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				Prologue

				When I turned thirteen years of age, the village elder told me I had become a woman. When I turned fourteen years of age, my mother told me I had become a burden. When I turned fifteen years of age, my father told me I had become a wife. He had been paid a man from the Anukshen to take me away from everything I knew and every person I cared for, to become his third wife. 

				The man who was to become my husband was a warrior of the Anukshen people, an ashen, grey-furred tribe of bobcats whose lands bordered our own. His name was Methoa’nuk, and he was nearly twenty years my senior. I was told his first wife had been slain by a rival tribe during wartime. His second wife’s death was a hushed topic I was not to question, lest I earn his disfavor. My father made that very clear as he prepared me to meet my husband for the first time. That was the day of the changing of hands…my wedding day.

				I choose not to remember much of that day. I do not enjoy reflecting on moments of weakness in my life, and the day I was traded to my husband-to-be for two horses and a brick of salt, I felt the most helpless I have in my entire life. The word “terror” does not adequately describe my feelings at the time.

				I learned quickly that acceptance would be my only route to any happiness. As a child, I had been exuberant, adventurous, eager to stray far from the village and stretch my arms as I stood at the precipice of the rocky crags that overlooked our valley, pretending to catch distant eagles in my outstretched paws. But that young girl and her flights of fancy ended the first night my new husband put me under him and told me I would have his children, or he would be rid of me as he had his last unruly woman.

				Acclimating to the Anukshen was hard. I was a possession of my husband and less than a person to the rest of his tribe. Every Anukshen—whether male or female, honored elder or child—was my better and could order me to do as they pleased, provided the work I was asked to do did not in any way displease my husband. 

				I learned before long that he was a Talikshan, an Honored Warrior, and as such was next in line to be Chief. One elder, a woman who spared a kind word for me every now and then, educated me on what my future would be within the Anukshen. I was grateful for her knowledge, because no one else, not even my parents, had explained it all to me up until that point. I was simply thrust into the life and expected to be obedient. Questioning was for men. All a wife knows is what her husband tells her.

				She told me that as Methoa’s wife, I might someday be the Chief’s wife, and such a position would allow me a small margin of freedom, even given my heritage. Regardless of when he became Chief, I would not become an Anukshen until five years of my life had been spent within the tribe and until I had borne my husband an heir.

			

			
				So much depended upon giving him children. More than I had ever imagined. It would become the central focus of my husband’s mind as time passed, and in the end, it was what would seal my fate.

				Methoa had never had children with his two previous wives, even though he had been married to both for over five years. He was approaching his fourth decade, and so it had become a source of great obsession and, if I dared think it to myself, shame for him. But he was a man, and so he could not know shame. The shame rested on his wives. 

				The pressure to give him an heir was ever-present. From the very beginning of my time in his hut, it was the only driving force that could compel him to come to me, to spare time for me. If he came to my hut, it was because he was trying to make children with me that night. I did my duty as his wife, much as it pained me and I despised it. I never fought it nor complained. My rebellious spirit was at that time buried beneath a fog of juvenile fear and the ever-present knowledge of what had happened to his previous wife after she had failed to give him a child and worn out his patience. 

				To think back on it now, I am disgusted with myself. I knew who I was even then. I should have bitten back my cowardice and fought, even if it meant death. But on the other hand, if I had…I would never have had my son.

				Three years passed at my husband’s side amongst the Anukshen, before I conceived. Three gut-wrenching, terrifying, uncertain years. Some part of my mind registered, I think, that the curse of infertility lay in my husband, not in me. His history with his previous wives seemed to prove that, but to voice such thoughts aloud would have meant death. Alohena, the great salmon spirit, whose children died to bring life into the world, would never curse an Honored Warrior. The issue had to lie with me, no matter what I thought about the matter.

				I think some part of his mind realized it too, even if he wasn’t willing to accept it. Because when I at last conceived, I was not met with jubilation and joy from my husband but with suspicion. 

				As time went by and my belly grew, I found a new source of joy in the world. One I had never expected. Until that point, conceiving a child had merely been a means to an end, a path towards survival and integration into the tribe. I held no fantasies of forging a happy family with my husband or winning the cold, distant man over with the birth of his child. Rather, I hoped only to spare the child as much as possible from its father’s wrath and physical discipline. That was as much as I could afford to hope for, I reasoned.

				But I had not expected the contentment that came with feeling the life inside me or the realization that I would soon no longer be alone. Forever from the point my child was born, I would have a family again.

				I was naive.

			

			
				At some point while the child grew inside me, Methoa had begun to speak aloud of his suspicion. That the child was not, in fact, his. I made every possible assurance to him that it could only be his child, that the spirits had blessed us because of his many successful hunts that season. I did everything in my power to prove my submission to him, to calm the coiling serpent I saw behind his eyes every time he questioned me.

				My beautiful little boy was born at the end of the warm season. It took me nearly a day to bring him into the world, and several times I thought I might die. The village shaman and two of the elder mothers saw me through it, and by the time the sun was setting, I was able to hold my tiny son. He was small, helpless, and blind, but for some reason, holding him in my arms and knowing I had brought him into the world gave me the greatest feeling of strength I had ever known. 

				The time I spent with Tale’nuk, my little boy, could not have been marred by any man, woman, or force of nature. They were the happiest days I had ever known. I barely knew Methoa was near, my world was consumed by the young kitten in my arms. Life had become whole for me again.

				But by the time my son was several weeks of age and his eyes had opened, we knew something was wrong. A baby should not be blind so long. He would not follow my motions with his eyes, nor would he look at me or Methoa. His gaze was blank. And it remained that way…for months.

				When the first frost came, Tale had still never gazed upon the world. I could pretend otherwise, and I often lied to my husband and told him our son was getting better…but everyone knew it was not true. My son was blind. 

				It was all the validation my husband needed. No child of an Honored Warrior would be born with a shroud drawn over their eyes. I therefore had surely shamed him. I had betrayed him. My son was the son of another. These were the accusations he made, first to me, then to the Chief and the Shaman. 

				And they believed him.

				I had not fought my family when they gave me to this man. I had not fought my husband when he claimed me. I had never fought him when he beat me.

				But the day my husband and the Chief came to my hut to take my child from me…to cull him from the Anukshen tribe…that day, I fought. I fought with everything I had inside me. A fierce fire had been building inside my body for years, trapped beneath the surface of my skin by the bonds of marriage and the indomitable presence of my husband and his tribe. But they were going to kill my child and then punish me for bringing him into the world. I found the concept of life without Tale more unbearable now that I had known the joy of having him. Death would have been preferable to accepting what they’d decreed for me. And so I found I had no fear. For the first time in my life, I had the will to fight. 

			

			
				Unfortunately all the will in the world could not overcome a man who was both armed and twice my size. My husband put me down and rendered my world black before I’d accomplished more than marring his muzzle. I would consider that in and of itself a great feat, except in the end, it did not help me or my child.

				When I woke nearly a day later, my son was gone. He had been returned to the forest for the frost to claim. They made sure I knew it, so that in my own final moments, I would know my last act of rebellion served no purpose. A woman who has shamed the honor of her marriage bed deserves no respite, even at the end of her life.

				I knew then what would become of me, and having lost my son, I welcomed my inevitable punishment. I felt numb and immobile, like my body was dying around me already. So when I was dragged from my hut to the village circle and they bade me step into a pit they had dug, I did so without argument. 

				Slowly, they filled the pit with the discarded earth left in piles around the hole. I let the ground cage my body, from my paws to my clavicle. I felt the cocoon of cool, mossy earth envelop me like the roots of the great mountain trees, like the streams that rushed down the valley’s slopes, like every creature who had ever died. And I thought of my son, returning to that same earth. I was reserved to die with dignity. I was nearly at peace.

				Then the first rock struck me. I had known to expect it, but it still came as a shock. This final act by the tribe—to cast out my shame, to regain their honor through my suffering—was a punishment I had known to expect. But the sheer, terrible pain that I was to endure, I could never have been prepared for. I’m not certain any woman ever has been.

				I do not know how long I was repeatedly struck. Every member of the tribe, from the weakest elders to the youngest children, partook. Even the children I had once taught to make beads or bowstrings. Even the old woman who had once been kind to me. To not participate was shameful. Every person in the tribe had to pick up a stone, had to strike me…or their honor would never be regained.

				I was struck first in the shoulders, and less frequently, in the muzzle. I felt a tooth crack, my nose split, my brow pop and begin bleeding into my right eye. And then the first rock hit the back of my head, and the world began to spin and blur.

				My eyes became the targets of the most vicious. Keeping them shut did little to prevent the crushing blows. Blood choked my throat as it poured down through my nose and from the many chips and swelling splits in my face. When at last I felt the final, crushing blow to my forehead, I greeted eternity with a last jolt of instinctive fear for my passing and gratitude that the ritual was over. My fading consciousness erupted in flickers of memories carried by yellow mountain butterflies. I saw my son amongst them, and though they were buried beneath the earth, I felt as though I were opening my arms to him and catching him. I could almost feel his warmth.

			

			
				 I died that day.

				It was in the blackness between the Spirit realm and hellish reality I had come from that I lingered…for how long I do not know. I know that I felt the ebb and flow of the tides from either side, but I could not bring myself to be washed ashore. Something lingered in my soul. I had thought myself ready for this, but a sense of disquiet now that I was on the brink of peace kept me from embracing it. 

				My son was gone. I could no longer help him. But it was there, in that dark place, that I began to think of another life. One long since departed, whose soul I had never come to regard before in my life except as a cautionary warning.

				My husband’s second wife.

				I did not even know her name. I knew nothing about her in fact. All I knew was the vague history of this woman. That she had come before me. That she had been wed to my husband. That she had, in all likelihood, been killed by him. Possibly by his entire tribe, buried and stoned for some perceived crime as I had been.

				For some reason, though she was little but a specter of the past, I could not let go of the thoughts I held that lingered on her. I could be at peace with my son. But what of her soul? 

				And…what of my husband’s next wife? Would she also be sold to him for dry goods and pack animals? Would she also spend lonely, desperate nights away from her family and everything she knew, only to be hurt and violated by him whenever he willed? Would he blame another woman when he couldn’t produce an heir…and would he kill her?

				As much as I rationalize it now as a concern for his future wives, I know what it was that truly held me in that shadow realm. It was rage. Fury. The desire to avenge all that had befallen me had finally, at last, reared its head. Now, at the moment of my death, I could feel what I never had in life.

				Pure, unadulterated anger.

				 I may have lingered there forever, were it not for Crow. I was no physical thing, no body, but my soul was suspended, floating adrift. And that is when he came to me.

				His wings were the night, not just black but painted in the tapestry of the heavens. Stars shown amidst the dark feathers and his eyes burned like the red twilight of summer sunsets. His mouth yawned and revealed the same burning fire within, and as he spoke, I felt it wash over my body.

				Be reborn, and live for your anger. I shall give you the breath of new life, and in return, you shall become a part of my body. We will burn together for all eternity, you and I. But you will be avenged. 

			

			
				The Spirit’s tone felt all-powerful, commanding me to obey. But despite that, I sensed that I had a choice. This was a bargain. Crow spirits had to bargain…they were devilish and dishonest and had been cursed long ago that they could only intervene with the living if we agreed to their pacts.

				It should have been a harder decision. I had never met a Spirit before, but I knew Crow could not be trusted. But what he offered, I wanted too badly to question. 

				Methoa’nuk would pay for his crimes against me. Against all of his wives. And most importantly, he would pay for what he had done to my son. I didn’t care how long I would burn.

				I do not know how Crow knew that I had agreed, but moments after I had made the decision inside me, he opened his beak and cried out, and the fire inside him washed over my soul.

				I broke from the ground with a scream, the primal noise echoing off the trees and ricocheting through the valley until the walls of the mountains called back to me. I felt that one arm was broken free of my earthen prison, and I slammed it down into the ground, pawing at the dirt desperately until it filled the hollows of my claws.

				I’m not sure I ever got my bearings, but as I pulled myself free like an uprooted tree and felt the ground crackle and scatter around me, my blurry vision vaguely registered that I was no longer in my camp. They had buried me in the woods, somewhere in the valley. The ground was damp here, the leaves smelled differently, the trees were thicker and taller. 

				As it turned out, it mattered little. Once my knees were free, I was able to drag myself a foot from my burial site and no further. I willed my body to move with every ounce of energy I had left, but all I managed was to kick the dirt up around my heels and roll over.

				The sun peaked through the leaves, cascading patterns of warmth and shadow over my battered muzzle and cheeks. One of my eyes was swollen shut, and every inch of my body felt as dead as I should have been.

				I stared up through the trees and wondered if I’d risen from my grave only to die beside it.

				Time passed in bouts of darkness, dreams, and waking flashes of what could have been my surroundings. The valley. The trees. The wind. I thought at one point I had seen my son’s eyes. But he was gone…

				No…white. Impossibly white fur, like the snow that fell in the winter along the mountain peaks. I smelled…a fox. And another canine. Dirtier, muskier…louder.

				I tried vainly to make sense of the collage of vague sights and sounds around me, but it all faded together into a blur. And then blackness claimed me again.

				


			



			
				Chapter 1 Strange New Friends

				The first thing I remember hearing was birdsong. A horned lark. Flitting through my consciousness, it slowly roused me as they once had in my youth when I lived deeper in the valley. There had been none in the Anukshen lands.

				I shot up…or rather, I nearly did. My body jolted and I tried to rise, but a vicious throbbing in my skull weakened the motion and sent me dizzily thudding back onto…something soft?

				I blinked. Both eyes now, I realized. When had my eye healed? It still felt sore, but I could open it and see through it. Adjusting to the stark daylight was taking me some time, but my surroundings were starting to come into focus. A canopy of flickering orange hues and sunlit grey. Trees above me. The air was damp and cool. It smelled like it had recently rained. The strongest scents in the area were wood smoke and the lingering, salty tang of curing meat and hides.

				I was swathed in a fur-insulated blanket and lying on equally soft hides. I felt weak, hungry, and overly warm. I’d likely been feverish recently—the body aches seemed to attest to some kind of passing illness or malady of the flesh—and I had a strong desire to relieve myself, which meant someone had given me water. I hadn’t been given anything to drink for nearly a day before I’d been put in the ground.

				All of my thoughts came to a halt as the memory surfaced. My eyes had begun to pick out the individual shapes in the leaves, finally tightening against the glare after so long in the dark, but for all my improving vision, I was suddenly no longer taking in my surroundings. All I was seeing were the final moments of my life. Or rather, what should have been my final moments.

				Was I truly alive? Was I still…myself?

				Had Crow been real?

				Was I a spirit now? Had we joined? Or had he merely cast a spell on me, and kept me alive? Or…was this the afterlife?

				No. Of all the thoughts I had considered, I dismissed that one first. If I were truly dead, my son would be here with me. I would be holding him. He would be nestled to my breast, his warmth against my collarbone.

				I choked suddenly and realized I’d been battling back a sob. And it may have gone further, were it not for the fact that at that moment, I realized I was not alone.

				“Well, now.” A slow, drawling voice murmured from somewhere to my left, across the crackling fire pit. “It’s ‘bout time y’woke up, kitten.”

				I managed with some effort to turn my head and was finally able to make out something of where I was. I was partially under a lean-to in what was certainly a temporary but well-established camp. Two deerhide-stretched tents lay a respectable distance from the small, dug-in fire pit, and beside me was another lean-to under which dried meat and hides were being cured in what most of my tribesmen would have agreed was dangerous proximity to one another. Several logs had been rolled near to the fire and draped with ratty, worn hides, likely as a seating area. The smaller of the two tents was open, revealing the camp’s wood pile within, as well as a trader’s fortune in cured and stacked hides and some of the strangest tools I’d ever seen. Metal. I’d rarely seen metal tools before. Methoa had a metal knife he’d gotten from a trader years back, likely brought here by the Otherwolves. I had no inkling what these tools were for though. They looked sharp, but not wieldable as weapons.

			

			
				What was most important and most unnerving, though, was the canine sitting across the fire, on a turned-over stump draped in deerskin. Tall, lean, and intense-eyed, he resembled most coyotes I’d seen before. His pelt was unremarkable, his size average for his kind, if underfed. He sat with his elbows draped across his knees, his wiry figure hunched as he regarded me with that long, predatory stare his kind were known for. He was noticeably scarred, a long rake from some kind of weapon drawn over the bridge of his muzzle and several smaller ones across his arms. The mark of a hunter, from holding down struggling, clawing prey. 

				Smoke drifted up in a lazy ravine from the burning stub of something he held in one dirty paw. It smelled like pipeweed but worse. He dressed like an Otherwolf, wearing the thinner garments they preferred instead of hide and their natural pelts. I saw no quiver or bow, but I recognized the wooden haft of one of the thundering weapons casually leaning up against a tree near his side. He also wore a knife—a metal knife—at his side, and it was far larger than the one my husband had owned. He kept his neck fur long, if unkempt, but had stopped short of growing out a mane or braids. But in his ears he wore the bone hooks of a scavenger tribe.

				I didn’t know what to make of him. He must have been a trader. I’d heard stories of the types of men who came through the valley who weren’t tribesmen, but only stories. They only met our men at posts; they were never allowed in the villages. The elders told us again and again how dangerous they were. How unpredictable, desperate, and devoid of empathy they could be. They traveled through the mountains without a tribe after all. If they’d had the social graces to coexist in a tribe, they would. That was what my mother had said.

				And now here I was, vulnerable and alone and staring one down. I hadn’t understood a word he’d said either. He was speaking in the Otherwolf tongue, and though I’d heard it spoken by the men from time to time, I didn’t know a word of it. That would only make this potentially dangerous situation I’d somehow found myself in even worse for me. If we couldn’t even converse—

				“Setkan, then?” he questioned, crushing the smoking thing he held in his palm and discarding it in the fire. “Or Katuk?”
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				My ears perked at the last word. Katuk…The people of the mountain range. The circle of tribes my kind and the Anukshen belonged to. He was asking where I hailed from, what tongue I spoke. Perhaps he knew how to speak our language, after all.

				But should I tell him? I wasn’t sure I wanted this man—this outsider who was well-armed and had me entirely in his power—to know anything about me. For all I knew, he had gone to war with my tribe or my husband’s tribe in the past. He could hold a grudge against all Katuk people. I knew nothing about him. For now, he should know nothing about me.

				He had presumably been the one who’d been nursing me back to health. But why? I didn’t know that I could trust him.

				Something in my reaction when he’d said the name of my people must have given me away, though. Because after another long, intense stare from those unnerving yellow eyes, he slowly stood with a pop of one knee and a grunt of discomfort and began to cross the camp towards me. And when he spoke again, it was in my own tongue.

				“Y’just gon’ stay quiet then, kitten?” His tone was not exactly friendly, and the drawl only made it sound more slippery in my own language. The way he spoke, it wasn’t threatening exactly…it just crept over my skin in a discomforting sort of way. Everything about him was discomforting, actually. The casual way he walked, a slow, almost loping saunter, belied what I was now realizing as he grew closer wasn’t unlike predatory stalking. I’d seen it on many a warrior, when they were closing in on game. As he passed by the fire and closed the distance between us, I began to pick out his scent over the smell of wood smoke. I recognized first the distinctive, foreign aroma of the madness tonic the Otherwolves had brought here. It was a foul drink which only the men were permitted to partake of, and the more they drank of it, the more mad they became. Why men drank it at all, I could not understand. It smelled like poison, and it often made them sick. But beyond that were the scents of blood, the smoke that had permeated his clothing, and his own unwashed musk.

				I wasn’t used to the scent of a canine. It was unfamiliar and yet another reason to feel threatened. This camp was his…his scent was everywhere. It was his territory. I shouldn’t be here. I didn’t belong here. Why had he brought me here?

				“Ey!” He almost barked, stunning me out of my thoughts and making my body jump and my shoulders cinch together. The fearful reaction seemed to please him somewhat. Another sign he might have ill intent.

				I needed to get out of here. I tested my legs to see if they would respond if I willed myself to run. But every part of my body still just felt so…weak. I wasn’t even certain I could stand.

			

			
				He slowly lowered himself to a crouch in front of me, his presence dominating my field of vision. I felt my fur stand on end, and an involuntary, low hiss escaped my muzzle.

				“I know y’can understand me, li’l lady,” he growled back, smiling enough that I caught sight of the tips of his canines. “So don’t play dumb now, y’hear? An’ let’s have no unpleasantries. I wanna hear purrin’ comin’ from that pretty little head o’ yours. We done saved your life. Went well outta our way t’do so, too. Should’ve been out of this valley days ago, but my friend didn’a want t’move you, so I been sittin’ put like a damned nursemaid. Least I can get for it’s a little gratitude, wouldn’t y’say?”

				I stared up at him, trying to make sense of what he’d just said. Parts of it answered a few of my unasked questions. I’d been asleep for at least a few days. And most importantly, he wasn’t alone out here. He’d said “we” and mentioned a friend. That could mean he was here with an entire band or just one other man. Either way, it meant escape just became even less likely. One man I might have been able to lose in the woods. The more of them there were, the harder it would be to slip away without being tracked or followed. And one man I might be able to escape from while he slept. With two or more, they could post a watch at night.

				“That’s right, sweet’art. We’re yer saviors.” He chuckled, licking his lips a moment as he looked me over. “Reckon the Dyre would’ve ‘ad a nice li’l bobcat breakfast if we hadn’t found ya and dragged y’back here. Not to mention fixin’ y’up and lookin’ after you.”

				I remained silent. He was clearly trying to engage me, and even if he’d caught on by now that I could understand him, goading this man on was not going to do me any good. I’d run the risk of either encouraging or angering him. At least silence was neutral while I tried to think up a plan of escape. Maybe I could feign passing out again, until he lost interest and left me alone. Maybe wait until he left camp for some reason, to get water or relieve himself, then—

				My own body chose that moment to remind me I was the one who needed very badly to relieve myself. And the discomfort was becoming more and more obvious now that I was awake and panicking.

				“Just sayin’ maybe you owe us a li’l something, kitten. Like maybe choosin’ to admit you understand me, an’ givin’ me the time of day?” He raised his voice somewhat now, clearly growing irate at my silent treatment. He hunkered down further over me until I could smell his breath. Salty and reeking of the weed he’d been smoking. “What’s wrong with you then?” he growled irritably, his eyes focusing on mine. “You slow? Mute?”

				That was the moment he chose to reach down with one dirty paw and grab me by the ruff of my cheek…and I wasn’t having that.

				With a speed I hadn’t thought my body capable of at that moment, I swung a balled fist into his lower jaw. His open muzzle snapped closed, and his head fell backwards with the momentum of the hit. I heard the clack of his teeth and smelled blood, and knew immediately he’d bitten his own lolling tongue. A string of partially garbled profanities in what I was fairly certain were at least several different languages followed, and I scrambled as well as my body could manage to disentangle myself from the blankets that clung to me, so I could get as far away from him as possible. I managed at least to get my legs free finally and put my hands back behind me to pull my weak body away from the bed and him.

			

			
				And I felt my palm press onto something cool. Something cool and familiar.

				Startled, I looked down and saw what I’d inadvertently found. The turquoise bead my mother had given me when I was a child and I was first given my name. My fetish totem. I picked it up slowly, running my paw pad over the carving of Crow. The totem our village elder had seen in a vision, the day I was born. The spirit that would forever be associated with my name and cause me to become the object of distrust and disfavor with my family and my entire tribe for all the years to come. Crow was a deceiver. Crow was not of this world. But Crow was capable of magic, so…there was always the chance I could become a holy woman someday if I could ever shake the stigma and the cloud of suspicion that would surround me.

				But instead, my mother had declared me a rebellious, deceptive child and a lost cause by the time I was only ten years of age and had given up on me. And eventually she and father had gotten rid of me.

				And then Crow had saved me. My life had come full-circle in ways I couldn’t have ever imagined when I was named and given my totem.

				But all of this had little bearing on my present crisis. What mattered was that the bead, as well as every other bead and charm that had been woven into my fur, my bracelets and my bridal necklace, and indeed every article of clothing I’d been wearing were neatly folded and set on a rabbit pelt beside me, as though they’d been there for me to reclaim when I woke. I didn’t know much about the outside world, but I knew the traders valued our turquoise, and my bracelets were silver. And they’d been left at my side with great care for me to reclaim. I’d been too preoccupied taking in the sight of the camp and the coyote to notice.

				I swallowed, fearing suddenly I may have misjudged my situation. The memory of the ritual was still fresh in my mind, as was the burning hatred for my husband, the man who had killed my son and cast me aside to be slain by his tribe. Perhaps I’d been too hasty in my suspicions, because I was looking to be angry.

				The coyote stretched his jaw and closed his teeth together a few times before snorting loudly in his throat and spitting out a mixture of phlegm and blood on the ground beside him. Then he turned his yellow-eyed gaze on me and glared.

			

			
				Then again…perhaps not.

				I kept on my guard, not certain what to do, just waiting for him to make another move. And after a long silent moment passed between us, he did. Although it wasn’t what I’d expected.

				He grinned. Grinned and then laughed. A low rumbling laugh that grew in his chest and sounded genuinely amused.

				Gods. Mother had told me coyotes were all mad. I had thought she’d been exaggerating.

				“Well now. Kitten’s got a little fight in ‘er, ‘ey?” He pushed a palm against one side of his jaw until I heard a pop, then licked at the inside of his mouth, likely still tasting blood. “That’s alright, sweet’art. I like it when a woman’s…feisty.”

				“Do not touch me again!” I demanded, not content to stay silent any longer. I wanted clear lines drawn. If this were miscommunication of some sort, I needed to know. And aside from that, I was feeling suddenly possessed of a boldness I’d not thought myself capable of. I felt…almost as I had when I’d finally attacked my husband to save my child. Like some dam inside me had burst, and years of being battered and beaten without the strength to respond had built up, until I could hold back no more. The waters had come pouring out when I had finally struck Methoa’nuk. And now there was no stopping them.

				It was liberating to know the fear had left me at last. I felt strong for the first time in my life. And I wasn’t going to let this new man impose himself on me. Even if he had taken care of me. 

				I extended my claws, ears drawn back. I would not show my fangs unless I meant to use them. That is what the warriors always said. But the coyote was armed. I wanted him to know I was as well.

				“Calm down, kitten,” he chuckled again, patting one calloused palm against his hip where his knife lay. And his tone grew more serious at that, eyes narrowing. “Let’s not get messy now, a’ight? I gave you a free one, bein’ as you’re a lady. But that’s all you get. One.”

				I felt the wind rustle my fur and glanced down. It was at that point I realized I was wearing nothing but my underwraps. I hissed and grabbed at the blanket, pulling it up over my exposed body. He was laughing again, which only made my fur stand on end even more.

				“What did you do to me?” I growled, mortified. If he’d been anyone within my own tribe, I would not have cared in the least that he laid his eyes on me, even if all I were wearing were my own pelt. But he was an outsider. They weren’t even to see an Anukshen woman fully-clothed, let alone nearly nude. My husband would have been compelled to kill him if he knew.

				My thoughts came to a halt at that. Why was I still considering my modesty for my husband’s sake? Well, because…those laws were set in place to protect us.

			

			
				Or were they to protect our husbands’ claims to us? 

				I heard the distant call of what could have been a crow amidst the other birdsong and wondered if those thoughts had been mine at all. Everything was becoming muddled now. Why was I suddenly questioning things I’d always previously accepted? And…punching men I barely knew…

				He put his palms in the air with a toothy smirk. “I ain’t touched you at all, darlin’. Puck wouldn’a let me. But, ah…we can remedy that, once we get better acquainted.”

				“Who are you?” I questioned, my hackles still up as I hunkered back against the trunk of a nearby tree, the blanket drawn up around me.

				“My name’s Ransom, kitten.” He replied, the name sounding even more foreign in his low, heavy drawl. It didn’t sound like any tribal name I’d ever heard. “But you can just call me your savior if tha’s easier for you t’pronounce.”

				“Stop calling me that.” I glared across the space that separated us, involuntarily extending my claws again. “I am not a child.”

				“Well you ain’t done me the pleasure of givin’ me your name yet, darlin’.” He said pointedly with an arched eyebrow. “So I’m kinda at a loss.”

				I went silent again at that, caught on the edge of a sudden realization. Who was I? Did I truly know anymore? The girl I had been was dead. Not only figuratively but literally, as far as my people’s laws were concerned. The ritual that had been meant to kill me had also exiled my spirit from the Anukshen tribe and their ancestors. And my own tribe would certainly never claim me now. My name had been given to me when my soul had proven strong enough to weather my first five years of life and being given that name meant I had been inducted into the tribe. But they’d rid themselves of me and by now would have been told of my shame. I was neither Anukshen nor Katoshen anymore. I was an outsider. Just as much an outsider as this coyote.

				And my people’s laws aside…I didn’t feel like the same person any more. I wasn’t sure if the vision of Crow had been real, but something other than this man, this coyote, had saved me. I should have died in the ground. I should have died when I was buried in the valley. I shouldn’t have had the strength to pull myself free. 

				I wasn’t sure I understood what had happened there in the realm between realms, but I knew it had changed me. I felt as though I was stronger than I had been before. And Crow must have given me that strength. The strength I would need to find Methoa’nuk and send him to the afterlife just as he had my innocent, helpless son.

				“…well?” The coyote tilted his head, giving me a speculative look that one might give a crazy person. I couldn’t rightly blame him, at this point. I was fading in and out of lucidity in our conversation, by all appearances. I kept getting caught up in my inner thoughts, and I was certain I was wearing a fairly blank expression the whole while. And all he knew about me was that I’d taken a lot of blows to the head.

			

			
				“I…don’t have a name.” I finally said.

				“You can’t remember?” 

				“No, I mean…I don’t have a name any more.” I replied somberly. “I was cast out. My name is no longer my own.”

				“That makes th’least sense of anythin’ you’ve said so far,” he muttered, scratching his chin. “You had a name an’ now you don’t? How’s that work?”

				“My name died with my old life,” I stated, trying to push a sense of finality into the words, for myself as much as for him. “There is no point in looking back now. I will not remain tethered to it.”

				He arched an eyebrow and gave me a look mixed with confusion and suspicion, but he didn’t give it much thought for long apparently, because a moment later he only shrugged. 

				“A’ight then, kitten.” Before I could do much more than glower, he continued, “Well I gotta call you somethin’.”

				“You do not,” I insisted. “I’ll leave. I’ll just gather my things—”

				“You ain’t goin’ anywhere for awhile, darlin’,” he said, and I immediately felt my hackles rise again. “Puck said y’ain’t well enough to even be movin’ right now, so what you’re gonna do is get right back in bed ‘til you are.”

				“Who is—”

				“And then maybe when you’re feelin’ well enough, we can get more…pleasantly acquainted,” he said with a feral smirk, his eyes sweeping my figure. “Been wantin’ a little quality time with your lovely self since we found you, but I been a good boy. Figured you’d wanna get healed up first. Then we can talk about you startin’ to…repay our kindness in takin’ care of you.”

				At that I bared my fangs at him. And I had every intent to use them. “I knew it,” I growled. “I knew you had foul plans for me.”

				“Honey, don’t judge my ‘plans’ ‘til you’ve tried ‘em out. Foul or no, y’might find you like ‘em. Most women do in th’end.” He licked his lips to accent the last statement, and I found myself instantly repulsed.

				“You will never touch me,” I stated flatly, with a snarl.

				“Now what kinda gratitude is that?” he scoffed, as though I’d offended him. “Went outta my way to help you, little lady…saved your life, in point’a fact, and I can’t so much as git a civil word outta you.”

				He stood to his full height at that and I felt myself shrink back against the tree, reminded again how very armed he was and how useless my claws had been the last time I’d tried to defend myself with them. Muster and grit hadn’t been enough to save me from my husband…and they probably wouldn’t avail me much here either. The bottom line was I lacked the training and experience of a warrior and the sheer bulk and strength of a man. I was at a disadvantage no matter how fearless I felt right now.

			

			
				He stabbed his finger in my direction as he crossed over my discarded “bed” towards my tree, again cornering me. “Maybe I think you outta pay up right now, honey. Maybe I don’ like your attitude and I wan’ a little o’that gratitude shown b’fore I waste more of my time protectin’ your thankless ass.”

				“I will not let you violate me.” I held strong to my conviction, my voice unwavering. Even if my chances were slim, I promised myself I would not be a victim again. Never again.

				He slowly lowered himself to a crouch before me, that predatory stare returning to his features as his eyebrows lowered and his voice dropped in pitch to a threatening, rough rumble.

				“You think you gotta’ choice?”

				I stared right back at him, my chest rising as it filled with the cool, crisp air of the valley. And something else. That burning, white-hot fire I’d seen inside Crow, now inside me, emboldening my words.

				“I may be smaller and weaker than you,” I growled, “but I will die fighting. I will never succumb.”

				I don’t know why, but something shifted in his expression at that moment. His brows slid up, his grin falling, his whole countenance dropping, if only for an instant. And there was something else there. Something almost…haunted in the hardened man’s features for just that one moment—

				“Ransom?”

				A foreign voice pierced the silence, from the west edge of the camp circle. I didn’t want to take my eyes off of the coyote in front of me, but at that moment his head snapped around, and he pushed himself immediately back to a standing position and left me, striding quickly across camp towards…

				I blinked. A fox. A white fox. I’d seen him. The fox I’d seen while I was drifting in and out of the void realm. I’d assumed he was another vision or another spirit. But there he was, standing at the edge of the camp with a walking stick and a pack slung over his shoulder, his paw resting in an odd way against a nearby tree, dragging slowly over the bark.

				There was something off about his entire posture. The way he was carefully picking his path towards the edge of the camp, the way he used his walking stick to prod at the ground…He was foreign, that much I was certain of. From the North Country, judging by his fur and the hides he wore. The unique burnt tattoos along his cheeks marked him as a tribesman of one of the savage clans from the frozen wastes. Did they all have such strange mannerisms? I’d never met one before now.

				As if the moment hadn’t been strange enough, the coyote made it to him at that point and wrapped a paw around his arm, as though he were steadying him. But the fox didn’t seem to have any trouble standing.

				“I’m here, Puck.” The coyote stated quietly, before glancing back in my direction to remind me, I assumed, that he still had his eyes on me.

			

			
				“I heard voices.” The fox blinked into the camp clearing, gripping his staff in one paw and easing the coyote’s hand from his arm with the other. “…I’m fine. What’s wrong? Is someone here?”

				I arched an eyebrow, confused. Why was he asking his friend? Couldn’t he clearly see—

				I stopped dead in my thoughts at that. In the brief, flickering visions I’d had while I slipped in and out of consciousness, I’d seen a white fox and my son’s eyes. Or what I’d thought to be my son’s eyes. If the fox hadn’t been a vision…

				He was blind. 

				The realization struck me deeper than anything about this bizarre day had so far. I’d lost my son. I’d died. I’d made a pact with Crow. I was to fulfill my desire for vengeance, then return to the spirit world. It is often said in the stories of the ancients that in great times of need, the spirits will guide us to kindred souls whom we are meant to fight our battles beside. That is how tribes and nations were ultimately born.

				For my task I would not need a nation. But I did need help. I had not had the strength to survive in the woods after I pulled myself from my grave. But this fox with my son’s eyes had found me and cared for me. It all made so much more sense now. It was not the coyote who had saved my life. It was him. I could feel it.

				What’s more, I was beginning to remember now. He’d been hovering over me as I slipped in and out of consciousness. I’d felt somebody’s paws on me, on my wounds, cooling sensations on my battered skin, and water trickling down my throat. 

				The coyote had said something quietly to the fox that I hadn’t caught, and suddenly the fox’s ears perked and he turned his head in my direction.

				“Oh! Is she awake then?” He smiled. “That’s wonderful. Explains why I couldn’t smell anyone new.” He parted from the coyote and began moving across camp, far more ably than I would have imagined, picking his way past the fire and the logs that blocked his path more accurately than I would have if blindfolded. “It could be temporary, like the last few times,” he said, stopping briefly near a tree and retrieving something else that was slung over the branch. A waterskin, it looked like. 

				“Yeah, it ain’t that.” The coyote—Ransom, he’d said—adjusted his jaw again. “She popped me in the jaw. I think she’s feelin’ better.”

				The fox sighed, slinging the waterskin over his shoulder and dropping the pack he’d had with him near the bear totem. “Ransom, I was gone for an hour. Can you honestly not go an hour without angering someone?”

				“She’s a cat. I told you I don’t get on well with cats.”

				“She is an injured person in our care. Try.”

				“I made an effort.” The coyote spit again, probably still bleeding. At least I hoped so. “She just wasn’t recipratin’.”

			

			
				“‘Reciprocal’.” The fox sighed. “Or ‘reciprocating’; I’m honestly not certain what you were going for there. She’s the only other person within fifty square miles, and you’ve apparently already earned her ire. I’d be surprised, but honestly it’s almost impressive. Your lack of charm will become legendary before long. Bards will sing ballads; shaman will tell great tales—”

				“Alright, don’t push it, Puck.”

				“The Spirits will pass on your memory through the ages as the most offensive man who ever lived—”

				“I’m serious, y’little swine.”

				I watched the whole exchange in sheer befuddlement. For one, they were speaking in a tribal dialect I’d never heard. I recognized a word here and there, or what sounded like part of a word. All of the tribal dialects shared a few things in common, so sometimes it could be hard to pick out what you were hearing. I’d never traveled much, but I’d heard some from migrant tribesmen before. Still I couldn’t make sense of this one. I could only assume it was the Northerner’s tribal tongue.

				The easiness and the comfortable air between them was what confused me the most though. The coyote had been threatening to violate me not moments before. I was firmly of the opinion he was a vile, disgusting creature by now.…My initial impressions had been right. But the fox had taken care of me, had nursed me while I healed from my injuries. Granted, I’d been in and out of consciousness and in a daze most of the time he’d been treating me, but I remembered feeling safe and comforted in his care.

				How on earth did he tolerate this ‘Ransom’ man? And why? The familiarity he had with the camp suggested he’d been here quite some time, and the familiarity he had with the coyote suggested they knew each other well. It didn’t seem like a passing acquaintance. 

				I pulled the blanket up around myself instinctively as the fox headed my way before realizing my modesty was not exactly an issue around a blind creature. But the coyote was still there, hovering nearby, so I kept it up.

				The fox lowered himself down to a kneeling position a few feet from me, doing so quietly and carefully, as though I were a skittish doe he was afraid to startle. He said something I couldn’t make out, and then I heard the coyote speak up from behind him, one word: “Katuk”. The fox nodded then looked back my way. And he began to speak in a tongue I understood finally.

				“Hello there,” he spoke softly, in a calm tone. “I am sorry if my friend frightened you. We mean you no harm.” He shrugged off the shoulder strap of the waterskin he’d taken from the tree and held it out to me, just far enough away that I could reach it, but without entering my personal space. “You should drink,” he urged. 

				I eyed the waterskin warily for a moment, then took it. Despite my bladder being full, I was also extremely thirsty. I drank greedily, the cool water hitting my parched throat and solving at least one ache for the time being.

			

			
				He smiled, his unfocused eyes not quite on mine, but though I’d thought it would disturb me more up close, his entire countenance was too genuinely pleasant for me to focus much on the blank stare. It felt like he was still regarding me somehow, even if he wasn’t using his eyes.

				And he was, I realized. His ears twitched more than most people’s I’d seen, picking up sounds around us I certainly wasn’t hearing. His nose flared as he looked my way, taking in my scent…which I was beginning to realize was as bad, if not worse, than the coyote’s.

				I became self-conscious at that, putting the waterskin down and moving the blanket just enough to look myself over. My body seemed physically intact, if thinner than I had been before. Most of the injuries had been to my head and neck, though, so I wouldn’t see them. I could still feel sore spots and I was weak all over, but I had to have been healing for more than a few days to be so recovered.

				“My name is Puquanah Roatok,” the fox said softly, interrupting my reverie. “Or ‘Puck’, if you find it as hard to pronounce as Ransom seems to.” The coyote snorted, and the fox ignored him, continuing to focus on me. “What is yours?” he asked.

				“She won’t say,” Ransom muttered from where he was still hovering just behind the white fox. “I thinks she’s crazy, Puck. A lotta what she’s sayin’ don’t make no sense ‘tall.”

				“I am not crazy,” I murmured, defensively. “I have simply chosen to discard my name, for reasons you could not possibly understand.”

				The fox was silent for a moment, and then he nodded, leaning back on his haunches and slipping his legs out to sit cross-legged, venturing to get a bit closer to me. For the time-being, I allowed him.

				“I understand,” He murmured. “I…I mean no disrespect…but I know the rituals of the tribes in this region. The nature of your injuries…He gave a soft sigh, “I cannot imagine what you must have endured. But I know what it means. You have my sympathy.”

				I looked down, realizing only then that I’d been gripping my turquoise bead this whole while. I ran my thumb over the surface of it again, my claw scratching out some of the dirt that had embedded in the carved ridges. 

				“I do not need your sympathy,” I murmured, monotonously. “And do not play at understanding. You could not possibly.”

				His eyes, blank though they were, tightened marginally at that. But he only shook his head. “No, you are right,” he agreed. “I could not. Accept that I feel for your current plight then. I would like to help you, if I can. In any way you need.”

				“You’ve helped me already,” I attested, looking back up. “I know it was you who treated my injuries, all this while. Much as your ‘friend’ would desire to take credit.” I shot a hard glance briefly up at the coyote, who only yawned in response.

			

			
				“Yes, I’ve been tending to you.” The fox nodded. “But, Ransom has been protecting us, so…he does deserve some of the credit. I’ve even had him watch over you while I went out to forage. And it was he who carried you to this camp from where we found you. Which was—”

				“Nine miles to the east,” the coyote filled in for him, to which the fox nodded.

				“Yes, that is right. Deeper in the valley.”

				“So you do owe me, kitten,” he crowed, putting emphasis on the last word specifically to annoy me I’m certain. I chose to ignore him this time.

				“Ransom, please,” the fox sighed, then flicked his ears back towards me. “We’ve also had to delay pulling up our camp while we treated you, so I’m very glad you’re conscious and seem well enough to move. Hopefully we can get you mended well enough to travel, soon.”

				“We waited too long as it is,” Ransom growled, glancing up through the trees. “I can feel the cold settlin’ in my bones at night. Gonna be an early winter. We need to git’out to th’pass now, Puck.”

				“I’m aware.” The fox shifted up to his knees and moved towards me, and I hunched back against the tree instinctively. He didn’t seem to realize and reached for me, speaking as he did so. “Let me check your injuries. The wounds are undressed now; I need to be certain they’re staying clean—”

				At that moment he put his paws on me, to be specific on my shoulders, and though I trusted him more than the coyote, I couldn’t help the defensive reflex that came from feeling an unfamiliar man’s paws sliding up over my neck. I hissed and grabbed at one of his arms, trying to push him away from me—

				—and before I had so much as closed a paw around his arm, the coyote was there, snarling and toppling me over backwards into the leafy earth, pressing a knee down into my gut and the blade of his hunting knife against my throat. The whole thing happened faster than I could follow, and any resistance I might have thought myself capable of before evaporated. The canine was a warrior, even if he didn’t resemble the ones in my tribe…if I’d been in doubt before, I wasn’t any longer.

				What’s more, he was rumbling with a deep, earnestly threatening growl now. I found myself intimidated by the sheer aggression in his eyes almost despite myself. I hadn’t even gotten this kind of a reaction out of him when I hit him.

				“You touch him again and I gut you!” He nearly spat in my face as he said it, reinforcing the words with a shove of the knife. He hadn’t yet pierced my skin, but the blade was serrated. All it would take was a twitch. 

				“Ransom! Oh, spirits…Please let her go!” I could hear the fox stumble as he tried to make it over to us and eventually closed his paws over the lean coyote’s shoulders, tugging at him. I doubted the little white fox could ever have pulled the canine off of me if he truly had to, but his attempts seemed to catch his attention at the very least. Slowly, he eased the pressure off the knife.

			

			
				“Let her up, you oaf. You’re going to re-open her wounds or worse,” the fox insisted, working his way around the two of us and pushing at the coyote’s chest until he finally, warily released me. “I’m very sorry.” Puquanah he’d said his name was, bowed his head to me with his hands clasped, a gesture we knew even in our own lands as one of submission. “I should have asked before I laid my hands upon you. That was insensitive of me, especially considering that we are essentially strangers to one another. I only meant to examine your wounds. My vision is…very impaired, and I can only assess your healing by smell and touch.”

				“I know.” I said with a grimace, pushing myself back up and clutching an arm over my stomach where the coyote had dug his knee in. He hadn’t done any damage I could feel, but it certainly hadn’t helped my bladder. “I know the signs of…blindness. I knew the moment I saw you.”

				“I have no other way to treat you but through inspection, I’m afraid. And your wounds do still need tending,” he urged. “The last few weeks have been very hard on your body. The injuries themselves aside, you lost a lot of blood. I thought for certain we might lose you, many times.”

				“Weeks?” I almost whispered incredulously. I’d known I’d been unconscious for some time, but…

				“Yes,” he replied gravely. “Miss, you were at death’s door when we found you. I am not certain what all the injuries might have done to your…mind…but you have been feverish and in and out of lucidity for some time now. Can you not remember?”

				“And every damned day’s just keeping us in this valley longer,” Ransom spoke up from where he was standing a few paces to my left. “Puck, this bitch ain’t worth any more of our time. You did your good deed, a’ight? She clearly don’t want nothin’ t’do with us, an’ she’s dangerous. I ain’t got the patience for this no more. We need to git movin’, and she needs t’go her own way.”

				“She isn’t well enough—”

				“I don’t bleedin’ care! The pass is gonna freeze up, and I ain’t gettin’ stranded out here for a season! ‘Specially not for a thankless cat tha’s attacked both of us already!”

				“You threatened to violate me,” I hissed at him in reminder.

				“Ransom!” 

				The coyote just snorted. “I was only playin’.”

				“We found her half buried and beaten to within an inch of her life!” the fox replied, exasperated. “Did you not consider she might be a bit too frightened upon waking to deal with your brand of ‘humor’?”

				“It wasn’t humor. You would have taken advantage of me if I were too afraid to deny you,” I stated flatly. The expression of annoyance and complete silence I got from the coyote following my statement only confirmed his guilt as far as I was concerned.

			

			
				I finally just dropped the blanket and reached my paws back behind me to grip into the nearby tree. And I began attempting to push myself to my feet, mustering whatever strength I had left in my weakened legs to do so. I got midway, then fell to a kneeling position…then began shakily pushing upwards, determined. 

				Somehow the fox seemed to know I was struggling and tried to offer a hand to help me with the monumental task, but I only shook my head. 

				“I do not want help,” I insisted, my knees shaking as they finally locked, and I let my body lean back against the tree, using it for support. I looked back towards my discarded bed and the clothing they’d left there for me to reclaim. My tunic still had bloodstains on it.

				“Please,” the fox pleaded softly. He reached a paw out tentatively towards me, stopping short of touching me again. “You aren’t well. You’re still very weak…too weak to be on your own right now. You only had a few passing moments of lucidity over the last few weeks during which I could feed you anything. And all we managed was broth. Your body needs to recover. If you leave us now, I fear…” He left his comment open-ended, his ears flattening. “Please, miss. All of my work will be undone. I will have failed.”

				I let his words sink in, digesting them in silence for a few moments. The last thing I wanted in the world right now was to remain here in this camp with the coyote and the strange smells and linger even longer in the makeshift bed I’d been decaying in for the last…gods know how long I’d been there.

				Actually, the longer I stayed standing, the better the bed was starting to sound. My legs barely felt strong enough to support my own weight.

				Methoa was miles away, up further into the mountains. And he was safely within Anukshen lands. If they knew I was alive, they would finish what they’d begun. And the tribe was well-guarded by the warriors. Methoa himself lead them. I was a woman with little training in any means of war, with little but the stained clothes and dirty jewelry I’d been buried in to my name. I had no weapons. I had no plan.

				What was more, even making it to my clothing right now seemed a difficult feat, let alone climbing several miles back up into the mountains. I’d made the journey down to the valley floor many times throughout my life, and it was arduous enough when I was healthy and welcome in the tribal lands. Getting back up there to my old home in my current state and somehow planning out an attack while dodging scouts would be…

				…impossible. 

				I slumped, the reality of my situation finally settling on my shoulders. What had I been thinking?

			

			
				“Hang her, Puck.” Ransom snorted. “It ain’t your fault if she runs off an’ gets ‘erself killed now. Let the Dyre have ‘er. We need t’get the hell outta here anyway. We don’t need ‘er slowin’ us down.”

				“We cannot leave tonight anyway.” Puck turned to address him, even if his eyes didn’t focus on the coyote. “The ice rain is coming. We need to keep the tents up.”

				“Oh, hell. Really?” Ransom sighed harshly, sniffing the wind. “I knew I felt the cold comin’. It’s ruttin’ early this year. Just our damned luck.”

				“It will not be the only storm. We may even get snow.” Puck leaned his head back, eyes closed, his nose and ears twitching.

				“Then it’s already snowin’ in the pass.” Ransom spit on the ground again. “Damned. I knew waitin’ this last week was gonna do us in. Soon as the rain passes, we’ve gotta git. I mean it this time. I ain’t gettin’ stuck here o’er the winter, Puck. I ain’t.”

				“Wintering here wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.” Puck shrugged. “The valley is well-protected; we know the land; there’s the river—”

				“Little to no game, bitin’ winds funnelin’ through here with no permanent structures to hunker down in, Dyre gettin’ hungrier an’ hungrier the colder it gets.” Ransom rolled his eyes. “Yeah, Puck. Sounds like a grand ol’ time. ‘Ow about I leave you and the lady then? Y’all can enjoy the weather here while I’m warm, safe, an’ fat puttin’ my feet up at Crossroads, a’ight? Enjoy them Dyre, too. I’ll be too busy gettin’ my knob sucked by one of them luscious vixens at the Hen House or the Cock’n Barrel to worry about you and the missus here.”

				For once, he actually earned a glare from the white fox.

				“Yeah. Sounds stupider when I say it, don’t it?” The coyote snuffed, with a smug expression.

				“Everything does.”

				“That’s ‘ow I get you to listen to reason. Reflecatin’ your own dumb shit ideas back at you.”

				“‘Reflecting’, Ransom.” The fox muttered, crossed his arms over his chest. “And you’re just afraid you’ll run out of tobacco and booze.”

				“An’ what if I am?” the coyote snapped. “I ain’t spent th’last year trappin’ just to sit on my hides. I can’t make money if ah’m stuck here!”

				“We won’t get stuck here,” Puck promised. “But right now, you need to secure the tents and the hides. Unless you want the rain to soak and freeze everything we have…and us.”

				Ransom cursed again and eyed me once more before finally stalking off towards the tents. I heard him move into the supply tent and start to shuffle about, but at that point the fox lowered his voice and re-engaged me.

				“You’re shaking.” He said quietly. “You really should sit back down.”

				I glanced down at my knees then wrapped my arms about my chest, murmuring, “I’m not…I’m just cold. And I…” 

			

			
				He didn’t push me to finish my sentence; he just remained beside me, ears perked, waiting patiently.

				I sighed, lowering my voice further, hoping the ruckus the coyote was creating as he tore through his things would be enough to keep him from hearing me. “I have to relieve myself very badly,” I finally admitted.

				“Oh.” The fox almost chuckled, but stopped himself short. “I’m sorry. And we’ve been keeping you with our bickering. Yes, of course. Can you walk?”

				I tested my legs. I was exhausted, but I seemed to have regained my balance, and I was certain I could keep it up for long enough to walk a short while.

				“Yes,” I said, stepping away from the tree a bit unsteadily. This time, the fox caught my arm, and though I still bristled, I didn’t yank away.

				“Just let me help you a little,” he insisted quietly. “You haven’t used your body in some time. It’s impressive enough that you can manage this. Believe me. There is no weakness in accepting help when you need it.”

				I nodded and stooped down to pick up my clothing, slowing when it made me feel dizzy. I was silently grateful the fox still had my arm for support.

				“‘Ey!” Ransom called out from across camp, a heavy-looking hide of some sort—bison perhaps?—held over his shoulder. “Where’re you getting’ to with her, Puck?”

				“The stream,” Puquanah replied, helping me back to my feet. “I need to clean her injuries.”

				“Then I’m comin’ with.”

				“You will not.” The fox began leading me towards the edge of camp. “What you will do is continue to secure the tents.”

				“Like hell! You ain’t goin’ off in the woods with her alone!”

				“I can handle myself, Ransom.”

				“If that bitch jumps you—”

				“Ransom, she can barely walk.” Puck finally turned to regard him. “She will not be jumping anyone. Now secure the tents. Please.”

				I heard no further complaints from the coyote, but I could feel his eyes boring a hole in my back as we walked off slowly into the forest. The fox kept his hand on my arm lightly, only tightening his grip when I stumbled or one of my legs weakened beneath me.

				The leaves had turned while I’d been asleep. They’d begun to color when I last remembered, but now the forest canopy was afire with red and orange, and the winds were colder and harsher, blowing the crisp remnants through the trees like embers. The ground crunched beneath my paws where it was dry, and I sunk into wet spots from time to time, attesting to the fact that it had rained previously. The sky was entirely grey, confirming the fox’s claim that new rain was coming. I’d begun to smell it too.

			

			
				At some point he released my arm and gestured ahead of us, through the trees. “The stream,” he said, “is about forty paces that way.”

				“I can hear it.” I nodded.

				“I’ll meet you there.” He smiled gently at me.

				I nodded, then sighed. “It’s a bit ironic being guided and supported by a blind man.”

				“Why?” He asked. “My condition does not weaken my arms, and I know this area far better than you.”

				“I didn’t mean—” I stumbled over my words.

				He only chuckled. “It’s fine. I’ll give you some privacy. I’ll meet you at the stream.”

				By the time I’d made it there a few minutes later, Puquanah had already settled down near the bubbling brook and had removed his fur-lined cloak, draping it over a nearby branch. I hadn’t gotten a very good look at him with the cloak on, it obscured most of his person, so I ventured a glance as I settled down by the water.

				He was short of stature for a vulpine—but then most of them weren’t terribly tall—and seemed petite in build overall. He clearly ate better than his coyote companion, and his fur was full and heavy with his winter coat, lending him a far healthier appearance too. And he was remarkably clean and well-kept for a traveler. He clearly groomed himself and washed frequently; his scent was, to be fair, still not one I was used to but not offensive. His cloak was tribal, burnt with a foreign pattern along the back and the edges, and he wore a breechcloth and leggings, not the odd single-piece leggings the Otherwolves and his coyote companion preferred. He wore nothing but his cloak over his upper half, which to be fair, was enough. Much like my people, his own natural coat was protective, warm, and thicker this time of year. I wondered if the coyote’s coat would thicken too. I didn’t know much about their kind, but I knew a lot of them preferred the southern lands, and his fur seemed too ratty and thin to winter well.

				“Puquanah,” I said, catching the fox’s attention as he undid a sash along his waist that had several small travel bags attached to it.

				“Yes?” He smiled, though he did not look my way. He smiled a lot, I was noticing.

				“Why are you smiling?” I asked first, even though it hadn’t been my first intended question.

				“I’m just glad you’re speaking,” he responded. “I’ve been watching over you for nearly half a month now, wondering if you would survive. It’s very pleasing to know I succeeded in my work.”

				The answer was eloquently simple and, I realized, told me almost all I needed to know about this man. He had been genuinely concerned for my welfare, and just the fact that I was now alive was giving him pleasure. He was, perhaps, the first person who’d honestly cared about my well-being since I was a child. Which led me to the question I’d first meant to ask.
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				“Why?” I queried softly, looking down into the clear mountain stream I was kneeling beside. “Why did you do all of this for me?”

				“We found you while we were checking Ransom’s trap lines,” he replied, his hand moving down the pouches on the belt he’d lain out in front of him, running his paws along the first two before stopping on the third, the largest pouch, and opening the clasp. He pulled a small bowl out first, then a strange block of something. It looked like the bricks of animal fat we kept in our stores, but it was lightly tinted green.

				“We usually come to this valley over the pass during the summer season,” he continued. “The hunting here is good, especially near the river. Ransom likes to get beaver pelts, they sell the best out East. I smelled your blood from a distance off, and when we stumbled upon you, I convinced Ransom to help me take you back to our camp. We’ve been caring for you since.”

				“But why?” I pushed.

				“Because you were dying,” he replied, almost as though my question had confused him.

				“But…” I trailed off. He looked perplexed, and I realized there might honestly have been no deeper reason, for him. What had I been expecting, anyway? Some tale about a Spirit telling him to go to me, or a vision quest that ended with him stumbling upon my body after being led to me?

				Yes, actually. That was what I’d been hoping for, I suppose. I hadn’t seen Crow since the first dream I’d had in the void realm. I knew what I’d been brought back to do, but I had no idea how I was going to go about it. I was looking for direction. I’d hoped, for some reason, that this fox was part of my quest and that he’d have answers for me.

				This still could be the spirits bringing us together. It was certainly fate that he’d found me in the vast wilderness of the valley basin and had the skills to revive me. Maybe he was being silent about who had actually led him to me, or maybe he was simply not aware. The Spirits didn’t always work directly.

				“I also…I knew what had been done to you,” Puck murmured, before lowering the bowl he held into the water and filling it. “We have a very similar tradition in the North, and I knew it was a tradition of the tribes in this region. I knew the plight you endured, and I personally loathe the practice and all those like it. It’s barbaric acts like that that justify what the Otherwolves think of us. It’s disgraceful. I thought if I could do anything to help…”

				“You have my eternal gratitude,” I said, meaning every word. “I don’t know how I can repay you, but I will find a way.”

				He waved a paw. “There is no need. I am a healer. This is what I was born to do, and I made an oath long ago that I would be of aid to every creature that walks the earth, so long as they are in need.” He reached down and dropped the odd green block into the water, and began scrubbing at it. “I’ve been using an herbal soap on your wounds. It has an aloe base, so it shouldn’t burn.” He picked the block up from the water and put it down on a flat rock nearby, then ran his paws through the water several times, testing it through touch. “Yes, that should be enough lather.” He nodded, then handed the bowl over to me. “Use it on your wounds. You can also use it to clean yourself if you’d like.”

			

			
				“Thank you,” I said as I took it, grateful he’d only hinted I might need to wash, rather than pointing out how terrible I smelled at the moment. But then I can’t imagine cleansing my entire body while I’d been unconscious would have been possible for him. As it was, he’d doubtless had to do many other things I didn’t want to consider to keep me clean if I’d truly been asleep so long…

				I ran my palms up over my face to the areas that still felt sore, where my skin was stiff and mending back together. There were only three injuries that still seemed open, and just as I was about to ask, I saw he was offering me a rag to begin cleaning myself.

				“Thank you again,” I murmured, taking it and uncertainly dabbing it in the liquid he’d mixed. I’d used soap a few times before. We only got it from traders, and it was expensive. I didn’t know much about it except that it was a combination of animal fat and lye, and sometimes they’d put other things in it, but the few times I’d used it, I remember how much it had burned if I got it anywhere sensitive. I winced in preparation.

				To my surprise, he was right. It felt unusually cool to the touch, almost colder than the water had been, somehow, but it didn’t burn. Not even over my injuries. I saw him smiling again, almost as though he could see my surprise.

				“Aloe,” he said again. “It’s an amazing plant. It mostly grows in the southern lands, so it’s hard to get a hold of up here, but I trade for it whenever I can.”

				“You’re a medicine man,” I said, in understanding. When he’d said “healer”, it had been a foreign title I could not make sense of. I translated the title into my own tongue, and he nodded.

				“It’s how I make a living these days. That and by helping Ransom.”

				I blew out a breath, more vigorously applying the soapy water to myself now that I was less wary of it and scrubbing at my face where I could bear it. “How is it someone like you travels with someone like him?” I wondered aloud.

				“Ransom?” He actually chuckled. “I’m sorry if he made a poor first impression. Although I’m not terribly surprised. You wouldn’t be the first person who has punched him within the first minute of meeting him.”

				“I’m not amused by his antics,” I stated seriously, reaching down to undo my underwraps, pausing, then remembering again that the fox couldn’t see. My modesty was about as safe around him as it possibly could be. I reached back and undid the knot, disgusted to find how badly the fabric itself was in need of a wash. I’d have to go without my bindings tonight, while they dried.

			

			
				His expression fell, and he nodded. “I am sorry for him then, since I know he won’t apologize. Ransom is…a difficult person to get along with, but he doesn’t mean most of the things that come out of his mouth. Rest assured, he never would have attempted anything without your permission.”

				“Men like that don’t need permission. They can safely rely on fear, most of the time.” I snorted then pushed myself shakily to a standing position again so I could undo my lower wraps. “I’m sorry if he’s your friend, but I can safely say I will never trust him, and I don’t know why you do. Any man who would take advantage of an injured, unarmed woman is no man.”

				“I understand why you feel that way now.” Puck sighed. “And I do not blame you. But I’ve known Ransom for many years now, and he isn’t the man he puts on. It’s mostly a lot of bluster and posturing. He’s had a difficult life, and it hasn’t shaped him in the best ways. He’s a good man beneath it all.”

				I arched an eyebrow at him. Again, he had no way of seeing the disbelief in my features, but he seemed to pick up on it.

				“In the aspects that matter anyway,” he amended. Then, after a short pause, “ most of the time.”

				“You don’t even sound certain.”

				“He’s a very, very difficult person to care about sometimes,” the fox admitted with a sigh. “He does not make it easy.”

				“Then why do you travel with him?” I reiterated, as I began to wash my body with the cloth.

				He seemed to chew that over for a few moments before responding. “Sometimes two people need one another, and neither really knows why.” He turned his head into the wind, nostrils flaring as he picked up something on the breeze that eluded me. “I could name the most obvious reason.”

				“Your blindness.”

				He nodded. “I was able to function passingly well on my own when it wasn’t this…advanced. But these days, I could not make my way through the world without a guide and protector. No matter how good my sense of smell or hearing, this world is a dangerous place to be alone in even for those with all their senses intact.”

				“You could travel with someone else,” I said pointedly. “Anyone else.”

				“I choose to travel with Ransom,” he said with an easy smile. “And you don’t know our situation very well, miss, so if you’ll pardon my saying so, it would be difficult for you to judge it.”

				“What about your tribe?” I persisted. “Can’t you…”

				I trailed off as I saw the expression on his muzzle shift. I instantly knew I’d crossed a line I shouldn’t have. But he didn’t snap at me, he didn’t yell, he didn’t say a thing, in fact. He just turned his head away so that I couldn’t see his face.

			

			
				“I’m sorry,” I said without knowing why, just knowing I was.

				“It’s alright,” he said calmly. “As I said, you don’t know our situation. But I am in a predicament quite similar to your own, and I would be unwelcome back in my tribal lands.”

				I swallowed. Of course he’d be with his tribe if he could be. It had to be horrendously difficult for a lone, blind man to make his way in the world. He wouldn’t have chosen exile. It must have been forced on him.

				“Why?” I found myself wondering aloud, then immediately wishing I hadn’t spoken it. It was hard enough that I’d asked him about something that had to be a painful subject, the last thing I wanted to do was interrogate him.

				“Would you want to speak on the circumstances that lead to your exile?” Puquanah asked in return.

				“I…I would tell you if you wished,” I said quietly. “But I won’t pry any further. I’m sorry. I wish I’d said nothing at all. I’m just…speaking without thinking.”

				“Hmmm,” the fox hummed, turning and revealing the smile had crept back again. “It’s alright. I know someone else who does the same thing, all the time.”

				“Don’t compare me to him,” I muttered, dropping the rag back into the bowl and stretching my arms over my head, feeling something in my back pop.

				“Do you mind if I wash as well?” Puck asked, standing and undoing the one of the ties that held up one of his leggings.

				“I’ll turn away if you wish,” I replied. “But the men in my tribe are not known for their modesty. It doesn’t bother me.”

				He laughed. “Amazing how much modesty differs between gender, isn’t it? Honestly, it has become a foreign concept to me entirely since,” he gestured at his eyes, “but even beforehand, I saw no reason why anyone should be ashamed of showing their natural pelt. My tribe only wore garments for protection against the elements when necessary. The further south you go, the more the Nations seem to prefer to cover themselves though. And you should see what the Otherwolves make their women wear. It’s horrible. I do not honestly know how they breathe.”

				“Some modesty isn’t such a bad thing,” I said as I leaned down to pick up my folded beaded yoke dress. It was stained near the collar in my blood and torn in several places, but I had nothing else to wear. I sighed and began to pull it on.

				“Oh certainly. It’s a struggle for me to convince Ransom to wear anything at all during the summers.”

				I had to laugh at that from beneath the hem of my dress as I pulled it up over my head. “You talk about him like he’s a pup.”

			

			
				“He is often no better.” The fox stripped off his other legging, then began on his breechcloth. I turned around dutifully, not because I felt it would embarrass him for me to see him nude, but because I wasn’t honestly certain I personally wanted to see a naked man right now. Or ever again. Even if he was the least threatening man I’d ever met.

				“The way he lives when he is unchecked is…” The fox shook his head, “…it’s a small miracle he lived this long. He barely eats, he has absolutely no consideration for hygiene, he smokes more tobacco and drinks more liquor than any man ought to-”

				“The madness tonic?” I said, turning without thinking about it and catching sight of him from behind as he undressed. I turned quickly, but curiosity overcame me when I saw the markings along his face actually continued down his back and over his arms and legs. They were intricate and, I had to admit, beautiful. Even if they were essentially just very ornate burns.

				“Is that what your tribe calls it?” He sighed. “Fitting. Yes. Ransom drinks far too much. But again…he’s had a difficult life. I don’t deny him his pleasures, so long as they comfort and calm him down. He’s not a rowdy drunk. If he were, I wouldn’t tolerate it.”

				I pawed at the ground, adjusting my dress. And I silently wondered at the level of control the fox seemed to have over the vile coyote. Either he was fooling himself, or he had something to hold over his head. Perhaps it was superstition. The coyote must have had tribal heritage in his family; all coyotes did, even if he looked to be entirely converted to the Otherwolves’ culture now. Most men and women of the Nations knew not to cross a medicine man. They could call upon the spirits to curse you and haunt your dreams or hex your waking life. Perhaps he’d put a spell on him long ago, or threatened to.

				I liked the idea of the coyote being more a servant to Puquanah than the other way around as I’d first assumed. He was still not trustworthy, and I’d personally never turn my back on him, but it comforted me somewhat to hear the fox was comfortable around him. I had nowhere to go at the moment, and I’d be with them for at least the remaining time it took me to heal. I would have to deal with this ‘Ransom’ for at least that long.

				Beggars couldn’t be choosers. It was just such a shame my meeting with Puquanah had been blemished by the loud, crass, disgusting canine in our midst.

				As if reading my mind, Puck spoke up from where he was still cleaning himself beside the river. “If you cannot return to your tribe, miss, where is it you plan to go once you are healed? You’re welcome to travel with us, of course, but I’ll have to argue that out with Ransom, and I doubt it could be for long. But I want to be certain you have somewhere to go. It is terrible to be alone in the world.”

			

			
				I could hear the personal experience in his tone when he said the last bit, and I smoothed my paws over my rumpled dress, nervously considering my own future.

				“I…don’t know,” I said at last. “There is a person…a man in my tribe…whom I must find.”

				“Oh, so you do have someone,” the fox said, relieved. “That’s good. Where can we find your friend? We’ll be happy to take you to him, if he’s within this valley.”

				“He is not a—”

				“You bitches done primpin’?” A booming voice called out from the woods, and I snapped my head around, curling a lip at the canine approaching us. I was briefly angry at myself for having missed his approach, then realized that despite his loping gait, the man actually moved with a practiced, quiet ease through the same leaves I’d been crunching beneath my paws earlier. Damn him.

				“Nearly,” Puck replied.

				“Didn’t you wash last week?” the coyote snorted.

				“Some of us wash more than once a month.”

				Ransom was smoking another of those rolled tobacco stubs again, and he leaned against a tree along the stream bank as he made it to us, taking a long drag before blowing it out his mouth and nostrils, regarding the both of us.

				“Nice tits,” he muttered.

				“I’m clothed,” I growled.

				“I was talkin’ ‘bout Puck over there.” He gestured to the nude fox, who only sighed and kept washing. “I know it’s tribal practice t’put on weight before the winter, Puck, but I think you’re abusin’ the privilege.”

				“I’m no heavier than I was in the summer. It’s my winter coat.” The fox ruffled up his fur at that, smoothing his paws down his midsection. “It makes me look very…fluffy.”

				“Whatever y’say, piglet.”

				“Some of us prefer to eat food, Ransom. It’s not my fault you subsist on a diet made up entirely of smoke and whiskey.”

				“Doesn’t mean you gotta eat my share too.”

				“I do not!”

				“Do you two do this often?” I interjected as I ran my fingers through my fur, untangling the long locks that made up my “mane”, the area of fur along my neck I let grow long to bead and braid. It was a practice most tribes kept up that the Otherwolves found to be “savage”. But then, they found most of our culture savage.

				“‘Ey, it ain’t your business what my friend an’ I do, a’ight?” the coyote retorted.

				“You shouldn’t demean your only friend,” I stated, talking to the canine who stood a full two heads taller than me like I would have a disobedient child in the hopes it would work for me as well as it did for the fox. “How he tolerates you at all I don’t understand, but you should be grateful to him for being your companion, not making him the subject of your mockery.”

			

			
				Ransom went silent, snuffing like he wanted to say something more but stumbling over a word, then just bringing the stub to his muzzle and taking another long drag while averting his eyes.

				I thought I saw Puck arch an eyebrow, but he only cleared his throat after a few more uncomfortable moments of silence had passed and came back into my field of view completely, having re-donned his breechcloth.

				“The lady and I were actually talking about what she’d do in a few days’ time after the storm passes and she’s ready to move on.”

				“Good.” Ransom crossed his arms over his chest. “Sooner she’s gone, the better.”

				“There’s a man from her tribe she wants to find,” Puck explained, before I could interrupt him. “I figured we could escort her at least far enough to make contact with him before we head for the pass. If that’s alright by you, Ransom.”

				“So long as it ain’t too far outta the way,” the coyote muttered.

				“I-I…”…I tried to say something, but suddenly wasn’t sure what to say. Did I tell them about Methoa? What would I say? Would I tell them about Crow? Puquanah might believe me, but the coyote certainly wouldn’t, and even if they’d take me back towards Anukshen lands, what would I do from there?

				“Well, that depends,” Puck mused, then turned to address me. “What tribe do you hail from? There are at least five bobcat tribes I know of in the mountains around the valley, and several mixed tribal communities.”

				That at least I could answer. “Anukshen,” I said. “The Katoshen were my birth tribe, but the man I need to find is Anukshen.”

				I saw the simultaneous shift in both of the men’s demeanor almost immediately and felt a cold, creeping fear seep into my veins. This was exactly what I’d worried about earlier. I could tell by their shared, dark looks that something was terribly, terribly wrong.

				I stepped backwards, feeling the cold water of the brook seeping up around my paws as I looked between them, readying myself to run, weakness or no, if I had to. The coyote was still armed, and even Puck had dropped his head now.

				“What?” I finally asked.

				The two shared a look, the fox not staring directly into his friend’s eyes but turning his head towards him as though hoping the coyote would speak first. And he did.

				“The Anukshen raided the Katoshen a few weeks back…a little after we found you actually,” Ransom said, blowing out a smoky sigh. “The two tribes went t’war. Way I heard it, they wiped each other out.”


				


			

				Chapter 2 Oath

				The days to come would pass in a blur. We spent most of them hunkered down in the tent Ransom and Puck shared. The temporary lean-to they’d built for me was not secured with the heavy bison hides they used to protect themselves against severe weather, so it was no longer a valid shelter for me.

				I’d railed against the idea of being in such close proximity to the coyote at first, but there really hadn’t been any other option. And despite my initial misgivings about how horrid the experience would be, I found myself surprised once again by the duo and their little world.

				The rain started that evening, precisely as Puck had said it would. With it came chill winds that battered at the well-secured shelter and crept in along the ground, but the men seemed to know precisely how to hunker down in the weather and soon rolled out thick furs that insulated us from the ground. Ransom must have been the constructor of the tent, because he tended to its maintenance, checking and securing the lodge poles, the smoke flaps, and eventually hanging the ozan, an additional hide that created a “ceiling” of sorts and protected us from the rain. I’d heard of the plains folk making these tents before, and the fact that he knew how to construct one only confirmed he must have had some tribal lineage. Puck kept a fire lit and well-contained in the center of the tent, and I was once again amazed that he was able to do such a task without the use of his eyes.

				They kept the interior of the tent remarkably neat, strictly out of necessity I imagined. It was tight quarters; there wasn’t space for much more than us and the fire. All of their supplies were kept in the smaller of the two tents, which didn’t sport the smoke vents or the insulating fur but kept their goods dry. They’d moved the curing meats and hides from the campsite into the supply tent in the hours before sunset that night and brought in several well-wrapped bundles of what smelled like meat and other foodstuffs to the main tent, so we wouldn’t need to go out into the ice rain for anything but an emergency. Puck had even filled several waterskins in the stream and hung them from one of the lodge poles near to the fire, to keep them from freezing I could only surmise.

				Everything was done with such remarkable efficiency and little to no communication between the two men, almost like the way we went about chores in my tribe. Both men knew their roles. By the time the night had finally come and the rain had begun, we’d been settled into the tent for several hours already.

				I’d honestly felt useless the whole while, despite Puck’s assurances that I should just lie down and rest. Something about seeing the coyote going about his tasks with the fox in such comfort made my chest tighten. Crass and dangerous though he was, even this man had a companion he clearly trusted, who trusted him in return. The familiarity they had with one another and a task as simple as securing their campsite against harsh weather suggested a peace and kinship between the two unlikely companions.

			

			
				A kinship I had never had with anyone in my life.

				Even when I’d been young, I’d always felt apart from my family. Perhaps it had begun because of my totem, but I’d known as I grew up that it was more than that. I’d just been different than my sisters and brothers, different even than my mother and father and the rest of the Katoshen tribe. When I was a child I’d embraced my flighty, independent nature, hunting butterflies like they were game animals through the mountains when I should have been gathering wild onions, racing the boys in the fields when we went to the valley, and crowing at them whenever I was able to win—which was more often than they would have liked. My mother and father had tired of any amusement at my antics quickly, and by the time I was seven, I remember being told that what I’d thought made me special was in fact unnatural for a woman and that it would no longer be tolerated. In effect, I would no longer be tolerated. I remember it clearly, because for the first time, but not the last, I felt wrong for being who I was. The behavior my mother and father abhorred was how I’d identified myself up until that point, because it was what made me different than my sisters.

				But they didn’t want me to be as I was. They wanted me to be the same as my sisters. I couldn’t understand it.

				Over the years, I’d slowly but surely learned discipline, secured firmly into my proper role when I’d finally come under Methoa’s power. He had ultimately tamed the last scraps of what I’d once been and made me into the woman my parents had always wanted me to be. The right and proper Katuk woman. It had never felt natural, but I’d learned to accept it. I hadn’t any other choice after all.

				Still, I’d only been playing a role. And it’s nearly impossible to form any real bonds with someone when they don’t know who you really are. Even if I had eventually grown close to someone in the Anukshen tribe, they would have been basing their comfort and their friendship with me on who they thought I was, this mask my parents and Methoa had forced down over my face. They could even grow to like the woman I pretended to be, but they may as well have been children imagining they had a relationship with a rag doll, because that’s all that woman was.

				I’d hoped…in time…I might form a real, lasting bond with my son…but that was not to be and never would be.

				The fact was no one had ever grown close to the person I truly was, because that woman was not acceptable. No one had even seen her in over a decade, myself included.

				But these two men, Ransom especially, clearly held back very little from one another. What was “acceptable” had no bearing out here in the wilds, in their little camp, so why should they hold back after all? They were tribeless in the midst of dangerous wilderness with no one to depend on but one another, and they seemed to have found a harmony in that. Whether it was born out of a mutual desire for survival when no one else would have them—for Ransom, perhaps…regardless of what he said, I was still convinced Puquanah could have found a better situation—or some real regard for one another, I didn’t know. But it made me envious.

			

			
				Yes I realized. It made me envious. Bitter even. Just the realization that I was becoming envious of the coyote made my stomach turn over. But there it was.

				In the surprising warmth and comfort of their tent that first night, I was not preoccupied with protecting myself from the dirty canine who’d threatened to violate me not hours earlier, nor was I puzzling over the white fox’s secretive origins. I was taking in the shared scent of the two travelers in their own personal sanctum, the sweet aroma of popping oak logs in the fire and the peppermint tea the fox was boiling, and I was watching the coyote play a strange, small instrument that was filling the tent with a metallic yet somehow wistful melody. Puck lay beside him in his own bedroll, his eyes unfocused and half-closed, but I could tell from the tilt of his ears that he was listening to the music. He had a light, peaceful smile on his muzzle.

				I wanted to be part of their world somehow. Or find this kind of kinship with another. I’d gone from warily plotting my escape from my rescuers to wanting what they had. In the back of my mind, I realized how ridiculous the thought was…but was it, really?

				Just hours earlier, I’d discovered my entire tribe was likely gone, as was my husband’s. All I had to go on at this point was Ransom’s word of course, and it was impossible to confirm or deny what he’d said until the weather passed and I was well enough to travel. But Puquanah had confirmed it all: that they’d made contact with another trader in the region recently whom they bought supplies from, that he’d gone to the Anukshen tribal lands to do business and come upon the slaughter. That the few remaining Anukshen in my home were holding fast to their lands but had next to nothing to trade for, since the raid had destroyed their stores. The trader had made many claims I wasn’t sure what to think of…stories of charred longhouses and corpses in the dozens spread over the mountainside. But for all of that, he knew not what had befallen the Katoshen tribe, except that the remaining Anukshen claimed both villages had been destroyed. It could have been posturing of course…an attempt to frighten off an outsider from a now poorly-defended community and their few remaining stores. It could all have been a lie, perpetrated by a foreign man I did not know for reasons all his own. But the way Puck spoke about it, the somber tone of his voice and the slump in his small body when he’d realized who they were to me…I believed that he believed it.

			

			
				Which left me even more alone than I had been before. Hours ago, I’d at least had a mission. Granted, I’d been at a loss as to how to prepare myself for it, but I’d had purpose. I’d known why I was still alive. But now…

				If Methoa was dead, why was I still here? Crow had brought me back to even the scales against my tormentor, to avenge my son. It seemed almost unfair that fate had stolen that vengeance away from me. As though everything I’d suffered hadn’t really mattered in the end, because I hadn’t been the one to kill him. I was certain I’d been meant to. It was only justice, was it not?

				Where was Crow? He’d brought me back in the world only to abandon me like everyone else had? What cruelty!

				Then again, Crow had never been known for his compassion. Perhaps this had all been merely another of his tricks, a source of amusement for him. He was a deceiver after all, and nothing was quite so deceptive as leading someone to believe in themselves when they were, in actuality, entirely powerless.

				I let my head fall against my knees, drawing them up to my chest as I sat on my side of the fire, apart from the men at my own insistence. Puck had wanted to pity me, had tried to comfort me after Ransom had told me about the tribal war, but I’d stubbornly pushed him away and told him I wanted nothing of the sort…that regardless of what had happened to my tribes, I would make my own way.

				But I was lost. So lost. And now all I wanted was to somehow be a part of these two strange travelers’ comfortable, warm world, regardless of how little I fit into it. I knew it was desperation prompting my feelings, my sudden need for belonging, but I couldn’t help but feel it all the same.

				Along with all of this came the icy talons of doubt and guilt closing in around my heart. Deep inside, where I was unwilling to delve, some part of my mind was whispering what was a likely reality to me, and I knew I’d have to face it eventually. That this had been no coincidence. That the timing was too close…

				The Anukshen and the Katoshen had lived in relative peace for generations. There had always been tensions and disputes; our lands bordered one another, and sometimes our hunters would clash over game, or there would be disagreements about which streams we could fish or on what land we could forage. But intermarriages and meetings of our chiefs and elders had kept the peace successfully every time things grew tense.

				And now, following the fall-out of my marriage to Methoa, the brief rebellion I’d managed against him, and my inevitable shaming…now…the Anukshen waged a raid against the Katoshen. It was impossible to think I hadn’t been the catalyst for it all. That ineffective though it had been to save my son, the frantic attack I’d made against my husband may have sparked a war.

			

			
				I had never intended anything like this. I’d only hated my husband; I’d only meant to fight him. I hadn’t even thought at the time what my role in the peacekeeping between our tribes might have been. Methoa’nuk had been an Honored Warrior, in line to be Chief. His words carried great weight within the tribe, and as far as he was concerned I had shamed his name and attacked him. And I was Katoshen. Methoa had always been a brutal, aggressive man, and he’d never spoken fondly of my family’s tribe. If he’d been looking for a reason to go to war, I’d given it to him.

				“My mother and father were right all these years,” I said aloud without knowing why. I heard Ransom stop playing but didn’t look up. I didn’t want to see their faces. I just wanted so badly for all this introspection to stop. Kept inside me, it was burning a hole in my heart. I needed it out, even if they couldn’t understand, even if they thought I was babbling madly.

				“They told me I would ruin myself and our family. I never wanted to marry. I never wanted to be the obedient woman they expected of me,” I said, my arms beginning to shake, and I didn’t know why. “I tried to be a good wife…and I failed. And my failure didn’t just cost my life…it may have destroyed my entire tribe. I…enraged my husband. That’s why this has all happened. That’s why…”

				I felt my throat close up, felt my eyes stinging, and knew no matter how much I needed to get this out of me, I couldn’t cry in front of these strangers I barely knew. I couldn’t. I was still Katuk. I was still proud. But I couldn’t say any more, or I wouldn’t be able to hold it back. So I let the words fall off, and lifted my head, finally, so that they could see. Even if I’d broken my silence and spoken aloud on my personal grief, I was handling it. I would not break down. I still did not need pity.

				I just…needed to tell someone. I don’t know why.

				I don’t know what I’d expected. They were both silent for a time. Ransom at least, I had suspected, would openly mock my pain. But all I got from him was a long, level stare. Puck didn’t say anything either, although after a few moments passed in silence, he slipped out from beneath his furs and moved around the fire towards me.

				Before I could stop him, the small white fox was at my side, wrapping his arms around me. Much to my dismay, I felt my body instinctively recoil, even though the last thing I wanted at the moment was to push him away again. I was afraid to be touched. Gods, how Methoa had ruined me.

				Either he sensed my conflict, or he simply didn’t care, because this time Puquanah did not back away. He leaned his small, soft head on my shoulder and embraced me. And he held fast until I was able to accept the gesture without flinching.

				I warily let my body uncoil, fighting the ingrained instinct to shy away from the fox. Even if until today he’d been a stranger, even if the coyote was still watching us, even though neither of them could have possibly understood what was going through my mind. The fact that he was willing to comfort me despite all of the very same reasons made me realize that if it didn’t bother him to offer affection indiscriminately, then perhaps it wouldn’t be so wrong for me to accept it.

			

			
				“I’m sorry,” I said hoarsely. “You cannot possibly know what I’m speaking about. I’m…not sure why I’m speaking about it at all.”

				“It doesn’t matter,” the fox said quietly, pulling back just enough so that he could try to look up at me. His eyes did not find mine, but the gesture was kind all the same. “I know pain when I…“ he paused, giving a light huff and a smile, “ ‘see’ it.”

				“Thank you,” I murmured. “I…feel better.”

				I heard the coyote shift, leaning away from the fire with a lit cigarette in his mouth. He leaned back and nodded at the both of us. “Puck’s good a’that. Tendin’ woes.” He dragged in a breath through the rolled tobacco and pensively blew it out towards the ceiling, seeming thoughtful for a few moments. Then he looked back at me. “Look…sweet’art. It ain’t my place to say nothin’, but I can’t watch a woman come tha’close to tears without putting in my two cents.”

				I swallowed, bracing myself for whatever the canine was going to say.

				“I dunno your story, miss.” He said. “And I reckon you won’t say much on it ‘til you’re ready, if ever, but from what little I kin gather…you weren’t happy with this man o’ yours. And right so, cause it ain’t your ma and pa’s place ta tell you who you shack up with.”

				“They were my parents,” I said quietly. “They only wanted—”

				“They ain’t the ones bendin’ over for this bastard, are they?” He interjected, then with a dismissive wave of a paw, “Easy for them t’say then.”

				“The fact remains, they’re dead because of my actions though.” I looked down.

				“If the tribes went and got pissy at one another, ‘tain’t your problem or your doin’. You were buried in th’damned ground. People kill each other for all sorta’ ignorant, stupid reasons. Ain’t worth figuring out sometimes. And it ain’t your doin’, unless you held the knife.”

				Almost despite my better instincts, I found myself startled by the logic in the man’s words. They eased the guilt inside me just enough that I wanted to accept them. And maybe that’s all it was. Maybe that’s how he got through life being so offensive and crass…by convincing himself he was in the right in the same way he was trying to do for me right now. There was a brutal honesty about what he’d said that I couldn’t deny, no matter how much my empathy for my tribe cried out for me to accept the blame.

				“It would certainly be easier for me to feel that way,” I finally said. “And…I thank you for your attempt to ease my conscience. Your words were not without merit. I’ll think on them. Sometimes, I suppose, it helps to hear an opinion put so…bluntly.”

			

			
				“Ransom is good at that.” Puck smiled. I felt him rubbing at one of my shoulders softly, and I noticed that the shaking in my arms had eased. I let my eyes slip partly closed, looking into the fire.

				That night it snowed. 
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				The journey up into the mountains was arduous, even after the weather had cleared. My body still ached, and every movement felt thrice as hard as it once had been. Puquanah assured me I would regain my strength in time as long as I was able to continue eating, sleeping, keeping warm, and maintained my health, but it certainly didn’t feel that way.

				All the same, I was done being a burden. I insisted I be put to work helping them break their camp down once the rain and snow had cleared and the cold began to subside. The warm days were fleeting now and would be gone for good soon, but they seemed to have returned temporarily. Ransom was hopeful the weather would hold long enough to keep the pass clear of snowdrifts. Every day during the storm and each day following, he climbed a tall pine near camp and claimed he was looking to the peaks to see how much rock was still visible amidst the snowy white caps. But the pass was far, the clouds thick, and he always returned looking more and more uncertain.

				I think they intentionally gave me the lightest chores, but it assuaged my conscience enough to be doing anything at all, so I did as I was told without belligerence. I was able to do certain chores I’d learned in my tribe well enough to impress even the coyote…most notably cleaning and scrubbing their clothing, which neither man seemed in a hurry to do or terribly accomplished at. And it showed.

				It took less than a day to pack the camp up; most of it fit onto one small wagon that Puquanah explained was generally pulled by a mule or a horse, but they’d lost the animal to the Dyre earlier in the summer.

				“Hopin’ to acquire a younger molly anyway. Old one was right ornery. I’ll bet she kicked the hell outta’ the Dyre b’fore they ate ‘er,” Ransom remarked, chuckling as we made our way through the twisting game trails along the valley ridge. Despite his lean frame, the canine had a heavy pack over his shoulder and was pulling most of the weight of the wagon without any complaint. It helped that it was small and maneuverable, but we’d still had trouble negotiating it over upraised roots and boulders during the last two days of travel. And the first day we’d spent in the valley had seen us mired in several areas of thick, wet leafy mud, freshly soaked from the rains and melting snow that plopped down around us off tree boughs still heavy with leaves. Early snows were absolutely terrible for travel; the trees were not bare enough yet to stand up to the weight of the snow, and it snapped branches and downed entire saplings all throughout the valley.

				The trees farther up into the mountains were shorter and denser, and though the ground was rockier, it was also drier, so it was a good change. I found my footing far more easily up here as well, my paws more used to moving from rock to rock than slogging through the muddy soup of the valley.

			

			
				“At some point we’ll ‘ave to hide the wagon,” Ransom muttered as he yanked it from yet another rocky snare. “Don’t think anyone’ll be comin’ up this far, but y’never know. Best t’be safe. Can’t take it all th’way up. These trails ain’t meant for anythin’ other’n pack animals.”

				“If you’d like to, we can part ways here and you can both be off for the pass.” I reminded him for about the fourth time that day. “There is really no need—”

				“And leave you out here alone when your tribe may all be gone?” Puck precariously picked his way over a broken slab of slate, hopping the crack and tapping his walking stick forward another few feet until it caught another broken area, which he negotiated similarly. “I couldn’t have that on my conscience.”

				“Them peaks is gettin’ mighty white, Puck,” Ransom muttered, blowing out a sigh as he stared into the distance. I followed his line of sight to the Great Sleeping Mountain, as we called her, in the distance. She was so named because the shape of her peaks resembled the sleeping form of a woman: two larger, rounded peaks for her body with a dip for her waist in the center and a smaller, round hill at the north end, which is where she lay her head. There were many tales of how she had come to be. Some stated that in times past, spirits had been enormous beings that strode over the land and carried entire tribes on their bodies, and when they laid down and died, they became the mountains. If so, a mother, father, and child had all lain down together here, and their grave had created our valley. Perhaps they’d done so to protect the tribes that lived atop them, to give them a safe land to settle upon.

				The mountains did protect us in many ways. Life inside the valley and along the low shelves of the mountains where tribes like my Katoshen and Anukshen lived were infinitely safer and more prosperous than the tales I’d heard of the lands beyond. We were isolated and left alone, for the most part. Only the occasional trader with stories of the tumultuous eastern forests or the plains lands came into our sanctum, and they were rarely a threat to an organized, numerous tribe. And I had never seen an Otherwolf, only heard stories.

				The trek had grown almost dull in addition to being physically taxing. While the mountains were beautiful, we’d been climbing for most of the day, my limbs ached, and every tree had begun to look the same. The repetitive pains and lack of conversation were beginning to blur together and wear us all down—could sense it— and the constant tension coming from Ransom every time he chanced a look back at the mountains wasn’t helping. I decided I needed to break the silence. Ransom had been doing most of the talking since I’d found myself with this group, and that needed to change.

			

			
				“You two travel outside the valley,” I said, catching both men off-guard when I spoke up. To be fair, I’d only been speaking when strictly necessary, so far.

				“Aye, we do.” Ransom raised an eyebrow, looking at me as if to say, And?

				“Have you ever seen an Otherwolf? You must have.” It was a question I’d often wanted to ask a traveler. I’d heard much about the strange men, but I’d never gotten information direct from anyone, since I’d never been allowed to converse outside the tribe.

				Ransom just snorted. “Course. I told you I did trade with’m. Hard to avoid ‘em, these days. They own half the damn world, an’they’re tryin’ to grab up the rest of it.”

				“What are they like?” I asked curiously.

				“Thasa broad question, sweet’art. They ain’t all the same.”

				“Well…” I stammered, “…what do they—”

				“It might be easier if you told us what you know.” Puck turned his ears my way. “They are a complicated people, but I’m sure some of the goings on of the world make it even as far as this valley.”

				I sighed. “Well, I only know what the elders and the warriors told us. They say they call them ‘Otherwolves’ because they are wolves, but not as we knew them. Elder Saquahoth said they came many generations ago, landing on the eastern shores in canoes that could travel across the seas. He said they claimed to hail from another land, one you could not see from the edge of the ocean, it was so far away. They came with goods, weapons, and animals the likes of which our tribes had never seen, and to be honest, I have not personally seen many of their fabled wonders at all. The men in my tribes traded for some things…metal weapons, the madness tonic, fabrics, and beads that were too valuable for my parents to buy. I’ve even seen a thundering weapon like yours, Ransom, when I was a child. I remember being terrified when the trader attempting to sell it to us lit it and made it spout fire and this rattling, booming noise—”

				“Gunpowder,” Ransom commented, spitting and yanking the wagon up over another rock. “Right finicky stuff. Prefer my bow most’the time, t’be honest. But ain’t nothin’ like a gun for scarin’ off folk from your campsite. Don’t use it much for game…ruins the hides.”

				To hear him put down the weapon so much made me question a lot of things I’d been told over the years. Those thundering weapons in the hands of a dozen Otherwolves, it was said, could destroy an entire small tribe…and they had been doing so. Every few months, we heard of another raid, another border dispute, another tribe gone silent. Our own people went to war but not with the power of the gods at our whim. A warrior might pray to Loakam, the black wolf spirit of ferocity, or Anso, the great horned owl who made his chosen cunning and silent, but the strength the spirits granted us flowed through our bodies, and we could never exceed the bounds of our own mortality.

			

			
				But these Otherwolves used frightful weapons that seemed to call upon the elements themselves, and they were extinguishing tribes at a rate which the Nations had never seen, not in any war previous. And most unnervingly, there was no war. No one tribe was their target, it just seemed they would obliterate whatever peoples stood in their way of acquiring…whatever it was they came here for.

				What little I knew of them had been filtered through the minds and mouths of the elders of course. It could be that these people truly had come with many wondrous gifts, and men like Methoa’nuk, men who feared a loss of control or power over their people, had come into conflict with the foreigners.

				“So…what do you think of them?” I asked the coyote, who regarded me with a sidelong look

				“Why’re you so curious?” he asked back. “It ain’t like you’re gonna be dealin’ with any of ‘em. Valley tribe folk don’t oft leave the valley…specially not th’women. Ain’t it forbidden for you to be seen by foreign men?”

				“Well you’ve both seen me,” I pointed out. “Unclothed, at that. So what does it matter now?”

				Ransom chuckled. “Makin’ plans to g’off an’ find one of those dogs already, are ye? Ts’true what they say, ain’t it Puck? Otherwolves is stealin’ all the tribal women’s hearts.”

				“I have no such aspirations!” I balked, giving an indignant growl. “I don’t even know one. And in any case, why would I ever pursue a wolf? We are not compatible tribes.”

				“But if yer tribe’s gone…” Ransom looked over his shoulder at me, “if all we find on your lands is bone and ash, you ain’t got a tribe at all, do you?”

				I bit my lower lip, eyes falling to the rocky earth beneath my paws.

				“Yeah…that’s what you’re considerin’, ain’t it?” Ransom licked his lips, giving me a knowing tilt of his muzzle. “If you ain’t got nothin’ left here, y’might have to leave this li’l slice o’heaven and go out into the big ol’ scary world alone…that’s what you’re thinkin’, ain’t it? And you haven’t got an inklin’ what’s out there. Poor li’l sheltered kitten. They gon’ eat you up an’ spit you out, girl.” He chuckled.

				“We could—” Puck began.

				“Don’t you even say it, fox,” the coyote snapped. “As it is, ain’t worth our time makin’ this asinine trip up into th’hills. We should be headin’ for the pass. This is the last bleedin’ thing I’m doing for this ungrateful cat, an’ I mean it this time.”

				“Ransom—”

				“Bitch all you want, Puck.” The coyote snuffed at the white fox. “You want to help her any more, yer on yer own. My charity’s run out. We gotta look after ourselves. We can’t winter here, and we sure as hell can’t drag this useless woman along anymore. I’m done with’it…all of it. An’ that’s final.”

			

			
				Puquanah went silent at that, and I knew that no matter how much he wanted to help me, he would push Ransom no further. I couldn’t even blame him. The coyote was an unpleasant creature, but he was right. I’d inadvertently inconvenienced these two men I hardly knew in a dangerous wilderness that was difficult enough to manage when all you need concern yourself with were your own problems. I couldn’t possibly ask them for any more.

				But Ransom was also right about the desperate nature of my situation. If my tribe, if the Anukshen, truly were gone, I had nothing to return to. And if they were still there, I had nothing to return to. I had no plan thus far for exacting my vengeance, and Crow was still absent from my life and my dreams. I was beginning to question my own mind at this point…for some reason, I’d honestly expected the spirit would be here, guiding me. But the only guides I’d had were the two men who’d found me. And they’d be moving on soon.

				“Arrogant,” Puck suddenly said, and I snapped my head around to look at him.

				“Pardon?” I queried.

				“Otherwolves,” he said. “You asked what they were like. They aren’t all the same, but that’s one trait I’d say they all have in common. They think themselves above any tribal folk; they think their ways superior and their culture more important. We are expected to make way for them, even if they’re on our lands. Nothing we are is respected. Tolerated, in some places…but not respected.”

				“The only reason those bastards are callin’ themselves a country now is ‘cause of us,” Ransom snarled. “They won their war for independence because the Nations allied with’m. And they struck some kinda treaty with the chiefs to get our aid. A treaty they ain’t honorin’.”

				“So, you are a tribesman,” I responded to Ransom.

				He glanced back at me. “O’course I am. ‘Ow many Otherwolf coyotes you seen?”

				“Well, I’ve never seen an Otherwolf.” I said. “But I had heard some of them took tribal women as wives—”

				“I ain’t a halfbreed!” Ransom snarled.

				His angry reaction caught me somewhat off-guard, but I tried not to show it. Instead I only cleared my throat and said, “Well you wear their clothing, use their thundering weapons, and the language you were speaking when I first woke—”

				“They’re inheritin’ the world, sweet’art. I’ve adapted.” Ransom sniffed, his eyes following the distant ridge of the mountain again. “Any tribe who don’t is gonna find themselves dyin’ out b’fore long. They live on top of us now, whether we like it or not. Even folks like the ones in your valley here’re gonna have to get wise eventually. For all Puck’s whinin’ about tradition and whatnot fallin’ by the wayside, a lotta what they’ve got honestly is just…better. Makes life easier, makes ‘survival’ feel more like ‘livin’.”

			

			
				“Like what?” I asked curiously. I’d heard of their “wonders”, as the tales put it, but so far all I’d ever seen from them were weapons and poison. Neither seemed wondrous to me.

				“Well, like how they build their houses, for one.” Ransom shrugged. “I know how t’keep warm, and so do the tribes ‘bout anywhere you go, but they know how t’build houses on top o’ one another, with soft floors, beds…stoves. Comin’ back out ‘ere and livin’ in the wilds, there ain’t no compare to a nice inn. Hell, I miss havin’ a piss pot. Better’n goin’ outside the tent and freezin’ off your sheath.”

				I must have been staring at him vacantly, because he just waved a hand. “Y’ain’t gonna understand ‘til you’ve been to a town yourself. No use in me tryin’ to tell you ‘bout something you’ve never seen.”

				“Don’t let him fool you,” Puck muttered. “Otherwolf settlements are dangerous. They’re full of dishonest, untrustworthy people and filth, and they’re too noisy.”

				“Puck just don’t like ‘em cuz he has trouble navigatin’ ‘em.”

				“It’s more than just that.” The fox sighed. “People are not meant to live on top of one another. It’s too…crowded. Too many people squeezed into one small, exhausted piece of land. We were meant to live in the wilds, a respectable distance from one another, with enough land to cultivate and hunt to sustain us, and nothing less…nothing more. The Otherwolves don’t seem to understand this, for some reason. I’ve heard rumors they cut down all of their forests and pulled all the fish out of their rivers. That’s why they’re here.”

				“You can’t cut down an entire forest, Puck.” Ransom snorted. “Or catch all the fish in a river…or piss on every square inch o’ ground. Those’re all old wives’ tales.”

				“The Otherwolves’ towns smell disgusting.” Puquanah wrinkled his nose. “The ground turns to mud and horse manure, the water all tastes and smells vile near them, and they clear so many trees…imagine what they’d do in generations upon generations.”

				“Yeah, the Spirits are weepin’.” Ransom chuckled. “But me? I don’t personally care s’long as I’ve got a warm place t’put up my feet, a loose girl servin’ me drinks, and a place to sell.”

