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PACK LIST

    WILD PACK (IN ORDER OF RANK)




    	ALPHA:
    	



	
	female swift-dog with short gray fur (also known as Sweet)




	BETA:
	



	
	gold-and-white thick-furred male (also known as Lucky)




	HUNTERS:
	



	
	SNAP—small female with tan-and-white fur

BRUNO—large thick-furred brown male Fight Dog with a hard face

MICKEY—sleek black-and-white male Farm Dog

STORM—brown-and-tan female Fierce Dog





	PATROL DOGS:

	



	
	MOON—black-and-white female Farm Dog

TWITCH—tan male chase-dog with black patches and three legs

DAISY—small white-furred female with a brown tail

BREEZE—small brown female with large ears and short fur

    CHASE—small ginger-furred female

BEETLE—black-and-white shaggy-furred male

THORN—black shaggy-furred female




	OMEGA:
	



	
	small female with long white fur (also known as Sunshine)




	PUPS:
	



	
	FLUFF—shaggy brown female

TUMBLE—golden-furred male

NIBBLE—tan female

TINY—pale-eyed golden female
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PROLOGUE

Darkness lay thick in the den, with only a faint smudge of moonlight shining through the entrance. Lick tried not to shiver as she blinked rapidly. Although the den-smells were warm and comforting, it couldn’t be so very cold and lonely out there in the silver glow of the Moon-Dog . . . could it?

Beside her Grunt was still snoring, and Wiggle was making little squeaky noises, his lip quirking back as if he was dreaming of prey. How could her two litter-brothers sleep? The three of them had something to do—something that couldn’t wait!

Lick nudged each of her brothers with her nose, shoving Wiggle harder when he grumbled and resisted.

“Wake up,” she whispered. “Come on. We have to go!”

Grunt gave a tiny groan of protest, but as he woke properly he blinked hard and stumbled to his paws. Then he nipped Wiggle on the ear to rouse him.

“Hurry up, Wiggle,” he growled. “Lick’s right. It’s time!”

They were making an awful amount of noise, or so it seemed to Lick, but the adult dogs of their new Pack didn’t stir. She could hear snores and sleepy murmurs, and the occasional scrape of claws from a dog on a dream-hunt, and she could just make out furred flanks, rising and falling in the darkness. We’ll make it out of here. We have to!

There was a strange little ache in Lick’s belly as she took a last look at Lucky, Martha, Mickey . . . at all the dogs who had cared for them, who had found them and taken them in after their Mother-Dog went to sleep and didn’t wake up. This Pack had been kind to them, and Lick wished she could say a proper good-bye.

But if we wake them up, they’ll stop us from leaving.

“Come on, Lick.” Grunt’s low voice was at her ear. “Don’t change your mind now! This Pack thinks we’re bad dogs. Well, we’re real Fierce Dog pups, and we’ll be fine without them!”

“I know,” sighed Lick softly. “I know, it’s just that—”

“They’re only kind now because we’re little.” Grunt shook himself angrily and whispered, “They won’t be kind when we’re big Fierce Dogs and they’re scared of us!”

“Of course. We’ll never really belong in this Pack.” Lick gave her brother a quick nuzzle. “Let’s go. But try to be quiet!”

Wiggle was trembling with fear as the pups crept cautiously up the earth slope to the mouth of the den, but Lick and Grunt goaded their smaller brother on with nudges and gentle nips. When they emerged into the faint moonlight, all three of them froze for a moment. The grass beneath Lick’s paw pads was damp with dew, and the night air smelled sharp as her nostrils flared. She had to look strong for Wiggle, and that made Lick feel a little braver herself.

But it’s a big world out here. . . . 

Slowly, quietly, the pups edged forward, huddling together and staying as low as they could. Wet grass tickled Lick’s belly and chin, and she wanted desperately to sneeze. But I can’t.

Up ahead, a large shadow moved against the tree trunks, and Lick shrank back. Along with her brothers, she held her breath as she watched the Patrol Dog Moon slink along the camp’s border, her ears pricked and nostrils scenting the air for trouble.

But Moon wasn’t scouting for three small pups within the camp itself. Her shape vanished into the shadows, and Lick breathed a sigh of relief. Quickly the three Fierce Dogs scuttled to the tree line that marked the camp’s border, their pawsteps sounding terribly loud to Lick’s quivering ears. 

