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Introduction

	One of the books that has spawned the most fan mail of anything I’ve written is The Rise of the Red Shadow. And overwhelmingly the most common topic of those emails was curiosity about the fate of Sorrel, Reyna, and Wren. I had intended to jot down a short tale about their lives following the events of The Rise of the Red Shadow, but as tends to be the case when I’m truly enjoying a story, it grew wildly out of control. Now it is a full novella, and it serves as a piece of connective tissue between several other stories. I quite like this one.

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	The little creature sniffed cautiously along the ground. It had been hours since she’d seen another living thing in this fringe of the desert. Normally, it would be a simple thing to spend days without encountering another soul, but in this moment, it was a hard-won achievement. Even if there wasn’t a whisper or the tiniest whiff, she knew she was being followed.

	She moved low along the sandy ground, testing the dry air and squinting at the setting sun through the wavy heat. Small, cunning paws gripped the shifting ground as she scampered into the shade of a dune. She sampled a breeze with her snout and pivoted her pointed ears. Nothing. Not a sound, not a scent. She swept her tail to and fro and tried to remain calm, but she couldn’t. The giddiness was rising up in her. She’d done it. She’d actually done it. She’d slipped away, lost her pursuer. It couldn’t be more than a few minutes before the sun would drop below the horizon, and then…

	The sand behind her crunched, washing the giddiness away in a wave of panic. She didn’t even waste the moment it would have taken to see what made the sound. She already knew. It was the same beast that had been following her since sunrise. She sprang forward in a desperate bid for escape, but her ragged shirt pulled tight, and she was left dangling just above the ground.

	Her heart rattled in her chest as the creature turned her about. She came face-to-face with it, its sandy-gray eyes giving her a cold, measuring look. No amount of struggling could dislodge her from the clawed fingers that held her. Then, with a slow and deliberate motion, her captor reached out and grazed the clawed fingers of its other hand gently across the cream-colored fur of the little beast’s throat.

	“Slash,” the hunter said. “Dead.”

	“That’s not fair, Mama! How did you find me?” the little creature said, her tone more whiny than terrified.

	“Do not say to me that it is not fair, Reyna.” Her mother set the creature down and smoothed her fur. “Things will not be fair always. And they will never be fair unless you make them fair.”

	“And we don’t make them fair,” Reyna said, her eyes rolling and her voice taking on the singsong cadence of a piece of advice she’d heard a thousand times. “We make them unfair in our favor.”

	“That’s right,” her mother said, nodding. “Now tell me what it is you did not do that you should have done.”

	“I did everything,” Reyna objected. “I knew you were over there, so I kept the wind on that side to blow my scent away from you. And I stayed low and moved between the tall places instead of over them. I did everything.”

	“Everything?” her mother asked, tapping her cloth-wrapped foot on the ground.

	Reyna looked down and saw her own footprints and those of her mother’s.

	“Oh…”

	“It is the easiest thing, Reyna. And the most dangerous. A man cannot smell you. His dogs can, but he cannot. And in the dark or from afar, a man cannot see you. But a man will always see what you leave behind you, so leave nothing behind.”

	“But it’s sand.”

	“If you cannot hide where you go on sand, then you do not go on sand.” She pointed. “That way, there is stone. That way, there is dry earth. That way, there is short grass.”

	“The dry earth was level, there was no place to hide. And the grass is where you were.”

	“Things are not always easy. But if you want to be safe, you find a way. If the only place to go is a place where you leave footprints,” she crouched and swished her tail behind her, “then you do not leave footprints, and the ones who follow will be sure you did not go there.”

	Reyna peered at the sand behind her mother. It wasn’t just brushed aside, it was practically sculpted. With a simple sweep, she’d wiped away the prints. To any but the most trained eye, there was nothing more than a patch of ground swept about by the wind, the same as the rest of the fields and plains.

	“Show me again!” Reyna said.

	“First we get your brother. He did the same. Then I show you both, and then we eat.”

	“So you found him, too?”

	“I found him first. His reason was better. Not good, but better.”

	#

	Sorrel held her two young ones close to ward off the cold. Others might have needed a fire to cook their food and keep them warm, but not her little family. They were malthropes, creatures that shared as many features with foxes as they did with humans. A raw meal was no problem at all, and a thick pelt with a few layers of clothes would keep all but the harshest winds and most frigid nights at bay. Such were some of the benefits of their race. Some of the few benefits.

	She watched her children crunch messily through the scrawny desert hares that served as their evening meal. Her own meal had been a few mice she’d caught during the day, barely morsels, but enough for today. Better that the twins get the larger meal. They were growing like weeds. Wren was a bit taller than Reyna, but if they continued to grow as they had over the last few months, within a year or two they would both be taller than their mother. That was good. They got that from their father. In fact, but for having a shade or two darker fur, Wren was the spitting image of his father. His eyes were uncannily similar, and already he had the beginnings of the wiry-strong build. Reyna took after Sorrel, fur the color of wine and cream and a body built for sneaking. She was clever, too, but with enough curiosity to get her in trouble if she wasn’t careful.

	Sorrel tugged at the hoods she’d fashioned for them, pulling them up over their pointed ears and smoothing them down. She smiled. That, at least, was one benefit of how quickly they were growing. She was getting plenty of practice with her needle and thread. It was so much easier to steal a bolt of cloth and some thread than to steal clothes that would be small enough that her little ones wouldn’t trip over them but not so small they wouldn’t outgrow them in a few weeks.

	“I can’t believe you caught these,” Reyna said, her cheeks stuffed with a healthy mouthful.

	“Uh-huh. Both of them at the same time!” Wren said proudly. “I could have had three, but I was afraid these two would get away if I went for the third.”

	“Your brother is a good hunter, but he chooses bad times to hunt,” Sorrel said. “He charged right out into the open when he chased these. It is why I caught him so fast.”

	“It was just the game, Mama,” Wren said. “I knew it was you that was after me.”

	Sorrel narrowed her eyes.

	“Wren!” Reyna hissed in reprisal.

	“Why do we play the game?” Sorrel asked the question with all of the power and solemnity of the beginning of a prayer.

	“We play the game so that we will know how to keep away from those who would kill us,” the twins replied together.

	Sorrel continued. “And who wants to kill us?”

	“Everyone, always,” they replied.

	“And how do we stay alive?”

	“By being faster,” Wren said.

	“And by being smarter,” Reyna said.