				“We could easily live on trade.”

				“That leaves out the warmth an’the loose women. Unless we’re countin’ spotty here.”

				He smirked at me like he expected something, but when all I did was stare back at him, he sighed.

			

			
				“Puck, she ain’t even fun. She don’t know when I’m insultin’ her half th’time.”

				“My heart bleeds for you,” the fox muttered. “Find some other way to amuse yourself.”

				“You’re still using a lot of words I don’t know,” I pointed out. “They sound very foreign. Sort of…rounder on the tongue.”

				“That’s Amurescan,” Puquanah stated, his tail bobbing as he leapt nimbly to a nearby boulder. He wobbled for a moment, and I felt a flash of panic, but he righted himself just as quickly, keeping me guessing at how he was moving about so easily.

				“A…mur…” I tried the word out, and it did indeed feel ‘rounder’ somehow. It just seemed like the words melded together, without the obvious breaks I’d expect in a tribal tongue.

				Ransom said something in the same language, which sounded to me like one very long word, but I knew it had to have been a statement. I was struggling to decipher where it broke down into individual words though.

				“It sounds…pretty.” I shrugged. “What did you say?”

				“I—”

				“You don’t want to know,” Puck interrupted the coyote, who gave him a sour look.

				“I was complimentin’ her.” Ransom gave a toothy smirk.

				“You’re going to get hit again,” the fox stated.

				“That’s the Otherwolf tongue?” I asked, growing even more curious now.

				“One of them. There are a few, but thas’the main one you’ll hear most everywhere. The settlers sound different than the ones fresh off th’boat.”

				“Are there different tribes?”

				“Different Nations.” Ransom snorted, spitting. “Y’don’t often meet the desert-dwellers though; they actually keep to their own land most o’the time. Most of the settlers are from Amuresca. Dogs. Rats. Cats here an’there.”

				“I thought they were all wolves.” I blinked, surprised.

				“Even the dogs ain’t ‘wolves’.” Ransom laughed. “Wait ‘til you see ‘em someday. Some of ‘em’s not recognizable as much o’ anything. Got their faces all mushed in. There’s a few wolves, I guess…but most of ‘em don’t look like real wolves. Not tribal wolves.”

				“The Wolves of the Northlands think they are cursed,” Puquanah said, stopping on a rocky outcropping and sniffing the wind, his tail prickling on end for a moment. “That the Spirits changed their bodies so as to show us they were apart from us…that they could not be trusted. They vehemently opposed the Alliance with the Otherwolves, even went to war with several of the tribes that agreed to it. It was bloody…

				“Bloody stupid.” Ransom snorted. “I don’t trust an Otherwolf—any Otherwolf— but killin’ ourselves off faster is just makin’ it easier for them to move on in. If the tribes had allied at the start, they’d never’ve gotten a foothold. Then we could’ve taken their shit, and kept our land. But the leadership just wasn’t there, an’ there were too many old grudges.”

			

			
				“Politics.” Puck smiled back at me. “One of Ransom’s favorite subjects.”

				I only nodded, not wanting to reveal how much of their conversation was going over my head. I was silently impressed at the coyote’s knowledge though. I’d thought him a fairly stupid creature when first we’d met, but he was clearly worldly, if nothing else.

				Puck hopped down from the rock and moved back towards us. He was still sniffing the wind, and before I even considered asking, Ransom did.

				“What’s goin’ on, Puck?” the coyote queried in a serious tone.

				“Something on the wind. I’m not sure…” Puck paused, his whited-out eyes flicking in my general direction once, his expression uncertain. “Let’s stow the wagon and continue on foot,” he finally said.

				Ransom nodded and immediately set to work tugging the wagon towards a nearby brush patch beneath an old, fallen pine. I negotiated my way towards the dip in the rocky, needle-covered undergrowth, helping him push the wagon until we could bury it no further into the tangle of live and dead branches. I saw the coyote swiping aside the twisted limbs and hunkering down to dig into his cart for something, beneath the tied-down hides. When he emerged with his gun, my eyes widened.

				“Why—” I began.

				“I don’t like th’way Puck’s fur’s standin’ on end,” Ransom said around the strap of something held in his teeth. It looked like a horn with a cap on it. “Something’s up. I think he caught wind o’ something bad.”

				“We’re very close to the Anukshen village…” I murmured worriedly.

				“Yeah.” Ransom moved past me, out of the brush. “I know.”

				We continued the rest of the way towards the village on foot, following a game path I knew very well. Eventually it began to grow dark, but my companions didn’t ask to stop, and I was grateful for that. The closer we grew towards this place…this tribe I’d been sold to, towards the village where I’d been married, abused, given birth to my son, lost him, and felt myself die…the more I felt a strange, primal fear for the people who had lived there. Every Anukshen able to heft a stone had thrown one at me not weeks ago, and not a one had stood up to speak on my behalf. But I was conflicted. How many of them had been lied to about me after all? How many of them were probably women who’d been trapped in the very same situation I was? There were evil men amongst the Anukshen, men like Methoa and his warriors, but for the most part it had just been a village. There’d been children, the elders, the invalid and infirm, whole families, whole generations. And the closer we drew towards the familiar clearing in the trees, towards this place that had become my nightmare, the more I knew something nightmarish had happened here to others besides me. Something beyond a tribal skirmish.

			

			
				The smell of death was unmistakable on the wind, and though silence had descended over our small party, I knew we all recognized the scent. Rot, ash, and something else, something faint in the air that wrinkled my nose and set every fur on my hide on end.

				Ransom murmured something beneath his breath to Puck, who only nodded. I looked their way, speaking lowly but insistently.

				“What?” I asked.

				“Gunpowder.” Ransom snuffed. “It’s faint, but…can’t be anything else.”

				I looked towards the clearing, feeling the air leave my lungs. “Our tribe didn’t have thundering weapons.”

				“It wouldn’t still be in th’air even if someone from yer tribe did have one or two.” Ransom shook his head. “Got to ‘ave been a lot of it to stick ‘round like this. I’ve seen it b’fore, but…” He glanced back at me. “…only after a raid.”

				“The Otherwolves were here?” I asked shakily. “Why…that wasn’t what we were told…”

				“There was only one force in the Valley this year, Puck.” Ransom spoke quietly, hunkering down near a large boulder and trying to peer through the trees towards the clearing. He looked at the fox knowingly. “An’if Rourke was here, we don’t want t’be.”

				“We can probably find a way towards the village without—” Puck began, but I didn’t want to hear any more.

				I vaulted over the boulder and bolted through the trees, tearing down the familiar game trail towards my home. Distantly behind me, I heard Puck and Ransom both yell for me to stop, but I didn’t—couldn’t—heed them now. Only one thing was pounding through my head, again and again.

				My fault. Whatever happened here was my fault.

				I’d been the one who’d angered Methoa. If he had truly gone to war with the Katoshen and the Otherwolves had somehow become involved, perhaps seizing upon the opportunity to wipe out both of our tribes while we were weak, it was still my fault.

				I broke through the trees, my breath coming in short gasps now, my body still worn and exhausted from the trek and my injuries. My heart was thudding in my chest, but I knew it wasn’t the short sprint that had caused that. The smell of death was everywhere now, the scent of sickly sweet rot and old blood. And directly before me, not fifty paces away, was the source of it all.

				My breath caught in my lungs, my body went rigid, and my claws flared out into the dirt beneath my paws, holding me in place as witness to one of the most terrible and unimaginable horrors, strewn like a monument over the flat plane of earth that stood outside the village totems. Even the ravens of dreams could not have concocted a nightmare like this.

				They were piled. The bodies of the Anukshen tribe—warriors, women, children, elders…just…piled atop one another, stripped of everything save their clothing. They’d been left dead for days judging by the scent, for the sun to pour down over and the predators of the mountain to claim. They hadn’t been buried…they hadn’t even been burnt. The beads had all been pulled from their manes, the jewelry and adornments from their bodies. Even vultures would have treated the dead with more respect.

			

			
				Stains of viscera and blood were pulled in every direction down the red rock slope from whatever animals had laid claim to some of the bodies in the loosely piled mass grave. The tribal totems, carved from the ancient trunks of trees felled generations ago, still stood at the open gates of the village wall, looking out over the mountainside…and over the dead they had been there to protect.

				My knees finally gave way, and I barely felt the pain as they slammed down against the rocky earth beneath me. My vision began to spin, the scent and the sight of the scene before me overwhelming every other sense and pulling me into a frozen, still state where even my thoughts fell silent.

				I thought I saw the clawing hands of spirits, or the dead themselves, twitching and shifting in the rotting mass…reaching towards me…calling out for help…but when I blinked, all went still again.

				A distant screech was what brought me dizzily back into reality. But the reality was the same as the nightmare, so all that changed was that now I was beginning to feel again. And everything was hitting me at once. I felt simultaneously numb and sick; I was consumed by the very same guilt I’d felt before, but now it had been realized. All the fear I’d had as we scaled the mountain was beginning to boil off into anger, disbelief, and helplessness.

				Where were the Spirits? How had they allowed this to happen!

				Another screech, and now I was certain it had been real. And it had come from the trees. I turned, my head still spinning, my vision blurring in and out. This place, this horror, was affecting every part of me. I felt like at any moment, I might fall into the sky. What was happening to me? Were the dead truly reaching for me, or was I seeing things? Was my mind playing tricks on me, or had the faces of the dead shifted to look towards me? In a place with so much death, I could believe it. Perhaps the specters of my tribe were finally going to finish what they’d begun with stones weeks earlier.

				And then I saw him. His small black silhouette, alone in a bare birch tree, stood starkly contrasted against the gray sky. For a moment I wondered if it was simply a normal bird…but then he turned, and his eyes burned into mine, and I knew.

				Crow. He had returned.

				I reached a shaking paw towards the sky, closing it around his distant silhouette…and then with a flash of ember eyes, he was gone. I blinked, but the last I saw was his fading form heading towards the center of the village through the trees.

			

			
				I tried to stumble to my feet to follow, but the overwhelming stench of my own rotting tribe knocked me back. I was beginning to come to terms with everything I’d been seeing and smelling now; the haze had cleared…and it was even worse the more real it got.

				“Git back away from that mess, y’crazy feline,” I heard a sharp voice call out from the treeline. I slowly turned, still dizzy and getting my bearings, and saw a coyote hunkered down near a broad pine.

				Ransom.

				I don’t know why, but seeing him brought everything back entirely into focus again, and I blinked blearily and began to stumble back towards him. As soon as I’d gotten close enough, I opened my mouth to say something…and he snagged me forcefully by the shoulder of my dress and yanked me back into the shadow of the trees with him. I had no strength to fight him, so I let him shove me onto my knees behind the pine with him.

				“An’ stay put,” he growled, pulling an arrow from his quiver and nocking it to his bow. He leaned slowly out past the edge of the tree again, settling on one knee with the arrow pulled taut as his yellow eyes scanned the skyline.

				“Everyone is dead,” I said softly.

				“We don’t know that,” Ransom whispered, his eyes sweeping up, I could only imagine, over our village walls. I don’t know what he was expecting to see, but I’d been standing there for what had to have been a minute or more, and I was certain every soul here was in that pile.

				He continued in a low rasp of a whisper. “Rourke an’ his boys were here in the valley this year, and they’re the only group o’armed men I know ‘round here could do somethin’ like this. If he’s still here, he’ll ‘ave his scouts out keepin’ watch over the perimeter. I tangled with Shadow, his sharpshooter, once, and he near shot my tail off just for stoppin’ by unannounced. If he’d wanted me dead, I wouldn’t be talkin’ to you now. Y’don’t cross these boys, kitten. Not unless you’re tired o’livin’.”

				“…Who?” I asked, trying to look up through the tree branches now that the disorientation that had struck me had begun to subside. But I was certain I hadn’t imagined it. I’d seen Crow again.

				Despite everything around me, I felt a flicker of hope in my heart. I had to find him. He would know what to do.

				“Rourke’s Raiders,” Ransom loosened his bowstring just a bit, his ears flicking from side to side. “That’s what they call themselves anyway. Used to fancy themselves outlaws with a noble cause down southwest. Something about displacin’ coin to folks who needed it, defendin’ the low man, protectin’ farms…it was all shite. They’re demons, plain an’ simple. I don’t know what went wrong in Rourke’s head, but a few years ago they started torchin’ tribes an’ towns alike. Word is they were under hire most times, but I don’t know if that’s true. They’re just murderers, s’far as I’m concerned. Thieves an’ murderers.”

			

			
				He finally seemed certain that no one was near and lowered his bow, shifting back behind the tree and looking my way. Still keeping his voice low, he continued, “Rourke likes t’follow the river, like most otters. He came through the pass this season on ‘is boats, headed towards the East Coast. I don’t know where he was headin’ ultimately, but apparently he liked it enough here t’set up shop for awhile, cuz I heard they was in the area. We steered clear. Last encounter we ‘ad with ‘im wasn’t even on th’wrong side, and it nearly went wrong. He shorted me for m’pelts too,” he muttered, with barely contained ire in his voice. “Anyway, ain’t no one else in the Valley coulda done this. I’da known if there was another outfit around.”

				“Why?” I asked hoarsely, my eyes sweeping back over the carnage that lay just past the trees.

				“I don’t know.” Ransom blew out a breath. “Don’t match the stories we got neither…but this’s definitely Rourke’s handiwork. This weren’t no tribal dispute. This was a slaughter.”

				My eyes widened at a sudden realization. “Where is Puquanah?” I asked, alarmed.

				“Calm down, kitten.” His eyes flicked back out to the clearing, ever vigilant. “He’s back further in the forest bein’ sick. Smell o’ death gets to ‘im. And you don’t need eyes t’know what happened here. Ah’m glad he stayed back, honestly. This ain’t no place for him…or us. Or anyone livin’. We gotta git.”

				“I have to go into the village.” I stood.

				“Like hell.” He stood as well, directly in my path. He gave me a stern glare. “And don’t you go runnin’ off again neither. Your life’s your own, cat, but I ain’t gonna have you gettin’ Puck and I killed.”

				“Then leave,” I said resolutely. “If my life is my own, then I’ll take it from this point forward. Thank you for your help over the last few weeks. I hope you and Puquanah make it safely over the pass.”

				I strode past him out of the shadows and towards what had once been my village. Behind me I thought I vaguely heard the coyote sigh and mutter something in the Otherwolves’ tongue and, a few moments later, his rapid footfalls as he followed behind me. My eyes were firmly on the skyline, both to search for Crow and to keep the pile of the dead out of my field of vision, lest I have another bout of dizziness or something worse. I was silently glad I’d turned down Puck’s offer of trail rations earlier.

				We approached the totems and the open gates, Ransom following behind me with his bow drawn. Why he was favoring it instead of his gun I didn’t know; he’d said himself the weapon was good for intimidating other people, otters included I could only imagine.

				“If you’re going to come, at least use your thundering weapon,” I said as quietly as I could. “Why else did you bring it?”

			

			
				“Just cause you ‘ave a weapon on you don’t mean it’s the right one for th’job, sweet’art.” Ransom turned as he walked, his yellow eyes sweeping the perimeter of the camp. “I brought it t’scare off a few tribal folk, not a bloody army. If Rourke’s still on this mountain, we don’t need th’sound carryin’.”

				When we neared the ajar gates and I caught sight of the burned longhouses beyond, it surprised me more than it probably should have. I don’t know why I’d thought things wouldn’t also be destroyed inside the village; the gates were open after all. But this place had seemed a fortress to me in comparison to the Katoshen village, where we had no walls whatsoever and half the warriors.

				Ransom must have been thinking something similar, because as he crept up along one of the lashed wooden pole doors and peered cautiously beyond it, he murmured, “This don’t make no sense. This place ain’t an Otherwolf fort, but these walls ain’t easily scalable either. There should be damage to the doors a’the very least. Looks like they was just…moved aside.”

				“The warriors would push them open during the day,” I said quietly, trying to take my cues from the coyote in how he stood and walked when he was stalking. I’d seen him do it on occasion over the last few days along the trail whenever he thought we might be coming upon game or a predator. He was good at it, but the more I watched him, the more I thought I could be too if I worked at it. His paws were like a wolf’s, his claws always extended and not nearly as softly-furred as mine. I could do what he was doing far more easily and naturally if I put my mind to it; I was certain. I might not have been trained as a hunter, but I wasn’t too old to learn.

				“Yeah, well my guess is if they saw Rourke’s men comin’ they’d’ve put the doors up.” Ransom sniffed the wind; why I didn’t know. He couldn’t possibly be smelling anything other than the rot from twenty feet behind us. I was barely daring to breathe, even with the wind blowing in from the village. There were probably more dead in town.

				The coyote straightened up, venturing to step out past the door, sighing. “But that don’t matter. Like I said, Rourke’s got scouts. They could’ve come up on th’warriors an’taken ‘em out without anyone bein’ the wiser. Then he’s got his way in. Still, this place don’t look like there were much of a battle. I don’t see any of Rourke’s men in tha’pile, or any stone-tipped arrows…”

				I stepped past him, heading slowly into the village center. We were exposed here; I wasn’t even a hunter and I knew it, so I’m certain Ransom must have been paranoid. But I wasn’t afraid.

				Crow had flown towards the village. He was leading me here. I finally had direction. He was going to show me why he’d brought me back from the brink of death. He was going to show me my purpose.

				I could feel it surging through my body…that fire he had breathed into me. The burning, seething anger I’d felt that day, stoked by the spirit into a fierce will to survive to exact a righteous vengeance.

			

			
				I barely knew what it was all for anymore. Methoa could be dead…could be in that pile. But very soon everything would make sense. Crow would show me.

				Ransom was following slowly in my wake, taking far more care picking his way through the village, past burnt out tents and longhouses. I was certain by the time we’d reached the central fire pit that everyone was gone, but I was scanning the skies more than the village itself, so it came as a true shock to me when I heard the coyote bark a warning and quick-draw and nock an arrow to his bow, pointing it at one of the few tents that had been spared most of the fires. Actually, now that I was looking at it, it looked like it had more been put back together by partially burnt hides from several different tents.

				“Show yourself!” Ransom growled, the menacing noise far more intimidating now that he was truly threatening someone rather than just idly snapping at Puck or I. I resisted the urge to get behind him, instead looking for something to arm myself with. I wasn’t even certain what he’d heard—

				“I am injured,” a shaking voice rasped from inside the tent flap, in my own tribal tongue. I thought I recognized it, but…

				“I don’t give a bleedin’ rat’s ass,” Ransom snarled. “Come outta’ there, or ah’m gettin’ you out, you hear?”

				I heard shuffling from inside the tent, and after what seemed like an eternity of watching Ransom’s tense grip on his arrow, a wrapped hand finally pushed the partially burnt hides aside, and a bobcat stepped out, hobbling on one leg.

				I was certain I knew him, but I was having trouble recalling his name. He was one of the warriors; that much I remembered. Not high but not low in the ranks. He had a wife and two children I believe.

				Or had.

				He of course looked first to Ransom, raising his hands high, but inevitably his gaze turned towards me. And when it did, his eyes widened, and he dropped his one good hand to his belt, fumbling at his knife.

				“Spirits—” he nearly wailed.

				“Ah!” Ransom nodded the bow at him, reminding the warrior he was still in his sights, and the feline shakily raised his hands again. Ransom growled out another, “Thassit, cat. Keep ‘em up. I see you twitchin’ once more, you get this b’tween your eyes. Got it?”

				The bobcat—his name had been Ethamsok, I was now remembering—nodded. But he was shaking badly, barely standing on one of his legs, and I knew he couldn’t stay still for long. He had a terrible wound on his leg that stunk of infection, and he was missing most of his right hand, if the wrapped stump was any indication. I’d never seen such wounds except from the cold, and it hadn’t been cold enough yet this year to have caused that.

			

			
				He looked again at me, his eyes silently asking the question he was certainly too frightened to. Why was I alive? I only stared back at him, leveling a steady gaze. He might be the only member of the Anukshen still alive. I wanted him to know I had survived, even if his wounds eventually killed him, and it looked as though they would. At least one of them would go to the gods knowing I had outlived them.

				Despite everything, I couldn’t help the pity welling up inside me. I hadn’t known this man well, but something equally as horrible as what had happened to me had now happened to him, and likely stolen his children from him just as mine had been stolen from me. What was more, if he’d been surviving here somehow off whatever was left within the walls, he had to do so not feet away from where the rest of his tribe had been slain and were still lying, rotting. As far as hellish ordeals went, there wasn’t much worse.

				Other than losing your child and having everyone you’d known for half a decade actively try to kill you with stones.

				I stayed strong and silent. Ever since I had seen Crow, the trepidation and guilt that had been building inside me had begun to make way for something more akin to righteous anger, and I much preferred it. Knowing I’d been meant to come here filled me with confidence and a renewal of the strength I’d felt when I’d first pulled myself from the ground.

				How could I honestly blame myself for any of this? Methoa had killed my child, had tried to kill me, and Ransom was right…If he’d gone to war with the Katoshen, he’d caused this, too. Even with the Otherwolves and this otter playing a role, it had to have been Methoa’s raids that had made us vulnerable to attack. He’d probably pulled the warriors away and laid us bare and ripe for the picking. And this warrior had likely been right at his side, obeying his orders.

				I hadn’t come here to save him, pitiable as his situation was. I felt more for the women and children, but every person in this village had been enemy to me not weeks ago, even if they’d been too ignorant to know better, or too frightened to go against Methoa. I had taken a stand against him, and they could have, too. Their complacency was why rituals like the one that had nearly killed me were still tolerated. I would pray for their spirits later.

				“Who shot you?” Ransom demanded of the warrior.

				Ethamsok swallowed, the shaking more visible in his bad arm now. “Otherwolves,” he replied, his voice shuddering as badly as he was. “Men from the river…with thundering weapons and many warriors.”

				Ransom cursed, spitting. “Were they led by an otter?” He asked, as though he already knew the answer. “White spots on ‘is chest? Tall, wears six pistols…got a ring through ‘is nose?”

				The warrior slowly nodded, looking down.

				“Well, shit.” Ransom sighed. “Figured, but I was hopin’…guess it’s good news in th’end though…Means there ain’t someone out here we don’t know.” He lowered his bow, blowing out a sigh and looking around the village. “Long gone by now by th’look of it. Lucky we didn’t stumble into ‘is path on th’way up here. Probably got ‘is fill and went back down to ‘is boats. When’d he leave?”

			

			
				“I do not know. Many nights ago,” the warrior murmured, dropping his hands slowly, his whole posture slumping and the shaking subsiding marginally after Ransom lowered his weapon. “They would not take me with them.”

				Ransom actually laughed, the noise startling me. “Well why’n the hell would he? You’re lucky you’re alive, cat. Must’ve hidden yerself well.”

				“He took the others.” Ethamsok said soberly, his eyelids drooping over his yellowed eyes. “Wouldn’t…take me…”

				My ears perked and I strode over towards him, reaching up and fisting my paw in the ends of his braids, pulling his eyes down to lock with mine.

				“What others?” I demanded.

				That woke him up some. He recoiled from me like I was some malevolent specter, which I suppose to him I was. He stammered, trying to back away from me, but his body was weak and mine was renewed with a vigor that defied my exhausted state.

				“What others!” I demanded again, louder.

				“Th-Honored…Warriors,” he choked out, shaking violently. “The warriors who brought the otter here. The four…of them. They…left…with the otter.”

				“Hold up now.” Ransom strode up behind me, leaning over my shoulder. “Rourke’s boys came here with your tribe?”

				“Just…the four,” Ethamsok nearly whimpered. “Those who went into the valley…to bury…her.…” He looked to me, clearly still terrified by my visage. “They came back…with the Otherwolves, and the otter leading them. He said they were traders, at first…then there was a meeting with the Elders. When it was over, Methoa’nuk—”

				“My husband?” I hissed softly. “He was with these four?”

				Ethamsok nodded weakly. “I don’t know what happened at the meeting. But there was…thunder…and when the Honored Warriors emerged, the otter and some of the Otherwolves were with them. And Methoa’nuk said we were going to war…with the Katoshen. The people were agast…frightened…”” he murmured in a nerveless whisper.

				I felt a chill go up my spine. I could see it all somehow, playing through my head as though I were watching it through the eyes of the totems. From overhead, from the air—

				Crow.

				I heard the distant cawing, and turned my eyes towards the horizon to find the bird circling once more, even as Ethamsok continued.

				“We’ve kept peace with the Katoshen for generations now,” the warrior said, sobbing now. “None of us wanted to go to war. Methoa claimed they’d prayed to the spirits to curse our tribe, but our lands have done well this season, and even though he lost a son and wife…” he stammered, his lower jaw quivering as he looked to me, “We did right by the gods. We…we had regained his honor. There was no reason to go to war.”

			

			
				I clenched my fists, my claws extending into my own paw pads, but I barely felt it. I knew before he continued what he was going to say, but right now, my attention was on the distant, black spirit circling in the sky above.

				“The otter told the warriors to choose a side, and before I knew what was happening, they opened fire like the gods themselves.” He choked on a sob, the last few words coming faster and faster. “They killed…everyone. The women were begging, the children were screaming…gods and spirits above…”

				He broke down into uncontrollable weeping at that point, finally sinking down to the ground and clutching at his face with his one good hand. I heard Ransom sigh, and the coyote fumbled about in one of his pockets for another of his cigarettes, but even the simple task seemed to be frustrating him. It took me a moment to realize his hands were shaking, too. He’d been so calm and in control this whole time; it hadn’t occurred to me how much this place had to be disturbing him as well.

				But I was already walking away, leaving the distraught warrior and the unnerved coyote, following the spiraling specter in the sky ahead. His circles had grown tighter, and he was descending, the winds carrying him towards an area at the edge of the village, behind one of the burnt-out longhouses. He spun once more in the air before diving behind the ashy remains of what had been the elder’s meeting hut, and I felt my body being compelled towards him as though there were a tether between us.

				My paws fell heavily and more rapidly on the ash-strewn earth, and then I was running, the aching in my limbs long forgotten. I could feel him. I could hear him, calling to me. This is where he had brought me, and I would finally know what his purpose for me had been. What my purpose in this new life he had given me would be.

				I rounded the edge of the burnt hut, and finally, after these long weeks of uncertainty and lost hope, I saw him. Perched atop something strewn along the ground, discarded by some unknown villager, half buried in the ash.

				He was exactly as I remembered him. Black as the void, with eyes that burned like the stars in the sky. The ash spun about his talons, nearly cloaking his small, unobtrusive form. He could be mistaken for any crow, just another scavenger here to feed on the dead.

				But those eyes. There was no mistaking those eyes.

				For one long moment, I stared into his eyes, and he into mine. He never spoke. But he inclined his head slowly downwards, the wind splaying the feathers along his neck into a sharp mane. And then he opened his mouth and screeched at me, and I saw the fire inside him.

			

			
				And I felt it flow through me once again, just as I had in the void. He was still with me. He was reminding me of that. We were bound. He had breathed life back into me, and that flame was there still, simmering embers as I healed, but this place…this travesty…was like the wind in the mountains, fanning those flames back to life from dormancy.

				My heart leapt in my chest, and I felt that fire roaring inside my body as it did in Crow’s. And I knew now why he had brought me back. It wasn’t simply to avenge myself. It was to avenge the wrong Methoa had visited upon my entire tribe.

				He had brought these men here. He had wanted a war, and when his own people hadn’t agreed, he’d stood by as these men—this Rourke and his Otherwolves—had destroyed his entire tribe. If what Ethamsok had been saying was true, he’d even stood by while our tribe was ravaged and looted, and left with the men responsible.

				I’d always known Methoa was a monster, but my own personal tragedy paled in comparison to what he’d been truly capable of all along. And that’s why I had been spared. Someone had to end Methoa’nuk. Someone had to remove him from the world before he harmed it further.

				The Spirits had chosen me. I’d thought all this time that I had made a pact with a spirit bent on trickery, but this was more than that. Crow had brought me back because he could with his magicks, but this was a task far greater than either of us. We weren’t just lost souls, he and I…we were avengers.

				I stepped forward, towards the ashen mound and bits of wood and leather Crow stood upon. And as soon as I drew near, he screeched once more and took off into the sky. I followed his retreating form until the clouds blocked it out, and then I looked down and saw what he’d been standing on.

				Everything in this village with any worth had been stripped bare, but somehow they’d missed the lone bow and quiver discarded here, behind the Elder’s hut. I stooped down slowly, closing my paw around the carved wooden grip of the hunting bow, then my other around the broken leather strap of the quiver.

				I leaned down onto my knees, holding the weapon and the empty case in my lap for some time, the leather gritty against my paw pads. I had used a bow only sparingly as a child, in lean times when my father was frightened we would be ambushed in the fields by starving lone wolves or Anukshen raiders. I’d taken to it well if I remembered correctly, but my small bow had been taken away from me and given to a young boy soon after my father felt safe enough for us to be unarmed. I’d asked to keep it, but I’d never been given another chance to use one again since then. And that had been almost a decade ago.

				I moved my palm over the intricately carved wood. Someone had loved this weapon. I knew little about bows, but this was no child’s weapon. This had certainly belonged to a warrior. The quiver was simply adorned with no fringe or beads, but patterns burnt into the leather that resembled those on the bow…they had been a set.

			

			
				How it had escaped the looters’ eyes, I did not know. But Crow had led me to this weapon, and I could have no clearer sign than that.

				I took the bow in my paws and slowly lifted it heavenward, bowing my head and praying to the Spirits, the Gods, and souls of the dead Anukshen.

				I will find him. I will hunt him to the ends of the earth. And I will kill him.

				I heard slow footsteps approaching behind me, and smelled the unmistakable scent of tobacco and coyote. He stood behind me silently for some time before speaking lowly.

				“The Katoshen met the same fate, if your man there is to be believed,” he murmured. “This husband o’yours took th’warriors tha’ sided with him and went with Rourke’s boys to sack their village like they did this’un. Our friend back there prob’ly woulda’ gone with ‘em if they’d taken him, but he got shot up in the fightin’. Rourke prob’ly left ‘im alive to tell th’traders who came by what happened…Bastard likes leavin’ wreckage behind t’bolster his reputation.”

				I didn’t reply, and he was silent for a long while following. But soon he took the last few steps to stand beside me, looking down over my shoulder at the bow and quiver I was holding in my lap now.

				“Why d’you have a bow?” He asked curiously.

				I slowly raised my eyes back to the skyline and the approaching, cold storm clouds that had been threatening the mountains for days now.

				“Because I was meant to,” I said resolutely.
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				Chapter 3 The Path Ahead

				That evening found us encamped further down the mountain, before the earth began to level out but still amidst the boulders and stunted pines. We’d forged on through two hours of night just to make it as far from my village as we had, eager to leave the place behind us.

				Ransom had neither asked me to stay behind nor encouraged me to follow him, but I took the fact that he was still tolerating my presence as a sign that he’d permit me to travel with them down the mountain if nothing else. Even he, apparently, was not so cold as to leave me at the mass grave that was my former home.

				Puck seemed almost more devastated for me than I was myself. Several times on the journey down the mountain, I’d caught him sniffing furtively or rubbing at his eyes, quick to hide it by pulling his hood up over his head or by turning to smell the wind. I almost felt inclined to comfort him, and it was making me wonder if all foxes were so empathetic…so sensitive…or if he was just a particularly soft-hearted soul. I was beginning to see why he may have fallen out with his tribe. Most proud tribal men would consider a man like him weak…womanly. I personally found it endearing.

				But he too had said nothing to me the whole while down, and the silence had continued even as we’d set up camp for the night. I was beginning to wonder if the silence was some form of exile in and of itself, but then Ransom finally spoke, albeit briefly and sharply.

				“Stay here,” he muttered, before turning to the white fox and taking him by the shoulder while he was sifting through one of his rucksacks for something. He hoisted the vulpine up almost roughly to my eyes, but Puck went without complaint, following the coyote into the thicketed treeline beyond, their crunching footsteps fading mostly out of hearing range, even for me.

				Mostly. Either they underestimated my hearing or else they’d just circled round some accidentally, because I heard their distant murmurs from time to time as they carried on a conversation in what must have been Puquanah’s tribal dialect. Some of the words drifted to me, close enough to my own tongue that I could make them out, but I needed no translation or keen hearing to know what was being discussed.

				They were talking about me. Specifically what to do about me. I could hear Puck’s pleading in between short, snapped comments from Ransom, and I wanted to thank the fox for the valiant effort, but I was conflicted.

				I was conflicted for several reasons actually. I still wasn’t sure how to feel about what had befallen my tribe. Certainly there was sadness and anger. But amidst the tumultuous yet expected feelings of loss were the lingering memories of what they’d all done to me less than a month ago, and the wounds were still fresh. Quite literally. So, though I should have been grieving, all I could seem to manage at the moment was something more akin to a numbness, a place between righteous indignation and pity, and it confused me. 

			

			
				I’d decided over the last several silent hours that for now, I had neither the time nor the luxury to sort it all out. I had prayed over my tribe’s remains before I had left, and I had sworn to avenge them. For now that would have to be enough. I hoped that someday I would be wise enough to look back on all of this and take from it the best lessons in life, whatever those were. For now it was just a tragedy amongst tragedies, and I needed to focus on finding the few Anukshen still alive…and rectifying that. 

				But that was the other conflict. I didn’t know what need be done at this point, or whether or not it should or even could involve the two men I was traveling with. Obviously I had no desire to be alone, to somehow face the winter with no tribe, no town, no supplies, and no aid. That would certainly mean death. I wasn’t a fool. Regardless of how strong or resilient a person, no one wintered out here without provisions or a plan, and I had neither. Even an accomplished hunter would need shelter, knowledge of the land, and the means to either trade for or collect what necessities he couldn’t catch on his own. I could live on meat and water alone if need be, but I had no dry wood for a fire, no tent, no knife for butchering or knowledge of how to preserve meat, and I didn’t know the game trails in any case.

				Not to mention my bow needed to be restrung, and I had no arrows…

				Never mind that I’d be traveling the whole while, eventually leaving the valley to find this “Rourke” and Methoa’nuk. Traveling into lands I didn’t know, full of peoples I’d only heard of in tales. 

				That is if the pass wasn’t completely snowed in by now. If Methoa was traveling with this otter, odds were they’d take the river. Otters always travelled by river, and Ransom had mentioned he had come here that way in boats. The river cut through the very center of the valley and sliced the great mountain in twain. The pass had been forged generations ago as a means to travel by land what had until then only been traversable by water. The river grew treacherous and rocky the further into the canyon it went and many canoes and lives had been lost over the years. Only the otters dared it these days, ever since the safer mountain pass had been established.

				But the pass was nearly insurmountable during the winters. The thick snow and ice that collected at the peaks clogged its already sheer, rocky slopes, making some of the most difficult portions of the trail a deadly and futile ordeal. Even with pack animals, most tribe folk knew the winter meant an end to travel through the mountains, and with the river even more dangerous with ice floating its tumultuous rapids, that meant our valley was effectively sealed off throughout the cold season.

				As a young girl, all that had ever meant to me was that trade rations—things like fruits that did not grow in our valley, or salt—were in short supply during the winters. But now, with the need to pursue Methoa foremost in my mind, I had begun to feel the sense of urgency Ransom had been dealing with over the last few days, and it gave me a new appreciation for what I’d inadvertently done to these two men.

			

			
				If the pass closed up, we were all trapped here. We hadn’t boats or an otter’s instinct to get us downriver, and if we couldn’t take the route over land, that meant we’d be forced to winter here. While Methoa and this Rourke got away…

				I wasn’t even certain that Ransom and Puck were prepared to winter in the valley. Puck had seemed to argue that it was not so difficult a prospect for them, but Ransom was clearly opposed to the idea, and I couldn’t blame him. The valley was a difficult place for anyone without a tribe. Exile was one of the heaviest punishments our tribe could give out in fact… Some would argue it could be crueler than execution, especially during the winter. A slow death from the cold or from starvation, or a vicious death at the fangs of the Dyre was a much more gruesome way to leave the world.

				The fox and the coyote were clearly skilled and knowledgeable, as far as lone travelers went. I’d seen the haul of hides and meat Ransom had brought in over the year, and Puck had cared for me and mended my wounds; he had to be a skilled healer. They travelled light and carried only what they needed, they knew the trails in the valley, knew the wildlife, and they seemed to keep apprised of the local tribes and the foreigners that were moving through the land this season. Yes…I believed Puck the more I thought about it. Disregarding unforeseen calamity, they seemed like they’d be able to winter here if worst came to worst, Ransom’s need for Otherwolf comforts aside. 

				But where did that leave me?

				My ears quivered and turned as the sudden snap of a branch underfoot caught my attention. For a moment I was alarmed until I realized it was coming from the direction Puquanah and Ransom were off sharing their conversation. I listened a further moment to ensure it was indeed them and not a stalking predator or a murderous otter, and the low lull of their conversation filtered through my ears once again, assuring me. 

				I couldn’t help my curiosity when I realized the tone of their words had shifted. I was only catching scraps, and most of those in a dialect I couldn’t make out, but I could tell the argument had boiled down into something far less aggressive, at least on Ransom’s end. The coyote sounded, almost against my better judgment, to be the one coaxing the fox now.

				“…she’s prob’ly asleep.” I vaguely heard from him, realizing he must have been alluding to me. The statement made me self-conscious about listening in. Even if they were talking about me, this was a private conversation. I shouldn’t be—

				A low whisper, almost argumentative, from Puquanah. When had the conversation flipped? Hadn’t Puck been pleading my case? Was he taking a more firm stance now? I wanted to stop him. I wasn’t sure I wanted him convincing the coyote of anything. I still didn’t trust or like the canine.

			

			
				“…been three bloody weeks, Puck… swear if she’s…us much longer, I’m gonna go mad.”

				Ransom kept slipping into my dialect, likely because we’d all been using it so much of late, which made bits of what I caught from him easier to understand, but Puck was speaking quickly and much more quietly in his own tongue, so I caught nearly nothing from him. 

				“…not now then when? We’re…her back down…mountain…as far as the pass, that’s ten days a’least. I…long enough.”

				I hated to be the source of this argument. I decided at that moment…when they returned, I’d tell them they need take me no further. I’d leave in the morning. Perhaps request some of their supplies; they had meat to spare, maybe an arrow or two from Ransom, but nothing more. I’d cost these men enough already. I’d find a way to survive, and I would find Methoa’nuk. On my own. 

				A sudden noise from Puquanah like a muffled yip and the distinct noise of pawpads rapidly scraping in leaves snapped me from my determined reverie. The shivering sound of a tree shaking as someone shoved or was shoved up against it followed suit, and I stood, my fur on end. I could smell nothing but Puquanah and Ransom on the wind, which meant they were responsible for the noise, and I knew enough about the coyote at this point to suspect who the aggressor was.

				I couldn’t hear them anymore—either their fight was too quiet for me to make out or else Puck had been dropped completely—so I did the only thing I could think to. I called out for them.

				“Puquanah! Is everything alright?” I called loud enough that I knew they would hear me…or at least Ransom would. I wasn’t sure what I hoped to accomplish, but I was worried about the fox. Maybe I’d misheard—

				There was a shuffling, followed by two distinct voices speaking hurriedly…so Puck was at the very least conscious. Perhaps I’d overreacted.

				But when the both of them came back into camp, I could tell Puck had been ruffled, and I didn’t miss the brief glare he shot the coyote as he pushed a few pine boughs aside and straightened his cloak back over his shoulders from where it had gone askew. He said nothing more, but moved towards the heat of the fire. Ransom looked similarly annoyed, but when he saw me he just forced a yawn and shouldered past me towards the fire.

				“Wot’s all the hollarin’ about, girl? I told you to stay put.”

				I narrowed my eyes at his back as he passed. “I thought I heard someone fall.”

				“Yeah, Puck here…’e’s always trippin’ o’er the rocks out here. Ain’t you, fox?” the coyote muttered around a cigarette he’d just lit as he leaned back against a tree near the fire, staring evenly at the vulpine hunkered down now on the other side.

			

			
				Puck nodded, feeling around for the rucksack he’d discarded earlier, responding quietly, “The ground is very uneven up here.”

				“You seemed very sure-footed earlier today,” I said quietly, trying to look the fox in the eyes, then realizing the futility in the sentiment. Puquanah only continued searching through his rucksack, until he pulled out a small burlap pouch that smelled strongly of mint.

				“I’m making some tea,” He said towards me, choosing to ignore my comment. “If you’d like some.”

				I narrowed my eyes, frustration and concern welling up in me in equal amounts. Puquanah had always been very honest with me since I’d come to know the fox. He seemed to speak his mind often enough, though he was polite and careful not to press me for information I was not yet willing to give. And I know there was much I was still keeping from the fox, but…

				Damnit, I hadn’t asked him about his exile. I hadn’t asked him about his tribe. But there was no reason for him to lie to defend Ransom! Every time I thought I’d come around on the coyote, I was taken aback by some offhanded insult flung Puck’s way, or reminded of his crass demands upon our first meeting. Try as I might, I just couldn’t see enough good in the man to outweigh the bad, and Puck especially deserved none of this man’s poisonous ire and abuse. I was more angry for the way he treated the fox than I was for how he had treated me. Puquanah was blind. He was capable in some things, but he couldn’t possibly defend himself against the coyote, and Ransom knew it. 

				And clearly took advantage of the fact.

				I’d been determined not minutes earlier that no matter what the two men had decided off in the woods, I’d not be a burden on them any longer. That I’d leave and make my own way in the world. But now I was beginning to worry about leaving for reasons beyond my own safety. Puquanah was being taken advantage of and mistreated by the coyote. That much was not in question, so far as I was concerned. The abuse might even have been physical, like the brief altercation I’d heard…or worse. What if the real reason Puquanah travelled with the coyote was because he was hurting him, and the fox was too terrified to leave?

				I’d once known a life like that. And how inescapable it could feel.

				Ransom had proven from time to time he was concerned for the fox, or even my safety. But that could be possessive, not noble. Puck was useful to him. And I’d definitely seen some level of comfort and ease between the two, but I wondered, if someone had looked in through a window into my life years ago and seen moments between my husband and I, would they have mistaken my complacency for comfort, or my demure demeanor for ease?

			

			
				The bottom line was I didn’t know. But they hadn’t asked me to leave yet, and so long as Ransom wasn’t putting his thundering weapon to my chest and demanding I go, I wasn’t going to leave Puquanah behind. He clearly wanted me beside him; he’d been bold enough to proclaim as much to Ransom many times. Maybe together we’d find our own way. Perhaps in a direction that took us far away from the coyote, and the traits he shared with Methoa and men like him.

				I looked briefly to the fox, carefully leaning over his boiling pot of water as he waited to prepare his tea. I felt a flicker of kinship in my heart for the first time in years. We may have been miles apart in tribe and kin, but somehow I knew we would be close…that our futures would be intertwined. In a way I hadn’t found with anyone in the Anukshen, save perhaps the few brief, wonderful weeks I had spent with my son. It wasn’t just because he was blind like him, although I knew I’d be lying to myself if I said that didn’t have some significance. He would be my friend if nothing else; we were already well on our way towards that. And I hadn’t had any friends in so long…I was not going to let this one slip away, or be torn away by the whims of another aggressive, selfish man used to getting his way. Not again.

				“Puquanah,” I said towards the fox. 

				His ears perked, and he turned to regard me.

				“Tea sounds good,” I said quietly, forcing a smile I knew he could not see.

				He smiled back at me all the same, as though he knew somehow. “I’ll pour you a cup,” he replied.
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				It took us two weeks to reach the mouth of the pass. And each and every morning we woke to forge the trails, the cold bit deeper into our bones. Thrice snow blew in through the quivering, still leaf-laden canopy, the storms coming in from the mountains. The valley was settling in to an early winter at an achingly slow pace, but we still couldn’t outrun it. 

				It had probably been too late weeks ago, just as Puquanah and Ransom had suspected. But still we pushed ourselves faster each day down the trails, my hope and the coyote’s angry determination driving us as swiftly as we could. Puck was having trouble keeping pace by the second week, and despite my desire to pursue Methoa, I managed to appeal to the coyote’s small reservoir of patience to make the going easier for the fox.

				It wouldn’t have mattered either way. As soon as we reached the three day marker—an old wooden sign sunk deep into the mossy earth alongside where the game trail and the river finally met—we could see the mountain pass in the distance, towering and imposing in the cold blue sky ahead. The sun shown blindingly bright off the clean snow staining the usually dark ridges of the mountain. 

				Ransom and Puck stood at the trail head for a full few minutes of silence, save the rushing, chortling noise of the river. I could only stare at the peak for so long before my eyes drifted to the water, cutting its path through the forest until it ultimately took a bend far into the distance. No otters or boats rode its currents here… I don’t know why, but I suppose some part of me had just hoped reaching the river would be enough, that the man I sought would somehow be riding along the small snippet of water we reached exactly as we reached it, or that he’d be encamped along its banks. But the banks of the river were already beginning to freeze, and even an otter would not risk riding the currents further into the winter if he could avoid it. 

			

			
				This Rourke was long gone…and with him, Methoa and his warriors. And—

				“The damn pass is closed up,” Ransom growled, the ire thick in his low, gravelly tone.

				“…We knew it might be,.” Puck said quietly.

				I stepped up beside Puquanah as Ransom cursed under his breath and let his heavy pack thud down to the leafy, mossy earth, digging around in his pockets for a cigarette. I looked to the fox, then back to the mountains.

				“The snowdrifts might still be light,” I said, hopefully. “It’s early in the season yet. You could still—”

				“Die,” Ransom snarled, digging out then disregarding a rolled cigarette that had somehow gotten wet along the trip…likely when we’d forded that stream a few hours back. “You can’t take the damned pass in the snow. Ever. It’s ruttin’ stupid. We ain’t green traders up from th’city, girl; we don’t make mistakes like tha’. Y’know how many gravestones is up there in th’pass from folk who thought they was bigger’n badder than the mountains? I ain’t lookin’ t’become a cautionary tale!”

				“Then we’ll just winter here in the valley.” Puck said, putting a small paw on Ransom’s arm, trying to calm the coyote with a soothing tone. “We’ll be fine. We have plenty of supplies—”

				“Supplies I was intendin’ to sell, fox!” Ransom growled, ripping his arm away from the fox’s paws. “Furs ain’t worth jack shit down ‘ere in the valley! I’ll ‘ave to trade everything I ‘ave just to get us the supplies we’ll need to make it through the winter! That’s an entire year’s work, gone!”

				“And another year we survive,” Puck said, knitting his brows. “And we’ll be here in the spring and summer next, and we’ll hunt and trap again. I fail to see how anything significant will be lost. You don’t save your coin. You’ll trade and spend it all throughout the winter no matter what.”

				“In comfort!” Ransom flung his arms wide. “In…warmth and safety, in a settlement! Not out ‘ere in the wilds like some…some…”

				“Tribesman?” Puquanah asked, his ears tipped back.

				Ransom was silent enough that I thought the fox might have actually hit a nerve for a moment, but then the coyote just gave a snuff.

				“Yeah, alright? Just ‘cause we got tribal blood don’t mean we’ve got to live like the Dyre, like beasts scrabblin’ for survival. So wot if I wanna be comfortable?” The coyote spit, gesturing out into the forest beyond. “The wilds’ll as soon kill you as the pass, if we don’t plan everythin’ out exact, and the season could still go wrong on us. There’s nothin’ of bleedin’ worth out ‘ere in the winters b’sides. It’s a wasted year!”

			

			
				“No more wasted than spilling your earnings into the pockets of tavernkeeps and chavyons, Ransom,” Puck muttered, and I could have sworn he rolled his eyes, but it was hard to tell with the whited out pupils. I hadn’t recognized the word he’d used—it had sounded like an Otherwolf word—but I had a decent idea what he meant, considering his talk of Ransom’s preferred activities while in Otherwolf settlements.

				“Yeah, keep yappin’, fox,” Ransom snarled. “But nothin’ you’ve got t’say is gonna convince me it’s better to spend the next five months huddlin’ in a tent, livin’ off broth and melted snow, when the same amount o’ trade could’ve gotten us warm rooms, fillin’ food, and better company in a settlement.”

				The last bit was directed at me, but I chose to ignore it, my eyes traveling again down river.

				“We could take the river,” I said, clutching at whatever hope was left. “Perhaps there are other otters still in the valley. If anyone has a boat—”

				“There Ain’t. No one. Left.” Ransom raised his voice enough that I could hear it echo through the pines, carrying for what had to be nigh on a mile. I saw Puck open his mouth, possibly to quiet the coyote, but he just stabbed a finger in my direction, his muzzle crinkling up along the ridges of the large scar that cut across his face. “And this is your fault, cat! If we ‘adn’t run into you, none o’this would’ve happened! We’d be half over the pass by now, not luggin’ your ass about!”

				“I had no choice in that!” I narrowed my eyes at him, baring the tips of my teeth. “I was not even conscious until weeks after you found me, and it was not my decision to remain in your care! I refuse to take any more blame for actions I had no control over, Ransom.” I gave a low hiss in my throat as I used his name. For some reason, my doing so seemed to catch the coyote off-guard. “I refuse to apologize for anything! I do not know what spirits conspired to lead you to me that day, but I believe it happened for a reason, even if you cannot understand or respect that reason.”

				“Bloody mystic nonsense,” Ransom said with a disgusted snort. “Spirits’ve never done me any good. All they ever seem set on doin’ is fuckin’ up my life.”

				“When have you ever listened for them?” I demanded, pinning my eyes square on the coyote’s as a familiar fire rose in my chest. “How would you hear them over the sound of your own cacophony!”

				“Miss…Ransom,” Puquanah tried to cut in, putting up a paw, “let’s not—”

				“No Puquanah!” I finally raised my voice to the fox. “I am tired of…listening to him complain about tobacco, poison water, and women. I am chasing a man who slaughtered my tribe.” I saw both men slowly close their muzzles, and though I knew I would have their full attention without interruption now, it still took me a few moments to find my voice and keep it steady as I continued. “And a man…who kept me like a slave, beat me, abused me in every possible way…then killed my child.”

			

			
				My response was silence. Even Ransom went utterly quiet, his gaze breaking away from mine. It occurred to me at that point that I had never truly told them what had led me to that hole in the middle of the woods they’d found me half-buried in. Puquanah I know at least had suspected the tradition responsible, but I had been silent about the circumstances surrounding it. I had been silent in many ways. 

				I took a deep, shuddering breath, chasing Ransom’s eyes with my own, wanting him to look at me. And I continued. “So I am sorry…if I grow frustrated, listening to you complain about the hardships you will face if you cannot make it over the pass this year. I am regretful as well. More than you know. But I am done accepting blame for every wrong that man has caused. So either…tell me to leave, right now…or stop taking your anger out on me. Or Puquanah for wanting to care for me! I will have no more of it!”

				The silence pervaded the clearing again, and this time it lasted a long, long while. I waited patiently for the inevitable. One way or another, right now, the decision that had been a source of much internal conflict for me for some time now would be solved. I had given Ransom free reign to force me from the group, and despite my fears for Puck, if he demanded it, I knew I’d have no choice. It was a difficult outcome to face, but I’d known it was always going to come to this. I was lucky to have come with them this far.

				The response I got at length was not at all what I’d been expecting.

				Ransom’s posture went stiff, but not predatory, his ears tipped back and limp. He wouldn’t look me in the eye, but the yellow orbs flicked up to mine for just a moment, as he murmured, “Ah’m sorry. I…didn’t mean…to cause any more pain for you.”

				And with that, he turned and gathered up his pack, hoisting it with a fair degree of evident exhaustion over his shoulders, before slowly picking up the handles of the cart and continuing down the widening trail.

				I tried to hold onto my anger despite the apparently contrite canine, remembering the pained noise I’d heard from Puck not days before. No man who hurt the defenseless fox could redeem themselves in my estimation, no matter how many small moments of humility I saw in them. 

				So it was with a bitter tone that I hefted my own lighter pack up over my shoulder and held back on the trail out of earshot just long enough to murmur, “That man doesn’t understand real pain.”

				Puck surprised me, his voice quiet and solemn.

				“Yes he does.”
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				Hours later, our situation had gone from looking grim to looking outright hopeless. The closer we came towards the mountains, the more obvious the snowed-in pass became. And to make matters worse, the break in the weather didn’t seem to be lasting. Dark clouds threatened on nearly every horizon, closing us in. I knew there’d be no escaping the storm to come, and judging by the sullen mood amongst my companions, so did they. 

			

			
				Eventually Ransom let his pack fall to the ground with a disgusted sigh, releasing his grip on the wagon and flexing his fingers with a series of painful-sounding cracks.

				“Alright, enough,” he muttered tiredly. “There’s no point in keepin’ this pace anymore…there’s no point in continuin’ at all. It’d be two days at a forced march to get to the trail head, an’ I doubt we’ve even got two hours. Weather’s closin’ in fast. We’re gonna get snowed in again. I’d rather ‘ave the tents set up b’fore than ‘ave to set ‘em up during.”

				“Perhaps the storm will be a short one,” Puck said quietly, although his usually positive demeanor was fading. We were all losing hope, I think. Ransom was just the most blatant about it.

				“It don’t matter,” the coyote said, blowing out a breath. “I know you can’t see it, Puck, but ah know you can smell it. Cold’s come early this year…we ain’t gettin’ over the pass. Ain’t no point in lyin’ to ourselves anymore.”

				Puck hung his head, his ears tipping back, but he said little. I knew he was more pitying Ransom and I than himself. He didn’t seem concerned about wintering here.

				“So…what do you plan to do?” I asked Ransom, my unspoken questions hanging off the tip of my tongue.

				The coyote was silent for a few moments, facing into the cold wind of the oncoming storm. Then at length he spoke, although to Puck, not me.

				“You smell that, fox?” he asked.

				I glanced back at Puquanah and sniffed the wind myself, but I smelled nothing. 

				The fox only nodded sagely. “I’ve been smelling it for the last hour,” he replied.

				“What?” I queried. “What is it?”

				“Fire goin’ somewhere.” Ransom turned back to face the wind. “Close. Probably within a mile. Considering where we’re at along the river, I’d bet my last crown it’s Jack. He’s still got that li’l shack near the trade post, last I knew.”

				“Jack…that’s an Otherwolf name.” I stepped forward, looking to Ransom. “There are Otherwolves left in the valley? I thought they’d all gone.”

				“It ain’t a complete exodus, darlin’,” Ransom muttered. “When I said there weren’t no one left, I meant no one sane or able enough t’move under their own power.”

				I paused. “So…which is his malady?” I asked carefully.

				Ransom gave a bark of a laugh, shocking me. He dug around in his pocket for another cigarette, still chuckling. “Ain’t that the question o’the year. I’d say a li’l o’both. He’s got a lame leg, but he sells mules, so he could ride an’ hire on some folk to help get’m over the pass if he really wanted. But he’s here every year, no matter ‘ow early or late we get in, so ah’m guessin’ he stays all winter. Got a nice li’l setup.” 

			

			
				He lit his cigarette and blew out a puff of smoke. “Ain’t an Otherwolf though, darlin’. His kin were tribal folk back when, I think. Speaks the tongue well enough, and he’s a mountain lion. Ain’t seen any o’his kin come on the Otherwolf boats. Don’t matter ‘course…he likes ‘is guns and shine, so he may as well be.”

				“The man fancies himself the ‘warden’ of the trade post, since he’s there year-round.” Puquanah said with clearly audible distaste in his tone. “He’s little more than a mad drunkard. No one pays heed to him unless they need a mule or…” He paused, then glared at Ransom. “Oh, no. No, Ransom. We are not bothering Jack just so you can stock up on moonshine.”

				“Ain’t the only reason, fox.” Ransom snuffed. “Storm’s coming in. Jack’ll talk your ear off, but he’s got a nice little shack for us to hunker down in for th’night-”

				“We have the tents for that!” the fox protested.

				“Which’ll take me hours to set up, with a storm movin’ in.”

				“Then let’s start now!”

				Ransom gave a long sniff, closing his eyes. “Y’smell that, Puck? That’s venison cookin’. Fresh venison.”

				“We have plenty of meat,” the fox growled, irritated.

				“He might even have some trade t’sell.” Ransom smirked, one long canine overlapping his lip for a moment. “Maybe even some tobacco.”

				“You are as shallow as a parched stream!” Puquanah exclaimed, exasperated. “You can’t spend the winter drunk and puffing smoke in an Otherwolf inn, so you’re going to turn our campsite into one? Are you going to ask Jack to buy women too?”

				“Wot’s the need? I ‘ave our ornery little kitten right here,” the coyote called over his shoulder jovially as he started down the trail again.

				I opened my muzzle to fire something back in his direction, but at that moment I felt Puck’s paw on my shoulder and looked down at him. And oddly, despite his frustration just moments earlier, now he looked hopeful.

				“Don’t,” he said quietly. “Don’t argue. He didn’t say it in so many words, but that was Ransom’s way of letting you know you can stay with us.” 

				I blinked, realizing he was likely right. He was all but admitting I’d be part of the group, even if he’d done so in an intentionally offensive way. Unless it had all been a joke of course. 

				“Are you certain?” I asked, not certain myself if I was hoping he was right or wrong.

				“If you wish to stay.” Puck smiled. “I think he’s made up his mind.”

				“He was so set against it before,” I responded, looking towards the coyote’s retreating form.

			

			
				“He wouldn’t have ever forced you to leave,” Puck said, and before I could so much as shoot him the arched eyebrow I had planned, he waved a paw. “I know you have no reason to believe that, but trust me. I’ve known him for years. He’s not the man he puts on. You can’t possibly survive alone out here. Even if we’d had to bring you over the pass with us, or taken you to another village, he’d never have left you alone in the world. And…if he’d really tried, I’d not have left you.” He smiled. “Which means he wouldn’t.”

				I was a bit dubious of the fox’s professed control over the coyote, but I let it slide for now. If it made him feel empowered to think that way, so be it. I only hoped he wasn’t fooling himself.

				It was barely half an hour along the trail before I began to see the signs of the trade post ahead. I’d never been to an Otherwolf settlement myself, but I noticed when the trees began to thin, when the trail widened to a muddy, beaten road, and I could smell the lingering scents of many unknown peoples who’d travelled this area, of pack animals and wood smoke and various other unpleasant smells I couldn’t identify. It wasn’t much unlike the smells I’d associate with a village, save some of the more exotic aspects. By now I’d been able to pick out the smell of “guns”, the thundering weapons, and the distinctive tinge of poison water…perhaps this “moonshine” Ransom spoke of. There were also clearly a lot of tanners that had or still took up residence here, the smell was unmistakable and made my nose curl. 

				I saw a few sign posts I couldn’t read, marked trees, and far off in the distance a strange structure along the banks of the river that, in the dim light, I couldn’t quite make out. But something massive and round rose up from the water, creaking.

				“There’s th’mill,” Ransom said, picking up the pace, perhaps spurred on by how close we were to finally resting. “Jack’s place is on the outskirts, so tha’means we’re close.”

				“West, along the river’s edge. We’re very close,” Puck agreed.

				“It’s gettin’ dark. Looks like we’re just gonna make it.” Ransom smiled confidently.

				“Yay,” Puck muttered unenthusiastically. 

				Then, as if realizing something, he trotted up to Ransom and spoke lowly to the other man in the Otherwolf tongue. Ransom listened for a few moments before glancing back at me, then replying dismissively to the fox. The conversation continued for a few moments more before I interrupted.

				“I’d rather you not do that,” I said, pointedly. “I know whenever you’re talking in that tongue it’s about me. Just…whatever it is, tell me.”

				“Everythin’ ain’t about you, cat,” Ransom said over his shoulder. 

				Puquanah sighed. “I’m just concerned that Jack might be—”

				“Crazy.” Ransom chuckled.

				“Well, you mentioned he was…” I said, concerned. 

			

			
				“Yeah, he’s a coot.” Ransom shrugged. “But he’s harmless. Likes t’talk a lot, don’t always entirely make sense. Drinks too much, I think. An’that’s comin’ from me, th’man who can down whiskey like water.”

				“Well at least you’re not boasting,” Puck muttered.

				“Relax, both of ya,” the coyote said. “Jack’s never done us no harm before. It’ll be fine.”

				I could smell the distinctive scent of a big male cat before the structure was even in sight. Even over the pungent stink of what had to be particularly potent poison water. The man’s scent was absolutely everywhere around here, a fact I suspected was intentional. And disgusting. Most cats with any dignity didn’t still “mark” their territory. Or at least not so profusely. 

				His scent was, of course, far too foreign to be anything like a bobcat’s. There were mountain lion tribes in our valley, but they tended to be small in number and isolationists, so I’d only met two of their tribesmen before in my life, when they gathered for a ritual hunt. But despite that, I had a good memory for smells, and this man’s territory did not smell like that of the respectable, healthy tribesmen who had come to us. His natural musk was tainted heavily by the smell of his poison water, and a sour twinge that might have been some kind of skin ailment or other illness.

				It still reminded me of Methoa’nuk though. I suppose most male cats would. It was a sense of revulsion inside me that probably wouldn’t fade for quite some time. I tried to shake off the shudder that coursed through me, but there was no shaking the memories. I suppose they also wouldn’t fade for quite some time.

				A metallic click sounded from somewhere ahead and above, and I saw Puck tense immediately, but Ransom, usually so quick on the trigger, only laughed.

				“Jack, you old bastard! ‘Ow the hell did you even git up there?”

				From high above, well camouflaged by netting laced with leaves and torn strips of bark, I now finally saw where the old cat lurked. There was some kind of wooden stand built into a tree, at least thirty feet above us. The mountain lion was just barely visible now that I was looking for him, wearing old, dirty brown leathers and holding a thundering weapon pointed straight in our direction.

				So his scent being everywhere in these woods also masked when he was near. Still disgusting, but also clever.

				“I don’know you, ‘yote!” The cat wheezed down at us with a distinctive lippy noise to his words, suggesting he was missing teeth…and likely a lot of them.

				“Jack, I’m wounded.” Ransom snarled a smile, clapping a paw to his chest. “You can’t tell me you don’t remember the man wot cracked a bottle o’er the head o’ that boar tha’made trouble fer you last spring. Now, I know yer memory’s fadin’, but—”

			

			
				“Ransom?” The cat lowered his gun, staring down at us from the stand and squinting his eyes in the fading daylight. “That you, boy?”

				“In the flesh, old man.” Ransom chuckled.

				“Y’need t’eat, boy!” The cat gave a rasping laugh, spitting something foul and brown over the edge of his stand. “Damn near dis’pear when you turn t’the side! Ah was afraid I’d miss ya!”

				“I know how good you are with that rifle, Jack. You’d’ve missed anyway.” Ransom laughed right back, and I began to feel slightly more at ease. Clearly there was no bad blood here. Or there was, and they were being affectionate about it. You could never really be sure with Ransom.

				“Hold on, boy…lemme git down.” The overweight cat hobbled about on the stand for a few moments before dropping something over the edge, which unfurled just about far enough to hit the ground. He carefully began maneuvering his way down it slowly, and I saw he was indeed favoring one of his legs.

				“Rope ladder. You’re a stupid man, Jack…takin’ that with a busted leg. Ain’t you overdue for dyin’ by now?” Ransom asked, smirking.

				“You tell me ‘ow else a man like me’s gonna hunt down game, and I’ll do it,” the mountain lion said between a wheezing cough and another hacking spit.

				“Huntin’? Y’mean drinkin’ and waitin’ around for game dumb enough t’wander into your sights?”

				“It’s more effective than y’might think,” the lion said with a yellow-toothed smile, as he finally reached the ground, dusting his hands off on his dirty leathers.

				Ransom just shook his head disapprovingly, chuckling. “That ain’t huntin’, Jack.”

				“It’s the huntin’ o’the future. You jes wait an’ see,” the lion said as he hoisted his rifle over his shoulder. It was only then, apparently, that he really looked at me…and seemed taken aback.

				“Well…” He gave a slow smile, revealing his one remaining canine, and few other teeth besides. “Now now, ‘yote…when’d you go’n get yourself a pretty li’l wife?”

				“A month or so ba—”

				“I am not his wife.” I interrupted, getting an odd look from Ransom when I did. I wasn’t certain why he’d tried to go along with the mountain lion’s assumption, but I wasn’t giving him the pleasure. He had no claim on me.

				The mountain lion gave that same toothy smile. “Oh, not you, darlin’. I meant th’wee li’l vixen there.”

				“It’s funnier every time you say it, Jack,” Puquanah muttered, unamused.

				The lion gave a rasping laugh, slapping his knee. “It really is! Ah’d say y’should see yer face, but ya can’t…an’that just makes it funnier!”

			

			
				He continued laughing as Puck went silent, his muzzle twitching in frustration.

				“But nah, ah really am curious.” The lion paced forward towards me and I inadvertently took a step back. To escape his smell or his presence, I don’t know. Pick one. 

				He made it to about four feet away from me before he stopped, looking me over. “Pretty li’l thing y’got, boys…” He squinted, his gaze snagging on the totem bead I’d woven back into my fur. “Katoshen, is she?” he queried.

				My eyes widened. He knew my clan? My birth clan at that. I wasn’t used to outsiders knowing enough about the mountain tribes to discern so much about me at one glance. What else might he infer? 

				“Ohhh, don’t worry yourself, darlin’,” he said, his voice adopting a soothing tone, as though I were some beast of burden to be cooed at. “I ‘eard what ‘appened t’the Katoshen an’ the Anukshen. Ain’t no one gonna blame you fer runnin’. You was lucky you found these boys, though…they’ll take care of ya.” He looked back over at Ransom and Puquanah. “Speakin’ o’which, ain’t you boys s’posed t’be the hell out of here by now? Pass is closin’ up. Probly already too late.”

				“We know,” Ransom said bitterly. “We tried our best to make it in time, but…”

				“Did you now?” The lion chuckled hoarsely, something hidden in his eyes when he looked to Ransom that the coyote seemed to pick up on.

				“W…what do you mean?” Ransom asked, warily.

				“Oh, I was just wonderin’…” the cat mused, running his thick paw pads over his jowls. “If you honestly tried t’git, or if ya…lingered this year…hopin’ you’d git snowed in and you’d have t’stay.”

				“Why the hell would I do that, old man? Make sense,” Ransom snarled.

				Jack’s gaze fell on Puquanah, and he arched an eyebrow. “Y’never told him, did ya, fox?”

				“Told me what, Puck?” Ransom turned slowly, and I was certainly mystified now. 

				Puck actually looked nervous for a moment, and that only made me more curious. What was this all about now?

				“You was off trappin’ the day the Tungowana Hunters came through, but yer fox was here, an’ I made sure I told him what they told me,” Jack began.

				“It was only hearsay,” Puck insisted to Ransom. “I didn’t want you wasting the season chasing rumors—”

				“They saw her.” The mountain lion almost purred, and Ransom’s expression shifted slowly towards shock. The old cat gave half a smile, revealing his one yellowed fang. “In the valley…near the eastern edge of the God’s Maw. Your Wraith Lion. She was here.”

				


			



			
				Chapter 4 Legends by the Fire

				“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

				The two men had kept their argument outside the mountain lion’s small shack, while I’d hesitantly headed inside at the older cat’s wordless insistence. It was clear at least that whatever this was about, Puquanah and Ransom wanted to talk about it alone. A fact which mattered very little while Ransom was being so loud.

				Jack, the old mountain lion, seemed to find the whole event as amusing as I did perplexing, and was chuckling still as he hobbled into the smoky, poorly-lit single room of his cabin. I took in the surroundings, glad for the overwhelming scent of the fireplace. The scent of the old cat hung thick in the air here as well, but there were other, more potent aromas that easily overpowered it. And not all of them were woodsmoke.

				I wasn’t sure what I’d expected. In truth, I’d never seen the inside of an Otherwolf-style dwelling. I certainly hadn’t anticipated this though.

				The whole of his cabin was stacked floor to ceiling along all the walls with shelves, upon them bundled herbs, dried skins, meat and berries, and glass jars full of objects both from the valley and too foreign to identify. Several long tables near one wall were haphazardly cluttered with metal and glass objects I couldn’t discern the reason for, many of which held liquids. There were also well-worn cutting blocks, a meticulously maintained set of metal knives of all shapes and sizes, and a mortar and pestle. A collection of scorched, black iron pots and pans sat beside the fire, and one was suspended above, steam seeping from a small spigot at one end. As I slowly, carefully padded into the cabin, the old mountain lion lit a lantern…I think that’s what the village elders had called them; I had seen them once or twice before…and the dark, flickering shadows in the room began to recede, reducing the eeriness of it all.

				“That’s amazing,” I said quietly as the mountain lion crouched beside the fire and lifted the strange pot. He began to pour the boiling water inside into a large, tribal-made cup, looking up to me. 

				“What’s that, now?” He asked.

				“The…’lantern’.” I tried the word. It still felt awkward, but he smiled, so I assumed I got it right. “It makes so much more light than the fire. And it’s so steady.”

				“Aye, tha’s’the reason for’em.” Jack chuckled, before looking to me again. “Y’want some tea, darlin’?”

				“I…alright,” I said, looking around the cabin again. The man’s shelves looked like they could have had a lifetime’s worth of tea on them. It was hard to put together the treasure trove of natural goods here with the dirty, unpleasant-looking old man, but I had to admit to myself that some of it smelled…interesting at the very least. And it looked like this was more than a hobby.

			

			
				“Are you a medicine man?” I asked, not certain if the Katoshen words would translate, but I was speaking the tribal tongue and he seemed to be understanding me.

				The mountain lion gave a hoarse laugh. “Somethin’ like that. Although some o’the things I brew wouldn’t be considered ‘traditional’ medicine.”

				“This ‘moonshine’ Ransom spoke of?” I asked as I curiously swept my eyes about the room. Vaguely I could still hear the coyote and the fox arguing outside, but this really did feel like it wasn’t my business, so I tuned them out. The curiosity was getting the better of me though.

				“Aye, that. And a number o’ other things travelers like t’buy. I bring ‘em to Yancy, the dog who owns the general store in town, or sell ‘em off my wagon on the trail. Mules alone don’t make for a good livin’.” Jack pushed aside a few jars, before settling on one full of crushed herbs and what looked like dried shreds of some kind of fruit. He headed towards me with it, his thick, grungy paw tugging the top off before he held it out to me. “G’won,” he said. “Give it a sniff.”

				I tried not to crinkle my nose and show how dubious I was, but slowly I leaned in towards the man’s dirty paw and the open top of the jar.

				And it smelled…remarkably good. The aromatic, unmistakable scent of mountain tea leaves, something spicy and unfamiliar, and something fruity and sweet. It all smelled extremely exotic but pleasant.

				“What is it?” I asked, looking back up to him. “I know it’s tea, but—”

				“Tea leaves from this valley, crushed with cinnamon and orange peel,” Jack replied, showing off that one tooth again as he smiled. “Y’want, y’should try it?”

				I nodded, and that seemed to please him immensely. He went to go prepare the tea, and I couldn’t help but catch a sudden, angry shout from Ransom in the moment of silence. I winced, wondering if I should in fact go outside and check on the poor fox’s well-being. I don’t know what he’d neglected to tell the coyote, but it couldn’t be worth this.

				“Hoo, this’s gonna be a bad’un.” Jack chuckled again, grunting as he settled his bulk down in an old wooden chair near the fire. He patted a stool beside him, gesturing to me.

				I headed over towards the fire, but chose to settle down on an old, ragged elkskin on the floor instead, stretching out my legs. I glanced back towards the door, then gave a long sigh.

				“They’ll be fine.” Jack said, interrupting and guessing at my obvious concern. He waved a paw. “Those two fight like’a married couple, but they never part ways.”

				“Are you well acquainted with them?” I asked. “They…were somewhat uncertain over whether or not they’d be welcome here, so I thought—”

				“Oh, not overly so.” Jack smirked. “But ’s small community we got out here, girl; y’learn things about the regulars real quick. Especially if you got an ear for it…an’ I do.” He leaned back in his chair, looking towards the doorway. “Them two’s been through here fer five years now. Five hunting seasons. And the ‘yote’s a loud one. Know less about the fox honestly; he ain’t the social type. But Ransom’s well-known all abouts here. Fer better or fer worse. And he helped me outta a spot once, so I toss some shine his way whenever he’s in town, and we get t’talkin’.”

			

			
				“Do you know…” I paused, but after waiting a few moments, I saw that he had no intention to feed it to me, so I just sighed. “Do you know what they’re fighting about?”

				“Well it ain’t our business, now is it?” Jack chuckled, and I frowned. “But since you asked…” He smirked. 

				“I’m worried about Puquanah,” I insisted, looking towards the door. 

				“Oh, he ain’t the one you oughta worry ‘bout,” Jack replied, reaching over to the two clay cups he’d poured earlier, then to the teapot where he’d left the mixture to infuse. He poured the tea into our cups, handing mine to me first.

				I was briefly overwhelmed by the rich, intoxicating scent but resisted the urge to drink it immediately, not wanting to burn my tongue. Instead I looked to Jack and asked, “What do you mean?”

				“I don’t know why,” Jack sighed, “but the ‘yote’s got a dangerous obsession. He’s been chasin’ her for as long as I’ve known th’man. It’s a fool’s errand, but he’s intent on it, so I keep m’ear to the ground ‘n’case I hear tell of her.”

				“This lioness?” I asked. “He’s looking for a woman?”

				Again, the mountain lion chuckled. “Not in the sense yer thinkin’. The Wraith Lion ain’t amongst the walking people. She’s an ancient. A beast. Like the Dyre.”

				My eyes widened. “A setsa’reth’lon?”

				He paused. “Mnh…what is that…’long fang lion’? Yes. I suppose that’s what the people of this valley call them. I’ve also heard them called Sabel Tironda by the Otherwolves…’saber tigers’. They’re big game for the boldest and most suicidal. I don’t understand the attraction. I’ve heard there’re smaller, more plentiful long fangs that walk the plains, but the great beasts we know of here in the north only live in the mountains, so they’re rarely any danger to travelers or livestock, and they’s nearly impossible to find or track.”

				“I didn’t know they were real,” I admitted. “I thought they were just legends the elders spoke of. Spirit beasts.”

				“They’re real.” Jack said, sipping his tea slowly and looking into the fire. “I saw a skin once. The beast it came from must’a been two mules put together, and the hunter who slew it kept one of its fangs. It was half the length o’ my forearm.”

				“Who would hunt such a beast?” I asked, aghast. “And why?”

				“Your Ransom,” he said, gesturing to the door outside. “And not just any long fang. He’s set on one in particular. She’s a great, pale beast. White as the winter. There’s been tale of her in these mountains since I came here in my youth, and far before. She’s ancient. A ghost. Ain’t none who’ve seen her and’ve caught sight of her long before she slips back into the white peaks. They say she only appears in storms, and only to the desperate and the lost.”

			

			
				“Is she dangerous?” I asked, mystified.

				“The long fang of the mountains don’t often hunt us, save those men unfortunate enough ta’ go off the trail deep in th’pass…but…” He took a long sip of his tea, the firelight reflecting in his yellow eyes. “If she has hunted anyone, we would never know. She and the mountains are one, and it is impossible to say which’s claimed the lives of so many travelers. The danger,”—he shifted his bulk, giving a labored sigh—”is in the hunt itself, o’course. She’s never been seen in the warmer months. Her pristine fur is a curse, when the snows melt. Most believe she goes higher into the peaks then, where none can follow, only descending when the snows return. So, the only time a man can hunt her—”

				“Is during the winter,” I said softly, realization dawning. “That’s why you thought Ransom wanted to winter here.”

				“I told Puquanah I’d heard she’d been seen this year. Near the God’s Maw.” The lion nodded. “I assumed the fox’d tell the coyote. Any man who’s heard that bastard go on about the beast knows how fixated he is.”

				“Why?” I repeated my question from earlier.

				The lion only shrugged. “He’s never given any reason, save what you hear from most drunk hunters in these parts. He wants ‘er. He swears he’s goin’ to have her b’fore he dies, or he’ll die tryin’. It don’t need to have a reasoning, darlin’. Men get things fixed in their hearts sometimes, and more often’n not, we don’t even know why.” He looked to me for a moment. “D’you know much about the coyote clans?”

				“No,” I admitted. “I’ve only ever met one or two in passing at tribal gathers. I’ve met more wolves than coyotes; they’re uncommon in the valley.”

				“Wolves hunt to live, just like your people do. They hunt for food, for skins, and for the spirits. Coyotes, now…coyotes can be different,” Jack said, his voice growing deep and gravelly as his eyelids slipped down to halves, his gaze still on the fire. For a moment I was almost reminded of the elder storytellers of my youth, and nights I’d spent around the fire in the longhouse. The nostalgia of the moment almost overwhelmed me, and for a moment or two I forgot what had transpired at my tribal home. 

				But Jack, this mountain lion living as an Otherwolf, was telling this other story of other peoples and places, and I was no less fascinated now than I had been as a child. So, some part of that childish curiosity remained in me, despite all that had happened. And that, at least, was comforting.

				“Coyotes and Wolf tribes have always either been at odds or allies. There’s rarely ambivalence between ‘em,” Jack continued. “I suspect because, throughout the generations, they’ve so often been mistaken for one another by many other tribes. It’s hard, I think, for two peoples to be so alike and yet so different without comin’ to blows o’er those differences.

			

			
				“One of the key differences between the tribes is, and has always been, the way they each hunt,” he continued. “The wolves pride themselves in their pack unity, in their group huntin’. They’re lethal when they work together. But the coyote clans…” he took a long sip of his tea, “…they’s more likely t’be lone hunters. They hunt in small groups, sometimes. Tribes, families…but the true test of a young coyote hunter is in proving himself as a single hunter, against a superior foe. It’s a rite of passage.”

				“That’s fascinating,” I said quietly, leaning my chin on my knees. “Where did you learn about this?”

				“I travelled a good deal when I was younger.” Jack said with a pleased smile. I could tell the old man enjoyed telling his stories as much as I was enjoying listening. “Before this.” He tapped his knee. “Bad fall in the pass. Loose rock. I was getting on in years, anyway, but…” his voice faded off a bit at that, before he gave a phlegmy sniff, then cleared his throat. “Ah…where was I? Right! The ‘yote tribes. I travelled quite a bit through the plainslands, when I was doin’ trade on a larger scale. Before I settled a’the post here. Your Ransom’s not the first coy with a bad attitude I’ve met: a lot of ‘em have been set adrift with the Otherwolves moving in and so many tribes getting broken up. Coyote tribes were always loosely bound; they don’t usually prefer t’live in villages, so it wasn’t hard to scatter them to the wind. Add in to tha’ th’fact that the dogs can rut their blood into the canine tribes, an’…”

				“I had no idea the canine tribes were facing such dissolution,” I said quietly. Although that filled in a lot of blanks concerning Ransom, I supposed. He had the skills and spoke the language of a tribesman, and he’d insisted he was tribal-born, but he acted like an Otherwolf. Dressed like an Otherwolf. He even seemed to prefer Otherwolf settlements.

				“Aye, the inundation of th’Otherwolves hit ‘em the hardest I think.” Jack nodded sagely. “The coyotes more’n the wolves ah think. It’s not that the ‘yotes are any less proud; they just…ain’t as tight-knit. They move about a lot, spend a lot of time with other tribes. And nowadays that means spendin’ a lotta time in Otherwolf settlements, or movin’ through their lands. Some of the wolf tribes’ve shut themselves up, become isolated, and they’s stayed mostly untouched. It’s anyone’s guess whether or not that’s fer the best though. Personally, I don’t think the Otherwolves is all bad.”

				“You’re clearly very fond of their artifacts,” I commented, looking about the shack.

				“I grew up in a settlement. M’father died when I was young in a border dispute…mother decided raisin’ three ‘ungry mouths all alone would be easier if she had a real trade,” Jack said. “Our tribe didn’t have much, and th’other families had their own woes, so her people weren’t gonna help her much. She decided to take us to a nearby settlement, where the turquoise she owned was enough t’buy a shack on the river where she could do laundry fer the townsfolk. Way I understand it, her tribe never got right with her decision. I guess the ‘right’ thing t’do would’ve been to tough it out in the mountains with them and live proud. But then me an’ my brothers probably wouldn’t’a lived, so…”

			

			
				I swallowed quietly and blinked back a stinging in my eyes. Images of my child still came unbidden at the smallest provocation. 

				“I never got to know m’tribe well; we visited once or twice when I was young, but mum liked the Otherwolf way o’life. Even married one. A dog.” He chuckled. “Fancy that, eh?”

				“Your mother married a canine?” I asked, aghast. “Why?”

				He shrugged. “Dog Pa wasn’t bad. A little odd lookin’, but he treated my mum well ‘nuff. I can’t say why she liked him, but she did, and I loved my mum, so who’s to say?”

				I began to open my mouth, but he interrupted me. “I know tha’s sort of hard for a tribal person t’swallow. It was strange enough in town. But it is what it is, and she died happy, so I figure ain’t my place to judge. You can if you want, but be quiet ‘bout it, a’ight? She was my mum.”

				I shut my mouth just as fast. Truthfully though, I was mostly just confused.

				“Honestly I’m glad I didn’t grow up tribal. No offense t’you, darlin’.” He waved a paw. “Tribal life is hard. Brutal. Life ain’t easy anywhere in th’world, o’course, but the Otherwolves got a way of makin’ it more comfortable. More pleasant. Less terrifying.”

				“Like the lantern,” I said, looking again to the strange thing.

				“Aye, like the lantern.” He spread his paws. “Turns night into day. Takes some of the terror outta the night, don’t it?”

				“A little,” I admitted. This was what Ransom had been talking about.

				“What the Otherwolves brought ain’t all guns an’ booze,” the mountain lion said. “A lot of it’s just for comfort. Security. Safety. And that’s what I’ve sold throughout th’years. Lamps, lamp oil, clothin’, shine and tobacco. Only started with th’mules a half decade back. They’re just what sells here along the trail, and you gotta sell what sells.”

				“Well you’ve certainly amassed a very…worldly…collection,” I said, looking about the room again. “I can see why Ransom insisted on coming here to trade. A lot of this could be useful to us.” 

				The room fell silent for just a moment, and I realized suddenly that it had grown silent outside as well. Either they were done, or they were talking too softly for us to hear now. I glanced towards the door, nervously knitting my fingers.

				“Do you think he’s going to want to pursue this ‘wraith lion’?” I asked quietly. “Into the mountains? That’s a death sentence, isn’t it?”

			

			
				“Most would say so,” Jack muttered, busying himself now with filling a pipe. “I don’t know what got him so fixed on her t’begin with, but he’s a stubborn jackass, even for a ‘yote. I don’t doubt the reason he does ‘is trappin’ and huntin’ here in this valley is because he’s still huntin’ her. He claims he’s seen her once before.”

				“He has?”

				“Aye, so he says.” The mountain lion nodded, lighting his pipe. “When ‘e was young. Y’have to get him real drunk t’talk about it though. I get th’feelin’ there’s somethin’ else there. He gets real quiet when ‘e talks about her…kinda…haunted…” His voice dropped at that to a hoarse, low whisper, and as his yellow eyes settled on me, the fire caught in them. Smoke curled around his muzzle, as the dark corners of it curled up. “After all,” the old lion almost purred, “she only appears in storms…to the desperate…and the lost.”

				I began to say something, but at that moment the door creaked open slowly. A cold breeze blew in, scattering snowflakes across the floor. I blinked against the cold air, but when the flurry of snow, white fur, and cloth solidified, I saw only Puquanah. He shut the door behind him, his expression somber.

				“Puquanah?” I stood, heading over to the shivering fox. I put my paws on his shoulders, rubbing at them gently and leading him towards the fire. He followed eventually, but I could feel the hesitance in his footsteps, and he had yet to lift his head.

				I helped him maneuver his way around the cluttered cabin and made room for him on the elkskin. He settled down slowly, curling his tail around himself.

				Jack was silent. The fox remained silent. So at length, I asked what needed to be asked.

				“Where’s Ransom?” I queried quietly.

				“I don’t know,” the fox said softly. “He’s angry. At me. He left.”

				I rubbed his shoulders gently and let him lean against me, soaking in some of my body heat. They’d been outside for some time I realized. In a terrible storm. And Ransom was still out there.

				Oddly, it was Jack who spoke up after another long silence. The cat gave a long, hacking cough, cleared his throat, and spit into the fire then just waved a paw at the fox. “Dun’ be so down, fox. Tha’man’s like an obstinate child. Let ‘im throw ‘is tantrum. He’ll be back. Sooner than y’think, I’d wager. He knows I got ‘shine; ain’t nothin’ better t’warm your bones on a night like this.”

				The mountain lion got up at that and blew out a long puff of smoke, stretching out his leg with a grunt and hobbling across the room towards the furthest corner of it, where a long, fur-covered cot sat. 

				“Time fer me to turn in,” the old cat said with another hacking cough, settling into his bed and hefting his leg up with obvious strain, wincing. “Ah’m sure the ‘yote will be back. You two behave in mah cabin, now. There’s venison stew in the pot there.” He gestured to one of his kettles. “Help yourself. I ate plenty earlier.”

			

			
				The old mountain lion settled in, puffing on his pipe for a few moments more before he set it down on the table beside his bed. But at that point, I turned my attention from him back to the small fox beside me, squeezing his shoulders softly.

				“Puck?” I murmured.

				“I don’t regret it,” he said softly. “Not telling him. This…mad…obsession . It’s going to get him killed. It nearly has, before.” He turned his muzzle towards the fire, closing his eyes and giving a long, shuddering sigh. “Damn. Why did Jack have to mention her? It’s been three years since the last time he went off into the mountains. I was hoping he’d…”

				“Forgotten?” I guessed.

				“Healed,” Puquanah said in a whisper I could barely hear. I knitted my brow. A lot of this still made very little sense to me, but I didn’t want to interrogate him right now. He was clearly very upset. And I’d never heard him curse, until now. 

				“He was very intent on not taking to the trail, even to travel,” I said, trying to assure him. “He won’t go up into the mountains just to hunt, not after he’s been so insistent about how dangerous it is—”

				“You don’t understand,” Puck said insistently, knitting his brow. “This isn’t about hunting a beast. This isn’t even about his pride.”

				“Are you certain?” I asked quietly. “Jack said these hunts are very important to coyotes.”

				“Ransom isn’t hunting the wraith lion,” Puck said, barely audibly. “He’s hunting a ghost.”

				I went silent for a time, not sure what to make of his cryptic statement. But it reminded me of what Jack had said about the myth surrounding the creature, about how it appeared…

				“Maybe…” I paused, looking into the fire. One of the shattered logs resembled black wings. “Maybe this ‘wraith lion’ is a spirit.”

				“I don’t doubt it’s a subject of myth and legend, not a creature of flesh and blood,” Puck said dismissively. “But it isn’t a spirit.”

				“How can we know?” I said, defensively.

				“Because…” Puck went silent for a long while, the firelight illuminating dimly in the clouded discs of his eyes. “The spirits don’t appear before people like us. They only concern themselves with the chiefs, the great warriors, and those who matter. If they exist at all, unfortunate souls like us aren’t worthy of their ‘blessings’.”

				I couldn’t help the dismay that crossed my features, or the disbelief in my tone. “Weren’t you a healer, while you were with your tribe?” I asked. “A medicine man? You have the skill, the knowledge—”

			

			
				“I was more than that. I was born to a holy woman and a medicine man. I would have been a shaman,” Puquanah replied quietly.

				“Then how can you not believe in the spirits?” I demanded. “How can you speak so poorly of them?”

				“Look at me!” Puquanah whispered fiercely, keeping his voice low for the sake of the sleeping lion, but I could hear the pain tinged in his voice, and it staunched any further words from me.

				“I wasn’t born this way,” the fox said, his low tone making his voice hoarse. Or perhaps that was something else. “I started losing my sight when I was twelve seasons old. It has taken an excruciating ten years for it to get to this point. I spent all that time praying, crying, begging the spirits to help me. But every day, my sight just slipped further away.” 

				He took a long, ragged breath at that, and slowly turned his muzzle away from me. “I waited…so long…for the spirits to answer my prayers. They never did. At length, I became resolute. I decided that if this is what was intended for me, I would accept it with grace. At least I would always have my tribe…to help me through life.”

				I bit my lower lip, looking away from him. Puquanah had never told me why he’d left his tribe, and he didn’t look as though he wanted to open up about it now. It pained me somewhat that he didn’t trust me enough to talk about it, but I didn’t want to push him when he was already so clearly distraught.

				Instead I forced a slight smile and ran a paw down the back of the thick fur down his neck. 

				“Puquanah,” I said softly, “the spirits…they’re real. I’ve seen one. And some day, you will too.”

				“Wait…what?” The fox blinked, looking at me, suddenly concerned. “What is it you’ve seen?”

				“Crow,” I said reverently. “He came to me when I was at my end, and gave me the strength I needed to go on. He has come to me since, to guide me when I was lost—”

				“You’re seeing things?” Puck asked again insistently. Before I could respond, he moved to his knees, turning towards me, and put his paws to either side of my skull, running them down the length of my scalp. He paused when he felt the two largest scars on my head and leaned in to sniff them. Why, I couldn’t guess.

				“You’re almost fully healed,” he said after a moment, pulling back. “But if there was internal damage, it would be hard for me to tell.”

				“I feel fine,” I stated. “My wounds haven’t bothered me for some time.” I winced as he gently ran a paw pad down one of the worst scars that crossed my scalp. “What are you doing?” 

			

			
				“If you’re seeing things, the blow you took here, the worst one, might have done more damage than I realized.” Puck murmured. “I wish you’d told me earlier.”

				“I’m not seeing Crow because of my injuries,” I said, mildly offended. I took the fox’s hands gently but firmly and pushed them away. “He is my spirit guide. My protector. He has given me the strength to survive, and avenge myself against my husband.”

				“Are you seeing him all the time, or are the hallucinations limited to triggers…like when you see birds?”

				“What?” I blinked. “I…I see him when he chooses to appear before me.”

				“Are the visions ever accompanied by pain?” the fox pressed.

				I went silent. The pounding pain in my skull when I’d seen him at my tribal home came to mind…

				“Crow is real,” I said firmly. “I wouldn’t be alive without him. His fire flows through my body. He has shown me my path.”

				“We saved your life,” Puck said. “Ransom and I. Honey, I’m concerned about y—” 

				The door suddenly clattered open, the storm blowing in in all its fury for a few moments, before it slammed closed. I felt Puquanah stiffen, his muzzle turning towards the cold air.

				Ransom blew out a long puff of breath, tugging back the heavy hood of his thick fur cloak. He fixed his gaze instantly on Puquanah, and the anger was most certainly still there. Puck shivered beside me, seeming to feel it even without seeing him. The wrathful aura the coyote was putting off was palpable even to me, heating the air between us.

				I readied myself to defend the fox. Their private conversation had been their own, but he wasn’t going to tear into Puck right in front of me. I wouldn’t allow it.

				“Ransom—” Puquanah began.

				But the coyote just strode into the cabin and walked past us, his claws falling heavily on the old wooden boards of the cabin floor. He settled down in Jack’s chair, leaning his head back and putting his feet up near the fire, his eyes slipping closed.

				I felt Puquanah shifting away from me and wanted to say something, but the fox seemed set. He padded quietly over towards Ransom and settled down at the foot of his chair, tucking his tail around himself and wrapping his cloak tighter around his petite white shoulders. Ransom didn’t open his eyes, but at length he lowered a paw to Puck’s shoulder and kept it there.

				“…I’m sorry,” Puquanah said, quietly. “I should have told you.”

				Ransom didn’t reply, but I thought for a moment I saw his eyes twitch. I turned my gaze away at that point though. I was two feet away from the two men, but once again, for some reason, I felt alone. 

				


			



			
				Chapter 5 Shivah

				“No, no, no…what the hell are you trying to do? Sand it down to a toothpick?” Ransom sighed, leaning over me and snapping up the shaft from my paws. I glared momentarily at him before he held it out again about two inches from my face, surprising me.

				“First off, look closely at it,” he said, strictly. He was silent for a few moments, then pushed it closer to my face, emphasizing. “Look!”

				I shoved the wooden shaft in his paw back out of my personal space, snarling, “I’m looking! Don’t shove it in my face! What? What is it? I’m looking at it.”

				“What did I tell you about the grain?” he said pointedly.

				I blanched, then looked away, feeling foolish.

				“You need to check the grain. Every time.” He repeated his statement from earlier that morning, when we’d been out selecting possible fletching materials in the woods. “The shaft needs ta follow the grain, and if you’ve got a knot or the grain splits off like it does right here”—he tapped a claw against the side of the shaft, then tossed it back over his shoulder into the woods—”it’s useless. You want your arrows t’last. Grain like that weakens the shaft, means it’s likely t’snap if it strikes somethin’ hard. Like a thick-headed cat’s skull.”

				“I’m new to this,” I muttered, sticking my tongue out at the coyote. “You could be more supportive. Or just less mocking.”

				“That ain’t how you learn, kitten.” Ransom sniffed, leaning back against the tree he’d been reclining near while he watched me. “Y’need to remember all o’this. The more I beat it into you, the better you’ll remember it.” He blew out a long breath into the cold air and tugged his cloak up over his head, blocking the sun from his eyes while crossing one long, straight leg over the other. It almost annoyed me how comfortable he looked.

				“Is that how you learned?” I asked without thinking about it, as I sorted through my bundle of possible shafts.

				If it was a sore spot of any kind, he didn’t let on. “Yes it is,” he simply replied. “Ain’t but one right way t’do things, darlin’. I wasn’t coddled. You wanna learn from me, you learn the way I did.”

				I picked up one of the shafts and spun it in my palm, checking to make sure it was straight. As I did, I watched the coyote out of the corner of my eye. He looked oddly serene at the moment, although I couldn’t see his eyes, and that made his expression hard to make out. 

				The sun was warm today, despite the chill in the air. The forest was softened by deep drifts of clean white snow, fresh from the storm we’d endured the last two days. Rays piercing the canopy sparkled in bits of melting snow caught in tree branches, and every branch cast blue shadows across the smooth expanses of white.

			

			
				We, of course, weren’t sitting in the heavy drifts. We were settled down beside one of Jack’s out-buildings, an open stable where he fed his mules. He also kept a fire burning permanently nearby to keep the Dyre at bay, so it was fairly dry and warm. Ransom had said we had to fletch outside; natural sunlight was the only light bright enough to do the delicate work by.

				I held my gaze on the coyote for a time. The man was a frustrating mystery to me, flip-flopping in my estimation between a subject of great ire on my part…or pity. Why the pity, I wasn’t sure. It was just a gut feeling. Like seeing a mangy, sickly game animal. I wasn’t certain if I wanted to shoot him or pray for him.

				I was acutely aware I was letting the recent events of my own life color my opinions of the only men who were currently in it. Namely the coyote and the fox, and now, to a lesser extent, this mountain lion. While the similarity between the fox and my babe was obvious, I wasn’t certain Ransom had truly earned the same sort of anger I reserved for men like Methoa. I found his behavior both towards the fox and myself abhorrent, but as of yet I’d no solid proof he was violent, or controlled Puquanah in any way. In fact much of the time their dynamic seemed oddly the opposite. I didn’t understand them the way I thought I had in the beginning. I didn’t even understand Puquanah as I thought I had. 

				The few revelations he’d given me about his tribe were confusing and had left me wrapped in doubt all night. I’d suspected for some time the fox had been a medicine man or a healer of some sort; his skills were undeniable. A shaman wasn’t far off…but what kind of shaman questioned the spirits?

				We’d not been so lucky to have a shaman amongst the Anukshen or the Katoshen. The rare title was only bestowed upon the child of a priest and a healer or a medicine man, or rarely to the child of a great spiritual warrior and a healer. Healers and medicine men were family trades both, passing on traditions through generations, and unless their children were blessed by the spirits through a spiritual parent, they would never be close enough to the spiritual world to speak, or bless, or heal through spiritual powers.

				In essence a healer or a medicine man could only heal you through herbs, time, and touch. But a shaman could call upon spiritual healing, could use those otherworldly powers to accomplish impossible restoration.

				Impossible healing…like bringing a woman back from the dead.

				It all made so much sense. I’d suspected for so long that the spirits had brought Puquanah to my aid. That he was playing a role, perhaps without even knowing it, in Crow’s great plan.

				Except that if he didn’t believe—if he was as faithless as he sounded—how could he be doing the spirit’s bidding? How could he channel their power to heal me? How could he doubt their presence?

				Perhaps Crow was simply waiting to appear before him. Perhaps in time he would be shown his role, and his faith would return. He simply needed to see what I saw. Why Crow or any other spirits had chosen not to come before him as of yet, I did not know. It did seem cruel. Especially if he had been praying for their aid as fervently as he’d said.

			

			
				But the spirits test us every day. They do not come before us until we are at our truest moment of need, they do not offer their aid unless we are truly worthy. Perhaps Puquanah’s test was a test of faith.

				I did not like that he was questioning my faith, but I wouldn’t let his lack of resolve shake mine. I had to believe in what I’d seen—in what I knew in my heart was true. It would take more than a few words of doubt from one lost shaman to make me question Crow. Or my quest.

				A quest which I was still holding out hope for. Crow still had not appeared before me since my visit to the Anukshen village to tell me where to go now. My quarry had fled and I could not follow. But I still had my traveling companions’ company, which, while complicated, was necessary for my survival…and I still had the bow Crow had led me to.

				But no arrows. Which is why I was now sitting outside a hayshack with a coyote I wasn’t sure I hated, trying to learn how to fletch. I’d gotten up the nerve to ask him for a few of his arrows earlier in the day, and while I hadn’t expected he’d actually agree, I’d expected that he’d show me how to make my own even less. But he’d insisted that if I was going to “carry that thang” around—referring I suppose to the bow—I should know how to care for it and use it properly.

				The coyote had said nothing about the whole incident with the “wraith lion” since two nights ago when he’d returned. He and Puquanah were either at peace with the whole thing or still angry at one another; it was maddeningly hard to tell. I swear the men spoke without words sometimes. And when Puquanah did speak about matters between them, he talked of ghosts, hidden pain, and lost family…without ever filling in the gaps. While it was all fascinating, I was growing tired of being left out of half the story without any explanation as to why. They knew my past. What reason could they possibly have for all of this continued obfuscation?

				I was growing as tired and frustrated with the men’s unspoken secrets as I was Ransom’s temper or Puquanah’s mood-swings. While I still considered the fox my friend and worried for him, for the moment I was just focusing on myself and my goals and leaving the obvious swirling maelstrom between the two where it belonged…between them.

				I’d actually spent more time with Jack over the last two days. While his hygiene was lacking and his demeanor had initially put me off, he had a wise perspective on life I found strangely comforting, and not just because he was another feline. He’d gone out of his way to be friendly and congenial to me; had made sure I had a comfortable place to sleep, enough to eat, and every fascinating thing I could lay my hands on in his cabin. I’d grown to adore listening to him prattling on at night, while we prepared breakfast in the morning, even throughout the day as I helped him with his chores. I’d found aiding the old cat in the mundane tasks that were so difficult for him was extremely satisfying for me, and I was beginning to feel useful again for the first time in a long while. 

			

			
				I smiled as I remembered Jack’s words to me earlier that day. He’d finally asked me my name, and again I hadn’t known what to say. I still didn’t feel I belonged to my old life, and I wasn’t sure I ever would. We’d been out near the river to gather water for the mules, and he’d somehow found a surviving water lily, tucking it in my mane and suggesting I take the name “Lily”. The gesture was sweet, and made my smile even now just thinking about it. I wasn’t certain about the name though. 