If the den had felt dark, the woods beyond the camp somehow seemed even blacker. Small creatures rustled in the grass, making the pups jump, and when a night bird screeched overhead, Wiggle started in terror and almost stumbled. Grunt’s head was lifted high, his jaw clenched stiffly, and although Lick reckoned his fearlessness was a bit of an act, she didn’t want to look like a coward herself. Wiggle was pressed so tightly against her flank, she was sure she was the only thing keeping his trembling little body upright.

“Where’s the rock?” asked Wiggle plaintively, when they’d padded in silence for what felt like forever.

“Not far.” But Lick was beginning to doubt herself—and she had a feeling Grunt doubted her too, from the resentful glances he was shooting her. If they could just find that oddly shaped gray lump of stone, the one that looked like a crouching giantfur, she’d know exactly where they were, and they could follow the river upstream. . . . “We’ve passed Giantfur Rock loads of times with Martha. It can’t be much farther to the river.”

“If we’re going the right way,” grumbled Grunt.

“Maybe we passed it already?” suggested Wiggle nervously.

“I don’t think so.” Lick hesitated, one paw in the air.

Grunt glanced to the left and right, licking his small jaws. “I think you’ve taken us the wrong way, Lick.”

“You’re the one who said we needed to go downwind of that big tree!” Lick snapped.

“And it was you who said we had to cross the little stream!”

Lick opened her jaws to quarrel some more, but she could hear Grunt’s breath rasp as he glared at her. His forelegs shook, and she realized he was just as scared as she was.

“It doesn’t matter whose fault it is,” she whined miserably, her ears drooping. “We’re lost and we’re all by ourselves and I don’t know what we’re going to do!”

Wiggle gave a despairing whimper and lay down with his head on his paws. “We’re lost!” he echoed.

“We’ll be all right.” Lick tried to comfort him, but she didn’t sound convincing even to herself. We can’t be lost. This is silly! She lifted her head determinedly and sniffed the air. “That way, I’m sure . . . maybe . . .”

The other two just stared, looking very reluctant to believe her.

“Come on!” Forcing her ears up, Lick chose a likely-looking direction and picked up a paw. But it felt heavy, and she realized her legs were aching. Miserably she set down her paw once more, and her ears drooped. “I don’t know,” she mumbled. “I don’t know the way.”

Silence fell around the three pups, and they stared at one another in lonely misery and terror. Even the trees’ shadows seemed to draw tighter around them.

Then, in the stillness, there was a rattle and rustle of leaves.

Lick couldn’t help giving a yelp of shock, and she spun around to face the pale shape that was pushing through the undergrowth toward them. Out of the scrub came a small black nose, quivering whiskers, and then, abruptly, a bright and friendly white-furred face.

“Daisy!” squeaked Lick. The sickening fear gave way to almost unbearable relief, and her small legs suddenly felt weak and shaky.

“Lick! Grunt, Wiggle—what are you doing out here in the middle of the night?” The little white dog gazed at the pups, her dark eyes full of concern. “You could have been hurt!”

Lick and Grunt traded guilty glances, while Wiggle sniffled unhappily, staring at his paws.

“We were running away,” blurted Lick at last.

“You were?” Daisy’s eyes widened in disbelief. “But why?”

“No dog wants us in this Pack.” Grunt’s face grew surly and resentful. “We’re better off on our own.”

“Oh, Sky-Dogs, of course that’s not true—not either part!” Daisy sprang forward on her short legs and began to lick them all frantically. “Of course we want you in the Pack, pups—and of course you’re better off with us! Every dog needs a strong Pack, now that the Big Growl has changed the world!”

“But the Pack Dogs don’t like us,” muttered Grunt.

“Now, come on back to the camp with me.” Ignoring his sullen words, Daisy licked Grunt’s nose until he sneezed. “Lucky wants you in our Pack, and so does Mickey. And Martha, and me. And if any dog doesn’t, they’ll soon come around. Don’t you worry, pups!”