	“Why?”

	“Because being faster doesn’t help if you don’t know where to run,” Wren said.

	“And being smarter doesn’t help if you can’t do what needs to be done,” Reyna said.

	“And for as long as we’ve played the game, what has happened?”

	“You catch us.”

	“And what does that mean?”

	“You’re faster and smarter than us.”

	“And what does that mean.”

	“Someone else could be faster and smarter than us.”

	“And if they catch you?”

	The twins drew their fingers across their throats. “Dead.”

	“That’s right,” Sorrel said, mollified. “Don’t you forget that. And Wren, you play properly, or what happens to you isn’t my fault, it is yours.”

	“I know, Mama. Sorry, Mama,” Wren said, eyes cast down.

	“You caught a meal for you and your sister. That is enough that you should not be sorry. But learn from it. Always learn from it.” She leaned low and uttered in a conspiratorial whisper, “And what do we learn at suppertime?”

	The twins playfully tried to pull away, knowing what came next, but Sorrel was too quick. She wrapped her arms around them and hugged them tight, tickling their bellies through the layers of earth-tone fabric they wore. They giggled and squirmed.

	“Fill a hungry belly and grow up strong,” Sorrel said. She released them and tousled their hair under their hoods. “Fill a hungry mind and grow up smart. Do both and you’ll live long enough to do the same for your young. Now come, in front here.”

	Sorrel raked their unruly hair into submission and cleaned their faces with a few quick licks. With the children thus tidied up after supper, she threw her outermost cloak around them and pulled them tight to her. “Today you both lost the game, but Wren lost first, so Reyna chooses the story.”

	“For once,” Wren teased.

	Reyna looked sagely into the middle distance, considering the matter carefully.

	“If you don’t know what to ask for, I do,” Wren blurted.

	“No! I earned it,” Reyna said. “I just want to pick something good.”

	“This is good. This is a thing you should do. But do it quickly, because we should sleep,” Sorrel said.

	“Um… Did you play the game when you were little? Or is it just for us?”

	“It is not for you. It is for all of us. When I was your size, every day I played the game. And all the time. And though it was the same, it was not the same. Because sometimes it was mother or father. But sometimes it was someone else. Sometimes the game was not a game. And that is how always you must treat it.”

	“Why was it sometimes not a game?” Reyna asked. “Why was it sometimes a real hunt?”

	“It was not so long ago that we were there. You should remember it.”

	“The place before the boat?” Wren said.

	“Yes. That place. That is what it was like. The place it was so dangerous I did not even let you play the game.”

	“That’s where you grew up?” Reyna said.

	“It is and it isn’t,” Sorrel said. “I grew up someplace different. Someplace colder. But it was much the same. Many men. Many things that are as bad as men. Man-type things. And always wanting to hunt a malthrope.”

	“But you grew up strong,” Reyna said. “You were the fastest and the smartest.”

	“No, I was not. Always there is someone who is faster. Always there is someone who is stronger. The strongest thing you’ll ever see fears something.”

	“But you never lost the game,” Wren said.

	“Who told you this, that I never lost the game? You would not be here if I did not lose the game. We would not be in this place if I did not lose the game.”

	Reyna shook her head, hair tumbling into her eyes again. “I don’t understand. You said where you came from if you lost the game…” She drew her finger across her throat. “Dead.”

	“Most times this is true. But sometimes the beings above us, they have other plans.”

	“So there was someone faster and smarter than you?”

	“Smarter than me? No. Not in the ways that matter. But on that day, and only that day, yes, he was faster.”

	“Oh… oh… You’re talking about Papa,” Reyna said.

	“That is right, little kit,” she said, nuzzling her young one.

	“We know that story,” Wren said. “That doesn’t count as the story.”

	“I know. I know the story I want,” Reyna said. “Why didn’t Papa come along?”

	“Yeah… Yeah, he was in the boat with us at first. Why didn’t he stay?”

	Sorrel released a breath through her nose. “Teyn was… I said he was not smart. That is a part of it. But there is more… What are the words?” She shut her eyes and twisted up her face, searching her mind for the proper way to phrase it.

	“Why don’t you just speak Crich, Mama?” Reyna asked.

	“I do not speak Crich because today I speak Tresson. And also you. For practice.”

	“But you’re bad at Tresson,” Wren said. “We speak Tresson better than you.”

	“Yes! I know this, because I make sure the way you are speaking is a right way to be speaking.” She paused and attempted the sentence more slowly. “Because I make sure you are speaking the right way. It is easier to learn right than learn wrong and change.”

	“But why do we learn all these languages?” Reyna asked. “There’s only ever the two of us. We only ever talk to each other.”

	“Because that is the way it is today, but tomorrow? Maybe not. What did I say? Feed a hungry mind. So we practice Crich, and we practice Varden, and we practice Tressor language.” She shut her eyes tight. “We practice Tresson. If I knew how to speak the elf language and the dwarf language, we practice that too. So you, my little ones, are smarter than me. … Now what did I talk about before this?”

	“You were saying why Papa didn’t come with us.”

	“Yes, yes. And it was a good reason, I think. Who are we most afraid of? Who do we play the game to be ready for?”

	“Man,” Wren said.

	“And elves,” Reyna said.

	“And dwarves,” Wren added.

	“And—” Reyna began.

	“Yes, yes. It is all of this. It is all the same. These are the ones we fear. And I said just now that always there is someone smarter and faster and stronger. Someone they fear. Teyn… Teyn decided there were things he had to do. Things that if he did not do, no one would. It was important to him. Maybe more important than me, maybe not, but I did not wait for him to decide. I let him go. And then, just before the boat, I lost the game again, and he won. And he was different. Now he was the thing man feared. And man hates the things man fears. Even more than man hates you or me. Even more than man hates any malthrope. I think… I think maybe it was important that he be that thing. Man deserves a thing to fear. And to be that thing, he made himself faster. And stronger. … And I think also smarter. Because he knew that what he was, he could not stop being. And that thing would bring dark things with it. He decided it was best that we be safe, and for us to be safe, we could not be with him.”

	“That’s silly. Even if he couldn’t keep us safe, you could,” Wren said.

	“I am not so sure this is so. Something in him changed… He was… more… Always his eyes had pain. I do not know a malthrope with eyes that don’t have pain. But when I saw him last… his eyes... he had seen things. He had done things. The things that could darken someone as strong as Teyn… if they left their mark on him… if for a moment I thought such a thing might find its way to you through him… no. Many things he did wrong, but this he did right.”