				“What’s the smile about?” Ransom asked from where he was, still not revealing his face from beneath his hood.

				I sighed, replying, “Jack. He’s a sweet old man.”

				Ransom gave a throaty laugh.

				“He is,” I insisted. 

				“He’s a dirty ol’man.” Ransom snorted, tugging his hood further down over his face to block the sun. “I can’t believe you fell for his ‘wise ol’ grandpa’ routine. He’s just a filthy ol’ flea-infested drunk.”

				“Like you?” I countered.

				Ransom dropped his head enough that I could see his yellow eyes for a moment, glaring at me. Then he just spit in the snow, muttering, “I don’t ‘ave fleas.”

				“How can you be certain?” I rolled my eyes, beginning to sand a new shaft.

				“Puck’s got an herbal soap fer that.”

				“Which suggests there was a need for it,” I replied with a smirk.

				“It…ain’t…” he stammered, “shut up.” He leaned forward and yanked at the air over my head. I winced as I felt something pull at my hair, then saw him turning the lily over in his fingers.

				“Hey!” I exclaimed.

				“Where’n the hell did’ja get this?” he muttered. “Y’look ridiculous wearin’ it in your fur. Like it got stuck there or somethin’…”

				“Jack gave it to me, and you will give it back this instant!” I demanded, getting up on my knees and grabbing at the flower. He simply raised his long arm, easily keeping it out of my reach.

				“Oh yeah?” The coyote chuckled. “That how he’s buyin’ yer love? Yer a cheap date, darlin’.”

				“He did not buy anything,” I growled, grabbing at the flower again, and again he kept it from me. “He’s a decent man who is kind to me, unlike you. Give that back!”

				“You really ought not t’trust that cat,” Ransom warned with a dismissive wave of the paw holding the flower. “He puts on tha’innocent old man act around women. He ain’t that old, he’s just in shitty health, and he ain’t seen a woman in a long time, let alone a feline woman.”
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				“I don’t care about his health, his age, or his looks.” I glowered. “I don’t judge people by how they look…or smell.”

				“You ought to. Gods didn’t give us our noses to accent our face; they’s there for a reason.” Ransom tapped his. “Jack’s just as foul as he smells. Y’don’t know him as well as I do.” Finally he released the lily, and I lunged forward to catch it before it whipped away on the wind. Ransom snuffed and tugged his cloak back over his eyes, getting comfortable again. “Y’should’ve just let’im think you was my wife.”

				“What in the hell was that about anyway?” I demanded angrily, as I tucked the lily away back into my mane. “Why would I want him to think that? Why would you?”

				“Because Jack’s a coward, and he ain’t gonna try anythin’ with another man’s woman, ‘specially not mine. He knows I could kill ‘im.”

				“Not all men think like you do, Ransom,” I shot back. 

				He snorted. “What d’you mean by that, cat?”

				“What I mean is that you’re in no place to accuse another man of treating women indecently,” I snapped. “Or have you forgotten the threats you made to me? Because I haven’t.”

				“Are you still on about that?” 

				“How could I not be!” I exclaimed, throwing the shaft I’d finished whittling back into the pile.

				Ransom poked his head out from beneath his hood suddenly and blinked. He pulled back his hood entirely, staring intently and a bit disbelievingly down between us.

				“What?” I sighed, looking down in the direction he was, and was soon similarly taken aback.

				Apparently while I’d been deep in thought and arguing with the coyote, I’d finished the pile of shafts. Ten pale, sanded lengths of wood sat between us, all unequal lengths, but cleaned and ready nonetheless.

				“Damn, girl,” Ransom muttered, leaning forward and inspecting each shaft by hand, spinning them to ensure I’d chosen only the straightest pieces of wood. “I’ll give you this…you learn quick.”

				“So now we cut them. Right?” I asked, eager to move along with this lesson. Ransom and I were clearly having an off day.

				“You got the turkey feathers fer afterwards, yeah?” he asked, standing with one shaft in his palm and looking down the length of it. 

				“Yes. You can thank Jack for that,” I said pointedly.

				“Alright. First, stand up,” he instructed. “And grab your bow.”

				“As you say,” I said uncertainly, reaching over and wrapping my hand around the smooth, etched surface of the hunting bow. It still felt right in my palm, like it had at the village. Like it belonged there. I felt my connection to Crow grow stronger; that heat blossomed in my chest every time I touched it.

			

			
				I stood, and Ransom moved over towards me with the shaft, handing it to me.

				“Now. Pretend as though this arrow is finished and pull it back as though you intend to fire it.”

				“The bowstring is snapped. And the arrow isn’t complete.” I replied, confused.

				“We’ll work on stringing the bow later. One step at a time. Right now, you need t’determine how long to cut the shaft…don’t y’think?” he said, tilting his head and arching an eyebrow at me.

				“Oh. That makes sense,” I murmured.

				Trying to do as he said, I held the unfinished shaft between two of my fingers and pulled it back along the bow, pretending as though I meant to fire it. I was in the middle of noting the length I would need to cut it to when I noticed Ransom had a hand to his brow.

				“What?” I said, my shoulders slumping. “What am I doing wrong now? I did as you said.”

				“No, it’s your…your whole damned stance.” He sighed. “I thought you said you’d used a bow before.”

				“I did,” I insisted. “In my youth.”

				“You ever actually fired at anythin’?” I opened my mouth, but he interrupted me. “Other than a target?” 

				“…No,” I said at length. “I tried to shoot a rabbit once, but I missed.”

				“Mnh.” The coyote rubbed his calloused pawpads over his brow, muttering, “I wonder why.” He dropped his hand against his hip, then moved forward towards me, putting his paws out and grabbing me by the shoulders from behind. I stiffened up, but all he did was lift my shoulders from beneath my armpits and directed my arms back into the firing position. I could feel his breath on the back of my neck. It made my fur stand on end.

				“First off, you’re holdin’ it in too close to yer body, and that’s ‘specially no good for a woman.”

				“Why?” I asked, mystified.

				“Well you ain’t got a string now, but when y’do…” he reached a hand around and patted my breast. And then, as though he’d not just done that, went on, “…these’ll get in th’way when it snaps back. And that’ll both hurt and screw your shot.”

				Hold a moment, because that bears repeating. He patted my breast. As casual as can be.

				Before I could express my outrage, he continued, “And don’t stand with yer legs together like a dainty li’l bird. You want your stance t’be wide. Firmer footing, more stable shot.”

				“If you think I’m just going to let that pass, Ransom—”

			

			
				“You’ll what? Shoot me?” the canine remarked, jovially. I could practically feel the smug, self-satisfied smirk from behind me. “Based on what I just saw, I think ah’m safe. And if you’ve really got it in yer head you’re gonna go huntin’ down Rourke and this bastard husband o’yours on some vengeance crusade, yer gonna need t’learn how to use this thing. Them’s some dangerous men, sweetheart. You really wanna go after ‘em unprepared and die fer nothin’, knowin’ they’ll laugh over your grave then continue on their merry way t’burn and rape and pillage s’more?” 

				I was silent.

				“Or…d’you want to learn how to do this right? Cuz ain’t no one in this valley better with a bow than me.”

				I shifted my shoulders back up, raising the bow and planting my feet further apart as I raised the unfinished shaft and pantomimed another shot, this time taking to heart what he’d said.

				“You’d better hope you don’t train me too well, Ransom,” I snarled at the coyote. “Or I will shoot you someday.”

				The coyote just chuckled. “Ah’ll take my chances.”
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				Dusk found me seeking out Puquanah, to make sure he didn’t stay out after dark. He’d been going off on his own during the days to hunt for herbs, or so he claimed. I couldn’t imagine many would be alive this time of year. I think in reality he was just trying to distance himself from Ransom. And perhaps Jack. He also didn’t seem terribly fond of the old mountain lion for some reason.

				I practiced tracking the fox. I was hardly a seasoned hunter, but there was a certain amount of instinct to it. Smell the wind; look for impressions…the snow of course made it obscenely easy, but you have to start somewhere.

				When I did at last spot the fox in the distance, he was crouching near a dark, thorny bush, his fingers sifting through the leaves. And he did in fact seem to have a full satchel at his side.

				“Puquanah,” I called out, and his ears turned, though he didn’t.

				“It’s fine,” he replied. “I heard you coming several minutes ago; you don’t need to warn me.”

				He snapped something off a branch, dropping it into his pack, then returning to sifting through the leaves. I moved in beside him, looking at the bush. The leaves were dark, pronged, and stiff, the branches thorny, and amidst them were small berries alternating between black and green. They smelled sweet.

				“Are these edible?” I asked, my stomach growling. I hadn’t realized until now how long it had been since I’d last eaten.

				“No,” Puck stated firmly, emphasizing the one word enough that I knew he was serious. “In fact, don’t even handle them.”

				“You are,” I pointed out.

			

			
				“I know how to pick them without breaking them,” Puck said, gently selecting another berry and plucking it. 

				I watched him for a bit, gingerly selecting the berries one by one. He seemed to be gently squeezing each one first, likely to determine how ripe they were, because he was somehow selecting only the blackest ones.

				“What are they?” I asked at length, a bit dismayed now that I couldn’t eat them. They smelled good.

				“Len’sal berries,” he replied, plucking another.

				“‘Long Sleep’?” I reiterated, making sure. His accent was still a bit foreign to me.

				He nodded. “They’re very rare here in the Valley. Very rare. They’re a lot more common up north. The wolf tribes make a drink from crushing and juicing them with fresh blood from a kill.”

				“Then…why can’t we eat them?” I asked, confused.

				Puck leaned back on his haunches, planting his rear in the snow and staring upwards into the final red rays of the sun peaking through the trees. I wondered if he saw any color anymore.

				“Have you ever heard the tales of the Awakeners?” He finally asked.

				“I…think so. They’re shaman from the northlands, right?” I paused for a moment, then remembered. “Oh! Yes, I remember the elders talking about them. Silver foxes with the death’s head painted over their fur. They commune with the spirits of the afterlife and raise the dead.” 

				I blinked, suddenly. “You weren’t—”

				“No,” Puck laughed. “I assure you, the white in my fur is real. I don’t have to paint myself up and depend on theatrics to ‘heal’ people…I go about it the old-fashioned way.”

				“Our elders seemed to think their healings were real,” I said, mildly disappointed. “The tales aren’t true?”

				“They make for good stories, and the healings were real,” Puck assured me. “But they weren’t quite as mystical as the ‘Awakeners’ made them out to be. Silver foxes like to think highly of themselves, so…it got blown out of proportion.”

				He went back to sorting for berries, continuing. “What was actually happening was a tragic misunderstanding that unfortunately cost a lot of lives before a few clever shaman realized what was going on. They shouldn’t have intentionally misled the tribes, but…the end result was the same, so I suppose they did no harm.”

				He held up a berry. This one seemed mottled, black fading to green near the stem.

				“In their ripened state, these berries aren’t terribly dangerous; they’re just sedating. The wolves knew of their calming properties, that’s why they would only drink them after a hunt. I don’t know how the blood recipe happened, I think they just liked the combined taste. I’ve had it once or twice myself…it’s not bad,” Puck admitted. “But look closely. Do you see how this one’s not entirely ripe?”

			

			
				“I’m amazed you can tell,” I murmured.

				He only smiled. “I’ve been picking these for many years. You have to be very careful not to ingest the unripened berries; the toxins in them are far more potent than when ripe. The wolf tribes weren’t as careful as I am, of course, and over the years there were many, many deaths. It took a very clever shaman from the tribe now known as the ‘Awakeners’ to fully understand what was happening…and it’s honestly fairly terrible and tragic.”

				“The berries don’t kill,” he continued quietly. “Not even when they’re entirely green. But the toxin is strong…very strong. It induces a deep sleep in which the body shuts down almost entirely. The heart barely beats, the body grows fairly cold, they breathe so shallowly as to be beneath notice to any but the most diligent of ears. It resembles, in most ways…death…”

				I sucked in a breath. “They were assuming their people were dead, when—”

				“—they were merely asleep.” Puck nodded. “The sleep is long, but anyone who ingests the berries will wake from it eventually. Unfortunately, it is custom in the north to bury the dead the following day, lest predators come for the corpse. The wolves were burying their own people alive, and they didn’t realize it. When the Awakeners came along and performed their rituals over the ‘dead’, and people began to come back to life, naturally, the tribes were amazed. But the reality was far more sad than spiritual.”

				“I take they explained to the wolves what had been causing it?”

				“Yes. They did that at least. I wouldn’t have misled them about the state of their comrades, but it hardly matters anymore. The wolves no longer eat the berries, and the ‘deaths’ have stopped.”

				“So why are you picking them?” I asked curiously.

				“Ransom uses a paste we derive from them in his traps,” Puck said, snapping off one last ripened berry and standing. “Like I said, the ripened berries are a good sedative. They don’t exactly put the game to sleep, but they make them more sluggish and less likely to fight the trap. And unlike the unripened ones, they taste pleasant, so we can smear the paste on the bait, and most game won’t notice it.”

				“Do you ever use the unripened ones?” 

				Puquanah paused, his tail twitching. Then he started padding off, murmuring, “No. Too dangerous.”

				I followed him back to Jack’s cabin, knowing immediately when I spotted fresh tracks in the snow that both Ransom and Jack had returned. What’s more, I could smell meat smoking. My stomach rumbled again in anticipation. 

				 By the time I made it inside the door, I was salivating. Ransom and Jack were already eating, so Puquanah and I joined them immediately. Jack had brewed a tea sweetened with honey that he’d made for me the night before, and I hardly put my cup down the entire meal. Conversation was light and mostly came from Jack, who was again talking about one of his mules. They seemed to be one of his favorite subjects; he’d named all of them and was clearly very attached to the beasts.

			

			
				“We’re gonna need one’a your mules. A molly,” Ransom said around a mouthful of food.

				“Then I’m gonna need the rest o’them beaver pelts,” Jack replied, smiling with his one good tooth.

				Ransom smacked a palm on the table, rattling the old cups. “Oh come on, man…that’s robbery. You’ll get triple what that mule’s worth outta’ those skins.”

				“If I can get ‘em over the mountain.” Jack waved a hand. “They ain’t worth a damned thing ‘ere on the trail.”

				“We both know you got the connections to get all my skins sold, y’viper.” Ransom gave an annoyed snarl. “Yer kickin’ a man while he’s down.”

				“Market demand. Y’ain’t gonna get a better deal from…ah, wait. Ain’t no one else, is there?” Jack chuckled, smoking his pipe. “It is what it is, ‘yote. Take it or leave it.”

				Ransom gave a long, frustrated growl. “…fine. But my pick. The last one you sold me was dumb as mud. Wandered off the lead an’ got ‘erself eaten.”

				“Always tie a double lead,” Jack said tapping the table with a claw. “Ain’t my fault if you don’t take care o’your beasts proper.”

				“Mnnh.” Ransom grunted, pushing himself up with one palm on the table. He stretched his back for a few moments, then looked to Puquanah, who was still finishing his dinner.

				Puck seemed to realize after a moment or so that Ransom’s gaze was on him. His ears first tipped up, then he turned his muzzle to face him. 

				“What…“ Puck queried.

				“Let’s go pick our mule.” Ransom gestured to the door.

				“This…this late?” The fox asked, confused. “It’s getting dark.”

				“I want to leave in the morning. I need to start getting our things ready to go, which means I need to start readying the sled.”

				“Wait, we’re leaving?” I interrupted. “But—”

				“Always been the plan to leave, darlin’.” Ransom turned his gaze on me. “Ain’t right to infringe on Jack’s hospitality any longer.”

				“Oh, I haven’t minded the company,” Jack said jovially.

				“That bein’ said. We gotta git movin’ along.” Ransom glanced back down at Puck. “Fox?”

				“Alright, alright.” Puquanah sighed, grabbing one last piece of meat and quickly drinking the rest of his tea before he hopped off his stool and started throwing on his cloak. Ransom handed him his walking stick, and they began to head for the door.

			

			
				“We’ll be back in a bit,” the coyote called over his shoulder. 

				“Don’t be gone too long,” I cautioned. “It’s getting dark, and the Dyre might be out.”

				“We’ll be fine.”

				Ransom ushered Puquanah out the door and slammed it behind him, and I gave Jack an odd look. The old cat only shrugged, laughing hoarsely, “Don’t ask me. Always in a hurry, that’un. I’m guessin’ he wants to get to the God’s Maw right quick.”

				“The God’s Maw won’t be the best place to winter,” I said with a soft sigh. The area was a distant little sliver of the Valley, near where the woman’s “head” and “body” met. The mountains near there were often sheer-faced and rocky, and the storms would roil down and get trapped between the walls, ensuring the snow was deep and treacherous. And from what I’d heard…unstable. We’d dealt with avalanches from time to time in my village—we did live on the side of the mountain—but we had the walls and most falling snow was a minor event. We’d seen entire pieces of the God’s Maw turn from white to black overnight from my town. And if we could see the mountains shedding their snow from so far away, I shuddered to think how bad it must have been up close.

				The river flowed near there, I was fairly certain. That at least would be good. And the winter hunting might have been good, since it was so far from any other tribes I knew of and nowhere near the trail. I suppose it had its upsides.

				“Do y’want some more tea?” Jack asked, pointing towards my now empty cup.

				“Oh. Yes, I’d love that,” I said with a smile, reaching for the pot. 

				But Jack waved a paw at me, picking the pot up before I could. “Ain’t much left to infuse in there. Lemme get you a fresh mix.”

				I headed over towards the fire while Jack hobbled around near his shelves, mixing a new pot of his fragrant tea. I sat on the elkskin I’d been sleeping on, closing my eyes and letting the heat wash over me. And for the first time in a long while, I realized that I honestly felt comfortable. Safe. Less afraid.

				My eyes were closed, but I could smell and hear Jack as his uneven footsteps led him back over towards me, and I opened my eyes to see him hanging the new pot over the fire. Afterwards, he headed for his old, worn chair and settled in.

				“What’re you doin’ travelin’ with those two, anyway?” the old lion asked, giving a heavy sigh as he settled in. “Ransom ain’t exactly a gem amongst men. Young lady like you could do better. Or is it the fox?”

				“Neither.” I laughed. “We’re purely traveling companions. They happened upon me injured after…”

				“It’s alright, love,” Jack said in a soft, gentle tone. “I know what ‘appened to your tribe. Rourke’s a beast. It weren’t right. But I’m glad y’got out alive. Ain’t no shame in that.” He took a long drag from his pipe, blowing the smoke out his nose and mouth, “S’pose it’s lucky they happened upon you, then. Puck ‘specially, with his skills and all. You’re a lucky cat.”

			

			
				“I suppose I am,” I agreed sagely.

				The water had begun to ping inside the pot, suggesting it was boiling, so Jack went to go prepare my cup. While he was gone, I simply watched the fire, looking for Crow in the blackness of the burning wood. I wanted his guidance so badly right now. We were again to take off down the trail, and I wasn’t certain if I was just going further away from my goals.

				Not that I had much of a choice. What else could I do? Remain with Jack?

				I suppose that was an option, albeit not one I was certain would get me any farther than remaining with the two men. And I didn’t want to abandon Puquanah.

				No, I had to remain with them. 

				 “Here y’are, darlin’.” Jack leaned over my shoulder with my new cup. It smelled sweet and fragrant, and I could tell as soon as I saw it that he’d given me extra honey. I smiled, blowing on it for a few moments before I began to drink.

				“I think I could live on this,” I said contentedly, closing my eyes again as the heat of the fire warmed my body.

				Jack laughed. “Ah think you’d need a bit of meat here and there, but it is one’a my favorite drinks too. It’s that leaf plus the honey…somethin’ about it.”

				“It’s really sweet.” I smiled, sipping. 

				“Well, you enjoy, lovely,” Jack said quietly from his chair.

				And then oddly, the old cat fell strangely silent. The only sounds in the room were the popping of the fire and the always-evident creaking of the old cabin as the wind buffeted the logs. I sipped my tea, let the heat seep into my body, and enjoyed a few minutes of the calming quiet, but eventually I felt my eyelids growing a bit heavy and yawned. A little too quiet and calming, I suppose. I glanced at Jack. He blinked, surprised I suppose by my sudden turn towards him.

				“Would you tell me another story, Jack?” I asked, forcing back another yawn. Normally the old cat was more than happy to chat my ear off.

				“If y’want,” the mountain lion said, scratching at the back of his neck and leaning forward. 

				“Why didn’t you ever marry?” I suddenly asked. I figured it was as good a conversation starter as any, and Jack had told me in passing a few nights ago that he hadn’t, when we’d been talking about his youth.

				“Ah…well…” He leaned back, giving a long sigh and settling a thick palm over one knee. For a moment I wondered if I should have asked; he looked oddly vulnerable. Uncertain. And it was hard to tangle Jack’s tongue.

				“Thassa bit complicated, I s’pose,” he finally stated. “I ain’t ever got on well with women, for one.”

			

			
				I gave a soft smile, my eyes still drooping a bit, the warmth of the fire and the full meal in my belly trying to convince my body it was time to turn in. I didn’t want to sleep until Ransom and Puck returned though, so I pushed it aside.

				“I like you, Jack,” I said, prompting a mild smile from the mountain lion. “I find it hard to believe no other woman has.”

				“I’ve tried cleanin’ up my act…drinkin’ less…bathin’,” Jack said, as though the last was an overwhelming chore. I giggled, and he smirked again. “But y’know…in th’end, I just ain’t ever been a tall, strappin’ warrior, and I ain’t rich enough for women t’overlook that, I s’pose. Hard to convince a female to live a life on the trail, movin’ from place t’place when I was younger. Harder still to convince a woman to live here, now’at I’m old, crippled, an’ fat.”

				I only nodded towards the end of his words. Honestly, some of what he was saying was starting to blur together, and it was getting harder to keep my eyes open. When had I gotten so tired?

				He was silent for a few moments, and this time the silence made my eyes sink down entirely. Then I heard his voice, low and rough. “…’ven you…darlin’.”

				“Hnnh?” I shook my head, forcing my eyes open. I saw him staring at me for a few moments, before my vision began to slip again.

				“You wouldn’t spare time for old Jack. Not unless you was gettin’ somethin’ out of me,” he said, his voice sounding like it had a resonance to it now. A low growl, which couldn’t have actually been there.

				A pang of panic hit me at that point, and I forced my eyes open. No. No, no, no…this wasn’t right…I wasn’t just tired.

				I couldn’t keep my eyes open. Something was wrong with me.

				I felt my body swaying, the warm air around me falling away, and suddenly all of it on my left side was replaced by the cold floor. I could feel the wooden boards, the impact as I collapsed upon them. My head throbbed for a moment…I’d bumped it.

				“…Jack—” I managed, my vision spinning as I tried to force myself to stay in the waking world.

				I heard the weight of the heavy man’s body shift up out of the chair, and then his uneven footsteps as he came near me. His shadow fell over me, and it terrified me that I couldn’t see what he was doing.

				“Go to sleep, darlin’…” he said quietly. 

				I began to slip slowly towards darkness. I felt my body falling out from beneath me, my mind feathering at the edge of consciousness. I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer, and before long, I felt my breathing slow.

				That’s when Jack began to speak again. And it sounded to me like the words weren’t meant for me, but for himself. Almost introspection. 

			

			
				“Ah hate…thatta had to do this,” he said quietly, “…but you said y’liked me, and I know thassa lie. Woman like you would never give yer affections to a man like me.”

				My head was swimming in an unnatural exhaustion, compelling me every second to slip into the blackness. I fought it with every ounce of strength I had, trying to push strength back into my body. But whatever was doing this to me, it was winning.

				“You said you was fond of me?” Jack’s words filtered through my consciousness, their implications slithering through my body like a snake. “Well…ah’m gonna make an honest woman of you then. Don’t worry, though. I’ll be good t’you. I’d never hurt you, sweet thing.”

				At that point, his thick hands clapped over my upper arms and hefted me from the floor…and I felt the surge of outrage I needed. 

				I swiped a paw out and raked at his face. I barely saw where I hit, but I felt my claws catch in fur and tear. Jack cried out in shock—probably assuming I’d been asleep—releasing me and stumbling back. My body crumpled, my knees striking the floor hard, the pain shooting through my nerves and making me nauseous on top of still fighting to remain conscious.

				But the pain helped. It shocked my body away from the brink, and I finally forced my eyes entirely open. My vision was still spinning and blurry, but vaguely I caught sight of Jack’s fallen, heavy figure as he scrambled to grab the edge of his table with one hand, his other clutching at his face. I saw and smelled blood.

				I wobbled unsteadily on my knees, trying to summon the strength to get to my feet. Start running for the door. Stumble out into the cold night, heedless of how poorly dressed I was for the weather…run until I found Ransom and Puck.

				But those were all just plans I was imagining. I couldn’t even get up off my knees. It was a miracle I was still awake at all; every second, sleep continued to try to claim me. And I knew I was fighting a losing battle.

				Jack was cursing madly in the Otherwolf tongue and saying several things I couldn’t understand. I leveled my gaze at him, only catching sight of him between blinking. It was like a macabre, terrifying dream. He gave a deep growl, sounding for the first time like a real lion.

				“I would never have hurt you!” He groaned in pain, blood seeping out between his fingers. “I just wanted t’know a woman again! Why did you hurt me?”

				I thrust my hand up onto the table edge, grabbing at it desperately for any kind of lifeline. I wasn’t even sure what I was looking for.

				But at that moment, all of my attention went back to Jack. Because the old lion had gotten to his feet unsteadily, and was clumsily grabbing at something hanging from the wall. His rifle.

			

			
				He was two feet away from me, and I could barely move. I knew in that moment I had a choice. I could be a victim for whatever the man had planned for me…and I couldn’t know what that would be…or I could defend myself.

				It wasn’t a matter of right or wrong in that second. I just reacted.

				Desperately I grabbed at the wooden block on the dinner table until my fingers shakily closed around the heavy wooden hilt of one of Jack’s knives. 

				The mountain lion hefted the thundering weapon down from the wall and stepped towards me.

				And the moment the man’s bulk was looming over me, I thrust the blade upwards into his gut. It slipped into the old lion’s soft midsection far more easily than I ever would have imagined, the well-sharpened blade sliding up inside him until he stumbled back, taking it with him. I released the hilt and fell back in shock, my paws now wet and warm with blood as I pressed them down against the floor, trying to keep myself up.

				 Jack gave a strangled, surprised noise, glancing down for a moment at the hilt protruding from his midsection and the crescent stain of blood now seeping out onto his old cotton shirt. He looked down at me for what felt like an eternity, then said one hoarse word that made little sense to me.

				“Shi…vah…” he uttered in an exhalation of breath.

				I gulped in air, the horrific scene succeeding in keeping me awake, if barely. Everything was happening in flashes. One moment, Jack was standing, staring down at the blood bubbling up out of his gut…the next, there was a loud, resounding thud and he’d fallen on the floor, moaning and retching in pain.

				I collapsed onto my back as well, knowing I could no longer fight the darkness seeking to claim me. I wasn’t certain if the wound was bad enough to stop Jack from whatever he’d intended, but I could do no more.

				Darkness claimed me.
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				I don’t know how long it was until I was awoken. It could have been several minutes or several hours later. I felt the vague sensation of cold washing over my body then the warped, murky noises of frantic voices, like I was hearing them speaking from underwater.

				Strong hands grabbed my shoulders and shook. I tried to thrash against the man, terrified it was Jack seizing me again, but all I managed was to kick my feet. Then something cracked against my face, and I was certain I was going to die.

				But all it did was sting my cheek. It also succeeded in shocking me fully awake. The blur before me slowly solidified into a canine face—Ransom, I realized—who was raising his palm to strike me again. He must have noticed I’d awoken at that point, though, because he dropped his hand immediately and slid it beneath my back instead, hefting my body entirely up off the floor.

			

			
				“She’s alive!” he called out over his shoulder, and I couldn’t help but hear the relief in his voice. It was strange, but out of everything happening around me, that caught my attention.

				“Gods…he’s not going to be if I can’t stop the bleeding…” I heard from near the table—, from Puck, I realized. He was kneeling beside the crumpled form of Jack, digging quickly through his pack with one hand while his other pressed against the cat’s bloody midsection, over the wound.

				“…Puck…” I croaked, my feet scrabbling for purchase against the floor as Ransom lifted me.

				“‘Ey, sweetheart.” Ransom snapped his fingers in my face, forcing my attention on him. “Eyes here. Let me see.” His yellow orbs stared into mine for a moment, before he gave a disgusted snarl. “Yeah, she’s drugged. Bastard…”

				“Ransom, I need your help!” Puquanah insisted. “Please. I checked her already. She’s not injured. Jack is. I need you to apply pressure while I figure out how to bandage this.”

				I heard Jack moaning, although he sounded far weaker now. At least he was still alive. I tried to pull away from Ransom, and he let me down. I wobbled on my feet, but I felt the coyote steadying me from behind. He was being strangely silent now…and didn’t seem to be heading to Puck’s aid either. 

				“Ransom, please!” Puck called out again, still staunching the blood with one paw while he sifted through his things with the other, clumsily going through his medicine pouch with his bloodstained paw. 

				I looked down on the scene for a few moments, uncertain and horrified. The reality of it all was slamming down on me, and I didn’t know how to feel. What felt like just a few moments ago, I’d been sitting with Jack, enjoying another pleasant story from the old mountain lion. I’d felt happy, content…safe…

				I didn’t even know what Jack had intended for me. It couldn’t have been terribly innocent, or he wouldn’t have drugged me. But the fact that he drugged me instead of attacking me probably meant he’d been honest about what he’d said—that he hadn’t meant me any harm. At least not what he thought of as harm. He’d probably hoped I wouldn’t even remember it, or he’d have Puck and Ransom to contend with.

				The rifle was still lying on the floor beside him. Had he been intending to shoot me? I’d seen Ransom load his gun before. It had to be before firing. Jack’s wasn’t. Had he picked it up just to scare me? To fend me off? I had attacked him with my claws. 

				In that moment I’d stabbed him, I’d not considered any of this. But now he was lying there, possibly dying, and I was terrified he would. It would be by my hand. 

				I’d never killed anyone before. And I’d thought the only life I’d ever take was Methoa’s. This wasn’t supposed to happen.

			

			
				I shakily stepped forward and headed towards Puck, trying to steady myself on the table as I knelt down beside him. The fox was making a valiant effort to stop the old cat’s bleeding alone, but he needed help, and Ransom had still not made a move. I heard him behind us, unshouldering his pack and rifle, but he certainly wasn’t rushing over here to help.

				“What can I do?” I asked shakily.

				“Put both of your paws over the wound and apply pressure,” Puquanah said gratefully, pulling his own paw up and guiding mine to replace them. “And give me a few moments. We’re going to need alcohol and a boiled rag to clean the wound, then something from the fire. If it’s bad enough we may need to cauterize, but I need to see the extent of the internal damage first. I don’t think the knife sunk through the fat to his organs, but he can still bleed to death, so…” He stood, grabbing blindly along the table for something, presumably a pot, since that’s what he settled on. He already seemed to have found a rag and a small waterskin from his medicine bag.

				“Let me go boil the water,” he began to place his things out on the table in an organized line, like I’d seen when he treated me. “You keep—”

				The fox’s ears turned backwards, and his whole body suddenly went rigid, the fur along his shoulders, back, and tail flaring up, and he whirled around, putting a bloody hand out and screaming, “No!” I tried to turn to see whatever it was he’d heard, but all I caught was the snap of something metallic and a whiff of burning embers, and then an earth-shattering sound cracked through the room right over my head.

				I cried out and clapped my paws over my ears, everything going silent save a distant ringing. My head shook, my teeth even felt like they’d vibrated, and for a brief second I thought I might pass out again. It was like thunder had walked through my mind. 

				The room had grown smoky, but as the haze began to clear, I saw precisely what I’d feared. Ransom, holding his rifle. And it was pointed over my head, directly at…

				My eyes swept down the barrel, and then I had to look away. There was almost nothing left of Jack’s face. Just blood. So much blood.

				I tried to say, “Why?” But I could barely hear my own voice. Puquanah was pinned back against the table, yelling something at the coyote. He looked similarly horrified, and he couldn’t even see what I could see.

				He must have known just by the smell. I wish I didn’t know this, but the inside of someone’s head…it just had a very particular scent. You never forgot it.

				As my hearing slowly began to return to me, Ransom blew the embers off the top of his thundering weapon and placed it down on the table. His expression was still maddeningly calm. Dark and somewhat angry…but calm.

			

			
				“How could you?” I thought I’d yelled, but it had been Puck. The fox had a paw clapped partially over his muzzle, his pale eyes wide, staring at nothing.

				“Just finished what she started,” the coyote stated coldly, shoving a hand into his pocket and fishing out a cigarette.

				“You shot him!” the fox exclaimed, the words partially muffled by his palm.

				“Had to be sure,” Ransom muttered, heading to the fireplace.

				“I could have saved him!” Puck said desperately. “He could have lived! We could have—”

				“What, Puck?” Ransom finally snarled, turning around to address the fox finally. “We could have what? Nursed ‘im like you did her? Fer months? In the winter?” He sat down heavily on a stool near the fire, leaning down to light the cigarette, then brought it to his muzzle. “An’ I’m sure old Jack would’ve been right grateful for the help, huh? Wouldn’a held a grudge or nothin’. What were we gonna do, Puck? Take care of ‘im and watch our back…fer however long it took him t’recover? Then what?”

				The fox went silent, dropping his head, his ears drooping. 

				“I told you that cat couldn’t be trusted!” He yelled to me. “What’d I say?”

				The haze I’d been so consumed by was slowly but surely beginning to slip away, but it was in that moment that I really felt some of my strength return. And I used it.

				“You brought us here!” I said hoarsely. “For your poison water and tobacco! I-I didn’t know this man. He was being good to me; how was I to know he’d—”

				“Drug you an’ try’n rape you?” the coyote stated bluntly. 

				“I don’t know what he intended to do,” I rasped, looking down and swallowing back bile.

				“Oh, we all know what he intended, darlin’,” Ransom said in a black, humorless tone. “But if it makes y’feel better to think the best o’people, you go and do that. I just sorta’ assumed you had a damn good reason for stabbing the man is all.”

				I put my hands to brow, closing my eyes. Slowly I sunk back down onto the floor until I was kneeling again, and there I remained. I was still so exhausted…so dizzy. Drugged. I’d been drugged.

				The tea. Gods.

				The cabin was eerily silent for a long while. The reek of blood was everywhere now; it would probably not leave the cabin for weeks. It overwhelmed even the scents of the herbs and the fire.

				“I never wanted to kill him,” I said at length, in a whisper.

				“Then you shouldn’t have picked up a weapon.”

				The coyote’s statement was simple, cold, and to the point. I wanted to defend myself. Wanted to make an excuse. I’d been drugged. I’d been desperate. I’d been confused. I hadn’t known what else to do.

			

			
				But I’d consciously made the decision. I couldn’t lie to myself. I hadn’t questioned myself at the time; I’d known what I was doing. I had gone for one of the knives in particular, because I’d remembered they were there on the table. Because my claws hadn’t been enough.

				 Ransom took a long drag of his cigarette and leaned his elbows on his knees, leveling that long stare across the room at me.

				“When you pick up a weapon, girl,” he said in a low tone, “when you use that weapon…you’ve made a choice. You’re acceptin’ the fact that you’re willing to kill someone at that moment. And you’d damn well better be ready for the consequences.”

				“He could have lived,” I said again, quietly, finally looking at the crumpled old mountain lion’s body.

				“He could’ve languished. In pain. Fer months. Durin’ a cold, hard winter in th’middle of nowhere when we’re gonna have enough troubles t’deal with. I ain’t puttin’ mine and Puck’s lives on the line to protect a crippled, dyin’, old cat because you couldn’t make up yer damned mind. You gutted him, girl.” He flicked the remnants of his cigarette into the fire, leveling a hard stare at me. 

				“You want to learn how to kill? You really committed to that ‘vengeance’ o’yours? Here’s lesson number one.” He stood slowly, regarding the old cat for a few moments before flicking his eyes back to me. “Uncertainty ain’t got no place in killin’. If you pull your weapon, you’d best be prepared to finish the job. It’s cruel t’leave your prey sufferin’.”

				“He wasn’t prey. He was a person!” I exclaimed angrily. Whether the anger was at Ransom now or at myself, I wasn’t sure.

				“Killin’ is killin’,” the coyote snapped. “You wanna call it ‘murder’ instead of ‘huntin’, you be my guest. But that’s just a nicety. You’re still endin’ a life, and I’ve known too many shitty people to believe tha’ just because we walk and talk we’ve got any more right to live than the beasts we hunt do. You had a choice, girl.” 

				He pressed a palm down on the table, his arm going taut as he leaned over it and looked down to me. “You coulda’ let Jack do whatever he was plannin’ to you and been a nice, submissive li’l doe ‘bout it. Would’ve been the less messy way out. Would’ve been the docile thing t’do. An’ old Jack would still be alive, and no one but you’d be the wiser that you traded yer dignity for a few good meals and some campfire stories.”

				I began to shake, my eyes unable to look away from Jack now. But Ransom didn’t stop.

				“But you didn’t do that. You fought,” he growled. “And fightin’ ain’t clean. It ain’t pretty. Most times it don’t even leave you feelin’ good afterwards. There ain’t much satisfaction in it fer decent people…that’s why there’s so many bad men who’re good at it. They’re th’only ones who keep at it.”

				“Men like you?” I snarled.

			

			
				“Yeah, sweetheart,” he stated coldly. “Men like me. And you’re gonna run into a lotta men like me if you wanna be a killer. So you’d best get used to how this feels…and you’d best finish the job on your own next time. Cause I ain’t always gonna be around to clean up your messes.”

				I refused to look at him. I simultaneously hated him because he was wrong and because he was right. I loathed the thought that killing came so easily to him, that he could end Jack’s life like that without a second thought, just because keeping him alive would have been inconvenient.

				But he was right. Keeping ourselves alive through the winter would be hard enough. Nursing Jack would have been impossible, and he may have died of his wounds anyway. And the bastard had deceived and drugged me already. He couldn’t be trusted.

				It would have been easier if he’d just died as soon as I’d stabbed him. Would I still have regretted my split-second decision? Most certainly. But dragging out one frantic moment in time into a long, bloody, complicated tangle was piling a disaster on top of a disaster.

				The warriors had never said killing was this complicated. Difficult, requiring of skill and practice, but not so…messy. I should have felt righteous right now. A man had attempted to force himself on me, and this time I’d defended myself. I should have felt liberated.

				Instead I felt disgusted. Disappointed. Uncertain. And in the end, I hadn’t even been the one to kill him.

				“Jack shouldn’t have crossed you,” Ransom murmured from where he was leaning against the table. “He did. He underestimated you, and he paid the price. Pat yerself on th’back for comin’ out on top…and move on.” 

				The tall coyote straightened up slowly, his eyes sweeping the room. “And help me root through this place fer whatever’s valuable. I dunno if the old man had much on him worth taking tha’we haven’t traded fer already, but at least I’ll git my skins back.”

				Puquanah suddenly gave a sharp, angry exhalation of breath and shoved himself up, grabbing at his cloak with a bloody paw and throwing it over his shoulders, stumbling past a chair as he hurried towards the door.

				“Fox?” Ransom straightened up from where he was already digging through one of Jack’s chests. He dropped a pile of bound beaver pelts on the table then narrowed his eyes when the white fox flung open the door and stepped outside.

				“Puck!” the coyote called out, but the fox was already gone.

				My eyes swept down over Jack’s corpse, but I still couldn’t linger on the sight for long. Eventually, I knew I’d have to. I’d ultimately caused this. I refused to turn away from it forever just because it was unpleasant. I was going to have to either make peace with what had happened here, or have the humility to accept I’d made a terrible mistake. Neither would be easy. But I’d have to face one or the other eventually.

			

			
				Not right now though. Right now I was going outside to make sure Puquanah didn’t do something foolish. Even if I could barely walk.

				“Don’t you storm off now, cat,” Ransom warned from his corner as he knocked aside several bottles of Jack’s herbs in his plundering. “Old lion probably spiked yer drink with Len’sal. If you insist on stayin’ awake, you’re gonna have a rough time of it. Best not to wander.”

				“Puquanah is blind, and you let him go,” I said, wobbling as I stood.

				“I can’t control that damned fox when he’s bent on throwin’ a fit,” Ransom muttered. “Let ‘im be. He’ll get over it. He always does.”

				“One of us here needs to at least try to be a decent person, Ransom,” I snarled, unsteadily making my way towards the door.

				“Oh no, darlin’. You ain’t that. Not anymore,” Ransom remarked with a dry chuckle, popping a cork from a brown glass jug and taking a long swig of whatever foul mixture was inside. He held it up to me, canines visible as he said, “Yer a killer now. Welcome to the dark side o’survival.”

				I yanked the door open and burst out into the night, leaving the coyote, his words, and the corpse of the man I’d stabbed behind me, welcoming the frigid cold winds as they washed over my fur, blowing off some of the reek of what I’d left behind in the cabin.

				I dropped my head, closing my eyes, and choked back a sob. I was too confused to weep over Jack’s death and too remorseful to feel triumphant. 

				I had to focus on the moment. Find Puquanah. Gods, my head was still spinning. All my body wanted to do was collapse into the snow and let sleep claim me again. 

				“It isn’t your fault,” a soft voice said from behind me.

				I turned quickly and to my relief saw that it was only Puquanah. He hadn’t gone far. He was leaning up against the exterior log wall of the cabin just a few feet away from the door, his cloak wrapped around him. The wind buffeted his soft, long, white winter fur, sending it splayed towards the right and flattening the ruff along his left cheek. His ears and tail were tucked back—I could barely see either—and his gaze was eerily straight forward. In the night, I suppose, he had no inclination of where to look at all; there wasn’t even any light or shapes to turn towards.

				I headed towards him and felt my foot crunch into a deep pocket of snow I hadn’t known was there. I barely maintained my balance; my body wasn’t responding the way it should have been. I felt Puquanah’s paw reach out to steady me by the shoulder, and I tugged my foot out to pad the remaining few steps towards him, leaning against the cabin beside him. I felt the fox lean against me, and after a moment I looped an arm around him.

				“Don’t listen to Ransom,” the fox murmured.

				“I haven’t been. I don’t intend to start,” I replied.

			

			
				“No one in their right mind could blame you for defending yourself,” Puck said quietly, but the sadness was evident in every word. “You did what you had to. And Jack would still be alive if not for…”

				I was silent for a time. Eventually, I dropped my head and responded quietly, “We don’t know that though. I didn’t realize how bad I’d…I was barely seeing what I was doing. I just…didn’t want him to touch me. And he had the rifle—”

				“You don’t need to defend yourself to me,” Puck insisted. “Jack poisoned you. I can smell the Len’sal.”

				“I don’t think he intended to hurt me. Just—”

				“Your body is not a commodity that men can trade for.” Puck turned towards me, ears tipped back, his brows lowered. “And I have no doubt that if he’d thought for a moment you were Ransom’s…wife…he’d have asked instead of just taking. Except he would have asked Ransom. Not you. Men on the trail act like feral animals, bartering flesh and life like you would…tobacco, or lamp oil! It’s disgusting. And you don’t have to stand for it. I knew we never should have trusted Jack. I tried to tell Ransom. But he doesn’t mind men like that, because—”

				His words fell off, and so did the expression half-buried beneath tufts of his thick fur, tossing in the wind. 

				“Because he’s just like them,” I finished for the fox.

				“He isn’t just like them,” Puck said weakly. “You don’t know him like I do.”

				I bit back any frustration or harsh words I would have had in response to that. It wasn’t my fault I didn’t know either of them as well as I would have liked to; they refused to be open with me. And no matter how many times Puck insisted Ransom was all bark and no bite, I’d seen a lot of bite. Tonight certainly being no exception.

				“I defended myself,” I said unsteadily, trying the words on for size to see if I believed them. “But”—I looked towards Puck—”Ransom shot Jack in cold blood. I don’t know…how to feel about what I did, and…I’m not even saying he was wrong, about what he said—”

				“It’s always wrong to treat life carelessly.” Puquanah spoke quietly. He trembled for a moment, then put his muzzle in his paws. “He doesn’t…he can’t…understand that. Something made him stop caring about life and death a long time ago, and he just…acts on instinct now. I don’t know how to put that understanding back into him. I don’t know if anything can.”

				Puck’s words were beginning to remind me of a riddle again, but between them was a statement that hit a chord inside me and briefly chilled me to the bone. Acts on instinct. 

				Was that not…what I’d done?

				It had felt so right to let go of my mind in that moment and succumb to the forces inside me that I knew could defend myself, without the complications my conscience brought into the mix. I was convinced it was the only reason that I’d managed to overcome Jack despite the drugs, the fact that I was half his size, and that I’d never wielded a blade against anyone before in my life.

			

			
				It was becoming harder and harder to feel morally superior right now. I swallowed, glancing down at the fox. He was the only innocent party here. I could see the pain in his features, and he’d never even been fond of Jack. He was honestly just hurting because someone had died. Or perhaps because we had been the ones to kill him. Or both.

				My reverie was broken by the sound of something crashing inside, as Ransom continued to toss through the mountain lion’s things. I saw Puquanah wince and held him a bit closer to my body. The small fox was still shaking.

				“Puck.” I said softly, “Do you want to leave here?”

				“What?” He asked, his ears quirking towards me, confusion evident on his features.

				“…Away from here. And Ransom,” I said. “I could…we could survive together, I think. I know the valley. We could head back to one of the villages, get some supplies—”

				“No!” Puck said suddenly, turning his white eyes up towards me. “No, I’m not going to just leave him. How could you ask me that? You’ve been with us for some time now, but Ransom is—”

				“Hurting you,” I stated. “And killing people. I’m not saying I’m not equally guilty here, but Puquanah…I’d never hurt you. And we’d be able to take care of one another.”

				“Ransom doesn’t do anything I don’t allow him to do,” the fox said emphatically. “When have you ever seen him hurt me?”

				“You’re limping now,” I said with a soft sigh. I hadn’t wanted to bring it up in all the chaos, but I could tell the fox had been hurt somehow the moment I’d seen him bolt outside. It wasn’t like his normal troubles with navigating the cabin, either. His whole gait was wrong.

				“I’m…” the fox stammered for a few moments, then blew out a hot breath into the cold air between us, running a paw up through the thick neck fur gathered around his hood. “I’m not hurt. Just…sore. I spent too much time in the woods today.”

				I closed my eyes a moment, willing away that familiar frustration. “Fine,” I murmured at length. “But Puck, at least take some time to consider it. I know we don’t know one another as well as you do him, but we could, and I could protect you too.”

				“And where would we go? On your vengeance quest?” the fox replied. “Don’t assume you know what’s best for me. Or him. You don’t understand.”

				“I’m not trying to tell you what’s—”

				“Yes you are,” Puquanah stated, and I almost stepped back. I’d never heard the fox so defensive before. Something I’d said had his fur on end, and the reaction startled me. “You think I’d be better off traveling with you than him. But you don’t know us. You don’t know our history or what’s between us. I care about him, and he needs me. You couldn’t understand it.”

			

			
				“I’d try if you’d just explain,” I said softly, trying not to anger him any further.

				“No. You wouldn’t. No one ever does,” the white fox snapped back. “And they aren’t just my secrets to tell. I’m not going to violate Ransom’s trust. And I’m certainly not going to abandon him.”

				“Alright,” I said, hunkering back against my side of the wall. I couldn’t bear another moment of Puquanah’s anger. It was upsetting in ways I couldn’t even describe. He was just such a gentle person; feeling his ire on me was thrice as heavy as it should have been. 

				That seemed to quell the conversation in its entirety. But I had no desire to go back inside the cabin, regardless of the cold. And apparently neither did Puck. So we stood beside one another in the cold night air, silence reigning. 

				Eventually, I leaned my head back against the old logs of the exterior wall. When I did, I felt something strange push against the back of my head, crumpling into my mane. Confused, I moved my head forward and reached behind my ear to extract the object.

				It was the lily. It had been in my mane this whole while, the petals now crushed and bruised.

				A fresh wave of sorrow washed over me. Jack…

				Why had the old man violated my trust? What had been in his mind? Had it really been as innocent as the need to merely touch a woman again? Or had it been far worse?

				The reality was I’d never know. 

				Something bit at the back of my mind. Something he’d said in the moments before he’d fallen to the floor. It still made no sense to me. I looked to Puquanah, and after a moment of indecision, spoke. I refused to be afraid to talk to the fox. He was my friend, the disagreements we’d had over the coyote not withstanding.

				“Puck.” I spoke quietly at first, getting his attention. “What…what does ‘Shivah’ mean?”

				Puquanah’s ears perked. “Where did you hear that?” he asked eventually.

				“Jack said it. To me before he…he fell,” I murmured.

				Puck seemed to digest that for a time before responding. “She is a goddess of the northern tribes. A female goddess of the lion tribes, whom the lionesses pray to when they wish to defend their cubs or their lands.” 

				He glanced my way, his eyes not focusing on mine, but seeming to take me in nonetheless, as though he were seeing something I was not. “She is a goddess of female wrath and ferocity,” he finally said, appearing to mull it over as much as I now was. “Perhaps…” He paused a moment then continued. “Perhaps in his final moments, Jack knew he’d committed a wrong…and was praying to her for forgiveness.”

			

			
				I took that in, trying not to consider that the man who now lay dead inside had in fact been attempting to beg the gods for forgiveness in his final moments.

				“Or perhaps,” Puquanah’s words interrupted my thoughts, “he saw her in you.”

				


			



			
				Chapter 6 Thin Ice

				“Shivah!” 

				My ears flicked towards the distant yell, and I gave a long sigh but elected to ignore my companion just a few moments longer. I blew out a puff of breath into the cold air, raising my bow once more and re-training my gaze on the distant snow hare burrow I’d been watching for nearly three hours now. My thighs ached, my calves ached, my arms were weary, and my stomach was complaining incessantly that I’d had nothing to eat or drink since the morning, but I was certain the animal was there, right at the entrance. I’d seen its nose poke out on at least ten different occasions now. I hadn’t put in all this time just to give up now. It had to come out sooner or later.

				It had to come out in just a few minutes, because very soon now, an obnoxious coyote was going to be coming my way, and he’d scare the beast back into its burrow for sure.

				I’d found this particular burrow several days ago and had been coming out here every day in the last few hours before dusk to keep vigil for the hare that lived inside. I’d determined by now that it was only one, but it was nice and fat and would make for a good meal. We’d been running so low on meat lately…a fresh kill would really lift spirits.

				Not to mention I hadn’t shot anything but trees and one squirrel for nearly a month now. To be fair, I’d only been using my bow for a month, but I hadn’t exactly taken to it as naturally as an otter to water like I’d hoped. I remembered being better with a bow in my youth…or at least I thought I did. I suppose being able to fire a bow at all, through the eyes of a child, warranted great pride.

				Of course, my lack of success might have also been due to the fact that we were now fully into winter, and game was scarce even in the God’s Maw. Its remoteness from the other tribes apparently didn’t make for any better hunting as I’d hoped. All we’d seen was the same small game I saw the hunters return with every winter in my own tribe. Except there were only two “hunters” in our strange little tribe, and I was one of them. Barely.

				Ransom was doing his part, and putting me to shame, bringing in at least two kills a week. Even if they were small, they were getting us by. But the dried rations were beginning to run low, a fact which the coyote reminded us of daily. They’d only dried and saved enough meat to make it over the pass, and only for two people. So now, not only was I responsible for their being trapped here, I was cutting into their stores as well. 

				It was hard not to feel guilty every hour of the day. I’d known, of course, that wintering here without a tribe or any means of trade was going to be difficult. How other loners like Jack had done it, I didn’t know. Ransom suspected he traded with other unknowns in the valley—mountain men and hunters, even ex-tribesmen—who chose to winter here for whatever reason. But his knowledge had died with him, and he’d been the last lifeline Ransom and Puquanah had in this valley, so now we were truly alone.

			

			
				I wish we’d at least been able to bury the old mountain lion. Time had numbed me to much of the guilt and pain associated with that night, but…that last regret, I held on to. It couldn’t be helped though. The ground was frozen. I insisted we construct a pyre, but that was all we could do. 

				Twice now we’d made the trip back to his cabin to bring back whatever more supplies we could carry and to feed his mules. If worst came to worst, we could slaughter them as well, but something about the idea seemed wrong to all of us. Even Ransom. Neither he nor Puck were particularly spiritual, but there was a certain amount of superstition between the three of us over angering Jack’s spirit. His land still smelled of him; it still felt of him…it was like he was there, even now. And he’d loved his beasts of burden. It would be the last violation, and I was certain if we did it, he’d haunt us forever.

				Still, if it came down to it, I wasn’t going to starve to death. We’d do what was necessary. But right now, I was trying to ensure nothing so desperate had to be necessary.

				Movement. My body stiffened, and I leaned up from my crouch achingly slowly. That was the key in stalking, I could hear the coyote saying. Slowly. Quietly. Move like falling snow.

				There it was—making its way out of its burrow, nose twitching, pushing the loose, fresh snow aside as it tentatively hopped out. It was the same color as the snow and nearly a village-width apart from me. The shot would have to cut through the trees. This was going to be hard.

				I was crouched in a blind I’d constructed from fallen pine boughs, with just enough footing that I could plant my paws the right width apart and pull back my bowstring without shifting any branches. Holding this position had been hard on my body, but it was all about to be worth it. 

				I couldn’t hear Ransom anymore, which was for the best. I leveled my shot, held it for just a moment to ensure the hare didn’t move…then fired.

				There was a small explosion of snow that obscured my vision for a few seconds, and my heart dropped when I realized that meant the hare had likely bolted. 

				But there was still always the chance I’d clipped it. I shot to my feet and leapt down the rocky embankment I was near, pulling another arrow as I ran. My eyes swept the white landscape between the trees for movement, but more importantly, I smelled the wind for blood.

				And as if by some miracle, there it was. The distinctive, coppery scent that meant we were having hare for supper. If I could find it…

				I could see the disrupted snow from where it had bolted, but for some reason, there was no blood there. Not even a spot. I followed the hare’s path through the fresh drifts for only a few feet, worrying now that it had somehow gone back underground…and then I heard a familiar voice.

			

			
				“B’hind you, sweet’art.” 

				I turned and saw Ransom leaning against a tree, picking at his teeth with a claw. Twenty or so feet away, I saw what he was referring to. My hare. And it wasn’t moving.

				I jumped twice through the snow towards the fallen creature and landed over it on my knees, pinning it down by the neck with one paw while I put away my bow and arrow with the other. I wasn’t going to let it get away now.

				Ransom chuckled. “Ah don’t think it’s goin’ nowhere.”

				I noted the arrow in its back and blew out a breath, nodding and slowly letting up my paw. It was indeed dead. A smile crept over my face slowly, and I swear I nearly wagged my tail. I’d been spending too much time with a canine…

				“Good job.” Said canine tipped his muzzle at me. “Be good eatin’, and we need it. Put in a lot of work on this one, huh?”

				“I did,” I agreed, gripping the shaft of the arrow and slowly wiggling it out.

				“Well, you been gettin’ a lot better a’this,” I heard Ransom say as I gleefully claimed my prize. “Honestly. Didn’t expect ye’d learn so fast.”

				“This is only the second critter I’ve managed to shoot. In a month,” I pointed out as I finally plucked the arrow out.

				“Still. Takes most a year’or more just t’learn how to fire an’ aim a good shot. You were hittin’ targets in the first few weeks.”

				“Not moving targets,” I muttered. “And why are you talking me up all of a sudden?” I asked, almost laughing. “I’m feeling pretty good right now on my own…”

				I trailed off as I got a better look at the arrow in my hand. I’d been planning to clean the head and stow it, but something was wrong. More appropriately, something was different. The shaft was too long, and the fletchings were made from goose feathers.

				I let the arrow drop into my lap, my shoulders slumping. Ransom sighed from where he was leaning on his tree.

				“…y’been huntin’ that damned hare for three days now. I only lined up a shot in case y’didn’t hit.”

				“And I didn’t,” I murmured, crestfallen.

				“‘Ey, y’scared it right my way. It was a team effort.”

				“Don’t. Just stop,” I muttered as I stood, picking the hare up with one paw and thrusting it out towards the coyote as I trudged past him. He took it from me then leaned down to pick up his arrow.

				“Whattya want from me, girl?” the canine barked at me as I strode back towards where I’d shot, to find my actual arrow. I retrieved it eventually, buried in the snow near where the hare had bolted from.

				Ransom came up behind me, continuing, “I was only tryin’ t’make y’feel better. Don’t matter who shot the beast. We all get t’eat.”

			

			
				“But I wasn’t the one who brought it down,” I said irately. “You did. Again. I didn’t even hear you stalking into firing range.”

				“Well you was payin’ attention to the hare,” he said pointedly.

				“A hunter must not become the hunted.” I reiterated one of his own statements, letting my arms fall to my sides heavily. “What if you’d been one of Rourke’s men? Or a pack of Dyre? I should be better than this by now. I want to be useful. I want to be a hunter in my own right.”

				“Y’could help Puck back at camp if y’wanna be useful.”

				“That’s all I do, all day.” I sighed, brushing the snow off my arrow. “There isn’t much to do there, Ransom. There’s only so much we can forage for, only so much we can maintain the site, and Puck’s got it pretty well handled. And we need food. I’m eating a third of your resources. I want to contribute a third.”

				“We’d be goin’ through less if you weren’t wastin’ so much energy tryin’ to hunt,” Ransom pointed out. Before I could fire back a reply, he held up his palms. “But I get it, a’ight? I understand.”

				“Do you?” I replied, frustrated. “You’re…capable. Useful. All I was ever ‘trained’ to do was weave, prepare food, and make babies.”

				The coyote got that long smirk. “Well…y’know…”

				“Don’t even,” I growled in a warning.

				“Y’know, I don’t think this’s about food or…payin’ your share at all,” Ransom said, crossing his arms over his lean chest, the hare still dangling from one hand. “I think yer still hung up on huntin’ down tha’husband o’yours, and you’re pissed y’ain’t a crack shot already. Huntin’…killin’…it don’t come easy like that, y’know. Just cuz y’broke the seal with Jack don’t mean you got the skill yet. Takes time.”

				“I don’t have time,” I murmured, putting my arrow away and standing. “As it is, Methoa and that otter’s band are two months ahead of us downriver. Honestly, I don’t know how we’ll ever catch up to him now.”

				“And that’s just eatin’ at you, ain’t it?”

				“Yes, it is,” I said bitterly. “Don’t gloat.”

				“I ain’t,” the coyote murmured, sounding oddly genuine. He shifted from one foot to the other and was silent a few moments then shouldered the hare, staring off into the mountains. When he spoke again, it was low and quiet. “I know wot it feels like t’chase yer tail fer years and years…”

				I was silent for a few moments, expecting more I suppose. But that was all he said. At length, I asked softly, “Any advice, then?”

				His eyes shot back down towards me, and he snuffed into the wind. “Yeah,” he muttered. “Give up while y’still can.”

				“You never did,” I pointed out.

				He gave a sharp-toothed smirk. “Yeah. An’ look at me.” He strode past me, reaching a paw out and tousling my mane like he knew I hated. 

			

			
				I gave a mostly playful snarl and shook the long fur back into place then bounded through the snow a few feet to keep pace with him. The man took long-legged strides, and I had to struggle to follow at the speed he so easily set, but I’d never complained about keeping up with him when we went out, and he never slowed for me. Like many of the other challenges he’d issued in training me over the last month, I saw it as just one more thing to overcome, and I suppose he respected that. Ransom was never one to make anything easy for me.

				Strangely, we got on better when it was just the two of us. When he was with Puquanah, I was reminded of his poor treatment of the fox, and I could less easily forgive him for that than for being hard on me. I also had a tendency to feel— I don’t know, exluded, I suppose—when the two of them were together. I recognized it on some level as jealousy. Strange though it was, there was a harmony there between the fox and the coyote, and the longer I spent with them, the more I saw it. I’d seen hints of it in the very beginning, but they’d been eclipsed by what I saw as reprehensible behavior on Ransom’s part. Which hadn’t diminished, he was still mean and mocking, but as for any real abuse…true to what Puck had told me, I’d yet to see any. It was entirely possible he really was just an unpleasant, dangerous man with a soft spot for the fox. And now, I suppose, me, but to a lesser extent. They still hadn’t truly let me in to their private world. I wasn’t sure why I cared so much, but I did.

				Was I seeking out a new tribe? It was a natural instinct I suppose. We bobcats weren’t like the wolves; we didn’t have that pack-mentality that would drive us mad if we went lone, but…perhaps I was lonely. I slept alone in my tent at night, which was perfectly comfortable and warm—Puquanah had seen to that—but…it wasn’t a longhouse full of my family. Not even a marriage hut.

				It was ridiculous for me to long for what I’d had before, of course. Methoa had been abusive and ultimately tried to kill me; his tribe had no love for me, and I’d had very few friends; and before that when I’d thought I was safe in the warm embrace of childhood with my family, I knew now that they’d had no real regard for me, or they wouldn’t have given me to the Anukshen when I came of age. At the very least, they would have questioned sending me to a man who’d killed his last several wives.

				Had I always been alone? It was painful to consider, but the more I thought about it, the more I began to wonder who in my life had actually ever really cared about me.

				Or loved me.

				This train of thought always led me right back to thoughts of my son. Which filled me with sorrow, then remembrance, then rage. 

				I shook my head, not wanting that darkness right now. With Methoa unreachable now, all those thoughts brought was helplessness and despair. And frustration. A lot of frustration. 

			

			
				“Y’alright, Shivah?” the coyote asked as we made our way back towards camp. It would be an hour-long hike, and my stomach was already growling with impatience.

				I glanced his way, sighing. “I can’t believe Puck told you about that.”

				The coyote chuckled. “It’s perfect though, y’gotta admit. Suits you. And you needed a name. Y’get all tangled up in knots when I call you ‘darlin’.”

				“You still do that.”

				“Well that’s all I had t’call you fer a month. What d’you expect? Y’wouldn’t give us your name.” He ducked under a low-hanging branch, waiting a moment for me to do the same and catch up before resuming his pace. “It is fittin’, though, don’t y’think?”

				“You’re just saying that because you think I’m some she-beast demon cat,” I muttered.

				“Ain’t that what you’re tryin’ t’be?” he countered.

				“I…no,” I said insistently. “I’d rather not cultivate an image of an avenging executioner just because—”

				“That’s what you’re tryin t’be?” he repeated, smirking.

				I glared at him. “Well,” I responded, “it wouldn’t do for my quarry to know my reputation, now would it? Better to be subtle.”

				Ransom laughed outright. “There y’go, girl! You are learnin’.”

				I jumped a fallen tree and stood on the moldering, crumbling bark for a few moments, my broad paws and sharp claws easily keeping me in place while Ransom navigated it a bit more clumsily, hefting one long leg over it first then the other. I have no doubt he could have jumped it at a run, but it was interesting to note I had him on agility and climbing if nothing else. At a flat run in an open space, I’m sure he’d best me, but no canine could beat a mountain cat in maneuvering over obstacles.

				“I’m grateful for the training,” I said as I hopped down. I was, and I didn’t mind him knowing. The few skills I’d managed to learn from the coyote over the last month were indispensable, and I’d not have been able to learn them on my own, at least not without considerable trial and error.

				“Yer welcome,” he said simply. “It ain’t much harder to take someone along when I go huntin’, so long as you stay back when I’m hot on game, and you been good ‘bout that.”

				“Well, I like to eat too,” I said. “And I know my stalking isn’t…all it could be yet.”

				“Give it time, you’ll surpass me on that fer sure.” Ransom dug around beneath his cloak for something, likely a cigarette. I know he’d been running low on them lately, but he lit at least one or two a day, usually after a hunt. “You cats are th’masters o’stealth. I just do the best I can. I ain’t nothin’ special at it though. Y’should see a real assassin in action…‘Course y’never do, ‘til it’s too late. That’s the point.”

				“You mentioned one travels with the otter…”

			

			
				“Shadow.” Ransom nodded. “Or at least, thas’all I know’m as. I’m sure that ain’t the name ‘is momma gave ‘im. Silver fox. I saw him once…sorta. Covers himself up, don’t like to be looked at. Bolted before I got a real good look, and he masks his scent so well it blends in with th’forest. So I can’t say I’d even know’im if I saw him face to face again.” He leaned his muzzle down to light his cigarette then tossed the little fire stick—he’d taken a lot of them from Jack’s place, said they were bits of wood with something called ‘phosphorus’ on them— into the snow, continuing his pace. “Bastard shot at me. Would’ve hit me if he’d been tryin’, but it was just a warnin’ to let me know I was his bitch, I guess. I only saw him later, when he decided t’make an appearance.”

				“What was Rourke—” I began.

				He held up a hand. “I don’t know, darlin’. I don’t know. I was just there t’trade. I wish I knew more about the damned otter to tell you, but I just don’t. I only know ‘im by reputation, and I’ve told you all I know.”

				I hung my head, watching my feet as they padded through the snow. I expected the conversation would end there, but oddly, Ransom did continue.

				“H…he’s big,” he said at length. “Enormous, even. Taller than me.” I balked, and he only nodded. “Not like an otter from up here. Don’t look much alike in th’face, either. Fur’s dark, save this…spotty white patch he got down ‘is chin and chest. Wears a lot of exotic furs and jewelry. Ring in ‘is nose, a lot of bands on ‘is arms. Word is he had a tribe, but it weren’t from up north. I don’t know the southlands as well, but I hear there used t’be a lot more otters like him down there.”

				“Used to?” I blinked.

				“Yeah.” His voice grew grim, as he murmured, “They didn’t…weather the Otherwolves invadin’ as well as some of us northerners did apparently. Near wiped out now. A lot of the southern tribes were. I don’t know why.”

				I swallowed, unable to imagine how that would feel. If I thought I was alone now…what if there were simply no bobcats or bobcat tribes left to find? What if what had happened to my tribe had happened to all of our tribes?

				“But…then why would he be perpetuating it?” I asked. “You said he works for anyone, destroys tribes for Otherwolves even.”

				 “I said I’d heard that,” Ransom corrected me. “And, honey, honest…I don’t know. Like I said, word was they used t’just be raiders. Thieves. But somethin’ went real wrong in that man’s head a while ago, and now they’re just murderers. I don’t know why. Sometimes men just go bad. Get angry. Get bitter. Get sick of tryin’ t’do good while the world is givin’ them nothin’ but bad. Or sometimes there ain’t no reason at all. They just like it.”

				I nodded. It was easier to believe every man had a reason for doing evil, that they’d all fallen because of wrongs done to them, that there had been something that built them towards terrible acts…that it wasn’t all random. But I’d seen first-hand that that wasn’t the case. Methoa’nuk had no legitimate reasons to do what he’d done to me and our child, save pure unadulterated selfishness and pride.

			

			
				“For whatever it’s worth, if you ever find ‘em…I hope you give ‘em hell,” Ransom said over his shoulder, flashing me a sharp-toothed smile.

				I tried to smile back. “I’ll try,” I replied. “But I don’t like my odds at the moment.”

				“Yer odds wouldn’t be good even if you had twenty years o’huntin’ under your belt. Rourke’s men aren’t soft, and he’s got a lot of ‘em. It’s quite the goal you set for yerself, darlin’.”

				“Speaking of which. Any luck finding your…’wraith lion’?” I asked, eager to be off the subject of Methoa’nuk and the otter’s band. The less I thought about it right now, the better.

				Ransom nearly stopped in his tracks, his body going stiff. But a moment later he was leaning down to push a tree limb aside that hadn’t exactly been blocking our path, pretending, I suppose, that was why he’d stopped. I didn’t question him.

				“No.” he said at length. “If the beast is here, I haven’t seen any sign. I’ve even been going up into the mountains, when I can find time…”

				“I know,” I murmured. “Puck worries.”

				“I know what I’m doin’.” Ransom blew out a breath. “But I ain’t gonna find that…monster…bein’ careful. Honestly, if it weren’t for the fact that I had to look after you two, I’d go higher, consequences be damned.”

				“Well then I’m glad we’re here,” I said, putting a paw up to lay it gently on his shoulder, while we walked. I didn’t expect the gesture would be reciprocated, but when he just shrugged me off, I frowned and fell behind him.

				I watched him stride ahead of me. Then, narrowing my eyes, I called out, “Why are you hunting her, Ransom?”

				This time the coyote really did stop in his tracks. He didn’t turn to face me though, and I didn’t move to be closer to him either. 

				“Why are you really hunting her?” I asked in a softer tone. 

				A few moments of silence, save the sounds of the forest, passed between us. When he finally turned to look my way, his eyes swept right past me towards the mountains. And there they remained for quite some time.

				“I s’pose Jack talked to you. I know Puck didn’t,” he said at length.

				“Jack only said it was something ancestral amongst your people. Like a rite of passing,” I said, wrapping my arms around my midsection and slowly padding towards him. His eyes never moved from the mountains. Something in his gaze was…eerie. Haunted.

				And familiar.

				“No. It ain’t that,” he said around his cigarette before spitting it out into the snow. “Just cuz I got the lineage don’t mean I give a damn about my tribal traditions. Hell, I didn’t even grow up a part o’it.”

			

			
				“I…” I paused then continued, “I know…obsession…when I see it, Ransom. I’ve found that talking with the both of you has…helped. Even my talk with you just now.”

				Ransom’s eyes flicked down to mine for a moment then back up to the mountain, the dying sunlight casting over his line of sight and shrinking his pupils to pinpricks in a sea of predatory yellow.

				“Obsession, hnh? Yeah, I suppose it is that.” He turned suddenly on one foot and began making his way off through the woods again at a brisk pace. I stumbled then hurried to keep up. He was going faster now than before.

				“Ransom, I’m sorr—”

				“I lost someone. In the mountains. These mountains,” the coyote suddenly stated, catching me off-guard. 

				I almost didn’t know what to say. I focused on just keeping up with his pace for a little while, stammering around a few sentences I planned out in my head then scrapped. I’d been waiting so long for one of the two men to open up…and now I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to be comforting, to share in our similar pain, or just to learn more about the man without having to push him into it. I hadn’t expected he’d just bluntly state something so personal in the same tone he’d use to announce he was taking a piss. But then again, this was Ransom. A sensitive man he was not.

				“Lost someone…to…this wraith lion?” I asked carefully.

				“I don’t know,” Ransom replied. “I don’t remember. Don’t remember much…of anythin’.” His tone fell lower, until it was barely above a growl. “‘ept that…beast. I remember the beast. Remembering seeing it…through the snow. Red eyes. It had red eyes. Like blood.”

				I struggled to make sense of what he was saying then gave a soft sigh, still following the man by foot if not his words. “I’m sorry,” I admitted. “I don’t understand.”

				Ransom blew out a breath. “I was fourteen. I think. Lost track at some point.” He looked down a moment, shoving a fallen log aside as he continued down the game trail. “I was in the mountains, hunting. With my cousin.”

				“Your cousin?” I blinked. “Not…your parents?”

				“No, I…I left my parents when I was eleven. Or ten. Can’t remember,” he murmured. “Left home. Never went back.”

				“Why?” I couldn’t help asking. We’d all left our families it seemed. I hadn’t had much of a choice in the matter, nor had Puquanah it sounded like. If Ransom had left home intentionally, that set him apart.

				He shrugged, but there was nothing casual about the gesture. His brows were drawn, and I could see the discomfort in his body. He was stiff…defensive. 

				“Nothin’ tragic,” he said. “M’father was a tribesman, but he went and married a domesticated yote woman, and my mom’d been raised in a town, so she wanted t’stay there. I grew t’realize I didn’t the older I got.”

			

			
				“I thought you liked the Otherwolf towns…”

				“To visit. To put my feet up.” He gave a derisive sniff. “But my pa…my pa’d been a warrior in our tribe. A hunter. When he moved into town, he became a sodding tanner. He didn’t even catch ‘is own beasts anymore, just paid real trappers an’ hunters. He was more worried about buildin’ a bigger house and plantin’ a garden than being in the wilds embracin’ his birthright. Bloody pathetic.”

				“It sounds like he was just trying to make a good life for you.”

				“Well it wasn’t th’life I wanted,” Ransom growled. “We were livin’ like Otherwolves. Like dogs. And I ain’t a damn dog. I’m a coyote. Somewhere along the line, my pa forgot that. He even gave me an Otherwolf name. So I’d ‘fit in’ better.” He spat in the snow. “My father’s name was Terith’osic. Should’ve been my name.”

				He sniffed the wind, smelling for the river, I suppose. We were coming up on it. “My cousin Dominick…he understood. We sorta’ grew up together; he’d come t’town when my father had, bein’ as both his parents were dead. He had ten years on me, but we were like brothers. ‘Cept he’d actually spent a few years in the tribe, and he didn’t forget ‘em like my pa did…even if my parents re-named him. He never forgot who he was.”

				“He started goin’ back to the tribe every year over the summers,” he continued, his voice gone low and almost hoarse. “I didn’t see ‘im much when I was young, but whenever he came back, he came back with game. They were teachin’ him there. His father ‘ad been a hunter too, and he wanted t’learn the old ways. He came back with his own bow one year, all painted up. Said he’d brought down a buck in a big hunt. I wanted to be him.” 

				He sighed. “‘Course my pa didn’t approve, but he couldn’t tell Dominick what t’do. He wasn’t ‘is son, and eventually he was old enough and he just…left. Came back every year between hunts, but only t’see me. Showed me trophies, told me about where he’d been…”

				“And one day,” he said, “I just left with him. Didn’t even wish m’folks well. I wanted outta there. I didn’t want t’be what my father was turnin’ into. It’s true what they say, y’know.”

				“About what?” I asked, quietly.

				“The Otherwolves,” he said. “How they used t’be real wolves? I’ve seen it m’self. How a man can change…get domesticated. Lose everything they once were. They’re gonna win eventually. Everyone’d rather be safe, fat, and complacent than live free. Every tribe, canines or no. We’ll all be Otherwolves eventually.” He shook his head. “But not me. I’ll drink their swill and use their guns; I’ll rut on their women and sleep in their beds, but it ain’t where I belong.” His eyes swept out over the treeline, across the mountains. “This is where we belong. Free an’ wild. Dominick understood that. Taught me everything I know. ‘Til…”

				I nodded in sudden understanding. “He’s who you lost in the mountains.”

			

			
				Ransom didn’t reply for a long while. When he did, it was strangely quietly for him.

				“I was fourteen…I was dyin’. It was so damned cold, and…I was bleeding…” He reached a paw up and slowly ran a the pad of his forefinger over the prominent scar down his muzzle. “Monster…on tha’ mountain. Took him from me.”

				“The Wraith Lion?” I asked quietly. “It killed him?”

				“D…don’t remember,” he murmured, almost inaudibly. “Don’t…don’t remember.” His gaze fell for a time before his eyes snapped back up to the skyline, sharp and intense once more. The sudden shift unsettled me.

				“I remember seein’ the beast though. I remember it…clear as day. Starin’ down at me…with them eyes. Most o’the days I spent gettin’ down the mountain were a blur, but I remember her.”

				“I don’t think finding and killing the animal will make much of a difference now,” I said as inoffensively as I could. “It might not have even been what killed your cousin. There’s a lot of dangers in the mountains…”

				“I don’t give a damn.” Ransom curled a lip. “I went up there with him, and I came down alone. Scales ain’t balanced. There’s a monster in them mountains, and it took somethin’ from me. I want my pound of flesh. And this’s never gonna be over ‘til I get it. Never,” he snapped.

				I went mute at that, not wanting to anger the man when he was so intense. It wasn’t that he frightened me in times like this; I just wasn’t sure what I could say that would be of any help. Perhaps I’d been wrong to ask all of this. Perhaps Puck had been right to keep silent. It was hard to look at Ransom as anything other than the man he wore on the surface. This was complicated— confusing—and even for a personal account, there seemed to be a lot of gaps. It didn’t sound as though the man was trying to keep anything from me, either. He honestly sounded confused. Vulnerability was not something I’d ever really seen in the coyote. Seeing it now wasn’t revealing; it was just…disturbing.

				Puck’s words from long ago drifted back into my thoughts. Pain. This was it, what he’d been referring to. It didn’t even seem like Ransom was entirely aware of it; the man’s reaction to almost everything was anger. But I could see it in his eyes and hear it in his voice, and it cast echoes inside me, calling back to some nameless stab of emotion I’d felt many times before.

				Something truly terrible had happened to this man in those mountains. He’d been young at the time; it was possible he honestly just couldn’t remember it. Or maybe he’d been injured as I had, and it had affected his memory. It was impossible to say.

				The wind buffeted my muzzle as we began to step out onto the outer banks of the river. Here the trees thinned out, the ground became rockier, and the air felt colder, likely because of the wind. I tugged my cloak up around my shoulders, looking out over the vast plane of ice that the river had become. The game trail specifically crossed here because the waters here were shallower, the river less wide, and it froze over for the longest amount of time each year, at least in this region. We’d had a few warm days recently, but I’d tested the ice earlier in the day when I’d come this way, and I’d been taking the same trail for nearly a week now with no issues. 

			

			
				Ransom stopped near the edge of the icy bank, sniffing the wind. He leaned forward and narrowed his eyes downriver for a few moments, looking at something I could not see.

				“What is it?” I asked.

				“…Nothin’,” he said at length. “C’mon.”

				He started out over the snow-covered ice, and I followed a body-length or so behind, my mind still on the mountains and the ghostly creature Ransom was hunting. It was hard, of course, not to see similarities between his obsessive quest and mine, but I wanted to dismiss that thought outright. My anger was more justified, more certain, and my revenge was certainly more necessary. Methoa could and would harm more people. This beast Ransom was hunting…I wasn’t even certain it existed. Nor was he. So the similarities were actually fairly minor when looked at objectively. 

				“Watch that patch,” Ransom murmured from ahead of me, and I noted where he’d stepped and veered my path around, shouldering my bow and sighing.

				Why was this all making me so uncomfortable? It’s not as though anything had changed. I’d just learned more about what made the coyote tick, and that could only be for the best. 

				Even if it did make me think a lot more about my own situation.

				“Shivah…” 

				I heard the coyote barely breathe the name and realized he’d stopped and was staring straight at me, eyes wide. I froze, pinned under his gaze.

				He put a palm out and slowly, hesitantly unshouldered the hare and his bow and quiver, setting them down on the ice beside him. “Don’t…” he almost whispered, “don’t move…”

				My breath caught in my lungs, and my eyes slowly swept down to my feet. There was fresh snow over the frozen river, so I couldn’t see any cracks, but now—now that I was listening—I could hear it.

				Ransom’s ears twitched, and he licked at his teeth nervously. I began to shake as the low, barely audible creaking became more obvious to me. I lifted one foot without even thinking about it, wanting so badly just to run.

				“Stop, dammit,” Ransom said fiercely. “Don’t bolt. Just…start to…move down to your knees. Lower yourself to your stomach. Slowly. Alright?” He coaxed.

				I nodded, my legs quivering as I began to sink down to my knees.

				“Slow…” Ransom eased. “Slow.”

			

			
				I made it to my knees and was beginning to slip down to a crawl, when I heard a sudden boom from beneath me, and my heart leapt into my throat. I looked upwards at Ransom desperately and saw the coyote leap forward towards me as I began to scramble forward…

				…But at that moment, the ice beneath me shattered, and I felt the slab I was standing on tip upwards. I cried out, clawing vainly at the slick, snow-covered surface before I inevitably lost the fight and plunged legs-first into the icy water.

				Time froze, and in that second, I knew it was over. Everything I’d been through, everything I’d endured, everything I’d sworn to do…it all ended here, swept beneath the ice in this river. All because of some random circumstance entirely beyond my control. A moment in time I couldn’t take back.

				I sucked in a sharp breath before the freezing water swept me up.

				And then Ransom’s strong, steely arms clapped around me and pulled me from the water before I was entirely submerged. The cold shot through my body and sapped the energy from my limbs, but I forced myself to kick as hard as I could. I could barely feel the half of my body that had submerged, but I could tell when I lifted entirely from the water. Ransom gave a growl of effort, and then I was sent spinning across the ice back towards the bank we’d come from.

				I gasped, sucking in big gulps of air as my body surrendered to intense shivering, the cold air washing over my now wet, icy fur. I was barely regaining my grip on the world around me and the fact that I was still living in it when that terrifying, booming, shattering noise echoed across the ice once more, and my head shot up.

				But this time I was back the way we’d come, on firm, thick ice, and it was Ransom trying to crawl his way out of danger. He’d been almost ten feet from me when I’d fallen in, but he’d had to come right to the edge to get ahold of me, and now…

				“Ransom!” I screamed hoarsely, helplessly trying to will my legs to move to get to the coyote while he tried desperately to crawl towards me on what was now a shifting sea of cracking ice.

				Something snapped behind him, and his back half plunged down between two separating pieces. He gave a heart-wrenching yelp as his torso slid across the sharp, icy edge he was still clinging to, the currents beneath the ice pushing him relentlessly along it as he clawed at the slick, cracking surface. I smelled blood and saw red staining the jagged edge.

				“Hang on!” I cried out, pulling myself forward on my belly towards him.

				“Don’t you dare!” the coyote screamed in a tone so commanding, it had more of an effect on my body than the cold.

				I panted, my breath freezing in the air, and watched the man struggle to pull himself out as the currents pulled at him from beneath. I knew exactly what he was feeling…knew his body was growing weaker…His claws were gaining no purchase on the snowy ice.

			

			
				“Your knife!” I called out.

				“C can’t…reach it…without letting…go…” the coyote said hoarsely, his voice belaying his weakening state.

				One of his paws slid further towards the broken edge of the ice, his body dipping almost down to the shoulders. He gagged on a mouthful of water, and I saw the desperation in his eyes.

				“Ransom…” I sobbed, pulling myself forward despite his pleas. I could feel the ice beneath me growing weaker the closer I got towards him, could hear it shattering all around him. The coyote was shaking almost uncontrollably now, and I saw the moment the determination in his eyes slipped away to fear and hopelessness. His claws dragged tracks down the ice as he slipped further down.

				I reached out a paw for him, mere feet away…but I could feel the sheet beneath me breaking, and Ransom only shook his head and coughed as he swallowed more of the icy water. He looked me in the eyes, his words a hoarse, desperate plea. 

				“T…take care of…Puck…”

				And then one of his claws snapped, his last handhold slipping entirely from the edge of the ice, and his cry was swallowed up by the water as he was swept beneath.

				I screamed for what felt like an eternity, calling out his name incessantly like it would make any difference. Even as I called for him, I shoved myself backwards along the ice, willing my legs to move…move! Get back to shore! He was there somewhere, under the ice, being swept down river…I could still save him!

				 As I convinced myself of the impossible, I heard my father’s own words from when I was a child. Beneath the ice in a lake, most men were gone. Beneath the ice in a river, all men were gone forever. Not even a body to bury.

				“…Puck” I sobbed, finally feeling my back legs begin to kick, claws extended, gaining some purchase on the ice. I had to get up. Had to stand up. Had to will myself to move, or I’d never find him. And then I’d never be able to look Puquanah in the eyes again, blind or no. The sheer heart-wrenching fear of having to return to him without the coyote…what this would do to him…

				And it would be my fault. Again. Just like my tribe’s deaths were consequentially my doing. It didn’t matter whether I intended it or not, everyone around me could not just die because of me!

				“Please…fight, Ransom…” I moaned, my arms shaking as I planted my feet and slowly pushed myself up. I could feel the blood rushing through my body again, was willing the fire inside me to roar back to life, to fight back the cold.

			

			
				I gave a snarl of frustration and tore the soaked, freezing cloak from my shoulders then fumbled at the ties on my tunic and shed it as well. I felt like I could hardly move in my clothing, but I’d no time to remove any more. Shaking my fur out with a deep, predatory growl I hadn’t known myself capable of, I sucked in a breath of cold, crisp air and took off towards the bank. 

				The ice near the shore was thick and luckily stable, because my feet pounded across it as I began my sprint downriver. I made it to the shore before long and began to leap and bound over the rocks and debris in my path, my eyes sweeping the river for weak spots in the ice he might claw his way up through or any signs of him at all. The faster I moved, the more my body beat the cold back and came alive, so I pushed myself as hard as I could, heedless of the aching pain in my lungs.

				Ransom was strong. The coyote was like a scarred, gnarled tree jutting out of the side of a mountain, clinging to life in inhospitable soil in defiance of how his life had shaped him. I don’t know how it was that image came to mind, but it felt almost as though it had been someone else’s thoughts, compelling me to believe. I held fast to them, not wanting to accept that today would end as tragically as it rightfully should.

				I stopped, perched atop an upturned tree’s roots; it was high ground at least, and I used it to sweep the entirety of the river bank in my line of sight. Both shores. It was impossible to say where he might find purchase to gain escape beneath the ice, if he did.

				Somewhere in the frantic recesses of my racing mind, I was praying. Calling out to the spirits, to anyone who could hear me. And as it so very…excruciatingly rarely happened…this time…I was heard.

				A caw pierced through the still, cold air. I whipped my head around towards a jagged outcropping of stone that jutted into the path of the river. The rocks had caught various debris that swept downriver, including piles of mud, silt, and driftwood. The water there must have been deep, because the ice was shifting and broken, incomplete, and weak, especially where it collected around the broken tree limbs and uprooted saplings that had been caught by the rocks and pushed up into a tangle.

				And atop one protruding tree limb, raised high above the rest and silhouetted by the fading rays of sunlight…was a crow.

				My breath caught in my throat. It was little but a black bird from so far away, but I thought I saw embers in its eyes. I leapt off the roots I’d been standing on and ran like I had never run in my life across the shoreline, jumping from boulder to boulder until I was skidding down the length of the grey slate outcropping towards the distant bird.

				It cawed at me once more, inclining its head downwards, then took off. My heart pounded; my eyes raced through the tangle of refuse the river had collected along the rock face, looking…searching…

			

			
				And then I saw white cloth. Cotton amidst the rocks and driftwood. So incredibly and wonderfully out of place.

				I scrambled down the sharp-edged rock, pieces of the slate breaking off and tumbling down through the branches below into the water. I found my footing precariously on one large piece of driftwood, my knee pounding down onto the lowest slab of rock I could make it to, and I shoved aside soaked branches until I saw what I’d been praying for.

				A brown, soaked hand clutching a protruding piece of driftwood, almost in rigor.

				I plunged my arms into the icy water and found purchase on the coyote’s body, giving a great heave as I struggled to pull him from the river. The man was twice my size, but right now I didn’t let that thought enter my mind. The fact that he’d somehow managed to grab hold of something in the icy water, that he was somewhere I could reach, that I’d found him at all was a miracle. I wouldn’t let something as unimportant as my physical limitations stop me now.

				I cried out, shrieking as I forced every ounce of strength my body could or would ever be capable of to this one task. And slowly—impossibly—I pulled him free.

				Once I’d gotten him to the flat surface of the rocky outcropping, it was almost easy to drag him back to shore in comparison. The rock was just as slickened by snow and ice as the river itself, and it made pulling him along far less strenuous than it should have been.

				But once I got him to the rocky shore, that was no longer the case. It took considerable effort to get him away from the water, and only then did I pause to take stock and attempt to catch my breath. I didn’t let myself fall to my knees like my body so desperately wanted to. I knew the moment I did that, it would take me an eternity to get back up again. I had to keep moving. Had to keep moving.

				The first thing I noticed was that Ransom was breathing, albeit barely. At some point when I’d been pulling him along, he’d weakly coughed up a lot of water and begun to gasp, which I took as a good sign. But he’d only opened his eyes briefly and murmured something inaudible, and now he’d gone silent again. He was battered and bleeding in more places than I could count, likely from hitting jagged ice and catching on the rock face I’d found him on, but most of the cuts looked superficial. His cloak was gone, and his clothing was torn up, but more importantly, he was soaked and the water in his fur was beginning to freeze.

				I remembered something my father had once told me and hooked my hands beneath the man’s arms, dragging him towards the snow further up near the woods. When I got him there, I shook Ransom by the shoulder and began to plead with him.
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				“Ransom! Ransom, please…you need to roll over. We need to dry you off. The snow will take in some of the water. Please…please, you have to help me; I can’t…I can’t move you well.”

				The coyote’s eyes opened for only a moment then rolled back into his head, his body shuddering. 

				Desperately I tried to go about the process myself, grunting as I rolled the man onto his side then his stomach. I heard him cough up more water as I did, but tried to focus on the task at hand. I gathered the snow around him, even tried patting him down with my own arms where my fur had not yet gotten wet…anything to dry him off.

				When I was certain I’d done all I possibly could, I turned him to his back again and took his face in my hands, nervously smoothing down the tousled fur along his cheeks and begging, “Ransom, please! You need to wake up. You need to move! Please!”

				I crawled over the man, pressing my own shaking body to his, hoping whatever heat I had left, I could give him at least enough to survive. I couldn’t get him back to camp like this. A short distance perhaps. But camp was nearly half a mile away, and I couldn’t leave him like this.

				I lay there shaking, panicking. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what to do…

				And then I felt something…something that meant there was still hope. He’d begun to shiver.

				I reached up and ran my paws over his long, thin ears, trying to rub warmth back into them. Then I did the same for his hands, watching his face the whole while for any change. I don’t know how long I sat there straddling him, hoping…watching.

				But finally, as the sky was beginning to grow lavendar in the fading light, he opened his eyes and murmured the name he’d given me in a tone so low I barely heard it.

				“I’m here,” I said shakily. “But we can’t…we can’t…stay here. We need to get back to camp. To a fire. To Puck.”

				His eyes opened again at the fox’s name, and I felt him shifting from beneath me. I got off of him immediately, giving him the freedom to move. But it was a long and slow struggle for the coyote to stand, and though I gave him all the support I could, the violent shaking that his shivering had become made it all the harder.

				“…Puck’kin…fix…me.” the coyote murmured, blinking his eyes slowly open and closed, his gaze as unsteady as his legs.

				“Yes. We have to get back to him.” I nodded, wrapping my arm around the lean canine’s waist. “Come on. The more you move, the better you’ll feel.”

				Ransom didn’t seem to understand much of what I was saying to him, but I’d gotten him moving, and that was enough for now. I kept talking to him as we headed back down the river bank towards where we once again had to cross. Damn this trail. I never should have taken it. This wasn’t worth a lifetime’s supply of hare meat.

			

			
				It took us thrice as long to make it back to where I’d run from as it had taken me to find Ransom, but the coyote was still on his feet, albeit barely. Everything about the way he was moving was wrong. Sluggish, uncoordinated…constantly stumbling, and he’d fallen twice, taking nearly a minute each time to get back up. I was afraid every moment he was going to slip back into unconsciousness, but reiterating that we needed to get back to Puquanah always seemed to keep him awake.

				I gathered my things at the river bank, save the cloak, which was too wet and frozen now to even consider carrying. This time we crossed even further up the river, where I was as certain as I could be that it would be safe. Delirious though he was, Ransom insisted upon picking up his bow on the other side…and the hare. The last bit only frustrated me more, but the man was almost aggressively insistent about it, so I did.

				The trip back to the campsite was long, hard, and terrifying. My own body was threatening every moment to give in, and though I’d shaken much of the cold by now, the exhaustion was intense. All of the sudden strength and fire I’d summoned up was gone now, and in its wake was only a great tiring ache.

				I couldn’t imagine what Ransom must have been suffering. I wasn’t even certain he was aware. His understanding of what was happening around him seemed to shift in and out, and some of his behavior was too bizarre for me to make any sense of at all. At some point along the trip, he insisted upon stripping off his shirt, which I couldn’t exactly argue with, being as it was soaked and shredded…But when he tried to strip from his leather pants as well and had considerable effort even getting his waistline undone, I had to insist we keep going and not attempt that until we got back to camp. I’d leather pants on as well, and I knew how impossibly hard it would be to get out of them wet. It was better we just make it to a fire as fast as possible. 

				His desire to undress continued throughout the hike back, perplexing and concerning me, and half the things he was murmuring made no sense whatsoever. In between asking for Puck—forgetting somehow that the fox was still some distance away—he’d stop entirely in his tracks and refuse to move for a time, insisting we needed to get beneath a nearby tree or boulder and sleep.

				When I saw the markers that our site was near, it was already pitch black, and I was beginning to worry about Dyre atop everything else. If we were attacked now, I couldn’t even pull my bow; I needed my arm to help hold Ransom up. The coyote had grown weaker and weaker as we’d steadily gone on. I wasn’t even certain he was going to make it back to camp.

				And then I heard and smelled what I’d been hoping for and weakly called out, “Puquanah!”

			

			
				It was barely a few moments before I heard the soft footfalls of the fox accompanied by the hard sound of his walking stick striking the ground, and then the fox burst into the clearing, panting, his eyes wide and helplessly flicking towards the direction we were coming from.

				“What happened?” the fox asked desperately as he rushed towards us, his panicked state utterly evident. He must have been looking for us in the woods now for quite some time, judging by how fast he was breathing. “I-I knew when you didn’t come back by dusk…” He trailed off as he stopped before us, his eyes wide. “Why…why isn’t Ransom speaking?” he asked, reaching out for the both of us. His paws settled on my shoulder first, then trailed up the coyote’s chest. Ransom didn’t even appear to see him.

				“The ice…broke…” I said between gasps of air, my legs shaking as I re-hefted Ransom’s weight against my side. The man was still standing but barely.

				“Oh gods…you’re both soaked,” Puquanah stammered. “Back to camp. Now. Follow me.” He wrapped an arm around the coyote, and we took off through the woods once more.

				“H-How long were you under?” the fox asked.

				“Barely a moment for me.” I blinked, forcing back the exhaustion threatening to topple me. I looked up to Ransom’s swaying muzzle, his eyes slowly opening and closing. I knew he didn’t have much left in him. “He was…swept under,” I admitted, choking back a threatening sob. “I don’t know how long. A few minutes.”

				“Gods…” Puck’s voice broke, and the tiny fox actually sped his pace. I struggled to keep up, but I did.

				By the time we made it to camp, Ransom was barely able to put one foot in front of the other. He was murmuring in the Otherwolf tongue, so nothing at all he said now made any sense to me, but I wasn’t certain it would’ve been coherent even if it had been in a language I understood. I caught his cousin’s name amidst the murmurs again and again, and it occurred to me that if we hadn’t had the conversation we’d had right before we’d fallen in, I might have lost him today without knowing anything about the man’s past or this family member he was calling out to now. “Dominick” just would have been another Otherwolf word that meant nothing to me.

				Puck and I pulled him into the main tent, where their central fire was already lit. We lay the tall canine down as gently as we could on his bedroll, Puck turning him over onto his back and running his paws down the coyote’s stomach until he reached the frozen laces at the top of the man’s britches that had so confounded Ransom’s own attempts to undress earlier. How the fox was so accomplished at undoing the knot without even seeing it, I couldn’t imagine, but it took him barely a moment.

				“Help me,” he said hurriedly. “The leather’s frozen to his fur, but the fire should start melting it.”

			

			
				“He’s going to be wet again,” I said worriedly. “Isn’t that bad?”

				“Can’t be helped,” Puck murmured. “But his fur will dry faster. And we’ve a lot of pelts…we’ll need them to dry him.”

				I nodded and moved over to help the fox undress the coyote. His shivering had grown less intense, but that was likely not a good thing. I tugged at the bottoms of his britches and began to pull him free of them while Puck freed his waistline from the stiff, frozen leather. We were making progress…when out of absolutely nowhere, the coyote shot up, screaming something in the Otherwolf language, his eyes wide with what I could only describe as terror.

				“Zua’ri hartong mi, Dominick! Dun’t tuach mi!” the coyote snarled, swiping out and catching Puck across the cheek as he flailed and fought. 

				I stumbled back and fell on my rear, crushing my own tail, shocked and uncertain what to do. Puquanah, however, seemed unfazed. The little fox paused only a moment to put a palm to his cheek to ensure he wasn’t bleeding then moved over Ransom, shoving the weakened man back down to the ground and pinning his arms down.

				“Dominick osn’t hiri!” Puquanah said forcefully, not yelling, but speaking forcefully to the coyote. “It’s just me, Ransom. Look. Look at me,” the fox said in a softer tone.

				Ransom sucked in deep gasps of air, his delusional gaze sweeping over the fox before he slowly began to calm again. I watched the moment between the two in utter mystery. Even if I could understand what they were saying…I wasn’t certain I’d understand what I was seeing. After a few more tense seconds of silence and Ransom’s ragged breathing, the fox slowly let one hand up from where he was pinning the coyote’s wrist and ran it over the larger man’s cheek. The fox’s own eyes were as blank as I’d ever seen them, but Ransom’s began to focus somewhat. Even in the warmth of the tent, the breath that passed between them turned to mist in the air, and I swore they were nearly nose to nose briefly.

				“It’s me,” Puquanah said in a soft, soothing tone. “We have to get you undressed. Please…please calm down.”

				Ransom let his head fall back, still breathing heavily, but no longer fighting. 

				“H…help me,” Puck said over his shoulder to me again. I only nodded, then cautiously set to work finishing what we’d begun. This time the coyote let us finish, either because he allowed it or because he’d no more strength to fight. It was impossible to say. Every time I thought the man had no more left in him, he’d surprised me.

				Even as we dragged him closer to the fire and began to pad off the melting ice from his fur with dry animal pelts and furs, Ransom was still mumbling. He looked as though he recognized Puck at least now, but the man didn’t seem aware of where he was, and he continued to speak in the Otherwolf tongue almost entirely.

			

			
				“…meki hom lievi mi eluni “ the coyote moaned, clutching at Puquanah’s arm as the fox pressed a doeskin softly along his shoulders and back, toweling at the fur and rubbing warmth back into the man’s body. “Puck…meki hom stup…” Ransom murmured, sounding in pain, his eyes slipping closed for a few moments.

				“I wish I could,” Puquanah whispered.

				I watched the exchange quietly, doing my own part to dry the shaking canine while his body warmed. At length, I managed the courage to ask, “Is he going to be alright?”

				“I don’t know,” Puck admitted, continuing his work. “The cuts and scrapes are minor, but I’ll clean them all the same tomorrow if he pulls out of this. I don’t want to cause him any more pain right now. Fighting the cold though…that’s up to him. He’s always been strong.” He looked up at me. “Will you? You fell in as well.”

				I shook my head. “I’m only…tired. I wasn’t in long. The run, the…exertion…was probably just what I needed. And my kin are used to the cold in the mountains.” It was only partially a lie. In reality, my whole lower half was in pain, atop the exhaustion. My body was warming and coming back to life, but I knew from experience in previous winters that the pain was a good sign. Except before, I’d only dealt with freezing toes and fingers or ear-tips. Feeling it throughout my whole lower half was…excruciating. But nothing compared to what Ransom was enduring, and I had no plans to complain. I’d survive. I wanted all of Puck’s attentions on the coyote.

				“He only fell in…because he saved me,” I murmured, my muzzle trembling. I could feel already that I’d been crying somewhere in the trauma of the last few hours. “Puck…” I shook my head.,”I-I’m so…so sorry.”

				Puck didn’t look up, but he narrowed his eyes. “Don’t be,” he murmured. “If Ransom was any less of a man, I wouldn’t care about him as I do. I wouldn’t expect anything less from him, and I know neither would he.”

