the world I want.”
She looked up to find Linden staring at her incredulously. “You don’t want to talk?” he said. “You?”
Orfeus looked back at the ground. “Not noticeably.”
A warm presence pressed up against her ankles, and then wound around them, meowing softly. Orfeus lowered her hand and Splodge pressed its head against it, rubbing its cheeks along her fingers. She scratched its face gently, then under its chin.
“Mm,” Linden said doubtfully. Orfeus, in a daring move, scooped her hands under the cat’s soft belly and hefted it onto her lap. Splodge nyaowed in complaint and then settled down. It wasn’t a young cat. Linden picked a hammer up and then put it down again. “Fine, but sit in the corner. And I’ll be talking to you every few minutes to make sure you’re not asleep yet.”
Orfeus picked up her armful of Splodge and went to the bench in the corner, rough-hewn but at least sturdy. “Good,” she said. “Very good. Regale me with carpentry.”
Linden picked up the hammer again, turning his back on her. “I listen to you when you talk about your interests.”
“My interests are interesting,” Orfeus said instantly, and then shook her head. “I don’t mean that. I know you’re passionate.” Certainly not skilled at carpentry, but undeniably passionate.
Linden had an excellent head for numbers, and plenty of other skills. But he spent most of his spare time inexpertly sticking bits of wood together. Found wood and fallen wood, he was perfectly ethical, but he did all that work for no profitable trade at all and no discernible gain. Orfeus didn’t understand it at all. She wasn’t sure she could do something reliably and for enjoyment if she wasn’t very, very good at it.
Her fingers itched for music. Her stomach hurt, her forehead burned. “I really don’t mean any harm,” Orfeus said. She felt immensely weary. Splodge curled up on her lap, nudging insistently at her hand, and after a moment Orfeus resumed the pets. “I’m sorry.”
“I know you don’t, Orfeus,” Linden said. He sounded almost fond, like they were friends instead of friendly neighbours. “It’s not like you to apologise. I’ll make you some tea.”
Orfeus opened her mouth to turn it down, then closed it again. It wouldn’t be like the tea Maylis used to make, always exactly the perfect brew. But it would be hot and a little like being safe again. She imagined wolves howling outside.
“Yes, please,” Orfeus said. Linden beamed at her. Perhaps she didn’t say please often enough, either.

      [image: ]After a few hours, Orfeus shifted the sleeping cat off her lap and went home, grabbing an hour or two of sleep herself. She woke with the birdsong and a pounding headache. Willow bark helped a little, even if she needed to be sparing when her back wasn’t fully scabbed over yet.
She whistled back at the birds, taking little pieces of melody and altering it, then sung soothing nonsense words as she washed her face and hands and had a cup of tea for breakfast. Her mood was much improved as she tucked an apple into the pocket of her cloak for later and strode out into the morning.
On the way to the Hub of Speech, the small houses became packed more densely together, sharing yards with trees overshadowing them, then stacked upon themselves as she came closer to the centre of town. Such as it was. Tinctora was no thriving metropolis, and Orfeus liked it that way. She’d visited busier places on tour, and it was good to have someplace to come home to that was quiet enough to feel spacious yet populous enough to have a trading square, so she could eat more than just the vegetables she grew at home and freeze-dried nutrient packs. Orfeus munched on her apple and let her light cloak flutter in the wind as she strode.
The Hub gleamed with communication dishes, as well as solar panelling on the roof and swooping out from the sides and top of the building like a marine creature’s fins. It was one of the few places in town aside from some of the more complicated dyeing workshops that needed that much power.
Not every person needed to be in contact with the shimmering lines of information that connected the world, but everyone needed to be able to tug at the strings sometimes, to talk to loved ones or faraway folk with different expertise, or to know whether there was a shaking in the strings that would forebode disaster.
Threadgall Weaver was another person who had chosen their own name, and they nodded at Orfeus cheerfully as she entered. Threadgall kept odd hours, in from the crack of dawn and out by lunchtime, though there were others who could work the machines in the Hub if someone really needed it.
“Orfeus!” Threadgall said, brushing pastry crumbs off their shirt and shifting to stand behind the counter as though they’d been ready for work and not breakfasting by the window. They were young for the post, a year or two younger than she was with curling black hair and a smile that faded into focus when they worked their machines. “Getting ready for another tour already?”
If only. For that she would need more songs, which took time even if she cheated and built on old, rediscovered melodies. “Nothing so professional, I’m afraid,” Orfeus said. “I need to make inquiries of the library at Eldergrove.”
Threadgall said, “I’m sure they woulda told you if they’d uncovered any more melodies.” They grinned unrepentantly. Threadgall and Orfeus both knew the Elders would do no such thing.
Orfeus merely sighed in answer. “This is for a new song,” she said, in inspiration: a solid story to help explain her odd questions. “I want to know anything they have about the Order of the Vengeful Wild, specifically how to contract them and if they keep records themselves.” She counted off on her fingers. “Anything about the figure known as the Wolf, and anything about a person called Faol.” She paused, and curled her fingers into a loose fist. “Especially that.” Her back ached, and she imagined she could still smell burning hair.
Threadgall lifted their eyebrows. “Huh,” they said. “Well, not my job to ask questions about people’s personal correspondence.” They turned a little away, beginning to type, with their eyes lifting to her occasionally in hope.
“No,” Orfeus agreed, leaning against the counter. She breezed them a smile. “I appreciate your professionalism.”
Threadgall’s typing slowed forlornly for a moment, then picked up again as they gave a philosophical shrug.