	Sorrel took a slow breath and pulled her arm from Wren to wipe her eyes. “This is not a story. If you do not want a story, then it is time for sleep.”

	Wren hissed across to his sister. “Ask for the story about the purple stones.”

	“If you want your story, you win the game,” Sorrel said.

	“No, Mama. I like that story too,” Reyna said.

	The little malthrope tugged a cord around her neck to reveal a palm-size purple stone, polished smooth and wrapped in a carefully woven net to hold it in place. Sorrel cupped her daughter’s stone pendant in her hand. As she stared at it, a smile came to her lips, and a dash of pain came to her gaze.

	“Always I tell you this story.” Sorrel tugged Reyna’s shirt out and tucked the stone away. “You know it by heart.”

	“Please?” they said in unison.

	Sorrel sighed. “Very well. Next time, you should pick from me a different story.”

	She gathered them a little closer. When she spoke again, it was with a sweeping, airy tone. Her twins wriggled closer and shut their eyes to enjoy the scenes the words would paint.

	“A long time ago, before my father or mother or their fathers or mothers were born, there was a little malthrope named Swift.”

	#

	If there was ever a malthrope better than all the rest, that was Swift. He could run very fast, but that was not the reason he was called Swift. They called him Swift because he could think very fast, something every good malthrope should learn to do. He lived in a place called the Great Forest. It was a wonderful place, filled with fat deer and foolish hunters. Swift lived his life the way a malthrope should. He stalked and he hunted. He ate and he rested. When danger was near, he hid, and when danger found him, he ran.

	One day, Swift was drinking from his favorite place. It was a stream where the water was clear and cool and the elves were far, far away. Only today, something was wrong. Today, the elves were not far away. There were many of them, and they were close. Too close. They used evil magics to get near this place, or else the sharp scent and keen hearing of Swift would have let him know they were coming for him.

	Let that be a lesson to you. Always there is a way for those who wish to hurt you to find you, so always you must plan for the day that they do, so you will be ready.

	He sniffed the air. One by one, he counted the scents that he did not recognize. He counted one, and then two. He counted three, and then four. And finally, he counted five. The fifth, he knew, was the leader. And how did he know? Because the leader is the one who smells least of hard work, and most of easy days. Swift knew it was smart to know where to find the leader. Elves and dwarves and other things like man, they do not know how to be alone, like we do. They listen to what the leaders say. They do what the leaders tell them to do. So it is always best to know where the leader is. Keep him quiet and no one will act. Trick him and you trick all who follow him.

	Also, it is always a him. When smelling for a leader, smell for a him. Man-type things  think that the males are best because the males are biggest. It is one of the ways that man-type things are fools.

	But that is not the story. The story is about Swift and what he did when he smelled the elves come near. What should he do? He should run. But they were all around, and elves are a very fast sort of man-type thing. Not as fast as Swift, but fast enough to catch him if he got too near. What should he do instead? He should hide. But he smelled the bad smells of potions and strange smoke. Magic things. When man-type things have magic things, hiding may not do. If Swift was a man-type thing, he might fight. Man-type things love to fight. But that is why you must never fight them. If a thing loves to do something, do not try to do it better. You find the thing they cannot do, and try to do that better.

	Swift could feel the bad magics. He could hear the cruel talking. He listened from the trees, and he knew that they were after him.

	“They say this is the place where Swift makes his home,” said the leader elf, who had a name that did not matter.

	Swift lowered his head, and he felt foolish. No one should know of a good malthrope. But Swift had many adventures. The adventures I tell you of each night. And adventures take a name and spread it to the winds. Many will hear it, and those many will come. So you must never have an adventure, or you will have a hard time like Swift.

	The leader elf kept talking. “Today, we shall catch Swift. We shall sell him and have great wealth.”

	Many seek to sell a malthrope. Parts of us are worth very much. And the parts that are not? They throw away. It is why some of them hunt us. It is why the leader elf hunted Swift.

	“Tell me where to find him. Use your bad magic,” the leader elf said to his wizard. “And soldiers be ready. We must keep him alive, so the parts we want do not spoil. And we will sell the pieces, and we will have much money for all of us.”

	Swift could hear the stretch of bows. He could feel the tingle of magic. He could hear the rustle of nets. The elves would have him if they wanted him. They would have had him already, except that the leader elf was talking. Talking is not fighting. And talking is not hunting. Talking is as good as nothing, so Swift knew if he wanted to stay alive, he needed to keep the leader elf talking. Swift thought and he thought. He thought fast, and he thought long. He thought of all the ways he could run, of all the ways he could fight. He thought of what should come next, and what would come after that. He thought until he had thought of everything that might happen. He thought until he was sure of every step on the path, from trapped in a tree to safe in the woods. Only when he had done all that thinking did he take the first step. Only then did he jump down for all to see.

	Jumping down is a foolish thing. But a foolish thing is not foolish if we think long and hard. If we know that the thing is the best thing we can do, then we do the thing, foolish or not. And Swift knew.

	“There, we have him! Throw the nets now!” the leader elf cried.

	The nets flew. They fell upon Swift. He was fast enough to run, but no malthrope is faster than an arrow, and these elves had them. So he let the nets bind him, because a net is better than an arrow if one has no other choice.

	“We have you! You, mally, belong to us!” said the leader elf. “And we will sell you because you are worth a fortune.”

	Swift lowered his head and he spoke. “Oh leader elf, you who are wise and strong,” Swift said.

	The leader elf was not wise or strong, of course. If he were strong, he would not have been a leader. The strong do what the leaders say. And if he were wise, he would not have been in the forest. Wise men do not do the things that are hard; they have others do them. But a man-type thing likes to hear nice things, even if they are lies. So Swift said these nice things, and he said more.

	“You wish to sell me,” Swift said, “because you seek wealth. But if I can offer you more wealth than you would get from me, would you let me go?”

	“You are a malthrope. You have no wealth to offer,” the leader elf said.

	“That is not so!” Swift said. “I have this!”

	And Swift reached into his cape. From inside he pulled a beautiful stone. The color was purple, a very hard color of stone to find. Even when it was dry, it shined like morning dew. He held it up.

	“You will not find a finer stone in all of the great woods. It is worth more than I am by far. I will give it to you if you let me go.”

	“Ha-ha!” the leader elf said. “I have you, and so I have the stone. I do not need to let you go.”