				“I’m sorry I never believed you all this time,” I uttered in one long breath. “I just…the way he’s always acted, I just thought…I even trusted Jack more than…and he…”

				“People aren’t always who they seem,” Puck murmured sagely, running a paw down Ransom’s shoulder. “If it’s any consolation to you…it took me a long while to make sense of him too. And he is a hard…hard man, who can really…grate on you.” He forced a slight smile, turning his head up towards mine. Then a moment later, he tipped his muzzle back down towards the coyote again. 

				“Ransom is…like a bad apple,” the fox murmured, and I quirked my head in confusion. He only smiled then continued. “Rotten on the surface. Unappealing, unwanted, bruised and battered…” He pulled back with the doeskin he’d been drying him with and put it aside, giving a long sigh, then reaching for the caribou-hide blanket Ransom usually slept beneath, pulling it over the man. “But,” he continued, “so long as there’s something still good at the core…I still hold out hope he can grow into…something better. Even if he is still gnarled and hard…I can always shelter beneath him, and I know he’ll always remain standing.”

			

			
				“Like a tree,” I murmured, the thoughts from earlier filtering through my mind.

				Puquanah nodded. “It was his totem. His father’s name…”

				“Terith’osic,” I said in realization. In my tribal tongue, it translated to “stands like oak”, but in another tribal tongue it could have referred to many different kinds of trees, perhaps whichever had been most sacred in his lands. Perhaps even an apple tree, as humble as it sounded. 

				Had that been why I’d imagined those words earlier? Because he’d told me his father’s name? Or had it been Crow assuring me that Ransom would survive? That he would endure?

				“Yes,” Puck replied, mildly confused for a few moments. “He…he told you that?”

				I only nodded, going silent.

				Puck was silent for a time as well, before he continued on more quietly, “The benefit of being blind is that you don’t always see all the rotten bits that unnerve everyone else. The good, you can feel. You don’t need eyes.”

				I shook my head. “How is it that a man as kind and profound as you hasn’t the blessing of the spirits?”

				“Because spirits don’t exist,” Puck replied with such certainty it hurt me, his unseeing gaze still on Ransom. “We make our own destinies. With effort, fortitude, and a little luck.”

				I considered whether or not to respond to that as I wished to for some time. But I still felt Puquanah was wrong, that if he’d just allow himself to believe, he’d finally be able to see what I saw. So I did.

				“I saw Crow again today,” I said. “He led me to Ransom.”

				Puck gave a long sigh and went tersely mute for a while before eventually replying, “I’m sure you thought you saw something…Shivah.”

				“I did,” I insisted. 

				“I don’t think you think you’re lying to me,” he said. But he left it at that, and I hadn’t the heart to argue with the fox. Not now.

				I sat near the fire long enough to entirely dry. Puquanah eventually crawled beneath the blanket to curl up beside Ransom, who was sleeping fitfully now. I thought the two may have fallen asleep, but as I weakly began to stand to head out to my own tent, Puck called to me.

				“Stay here with us tonight,” the fox said. “You shouldn’t be alone now either. You’re still shivering. And Ransom could use the warmth.”

				“He has you,” I said weakly.

				“He needs both of us,” the fox responded.

			

			
				I stood at the doorway for only a few moments before I stepped back into the warmth of the tent and headed towards the two of them. It felt odd to settle down onto their bedrolls, to sleep in a den that was so very obviously not meant for me. The scent of the two of them was strongest here, and I felt almost as though I were invading something sacred and private. Whatever it was that had bound these two, I had no question any longer that they were in fact a tribe. Their own small, strange tribe. Brothers-in-arms or family, whatever you wanted to call it. Just because I couldn’t understand it didn’t make it any less real.

				And even as I lay down alongside them, I still felt not wholly a part of it. Or perhaps my discomfort merely stemmed from the fact that I’d never shared a bed with any man other than my husband…and the terrible memories associated with him haunted me still. It made me wonder if I’d ever be comfortable enough to share anything that made me so vulnerable with a man again. 

				But Ransom had risked and nearly lost his life for me, so for tonight, I summoned enough strength to put my discomfort aside and moved up alongside his back, wrapping an arm around him. It was literally the very last thing either of us could do for the man, and he deserved every effort we could make. 

				Any other night I would never have been able to fall asleep. But I was so utterly and entirely exhausted; I fell into blackness soon after I lay my head down and I didn’t wake all night.

				I didn’t dream that night. I suppose I’d expected to, being as I’d seen Crow. But then, he’d guided me to my quarry this time. He’d done his part. And I knew now that when I truly needed him, he would be there. So for now, I would try not to think about Methoa. It had been folly to think my quest would be a short journey. It could very well take me a lifetime to find my husband, but when I ultimately did, it would be worth every year of the pursuit. And I knew Crow would be there. I would have my vengeance when the time was right. I would have to have faith for now. My path would certainly face more difficulties along the way, but faith would get me through…and Methoa’nuk would ultimately pay for taking my child from me. Some day.
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				I slept late into the next day alongside my companions. When sunlight pierced the smoke shaft and fell in a glaring line across my eyelids, I came to with a start, reaching for the man beside me and finding him right where I’d left him…and warm.

				I felt him shift as soon as I roused, and I could hear that Puck was still alongside him as well. The fox peered over Ransom’s ears at me, smiling silently.

			

			
				I slid up Ransom’s back enough that I could look over his shoulder at the fox, but didn’t part from the coyote for now, not certain if he still needed our body heat. I spoke in a low whisper to Puck, not wanting to wake him.

				“Do you think…he’s pulled through it?” I asked softly.

				Ransom suddenly gave a long, drawn-out yawn and mumbled loud and clear enough that I knew he was awake, just not bothering to open his eyes.

				“Mnhhh…that’s a tit…agin’ my back. Tha’yours or Puck’s, darlin’? Cuz I…need t’decide if a grope’s’in order…”

				I rolled my eyes and shoved myself up, scurrying out from under the blanket and going about gathering my things from the drying rack beside the fire. I vaguely heard Ransom chuckling from under the blanket as I did.

				“I think he’s fine,” Puck muttered.
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				Chapter 7 Lone

				“Come on, Molly,” I begged the large, lazy animal. “Please make this easy on me. I really don’t have time…”

				I pulled once more on the mule’s lead, but she only snuffled at me and grunted. And I certainly couldn’t make her go anywhere. When this beast planted its feet, you couldn’t move it with an army.

				I gave an exasperated, frustrated sigh and let my arms flop down to my sides. “Why are you doing this today, of all days?” I asked the animal quietly, letting my breath out as I headed over to a nearby tree and slid down the bark until my rear hit the ground. 

				I was too damned tired for this. Tired and hungry. Our rations were gone, game had been so scarce in this desolately cold winter; even Ransom was struggling to find it these days. We’d been living off broth, tiny game, and what little food Puck could scavenge from beneath the snow for almost two weeks now. We’d even begun to discuss boiling some of Ransom’s leather to get something in our bellies. 

				Most days I spent trying to decide whether I should conserve my energy and just sleep or push myself to find something to eat. Ransom still went out every day, and whether or not he came back successful, he never complained. I was trying to do the same.

				But dammit, I didn’t have the time or energy to fight with this mule. I’d offered to take her out to where she could still nose about for grasses and weeds beneath the snow—somebody had to do it, after all—but the only grazing spots we could find that she hadn’t already been to these days were a good distance from camp.

				If Jack’s cabin was still a viable source of rations and food for the mule, we’d have made another run. But the last time we’d taken the three day-long trip, we’d found to our dismay that some other nameless wanderer—or a group of them—had found it abandoned and stripped it bare. They’d even taken Jack’s mules.

				Well, hopefully he’d haunt them. We’d done the best we could.

				But that had been our lifeline if all else failed, and now it was gone. We were running out of options. We’d moved our camp more times than I could count, even spent a week or so further downriver, out of the God’s Maw. Ransom had stopped taking trips into the mountains to look for his lion; Puck was spending more and more time in the woods scouring for anything edible or helpful in any way…and here I was. Doing the only thing I could do any more. Taking the mule out to find food.

				It wasn’t that I wasn’t making progress with my bow or that I wasn’t learning how to hunt. In fact, in the month following the incident at the river, I’d shot five more hares and several raccoons, even got up the nerve to go ice fishing. Ransom had, understandably, abstained from that.

			

			
				It was just that this winter was so bitterly cold, there wasn’t much to be had. I’d never spent a winter outside the comfort and security of a tribal village. I couldn’t believe there were people who lived this way intentionally. I’d never been hungry every day for days on end like this, not even in times of drought or lean seasons. It was terrifying.

				Ransom and Puck, however, seemed less concerned by it than I thought they rightfully should have been. Ransom would always say ‘luck turns around’ or some other phrase that essentially meant nothing when you really thought about it. Puquanah was all assurances that we’d be fine too, although his faith seemed almost entirely placed in Ransom, not luck or spirits or gods.

				“We’ve had leaner years,” he’d say. “Ransom always finds a way. Just be patient, rest, and don’t panic. We’ll eat again soon.” 

				Well, Puck could depend on Ransom. He at least had a good excuse. I was intent on doing something about this myself though. Provided we made it through the winter, after all, I was determined to make my own way in the world. Eventually I’d have to part ways with the two men, and I’d not have a tribe then either. 

				It was time I struck out on my own.

				I had a plan. A good plan, I was fairly certain. I’d been preparing and carefully planning it out for the last week, ever since Ransom and I had come across droppings in the woods that belonged to a large, and by the depth of its hoof-prints, heavy bull elk. The elk in the valley were rare ever since the game trails had been made by the Otherwolves, so if we hadn’t been so desperate for food, I’d have let the creature be.

				But we needed to eat.

				The rarity of the beasts these days wasn’t the only reason for caution, and that’s what had stayed Ransom’s hand in hunting the creature down. The valley elk—our tribes called them Ets’watha, ‘the ancient deer’—were a world apart from their smaller kin further east and nearly double the size of most deer. Some of the bulls could be as much a threat as a predator if they charged, even in the winter when they were without their antlers. 

				I knew where the beast was coming to graze. There was a rocky field near a floodplain adjacent to the river that was full of dips and depressions in the ground from what was likely a swampy maze in the summers. The grasses there grew thick and tall, much of the dried, dead remnants poking through the snow even now. I’d found the elk’s droppings all across the field, so I knew it came there to feed. Thus far though, I’d caught no sight of it.

				I needed to stake the place out at night, but Ransom was opposed to the idea. The area was, after all, extremely open. Hiding would be difficult, stalking even moreso, and the open space meant the wind was stronger there, so…more chance it would catch our scent on the breeze.

				But I had a plan, like I said. Over the last few days, I’d dug a hole near the very center of the plain so that I’d be at the minimum range no matter where the beast came from. I’d constructed a natural-looking blind, and I’d gathered some very strong-smelling pine boughs to mask my scent in and around it. 

			

			
				Ransom’s primary concern had been that the creature might charge, and we’d be in the open with no chance of either outrunning it or making it to the trees. But that wouldn’t matter if I dropped the creature in one shot. And I was confident I could.

				Not bringing the coyote along meant not letting him know what I was planning, however. Otherwise he’d be nothing but trouble. He might eventually relent, but honestly, I wanted to do this myself. It was a good test to see how far my skills had come along, with minimal risk. The chances the elk would attack instead of just bolting if it heard me were minor; I’d literally never even known a hunter in either of my tribes that had been attacked by these creatures unless it was during the rut. On the whole, they weren’t aggressive. And this time of year, the bull would be without its most major weapons.

				I gave a heavy sigh and stood, setting back to the task at hand. I had to get Molly back to camp soon so that I could turn in early. I needed to get some rest…tonight was the night. Everything was prepared; I’d made four fresh arrows from the strongest shafts I could find, I’d readied my blind, and I was quite literally hungry for success. What’s more, if I waited much longer the creature might move on to different grazing grounds, and I’d not have such an opportunity. 

				So it was with great effort and more than my fair share of shouting that, at length, I coaxed the mule back towards camp. It took longer than I would have liked, but I’d volunteered to take her out, after all. 

				I was the subject of Ransom’s mirth for most of the rest of the night, seeing as he’d heard me shouting at her from a quarter mile away from camp right up until I got her tied to her post. But I didn’t allow myself to be bothered by him tonight. The fact that the coyote was in a good mood could only be beneficial for me. He was a naturally suspicious man, and I know he’d sensed something was on my mind over the last few days. He’d tried to get it out of me more than once, but I’d given him nothing. This was my hunt. He hadn’t wanted it, and he couldn’t have it now that I’d fixed my mind on it.

				Tonight he and Puquanah were thankfully consumed by preparing dinner, two squirrels he’d managed to shoot at some point during the day. Honestly, considering what we’d been able to scrounge for of late, it was a feast in comparison to most nights. Albeit a time-consuming one to prepare and to pick out of our teeth.

				Puck gathered up the bones when we were done to make broth in the morning, and I claimed I was exhausted from dragging the mule across the forest…which wasn’t entirely untrue. Neither of them questioned my turning in early.

			

			
				Now, leaving camp without waking either of them would be more difficult, but fortunately I’d always had a knack for waking when I intended to. I closed my eyes for a short time to get what little rest I could…

				When I woke, it was still dark and the air was cold. I stirred quietly in my tent. I’d gone to sleep in my leathers, and my body felt stiff with discomfort, but I knew it would be short-lived. I could already feel the buzz in my blood, the excitement and the hunger for the kill growing inside me. It didn’t feel like anger, like what I felt for Methoa or what I felt when Crow came to me. It just felt natural. Like something from a past life. An instinctive need to bring my game down and fill my belly.

				I’d never felt this way before when I followed Ransom about on his hunts or when I stood in wait for small game. This was something else entirely. This was a challenge to overcome, not just a matter of patience. There was danger in this. There was the chance of the unknown. But there was also great reward.

				This was what the hunters must have felt before they went on their proving hunts. This was my proving hunt. Even if I was only proving something to myself, that’s all the affirmation I needed.

				I was concerned I might wake the boys as I crept out of my tent…for all of ten seconds. Then I heard Ransom’s heavy snoring and had to resist the urge to roll my eyes. For all the coyote’s boasting about his keen senses when we were on a hunt, he’d never hear me over his own noise tonight. I suppose it wasn’t the man’s fault. He’d had a cold recently. Puquanah, too, might have been a concern were he awake, but the fox slept like the dead.

				I slipped out of camp easily enough, watching my footwork as I did. Test, settle, test, settle. Test each footfall before you settle your weight. Time with each foot lifted should be minimized so as to not tip your balance, but time in settling each foot should be slower, lest you crack through thick snow or crush a twig or leaf. 

				Test…settle.

				I recited it to myself, practicing most of the way towards the floodplain. Coming upon the actual field was the true test. I waited near the outskirts for a time, my eyes skimming the grassy clearing. The benefit to the area being clear, of course, was that if the elk was here, I’d see it quite easily. But I hadn’t smelled it on the wind yet, and a quick search of the area proved it had yet to arrive. I’d not expected it would arrive before early morning, so that wasn’t disappointing. Yet. There was always the chance it never showed at all. But I’d been finding fresh droppings every day the last few days I’d checked. It was coming here every night so far as I could tell. So unless it had moved on, chances were good.

				When I was absolutely certain the plain was empty, I crept forward towards my blind. The plain was fairly vast, so it was actually quite some distance, but again it gave me a chance to practice my stalking. I kept my body low, slinking along the dips and curves in the land and trying to minimize my silhouette. The moon was nearly full tonight, and if I could see all the way across the plain, so could the elk. 

			

			
				I’d brought minimal gear with me, but what few supplies I had brought along I’d lashed to a pack on my back, bound over my shoulders and across my chest so as to keep it from shifting about when I moved. When I at last made it to the blind and slunk inside, brushing past the pine boughs as I went, I gave my eyes a few moments to adjust to the relative darkness in the recessed hunting blind then untied my pack and pulled out the few things I’d need.

				I’d brought water, of course. I might be here for some time, and there was no reason to go without. That and my hunting knife I attached to my belt, but the few supplies I’d brought to aid me in dismantling my kill by night, should it be necessary, I stuffed back into my pack. A torch made with torn cloth from an old dress and lamp oil from Jack’s cabin, several of the “matches” Ransom had pilfered to light his cigarettes, some rope, and lastly and most importantly, an old bundled tent the coyote had once shown me could be used to wrap and drag a field-dressed kill back to camp. I was very certain I wouldn’t be able to bring the entire elk back, but provided I could get some of the choicest meat and the organs back first, the coyote and the fox could come with the mule later in the day and help me retrieve the rest. 

				It was imperative I not stay with the kill too long though. We were always careful to make camp between Dyre pack territories, but there were many predators in the valley, and while it was likely the only scavengers within so short a time would be birds, there was always the chance something worse might come. I’d need to be quick in dressing my kill, taking what I could then hanging the rest. 

				If I could…

				The thought that this creature might be too large, even after I took whatever I could from it, to get it up into the trees nearby had occurred to me. But that’s what the rope was for. And if all else failed, I’d take the time to quarter it. I’d sharpened the old hunting knife Ransom had given me back into a fine weapon. It might take some doing, but I’d figure out some way to protect the kill.

				If there was a kill to protect. The elk had yet to show. 

				I settled in after drinking about half my water. The trip here had been tiring in and of itself; our camp was no longer close to the river. I should have been tired from lack of sleep as well, but the excitement and the anticipation of the hunt had my body lit up like I’d swallowed the sun. It was all I could do not to bounce on my pawpads. 

				I unshouldered my bow and pulled one of my best arrows, keeping it at the ready. I would need to make the first shot count. The beast would not give me a second chance.

			

			
				An hour passed. Then two. Or at least, that’s what it felt like. My initial excitement was no less, but it made the waiting even more intolerable. When the sky began to tip ever so slowly from black towards midnight blue, I earnestly began to despair.

				And then—finally—it came.

				I stiffened at the first moment I smelled it on the wind, peering out from behind the blind towards where it was coming from. I eventually saw it, or rather its silhouette, carefully skirting the very edge of the floodplain. It lingered there for some time, often disappearing from view as though it knew something was amiss.

				It might smell lingering traces of me from when I’d made my way to the blind, of course. I’d known that could happen. 

				I slowly brought my arm up to nock the arrow to the bowstring, but didn’t pull it back quite yet. I kept my gaze trained on the bull, silhouetted against the night sky. I could fire now, of course…I stood a chance. But I wanted a clean shot. It was still back amidst the trees, and it was hard to distinguish when it was behind any obstructions and when it wasn’t. It needed to come out into the open.

				I waited for what felt like an eternity, trying to keep my arm from trembling. Without a steady hand, even if the creature did come into good firing distance, I’d no chance of making the shot. I focused on my breathing, keeping it slow and shallow. Despite the chill air, the excited beat of my heart was trying to compel me to pant, and that would both be loud and do nothing for my nerves.

				The elk tentatively stepped forward a few feet then paused, its ears flicking in the dark. Then another few feet. Then finally it proceeded into the clearing, picking its way carefully through the rocky, overgrown clumps of grass towards one of the areas of melted snow.

				I pulled back the bowstring…slowly…training my line of sight on the creature as it moved, waiting for it to stop. Waiting for that one ideal shot. I’d even bound my chest earlier that evening, to assure there was no chance my bowstring caught if my stance were off due to being crouched in the blind.

				My heart was pounding, but as the creature closed in towards its feeding grounds, I felt the trembling in my arms subside. And I don’t know why, but at that moment, I thought of my son. Of holding him. Of the warmth of him in my arms. I’d always blamed myself for breaking my promise to him…to protect him. But I’d tried. I’d fought Methoa’nuk to save him, even though I’d been physically inferior to my husband in every way. Even though I’d been nearly powerless at the time.

				But it wasn’t shameful to be beaten. The only shame would have been if I’d accepted it…if I’d never tried to escape with my little boy. I’d been raised to be powerless after all. To rely upon men and in turn be theirs to control. And I’d fought nonetheless.

			

			
				Well. I wasn’t powerless any more.

				I fixed my gaze and released the arrow. And in that moment I felt as though I followed it towards its prey. As though my spirit raised from my body and followed its flight, soaring across the plain. I saw the elk lift its head in that one last split second, and I knew…and it knew…that its time on earth was over.

				The arrow struck home, sinking into the broad chest of the animal fully to the center of the shaft. The elk stumbled and made to bolt, but its body swayed as it began to run, and without sure footing in the jumbled, pockmarked earth of the floodplain, it made it roughly ten feet before it tumbled to its side.

				I sprung from the blind before it had even begun its flight, pulling my hunting knife and bounding across the floodplain as fast as my feet would carry me. The elk was still trying to retreat when I made it to it, but therein came the dilemma.

				The wound was bad…likely bad enough to kill it. But its death would be painful and slow if left as it was. That being said, the creature was panicked and dying and could still kick at me and shatter my bones like twigs. 

				I set my teeth and held my knife tightly. This animal deserved a clean, quick death, and it was my responsibility to give it to him.

				 I went in for the kill, twisting to the side to dodge one of its sharp hooves as it kicked at me in a last valiant effort to defend itself. But once I was upon it, straddling its neck, I plunged my knife into the soft flesh beneath its jawline and sliced from ear to ear across its throat as a predator would. And then the beast finally began to go quiet.

				Its blood pooled beneath us in the uneven ground, seeping through the snow into a dark shadow around its great fallen form. A few final spasms shook its body, and then the enormous, majestic animal went entirely still.

				I hadn’t realized it until that moment, but I’d stopped breathing. I took one long, needed gasp, sucking air back into my lungs and tipping my head back, closing my eyes for a moment as the reality of what I’d accomplished washed over me. When I opened my eyes again, I could see the stars above me, smell my kill beneath me, and I felt…

				For the first time in my life, I think I felt…free. I’d done this myself. No one—not my tribe, my husband, or even my two friends—had done this for me, forced me to do this, or even aided me. I could live; I could survive on my own. 

				I had no desire, of course, to always be alone. I cared for my friends, and there was strength in numbers, in having companions and working together. But the knowledge that I could that none other could compel me or force me to belong to them again—it was liberating. I belonged to myself now.

				I wondered if this was how all men felt. There were other things that bound us, of course—forces that even a man was not immune to. Even men were bound to their tribe, to their elders, and the gods. But the penalties for failing your betters in a man’s world were, at the worst, exile. I couldn’t think of a single crime a man could commit that warranted he be stoned to death.

			

			
				These thoughts and more swum through my head as I slowly looked down on my kill, pride blossoming in my heart. Considering the inequalities in the world would have to wait for another time. Perhaps I’d discuss them with Puquanah; he was the insightful sort and we’d had many long and interesting discussions over the past few months. He was a man too, so perhaps he could give me the perspective I was missing.

				I smiled to myself as I headed back towards my blind to gather my things. Who knew that killing an elk would start such thinking? I felt strong…confident. My “proving hunt” truly had transformed me, as the warriors often said it did. Oh what trouble I could be now.

				I gathered up my rucksack then made to head back towards my kill. But it was at that point, still lost in thought, that I caught a familiar sound—canine footfalls moving swiftly over the snow towards me. I gave a heavy sigh, only somewhat disappointed. At the very least, the coyote could now help me dress and bring the kill home.

				“Ransom,” I called out, turning, “why did you follow m—”

				My heart leapt into my chest, and my whole body went rigid in shock, as a pair of piercing blue eyes set back into a feral, inky backdrop of half-obscured ferocity leveled with mine in the near darkness. The massive, four-legged silhouette stopped in its tracks as I did…and then it began to growl.

				I’d never known pure, primordial fear as I did in that moment. The deep, guttural noise shuddered through the air between us, and in an instant, all of my bravado from moments earlier was gone, replaced with utter terror.

				The Dyre was massive, taller nearly at the shoulder than I was, even on all fours. It looked like it had at one point been an impressive beast, but it was thin and wiry, as starved as we’d been by the cruel winter months. Its muzzle was peeled back to reveal its knife-like canines, bright and luminous in the near darkness. It stood between me and my kill, but I had no plans to contest the beast for it.

				“I…it’s yours.” I said, shakily, slowly shifting back on one foot. I knew the beast couldn’t understand me, but I was at a loss as to what to do. I’d never in my life seen a Dyre before, only heard them howling in the mountains, or heard stories of unfortunate travelers who lost their life to packs of them. This one was lone, clearly.

				But it wouldn’t matter. I was out in the open with no place to run to. The only way to escape a Dyre was to take to the trees, and I was at least a hundred yards from the nearest one I’d have any chance of climbing. If this beast had any desire to, it could chase me down and kill me without a second thought, pack or no.

			

			
				I tried taking one step back, hoping if I just backed down, it would go for my kill and leave me be. But even the slight motion made the beast snarl and bristle, taking one step forward towards me.

				Gods. It could kill me then take my elk. And it had no reason not to. It was starving.

				The only chance I had was that it seemed as cautious and caught in indecision as I was, probably deciding what to make of me. I summoned the willpower to force my shaking arms down into the rucksack that hung at my side, going about every movement as slowly as I could. The Dyre advanced towards me slowly. It was waiting for me to bolt.

				I wouldn’t make it five paces before it was on me, and I knew it. I had to stop it from following me at all.

				I pulled the torch from my bag then fumbled about for one of the matches. The Dyre continued its cautious pacing towards me, and every second I prayed it wouldn’t charge, but I knew I was running out of time. The confidence in its steps was increasing…it knew it had me outmatched.

				Taking a chance, I struck the match against the nearest boulder I could find. I saw and heard the Dyre give a tremendous snarl and lean back on its haunches, but at that moment I squeezed my eyes shut and brought the match to the torch head, the lamp oil igniting instantly.

				Even with my eyes shut, the piercing, sudden light of the torch was visible, flaring pink as it washed over my eyelids. I tossed the torch towards where the Dyre had been and turned, opening my eyes and bolting across the field.

				I could still see. My eyes had been adjusted to the dark for quite some time, but I could hear the Dyre behind me, floundering in its pursuit, temporarily blinded. I didn’t have long.

				I ran for the tree line, pushing my body to sprint as it never had before. I could smell, hear, and soon see the Dyre behind me. My trick had given me a good head start on it, but the beast was thrice my speed and making ground fast. Gods, of all the places to be attacked, why on a rocky, uneven floodplain? If I tripped or stumbled even once, it was all over.

				Luckily my feet were finding good purchase on the uneven ground. It was almost like moving through the mountains. Avoid the dips; aim for the higher ground; leap from rock to rock whenever I could find one. Avoid deeper areas of snow; you never knew what lay beneath. And run, run, run!

				The beast was hot on my heels as I hit the tree line, seeking out the nearest tree that I could possibly climb. Anything that might support my weight. But the trees near the shoreline were small and young, and I found myself weaving between them, desperate and terrified, looking for the one that might save my life.

				A maple tree with one good, strong branch low enough to leap to. That would have to do. I extended my claws and jumped, just barely catching the edge of the limb and scrambling to pull myself up. I could literally feel the Dyre’s hot breath on the back of my neck as it leapt and snapped at me, and just when I’d thought I’d found purchase to pull myself up, I was nearly torn down.

			

			
				It had my cloak in its jaws and was shaking its head and ferociously tearing at it, trying to pull me down. I was dug into the tree limb with both hands and couldn’t free myself, but at that moment—all the gods and spirits above be praised—the old, worn cloak tore its clasp and fell to the snapping jaws of the Dyre beneath. I used the moment the small miracle afforded me to pull myself up into the branches, climbing three or four until I was nearly twenty feet in the air and felt safe enough to cling to the trunk and stay put.

				Beneath me, the Dyre circled and leapt against the tree, snarling and snapping. My heart thudded in my ears, I sucked in the cold air in greedy gulps, and I hugged myself to the cold bark, quaking.

				It would have felt as though time stood still, except for the presence of the Dyre beneath me. The large, dark-furred beast could wait me out however long it took, and I knew it. It might even be waiting for its pack. There was always the chance this one wasn’t lone, but had simply travelled far from its pack’s hunting grounds to find food in the lean season.

				But that couldn’t be it. The animal was far too thin. Even for lean times, were it with a pack, it would have been able to find some game. 

				I had no desire to kill an animal that was simply as desperate for food as I was…even a Dyre. But my own kill was sitting unclaimed and would soon draw the attention of other predators, or the Dyre after me would grow tired of waiting and would go to claim it. Even if that left me alive, I couldn’t let it happen now that I had a chance to stop it.

				I closed my eyes and began to pray. Not just to Crow but to any of the spirits that could hear me. Not for myself…but for the Dyre.

				At length I opened my eyes and looked the beast in the eyes. It uttered a low growl up at me. I could sense the desperation there. The loneliness. Possibly even illness. Even with a fresh kill a field over, it had yet to leave me. Was it merely hunger compelling it? Or was it something else?

				For all my triumph at gaining independence tonight, the monster below made for a sobering reminder what being alone in the world could do to a creature. Even one as great as a Dyre. 

				I nocked an arrow to my bow, extending my claws into the thick branch I stood atop and steadying my arm far more easily this time.

				“I am sorry,” I said quietly, “but I need to live, too.”
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				By the time I’d made it back towards camp, Ransom and Puquanah were already out looking for me. I heard the coyote calling for me from a distance off and made towards his voice until I caught his scent on the wind. He must have done the same, because before long he came trotting through the undergrowth towards me, rifle in hand.

			

			
				The canine skidded to a stop twenty or so feet from me, panting and wide-eyed when he saw my condition. 

				“Good God, girl! What in the hell—”

				“It’s not my blood,” I assured him quietly, crossing the distance between us. I was up to the elbow in gore, and I was fairly certain my feet were no better. I was exhausted as well, and I knew I looked it. It had taken hours upon hours to finish up in the field, and the tent sack I’d been dragging was as heavy as I could bear.

				Ransom approached me cautiously, then when I forced a tired smile, he seemed relieved and just put a hand on my shoulder.

				“Y’shouldn’t have gone out without me,” he murmured. “Ain’t safe. We was worried.”

				“You had every right to be, and I’m sorry,” I said. “It wasn’t smart. I don’t know why I did it; I just…I really felt I needed to—”

				Ransom just shook his head and pulled me in to an embrace. The gesture shocked me, but I didn’t resist.

				“You don’t need t’explain it to me,” he murmured. “I get it. Been there.” He pulled away from me at length and looked to the horizon. “Puck won’t though. Just t’warn you. He’s been outta his mind worried about you. Expect a fox whuppin’.”

				I gave a lopsided smile. “Thanks for the warning.”

				“So…” the coyote cast a sidelong glance at the bag, licking the side of his mouth. “We eatin’ elk tonight?”

				“I knew you suspected,” I said with an arched eyebrow.

				“You was pretty fixated on tha’thang. You find it, didja?”

				I nodded, then looked over my shoulder, back towards the direction I’d come.

				“And that’s not all.” 
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				That night, we ate a real meal for the first time in months. The elk made for better eating than the Dyre, of course, but most of the actual meat we’d flayed, hung, and were allowing to freeze in the cold. We mostly ate the organ meats that first night, and though there was easily too much to go around, Ransom was already baiting traps to ensure none of it went to waste. 

				The Dyre’s carcass had been new for me; I’d only ever dressed standard game the hunters brought in back at my tribe. But Ransom had some experience with predators and how to preserve its dark, thick, beautiful hide. In the coming days he’d promised to help me prepare the hide to have it made into a cold-weather cloak to replace the one I’d lost. I’d be one of very few hunters to have a Dyre-hide cloak. According to the coyote, it was a mark of honor amongst any who might recognize it. And warm besides.

				The elk I’d hunted for food, but the Dyre I couldn’t help but feel a pang of remorse for whenever I thought back on the kill shot. Its death had not been essential for me to eat…but it hadn’t given me much other choice in the matter. 

			

			
				“The Otherwolves call it ‘dog eat dog’,” Ransom was saying as we all rested around the fire, finally done with the massive undertaking that preparing the two carcasses had been. It was already growing dark, and the heat, exhaustion, and full stomach I was enjoying were making me hazy and lethargic in the best of ways.

				“Hm?” I murmured, looking up.

				“Survival.” The coyote licked at his teeth, reaching over to one of his large elk-skin bags and rooting around for something. “Sometimes it’s that literally. You do what you gotta do t’live, and so does everythin’ else. Beasts included.”

				“I…I don’t regret taking the shot,” I said, trying to sound certain. “I did what I had to.”

				“Yeah ya do.” Ransom snuffed. “But thas’alright. Just means you respect th’beast. A hunter who don’t respect what he’s killin’ or its own right to live ain’t got any real understandin’ o’what he’s takin’ from the world. If all men was that way, wouldn’t be no beasts left in the wilds, and we’d all starve. You’ll be a good hunter, Shivah.”

				I gave a genuine smile, leaning back against the tree I was near.

				“Maybe no’as good as me, but…”

				I rolled my eyes. “Well at least with you around, Ransom, I can aspire towards greatness,” I muttered.

				“Glad t’be of service.”

				“Would you two stop congratulating one another?” Puquanah spoke up in an irritated tone from where he was bundled up in his fur cloak beside Ransom. The arctic fox looked to me in particular, or rather turned towards me. Even with his pale eyes, the glare made me shrink back. “You scared me half to death, Shivah. What were you thinking? It’s a small miracle you weren’t killed or grievously injured. And neither of us would have known where you were!”

				“Puck…” Ransom murmured.

				“Hunting alone is dangerous enough,” the fox continued, “but going off without telling anyone? What exactly were you—”

				“Puck.” The coyote put a hand on the fox’s shoulder, putting enough emphasis into his voice to quiet his companion. “Ease off, a’ight? Ain’t our place to tell the girl what she can and can’t do. She did what she felt was right, for her own reasons, and everything worked out fine. Let it go.”

				The fox gave a soft sigh and nestled back into his furs, mumbling against them, his voice slightly muffled by the buffalo hide blanket he had pulled around himself, “It was still foolish.”

				Ransom only smirked at me, and I couldn’t resist smiling myself. 

				The coyote found what he was fishing for finally, and then the question became would I or wouldn’t I “man up” and try some of his accursed moonshine. Only after a lot of obnoxious, insistent encouragement from the canine did I relent, and it was every bit as disgusting as I thought it was going to be. The face I made after trying it must have been highly amusing, because the man didn’t stop laughing for ten minutes or more.

			

			
				Even Puquanah softened up eventually as the evening went on. Having so much food available after so long spent hungry, it was hard to be anything but content…or just downright blissful. The night was even warmer than most had been recently. It might have been too early to say, but with the hope between us all at its peak, it felt as though the season was finally going to turn around. We were going to make it to spring. We’d had some trying, difficult, dangerous times over the winter, but Ransom had been right. Sometimes luck really does turn around.

				As terrifying and grueling as the ordeal had been, the elk and the Dyre I’d killed would mean we’d have a lot of meat, which we could depend on the weather to keep cold or dry as we saw fit. If we rationed ourselves, we could live on it alone, but with the scraps Ransom had saved from the organ meats to bait his traps, we’d probably have even more game soon.

				I’d contributed my fair share. It felt good. Wonderful, even. I wasn’t certain I’d entirely returned the debt I owed the two men, but I felt as though I’d finally found some equality amongst this small, strange “tribe” we comprised. 

				We spent the few remaining waking hours in lively conversation, Ransom wanting to hear every detail of my hunt. I told the story in as much detail as I could recall, realizing that I was creating a tale I might someday be able to pass on, were I ever to have children or marry again. I was writing my own story every day I spent out here in the wilds with Ransom and Puck. And my story was finally a story worth telling.

				I never even thought about Crow that night. Or Methoa’nuk. I just enjoyed the time I was spending with my friends and reveled in the moment.

				When it was finally time to turn in, I went to go ready my tent for the evening, my body lethargic and weak from the exertion of the day. It took me far longer than it should have to ready my bedroll and change out of my leathers into the old shirt of Ransom’s the coyote had given me as a sleeping gown. Most of the clothing I now wore we’d had to make from older garments of his or Puck’s; I had almost nothing but the bow and quiver to my name.

				I placed it reverently down at the foot of my bed, looking over the worn wood for a few moments and reflecting peacefully on how far I’d come. It felt like the weapon truly did belong to me now. 

				I never would have learned how to properly use it if it weren’t for Ransom though. And I realized at that moment I hadn’t yet thanked him today for helping make all of this possible. He deserved my gratitude.

				As I stepped back out of my tent, I raised my eyes to a befuddling scene and had to blink a moment to ensure I wasn’t just hazy-eyed. Puquanah was partially atop the coyote’s thigh, leaning in almost nose to nose to do…what, I could not say. All I could see was the back of his head, from where I stood. Was he treating him for something?

			

			
				The fox’s ears pivoted back as soon as I took a breath and he parted very…hastily…from whatever he’d been attending to. Ransom’s gaze turned towards me with equal haste and a distinctively defensive, almost threatening look about him. 

				I stammered, pausing for a moment, almost caught in the coyote’s eyes the same way the Dyre had caught me in its gaze. I was so struck by the similarity; it brought back some of the fear. I felt as though I’d crossed a line I could not see.

				“Shivah…” Ransom murmured, no trace of a growl there, but…the defensive tone was evident, almost questioning. Like he wanted me to confirm something for him.

				“I-I just wanted to thank you,” I said quickly. “For teaching me everything you’ve taught me…about hunting.”

				The coyote was silent for some time, almost as though he expected me to say more. But I had no more to say, only mounting confusion. It was clear they hadn’t wanted me to witness whatever it was I’d seen. I just didn’t know why.

				At length, Ransom only stood and nodded. Puquanah had already retreated into their tent. 

				“Yer welcome, Shivah. Get some sleep,” the coyote replied finally. Then he headed off towards the larger tent, kneeling and disappearing behind the flap.

				I returned to the safety and warmth of my tent then, feeling suddenly much less comfortable than I had been not minutes earlier. I fell asleep that night to confusion and nameless worry.

				I’d thought my companions were done keeping secrets from me.

				[image: OTBP Divider.ai]


				The following morning, the pervasive feeling of discomfort I’d had the night before had not abated. At least not for me. The boys went about their morning rituals the same as ever, Puquanah readying the fire and cooking up a stew of leftovers for all of us to eat from the night before. 

				Ransom was raucous and in good spirits, talking about some bawdy dream or another he’d had the night before. Puck also seemed to be in a good mood, albeit a quiet one. We sat down for breakfast as the day began to warm, the snow falling from the branches around the campsite, suggesting today there’d be a bit of a melt.

				“Good weather fer trappin’,” Ransom said around a mouthful of stew, swallowing with a grin. “All them critters comin’ out t’find food, and us with the best bait fer miles and miles. I see a lotta raccoons in our future.”

				“I love raccoon,” Puck spoke up, ladeling out some stew for himself. “Especially the head meat.”

			

			
				“Yet y’won’t eat the eyes.” Ransom smirked.

				“I have a thing…about eyes,” Puck muttered.

				“So do I. They’re delicious.” Ransom smirked. “Puck, if y’don’t want yers…I mean, they ain’t doin’ you no good anyway…”

				“Oh, sure. Have at them.”

				“Be careful what y’offer, fox,” the coyote said with a playful snarl, reaching out and grabbing the fox by the cloak, turning his face towards him. “I might just take y’up on it.”

				The fox shoved at him, then Ransom gave a mock growl, and I had to move aside so the boys could play at one of their tackling matches again. I rolled my eyes, trying to fight back a smile but to no avail. It didn’t matter what species, what tribe, what area of the world…men were all the same. They all played like pups if given the chance.

				“I’ll get a stick to break you two up if I have to,” I called out over the sounds of the tussle, swallowing the last of my breakfast. I looked down at my arms as I did. I’d tried to clean up last night, but my fur was still soaked with blood. I needed to bathe.

				I stood and put my bowl in the pile with the others then went to go gather a few things so that I could head towards the nearby stream and wash up. While I was gathering things in my small rucksack, I heard Ransom call out to me from across the camp.

				“Shivah! Where you off to?”

				“To get cleaned up,” I replied, hefting the small sack over my shoulder. “I’d rather not be reeking of blood for the next few weeks.”

				“That ain’t gonna come off easy,” the coyote stated, releasing the struggling fox, who jabbed at him once more in the stomach before heading off to go gather the bowls from breakfast.

				“I know,” I sighed. “But the stream’s not far. I’ll be gone a little while, but don’t worry, alright?”

				“I won’t,” The coyote replied confidently. “You can handle yerself.”

				“Thanks, Ransom,” I said with a smile. The strange mood from last night was beginning to disappear. I couldn’t help it…the playful, content air from the two of them was infectious.

				I gathered my things and headed off, all but forgetting any concerns I had. The sun was out, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, the warm weather was slowly but surely beginning to return, and I’d had two meals in a row now. I couldn’t complain.

				I made it to the stream and began to disrobe. I’d brought my bow and arrow just in case, but the woods didn’t feel dangerous in the least today. The chances that I’d be attacked by two rogue Dyre in the course of two days were next to impossible; I could hear the larks singing in the trees, and despite the chill in the air, the water looked clear and inviting. It would be freezing, of course, but I’d only wash what was strictly necessary.

			

			
				I dug through my pack, looking for the “soap” Puck had given me a few months back. I’d come to all but rely on the stuff, and now I couldn’t stand washing without it. I loved the way it made me smell.

				I was dismayed to find I must have left it back at camp after I’d all but turned my rucksack inside out. I sighed, wondering if I should just wash without it…

				But we had plenty of food and little to do today. I had all the time in the world. It was worth it just to go back for it. I’d barely undressed, so I shouldered my bow and arrow, left my rucksack at the stream for the time being—since I’d be back soon anyway—and headed back towards camp.

				It was a good ten minute hike back, but the woods were beautiful today, and I didn’t mind it much. I let my mind go quiet, listening intently to the sounds of the forest, utterly at peace as I took in my surroundings.

				But amidst the birdsong and the gentle creaking of the branches in the wind, I heard something disturbing. Something I’d heard a long time ago and had nearly forgotten, which sent a pang of fear through my heart.

				Puquanah…and it sounded like he was in pain.

				I went still for a few moments, listening to see if I heard it again. Had I been imagining? It had been a difficult few days.

				But no. I heard it again, this time sharper, more pronounced. A soft cry. Like he’d been struck.

				I pulled an arrow, taking off through the woods towards the sound. It was coming from the direction of camp. Had they been attacked while I was gone? Had something come for all of our meat perhaps? Why hadn’t I heard Ransom shouting for me or the sounds of a struggle?

				I knew my best chance at being of any aid was to come from stealth, but I just couldn’t stand the thought of approaching with caution when the fox might be hurt. I slowed just enough near the tree line on the outskirts of the raised hill above our camp that I could come down from above and take a shot at whatever creature it was that was hurting my companion.

				But it was the last beast in the world I expected.

				Ransom.

				My breath caught in my lungs, and all I wanted to do was look away…but I couldn’t.

				The coyote had the far smaller fox pinned against a tree in the center of our camp, the fox’s paws clutching into the bark of the birch, helpless against Ransom’s strong grip. 

				And he was violating him. 
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				Chapter 8 Friendly Fire

				Betrayal.

				That was the only sensation in my mind at that moment, consuming me from the inside out. It was hard for me to believe what I was seeing. I felt like someone had stuck a knife in my gut and wrenched it, pulling every comfortable feeling and moment of trust and camaraderie I’d allowed myself to have for the coyote over the last few months out of me with the same care one might gut an animal then taunting me with them.

				I clapped a palm silently over my muzzle, afraid the sob working its way up my chest would escape and I’d be discovered. How could he? That was the only thought I could conjure again and again.

				But there was no denying what I was seeing. Beyond the obvious and most disturbing question of why he would do something so horrible to another man was the sickening question…was this the first time? 

				And the obvious answer. No. This was the final secret. The dark undercurrent I’d always felt, always suspected, but had no understanding of. Every time in the past I’d had that sinking feeling the canine was hurting the fox…I’d been right.

				And I had tried so hard to think otherwise. My affection for the coyote had grown to the point that I’d dismissed all of my previous fears, had taken Puck’s word that nothing was happening, even though the fox was clearly at the man’s mercy and I should have known better.

				Even though I knew what it was like to be hurt like that, unable to tell anyone for fear I’d be hurt worse.

				Gods, I’d been blind! I’d wanted so badly to trust again; I hadn’t trusted my instincts.

				I wiped the back of my hand over my eyes, taking in a shuddering breath and going for my hunting knife. I’d told myself months ago that if the coyote was harming Puquanah, I would be the one to protect him, and I intended to make good on that promise. Even if the man harming him was the very same man I’d let embrace me the other day…the very same man who’d nearly given his life to save mine not a month earlier.

				I couldn’t forgive him for this. It was unforgivable.

				“Ransom…gods. Why…?” I choked, swallowing around a lump in my throat and shifting my body into a crouch to ready myself to leap down the hill and pry the man off of the gasping, helpless fox. His cries had grown plaintive now, tearing at me a little more each time.

				But it was at that moment that images of my final fight with Methoa’nuk flashed through my mind and I remembered the desperation…how easily he’d overpowered me. Ransom was a lean, less bulky man than my husband had been, but I’d seen the tall, wiry canine’s strength first-hand on too many occasions to underestimate him. He was a hard, grizzled man who knew how to kill and did so brutally when he was angry. Jack came to mind, especially.

			

			
				I couldn’t wait any longer though. I had to stop this. But I had to use my head. If I tried to separate them and merely ended up another victim of the coyote, I’d just be throwing myself at the mercy of another man. No matter my outrage, I still needed to think like a hunter.

				I pulled my bow and nocked an arrow.

				Ransom deserved, at the very least, a chance to leave us alive. He’d earned that. So it was with great care that I aimed my shot. A leg wound would be enough to drop him without crippling or maiming him, and with his back turned to me, I had a good shot. I didn’t want to risk hitting Puck, so I took a few extra moments to aim.

				Puquanah’s ears perked in my direction as I pulled back the bowstring, but I was nearly too focused to notice. It was only after I’d loosed my arrow that the fox yelped out the first half of Ransom’s name.

				But at that moment, Ransom howled out in agony and fell back from the fox, clutching at his thigh where my arrow had gone through and through his right leg.

				“SunvaBITCH!” The coyote hollered, stumbling until he fell into the birch tree, clutching at it for support with one hand, his other grabbing at his belt for his own hunting knife. For the first time since I’d known the man, I saw him fumble—then drop—his weapon.

				I leapt down the hill, making for him before he could get to his knife. I could see his knee was weakening and knew he’d not be standing much longer. I tried so hard not to focus on how terrible it made me feel to see the shaft of my arrow sticking out of my companion’s leg. He’d shown me how to fletch. He’d shown me how to shoot.

				Please, Ransom. I begged silently. Don’t make me kill you.

				But before I’d so much as made it across the campsite, I was blindsided by—of all things—Puck. The small white fox darted out from behind the coyote, despite the taller man’s yell not to, and flung himself directly into my path, screaming out a desperate plea towards me as he did.

				“STOP!” 

				“Puck…” Ransom groaned in pain, trying weakly to push the fox aside, “Git out’the—” 

				It was at that point that he saw his attacker…namely me. And the coyote fell deathly silent.

				I skidded to a halt necessarily. I couldn’t very well get to Ransom with the fox in the way, all but plastered against the canine’s side. But more importantly, it was the look on the vulpine’s face that stopped me. Fear…and betrayal.

				And it was directed at me.

				“Puck…move,” I said, putting as much weight behind my words as I could. I knew what it was to be in his position and how confusing it could be. I suppose I might have defended my husband if someone had attacked him at some point in my life.

			

			
				“How could you do this?” the fox demanded, his normally soft voice confused and hoarse. “Why?”

				“Puck,” I said unsteadily, “you don’t need to protect him. We can end this today. Right now. He doesn’t even need to die.”

				“Are you mad?” the fox cried out. He frantically looked over his shoulder to no avail, an instinct from a time when he’d still been able to see, I’m sure. He reached one paw out for Ransom but didn’t move from where he was standing between the two of us. His fumbling hand found the coyote’s shoulder…the man had sunk to one knee by now, giving another low groan of pain as he clutched at his thigh.

				“Is it bad?” the fox asked, worriedly. “Where did she…where did you shoot him?” he demanded of me in a shout so furious, I wouldn’t have thought the fox capable of it until now.

				“Just…the leg…” I stated, my resolve weakening. I was growing more and more confused as every moment went by, and I couldn’t help but shake the thought that somehow…I’d made a terrible, terrible mistake.

				Ransom wasn’t going for his knife anymore. He’d released Puck and was making no attempt to defend himself now that he’d seen it was me and not some unknown attacker.

				Most tellingly, he wasn’t speaking. At all. Not even to defend himself verbally. In fact, he wouldn’t even make eye contact with me. The man was just kneeling in the dirt, clutching at his injury and keeping his eyes on the ground, mortified.

				“Puck, I…I don’t…” I stammered. “He was hurting you…”

				“No, he wasn’t!” the fox shouted, the anger in his tone so sharp, it made his voice crack.

				“I saw…him…” I stated, my words dying off as I witnessed the change in the fox’s expression at that. The roaring anger in the little arctic fox’s features churned into something closer to a mixture of hurt and…humiliation.

				“…Oh…spirits,” I breathed, realization dawning on me. “I-I…I’m so sorry—”

				“Get out,” Puquanah demanded, deadpan.

				“Puck, please,” I pleaded, “I didn’t—”

				“Get. Out!” The fox reiterated, this time with more force behind his words. “Get out of our camp. Right now. I have to see to his wound and I don’t want you here right now.”

				I swallowed, not wanting to say another word lest I somehow worsen what I’d already committed. But I was earnestly afraid if I left now, I’d never see either of the two men again.

			

			
				“I swear to every god you hold dear, Shivah,” Puquanah growled—the fox actually growled—narrowing his unseeing eyes. “If you do not leave this campsite right now, I will never speak to you again, so long as I live.”

				I took one last long look at the two men but had to turn away when I saw the dark red trail seeping down Ransom’s trouser-leg. I gave a hitched breath, taking off into the woods, trying not to smell the scent of the blood I’d drawn from my own companion as I fled.

				[image: OTBP Divider.ai]


				I hardly knew what to do when I made it back to the stream. I must have run the entire way, because by the time I made it there, I could barely breathe. My heart thudded against my ribs, and my head was spinning, trying to make sense of what I’d just seen and, more importantly, what I’d nearly done.

				What I might have still done, I realized. A leg wound could still kill. He could bleed out or be crippled for life. Gods knew what harm my arrow had done.

				But I’d seen what I’d seen. I knew what I’d seen. I’d suffered that pain so many times myself.

				And Puck wasn’t even a woman! How could he…why? None of it made any sense!

				Had I been wrong? Ransom wasn’t behaving like a man caught violating a friend, and Puck certainly wasn’t acting like a victim. I felt more as though I’d stormed into a marriage hut and pried apart two…

				…Mates?

				The idea was so absurd, I almost dismissed it outright. But I couldn’t, not entirely. Gods, everything else fit. They lived together; they travelled together; they relied upon one another; they had a connection I’d never been able to understand. Almost like family. Ransom was violently defensive of the fox, which I’d always attributed to his needing to control him. But if either of them seemed in control most of the time…it was Puquanah. Argumentative or not, the coyote nearly always deferred to his judgment. If they’d been a man and a woman, I would have assumed outright that they were married based on the way they argued alone.

				But they weren’t. And that’s where it all fell apart. Men didn’t mate. Men might bond as brothers, but only men and women became mates.

				Uncertain what else to do, I methodically went about what I’d come here to do originally. I washed. I had a sudden fierce desire to clean the blood from my fur. Even if it wasn’t Ransom’s, I felt like it was somehow. I scrubbed until every last trace was gone and my skin felt raw, but I could still smell the coppery tang in the air.

				The beauty of the warming noon weather mocked my plight. What could I do now? Where could I go? Puck had commanded I leave, but had he meant…forever? I sat in silence for over an hour after I’d washed, my thoughts racing.

			

			
				My whole body nearly jumped when I heard the first signs of someone approaching. I knew immediately it was Puck by the sound of his walking stick, and never before had I imagined I might say this, but…the sound of him approaching filled me with dread. Not because I didn’t want to speak with him.

				Because he was coming alone.

				I turned and stood, my hands twitching nervously at my sides. When he finally crested the nearby hill and continued padding down towards me through the snow, I knew by the grim set of his jaw but the absence of sorrow in his features that Ransom had, at the very least, survived my shot.

				He made his way towards me and stopped several feet from me before tapping his walking stick out towards the bank until he found a large boulder. He gestured at me, instructing quietly but seriously, “Sit down, Shivah. We need to talk.”

				I did as he said without question, finding another of the large, flat rocks that lay at the edge of the stream, sitting cross-legged atop it, and digging my claws worriedly into my knees. The short silence as the fox sat and looked down thoughtfully only worried me more.

				At length, he finally spoke. And when he did it was in a calm tone but a measured one, like he was carefully considering each word.

				“Ransom is going to be fine,” he started out by saying, and I was grateful he led with that, because it would have been my first question. “We were lucky,” he continued. “Your arrow mostly caught him in the side of the thigh and it was a through and through. Pulling it out wasn’t…pleasant…” I winced as he said that, unable to stop myself from imagining—”but I was able to sever the arrowhead first, so all we had to extract was the shaft. I doubt he’ll have much other than a scar after his body heals. It was a clean injury.”

				I knew he had more to say, and in all honesty, I wouldn’t have known how to respond just yet anyway. I was still so terribly confused. I wanted to apologize more than anything else, but first I’d let Puck have his say. He seemed to want to speak right now.

				“That being said,” the fox said, looking up, his eyes nearly focusing on mine despite his near-blindness. I suppose in the sun, he could at least make out where my body was. “He’s going to be out of commission for some time. We’re all very fortunate you made those kills the other day, or this…misunderstanding…would have cost us dearly. He won’t be able to hunt. He won’t be able to check his trap lines. He won’t be able to defend the campsite well like this, and we certainly won’t be traveling terribly far until he can walk well again, which won’t be for several weeks.”

				“Puck, I’m—” I began, but the fox continued more forcefully.

				“All of this is a moot point, though, until we settle this,” he emphasized. “I have no wish to share a camp with you if you’re not going to trust us from this point forward. Entirely, Shivah. Perhaps enough that I won’t need to keep insisting to you that Ransom does not and has never hurt me. For god’s sake, woman, the man risked his life for you. I would have thought that at least warranted a warning, not a shot to the leg!”

			

			
				“I thought he was violating you, Puck!” I finally said, the words bubbling up out of me, desperately. “I never would have…I shouldn’t have shot him, and I-I’m sorry. But I just…I saw what was happening and I thought—”

				“That I couldn’t have been willing,” Puck stated bluntly. “Did you even consider that was a possibility, Shivah?”

				I floundered, finally just shaking my head. “No…” I admitted.

				“Why? Because we’re both men?”

				“That doesn’t make sense either way,” I admitted with exasperated sigh. “But it’s not just that. I saw you, and I-I…saw…every time my husband had forced me down beneath him—”

				“Ransom isn’t your husband, Shivah!” The fox suddenly shouted, making my body jump. “And I’m tired of your comparing him to that man! Ransom is a good man who’s suffered a lot of troubles in his life, so yes, he can be unpleasant at times. He’s crass, offensive, and consumes more poison than food, but he’s not a damned rapist! Gods, did you see what he did to Jack?” he demanded.

				I went still, unable not to remember the sight of the mountain lion’s head blown open and dashed across the wooden plank floor of his cabin. How coldly Ransom had looked down on the man after pulling the trigger.

				“Do you honestly think he’d kill a man with a rifle at point blank range out of mercy?” The fox shook his head. “Ransom…was inappropriate to you, when we first met. I know that didn’t exactly make the best impression, but Shivah, you have to trust me; he is violently opposed to men who victimize the weak. More than you know. The last thing he would ever do is take someone against their will. How could you even think that? After what we’ve been through together? After all he’s done for you?”

				The fox gave a long sigh, his muzzle turning down for a few moments as he tightened his knuckles against the edge of the rock. When he spoke again, he was visibly trying to rein himself in back to the calm tone he’d had before. Seeing the fox having such trouble controlling his anger was terribly unfamiliar and strange.

				“I’m sorry for what happened to you,” he said quietly. “It was a terrible injustice, but you survived it, and you should be living your life now, not obsessing over the man you escaped. You’re more a prisoner to him now than you ever were before, and this…quest for revenge…” he looked back up at me, “I’ve seen what this sort of obsession can do to a person. When you can’t let go of pain, it consumes you. Anger turns you into a darker person, into someone who can’t trust,” he said pointedly,”who doesn’t ever assume the best in people. You’ll never see beyond your own pain, and soon every man around you will become this…monster…you’re so intent on destroying. And that’s exactly what you’ll do. You’ll destroy everyone around you.”

			

			
				“I can’t just forget Methoa’nuk,” I said softly but defensively. “And I’ll never forgive him.”

				“You don’t have to forgive him,” Puck said insistently, sounding for some reason like he’d had this argument before, like he’d rehearsed the lines and was tiring of them. “Some things are unforgivable. Some wrongs can never be righted. But you survived. Somehow, against overwhelming odds, you lived through an ordeal you shouldn’t have. You have the chance to live your life, to right the wrong done to you by denying the fate your husband chose for you. That’s a chance a lot of people never get. A lot of people simply die unfairly, innocent and unloved, and no one mourns their passing. That doesn’t need to be you. You can give up this pursuit of yours. Live your life.”

				“It’s why I was recalled, Puck—”

				“No, I am why you were recalled!” Puquanah stabbed a finger into his chest. “Myself and Ransom. The man you just shot. We found you. We nursed you back to health. And now that you’re alive, all you can think of is chasing the man who put you in the ground. You’re a strong woman, Shivah, but you’re still living for a man. Do you understand that?”

				“I…don’t…” I stammered.

				“Strong women live for themselves,” the fox emphasized. “You talk about how wrong it was to be your husband’s possession, how cheaply you were traded by the men in your life, and how you lived under his heel, wanting more, all those years. But you’re still his slave so long as you chase him and see him in everything around you. If you were strong, you wouldn’t need this obsession. Your purpose in life would be living your life.”

				“I can never forget what he did to me…to my son…” I breathed, the mere mention of my child bringing back that excruciating pain my chest.

				“Forgetting isn’t the answer either,” the fox said more softly. “You can’t just…deny…the pain in your life ever happened either. That turns you into a different sort of person. One who can’t make sense of who they are, because they never came to terms with that pain. You can’t understand who you are if you don’t accept the forces that shaped you, good and bad. He’ll—” He paused, sighing. “You’ll…never heal that way. You’ll just find things to mask it, to fixate on, to distract you, until you run out of distractions and all that’s left is that…hole.”

				I stared at the slow, chortling waters of the small stream, trying to quash my bitterness for the fox in that moment. He’d never believed in Crow, never believed in my quest. What did he know?

				“What would you suggest I do then, Puck?” I asked in a flat tone. “What else is left?”

				“You make peace with who you are,” he said softly. “Accept that who you are may not please everyone around you, and that wrongs may have been done to you, that you may have lost much in your life, but you endured…and you live for what you have ahead of you. There is a saying amongst the northern tribes and yours, I believe. ‘It is hard to see the trail ahead when walking backwards’.”

			

			
				“That sounds more like common sense,” I responded, confused.

				Puck actually gave a tired smile. “One would think. But you do it yourself. It merely means it’s difficult to make progress in one’s life when all of their concerns lay in the past.”

				I looked aside, frustration biting at me and compelling me to interrupt this moral lesson from the fox. Only the knowledge that Ransom still lay in camp nursing the injury I’d given him stayed my tongue. 

				“Until you can find some way to make peace with what happened to you, Shivah,” Puck murmured, “you’re going to see your husband in…many men, I’m afraid. You’re never going to trust again, unless you can let go.”

				“But Ransom was…” I stammered, “I mean, I-I saw…I saw…”

				The fox’s tail flicked nervously. “Yes, well,” he cleared his throat, “maybe we should talk about that.”

				I waited, depending on silence alone to compel this out of the small white fox finally. It was clearly hard for him to talk about, which again reminded me of my own plight not so long ago. But he’d asked me to trust him, and I was trying. I needed an explanation—and now—though.

				“What you saw…was…exactly what it looked like,” he began, but before I could interject, held up a palm, “but I was a willing participant, I assure you. I…initiated it even,” he admitted somewhat abashedly. “Ransom even worried you might return. I was…over-eager. We’d just had such a good night…and he’s too concerned we might rouse you when we turn in for the night, so it’s just been so hard to find any moments…”

				“I-I don’t…” I put my hands out. “Puck, nothing you’re saying makes any sense. Men can’t…mate.”

				“I assure you, we can,” he replied matter-of-factly. “We cannot breed, if that’s what you mean.”

				“Then why subject yourself to it?” I asked, mystified.

				“Because it’s…pleasant.” he responded, almost shyly. “And because I’m fond of him.”

				I blinked. The answer was so simply put and yet so obvious. That’s right. Men did find pleasure in mating sometimes. My fellow wives in the village had told me that on many occasions. Sometimes a husband might mate with his wife during times other than her heat, merely for pleasure. I suppose it made sense that if a man could find pleasure in the act, two men might mutually please one another.

				“O—oh,” I said at length, feeling horrendously foolish now that he’d so simply lain it out for me. “I-I’m sorry,” I said earnestly, “I’d just never…I’d never thought men…did that…with one another, anyway. You must understand,” I said quickly, “for a woman, mating is simply a thing to be endured. It’s hard for me to see it as something one might enjoy.”

			

			
				“Oh, sweetheart.” Puck gave me a pitying expression. “That’s a whole other subject we’ll need to really re-open at some point, but I’m glad you’re finally starting to understand.”

				“But I heard you,” I insisted, “crying out in pain.”

				Puck ran his paw through his neck ruff, fiddling for a moment with his cloak hood before murmuring, “That wasn’t pain, Shivah.”

				“Why didn’t you just tell me about all of this?” I finally asked. “If I’d just known—” 

				“The moment you found out, you shot one of us.”

				“If I’d understood what I was seeing, I wouldn’t have,” I insisted.

				“And how were we to know that?” Puck pressed, knitting his eyebrows. “Ransom is paranoid about anyone knowing, and so am I. The last person who found out was an Otherwolf trader whose flophouse we made the mistake of staying in for a few nights. He threatened to turn us in to the local magistrate if we didn’t give him everything we owned.”

				“Wh…what happened?” I asked, believing I already knew the answer.

				“Ransom,” Puck replied, and that was enough. “And after that, we had to get out of that settlement fast, and we’ve never been able to return there.”

				“Why would the Otherwolves care whom you’re mating with?” I asked. And it still sounded strange.

				“God. It always has something to do with Gods,” Puck replied in one of the bitterest tones I’d ever heard from the fox. “Never a legitimate grievance, never a legitimate reason. It always comes down to religion. As if that’s its own answer.”

				“I never would have judged you, Puck,” I said softly. 

				“You’re judging us now,” the fox replied harshly. “I can hear the doubt in your voice even now. You still don’t believe me.”

				“I just…” I paused, picking my words carefully, “I’m wondering if…maybe you’ve just convinced yourself you can accept this, that you’re content with this, because you want to be something for one another that you’re…missing. It’s not the same a-as if he were violating you. There’s no shame in doing something for someone else, especially when you’re all you have. If the two of you were just able to find wives—”

				“Spirits,” the fox uttered, disgusted, his tone growing angrier again. “Is it so hard to believe I might just honestly prefer my life this way?”

				“It’s just…not normal…” I tried to explain.

				“This is why we didn’t tell you!” Puck exclaimed, his temper finally erupting. “This right here. This distrust, this patronizing, this insistence that you know better than we do.”

				I began to say something, but he cut me off.

			

			
				“Do you know…” he uttered, losing his breath on the last word and swallowing, “how…exhausting it is…to go through your entire life telling people something that they just can not ever seem to hear?”

				I paused, reflecting on what he’d just said. “Your whole life?” I reiterated.

				He nodded slowly. “For as long as I can remember.”

				And that’s when the very last piece slid into place. If he’d been pleading this case since he was young, then…

				“If my mother and father couldn’t accept it, why would you?” he asked me, turning his pale eyes towards mine. “Why even try? It’s the same, every time someone finds out. The same condemnation. The same insistence that I don’t know any better. That if I just do as I’m told, I’ll become normal. No one wants to believe that this…the way I am right now…just might be normal for me. Why would you be any different?”

				“Your mother and father found out about Ransom?” I asked quietly.

				The fox only snuffed. “I didn’t know Ransom then. I didn’t have a lover at all. No. I just made the mistake of telling them. That’s all. They were concerned at first, but concerned in the way parents might be for a sick child, not angry at me.” He kicked at the loose stone around the foot of the boulder he was sitting on. “They told me I was just restless, that I needed to marry. So I did. I even liked the girl they chose. We’d grown up together. She was kind. A good friend.”

				He looked back up towards the sky. “But she was like…a bow, in the talons of a bird in my hands. I could hold her, I could appreciate her for what she was…but I knew not what to do with her. All I could ultimately do was put her down gently. And eventually I had to. When her family discovered we’d not consummated the union after nearly a year, they demanded we return her. And we did.”

				“My parents told me then that I’d been seized by a spirit of rebellion, and that I was just being obstinate. They took me to a powerful shaman to pull the spirit from me, but it accomplished nothing. And I was already beginning to go blind at the time…so,” he blinked his blank eyes, “they had their proof that I was possessed of something evil.”

				“Puquanah…” I murmured, wanting to move forward and hold the fox. “You’re not.”

				“I know I’m not,” the fox uttered, with enviable conviction. “Now. I’ve made peace with who I am. But it took me a very long time.” He swallowed a moment, the deceptively fragile-looking vulpine taking his time to gather his words, which despite his current state, were spoken calmly and evenly. 

				“Do you know…how difficult it is…to be fifteen years old, alone in the world…and going blind?” he stated more than asked, because of course I couldn’t possibly. But I could almost feel it in the way he spoke. In the edge of desperation I heard in his voice, cut from a past memory.

			

			
				“My tribe told me I could not return until I’d freed myself from the clutches of the spirit that had seized me. After a month apart from them, trying to survive while my sight continued to fail,” he murmured, “I considered returning home and simply lying. But that would mean marriage again, and I knew I’d be no more successful the second time. So I prayed. And I prayed. Exactly as I had every day of my young life. Exactly as I had when my eyes first began to cloud. And I continued to pray. Every day, for years…”

				He brought in a long, heavy breath before continuing. “And then one day, I found myself starving to death, trapped in a snowed-in trade-post with twenty other travelers I did not know who were slowly but surely killing one another to a man for whatever food or supplies could be found. I was only spared as long as I was because I had nothing worth stealing.”

				“I stopped praying,” he said quietly. “I just…finally realized that no one was listening, and I…stopped. And once I stopped expecting the spirits to save me, I realized I’d have to do so myself. So I…found a man…a trader…who was ill with a chest cold, whom I could help recover and who might protect me in return. And he did. And he has ever since.” 

				 I hung my head, thinking of Ransom back in camp, in pain because of me. Because I had leapt to the conclusion that he was as terrible a person as my husband had been, despite having known him for months now and having seen the way he interracted with Puquanah, despite the many moments I’d witnessed between them that showed they had a genuine affection for one another. Despite everything he’d done for me.

				It still didn’t entirely make sense to me. Despite everything Puquanah had said, I couldn’t see why two men would pair as a married man and woman might. I’d never heard of anything like it happening before, but to be fair, before I’d married I’d never even known what mating really was. My husband had simply…shown me. And our union was decreed to me to be blessed by the spirits, to be a holy, binding, and certainly acceptable pairing. 

				My family had been wrong. There was nothing blessed or right about what had happened between Methoa and I. I’d seen more affection in a glance from the crass, dirty coyote towards his fox than I’d ever felt from my husband in all my years of marriage. Puck could be angry at the spirits and the gods if he wished, but as far as I was concerned, it was people who were wrong. If his tribe had truly rejected him because of something as simple as his unwillingness to marry, they were wrong. Wrong and cruel. 

				We couldn’t always understand what the spirits had planned for us. That was part of why we depended upon shaman and holy men, but even they could be wrong. Spirits were confusing…unknowable. I didn’t even always understand what Crow was trying to communicate, and he was fairly direct.

				So Puquanah could continue to deny the existence of the gods and spirits if he wished, but I saw his plight differently. Woeful though it was, the people in his life simply hadn’t understood the will of the great forces around us all. They had shaped Puck precisely as he was, just as they had shaped me to be a warrior, despite being a woman. I’d been crafted for my purpose, and eventually Puquanah’s purpose would also reveal itself. 

			

			
				If it hadn’t already. Perhaps he’d been made for Ransom, and the coyote for him. I’d heard such romantic tales before. Their gender made theirs…unusual…but a white deer was unusual and to my tribe, it was sacred. 

				Puck’s family had given up knowing a wonderful person out of mistaken fear or ignorance. I couldn’t say. But I wouldn’t do the same. I didn’t have to understand it to accept it.

				Although I hoped in time I would.

				“Ransom saved my life,” the fox continued, softly-spoken. “I would have starved to death or been killed long ago were it not for him. And it’s beyond just having a protector or, for his part, having a healer. I care for him. He’s more than he seems to be. He’s deeper than he portrays himself to be. Loyal. Even kind when the urge strikes. I honestly cannot imagine my life without him now. I’d be lost.”

				“Do you love him?” I had to ask.

				The fox fluffed up like a bird might, giving a nervous laugh. “That’s a…difficult question.”

				“I’m sorry,” I said quickly.

				“No, it’s…it’s fine,” the fox murmured. “Honestly, it’s just that it really is a difficult question. Ransom and I have never been…particularly open…about what happens between the two of us, so I’ve only ever had to consider that to myself before. And it’s easier to lie to yourself. I’ve really just never questioned what’s between us as long as things have gone well. And I’m…usually content. He’s fond of my company and I of his, and that’s always been the state of things.”

				“It sounds like you do then,” I said uncertainly. I didn’t know why I was questioning him about this. I think I’d just honestly never known anyone who was actually in love, the way the tales would say anyway. There were husbands and wives who’d been together many years amongst the Anukshen, but I’d never known any of them well. And I’d never known personally what it was to be in love. Although I’d always wondered.

				“I used to love my parents,” Puck murmured. “And I think…I feel as though the main difference between it and simple affection is that love needs to be…mutual. Otherwise it’s just fixation.”

				“So, you don’t think Ransom…”

				“Well, that’s a little hard to determine when the man’s set on pretending what happens between us doesn’t happen,” the fox said with a soft sigh. “That coyote has a permanent plot in the land of Denial.”

				“How can he deny it if the two of you…keep…” I stammered.

			

			
				“Ransom has a powerful ability to dismiss the things in his life he can’t handle,” Puck replied somberly. “He’ll be affectionate, even passionate one moment, then later that day, it’s as though it never happened. Did you see how quickly he recovered after shooting Jack?”

				“I thought he just didn’t care,” I said quietly.

				“Ransom’s a very emotional man,” Puck murmured. “He just…shuts it off when he can’t deal with it. He makes himself not care. I don’t know how he does it or how to fix him. It’s a continuing source of frustration, believe me. He can feel so deeply sometimes…”

				He looked up, blinking his blank eyes slowly then shaking his head. “But what we have, as it stands, isn’t love. I can live with it, and I’m even happy with it most of the time…but that man has too many demons locked up inside him to open the gates, and it may always be that way. I’m trying to do what I’ve always done and make peace with things the way they are. It’s just hard. Sometimes I get glimpses of how much he’s hurting beneath the surface, and I know I’m helpless to stop it. What little I know about him from before we met, I only know in pieces and from feverish dreams and drunken ramblings. He won’t ever just…talk to me.”

				“He talked to me about his past once,” I said hesitantly, not wanting to upset the fox by admitting the coyote had spoken to me, perhaps on things he’d never shared with him.

				But the response I got from Puck wasn’t what I anticipated. He actually perked up and looked mildly…hopeful for a moment. “He did?” he asked. “About what?”

				“His family. His cousin. His journey to the mountains when he saw the Wraith Lion. There seemed to be a lot of…gaps…but…”

				Puck barely breathed. “He told you…about Dominick?”

				I nodded. “A—A bit. Just that he’s the one who taught him how to hunt, that he took him into the mountains and…something terrible happened. He thinks the Wraith Lion killed him.”

				Puquanah looked as though he wanted to say something, but he closed his mouth after a few moments, seemingly deep in thought. At length he stood and padded over to me, sitting beside me on the boulder I’d chosen. I moved over, making room for him, surprised that after our argument he’d be willing to be so close to me once more. But he surprised me further by taking my hands in both of his and turning his muzzle towards mine, clearly trying to look me in the eyes.

				“Shivah,” he said, “I don’t care who Ransom talks to. If he’s more comfortable speaking with you, I hope he does. Unpleasant though today was…think of how much understanding we accomplished simply having this conversation.”

				I nodded, unable to disagree with him there. No matter what either of the men thought, if they’d simply kept less secrets from me from the beginning, I would have tried to understand. I might not have been the cleverest of women, and if I admitted it to myself, much about men was still a mystery to me, but I’d been judged too much throughout my life for things beyond my control to do the same to another.

			

			
				“I hope he opens up to you,” he murmured, casting his eyes down, “the way he hasn’t been able to open up to me. I earnestly do. It would do him so much good. A good healer accepts their limitations. If someone else can help him in ways I haven’t been able to, so long as he’s helped, I’ll be happy.”

				“Well I doubt he’s going to want to speak to me much at all anymore,” I sighed, blowing out a breath.

				“You’re probably right on that, but for the wrong reasons,” Puck replied. “Ransom’s going to act like this whole thing never happened, arrow wound or not. He might be more forgiving than you think.”

				“I have to apologize to him,” I stood. 

				“You can try,” the fox said, brushing some snow off of his cape as he stood. “But I’m telling you, it’s not necessary. He’d probably rather you not bring it up at all.”

				“I can’t act like this never happened,” I stated then paused as I saw the fox give an expression of discomfort when he shifted to his feet. “Are you alright?” I asked, concerned.

				“I…yes, I’m fine,” Puck replied, not sounding it. I gave him a dubious look for a few moments, before he sighed and straightened his breechcloth, continuing in an annoyed tone. 

				“Just…do me a favor,” he said. “Next time you decide to barge in on the two of us, maybe wait…twenty seconds longer.”
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				Puquanah insisted he needed to go off and gather firewood, which while it was a necessity, I knew was only an excuse to give me a bit of time alone to speak to Ransom. When I made it back to the campsite, the coyote was lying near the fire on a pile of pelts and furs he’d pulled out and haphazardly strewn on the ground, his lean figure sprawled out with one leg propped atop one of his rucksacks.

				He glanced up briefly when I cautiously approached the camp, halfway through the bottle of moonshine he’d uncorked last night and in the process of draining a further third. He didn’t greet me when I made my way towards the fire, but he didn’t go for a weapon either, so at least there was that.

				“H-How are you feeling?” I asked softly.

				The canine wiped his muzzle with his sleeve, letting the old glass bottle thunk down onto the rocky soil before muttering, “Just fine. I gotta hole through m’leg, but…a’least I heal quick.”

				I took a deep breath before saying what I’d come to say. “I’m so terribly…terribly sorry, Ransom. I didn’t understand. I thought—”

			

			
				The coyote just put up a hand before taking another long drink from his bottle. “It’s fine,” he muttered, “I’m a tough sumbitch. I’ll mend. We all make mistakes. Jes don’t do it again.”

				I considered carefully whether or not to continue. Puck had told me he’d be this way, and as usual where it concerned the coyote, he’d been right. But a few more things needed to be said.

				“Puck explained…what I saw…” I said carefully. 

				“You didn’t see what you thought y’saw,” the coyote replied darkly.

				“No, I know. I misunderstood.” I nodded. “I just…wanted to let you know that it’s…it’s alright. I don’t see either of you differently, and in the future, you don’t need to worry about me. I won’t judge; I won’t get in the way. I can even give you some time together, if you need—”

				“You ain’t listenin’ to me, cat,” Ransom glowered, his tone harsh. “You didn’t see what you thought you saw. You didn’t see nothin’.”

				“You don’t have to be ashamed,” I said softly.

				“Ain’t nothin’ to be ashamed about,” Ransom bit out. “So I’m not. Got it? Now we ain’t gonna talk about this no more, are we? Cuz I’m gettin’ tired of repeatin’ myself.”

				“No. It’s fine,” I murmured, looking away.

				“Good,” the coyote muttered then leaned back into his furs and gave a long sigh, wincing as he ran a paw down over his bandaged thigh.

				We sat in silence for some time, the sound of the fire crackling and the birds in the trees around us rousing to the warmer weather filling my senses and making me wish that somehow this had all happened on a darker, colder, more dismal day. We were wasting the good weather being in such spirits.

				I looked to Ransom at length.

				“He cares about you, you know,” I stated.

				“The fox?” Ransom shrugged, the noncommital gesture seeming fairly forced to me. “‘Course he does. I’m his meal ticket. And I ain’t sayin’ he don’t pull his weight or that I don’t like havin’ him around. It ain’t good to be alone. Lone men get strange. ‘Specially canines.”

				“You’re already strange, Ransom.”

				The coyote gave a dry chuckle. “Ain’t that the truth.”

				I was about to say something else, but the coyote surprised me by speaking again. “I care ‘bout him too, y’know,” he said, the admission sounding all the more genuine based on how difficult it seemed to have been for him to say it. “Couldn’t really ask for a better travelin’ companion than a healer, y’know. Ain’t givin’ that up any time soon…m’health’s only gonna get worse as I git older.”

				“Have you ever bothered telling him that?” I asked cautiously. “That you care for him?”

				“I bust my ass for that fox. He knows.”

				“Sometimes it doesn’t hurt to hear it,” I offered.

			

			
				“What the hell are you now? My grandma?” Ransom snorted, bringing the bottle to his muzzle to take another long swig. “I don’t need a fuckin’ morals lesson on how t’treat friends from the cat tha’just shot me an hour ago.”

				“I can’t argue with you there,” I said with a slight laugh.

				And that was it. Just as Puck had said, from that point on we went back to the way things had been. Other than Ransom getting his amusement at my expense by making me get him things he didn’t really need or rearranging things for him in the campsite that didn’t need to be rearranged then laughing about it like an immature child…everything was just about the same as it ever was in camp that night.

				The coyote got hellaciously drunk that night, which I couldn’t even blame him for. The moonshine was the only thing he could take for the pain, which had to be fairly bad. As usual, the man was tough as talons and only seemed to play up the injury when he wanted attention though. I left the two of them mostly to their own devices. Puck had returned early and spent most of the night checking on the injury and tending to the campsite. 

				I decided as it was growing dark to go check on Molly and ensure her water hadn’t frozen. It had, so I got her a bit more to drink before night fell then pet the mule for some time and ran my claws lightly over her hide, pulling the burrs from her thicker winter fur. I just wanted so badly to be able to give some kind of comfort to someone tonight. Even if it was only our pack animal.

				She seemed to enjoy the attention, and it lifted my spirits some. By the time I made it back to camp, it was growing dark. I came in from the woods, not the hill, so as to make it clear I was returning. But the strangest sound drifted to me from the campsite as I did. It sounded like…humming. Low and melodic, deep and male, fading in and out as though in pieces.

				When I emerged into camp, Ransom was where he’d been when I’d left and just as drunk but far more calm and peaceful-looking than he’d been when last I’d seen him. I’d seen him drunk before…he tended to get this way later on in the evening, eventually fading in and out until he fell asleep in a drunken stupor. Tonight however, he seemed awake if only barely, and he, of all people, was the one humming. Puquanah was lying at his side with his head and one arm resting comfortably against the coyote’s chest. He stirred a bit when I made my presence known, but this time he settled back against the man instead of bolting. And Ransom seemed oblivious to just about everything.

				I stood near my tent for a few minutes, just listening. The clarity and depth of pitch in the drunken man’s voice reminded me of song leaders back in my tribes, and the melody itself was haunting, whatever it was. It didn’t sound like a tribal song.

				“I didn’t know he—”

			

			
				“Sang?” Puck whispered, giving the slightest of smiles. “He almost never does anymore. He prefers the harmonica these days. He did so more when I first knew him, but he just says he rarely feels like it anymore. I wish he did. I used to love listening to him.”

				I smiled softly in return then crouched down to start gathering my things to turn in for the night, going about it as silently as I could so as not to interrupt.

				I’d been fond of singing in my youth as well. I remembered a time when I’d joined in dances and hoped for the day I might become a song leader, not just a responder. But like so many things in my life, my marriage and having my life uprooted had interrupted that and so many other dreams.

				I heard Ransom’s humming die off, then the man shifted, and I made to stand to head over to him to see if he needed help getting to his tent. Puck would have trouble lifting him after all.

				But when I looked up, the coyote had the small fox gathered in his arms, his paws sliding over the vulpine’s shoulders and moving through the thick white fur along his neck…and he was kissing him.

				I blanched, looking away. For a few seconds anyway. It wasn’t as though I was spying. They knew I was but a few feet away…or at least Puck did. Ransom likely didn’t even know where he was. How anyone could still be conscious after the amount of that poison he’d had to drink tonight, I didn’t know.

				I went about gathering my cloak and quiver, the last two things I needed to pick up, but I couldn’t help but spare one more glance my companions’ way. Call it curiosity or longing…which I wasn’t sure.

				But I had never seen two people kiss like that. Not even a man and a woman. It was almost hard to believe they were the two men I’d been traveling with all these months in that moment. Especially Ransom.

				At the moment at which one of Puck’s paws came up to run along the ragged edge of Ransom’s tipped-back ear and the coyote gave a low, throaty sound of contentment, I decided it was best I retire.

				I ducked into my tent, trying very hard to fight the urge to take one last look, and wondering why I wanted to so badly.

				


			



			
				Chapter 9 Cold Trail

				“Don’t you ever say I didn’t warn you,” Ransom called over his shoulder as he shouldered his rifle by the strap and used his off-hand to tug his suspenders up. 

				“You’ve been warning me for days. I’m tired of waiting,” I replied, grabbing my own things and bounding up towards him before he took off. For a man with a limp, the coyote could move fast.

				“I’ve been warnin’ you because it’s worth warnin’ about,” Ransom replied, finally turning to regard me with a lowered brow. “Trading post ain’t no place for women.”

				“You mean to tell me there are no women in this settlement?” 

				The coyote actually seemed to consider that a moment then put up a finger. “Only one that ain’t a ‘workin’ woman’ that I know of, and she’s a bear who can put most men on their ass if they make trouble. Manages the kitchen at The Black Pot. Makes a mean stew.”

				He went back to readying his things for the day’s trip, and I moved towards the edge of camp, ready to go and looking his way expectantly.

				“If she can handle herself there, so can I,” I said firmly.

				“She’s three times your size and twice as big as mosta’ the men at the post, Shivah,” Ransom remarked with a raised eyebrow. “And she’s nearly forty. You’re a wee bitty thing with perky li’l tits and not an ounce o’worldly wisdom in you. The men a’this post are traders and travelers, a lotta which haven’t seen a woman in months. And thanks to your…stunt…last month”—he grunted as he straightened his leg, wincing—”we’re goin’ into town later than I would’ve liked. They been floodin’ into the post fer weeks now from over the pass. Which we ought to have been on by now,” he reminded me more than a bit irately, making my ears droop. “Post is gonna be overrun with’em. You ain’t ever seen one Otherwolf, and you barely know how t’ask where the outhouse is in Amurescan. What d’you honestly think you’re gonna learn from these men?” 

				“I…” I stammered then remembered my resolve from the night before. I wasn’t going to let him talk me out of this again. “I have to try,” I stated. “And I’ve been practicing speaking Otherwolf. Puck’s been teaching me.”

				“She’s catching on fairly fast actually,” Puquanah commented from his seat near the fire. Though he generally ventured into town with Ransom as well, he seemed in no hurry to do so today. I know he had more to sell—he’d been bundling tea all night—but the fox usually headed towards the post later in the day, presumably to avoid the crowding Ransom had been describing. Morning was always a busier time in a settlement.

				Of course, all I had to go on in imagining this place were tribal settlements, which Ransom kept insisting couldn’t be more different. He seemed extraordinarily hesitant to allow me to go. But at the end of the day, he couldn’t tell me what to do, and I wanted to go.

			

			
				The Trail Head Trading Post was the settlement near Jack’s cabin, which I’d once been near but never seen for myself. And back then it had been after the pass had snowed in, and the place was all but deserted. It was where Ransom, Puck, and men like them did their trading and stocked up for the journey over the mountains, or if they’d just come over, into the valley. It was built along the river, right near where the trail towards the pass began, thus the name. 

				That also meant it was a hive of information and crawling with travelers who may have seen or heard of the men I was pursuing. Methoa’nuk and this Rourke had left the valley before the winter, likely by the river. That much we knew. Any more than that I could only guess at. With the warmer weather coming in slowly and the pass beginning to clear, I was running out of time on determining what my next step would be. My trail had gone cold. I needed to catch scent of my prey now, or I’d lose them entirely.

				My companions’ path, of course, was not my own. They were focused on making up for the trading season they’d lost, heading over the pass to offload Ransom’s furs, then making it back into the valley with enough of the warm season remaining to make their living for the year once more. There’d been some argument between the two of them about going over the pass at all, which had briefly worried me. Puquanah was in favor of remaining in the valley for the whole year, being as they were already there, and simply trading some of the furs here at the post so they could re-supply rather than taking the difficult journey twice and losing valuable hunting and trapping time. But apparently fur didn’t sell as well here in the valley as it would in the Otherwolf settlements over the pass, and Ransom had put his foot down on the matter. He was determined not to sell his wares for less than they were worth, even if it meant journeying over the pass twice.

				On this point, I’m glad Ransom had won out. I needed to get out of the valley to pursue Methoa, and the pass was the best way to do so. I didn’t want to travel alone, both because of the danger in doing so and because I simply didn’t know the trail or the Otherwolf lands well at all. 

				I was going to have to part ways with my companions eventually. That much was certain, but I didn’t want to think about it any more now than I had months ago. I could at least accompany them to the nearest Otherwolf settlement. I had until then to figure out how I’d survive on my own.

				But I needed to start planning now, and the first thing I really needed to know was…where to go. I could simply follow the river, of course, and that was my plan if all else failed. But Ransom had told me that past the valley the river began to fork, and I had no way of knowing which direction this Rourke and his boats may have gone. I needed information.

				Ransom had known that Rourke was in the valley the season before. It was therefore logical to assume that others might know when he and his raiders were near their communities. Men like that couldn’t go unseen or unheard of for terribly long.

			

			
				 I needed to learn as much as I could now from whatever travelers were about. The more people I asked, the better chance I’d stumble upon something useful. We’d moved our camp to within a mile of the trading post, and we’d been here nearly four days already while the boys readied for the trip over the pass. It was a bit of an undertaking apparently, even with a mule, so they wanted to be well-supplied. Puquanah had assured me that the trip itself should take no longer than two weeks, even if we hit bad weather or portions of the trail that were still snowed in, but if you weren’t prepared, it could be a very unpleasant or even deadly journey. Still, it was a comfort that they’d done this twice a year for five years now, Ransom for longer even before.

				The warm season was coming in early, but the weather had been shaky. Some mornings we would wake to blue skies, and the snows would melt, only to be replaced by a fresh powdering the following day. Some days the water would freeze; others I’d have to shed my cloak or spend the entire day panting. Spring wasn’t exactly upon us yet, but it was trying.

				Still, the pass had clearly melted enough to be safe to traverse; we could tell that much from any vantage point from which you could see the mountains. Ransom had actually wanted to head to the pass several weeks earlier, but he’d still been recovering. Even now he had a minor limp, but he insisted he was well enough to travel. The man was more stubborn than our mule.

				He’d also been stubborn about allowing me to venture with them into the trading post every day. Even Puck had cautioned me not to go, although he was more allowing with me than the coyote generally was. He seemed to respect my desire to be more independent, whereas Ransom was not above insulting my intelligence to make his point. 

				I had made a lot of mistakes in the past…I knew that. And Ransom had often known better than I, especially where outsiders were concerned. It wasn’t my fault I was sheltered, even naive at times. I’d been raised in isolation and kept away from the world beyond like some possession to be safe-guarded. But I couldn’t always be at the coyote’s side. Very soon now we would part ways. I would never be experienced in the ways of the world unless I…experienced it. And I needed to learn how to make my way and deal with Otherwolves and outsiders to complete my quest.

				Puck had managed it, and he’d been blind. If he could be thrust out into the world and had survived as long as he had without Ransom, so could I. That was a valid point I could bring up, I supposed.

				“You don’t stop Puck from going into town. Without you even,” I said. “And he’s blind.”

			

			
				“Puck ain’t an idiot,” Ransom muttered, proving my point from just a few thoughts earlier about insulting me. “And more importantly, he ain’t a woman. Much as he’d like it.”

				“Oh…” the fox paused for dramatic effect, “no barb about my ‘breasts’? I’m almost disappointed.”

				“You would look fantastic squeezed int’a bodice, fox,” the coyote said with a snarling smile.

				“I really would.”

				“I don’t know that word,” I said with an exasperated sigh. “Do I want to?”

				“Oh, they’re a sort of garment the Otherwolves brought over that sort of”—the fox made a gesture with his hands, cupping his chest—”lift and squish your chest together.”

				“Mmnhh,” Ransom rumbled appreciatively, looking skyward as though recalling something. Or multiple somethings.

				“Alright. So no then,” I muttered.

				“Oh, don’t put yerself down, darlin’. I think you’d look right fetchin’ in one.”

				“I bind my chest,” I said pointedly. “That would serve the exact opposite purpose. I’d rather they not be…lifted and squished purely so you can ogle them, Ransom.”

				“…I’d try it,” the fox admitted.

				“Dammit, stop putting ideas in his head, woman,” Ransom snorted. 

				“Me?”

				“Ransom’s right, you know,” Puck interjected out of nowhere, probably to diffuse the argument between the canine and I that was brewing. “About the men in town. Women are uncommon on the trail, and a lot of these men spend months at a time alone or in camps with nothing but other men. I don’t mean to demean you at all, Shivah, but…it really isn’t a place for women. Not unless you think you can handle a lot of unwanted attention and assumptions about you.”

				“Assumptions?” I questioned.

				The fox cleared his throat. “Most of the women who come through the trading post—” 

				“—are whores,” Ransom finished for him. “Only reason for a woman to be out this far alone. They come over the pass in groups sometimes or hitch a ride on caravans. They know there’s a lot of ‘business’ to be done places like this.”

				“What about the wives and daughters of the men who work at the post?” I asked.

				“It’s a seasonal trading post, sweetheart,” Ransom said. “There ain’t really families that set up shop there. It’s all traders and seasonal craftsmen. Not many men risk bringin’ their families over the pass. The only one I know of is Beatrice and ‘er husband, uh…What’s ‘is name?”

			

			
				“Tovuk,” Puck filled in for the coyote.

				“Yeah,” Ransom nodded. “The two bears tha’run The Black Pot. They’ve got a family, and they’re here year-round I think. But Tovuk’s a kodiak from up north; he’s got a lotta friends with the local tribes, and I think they send their daughters off to his tribe once there’a age. Only women who come through here is lookin’ to sell themselves.”

				“That’s awful,” I said, digusted.

				Ransom shrugged. “Don’t judge ‘til you’ve walked that road, darlin’. A lotta them would say they’d rather be whorin’ than killin’, and you’ve got your heart set on that. ‘Sides, they’re supplyin’ somethin’ men out here need, just like any other tradesman. Ain’t nothin’ wrong with peddlin’ your wares if you got ‘em. Better than starving.”

				I still found the idea of women selling their bodies to be revolting, but I said no more on the topic. If I saw those women in town, I’d simply avoid them.

				Instead I steeled my eyes and looked to the coyote, saying with as much finality to my voice as I could muster, “I’m going, Ransom. I can take care of myself.”

				“I ain’t worried you can’t defend yourself, kitten,” the coyote’s muzzle twitched as he rubbed at his injured leg, “I’m honestly more worried yer gonna try. I can’t be dealin’ with no ruckus right now. We don’t need trouble. I’m not at my best, fer one. But ‘sides that, traders talk; words gets ‘round. If folk know I’m travellin’ with a crazy witch cat—”

				“Since when did I become a witch?” I demanded, confused.

				“Since you’ve been runnin’ your mouth off about seein’ spirits and magic birds everywhere,” the coyote narrowed his eyes. “I know it don’t seem strange t’you, darlin’, but the Otherwolves get thorny about talk like that. They’ll think y’ain’t right in the head or that you’re usin’ bad magics. They ain’t too fond of tribal religion. They got their own god, and apparently he don’t like us or our gods.” He lifted an eyebrow at me, regarding me for a few moments. “And I gotta be honest, sweetheart. I was brought up with the old ways, but even I think yer crazy.”

				“So I won’t talk about Crow,” I insisted. “I won’t talk about my quest. I’ll just ask about this Rourke and about Methoa. That’s all.”

				“You ain’t gonna get much outta a bunch of drunk traders except groped,” Ransom said, rolling his eyes. “And if you start shootin’ up the trade post, I won’t be backin’ you up. I ain’t gonna save you from your own antics, Shivah. Not here. Not surrounded by the people I do business with an’ gotta see year after year. If you get into trouble this time, you’re on yer own.”

				“That’s fine,” I said insistently. “We don’t even need to speak to one another. I won’t make trouble for you. I swear.”

			

			
				Ransom was silent for a few moments then put up a hand. “No trouble. None. If you get yourself in a bind, you handle it yourself. I ain’t gonna fish you outta the river this time.”

				“That’s not fair, Ransom,” Puck interjected.

				“I don’t give a damn whether it’s fair or not,” the coyote snapped. “This ain’t the middle o’the wilderness. This’s the only trade post in the valley, and these’re my stompin’ grounds. Unless I wanna uproot my life, I can’t be makin’ enemies here. And she’s got a way of makin’ enemies.”

				“That’s fine,” I nodded. “No trouble. I swear.”

				“You don’t know you’ll be able to avoid it,” Puck said from behind us. “Ransom was right; some of these men—”

				“The woman’s willing to take the risks, Puck,” Ransom said, hefting his pack. “It’s her life. Let her do what she wants.”

				“I can’t travel with the both of you forever,” I said with a soft sigh. “Eventually, I’m going to have to make my way in the world on my own. No better time to start than now.”

				Puck’s expression had shifted to one of concern as I’d spoken, and he furrowed his brow, murmuring, “Well…I don’t see why you couldn’t—”

				“Puck,” Ransom interrupted. “We’ve gotta go. You comin’ to the post later?”

				“Ah…yes,” the fox said, brushing off his knees as he stood, “I’ve got a few traders and some independent buyers to visit, but I’ll meet you at the inn for lunch.”

				Ransom smirked in my direction, “Told you. They make a mean stew.”

				“It is hard to pass up,” the fox admitted.
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				I could smell the trading post before it was even in sight. It was exactly as Puck had described so many times. The scents of woodsmoke and livestock predominated, but I’d smelled that before when we’d been near Jack’s place. Now I was catching on to the varied and more numerous scents created by any community. Leathers tanning, meat and other foods cooking, including many I couldn’t identify. And of course, many, many people. The difference was they all smelled…different.

				I’d only ever been amongst bobcat tribes in the past, my own village and others, and though we’d had visitors from other races from time to time, I’d never seen so many different people in one place as I did the moment we stepped onto the main “street” of this community.

				Amongst the strange, tall buildings that lined the muddy road were peoples too numerous to count and some of them too strange to name. Throughout, of course, were tribal folk from the valley. Raccoons, whose tribes moved frequently and who tended to mix a lot with the Otherwolves and their kind…they were everywhere, doing what they did. Peddling what they could find and cleaning up the scraps left on the outskirts of the tannery and other businesses. There were also rodents here and there, one or two felines whose pelts were unfamiliar to me, and many, many canines.

			

			
				Or at least that’s what they resembled. I’d only ever met coyotes and the occasional wolf…of which there were none here that I could see. Hardly surprising; wolves tended to be isolationists, and if any tribal nation was least fond of the Otherwolves, it was theirs.

				And I was beginning to see why. I’d never met an Otherwolf before, only ever heard about them. The name we’d given their kin in and of itself seemed to say a lot about them, though. They were wolves…but not the wolves we knew. Every person I’d ever spoken to, Ransom and Puck included, had said there was just something subtly off about them. And they’d been right.

				The Otherwolves at least that’s what I assumed they were—resembled the wolves I’d met throughout my lifetime in some ways. Some more than others. They all had roughly canine faces and roughly canine builds, but they all looked…different. Most different from one another, even. Their muzzles were of varying lengths, some pushed in like they were almost feline. Some of them had ears that looked almost mutilated, or damaged; some of them had short fur and others long. And their pelts! 

				I tried not to stare. 

				I saw one or two other coyotes; their tribes were common travelers as well. One of them appeared to be working at the tannery in fact, and that was where Ransom came to a halt, looking back at me. “This’s my first stop, darlin’. Got business with Leeroy.”

				He pointed down the road a-ways, gesturing I think to a sign near the outskirts of the settlement. All I could tell from here was that there was some sort of black blot emblazoned on it.

				“That there? That’s The Black Pot. That’s where y’wanna go if you want to chat with traders and the like. It’s jes a waterin’ hole though, so don’t go interrogatin’ folk. Most’ve the men there wanna put their feet up and get drunk.”

				“That should serve me well then,” I said, “if they become as loud and talkative as you do when you drink.”

				“Yeah, best o’luck with that. Glad I ain’t a part of it,” Ransom said, chuckling. “You have fun though. I’ll join you fer lunch in a few hours.”

				He headed off, leaving me alone on the small side road that lead out onto the main street. I took a deep breath to ready myself…then immediately regretted it, choking on the stench from the tannery.

				Alright then. Lesson one learned.

				I resisted the urge to stalk as I headed towards the main road, certain that would just make me stand out more than I already did. And it’s not as though there were many places I could hide in this place. At least without looking like a fool.

				When I reached the main street, however, I found the easiest way to blend in here was simply to move with the crowd. Most of the people on the road were busy working, talking, or intent on getting somewhere, and no one seemed particularly interested in me. I caught a few of the men I moved past taking notice but only briefly. 

			

			
				This wasn’t looking to be what Ransom had described. Perhaps he’d simply overstated. Everyone here was too focused on going about their own lives. Other than being bumped into once or twice—primarily due to my not paying attention, the buildings were distracting—or having to move out of the way of men with carts or herding goats came down the road, no one was bothering me.

				I was humbly dressed and had never been considered a great beauty even amongst my own people when I’d still worn dresses and been far more groomed and concerned about my appearance. I was wearing leather breeches now and a tunic that was primarily warm; it hardly revaled much of my figure. Most men would only know I was female by smell or because of my stature. Perhaps the women that had so much trouble in these towns presented themselves more blatantly.

				With far more confidence, I headed towards the large building Ransom had pointed to. Sitting at the very end of the road where the packed dirt began to turn back into rocky, less trod-upon earth and also situated quite near to the river and the ‘Mill’ Ransom had pointed out the last time we’d been near the trade post, the building was easily the widest and tallest in town. What’s more, while the upper half was made of wood like most of the other buildings here, the lower half seemed to be made from stone. I took a few moments to just look upon it in wonderment. I’d heard the Otherwolves could make buildings out of stone. I’d never actually seen one before.