Lick exchanged a look with Grunt. Wiggle was clearly desperate to go back with Daisy; his eyes were suddenly brighter and his pricked ears quivered with frantic hope. Grunt looked too tired to argue anymore. And if Lick was honest, she felt very relieved indeed that they’d been found.

“All right, Daisy.” She couldn’t stop a yawn from escaping, and her jaws widened with it till her eyes were squeezed tight. She shook herself and blinked rapidly. “We’ll come. But it’s such a long way back. . . .”

“Oh, little one.” Daisy laughed fondly. “It’s not half as far as you think. You’ve barely reached the edge of the first hunting ground.”

Lick’s ears drooped and her body sagged. So much for our big escape. And no wonder we couldn’t find Giantfur Rock. It’s still far, far away.

All the same, she felt her heart lighten a little as she followed in Daisy’s pawsteps. Exhausted as she was, she only wanted to curl up in that cozy den once again, and not even Grunt’s rebellious muttering behind her could change her mind.

And I do want to belong to this Pack. Maybe Daisy’s right. They’ll get used to us, and they’ll like us in the end.

I want my Mother-Dog, but she’s gone to sleep forever.

So I want to belong. I want a Pack.

Lick glanced skyward with a terrible pang of yearning. Why can’t I belong?
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CHAPTER ONE

Drowsy and content, Storm lay stretched out in the Sun-Dog’s light. The peace of the glade was broken only by the squeaks and yelps of the four pups who romped and played outside their den, as their parent-dogs, Alpha and Lucky, looked on. One eye open, one ear pricked, Storm watched them. There was a strange warm feeling in her chest. For some reason, she realized with surprise, just watching the pups’ playtime made her happy.

The little dogs were so joyful and carefree, as if the terror of their near drowning in the Endless Lake had been completely forgotten. Storm was glad the experience hadn’t affected them too badly, and she could understand why: Lucky, the Pack’s Beta, had a way of making the tiniest of pups feel secure and cared-for . . . 

. . . even a pup who isn’t his own. Storm felt a twinge of gratitude as memories of her own turbulent puphood came back to her. She and her brothers had had nowhere else to go, no dog to take care of them, but Lucky had stepped in to take the place of their parent-dogs. Despite Lucky’s love and care, she thought with a pang of loss, her brothers hadn’t made it in the end. . . . 

But I did. I survived, and now I live for all three of us. And that’s because of Lucky.

The atmosphere of peace in the camp felt reassuring. It was good to see her Packmates, young and old, looking so content. The whole camp felt bathed in happiness and goodwill. The Pack needed a break from the suspicion and fear that had haunted them for so long. This sun-high it seemed every dog had decided to push the problem to the back of their minds. Many of them believed that the traitor in their ranks—the bad dog who had done so many terrible things—had been Arrow, her fellow Fierce Dog, who had left the Pack with Bella. They thought that with Arrow gone, they must be safe.

It was so tempting to believe that . . . but Storm was sure that Arrow was innocent. And if that was true, then the bad dog who had laced the prey pile with clear-stone and framed the loyal Patrol Dog Moon for stealing prey had not been found. Whisper’s murder had still not been solved.

Storm suppressed a shiver at the memory of Whisper’s death. The threat was still real—she knew it, even if she wished she didn’t. The bad dog could right now be planning another attack. But even so, in this moment she couldn’t help enjoying the new peaceful spirit among her Packmates.

I just wish I could believe it was over. . . . 

Storm raised her head from the ground and caught sight of Snap. The hunt-dog was padding toward her, her jaws full of soft moss. Her ears were pricked, her tail wagging.

Snap set the moss gently down beside her. “Storm! I brought this for you—I thought you looked a little uncomfortable. Here, put it under your forepaws.”

Storm blinked, grateful and surprised. She hadn’t really noticed before, but her forepaws were resting awkwardly on hard stone. Half rising, she pawed the moss onto the flat boulder beside her and sank down again. Now her stretched-out paws felt as if they were floating on air. “Thank you, Snap, that was thoughtful.”

And unexpectedly kind, she thought as she watched Snap nod and pad away. Mickey’s mate could be short-tempered—and what was more, Snap had been one of the dogs who suspected that the traitor must be a Fierce Dog. With Arrow gone, those dogs’ suspicions had fallen squarely on Storm herself. Now, though, Snap seemed to regard Storm as a hero. Every dog here knew that it was she—the Fierce Dog—who had dived into the Endless Lake and pulled Tiny out, saving the little pup’s life with a trick Martha had taught her long ago.