	“But, leader elf, so wise and so brave, you can have so much more if you let me go. Because I know where there are more stones like this. Five stones more. Let me go and I will fetch them for you.”

	This was a lie, of course. Swift knew that the stone he held was finer by far than any in the forest. There were no more like it. But like before, a man-type thing will believe a thing if the thing is something he wants to believe. So he believed there was more wealth to be had.

	Another day, this would have been enough. They would have let Swift go to fetch the other stones, and Swift would have run and never returned. But today, the leader elf was not as much of a fool as Swift would like.

	“If I let you go, you will not come back. Instead, you will lead me to the stones. Soldiers, lock a chain on his neck. Wizards make it so that only by my word can it be opened.”

	If ever you are in chains, you are in a bad place and you have done many wrong things, but Swift knew this might happen. He had thought this through.

	“You are very good and wise, leader elf. I will do as you say. And please, take this first stone to keep.”

	The leader elf took the stone, and he locked it away. He was very suspicious, which is a good thing to be, but not so suspicious as to keep Swift from seeing where he put the stone. It was in a locked box with other coins and stones, in a tied sack, in the bag on the saddle of the horse. Swift watched it all.

	With soldiers holding his chains, Swift marched through the woods. He climbed steep hills. He trudged through painful brambles. The elves were not as strong as Swift and grew tired. They made camp and, while they slept, Swift opened the saddlebag. He untied the sack. He plucked the key from the elf leader and unlocked the box. From inside he took the stone and a handful of coins. One by one, he placed a coin in the pockets of the other sleeping elves, then replaced the box and key.

	The next day he made a show of searching. When the time was right, he dropped the stone into the dirt.

	“Here, oh wise and brave one. And there are many more like it, and I will lead you to them.”

	The leader elf was pleased. He placed the stone in his box and demanded Swift continue to lead him to more. For five long days, he led them through the woods. Each night he would take back the stone and more of the coins. Each day he would pretend to find the stone and present it once more.

	It was not until the sixth day that the leader elf noticed how empty the box had become.

	“What is this?” he said. “I have been robbed. You have done this, you horrible mally!”

	Of course the elf leader would think Swift was the thief. All malthropes are thieves to man-type things.

	“Oh wise one,” Swift said. “I did not! See how I carry no coins. See how I carry no stones.”

	The elf leader shouted, “Someone has stolen my things. All of you, turn out your pockets.”

	One by one, the soldiers and wizard emptied their pockets. Gold coins and silver coins spilled to the ground.

	“Thieves! Traitors! All of you!” the elf leader cried.

	The other elves did not like being called thieves. Man-type things always call others by names they cannot stand to be called. The soldiers raised their weapons. The wizard raised his special stone. All were angry with the leader elf.

	“Free me, oh wise one,” Swift said quickly. “Only I have not lied to you. If you promise my safety, I shall defend you!”

	The elf leader, with no one left to fight his battles for him, quickly spoke the words that would break the chains. Swift was free. And he did not keep his word, because a word to a man-type thing is no word at all. He ran into the forest, and the terrible elves sliced and magicked and beat each other until they were all dead.

	#

	“And the next day, Swift returned to take the swords, and the gold.” She tapped Reyna’s pendant. “And the stone. The end.”

	The twins softly clapped, their faces aglow with smiles.

	“I love that one,” Reyna said. “Swift is so smart.”

	“What do we learn from this story?” Sorrel asked. “What lessons does Swift teach us? There are many.”

	“Elves are stupid and we should lie to them,” Wren said.

	Sorrel shook her head. “No. That is not the lesson.”

	Reyna piped up. “Elves can be smart, but they can also be stupid.”

	“And we should lie to them,” Wren amended.

	“Yes. What else?”

	“If you are in chains, you did something wrong, so you have to be extra smart to get out,” Reyna said.

	“And? More lessons.”

	“And… you should only do a stupid thing if there are no more smart things to do,” Wren said.

	“Good, and more. You have heard this story many times. You should know all of the lessons.”

	Reyna scratched her head. “Oh! Stealing is always a good thing to do.”

	Sorrel crossed her arms. “Who tells you that stealing is a good thing to do? Swift did not steal anything in the story.”

	“Right, because he only took the stone, which was his already,” Wren said. “And the coins, but he gave them back.”

	“But what about the swords and things, after they were all dead?” Reyna said.

	“You can’t steal from a dead person. Everyone knows that,” Wren mocked.

	“This is true, but also it is not,” Sorrel said. “Listen close, because this is very important. It is two pieces. First, you should never take anything unless it belongs to you. Second, anything that someone else cannot stop you from getting belongs to you. Swift takes an elf’s gold, that is the elf’s fault for not keeping it, not Swift’s fault for taking it.”

	“Oh… right. Because if I find an apple on a tree, I’m not stealing from the tree,” Wren said.

	“Taking things from people is just… harvesting,” Reyna reasoned.

	“Yes! Now one last lesson and we all get some sleep.”

	“Adventures are bad,” Reyna and Wren said in unison.

	“That’s right. Now sleep for you both.”

	 

	
Chapter 2

	 

	Just as the sun began to paint the sky, Sorrel roused the twins for a new day of lessons.

	“Up. Up. Both of you. The prey will soon be stirring, and you must be ready,” she said, pulling free her cloak to let the lingering cold help wake the sleepy children.

	“But, Mama...” murmured Reyna, pulling her own cloak tighter around her.

	Wren was a bit more enthusiastic at the prospect of a hunt.

	“Can we try for a deer today, Mama?” Wren said. “I almost got one last time.”

	“We are in the desert, Wren. This is not a place for deer. There won’t be prey so large here. In the forest, and in the plains, there you can find big prey. In the farms of man and the things like man as well. But not here.”

	“Aw… Why did we leave the forest then, Mama?” Wren said.

	“Because the things like man like the forest, and so we must not be there. We are better hunters. We can live anywhere. And to be safe, we must live where others cannot.”

	“But won’t that be hard?”

	“The good things to do, the right things, they are not the easy things. But now is not for talking. Now is for hunting. Reyna, you listen, and you follow. Hunt as well as Wren today. And Wren, hide as well as Reyna. You each must do both.”

	“Yes, Mama,” they said in unison.

	The twins stood and raised their noses for a long, slow sniff.

	“Uh-uh-uh,” Sorrel lightly scolded. “What do we use first? Before even our noses?”