				As I stood transfixed, I didn’t hear the man approaching me from behind. I was briefly startled when the large boar moved past me, grunting an annoyed growl in my direction. I felt myself bristle and was about to go for my bow when I realized I was…standing in the way of the staircase inside.

				“I…oh…” I stammered, quickly stepping out of the way. The boar snorted at me, shoving his bulk past and heading up the stairs.

				I took a deep breath, trying to relax. I’d been standing around staring gape-jawed at a building and blocking entrance to it, and I’d nearly shot a man for trying to get inside. I needed to calm down.

				Taking one more breath and trying not to hold it, I headed up the short staircase towards the door and pushed it open.

				I was immediately assaulted by a fierce array of smells, sights, and sounds. How the doors had kept all of this noise and activity sealed behind them, I didn’t know. It was utterly overwhelming. 

				 I stopped briefly in the doorway then remembered I was again blocking it and moved out of the way quickly. A bit too quickly as it turned out, because I backed into someone and felt myself step on their foot. I jumped forward when the man gave a grunt of surprise, apologizing quickly and quietly in my own tribal tongue before my eyes swept up to take the perturbed canine in.

			

			
				I was again struck by how exotic these men were. This one almost looked more wolf-like, but his markings were striking and bold, clay-red fur like a fox cutting down his brow-line into an odd pattern against stark white. And I’d never seen a wolf with blue eyes.

				“I’m…sorry,” I said, trying the words out in the Amurescan I’d been learning. They sounded clumsier when I spoke them than the natural cant of those around me, which all seemed to flow together in patterns so intricate and fast, my still basic understanding of the language couldn’t sort through any of it. It didn’t help that there were also men about speaking in several different tribal dialects, many of which I could understand and were just further confusing my attempts.

				Gods, could I stop making a fool of myself for a moment today? I’d thought all my practice over the last few months would have made me a stealthier, more sure-footed creature, but I was stumbling all over myself in this place like a newborn kitten. I’d never been anywhere so crowded before! How did these people live this way?

				The man’s expression had shifted from annoyance to curiosity, and he began to open his muzzle to ask something, but I remembered at that point what Ransom had insinuated most men here might be asking, especially from a woman who’d bumped her rear into them, so I chose that moment to retreat into the crowd. I’d come here to talk, but best to start with the tribal folk. They at least would speak a language I might understand and might be more respectful.

				I slipped through the crowd towards…well, I wasn’t sure. The place was bustling near the door, but further inside it began to thin out into more sparsely-placed lone patrons and clumps of men gathered around tables. The stench of the tobacco Ransom was so fond of was everywhere, as was the distinct tinge of that poison water…”alcohol,” he’d called it. Beneath that was an undercurrent of the many people here—the range of natural if strong to just outright unpleasant musks—mixed with leather, dirt, and the occasional hint of gunpowder.

				It was actually when I emerged into the less crowded area of the tavern that I began to feel more eyes upon me, and a shiver of discomfort worked its way up my spine. Ransom had been right about one thing at least…I saw no women here. Not even the bear he’d spoken of, although he’d mentioned she was a cook, so she was probably in the back. 

				I made my way hesitantly towards the only bear I saw, whom I could only assume was one of the men who ran the place. He was massive, his brownish blonde bulk dominating an area behind a long, wooden table of some sort. Shelves behind the table were stocked with more bottles than I’d ever seen before…more even than at Jack’s place, and there were many chairs pulled up to the side facing the dining area. Some of them were empty, so that’s where I headed.

			

			
				I pulled up one of the tall chairs, having to hop to sit in it. The bear gave me a long look for a moment then just nodded his muzzle in my direction.

				“Morning, miss,” he said, knowing to use the valley tribal language. He looked tribal himself…perhaps the man Ransom had been speaking of, the kodiak from the north. 

				“Good morning,” I said, feeling mildly comforted by the familiar greeting.

				“What’ll you have?” the bear asked, reaching under the table to produce a glass. I stared at it for a little while, trying not to be amazed by how the light reflected on the smooth surface. I’d seen glass before, but all of Jack’s glass had been old and clouded. This one looked a bit worn and scratched, but it was still as clear as ice.

				I was staring again. I cleared my throat, looking up.

				“Do you accept trade?” I asked shyly.

				The bear only smiled. “Of course, miss. This is a trading post. I prefer coin, but if you’ve got something of value…”

				I reached into my mane, tugging free a small bead I’d woven specifically into the ends of one braid so as to be easy to remove for just this purpose. I’d known I’d need to start trading what little I had to make my way in the Otherwolf lands, and I was prepared to part with every bit of turquoise to accomplish my goals.

				The bear looked momentarily surprised as I held the turquoise bead up, so I assured him. “It’s turquoise,” I insisted. “It’s valuable.”

				“I know, little one,” the bear stated, reaching an enormous, clawed paw out to mine. I tried not to be intimidated by the man’s sheer size, but he could have crushed my skull in that paw.

				However when his paw settled over mine, he had a remarkably soft touch. And he closed my hand around the bead and pushed it gently back my way.

				“Do not trade your heirlooms,” the large man said quietly. 

				“I-I have nothing else—” I murmured, despairing.

				“What is it you wish to buy?”

				“Just…just milk, if you have it,” I said, trying to keep the dismay from my voice. Of all the things I’d missed having at meals since I’d lost my tribe, goat’s milk was the one simple comfort I’d hoped I’d have again. I’d been looking forward to it all winter.

				The bear only gave a long-muzzled smile and turned, gruffly rumbling something towards the kitchen in a northern tongue I couldn’t make out. A few moments later, another bear, this one smaller and brown-furred, peered out from the open door behind him, looking to the kodiak.

				“Milk,” he stated simply, handing her the glass he’d taken out for me.

				It was then I realized that the bear leaning out from the kitchen was likely the woman—this Beatrice—Ransom had been referring to. She looked my way for a moment, then took the glass from the man I could only assume was her husband and headed off.

			

			
				“…Thank you,” I said, a bit mortified.

				The bear only shook his head. “Don’t concern yourself. We’ll get you something to eat as well.”

				“I couldn’t—”

				“A woman shouldn’t go hungry,” the bear stated simply. “Not when there is a man about who is capable of providing for her.”

				I dismissed my pride for the moment and just nodded, not wanting to disagree with the bear’s well-meant kindness, even if it did feel a bit patronizing. I was certain he didn’t mean it that way. Ransom had, after all, mentioned the man was a father to young girls. He was probably just thinking like a father.

				Besides, the food here smelled amazing, and I’d had nothing but dried meat for weeks. I wasn’t going to turn down fresh, hot food. Let alone milk. 

				“I’m sorry…sir?” I spoke up as the bear took a bottle away from one of the other men sitting at the long table, replacing it a moment later with a fresh one. The canine thanked him…I think. He was slurring, and his jowls were thick and loose, making his voice hard to make out as it was. The bear looked back my way.

				“A-Are you Tovuk?” I asked, uncertainly.

				“That’s right,” the bear nodded, removing another glass from where a rat had just gotten up and left and beginning to wipe it down with a wet cloth. “I’ve got a good memory for faces, and I can’t say I know yours…”

				“We’ve never met,” I assured him. “I just know some people who travel through here often.”

				“Ah, so you’re not traveling alone,” the kodiak said, seeming satisfied. “That is good. I was going to ask what your business here might be. Your tribes…”—he paused, clearly trying not to offend me—”prefer their solitude. I’ve rarely even seen your warriors at the post.”

				“I’m…not traveling with my tribe,” I admitted. “Just a few other men.”

				The bear once again looked concerned, but I stated quickly, “Good men. They’re both good men.” 

				The man only nodded, the expression of concern not leaving. But at that point, his wife returned with a brimming glass of milk and brought it directly over to me, giving me a sweet smile as she set it down…along with a bowl of what had to be this famous stew Ransom and Puck spoke so highly about.

				“Thank you,” I said with an earnest smile. The woman patted my shoulder comfortingly, like one might a young child—I suppose to her, I was about the size of a child—then leaned over to her husband and said something close to his ear that I wouldn’t have been able to understand anyway, seeing as it was in the wrong dialect.

			

			
				“I told Arquoa to stock the stove pile last night,” the larger bear rumbled, displeased, not bothering to change his dialect when he did. “That boy is lazy,” he grumbled then simply nodded. “Alright. I’ll handle it once I’m done here.”

				Beatrice nodded then smiled once more to me and headed back towards the kitchen. I had to admit, the woman’s bulk was impressive. If I’d been her size, I might have stood a chance against my husband’s rages over the years. But then her husband was enormous, so…I guess all things were relative.

				Still it was comforting to watch a husband and wife who, from what few interactions I’d seen, seemed so at ease with one another. I wondered why they weren’t a part of a tribe…and wondered too if their independence was why they were able to be happy. If I’d met someone on my own rather than being arranged, would I have had a happier marriage? I’d like to think I would have chosen slightly better at least.

				Tovuk continued cleaning glasses, going about his remaining chores in no big hurry, although he nodded to me again. I was midway through my glass, greedily gulping down the thick milk. It tasted different than goat’s milk, but I didn’t care.

				“So, what brings you to the post then, miss?” he asked. 

				“I’m…I’m looking for someone,” I eventually admitted, seeing no reason to hide the fact from the bear. I was, after all, here to talk to the men here about precisely that.

				“Mnh?” the bear grunted, not looking up.

				“An otter,” I said, swallowing, “and his…men. His name is Rourke.”

				The bear stopped at that, looking up slowly. His dark eyes assessed me for a few moments before he dropped his tone and murmured, “That is not a man you should be seeking, miss. For any reason.”

				I realized at that point that the bear wasn’t the only one staring at me now. The jowly canine further down the bar was giving me an odd look—or maybe he just looked odd…it was hard to tell—and the thin, ragged-looking feline who’d been two stools over shifted a bit uncomfortably in his chair then reached into his pocket and hastily put a few coins down on the table before finishing the remnants of his drink and heading off.

				The bear interrupted my confusion, asking, “Why are you looking for that man, miss? If you don’t mind my asking? He left our valley months ago.”

				“I…” I paused, remembering what I’d promised Ransom. No matter how affable the bear was, he didn’t need to know my personal quest even if he might understand it more than an Otherwolf would. 

				“You’re not with the husky, are you?” the kodiak asked, knitting his brow.

				“I…What? No,” I shook my head. “I don’t even know what…who…that is.”

			

			
				The bear nodded slowly, then glanced aside once before looking back to me, dropping his voice. “Then you ought not to be asking around about the otter. You’re going to get yourself in trouble, miss.”

				And with that he finished up his glass and headed into the back to do, presumably, whatever he’d told his wife he’d handle. I blew out a soft sigh, frustrated, and began to eat my stew. I was reflecting on the fact that if the bear wouldn’t talk to me, it might be that no one here would, when someone slid into the chair right beside me, one of his elbows pressing into my personal space as he leaned over towards me, looking me over.

				I knew by the scent alone that he was a fox before I looked up. When I did, I found myself face to face with the red-furred, slender traveler. He was dressed similarly to Ransom, worn cotton shirt with leather breeches and a coat that stunk of horses and the road. He was almost entirely missing one of his ears, but I was trying not to judge by looks around here. Ransom had turned out to be a decent man after all. I tried not to shrink away from his breath when he spoke.

				“Milk, hnh?” he asked, eyeing what I was drinking with a slippery smile. “Tha’s cute. Like a kitten.”

				My fur bristled, but I turned my attention towards him. The man had a poor grasp of the valley language, but he could clearly speak it, and most people here probably wouldn’t. I’d known some of the men I spoke to here might be unpleasant, but it didn’t matter so long as they had useful information.

				When he slid an arm around my shoulder, however, I couldn’t stop myself from shuddering. I did not want to be touched by this man. I tried to make that evident by shrugging his arm off my shoulders, but he only persisted, returning his grasp to me and leaning in closer. I decided I’d bear it for now, reminding myself I didn’t want trouble.

				No trouble. No violence. You’ve dealt with worse. This is to pursue Methoa.

				“C’mon now, kitten,” the fox murmured, the term of endearment sounding so much more unnerving coming from him than from Ransom, “don’t be like tha’. I heard you was lookin’ for someone.”

				I blinked, looking his way.

				“I just came over here t’see if I could help,” the fox coaxed, rubbing his paw against my shoulder. “Woman like you…alone? T’shame.” He paused, glancing around us, then looking back to me. “You are…alone…yeah?”

				I wanted to say no, to tell him I had friends…but Ransom had clearly stated he wanted nothing to do with my dealings in town today, and this was just the sort of man I could see him not wanting to get involved with. 

				I straightened my back, mustering some strength in my voice. “I can handle myself just fine on my own, sir.”

			

			
				“‘Course, ‘course,” the fox said with a smile, “but…you said you was lookin’ for someone. What sorta…ah…man is it…you’re looking for?”

				“A particular man. An otter.”

				“That’s…specific,” the fox muttered, rubbing his chin. “Any wiggle room there?”

				“No,” I said, confused, “I’m looking for a particular otter. His name is Rourke.”

				Unlike the bear, I saw no recognition in the fox’s features when I said the otter’s name. He just gave me an odd, blank stare for a few moments then shifted his hand down to wrap it around my arm, tugging at me.

				“Can’t say I know him, but I got a few friends tha’might be able t’help you,” he said. “They know a lotta folk ‘round this area. How’s about I take you to go talk to ‘em?”

				I put a paw to his and worked his hand free from my arm, finding the sensation of him having ahold of me highly unpleasant. I helped myself up from my chair instead, looking around the room.

				“Where are they?” I asked. “These friends of yours?”

				My eyes swept the room, but the fox spoke up from behind me as he stood. “Upstairs,” he said, “we’ve got a room.”

				I hesitated, turning back towards him. “Upstairs?” I repeated. My mind raced for a few moments. The fur on the back of my neck was prickling. This felt wrong somehow. “So…ask them to come downstairs, and I’ll talk to them here.”

				“Now that’s mighty rude,” the fox snorted. “Here I am doin’ you a favor, and you wanna inconvenience my friends? Just come upstairs with me, kitten. You won’t regret it.”

				“No, I don’t—” I stammered, trying to decide what to do. I didn’t feel safe leaving the main area with this man, let alone if there were truly other men upstairs. But he might honestly just know other travelers who might have information for me.

				What risks was I willing to take for this? I’d known I’d have to be brave to pursue Methoa. If I didn’t start now…

				The fox was visibly growing impatient with me, so at that point I began to say something—

				—and someone interrupted the both of us, cutting through the tense moment.

				“Come on now, Benny. Has that line ever worked?” A smooth, masculine voice questioned from behind us, a hint of amusement in his tone.

				“It’s Benjamin,” the fox growled, turning to regard the canine interrupting us. I looked up as well, blinking. 

				It was the man I’d accidentally stepped on when I’d stumbled my way into the tavern. Amongst the dizzying sea of Otherwolves, it was hard for me to sort one out from another, but this one…he was hard to forget.
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				He was a bit shorter than Ransom, but stockier in frame and built like he was an active man, like a warrior or a hunter from my tribe might be. His features, as I’d noted before, in some ways resembled a wolf except for a subtle softness to them that might have been due almost entirely to his thick, well-groomed fur. His pelt and his eyes were what was most striking about him. Red and white fur, although I primarily saw white along his paws and over most of his face; the red seemed to curl over his brow in a fascinating, diamond-like pattern. And his eyes were shocking blue, almost white in their intensity.

				I tried not to stare. Again. He seemed to notice however…and smiled.

				He was wearing Otherwolf clothing that looked far finer than Ransom’s, and certainly cleaner and better kept. It seemed comfortable and functional though, and I could smell the distinct scent of a horse on him, suggesting they were his traveling garments. I didn’t see a bow or rifle…

				Despite that he didn’t seem in the least intimidated by the fox, who was armed. I could see a hunting knife on his hip. And he was growing defensive and irritated.

				“The lady and I were talkin’, dog. Back off,” the fox snarled.

				“Miss?” The canine looked my way. “Apologies if I’m wrong, but…were you not wanting this man to leave you be? You looked uncomfortable.”

				I paused for a moment, considering. I’d yet to make up my mind on that. But the way the fox was twisting up his muzzle now made me feel as though I’d been right to doubt him all along. And the man who’d interjected made for a good excuse to end this awkwardness now before it escalated.

				“Yes,” I finally said. “Yes, I’d rather he leaves me alone. I don’t think I want to meet your friends. I’m sorry.”

				The fox gave me a derisive snort, spitting at my feet. “Your loss, woman! You can just piss off then.”

				“Benny,” the canine warned, “now that’s not particularly civil.”

				“Benjamin!” the fox exclaimed angrily. “And don’t you act like you own me, dog! You ain’t my keeper!”

				“Now calm down. Tovuk will toss you if you keep this up, Ben,” the canine commented with a raised brow and the hint of a smile. “You know how much he hates fighting.”

				The fox spouted a stream of garbled profanity in Amurescan—a fact which I only knew because Ransom often shouted the same colorful medleys—and trudged off. I felt the tension in the air dissolve as he did; then realized I had a whole new problem now.

				The canine wasn’t leaving. He still looked easy and unconcerned, his posture relaxed, although I did notice his hand rested at his hip as he watched the fox go. It was hovering over something odd strapped to his thigh by a leather holster. It was hard to tell what it was, all I could see was the handle. But it looked too bulky to be a knife.

			

			
				 I wasn’t going to thank him for his interference. I could have handled the fox on my own. In fact if anything, I was a bit annoyed by yet another patronizing gesture and felt the need to say so.

				“I could have done that without your assistance,” I muttered, heading back over to the bar.

				If my lack of gratitude bothered the man, he didn’t show it. Instead he followed me towards my chair and, unlike the fox, gave me at least two body-widths of space, so I couldn’t even complain and ask him to leave. He leaned on the bar, that mild smile still there, begging me to follow the curve of his muzzle up towards his eyes again. I resisted, but only because I still had milk and stew waiting for me.

				“Apologies then,” he said, his voice still that smooth, confident tone from before. “I misunderstood the situation.”

				I gave a noncommital “Mnh,” digging my spoon into the thick stew of meat, potatoes, and carrots. Puck and Ransom had been right…it was pretty amazing.

				“I’m sorry; I haven’t introduced myself,” he said, running a hand through the fur along his neck.

				“No one asked you to,” I mumbled, not certain why I wanted the man gone so badly, but I did. His grasp of the Katuk language was admirable; he even lacked the twang Ransom had, and he seemed polite and clearly wanted to talk to me, for whatever reason.

				But he’d hurt my pride. I hadn’t asked for his help in dealing with the fox.

				“Ah…alright…” the man paused, that confidence drooping for all of a second or so before he actually pulled up the chair and sat, clearing his throat and donning that easy smile again. “Listen, we got off on the wrong foot. My name is Grant. Grant Wickham.”

				I regarded him for a few moments, placing my now empty glass down. That smile was still tugging at the corners of his muzzle, and it annoyed me for some reason…like he found something amusing about me.

				But honestly he was being nothing but polite. I’d have to be a pretty cold woman not to at least engage him, when he was trying so hard and being so respectful. 

				“ Shivah,” I said at length. It was the first time I’d ever introduced myself with the name, and it felt odd, but I supposed I’d have to get used to that.

				“Katuk names…strange but beautiful,” the canine murmured thoughtfully.

				“If you say so,” I muttered, trying to give him a hard stare to let him know I was no one to be trifled with. “Now what do you want?”

				For whatever reason, that amusement was still evident in the canine’s eyes, and the harder I leveled my stare, the more it grew until he visibly had to cover his muzzle a moment before murmuring, “Ah…you may wish to…here.”

			

			
				I blinked at him as he fished about in his breast pocket for something, pulling out a small piece of cloth and unfolding it, handing it to me. I stared at it, uncertain what it was or what to do with it.

				Then I realized I’d been drinking milk. Blanching, I wiped my muzzle with the back of my sleeve, tossing the cloth he’d offered back towards him on the countertop. I was unwilling to accept yet more help from him even if it was only to clean my face.

				Small victories.

				Again my rejection failed to rustle the man. He just picked up the cloth and re-folded it, tucking it back into his pocket and donning a slightly more serious expression, although the mirth there was still evident beneath.

				“I was hoping to speak with you,” he stated, “miss. You or any of your kin who might be here at the post with you.”

				He knew I was here with others? How? Had he been listening in on my conversation with the bear? My suspicions of the man grew.

				“I apologize again for interrupting your…conversation…with Ben,” he said carefully, clearly trying not to offend me again. “But earnestly that fox isn’t worth conversing with, and I believe he had no good intent towards you, miss. He’s a local troublemaker and thief. Little more.”

				“I trust my instincts,” I said, “and I wasn’t planning on going anywhere alone with him.”

				“Good then. No harm done.”

				“What do you want?” I demanded again. “Why should I spare any more time for you than I did him?”

				The canine seemed to consider that for a few moments before replying, “Earnestly, ma’am, you have no reason to trust me any more than that mongrel, and if you demand I leave, I shall. But I’ve been looking to speak with one of your kin since my arrival here two weeks ago, and to lose your acquaintance before I’ve even made it…well…I’d be destitute.”

				Ignoring the blatant attempt he made to appeal to me with those big blue eyes following that last statement, I focused instead on the first part.

				“My kin?” I questioned. “You mean a bobcat?”

				“Specifically someone from the local tribes, which,” he paused, “if I am not mistaken…”

				“Yes,” I nodded, feeling no need to hide it. Besides which, he’d caught my attention now. “I am Anukshen.”

				The canine’s expression shifted quite suddenly to one of recognition and pity, and he closed his muzzle, dropping his tone to a far more somber one. “I’m very sorry, miss.”

				“You know what happened in the mountains,” I stated, shifting forward in my chair.

				The man—Grant, he said—nodded. “My men and I only just returned from there. It was…a massacre. You have my condolences.”

			

			
				I was silent, trying not to imagine what my old tribal village looked like now after a long, hard winter. We’d not been able to bury the dead. There’d just been too many. Gods keep them. 

				“Why were you in my village?” I asked suddenly. “Why do you want to talk to an Anukshen?”

				Could this man be working with Methoa? I bristled, my fingers itching at my hip for where my knife lay beneath my tunic. Ransom had said the otter worked with Otherwolves.

				“My men and I scattered out over the valley looking for survivors,” Grant said, all mirth and soft smiles gone from him now. His eyes had fixed on mine intensely. I still didn’t exactly feel threatened by him, but…he was focused, now. “I knew there had to be some hunters out when the attacks occurred, some who weren’t within the village walls.”

				I shook my head, fairly certainly. “Only me,” I said softly, my eyes slipping down to my hands on the table. “The attack happened at night I think. I saw almost everyone I knew there.”

				Well, except for Methoa’nuk and his warriors. But I withheld that for now.

				“So you weren’t within the walls when your village was attacked?”

				I shook my head. “I was…” I paused, then settled on somewhere between truth and fiction, “I’d been exiled.”

				Exile was a heavy punishment amongst the tribes, but I saw no judgment in the man’s eyes. “That’s unfortunate, miss,” he said, “but fortunate as well. For you and I both.” 

				He shifted forward, leaning an elbow on the countertop and keeping eye contact with me as he spoke. “I have a number of questions for you if you wouldn’t mind answering them. We’ve been looking for survivors for months now.”

				“I wasn’t there when the village was attacked,” I said with a sigh. “I don’t know how I could help you.” I looked down then said, “I can tell you who was responsible, if that’s what you want to know.”

				“Rourke Xeli Mezatl,” Grant stated without pause.

				I bristled, not at him but at hearing the name. I don’t know why, but hearing the man’s full name just made him more real somehow. As though confirming this specter whom I’d never seen, who’d stepped into my already miserable life and somehow ruined it further, was actually real.

				“How do you know him?” I asked, trying to keep the low growl out of my voice.

				“I’ve been hunting that otter for over two years now,” the Otherwolf man said with a discernably frustrated sigh. “His wreckage is all we ever find, and it’s rare anyone ever survives. If you could please just answer a few questions, I’ll let you on your way and stop dredging up these terrible things…I know it can’t be easy for you.”

			

			
				“I’m not going anywhere,” I said firmly, and I meant it. This man knew Rourke better than even Ransom had. And he was hunting him? Well, that meant he didn’t know where the otter was, but he might have valuable information. “I’ll answer any questions you have,” I said, turning in my chair to face him.

				I expected another of those charming smiles when I acquiesced, but the man was deadly serious now and began directly with the questions. 

				“We noticed the gates to your village weren’t damaged in any way,” Grant stated. “Do you know how it is that Rourke and his men got inside? We couldn’t find an entry point.”

				“They were…let in,” I said, knitting my brow and looking away, ashamed in that moment of my own husband’s betrayal. “As far as I could gather from the one survivor I was able to speak to, some of the…some of the warriors met this Rourke while they were in the valley and…brought him back to our village. I don’t know what their plan was, but there was some sort of disagreement with the elders and then they just…they just attacked. They killed everyone.”

				“That’s a new one,” the canine rumbled thoughtfully. “Enlisting tribal turncoats…” He was silent for some time, his brows knitted. At length, he looked back up to me. “One more question,” he said, “just one and then I’ll leave you be, miss.”

				 “I may have a few questions for you when you’re done,” I said.

				At that he smiled again. “Well…that would be just fine.”

				I arched an eyebrow at him, my mind still on the subject at hand, whereas his had clearly begun to wander again.

				He dropped his voice when he spoke again. “Before the attack,” he said quietly, “did you see any…disease…breaking out in your community? Blisters on the skin? Symptoms like food poisoning?” He paused a moment, then queried even more softly, “…delirium or madness?”

				Of all the things I’d thought he was going to ask me…that hadn’t been on the list. I just stared at him in complete confusion, not certain what to say for quite some time. The longer I was silent, the more his expression fell.

				“I wasn’t in the village when it was attacked,” I said at length, “but I saw the bodies soon after, and…something like that…I-I would have noticed. Why?” I asked in shock. Whatever he was describing sounded terrible, like a plague. We’d had illnesses sweep through the valley before, I’d even heard tales of terrible illnesses like that, but I’d certainly never seen or experienced one. And if something like that had struck my village, I had to believe I would have seen signs. At least the blisters.

				The man leaned back, considering my words. “This disease,” he said, gesturing in the air with his hand, “spreads slowly. You would have seen signs of it several months before the winter if it were a full-blown contagion when the attack occurred.”

			

			
				“No, I…” I shook my head. “I wasn’t gone from my tribe for that long. I would have seen something. And none of the bodies I saw had blisters.”

				“Damned!” the man suddenly said fiercely, slapping a palm down on his knee. And for the first time since I’d met him, he honestly looked irritated.

				“Why is that bad?” I asked, still stumped by all of this.

				“I thought we had a pattern,” he said with a sigh, then quieter, almost to himself, “Damned. I really thought that was a good lead.” 

				“Alright, explain,” I insisted with a low rumble. I had a low tolerance for being left in the dark where my quarry was concerned. “Why are you after Rourke? How do you know him?”

				“I’m hunting Rourke because the man’s a mass-murdering, unconscionable monster,” Grant replied, still with a knuckle to his muzzle, staring off into space as though he were lost in thought even as he replied to me. He blinked finally then shook his head and looked back to me. “He and his men kill travelers along the river and massacre entire tribes and towns seemingly at random. It’s not just your family, miss. That man and his group have destroyed countless lives. And unfortunately, we still don’t know why. I thought we’d found a pattern some time ago”—he gave a soft whuff of breath as he leaned back—”but your tribe doesn’t fit the pattern.”

				“Why do his reasons matter?” I asked, knitting my brow. “Perhaps the man is just mad.”

				“Oh, he is certainly that,” Grant said grimly. “Unfortunately he’s also clever and maddeningly hard to track, moving by river as he does. We started out our hunt by boat, thinking if we just did one long sweep…” he gestured with his hands in the air, presumably in the shape of the river,” but the river forks, as I’m sure you know, and besides out-maneuvering us, the man travels in smaller canoes he can just pull up onshore and hide. We’re all but certain we passed him at least once or twice if the carnage we found in his wake was any indication.”

				“That’s terrible,” I said—and meant it. All of this only strengthened my resolve to go after Methoa. Ransom had said little about Rourke except that he was a bad man we wanted no trouble with and that he often raided towns. But I’d thought my town had been some terrible overindulgence on his part spurred on by Methoa, who wanted to be rid of his responsibilities and the elders’ control. If what he did to the Anukshen was as common as this man was saying…

				“If we had any pattern to his attacks,” the Otherwolf said, gesticulating again with his hands, which I now realized he was fond of doing, “we might stand a better chance of intercepting him. But we’ve yet to find any compelling reason he might have targeted the tribes he did. They’ve all been relatively unlike one another in species, tribal roots, religious beliefs…even wealth. You’ll forgive me for saying so miss, but your tribe in particular had very little worth pilfering.”

			

			
				“They did strip everyone bare of their turquoise and weapons,” I emphasized. “I saw the bodies.”

				“True,” the canine said thoughtfully, rubbing at his chin, “but he has to pay his men somehow. I still don’t see how a walled community would have been worth so much trouble without some other compelling reason.”

				“He didn’t have to breech the walls,” I reminded him. “My tribe let him in, remember?”

				“Also true. But he did when he attacked the Katoshen.”

				I sucked in a breath, my fingers digging into the countertop. This was the first time anyone had ever confirmed it for me. The lone survivor we’d found amongst the Anukshen had said Methoa’s gaze had been directed there, at my familial home, and we’d heard traders had found the tribe in similar disarray. But I’d never gone myself to personally confirm it.

				I don’t know why. With the Anukshen dead and Methoa gone, I probably could have returned home to my family now, if I’d ever truly wanted to. It had been worth going to see if Rourke and his men had indeed destroyed them as well to know whether or not I actually had a home waiting for me there if I decided to give up this quest for Crow.

				Maybe I hadn’t wanted to know. So long as it was still an unknown, there was always that chance and hope.

				“You saw…the Katoshen tribal village…destroyed as well?” I asked. There was always the chance the man had simply heard the same rumors I had.

				“I’m afraid so,” he replied. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of such bad news. I suppose you had friends there?”

				“Family,” I breathed, my hand shaking where it gripped the countertop. My parents were dead. My brothers. All of my relatives. There was no doubt any longer. 

				Grant’s brows tipped in concern, and he cautiously reached towards me. I wasn’t even paying attention, so it was mildly alarming when I felt a hand on my shoulder.

				It snapped me out of my trance, and I lifted my eyes to his. It was so hard to seethe in my own anger when those compassionate blue eyes dominated my field of vision.

				Wait, what? No it wasn’t! What in the hells was I thinking?

				“Don’t worry, miss,” he said softly but earnestly. “We’ll bring him down. Your family deserves justice.”

				For a brief few seconds, I honestly believed him. I almost wanted to accept the earnest promise, to feel that weight lift off my shoulders and be content knowing this great burden had been taken up by another. To feel secure and comfortable again, knowing someone was going to settle the wrongs in my life, like when I’d been safe and protected within the walls of my village at night nestled at my mother’s side.

			

			
				But the moment passed, and I reminded myself that, charming strangers aside…these were my wrongs to right. Monumental task or no, hunting Methoa was my task.

				If this man was being truthful though, it was also his. And he had the air of truth about him, irritatingly affable demeanor aside. Besides, it wasn’t far-fetched that others might be hunting a man like Rourke. He was a monster. I couldn’t guess at this Grant’s reasons, but if I inquired, I might have to tell him mine, and I wasn’t certain I trusted him enough to divulge my life story just yet. The boys had said Otherwolves could be superstitious about tribal mysticism after all.

				There was no issue in sharing information. In fact, this could be an opportunity. I’d never had any great desire to do this alone. It would hardly be a level playing field after all. Methoa and Rourke had an entire group of men at their disposal. Why shouldn’t I?

				“You’ve said ‘we’, several times,” I pointed out. “You’re traveling with others?”

				The canine nodded, smiling confidently. “Some of the toughest, most able-bodied, best sorts of men you’ll find this side of the ocean, miss. I hand-picked my posse back in Arbordale, and we’ve got a few tribal men to help us navigate the terrain and deal with the locals as well.”

				“You speak Katuk well,” I grudgingly admitted.

				“You have to, working in these parts. I’ve worked with an Eh’Kuwathan wolf named Laesom for some time even before this particular job. He’s an excellent tutor.”

				I tried not to show my surprise. A wolf? He worked with a wolf? That spoke highly of his trust amongst some tribal peoples at least. Wolves were notoriously hard to work with, preferring their own pack to just about any other brothers-in-arms. Perhaps he was lone…

				“Why are you alone now? And how did you find me?” I questioned, not afraid to sound like I was interrogating the man. Ransom could just eat a bone. This man wasn’t going anywhere, and I was determined now to get as much information out of him as possible. “It seems awfully coincidental that you’d find exactly the person you were looking for to give you the account you needed for this hunt of yours…How do I know you didn’t just overhear my conversation with Tovuk and tailored it to gain my trust?” I pressed.

				“That would be quite the long con, Miss Shivah,” the canine replied with a light-hearted chuckle. “And actually this has been neither coincidental nor easy for us. We’ve been here in the valley for three weeks now, scouring for signs of Rourke. We know he came downriver over the winter, but we lost the trail after the last settlement he sacked on the other side of the pass.”

				“He hit another tribe on the other side of the canyon?” I asked despondently.

			

			
				The canine nodded. “Otters. And unlike the last few, this time he stuck around. We think the early winter froze his boats in, and he just couldn’t move any further downriver. Unfortunately, as per usual,” he said with a sigh, “we only found his wreckage. They were squatting on the ruins of the village for some time by the look of it. We don’t know which way he might have gone after the thaw though…east or west. He may have come back into the valley. We heard word that there’d been tribes here that had gone quiet, heard rumors they may have even been massacred. That’s why we’re here. We thought—”

				“He’d come back this way and slaughtered my kin.” I shook my head. “No. That happened before the winter.”

				Grant sighed. “So it seems…Another cold trail. This is getting beyond frustrating.”

				“So where are your men?” I asked.

				“We fanned out across the valley,” the canine gestured, “looking for survivors. I knew it was a long shot we’d get a fresh lead, but I hoped at least to confirm my theory about the illness.”

				“What theory?” I couldn’t help but ask. That bit was really odd.

				“A lot of the tribes Rourke has hit,” the canine said, leaning forward on his elbows, “there were rumors they’d been struck with a fever. A deadly one born from the southern continent. I don’t know much about it, but I’ve heard it occasionally makes its way through the trade lines, and the tribal folk are particularly susceptible to it.”

				“A fever?” I repeated, still confused.

				“It was just…one of the few rumors that persistently popped up,” Grant murmured, leaning back. “We were wondering if there was something to it. Perhaps Rourke and his men…spread it somehow to settlements they intend to sack. It would be a precursor to an attack in that case, and we might be able to catch him in the act and finally take him down. Not to mention save the settlement in question and any future victims. But it’s entirely possible your village was just a target of opportunity. You said there were men within your tribe who may have let him in?”

				I nodded, narrowing my eyes. “They call themselves Blessed Warriors. They were just monsters. I think…I have every reason to believe they sold our tribe to this Rourke simply out of greed and to be free from restraint and to use him and his men to wage war on a tribe they had a personal grievance with.”

				“Use Rourke?” the canine asked, eyes widening marginally. “That’s a novel concept if ever I’ve heard one.”

				“It’s just what I believe,” I said quickly, not wanting to divulge any more.

				“Ma’am, I am starting to think your beliefs might be of great value to us in our pursuit.” The canine leveled his blue-eyed gaze at me. “Would you mind meeting with my men? We can do so on your terms, of course. Some place public and safe. I won’t allow any questioning you aren’t comfortable with—”

			

			
				“I don’t care,” I said, shaking my head. “I want to help. If you’re pursuing Rourke, our goals are aligned.”

				“Now hold on, miss.” The canine held his paws up. “You can help us with your information, but that’s all. I understand you’ve a personal grievance with this man, but you sound as though you intend to pursue him, yourself…”

				“I do,” I stated firmly. “I am.”

				“I’m…sorry, ma’am, but I can’t allow that,” Grant said with a twitch of his muzzle, looking torn between concern and uneasiness. “We can’t have vigilantes pursuing this man…that’s why we removed the reward posted three years ago. I can’t tell you how many bounty hunters have tried and failed. He’s far too dangerous.” He reached a hand up and ran it through the fur along his neck ruff, glancing aside. “Let alone a woman…”

				I glared across the countertop at him then sniffed. “I don’t care what you will or won’t allow, Grant,” I said, using his name for the first time. “You cannot stop me from pursuing that man or the tribesmen who work with him. It’s not your place to tell me what I can and cannot do.”

				The canine gave a wry smile, “Well, it…actually is…but, perhaps we can—”

				My attention was suddenly diverted by the door banging open, and a familiar tall, lean man pushing his way inside, tailed by a cloaked fox. I ignored the Otherwolf for a moment, slipping off my stool. 

				“Ransom!” I called towards the door.

				“That’s one trick he’s never tried actually,” Grant said from behind me.

				I gave a frustrated snuff, glaring back at the man. “No! My friend’s name.”

				“Oh.”

				I saw the coyote and the fox heading over towards me, but Ransom looked wary, especially when he noticed the Otherwolf sitting behind me. I glanced back at the man, then headed towards my friends, meeting them midway through the room and, I hoped, out of earshot of the other canine.

				“Who’s the husky?” Ransom muttered, glaring over my shoulder at the man.

				“The what?”

				“Gods, it would be a husky you’d find,” Puck rolled his eyes. “They’re everywhere.”

				“It’s a type o’Otherwolf. They like t’distinguish ‘emselves by breed—it don’t matter,” Ransom replied, annoyed. “What’s his deal?”

				“He knows about Rourke,” I said. “A lot actually. He’s even hunting him, or so he claims. I don’t know…he likes to talk.”

				“They do that,” Puck muttered. 

				“I’m cutting through the fat slowly but surely. He has a lot of good information if it proves to be true,” I continued. “He says Rourke’s boats may have gotten frozen in along the river, right past the canyon. Which means he hasn’t gotten as far as we thought.”

			

			
				“That makes sense, I s’pose,” Ransom agreed after a few moments’ consideration. “The river froze early this year. I could see it.”

				“He could have cut them out and moved them along the ice,” Puck said pointedly.

				“Eh, that’d be more trouble’n it’s worth,” the coyote snorted then spit. “Easier just to hunker down somewhere and wait it out.” He turned his yellow eyes back towards me and mussed my head fur, re-hefting his pack. “Well I’m glad y’found something, darlin’. Hope it pans out for you. But again…I don’t want no part of it, a’ight? You have fun with yer husky.” He gave me a far-too suggestive wink at that then headed past.

				“I’m…going to have to agree with him on this one,” Puquanah said more softly, putting a paw on my shoulder. “Just take care with strange men. We’ll be near.”

				I was actually mildly disappointed when the fox made to head off, and I put a paw out on his shoulder, stopping him. He turned his muzzle back towards me questioningly.

				“I was hoping we could all talk actually,” I said. “This man says he travels with a group who’s hunting Rourke. I’m guessing they’re going to head back out over the pass to pursue him, and since we’re—”

				“Oh, no. No,” the fox said finitely. “We are not traveling with Otherwolves, Shivah. Least of all a group of armed men.”

				“Why?” I insisted. “If anything, it would be safer.”

				“Outnumbered and out-gunned by a group of men we know nothing about,” the fox said, arching an eyebrow. “That doesn’t sound safe to me. And besides which,” he dropped his voice, “you know very well why Ransom and I travel alone. As it is, Ransom was hesitant to winter here with you, and look how that ended.”

				“Everything’s fine now,” I said weakly.

				“Because you didn’t shoot to kill,” the fox snapped then stepped back, giving a soft sigh and visibly trying to calm himself. I looked down, the remorse from that morning still heavy in my gut. I felt a pang every time I saw Ransom limp.

				“I’m not blaming you, Shivah,” the fox insisted, more soothingly. “I know you were just confused…not judgmental. But men on the trail—especially Otherwolves—they will judge. And condemn. Besides,” the fox tossed his tail, crossing his arms over his chest. “I don’t like huskies.”

				“Why?” I asked, perplexed.

				“They tend to be obnoxiously charming and think very highly of themselves,” the fox snorted.

			

			
				“Wow,” I said dryly, glancing briefly at the canine reclining near the bar. He noticed I was looking his way and smiled back at me. I looked back to Puck. “It’s like you’ve already met him,” I muttered.

				“Let me guess,” the fox cleared his throat. “Clean-cut, well-dressed, groomed, great body…irritatingly gorgeous.”

				I paused, before mumuring, “I don’t know about ‘irritatingly’.”

				“Take care, Shivah,” Puck said with a meaningful look my way, even if his eyes didn’t focus on mine. “Just because they’re cute doesn’t mean you should keep one. They’re more trouble than they’re worth.”

				“What exactly are you inferring?” I demanded.

				Puck just patted my shoulder. “Just…go talk to your husky. But please consult with us before you start making plans to traverse the countryside with him. I’m sure Ransom might want to weigh in on that too.”

				“Of course,” I sighed. The fox just gave me a coy smile—I was getting tired of those—and headed off to join the coyote at a table near the back.

				By the time I made it back towards Grant, the canine was doing a good job of not looking like he’d been watching my conversation the entire while. He’d ordered something, apparently— there was a rat tending the bar now—and was draining a mug to half when I arrived. Whatever it was, it smelled vaguely like Ransom’s moonshine, but sweeter…less acrid.

				He noticed me noticing him and held it up. “Good hard cider here. Would you like me to order you a glass?”

				“I…no, that’s alright,” I said, sitting back down. “I’d rather we just move this along.”

				“Of course,” the canine said with that soft, charming smile again. I was indeed growing irritated by it. I honestly didn’t suspect he was amused by me in any way anymore…but he had to know how disarming it was, and I suspected he wasn’t above using that.

				“So, I’d like to meet with your men,” I said, putting a finger down on the top of the bar. “As soon as possible. My companions are heading over the pass soon, and if you won’t allow me to accompany you, I’ll just be going with them.”

				“I can’t stop you there,” Grant said, shrugging. “But it may take me at least a few days to gather my posse and get the word out to the most far-flung.”

				“A few days is fine,” I nodded. “We didn’t plan to move out until the end of the week.”

				“I’m just glad to see you aren’t traveling alone,” the canine admitted. “These parts aren’t safe for a lone woman.”

				“I can handle myself,” I reminded him, “but no, I don’t travel alone.”

				“So…” Grant paused just long enough that I knew whatever he asked was going to be awkward. His eyes flitted back towards Puck and Ransom, where they’d sat and were being served piping hot bowls of stew near the back of the tavern room.

			

			
				“So what?” I asked, impatiently.

				“I’m…just wondering which of them is your…ah…your husband.”

				“Neither,” I blinked, not bothering to fight the offended tone in my voice. “Why does every man seem to assume—”

				A deafening noise pierced through the already loud room, and the bar beside us exploded into wooden shrapnel, small shards of which caught me in the arm and stuck in my leathers. Both Grant and I dashed off of our chairs, and I couldn’t help but stare gape-jawed at the foot-wide hole that had suddenly appeared in the side of the wooden counter right between us.

				Caught in a moment of utter confusion, I wasn’t certain how to react to what had just happened. The rat behind the bar ducked beneath it, most of the patrons in the tavern following suit, ducking to the floor and knocking over chairs in their hurry to clear the path between us and…

				…The door. In which stood the hulking figure of a wolverine in a dark, dirty coat, flanked on either side by two of his younger, less bulky-looking kin. The largest man had the stub of something thick and smoking in his teeth, wedged between his snarling fangs. His broad paws were going about the process of loading another bullet into his rifle like I’d seen Ransom do so many times before. And he seemed almost as practiced at it.

				But it hardly mattered, because the other two men had bows trained on us as well. On us. Grant and I, I’d begun to realize. The shot had been aimed at us. 

				I went for my bow finally, realizing as I nocked an arrow that Grant already had some kind of weapon raised, pointed at the men. It was smaller than Ransom’s rifle…it was whatever he’d had on his hip, I realized.

				“You’re damned lucky I missed, Wickham,” the wolverine growled in a guttural voice, raising his re-lit rifle. “I won’t this time.”

				I glanced aside at the canine. They were here for him? I’d been so used to trouble coming my way over the last few months; I hadn’t even considered I might not be the one they were after.

				“Be decent now, Rackham,” Grant raised his voice over the quieting din in the room so as to be heard. “Let the woman leave at least. Then we can settle this like men. Just you and I. No need to involve your boys. Would hate for one of them to get caught in the crossfire.”

				“You already involved mah kin, Wickham!” The wolverine snarled, spitting out the stub of whatever he’d been smoking on the floor and crushing it under his foot. “Tom was laid up fer months, and now the doc says his nose ain’t ever gonna be right again!”

				“He’s lucky he’s not locked up, Rackham,” the canine replied vehemently. “They hurt that girl real bad…I cut him a break. If his friends had just manned up from the start, there wouldn’t have been a need to rough him up at all. Blame them.”

			

			
				“Oh, we already took care of them boys,” the wolverine growled. “You’s all that’s left now.”

				“Admitting to murder atop your other offenses today?” Grant shook his head, clicking something into place on the small gun in his hand, “You’re a busy man, Rackham.”

				“Ain’t I just?” The wolverine smirked, one tooth overlapping his lower jaw. With that he began to raise his rifle, the two boys beside him nocking their bows.

				Grant cursed, forestalling his shot for the moment to hike a leg back and kick out at the table in front of us, sending it clattering to the floor on its side. He made to grab for me, but I’d already ducked and gotten behind the newly-afforded cover, just as another shot from the wolverine shattered the top edge of the table.

				Grant pressed his back to the table, gritting and growling between his teeth, “This is what I get for going anywhere without backup.”

				“Why is he attacking you?” I demanded, leaning around the table for just a moment before an arrow whizzed past and I had to get back.

				“Ah…we had a little…run-in,” the man said with a nervous laugh,”with one of his boys some years back. No time to talk now, miss, you should really just stay out of this. I’ll distract them.”

				“I need you alive!” I shouted over the sound of another gunshot going off, this one blowing a hole in the center of the table directly between the two of us. A particularly large splinter of wood lodged itself in Grant’s arm, and he grunted, getting to a knee and quickly firing a shot over the table. He must have missed, because he came back down cursing and frantically went about reloading.

				I’d never actually been in a fight with other people before. Only animals. And I didn’t know much about guns. They really did seem omnipotent. The noise alone was making my head rattle, and I wasn’t sure when it was safe to duck out and when it wasn’t. An arrow had to be precise, but this rifle…if I was even close to where he aimed…

				I tried to stay calm. 

				“He has to reload between shots,” Grant shouted to me. “His sons won’t aim at you if I’m a viable target. On three I’m going to distract them, and you need to get out of here!”

				“No!” I reiterated.

				I briefly considered calling out to Ransom for help, but the man was probably pinned down too, and Puck was with him. The last thing I wanted to do was endanger either of them. Besides, I’d promised to keep them out of this.

				Mustering my conviction, I shot up from behind our barricade and took a moment to aim, then loosed an arrow at one of the two bowmen since he was the first immediately in my line of sight.

			

			
				I ducked before I took the time to see if it hit, but I heard a shout and the heavy thud of a scrabbling body striking the floor.

				Grant stared at me, open-mouthed.

				“There,” I said, “now he’s just as angry at me.”

				“Clyde!” The wolverine shouted, followed by a roar of, “Yer dead, y’little bitch!”

				“S…see?” I said, nocking another arrow to my bow.

				Grant just shook his head, finishing and latching something down in his gun, before moving over towards where the hole in the table was, being careful to stay under it.

				“He won’t fire at the same place twice,” he said, keeping his voice low enough that only we could hear it, “he’ll assume—”

				At that point, the wood directly to the left of him where he’d just been sitting shattered outwards, another hole peircing the table.

				“—we’d be to the side of it,” Grant said between grit teeth, then looked to me. “On three, at once.”

				I nodded, and he counted down…and on three, we both shot to our feet and fired. Grant’s shot struck the large man in the shoulder, but I aimed for his head. It was a harder shot, but honestly…they were standing in a lit doorway thirty feet away, and they were certainly a bigger target than a rabbit. Shooting people was easier than hunting, if you didn’t consider the fact that they were shooting back.

				My arrow hit home, Grant’s shot sending him wobbling backwards, and with the life quickly fading from his eyes, he didn’t stay standing long. He tumbled over backwards into an ungraceful heap, one leg bending under his massive frame as he struck the ground.

				The remaining younger wolverine took about one second to weigh his options then bolted.

				I turned towards Grant, who while winded, injured, and still chasing the same adrenaline I was, seemed alive and well. He looked back to me then gave a relieved if wheezing chuckle.

				“Well, now…” he let out a long breath. “You’re quite a woman, Miss Shivah.”

				“You’re injured,” I noted, pointing to his arm.

				“Mnh.” He glanced down at it thoughtfully, “could have come out of this scrape with a whole lot worse, I sup—”

				He gave a sudden yelp, and I nearly did the same when two massive paws gripped me by the shoulders and shoved me up. I found myself face to face with Beatrice, who looked none-too-pleased. Grant was having similar issues with Tovuk.

				“No fighting in my tavern!” Tovuk roared.

			

			
				“I…we weren’t…we didn’t have a choice!” I tried to explain, but the bears were already shoving us across the room with their bulk. Grant was nearly being carried.

				 “We don’t want your troubles!” Beatrice growled, grabbing me by the hood of my cloak, and shoving me out the front door over the body of the wolverine. “Don’t come back!”

				Grant was unceremoniously tossed, hitting the dirt road and rolling onto his side, groaning. Tovuk dusted off his paws in the doorway, gave us both one long stare, then slammed the door behind him.

				I had barely managed to right myself and could hear the husky grunting as he shoved himself up into an only somewhat less humiliated heap when the door opened again and Puck came rushing down the steps, hurrying my way.

				He hunkered down beside me, putting a paw on my shoulder and running it down my arm, inspecting me. “Are you alright, Shivah?” he asked in a concerned tone. “Ransom was going to help—right before you shot that man.”

				“Was he now?” I said with a wince as I sat up.

				“Well…he was thinking about it,” the fox amended.

				“Well it’s the thought that counts,” the husky said dryly, reaching down and plucking a piece of shrapnel out of his arm.

				“And who the hell are you, anyway?” Puck suddenly demanded fiercely, wrapping an arm around my waist as though to protect me. It was a cute gesture. “Some bounty hunter or soldier of fortune? You almost got my friend killed!”

				“No, sir,” Grant winced as he moved his arm, reaching into the same breast pocket he’d removed the handkerchief from earlier and pulling something entirely different out this time. It was gold and made of metal, round with some form of pronged design in the center. 

				“Grant Wickham,” the husky said with a sigh, “UCN Marshal. I’ve been charged with apprehending the criminal your young lady there is pursuing…and I think we could help one another.”

				


			



			
				Chapter 10 United

				“Of all the men a’the post, you find a Marshal?” Ransom repeated again, for about the eighth time that night. He spat into the fire, leaning one lanky arm over his knee. “You gotta nose fer trouble, girl.”

				“The man had the information I needed, Ransom,” I stated, again. “And in point of fact, I didn’t find him. He found me. He homed in on me as soon as I entered the tavern.”

				“Yeah, well it weren’t ‘cause of your stellar personality,” the coyote snuffed.

				“It was because I’m Anukshen.”

				“Exactly,” Ransom said with a wave of his hand. “S’what these lawmen do. They sniff around ‘til they find what they’re after, then they make all sorts of trouble for the folk about. How d’you know this man ain’t lookin’ to implicate you?”

				“I’m guilty of nothing!” I said defensively.

				“Maybe they just need a neck to stretch,” the coyote said with a finger pointed my way. “Gotta get justice for that many dead. They can’t get their otter, so sure…find whatever’s left o’your tribe and punish them instead. Chalk the whole thing up to a tribal spat. Matter solved, no muss no fuss.”

				“That makes no sense, Ransom,” I muttered, tossing the bone from my dinner into the fire. “Rourke would still be out there. If these men are supposed to keep order, their job won’t be done until he’s dead.”

				“Marshals ain’t like sheriffs or town guard, darlin’,” Ransom shook his head. “Mosta’ the time, they don’t care ‘bout order. They’re hunters. Man-hunters. State-sponsored bloodhounds who’re none too afraid to toss their authority around even if it ain’t exactly in lawful ways. All that man cares ‘bout is findin’ his quarry.”

				“Then that’s something we have in common,” I emphasized then leaned forward on my haunches, looking the coyote’s way. “Listen, Ransom…if these men are as focused as you say on hunting their charges, the last thing he’s going to do is make trouble for us. I have information he needs; we’re all witnesses to what Rourke did…we’re valuable to him. He’s certainly not going to blame us for what happened to my tribes, because that does nothing to get him closer to Rourke. And if order isn’t his concern, why would he care if someone was punished at all? All he’s interested in is finding Rourke.”

				“That depends,” the coyote replied. “Is he really after Rourke? Or did the gover’ment send him here t’look into a tribal spat and blame someone for it so it don’t look like the army’s goin’ around destroyin’ tribes again?”

				“Rourke destroyed my tribe,” I insisted.

				“And Rourke’s hard t’catch,” Ransom stated. “Yer boy admitted as much, yeah? So maybe the UCN just wants this dealt with so it don’t look like they was responsible. Rourke’s too hard to bring in, but you…you jes served yourself up on a silver platter.”

			

			
				“What is this ‘UCN’?” I asked with a frustrated sigh. “Some new word for Otherwolves?”

				“It’s what they’re calling this country now,” Puck spoke up from his comfortable niche against the big oak tree at the other end of camp. He was cutting and bundling cloth bandages from old scraps of clothing, continuing his preparations for the trip. “The United Carvecian Nations. The Otherwolves called this land ‘Carvecia’ when they came here. I think it literally means ‘land of trees’.”

				“This land?” I repeated, uncertain what he meant.

				“Yes, Shivah,” Puck said, blinking his pale eyes at me. “When I said the Otherwolves came from another land, what did you think I meant? Their land is quite literally separate from ours. There are other lands too. Separated by ocean. Like islands in a lake.”

				I processed the concept for a few moments. I don’t know why, but I’d never before thought of there being more than one “land”. Land was what you walked on. Sometimes it was a mountain, sometimes it was a forest, sometimes it was under water…but it was all “land”. I hadn’t known land had a name, let alone separate names.

				What were these other “lands” like? My mind raced, imagining fantastically different worlds. Were there forests there? Mountains? Was their sky still blue?

				But if Puck’s analogy was right, then yes, everything would mostly be the same. There would still be plants and trees on each island, they would exist under the same sky, the dirt would still be brown…they were just…apart from one another.

				I suddenly felt very small and ignorant. 

				“Why ‘Nations’?” I queried, narrowing my brow in confusion. “If this is just one land?”

				“Because o’the war,” Ransom said, reaching down to one of his freshly-rolled cigarettes and leaning forward to light it in the fire. The coyote was overindulging now that he’d managed to get ahold of some tobacco again. He took a long drag, giving a satisfied sigh and blowing the smoke out his nose as he walked slowly across the camp towards Puquanah. 

				“I’ve…” I sighed, hating how stupid this whole conversation was making he sound. “I don’t know much about the Otherwolf war. Only that it happened a few generations ago, and some of the tribal nations went to battle with them. The pass didn’t even exist then, so none of our tribes were involved.”

				“Put simple,” the coyote explained, “the Otherwolves tha’came here decided they didn’t like bein’ told what to do by the ones back home. I guess it was alright fer them to steal an’ make promises they didn’a intend to keep to us, but…they was surprised when their kin back home started doin’ the same thing to them. Go figure.”

			

			
				“Most of the disagreements were over coin,” Puck spoke up. 

				“Ain’t they always. That’s all the dogs care about,” Ransom snuffed. “Well…I don’t much know. War was almost a century ago. I suppose if I’d been around a’the time, I might’ve been a bit ornery about followin’ the laws o’some leader who’s shoutin’ at me from across the ocean. Anyway. They decided they wanted to rule themselves, but they didn’t have the backbone to fight a war alone, so…”

				“They asked for help from amongst the tribes?” I said disbelievingly. “Why in the gods’ names would any tribal leaders aid them? They came here and settled on our home.”

				“I wasn’t there, Shivah,” Ransom said, rolling his eyes. “But I don’t know; I guess it was worth it to some of them. They got a lot of promises outta the deal…not that they been keepin’ most of ‘em. But maybe a lot of the tribal leaders just figured the ones here was better than the ones across the sea.”

				“The decision drove entire tribes to war with one another,” Puquanah said somberly, “ripped families apart. A lot of the tribes still hold grudges and refuse to acknowledge the alliance. Especially the wolves. Some of them still remain independent to this day.”

				“No matter how stupid the decision was back then, it’s stupider now to fight ‘em,” Ransom muttered. “In some of the wilder territories, the law don’t have much place, but…more and more of their towns are poppin’ up every day, more and more tribal folk are turnin’ away from tribal life to town life, and with every new settlement there’s more lawmen. Now they got these ‘Marshals’ to go enforce their laws in th’most far-flung reaches.” He blew out a long stream of smoke. “Ain’t no escapin’ them anymore. Best you can do is just stay outta sniffing range.”

				“Anyway,” Puck interjected, “the point is that’s why they call it the ‘United Carvecian Nations’. The tribal leaders are a part of their ruling council now, although I don’t know how it is they go about that honestly…or how much power the chiefs really have. I’m all but certain their ‘President’ hasn’t got a scrap of tribal blood in him, and he’s the head chief. But they like to think they’re upholding the alliance that won them the war, so…”

				I crinkled my nose dubiously. “This land belongs to the spirits and the gods,” I said resolutely. “Not the chiefs or the Otherwolves.”

				“Our land is changing, Shivah,” Puck said quietly. “The world as we know it is changing. It may be that our entire way of life is…simply too ancient to survive. The allure of what the Otherwolves bring is strong. Our way of life is harder. It’s that simple.”

				I frowned at the fox, not that he could see it. He was so defeatist sometimes; I wished he could hear himself. I’d seen him muster such resolve and conviction in the past, but when it came to the subject of our very way of life, to our people and our customs…

			

			
				There was far more to our people’s culture than just the trappings that set us apart from the Otherwolves and, as he’d said, made our lives somewhat harder. I couldn’t see how bringing, say, a lantern into a tribal village would change us as a people. It would just make it easier to see at night. We could have everything the Otherwolves had brought and retain ourselves as ever we’d been. Our culture wasn’t defined by longhouses and bows, and replacing both with stone buildings and guns wouldn’t be what undid us.

				It was the loss of faith that would crush us and extinguish us. The world would always be as it was, but our beliefs were how we made sense of it all. How we endured hardship and celebrated life. If one day no tribesman called to the spirits of war to aid him in battle, would those spirits fade and die because they’d been forgotten? Would our stories never find another young ear? Would our songs never inspire another dance?

				I’d had a lot of pain in my life, but there were memories of my tribe I cherished even now. Even if every person associated with them had eventually disappointed me. In the moment, they’d been wonderful and joyous, and I wouldn’t ever wish to forget them. Change some of our tribal ways? Certainly. But there was an essence of who I was—of who we all were—in our traditions and our faith, and it required belief in ourselves as a people to endure.

				Puck had stopped believing long ago. So he didn’t care.

				“You know,” I spoke up quietly after a few long moments of silence had settled over the camp again. Ransom had taken a seat beside the fox, and they both perked their ears when I spoke.

				“Whether or not you realize it, Puck,” I said, looking the fox’s way, “I think you’re accepting what’s happening to our tribes…even more than Ransom is, and he was raised in one of the Otherwolf settlements.”

				My statement managed to make them both look offended, but I continued. The fox had given me his blunt opinion about my failings in the past. It was time for a dose of his own medicine.

				“If you could see past your pain to the good you shared with your family,” I said to the fox, “you’d recognize there was something worth protecting there. People can disappoint you, but that will always be the case in any tribe…or town or…foreign land.” I gestured with my hands to encompass whatever else was out there. “It isn’t worth giving up who we are, expecting things will be better in the Otherwolves’ world. Cruelty knows no culture. You might have suffered the same distrust and condemnation you did in your tribe had you been born an Otherwolf. We don’t know.”

				I could tell Ransom was becoming uncomfortable with the conversation now, which I could only assume was because my bringing up Puck’s past brought to light certain other…unspoken things about his current situation with the fox.

			

			
				“Well that’s all very well to say, Shivah,” Puck said at length, his muzzle twitching. “But it still doesn’t matter. The dissolution of our tribes is inevitable at this point. And honestly? It may be for the best. I don’t like the Otherwolves’ way of living, their cities or their religion, and you’re right…life for me probably wouldn’t have been much easier if I was raised in one of their settlements. Anywhere there’s religion, it seems, people like me aren’t welcome.” His tone dropped at that point to one less argumentative and more empathetic. “But the Otherwolves don’t stone their women to death to avenge their spiritual honor. They don’t rely on disproven mysticism to heal the sick, and their children rarely starve to death over the winters. The old ways aren’t always best. I’ve learned a lot more effective treatments for healing ever since I started traveling and meeting other men who know the trade…several of which have been Otherwolves. Sometimes we need to change in order to prosper.”

				“The answer isn’t to let the Otherwolves consume us,” I insisted. “It’s to change as a people in our own way. Outlaw the practice of forced marriage that led to my misery and the punishment I endured. Perhaps even…” I stammered, “I don’t know…attempt to celebrate two men bonding as mates the same way we would a man and a woman. I mean…I don’t see the harm.”

				“Bleeding Spirits, woman!” Ransom sputtered, nearly spitting out his cigarette. “What in the hell are you talkin’ about?”

				“I already married an otter and a rat whose tribes wouldn’t allow them to wed,” Puck said wryly. “I suppose that wouldn’t be too far off by some people’s standards.”

				I almost laughed. “Wait, when did you marry someone, Puck? How?” 

				The fox rolled his eyes. “A northerner—the otter, specifically— recognized my markings once. They signify I’m a shaman, to any who know the tribes in my region. It’s rare anyone we meet in these lands does, but…he was very far south because he’d run away with this woman. A rat. They couldn’t be married by their own tribes. No holy men would recognize the union.”

				“It is a little unusual,” I agreed.

				Puck shrugged. “I told them just to live their lives together and not worry about being wed. Their tribes would never recognize the union anyway. But…it was important to them. It wasn’t even just that they wanted to be recognized by the gods. I told them I was in communion with no spirits. I didn’t want to lie to them.” He tipped his muzzle down, running his fingers over one of the long strips of cloth we’d salvaged from old clothing to turn into a poultice. It looked to be a scrap from one of Ransom’s shirts.

				“They said they just wanted to make the oath…to one another. To make that promise to love and protect each another for all time even if no one ever knew it but them. I…I couldn’t really say no to that. I performed the ceremony in the Northern tongue just as I’d been taught in my training. I’m not sure what difference it made in the end, but…they seemed happy.”

			

			
				“It was damn silly,” Ransom muttered around his chewed cigarette, which was down to a stub now. He stubbornly refused to spit it out though.

				I smiled. “It sounds romantic to me.”

				“Well,” the fox said, “I wasn’t struck down by an angry spirit for going against tradition, so I suppose either they don’t exist,” he said pointedly, “or they’re just fine with us bedding whomever we damn well please. Either way I’m right. So there, Dad.” 

				The fox made, of all things, an obscene gesture in the direction of the North, and I couldn’t help but giggle at his sudden show of uncharacteristic defiance.

				“You should marry people more often, Puck,” I chuckled. “It seems to agree with you.”

				“Maybe I should,” the fox said with a lopsided smirk.

				“The damned rat and the otter were both still a man and woman,” the coyote cut in, souring the fox’s expression immediately. “So y’ain’t makin’ much of a point. Neither of you. Now can we get off this subject?”

				The immediate crestfallen turn Puck’s features had taken sunk my heart into the pit of my stomach and just as quickly made me angry. 

				“Why?” I suddenly demanded of Ransom.

				“Why what?” the coyote muttered, tossing his cigarette finally.

				“Why don’t you want us to talk about this?” I demanded.

				“Because it makes me bleedin’ uncomfortable,” the coyote replied as though it were obvious. “Men ain’t…s’posed to be with men. It ain’t natural.”

				I was momentarily speechless, opening and closing my muzzle twice while I stumbled over how to confront the mammoth in the room. Puck had said he preferred not to talk about it, but this…

				Denying it for his own sake was one thing. Actively condemning it in front of the fox, whom he knew had a lot of prior pain associated with being condemned for the exact same thing, was beyond hypocritical. It was cruel.

				Puck was putting his paws out in an obvious gesture towards me to stop, but I was incensed.

				“How can you say that when you—” 

				“Shivah, don’t,” Puck pleaded.

				“He’s being a hypocrite!” I stabbed a finger in the coyote’s direction angrily. “I’m not going to watch him put you down for something he does, Puck! It’s not right!”

				The coyote shoved himself back up to his feet and strode off, circling the fire and noisily muttering in the Otherwolf tongue. Something profane about me, I was sure.

				Puck put a paw partially over his face, dropping his tone. “Shivah, I really…really don’t need you to defend my honor. Not on this. Please.”

			

			
				“If he wants to deny what you two have,” I said loudly enough that I knew the coyote would hear me, “then fine. I don’t know why you put up with it, but it’s your life. But I’m not going to stand by while he belittles you about it!”

				“Shivah, please,” Puck continued to plead.

				“There’s no reason either of you should be ashamed of being together,” I insisted. “Least of all when we’re in private. If you have to keep it out of the public eye, fine. But we’re alone now, and I already know you’re lovers. You don’t—”

				“We. Ain’t. Lovers!” Ransom shouted suddenly, in a rough bark of a yell. The powerful shout shocked me and made my shoulders quiver, silencing me in the midst of my tirade.

				“I only fuck him because there’s no one else out here,” he growled dismissively.

				The silence that followed his statement was so complete, to break it with even a breath seemed like it would shatter something else altogether. I stared at the coyote disbelievingly, but I’d lost my grip on my anger from earlier. Now I was just…shocked. 

				Then Puck slowly stood behind me and silently retreated from the campsite. 

				I stood at length as well, intending to follow the fox. But before I did, I dragged in an uneven breath and looked to Ransom, whose eyes were firmly set on the ground now. He looked torn somewhere between anger and remorse, and I hoped for his sake he realized he’d gone too far this time.

				“One of these days, Ransom,” I said, steadying my voice, “you are going to wake up, and he is going to be gone. And you’ll have no one to blame but yourself.”

				I turned to leave, but surprisingly Ransom’s voice stopped my stride.

				“Shivah!” He called out.

				When I stopped in my tracks, he let out a breath a moment, as though trying to decide what to say.

				“T…tell’im to…come back to camp,” he said finally. Then a pause, followed at length by, “Tell’im I want him to come back to camp. Please…alright?”

				“You can’t unsay those words,” I muttered over my shoulder at the coyote. “You know that, right? He’s always going to think—”

				“He already does,” the coyote murmured, “I’ve given’im plenty o’other reasons in the past to think I don’t give a shit about him. This ain’t even the worst.”

				“Why?” I reiterated my question from earlier, although the one word could be asked of nearly every aspect of Ransom I still didn’t understand. There was something dark and slithering beneath all of this that even Puck had never fully unearthed, and even if he thought I somehow stood a better chance, I was certainly making no headway now. 

			

			
				People’s lives could be so difficult to cut through. If there was one thing I’d learned about people from coming to know Ransom, it was just that. You never fully understood every little facet and failing in a person until you knew what had made them. But if what Puck had said was true, even the coyote didn’t entirely know who he was anymore. 

				“I don’t know,” Ransom said, after a long while.

				“You don’t know why you treat him like he doesn’t exist?” I questioned him like I was talking to a small child.

				“I know he—” The coyote paused then glared at me, catching on to my tone. “It ain’t like that,” he insisted. “I take care o’him. I protect him. I care about him.”

				“Then you should tell him that.”

				“That’d make it…”

				I gave him a few moments to continue, before quietly saying, “…real?”

				The coyote looked up at me then back down. Then he nodded.

				“What’s so wrong with that?” I asked softly.

				“I don’t know.”

				“You don’t know?” I asked again impatiently.

				“No, alright?” Ransom replied, looking directly at me. And for the first time in our conversation, I heard the hint of desperation in his voice.

				“It feels wrong,” he said. “It always has. I don’t like feelin’ the way…this…makes me feel.”

				“The way what makes you feel?” I asked. I was realizing so long as I kept the questions simple, he always seemed to answer me.

				“Him! Everythin’ about…this,” he said, again seeming unwilling to acknowledge the subject at hand. “It don’t feel right. I don’t know why I even…let it start happenin’…It ain’t right.”

				“If it really made you feel badly,” I said, trying to reason with the coyote, “you wouldn’t do it. If you just think it’s wrong because other people thing it’s wrong—”

				“I don’t give a damn what other people think!” the coyote snapped; vehemently enough that I knew he was being honest. He didn’t sound defensive. Just frustrated and confused. “This ain’t about other people. People’ve hated me since I was a pup. I ain’t a likable person. I ain’t even a good person. I don’t care if they wanna judge me for one more thing. Add it to the pile.”

				“Then…” I stammered, confused.

				“It never feels wrong…in th’moment,” he said, turning his eyes away from mine. “Just…afterwards. I don’t like to think about it afterwards.”

				“That…sounds like guilt,” I said, chasing his eyes with mine. The look there said I’d hit on exactly what he already knew. “Ransom,” I insisted, “why do you feel guilty? He cares about you. He trusts you. He wants this as much as you do.”

			

			
				The coyote squeezed his eyes shut for a few moments, putting a palm partially over his brow. “That just makes it worse, what I’m doin’,” he insisted, between grit teeth.

				“Why?” I asked, mystified.

				“Because…” the coyote said, his voice gone frail. “You shouldn’t…do them things…to someone who trusts you.”
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				By the time I found the fox, he was curled up near a large dogwood tree at the edge of the river. He was easy to pick out in the moonlight, his fur glowing an almost luminescent white-blue.

				I gingerly sat down beside him, my fingers itching nervously at my knees. I didn’t want to look over towards him, because I knew what I’d see, and I was angry enough at the coyote already. And I was here to send him back to him.

				Sure enough, when I did turn to regard him, I could tell he’d been crying. It was somehow worse to see the signs in his already damaged eyes. He had his cloak pulled up almost entirely around his body and partially covering his muzzle, and he hadn’t yet so much as cocked an ear my way to regard my presence.

				“Puck—” I began.

				“He didn’t mean it,” he said before I could. “I know.”

				I looked down. “But it still hurts.”

				The fox just nodded silently for a few moments before finally turning his muzzle out from beneath his cloak and giving a wet sniff against the heavy fabric. “He says things…like that all the time. I try not to think too hard about them. But sometimes it’s hard.”

				I narrowed my eyes at that and reached over to take his hand in mind. “Puck,” I said, waiting until he tipped his muzzle up towards me before continuing. “You don’t have to forgive him for this. Not immediately at least.”

				“Yes I do,” the fox said with a dry exhalation.

				“Why?” I insisted. “Let him suffer with doubt for a little while, since that’s what he’s doing to you. It’s only right.”

				“I couldn’t do that to him,” the fox said with another long sniff. 

				“You always think in terms of evening the scales, Shivah,” Puck replied, quietly. “If I punished Ransom in return for every slight he’s made against me, we’d do nothing but make one another miserable. One of us has to be kinder…just for the sake of being kind. And I don’t think Ransom’s ever been shown enough kindness in his life to know how to do that.”

				He squeezed my hand softly, before giving a long, shuddering breath. 

				“Besides,” he murmured, “I love him. I think…I don’t know.” He tipped his muzzle down again.

				There were a thousand things I wanted to say at that moment, but I recalled every prior time I’d thought I knew better for these two men and decided right now I was better left an observer.

			

			
				I’d never in my life thought I’d get lessons in romantic love from two men, but it had become a learning experience I’d never forget. To me love had always been such a foreign concept…like a privilege I would never be permitted to explore or enjoy. That had always made it seem like such a wondrous, fanciful thing. Like a delicacy I would never taste but would surely have brought me great joy and happiness if I were able to.

				The reality, I was learning, was far more complicated and tumultuous. Letting someone in that close to your heart gave them a lot of control over you, whether they intended to wield it or not. I doubted most of the time that Ransom honestly meant to hurt the fox, but the things he said hurt all the more because the fox cared about him. If he had the desire to be truly cruel, he could wield that weapon in unspeakable ways against his lover.

				I’d never been in love with my husband. I shuddered now to think what may have become of me if I had. I would have been enslaved not only by him but by my own feelings. That was a battle I didn’t want to wage. Ever.

				This whole business seemed dangerous. Dangerous and more prone to strife than any real comfort or happiness you might be able to eke out of it. It was a mystery to me why there were so many tales aspiring towards this ideal of romantic love. Whatever the good, it couldn’t possibly be worth all of this.

				No. I was done with men, I decided in that moment. I’d never had any real interest in pursuing one after everything that happened with Methoa, but this just solidified it.

				“He wants you to come back to camp,” I finally said, fulfilling my promise to the coyote. “He wanted me to tell you that. I told him he should come to you himself, but…he’s a coward.”

				The fox gave a hoarse chuckle. “Did you tell him that?”

				“I did,” I nodded.

				“Shivah,” the fox sighed, “you’re like the cold, hard voice of reason we’ve always needed to hear. Thank you.”

				“I try,” I said with a slight smile. “But you two are crazy. You make it easy to be the reasonable one.”

				“Says the woman who sees birds talking to her,” the fox said as he pushed himself up onto his feet. “Really puts my life in perspective.”

				I took his arm, helping him away from the river bank and back towards the woods. We walked the short distance back towards camp, the fox fussing with his cape and trying to clear up his sniffing the whole way. I suppose he didn’t want Ransom to know how upset he’d been, but…the coyote would know as sure as I had.

				Good. He should. Puck was far too altruistic. That coyote needed to feel the things he’d done sometimes. It was only right.

				I saw Ransom standing silhouetted in camp right where we’d left him. His ears perked when we came near, but at that point I released Puck’s hand

				“Go ahead,” I murmured. “I’m going to turn in.”

			

			
				The fox nodded once at me before hurriedly making his way through the remaining trees into camp. I only watched him a few moments, but when he neared the coyote, I turned away.

				I let them be for the rest of the night. In the last month, I’d begun isolating my own tent farther from the center of camp than I once had. I didn’t want to intrude on their privacy, even moreso now that I knew the real nature of their relationship. It had the benefit of keeping me farther from their bickering and arguing and seemed to make Ransom in particular more comfortable about turning in at night, but…

				 I was often…I hesitated to say lonely, but that’s really what it was. I was used to being surrounded by my people at night in the longhouse. I’d almost never slept in my marriage hut.

				Perhaps traveling with a new group of people would be good for me in many ways. I needed to make more contacts and companions in the world other than Puck and Ransom. The Otherwolf man, “Grant”, may have grated on me, but he was amicable enough, and unlike Ransom, I honestly did think he was being genuine with me. We had the same goal. Perhaps in time, he could become a like-minded—and less complicated—companion to travel with.

				Provided tomorrow went well, that is.
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				“Miss Shivah!”

				I almost flinched when I heard the Otherwolf’s familiar, friendly voice call out my “name” from across the crowded street. Almost. But then I reminded myself that I needed to ease off a bit on the thorny exterior if I wanted to have any hope of being welcome amongst any people in the world other than Puck and Ransom. I wasn’t even entirely certain I was welcome amongst them sometimes. I suppose I could be a difficult person to be friends with. 

				Being less obviously loathsome and distrusting of every person around me would be essential if I wanted to travel in this new world. And who knew, if I gave the Otherwolves a chance, maybe one of these days I would even have a friend or two amongst them.

				That was a goal at least. A goal beyond killing someone. Puck might have been proud if he knew. Of course, the reason I had to make new friends was because he and Ransom were likely to disappear from my life soon. And that—

				“Miss Shivah!” the man called out to me again, and this time I turned around, blowing out a breath. 

				“Still sayin’ this is a fool idea,” Ransom half-growled from beside me. The coyote seemed more on-guard than even I was today, and that comforted me for some reason. Probably because if it came down to it, I knew he wouldn’t hesitate to help me kill these men. And the fact that that fact comforted me…said a lot about the person I’d been just a few months ago versus the woman I’d become.

			

			
				“If it is,” I said lowly to the coyote, “I’ll take full responsibility. With my bow.”

				The canine gave a dangerous chuckle, and we both shut our muzzles as the distant figure of the husky closed in on us. He was mounted atop a horse, making his way through the crowded, dusty street towards where we stood underneath the overhang of the butcher’s shop. Ransom and I had both thought the location best for this meeting when we’d planned it three days ago since it was fairly centrally located in the town and if our new acquaintances were bent on making trouble, they’d be less apt to do so in a crowded, public place.

				This Otherwolf—”Grant”, as he’d called himself—looked, if possible, even more jaw-dropping in the afternoon sun, his form-fitting clothing sharp and less-weathered than what he’d been wearing in the tavern three days prior. His white and rust-colored fur was clearly recently groomed and cleaned, his blue eyes nearly the same color as the bright sky above us. He’d probably cleaned up from that night’s tussle…and why was I now imagining him bathing?

				Good gods! I wasn’t this shallow. Admiration of physical beauty was only supposed to matter to men, and it certainly shouldn’t be my priority regardless of what I’d been raised to believe. It shouldn’t matter to me whether or not the man was a damned peacock. I was too smart to let my baser instincts affect me.

				Maybe he did it on purpose. Maybe this really was all a manipulation to frame us for what Rourke had done, and he was relying upon his looks to lead me astray so that I’d be unprepared the moment he pounced. 

				Or…maybe I was just trying to validate the embarassing fact that I found him distractingly attractive…

				The beautiful beast he was riding most certainly had something to do with that. The horse looked like one of the dappled plains animals I’d seen the coyotes ride in on during the few occasions their tribes had come through the area. It was primarily a deep brown with white flanks and flecked spotting along its rear and other white patches spattered here and there, like someone with great flair had painted its hide. The coyotes would often actually paint their horses for battle, but this animal needed no further decoration. 

				Even Ransom whistled quietly, muttering, “Gorgeous.”

				I arched an eyebrow at him, which he missed for the few moments he continued staring. When he noticed it, he gave me a glare. “I meant the horse, smartass.”

				“Uh-huh,” I smirked.

				“Don’t you say a damned thing about none o’that,” the coyote snapped quietly in reminder.

			

			
				“I won’t,” I promised, and I meant it.

				It was at that point my attention was focused back on Grant, although for once not specifically on him. He’d broken through the crowd gathered outside the tavern, and it was now becoming obvious some of the men who were moving along the road with him were actually flanking him, traveling as a group. Most notably another canine mounted on a brown horse and a wolf mounted atop another speckled horse. The other canine, whose fur was almost entirely white save the hint of a few black spots along his muzzle, had an unusually pushed-in, wide face, draping ears, and short fur. He was a thick-bodied man with a no-nonsense expression firmly set into his furrowed features, and the rifle slung by a strap over his shoulder only furthered the intimidating air about him.

				In contrast, while the wolf was easily the largest man amongst the three canines, he didn’t strike me as terribly intimidating. He looked far older for one, his earth-toned fur gone gray along his muzzle, beneath his eyes, and scattered throughout his coat. His eyes were deep-set and gave him the impression of appearing tired and likely older than he actually was, judging by his remaining muscle-tone. He wore no Otherwolf clothing at all, dressing instead similar to how Puck still chose to, with a breech cloth and leggings. 

				There was a small group walking behind the three mounted men who formed up in a loose mob on either side of the horses when Grant pulled his gelding to a stop. Discomfort set in when I realized just how many of them there were…and noted that every single man was armed. Most of them with firearms. They were also mostly comprised of Otherwolves of varying shapes, colors, and sizes except for a rat and a mink.

				The husky swung a leg and dismounted his horse, striding confidently towards us with a broad smile.

				“Miss Shivah. Apologies if we’re late. I wanted to gather as many of the men as I could before we came to meet you today and…make introductions. I’m afraid we’re still missing about a third of our number, but many of my men were simply too far-flung to get in easy contact with so soon.”

				“It’s fine,” I said defensively, looking past him to the group of…it looked like eight total right now.

				Grant seemed to notice and put a hand out. “Oh, please don’t be concerned. We aren’t here to intimidate or interrogate you. You have my word. In fact, if we’re making you uncomfortable, you’re welcome to leave at any time.”

				I glanced back at Ransom. The coyote only shrugged. So I gave a sigh, turning back to the husky, who appeared so hopeful for a favorable response, I honestly would have felt bad if I’d walked away from him in that moment.

				It might have been worth it just for amusement’s sake. But I was on a mission here.

				“No, I…we…want to talk,” I confirmed. “And we’d like to meet your men.”

			

			
				 “Excellent!” Grant beamed, his tail swaying. I took note of the odd, puppy-like gesture almost immediately, but he seemed to realize and stilled his tail with noticable effort. He followed up by clearing his throat and gesturing past him to his gathered men. “Come then. I’ll introduce you.”

				I followed him towards his men, Ransom following like a warden in my wake. When we neared the odd assortment of mixed men, several of them, including the rat, removed something they’d been wearing on their heads…some kind of covering that kept the sun from their eyes it seemed. They were a fascinating shape, and I wondered at how they’d been made.

				I didn’t really know what to make of the gesture, but it seemed like some kind of honorific, so I reminded myself to be polite. Or at least try.

				“This fine young lady here is Shivah of the Anukshen,” Grant stated, looking briefly to me with a gentle smile. Then he looked back to his men and in a far more authorative tone said, “You’re all to treat her with respect and act like goddamn gentlemen in her presence…is that understood? Don’t disgrace the badge.”

				“Ain’t a rat with a badge already a walkin’ disgrace?” One of the tan-colored Otherwolf men asked, giving the rodent a toothy grin.

				“Bite me, Edgar,” the rat replied, sounding too good-natured for the offense to have been taken seriously.

				“Don’t do it Ed…you’ll catch somethin’,” the man standing beside him muttered.

				There was a ripple of laughter throughout the men at that, and Grant gave a sigh from beside me, putting up a hand to speak again, before a gruff bark from the canine who’d been riding the brown horse quieted the men.

				“Enough,” the man growled. “Edgar, one day’s rations.”

				The man “Ed’s” face immediately went indignant, and he opened his muzzle as if to say something, but a glare from the squat, stocky white canine silenced him before he got anything out.

				“That goes for any of you who find it amusing to defy your CO’s orders,” the thick-jowled white canine stated in a no-nonsense tone, sweeping his eyes across the group of men. “Especially if you do so not three seconds after he gave them. I’m not fooling.”

				I glanced up at Grant, who was simply watching the scene with a mildly bemused expression on his face. At length, he cleared his throat again and addressed his men once more.

				“Heed the Paymaster, boys,” he said with a nod then glanced down at me, gesturing to the white canine. “I’m sorry, Miss Shivah…Paymaster Connall Prendergast, my second. Connall—”

				“You told me,” the man said with a curt nod, extending a paw to shake mine in a firm grip. “Good to finally meet you, miss. My CO’s not been able to stop talking about you for the last three days, so I need no further introductions. Sounds like our interests might be aligned.”

			

			
				Grant’s ears tipped back beside me as I turned to glare at him, and he put his forefinger up as if to make a point, “I needed to brief my men about…it’s not as though anything uncomplimentary was said—”

				“Even if you two’re hunting the same man, it don’t mean we gotta have nothin’ to do with one another,” Ransom spoke up from behind me for the first time, catching the white canine’s attention. And consequently breaking up the awkward moment.

				This man “Connall”, whose squat white muzzle still perplexed me, turned his dark eyes on the coyote, who was still standing a short distance behind me, arms crossed, one clawed finger toying at the edge of his rifle strap. I’d been traveling with Ransom so long; it was easy to forget how imposing and threatening he was to someone who didn’t know him.

				Truth be told, he was in reality no less dangerous than he appeared now that I knew him better.

				“And who are you exactly?” Connall asked, one corner of his muzzle twitching.

				“Ransom is my traveling companion,” I replied for the coyote, hoping this wouldn’t turn antagonistic. I hardly knew this “Connall”, but I had a feeling he and Ransom would collide like oil and water given the right provocation. And that might not need be much. Ransom had been aggitated lately, dealing with his injury, his bickering with Puck, and gods knew what else. 

				Connall’s dark eyes flicked back to Grant’s. “I thought she was going to be traveling with us.”

				“Well, we hadn’t exactly hashed out—”

				“Damn straight we didn’t hash nothin’ out!” Ransom growled, interjecting. “We ain’t goin’ nowhere with you and your thugs here; we’re only here as a courtesy ‘cause this one insisted on it,” he said as he gestured towards me.

				“Our boys aren’t thugs,” Connall said with an irate snuff, very obviously resting a hand on his own rifle strap. “I’ll thank you to be as civil towards us as we’ve shown you; we don’t know you from Canid—”

				“Both of you need to just calm down…” Grant said insistently, putting a hand on his friend’s shoulder, “I think we just got off on the wrong foot here, and that’s precisely what I was hoping to avoid.”

				“Well apparently you’re tellin’ your men you’re takin’ our woman without ever askin’ us whether we’d allow’at!” Ransom said with a snarl.

				“I never said anything about taking her—”

				“Tell that man to get his paw away from his rifle, and then I’ll bloody calm down,” Connall snapped.

				“Would you both please just—”

				“Stop fighting!” I exclaimed, raising my voice to be heard over the clamor.

				Everyone went silent, even the group of men collected behind us, who’d grown to look restless as things between Ransom and their “Paymaster” had grown heated. When I was absolutely certain I had every man’s attention, I took a deep, steadying breath and said, “I don’t belong to any of you, and it isn’t anyone’s choice but my own whom I travel with. I am going over the mountain regardless. I don’t care who thinks they’re working together or who thinks I’m traveling with them. As far as I’m concerned, from this point on, I’m traveling alone. If we happen to share similar interests, we can work together towards those goals. That’s it.”

			

			
				Connall remained silent, although the way he shifted back on his feet suggested he was composing himself. Ransom still looked annoyed, but even he dropped his paw away from his rifle strap. And Grant…

				I had to resist the urge to roll my eyes. The husky was just staring at me, wearing the most blatant expression of what I surmised had to be admiration or just outright adoration…It hardly mattered which, because either way he looked a fool. I was embarrassed for him. Did he realize the faces he made sometimes?

				At length, he blinked and seemed to realize I was staring back at him then stammered, “Yes…well said, Miss Shivah. The lady here is right,” he said to the other two still irate canines. “There’s no reason to squabble over whom is traveling with whom; we both have the same goals for the moment. Why not work together? Share information, travel in a convoy, perhaps keep in contact once we’re over the mountain…etcetera. That’s all I intended.”

				“I ain’t lookin’ for Rourke,” Ransom said, jabbing a thumb into his chest. “And it don’t matter to me who Shivah shacks up with—”

				“I don’t think that particular vernacular is appropriate…” Grant murmured.

				“‘Camps with’, then,” Ransom growled. “Whatever. Mah point is, Shivah can and will do whatever th’hell she wants to. I learned awhile ago not t’get in her way,” I didn’t miss him rubbing his paw over his thigh at that. “But she’s my friend, dammit. I just don’t want t’see you boys take advantage o’her or hurt her in any damned way.” He looked back to me at that. “I ain’t sayin’ you can’t take care o’yourself, Shivah. And I’m sure you’d give mosta’ these men hell, but you’re one person…in a place you don’t know nothin’ about. There’s a difference between bein’ strong and knowin’ your way around the world. I’m just worried y’ain’t got the knowledge to go it alone, and I don’t trust these boys to be the ones guidin’ and protectin’ you.”

				A few moments of silence passed between us, but I was honestly too stunned to give a response. I’d been shocked since he’d called me a “friend”; it wasn’t often Ransom made admissions like that, and the rest had just been…

				Endearing? It was hard to associate that word with Ransom. Ever. But that’s what it felt like.

				“I…wouldn’t mind continuing to travel with you and Puck, Ransom,” I said at length, “but…after we travel over the mountain, I don’t know how much farther we could go together. I’m going to pursue Rourke, and I know you want no part of that.”

			

			
				“I thought we had more time t’figure this out,” Ransom admitted, scratching his chin and looking aside, “and t’be honest, I didn’t think there’d be”—his eyes flicked over to Grant, “…competition so soon. Figured maybe we’d have time to talk you outta this blasted idea you got in yer head. Honestly I’m with Puck on it. I get why you want t’do it, but it’s a damned fool idea—”

				“So is your ‘wraith lion’,” I said insistently.

				“And I’m a damned fool!” the coyote replied without a trace of shame. “And not t’put too fine a point on it, but I got a plan and a life aside from tha’ one goal. This’s literally all you got right now. It’s sorta’…”

				I glared at him as I saw him consider what he was going to say, knowing what it would be. But he dared my anger all the same.

				“…Crazy, alright? It’s bleedin’ crazy. Puck and I was both sort of hopin’ you’d jes let it go by now. I didn’a actually think you’d find someone else crazy enough to help ya.”

				“I have to concur with him on at least one point,” Grant spoke up, and for once I was glad the husky was talking. “Chasing after Rourke’s raiders on your own is suicide, Miss Shivah,” he continued. “Many bounty hunters have tried and failed. That’s why we removed the bounty several years ago. It was costing far too many lives…too much of a lure for inexperienced hunters and professionals alike. Rourke is an enemy of the State. He needs to be handled by the State.”

				“Ain’t that you?” Ransom retorted. “Why’re you involvin’ her at all at this point? You got your information. She wasn’t even there for th’attack.”

				“Well, for one because she seems dead set on doing this herself regardless of whether or not she has help,” Grant pointed out.

				“She’s involved until we bring him down regardless,” the white canine suddenly spoke up, his thick arms crossed over his chest.

				Grant sighed, “I was getting to that.”

				“Getting to what?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

				“You never told her?” Connall asked the husky. “She needs to know.”

				“I didn’t want to terrify the woman, Connall.”

				“What?” I demanded. Ransom’s ears perked and his brow lowered as well, and I saw that defensive stance return to him. This time I did nothing to dissuade him.

				Grant looked at me uncertainly for a few moments before murming aside to Connall in the Otherwolf language. I narrowed my eyes, strode forward, and grabbed the canine by the collar of his shirt, jerking him out of whatever it was he was saying and apparently startling him, because he blinked those big blue eyes down at me in shock.

				“Don’t you speak over my head!” I said authoratively. “What have you been keeping from me?”

				“Get your hands off him, miss,” Connall threatened. “Or I’ll need to detain you.”

			

			
				“I’m hardly grievously injured, Connall.” Grant attempted to insist, his paws in the air between the two of us. “Let’s not escalate this again. No one’s getting detained.”

				“You just try it!” Ransom snapped from behind me.

				“You’re a target, woman,” Connall suddenly said, quieting all of us. He gave his statement a few moments to settle in, ensured he had all of our attention, then continued. “Rourke doesn’t like survivors. Any. Survivors. His men have been known to hunt down anyone who escapes the towns they wipe out. Women, children…it doesn’t matter. If he finds out any of the Anukshen still live, he’ll make it his business to hunt you. You hardly even need to look for him, if that is indeed your goal. He’ll find you.”

				Even Ransom seemed at a loss as to how to respond to that. Grant just sighed, tipping his muzzle down.

				I didn’t know what to say for a time. But eventually, I looked to Connall and demanded, “Are you certain?”

				“Dead certain,” Grant replied seriously. He put a paw to mine, to where I was still gripping his collar, and eased my hand free, although he was slow to release it once I had. He looked me in the eyes, saying, “That’s why we were in such a rush to find survivors…and why we’re even considering bringing you along with us.”

				“To use her as bait?” Ransom exclaimed.

				“No!” Grant insisted, his ears tipping back. “To protect her!”

				Ransom went mute again, staring the husky down, but there was no ire left in him. Now he just seemed concerned, his eyes flitting to me every few moments. 

				“Even if you’ve seen this man’s handiwork,” Connall said, “you don’t know what he’s really capable of until you’ve seen the things we’ve seen. The Anukshen village was clean, for him. Almost civil. When he settles in…when he really takes his time, he does unspeakable things to the people he intends to slay before he inevitably gives them the mercy of death. We’ve found people…taken apart…gutted like game animals. Skinned, flayed, burned…” he looked to me at that. “If you’re lucky, miss…you’ll just be found by his assassin and shot before you even know he’s there. And that’s if you’re lucky.”

				“Shadow,” Ransom muttered.

				“You know of him?” Connall’s eyes fell on Ransom again.

				Ransom shook his head. “Not personally. Just had th’misfortune of runnin’ across him once. I promise you, we didn’t chew the fat. I just got the hell outta there.”

				“If you survived an encounter with Shadow,” Connall muttered, “you’re either a damned lucky bastard, or you’re more competent than you look.”

				“Well I ain’t lucky,” Ransom replied, spitting on the ground.

				“I can’t stop you from going your own way, Miss Shivah,” Grant spoke up, his hand still lingering on mine. I glanced down at it, my mind compelling me to pull away, but all my hand managed was a twitch, as though it had grown too lazy to move. “And I still wish you’d heed my warning and not pursue this man…but…as Connall’s said…if he has any reason to suspect you’re alive, he may send his men after you anyway. So regardless of whom you travel with from this point on, you shouldn’t be alone.”

			

			
				“Why though?” I asked, looking him in the eyes, as distracting as it was. “Why does he bother hunting down survivors? Isn’t the purpose to loot the villages? Why should he care if I survived?”

				“We don’t know,” Grant said with a frustrated sigh. “It’s one of many things we don’t know. We determined long ago he has some kind of pattern and likely some kind of reasoning behind his attacks, but we can’t determine what it is. It’s certainly more than just random looting. In fact he leaves many things of value behind…textiles, furs, and leathers most especially. We thought for some time he was taking the clothing at least, but then we found bonfires on the fringes of many of the villages he attacked, where his men had burnt massive piles of clothing, blankets, anything worn really. Save jewelry and beads. Those he takes.”

				“That’s what he did to my village,” I nodded solemnly. “I missed the bonfires, but…”

				“It looks like he was in a hurry at your village,” Connall murmured. “Likely trying to outrun the winter. Generally he encamps, cleans out the village entirely, and does…things…to the people he chooses to keep alive the longest. Of course, we don’t know precisely what since he kills every bloody soul there.”

				“You’re the first we’ve found alive in time,” Grant said with a softly pleading look. “He may not even know you survived, considering you were away from your village during the attack. You actually have a chance to just move on with your life if you—”

				“No,” I said firmly.

				“I been beatin’ this horse fer months,” Ransom said dryly from behind me. “It’s dead. Trust me.”

				“But at my village, he took on some of the Anukshen warriors,” I said pointedly. “Doesn’t that go against type for him? They would have been ‘survivors’, wouldn’t they?”

				“That is unusual for him,” Grant murmured, “although we’ve never really found out how he recruits. It’s possible he’s taken on others from previous villages, and we just never knew.”

				“Or it’s possible he’s killed them by now,” Connall stated gruffly.

				My eyes widened. I…wasn’t even certain how to feel about that. It would most certainly serve Methoa right for all he’d done to be betrayed by the men he’d sold our village to. But…he was my kill…

				Grant gave me a sympathetic look. “I’m sure this must all be very difficult for you to sort out, Miss Shivah, but the important thing is you are still alive. That’s what matters. Now, if you’re absolutely set on pursuing this man, I cannot stand in your way. Nor can I deputize you.”

			

			
				“Then what the hell do you want her for?” Ransom demanded.

				“We don’t intend to take ‘ownership’ of her, sir,” Grant said. “We never did. I just wanted to meet once more to determine when she might be setting out on her own journey over the mountain—when all of you would be doing that, seeing as you’re traveling together—so that we might travel near to one another. At least for a time.”

				Ransom scratched his chin thoughtfully, still looking wary. “That’s all, eh?”

				“That’s all,” Grant said with a nod. “I’ll ensure my men aren’t atop you and that you’re given however much space you demand. We’d just like to keep her in sight for a time…in case…”

				“You can’t follow ‘er forever.”

				“We’re heading back over the pass regardless. We’ve good reason to believe Rourke hasn’t come back this way,” Grant said. “My men have spoken to every trader along the river and several tribesman. Rourke would have been spotted if he was back in the Valley. I’m certain he’s heading downriver towards the east coast. Which means for the moment our paths are intertwined. Why not enjoy a bit of added safety? Just for now.”

				I sensed nothing patronizing in his voice, and the more I listened to him, the more everything he said began to sound reasonable. I was momentarily ashamed at myself for having expected something terrible to come out of this. But then I reminded myself it was Ransom who’d put those ideas in my head.

				If nothing else, I could at least say that I believed Grant was being truthful with us. There was honesty in all his features, and he struck me as the sort of man who wouldn’t be able to cover it if he were lying. Whether or not I could tolerate traveling with the man and his group was another thing entirely, but I earnestly felt at this point that he wished me no harm. And by the look of it, even Ransom was beginning to feel the same. 

				“So then there ain’t really much we gotta work out here,” Ransom said, letting his arms drop back down to his sides. “You jes…want to keep up a dialogue?”

				“That’s all,” Grant agreed, putting his hands out. “We’re headed for the Crossroads and Fort Amurguard. You?”

				“The Crossroads, o’course. Where else would we be goin’?” Ransom snorted. “I got wares to unload.”

				“If you wouldn’t mind staying in contact once we arrive…for however long you might be staying there, that’s all I’d ask for now,” Grant asked.

				Ransom shrugged. “I don’t rightly know how long the fox and I are gonna stay. Long enough at least to get all my wares sold and put mah feet up for a bit. But whatever she does is up to her. Like I said, I ain’t got her on a leash.”

			

			
				Grant looked to me expectantly.

				“I…I’m not yet entirely certain…where I’m going,” I admitted. “I was just hoping to catch Rourke’s trail.”

				Connall arched an eyebrow. “Did you have a plan beyond that, miss? Because we’ve been trailing that man and his butchers for two years, and even with our posse, I’m hesitant to say we’re prepared to do our job if we ever find him.”

				“We don’t need to do it alone,” Grant stated firmly. “I can deputize a small militia if need be, which is why we prefer to encamp at forts and wayposts. I assure you, miss…if you’re looking to repay this man for what he did to your family, you’ll have no better chance than with my men. This is our job. Even your warriors don’t go into battle alone, do they?”

				“No…” I agreed hesitantly.

				“You ought not to encourage the woman,” Connall grumbled to the husky with a sigh. “I don’t feel right takin’ the young miss into a firefight.”

				“You didn’t see her in the last one,” Grant muttered.

				“So we’re done then?” Ransom spoke up, crossing his arms over his chest. “Lady does what she wants, you keep off our back, and I’ll tolerate you followin’ us along th’pass…if you’re scared t’go it alone.” He gave a toothy grin on the last sentiment.

				Connall gave a snort, but Grant interrupted him before he could say anything.

				“That sounds like an amicable arrangement to me.” He smiled then dropped his gaze back on mine again. “If the lady agrees?”

				“It’s fine,” I said, wrapping my arms around my midsection beneath my Dyre hide cloak. A thousand things were going through my head at the moment…the last thing I needed to be ruminating on was how much more I was beginning to trust that smile. I averted my eyes from his.

				“Fantastic,” Grant said, turning and whistling once at his horse. The beast ambled towards him, and just as Connall turned to go retrieve his own animal, Ransom spoke up again.