It’s a really nice change, thought Storm. I’m not sure I realized just how much their suspicion was upsetting me until they started trusting me again.

Sighing contentedly, she let her eyes drift shut. Spots of light danced behind her eyelids, and she observed them dreamily till they dissolved into blackness. That was when the less pleasant thoughts began to drift in: But I know we can’t afford this sense of peace. After all that the traitor dog has done . . . spreading blood and panic in the camp, killing that fox cub to cause a war between dogs and foxes . . . 

She wished she could believe those terrible crimes had been committed by one of the dogs who had already left the Pack. It couldn’t have been Bella or Arrow, of course—Storm knew they weren’t capable of such evil, however much the other dogs distrusted them.

But what about the dogs of Terror’s old Pack? What about Ruff, or Woody, or Rake? Or even Dart, who had been in the Wild Pack from the beginning but had left it to join up with those three deserters? They’d been gone by the time the rabbit blood was smeared all over the glade, true, but they could have sneaked back somehow to plant it. . . . 

Another warm flank settled down against hers, and she opened her eyes to see that Mickey and Snap had joined her in her patch of sunlight. Instantly she felt reassured again. Storm felt small paws on her back and turned her head as Lucky and Alpha’s pups began to clamber all over her, swatting her tail and nibbling at her ears. “Tiny!” she yelped at the smallest of them.

Tiny took no notice, chewing happily on one ear as the bigger, shaggier Tumble rolled off and began to attack Storm’s hindpaw. The two other female pups, Nibble and Fluff, seemed to be fighting to the death along Storm’s spine, and when she shook them off, they climbed straight back on and charged at each other again.

“I’d give in, if I were you.” Mickey laughed beside her.

Storm rolled onto her side and batted idly at Tiny, who yelped in delight. Nibble and Fluff, forgetting their tussle, threw themselves at Storm’s throat and chewed it with their small soft mouths, growling and giggling. Storm gave a dramatic groan of defeat and waved her paws in the air. Tumble jumped onto her shoulder and began to yap, tossing his small head in triumph.

“Pups, pups, I’m beaten!”

“Grrrrr!” Tiny had most of one of Storm’s paws in her jaws.

“We’ve conkw . . . conqu-wered the Fierce Dog!” cried Tumble.

“Hooray!” barked Fluff and Nibble.

Storm lay helplessly beneath them, grunting out laughs. Deep in her belly she could feel that unaccustomed warmth and affection. They’re not even a little bit afraid of me anymore. Not since I rescued them from the Endless Lake. In fact, I think they really like me. . . . 

“Storm, Storm! Tell us a story!” Nibble was prancing up and down right in front of her nose.

“Yes, a story!” chorused Fluff and Tiny.

“Or we’ll beat you again!” growled Tumble, right in Storm’s ear, making her jump.

“Oh, I’d love to, pups. . . .” Storm half rose, shaking herself. Especially since you’ve all finally learned to say “Storm” instead of “Torm”! “But—hold on, Tumble, don’t bite me!—I can’t think of one . . . wait . . .”

“I’ll tell you a story.” Alpha’s amused voice came from behind them. “So long as you leave Storm alone, pups. Let’s give her some peace!” The beautiful swift-dog licked Storm’s muzzle affectionately, and then settled down on the grass. The pups finally abandoned Storm and nestled eagerly against their Mother-Dog—all except Tiny, who stayed firmly between Storm’s paws. Storm gave her a gentle lick on the top of her head.

Alpha winked solemnly at Storm, and Storm thumped her tail gratefully. “I’ll tell you another story of the Wind-Dogs if you like, pups.”

“Oh, the Wind-Dogs!” Fluff barked excitedly, her shaggy dark-brown ears shooting up. All the pups loved Alpha’s stories of her favorite Spirit Dogs. Alpha, like all swift-dogs, was closely connected to the Wind-Dogs. That gave the pups a special relationship with them, too.