	“Our heads?” Reyna said.

	“This is so. Where is it that we should start our hunt?”

	Reyna and Wren mused quietly.

	“Oh, near the water!” Wren said.

	Sorrel tousled his hair. “Good, yes. You have a good head. Always by the water. Come.”

	They turned to the east. Sorrel always made certain to spend the night near enough to water to reach it quickly, but far enough to avoid providing a warning to any of the animals who might venture near for a morning drink. In an arid plain like this, remaining hidden meant moving much farther from the water than she would have liked. Without even tall grass to crouch in, they were at the mercy of the low rolling hills to provide their cover. It wasn’t ideal, but little in their lives was.

	The family crept low to the ground, eyes steady, ears perked, noses sampling the air. Sorrel closed her eyes and focused on the way the wind ruffled her whiskers. There was barely a breeze. That was good. Their scent would not travel. Still, with no cover and a great deal of distance between themselves and the meager collection of rabbits and lizards near the water, they would need to move with painful slowness, and even that might not be enough.

	Sorrel silently signaled the twins to drop into a shallow gully out of sight of the water. When they were hidden, she motioned for them to watch closely and gathered up the powdery soil in handfuls, patting it into her fur and clothing with an artist’s precision. Soon she was covered from head to toe, a layer of dust perfectly blending her color to that of the land. The twins imitated, not as skillfully, but Sorrel finished the job for them and they resumed the hunt.

	A long stalk and a frenzied sprint later, Sorrel snatched up a pair rabbits. Reyna caught a lizard, and Wren caught a rabbit of his own. It was a fine hunt, and left them with full bellies and the rest of the day to digest, learn, and plan.

	#

	During the day, when they did not have to worry about finding prey, they moved with a bit less care. They were still mindful of those who might hunt them, but Sorrel neither saw nor smelled anything that concerned her. The desert stretched out to the north, and the thinning remnants of the plains and forest stretched out to the south. There was little to obscure her view. Breezes and gusts, when they came, carried scents from miles around. It was as safe as she was ever likely to feel while out in the open. Her children knew her well enough to know that if she was not concerned and cautious, they need not be either. It seldom took long for the questions to begin to flow.

	“Mama?” Reyna said. “We are going north.”

	“Yes.”

	“There’s just more desert to the north.”

	“Yes, Reyna.”

	“Why do we keep going? The desert is bad!”

	“But how bad?”

	“Who cares? It is bad!”

	“We need to know. Know always how bad it is. Know how far you can go. Because if someone follows, you need to know how far you can go, and for how long.”

	“But no one is following us, Mama,” Wren said.

	“That is why we go now. Now if we make a mistake, if we go too far, we can come back. If someone follows and we make a mistake, we don’t come back. But if we know, then when we go, they go too far. And they don’t come back.”

	Wren slumped a bit. “So we have to keep looking and listening and sniffing.”

	“We always do. Always.”

	“Always forever?” Reyna asked.

	“You should not ask questions you know the answer to.”

	Reyna’s shoulders slumped too. “Sorry, Mama.”

	They walked in silence, but for the children, the silence was heavier. Sorrel looked down to them.

	“Also you should not stay silent when you have something you need to say.”

	Reyna looked at her feet and huffed. “Is there ever going to be a place where we don’t have to do this? Where we can just be instead of always worrying?”

	Sorrel looked to the north. “I do not know. But I think there is a place like that. I have not found it. But always I am looking for it. That is why there is the game. The game keeps us alive until we find a place like that. The game teaches us to know when we have found a place like that. That is why you must be good at the game. Because maybe I will not be with you when you find the place. Maybe you will need to know for yourself.”

	“The game is for so many reasons…” Wren said.

	“The game is everything,” Sorrel said.

	Wren sniffed the air and glanced about. “Can we start early today, then?”

	Reyna nodded. “Yes! Can we? I know just which way to go.”

	Sorrel grinned. “Now is a good time to start.”

	She shut her eyes and crouched down. When they were certain she could not see, they scampered away. The soft crunch of sand was barely audible beneath their feet. She breathed in their scent until it began to fade. They chose their direction well. It didn’t take long before the wind was wafting their scent away rather than blowing it toward her. In minutes, none of her senses spoke of them beyond the lingering scent of their trail. It was the one thing that no amount of care or wisdom could entirely eliminate, and thus it was the reason she knew that she would be able to find her children no matter how carefully they played the game. They simply couldn’t move quickly enough for their trails to be cold before she could find them. But they didn’t need to know that. The harder they worked at an impossible goal, the closer they came to doing the impossible. And doing the impossible was very nearly what it would take to live to a ripe old age as a malthrope.

	She opened her eyes and scanned the ground. Little footprints traced swift paths away, each vanishing as they found parallel paths along ground that wouldn’t show their passage.

	“They walk together…” Sorrel mused. “Maybe good, maybe bad. We will see how far they get.”

	#

	“Hurry up, Reyna,” Wren called, his voice almost silent but still quite loud enough for his sister’s sensitive ears.

	“Not so fast,” she objected, rushing along after him.

	Both were running at a crouch, but Wren was managing much longer strides.

	“If we go fast, we get farther. If we get farther, she takes longer to find us. Far enough, fast enough, and we win the game!” Wren said.

	“But I can’t keep up. And we don’t know where we’re going!”

	“So? I never know where I’m going. I just go the ways I can. Right now we don’t have to worry about where to, we just have to worry about away from. And we’re going away from Mama.”

	Wren skidded to a stop as the winding valley between two sandy hills abruptly ended, denying them cover.

	“See,” Reyna huffed, catching up to him and trying to recover. “It isn’t always about being faster. We can also hide.”

	“We can’t hide so close to where we started, Mama will find us before the sun even gets close to the horizon. And then neither of us gets a story.”

	“Not if we hide really good,” Reyna said.

	Wren wrinkled his nose and sniffed the air. He couldn’t smell his mother, but that didn’t mean much. For all he knew, she was right on top of them. Retracing their steps would cost them some of the precious distance they’d gotten as part of their head start. But they had chosen their path poorly. Good cover from this point forward would be hard to find.

	“Fine,” Wren said. “You’re a better hider than me. Where would you hide?”

	They’d been following some firm ground that didn’t show prints, probably the dried-up bed of a river. The sand that spread outward and upward along the dunes was much looser. It would easily show their prints if they tried to travel across it. She pawed at the sandy ground with her fingers. The top layer of the soil was dry, but not far below the surface was moist sand that stuck to her fur. She started to dig.