				“Hold on now,” the coyote said, pointing a finger at the husky. “You don’t travel with me fer free. You don’t get my information fer free neither. If you ever want a ‘dialogue’ with me again, you pay for it…got it? And I expect t’be covered for watchin’ your asses on our trip over the pass.”

				I looked at him disbelievingly, as did Connall, although his expression was closer to anger. Grant, however, once again spoke up before something new ignited.

				“That seems reasonable to me.”

				“We don’t need his damned ‘protection’ over the pass or anywhere else,” Connall spat.

				“An extra gun is never a bad idea,” Grant replied while he busied himself with something in one of his saddlebags. After a further few moments of searching, he produced some kind of small, leather-bound satchel and tossed it to Ransom. “Consider it a down-payment,” he said with a smile at the coyote.

			

			
				Ransom caught the satchel easily then looked at it a moment, reaching down and unscrewing what looked to be a metal cap atop it. He leaned down and sniffed it then glanced back up at the husky. And after a moment of silence, he cracked a grin.

				“Barrel-aged. Private stock. I’ll thank you not to waste it all in one night,” the husky smirked. “That would be a tragedy.”

				Ransom screwed the cap back on the flask and shoved it into his pack, nodding his muzzle towards the Marshal. “Alright, boy,” he said. “I can’t hate a man with good taste in whiskey. You kin tag along. Just tell yer boys to watch themselves. I don’t like folk sniffin’ around my life.”

				“My men have their noses to the ground for an entirely different quarry, I promise you,” Grant assured him. “And the last time your other companion and I parted ways, I got the distinct impression he was none too fond of me either. I won’t be giving either of you any trouble.”

				“Fine. You save all your ‘trouble’ for the lady. She ain’t fond of you either, but she’s the only one here who wants your help,” Ransom said, his broad, calloused palm mussing my head fur. I batted at his arm, annoyed.

				Grant only smiled. “Well…I’m hopeful we’ll grow more fond of one another as time goes on, Miss Shivah.”

				I gave him a long look, staring down those blue eyes until even he seemed uncomfortable. Then just when he looked as though he meant to say something, I responded in a flat tone, “Don’t get your hopes too high.”

				And I turned and began to head off, Ransom’s laughter echoing in the clearing for a few moments before he jogged to catch up with me.

				“Damn, woman…you’re cold,” the coyote stated, still chuckling as he moved up to keep pace with me.

				“He still smiling?” I asked.

				“Oh, no. Just…crestfallen. Y’should see it. It’s goddamn funny.”

				“Good,” I muttered. “I’m sick of that smile.”

				[image: OTBP Divider.ai]


				“He bribed Ransom with whiskey?” Puquanah asked with a disgusted sigh. He shook his head. “I wish I could say I was surprised that’s all it took.”

				“It wasn’t…just the whiskey,” I said carefully as I marched up over the rocky trail. We were in the first leg of the journey, what Ransom called “The Elevation”, a portion of the trail that was the steepest. I was glad at least we were getting this bit out of the way first. It was difficult, the rocky terrain requiring careful footing and constant strain on my thighs, but I was still well-rested from the time we’d spent encamped outside the trade post, and I was managing it.

			

			
				“Honestly it’s just a reasonable idea to travel together, Puck,” I insisted, “and he was reasonable with his expectations. I think Ransom saw that.”

				“I didn’t want these men in our lives, Shivah,” the fox stated stubbornly. “I hope their association proves worthwhile to you.”

				“I won’t let them bother you, Puck,” I promised.

				“You don’t understand…” the fox muttered, mostly to himself. I looked back at him inquisitively, then was ready to let it go, when the vulpine knocked his stick between two boulders and stumbled, nearly falling. I reached down and caught his arm before he took a tumble, and he thanked me quietly.

				I helped him up slowly and gave him a few moments to dust himself off before I looked up and heard the approaching noises of the Marshals behind us. Grant had kept to his word and given us some space on the trail, he and his men never entirely out of earshot, but for the most part, I’d seen little of them. We were only one day into the trip, though…over time, I’d been hoping we might travel a bit closer together. It just seemed silly to keep such distance.

				But as I looked down at Puck in that instant, I saw real discomfort and nervousness flicker over his features. He pushed himself entirely to his feet and started up the trail again, faster even than before. I leapt a few rocks to catch up. Ransom was too far ahead to be seen and likely even out of earshot…he preferred to scout ahead and lead the mule. So it was just Puck and I for now.

				All the same, I dropped my voice when I spoke to the fox.

				“Puck,” I said gently, “please…talk to me. What’s bothering you? I know you’re not entirely fond of Otherwolves, but…I’d thought you’d be more willing to work with them than Ransom at the very least. You said yourself you’ve worked with them before.”

				“It’s not that,” Puck muttered. “It doesn’t matter.”

				“How you feel matters to me, Puck,” I insisted quietly.

				The fox actually turned to regard me for a moment, probably only seeing my silhouette, but it felt good to look him in the eyes every now and then.

				“Honestly?” he said. “I was hoping to have a little more time…with Ransom.”

				“But he’s—”

				“Not himself when he’s around other men,” Puck stated. “Given time, he’ll probably get on just fine with the Marshal and his men. I heard him talking to the husky earlier about his horse and his guitar. Ransom doesn’t have any problems fitting in with men like that if they don’t take issue with his personality.”

				“What’s a ‘guitar’?” was all I could ask.

				“An instrument,” Puck sighed, “common on the trails.”

			

			
				“Isn’t it better if he’s not causing problems with them? For all of us?” I said pointedly.

				“I’m permitted to be selfish every now and then,” the fox said quietly. “I don’t begrudge him his time with others, but…I thought we at least had until we made it to the Crossroads.”

				“For what?” I asked, confused.

				“For him to start acting like I don’t exist,” the fox responded so quietly I almost missed it.

				Before I could say any more, Puck doubled his pace, hopping up over a boulder ahead of us and leaving me behind. I could have caught up with him, but it was obvious he wanted to be alone right now. And I honestly didn’t know what to say to him.

				It was easy to say the fox was being melodramatic…he’d certainly proven himself to be prone to drastic mood-shifts and emotional excess in the past—although I’d heard that was something foxes were known for, so perhaps it was natural?—but on the other hand…Ransom was an ass. So he might not have been exaggerating. 

				I only realized when I heard horses that I’d been standing in place the whole time I’d been thinking and Grant’s men had caught up to me. I turned to see him leading the pack, the wolf following just slightly behind on his own painted horse. He’d yet to introduce himself to me, but I’d also yet to hear him speak, so it was possible he simply couldn’t speak the local dialect.

				Grant pulled his horse up alongside me, leaning back in his saddle and giving me an inquisitive look.

				“How fare you, Miss—”

				“Shivah. Just…Shivah. Please,” I said with a sigh. 

				That seemed to please him for some reason. He replied with a smile. “Shivah, then. I don’t see your companions. Is all well?” he asked, looking forward into the distance.

				“I was just resting my legs,” I lied.

				“Oh…Lord, how rude of me,” the man chuckled. “I never even thought…would you like to borrow a horse for a bit? I’ll even lend you mine. This part of the trail is rather taxing.”

				A few of his men walked by us as we spoke, one of the canines speaking quietly to the mink in the Otherwolf tongue, glancing briefly at me. They laughed about something to themselves.

				I looked back to Grant. “Thank you, but no thank you. I can’t ride in any case.”

				The husky offered a hand down to me. “Then ride with me for a bit. Just long enough to rest your legs. You don’t want to fall behind.”

				“I’m fine,” I insisted defiantly.

				“No one’s questioning your endurance,” Grant said more quietly. “You’re carrying twice the gear my men have on their backs, and you’ve a shorter stride than everyone here. No one will think less of you. For heaven’s sake, I’ve been riding the whole while.” 

			

			
				I gave a soft sigh. My legs actually were tired, and neither of my companions was apt to travel with me at the moment. What could accepting one bit of kindness really hurt? The saddle looked more than big enough for two, especially someone of my frame.

				And for some reason, I was extremely warm at the moment. Uncomfortably so. Perhaps I’d walked too long in the sun today. A rest might be in order. It would certainly be more embarrassing to fall behind than to accept help.

				I begrudgingly took the man’s hand, and he kicked his foot out of the stirrup on my side, pushing it my way so that I could step on it and climb up. 

				I realized the moment I swung my leg over and landed in the saddle that I may have made an error in judgment. I’d been thinking this would be no different than the few times I’d ridden a horse before, but that had been when I was younger and with one of my own family.

				There was less room on the saddle than I’d perceived, due primarily to an odd, jutting bit in the front of it that I had to sit back to avoid, and even with the husky leaning back in his saddle as he did—unlike the way Connall sat in his, I noted—my position brought me in close contact with the Otherwolf man. Closer contact than I’d ever been with him before and consequently with any man for quite some time now, excluding when I’d carried Ransom away from the river.

				Before I could so much as process the moment though, Grant gave his gelding a tap of his ankles, and it started up the trail once more. We were a ways behind the rest of his men now, save the few stragglers with their two mules and the wagon pulling their supplies behind us, but he seemed in no hurry to catch up. 

				In fact, as rigid and uncomfortable as I had just become, the husky seemed all ease and comfort behind me. And I knew this because I was practically pressed to him and was beginning to take stock of certain aspects of his person I never would have cared to notice before.

				His chest felt firm against my back, but the fur jutting out from around his collar, on the few occasions it brushed against the back of my neck, was almost too soft to belong to a man. It was softer than mine! Was it just the excessive ruff along his neck, or was all of his fur so…

				I shook my head, trying to focus on something else. Anything else. For one, he smelled nothing like a tribesman. And nothing like any other canine I’d ever known. Even Ransom, though garbed like the Otherwolves and from an Otherwolf upbringing, smelled more familiar to me, like most male tribesman. Like the woods, like his occupation. Like cedar, salt, and dirt, always with the vaguest hint of blood from whatever kill he’d been working on. Even Puck, though his musk was entirely different being a fox, felt more familiar.

			

			
				But Grant smelled like…a place I’d never been. Like clean cotton and coffee, and his musk, if one could even call it that, was so subtle as to be almost unnoticable. His fur smelled like whatever soap he washed in…something with pine? If I had to put my finger on it, it was as though he was almost too clean. It wasn’t exactly…unpleasant…but it was odd. 

				Puck had once told me, in one of our more interesting conversations over sorting kindling, that though Ransom’s aversion to bathing was reprehensible, it made him easy to pick out amongst a crowd, which Puck liked for obvious reasons. He’d even said over time he’d grown fond of the man’s—very masculine, if nothing else—scent. I couldn’t say I felt the same.

				There might be something to be said for a man who was more fastidious with his hygiene. But it certainly wasn’t what I was used to.

				Domesticated. That’s what Puck had said. Otherwolves had domesticated themselves. They didn’t live in the world; they lived in little worlds they created. Houses and buildings like the tavern, except everywhere. In settlements, towns, and “cities”, Ransom had called them. Essentially enormous villages. 

				I had to admit a fair bit of curiosity on my part about them. I knew so little about these wolves who weren’t wolves, about these men from another land, floating so far away across the sea even canoes couldn’t reach it. Their strange, smooth-tongued language and their fine clothing, their weapons that spouted thunder and their exotic hides and…eyes…

				I’d never seen someone with eyes the color of the sky before. Only gold, green, or brown. The colors of leaves. I hadn’t even known someone could have eyes like his.

				He was also warm. Extremely warm. Or I was. Why was I so warm?

				I must have wiggled about in discomfort, because Grant glanced down over my shoulder at me and spoke from behind me, the man’s deep, foreign voice breaking me from my reverie and prickling the fur along the back of my neck, his muzzle not a few inches away from my nape.

				“Are you alright?” he asked, concerned. “I know it’s not terribly roomy up here…I’m sitting back as far as I can. Is the horn bothering you?”

				“Is that what this thing is?” I asked, noting the odd protrusion at the front of the saddle.

				I felt him nod once. “Aye. Carvecian design…I’m not comfortable in an Amurescan saddle. It’s not really conducive to sharing, but you’re quite a bit smaller than me, so—”

				“It’s fine,” I insisted. We weren’t that crammed in honestly. I had enough room to scooch backwards even more if I wished it; that just would have brought me flush to the Marshal’s chest, and that was something I most certainly did not want right now.

			

			
				“I’m just warm,” I said after a few moments, unclasping my cloak and shrugging it back over my shoulders so that my arms at least were out from under it and it wasn’t cloaking my chest. It actually did help.

				“It’s a warm day for this time of year,” Grant agreed, “but you’ll be glad for that cloak when we get higher. Looks insulating. Is that Dyre hide?”

				I gave the slightest hint of a smile. “You can tell?”

				“The fur is unmistakable,” the husky nodded. “Your people don’t wear Dyre hide unless it was your kill, correct?”

				“It’s a right reserved to the hunter alone,” I nodded. “I’m surprised you knew that.”

				“You met Laesom,” Grant said then quickly corrected himself. “I’m sorry…you saw Laesom at the very least. He’s our Eh’Kuwathan guide. He’s not terribly social, so I don’t suppose he’s actually introduced himself yet.”

				“The wolf?” I felt him nod again then glanced up along the trail to the distant painted horse and the graying wolf atop it. I was curious about him, to be sure, but like most wolves, he seemed distant and unapproachable. Most of Grant’s men had introduced themselves to me by now, although some of them didn’t speak the tribal tongue, and those that did were often ferociously bad at it. And in any case all of their names blended together. The only one that had stuck was the rat, a mottled black and white spotted creature with a friendly affect and a better grasp of my language than most of the others. He’d said to call him “Magpie”, which I’d remembered because it was a bird. His markings almost resembled one, so I could see where he’d gotten the nickname.

				“Don’t take offense,” the husky said, “Laesom isn’t an unfriendly sort; he’s just…not good with people.”

				“Lone wolves generally aren’t.”

				“Mnh,” Grant nodded. “But a better local guide you’ll never find. He worked with me before I was appointed to Marshal, back when I was working as a Road Warden in these parts. He taught me the language, the customs…”

				“I was wondering how you knew everyone at the trade post,” I pointed out. 

				“Oh, yes…that.” Grant gave a long sigh. “Apologies again for that. Unfortunately, as many people as you’re able to help with this job, there are folks who take issue with you. Pity it had to end as it did, but…”

				“I feel no pity for that man,” I muttered. “He was trying to kill us.”

				“Rackham thought he was righting a wrong done to his kin,” Grant said, the glint of humor gone from his tone. “If his case had been handled properly from the start, none of the rough-housing would have been necessary. But I was working with a different posse at the time and they weren’t as…gentle. And his boy took part in a whole messy affair in which a girl was violated. It’s hard to say how much of a role he played, but…” he sighed, “…it was a real mess, the whole thing. But his son survived with little more than a broken nose, and that girl’s life was ruined. I’d say he got off well. Most we can really do out here without real prisons or any real structure to the posts and towns is threaten, and the only thing some of these men listen to is violence, or hangings. I don’t like either. But sometimes all you can do is as much as you can do. You know?”

			

			
				“Not really,” I replied, and he sighed again. “And I don’t really understand why you’re attempting to explain yourself. He tried to kill you. You responded in kind. It seems fairly straightforward to me.”

				Grant chuckled, leaning down over my shoulder as he maneuvered his horse around a particularly rocky patch of the trail, his arm practically around my midsection while he moved the reins.

				“There’s something to be said for a simpler perspective on things,” he agreed. “I suppose I get caught up in overthinking the morality of the job sometimes. What seems so complex can often just be boiled down to basic instinct to survive. Really, though, in a civilized society…that shouldn’t be the case.”

				My muzzle twitched. “I don’t see what’s so wrong with living by your instincts. It’s the rule of nature. Every other beast follows it.”

				“We should be above nature by now. We’re not animals.”

				I turned at that, staring up at him and clearly surprising him somewhat, because he blanched back. My voice was low and firm when we spoke. “That’s the problem with your kind. You think you’re better than the rest of the world. The spirits and the gods loathe such arrogance. We are not above the world; we are part of it. You cannot rise above the very world you live in any more than you can conquer the rain.”

				“That’s…why we build rooves…”

				“But a storm can still kill,” I stated. “And until the day that is no longer the case, you are not above nature. Storms, fires, floods…they are the spirits and the gods’ way of reminding us that we are at their whim. And to be obedient and mindful of the gifts they give and the right we have inherited to live in their world. Whether or not you realize or accept it, you are their servant. We all are. Professing to be above or not a part of the forces around us is self-delusion.”

				“Alright, alright,” Grant said, giving a mild chuckle. “I didn’t mean…well it hardly matters. Apologies if I offended you. That wasn’t my intent. I simply was attempting to say that…people should be more decent to one another and balance the morality of their decisions more carefully than an animal would. Seeing as we’re intelligent enough to do so. Like a man putting his wife and child before him when escaping a fire, or not shooting a man when he’s down. That’s all I meant.”

				I couldn’t help thinking of Jack, lying bleeding out on the floor of his cabin. How appalled and shocked I’d been when Ransom had shot him dead without a moment’s thought. At the time, Puck had said the coyote had been so brutal precisely because he lived by instinct, because he’d been hardened and lacked the compassion most people had for one another. I’d seen since then that Ransom could be compassionate…it was just rare.

			

			
				But Ransom was also a strong man who’d survived what had to have been a difficult life. And as abhorrant as I’d found his behavior, now in retrospect I had to admit to myself that we likely wouldn’t have survived the winter without Jack’s supplies, let alone if we’d been trying to care for the ailing cougar. 

				So had it actually been the right thing to do?

				It had been right for us, no question. If we’d been animals, as Grant was saying, there would be no question. But there was something to the notion that we should balance our decisions based on something more than just the need for survival. Our people had many tales and laws that were meant to dictate morality…but what was a code amongst people to govern how we acted if not…domestication?

				Going against one’s instincts purely because of compassion and the desire to not act like animals in any society, tribal or no, was a law. A rule enforced by man. Even the tribes had those. Some were inspired by the spirits and the gods; some were simply written by society. And many…it was not certain.

				The law that stated a man’s honor, once lost by a wife who had disobeyed him, could only be returned to him and his entire village by burying and stoning the woman to death was said to be a law of the gods. I didn’t believe for a moment that it was. I doubted any law that gave men power over women. Perhaps I was biased, but…I couldn’t bring myself to honestly believe that the gods and the spirits thought of me as a lesser simply because I wasn’t born male. There were female spirits, female gods even! They would never abide by such a decision.

				How hard would it have been for a male priest or a shaman to have declared at some point in our history that the gods had told him he was better by birth than his wife simply because he wished to be? How hard would it have been for the council of elders, who were almost always entirely male, to agree with him? How hard would it have been for this decision to then become law? Holy law if he were to be believed?

				That, I suppose, was why I disliked the notion of men creating their own society, their own rules and laws. There was a law of the land, and even if it wasn’t compassionate, it was equal. The spirits and the gods knew it, the animals knew it, and we all knew it. 

				As with all things in life, the solution likely lay somewhere balanced precariously in the middle…in a world where society—any society, Otherwolf or tribal, didn’t dictate how we lived our lives with laws and dogma created by men, but everyone respected one another enough to not act like animals. 

				“Let us agree to disagree,” I said at length to the husky, who seemed to relax when my response wasn’t aggressive. “The spirits and the gods have given us the freedom to make decisions on our own precisely because they wished to see us thrive and grow as a people in our own way. I think most good people understand compassion…even the ones who’ve gone far from it…and it is something worth making a part of our lives.”

			

			
				“The law doesn’t require you be compassionate to those around you,” Grant said. “Only respectful of their rights. And I see no harm in being respectful.”

				“Agreed.”

				“I’ve gotten quite a stern talking-to by many a priest in my life before,” Grant said, leaning over my shoulder with a smile, “although usually over indulgences in ‘sinful behavior’, not philosophy on the morality of law. I have to say I’ve much preferred being lectured at by you. I feel as though I may have actually learned something for once.”

				“I’m not a priest,” I said, flicking my eyes away from his before they became a distraction.

				Grant leaned back. “You’re clearly a very righteous woman, Miss Shivah. And I mean that in the very best of ways. You’ve a passion for your own kind of justice to be pursuing this man who has done such wrong to your family. And clearly a lot of your own…very strong…opinions on the world.”

				“Does that bother you?” I asked bluntly.

				“Quite the opposite, I assure you,” he responded without hesitation.

				“I would think most men would be intimidated by a woman with strong convictions and opinions,” I replied stoicly.

				“Maybe I like being intimidated,” the Otherwolf rumbled quietly.

				I tried not to visibly shudder at his words, and that about did it for me. The frustration I’d been dealing with since I’d met the man and endured every interraction with him shifted the final degree towards outright irritation, and I turned, looking up at the canine.

				“Alright, what is your game?” I pressed. “I can ignore the glances, the posturing, and the flattering comments you direct my way on their own, but all together, it’s clear you’re trying for something here, and I want to know what.”

				The husky just looked bemused. “No game, Mi…Shivah,” he said after a momentary pause with that same satisfied smile from earlier, like he’d accomplished something already. It would have bothered me that he felt that way, except little did he know being informal with my false name meant little to me. If he’d known my real name, that would have been different.

				He looked me in the eyes, and I mustered the conviction not to look away for once. “No game,” he promised. “I’m fond of you. You’ve impressed me since I first met you. I’d…like to get to know you. As well as you’ll allow me.”

				“I wouldn’t have thought I made a good first impression,” I said at length, thinking back on our first meeting.

				“The milk?” He chuckled. “That was cute.”

			

			
				“I…no, that’s not what I meant,” I insisted, but it took only one look to know he was teasing me. I gave an annoyed growl. “I meant the firefight.”

				“What about that wouldn’t have impressed me?” He asked with a bemused smile. “You were incredible. I was worried about protecting you, and…you made me look a fool. Your shots were what decided that fight; I was barely…backup.”

				“That’s precisely my point,” I insisted. “Most men would feel…”

				“Intimidated?” He offered the word he’d used earlier.

				“…I was actually going to say emasculated,” I responded after a few moments, not certain he’d even know the Katuk word for what I was trying to say.

				Grant outright laughed. “‘Less of a man’? Ah…no. I assure you, miss…you could never make me feel thusly.”

				“I don’t know,” I muttered, blowing out a breath, “I’ve managed it in the past even without intending to do so.”

				“Then the men in your past were lacking,” Grant replied easily. “A man with enough confidence in himself doesn’t need a woman to puff him up like a sail.”

				“You’re certainly not lacking in that,” I muttered.

				“Confidence? No,” Grant replied completely unashamedly. “I try to keep pride in good moderation, but confidence…I see no reason to doubt myself unless given reason to.”

				“Isn’t going into that bar alone what got you in so much trouble?” I pointed out. “The first thing you did was curse that you didn’t have backup. What was that, if not overconfidence?”

				Grant chuckled again. “Yes, that was foolish. I honestly didn’t think Rackham was still in these parts though, and I had no reason to believe anyone else might be out for my head. But still, you’re right. Connall gave me quite a fierce talking-to as well. That day would have ended quite poorly for me…were it not for you, Shivah. You have my gratitude.”

				“And apparently a fair bit more,” I said dryly.

				“Only if you wish it,” the canine murmured over my shoulder in that same deep rumble from earlier. I couldn’t even admonish him for being indecent; he was, as always, keeping a respectful distance between us…or as respectful as one could get sharing a saddle. And I could hardly admit to him that when he spoke in that tone, with that accent, in just that way, so close to me, that…

				That what? What madness was taking hold of me these last few days? I’d never in my life allowed myself to become so distracted by a man. Let alone a foreigner I knew next to nothing about. I wasn’t even fond of his personality. To be honest, I found the perpetually friendly air about him, the placating demeanor, and the apparent disinterest he had in arguing a point…contrary to what I expected a man to be. To be certain, I hadn’t liked the overwhelming, demeaning, suffocating presence of my husband either. But it just seemed like there ought to be some middle ground. I would have almost felt more comfortable with the canine if he didn’t concede a point from time to time or took offense to something I said or did. I don’t know why.

			

			
				I didn’t understand myself sometimes.

				In any case it didn’t matter, because, “I’m not looking to court,” I stated outright to the Otherwolf, “if that’s your implication. So please don’t waste your time.”

				“I’m hardly asking you to marry me,” Grant replied evenly. “I’d just like to get to know you better. Perhaps buy you a drink sometime?”

				I made a confused face, although he probably missed it. “If…you wish. My trade is limited; I won’t turn down supplies. I hardly see what that has to do with any of this though.”

				“No, I meant…” Grant’s confident tone floundered a moment, “I meant at a bar, or a tavern. We could talk. Share a meal even, perhaps?”

				“Why at a tavern?” I asked, perplexed. “It would make more sense to resupply at a merchant when we get to this ‘Crossroads’ of yours. I don’t intend to stay in town in any case. You can share a meal with us at our campsite if you wish.”

				“Shivah, you won’t…you won’t be able to encamp anywhere near the Crossroads,” Grant stated.

				“What? Why?” I asked, confused.

				“Because all the land there is settled. Owned,” the canine attempted to explain. “It won’t be like in the Valley. It’s a territory. People will take offense to you encamping or hunting on their land. They’d be within their rights to fire on you in fact.”

				“Where am I to live if not in the forest?” I demanded, trying to make sense of what he was saying. How could people own all of the land?

				“Well, you’ll…have to stay in town. I could get you put up in the Fort if you’d prefer, but—”

				“I can’t sleep in one of your towns!” I insisted, thinking back on the crowded buildings, the dirty road, the smell of dozens of different people everywhere surrounding me…and that had only been at the Trading Post. Ransom and Puck had both said this ‘Crossroads’ was far larger even. How could anyone bed down in a place like that?

				“I’ve…done it my whole life,” Grant said in a calming tone, “it’s really not so bad once you get used to it. You’ll be far warmer; there are beds—”

				“I’m not an Otherwolf!” I declared. “I cannot live in your…world.”

				I shifted at that point and struggled to find some footing so that I could dismount. But the man’s feet were in the stirrups, and the most I could manage was to grip the “horn” on the saddle and attempt to swing a leg around the girth of the animal, which was awkward at best.

				It was only when I nearly slipped and tumbled down that I felt Grant’s arms close around my midsection, saving me from a rather embarassing fall. The canine sighed from behind me and murmured, “Hold a moment. I’ll help you down.”

			

			
				He pulled his horse to a stop and eased his foot out of the stirrup, pushing it towards my own footpaw gently. I took a moment to steady myself in it then swung my leg carefully over the saddle, him holding me the whole while. But once I was over, it was as simple as taking the long step down, and then I was off, and his paws released me. Thank the gods.

				I was overly warm again. Although at least this time, I could somewhat attribute it to embarassment.

				“Are you alright?” He asked as I straightened my tunic and cloak.

				“Fine,” I murmured. “But my legs are rested. I can continue on foot.”

				“I’m sorry if I upset you,” he murmured.

				“Stop. Apologizing!” I said in a frustrated tone. “You don’t have to be so…placating.”

				“I’m—” he began, but one more glare from me and he halted the apology before he made it again.

				It occurred to me as I began walking ahead of him, giving him no more time to speak, that I was treating the man somewhat…abhorrantly. Moreso certainly than he deserved. He’d been nothing but kind to me since we’d met.

				For some reason, though, he infuriated me. It was hard enough to keep my frustration in check at this level.

				It was hardly surprising when his horse began to eclipse me on the trail, and I moved to the side of the trail to let him pass, trying not to look up as he did. But as he passed me, he spoke once more.

				“Miss Shivah,” he said, glancing briefly my way as he passed, being formal with my name yet again, which only annoyed me further.

				“What?” I demanded.

				“You’ll need to be traveling through our lands in order to hunt Rourke,” he stated flatly. “And whether or not you can tolerate it…that will mean you’ll have to make yourself a part of our world. Otherwise you’ll not be able to continue this quest of yours.”

				I glanced up, seeing in fact that he was quite serious. He gave me one more long look then clucked at his horse, spurring it to a faster pace to catch up with his men. I was left behind, quite literally in the dust.

				Well. Telling me something I didn’t want to hear…that was almost like refusing to concede a point.

				I sighed, picking up the pace so that I could eventually catch up with Puquanah and trudge alongside an equally gloomy companion.

				


			



			
				Chapter 11 Crossroads

				The sounds of the rowdy campsite drifted to me even beneath several layers of furs and the usually muffling fabric of my tent. I tugged the blankets down, giving an irritated growl and sucking in a breath of cool air while I was at it. Wasn’t it supposed to be getting colder up here?

				We were a week into the trip, nearing the halfway point, and so far it hadn’t been the grand adventure I’d imagined it would be. It had more just been a long, weary trek through rocky, thinning terrain with little but my inner thoughts and the occasional griping session with Puquanah to occupy my time. The fox at least seemed to be in as dismal a mood as I was, and we’d bonded over our shared bitterness at the rest of our traveling companions for having longer legs than us. As well as various other complaints.

				Like the fact that they insisted on staying up half the bloody night! 

				The men, Ransom included, in contrast had been having a glorious time. Or so it seemed. It had barely taken a day or so along the road before Ransom had grown tired of acting aloof and had settled his pace back towards where the Marshals were traveling and where Puck and I were forced to lag behind strictly due to our aforementioned shorter stride. A day more and the coyote was knee-deep in raucous conversations with the Otherwolves, Grant included. I don’t know what I’d ever been concerned about to begin with…the only one amongst them who still seemed to take issue with Ransom was Connall, and he seemed the disciplinarian of the group with all of the men, so I had to attribute that to his own demeanor. For once, Ransom was getting on fine with the people around him. I should’ve been happy.

				I would have been honestly. I wasn’t so resentful as to begrudge the coyote some friendly discussion and laughter with his fellows…but did they have to be so damned loud about it? Especially at night!

				Puck gave an answering groan from beside me. The fox and I had taken to sharing a tent over the last few nights, since no one really seemed to pay attention to us after we encamped anyway and it was easier to set up one than two. Warmer, as well, and the fox was meticulously clean and a quiet sleeper; I didn’t mind sharing quarters with him in the least. There was always the chance that some of the men might assume our shared sleeping arrangements meant more, but I didn’t particularly give a damn, and so far no one had questioned us. Not even Ransom.

				Puck had been right about that at least. The coyote barely spared a word for him. It was so utterly unlike the way they’d been when it was just the three of us alone; it was shocking. Either the coyote honestly stopped caring about the fox when he was amongst other canine men, or he was doing a magnificent job of acting like it. Either way it made me angry for Puck.

				A lot was making me angry of late. I’d been absolutely horrid to Grant that day we’d shared a horse, and I’d tried to keep our interractions to a minimum since then. Despite that though, the man went about his days with the same civility towards me he’d always shown, save the occasional embarrassed glance whenever I caught him looking my way. I hardly knew what was going through the dog’s head, but I was trying hard not to think on it. 

			

			
				I was probably just winding myself into a frenzy, trying to figure out what I would do from this point on. Every day our trek took us closer towards the last marker on my path. From there on out, I was thrust into the wild with no trail to follow. I didn’t know what I’d do. I didn’t even know how I’d survive in an Otherwolf settlement, let alone track down a man with a group whom even a skilled band of Otherwolves who knew this area and its people had yet to find. The most I could really hope to do was sniff around and hope I got lucky or depend upon Grant and his Marshals to find the otter and invite me along when they went after him. I wasn’t confident in either option.

				I glanced over at Puck, who was staring blindly up at the top support pole in our tent. I rolled over, putting a hand on his shoulder lightly and murmuring, “Can’t sleep either?”

				“I was,” he said, irritated. “That mink has a loud, grating laugh.”

				I sighed. “I know. I wish I knew what was so damned funny.”

				Puck listened for a few moments before murmuring, “Something about someone’s absurdly fat wife.”

				I rolled my eyes, flopping back over onto my back. “I need to learn more Otherwolf words.”

				“It’s actually an easier language to learn than most of the tribal dialects,” Puck murmured. “But it took me a few years to become fluent, and even longer to really speak it well. You’ll get it in time.”

				“We could do more tutoring while we’re on the trail,” I murmured. “It would be something to pass the time at least.”

				“Not a bad idea,” Puck nodded. 

				There was a sudden eruption of noise from the camp, which sounded almost as though the men were encouraging something. I braced for another night of drinking games.

				“Gods,” I muttered. “If they break out the moonshine, we’ll get no sleep at all tonight.”

				“I think Ransom ran out after the last time,” Puck muttered.

				But the camp suddenly fell quite silent, and my curiosity was peaked for a few moments…until I heard why. The first few thrumming chords from the “guitar”, that instrument that apparently Grant kept with the things strapped to his saddle-bag. I’d heard him play it for the first time a few nights ago. It was unlike any other instrument I’d ever heard. It had so many different sounds…it could go from jovial to haunting in but an instant. 

				And a moment later, Ransom joined in with his harmonica, and the strange, foreign music began to fill the campsite. I settled back down into my furs, stretching my arms above my head and closing my eyes.

				“I much prefer this,” I murmured. “At least the men stay quiet.”

			

			
				[image: Chap 11 page 236.psd]
			

			
				“Agreed,” Puck said. He was silent for a little while; we both were, listening. At length he whispered, “I know this song. ‘The Beaten Path’. It has words…” He sighed. “I wish Ransom would sing again.”

				“How long has it been?” I asked. I too was curious about the side of the coyote he chose not to show.

				“Almost since I first knew him,” Puck murmured introspectively. “And even then it was rare. Something about it bothered him intensely. The passion just sort of faded from him over time. But gods…that sadness…it might be a horrible thing to say, but I think it’s what made the songs sound so…beautiful. Mournful. Longing. It wasn’t like tribal music. It’s…it’s hard to explain.”

				“I can imagine somewhat,” I said, listening to the music from camp. I turned my head a bit, watching the fox for some time. He’d shut his eyes but clearly wasn’t sleeping. He seemed enrapt in listening to the music, and the longer the song went on, the more his expression turned peaceful. It had really been the first time I’d seen him that way in nearly a week.

				“Wh…what are you thinking about?” I asked before I could really stop myself.

				“The first month I spent with him,” the fox replied quietly without opening his eyes.

				I smiled, although it was mostly for his benefit. Not that he could see it, but he always seemed to know. The two men’s current situation was a stark reminder that the past often seemed more rose-colored than it truly had been. But I’d let him have his fond memories without questioning. The fox needed something right now.

				“I know what you’re thinking,” Puck said, cutting through my reverie. “And no…it’s not as if things were better then. Honestly, he’s never really changed. Time makes us face certain things, and he’s come to terms with us more than he used to. But in many ways, it’s much the same as it always was.”

				“Then why do you remember it so fondly?” I asked.

				“Because nothing in life is perfect,” the fox replied evenly. “For every good moment you share with someone, there will be bad. For everything you love about someone, there will be aspects of them that infuriate you. It’s all a matter of weighing what’s important and accepting that you cannot have it all. If in your estimation, your time with them proves worth it, then…it’s worth enduring the bad.”

				“That’s one thing you and I are always going to disagree on, Puck,” I said with a sigh. “I don’t like accepting that things are as they are. If I sit back and let the world be as it is, Methoa goes unpunished. If Grant were to sit back and abandon his task, this Rourke would go on killing. We can change things. And we should if we have the will to do it. Our lives shouldn’t be stagnant. Accepting my lot in life is what put me in Methoa’s power to begin with. I could have left; I could have fled with my child before it was too late…but I was too scared. If I’d had the nerve then I have now, I’d still have my son. But I just accepted what everyone told me to be. I never tried to change.”

			

			
				Puck opened his eyes, staring blindly heavenward. “Then…maybe I’m just a coward.”

				“No,” I insisted. “Puck, that’s not—”

				“It’s fine,” the fox murmured. “It’s hardly a new revelation for me.”

				I looked helplessly to the fox, not certain what to say. I hadn’t meant to put him down with my words.

				“I wasn’t able”—the fox’s words faded off for a moment, and he swallowed—”to fight…my blindness. I tried. I spent half my life willing it away, taking herbs, praying. But every day it…just got worse.”

				“Puck…” I murmured sadly.

				“I gave up at some point,” he whispered. “Not just in seeing again. On everything. On my faith. On my family. On living when I was near the end. I stopped eating, stopped taking care of myself. I was just so tired of trying so hard, of waiting for a salvation that wasn’t coming. Or gods that didn’t listen. And…then Ransom found me.”

				I remained silent, letting the fox speak. I’d heard the story once before, but even as sparse as he’d been on details then, it was obvious Ransom had saved him in more ways than one. I hadn’t known he’d been suicidal.

				I could tell myself all I wanted I would never have been so weak, that I’d always endure. But that wasn’t fair. You couldn’t ever really know until you’d walked the same path. Puck and I had both had our hardships, but it was impossible to compare or say either of us had it more difficult.

				“I suppose,” the fox said quietly, “it’s not particularly wise to hinge your life on another person so completely. I’m entirely at his whims in many ways. I don’t ever doubt that he’ll take care of my needs, so far as food and shelter is concerned at least. I do my part by caring for him and selling herbs, but we both know who the provider is. And that’s never bothered me. I don’t need to be dominant over another person. I never have. He does. It works. But…”

				He turned to the side, burying his nose in his furs. “I’m dependant upon him for more than just physical needs. I need him to care about me. I need him to need me, to validate why I’m still alive.”

				“Puck—” I began.

				“I know,” he said with some difficulty. “I know it’s not a good way to live. And it’s why I get so upset at…at times like these, when he barely spares a word for me. But then we go back on the trail, and everything is as it should be. I just have to get through the bad to get back to the good.” 

				“You need to live for yourself, Puck,” I said insistently. “There’s a difference between relying on someone and relying completely on someone. You have to have worth beyond…him. I see it. Why can’t you?”

			

			
				“I can’t,” the fox whispered. “I put everything I had inside me into surviving the years I did on my own. I don’t have anything left. Ransom…gives me a reason.”

				“Ransom has his own problems,” I pointed out. “And maybe the reason he can’t talk to you about them is because he wants to be strong for you. Because you need him to be. Puck, I can’t…I can’t think of a kinder way to say this. You need to be stronger.”

				“So that he can be weaker?”

				I paused for a few moments, not certain if I was giving the best advice. But I’d found over the years that overthinking was not my specialty. I wasn’t an intellectual. So I spoke from my gut. “Yes,” I said in a hard tone. The fox’s ears drooped, but I didn’t back down. “Yes, Puck. I’m sorry. But if you really want to help him, you need to pick yourself up out of this…complacency. You need to risk something. Push him. You want to stop being such a coward? Stop.”

				“I’m afraid I’ll lose him,” the fox said hoarsely.

				“Don’t you think he sees that?” I pressed. “He is never going to change if you accept the way things are right now. I’ve seen you argue with him—”

				“Paltry things,” Puck muttered. “What’s for dinner, what trail to take—”

				“He listens to you,” I insisted, “more often than not, in fact. I know you think he’s in control, but trust me, from an outsider’s perspective, you have a lot more power than you think you do. He’s just as afraid of losing you. You need to remind him that he needs you as much as you do him. He needs to start treating you like it.”

				“You think he’ll…get better…if I’m firmer with him?” the fox asked.

				“I honestly don’t know,” I said, “but it needs to happen either way. And if his demons really are what make him such a bastard sometimes, he’ll have to talk about them, if only to explain himself.”

				“I suppose that makes sense in theory.”

				“Sometimes we need to be faced with losing what we hold most dear before we can truly appreciate it,” I said, staring down into my lap. “Trust me…”

				 “But I don’t want to lose him,” the fox murmured, curling in on himself beneath his furs.

				“Honestly? I don’t think you ever could,” I said, cracking half a smile. “You two are stuck with one another. He’s too grungy for anyone else.”

				“Is that some sort of crack at my being blind?” the fox asked, shocked.

				I chuckled, “No, no…I meant you just tolerate…things most women wouldn’t tolerate.”

				“Gods, for a moment I’d thought you’d developed a sense of humor,” the fox said, rolling over onto his back.

				“Never fear; I’m as dour as ever.”

			

			
				“Thanks for your vote of confidence,” the fox sighed, resting his arm over his eyes, “but actually, Ransom has no trouble finding women. Although not a one of them would be as useful to him on the trail as me. If they’d even consent to go.”

				“Wait, what?” I blinked.

				“I told you about the whores,” the fox muttered.

				“I thought that was just something you told me back when the two of you were playing at not being together!” I said, leaning forward. “He really buys women?”

				“‘Rents’ would be a more accurate term. And believe it or not, there are one or two who don’t charge him.”

				“I don’t believe it!” I growled.

				“He might be a bit rough around the edges,” Puck sighed, “but is it really that hard to believe? He’s got an odd sort of…tough charisma about him. And he’s…” He paused. “…I can’t really think of a better way to say this. Well-equipped?”

				“Only the shallowest of women judge a man by his weapon.”

				“They’re whores, Shivah,” the fox scoffed. “They’re hardly reservoirs of deep thinking.”

				“Then it makes even less sense they’d care about his rifle,” I balked. “What does a woman who lies on her back for a living care about hunting?”

				The fox blinked, glancing my way. “You think I’m actually talking about his gun? No. No, Shivah, it was…I meant…”

				I stared back at him.

				“N…nevermind,” he muttered after a few moments. “Sometimes with you, I feel like it’s probably best if I don’t fill in the blanks.”

				“This is all beside the point,” I said irately. “Why do you let him take up with other lovers? That’s beyond keeping up a facade. It’s despicable.”

				“Honestly because he always has.” The fox blew out a breath. “It was that way in the beginning when my connection to him was tenuous, and I’ve just never had the nerve to tell him to stop. He knows it upsets me, but…”

				“This is exactly what I was talking about before!”

				“I know, I know,” the fox said quietly. “Maybe I’ll talk to him about it this trip. It would at least be a good place to start. You know, I’ve often considered just…returning the favor and showing him how it feels. But no other man’s ever taken an interest in me the way the…women do him…”

				“Never mimic Ransom’s bad behavior,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. “You’re too mature for that, Puck.”

				“Am I?” the fox queried impishly.

				I gave him a playful shove.

				“I hear the husky’s quite a stunning sunspot stuffed into all that leather and fine clothing. Although he’s been practically throwing himself at you, so I guess his interests don’t lean my way.”

			

			
				I shoved him harder, lowering my voice to a harsh whisper, “He’ll hear you! And who told you that? Because I know it wasn’t Ransom.”

				“That’s staying my secret,” the fox practically said in a sing-song tone.

				“I knew it,” I muttered dryly. “All this time, you haven’t really been blind at all, have you?”

				The fox laughed quietly. “My deception knows no bounds, Shivah. I’m a fox.”

				I rolled my eyes. “But I’m serious, who told you that?”

				“That he was handsome? Because I deduced that on my own the first time you met him, in case you’d forgotten.”

				“No, I meant—”

				“That he’s been making dumb dog-faces at you since practically the first day of the trip?” The fox snorted. “All of his men are talking about it. Haven’t you…” He paused. “Ah, right. They’re speaking Amurescan.”

				“Gods…” I said, putting my head in my hands. “Embarrassed” wasn’t sufficient enough for this.

				“Yeah, he’s not particularly subtle,” the fox chuckled. “But don’t let it bother you. The man’s an obnoxious simpleton; just ignore it, and he’ll eventually give up. As it is, I assumed you would mostly be rid of him once we get to the Crossroads. If you want to keep in touch with him in case he finds Rourke, that’s fine, but…”

				“I’ve tried ignoring it,” I said, flinging my hands down into my lap. “I’ve even tried being outright unpleasant. I feel bad about it. He’s so…nice to me, no matter what I do.”

				Puck laughed. “Gods forbid.”

				“It’s frustrating!” I admitted. “So frustrating. And I don’t even know why. I’m not a hateful person. I don’t know why talking to him…even being around him…bothers me so much.”

				Puck went oddly contemplative at that, his blind gaze seeming to consider me for a few moments.

				“Shivah,” he said at length, “are you absolutely certain you’re not…actually just…taken by him, somewhat?”

				“Gods no!”

				“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” the fox insisted before giving a mirthful smile. “I’ll admit, if I could see him, I might be a bit smitten too. If what I’ve heard is true.”

				“I’m not courting,” I said. “In fact, now is the last time I should be looking for a husband. I’ve no plans to re-marry any time soon, if ever. It has no place in my life anymore.”

				“Well there’s a canyon’s difference between physical attraction and…marriage,” the fox said, bemused. 

				“I don’t even like him,” I insisted. “He irritates me. He’s too placating.”

			

			
				“Well he might just be acting that way because he’s looking to impress you,” the fox pointed out, “but again, there’s a world of difference between enjoying someone’s personality and enjoying…looking at them. You’re just physically attracted to him. It’s nothing to panic over.”

				“This has never happened to me before,” I said, my voice low but desperate. “What do I do? How do I make it stop?”

				“You can’t,” the fox stated simply, shrugging. “Just be glad you don’t like his personality as well, or you’d really be in trouble. Once we’re in town, put some distance between yourself and him. That’s the most you can really do. I did warn you about huskies. They’re always trouble.”

				“You seem strangely…well-versed in this,” I grumbled.

				“I am the master of quelling unrequited desires,” the fox said almost proudly with a chuckle. “I waited years before I told my parents what ‘ailed’ me, and most of my teenage years were spent trying to survive in Otherwolf society while hiding my predilection. Even with my sight fading, and now gone, I still found myself attracted to men I knew I could never…become better acquainted with. I was lucky that the first man I ever gathered the courage to attempt…something…with…was amicable to the idea. And since then I’ve never needed anyone else.”

				“How did you know you wouldn’t be rejected?” I asked before I really thought about what I was saying.

				“Ransom was sending out some pretty obvious…” the fox stammered a moment, “…bodily…signals…and then he just sort of grabbed my paw, and…you know what? Remember those ‘gaps’ I was talking about earlier. This is another one of those.” He sighed. “Besides, what are you so concerned about? Grant couldn’t be any more obvious about his regard for you. I don’t think he’d deny you.”

				“But deny what?” I said, frustrated. “I don’t want to marry him…and he’s already said he’s not looking for something like that either. I don’t know what I want from him.”

				The fox gave me a quizzical expression for a few moments, lifting one eyebrow. At length he opened his muzzle to say something then shut it. Then finally opened it again and began to say, “Shivah…you’ve had a child, haven’t you?”

				“With my husband.”

				“Right,” the fox paused. “And you’ve seen Ransom and I—”

				“Oh, don’t be vile,” I said disgustedly. “Women don’t want for things like that. Especially with men who aren’t even the right kind. Besides, obnoxious or no, I’d like to think the Marshal’s a better man than that. He respects me.”

				“I’d like to think so too,” the fox agreed, “But, Shivah…no man is that good. Even if he’s intent on being a gentleman, he’s still…a man. And what makes you think you’re so immune?”

			

			
				“Women don’t want for things like that,” I repeated my sentiment from earlier. “It would be hard for a man to understand.”

				The fox sighed. “Shivah, I feel like this is a conversation that’s been a long time coming. I think you might have a really damaged view on se—”

				“You ladies awake in there?” a sudden gruff, familiar voice shouted from outside our tent.

				I narrowed my eyes and pushed myself up on my knees, shoving the tent flap aside and glaring at the coyote.

				“Yes, Ransom,” I growled, “thanks primarily to you and the men—”

				“Shut it, cat,” the canine said, and it was only then that I noticed that not only was he armed with his rifle, but he was stowing his ramrod, which meant he’d just loaded it. I bristled and went for my bow.

				“What’s going on?” I demanded.

				“Don’t know yet, but it might be trouble,” Ransom said, glancing back towards camp. “Horse comin’ this way at a good trot.”

				“In the middle of the night?” Puck queried the obvious.

				“You stay put, fox,” the coyote instructed. “I mean it. Shivah, can you—”

				“The pine near the west side of camp,” I filled in as I donned my cloak and quiver.

				Ransom gave a curt nod then left us, the sound of his footsteps retreating back towards the center of camp. I heard the noise of the camp beginning to quell other than the hurried paws of men going presumably to their gear or falling into position. And an alarming amount of guns being readied.

				I slipped from the tent quietly and slunk low to the ground near the edge of the clearing where the firelight failed to reach. My eyes were already adjusted to the dark from being in the tent with Puck, so I had an advantage over the men who’d been in the clearing near the fire. I made my way towards the large pine I’d indicated to Ransom, a tree I’d picked out when we’d made camp as a good perch, just in case a situation like this came up. 

				I saw the distant figures of the men in camp, many of which had fallen back to their tents, but the glint of the fire on the steel of many rifle and pistol barrels poking out from tent flaps assured me that they were still about and ready. The unmistakable figure of Grant and the squatter, stockier figure of his Paymaster Connall stood near the fire, facing the trail we were camped alongside. Neither of the two men were concealing their weapons, but neither were they concealing themselves. I had to admit some respect for their bravery. We couldn’t hide the camp after all, and someone had to face whatever was coming head-on in case they could be reasoned with.

				This time of night, it couldn’t be good. But only one horse? That was odd.

				As I began to climb the tree, brushing past the bushy exterior of thick pine needles to the more traversable interior skeleton of the tree, I caught the sound of the horse finally. It wasn’t at a full gallop, but it was definitely in a hurry. 

			

			
				I was glad I’d found this tree. Pine trees in particular made tricky but very effective perches. I was light and my paws were built for climbing, so I could brave the thinner limbs, and the thick layers of pine needles made it very hard for anyone outside the tree to spot me in daylight, let alone in the dark. The tricky part was finding a break in the branches from which to fire.

				Also, they were absurdly easy to climb since the branches were so uniform and close to one another. I shot up a good fifteen feet in a few seconds before I began looking for a likely perch. When I found one I thought would work out nicely, I tested it with a shake first before crawling out onto it carefully.

				I was in a tree. In a tree. So, you can imagine my shock when I heard a voice…from above me.

				“Fancy meetin’ you here, Miss Shivah.”

				I nearly leapt out of my skin, clinging to the branch for dear life when my foot slipped. I looked frantically up through the branches, trying to figure out how I was going to fire up through them…

				…and then I saw white and black fur, and a rat tail.

				I heaved a sigh. “A-ah…gods…”

				The rat gave a soft chuckle, keeping his voice low. “Startled you, did I? ‘Pologies. Seems we both got similar taste in trees.”

				“It was ‘Magpie’, right?” I asked, refocusing my efforts on steadying myself on the branch and getting settled into a crook where I knew I could dig my claws in, lean back against the trunk, and really steady myself if the time came to shoot. I couldn’t help but look up again though. There was little to see of the man though, save his tail and his recognizable fur. He was holding something, that much at least I could tell. I could only imagine it was a gun, but it looked longer than Ransom’s rifle.

				“Yes, ma’am,” the rat said, confirming he did in fact have a gun when I heard the sound I’d come to know now as the “hammer” being cocked back in the thundering weapon.

				“What are you doing in my tree?” I asked, mystified.

				“Well first off, I thought yer people didn’t like to own the land,” the rat said good-naturedly.

				“That’s not what I meant,” I sighed, rolling my eyes.

				“And secondly, you ain’t the only one ‘round here wot appreciates a good perch,” the rodent informed me. “I singled this pretty little spot out as soon as we made camp.”

				“I…didn’t know you were a hunter,” I admitted. All I’d really noticed about the rat until now was that he was generally in good humor, seemed liked by the other men, talkative, and had a longer rifle than most.

				“Oh, I ain’t like yer woodsmen,” the rat chuckled again. “I can’t track a deer worth shit. But if you need a man shot b’tween th’eyes from a hundred yards, I’m yer rat.”

			

			
				“A hundred yards?” I asked, honestly just not understanding the term for measurement he was using.

				The rat seemed to take it as my questioning his skill though and cleared his throat, “Well…one-hundred-fifty if you don’t need it right b’tween the eyes.”

				I looked out into camp, where Grant and Connall still waited. The horse was coming around a bend in the trail, ever closer now. I saw Grant check his sidearm more than once, belying that he was nervous. Connall seemed as implacable as ever.

				“How did you learn how to shoot without also learning to hunt?” I wondered aloud. “What were you hunting that didn’t need to be tracked?”

				“People, miss,” the rodent stated outright. “White River Militia, guerrilla forces. We hunted platoons. They ain’t hard to track.”

				He shifted forward suddenly, and I heard him raise the rifle. He whispered down to me in a barely audible tone, “Whoever it is, they’re here.”

				I looked through the branches as the moonlit grey form of the horse finally came into view. The rider was hard to make out from here, save that he seemed slumped over and dark-furred. The trail cut closely near our camp; the clearing we were settled in had been man-made specifically for travelers and was barely a hundred yards from it. The horseman seemed to be coming from the direction we’d come from…back in the valley.

				I narrowed my eyes when the moonlight caught the unmistakable glint of steel strapped across his back. So he was armed. He seemed alone, but he might just be an advance scout or—

				Movement from Grant suddenly caught my eye as he began to trot forward towards the horseman, calling something out in Otherwolf. Even Connall’s body language suggested he was surprised, and both men had lowered their guard, outright running towards the horseman as his beast slowly trotted to a stop, huffing into the cold night air.

				“Oh, hell!” Magpie said from above me, shifting in the branches. “That’s Robert. Bastard looks hurt.”

				“Wait…who?” I asked upwards, confused. But the rat was already dropping his rifle down carefully through the branches ahead of him and making his way down, so I followed suit.

				“One of the boys we left in the valley,” the rat said with a grunt as he dropped down through the branches quickly. “He was s’posed to catch up with us at the Crossroads.”

				By the time we’d both reached the ground, Grant was shouting at his men and Connall was helping a very weak-looking man down from the dirty gray mare he’d been riding. The canine yelped in pain as he was lowered to the ground, and even from a distance, I knew the signs of a broken leg. Many of the men who’d been scattered throughout camp came to the Paymaster’s aid, carefully helping the wounded black Otherwolf down and laying out a bedroll quickly to set him down on in the center of camp. Grant knelt down beside him, speaking lowly in Otherwolf, presumably trying to discover what had happened to the man.

			

			
				“…poor bastard,” the rat murmured from beside me, shouldering his rifle.

				“What happened to him?” I asked, still confused by the scene.

				“Sounds like he got thrown,” the rat said after a few moments of listening in. “That’s a shame. Marybell’s a good mare. Never been—” He paused, then his eyes widened, and he glanced up the mountainside, the light from the fire catching and reflecting red in his eyes as he stared through the darkness.

				“What?” I asked, looking where he was. But my night vision would be nothing compared to a rat’s.

				“He said th’mare was spooked by a beast,” the rat murmured warily. “A white lion.”

				“The wraith lion?” I asked, my eyes widening.

				“I thought tha’was an old wives tale,” the rat said disbelievingly. “But Robert’s not prone to flights o’ fancy. He’s a borin’ old salt. If he says he saw it…”

				I took off into camp, hoping I’d find Ransom before word of this did. Knowing the coyote, he’d do something foolish—

				I knew the second I saw him cutting across camp towards our tent that I was too late. I caught up with him just as he reached his tent and supplies, around the same time Puck poked his head out from our own tent with a confused expression.

				“What’s going on?” the fox asked, bewildered. 

				“Get your bag and go help the Marshals, Puck,” the coyote instructed, stonefaced. “There’s a man with a broken leg.”

				“I…alright, but what’s—”

				I looked towards Ransom, who was already hurriedly stuffing extra ammo into his belt pouch and shouldering his quiver. I gave him a strict glare I’m sure he missed, saying, “You can’t just leave in the middle of the night to chase her, Ransom. There are other dangers out here aside from her, and you’d be leaving Puck and I alone with these men, whom I still don’t trust.”

				“The Marshal will take care o’you two just fine,” the coyote growled, not paying attention to me in the least.

				“Wait, what?” the fox asked, alarmed. “Where are you going?”

				“One of Grant’s men says he saw the Wraith Lion,” I said with a sigh.

				“Ransom, no!” the fox said insistently. “It’s the middle of the night! This trail’s dangerous enough during the day!”

				“You ain’t talkin’ me outta this, fox,” the coyote stated point-blank, standing and checking his rifle.

				Puck stepped out of the tent, making his way towards the coyote, putting his hands out in a placating gesture. “Ransom, please,” Puck said softly. “This is…this is crazy. Just…wait until the morning at least. We can stay up here on the trail as long as you want and hunt if that’s what you want to do. We don’t have to follow the Marshals. We can just stay up here, and you can look for her for as long as you want, just not—”

			

			
				“That man said he saw her two hours back along the trail,” the coyote finally turned his eyes on the two of us, and I saw immediately that there’d be no talking him down from this. The intensity there was burning like a hot coal. I’d felt that fire before in my own heart. “I ain’t ever been this close, Puck. Not since I saw her…” 

				His gaze went somewhat glassy at that, and he slowly swept it up along the steep slope of the high mountain, visible even in the dark as the moonlight reflected on the permanently frozen peaks. 

				I couldn’t judge him for this. My own hunt consumed my life; it would be hypocritical to say his was any more irrational. Especially if the beast truly was real.

				“…I’ll go with him,” I said at length.

				Both men turned to regard me in shock. Ransom was silent, but I thought I saw a hint of gratitude in his eyes. Puck, however…

				“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” the fox demanded, looking incredulously between the two of us. “Now you’re both going to throw your lives away for this fantasy?”

				“She’s real, dammit! I’ve seen her!”

				“While you were lost in the mountains, freezing, bleeding, and delirious!” the fox yelled right back, mustering the most aggressive stance I’d ever seen him take against the coyote. Even Ransom seemed surprised. 

				“Puck…” I tried to carefully interject by putting my paw on the small fox’s shoulder.

				“No, I’m sick of this!” Puquanah said defiantly, pulling back from my touch. “The God’s Maw, that season in the Saskawanee Pass, every gods-be-damned night you’ve made me sit up, terrified you weren’t ever going to return from a hunting trip…I’m tired of this insane obsession! Even if the animal is real, it isn’t the one who hurt you, Ransom. Dominick is!”

				“Don’t you talk about my cousin,” the coyote said in a low, threatening growl.

				“Look at his scar, Shivah,” the fox demanded. “I can’t see it, but I’ve touched it, and I know it wasn’t made by an animal. That’s a knife wound!”

				“You shut your damned mouth, fox!” Ransom snapped.

				“You’re hunting a ghost, Ransom!” the fox shouted, unabated. “And it’s going to get you killed! I’m scared for you!” His voice broke on the last words, and through the anger, I saw what I knew Ransom must have seen too. That fear he’d spoken to me about…of being alone, of losing the coyote.

				Even Ransom went silent, turning his eyes away.

			

			
				“Puck…” I said softly, hesitantly putting my paw on his shoulder again. This time he didn’t pull away. I dropped my voice, murmuring, “I know…what we talked about, but…this—”

				“He’s not going to back down from,” the fox finished quietly. Then he looked towards Ransom. The coyote just stared back at him stoicly.

				“We’ll be back before dawn,” I promised quietly. “I’ll bring him back. I swear.”

				“If you aren’t back before the sun rises,” the fox said softly but with evident difficulty to the coyote, “then…I’m leaving. I’ll go on with the Marshals. I will not wait. Don’t test me.”

				“You said you’d stand by me if I stayed here to hunt!” the coyote insisted.

				“That was if you made any concession about going out tonight!” the fox snapped right back. “And you weren’t willing to do that! If you’re not willing to be reasonable, Ransom, then don’t expect me to be! I’m tired. I’m sick to death of this. This is the last time I’ll stand by while you hunt this creature. So choose.”

				Ransom looked at the fox for a further few moments, then he slowly turned away and went back to gathering the rest of his things. The fox gave a soft sigh, his shoulders slumping. Then he just turned and went for his own pack, gathering the things he’d need to treat the injured man in camp.

				“If you’re so much as an hour late,” the fox reminded the coyote quietly, “in the morning…I’ll be gone.”

				And then he left, making his way towards the center of camp.

				“He’s serious, Ransom,” I said to the coyote, leveling my gaze his way. “Puck’s perfectly capable of making his way in the world without you. So let’s get this done, and no matter what we find, I’m returning before dawn.”

				“Wondering who put all this bravado in him,” Ransom said pointedly, narrowing his eyes at me.

				I just narrowed my eyes back at him. “You’re lucky to have him at all,” I said in a hard tone. “It’s about time you started giving a damn about how he feels.”

				“You’re a bad influence, cat.”

				By the time we’d made our way into camp, things seemed to be calming down. Most of the men were gathered around the fire again, their attention now on their injured companion, whom Puck was already attending to. Connall looked on, a hint of distrust in his eyes as Puquanah instructed some of the men to hold the black-furred Otherwolf down while he set the bone. I couldn’t really blame him. For all his gruffness, Connall seemed almost a disciplinary father-figure to these men, he was probably just being protective.

				“Wickham!” Ransom called out across the camp to the husky, who was looking on worriedly as well. “Ye nied eh meri.”

			

			
				Grant made his way towards us right at about the moment the men must have set the man’s bone, because his scream made the husky flinch and look back. 

				“He’ll be fine,” Ransom said in Katuk, presumably for my benefit. “Puck knows what he’s doin’.”

				“He’s blind,” Grant stated the obvious. “Can he really—”

				“He does most of it by touch an’ smell, and he’s set plenty o’my bones before. You won’t find a better healer anywhere. Now come on, man. A horse.”

				“Are you going after her?” the husky asked as we walked over towards where the horses were tied. 

				“Of course.”

				The husky nodded. “Then I’m coming with you.”

				“Wait, what?” I interjected. “No!”

				“More eyes wouldn’a exactly be a bad thing…” the coyote admitted.

				“You should stay with your men,” I insisted, “and besides which, what do you care about a wild animal? Ransom, how does he even know about this?”

				“You honestly think I ain’t mentioned her to all o’them yet?” The coyote snuffed. “I tell everyone I’m huntin’ her in case anyone’s seen her.”

				“I’ve heard tales of the Wraith Lion for almost five years now,” the husky said as he began to untie his mare. Ransom selected another, a plain brown one that likely belonged to the company. “I used to be a Road Warden in these parts.”

				I thought I heard Ransom snort, but the husky ignored it. “If that beast actually exists,” Grant said as he gathered his saddle, “she’s a danger to everyone on this trail. And she hurt one of my men.”

				“Did it attack him?”

				“Not…exactly,” Grant admitted, “but her darting across the trail was what spooked his horse.”

				“He shouldn’t have been riding at night,” I said with a sigh as I weighed quite possibly one of the most impossible decisions in my life. Impossible because neither option was appealing.

				I was either going to have to mount up with Ransom…or Grant.

				“He wasn’t,” the husky said as he tightened the straps on his gelding’s saddle and let down the stirrups. “It was two hours ago; he was about to encamp for the night, and apparently that beast came out of nowhere and bounded across the trail.”

				“So we’ve got a little ways to go,” the coyote grunted as he hefted himself up onto his own horse sans a saddle. 

				“Prefer bareback, do you?” the husky noted with an arched eyebrow.

				“Always,” the coyote flashed a grin.

			

			
				The two men shared a chuckle that mostly just confused me, although I could tell by the dirty grin on the yote’s face and the briefly embarassed look Grant spared my way that it had been something disgusting.

				“I never should have introduced you two,” I muttered. “And I don’t buy that nonsense about wanting to defend the trails or whatever it was you said.” I glared at Grant. “You just want to hunt a giant…legendary…monster lion.”

				“I’ll have you know I took my job of defending the roadways quite seriously once,” Grant insisted defensively. But a smile was cutting its way through his features, and he couldn’t entirely hide it. “And…I’d like to hunt a giant legendary monster lion.”

				“Only a man would say that.”

				“If you’re gonna travel with nothin’ but men,” Ransom said to me as he lashed his rifle tighter to his back, “you’d best get used to the things we say.” 

				“Shall we be off then?” Grant asked, stepping up into his saddle and straightening his long coat out a moment before looking down towards me and slowly offering a hand.

				I looked at it for a long, long moment, flicking my eyes up to his and blowing out a breath. He kept it out though, and despite the fact that he’d kept his distance from me since the last time I’d nearly ripped his head off, there was the barest hint of hope there in his expression now.

				“Oh for god’s sake,” Ransom’s voice cut through the quiet, and he turned his horse and began taking off down the trail, calling back over his shoulder, “It ain’t a marriage proposal! Just get on the damned horse!”

				I shook back any embarassment at the coyote’s shout and clapped my paw into Grant’s, letting him pull me up into the saddle. The man shouldered my bow and quiver for me then took the reins.

				“Apologies,” Grant said over my shoulder as he wrapped an arm around my waist, “but this time I’ll need to keep you a bit closer. I mean no indecency.”

				He gave a shout at his horse and a harder than usual tap of his ankles, and then suddenly we were really moving.

				I muffled a surprised cry and grabbed at the end of the horse’s mane with one hand, the other closing around Grant’s paw…anywhere so that I didn’t fall off. I’d never been on a horse at a gallop before. The difference between that and a trot was intense.

				“I’ve got you,” the husky assured me in a deep rumble, his muzzle over my shoulder. He held me tighter.

				I sucked in a breath, trying to fall into the rhythm of the horse the way he so easily was. I needed to learn how to ride. It was clear I wouldn’t get far as a traveler until I did.

				For the moment though…I was growing fonder of this than I probably should have been.

				


			



			
				Chapter 12 Comfort

				“We should have stayed together,” I murmured, my breath fogging in the air as the cold of the starless night had now truly descended.

				I felt Grant give a soft sigh from behind me, his chest moving with the motion “You’re probably right,” he agreed, “but he was so insistent…”

				“Ransom’s like a pup,” I muttered. “You can’t always give him his way. This negates the whole point of my coming along. I don’t care about hunting the beast, I just wanted to be certain he didn’t do anything stupid.”

				“Well he said he’d not stray outside shouting distance from the trail,” Grant said, and I felt the tensing of his shoulder as he pulled his reins to the right, turning the horse around a large outcropping of dark rock. The earth was little other than stone up here; tracking was going to be nigh on impossible. It would be different if there were snow on the ground, but it had apparently gotten warm enough up here to have melted down to bare ground.

				Pity that hadn’t stuck. 

				I’d been so warm in camp, I’d forgotten to bring my Dyre hide cloak. I still had my winter coat, but it simply wasn’t proving enough out here on an exposed trail with the wind kicking up the frigid breaths from the mountain peaks.

				I wasn’t too proud to nestle back into the Otherwolf behind me at this point, shivering was far more mortifying and pathetic-looking. I managed only the occasional shudder. I barely came up to the man’s shoulder, and much of the wind was shielded by him. He was also wearing a long winter coat of some kind of Otherwolf design that, admittedly, was apparently effective as well as looking dashing. I’d thought upon first seeing it that it wouldn’t be. But he was very warm.

				Grant was silent, but he kept his arm wrapped snug around me even though we were barely at a walk now. I didn’t argue. If he didn’t need his other for the reins, I’d be happy to have both.

				The man probably would have given me his coat if I’d asked, but it would have been ridiculously large on me, and I knew he only had his vest and shirt on beneath it. I at least had leather.

				“Your people,” I said curiously, wanting some break in the silence, “what are they called again?”

				“Ah, well we call ourselves ‘Carvecians’ now,” Grant replied. “Although we used to be ‘Amurescan’. Amuresca is our home country. I believe your people call us ‘Otherwolves’, which I’ve always found interesting and mildly amusing—”

				“No, not that,” I said. “I meant…yours. Specifically. Your…tribe? Like how,” I sighed, trying to explain. “Like how I’m Anukshen.”

				“Oh! You mean my pedigree?”

				“I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “Is that how you identify yourselves in groups?”

			

			
				“In a way. It’s more complex than that,” Grant said. “My pedigree is who I am by blood. It’s important to God, and to Priests, and…the rich. But I wouldn’t say it’s how I choose to identify myself. It’s how some choose to identify themselves above all else.”

				“But not you.”

				“I feel as though…” He struggled for a few moments, apparently trying to find the right words. “Birth is something that’s beyond our control. It’s too hard to say every man should shape his life around something so beyond his ability to change. Life shouldn’t be so limiting. Sometimes people can be more than they were born to be. And sometimes they can’t be what they were born to be.”

				“I know a fox who would agree,” I replied quietly.

				“They call my breed ‘huskies’,” the man continued, readjusting his arm around me, his pawpads moving gently to settle as chastely as he could against my hip. I resisted a shudder, but this time it hadn’t been from the cold. “Generally we’re laborers or tradesmen. Most people would say we’re not meant to be in positions of authority. But I worked hard and clearly impressed someone in the Forces at some point, because here I am.” 

				“Are you from the North…in this country of yours?” I asked, trying not to focus on those pawpads and how much I wanted them to move again.

				“You can tell?”

				“Your fur,” I said pointedly.

				“Ah, of course,” Grant nodded. “We were the furthest-flung peoples near a border with a country called ‘Kadrush’. Our northern neighbors. There’s some speculation as to how our breed began…a lot of people think we were another breed once that mixed with wolves. I suppose it’s not entirely out of the realm of possibility. There were many mixed families in the border towns. It’s a matter of survival in the Kadrush tundras; you don’t let prejudice get in the way of finding strong, reliable mates…and the wolves of the Kadrush are nothing if not that.”

				“So, that’s where you were born?” I asked, still trying to make sense of this concept of ‘another world’. “This Amur…ah…”

				“Amuresca? No,” the husky chuckled. “No, I’m third generation Carvecian, not fresh off the boat. My great-grandfather and his family moved here almost around the time of the war. Apparently as awful as the priests here can be to low breeds, things back home were even worse. They wanted more for their children.”

				“Low breeds?’

				“People whom God has not favored as much as others,” Grant attempted to explain. “People whose blood is closer to the divine are real Pedigrees. People like my family are…not so much.”

			

			
				“I don’t think the gods made any of us any less worthy at birth than anyone else,” I stated. “Whether we’re Otherwolves, women, or…rats. I refuse to believe any of us are just…born better.”

				“Talk like that is Heresy,” Grant said with a very authorative tone. “The priests would say it’s arrogance to not accept the straw you drew at birth and live your life the very best you can within your role.” 

				I glanced up at him, arching an eyebrow, but I noticed the smirk creeping over his features at that.

				“But according to the Good Book, it’s also Heresy to slaughter a lamb three days out of the week, for women to be seen by anyone but their own husband without their ears covered, and for men with long, wiry tails not to dock them at birth. Even the Pedigrees don’t keep to that one much anymore,” he finished with a chuckle. “I’ve never put much stock in it all, to be honest with you. I think there are a few good ideas tossed in there, and I’m sure a lot of folks get hope out of the idea of the next life being kinder to them than this one, but…I’d prefer to make the most of the one I have right now. And I’d rather not go through every day trying to atone for wrongs I did in a previous life I can’t remember in hopes that I’ll be born a dachsund the next time around.”

				“Your religion is strange,” I remarked.

				“Don’t your people have a holy legend about a trout that gave birth to your ancestors somehow?”

				“Alohena,” I said, trying to keep myself from laughing, and failing, “…is a…salmon, thank you very much!”

				“Oh, well that makes much more sense then,” the husky said good-naturedly.

				“It’s a…a tale,” I said, trying to figure out how to describe what I meant. “A metaphor. Alohena is a water goddess. The legends say each tribe was carried by her as one small egg, left all across the land on river banks to grow and flourish in different ways. But we all depend upon the water to live, no matter what creatures we are. It is meant to remind us that we may all be different peoples, but we share a common bond. It is not meant to be interpreted literally. At least I don’t think so.”

				“I don’t think most of religion is meant to be interpreted literally, honestly,” Grant agreed. “Pity there are so many who do.” 

				“It is,” I said softly, unable not to feel the many marks hidden beneath the fur on my skull.

				I felt the Otherwolf lean down over my shoulder, and that was definitely his chin brushing against my ear. 

				“Are you still cold?” he asked.

				I was glad he couldn’t really see my nose, or he would have noticed how flush I’d become. “No,” I said at length, “not any more.” I glanced up past the rocky crags we were passing and the snow-covered mountain beyond. All I saw was rock, rock, and more rock. No giant white saber lions.

			

			
				“Although I’m beginning to think this trip won’t yield much,” I said with a sigh. “What a waste of time and sleep.”

				“I wouldn’t say it’s been a waste,” the husky murmured, his breath still near my ear. His arm was gentle but firm around my waist, and he shifted it again, perhaps on purpose this time.

				I held my breath for a few moments…then let it out slowly when nothing further happened.

				“I keep waiting for you to do something inappropriate,” I blurted out. “And you never do.”

				My statement seemed to catch the canine off-guard, and I could almost feel him give a wry smile behind me. “Should I?” he asked at length.

				“No, I just…” I sighed. “I think I’m just too used to Ransom. And…” my words faded for a moment before returning, more quietly, “…other men…” He had no reply for me to that, so I just turned to look up at him, murmuring, “I’m not saying stop being a decent man. It’s a rare commodity. It’s just…I-I guess it’s hard for me to believe, sometimes. I keep waiting for the mask to drop away, or something—”

				“It’s permanent, I assure you. It’s just how my fur is colored,” the husky said with a smile.

				“Gods, that was hackneyed,” I said, unable to stop myself from giving a hiccup of laughter. “Do you hear yourself sometimes?”

				“It’s a gift,” the man replied, still smiling. “My mother said I should never give it up. She insisted a warmed-over line like that would win over a girl someday.”

				I averted my eyes away at his last comment, shutting my muzzle and trying very hard not to be drawn back in. But I could feel his gaze on mine intensely for a further few moments…and then at length, he gave a soft sigh.

				“I still have little to no chance, do I?” he asked quietly and perhaps a bit sadly. “I wish I knew what I could do to catch your eye, Shivah…”

				“I wish you could explain to me why you want to,” I responded, running my pawpads through my mane.

				“You…don’t like being flattered.”

				“Can’t you explain it to me without flattering me?” I begged, finally looking up at him again.

				The husky just gave a perplexed smile. “No,” he said after barely a moment’s pause. “I…can’t explain why I’m fond of you without describing you, Shivah. That would be like explaining a sunset without describing its colors.”

				I gave a frustrated sigh, trying not to reflect on the fact that that had been perhaps one of the most endearing things anyone had ever said to me.

				He continued before I could get another word out though.

			

			
				“I goes beyond a simple admiration of your beauty—”

				“It would all but have to,” I muttered.

				“—or a fondness for your charming”—he gave a mild smile—”personality. It’s a fierce…admiration…and respect for you. As a person, not just as a woman. I’ve known women before, I’ve even been fond of women before, but never anyone like you.”

				“You hardly know me,” I insisted. “We’ve known one another for less than three weeks.”

				“I don’t need to,” he said easily. “Actions speak louder than the little nuances we come to know about a person over time. I might not know your favorite meal or which songs you most preferred as a child, but…I know you’re a woman who’s survived despite great odds, makes your way in the world nearly entirely independently, and is seeking justice for a wrong done to the people you once called your family despite the fact that they cast you out.” He smiled softly at me. “And honestly? I’ve always had a thing for women that can shoot.”

				I looked down, suddenly feeling a pang of shame for my true reasons for hunting Methoa. It was easy to focus on my pain and forget that many others had died because of his actions as well. I could tell myself I was hunting him for them as well, and in fact, I’m certain that did affect some of my determination. But my motivations were far more self-interested than Grant knew.

				“Grant,” I said at length, his name feeling so much more natural on my tongue now than it once had. “I…”

				I was silent for a few long moments, during which the Otherwolf said nothing, giving me all the time I needed.

				“I was married,” I said at length. “To a man who treated me very poorly. He…hurt me. Terribly.”

				I saw the canine’s ears tip back, his expression falling somber and sad.

				“He’s the reason I was exiled,” I continued quietly, “and now he’s…he’s with Rourke and his men. And I think he’s the reason my village was destroyed. Both of them. He blamed my family’s village for…me…being a disappointing wife. And he was cold enough to kill…anyone…no matter how close they were to him.” I chose for the moment not to tell him about my son. Not because I didn’t trust him with the knowledge; I just couldn’t bring myself to talk about him. Not right now.

				“Shivah…” the canine murmured.

				“So I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head, “if I seem unapproachable, or even just downright horrid. I’m not even excusing my behavior. I’m ashamed of myself honestly.”

				“No,” he insisted.

				“It’s just hard for me to,” I stammered, “believe…that there are good men in the world. You’ve given me no reason to be suspicious of your kindness or your regard for me, and I’m not saying I doubt your decency, it’s just—”

			

			
				“Shivah,” he interrupted me softly, shifting his arm and loosely looping the reins over the horn of the saddle, letting go of them. I watched him free his hand, my heart skipping a beat at the implication. But as always, he soon calmed my fears.

				“I’m going to embrace you,” he warned me quietly. “Is that alright?”

				I only thought on it for a moment or so before I gave a slow nod.

				He wrapped his arms around me, gently at first, then when I didn’t flinch away, I found myself tightly enclosed and wrapped up in the embrace. I had my back to him, but I turned to furrow my cheek as closely as I could into his jacket and his chest beneath. 

				I took a long, deep breath and let it out, the cloth of his vest warming beneath my nose. After over a week spent on the trail, I was finally able to catch more of his natural scent, and for some reason that was comforting.

				His chin dropped down over my shoulder, his muzzle coming as near to me as I’d ever allowed a man. Methoa’nuk had raped and bitten me in our private moments together, but he’d never shown one ounce of affection to me. The last man who’d ever nuzzled me had been my father when I was a kitten.

				And Methoa had never kissed me. No one ever had.

				I gave a shuddering breath, turning my muzzle into his collar and closing my eyes, warring with myself over whether or not I should just accept this for what it was and be grateful for the comfort, or hang on to that thread of doubt and keep my defenses up. My instincts had been so confusing of late, and they seemed at odds with my own common sense, which was beyond unusual for me.

				Maybe I should just stop fighting myself. I wasn’t certain it was really worth the effort to be so oppositional to the man anymore. I couldn’t make sense of how I really felt about him, and even if I wasn’t entirely as fond of him as he was of me, there was no fighting the fact that right now…I was more comforted than I had been in weeks. And there had to be something to that.

				As much as Grant might complicate things for me, it couldn’t possibly be any more distracting than fending him off had been.

				Besides, would it really be so bad to feel this way more often? It felt as though the air inside my chest was lifting, like I’d taken a breath before plunging into water. My fur was prickling down my spine in waves every time he gave a breath against my shoulder. I felt…hopeful for something. And not knowing what was both frustrating and mildly exciting.

				I just had to hope he knew what to do.

				“Grant,” I murmured quietly, mustering some courage. 

				He pulled back a bit so that he could look me in the eyes.

				“If…” I glanced aside a moment before continuing in a murmur, “If you’d like to…do something inappropriate now…you may.”
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				The husky smiled, and for once it didn’t bother me. But his response surprised me.

				“No, that’s…that’s alright,” he replied. “I think you deserve some patience. Certainly more than I’ve shown thus far.”

				I let out a breath. “You’ve been nothing if not decent so far.”

				“There is something I’ve been wanting to do for quite some time,” the husky rumbled against me, his thumb running down over the seam of the leather tunic covering my hip. I could feel the ridge of his claw. 

				“What?” I asked at length, focusing on breathing.

				The man slipped one of his paws from around my waist and moved it up to my cheek…then carded his fingers through the loose locks of my mane that the wind had tossed partially over my face and tucked them gently back behind my ear. The sensation was strange in so many ways, but all of them were good. The unfamiliarity of anyone but myself touching my mane, for one, sent a shiver down my spine. But he was also a canine and his claws were perpetually out and blunted by use, so the feel of them through my hair was…

				Well it must have been equally enjoyable for him, because he was in no hurry to stop. It was only after running his pawpads through the longest locks, from my scalp on down to my totem beads, that he paused.

				And I was mortified when I realized why.

				“I…” He cleared his throat. “Are you…purring?”

				Denying it would have been ludicrous, of course, but I didn’t really know what to say, other than to avert my eyes to hide the scathing embarrassment in them.

				He extricated his hand from my mane and shifted in the saddle, looking suddenly uncomfortable. My embarrassment doubled. I so infrequently purred; I hadn’t ever really thought about it in Ransom or Puck’s presence, but…was it somehow disturbing to non-felines?

				“I-I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I didn’t mean…it just happens. I didn’t know it would bother you.”

				“I assure you, it isn’t…bothering me,” he replied to me in an odd, rather thick tone for him. He shifted in the saddle again, putting a few inches between the two of us before speaking again. “I just…maybe we should walk. Do you want to get some air?”

				I nodded, and he began to shift up in his saddle. “Let’s get some air,” he repeated, almost more to himself than to me. He dismounted first, then helped me down with a hand. I was glad to be off the saddle as well, to be honest. In addition to being uncomfortable after so much time in it, being so near the Otherwolf right now was making me feel…odd.

				Odd was the only word I could think of to describe it.

				I wondered if Grant was feeling odd as well; he certainly looked like I felt right now. We put some distance between ourselves as we walked. Where to, I doubt either of us knew. We were supposed to be looking for some kind of lion, right?

			

			
				The night had gone in a strange direction.

				“Should we tie him?” I asked the husky as we left his gelding behind.

				“Helios is a good horse; he’ll not wander,” the Otherwolf assured me. “He doesn’t need the lead tied. And honestly, on the trail, I prefer not to. I’d rather he be able to run if a predator comes around.”

				“What cruel irony would that be?” I wondered aloud. “If the horse was the only one who saw our quarry.”

				Grant laughed, seeming a bit more comfortable now that we had some air between us. “Aye. But that would be just our luck, wouldn’t it?”

				“I wonder where Ransom is,” I wondered aloud as we moved slightly off-trail through the rocky terrain surrounding. The land up here was so unusual compared to what I was used to; I’d never been so high before. There was less and less earth between the boulders and rocks, and none of the trees grew much above my shoulder. Their gnarled arms were stunted and nobby, and they grew at almost impossible angles in some places, seemingly from the rocks themselves. If you followed the trunk of one of the miniature trees to its base, you’d often find it growing from a small crack between two boulders, its roots shooting down into unseen earth beneath.

				Mosses varying in every autumn shade covered the ground, some almost flower-like in their appearance. The soft, oddly-textured carpet of them beneath my feet felt strange and alien. I paused at one point and flexed my toes into a particularly squishy lump, resisting the kitten-like urge to peel it up and play with it. But I really wanted to.

				The clouds above were blocking most of the stars, but as the night had gone on, one particularly blanketing cloud had slipped away from the moon and finally let the heavens shine down in the small gap it left. I looked heavenward, taking in the still quiet, my gaze leaving the earth entirely as I watched each pinprick of light reveal itself from the blue-lit edge of the cloud.

				“Have you never come here?” Grant asked from beside me.

				“No,” I shook my head. “I’ve lived in the valley all my life, but I’ve never gone so high into the mountains. It’s like a different world up here.”

				“You should see the sky when it’s clear,” the husky said with a soft smile. “You can see every star in the sky. It’s like being on top of the world.” 

				I turned and looked to the west, to where the highest peak of the mountains rose. The Mother’s Spine. From here it was much more visible than it was from the valley, where it almost always appeared hazy and shrouded by cloud cover. The weather currently was cloudy but fair, save the unusually aggressive winds up here. But up further along the Spine, the earth grew white and icy, reflecting the light from the moon. It was beautiful, but I could understand why Ransom had said it was untraversable. Even a mountain-dweller like myself would be hard-pressed to make their way over those sheer cliffs through that ever-lasting winter. 

			

			
				Grant had begun to walk ahead of me, so I skipped a few rocks to catch up, leaping the boulders as I once had in my youth and trying to suppress a smile when I saw the husky look my way and smile at my antics.

				Thoughts of the wraith lion faded into the back of my mind, even though that was, on the surface, why we were out here in the middle of the night wandering aimlessly through the mountains. Something about this place was just…peaceful. Quiet and beautiful. I don’t know how I’d missed it, traveling along the trail through the day, or how I’d allowed myself to be in such a poor mood, then.

				I didn’t even worry about finding Methoa’nuk for a little while. It had been ever-present in my mind for weeks now, the fear of reaching my destination and having no further leads…but right now I was here. And there was nothing I could do from here, I was finally beginning to realize. My trail hadn’t reached its end yet, and if and when it did, I’d find a way to keep going. Tearing myself into a frenzy was accomplishing nothing. And this felt so much better.

				I hated to attribute any of my current peace to my companion, so I gave the credit to the mountain instead. I don’t know. Maybe it was a combination of both.

				Maybe.

				As we continued surveying the area around the trail where, roughly, we could only guess this “Robert” had seen the lion, I couldn’t help but notice something that, despite my current good mood, was bewildering to me. I’d managed to catch up with Grant after he’d moved ahead of me some time ago, but the man always increased his stride when I went on ahead of him and would ask me to hesitate in a murmur before we stepped past any obstructions in the landscape, like massive boulders or dips into lower terrain. 

				At length, when he again moved ahead of me to climb down a large, jutting rock face towards a small moss-laden valley, I reached up and batted at his ear to get his attention.

				“Wha—?” he looked down at me. 

				“Why do you keep doing that?” I asked curiously.

				“Doing what?” he asked.

				“Moving on ahead of me,” I said, making a face. “You won’t ever let me lead. Is this some sort of male…thing…amongst Otherwolves? You have to be first?”

				“Oh, no. No, no,” he insisted. “I swear, it’s nothing like that.”

				“Then why do you keep doing it?” I demanded, crossing my arms over my chest. The man was nothing if not confident, but I hadn’t thought him one for machismo. 

			

			
				“Apologies…it’s just a habit,” the husky admitted at length, “from the slums.”

				For some reason, he seemed uncomfortable with the conversation. But curiosity got the better of me, and I pressed on.

				“What is that?” I asked.

				“Where I grew up,” he responded, not turning to look back at me as we continued through the small, mossy valley that had been over the ridge we’d crossed. We still weren’t far from the trail, but this place had been hidden by the large outcropping of rock, so it was a valid place to check.

				“So, like your village?” I asked curiously.

				“You could say that,” he replied. “Although that’s a nicer name for it than…most would give. It’s just a large section of Arbordale, the city I grew up in. The Capital.”

				“Is your family still there?” I asked, curious about these “cities” Ransom had described. They were so big they had separate villages inside of them? How big could they possibly be?

				“Yes, unfortunately,” the husky murmured. “Although I moved them a few years ago to a better residence. It’s still on the fringe, but…it’s safer. Cleaner. It was the best I could afford. I’m hoping to move them again once we bring Rourke in.”

				“And in your village, men are supposed to walk in front of women?”

				“No, no. It has nothing to do with gender,” Grant insisted, turning to regard me finally with a sigh. He glanced down, straightening his coat a moment, then continued, “It’s just not a…good place. It’s not safe; there’s a lot of crime…people dump their wash buckets out the windows above…and there aren’t much in the way of good roads, so most travel’s by foot through the alleys and a lot of small streets. I got in the habit of walking ahead, so that…”—he gestured at the air with his paw, “…if anything is around the corner…”

				My expression softened. “Why would you be ashamed to admit that, Grant? There’s nothing wrong with protecting your family.”

				“I suppose it doesn’t matter to you,” he said with what almost sounded like relief. “It’s just, with another Carvecian…it’s a bit humiliating to admit what…ah…’village’ I’m from. It’s not exactly an illustrious origin, and people tend to assume a lot about me based on…where I came from. Unflattering things.”

				“Oh, so your village was dishonored somehow?” I queried. I really knew very little about how the Otherwolf world was even from the outside, let alone from within. But I thought I understood. Sometimes a village or a tribe would go to war or make trouble for others in the nation. Sometimes they would act dishonorably or show cowardice and treachery towards their neighbors. Certain tribes had poor reputations for such behaviors in the past. People were people after all…wolves, bobcats, or Otherwolves; it didn’t matter. I’m certain their society had the same issues ours did in different ways.

			

			
				Grant actually gave a bitter laugh, unusual for him. “I don’t think the slums ever had much honor to begin with. It’s just where you live when you’re very, very poor. Which is a good portion of Arbordale right now.”

				“What sort of things do your kin assume about people from your village?”

				Grant’s ears tipped back and he gave a sigh. “You’re very curious about this.”

				“You’re very uncomfortable talking about it,” I pointed out. “That’s unusual for you. I want to know more about you, and so far all I’ve seen is what you want to show me, which I can only assume is your best face. This is new.”

				“Damn, you’re on to me,” the husky said with a dry chuckle, leaning down near a wet, mossy divet in the ground to check presumably for tracks. He paused for a moment there then looked back to me. “You want to know more about me?” 

				I thought I sensed a note of hope in his voice, but I was in a good enough mood to humor it. “I do,” I said with a shrug. “Is that so wrong?”

				“No, not at all. I just wish you were asking about something else,” the man said, rubbing his hand over the scruff of his neck. “But…alright.”

				I looked to him expectantly, honestly curious what he was going to tell me.

				“I grew up in an area called Debriss.”

				“It sounds eloquent,” I remarked. But then, most of their language did to me.

				He laughed. “No, ah…it’s a dark bit of humor. It means ‘wreckage’ in Kadrushan. It’s a squatter town built into the ruins from where the port took bad cannon-fire in the war, and they never rebuilt. I guess…none of that makes much sense to you. Nevermind. It wasn’t a good place to grow up. If my men knew where I came from, they’d…have a lot less respect for me. Well…Magpie probably wouldn’t care. I knew a lot of rats growing up.”

				“Why?” I asked, confused. Amongst our tribes, we would have considered a group of people eking out a life in inhospitable terrain to be formidable foes, if poorly-supplied for a long war. But the northern savage tribes were some of the most fearsome in combat, and they were often at the edge of desperation and starvation. It made them terrifying in the winters when they were seeking food.

				 “The slums have a poor reputation,” he said, “and so do the people in them. For crime, disease, a lack of education…filth.”

				“Is that why you stay so clean?” I asked aloud without meaning to.

				He just smiled. “Thank you for noticing.”

				“So…your family is still there?”

			

			
				“Not in Debriss,” he clarified, straightening up and apparently giving up on his track-finding for the moment. “I was able to purchase a small property in Everly, which is…mildly better. All the buildings there are in one piece. For the most part. And it still took almost five years’ wages from my time with the Wardens.”

				“Can’t your family work, too?”

				“A few have them have started to,” he nodded. “My sister Hannah is apprenticing with a seamstress, and Aden’s enlisted. I’m glad we’re not at war.”

				“What about your parents?” I asked before I really considered it. But Grant had to be a man nearing thirty, to be in a commanding role of so many men. It was highly likely…

				“They’ve been gone for quite some time,” he said with enough ease that I knew I hadn’t hit a raw nerve. “It’s just been my siblings and I since I was thirteen.”

				“I think I see why you’re not pursuing your own kind,” I murmured.

				“Hm? Oh!” He actually laughed. “No, I’m…I’ve spent enough of my life raising pups already. I don’t need to do it all over again.”

				“How many?” I asked.

				“Seven brothers and sisters,” he said with a sigh. “Two girls, five boys, and me.”

				“The way you speak about them…you were the eldest?”

				“I was,” he nodded. “But my sister Hannah was only two years under me. She always helped a great deal, and she’s been watching over the remaining young ones since I left to work. She wasn’t able to really begin apprenticing until the youngest grew of age enough to watch after themselves. So she’s shared in the hardships as well.”

				 “Thirteen’s young to be the man of the house,” I said, looking out over the vast clearing again.

				“We always managed. I would rather have had them all in my life than not,” he said, his eyes staring off across the clearing now too. But while I was searching for Ransom, his gaze seemed more distant. “You hold yourself to a higher standard when so many look to you. My brothers and sisters would all…mimic me. Doing the silliest things. If I didn’t wipe my feet coming inside or…if I cursed or did something foul. You learn to watch how you act when a bunch of pups are tailing you, trying to be you. You can’t be cruel to people who offend you…or they’ll be cruel. You can’t be angry and bitter, or they’ll grow into angry, bitter people. You have to be a good person so they want to be good. Even if it’s very, very hard sometimes.”

				“Grant, everyone gets angry, desperate, or bitter sometimes,” I said softly. “You can’t expect yourself to be perfectly amicable every hour of the day.”

				“I have my moments,” he murmured. “I just…try to be alone when I have them.” He looked to me at that with a soft smile. “There’s nothing wrong with trying to be a good man as often as you can. I think most men can. I just…had a lot of pressure to do so. In the…form of lots of little…blue eyes.”

			

			
				“Oh, gods,” I said with a chuckle, “that would be torment. There can’t possibly be seven of you somewhere.”

				A piercing noise suddenly cut through the air, and both Grant and I whipped our heads around towards the shrill sound, ears perked. It sounded like a sharp whistle.

				A moment longer, and it came again, and then I was certain.

				“That’s Ransom,” I said, taking off. Grant followed.

				His long stride might have availed him better on the trail where the terrain was cleared, but here in the brush and the broken, rocky peaks, I was able to cover ground at nearly twice the clip as the husky, who clambered far less gracefully over the larger boulders.

				I was first to see the silhouette of the coyote standing in the distance in a clearing; not unlike the one we’d just come from where the ground was soft and wet still from the melted snows. Much to my relief, he seemed alone, not locked in combat with an enormous lion monster. He was kneeling near an area in the clearing when I first came over the ridge, then stood as he presumably heard me.

				I bounded down the ridge towards him then trotted into the clearing, the light of the moon catching in the man’s eyes. When I drew near, I could tell he was frustrated. But there was also a spark of something else there…something feral and obsessed, and it was disturbing.

				“Did you find something?” I asked, taking a few moments to catch my breath. I heard Grant coming down the ridge behind us, less than gracefully.

				“I did,” Ransom growled, stepping aside.

				I looked past him, and then down to where he’d been kneeling. And I could hardly believe what I saw.

				An impression in one of the only areas of muddy earth the thick rock cover up here allowed…a large impression nearly a foot across. And it resembled a feline paw.

				I crouched down beside it, reaching down and running my pawpads over one of the ridges of what had to be the beast’s pawpads. It was massive. I could hardly imagine the creature that must have created it.

				“Holy Hell,” Grant said from beside me, huffing as he too caught his breath. He crouched down beside the pawprint as well, looking it over. “No wonder it spooked Marybell.”

				“She was here,” Ransom rumbled with a twitch of his muzzle, “only—”

				“The mud here’s hardened,” I murmured. “This was made some time ago.”

				Ransom nodded. “So she could be anywhere by now.” 

				I could hear the rage simmering right beneath the surface in his voice. I stood slowly then turned my eyes towards his. “Not anywhere, Ransom,” I insisted. “If she was here a few days ago, and Grant’s man just saw her tonight—”

			

			
				“Then, she’s probably hunting in this area,” Grant supplied, snapping his fingers. “If these beasts are anything like Dyre. This is probably her territory. At least for now.”

				“She could move on,” Ransom said, shouldering his rifle. “And I don’t have a trail.”

				“Where would she go, Ransom?” I pointed out. “She’s probably gone north because of the melt. She needs to be where there’s snow on the ground most of the time, right? Because of her hide?”

				“There ain’t no game up the Spine,” Ransom said, spitting on the ground.

				“Right. Which means she has to come down to hunt.”

				“We’re about as close to the Spine here as you can really get and still find game,” Grant agreed. “I’d wager if she’s here now, she’ll be here again. Besides”—he looked up over the nearby mountains—”we haven’t seen the last of the winter. This’s been a warm week, but the old girl’s got one last gale in her for sure. Too early in the year for her to quit.”

				“You can’t go up the Spine, right?” I asked Ransom.

				He paused for longer than he rightfully should have, but at length, he blew out a breath. “No,” he muttered.

				“So no matter what, you’ll need to catch her when she comes down to hunt,” I reasoned. “If she’s hunting in this area this season, it might be your year. Why is this bad news?”

				“Because Puck ain’t lettin’ me stay!” the coyote belted out angrily, shocking even Grant. “Tha’little bastard said he’s leavin’ if I don’t come back tonight! What’m I supposed to do? I ain’t ever been this close before, and now he ties my bloody hands?”

				“I’m confused,” Grant murmured, but I just put up a hand to shut him up and glared at Ransom.

				“Listen,” I said authoratively. “If she was here now, she’s probably here for the season. She’d have to go down further towards the valley to move to a different region.”

				“She’s done it before,” the coyote insisted, “every damned time I think I’m gettin’ close!”

				“Weren’t you the one who told me hunting was about patience?” I demanded. “Ransom, you don’t have a trail. You don’t have the supplies. And you’d be going it alone, because neither Puck nor I are going along with something so foolish. Besides, Grant’s right—”

				“I am?” the husky wondered aloud.

				“There are going to be more storms,” I said insistently. “The winter’s not over yet; we’ve just got a break in the weather. The pass could snow in again. You can’t really be sure it’s safe up here until we know for a fact the winter’s over. Wait. Come down to the valley with us, do whatever it was you intended to do…sell your wares, get drunk, buy women…just don’t do this until it’s the right time.”

			

			
				The coyote went silent, clearly irritated, but I knew by the look in his eyes that he understood the logic in my argument. I went for the final push.

				“And when you’re ready to return here, resupplied and prepared for the hunt…Puck will come with you. Trust me,” I said, reaching out and gripping his shoulder. 

				The firm grip seemed to snap him out of his thoughts, and he looked back at me for a few long moments.

				“You think so?” he asked at length.

				“He responds well to forethought and common sense,” I said with a sigh. “And he knows this is important to you. If you’d listened to him in the first place and not gone out in the middle of the night, he wouldn’t have even been so damned angry. He just doesn’t like it when you fly off the handle and act…crazy.”

				“Said the girl who sees talking birds,” the coyote grunted.

				“Now I’m really confused,” Grant murmured from the background, but at this point, he seemed to have accepted the fact.

				“Just come back to camp,” I pleaded, dropping my voice to a more concerned, and less demanding tone. “We all need to get at least a little sleep. Please, Ransom. If you won’t do it for me, do it for him.”

				The coyote spent a full minute or so in thought, his expression, as always, difficult to decipher. But I knew what he was feeling. It was the same torn sensation I’d grappled with every time I’d looked up over the peaks during the winter and known that somewhere Methoa’nuk was making his escape from me. Fighting with myself not to do something mad and leave my companions, trek up over the mountains, and pursue him to the ends of the earth, no matter the insane risks or dangers.

				But if I’d done that, I would be dead now. The valley winter had nearly killed me…the mountains certainly would have.

				I’m not sure what it was inside him that won out in the end. I’d like to think it might be his regard for Puck, but in reality, he may just have weighed his actual chances of hunting the beast unprepared and found them lacking. Either way, at length, he simply nodded.

				“Fine, let’s get back,” he said flatly, beginning to turn to head back towards the trail. He seemed to think better about it for a moment though and turned around to look to me, speaking lowly, “Could you…maybe give me some breathin’ room on the road?”

				“We’ll take our time getting back,” I said with a nod, releasing his shoulder. 

				“Good. Fox and I need to talk,” he muttered. And then he did head off, making his way back towards the trail, and presumably wherever his horse was tied.

			

			
				I glanced back at the husky finally. Grant was just scratching his chin, then he gave a long yawn.

				“Hell of a night,” he murmured.

				“Let me explain—” I began.

				“It’s alright,” he said, waving a hand, “I know about the tradition. ‘Spirit brothers’,” he said, enunciating the Katuk words, since they were clearly a term he didn’t often use. “Something like that, right?”

				“I…what?” I blinked. I’d heard the words individually but never as a title like that.

				“Am I wrong?” the husky asked inquisitively. “Laesom was so sure.”

				“The wolf?” I queried, more and more confused.

				“Well aren’t they…” Grant stumbled through the words, clearly finding this awkward to talk about, “…I don’t…know what you’d call…two men…uh…lovers? I don’t know if ‘mates’ is appropriate…for what they do…”

				“You know?” I asked, shocked.