“Well,” began Alpha, crossing her forepaws and settling down to tell her tale. “You all know that with every turn of the four seasons, the Wind-Dogs chase the Golden Deer around the world. And that every year, when the Golden Deer is caught, Long Light dies, and Red Leaf begins as the Earth-Dog prepares for Ice Wind.”

“Yes, yes, yes. We remember.” Excitedly Tumble climbed over Nibble to hear better, and she shook him off.

“In the proper order of things, the Golden Deer rises again with Tree Flower and the start of the next Long Light. But once, many years ago, Long Light passed without the Wind-Dogs catching the Golden Deer.”

Fluff gasped. “How did that happen?”

“No dog knows, pups. But because the Golden Deer ran free, Red Leaf never came, and neither did Ice Wind. The Wind-Dogs chased the Deer anyway, pursuing it fiercely, desperately, but they were tired—so tired—and they were afraid that this time, it would never be caught. But if the Deer ran free forever, it would put the whole world out of balance!”

The four pups could only stare at their Mother-Dog, wide-eyed. Storm watched them with amusement.

“Finally the Wind-Dogs ran out of breath and it seemed as though the Deer would run forever. What was to become of the land without Red Leaf and Ice Wind? Without the cold seasons, plants and trees cannot rest and grow!

“But that, pups, was when the first Swift-Dog arose from her den. She was shocked to see the Golden Deer still running free. But she knew what to do.” Alpha’s face grew solemn. “She sprang to her paws and ran alongside the Wind-Dogs—she could catch up with them, because unlike them, she was fresh and rested. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘how my body is light, and my legs so long and thin. I can run, and I’m not tired. Let me carry on the chase!’

“Well, the Wind-Dogs were so tired by now that they agreed to let the first Swift-Dog take her chance. And soon they saw that she was right: Her body was as light and agile as a bird in flight, and her long legs ate up the ground. The Golden Deer had run far and fast, pups—but it too was tired now. Up a long hill it raced, with the brave Swift-Dog gaining on it. And when the two reached the summit, the Swift-Dog gave a mighty leap—and brought down the Golden Deer!”

The pups were beside themselves with excitement, yapping and squeaking. “Yay! The first Swift-Dog!”

“And so balance was restored to the world. The Wind-Dogs were pleased with the first Swift-Dog, proud of her bravery and determination. So they swore that from that moment on, any mortal dog who caught the Golden Deer—or one of its shadows—would be granted long life and good luck, for them and their pups and their Pack.”

“Hooray!” barked Tumble, spinning around in delight. “One day I’ll catch it!”

“No, I will!” yapped Fluff, shoving him with a paw.

“Me! Me!” squeaked Tiny, making all of them laugh.

Storm managed not to join in the laughter, however affectionate. She gave the little pup a gentle nuzzle. I wouldn’t risk hurting her feelings. “Why shouldn’t you catch the Golden Deer, Tiny? You’re very brave and determined.”

Tiny gazed up at her with adoration. “Thank you, Storm!”

There were some dogs in the Pack who thought the Golden Deer was nothing more than a story, a fable to tell pups. But I know differently, thought Storm, excitement and anticipation stirring in her belly. I’ve seen it. Lucky almost caught it, not so long ago. He got within leaping distance of its shadow. . . . 

Storm watched the pups as they began to yawn and settle. If life in the Pack stays quiet, I could go out hunting for it before the end of Long Light. Not just for Tumble, Nibble, Fluff, and Tiny; I could do it for the Pack, too . . . prove how grateful I am that they’ve accepted me. And it would show them, finally, that this is where I belong.

Abruptly filled with energy, Storm jumped to her paws. “Alpha, is it all right if I go for a run now—on my own? That story made me want to stretch my legs!”

Alpha looked a little taken aback, but she nodded. “Of course, Storm. And I know what you mean. Talking about running makes me want to run, too!” She glanced at her pups and gave an amused sigh and a shake of her head. “Not right now, though . . .”

With a last nuzzle of Tiny’s shoulder, Storm turned and bounded out of the camp. I probably won’t see the Golden Deer, but who knows? Perhaps it’s still around. At least it’s worth a try! If I can just catch the scent—

But it wasn’t the scent of deer that filled her nostrils as she raced through the underbrush. It was the smell of a familiar dog, and she was almost on top of him before she skidded to a halt.