	“First, we use the sand, we make ourselves harder to see,” Reyna said. “Like with Mama earlier. Only with the sand here, so we match.”

	She patted handfuls of the sticky sand against her outfit. Wren did the same.

	“Mama sees very good,” Wren said. “It won’t be enough.”

	“But it won’t be nothing.”

	“What do we do after the sand?”

	“Um…” Reyna said, her uncertainty more than evident.

	“You don’t know, do you?” Wren said, grinning smugly as he smeared some sand on his face.

	“You should have ideas too. That’s why I wanted to run together. Mama says we need to be fast and strong and smart. I’m fast and smart, and you’re fast and strong. We have to be together to be all three.”

	“I’m smart too!” Wren said, realizing what his sister perceived to be his shortcoming. “I’ll show you.”

	He stared at the ground, now churned up by their digging. “First we need to fix this. She’ll know what we did if we don’t.”

	“I know that.” Reyna started smoothing the sand over. “That’s not the idea we need.”

	Wren helped her pat and smooth away the evidence of their digging. “This ground… this ground is very much like the ground we find rabbits near.”

	“No hunting, Wren. That’s what got you caught last time.”

	“No, no! The rabbits like to dig and hide in holes. If they get inside deep enough, I can’t get them. Maybe we can do that!”

	“We don’t have time to dig a hole.”

	“Maybe we can find a nice big hole. Or a little one that we can make big fast. Look, there is more sand like that this way, and all along that part there. And Mama is probably back the other way, since we can’t smell her, and that means she’s downwind. So we go that way, we look for holes, and we hide in them.”

	Reyna nodded. “Yes. That is a good idea. If you can’t be like the hunter, be like the hardest-to-get prey. Mama says that all the time!”

	They hurried off, rarely standing taller than a crawl. The sand did a wonderful job of hiding them, making fur and clothes alike the same tawny color of the soil. It even masked their scent a bit. The layer of musty earthiness over their own scent wouldn’t fool Sorrel for more than a moment, but that was a moment longer than not at all.

	As the pair dashed, they set their minds wholly upon two simple things: getting as far away as they could, and finding a good place to dig. So excited and enthusiastic were they about their new plan that they began to forget about other important lessons they had learned.

	#

	Sorrel followed the scent and path of her twins.

	“They are trying new things…” she mused to herself, noticing a half-hidden paw print. “I will stay back. Let them know that new things like this are sometimes good…”

	She moved after them with far greater care than she would ever take while hunting food. For the little ones, playing the game correctly was the relatively simple matter of remaining hidden until the sun set. For that, Sorrel had to stay far enough away that they could not detect her, but near enough that she never truly lost them. Caring for her young was an endless balancing act, making them always aware of the dangers of the world and teaching them to face those dangers, but never allowing them to face those dangers alone until she knew they were ready.

	She came to the end of the riverbed they had been following. They’d covered their tracks well, though in this case it didn’t help much. She knew they’d come this way, and as she hadn’t seen them scamper over the dunes, they could only have fled along the valley between them. Sorrel traced the path forward with her eyes. A few twists, a few turns, but with the way the wind was blowing and where the sun was in the sky, Reyna and Wren could only safely choose a single route from here without risking being seen.

	Sorrel nodded. They’d cornered themselves. It was an understandable mistake, and one that she would have made herself at their age, but it was a serious enough one that she couldn’t allow them a win today. If a hunter of her skill had truly sought them as prey, they were as good as caught. She would give them a few hours more to see if they realized their mistake. Perhaps she could afford to linger long enough for them to earn another story. This little adventure reminded her of a fine one…

	She heard a quiet buzz. Her ear flicked. Near the water, the air was thick with insects. Small, annoying bugs drifted in the breeze. Large, swooping ones made meals of them. This was certainly the thrumming beat of a large insect. But she was far from the water. There were no small insects around. She held perfectly still and waited. The buzzing came and went. She watched with her peripheral vision, waiting for the source of the sound to come into view. It stubbornly refused to. She narrowed her eyes and released a soft sigh. Sorrel had never known a dragonfly to be clever enough to stay out of sight. That left just one possibility.

	Her ears pivoted to follow its sound. Timing would be important. This was the sort of thing she wouldn’t get a second chance at. For Sorrel, that was true of most things. She was quite accustomed to making the moment count. The soft flutter of wings drew near. Nearer. Nearer still. At the precise instant it was near enough, she swiped her hand blindly through the air. Her aim was true. A tiny form slapped into the palm of her hand.

	Sorrel raised a small, struggling creature to her face. It was barely larger than the palm of her hand: a fairy. She’d had little experience with them, but her rare encounters had never been with a specimen like this. As far as she could tell, it was a male. He had dark, almost copper-colored skin. Black hair formed a frazzled nest atop his head. She knew better than to loosen her grip to inspect his body, but it felt as though he wore little in the way of clothes.

	“There is no water near. No fire, either. An earth fairy, then? Does such a thing exist, I wonder?” Sorrel murmured to herself.

	The fairy struggled and trilled. It was deceivingly strong, but not strong enough to pull itself free of her grip. Sorrel pulled it close to her face.

	“You should not be so curious, fairy,” she said quietly. “Now I let you go, and you leave me be. Or maybe I use these on you next time.”

	She peeled her lips in a snarl. When she was sure he’d gotten a good look at what he’d be facing if he continued to bother her, she let the little thing go. It buzzed upward and she turned back to the breeze to sample for the scent of her brood. She shut her eyes and took a long, deep whiff. The air carried the scent of sand, dry grass… but not Reyna and Wren.

	Sorrel took another breath, slower and longer this time. The trail her children had taken was right below her nose. She should smell it. There was no way she could have lost the scent. She dropped down, sniffing again and again. Not until her nose was buried in the soil did she get so much as a hint of the scent she was after.

	She cocked her head, then glanced over her shoulder. The fairy was well out of her reach, but still near enough for her to see the flutter of his wings and hear their buzz.

	“That thing… is it… changing the wind?” she mused.

	Her chest tightened. A flash of anxiety burned in her stomach. She craned her neck slightly and scanned her surroundings. The sand around her had shifted. The short grass all bent in the same direction, waving softly away from her. Her eyes settled on a tawny bit of landscape. It seemed perfectly innocuous. But something about it, something about the shadows and the sweep of it, sparked something in her mind.