				“You know, you might not give me very much credit for it, but I am an investigator,” the husky said, almost sounding hurt. 

				“But they’ve been so—”

				“Well Laesom was fairly certain, and I trust his instincts,” Grant shrugged. “It’s of no matter. But we do like to know a bit about the people we travel with, Shivah. Especially if they’re hiding something.”

				“The men know?”

				“No, no,” he insisted. “Listen, it’s not a problem. It’s no one’s business but theirs, and we won’t be traveling together for long anyway. I don’t give a damn; I’m fairly certain Laesom doesn’t care…and if Connall picked up on it, he’s keeping his muzzle shut. Good ploy with the fox and you sharing a tent though. The boys are having a lot of fun with that one.”

				“Ugh,” I crinkled my nose in disgust. “I don’t want to be the subject of your men’s wild fantasies.”

				“I’m personally enjoying that they’re not on my case about my making eyes at you anymore,” he remarked. “But really, like I said, there’s nothing to worry about.”

				“None of this…bothers you?” I asked, carefully.

				Grant made an odd face at that, then glanced aside and cleared his throat. “Well we were taught it was…wrong,” he said politically, “but other than it making me mildly…uncomfortable…I try not to pass judgment on what people do when they’re alone. There are plenty of actually despicable people out there hurting other people, and I’d rather keep my disdain for them.”

				I gave him a long look following the honest answer. It actually didn’t surprise me to know this bothered him on at least some level. It would have surprised me more if it didn’t. It probably wasn’t for the reason it had bothered me, but then, I wasn’t a man. And Grant didn’t know the real issue with the relationship was as mundane as one partner being a complete shit to the other at times. But if he could admit he didn’t entirely accept what Ransom and Puck did and still not hold it against them…that was enough.

			

			
				“It’s apparently common enough amongst the wolves that Laesom knew of the ‘practice’, if that’s what you want to call it,” Grant said. “And like I said, it’s not my business.” He gave a sudden grin. “To be honest…it rather relieved me. I thought you might have been harboring something for one of them.”

				I had to laugh, and we both turned and started trudging back towards the trail in the direction of where we’d left his horse. “Only frustration, irritation, and a strengthened tolerance for needless drama.”

				“That bad, eh?”

				“You have no idea. I don’t ever want to hear that women are too emotionally complicated from a man ever again.”

				“If it’s any consolation,” the husky said with one of his resolve-melting smiles down at me as we walked together, “I’m a very simple man.”

				I glanced up at him, not fighting the smile nipping at my muzzle. “It’s refreshing,” I admitted.

				We walked together in silence for a few minutes until, rather out of nowhere, Grant asked, “So…you talk to birds, do you?” 

				


			



			
				Chapter 13 Crossroads

				Black emptiness surrounded me. I couldn’t feel my body or the tethers of sensation that held me to it. It was as though I were a part of the void surrounding me. My consciousness drifted, but I wasn’t certain if I was moving. 

				Where am I? I asked the void.

				This is death, the void answered back. You are in the realm where none exist. Where we cease to be. You are only conscious of it because I’ve willed it so.

				I felt something at that. I thought I felt my heart leap in my chest…or the shadow of where my chest had once been. The shadow heart pounded a distant rhythm, and sensation flickered back to me in fleeting glimpses.

				I’m not dead! I cried out desperately. I was pulled from death; I never succumbed! I was brought back…

				Oh? The void said after a few moments, and realization dawned. I recognized the voice. 

				How quickly you’ve forgotten what I had done for you. I thought I need remind you…I can return you to whence you came at my whim!

				Crow! I called out, reaching for the sensation of my arms, of my legs, of any part of my body that would allow me to claw my way towards the voice. But at that moment, his eyes blazed to life in the void, his mouth opened, and he screeched.

				Fire poured into the blackness, hotter than the sun, hotter than the stars. And all at once, sensation returned to me, but it was nothing but terrible, burning pain. I screamed, every memory, every terrifying night, every blow to my body returning all at once.

				You force me to remind you! Crow roared as the barrage of my own suffering assaulted my thoughts. And in it I felt his pain, his suffering, unknown and alien to me but there. We were bound…his pain was my pain now.

				We made a pact! The spirit cried. 

				I have not forgotten! I insisted, trying desperately to make my way through the flames towards his presence. But you left me for so long…I thought you wanted me to find my own way.

				You’ve become complacent. The great maw of the spirit yawed closed slowly, its piercing eyes narrowing across the void towards me. You want for too much with this life I have given you. You were returned to the world to burn, to exact your vengeance, but the flames have begun to die inside you. You must not let those embers die. We must burn together. You swore it.

				I’m sorry, I said, pleading. Please don’t return me here. I’ve come so far. I won’t give up. I swear it. I haven’t forgotten.

				I will be watching, the spirit promised ominously. Keep to your oath.

				I will, I again promised. 

			

			
				Your life is vengeance. It reminded me once more, its voice slowly fading. Nothing more. 
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				I woke to two small hands on my shoulders, gripping me and shaking me softly.

				I sucked in a breath like my lungs had gone empty, then coughed on the cold air, blinking my eyes into the stark morning light. Everything slowly came into focus, even the sound of my companion’s words, so muddy and distant at first. Had I truly been dead again?

				“Shivah!” I heard at length, as my vision began to clear. Eventually I was able to make out the concerned face of the arctic fox above me. 

				My body was shaking, and all I could do for a few moments was take stock of the fact that I could feel again. My limbs were sluggish, but answering me. I could feel my heartbeat inside my chest, pounding the blood through my body. I was alive.

				“Shivah, gods, are you alright?” the fox asked. I now realized he’d asked it several times already and I simply hadn’t been able to make sense of his words.

				All I could do was nod slowly.

				“It was just a nightmare,” the fox said soothingly, leaning down and wrapping his arms around me. He rubbed my back softly. “It will be alright…No one’s hurting you anymore.”

				His words, I’m certain, had been meant to assure me…the fox had practice dealing with comrades with nightmares, as I’d seen with he and Ransom…but instead, they reminded me of the flashes of painful memories Crow had assaulted me with.

				Methoa. He had hurt me, killed my son, slaughtered his own tribe. He would have killed me were it not for Crow…

				I kicked off my blankets and forced myself to come to despite the still-sluggish, aching exhaustion in my limbs. I really felt as though I’d left my body. Had the spirit truly returned me to the point of death just to make a point?

				If so, he’d made it.

				“I’ve lost my focus,” I murmured mostly to myself, extricating myself from Puck and crawling towards my things, beginning to pull out my leathers and weapons for the day’s travel. 

				“What?” Puck queried quietly from behind me.

				“Nothing,” I said at length as I began to wrap my chest. 

				The fox waited some time to see if I’d say more, I suppose, but when I didn’t, he just gave a sigh and went about getting ready himself. We dressed and broke down our tent in silence from that point forward.

				By the time I was prepared to go for the morning, I could hear the sounds of most of the other men in camp loading their horses and going about their morning rituals. I looked out over the rise we’d camped on, at the great expanse of rolling hills beyond. We were at the base of the great mountains, and now finally and officially into a land I’d never known. As of yesterday, we were no longer on the trail and thus no longer in what was considered the Valley. The land where I’d been born and spent my entire life thus far.

			

			
				These lands belonged to the Otherwolves. Or so they claimed. They had certainly made them their own, if all of the displaced tribes were to be believed. It was strange, because from a distance, they really didn’t look much different than the forests inside the valley. I saw the same trees, the same river cutting a shining path into the distance towards the East; the same sun rose in the sky. But I knew from this point on, nothing would be the same as the world I’d grown up in. 

				And somewhere out there, perhaps very close if they had indeed become trapped by the ice in the river, Methoa’nuk and this Rourke were traveling as well. All of the strange changes that had taken place in my life of late had in fact been dominant in my mind, to the point that I’d pushed the chase for my quarry to the back of my thoughts. It was always there, but…I had lost focus of late. I had, as Crow said, become complacent.

				No longer. I’d heard him loud and clear.

				I moved towards the bustling center of camp, shouldering my pack as I went. Magpie nodded at me from a nearby rock where he was cleaning his rifle. He hopped down as I drew near, taking in a deep breath.

				“Beautiful mornin’, eh, miss?”

				I only nodded, looking again out over the lands beneath us. My eyes lingered for a time on the river. Rourke’s men would likely be traveling along the water…

				Magpie seemed to catch on, and followed my gaze. “Oh, don’t you worry,” he said, shouldering his rifle. “We’re headed to the water first and foremost. The CO thinks there’s a good chance he’s been workin’ his way downriver since the thaw, and if he’s hit any tribes along the way, that’ll at least give us a starting point.”

				“What do you think the chances are that we’ll find anything?” I asked.

				“I’d say it’s pretty damned impossible we won’t find anything,” Magpie murmured darkly. “If he’s really been trapped in th’canyon all winter, his men are gonna be hungry. First thing they’ll do is raid. We just gotta hope we get there soon enough t’take advantage of it.”

				“It’s terrible that we’re hoping for it,” I said with a soft sigh.

				“No man here’s hoping that man kills again,” the rat insisted in a hard tone. “But we all know he will. We just gotta hope the wreckage gives us a starting point. It’s a terrible thing…but the world’s full o’ terrible things. You just gotta find ways to turn them into a positive. It ain’t wrong to make somethin’ good outta a tragedy. That’s why men put their lives on the line to stop people like Rourke.” He glanced over at me then smiled. “And women too, I s’pose.”

			

			
				I gave him a small smile, and at that the rat moved off, making his way towards camp. I followed him with my gaze for a few moments, until a flash of red and white caught my attention, standing beneath one of the old oak trees on the edge of camp where he’d made his tent the night before.

				Grant caught my eye and smiled affectionately, buttoning his vest down over his cotton shirt as he readied himself for the day. I felt that familiar pang in my chest to return the smile, to go speak to him, to just be in his presence for a few moments before we began our long trek once more. I’d not resisted the urge over the last week to do just that. Ever since our talk on the mountain, I’d allowed myself to be comfortable in his presence, to accept the companionship he offered. It had been strange and yet relieving in a way, because while I wasn’t certain I wanted or even understood what it was he seemed to harbor for me, he made for a very pleasant companion and friend, and he seemed content enough with that not to push for more. It had all been ease and comfort between us since we’d seemed to come to that understanding. 

				Well, for the most part. I’d finally been able to admit to myself I could tolerate the man’s company, even his gestures of affection. I had time to decide if it would ever go further.

				A caw broke my reverie, and I saw Grant’s eyes travel up the tree towards where a flock of black birds sat amongst the branches, calling out to one another. I could have sworn one of them looked my way.

				The site of Crow’s eyes, piercing in the dark void, returned to me, and I gave a shudder. I found myself transfixed by the bird in the tree, hearing his words in my mind.

				I will be watching. 

				My reverie was broken by a deep, gravelly voice from behind me, one I did not know, murmuring, “Ill omens. Crow warns us of death ahead.”

				I turned, my fur prickling on end and my paw itching for my bow…until I saw the old, weathered wolf. His voice was only unrecognizable because I’d never heard him speak before. “Laesom”, I think Grant had said his name was. He was staring up through the trees at the flock of dark birds, his pale yellow eyes narrowed.

				“You know Crow?” I asked disbelievingly.

				He looked down at me. “I have never spoken to him,” he said at length. Then, after another long pause and a few moments spent staring directly into my eyes, he murmured, “But you have…haven’t you?”

				I opened my mouth, but at that moment Grant’s voice cut through the silence, the husky approaching us as he rolled up the cuffs of his sleeves.

				“For God’s sake, Laesom, don’t just stare like that. You’ll scare the woman.”

			

			
				 Laesom said nothing else and moved off without so much as another look my way. I considered calling after him to ask what he’d meant, but considering I’d been traveling with the wolf for nearly three weeks now and that was the first conversation we’d ever had, I suspected I’d not get a straight answer. He was an odd man.

				“Apologies,” Grant said with a mild chuckle, “he’s…well. Laesom was lone for a very long time before he began traveling with us, I fear. His manner reflects it.”

				“Why do you travel with him?” I asked, my eyes still following the wolf as he headed off towards his horse. Grant had never adequately described what purpose the wolf served amongst his men. He barely seemed armed, save an old bow and quiver that looked in ill repair.

				“Primarily he teaches the men Katuk,” Grant admitted, “but he’s more than just a translator. Laesom worked with the Road Wardens in this area before he joined my posse for many years. Longer than I was on the force. He knows every tribe in the region, and is known to them. You’d be amazed how handy that can be. Tribal folk don’t always want to share information or do trade with my men and I, and both are essential if we want to keep doing our work in this region.”

				“You clearly trust him. So I suppose I shall,” I murmured.

				“I trust him primarily because of his history with the Wardens, and because I’ve known him personally for five years now, and he’s yet to disappoint or make trouble for me or my men,” Grant nodded. “He does as he promises for his admittedly meager stipend, which is grease the wheels with the local tribes. I don’t depend upon him as a soldier—to be honest, I’m not certain how good a man of his age might be in combat—and he isn’t much for conversation,” the husky chuckled. “But then, some men just aren’t. I believe he’s very…religious. He prays often…hums to spirits sometimes at night when he thinks no one is listening.”

				“Perhaps he was a song leader in his youth,” I said thoughtfully.

				“Well if he is, he’s a right bastard, because not a single man will sing with me while I play my guitar,” Grant said with a mock-irritated sigh. “Except Cedric…and he more wails drunkenly.”

				“Ransom sings,” I said, looking out across the camp for the coyote. Or Puck, actually, now that I was thinking about it. Where had the fox gotten to? I thought he’d been right behind me, packing up his things.

				“Does he?” Grant blinked, surprised, then gave a thoughtful “Huh. I’ll have to press him next time to share.”

				“Do so,” I nodded. Perhaps the husky would succeed where Puck had failed in the past. I had to admit some curiosity on my own part to hear what he was capable of. Puck spoke so warmly of his ability.

				I must have been lost in thought, because I didn’t notice Grant approaching me. By the time I looked up, he was beside me, smiling softly down at me. He lifted a paw gently to my mane and tucked a few loose strands behind my ear, the backs of his fingertips brushing over the fringe of fur along my cheek.

			

			
				“Nearly there,” he said softly.

				“It has been a long trip,” I admitted with a weary sigh. “I just…I want to get back on track.”

				“I understand,” he nodded. “I feel the same way. But our quarry’s like to have been slowed down by the weather as well, so perhaps we’ll get lucky.”

				I only nodded, my thoughts drifting back towards the river. That’s where we needed to be. Hopefully we’d reach it today…

				“So,” Grant spoke up, and my eyes flicked back to his. His hand was lingering near my cheek, and I briefly felt my eyes close as he brushed the back of his fingers through the long fur that hadn’t quite made it into my mane there. “Once we resupply at Crossroads, the men and I will be headed to the barracks. But…perhaps before then, you and I can have that drink.”

				I blinked, chasing away the drowsy contentment his touch always seemed to bring. “What? You’re still on about that?”

				“Like a dog with a bone.”

				I rolled my eyes. “We drink together every night. Over dinner with the rest of the men.”

				“But this would just be you and I,” the husky insisted. “I know a place we could even get a good meal.”

				The latter actually sounded incredibly tempting at the moment after three weeks of trail rations. But I looked away, worry and hesitation nipping at my mind. Yesterday I would have laughed at the man’s persistance and probably given in without much further thought. It was a silly thing, this custom his kind apparently had. But it was clearly important to him. There was little harm in accepting. I was in no fear of being alone with the man anymore.

				But I knew this was some sort of courtship. Even if it was strange and unimportant to me, it clearly meant something to him. And I wasn’t certain entirely what. I could ask him, of course, but this was all—

				A caw pierced through my thoughts, and I whipped my head up. But by the time I looked, the flock of birds was flitting from the trees overhead and it was too late to see if one of them had ember eyes.

				Still. If that wasn’t a clear warning…

				“I really need to focus on the task ahead, Grant,” I said, looking up to him. “And so should you.”

				He looked less dismayed than I’d thought he would. He just gave a sigh and a smile then nodded. “Of course,” he agreed at length. “But…you let me know if you ever have a night free. The hunt has to take a reprieve from time to time.”

				“Not mine,” I said with conviction. “I take no rest until this is done.”

			

			
				He shut his muzzle and sighed through his nose again. But then he simply nodded, saying, “I envy your stamina, Shivah. My men and I would all benefit from more focus like yours. I don’t know how you do it…but it never ceases to impress me.”

				I looked away, not feeling up to explaining that my spirit totem had threatened me with death were I not to shape up my act. I’d briefly attempted to explain to Grant what Crow was—and what a totem spirit was to my people—when he’d asked on the way down from the mountain many nights ago. But it had seemed to confuse him then, and trying to explain my dream now would almost certainly do the same. 

				“We’ll be heading straight for the river today,” Grant said when I failed to respond to his last comment. “So we’ll not be dawdling. I promise. We’re starting the hunt even before we resupply. Although we’re going to have to in a day or so, or the men are going to go hungry.” 

				“No, I-I understand,” I insisted. “It’s alright.”

				He gave a firm nod then made to leave. But I gripped his hand before he did, surprising him. He turned to regard me.

				“And Grant?” I said quietly. “Thank you. For understanding.”

				He just smiled in return then headed off.

				I stood there beneath the oak tree for some time, chasing away feelings of doubt. Crow wouldn’t have appeared before me again unless I was truly in danger of losing my conviction. And as much as I knew it wasn’t his fault…Grant probably had something to do with that.

				The comfort I got from the friendship he, Puck, and Ransom had offered over the last few months was chasing away the sting of the rage and betrayal I’d once felt. I had to be certain I’d never forget how much I’d been wronged. I had to remember my pain and my anger.

				I hefted my pack up over my shoulder again and looked back towards where Puck and I had made camp. I still didn’t see him, but I finally caught sight of the coyote making his way towards the gathering men. He didn’t spare much of a glance for me as he headed past, but I heard something odd and unexpected coming from him.

				Chuckling.

				“What is it?” I demanded, curious what could have put the coyote in good humor. He’d barely cracked a smile since the incident on the mountain top. This had to be either unbelievably terrible or lurid to have amused the man.

				“Puck,” he replied simply. “Guess it’s that time o’year.” 

				And with that cryptic statement, he headed on without a further word.

				Curiously, I trotted back over towards where our camp had been. I searched for the fox for longer than I’d expected I would need to before I found him. He had retreated somewhat into the woods, presumably to clean up—the fox hated being dirty. 

			

			
				When I finally saw him, I was immediately taken aback. Not by what he was doing; Puck was doing precisely what I’d thought he’d be. He was grooming himself with his carved bone comb, a practice he was quite fastidious about.

				What was utterly confusing was that something appeared…wrong…with his fur. Namely that there was a lot of it lying about the clearing in tufts, revealing encroaching swaths of dark brown throughout his hide, especially along his limbs. 

				“Puck?” I blurted out, shocked.

				The fox sighed, tugging the comb through his tail where yet more of his beautiful white fur was coming away. He didn’t bother looking up of course, but his ears turned towards me.

				“Go ahead and laugh,” the fox muttered.

				“Are you ill?” was all I could think to ask. But it didn’t look like mange.

				“No,” the fox said defensively then glared blindly down at the comb and tugged free another clump of white fur before setting back to work. “Just…shedding.”

				Realization dawned. “You lose your white fur like a hare?” I asked incredulously.

				“I felt it coming loose over the last week or so,” the fox muttered bitterly. “I held off on brushing it as long as I could. I knew as soon as I did…” he gestured around the clearing. “But I just couldn’t stand it any more. It itches if I leave it, and it all falls out on its own eventually anyway.”

				“I…m-ah…” I scratched my own claws over the ruff of thick fur along my neck at that. I shed in the spring, of course…most peoples did. Even Ransom’s coat had begun to look…tufty. But absolutely nothing like what Puck seemed to be going through. And certainly not such a drastic color shift.

				The fox’s ears drooped. “I know it’s bad, but—”

				“N-no…no,” I tried to assure him, “it’s just…odd. I can’t picture you as anything but white. And your markings…”

				“They all but disappear on my arms and legs,” the fox said with a sigh, “you can still sort of see them up-close, but…”

				“Wow,” was all I could manage at length. 

				“Ransom thinks it’s hilarious,” the fox muttered, tossing his comb back towards his bag, where it fell with surprising accuracy. “I don’t. And trust me, I know how ridiculous it sounds for me of all people to let myself be upset by my physical appearance. But the mockery’s uncalled for.”

				“I’m certain he doesn’t mean it,” I said with a sigh and a flash of anger for the coyote. “Any more than he does when he mocks your weight or your height—”

				“It doesn’t help that this is the time of year he likes to visit the brothels,” the fox sighed. “I know it’s really just because it’s the season he sells, but it’s hard not to also think it has something to do with me or how I look when this happens.”

			

			
				“Are we really going to one of these houses where women sell themselves?” I asked again, still in disbelief. I’d thought for sure by now the two men were going to reveal that the idea had all been a joke at my expense. But there was nothing humorous about the depressed droop of the fox’s ears or the way his tail hung between his legs.

				“What do you even do when he…” I trailed off, leaving the question hanging in the air.

				“We don’t share the same room while we’re in town,” the fox murmured. “I bundle and sell my herbs and peddle my services to those who prefer tribal healing to the Otherwolf Apothecaries. But this year, I might have fewer clients. Last year an actual schooled Physician set up a residence in Crossroads, and the man is skilled in manners of healing I’ve never even heard of. I spent a good deal of time speaking with him last season, trying to learn what I could. It was enlightening. You’d be amazed what the Otherwolves know about the maladies we all suffer, and what treatments they have for illnesses we consider untreatable.”

				“It’s just a different kind of knowledge, not a better kind,” I stated.

				Puck shook his head. “Trust me, Shivah. I’ve been learning the healing arts since I was very young, and they simply know more about the body than most tribal healers do. I’d say my knowledge of herbalism surpasses theirs, and there are certainly things we could learn from one another…but you’d be amazed what simple solutions they have for problems we consider unavoidable, or what information they have about how disease and weakness in the body works and why it can kill.”

				“What good is all of their knowledge if people still die?” I snorted.

				“Because understanding how these forces cripple and kill us is how we learn to heal them,” Puck insisted. “Arbitrarily deciding what happens to us is the will of the gods and relying upon spiritualism does not allow us to learn. It stymies us in tradition and keeps us in the past. I’d rather try and fail to save someone’s life by surgery than watch them die while I pray.” He blew out a soft sigh. “Unfortunately, though he was willing to talk to me some, the Physician does not respect me as a fellow healer, and he wouldn’t teach me his more complex techniques. I’d like to say my blindness had the most to do with that, but…”

				“They don’t respect tribal people,” I said with a curl of my lip. “Of course not. They don’t think of us as equals. Well…not most of them anyway.”

				“Men like your Grant are rare,” the fox said pointedly.

				“He isn’t ‘my Grant’,” I said with a growl.

				Puck gave a half quirk of a smile. “Oh?”

				I tossed his bedroll at him, and it beaned the fox directly in the stomach. He fumbled to catch it but failed.

			

			
				“Come on,” I said. “They’re leaving without us.” 
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				It took one more day before we actually reached the river. I wanted to move faster, but the wagon was slowing us down. To make up for the delay, Grant had sent scouts ahead, one of which had apparently made contact with a trader along the major roadway that skirted the area we were traveling through. And he’d had news.

				A town had been hit. All Grant’s man had gotten, apparently, was that a small Otherwolf town on the river had been out of contact with their surrounding neighbors for a few days, and people in a nearby tribal village had seen fires at night. The report was somewhat recent, at least within the last week, but Grant and Connall both felt that if the fires had been seen that many days ago, Rourke had probably moved on by now. Still, it was something. And it meant he wasn’t far.

				If it was even him. Many things could have befallen a small frontier town. We would have to confirm it for ourselves.

				It was close to noon by the time Grant’s bloodhound began to scent the town on the wind, and a half an hour further before I caught what he’d been smelling. It smelled like an old fire, alright…but far worse. There was an acrid, almost sweet tinge mingled amongst the scents of several different burning woods. Like rot and meat cooking mixed together.

				I could tell the other men were picking up on it slowly as conversation fell to a murmur and a solemn mood descended over the group. Grant stopped his horse ahead of us as our game trail connected with a more worn, dirt road, and held up a hand to call a silent stop to our march. I saw the husky reach into his coat pocket to produce something…a square of thin cotton cloth he folded over then began tying over his muzzle. Several of his other men, most especially those with a strong sense of smell it seemed, did the same. 

				I saw Puck lingering near the back of the group, whispering something to Ransom and shaking his head. After a moment, Ransom simply nodded and put a paw on his shoulder, calling out to me

				“Shivah! We ain’t goin’ any further,” he snuffed, likely forcing the scent out of his own nose. “This ain’t our problem. We’ll wait at the fork back yonder for y’all.”

				I nodded at him then felt someone tap me on the shoulder. Magpie was standing beside me, holding out another of those scraps of cloth.

				“If y’ain’t got a bandana, miss, take mine. I kin handle it.”

				“I’ve seen a town they hit once before,” I reminded him.

				“Did they burn ‘em?” The rat asked, clearly knowing the answer.

				I glanced down then shook my head. He handed the cloth out to me again, and I took it, trying to do as the men had, tying it around the back of my head to cover my muzzle. 

			

			
				And then we began down the road towards what had once been a town.

				I saw a signpost along the way I couldn’t read, presumably written in the Otherwolf language. The closer we got to what were clearly the outskirts of the settlement—where land had been cleared and some fences erected, and the first sign of cabins were visible in the distance—the worse the smell became and the more ominous the place felt. Even the shadows seemed to fall longer here, clawing out across the road as if to warn us away. Several of the men in Grant’s group made a gesture across their chests with both hands, which I could only assume was some sort of rite or ward against evil. I silently gave my own prayer. But it was not for protection.

				I wanted him to be here.

				As we came upon the first house, Grant issued a low order to his men in the Otherwolf tongue, and the two men with the wagon stopped the horses and dismounted, the rest of the footmen unshouldering and loading their rifles. My heart skipped. Had they seen someone?

				“Magpie,” Grant called back to the rat, “Seka e welk.”

				The rat nodded, tightening his rifle strap and then looking to me. He gave a wink and a smile.

				“That’s our cue. If you want in on this.”

				I nodded, still not entirely certain what I was agreeing to.

				“Great. Been needin’ another set of eyes,” the rat said, moving up to me and pointing down towards the river.

				“You take the east, I’ll take the west,” the rat said, and I listened intently. “Circle ‘round the outskirts of that field there, meet me ‘round where the road forks down near the docks. You’ll know it when you see it.”

				“You know this town?” I asked somberly.

				“No, I’ve just got maps,” the rat said, patting his traveling pack. “A lotta maps. I studied up las’night, when we got word about where we was goin’. Helps to know the terrain. Now you keep your eyes peeled, but don’t engage until you’ve got backup. If they’re cutting a quick path to our boys and you don’t think you’ll ‘ave time to get word, d’you have a whistling arrowhead?”

				“No,” I said, confused. 

				“And no gun, right?” The rat asked, but even then he was he was digging through that pack of his.

				“No…” I said, feeling suddenly unprepared.

				“Well, you can whistle yerself, but”—the rat produced something and handed it to me. It looked like a bulb from a deer antler, hollowed out, but it had a wedge for inserting it into an arrow shaft—”that’ll be easier. Tie it off real quick, and always keep it handy,” the rat instructed. “The tribal folk we fought with used t’use them. Messenger arrows. It’ll shriek like a banshee, can’t be missed. Just don’t lose it. Only one I’ve got, and I don’t know how to make ‘em myself.”

			

			
				As I dismantled one of my arrows and attached the strange tip, I took stock of it in case I ever had to do just that. It looked simple enough to carve…I’d just need an antler.

				“Thank you, Magpie,” I said quietly, glancing briefly at the men as they continued to ready themselves. “I…I thought I was prepared,” I admitted with some shame.

				“You ain’t ever hunted folk before, right?” The rat asked.

				I shook my head. “I shot a man in the tavern, but he was barely twenty feet away. And that was the first time I’d ever…killed a person.” I didn’t want to tell him that the first person I’d ever shot had been Ransom.

				“Oh, the man you and the CO took down?” Magpie shook his head. “That’un was easy. Ain’t always gonna be.”

				“Because I had help, or because he was so close?” I asked defensively.

				“Because it was in self-defense,” the rat said, surprising me. He turned his dark eyes on me. “The way you and I shoot, the way you’re tryin’ to build your skills…best for you to kill from hiding. Less risk until yer found, but you gotta be good at not gettin’ found first off…and you gotta have the nerve to kill cold. You trained to hunt beasts, didn’t you? Learned under the woodsman?”

				I nodded. None of this had ever occurred to me before. The only person I’d ever had to learn the art of killing from was Ransom, who hunted from ambush. It seemed to be where my skills fell as well, and not just because of my natural inclinations. I was a small person. I was a good shot, and I was fast. I would never accomplish much in the fray of combat or on the front lines. My place was, as Magpie said, unseen and lining up a shot. But that meant I’d have to shoot men in cold blood. The wolverine at the tavern had never really bothered me, but he’d given me little choice in the matter. The fact that I’d killed him had always felt justified.

				Would it be different shooting at one of Rourke’s men? A man I didn’t know, who didn’t know me, who would not know he was being hunted until I put an arrow between his eyes?

				Would I have the nerve?

				“Yes,” I said at length, “and I understand it won’t be like hunting animals. But I know what these men have done. I have no pity for them.”

				The rat gave me a firm nod and a smile. “Good then. I’m trustin’ you. And the CO and the boys’ll be trustin’ you too. You see anything suspect, you report back or fire a warning shot. Do not engage unless there ain’t no other option. Tread lightly. And be careful.”

				I nodded, and the rat took off. I looked once towards my own territory, taking in a deep breath. These men were trusting me. Or perhaps Magpie had merely said that. I couldn’t be sure. But I’d wanted to help, and I’d been given a chance. I wouldn’t disappoint them.

			

			
				I saw Grant once more before I took off. He looked my way, and though his muzzle was covered by the bandana he wore, he gave me a serious nod. I took off into the tree cover, sprinting lightly through the forest until I was a decent distance from the Marshals then slowing my pace and beginning to cut my route through the woods at a careful stalk.

				Stalking had become almost second nature to me now after so much practice spent hunting this winter. For a time I’d practiced the rhythm in my head each and every time I went out into the woods, but by now I needed no such guides. I could almost feel where my footpaws needed to fall, could pick out points in the terrain to avoid, and knew just where I could speed my pace between trees and where I needed to move lower to the ground. I could barely pick out the sound of my footfalls myself; my enemies would have a hell of a time.

				Except there weren’t any. I skirted the edge of half a dozen properties, keeping away from open expanses and fields, even going so far as to climb trees every few hundred paces to get a better vantage point. But the whole area—a settled township with houses, barns, fenced-in animal pens, and small fields freshly tilled for the growing season—was utterly empty. Here and there I saw blackened stains along windows suggesting fires had been set within, and one cabin’s remains were actually still smoldering, the faint wisps of smoke drifting on the winds. 

				Even the horses and pack animals were missing. Taken or dead, I could only presume. 

				It was a ghost town. One could almost hear the voices that should have been there on the wind. The old scents of the people who had lived here remained still: distant, nonspecific canines, rodents, a feline or two…the rotting scent of a compost heap near someone’s garden, half a moldering loaf of bread amongst wilted vegetables and discarded bones from meals. Even the small outhouses I would pass on the edge of several of the properties, every reminder that this had been a settlement, that there had been people here.

				And now there weren’t. 

				I knew when I was nearing the river by the sound, but I couldn’t have smelled it if I tried. Because now the scent of burning flesh was overwhelming. I knew what I would find. I thought I was prepared. I’d seen it once before.

				But Magpie had been right. This was worse.

				The heap in the center of town had to be comprised by more than just the people who’d lived here. The jutting, scorched flanks of something far too large to be a person confirmed it…they’d slain and burned the animals too. Or at least some of them. 

				The site was so macabre, so horrifying, that even from where I was in a pine near the edge of the town, I gagged. It took me several minutes just to make sense of what I was seeing, primarily because of the size. The pyre in the center of town looked like the remnants of a kindling fire with sharp, blackened limbs jutting out into the air and tangling with one another like a bird’s nest. The fire had failed to consume much of the bodies, leaving them a stuck-together mass of charred flesh, viscera, and bones. None of the people who must have comprised the pile were in any way recognizable or distinguishable from one another. But one thing was abundantly clear.

			

			
				The skeleton of what had to have been a wagon sat at the center of the pile, collapsed in on itself, the bits of metal that had been along the wheels and the overall structure the only way one could tell what it had once been. It was far larger than any wagons I’d seen along the trail, which likely meant it had been used to transport larger cargo, likely from the farms here in town. 

				For the purposes of this fire, though, it had been loaded with people. At least half of the bodies in the pyre were inside the shell of the burnt-out wagon, the rest piled alongside and around it. It had clearly been the center of the fire.

				I dropped down from the tree I was in, slowly making my way through town. I discarded the desire for any further stealth when I heard the sounds of Grant’s men approaching along the road and began walking towards the hellish scene, my gaze now transfixed by it.

				There was no need to hide anymore. No living soul remained here except us.

				Grant drew near, stopping some fifty paces from the site of the blaze. Connall, however, gave a gruff shout to a few of the men and waved them towards the pile, and they strode forward, grim expressions all, to inspect the remains. 

				I remained with Grant, who was looking across the center of town, blue eyes narrowed as he scanned the perimeter. He gave a deep sigh through his bandana, shaking his head and tilting his muzzle down. 

				“They were in a hurry this time,” he murmured darkly.

				“How can you tell?” I managed to ask, my voice hoarse.

				He gestured towards the pile. “See the hay wagon?” he asked. “They loaded people in there and used it to set the blaze. Goes up like a tinderbox.”

				“Why use the wagon?” I asked softly. When Grant didn’t reply, I looked up to him and found his blue eyes looking down on me sadly…like he didn’t want to answer.

				I put my hand over my mouth. “They were still alive?” I asked, horrified.

				“We’ve seen it once before,” Grant murmured. “Only once…and I’d hoped it would be the last time. God rest their souls.” He ran one hand over his chest in what appeared to be a half-moon with his other fist placed flat to his heart…the same gesture I’d seen the other men make earlier.

				We approached the pyre, Grant moving ahead of me to meet with Connall, who was circling around the pile from the other side. The gruff, short-muzzled canine’s jowls twitched…he wasn’t wearing a bandana, I noted, but seemed to be handling the carnage despite it. He gave a long, disgusted sigh, looking up to the husky.

			

			
				“I hate to say it…but they’re getting better at this. Damned.” He spit on the ground then shook his head. “Damned! This couldn’t have been more than four days ago. How in the bloody hell do we keep missing these bastards?”

				“We’re stuck perpetually in their wake,” Grant said in a somber tone. “And they’re clever enough to keep us there. Or they only strike when they know for a fact there are no lawmen near. If it were all luck or accident…”

				“No, it can’t be,” Connall shook his head. “Too many coincidences. They’ve got to have their ears to the ground somehow. Contacts with traders, scouts…maybe an inside man with the Wardens.”

				Grant’s ears tipped back at that, and I could have sworn he seemed offended. “Not possible,” he insisted. “No Warden would facilitate this.”

				“Any man can be bought.”

				“Not a Warden,” Grant shook his head. “You don’t become a civil servant for money.”

				“Precisely why they might be easier to buy off,” Connall pointed out.

				“We shouldn’t be suspicious of our fellows,” the husky sighed. “That won’t get us anywhere. We need to depend on them for information, and if it makes it out that we’re looking to persecute fellow officers, they won’t want to talk to us.”

				“It’s their job to talk to us. If they decline, I say it’s proof,” Connall said sharply.

				“Let’s not…I can’t talk about this,” Grant put up his hands. “Not right now. Grid search. Let’s spread out and see what we can find. Maybe they left a trail.”

				“They never do,” Connall growled. “They left by the river, and you know it. We won’t find a thing. Just like Sethakwinsok.”

				“Tiorch thi piromitis!” Grant called out to the men then gestured towards the two of us, looking to me in particular. “We’ll search the dock.”

				I caught the slight glare that passed over Connall’s face as Grant moved past the both of us towards the river, but I didn’t mention anything. Clearly this was a subject the men had disagreed upon before. I found it odd; the two men rarely disagreed, at least not in public…but I chose not to think about it too long. It seemed an Otherwolf matter and not my business.

				We were halfway to the dock when I heard a sharp whistle and saw a figure drop down from a nearby roof. The rat straightened up and gestured to us as we drew near the boathouse. When we reached him, he pointed to the shallow shoreline.

				“That’s where they dragged in their canoes. In and out. Same as the last few times. We won’t find tracks leavin’ the town.”

			

			
				Grant sighed, pulling off his bandana. “Let’s at least have a look. The river’s populated by a lot of trade boats this time of year; there’s always the chance they couldn’t risk leaving by water. If they’re still on land we have a chance.”

				The rat just shook his head as we walked towards the shoreline. “Sorry, sir. But there’s two drag areas: onshore and back. They left.”

				“They drag their canoes entirely out of the water?” I asked as we made our way past the small boathouse on shore. I’d seen a dock before, and this one was barely that; there were only two canoes tied in the boathouse and none on the small pier. There would have been room for them to tie up their boats.

				“They don’t like their boats to be visible while they’re raiding,” Grant said. “Or at least that’s the best we can figure. It would attract attention…Rourke has to have at least five canoes to accomodate all the men and gear he has, if not more, and anyone traveling by on the river would notice that. He prefers to go about his raiding as quietly as possible…until the end.” 

				“Looks like they hid them in the pines up here this time,” Connall pointed to a hedge of smaller pines where Magpie was kneeling, inspecting the ground. I headed over to him while Grant and Connall moved off towards the water, continuing to talk in low tones, although they shifted back to the Otherwolf tongue once I was gone.

				I knelt down beside Magpie, looking over the drag marks the canoes had left from the shallow water up the shoreline a ways until they’d presumably lifted them to hide them in the pines, where much of the brush was disrupted. Just as he’d said, I saw two areas of distinct tracks: the dirt furrowed towards and away from the pine hedge.

				“Came and left,” Magpie muttered then sighed. “Just like last time…and the time before…and so on. You can at least rely on ‘em to be consistent.”

				“Connall thinks they knew we were coming,” I said lowly. “And Grant agrees they were in a hurry at the very least.”

				Magpie nodded. “Yeah, but other than that, same as any other time. I took the liberty o’lookin’ in some of the houses. Stripped almost everythin’ of value except textiles. I guess I get why they don’t take the clothes, but…there was a tailor’s in town they torched full o’bolts of fabric. That stuff’s valuable; I don’t know why they wouldn’t take it.” 

				He sighed, looking up over the town behind us, while I ran my paws over the furrows in the ground. “It’s like they’re tauntin’ us, I swear. Two years we been after these bastards. When I signed on, I didn’t think this hunt would last the season. I thought they were just lackin’ a good tracker,” he shook his head. “But now I’m s’posed to be trackin’ these bastards, and I’m fallin’ short. If we fail here too, it’s on me. Again.”

				“You can’t help it if they’re traveling by water,” I pointed out.

			

			
				“I hate that they know just how t’slip us,” the rat said with a snarl. “We even tried travelin’ by water ourselves for awhile; did the CO tell you that? Rightfully we shoulda’ caught them at least once or twice…but they’re bloody ghosts. Never where they should be, always three steps ahead.”

				“When did Grant say they left?” I asked suddenly.

				“Huh? Uh…by the look of things, at least a few days,” the rat answered. “Unless they lingered around a while after they set the fires. But it looks like they cleared out fast. The houses they burned’ve cooled almost entirely, and it hasn’t rained. There were maggots in the burn pile—”

				“It hasn’t rained,” I said in realization. “You’re right. We would have seen the storm, even from the mountains.”

				The rat’s brow furrowed. “Shivah? What is it?”

				I hesitated for a few moments, uncertain about making the statement I was about to. But after a few seconds spent in consideration, I decided I couldn’t be wrong. 

				“They didn’t leave by water,” I said quietly.

				The rat’s eyes widened. “What?”

				I heard Grant and Connall making their way towards us and nodded, certain of myself now. I stood, looking to the husky.

				“You’re certain the fires were set several days ago?” I asked.

				“Had to have been,” Grant nodded, crossing his arms over his chest. “The maggots—”

				“And they obviously arrived before the fires were set,” I interrupted.

				Grant looked at me as though I had two heads “Of…course. They were the ones who set them. Granted, that’s assuming the people who lived here didn’t tie themselves up in a hay wagon and set themself on fire, but—”

				“I’m sorry if I sound irritated, but what in the hell is the point of these questions?” Connall asked impatiently.

				“It hasn’t rained,” I said, “but these tracks are still wet.”

				Both Connall and Grant went silent at that, and Magpie looked shocked then knelt back down to the ground, taking a closer look at the furrows the canoes had left. The rat took a few moments to run his paws over the furrows then shook his head in disbelief.

				“She’s right…” he muttered. “Hell. Why didn’t I notice that?”

				“They’re only a bit damp,” I said with a paw on his shoulder. It was hard to miss the disappointment on the rat’s face. But he’d said himself he wasn’t well-versed in game hunting. Ransom had been the one to teach me to look for hoofprints near water when tracking elk and to check the soil for how recently they’d been by to drink. I’d never thought finding an animal’s watering ground would apply to my search for Methoa, but I suppose hunting was hunting.

				“They might have dragged the boats to the shore and back more than once,” Connall pointed out. “Perhaps they saw someone along the river when they’d meant to leave and dragged their boats back for a time. We can’t be sure.”

			

			
				Magpie shook his head. “Only the furrows coming from the water are wet.”

				“Maybe the boats dried.”

				“Why would they have bothered to drag them along the same furrows up the shoreline unless they were trying to cover the fact that they’d brought them back on shore?” I said, looking to the Otherwolves. I pointed to the two distinct areas of drag. “They brought them onshore there…they probably picked them up once they were entirely out of the water and brought them here behind the pines. But they went through the trouble of dragging each boat up in the same place, and pushing them all down into the water in the same place. Why would they do that?”

				“To give us the obvious impression they came and left,” Grant said suddenly in realization. His expression went from shock to frustration. “Oh hell. They’ve done this before.”

				“All those times we should have been able to catch up to them on the river,” Connall growled, “they were on land?”

				Grant put out his hands. “Alright, calm down…calm down,” he looked between the three of us. “This is good. This is the best lead we’ve had in a long time. We can’t waste it.”

				“If the furrows are still wet, that means they left recently,” Magpie said, straightening up and unshouldering and checking his rifle. “We need to find their trail. Even if they’re carrying the canoes, with that many men and a fresh haul of whatever goods they pilfered, they’ll be weighted down. We have a damned good chance of catching them.”

				“They’ll have covered any trail they left near the town,” I said. “I would if I went through this much trouble to not be found.”

				“That takes time,” Magpie insisted. “They can’t have done it forever. If we fan out and search this region, we’ll find signs of them eventually.”

				“God. They burnt these people days ago and stayed?” Connall said with a grimace. “How old could those tracks possibly be if they’re still wet?”

				“A day at most. It’s been damp and we ain’t had much sun, but they’d still have dried if it was any longer ago,” Magpie said.

				“They could have gotten fairly far in a day,” Connall murmured thoughtfully.

				“This is still the best chance we’ve ever had!” Magpie insisted.

				“Which,” Grant put a hand on his shoulder, “is why we’re not going to act recklessly and waste it.” He looked between all of us. “They think they’ve slipped us again. Let’s allow them to think that. If we pursue them now, we’ll be chasing our tails for some time just trying to find their tracks, and if any of their scouts happen upon us in that time, they’ll bolt. They’ll make for the water again, and then we’ll truly have lost them.”

			

			
				“What do you suggest then?” Connall asked, curiously.

				“We head for Crossroads like we planned,” Grant said, dropping his voice. Before Magpie could interrupt, he held up a hand. “We resupply. We get as many men as we can from the garrison. And we send out small parties to try and track them down wherever it is they’re sitting pretty so that when we find where they’re encamped, we have enough men that we know we can take them out. Maybe we can even anticipate what village or town they’ll hit next if we ask around town. There has to be a connection here we’re missing. I think we’re close.”

				“If they’ve got goods, they’ll need to trade them for supplies,” Connall grumbled in agreement. “I don’t know how much food they took from town, but it won’t hold them long. And they can’t move fast until they get on the river again.”

				“We’ll have the garrison send out men to patrol all of the docks in the area, or as many as we can cover,” Grant said. “If they start moving by water again, at least we’ll know. But I don’t think they would have gone through this much trouble to convince us they were back on the river if they didn’t have a damned good reason to stay on land. I think they have another target in mind.”

				“We need to find out where it is before they hit it,” Magpie said through his teeth. “This needs to end.”

				Grant nodded. “This is the best chance we’ve ever had.”

				Connall gave a gruff snort and looked back towards town. “Let’s get the hell out of here then,” he growled. “Their bloody spies could be anywhere. We need to play it like we believe their ploy.”

				The stocky man headed off, and Magpie looked my way once more before following. The rat’s expression was hard to read…a mixture of frustration and gratitude. 

				“Shivah?”

				I turned to see the husky looking my way, and despite the fact that no man alive could be smiling in this place, I could see it in his eyes.

				“Thank you,” he said quietly.
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				“Thank you, God!” Ransom said, raising his hands to the heavens as though in prayer as we walked down the bustling street. 

				Crossroads was an overwhelming place, like the Trade Post from the valley but somehow thrice as crowded. I couldn’t be certain how large the town was, but we’d been moving down the streets for what felt like ages now, enough time to have travelled down the main road of the Trade Post at least four times, and the streets ahead still seemed endless. In the center of the town, rising high above the rooves of the many Otherwolf structures, was an enormously tall—as far as I was concerned, anyway, although Grant insisted it wasn’t that impressive—fortress of stone. That, apparently, was where these “barracks” that Grant and his men were headed for were. He’d explained it was some kind of outpost for the Otherwolf military. Just seeing the structure alone, it was easy to understand how so many tribal warriors had been intimidated by the might of the Otherwolves’ forces.

			

			
				This town compounded every uncomfortable, undesirable aspect of the Trade Post as well as the increase in population, perhaps because of it. It was unbelievably loud, the clamor of people, carriages, horses, and the raucous sounds of the inns barely withheld within their walls making it difficult to hear even my companions beside me, let alone anything in the distance. Similarly, the barrage of scents made picking any one person out impossible, and much of it wasn’t pleasant. I was uncomfortable in the crowded streets, but Puck looked downright lost. I’d never before seen the fox look so…blind.

				I’d reached out and taken his arm eventually, his pride be damned. If Ransom wouldn’t do it, I would. He’d been silent, but I could tell he was grateful. Grant had assured me it wasn’t always this crowded, but we were coming in right at the start of the season, around the time supper was served at most of the places in this district, so it was unusually bustling. I could only hope it wasn’t normally this bad.

				The place Ransom was praising that we were coming up on looked much like many of the other “taverns” and “inns”, as they called them, that we’d passed thus far, except the windows had red cloth shades drawn over them, and I heard strange music inside. There was a sign out front which, of course, I couldn’t read, but it pictured a barrel with a rooster standing atop it, proudly jutting out its chest.

				Grant and his men were still bringing up the rear of our group, although he’d given leave some time back for his men to head off into the city if they wished it, and most had. Only Connall, Laesom, and two of the remaining Marshals had remained with us, and they were the ones watching the wagon. 

				“Y’all take care now, y’hear?” Ransom called back to the Marshals, a grin splitting his face at the site of the house he was headed towards. “Stop on by some time, a’ight, Wickham? I’ll be in town a’least a week.”

				“The Cock and Barrel?” Grant coughed, arching an eyebrow and barely withholding an expression that looked between amusement and longing. “I…I’ll do that, if I’ve the time, but—”

				“For God’s sake, sir, set an example,” Connall growled. 

				“Or perhaps not,” the husky said with a noticable droop of his tail. “Perhaps we’ll run into one another again while we’re here though. This place is hardly a city.”

				“With all due respect, I hope not,” Ransom smirked. “You boys got all kinds of trouble I don’t need. You be careful, a’ight? Some messy business you’re gettin’ involved in.”

			

			
				Grant gave a good-natured smile and extended a hand. The two canines shook, and the husky gave him a clap on the shoulder. “Best of luck on your hunt then.”

				“You as well,” the coyote said with a nod, and then he began ascending the steps towards the front door of the inn. Puck trailed quietly and none-too-enthusiastically in his wake.

				Grant looked to me. “I hope this won’t be farewell for you and I…” he murmured.

				“No, it won’t,” I promised. “Your quarry is my quarry. I want to be kept up-to-date, and if you’ll truly be sending scouts out to search for their camp, I want to be amongst them.”

				“Tommorrow,” Grant nodded and smiled. “The men need to rest. With whatever’s left of the day, I’m going to find my contacts in the city and see if anyone local’s caught sight of them.”

				There was an awkward pause between us, and eventually I blinked at him and shouldered my pack, making it obvious I was waiting for him to continue. He clearly had more to say, and I was sore and wanted to put my gear down.

				“What?” I asked impatiently.

				“So you’ll be staying…here then?” he finally asked.

				“I…I don’t know where else to stay,” I admitted with a sigh. “Everything around the town looked settled, like you said, and I don’t want to be far…or be shot at on someone’s land. You were the one who said I would have to stay in the city. I’ve accepted it.”

				“No, that’s good,” Grant insisted, “but this place is…” he gestured at the windows, “You know…what this place is, right?”

				“I promised Puquanah I would stay with him,” I said, lowering my voice. “Otherwise he rooms alone while Ransom is here. It seemed cruel to leave him now when I’ve no reason not to remain at their side…and besides, I’d…I’d rather not be alone in this place either.”

				Grant gave a sympathetic look. “That’s very good of you. I’m sure he appreciates it. You know, he’s gotten quite the reputation amongst the men…having ‘netted’ you,” he remarked with a sly grin.

				I rolled my eyes. “Whatever they want to think.”

				“So long as you’ll be comfortable here, I won’t interfere,” he said.

				“I won’t,” I admitted, “but I don’t have any other choice.”

				“We could put you up at the barracks,” the husky said. “As a protected informant. It would be sparse living, but you’ll have free room and board, and I’d be certain you got a room to yourself. They’re not spacious, but—”

				I leaned forward and gently embraced the Otherwolf for a brief moment or so. He stopped in the middle of his conversation and gently settled an arm around my back. I pulled back after only a few moments, but even still, he’d almost never looked happier. And it was impossible to miss the swaying tail.

			

			
				“Thank you for your offer,” I said softly. “But I’ll be fine. Keep in touch, alright? I’ll be here.”

				“I’ll see you soon,” he promised, stepping backwards a few paces so as to keep his gaze on mine for as long as he could. But that caused him to back into a black bear pulling an apple cart, and the hunched-over man growled in irritation at him, sending Grant into a flurry of apologies.

				At that point I turned around, though, trying to hide my smile. And I headed up the steps into this “Cock and Barrel” inn.

				From the first moment I stepped into the place, I was shocked. But not unpleasantly so, strangely. 

				In comparison to the filthy, brown-coated streets outside, this place seemed immaculate. And colorful! I actually hadn’t ever seen so many colors in one place, save in the heavens. The interior of the inn was unlike the one I’d been in at the Trade Post. The wooden walls were painted in deep reds and decorated with framed paintings, drapes like the ones covering the windows, and wall sconces with so many lanterns, the immense room was certain to be bright and cheerful even at night. A roaring fire blazed in one of the two visible fireplaces in the dining area, and every table was occupied by men of varying sorts and species, chatting, drinking, playing games, and just generally being in good spirits. Music filtered through the place, coming from a strange, four-legged box a man was playing near a large, well-adorned, raised platform that took up almost a quarter of the space in the main area. There was a bar as well, of course, and I caught sight of Ransom heading in that general direction. I squeezed past an overweight feline of some sort towards the two men, but before I reached them, I heard something I thought I’d never hear in my entire life.

				Women calling out Ransom’s name. Gleefully.

				The coyote’s back was turned to me, but I saw him open his arms as two spotted canines in needlessly colorful, laced garments bounded towards him across the room.

				I caught up to them at about the time the two short women collided with the coyote, and he wrapped them in his arms, smirking. “You ladies missed me?” he said with a chuckle.

				I caught some of what the women were saying, but it was in the Otherwolf tongue, and they were giggling in between every other word, so it was hard to follow. I thought for certain I’d misheard or misinterpreted one when she said she’d “missed” the coyote though.

				“You missed my coin, ya mean,” the canine said, still smirking.

				The girls babbled on, likely denying his statement, judging by the tone, but their waggling tails and Puquanah rolling his eyes said otherwise.

				“We honestly thought you were dead, yote,” I heard from behind us, and turned to see a very tall…very shapely woman regarding us. She was an elegant mountain lion, who looked to be at least ten years my senior, if not older, but she wore her age well. She was nearly as tall as Ransom and looked strong and well-fed, her curvaceous figure overflowing from the strange, restricting garment she wore over her chest…especially up top. Her legs were only partially covered by long, sweeping trellises of folded fabric and lace, a deep red accented with black striping and gold ribbon. Most of the women here seemed to be wearing similarly complex, yet revealing garments. They looked horridly uncomfortable.

			

			
				Ransom grinned. “Sorry to disappoint, Ver.”

				The woman quirked a half smile then embraced the coyote, the canine being none-too-subtle about where his hands fell when he embraced her back. She chuckled and pulled back then looked down at Puquanah.

				“Room 10 then, fox? Sausage and biscuits?” she asked with a knowing smile.

				“And a bath,” the fox added with a sigh. “Thank you, Veronica.”

				“Of course, sweetheart,” the woman replied congenially. Her eyes left him at that point and seemed to finally notice me though, and she quirked her head. “And who’s the little pinecat then? Are you with these boys, miss?”

				I was glad at least that she spoke Katuk, although I was hardly surprised, considering the area. Strange though it was, even though this was an Otherwolf establishment, at least a third of the men here did actually look to be tribal. 

				“Oh…yes,” I said after a moment. “I’ll be staying with Puquanah.”

				The woman looked surprised. “Oh?” She went entirely silent for a few moments, before she looked to the fox, giving a bemused smile. “Well now. And here all these years I took you for a humdrum monk, fox. Who knew a charmer lurked beneath that humble facade?”

				“Yes, that’s me,” the fox muttered flatly, “a real lady’s man.”

				The feline laughed. “Alright, alright…well we don’t usually put up…couples, but I take it you don’t mind sharing a bed?”

				Neither of us did, of course, so the woman directed us to another lady, a raccoon, who was sitting behind a desk near the stairs. Puck insisted I not trade any of my beads, so once again I found myself paying nothing for my meals and lodging. But the fox insisted, and again I was hesitant to pass up the charity. I had so little to trade, it was probably best I hold onto it until I was alone in the world and had no further options.

				We were about to head upstairs when I asked something I probably shouldn’t have.

				“What about Ransom—” I began, but stopped when I saw the fox’s expression.

				“We left him with the twins and Veronica,” the fox muttered. “He’ll be fine. In fact we probably won’t see him for days.”

				I turned to look across the crowded, cheerful atmosphere of the inn, having trouble believing any of the women here could do…what it was Puck and Ransom had been suggesting for so many months. Why would any woman do that for money? I couldn’t imagine how desperate they would have to be. And most of the women here seemed…relatively content, or at least they were putting on a good show of being so. There was even one who’d begun to dance on the raised platform while the man at the odd, boxy instrument struck up a new tune, his fingers drifting over a long row of white keys. The music was fascinating and lively, and I almost wanted to stay and watch.

			

			
				The women here were dressed strange, but the place didn’t seem…wicked. At least not to me. The woman on the stage was dancing in a way I suppose some men might enjoy, but in all honesty, to me it mostly looked silly. The dances of my people had a more distinct rhythm, to which the drummers would drum, the song callers would call and we would answer, and the dancers could pound their feet and move their bodies to. In comparison, her dance seemed slow, off-beat, and not at all engaging. Although she certainly seemed to have the attention of many of the men in the room.

				Ransom was sitting near the bar with the two women who’d come to greet him earlier, white-furred with black spots speckling their bodies. They were both short and curvaceous, with long, thin tails and draping black ears and clothing much like what the other women here wore, but black and pink. Again, to me…they looked silly. But Ransom seemed to be receiving their affections quite happily. 

				The mountain lion was behind the bar, also chatting with the coyote, and as much as I still held a lot of bitterness towards him for casting Puck out of his life while he was in this place, there was no denying he looked to be enjoying himself at present.

				And maybe that’s why Puck put up with this. It still didn’t seem right to me though.

				“I take it you trust him on his own?” I asked the fox once more.

				“He’ll be fine,” the fox said with a sigh, “unless he drinks himself to death. And Veronica will make sure that doesn’t happen.”

				“She, ah…” I paused, “‘works’ here, too?”

				“Actually, she owns the place,” the fox said, taking the key for our room from the raccoon. “Although I believe she used to work here. Ransom’s known her longer than he’s known me. She’s honestly not a bad woman. Always polite to me, always glad to have Ransom here, although I’d imagine that’s for the same reason the women here are fond of him.”

				“His coin or his…equipment?” I asked, still not certain why that mattered.

				“I’d wager both,” the fox said, rolling his eyes. “Veronica and he spend time together off the books once in awhile though…so I guess for her it’s not just the coin.”

				He gestured to me to follow him, and we began to head upstairs.

			

			
				“They make amazing biscuits here,” he said as we made our way up. “I put on a few pounds every week I spend here. I suppose you could say it’s my own guilty pleasure…but at least it’s less expensive than Ransom’s.”

				I laughed. “I tremble in excitement then. I’m starved for anything other than trail rations right now.”

				“Mnhhh,” Puck smiled. “Wait until you try their shepherd’s pie then.”

				We retreated to our room, and despite my fears surrounding this “town” and the strange accomodations I would have to keep here, I felt at the very least that here we would have enough reprieve to regroup and replenish ourselves before whatever was to come in the next few days.

				But sometimes, troubles have a way of lingering even when we think we’ve left them behind.

				


			



			
				Chapter 14 Fever

				“Gnhhh!” Puck groaned, his forehead thunking down on the wooden table we were sharing our breakfast at. He lay there for a moment or so then gave a frustrated growl and furiously scratched at his neck, white flecks of fur scattering down over his cloak.

				I gave a grimace around a piece of bread, slowly biting it off and chewing and trying to keep the pity from my voice since almost everything seemed to be irritating Puquanah of late…pity included.

				“I can…help brush you later if you’d like,” I offered.

				“Would you?” the fox sighed. “Gods, this never gets any easier. Every bloody year.” The fox scratched at himself once more, then with another—I hesitate to say “cute”, but there was just nothing threatening about it—growl, he snapped up a biscuit and shoved it into his mouth, chewing it like he was on a mission.

				I cleared my throat, having to look away at that point lest I laugh. 

				“So what is all of this?” I asked, looking down at the gnarled, dried roots scattered across the table in between our breakfast plates. Puck had been sorting them by size and was wrapping them in tiny scraps of cloth knotted at the top with a bit of twine. 

				“Ginseng,” Puck murmured. “The local apothecaries pay a premium for it and use it in their tonics, or re-sell it to their patients. I’ve already wrapped all of my herbs…this is the last thing I need to do, then I can start selling. There’ll also be a few people coming by the room over the next few days for healings.”

				“You see patients?” I asked curiously.

				“Some of the tribal folk here don’t trust the Otherwolf healers,” Puck murmured as he bundled another root. “And some of the Otherwolves like to come to me for things their own healers can’t fix or ‘spiritual healing’.”

				“You…don’t believe in spirits,” I said pointedly.

				“They don’t know that,” the fox snorted.

				I let my mouth fall open, aghast. “Puck!” I exclaimed.

				“Oh get off your high horse before you even saddle it,” Puck muttered. “I don’t want to hear it.”

				“It’s one thing to deny your faith,” I stammered. “It’s quite another to then use the faith you denied to make a profit!”

				“First off, I never denied my faith,” Puck said with a sigh, leaning back in his chair and scratching at his neck some more. “I admit I used to have it. I also used to be young and foolishly naive. And the more I’ve experienced the world, the more I’ve come to realize there are real, proven explanations for the things we equate to gods and spirits. I’m not denying my faith…that would suggest it’s still there somewhere and I just want nothing to do with it. What I did was outgrow it.”

			

			
				“Well, no matter how high and mighty you think you are, fox,” I said irately, “you’re never too smart to be at the whim of the gods. They watch over all of us, even those of us who don’t believe.”

				“Good for them,” Puck muttered. “It must be nice to ‘watch’. I’ve sort of forgotten what that’s like.”

				“My point is,” I sighed, “giving false spiritual healing is like…mocking the spirits, and I’m certain the gods would take issue if it falls in their realm of notice. Not to mention, you might be denying people who need legitimate healing the chance to see a shaman who still believes, who might actually—”

				“Might actually what?” the fox countered, spreading his hands. “Anoint them with herbs, recite ancient prayers, and leave them with a false sense of well-being? Because I still do all of that. I received the training every other shaman has undergone, I know all the rituals, I concoct the same potions, use the same herbs…” He dropped his arms over the back of his chair, staring blindly across the table at me. “It’s all a show, Shivah. A complex ritual that in the end accomplishes little more than convincing the recipient that they’ve been healed. And maybe that’s all these people need. I don’t treat legitimate issues that I can cure with real medicine through spiritual healing, even if people want me to. If I can really cure someone, I do. But if a man comes to me complaining that he suffers a lack of ‘male potency’, I give him a potion made from ground stag horn, honey and liver, do a little dance to the spirits of the rut, and I take his money and send him on his way. I need to make a living, and maybe the man might believe he can bend his wife better, and he will. There aren’t any victims.” 

				 “Puck, it’s so dishonest,” I said with a sigh.

				“I really don’t need a talking-to about morals from someone so bent on being a murderer,” the fox snapped.

				I looked down, and silence fell between the two of us. At length it was Puck who broke it, sighing before he spoke.

				“I’m sorry, Shivah,” he murmured. “That was uncalled for.”

				“I know you’ve been in poor spirits,” I said softly. “It’s alright.”

				“It isn’t,” the fox said, shaking his head and standing, feeling his way around the edge of the table towards our shared bed, where he lifted himself up onto the edge and flopped down into the touseled blankets. Last night had been my first night in an Otherwolf bed, and it had been…odd. If I hadn’t been so tired, I probably would have had a lot of trouble falling asleep in it. As it was, I’d fallen asleep in an odd position, and now my back hurt. Puck had said I would get used to it and even prefer it over time. But I missed my bedroll, the sounds of the forest, and the smell of fresh air already. This place wasn’t home.

				“I’m not angry at you, and I shouldn’t be taking my frustration out on you,” the fox said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

			

			
				“It’s alright,” I reiterated, wondering at that moment just where the coyote in question was. He’d been gone all night and he hadn’t even come to check in with us this morning. It was like he’d forgotten about us now that we were in the Otherwolf lands.

				“And I’m sorry that I’m so…rude…when we talk about faith,” the fox said. “I know it means a lot to you, and I don’t intend to demean you. Maybe the spirits are even real. I don’t know,” he said in a flat tone. “If they are, though, I assure you…none of them have been watching over me for quite some time.”

				“You don’t know that,” I said softly.

				“I was always obedient, always faithful,” the fox whispered. “What did I ever do to deserve this?”

				“Your life could be worse, Puck,” I insisted. “All of our lives could. Maybe the reason you’re alive, despite all of your troubles, is because they’re still watching over you, giving you their blessing.”

				“I never wanted to be blessed, Shivah,” the fox murmured. “For a long time, all I wanted was to be normal. And then all I wanted was to be accepted for being abnormal. Then I just wanted my vision to stop fading…and at the end, all I really wanted was to be able to stay with my family. I would have accepted being blind and shamed, so long as I could stay with them.”

				I looked at the fox as he spoke, at the lack of feeling in his features when he talked of his past. He said he’d accepted everything that had happened to him as unavoidable, but had he really? Or had he just repressed it all, the way Ransom did? The two men might have had more in common about how they dealt with pain than Puck was willing to admit.

				“I’ve made enough concessions,” the fox murmured at length. “Enough prayers. If the gods want me to believe, it’s time they started doing their part. And they haven’t. Not for a very, very long time.”

				I still wasn’t certain what to say to him, so silence once again fell between us. I was formulating something that probably would have come up short when I saw the fox’s ears twitch, and rather out of nowhere, he murmured, “Your husky is here.”

				And then there was a knock at the door.

				I blinked, pushing my chair back and bristling a bit as I looked towards the door. This place was unfamiliar and uncomfortable as it was, and now I realized how confining it was, too. It could be anyone behind that door, and we’d be trapped in the room. The window was too small to leave from; there’d be no escape—

				“Miss Shivah?” a muffled voice called from outside. “I apologize if I’m waking anyone. I’d thought by this time you’d both have roused.”

				“Told you,” the fox murmured, not bothering to get up. 

				“How—”

				“He has a distinctive way of walking,” Puck said with a snort. “That smug, ‘I’m a husky, look at my ass’ kind of strut.”

			

			
				“Don’t be sour,” I said with a sigh, pushing myself up out of my chair. “He’s been very decent to us, honestly.”

				“You’re biased,” the fox responded.

				“And you’re jealous,” I retorted with a slight smirk, “that you can’t see his ass.”

				“Cold, Shivah,” Puck said with a mock gasp. 

				“Besides, he’s not that smug,” I insisted quietly as I went for the door, “He’s a decent man. Be nice. I know you’re in a poor mood, but—”

				“Oh, don’t worry,” the fox said with an overly exasperated sigh. “I won’t ruin your husky time.”

				I rolled my eyes and finally turned the knob to open the door. Behind it stood a slightly confused-looking cinnamon husky, who seemed in the middle of turning around and leaving. His footsteps stammered and halted mid-stride when he heard me open the door behind him, and he looked to me, relieved.

				“Shivah,” he said with a sigh. “Good…I-I was beginning to worry I’d gotten the wrong room. And that would be…especially awkward in this place.”

				“How did you know where we were staying?” I asked curiously, leaning against the doorframe.

				“Investigative skills I’ve honed over the years,” the husky said with a lopsided smile before admitting, “No, no…I, ah…I asked the nice woman down by the desk.”

				“Oh, the raccoon?”

				“No, it was a…” he stammered, before gesturing in a sort of hourglass-like shape—”…very…voluptuous…vixen. Wore a pink…sort of getup. A lot of lace.”

				I arched an eyebrow, giving him a silent, serious stare long enough that his ears drooped.

				“You took stock of her quite thoroughly, I see.” I said at length, crossing my arms over my chest.

				I could swear I heard Puck chuckling in the room behind me as Grant stammered, putting his paws up. “You asked me who I spoke to. I was just trying to describe—”

				“Stop digging the hole and just come inside already,” Puck called from behind us, still stretched out comfortably in bed. “You’re letting the heat out.”

				I let the Otherwolf in. He ducked under the doorway. The room the madame had put us up in had apparently been made for smaller species, and it was a small space altogether, the door included. I didn’t mind being in close quarters with Puck, but Grant was a large man, and with the three of us in the room, it had begun to feel crowded. The ceiling, at least, was the same height as everywhere else, so he didn’t need to stoop once inside.

			

			
				“I thought it was indecent for a Marshal to come into a place like this,” I reminded him, leaning back against the wall, not uncrossing my arms. “Connall seemed to think so at least.”

				“Well the burlesque shows are only at night,” Grant said pointedly, “and…any other activities with the clientele here are kept to the rooms. That’s why I wanted to be certain I had the…right room…” He scratched at the back of his head.

				“I’m sure it was a struggle for you to put your morals aside,” I said dryly.

				“It’s a legal establishment,” Grant shrugged. “I’ve visited others before in pursuit of a criminal. Places like this are commonplace enough in the bigger frontier towns…and where I grew up. They don’t offend my morals, really, unless the establishment is cruel to their workers in some way, and I’ve heard nothing but good things about the madame here. Connall’s just…very devout. He doesn’t think drinking is proper behavior for a lawman. He’d have me surviving on water.”

				“Gods forbid,” Puck snorted.

				“If you’d had to drink water in the cities your entire life, you’d understand the aversion,” Grant said, making a face. “Alcohol can’t make you sick. Well, except in excess. But I’m careful.”

				“So that’s all you visit places like this for?” I asked, not certain why I was grilling the man. But for some reason, imagining the husky had come to an inn like this one before, possibly for the same reason Ransom did, bothered me.

				Grant gave an innocent expression I wasn’t sure I trusted. “Not for the reason you’re inferring, I assure you. The women in these sorts of places are actually great informants if you’ve the coin to procure their secrets. And many of them have been more than happy to talk to me without any payment necessary in the past.”

				“That’s because you’re pretty,” Puck muttered from the bed, where he was picking at a stray tuft of white fur that looked ready to come off of his tail.

				Grant opened his mouth then shut it, looking to me and asking in a low voice, “Was that a compliment or an insult?”

				“That depends upon whether or not it would insult you to be called attractive by a man,” the fox said in a sort of sly tone, which I hoped Grant missed. I needed to remember in the future not to allow the fox and the husky in the same room together…Puck by now knew that Grant was aware of his connection to Ransom, and he was clearly bent on testing how tolerant the Otherwolf really was.

				“I’m not that attractive,” Grant said with a laugh, but he said it in the sort of way one might when they were trying to be overly modest. “And in any case, sir,” he said to Puquanah, “not to be unkind, but…how in the world would you know?”

			

			
				“Shivah thinks you’re attractive,” Puck said before I could stop him. I whipped my head around, leveling a glare that would have melted wax at the fox, but he was, of course, entirely unaware of the hole I was attempting to bore through him with my eyes. He just continued, unabated, while I felt my ears grow hot. “And she’s impossible to impress and perpetually cynical, so if she thinks you’re cute, you must be gorgeous.”

				I resisted the urge to put my head in my hands or even so much as look at Grant. I knew for a fact that the moment I did, his expression would infuriate me further than Puck’s statements were embarassing me.

				“Well,” I heard the husky say eventually from beside me, “does she now?”

				I looked up at that, unable not to, and yes, there was that smile. Just subtle enough to be charming without looking too smug, but confident and definitely pleased. I hated it when men thought they’d gotten one over on you, and that was almost what this felt like—

				But if there was one thing Grant was good at, it was diffusing my anger.

				“I’d return the sentiment,” the husky said, looking me in the eyes, “but she hates flattery. So…shall I find a confidante to blurt out my opinions on your beauty instead, Shivah? Perhaps Connall. He’d be brief, if not eloquent.”

				“I think we’ve had quite enough of confidantes blurting out their friend’s opinions for one day,” I said with a purposefully irate emphasis on the words, turning towards Puck when I said them. “I’m assuming you came here for something important, Grant?”

				“Indeed I did,” the husky said authoratively, reaching into his breast pocket and producing something, which he unfolded carefully on the table before us. I leaned forward, looking over it. It appeared to be a map.

				“I know you can’t read the Amurescan, but they’re simply names for towns, roads, streams…whatnot,” the husky said, standing over the table and running one clawed finger down a dark black, wide, uneven line that threaded its way through the entire center of the map. “This here is the main road, and here”—he pointed to another intersecting, red line—”is the Valley trail.”

				“The blue must be the river then,” I said, my eyes scanning the map.

				“Very good,” the husky nodded. “You’ve got a good feel for the area then. Here”—he pointed at another spot, where a diamond with some flowing writing beside it was etched—”is Gavensdale. The town we visited…”

				I went silent, trying hard not to remember the massacre we’d come upon. The stench of charred flesh, rotting in the sun. The bodies piled in the wagon, barely distinguishable as having ever been people. An entire town reduced to a mass grave because of one man’s madness, and the actions of a few souls cruel enough to follow him.

				Methoa…

				I still had so many unanswered questions concerning his relationship with these people, and why…just why. Why, why, why? In all the months I’d been chasing him, I’d really not stopped to ask myself about the specifics behind the massacre at my village. I’d connected it all to Methoa’nuk, and he was an evil person, which seemed to be an answer in and of itself. He killed because he was Methoa. That was all I’d needed to know.

			

			
				But now, seeing the wreckage left by this entire group of people, none of which I knew, killing people I didn’t know…it was making me ask questions I’d never needed answers for before. What had really happened at my village? How had Methoa found these people? How had he convinced them to slaughter his tribe and facilitate his war with the Katoshen? Why were these people mass-murdering entire villages to begin with? What was their reasoning? I knew Methoa’s anger for my birth village was reason enough, in his mind, to kill them. But why would these people help? Who were they really? All I had was a name, and I knew that he was an otter. But there was an entire band devoted to this Rourke, killing for him. What was their motivation?

				I suspected these were questions that tormented Grant and his men as well, perhaps more acutely even than they did I. I looked over at the husky as he leaned over the table, his brows knitted in concentration. I’d seen that same intensity yesterday when we’d been standing before the carnage in the town Rourke had destroyed. Grant may have been an Otherwolf, but some of the wolves’ legendary fixation for the hunt had clearly remained in his kind’s blood. I felt for him. He may not have had my anger or rage, but I’d seen a lot of frustration and helplessness in his gaze when he’d looked over those bodies. He wanted this as badly as I did, for his own reasons.

				“So I’ve talked with some of my sources here in the city,” he said, and I only realized at that point that he’d actually been talking for a few moments and I’d zoned out. I fixed on his next few words, though, when I heard what he had to say. “And after a lot of digging, I think I’ve found something. A friend of a trader I managed to find this morning confirmed for me that they’re still in the area. He says a post not a day’s travel upriver from here, which is in the direction of Gavensdale, was guest to a small, well-armed contingent of men who bought out nearly every trader there of foodstuffs and grain. I saw some of the goods they traded for today at his friend’s merchant cart, and amongst them was a stack of horse shoes with a maker’s mark I noticed at the blacksmith’s in Gavensdale. Considering that man is likely dead and not doing business in the city now—”

				“Where is this post?” I demanded, already putting on my leather tunic.

				Grant put up a hand. “That was days ago, Shivah. Probably immediately following the attack on Gavensdale. They’ve moved on by now. But,” he said before I could give a growl of frustration, “amongst everything else they bought, apparently they requested a lot of linen bandages, which means they have injured. I heard Gavensdale had something of a small militia, so I think they might have bitten off more than they bargained for, and the townsfolk actually gave them a hard time. And if they’ve got wounded to treat, they won’t be moving much, at least not for a little while. We have a window.”

			

			
				“So what’s the plan?” I asked intently. I heard Puck shift from behind me, sitting up and paying a bit more attention to our conversation.

				“The plan right now is twofold,” Grant said, looking up at me. “For one—and this is a longshot, but it’s worth a try—we begin a search on foot. I’ve already sent out Magpie, Laesom, and some of my other men that double as trackers. The garrison’s given me a standing writ to conscript twenty men when I need them, but finding Rourke is up to us.”

				“We need to find him before he strikes again,” I said impatiently.

				“That’s the second half,” the husky nodded. “We’re actually going to try anticipating where he’ll strike next. I have Connall and some of my more streetwise men on that. We’re hoping if we dig around enough, we’ll find at least a few targets that are likely for him, and if we’re very lucky, we’ll find something in the pattern of his attacks we’ve missed thus far. Like I said before, it’s…nearly impossible to find eye-witnesses that would be able to give us the best hints at his motivations, but sometimes we find relatives who know more about the towns and villages that were hit, what sorts of people lived there, what their industries were…anything really that might tip us off to why he targets the places he does.”

				“And you’re certain it’s not just…random?” I asked, arching an eyebrow. “You said yourself he’s mad.”

				“It simply can’t be,” the husky said with a frustrated sigh. “Sometimes he hits two towns along a river that are miles apart but not the town to the west of the first, only the town to the east. Sometimes we get reports that he moved through an area, even stopped by an inn with his men, but they caused no damage to the town in question and took no lives. Even towns that are barely defensible, that he rightfully should be able to take with no issue. He trades with posts he could just as easily rob; there is no logic to how far he travels before he hits a town…the only pattern we’ve really found thus far is that he stays close to the river. But the Faldepth is a massive waterway, and he and his men are skilled at eluding sight when they wish to disappear, so…”

				“I know you’ve been trying, Grant,” I said, looking up at him even as he dropped his muzzle. “You don’t have to make excuses.”

				“I’m failing,” the husky said, his voice reflecting a level of desperation I don’t think I’d ever heard from the man. “They took a chance on me with this appointment. I was only a Road Warden before my elevation to the Marshals, and this is the first mark they gave me, and that’s…a lot of trust they’ve put in me. It’s been two years now, and this is the closest we’ve ever been. I can’t fall short again. I have to find him and stop him, before what happened to Gavensdale happens to another town.”

			

			
				I looked on the husky sympathetically for a time as he fell silent, staring blankly at the map. His eyes were elsewhere, and I could all but see the wheels in his head turning. 

				“So we need to…we need to find a connection. Or a trail,” he said, distractedly. “Soon.”

				I wasn’t certain how to help, but I figured I’d ask a few questions all the same, at the very least to snap him out of his trance. I’d been there…obsessing, frustrating myself to pieces. It did no good.

				“What about what he does once he’s in the towns?” I asked, thinking of anything I could. “I know you don’t have any live witnesses, but we have remains. What do we know?”

				The husky shook his head, visibly focusing. “Well, they generally arrive by river. Most of the towns they hit are on the river or on major trade routes. They never attack larger settlements like Crossroads, but I hesitate to include that in the pattern, because that’s likely just because he knows he can’t take a large settlement with his contingent of men. His men are most likely all tribal or canines and Carvecians who are at least very skilled woodsmen, because they know how to cover their trail and how to survive for long stretches in the wild. They’re also just as fond of using bows as guns. That likely has to do with Rourke’s preference for moving over water. Gunpowder can’t get wet.”

				I nodded.

				“From what we can tell, the attacks come at night,” he continued. “Rourke’s men are best from surprise. We’ve seen signs of intrusion in most of the houses; I think he sends his warriors in at night and drags people out or just murders them in their beds. And he must do it quietly, because he’s taken towns and villages with over a hundred men and women with just the—twenty, we think—men that he has. At that point, we don’t know what his purpose there is, but we know his men have mutilated people in some of the most obscene ways imaginable. We’ve found bodies that were clearly gutted before they were burned, had organs removed, there were signs of torture.…It’s highly likely, although we have no way to prove it, that his men rape the women…”

				I swallowed, trying not to imagine the horrors he was describing. Just when I thought what had happened to those people was already as bad as it could get…

				“We don’t know why he does any of it,” Grant said with a sigh, “save to be sadistic. It’s possible it’s just one man doing all of the mutilation, we never find many bodies that way. Most are simply killed and then burnt. Without witnesses, it’s really very hard to come to any distinct conclusions.”

				He straightened back up, looking out the window. “And obviously, he then loots the settlement of all of its valuables. Coin, sometimes livestock, firearms, any trade goods he can make a good profit on…” He paused. “Never the textiles though. All of the clothing, fabric, blankets, and anything cloth from the town is burnt with the bodies. Food as well. Which is especially odd when you consider the fact that he took none of the stores of grain or foodstuffs from Gavensdale…and he’d just come from a long season trapped in the pass. His men had to be hungry.”

			

			
				I heard Puck suddenly stiffen and turned my attention on the fox, who, though he wasn’t looking my way, seemed caught in a moment of mixed shock and indecision.

				“…Puck?” I said softly. “What is it?”

				“I…” he paused, blinking and then looking down, “I’m not sure.”

				Grant looked over as well, leaning across the table as the fox continued to fidget and look uncertain. At length the husky spoke up as well.

				“Please, if you’ve any thoughts,” he said earnestly, “I’d love for you to weigh in. No opinion now is useless.”

				Puck sighed. “I just…” he was silent again for a few moments, clearly not certain he wanted to speak about whatever was on his mind. When he did speak again, it was hesitantly. “Have you ever considered a disease link?” he asked.

				Grant’s eyes widened. “Yes, actually,” he said suddenly. “For a few months this past winter, we were certain we finally had a pattern. In several of the towns and villages he’s hit, there were reports of a disease going around. A plague from the Dark Continent. Something very deadly.”

				“The Seer’s Fever,” Puck said quietly, as though he already knew.

				“You know of it?”

				“Only in passing,” Puck said carefully. “I’ve never seen or treated a case of it myself, but I talk to enough apothecaries and physicians that I’ve heard it spoken of. It’s something of a nightmare amongst the healing circles. It’s extremely dangerous, extremely contagious, and no one knows of a cure yet.”

				“It’s foreign,” Grant said. “That and the symptoms are about all I know.”

				“You asked me about this when we first met,” I said, remembering suddenly. “Something about boils?”

				Grant nodded. “They’re very obvious, very hard to miss, so traders and travelers notice them, which is the only reason we heard about the disease link to begin with. When a town is stricken with a plague, the news travels along the roads fast. Which really could be Rourke’s sole reasoning right there. People tend to avoid a settlement that’s rumored to have a sickness passing through it. It makes them vulnerable to attack, being isolated from travelers.”

				“That’s a thought,” I said, mulling it over.

				“Burning bodies and clothing sounds more like what a healer would recommend to a plague zone,” Puck said softly, breaking through our conversation. “But…” He was silent again for a few moments, his brow knitted. Finally, with a sigh, he said, “I’d really need to know more about the disease.”

			

			
				“I don’t suppose you could look into it for us?” Grant asked, so hopefully it almost hurt.

				Puck looked hesitant. Extremely hesitant. He sat up slowly, putting his hands in his lap and chewing on the inside of his cheek. 

				I watched him for a few moments, the room entirely silent as we waited. At length I stood and walked over to him and put a hand on his shoulder.

				“I know you don’t want to get involved in this, Puck,” I said quietly, and the fox closed his eyes. “And I know…you’ve enough troubles right now. But, if you should happen to hear anything when you go talking to the healers you know in town…”

				“I’ll see what I can find,” Puck said after a further few moments. “But I’m not making any promises.”

				I gave the fox’s shoulder a squeeze then looked to Grant seriously.

				“What can I do?” I asked.

				“You can help with the grid search of the surrounding woodlands,” Grant said, reaching down and re-folding his map. “It’s a long-shot, but this bastard has to be encamped somewhere, and if we cover enough ground, we might get lucky.”

				“Let’s go then,” I said, grabbing my bow and quiver and my smaller traveling pack. “You tell me what ground hasn’t been covered yet, and I’ll be there.”

				“I’m going to send you primarily along the Serpent’s Ridge,” Grant nodded. “It’s a rocky area on the north bank of the river due west of here. I think you’d be best equipped to make good ground there, considering your mountain heritage.”

				“Sounds good,” I said, following him. I stopped when I was at the door and turned to look at the arctic fox, who was still sitting in bed, looking worried. “I’ll be back later tonight, Puck,” I promised. “For dinner. Will you be alright?”

				“I’ve been able to do business in this city for years without someone to hold my hand,” the fox assured me. “I’ll be fine. Best of luck.”

				I tried not to worry about him as I followed Grant out of the room and headed outside. But it was clear now, at this juncture, that our lives were going in very different directions. And I didn’t want to drag Puquanah down my own path when so much unresolved trouble still lay in his.
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				The day turned out to be unproductive, but at the very least, I got out of the city for awhile. Grant had ridden me to my search area before going off to his own, but with so few people surveying the vast wilderness surrounding Crossroads, it was no surprise that when we gathered at the end of the day at the appointed meeting site, no one had found anything particularly useful.

				Grant suggested we all share a meal and talk about what little we had found over a table somewhere, but I’d promised Puquanah I’d return to the Cock and Barrel for dinner, and I intended to keep to that promise. Which led to Magpie saying, with a lurid chuckle, that he wouldn’t mind eating with us as well, and Laesom seemed not to care where he ate at all. 

			

			
				The only hold-out was Grant, whom I hated to think might be hesitant because of the conversation we’d had earlier in the day…but I also almost wanted to think that. In the end, I’d assured him that eating together was probably for the best, no matter where it was. We’d at least get to share knowledge of the terrain.

				And that’s how, at around sunset, we all ended up back at the burlesque inn, sharing a meal of—admittedly good—pot pie, soup, and bread and talking about where we’d travelled throughout the day. The map was splayed out in the center of the table, Magpie going over the route he’d taken along the river that day past several small docks near settlements and outposts. He’d apparently talked to a lot of people as he went, which was more his specialty than tracking through the wilderness.

				Laesom had had little to say except that he hadn’t found them and seemed far more interested in his meal than anything else.

				And Grant was trying very hard to focus on the task at hand; I had to give it to him. But our surroundings were apparently not extremely conducive to his getting work done.

				And I was beginning to see what he’d been talking about earlier.

				“Delberez is poorly-defended,” the husky noted, leaning his muzzle against his palm as he traced a finger along one of the marked diamonds on the map. “It’s just a trade-post-turned-small-settlement, and they’ve no garrison, no local militia, but a lot of goods go through there. They’d be ripe for the picking.”

				 “Close to Crossroads though, aren’t they?” Magpie pointed out, “Rourke don’t like to get that near a garrison—”

				Both of the men’s heads slowly turned as a delicate black paw settled on Grant’s shoulder and a young, amply-endowed spotted skunk leaned down over him, blinking her large brown eyes down at the map. This was about the sixth or seventh time one of the girls in the inn had “casually leaned” against the husky, and I wondered irately what excuse this one might make to garner his attention.

				“Planning out your world conquest, boys?” she asked with a far-too-silken voice, spoken far too close to the husky’s ear for my liking. My pawpads itched for a bow I didn’t currently have on me. The inn didn’t allow us to be armed in the main area.

				“Just…conducting business,” Grant said carefully, clearing his throat and obviously trying to be polite, but he edged his shoulder away from her hand before she got it under his collar. I suppressed a growl. It’s not that I was envious. The man wasn’t mine to claim in any sense. But he was a companion, and these women were clearly making him uncomfortable.

			

			
				The last few had apparently been smart enough to catch on that their attentions were not desired, but this one proved to be more determined. She sidled her way into the chair at the husky’s side, crossing one shapely leg over the other and sweeping her long, elegant tail dangerously close to what looked to be his lap.

				“A-Alright,” Grant said with a slight shove of his chair. “Please, miss…I’m really not looking to…hire…if that’s your intention here.”

				The skunk gave a sly smile that made my stomach turn. “Then you’re in the wrong place, sweetheart. Are you certain? Because you don’t seem entirely disinterested to me,” she said with another flick of her tail, leaning forward enough that her ample chest seemed poised to spill out of that ridiculous top she was wearing. It was obvious where every man’s eyes were falling, and even Grant wasn’t immune to that apparently. 

				I don’t know why or where it came from or what in the gods’ names was passing through my head, but at that moment I snarled something out in Katuk that I’d never before said in my life. It was a particularly terrible bit of profanity my husband had reserved for me on days his regular insults weren’t vile enough to match his mood.

				Apparently the woman’s knowledge of Katuk was poor, because although she turned to regard my snapped comment, the empty stare suggested she didn’t understand a word of it. Laesom, and apparently Grant, did, however, and both were gaping at me like I’d torn the head off the woman.

				She seemed to get the point though, and gave me a bit of a glare before shoving herself up and sauntering off. 

				Magpie called after her, spreading his arms wide and gesturing at himself. “C’mon now, sweet’art…I’ve got a lap!” 

				I followed the retreating woman with a long, angry stare, ensuring she was gone before I fixed my gaze back on my food and dug my spoon into my soup like it was the damned skunk’s eye.

				When I looked up, swallowing a spoonful of soup, Grant and Laesom were both still looking at me. Suddenly defensive, I gestured to the map. 

				“This is important,” I insisted. “We don’t have time for…overly-enthusiastic prostitutes.”

				The men seemed to agree, albeit in reserved tones, like they were afraid of inciting my wrath. I decided that was alright.

				“Hey now, if it ain’t the prim’n proper Marshal, muckin’ about with us low-lifes!” I heard a familiar, jovial voice announce himself from behind us. I didn’t even need to look to know it was Ransom, but I did. He was sauntering our way, and though I’d expected there to be a woman on his arm…he was actually being trailed by a subdued-looking fox instead.

				I stood and pulled out the chair at the table I’d saved for Puck. His ears twitched towards me when he heard it move, and he reached out a hand for me. I had to help him navigate his way to the table, which felt unusual for some reason. Despite the fact that I’d been traveling with a blind man for months now, it was easy to forget he couldn’t see sometimes. In the wild, in our camp, he was so at home, so resistant to being helped. But here in the city, he just couldn’t pick his way through his surroundings as well.

			

			
				Ransom grabbed and shoved a chair noisily towards the unoccupied end of the table next to Grant. He leaned back, dropping a heavy pack down beside him and gesturing to the husky’s drink.

				“You gonna finish yer ale?” 

				“Oh, I’ll just order another. Have at it.” The husky waved a hand, looking back down at the map.

				Ransom grabbed up the drink, finishing it off without taking a breath then rolling his shoulder with a grimace. “Long bleedin’ day, but the sellin’s good. Lotta traders hungry for furs this year.”

				I looked to Puck, who was being extremely quiet. Not that that was particularly unusual for him, but he hadn’t even said anything to me yet, and he looked troubled. 

				“Seems like you found Ransom,” I said, hoping to spark the fox back to life.

				“Hm? Oh, yes,” he said, snapping out of his reverie. “I ran into him in the trade district, and we thought we’d walk back together.”

				“That’s good,” I said at length, expecting he’d say more.

				“Mnnh,” the fox murmured, again slipping back into silence. 

				Something was entirely off about the fox’s demeanor, and for once I suspected it had little to do with Ransom. The coyote was here after all, he had no woman on his arm, and the two men had presumably spent at least some portion of the day together. It was entirely possible even that the meeting in town hadn’t been accidental. There was no denying that Ransom was, despite being an incorrigible ass, very protective of the fox. I didn’t think it was coincidence he’d happened upon Puck just in time to escort him back to the inn.

				Puck should have been, at the very least, in better spirits than he had been when I’d left him. But he seemed immensely worse somehow. He looked…afraid. I knew dread when I saw it…I’d seen a lot of desperation in my life.

				Something was very wrong. The last time I remembered Puck looking like this was when I’d brought Ransom back from the river.

				The men were conversing behind us, their voices blending together almost in a blur. My attention was fixed solely on Puquanah and the nameless fear behind his pale eyes. 

				“Puck,” I pressed quietly. “Please tell me what’s wrong.”

				I heard the conversation behind us lull at that until everyone at the table seemed to notice the dark mood of the fox, and then no one was talking…and all eyes were on him.

			

			
				Puck seemed to feel it, even if he couldn’t see it. He dug his claws nervously into the edge of the table, tilting his muzzle down, apparently unable, or perhaps unwilling, to speak.

				“Puck, please,” I said emphatically. “Talk to me.”

				“I know…” he began, before pausing a moment, then more quietly continuing, “I think I know…where the raiders will strike next.”

				If the conversation at the table hadn’t already ended, that comment would have silenced it completely. Even Laesom, who’d not even been interested by the incident with the skunk, looked up at Puck’s words. And Grant was staring expectantly at the fox, looking hopeful.

				“But I don’t want to tell you all,” the fox said, letting out a breath and looking frightened. “Because I know you’ll all…go there. And you can’t. You mustn’t.”

				“If you know something about where Rourke might strike, you have to tell us,” Grant insisted. “Please. A lot of innocent people will die if we don’t stop this man.”

				“I can’t,” Puck said, his voice cracking.

				“Why?” the rat demanded, narrowing his eyes. “Don’t you give a damn about what that man will do if we can’t stop him? Or do you not care because now he’s targeting our towns?”

				“Magpie—” Grant said with a sigh, trying to diffuse an argument before it began. Wisely. The rat’s anger only seemed to be making Puck shrink more into himself.

				“No, to hell with him!” The rat gestured with a hand at the fox. “He knows somethin’, and he won’t cough it up cuz he don’t want us doin’ anything about it? What the hell kind of reason is that?!”

				“He ain’t one of your men, rat,” Ransom growled a warning. “He don’t got to work for you! I made tha’ perfectly clear when we first started travellin’ with you folk, so don’t you go forcin’ his hand now. No one but you mad bastards wants to get involved in this mess, and he’s in his rights to tell you t’fuck off if he wants to!”

				“We don’t need to involve him,” Grant insisted, again trying to cut between the burgeoning argument, “if he’d tell us what he knows, we’ll investigate it ourselves, and no one ever need know where our source came from.”

				“You can’t protect him,” Ransom snarled. “You can’t even find this otter! How in the hell can you promise him he won’t get involved? No. No, I ain’t lettin’ this happen. This’s exactly what I was worried ‘bout a’the start—” 

				“Ransom, calm down,” I said, trying for once to join Grant in playing the mediator, but the coyote was off and running, and nothing stopped him when he was being defensive of the fox.

				“Y’all are gonna roll us up into this bloody hunt o’yours,” Ransom snapped. “A hunt we ain’t got no place bein’ a part of. And yer gonna guilt us fer not wanting to throw our lives away? Hell no! This ain’t our fight! I’m not watchin’ y’all torment him over this—”

			

			
				“Stop!” the fox suddenly shouted.

				And we did. Every voice at the table, even Ransom’s, came to a silent halt at that. Puck looked overwhelmed but clearly ready to say something. And by the look of it, it was something important.

				“I’m not scared for myself!” the fox insisted hoarsely. “I know how to handle disease. But none of the rest of you do, a-and…” He leaned over the table, putting his head in his paws. When he spoke again, his voice was so soft, even I had to strain to hear him over the din in the room, and I was sitting right beside him.

				“I know,” he said, frightened, “that you’re going to go to this place…to help these people. Or at least try to. And I’m afraid you’re all going to get ill, because not a one of you knows a damned thing about a plague or how to avoid it or…what to do if you’re infected. Gods forbid…”

				The table was silent following his words, clearly not a one of us knowing what to say. Of all the things I’d expected might be causing the fox’s distress, fear of disease honestly hadn’t been one of them. It should have been, considering what we discussed earlier in the day.

				“And I know you’ll go anyway,” the fox murmured. “And I’m so afraid for you, I just…don’t want to tell you. If you all die, it will be my fault for finding out about this.”

				Grant was the first to speak after another noticably long silence.

				“You’ve found a town stricken with the Seer’s Fever?” he asked, but it was clear he already knew the answer.

				The fox nodded silently, letting one hand fall to the table before continuing. “I talked to the Physician in town today. At length. There’s a town…eighteen miles downriver…called Serahaven. It’s on the river. It’s small, barely even a stop for traders. And they’re in the midst of a terrible outbreak of this disease.”

				“You’re certain?” Grant asked intently.

				Puck nodded again. “He’s been there. He’s seen it. He did what he could for some of the best cases. It’s not always a fatal disease, especially for those who are young and strong enough to endure it.”

				“Tell us whatever you can then,” Grant insisted, although he did so calmly and soothingly. “And we’ll follow your instructions and be sure we don’t contract anything while we’re there.”

				“It’s a complicated disease,” Puck said, running his claws through the fur along the back of his head. “It can spread a number of ways…like a pox but also like cholera. Do you have any idea how to avoid exposure to…either of those?”

				The resounding silence at the table confirmed his suspicions. I felt entirely outside my element. I’d prepared for what I’d thought to be all possibilities in my pursuit of Methoa. Tracking, stealth, archery, even some hand-to-hand combat and acquainting myself with the Otherwolf tongue. But disease…I’d never even thought…

			

			
				“We have to go,” Magpie said, leaning back in his chair. “I mean, if there’s even a chance. This is the first lead we’ve had in ages. Just prepare us the best you can. We’ll…what…wash often? Don’t let ‘em cough on us. Whatever we have to do.”

				“People with Seer’s Fever don’t cough,” Puck said, giving a ragged sigh and finally looking up. “It’s not a disease that attacks the lungs. And it can’t be spread by air. But it’s extremely contagious via the fluids of the people who are ill with it, and unfortunately both of its primary symptoms cause a lot of fluid loss.”

				He held up a paw, counting off on his fingers. “It starts like a flu, like many illnesses…or like food-poisoning. That’s what a lot of people believe it to be in the beginning. You can’t hold food down; you can’t keep enough water in you. People die of thirst in some of the worst cases, because nothing will stay inside them.”

				The expressions passing around the table were a mixture of worry and disgust, and clearly every person’s mind was beginning to grip the nature of Puck’s distress.

				“But that’s just the first part,” Puck continued. “Then the boils come. They rarely kill, but they bring on a fever that can. And they have a tendency to burst and seep…more fluid. That’s primarily how the disease has spread. Clothing, blankets, anything porous that’s been exposed to the disease.”

				“You’re talking about this plague like it’s a livin’ thing,” Magpie said, curling his lip as he digested what Puck was saying.

				“Just because we cannot see it doesn’t mean it isn’t physically there somehow,” Puck said. “A disease isn’t like a natural disaster; it isn’t a random event. It is an infection; it is something that enters the body, leaves the body, and can then infect others. And just like any other physical thing, it can be avoided. But…”—he looked down—”this disease is hard to avoid if you’re in an infected area. It permeates almost everything.”

				“And it can’t be treated?” Grant asked with a grim expression.

				“It can be to a certain extent,” Puck said with a sigh. “Only about half of the people exposed to it actually contract the boils and the fever. And only about a quarter of the people who contract the full disease die from it. But the Physician said the less dangerous symptoms, the loss of fluids and bowel control, have killed more people than they rightly should have, because so many towns simply don’t have a healer who knows how to treat patients. Tribal villages use…spiritual healing and herbal teas, even sweat lodges…when all people really need is…water. Regardless of how quickly your body purges, you need to keep drinking. Most people can survive losing fluids just fine, provided they’re replenished.”

			

			
				“But the boils—” the rat said.

				“The boils don’t kill,” the fox said. “It’s the fever that kills. And…he thinks it’s the fever that causes the madness as well.”

				“Madness?” at least three of us asked.

				Puck nodded. “In a few rare cases, people will survive the disease, survive the boils, survive the fever, and recover…changed. Sometimes it’s just an odd tick, or a personality change, but…sometimes it’s as bad as deranged, nonsensical madness. The Physician I spoke to said they took apart some corpses in the school he studied in in Amuresca—”

				“That’s vile,” Grant said, horrified.

				“It’s the only way to see what’s happened inside an afflicted person’s body,” the fox said impatiently. “Otherwise we’re left to guess.”

				“The body must be whole for the soul to ascend to its next life,” the husky insisted, before quirking his jowel a moment and arching an eyebrow, clearly trying to remember something. “Or…something like that. Right? My memory of the scripts is poor.”

				“I dunno what God thinks of it,” Magpie muttered, “but it sounds a bit too much like what our raider friend’s been doin’ for my tastes. Takin’ apart people’s bodies…”

				“Rourke is fixated on this disease,” Puck said certainly. “The more I’ve heard about him, the more I’m certain. And the Physician I spoke to thinks so too. I think he’s doing what the surgeons in Amuresca do…if in a very unrefined way.”

				“Why on earth?” Grant asked, horrified.

				“Because the last part, the madness, is the only thing no one seems to understand,” Puck said. “They’ve been trying to treat the disease in Amuresca; it’s actually more prevalent there since it comes primarily from the new lands to the South they’ve been trying to colonize.”

				“One more bloody gift from our merciful overlords across the pond,” Magpie muttered.