“Bruno!”

Storm’s heart sank a little. Bruno had never quite accepted her as a member of the Pack, and he had a deep mistrust of all Fierce Dogs. Even during these last few days when the rest of the Pack had been so nice to Storm, Bruno had still been standoffish. She hadn’t expected to run into the big dog, but he was on patrol, of course. The Pack’s numbers had dwindled so badly, even hunt-dogs were having to take their turn on patrol duty. Storm stiffened and tucked her ears back, waiting for a snide comment.

“Storm.” Bruno too looked somewhat surprised, but his brown eyes softened as he watched her. “You’re out patrolling too?”

“Just a run,” she muttered. “I’d better get going—”

“Storm, wait.” Bruno took a pace toward her. “Just a moment. I need to say something. I’m—I’m sorry . . . for how I’ve behaved.”

Storm felt her jaw hang loose. She could only stare at Bruno in distrust.

“I mean it,” he went on. “I’ve been unfair to you, and I apologize. I don’t think you’re the bad dog, I really don’t.”

Storm sat back and scratched her ear with a hindpaw, playing for time. Am I hearing this right? “But you don’t like Fierce Dogs—”

“I still think Arrow must have killed Whisper,” Bruno mumbled. “Well, it was either him or one of the foxes. But I watched you save Tiny from the Endless Lake, and I knew that I’d been wrong about you. You’re a good dog, Storm. I’m sorry I didn’t believe you. And I’m sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused you.”

Storm stared at his mournful, penitent face. How many times had she seen it twisted with meanness and suspicion? However carefully she examined it now, she just couldn’t make out if there was something harder behind his remorseful eyes. How can I trust him?

She stood up again on all four paws. “But you’re still blaming Arrow. You still think all Fierce Dogs are bad. We didn’t ask to be born Fierce Dogs.”

“Arrow’s different.” His eyes were beseeching. “I do still suspect him. We don’t know him, not really, we never did. And now he’s left the Pack, and taken Bella with him. But it’s not about him being a Fierce Dog, Storm. I won’t ever judge you for that again. I know now it was stupid.”

Storm licked her chops. Bruno did look genuinely upset. Could she really keep arguing with that miserable expression? “If that’s true, Bruno, then . . . I guess I can accept your apology.”

“It is true, I promise. Listen, Storm, I have to go catch up with my patrol.” The big dog’s ears were pricked eagerly, but all of a sudden he crouched, his paws stretched out, his head lowered close to the ground. “But please believe me when I say I regret all of it.”

He wouldn’t fake that submission, would he? He’s always said exactly what he thought. Storm pinned her ears back, shocked but reluctantly pleased. I would never have expected Bruno to care about my feelings. But hard as it is to believe, I think he’s for real. Tentatively she began to wag her tail.

“All right. . . . All right, Bruno. And thanks. I . . . appreciate you saying this.”

“Good.” Bruno darted forward to touch her nose with his. “Thanks, Storm. That means a lot to me.”

As she watched his retreating haunches, Storm sat back again, flummoxed but filled with growing happiness. I can hardly believe it. Bruno meant that, I’m sure of it. He doesn’t hate me anymore. The whole Pack accepts me.

Things really are getting better. This is where I belong.
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CHAPTER TWO

The grave was such a peaceful place. Shaded by trees, surrounded by the scents of the forest, dappled in sunlight. Storm stood by it, gazing down at the place where the Pack had brought Whisper to return to the Earth-Dog. The ground no longer looked freshly turned; mosses and grass and tiny purple flowers grew on its surface. Whisper was becoming part of the land again, part of the forest, just as the Earth-Dog promised all dogs.

It felt right. Storm bowed her head, then turned to leave.

And jumped, her heart thrashing. Whisper himself stood before her: not part of the earth after all, but himself again, his eyes bright but fearful, his ears pinned back.

“Don’t forget me, Storm, all right?”

Her throat felt dry, but Storm shook her head. She rasped, “Of course I won’t forget you, Whisper! But we need to move on . . . the whole Pack needs to look to the future.”

Sadness filled the gray dog’s eyes, and he shook his head. “Oh, Storm.”