	“I don’t like this… We will not play the game today. Someone else is playing the game.”

	She stood and put her fingers to her lips, readying a piercing whistle to summon the twins. Before she could, the confounding wind kicked up. Sand scoured her face and blasted her eyes. She stumbled back, eyes tearing and blinking away the grit. Rising wind whistled in her ears, but it couldn’t fully mask the sound of footsteps charging toward her.

	Sorrel sprang blindly back and away from the hill’s peak. She desperately wanted to rush to her children, to sweep them up and keep them safe. But now was not the time. To run to them now would only lead these attackers, whoever the were, right toward them.

	Her mind and heart raced as she bounded blindly down the slope. Everywhere she turned, the wind followed, spraying in her eyes. The air was thick with dust and debris. Each heaving breath choked her lungs with sand. Hidden among the wail of the wind was the half-heard whistle of rope whipping through the air. She turned her bounding run into a wild leap, but something coiled tight about her leg. She thumped to the ground, and in a heartbeat, a dozen hands pinned her to it. She was caught. And she’d never even seen the faces of those who had bested her.

	 

	
Chapter 3

	 

	The sun slid ever lower. Reyna and Wren huddled in the shadows of a burrow they’d hastily dug. It had taken time and effort to claw out a space large enough for the two of them. Then came something that was more of an art, the sculpting and scattering of the sand to hide that they’d ever been there at all.

	Hours crept by. They were smeared with fresh soil, a thick layer patted into their fur. If not for the glitter of their squinted eyes, one could almost imagine there was nothing but a pair of wind-blown motes of sand where the twins were hiding.

	It wasn’t a comfortable place to hide, but they were used to that. Safety and comfort weren’t the same thing, and of the two, safety was better. They were hungry and thirsty, too. But food and water could wait. The sun was quite near the horizon, and they were so very close to winning the game.

	The twins started to wriggle and fidget as the final sliver of sun inched down along the horizon. Just a few seconds more. The air didn’t carry even a hint of their mother, but that didn’t mean a thing. She always seemed to turn up whether they could smell her or not. Finally, the moment came and went. Evening turned to night. They had hidden for the whole of the day.

	They had won.

	Wren scrambled from the cave and leaped and pranced triumphantly.

	“We did it!” he crowed.

	“I can’t believe it!” Reyna said.

	She slipped out and the two joined paws and bounced about. It was a peculiar sight, the pair of malthropes reveling in their victory. Even as the thrill of their first real win seized them, they kept their motions below the peaks of the hills. Even as they cheered and celebrated, they kept their voices barely above a whisper. The pair had mastered the art of stealthy exuberance.

	“What do we do now?” Wren asked, a smile still lighting up his face. “What do we win? And how do we tell Mama?”

	“I don’t know. We must have hidden better than we thought. I would have thought the moment we poked a nose out of the burrow, she would have seen us. Should we call her?” Reyna said.

	“You call her.”

	She crossed her arms. “You have the louder voice.”

	“I get scolded for having the louder voice.”

	“She can’t scold you now. We won the game! This is time for a reward!”

	“If you aren’t afraid of getting scolded, then why don’t you call for her?”

	“Because you have the louder voice.”

	Wren glared at her. “Fine. But if she yells at me, I’m telling her you told me to do it.” He took a deep breath and called out, “Mama!”

	In truth, the call was barely above speaking volume, but after hours of being too cautious to breathe too loudly, it was downright startling. They dropped down against the slope of the hill, ears twisting this way, eyes peering that way. Sorrel did not come.

	“Mama!” Wren called, now a genuine shout.

	“Why won’t she come…” Reyna said with a chill.

	“I don’t know. She can’t be far. She’s never far.”

	“You don’t think… something happened to her, do you?”

	He tipped his head up and stated in a very matter-of-fact manner. “Nothing happened to Mama, because nothing happened to us. Mama’s better at hiding and running than we are, so if something was going to happen to anyone, it would happen to us and she’d get away.”

	“Then where is she?”

	Wren turned the possibilities over in his head. “We never won the game before, right?” he said.

	“Right.”

	“So we don’t really know what happens next in the game. Maybe there’s a second part.”

	“But why wouldn’t she tell us that part?”

	“Maybe that’s part of the part. Maybe we have to figure it out on our own,” Wren suggested.

	“So what do we do, then?”

	“I don’t know. You’re better at figuring.”

	“I don’t want to figure. I want Mama,” she said, shrinking down below the sandy peak.

	“The sooner we figure out what she wants us to figure out, the sooner we get her back. And a reward!”

	“What do you think it’ll be?” Reyna asked, her fear tempered by the promise of a prize.

	“Um… Remember when we were by that bazaar down south? She stole those sweets?”

	Reyna held up a finger. “Uh-uh-uh. She found those sweets in a shop. Remember? If they can’t keep them away from us, they don’t belong to them.”

	“Right, right. But remember how good they were? I bet she kept some. I bet she has a sweet for each of us.”

	“You think?” Reyna said eagerly.

	“Mama always keeps some of something important. And if sweets are the reward for winning the game, they’re very important. So get to figuring!” He shut his eyes and hunkered down, lips curled in pleasant memory. “I hope it’s the chewy one…”

	Reyna rolled over to place her back on the cooling sand of the hill. “What would be the next part of the game…” she murmured. “The game is all about hunting.”

	“No,” Wren corrected. “It’s all about running and hiding.”

	“They’re the same thing, Wren,” she countered. “We’re running and hiding. She’s hunting.”

	He tipped his head back and forth. “I guess. But mostly it’s running and hiding.”

	She tugged at the edge of her shawl. “So if it’s about running and hiding and hunting… we didn’t do any hunting yet.”

	“Hunting is a different game. She teaches that separate.”

	“Maybe she doesn’t. Maybe it’s all one big game. Remember? On the safe days? She lets you and me play tag.”

	“And I always win because you don’t run as fast as me.”

	“Except when I hide.”

	“That’s not tag, that’s hide and seek.”

	“You can still hide during tag, Wren. And that’s not what I’m talking about. When we play tag, if you tag me, then it’s my turn to tag you.”

	“Yeah, so?”

	“So we finished the hiding part. Maybe the next part of the game is the hunting part and Mama hides.”

	“You think?” Wren said.

	She shrugged. “It could be. Maybe that’s why she doesn’t answer. Because she’s hiding now.”