“Do you want me to just say it’s from a citizen of Tinctora?” Threadgall said, fingers hovering, and Orfeus shook her head.
“Tell them it’s from Orfeus,” she said. “They’ll know me.”
They wouldn’t, not the librarians proper, not anyone except whoever the specific individual was who occasionally grudgingly sent her old songs. But one day. One day. That was the song that went deepest through her blood, the one that thrummed the rhythm of her bones: one day, one day.
While she was at the Hub, she exchanged a handful of small capeberries from her garden for a new cloak-brush, and was on her way outside when Threadgall’s machine beeped.
She turned, and Threadgall looked at the machine and then at her. “There’s a reply,” they said, blinking rapidly. “Already.” They bent down over the machine, then stared up at Orfeus, more impressed than she’d ever been able to make them before. “They really do know who you are!”
Orfeus bounced on the balls of her feet and smiled smoothly. “Well, of course.”
“They … they say they want to speak to you,” Threadgall said, eyes growing even wider. They read, “We cordially invite Orfeus the singer to visit us and enjoy the hospitality of Eldergrove … something about earliest convenience … to further discuss her request and other matters of importance at leisure. They want you to visit!”
Orfeus adjusted the set of her cloak, unsure what to do with this stark departure from the usual way of things. “Tell them of course I’m available at their convenience,” she said. Eldergrove and its libraries were far away. She’d have a few days to figure it out.
Threadgall shook their head and clasped their hands over their mouth, then removed them to say, “They’re sending someone to escort you.” Announcing that the High Priest of the Honoured Earth was visiting in person would hardly have elicited more excitement.
Orfeus blinked. She glanced outside. Not far from the Hub the train station gleamed ready, with its quartertrain once a day. “Now?” she said, truly startled.
Threadgall’s hands slowly dropped, and a frown crinkled their brow. “Now,” they said. They looked at the computer doubtfully, as though questioning the evidence of their eyes.
Orfeus had no doubts at all about Threadgall’s competence. The origin of the message was another matter, but if Threadgall said it was from the Blooded at Eldergrove, she presumed Threadgall would know. But why? Rapidity wasn’t the usual way of things for the Elders. Rather the opposite. And Orfeus didn’t take kindly to being so summarily summoned.
But Eldergrove was far away. Maybe far enough away to be safe. She didn’t trust the Wolf, who hadn’t even given their word, and it was tiring to look for masked shapes in home’s familiar shadows. Things like that didn’t belong here, not here. Tinctora was a peaceful town. If the Wolf had chosen to attack her in the eating house instead of after she’d left it, then Primrose … then innocent people could have been hurt.
“I’ll pack a bag,” Orfeus said, without giving it any further thought.
Threadgall said with a strained version of their usual cheer, “Good luck!”
Orfeus had to make an effort to keep her eyes straight ahead as she walked home, instead of jerking her head behind her to re-examine every shadow. Her back itched and bled.
She packed and dressed lightly. A tunic with embroidered sleeves, tan breeches, her usual boots. A travelling cloak of deepest viridian. No extra jewellery, just her daisy earring. In the sturdy canvas bag that had been a gift from an enamoured wayhouse-keeper, she packed some light provisions and clothes, only the vital things. She placed her guitar carefully in its case.
She rinsed her wounds clean again, and watered the aloe vera and her other plants, and then there was still far too much time left before the quartertrain was due in the late afternoon. No point in saying goodbye to anyone, really; there were few to say goodbye to. Orfeus paced, then hung her cloak back up, her bag. She took her guitar out of its case.
Out in the garden, she settled amongst her favourite block of ferns and the small apple tree she’d never managed to convince to bear much fruit. She played a few chords, then chord progressions, then finger exercises. Gradually she relaxed enough to lean back and let the tension out of her wound-tight muscles, as her hands limbered and the warm familiar music nestled in amongst the leaves.
Orfeus was packed and waiting at the station when the quartertrain pulled in, slowing over the course of a league from faster than blinking into slow enough it wouldn’t blow through and past. They never stopped for long, though, unless accessibility demanded it.
The train slowed to a stop. With a hiss the glass doors slid apart and someone stepped through, making the utilitarian platform seem more dignified just by being there. They were tall, tall, with gleaming black skin and a smooth-shaven skull, proud collarbones and hooded eyes. They were dressed in robes in bright colours, yellow and blue and green.
“Orfeus the singer?” they said.
Orfeus for no real reason made a sweeping bow, cloak tucked behind her back. She straightened and smiled up at them. Disorienting when people were taller than her. “So they call me. And you?”
“Your escort,” they said. “My name is Rivasoa. I use she and her.”
Orfeus nodded. “As do I,” she said, “but you know that, don’t you? You know all about me already.”
“Yes,” Rivasoa said, frostily.
Orfeus felt her brows lift despite herself. She couldn’t think why this woman would have taken a disliking to her with so few words exchanged, but it wasn’t unheard of. She stretched a grin at her, unwise perhaps but always her first reaction, to taunt, to tease. Rivasoa turned in a flare of bright fabric and without a word stepped away into the train.
Orfeus leaped nimbly up, and tucked her cloak and bag and guitar all safely behind her. She stayed standing by the doors for just a moment as they hissed closed and the train began picking up speed, her familiar world blurring by past her.
She’d left it a little too long and had to stagger her way to where Rivasoa sat, graceful and stately with her hands clasped in front of her. Orfeus stowed the guitar up above them in the plain white cabinet above the plain
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