Storm’s belly felt cold, and she shuddered. She couldn’t take her eyes off Whisper’s.

“You can’t move forward yet, Storm. Please.” He gestured with his head. “First you have to look behind you.”

She didn’t want to turn and look, but she had no choice. Fur prickling, she turned, slowly.

Two graves.

Two graves.

Whisper’s grave was just as it had been, settling into the life of the forest, the undergrowth beginning to creep across his resting place.

But beside his, a second grave was freshly dug, the turned earth dark and moist.

“Who?” Storm barked, her voice choked and harsh. “Whose is it, Whisper?”

She heard only silence. When she glanced back, Whisper had vanished. Frantically Storm began to dig, clawing at the earth, kicking it clear with her hind legs. She dug and dug, desperate. The soil was loose, and easy to pull up, and she was soon deep down in the grave, deeper than they’d ever buried Whisper. Still she clawed and kicked, and still there was no body, no dog.

Where is the corpse? How far down must I dig? Storm jerked up her head and howled aloud into the shadowy forest.

“Whose grave is this? Whose?!”

She started awake in her own den, shaking violently. Terrified, she peered at her paws. She was relieved to see there was no mud on her claws—she had not been digging in her sleep.

But it felt as if she had. She could imagine the dirt’s grittiness caught between her paw pads; she could even taste it in her mouth. And as much as she spat and shook herself, she couldn’t get rid of it.

It was early; the Sun-Dog had not yet shown his shining hide through the trees, though the promise of his glow had paled the edge of the sky. Storm shuddered, trying not to whine. I didn’t wake any other dog, thrashing around. Oh, thank the Sky-Dogs. How could I ever have explained this horrible dream?

The taste of dream-mud, and the sensation of dirt in her claws, stayed with her all morning; she could not forget the sight of that fresh grave next to Whisper’s. I never found a body. But Whisper was trying to tell me something, I know it.

Will another dog die? Who will it be?

Me?

She still hadn’t managed to shake off the fear by the time she joined Beetle and Thorn for their early patrol. The two dogs greeted her with friendly enthusiasm, but Storm herself struggled to look cheerful. She was irrationally certain that her fur was filthy with grave dirt.

“What’s wrong, Storm?” Beetle furrowed his brow.

She shook herself for the umpteenth time, though there was nothing to dislodge. It was a dream, for the Sky-Dogs’ sake. “Nothing. Let’s go.”

The two litter-siblings exchanged doubtful glances, but Storm gave them no time to ask more questions. She led them on their familiar route, heading in a wide circle toward the longpaw town. There had been more activity in the deserted settlement lately, and Alpha wanted every dog to keep a close eye on the goings-on.

The three dogs slowed their pace as a shattered line of low buildings came into view. With a nod to Thorn and Beetle, Storm lowered her shoulders and crept through the long grass, her ears quivering with alertness. A sharp scent came to her nostrils: tangy and piney, like a freshly broken branch.

Alpha’s right. The longpaws are back. And they’ve been busy.

There were fences now, their wood white-pale, smelling freshly cut by sharp longpaw weapons. The ground had been flattened out in long, dark strips. Beside the strips of flattened soil, great square holes had been excavated, and more fresh-cut wooden posts had been driven into their edges. Slumbering nearby were the vast yellow loudcages the longpaws used to dig and flatten and smash.

“Don’t wake the loudcages,” whispered Beetle, his tail stiff and quivering.

“I don’t think we will,” murmured Storm. “They’ve obviously been hard at work.”

Thorn’s eyes were narrowed, and her hackles were raised. Both the litter-siblings looked nervous and hostile; they hated longpaws, and no wonder—their Father-Dog, Fiery, had been captured and killed by particularly vicious ones. Again Storm recalled that terrible evening when Lucky and Alpha’s pups had splashed recklessly into the Endless Lake and almost drowned. Thorn was one of the dogs who had gone to save the pups, but just when it had mattered most, she couldn’t bring herself to set a paw on the beach—because there had been longpaws there. Her fear had defeated her, brave as she was.

“Are you two all right?” Storm growled, glancing at both dogs with concern.

“We’re fine.” Thorn’s voice sounded choked, but there was a determined light in her eyes. “Let’s keep going.”
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