	“But that’s not fair! Mama’s good at hiding. Better than us.”

	“But she isn’t anymore, right? She couldn’t find us, so that means we’re as good at hiding as her. The next part is hunting.”

	Wren grumbled. “You might be right.” He cautiously craned his neck. “Hunting at night is harder, though.”

	“The next part of the game would be harder, wouldn’t it?”

	She crawled up to peer with him. It was astounding how a little bit of light and a little bit of thought could completely change the way the world looked. All through the day, the field had looked so small. It had seemed like there was nowhere to hide, and no way to get far enough away to have a chance to escape if Sorrel spotted them. Now the field was nothing but nooks and crannies. Every shadow was a yawning abyss that could easily conceal their mother. And everything was so spread out. It would take them ages to reach the best hiding places, all the while scurrying where Sorrel could easily spot them.

	“I think you figured right,” Wren said. “But I wish you hadn’t.” He shuddered a bit.

	“What’s wrong?”

	“How do we know when we win? How do we know when she wins?”

	“We won by sunset. She must win by sunrise, right?”

	“A whole night without Mama…” he said. “That’s too long.”

	“The sooner we go, the sooner we find her,” Reyna said.

	He huffed and nodded. As if it were choreographed, they each raised their nose and took a long sniff, then lowered it for three sniffs along the ground. When they had the scent of the land in their noses, they wordlessly slipped over the hill and into the night.

	#

	When two creatures have lived every minute by each other’s side, learning the same lessons and pursuing the same goals, words cease to be necessary. Both Reyna and Wren knew just how to track a scent and follow a path. It wasn’t a matter of one knowing better than the other. It was a matter of one looking left while the other looked right. When two were of one mind, a simple twitch of an eyebrow or flick of an ear could convey volumes of information.

	Wren pawed softly at some soil. Reyna watched and knew—this was a footprint that Sorrel had swept away. That meant they were heading in the right direction. Reyna dropped down to sniff the ground. The merest shift of her weight told Wren that she’d found a trace of their mother and they should continue to the east.

	It took a few hours, but they were able to find something resembling a trail left by Sorrel. They’d had to circle all the way back to a path they knew they’d followed, so it felt like cheating. Fortunately, if there was one lesson the many adventures of Swift had taught them, it was that it isn’t cheating if it’s the only way you can win.

	Night had fallen. What little light there was came from a crescent moon that was low in the sky. It was plenty for their sharp eyes. Wren and Reyna almost felt confident that they would stumble upon their mother any moment when, quite suddenly, the trail came to an end.

	“I don’t understand it,” Wren said, nose low to the ground. “Even Mama can’t just decide not to leave a trail.”

	“Maybe she can. Maybe there’s more to learn than we thought,” Reyna said.

	“But there’s no footprints, and nothing like what she leaves behind when she wipes them away.”

	Reyna crouched and hugged her knees, eyes on the ground. “I’ve never seen ground look like this before,” she said, a chill in her tone.

	Wren stood and paced back. The ground was in a curious state. The sand was terribly churned up, but the disturbance was a near-perfect circle.

	“I don’t think she did this…” Reyna murmured.

	“She must have done this. Who else could have done this? Mama is just showing us she has more good tricks. Maybe that’s the reward. We get to learn the better tricks now.”

	She shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t like it.”

	Wren trotted over and placed a paw on her shoulder. “You look scared.”

	“I am scared.”

	He waggled a finger at her. “What does Mama say? Don’t look scared. If you look scared, the scary people know they are winning.”

	“Then there are scary people,” she said.

	“No! I didn’t say that.” He gathered himself up, trying to stand tall and brave. “I’ll show you. What does Mama say to do when you are expecting prey and you don’t find it?”

	“She says look for other hunters.”

	“That’s right. So we look for other hunters, and when we don’t find any, that means this is all still the game and we keep looking.”

	Reyna nodded and let herself tip forward onto all fours. Wren did the same, and they put their noses to work once more. On their way there, they had been scouring every whiff for the very specific, very familiar scent of their mother. It had a way of blinding one to other things. Now they were looking for anything that wasn’t their mother. That was a very wide net to cast. Each breath that had once registered itself in their mind as nothing at all was now a bouquet of aromas. A dusty old desert rabbit from three days ago. A jackal from a few hours ago. The dry sting of desert shrubs. … And something else.

	Wren was the first to notice it, but Reyna caught a whiff a few moments later. Both froze in place. They shut their eyes and held still, as though it took all of their mind and body to make sense of the odor. They lowered their heads and took in a long, thoughtful breath. When they opened their eyes, they locked each other in a disbelieving gaze.

	“It can’t be,” Reyna said.

	“What else could it be? It isn’t my smell, it isn’t yours, and it isn’t Mama’s. But it is our smell. It’s a malthrope smell.” He sniffed again. “Not just one either… Three. There were three malthropes here.”

	“But there aren’t any malthropes but us and Papa! And this isn’t Papa’s smell.”

	“We don’t know there aren’t any. Mama knew some back where she came from. There could be more.”

	The wind shifted. Even without a sniff, both twins dropped to the ground and turned to the southeast.

	“More… and they smell the same! Different, but the same!” Wren said, eyes sweeping in the direction of the breeze.

	“I don’t like it,” Reyna said. “Why didn’t we smell these things before? We’ve been through here before. And where’s Mama?”

	“There!” Wren said.

	He sprang to his feet, standing tall as he saw something sprinting toward them in the soft moonlight. The motions were so sure, so swift. The way they hugged the contours of the ground, using paws as well as feet to scramble as quickly and purposefully as they could. It was precisely the way their mother moved. Wren had all but waved and shouted for what he believed to be their mother when a second figure emerged from between two dunes. It moved just as the first had.

	“That’s not Mama. Not either of them,” Reyna said.

	“But they’re malthropes! They’re malthropes like us!” Wren said. “Come on! They must know where Mama is.”

	He took a step toward them, but Reyna caught his arm and held him back.

	“What are you doing?” Wren asked. “Malthropes! After all this time, there are more malthropes!”

	“We should go. We don’t know if they’re friendly.”

	“But they’re malthropes!”

	“Mama said everyone’s unfriendly except for us.”

	“But they are us!”

	Reyna held tight to his wrist. She looked like her mind was stretched tight between the hope of others like her and the carefully taught fear of outsiders that Sorrel had instilled. Wren glanced back and forth between her and the rapidly
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