				“Something is wrong with the minds of the men who’ve suffered the disease and gone mad,” Puck continued.

				“Well, clearly,” Grant said.

				“No, I mean physically!” Puck said, exasperated. “Something is wrong; something happens to their minds. It’s like their heads are just…cooked…by the fever. It’s not well-understood yet.”

				“This is all…very interesting,” the rat said with a sigh, putting his elbows on the table. “But it don’t help us. We’ve got a lead. And accordin’ to you, fox…it’s a good one. I agree honestly,” he said, looking to Grant. “The disease link’s the only one we’ve got so far. This is worth followin’ up. The grid search ain’t getting’ us anywhere, but we can continue it while we stand guard at this town. We can bring in the men from the garrison real quiet-like…surprise Rourke. If he comes knockin’, bang, we’re there, and we’ve got the manpower to take’m down.”

			

			
				The husky nodded. “We can’t ignore this. Even if it turned out to be nothing, we’d be remiss not to follow up on it. And I’ve a feeling it’s not nothing this time. I’ll get the men from the garrison together in the morning.”

				“You’re all going to die,” Puck said, pounding his fist down on the table. It was a weak strike, reflecting the helplessness in his blind eyes. “You don’t know how to handle this!”

				“Then tell us how,” Grant coaxed. “We’ll listen to whatever you have to say, and follow your every instruction.”

				“No, you won’t,” Puck said, putting his head in his hands again, his small ears tipping back. “You’ll try, but you’ll forget something, or…you’ll not think of something, or one of your men will make a mistake…”

				I’d not spoken throughout the entire conversation, unwilling to do so unless I’d had something useful to offer. But I had never been a healer, had never learned what Puck had learned, and unlike the others, I wasn’t willing to fight him or argue with him in an area in which I knew myself to be ignorant. I knew that everything the fox was telling us now was based on knowledge he’d painstakingly gathered throughout his life, through real experience healing and treating illnesses. And if he said we’d not be able to avoid this disease without his knowledge, I believed him.

				I couldn’t hunt Methoa’nuk if I were ill or dead. I’d be wasting the chance Crow had given me. And I couldn’t let Grant and the others go off to do this without me. So I finally spoke, and said something I’d been hoping I wouldn’t have to say. And by the look on his face, Puck had been expecting it.

				“Then…come with us, Puck,” I said quietly but resolutely. “Come with us and help us.”

				“Like Hell!” Ransom predictably barked from his end of the table. “What in the hell are you thinking asking him that, cat?”

				“Ransom, it’s his choice,” I said as calmly as I could.

				“No it bloody ain’t!” the coyote growled, standing from his chair and stabbing a finger across the table towards me. “You know him. You know he’s a goddamned bleeding heart, and you’re countin’ on it! You may as well tie’is paws and drag him!”

				“Now hold on here,” Grant interjected. “No one is forcing anyone here—”

				“Cork it, husky!” the coyote snapped at the other canine then leveled his gaze back at me. “She knows exactly what she’s doin’.”

				“If Puck wants to come, it’s his choice,” I stated back unflinchingly at the coyote, letting him know I was not afraid of his shouting. I’d seen him throw many a tantrum in the time I’d known him, and I wasn’t for a moment going to let him intimidate me now. “You can’t dictate what he does any more than we can.” 

			

			
				I looked back to the fox, who seemed resolute but still terrified. “And I think,” I said in a quieter tone, “he was decided before he even came here to tell us this.”

				Puck’s eyes fell to the table. It was a few moments in coming, but eventually he nodded.

				Ransom’s glare slowly slackened to an expression of disbelief, and then he just shook his head, looking down.

				“I knew,” he said, his scar turning up with his muzzle in an angry snarl, “knew bringin’ you into our lives was a mistake, woman! We don’t need none of this bleedin’ awful in our lives, least of all now!”

				“Why?” I demanded stoically. “Because you’re worried about him? Or because you have your own monster to chase, and you want him to come along with you instead?”

				The coyote’s muzzle peeled back for a moment to reveal one of his canines, and I knew I’d struck a nerve. 

				It was Puck that averted what likely would have been an unforgivably ugly response from the angry canine, speaking up in his usual, soft tone. But he sounded determined.

				“I’m not just doing this for her, Ransom,” the fox said. “I thought about it a lot, after I talked to the Physician today. He isn’t willing to take the risk to help these people any further. Nearly the entire town is infected. It’s a small town, but there are over forty souls there…some of whom will die needlessly.”

				He looked up, clearly trying to look towards the coyote, but his gaze was blank as it had ever been. All the same, there was a quiet intensity there in his clouded eyes that I felt a powerful pang of respect for.

				“I’m a healer,” he stated softly. “Even if…I haven’t the powers of the spirits…I can still help people. And if I can…I must. The oaths I took were to myself, not just to ‘gods’ and ‘spirits’. I understand how Shivah and Grant and his men feel. I couldn’t live with myself if I did nothing for these people.”

				“I can’t—” the coyote began, then cut himself off, shoving back his chair and turning around, running a paw over the ragged scruff along the back of his neck. He kept his back turned from us for quite some time, before turning and gesturing at the fox angrily, but somehow helplessly.

				“I can’t…protect you…from a bloody disease,” the coyote said, a harshness in his throat when he finally managed the words.

				“It’s not actually the disease that worries me the most,” Puck said. “Not if I’m there. I know what to avoid. If you’ll listen to everything I say,” he said pointedly to Grant, “I’m confident I can keep you all from being infected. We’ll keep all the sick in one place, and only I’ll treat them, with the help of those who are infected, but still physically able to be of assistance. I…I think I’ll be able to handle forty people with a little bit of help…” He said it was like he was trying to sound confident, but I could hear the uncertainty in his voice.

			

			
				“What I’m concerned most about is that we’re right,” Puck continued, “and that the attack will come. This man Rourke terrifies me. I don’t entirely understand his motivations, aside from a fascination with this plague, and I know even less about defending myself and forty ill people from a madman with a devoted following of murderers.”

				“That’s why we’ll be there,” Grant said, and he did sound confident. “If you can keep my men healthy, we’ll keep the town safe.”

				“He won’t come at us direct…” Magpie murmured thoughtfully. “Especially if he notices us there. In fact, if he knows we’ve got a garrison there, he might turn tail and run as soon as he figures he can’t take the town, and we’ll lose our chance…”

				“We’ll run patrols,” I spoke up. “Scouts in the surrounding woods and a lot of eyes on the river.”

				“Aye, we can withdraw the garrison to a good hiding spot in town if we know he’s near,” Grant nodded. “Catch him by surprise. Make this the spot we finally stand our ground against this monster.” He stabbed his finger down on the map, making his point. “End this finally.”

				“You’re all mad!” Ransom interrupted our swell of confidence, his tone dark and final. “D’you know how long that otter’s been killin’ folk in these parts? And ain’t no one been able to stop him yet. He’s too goddamned smart for yer stupid-ass ‘plan’, he’s got two dozen men who’ve proven they know how t’avoid y’all in the past, and scouts even I ain’t seen or heard ‘til they’re right up on me. What in the hell makes y’all think you can get the drop on him, when until now y’haven’t even been able to find him?”

				“Because we have to,” I said firmly. “Because that town will be depending on us. We can’t allow this to happen under our watch.”

				“That’s the most ignorant goddamned logic I’ve ever heard!” the coyote exclaimed. “Y’all oughta’ be ashamed of yourselves! If you wanna throw your lives away, that’s your bloody choice! But y’ain’t draggin’ Puck down with you!”

				“I’m going, Ransom,” Puquanah said definitavely, if still not raising his voice.

				“What about the fact that this bastard always seems t’know where y’are?” Ransom demanded. “What if he finds out about yer plan somehow? Are you even considerin’ for a second that shit might not go the way you’re plannin’? Or are y’all really that bleedin’ arrogant?”

				“We don’t have a choice, Ransom!” I said, and I wasn’t afraid to raise my voice. “This town’s likely to be hit whether or not we’re there. We have to take the chance and do something, or a lot of people are going to die.”

				“They ain’t my people!” the coyote snapped. “That don’t matter to me!”

				“It matters to me!” Puck said, finally raising his voice over the din and even over Ransom. When the fox tried, he could summon quite a voice. I saw more than one head outside our own group turn even. And Ransom shut his muzzle, giving a torn, frustrated look the fox’s way. 

			

			
				But Puck wasn’t backing down. I hesitated to credit myself with the fox developing a backbone against the coyote, but…he’d certainly been less afraid of speaking his mind since the talk we’d had those weeks ago.

				Maybe it was all him. It was hard to say. Maybe it was the completely abhorrant way Ransom had been treating him of late. Maybe he’d just finally reached the limit on his tolerance.

				Whatever it was, I was proud of him.

				Ransom had run out of words. And when Ransom ran out of words, he made noises. Feral, angry noises. He also threw and slammed on things, which was exactly what he did, pounding a fist on the table and kicking his chair into it, the force of the wood slamming against the edge of the table and toppling the chair over onto its side. Conversation in the few tables around us came to a jarring halt, and several customers and the women serving them looked our way warily.

				But Ransom had apparently decided he couldn’t be in our company anymore and began to stalk off.

				“Where are you going?” I demanded of the canine, not letting him leave Puck again without at least an explanation as to where to find him.

				“Veronica!” the coyote bit out, but I wasn’t certain it was even directed at us. He was heading towards the madame, who was at the far end of the room near the bar. As the activities around us resumed their pace from before Ransom’s outburst, I lost sight of him in the crowd.

				I saw Puck droop, saw the indecision in his eyes. His tail twitched and curled, and I knew he was considering getting up.

				“Don’t,” I said quietly to the fox, who turned to regard me with a desperate look. “Just let him go for now,” I insisted. “Let him get it out of his system. He’ll never let you go alone.”

				The fox hesitated a few moments then just gave a slow nod. I put a hand on his shoulder, trying to comfort him. But sometimes, no matter how much you care about someone, you can’t relieve a pain caused by another.

				That about ended the night. Grant and his men had to return to the barracks, and I was all too happy to let them go. We parted ways, Grant promising to come again in the morning when we’d gather our forces and make for this town.

				The night had ended on such a dark, horrible note, I’d thought that by the time I wearily turned in to try and get some rest in an uncomfortable, unfamiliar bed with a companion who was as mired in his own fears and doubt as I was mine, the awful events of the day had at least come to a close.

				I was wrong.
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				I had a nightmare that night. I dreamt that the spirits of thunder came pounding at our door and we were trapped inside the small room while the mighty bison herd that stampeded through the heavens circled us. Ashowa’kamtik, the great white bison who snuffed lightning, led the charge. No matter how I hid—the same way I had when I’d been a child and heard thunder, hid myself under the blankets, terrified—still they circled. Trapping us in this tiny little room.

				When I came to with a start, I half expected there to be a storm brewing outside our window…I’d often dreamt of the spirits of thunder in the past when I slept through a storm…but instead what I heard were three sharp raps at the wooden door. And there’d probably been more I’d slept through.

				Puck was already out of bed and pulling on his breech cloth, stumbling towards the door. He was, of course, no more blind in the dark, so he probably ended up navigating the room better than I would have in the end.

				“Puck?” I murmured sleepily. “Who—”

				“I don’t know,” the fox replied, opening the door.

				Standing behind it in a night shirt and little else was a woman that looked just familiar enough that I could pick her out as one of the workers here. An Otherwolf of some variety with chocolate-brown fur and draping ears. The look on her face was immediately worrying.

				Puck asked her something in Otherwolf that for the first time I was actually able to pick out most of. Primarily because it was so obvious. He was asking her what was wrong.

				The woman babbled at him quickly in the Amurescan tongue too fast for me to follow, but I caught one thing for certain. Ransom’s name. 

				“Yhet?” Puck replied, interrupting her in the middle of her worried tirade. He sounded alarmed now too. “Es shi hart?”

				The woman nodded quickly, gesturing down the hallway, and Puck immediately strode back into our room and went for his bag, reaching over to the table to shove a few things he’d discarded earlier in the day back into it.

				“Puck,” I shoved my legs out of bed and unsteadily pushed myself up, forcing the sleep from my eyes with the back of my hand. “What’s going on?” I persisted.

				“Come with me,” the fox said as he finished shoving the last of his things into his pack and shouldered the strap, “and…bring your knife.”

				“What?” I blinked, shocked. But I was already going for it. If Puck wanted me armed, there was clearly good reason.

				“Just…so he sees you have it,” Puck said with some obvious difficulty. He held out a paw, as if cautioning me. “Just make it obvious you’re armed. Don’t…please try not to…use it.”

				“What happened to Ransom?” I demanded, tying my belt’s bindings at my side and shoving my knife prominently into the front. It felt odd arming myself over my underclothes, but I had no time to change into my leather tunic right now.

			

			
				“Nothing happened to him,” the fox said, his tone clipped and concerned as he made for the door. “It’s what he did…”

				The woman took us almost all the way down the hallway and around a corner to another before I saw the coyote. The hallways here were lit throughout the night with the occasional small lantern, giving the red walls a flickering, eerie appearance. I’m certain it had been meant to be more “romantic”, but given the mood tonight, it was anything but.

				Ransom’s tall, lanky, strong figure was easy to pick out even in silhouette. The distinctive chip in his ear, the notch towards the end of his tail where a scar had caused a jagged chop out of the fur to not grow…and the pale outline of the scar across his muzzle. But the way he was standing was utterly unlike him.

				The coyote was shirtless and slumped against the wall, still standing but barely, like his legs would hardly support him. His hands were pinned to the wall like he needed it to keep him standing, and I might have thought for a moment that he was just drunk except for the strange, wide-eyed—I daresay terrified—look on his face. It reminded me of when he’d been stumbling through the woods on our way back from the river…his eyes weren’t really fixed anywhere. It was as though he were seeing past us to something that wasn’t there.

				We approached him cautiously, the woman behind us keeping nearly twenty feet of distance between herself and the coyote. There was a door open to his left and a sliver of light escaping from the room inside, suggesting someone still lay within. A female groan of pain confirmed the fact.

				Puck clearly wanted to go to the coyote, but even he looked wary. “Stay with him,” he bade me, and I nodded. “I’ll be right back. Do not let him leave.”

				He moved past me into the room, and when he did I more clearly heard the voice inside. It sounded like Veronica. Their voices were muffled, but hers was definitely pained.

				“Ransom?” I said softly, approaching the coyote with caution. Despite all warnings to the contrary, I actually didn’t feel threatened by the man at present. I’d been around Ransom when he was honestly a danger to the people around him. But the way he looked right now…reminded me more of a terrified child.

				Still, he’d clearly hurt someone. So I kept on-guard.

				The coyote was not responding to my attempts to speak to him or even really noticing I was present, so I risked moving a little closer and putting a hand on his arm.
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				He flinched and yanked away from me, and my hand went instinctively for my knife. But when I saw the terror in his eyes escalate at that, I slowly—very slowly—withdrew it and made it clear I was doing so.

				“Ransom,” I said as calmly as I could, raising my paws so that he could see them, “it’s me. Shivah. Please…you know me. You know me.”

				His eyes finally seemed to focus on me and fully take me in. I saw a bit of clarity return to them and hoped that meant that whatever was afflicting him, we’d gotten through the woods.

				But at that moment, Puck’s voice called to me from the room.

				“Shivah, I need you,” I heard him call, “please. I need some help with this.”

				I looked once more to Ransom, but he’d gone back to leaning against the wall, his gaze going blank and lost once more. I wasn’t sure if he’d snapped out of whatever had taken hold of him, but I was convinced now that, at the least, he was awake and somewhat cognizant.

				I headed into the room, a lavishly-decorated place that was thrice the size of mine and would have impressed me more by its array of colorful draperies and the enormous four-poster bed were it not for the situation.

				Veronica was sitting on the edge of the bed, almost entirely nude save a robe half-flung over her. She looked to be at the very least in a great deal of discomfort if not outright pain, and Puck had the robe half pulled back so that one of her arms was free of it. And I could immediately see why.

				Her left arm was limp and seemed cocked too far down…unnaturally so. There was also a sizable gash on the cougar’s head and a long bloodstain down the side of her face where it had seeped. Puck clearly hadn’t seen to that yet, but it looked superficial, so it probably wasn’t a priority.

				“Her shoulder has come dislocated,” the fox said, his small paws feeling up and around the larger cat’s joint. “I need you to help me pop it back in. This is going to take a bit of effort,” he said as I approached the two of them uncertainly, “but I’ll guide you…alright?”

				“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I said, concerned. “Could I hurt her worse?”

				“I won’t let you,” the fox assured me. 

				I looked to the pained woman, wanting very badly to help her, but uncertain I could. I’d hate to cause her any more distress than she was already clearly in.

				“This will hurt, Veronica,” Puck murmured empathetically. 

				“I’ve had three shots of strong whiskey, and I’d like the use of my bloody arm back,” the woman said through grit teeth. “I can deal with pain. Just do what you’ve got to do.”

				I put my hands where Puck showed me to, gripping her by the arm, the fox guiding my grip carefully around where it needed to be with his own paws. He instructed Veronica to lie down on her back, and then he moved over her, ensuring she was held in place for better leverage I could only imagine. When at last he seemed certain, he looked to me.

			

			
				“Pull, slowly, and move her arm outwards towards the door. Don’t ease up, just keep applying pressure until it pops back in. You’ll feel it, Veronica.”

				The cougar hissed between her teeth, “Just do it.”

				We did. The woman must not have been lying about her tolerance for pain, because she barely made a noise throughout the process, even though I could tell how much it discomforted her. I used what strength I had in measured amounts, not wanting to yank or overdo it, but it took a considerable amount of what I was capable of before I felt the pop we were waiting for. Veronica gave a gasp and let out a long breath, and so did I. 

				We helped the woman carefully back into bed afterwards, and then Puck began digging through his things to get his salve for the gash on her head. The cougar, meanwhile, gestured to me and then to her dresser.

				“See that glass?” she said, closing her eyes as she let her head fall back against the headrest.

				“…Yes,” I replied.

				“See the bottle?” 

				“Ah,” I sighed, understanding. I stood and moved over to the dresser and poured her some of the poison water she kept there, handing it to her good arm. 

				“The shoulder I understand, but how did you get the gash?” Puck murmured as he cleaned the wound.

				“When he flung me off the bed,” the woman said with a wince, downing the shotglass I’d poured for her and handing it back to me, “My head hit the edge of the dresser there. Bloody thing is sharp.”

				“Flung you off the bed?” I asked, shocked. “Ransom?”

				I’d known the coyote to be in a foul mood that day, and I’d known him to be an aggressive, angry man in the past. But I had honestly never thought him capable of harming a woman like this. Perhaps in combat, but—

				“He wasn’t in his right mind,” Veronica said with a sigh. “It was my own damned fault…”

				“If he was drunk and he hurt you, it was his fault,” I insisted, now growing angry.

				“It wasn’t the drink,” the cougar said in a bitter, regretful tone. “ He was fine all night. Aggressive, but that’s how I like—ah! Honey, careful with that paste o’yours; it burns.”

				“I’m sorry,” Puck murmured, focused on the gash. “I know it stings, but the salve keeps it from getting infected.”

				“Awful stuff,” the cougar said with a disgruntled snarl.

				 “What happened, Veronica?” Puck asked gently.

				The cougar went silent a few moments then looked over to me.

			

			
				“Get me s’more of that, would you, sweetheart?” she asked. I nodded and took the glass. Even if I hated the poison water the Otherwolves seemed so fond of, I wasn’t going to deny it to a woman in pain.

				“It’s embarrassing, really,” the woman said with a soft sigh. “He wasn’t sleepin’ well, and after the night we had, I figured…well you know, the boy just hadn’t got it all out of his sytem. I pride myself in erasin’ a man’s woes, you know. So that’s all I was trying to do. But he came to and…panicked.”

				I tried not to look as disapproving as I felt at the woman’s words. She honestly seemed proud of her abilities with men, and I suppose in the line of work she was in…well…who’s to say what constitutes a “craft”? 

				“I should’ve just waited until he woke,” she said, and I heard real regret there. “I thought he’d just enjoy being roused…more pleasantly.”

				Puck looked down, his ears tucking back against his fur. I knew by the look he wasn’t sharing with the woman that she’d made a grave mistake. And Puquanah, I suppose, would know. No one knew the coyote like he did.

				But of course, he couldn’t tell her that.

				“Ransom has…nightmares,” I said softly, speaking on what little I knew from the fox. 

				Veronica just nodded and looked to me with a wise pair of eyes. “I had a girl,” she said quietly, “who had the same…’nightmares’. It’s usually someone in the family…who done it to them.” She closed her eyes and leaned her head back again as Puck finished tending to her wound and cleaning her fur.

				“World’s a vile place sometimes,” the weary feline woman whispered.

				“Your wrist is fine,” Puck said, re-corking the clay container with his salve in it and putting it back into his pack. “I think it’s just badly bruised.”

				“Boy has a strong grip,” Veronica sighed.

				“You’re lucky nothing was broken,” Puck murmured. “This could have been worse. But…Shivah’s right; it wasn’t your fault. I’m really sorry. Are you—”

				“I could have him arrested,” the woman said with a sigh, finally opening her eyes. “But I won’t. But—and I’m sorry—he has to leave. I can’t run the risk of him hurting my other girls, even if by accident.” 

				“I understand,” Puck nodded. “We’ll pack up and go immediately.”

				 Veronica looked towards the open doorway then gave a soft sigh. “Tell him I’m sorry when he comes out of it, would you? The girls are really going to miss him.”

				We left the cougar in her room, recovering from her ordeal, and when we stepped outside, Ransom was still where I’d left him. Even the sight of Puck apparently wasn’t enough to rouse him from his thoughts. I couldn’t even imagine what they were at the moment…but he seemed utterly lost in them.

				This time it was Puquanah who approached him, and he did so utterly without fear. But then, how many other nights had the fox dealt with the coyote like this? Even when we’d been camping together, they’d shared their own tent, shared their own world, and I’d never been a part of such private moments.

			

			
				Ransom made it easy to forget sometimes, with all of his wildly inappopriate, maddening behavior, that he was an immensely damaged man. And that was really the only description I could think of to describe the coyote as a person. Damaged. Something truly terrible had carved out pieces of him long ago, and I feared he’d lost more than memories. Without knowing the cause, it was impossible to say what the fix was…if there even was one.

				The fact that we were helpless to stem the tide of whatever pain he was suffering had to be even more difficult to endure for Puck, both because of how he felt about the coyote and his devotion to healing. I honestly wasn’t certain who amongst the two men I felt worse for, but the situation all-around was just…terrible. And if anything, it had gotten worse since I’d known them.

				“Ransom?” The fox murmured, moving up to him. The coyote still wasn’t responding, but unlike with me, when Puck gently put his hands on the canine’s arms, he didn’t flinch back. I kept my hand at the hilt of my knife, wary for any signs that the far larger man might snap and hurt the small fox. Although to be honest, I wasn’t certain I’d have the nerve to use the knife on him if he did. Gods, how did you deal with a person who was out of their mind? It wasn’t even as though any of this was his fault…but he couldn’t be allowed to hurt anyone else.

				Puck proved to be braver and more determined than I would have been in his place though, and he slowly wrapped his arms around the coyote’s slim form and held him for a few moments.

				“We have to go, Ransom,” the fox murmured against his chest. “Alright? We have to leave now.”

				Finally, miraculously, the man spoke.

				“Veronica is…alright?” He asked hoarsely.

				Puck nodded. “She’ll be fine. You didn’t hurt her…badly. But we have to go now. Okay?”

				Slowly the coyote turned his muzzle down to address the fox, his eyes coming back into focus over the course of a few moments. And at length he nodded.

				“Yeah,” he rasped, “let’s go.”

				


			



			
				Chapter 15 Deception

				We spent what was left of the night gathering our things together and heading out into the unusually empty streets to wait until morning. I had to admit, I preferred the city at night and in the early morning, before it became crowded. The buildings stood like monuments to the Otherwolves’ crafting skills, and without the discomfort and wariness I experienced whenever surrounded by so many people I didn’t know, I was actually able to admire them. 

				This place really was incredible. Even if it wasn’t the way I would wish to live, one had to appreciate the industriousness of a people who could put together one, let alone so many, of these settlements. They used the river as a trade route, tilled the land to grow their crops, and cleared the forests to raise animals and to build their homes, and they were doing so at an alarming rate if what little I’d seen along the road was any indication. From everything I’d heard, when I was a kitten, this town had barely existed. There were rumors the Otherwolves had come, were establishing themselves over the river…and then rumors that they’d built a town.

				What had apparently followed was this massive settlement, and enough towns in the surrounding countryside that we were having trouble deciding which ones Rourke might hit. And now they were settling every scrap of land near the river.

				Puck’s hypothesis that the Otherwolves had exhausted their own lands, and might soon do so to ours, had merit. It was hard to believe any peoples might be able to conquer the land entirely, but…if anyone had a chance, it was these people.

				What would that mean for my valley? For my people? My tribes were gone, but others remained. The valley people had been safe from the Otherwolf incursion, being so blocked in by the mountains. The only ones we’d seen until now had come along the river, and the valley had proven too inhospitable—or too difficult to tame—for them to settle the way they had these lands.

				But eventually, if things continued this way, wouldn’t they simply run out of land to claim? Every year, more men like Ransom and Jack took the chance to hunt, trap, and fish in our valley. And now this Trade Post had sprung up. When I was old, would my valley belong to them the way these lands had been claimed by them? What would that mean for my people?

				We couldn’t stop them. Just the glimpses I’d caught thus far of their lands, which were limited to this Crossroads and a few towns along the way, made me understand why the tribes had made the decision they had to ally with these people, even if there was little in it to be gained by us. These wolves who weren’t wolves were too many, had too many guns, and they were determined. For all my elders had said, their creative inventions, metal weapons, and stone houses had not seemed to turn them into a lazy people. Quite the contrary. This settlement was one of the busiest I’d ever seen.

			

			
				They were changing the world…changing the land. Making it their own. And I wasn’t certain what place my people would have in the Otherwolves’ world…if any.

				Life started early each day in this town. By the time we’d gotten our things together and taken our time preparing the mule, lanterns were being lit, people were beginning to go about the earliest chores in the buildings and surrounding yards, and I could already smell bread cooking on the wind from several of the inns in the area.

				“I’ll need to stop by the Physician’s place to get a few essentials I don’t usually carry,” Puck said quietly as we moved through the streets towards the garrison. I didn’t really know where else we could go without a room to wait in. We’d just have to join Grant earlier than expected today.

				I nodded, glancing briefly behind us to the still-silent coyote. He’s said very little since we’d left the Cock and Barrel, but he’d also given no further objections to the fact that Puck was very obviously preparing for the journey to Serahaven today. All the fire and loathing he’d had for the idea was still there, I was certain, but he’d been sedated by the events of the evening.

				Still, we had to talk about it. Because something important had been left in the air.

				I turned and stood in place, addressing the coyote.

				“Ransom,” I said calmly. “We’re going to the garrison to meet with Grant. And you know where we’re going from there. Are you coming with us?”

				The coyote narrowed his yellow eyes at me, but the anger there was subdued, likely out of guilt. Now he just looked frustrated…and a bit helpless. “I’m followin’ you, ain’t I?” he answered at length.

				“You don’t have to be a part of this,” I said.

				“Ain’t none of us got to be a part of this,” the coyote said matter-of-factly. “But you drug us in. So now I guess we are.”

				“You could stay behind in town and keep selling,” the fox said quietly from beside me, although he said it in a tone that suggested he hadn’t wanted to even offer the option. “Get your trading out of the way so that we can head back over the pass when this is all over, right away.”

				Ransom looked down at the fox for a few moments, his expression unreadable. For a second or two I thought he might actually accept Puck’s offer.

				“You two bastards’ll die without me,” he said in a rough voice. “So shut it, and let’s just go.” He shouldered his pack with a grunt and strode past us, muttering as he did, “M’ruttin’ tired o’talkin’ about it.”

				Puck looked after him, his expression, for the first time in several days, almost hopeful. Almost happy. I put a hand down on his shoulder, smiling softly.

			

			
				And then we continued on our way. Puck stopped in at a small residence that apparently belonged to the Physician in town. I never met the man; his “office” wasn’t actually open. Puck had to be let in by a housekeeper. He came out again around ten minutes later, presumably after getting whatever it was he needed, which he told me later were metal instruments used to surgically excise the worst boils, those that wouldn’t heal on their own. I was beginning to get an appreciation for how strong a stomach one might need for Puck’s profession. It certainly required a very strong individual…just not the sort of strength possessed by a warrior. It was something different altogether and something I most certainly lacked.

				By the time we made it to the garrison, it had grown light out and the city was fully coming to life. We weren’t permitted beyond the gates of the small fortress the troops were lodged within, so we simply waited outside.

				It was nearly three hours—three very silent hours—before I saw someone familiar amongst a group of men leaving the fortress. Namely the stocky, white and black furred figure of Connall, sans his horse at the moment, but joined by a group of at least twenty men who all seemed garbed similarly. And each and every man was armed.

				“Looks like they got a pretty sizable force,” Ransom said with grudging respect. “Guess your boy had some pull after all.”

				I made my way to the older Otherwolf, who was in the midst of giving the men orders by the look of it. He only noticed me after I’d stood behind him for a few awkward moments, and when he did, he turned slowly and regarded me with a scowl.

				“And what is it you want, woman?” he asked gruffly. “Wickham and the boys aren’t ready to move out yet.”

				I narrowed my eyes at him, confused. It was unlike him to be so unfriendly towards me; he’d actually gotten used to me over the last few weeks, and I thought I’d have built a decent rapport with the man, given my discovery at the last destroyed town. I was the whole reason they had a lead now at all.

				“We’ll wait then,” I said evenly. “But I thought I’d let you know we were here. That’s all.”

				“‘We’?” the Otherwolf said with a tired sigh then looked past me, grumbling, “Ah, right. The huntsman and your shaman. Very well. It doesn’t matter to me if they waste their time.”

				“Excuse me?” I said, bristling in defense of my friends. “Puquanah is a skilled healer who can tend to the people in town, and Ransom’s a very accomplished—”

				“Oh for God’s sa—I’m not putting down your comrades’ abilities,” Connall said with a weary sigh. “So lower your hackles. If anything, I think their skills are being wasted. They’d be better off using them for more industrious purposes than this fool errand.”

			

			
				“Preachin’ to the choir,” Ransom muttered from behind me.

				“And here I thought the coyote and I would never agree on anything,” Connall grunted, resting his rifle butt on the ground, leaning back against the fortress wall and crossing his thick arms over his midsection.

				“You don’t think Serahaven’s a target?” I asked him, now curious. The man was abrasive to be sure, but he seemed seasoned and experienced. His demeanor at the moment suggested he was in a poor mood, and the men dispatched at his side suggested we were still going, so…that must have meant Grant believed us, at the very least…enough to override Connall’s opinion of this plan.

				To be honest, though, if the older, more experienced canine was in doubt…it gave me doubt. Had we jumped to conclusions?

				“I don’t,” he muttered, confirming my suspicions. “We gave up on the disease link over a month ago when we found the Anukshen and Katoshen villages. There was no disease link there.”

				“Maybe those were isolated events,” I offered.

				“Rourke has been destroying settlements in the same way for, as far back as we can trace it, over five years now,” Connall stated firmly. “Every attack is meticulously planned and executed, and moreover, every attack has the same pattern. A man like that doesn’t break his formula. The disease link was promising, but it was a red herring. And so is this.”

				“It has to do with Seer’s Fever,” Puck insisted, finally speaking up. “I know it. There’s too much about these attacks that speaks of contagion control and knowledge of disease. He’s going about it in a violent, terrible way, but—”

				“I’m sorry, son,” Connall said with an irritated sigh, “but how long, exactly, have you been chasing criminals? Because I’ve been at this for twenty years. Men like Rourke don’t break their pattern. The man is deranged, but he’s methodical.”

				“This isn’t just about a criminal mind,” Puck insisted. “I think he’s a healer, or at least aspires to be one. Or perhaps he simply has a healer in his band. They have to have a very good knowledge of disease to hit these settlements and not contract the disease themselves. And everything they’ve done says to me that that’s exactly what they’re doing.” 

				Connall narrowed his eyes at the fox. “You’re the one who put this damned fool idea in Wickham’s head, aren’t you?”

				“Rourke is going to hit Serahaven,” the fox said certainly, narrowing his own eyes and looking remarkably determined for such a small creature. “If you want to stop him, this is the place to do so. You have to believe me.”

				“Well I don’t have a bloody choice in the matter,” Connall growled. “Wickham’s fixed on it now thanks to all of you, and now we’re wasting the unit we were granted to protect an out-of-the-way, unlikely target while that damned otter probably plots to take one of the fatter, more populated towns we aren’t keeping an eye on.”

			

			
				“We’ll keep up our patrols in the area,” I promised him. “I haven’t dismissed the idea of him hitting another town. We’ll keep as many eyes along the river and in the woodlands as we can.”

				“He won’t use the rivers,” Connall murmured. “He knows we have a lot of eyes there this time of year. He’s gone inland, and he’s going to be damned near impossible to track down now.”

				“Then it does us no harm to move our base of operations to Serahaven,” I insisted. “Grant himself said Rourke won’t come near Crossroads, so the further we are from here, the better. We’ll still continue looking for him…we’ll just keep a watchful eye on the plague town.”

				“If any of my men contract this bloody disease,” Connall said, pointing in Puck’s direction, “I’m holding you fully responsible, shaman. We’ve already got a hell of a task in finding that monster and bringing him down; we don’t need other threats to our men’s lives. If I lose one soul to that illness because of this blasted fool idea, I’ll see to it you never practice your witchcraft in these parts ever again. Is that understood?”

				For once, Ransom didn’t jump to Puck’s defense. He just stood where he was, looking like he didn’t want to agree with the Otherwolf…but did.

				“I’ll do my best,” Puck promised quietly. “But disease is not an enemy you can consistently defeat. Not without a cure.”

				“And there isn’t a cure for this disease…is there?” Connall asked knowingly. When Puck slowly shook his head, the Otherwolf did the same, spitting on the ground. “You’d better do better than your best, fox. Or a lot of good men are going to die needlessly.”

				Connall stalked off, back towards the group of men he’d been giving instructions to, and we remained where we were near the wall. I wasn’t certain I could hate the man for his feelings…many of them were valid.

				“No pressure though, Puck,” Ransom muttered bitterly.

				The fox leaned back against the wooden barracade, letting out a long breath and staring blindly forward, worry and encroaching panic written in his features.

				“It’ll be alright, Puck,” I said softly. “If anyone can do this, you can.” I looked up and glared at the coyote. “And you’re not helping, Ransom.”

				“The bloody pit bull makes some good points,” Ransom snapped. “This is a fool idea, and I don’t buy for a second that Rourke’s some kind of…mercy killer. It don’t fit the man I heard of. Th’bastard’s a merciless butcher. Y’all saw what he did to Shivah’s village!”

				I hung my head, balling my fists at my side. Even if it had been months ago, I could swear I caught the scent of rot at that moment. The memory was so strong, I’d never not.

				“Honestly I hope that ornery old bastard’s right. I hope nothin’ happens,” Ransom rumbled, staring off over the nearby streets, towards the mountain range in the distance. “Because I don’t wanna die fightin’ that otter. I got m’own monster. I don’t need yours.”
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				The journey to Serahaven was brief, less than a day in fact. But it was still one of the most nerve-wracking trips of my life. Every mile closer we got to this place brought us closer to dangers known and unseen, and all of us could feel it. 

				I wasn’t certain if Connall was right or if Puck’s suspicions were correct, but one thing I was absolutely certain of. Something terrible was afflicting this small settlement, and even if it wasn’t an enemy I could fight, I felt as strongly that I should be there as I felt about my hunt for Methoa. It wasn’t just that it was important to Puquanah…it felt important to me. And I couldn’t entirely say why, but I took that as a good sign.

				Crow had sworn his strength would be mine, and that might have been the feeling I had now. I felt hot, like a fire was simmering under my skin. I felt a great sense of foreboding, but also a great sense of purpose. And judging by the looks amongst many of the men’s faces, they felt the same.

				Grant in particular looked more determined, more serious than I had ever seen him before. It was so uncharacteristic of him; I found myself drawn to look his way even moreso than usual, expecting to see him acting jovial or joking with his men. But each and every time I did, that same intensity was there, that same narrow-eyed focus on the road ahead and the task before us.

				I won’t lie. It was alluring.

				Every time I found myself thinking of him this way since the dream, I’d looked for Crow. I expected him to be there in the trees, reminding me to stay focused. And sometimes I really did think I saw him.

				But even with the threat of the spirit hanging over me, this inclination towards the Otherwolf man hadn’t faded. And that was worrisome. I’d thought it a passing curiosity after the first few times I’d realized I didn’t…entirely dislike…his affections towards me. But now it was becoming downright distracting. And this was certainly no time to be distracted.

				This was no time to be thinking about this at all! Why was I thinking about this? Gods! I was acting like I was…

				I came to a full, dead stop in my tracks quite suddenly. And that’s when, at last, it hit me. A sudden, shocking realization, which should have been obvious to me weeks ago. It was late winter. We had all begun to shed our fur, a sure sign that spring was approaching.

				I wasn’t going mad. I was in heat.

				All at once, everything made sense and yet somehow immediately became immensely more complicated. It explained almost everything. My wildly fluctuating temper, the fact that I’d had trouble staying a comfortable temperature, my fixation and frustration with the one man in my life now to whom I might consider—

			

			
				I shook my head, banishing the thought before it took root. Grant was not my mate, would never be my mate, and in fact could not physically even be worth considering. We weren’t even the same kind! 

				And yet, wasn’t that precisely what I’d been considering that night on the mountain? Gods, I’d even nearly considered…I don’t even know. Something that would have been an enormous mistake if he hadn’t been a decent enough man to turn me down. Thinking back on it, I wasn’t even certain just what it was I’d said or how I’d said it, save that I’d give him permission to be…inappropriate.

				And what in the hell did that even mean? Why had I said it? Why had I nearly consented to it? What would have happened if he hadn’t been decent? 

				I wasn’t a foolish woman. I’d been a wife before. I knew what it was our bodies compelled us towards in our season. But that was most certainly out of the question, and useless besides, considering our differences in kind. And why was I overthinking this again? Oh, gods. I’d honestly been considering him as a mate, hadn’t I?

				It wasn’t my fault. On one hand, realizing this now alleviated some of my responsibility. I wasn’t just a fool; I wasn’t entirely to blame…my season had come, and that was much of what was compelling me. It wasn’t entirely within my realm of control.

				But it also wasn’t as though I couldn’t just fight the instinct. I’d gone through many a heat without throwing myself at a man, before and during my marriage. But before I’d been young and it had been easy to ignore. During, I’d been at Methoa’s whim, and he’d known and seized upon the opportunity all but immediately, which alleviated most of the symptoms, even if the process wasn’t pleasant.

				It was frustrating to think that even now, after all I’d fought for to establish my independence in the world, I could still be a servant to something so outside my control. But it was hardly as though men were any more immune. The desire to find a mate was shared by the sexes, and it was arrogant of me to presume I’d be above it now just because I was…what? No longer married, and practiced with a bow?

				No. I was still a woman. A normal, flesh-and-blood woman. Even if I spoke to spirits and was on a holy quest for a particularly vengeful one. At some point I’d forgotten that beneath the mission I was on, beneath my purpose in life, I was still that girl who’d once thought of men without fear, without distrust. And even if I’d pushed it to the deepest, most discarded parts of my mind, even if I didn’t consider it an important part of my life anymore…that normal, natural yearning was still there.

				The problem was, even if this…infatuation—and I hesitated to call it that, because that suggested that it was something I wanted—was primarily caused by the fact that I was in heat…What could I do about it?

			

			
				And moreover…was it? I honestly had begun to feel a real regard for the husky, even if he still infuriated and frustrated me. Even if his personality was one I normally would have found quite grating. There really was just something earnestly…good about him. He was hard to dislike. And I’d been trying.

				The answer ultimately was that I couldn’t know. I couldn’t know if every moment of fondness I’d had for the man over the last few weeks had been a real regard, or caused by this uncontrollable thing. It would be easy to say that, to relax now, to ignore everything I felt for him from this point on and equate it to my heat and nothing else. But I’d be lying to myself every time. Because I wasn’t sure.

				It certainly explained why I’d found myself staring at him so much though. 

				“Shivah,” I heard Puck murmur from beside me, snapping me out of my shocked trance. I glanced over at him quickly. He was standing right beside me and might have been for some time. He blinked up at me. “Are you alright?” he asked, concerned.

				“Yes, I’m…I’m fine,” I assured him. “Just thinking a lot.”

				The fox nodded, staring forward again. “Me too,” he admitted.

				“Puck?” I said after a long moment. The fox “looked” back up at me in the way he always did when he wanted you to feel he was looking at you to address you as you spoke. It almost hurt me to see him do it. I knew it was done entirely for our benefit, not his…and that was just…the way he was.

				I gave an emotional swallow, forcing back an odd swell of feelings. I don’t know where it had come from, but it nearly overwhelmed me. I felt like this moment in time mattered.

				“You’re the first man with whom…I can honestly say I’ve always been comfortable,” I said softly. “I really…care about you.”

				Puck smiled gently. “I love you too, Shivah,” he whispered.
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				“You ought not to come any further.”

				The warning was issued by an old, dour-faced mouse in brown robes, standing stoically on the small bridge that led over a shallow creek towards the town of Serahaven. I knew this only because Grant had read the sign a mile back that forewarned us the town was near. They’d scrawled something in red paint over the sign, which I imagined must have been a warning. Magpie had explained to me in a low tone that it was a symbol the Otherwolves’ church used to denote a plagued area.

				I stopped dead in my tracks, tilting my head to take the small, ancient creature in. From a distance I’d honestly thought he was a statue, and he’d not moved at our approach except to speak. He seemed firm on his feet, but that could have been because of the aid of the worn cane he was leaning on. And other than his obvious age, he didn’t seem ill.

			

			
				Grant glanced past the mouse to the barely visible tops of thatched roofs in the distance. The fog drifting in from the river was obscuring much of the town from view.

				“Is this Serahaven?” he asked.

				The mouse nodded sagely. “Yes,” he replied, “but as I said, this is no place for outsiders right now. Haven’t you seen the signs?”

				Grant nodded. “We have. That’s why we’re here actually. To administer aid.”

				The mouse seemed confused then looked past the husky towards his men. “You’re awfully well-armed to be from the church…”

				“I’m a UCN Marshal, sir,” Grant said, pulling his badge from his pocket and showing it plainly for the mouse to see. 

				The mouse didn’t seem impressed. If anything, he began to look more wary. “And what do the Marshals want with us?” he asked uncertainly. “If there’s a criminal in our midst, I assure you, he’s about to meet his maker. So your efforts here would be wasted.”

				“We’re here to help tend to your ill,” Puquanah spoke up, catching the old mouse’s attention. He stepped forward. “I’m a shaman from the Roatok tribe. I’ve come here on behalf of Physician Stanley to administer aid and locate the source of the contagion in this village and put an end to it.”

				The mouse seemed to consider that for a few moments then slowly blew out a sigh. “It’s too little too late,” he said regretfully. “Stanley should’ve stuck around when this first broke out, when he could have put a stop to this. Almost everyone in town is infected now…and people have started dying. We’ve lost three just today.”

				Puck winced. As did nearly everyone, I’m sure, and not all of it was empathetic. A lot of the men that had come here with Grant looked worried…fearful.

				“Are you infected?” Puck asked calmly, giving voice to everyone’s silent worry.

				“I’m immune,” the mouse said in an almost loathsome tone. “I’m not sure what cruel joke God intended, making the oldest, most useless old soul in town the only man immune to this curse, but…here you have it.”

				“What is your name, sir?” Puck asked softly.

				“Martin,” the mouse said simply. Apparently he had no surname.

				“Martin,” Puck nodded, “your immunity is no joke…it’s a blessing. You can help me treat your fellows with no fear of contracting the disease. That will be of great aid to me.”

				The mouse blinked at the fox, looking almost hopeful at that. “You’re really here to help them?”

				Puck nodded. “I’ve brought everthing necessary, and I know as much about this disease as Stanley did. I can help your people, and you can help me do so.”

			

			
				“I don’t get around so well…”

				“So long as you can walk and carry a wash basin, you’ll do fine,” Puck assured him.

				The mouse looked him over for a few moments before his gaze inevitably fell on Puck’s eyes. At length, like he didn’t want to ask, he did. “You don’t see so well, do you?’

				“I’m blind,” Puck nodded. “But I can still heal. And for the most precise things, you can be my eyes.”

				The mouse only seemed to consider Puck’s handicap a further moment before he sighed and muttered, “Well beggars can’t be choosers, I suppose. And the Marshals? They here t’be your eyes too?”

				Puck opened his mouth then shut it with a stammer at that, clearly not sure what to say.

				“We’re here to protect your town while you’re being treated,” Grant said coolly. “From brigands and others that would take advantage of your situation.”

				“That’s…right kind of you,” the mouse murmured, appreciatively. “I’ll think of y’all when I pay my taxes this year. ‘Bout time someone from the State started helping us frontier people.”

				Grant smiled and nodded. “For now your people should just focus on getting well. Thinking about paying taxes isn’t good for one’s overall health.”

				The mouse gave a rasping laugh. “Ain’t that the truth.”

				He turned around on the bridge and gestured, bidding us towards the town road. Towards Serahaven. As we began down the dirt road, I moved up alongside Grant’s horse, looking up at him and speaking in Katuk.

				“Why not tell them?” I asked quietly.

				“There’s no reason to panic them,” Grant said beneath his breath. “Not when their faith is already so exhausted.”

				My eyes swept down the road, taking in the small town as we approached it. It seemed strangely peaceful, beautifully set into a nook of rock and pine near the banks of the river. The place clearly depended upon their mill; it was the largest building in town, and most of the small dwellings were near it. But we passed several small cottages along the road, each with a plot of land…space for a garden and perhaps some livestock and little more. These people lived simply.

				“We have no church,” I heard Martin saying as he led us slowly towards the town. “But the Physician told us to isolate the ill, so we’ve been putting almost everyone, at this point, up in the Mill. We’re keeping the grain stores elsewhere, but it hardly seems to matter any longer…everyone but six of us are ill now…and I’m including myself amongst the six.”

				Puck continued to speak to him as we moved, and I again looked to Grant.

			

			
				“Why didn’t this Physician stay to treat them?” I asked, my eyes drifting to another empty cottage as we passed. “These are your people, aren’t they?”

				Grant gave a mixed expression, like he was about to explain something complex to me.

				“The villagers here are all mice,” he explained at length. “It’s probably one large, extended family.”

				“So?” I queried, confused.

				“So the Physician in Crossroads is a canine,” Grant said with a sigh. “And…I don’t think he thought…continuing to treat these people was…worth the risk to his life.”

				“He’s a healer,” I said defiantly.

				“Not all healers are as benevolent as your friend,” Grant murmured quietly, his blue eyes darting between me and the town in the distance. “For many it’s just a profession. And like many craftsmen, they…prefer to do business with their own kind. I know there are specist divisions between your people as well.”

				“I don’t know,” I said pointedly. “I’m a woman. I wasn’t supposed to meet any foreigners or learn about trade and war.”

				“I know it seems cold,” Grant defended, “but the man has a right to feel as he does and do business with whomever he chooses…or not. It’s in the law.”

				“You’re a lawman,” I pointed out. “You work with many different types of peoples.”

				“My choice to do so has come under question many times,” Grant said with a weary sigh. “Trust me.”

				“Why? Why would it?”

				“Well,” the husky cleared his throat, looking distinctly uncomfortable. “Because…God says non-canids are…lesser creatures.”

				I narrowed my eyes, and the husky’s ears immediately fell back. “Is that so?” I asked angrily.

				“It’s just what’s in the scripture—”

				“I don’t think I like your God,” I growled. 

				“It isn’t what I personally believe, Shivah—”

				“But you believe in your God,” I insisted. “I’ve heard you quote your scripture before. Is that why you’re defending this healer? Because you believe what he does?”

				“No,” the husky insisted, putting the hand not on his reins out and dropping his voice since our small argument was catching the attention of some of his men. “You know that isn’t so.”

				“Am I a lesser creature too?” I demanded. 

				 “No!” Grant exclaimed, then, glancing back at his men, he dropped his voice again. “Shivah, would I be here, following up on this lead, if I honestly thought of these people as lessers?”

				“You’re out here to find Rourke.”

			

			
				“That too,” the husky said with a stammering sigh, “but…dammit.” The curse was unusual for him, and I saw a brief flash of real frustration pass over his features. “Shivah, what is this about? We’ve enough troubles right now; why are you starting an argument with me? This isn’t necessary. We’re both saying the same thing.”

				“I beg to differ,” I said with a snarl. “I wouldn’t have defended that man.”

				“I’m a lawman!” the husky said, exasperated. “It’s my job to defend his rights. And he has a right to deny service to people, based on whatever motivations he damn well pleases. That’s how the law is written, alright?”

				I turned my eyes away from his, staring forward again, keeping my gaze on the town ahead. It was finally starting to come entirely into view from behind the mist.

				I heard Grant sigh again, could hear that the man was irritated. “Listen, tempers are running high right now,” he grumbled. “I understand. Let’s…we’ll…talk about this later. I need to get the men ready. We’ve got to find a clean place to pitch a camp and start establishing a watch.” 

				He glanced down at me once more. But I said nothing.

				“I don’t think of you—or any of these people—as lesser people,” he said with finality. “And I know you don’t really think that. Now let’s focus on the task at hand. I’ll want you with one of the first patrols, if you’re not too tired.”

				“I’ll be fine,” I said in a clipped tone.

				Grant nodded then spurred his horse into a trot and took off towards the front of our party, where Connall and some of the others were. I watched him go.

				He was right, of course. I’d been deliberately provoking him. And I wasn’t really entirely certain why. Maybe just to prove I could?

				The reality was I’d felt very helpless lately. My friends were in turmoil, Ransom was angry at me, we were throwing ourselves into the mouth of hell, and I wasn’t even certain if it would yield results. And this whole frustrating thing with Grant was just…further complicating an already chaotic situation. 

				Was I trying to push him away? Apparently accusing him of being specist had finally struck a nerve…which proved at least that he had them. Regardless how foolishly enamoured he was with me, I’m certain if I put enough effort into it, I could successfully put him off of me, probably without even losing him as a comrade-in-arms, which I desperately needed.

				By the time Grant and his men had spoken at length with Puck and Martin and began to make camp, as it turned out, in the very center of town—Puck insisted it didn’t matter how far they were from the Mill, the fear of contamination was everywhere here until we found the source—I’d taken stock of what few buildings there were in the area, what trees would make for good perches, and what few people were lingering on the streets. This place was small and depopulated…it didn’t seem like it would be hard to defend.

			

			
				Puck was going down a long list of orders to the men, many of which were common sense, but some of which I wouldn’t have thought of, myself.

				“Boil all of your water,” the fox was saying with a raised voice to be heard across the whole town square. “It doesn’t matter if it’s for drinking or washing. Anything liquid that touches your mouth, nose, or eyes must be boiled. It doesn’t matter if you get it from the well or the river…boil it! Marshal Wickham tells me you’ve all been given soap in your rucksacks…use it! Wash your paws before you eat anything, before you rub your eyes, before and after you go to sleep. Do not bathe while you’re here unless you’ve boiled the water first. Do not swim in the river. Do not use any textiles you find in town, and do not eat any of their food! We don’t know where the source of the contagion is coming from yet, so we must take caution.”

				“With very few exceptions, no one enters the mill!” he continued. “Those exceptions being only those I eventually allow inside. Martin will be keeping in contact with everyone here, since he can’t contract the disease.”

				“He’s plannin’,” I heard a deep canine voice say from behind me, briefly startling me, “for in case he catches it.”

				I looked over to where Ransom stood. His expression was hard to read, but in it I saw worry, traces of anger, and respect. And he looked tired somehow, even though I knew the short trek had hardly been enough to exhaust him. It was odd to think of the coyote being at his wit’s end, but that’s what it seemed like.

				Considering the night he’d had and what Puck was about to do, I could hardly blame him. But I also couldn’t comfort him the way I would Puck. I knew he wouldn’t accept it. 

				So instead, we stood in silence and listened with the rest of the unit to the remainder of what Puck had to say. And we worried. Together.

				Because very shortly, Puck was going to enter the Mill, and after he did, we’d not see him again until this was all over. It was easy to say I understood how Ransom felt…the fox was important to me, too, but I wasn’t that arrogant. Even if I valued my relationship with the fox more than perhaps any other in my life right now—if ever—I knew I couldn’t touch what was between him and the coyote. Their troubles aside.

				There was more there than Ransom had likely, or might ever, admit to…and he had to be considering it all right now…and considering, too, the fear that he might lose it. But he stood firm and silent, betraying nothing.

				The man just didn’t like to appear weak. And that fact, perhaps more than any other, was what weakened him.

				The speech ended eventually, and the troops began to disperse, Grant shouting orders in Amurescan at his men to set up their camp. I passed him on my way towards Puck, and though I caught his eye once, he quickly averted his gaze, ignoring me.

				It almost hurt.

			

			
				When we reached the fox, he was busying himself talking to Martin and gathering his things. But he heard us coming, his ears tipping up towards us and his muzzle turning our way.

				He gave us both a smile…and it was genuine, but there was no masking the trepidation there.

				“Here to see me off?” he asked.

				I knew he’d be in a rush, so…I just embraced him. I guess I took him a bit by surprise, but he gave a soft chuckle and returned it.

				“Please be safe,” I whispered fiercely against the ruff of his neck.

				“I’ll be fine, Shivah,” he promised me, pulling back slowly. “You take care of the town, alright? I’ll do my part.”

				He blinked his pale eyes at the two of us. “The two of you watch one another, alright? Make sure you don’t slip up. Wash, but only with boiled water. Don’t drink from any water you haven’t—”

				“Oh, don’t you bleedin’ worry,” Ransom muttered. “I won’t be drinkin’ a drop o’water so long as we’re in this town. Boiled or no.”

				“You probably shouldn’t live on alcohol either,” the fox said with a sigh. “But…whatever eases your fears, I suppose.”

				“I ain’t afraid for me, fox,” the coyote said hoarsely.

				Puck’s expression became more subdued, as did his voice. “No,” he said quietly, “you never are.”

				The two men stood staring at one another for a few moments, and I half expected Ransom to turn and leave at just that. But he didn’t.

				“Kitten,” he said to me without taking his eyes off the fox, “you want to give Puck and I here a minute?”

				“I…of course,” I said then glanced behind me at the men, “but…I…you should probably—”

				Ransom was already putting his hand on the fox’s shoulder. “C’mon, piglet,” he muttered humorlessly, “let’s find us a bit of privacy, so ah can tell you what a fool y’still are without makin’ you look bad.”

				The fox gave a peaceful smile then nodded. And then they moved off.

				Ransom returned a few minutes later, looking no more composed than he had earlier. If anything, he looked worse. Puck wasn’t with him.

				“Is he—” I asked as he strode past.

				“He’ll be fine,” he said without turning, moving on past me towards the men. “He knows what he’s doin’.”

				I looked back towards the mill. The doors had been closed.
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				The days in Serahaven passed slowly, dragging hour by hour like a slow, monotonous torture. Everything became routine after the first day we’d spent there getting our bearings. Grant and his men established their camp, and he and Connall began organizing patrols, both through the small village and along the trails in the surrounding countryside. I was nearly always sent with the more long-range groups, seeing as the woodlands were where I was most useful. Grant made certain he always kept someone I knew in the units I was a part of…generally Magpie or Ransom and even Connall once or twice.

			

			
				Everyone seemed focused despite the tension and discomfort in the air. We were all walking a razor’s edge here, and we knew it. Rourke and his men aside, no one knew where the original contagion had come from. Martin had insisted the town had had no visitors or unusual guests, not even any trade, in the past month that may have brought the disease into town. They were an isolated settlement as we’d thought.

				Which made this whole situation just infinitely more dangerous. If we knew where the disease had come from, at least we could be certain none of us would contract it here in town. The way things were, we all jumped at every cough, every sneeze. No one wanted to be close to one another, and the new recruits especially seemed resentful to be here.

				But for all of our fears and concern…Puck was at the epicenter of the outbreak, and he was, for the most part, alone. The mill became a source of mystery and dread to many of the men, because while we all knew what lay within, none of us could see the goings-on inside. 

				Martin came out to speak with us at least once a day, often when he needed to get fresh water and supplies, but Puck was staying inside and apparently was insistent about not leaving until the disease had been purged. The chimney of the mill leaked a steady stream of unusually black smoke. Martin said they were slowly burning most of the clothing and blankets that weren’t still in use. And the fact that they hadn’t stopped burning them since we’d come here suggested that they were…no longer needed. So that could have been good or bad. It was hard to say.

				I knew at least from Martin’s accounts that, according to Puquanah, the disease outbreak here had been particularly bad, and the people here had gone so long without treatment, it had escalated far beyond what it should have. The men had to assist the old mouse in bringing out two more bodies from the mill since we’d arrived, wrapped tightly in linens. There hadn’t been many volunteers for the job…and in the end, Grant and Magpie had gone. 

				Ransom and I would have volunteered, of course, but we’d been away on patrol when they’d needed the help. Ransom was still angry he’d missed the chance to go inside, even though Grant had assured him they’d only taken the bodies from a store room near the back of the mill, and neither of them had seen Puck while they’d been inside.

				I knew the only reason Puck wouldn’t be coming out to keep us updated was because he feared he might be carrying the disease. Martin was immune, but Puck could very well contract it and spread it outside if he wasn’t careful. The fact that he was continuing his work inside suggested he hadn’t yet, but…

				Ransom was covering it well, but I could tell the man was being stretched to his breaking point. He wasn’t sleeping, I hadn’t seen him eat anything save a bit of trail rations on the few occasions I forced him to, and he was always smoking. At night he would wander the streets of the small town, always near the mill, his tall, lean figure fading in and out of the dark as he moved past the men’s campfires. And he’d barely said a word since Puck had left, even to me.

			

			
				Still, if one was to be hopeful, the fact that they’d only lost two more lives since we’d come here suggested something Puck was doing in there was working. When we’d first arrived, they’d lost three people in a day. In comparison, two in nearly a week was a significant improvement.

				I believed in Puquanah. If anyone could help these people, it was him.

				It was on the sixth day that Grant finally spoke to me again. Honestly, I didn’t think for a moment the husky was still bitter towards me—he was too gentle a man to hold a grudge so long—but we’d all been so wrapped up in our job here over the last week, we just hadn’t had any time to speak since our argument. Most of my orders came down the line from Connall, who was taking a very proactive role in keeping the men organized here, despite his aforementioned feelings about this task. The man might have been gruff and unpleasant at times, but he clearly took his job very seriously. I was glad for Grant that he was here,;so many men would have been impossible for the husky alone to keep in line.

				It was a grey day. Not quite late enough to be getting dark yet, but it felt like it. The sky was completely overcast and had been for several days now, and the winds coming in from the mountains were frigid, suggesting a storm was brewing up over the pass. There would probably be another snowfall again soon…everyone thought so. The last dying gasps of winter.

				I saw the husky approaching our camp on the fringes of town. Ransom and I had elected to keep to ourselves, not knowing or trusting many of these new men. Honestly, I was also just enjoying the solitude.

				I stood when I noticed him coming our way. Ransom looked up, blowing out a thin line of smoke but showing no particular interest in the man. He went back to staring into the simmering fire.

				Grant looked weary as well, but moreso mentally than physically. I hadn’t seen him in days, so I wasn’t certain if he was having the same issues sleeping and keeping himself in working condition as Ransom was. I somehow doubted it. He seemed the type to take care of himself regardless of his situation; to be at his best.

				“Shivah,” he addressed me in an empathetic tone as he approached, stopping a good five or six feet from me and looking to me uncertainly for a few seconds. “How are you doing?” he asked at length.

				“As well as can be expected, given the circumstances,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. 

				“That’s to be said for us all, I suppose…” the canine said introspectively, turning his head to look back towards town and the distant silhouette of the mill. Eventually he turned again to regard me. “Martin says things are starting to turn around in there. The townsfolk might be coming out of the woods at last.”

			

			
				Ransom’s head snapped up at that, and I gave a hopeful nod, “That’s good,” I said, somewhat relieved. “Thank you…for letting us know.”

				The husky gave a ghost of a smile then gestured out towards the forests surrounding the eastern end of town. “I’m about to go on a long-range patrol to take a look at a game trail Magpie thought might’ve seen some movement along it recently. It’s…likely just hunters, but…best we check out every possible lead.”

				I nodded in agreement. “Are you bringing anyone?” I asked. “You shouldn’t go alone.”

				“Oh, I wasn’t planning on it,” the husky assured me. “I was going to gather a small group of men, but…Laesom is already out with some of my boys keeping an eye on the river, so my options are to take some of the garrison’s men, or…”

				“I’ll get my things,” I said, already turning to go gather my bow and small traveling pack. 

				Ransom rose as I kneeled beside him to shoulder my quiver. He cocked his chin towards the Marshal and looped his rifle strap over his arm, hefting it up then following suit with his own quiver.

				“I’m comin’ with,” he stated in a tone that didn’t invite an argument.

				“You seem like you might need some rest…” Grant said carefully.

				“I ain’t gettin’ any more sleep here starin’ at the fire than I would out’n moving,” the coyote muttered. “Let me a’least feel like I’m bein’ useful.”

				Grant simply nodded at that. “Alright,” he said, “let’s get moving.”

				The woods, at least, felt fresh and clear, some of the oppressive air in the town lifting as we took to the trails. Grant didn’t have an exact location yet, but Magpie was out on reconnaissance and was supposed to meet with us and lead us towards the game trail where he thought he’d seen signs of people moving through. Grant was probably right…we’d already found a few hunting parties out here—apparently the river here was ripe for hunting beavers—but it felt good just to be out doing something.

				When the rat at last found us an hour into our scouting, we ourselves hadn’t found many signs of any movement but our own previous patrols. We had this whole area fairly well scouted by now, and our men had begun to mark trees wherever it was they wandered, so we were certain we weren’t tracking our own people. 

				Magpie came down a steep rocky slope from the direction of town, gesturing to us as he balanced precariously on a fallen tree.

				“This way,” he said, his nose twitching. There was an unusual urgency to the rat’s motions that I wouldn’t have expected for something this trivial.

			

			
				Grant seemed to notice. He increased his pace up the steep slope in the trail, jogging towards the rat. “What’s the hurry?” he asked. “I thought the trail was cold.”

				The rat seemed nervous, almost…on-edge. His tail twitched, and he started up the trail again at a brisk pace. I narrowed my eyes, both Ransom and I pushing ourselves to keep up.

				“Thought it was yesterday when I found it,” the rat said as he moved, “and it was…then. Just a bit’o disruption in the new growth, like a few men been movin’ through here. But today I went to go check in again”—he glanced back at us—”I found hoofprints.”

				“Horses?” Grant asked, sounding concerned. “Ours are all quartered at the Ethridge’s goat farm. And I don’t recall sending out any men on horseback for patrols.”

				“These trails ain’t meant for horses,” Magpie confirmed. “So either it’s a real inexperienced, mounted hunter who don’t know the area, or—”

				“Rourke’s men don’t have horses though,” Grant insisted. “They travel by boat.”

				“Gavensdale had horses,” Magpie said grimly. “There was a breeder there. They only killed the work horses. The rest of ‘em were missing.”

				Grant’s eyes widened, and I felt my heart skip a beat. Beside me Ransom gave a low rumble of a growl and pushed himself up the last boulder on the hill, taking off down the trail at a jog. We all followed suit.

				By the time we’d made our way towards the area Magpie had been speaking of, we’d been jogging over uneven trails for nearly twenty minutes and were out of breath and exhausted. But my blood was pounding in my ears, and my body was hot…that familiar fire returning. 

				Ransom and Grant, who were easily keeping in the lead, came to a stop in the clearing ahead of us, panting and catching their breath. I’d known Ransom could sprint, but I’d never realized the husky was so fast, and he actually seemed less out-of-breath than the coyote. 

				Ransom’s gaze swept the clearing wildly, those predatory yellow eyes searching, I knew, for the signs he knew so well. Magpie was doing the same, although he was moving about, kneeling in spots he must have thought looked suspect before giving a frustrated grunt and moving on.

				I knew I wasn’t the tracker Ransom was, and Magpie may have had more experience than I did, but I’d found the issue with the canoe tracks after all. So as we spread out, trying to find where this trail of Magpie’s picked up again, I kept my eyes peeled, hoping against hope I’d find something…anything. Magpie pointed out the hoofprints to us, which did indeed look fresh…but the earth here was damp from the runoff of the nearby slope, and the only reason the horses had left signs was because they’d left impressions in the earth. It looked like the riders had gone off-trail after that…but where…

			

			
				We had three trackers. So it was a shock, albeit not an unwelcome one, when it was the only man in our party who had little experience in track-finding who finally noticed something.

				Grant cocked his gun suddenly, turning his nose into the wind. “Due west,” he said certainly. “Come on…follow me.”

				“How can you be certain?” I asked but fell in behind him as he took off again anyway. Ransom did the same, trailed by Magpie.

				“I can smell their horses,” Grant said, checking something in his pocket as we moved. “I caught something on the wind.”

				“Shit, I’m getting it now too…” Magpie muttered from the back of our group now. “Y’always try not to smell that, y’know? I must’ve been blocking it out.”

				“What?” I asked, puzzled. All I smelled were the various scents of the wilderness, nothing that smelled like people or horses…

				“You’re smelling it too; you’re just convincing yourself it’s not important,” Grant assured me before skidding to a halt down an area of loose slate and broken earth. He looked through the trees, holding his gun up slowly…then pointing with it to our left.

				“Oh,” I murmured when I noted the animal droppings. If I’d been looking to track a deer or some other kind of game, I probably would have thought to identify that one scent out of so many others, but I’d been thinking of finding people. To be honest, though, I could barely even smell it from here. I’d never have caught it from so far away.

				“Ruttin’ dogs,” I heard Ransom mutter from behind me.

				“Smokin’ them cigs kills yer sense of smell, y’know,” the rat chuckled from behind us.

				“Shut it,” Ransom snapped, moving forward slowly through the brush ahead of us. The woods here grew jumbled and overgrown, even in the late winter. Dried, dead weeds and thorny brambles meant it would be incredibly difficult to move quietly from this point on.

				“What? I smoke, too…I’m commiseratin’,” the rat muttered, following suit. 

				We stalked forward through the brush for some time, unable to move quickly now. I was certain that whomever these people were, we were getting close, but getting to them without alerting them to our presence would be paramount to our success.

				And if it really was Rourke and his men…what then? We were four people. We certainly couldn’t pass this chance up, but we’d be hopelessly outmatched if it came down to a fight.

				Grant may have had a good sense of smell, but he was piss-poor at being quiet in the brush. I had to snap at him at least three times to stay back while the three of us stalked ahead to make sure we weren’t coming up on our quarry. I saw Ransom here and there, but the coyote was skilled beyond what should have been his natural capability for stealth, and he disappeared more often than I could keep track of him.

			

			
				And Magpie was just…gone. I wasn’t even certain he was still in the same area as we were anymore. I had to trust he knew what he was doing, but it was unnerving not knowing where the rat was.

				A sound caught my attention, my ears twisting towards where I’d caught the distant voice on the wind. They were speaking in Katuk…trying to be quiet…there.

				I moved silently but swiftly through the brush, keeping low as I honed in on the men. They were men; I was certain of that now at least. More than one voice that I’d caught.

				I came to a slow halt, sinking down onto all fours and slinking low beneath the boughs of a pine tree. Beyond it was a small mountain stream carving its way through the soft mountain soil. The earth dipped and crumbled off into the small ravine below, and now I could hear them clear as day, speaking lowly to one another. They were there near the stream. I heard a horse snuff.

				Something pushed through the boughs directly behind me, startling me until I heard the husky huff and quietly mutter, “I hope you know you’re impossible to follow when you move like—”

				I grabbed and forcibly shut his muzzle, holding my hand over it completely for a few moments so that the fool couldn’t breathe until I released him.

				But it didn’t matter. We were actually a sizable distance from the men down in the ravine, and their proximity to the stream meant the brook was likely all they could hear. I slowly released Grant’s muzzle but shot him an angry glare.

				He tipped his ears back, dropping his voice to a whisper. “I’m sorry,” he said in a barely audible tone. “I didn’t hear them.”

				I craned my neck, trying to peer over the ravine edge to see the men, but it was no good from here. I was going to have to move forward at least a bit.

				I looked to Grant then leaned in, whispering against his ear. “Move as I move,” I said. “Step where I step. And try to be quiet.”

				The husky nodded, and I slunk forward, moving through the boughs carefully, taking a path that brushed past as few as possible, and choosing my steps carefully. I heard Grant behind me—the key word there being “heard”—but he was clearly trying. It could hardly be helped…the man’s shoulders were twice the width of mine.

				When I finally neared the crumbling edge of the ravine’s face, I risked pushing aside one bough to finally catch sight of our prey. We were poised at the edge of where the roots of the pines overgrew into the air and the earth gave way to a slippery slope of pine needles and old, dead branches…but it was the perfect vantage point.

			

			
				I sucked in a breath when I saw the men. There were only three of them, but they were all clearly warriors, armed primarily with bows, stone axes, and what looked to be large hunting knives. They had almost half a dozen horses with them, loosely congregated near the stream now, and there was a garrison’s worth of gear gathered and stacked in leather rucksacks along the side of the stream. And that wasn’t all.

				Sequestered away amongst the trees, woefully out of place here on the mountain trail…were five large canoes.

				“God,” Grant uttered with a gasp, “tell me that’s really them…”

				“It is,” I hissed with certainty, extending my claws into the earth. 

				“We need to be certain before we attack them—”

				“It’s them,” I growled through my teeth. “I know one of them.”

				Grant looked to me, surprised. “One of your tribesmen?”

				I nodded, willing the rage down inside me, lest it boil out in the form of a snarl. “Loqua’nuk. My husband’s younger brother. He was amongst the ‘Honored Warriors’ who were absent from the wreckage at my tribe. He must have been one of the ones that betrayed us and joined Methoa…and this Rourke.”

				“Then they’re fugitives,” Grant said, checking his gun and his pocket once more. It looked like he kept something there…something for the gun. He snapped something into place after one more cursory check then peered past me into the clearing. “And we need to bring them to justice.”

				“Where are the rest of them?” I heard from slightly behind us. I’d heard Ransom approaching quietly, but Grant apparently had not, and nearly turned on the man with his weapon.

				“Good God, man.” The husky blew out a breath, lowering his gun as the coyote settled in beside us. “Well where’s Magpie then?” he asked.

				“Lost track of him,” the coyote said flippantly then nodded down towards the clearing again. “So, I see three, and none of ‘em’s an otter. Where’re the rest?” 

				“I don’t know,” I said with an irritated sigh. Of course it wouldn’t be Methoa they’d left to guard their gear while they were out. He’d consider that too lowly a task.

				“Mnhh,” the coyote’s muzzle twitched, and he rose into a crouch and slowly pulled his bow and nocked an arrow to it down towards the clearing. “Let’s ask them, then…”

				“Agreed,” Grant muttered, “but don’t kill them all. We need to talk to at least one of them.” He took in the sight of the slope with a readying breath then looked to me.

				I snorted. “You’re the one who likes to go first.”

				“Now that just ain’t courteous, Wickham,” Ransom said chidingly.

				“Jokes about my bedroom habits later,” the husky said, hoisting himself over the edge of the ravine and half bounding, half skidding down it. 

			

			
				Ransom and I were able to fire from the cliffside from surprise, but I knew well by now that the weapon Grant carried was wildly inaccurate from that much of a distance. Which turned out to be a boon in the end, because the man’s charge made for a very good distraction.

				The shots we fired from surprise did little but spook the horses, which was entirely unavoidable, considering the men were partially obscured by them, as well as several trees. Still, mine came close enough to startle one of the men fully off his feet.

				Prone, he made for an even slimmer target, but that mattered less for Grant, who’d made it to the bottom of the ravine and was firing off a shot as he ran for the cover of one of the wide pines. I could tell by the way the man’s body jumped and then crumpled that he’d pegged the stumbling man, a fox by the look of his tail.

				One of the other men managed to have his wits about him enough to nock an arrow and fire at the husky, but Grant made it behind the pine with a spry tumble, the arrow burying itself in the ground in his wake. And in that moment, I lined up a shot and fired.

				The man who’d taken the time to fire at Grant was only visible between several smaller trees, but he was no longer blocked by a large animal, and he’d done me the favor of standing completely still in an open area to shoot at the husky. My arrow hit home, somewhere in his midsection, and half a second later, Ransom’s did as well.

				“Well that one’s dead,” Ransom said with a growl, his eyes sweeping the clearing for the third man…who’d wisely taken cover. Grant was leaning around his tree slowly, clearly doing the same thing we were, and he seemed to be reloading his gun.

				The ravine went eerily silent for a few moments, save the moaning of the man with two arrows in his gut. The third man, the one who’d now gone missing, was my kinsman. And coward or not, I knew he was a skilled warrior. He could give us a lot of trouble, especially if we didn’t know where he was…

				A shot rang out across the clearing, and everyone’s ears shot up. I wasn’t certain where it had come from, but all of my companions still seemed to be standing…

				“Clear!” A familiar voice shouted from far to the east end of the ravine on the other side of the stream. 

				Ransom re-quivered his arrow and nodded to me. “Guess the rat was around.”

				We made our way down the slippery ravine slope towards where Grant was carefully coming out from behind cover and calling something out in the Otherwolf tongue. An answering shout from Magpie beckoned us down towards the stream, where, after we’d made our way fully into the cleared area, I finally saw the third man. He was slumped against a tree, a messy wound in his shoulder leaving a dark red stain on the pine he was using for support. It was bad, but it didn’t look like a fatal wound. 

			

			
				Which was good, because the man Ransom and I had shot was in no condition to talk and was probably in need of a mercy kill, and the man Grant had shot—

				“Goddamn, Wickham,” Ransom said with a low whistle, taking in the sight of the fox as we passed his fallen form. The expression “right between the eyes” came to mind. 

				“He had a loaded gun,” Grant said with a regretful sigh, kicking the pistol out of the dead fox’s hand. “I couldn’t take the chance of a wounding shot.”

				“You ain’t gettin’ a moral reprimand from me,” Ransom muttered.

				I saw Magpie making his way down the opposing slope out of the corner of my eye, but my attention was focused on the male bobcat clutching at his wounded shoulder. I cut a path directly for him, my chest burning.

				The man was groaning in pain and barely holding himself up, but when he saw me, his muddy gaze sharpened slowly, and a creeping look of abject fear took root in his eyes.

				“Specter…” he uttered in a shocked breath.

				“No, Loqua,” I said with a rumbling growl, “I am very much alive.”

				The warrior had not entirely lost his wits. His feet scrambled at the ground for purchase, and with his one good arm, he pulled his hunting knife from its sheath and swung it out in an arc at me when I got near him. I heard the men each shout a warning at me, but I’d seen the attack coming and easily leaned back out of the way, lunging forward as he over-extended and pulling my own knife, stabbing it into the meat of his forearm before he could pull back to stab or swing again.

				His hand stiffened and he lost the grip on his knife, giving a cry of agony as I added to the misery he was already enduring. I kicked his knife away from him, yanked mine out of his arm, and shoved the bloody blade against his throat. He gave a mortified, pained sob and closed his eyes.

				“Spirits, slay this wretched creature!” he said around another desperate sob. 

				I was almost embarrassed for him.

				“The spirits don’t answer cowards!” I hissed, baring my fangs at him. “They only empower the strong, and you are not strong, Loqua! It takes a truly weak man to murder innocents!”

				“You…were not innocent,” the bobcat said, curling his lip up to reveal one fang.

				“My son was!” I bit out, the pain in my heart at the mere thought of my little boy freezing like ice in my throat. I almost didn’t get the words out. “And these people…you’ve been killing…they’re innocent.”

				“We don’t have a choice,” the man attempted to explain, his voice choked against the blade of the knife. “They would have killed all of us.”

			

			
				“You stood by while they murdered our people!” I shouted, infuriated. My hand shook with the effort of holding the blade back. Everything inside me wanted to drive it up through his throat and silence his self-serving words forever. But…

				“Where are they?!” I demanded, in a harsh rasp. “Where is Methoa?”

				“The…village,” the man choked out, squeezing his eyes shut tight, “he went with the group to the village!”

				Every bit of emboldening fire inside me simmered and died at his words, and something heavy and cold—and afraid—grew in its place.

				“What?” Ransom’s voice cut through the silent clearing, piercing into me as surely as the knife I was holding. Because in him, I heard the same fear.

				“The village,” Loqua reiterated, slumping back against the tree and looking faint. “They’re raiding…the village.”

				Before I could say another word, Ransom was above me with his rifle. He slammed the heavy butt of it down on the bobcat’s head with a resounding crack. The man crumpled like a dead leaf, finally collapsing entirely.

				“We need—” Grant began to say helplessly.

				Ransom spun and snapped at the man. “We don’t have the time to drag him! We’re a whole bloody hour away!”

				“Y’all go!” Magpie shouted from behind us near the canoes. “I’ll handle all o’ this and catch up!”

				Ransom was already taking off. As he sprinted through the clearing, I followed, giving a last fleeting glimpse to the horses. Grant seemed to have the same idea.

				“We can go mounted—”

				“We won’t move any faster through these bloody trails on a horse!” Ransom snarled. “We just gotta run.”

				“There are men in town,” I said as assuredly as I could. “Connall, most of the men from the garrison—”

				“We left it well-defended!” Grant agreed. 

				At that moment, we neared the rise of the ravine after a frantic scramble up it, and Ransom stopped amidst the bramble of overgrown pine roots, looking through a clear patch towards the forests below us. When I saw why, I barely breathed.

				“Then why the hell is it burning…” the coyote uttered in abject horror.

				Beneath us, billowing up from the direction of Serahaven, were wafting clouds of dark, ominous smoke.
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				My lungs were on fire and my body felt like it was unraveling muscle by muscle by the time we made it to within sight of Serahaven. And the closer we’d gotten, the more that dread I’d felt days ago had begun to grow and gnaw a hole out from inside me. I could all but hear Crow screaming in my ears. Compelling me forward, even if all my body wanted to do was collapse.

			

			
				As badly as I wanted to find Methoa, as badly as I wanted to exact the vengeance I had been resurrected for…right now…I wanted to be wrong. I wanted us to return to town, and for everything to be as we’d left it.

				But it wasn’t. It was everything I’d feared and so much worse. 

				We knew before it even came within sight that the blaze was the mill…or what was left of it. By the time we tumbled out of the woods onto the main road, we’d been running down the mountain for nearly an hour, and the building was a flaming skeleton, the supports thrown into stark contrast against the blazing heart of the fire. 

				The building where Puck and over thirty other souls had been housed.

				“PUQUANAH!” Ransom screamed, hoarse and breathless but primal in its sheer, raw itensity. I had never in my life heard a man scream the way he did in that moment, and I never would again. I’ll remember that scream until the day I die.

				Time seemed to slow as we ran towards Serahaven. Each second was a footfall, pounding in time with my heart, and each footfall brought us closer towards the devastation we were all trying so hard to deny lay before us.

				We passed the first body near the bridge, Grant the only one to stop long enough to check the man. He was one of the soldiers we’d left behind, an Otherwolf who had a name and a story all his own that I didn’t and would never know. And he was not alone.

				We passed several more dead men the closer we got to town, scattered enough that it was obvious they’d been on patrol, but had been ambushed before they could make it to their fellows. But one thing was becoming abundantly clear the closer we got to the center of town.

				Most of our men…hadn’t been here. 

				Counting Grant’s Marshals and the two dozen men we’d gotten from the garrison, we’d had well over thirty men here as well as three conscripts from the town who’d armed themselves and insisted upon helping us. And that was only counting the men whose names I didn’t know.

				I’d seen, at most, five dead men so far…and three of them had been the town conscripts. Even if Laesom had several men with him patrolling the river, that still left over twenty unaccounted for.

				We came to a halt near the edge of town, Ransom’s gaze frantically scanning the wreckage in the town square for any more bodies. I saw two more dead Otherwolves, but that was it.

				Ransom whirled on the husky who was beating a path in hastily behind us, and he slammed his hands into the man’s chest, grabbing him with enough force by the shirt to briefly lift him off of his feet and bellowing in his face.

				“Where were your men, Wickham?”

				“I…don’t know…” the husky said in a fading voice, staring at the scene before us in utter horror.

			

			
				Ransom shoved Grant aside and looked to the inferno that had been the mill, his pupils sinking into a sea of red and gold. I saw the last thread inside him snap and shouted for him, trying to lunge forward to grab him before he did what I knew he was going to do.

				But I was too slow. The coyote slipped from my grasp and bolted for the inferno, heedless of my screams for him. I tried to follow, but I made it about as far as thirty paces from the building before the heat alone buffeted me back, choking me breathless and burning its way down my throat like I was swallowing the fire itself.

				Nothing was stopping Ransom. He pressed forward, slamming his shoulder into the weakening wood of one of the side doors. It splintered and gave way to the cauldron inside, and then the flames swallowed him up, and I couldn’t see him any longer.

				I tried to force myself forward towards the entrance he’d made, but Grant’s strong arms seized me from behind and closed around me. I struggled against the far stronger man in vain, screaming for Ransom…for Puck…kicking wildly at the ground and the air as the husky dragged me away from the building. I felt blood on my claws from tearing at his arms, but he didn’t let go until we were far enough away from the blaze that my skin had stopped burning.

				At the very least, he knew not to say anything to me in that moment. He just pulled me away from the fire and the choking smoke and didn’t let me go.

				The two of us stood transfixed, watching the building burn. I waited, breath held until my chest ached, for any signs of life…

				And then I heard the sounds of shattering glass and wood splintering somewhere from the back of the building. I tore from Grant’s hold, pushing past the wall of heat towards the sound. By the time I’d rounded the edge of the towering inferno, I saw the ashen, buckled-over figure of the coyote wretching and crawling his way free of the blaze on all fours, dragging himself along the ground until he mustered enough strength to get unsteadily to his feet.

				He was torn up, singed, and bleeding, but he was still alive…and alone.

				“Ain’t no one in there!” the man said between strangled gasps. “Whole place’s just one big room…I didn’t see no one!”

				“What about the supply room in the back, where we got the bodies—” Grant began.

				“Came through there,” the coyote coughed raggedly. “I’m tellin’ you, ain’t no one in there! Just burnin’ beds’n beams!”

				“Did they take them?” the husky asked fearfully.

				We all looked back towards the building. Any hope I’d seen in Ransom’s eyes died slowly, replaced with helplessness.

			

			
				But that’s when, over the roaring din of the fire, I heard the sound of Martin’s voice. I must have been the only one to hear it, because only I turned away from the sight of the burning building.

				The mouse was limping his way towards us, his dark eyes reflecting the fire. Both Grant and Ransom heard him eventually, the weakened coyote stumbling forward alongside me as I ran to the rodent’s side. I caught the mouse before he fell to his knees, gripping the thin, old creature by the shoulders. 

				“Where is everyone?” I demanded of the man, terrified at what his answer would be.

				The man spoke between labored breaths, weakly gesturing out towards a lone field bordering the mill, where little but a few old, broken down sheds sat. I couldn’t imagine where the villagers might be…

				“Town…root cellar,” he rasped, coughing into his sleeve. “It’s just…barely big enough to hide us all. Have they gone?”

				I had a twinge of hope, my hands tightening around the man’s shoulders. “The villagers are safe?”

				“Puquanah told us,” the mouse gasped around another lungful of burning air, “why you were all…really here…the first day in the mill. He said we should…have a hiding place for everyone…in case the worst happened. I suggested the grain cellar, but”—he looked beyond us to the burning mill—”he said it couldn’t be something…they could burn out.” he murmured, then his eyes snapped back to focus, looking to all of us. “We heard the shots, the fighting.…we got almost everyone there as fast as possible, but there were some who…couldn’t walk well, or at all. I took the babes, those who could run…he went back for the elderly, and the most ill…”

				 Ransom gave a snarl, taking off back towards town again, circling round the mill the way we’d yet to check.

				Martin looked to me desperately. “We waited for him for as long as we could, but…the door couldn’t be left open. I even went back into town…but I found Maggie wandering lost and terrified, and she’s barely three…I had to take her back…”

				“You’ve done more than could ever be expected,” Grant tried to assure the man.

				“I saw them,” the mouse stated in a haunted tone. His gaze went unfocused as he looked into town. “They were…so few…”

				“How many men did you see?” Grant demanded.

				“I-I don’t know…five, maybe?” the mouse guessed. “They were…moving through town, breaking into houses…but almost everyone was already to the root cellar by then. They killed…your men,” he said, his words thick with guilt as he looked to Grant. “What few were still here anyway.”

				“Where did all of the soldiers go?” I asked desperately.

			

			
				“They…left,” the mouse said, swallowing. “I thought…under your orders. We didn’t even notice they were all gone until the attack came. I don’t know where they went.”

				“I left almost two-dozen men here to guard the town!” Grant insisted. “Orders were to never leave less than twenty souls here on guard!”

				“The raiders…they were almost frantic,” the mouse said in a shaky voice. “They didn’t look like they wanted to linger long. The one of them, the tall otter? He was shoutin’ at the others to get the houses cleared out fast. They must’ve known you were comin’ back.”

				“Most of my men aren’t back,” Grant said worriedly, his eye sweeping the horizon beyond the town fields.

				“Did you see anything else?” I asked the old mouse, trying to sound as patient as possible. There was still the chance they’d just taken Puck. If they’d been in a hurry, perhaps they’d decided to take a hostage.

				The mouse just shook his head. “I had to run,” he said, choking back his obvious regret and shame. “I had a babe in my arms. God, if I’d been alone, I’d have given my life for that boy. He did so much for us…”

				I cannot even explain how painful it was to watch the weak-looking old man try to explain away why he hadn’t thrown his life away fighting a group of five armed murderers. I didn’t doubt for a second that, even unarmed and barely able to walk, he would have done it, had it not been for the child he’d found.

				And Puck would have done the same. Even blind, unarmed, and outnumbered. If he’d been trying to get these people to safety, he’d have fought Rourke, Methoa, and whatever other monsters got in his way. Even if he’d known it would be to no avail.

				I could all but see it, playing before my eyes. And every conclusion, no matter the hope I tried to muster, ended horribly.

				“Wickham!” a gruff shout bellowed across the center of town. I hoped to see Ransom when we turned towards the voice…but it was someone else entirely. Someone whom I very much wanted to talk to. 

				I knew immediately upon seeing the normally sturdy, barrel-chested Otherwolf’s limping, weakened figure that ours was not the only tragedy that had played out this day. Connall was being supported by two men, and the groans of agony he was suppressing between grit teeth on every step indicated the terrible injuries he must have been enduring. I saw them before long…a long, dark, seeping stain down his right thigh, and another in his shoulder. One of his arms hung limp at his side, and he was putting absolutely no weight on the leg that had been shot.

				They looked like arrow wounds, clean and small, not like the burnt, larger wounds gunshots would have made. Another of the men with him looked to have been shot as well, but in his case it had been in the forearm, and he was faring significantly better.

			

			
				They were trailed by three more men, two of which were supporting the third’s limp figure between them. He was bleeding profusely from the stomach. I recognized two of the Marshals from Grant’s unit…but the rest were missing.

				“Good God,” Grant cried out, running towards his remaining men…until his charge was halted by the older pit bull growling and shoving one of the men supporting him aside, using his good arm to pull his pistol from its holster and cocking it. Grant came to a shocked halt, and I went for my bow instinctively.

				“Where is the rat?” the pit bull roared. “Where is he, Wickham!” 

				“I-I—” the husky seemed almost out of words. The overwhelmed horror and shock must have finally frozen him up. He couldn’t even muster a response to the older canine.

				“We left him,” I said, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “We left him to destroy the camp we found—”

				Connall gave a frustrated, infuriated growl and wrenched himself free of the men trying to help him, regardless of how much pain putting weight on his leg must have been. He took the three steps necessary to cross the distance to Grant, who was still frozen in shock, and before I could stop him, he swung his pistol out and cracked the husky in the muzzle.

				Grant spun with the impact and fell to the ground, clutching at his now bleeding nose, his wide blue eyes still lingering on his friend. He didn’t even try to defend himself, let alone fight back, so I did, cutting between the two of them and screaming at the older Otherwolf.

				“What the hell is wrong with you?” I screamed. “This isn’t his fault!”

				“This whole bloody mess is his goddamn fault!” the pit bull roared back, stabbing his finger down at Grant. “Every man who lost his life here today, Wickham!”

				“What happened?” I demanded, unafraid to get in the pit bull’s face, even if Grant wouldn’t. 

				“His bloody rat led us into a goddamned ambush!” Connall bellowed. 

				“What?” I asked after a moment, my tone going subdued as I really, for the first time, considered what he was saying. Magpie?

				Where was he? Shouldn’t he have caught up to us by now?

				“To the west!” Connall growled. “He said he found a camp with five canoes! He told us you were all going to meet us there!”

				I looked down slowly to Grant, and the expression on his face filled me with fear. His ears were tipped back, blood seeping from his nose, his eyes pinched nearly entirely closed. Like he knew something I didn’t.

				I took a deep breath. “It took him nearly an hour to make it to us on the trail…”

			

			
				“I told you not to trust that filthy rodent, Wickham!” Connall spat out. “This squad was pure before you started bringing on these refuse people! We had good boys, strong men…men we could trust!”

				“We needed a tracker!” Grant insisted, although there wasn’t much passion in his tone. Now he just sounded weak…terrified…

				Like he knew he’d made a mistake.

				“We had the bloody wolf!” Connall growled. “Isn’t that degenerate enough for you? I swear to God, men like you want to muddy up our whole damned way of life with these filthy animals! You can’t trust them, Wickham! Least of all a bloody criminal!”

				“He deserved a chance—” Grant tried to insist.

				Connall swung his good arm wide, indicating the town. “Look at what good your mercy for that man has done! Take a good look, man!”

				We were both silent, unable not to look at the town. On some level, I realized that what Connall was saying should have offended me. But right now I didn’t care. I was too worried for my friends…and too horrified.

				“We…” I stammered. “We don’t know Magpie was the one who…did this.”

				“Why didn’t you confirm the order with me?” Grant tried to insist to Connall weakly.

				“You were supposed to be there,” one of the men to the right of him, another of the Marshals, said. His glare towards Grant was particularly condemning. “Instead, the location he gave us led us to an old…quarry. We were checking the maps when they…hit us.”

				“They were above us,” the other man said, his tone haunted. “On both sides. We were trapped in the quarry. They got…almost everyone…”

				“Why did you leave the town undefended?” Grant asked desperately. “I said…never less than twenty men.”

				“The rat said we’d found them,” Connall bit out between snarling teeth. “Our task is, and has always been, to take that man down, Wickham…not protect a town full of filthy rodents. At some point, you forgot that.”

				“Your job,” I said, my hackles rising as a low rumble worked its way up my throat, “the way I understand it…has always been to protect people.” I didn’t care what the situation was or what mistakes Grant had made. I was convinced they’d been in good faith, and no matter what had resulted, I wasn’t going to fault the husky for trusting people. 

				I’d trusted people once. I had been wrong to do so, but I hadn’t been wrong because I’d been a bad person. I’d been wrong because I’d mistakenly thought the people around me were good people. It had no more been my fault then than it was Grant’s fault now.

				This man wanted to threaten and beat on his own comrades? Grant might not play his game, but I would. I was in no mood. Puck might still be out there somewhere, Ransom was off gods-knew-where, and we needed to pull ourselves together right now.

			

			
				“Get out of my face, woman,” Connall growled out a threat. “This isn’t, and has never been your business!”

				He shoved me out of the way, and I almost thrilled at the chance to shove the man back, not giving ground between him and Grant. The Otherwolf balked, snarling back at me in shock that I’d dared to stand up to him. I saw him balling a fist and readied myself to duck away from the strike when it came…I wasn’t very good in combat, let alone against someone twice my weight, but I’d taken out one injured man already today and was feeling confident.

				Before he could so much as swing, though, Grant lunged past me in a blur of white and red and bulled into the man with a ferocity I hadn’t thought him capable of, bearing the pit bull to the ground and slamming his good arm down to the ground. His jaws snapped an inch away from Connall’s face, and for the first time since I’d known him, I saw the husky snarl.

				“You will not strike a woman in my presence!” the husky half-growled, half-yelled. 

				Connall gave, of all things, a bitter laugh. “That”—he grunted, struggling in-vain against the husky’s grip—”feral…animal…isn’t a woman, Wickham. That you mistake her for one is…disgusting.”

				Grant ripped his hands free of the man with one more shove of the man’s chest, rising and stalking away from him and leaving him in the dirt. But the pit bull wasn’t done apparently.

				“This whole bloody mess,” the dog said around a hacking cough, “started because of your filthy fixation on bedding that mudcat, Wickham.”

				I started to say something, but Grant suddenly gripped my shoulder, snapping me out of my rage. He was looking past me, back towards town. 

				I turned slowly, and I soon saw what he had. The mere silhouette told me more than I wanted to know.

				Ransom was emerging from the billowing, smoky heart of town, embers tossing on the winds like black snow around his approaching figure. And in his arms…was a small, limp figure, lying entirely too still.

				It was like a vision from the worst of nightmares. Ransom looked as though he were in a trance, his eyes slim and unfocused. He took slow steps, the fox cradled carefully in his arms, held tight against his chest. 

				And Puck wasn’t moving. He wasn’t moving. His arm hung limp from where Ransom was supporting him, his small body coated in ash from the fires, but a horrible tapestry of injuries beneath it. His fingers and paws were soaked in blood, many claws snapped or just missing entirely. Every joint was torn and bleeding, like he’d been dragged…and his body was covered in lacerations that must have come from a blade. His muzzle was beaten and bleeding, his eyes swollen shut…and one of his beautiful round bone earrings had been torn from his ear.
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				And he still wasn’t moving.

				Ransom neared us and complete silence fell over our small collective…even Connall and his men. No man here could say anything untoward about him…could deny their respect for the healer.

				I was convinced no one with a heart could. He was the best of us.

				I knew the moment I’d seen him that he was dead. I’d seen enough bodies in my life. It was just impossible to put the reality of death together with the figure of someone I knew…loved…so well. It didn’t seem real.

				Ransom was shaking, and I felt compelled to move towards him, to help him lower the fox to the ground, even though I knew the small creature was little burden to the tall, strong man. The coyote moved his paws slowly out from beneath Puck’s prone form and slid one shaking hand up over the ruff of still white, soft fur along his neck and cheek, his thumb tracing the edge of his jaw gently.

				“Come on, baby…” he rasped, his words coming from his throat, thick with pain and denial. “Open yer eyes for me.”

				He stroked the fox’s cheek again, softly…but there was no response. His chest wasn’t moving…

				“I don’t think he’s breathin’, Shivah,” Ransom said hoarsely, looking to me like I’d have an answer. “I can’t get him to breathe. He’s gotta breathe.”

				I opened my mouth, trying to come up with something…anything to say. Anything to answer the pain in the coyote’s eyes. But nothing I could say would make this less real.

				“I know a bit of field medicine,” Grant said from behind us determinedly. He knelt down beside me. “Maybe I can do something…I don’t know…”

				I took hold of Ransom’s shoulder to help him up, having to all but pull him away from the fox’s fallen figure as Grant, and soon one of the other men, tried to tend to the healer. But it became clear, within a few minutes of the men attempting to do whatever they could for the fox…check his injuries, staunch the bleeding coming from the two worst stab wounds along his ribs…that they were as helpless as I felt.

				Eventually Grant looked to me, lost.

				“…I’m…I’m sorry.” he said quietly.

				“NO!” Ransom roared, shoving past me and circling Puck’s fallen form. He looked as though he felt trapped in the halo around the fallen fox, pacing beside him, choking back something feral and anguished. It was nearly a minute more before he was able to do anything but pace, tearing his gaze away from Puck, turning his back to all of us and shuddering.

				Not a soul said a word. The fire blazed behind us, throwing the entire scene into flickering, warm hues, casting an almost ethereal glow along the white fur of our fallen friend.

			

			
				I mustered every ounce of strength I had, trying to numb or delay the waves of pain I knew were coming when the reality of this finally settled in. I took a step forward, putting a hand on Ransom’s shoulder. He didn’t turn to regard me at all…just kept staring away from us all.

				“Ransom,” I said, swallowing. “Help me…help me get him…away from this place.”

				The coyote turned slowly at that, his eyes looking straight past me down towards the fallen fox once more. He stood pinned in place, the fires reflecting on the night orbs within his eyes, until all I saw was gold.

				And then he shook his head violently. “No…” he said, his voice fading off. “No. I can’t…do this…anymore…”

				He left us—left Puck—there in the clearing. I could have gone after him. But what could I say—what could I do—that would undo all of this? Puquanah was gone.

				I didn’t even know how to live with that. I couldn’t imagine how Ransom would.

				


			



			
				Chapter 16 Demons Beckon

				I spent that entire night crying.

				It was as if the world mocked the innocent. How and why a place we were born into could be so cruel, I couldn’t understand. Why was it that no matter how hard we fought, no matter how hard we struggled, demons like Methoa and Rourke triumphed, while we endured painful loss after painful loss?

				 I wanted to wake up, the way I had when I’d been dead and thrust my hand up through the earth and sucked in that first gasp of clean air. I wanted to suddenly realize this had all been some terrible nightmare. But the nightmare was real. And I wasn’t waking.

				We found where they’d hurt…and killed…Puquanah eventually. Where Ransom must have found him. Out near the village well, in a barren yard behind the blacksmith’s, we’d found the remains of two elderly mice from the village—likely the last souls Puck had gone to save—and his healer’s pouch. The worn, brown leather bag had a broken strap, and most of its contents had spilled out onto the ground in the dry grass. Blood stained the ground in irregular patterns around the disrupted earth, confirming that at the very least, Puck had fought for his life. I couldn’t say what his final moments had been, but they had been frantic…and horrible. His wounds looked to be the result of torture. 

				I’d taken his pouch, the very same bag he’d kept the salve and soap he’d shown me how to use when I’d first woken in he and Ransom’s camp so many months ago. The very same salve and soap was still inside, as well as his delicate brush, some cloth bandages and various dried rations and herbs.

				It was the last connection I had left. It hadn’t left my person yet.

				I thought perhaps if I had it, for some reason, it might lead me to Ransom. I hadn’t been able to find the coyote since he’d left us, and I’d looked throughout almost the entire night. I’d even tried to put aside my grief to attempt to focus on tracking the man, but…it was no good. Either I was too exhausted, too mired in misery, or simply too overcome to be strong right now. My searching was punctuated with long reprieves in which all I could do was sit and sob.

				Grant stayed with me the entire while. The man was silent as the grave. There was no lack of grief in him; the misery in his eyes was only matched by the guilt and shame…but he expressed little of it in any vocal way, save to clear his throat and swallow often. I wished he wouldn’t hold it in, but I knew how men—especially men in positions of authority—felt about showing their grief.

				Connall and the few surviving men from Grant’s unit retreated to one of the now unoccupied farmsteads on the outskirts of town, where presumably they treated their wounded. Connall’s wounds in particular were bad, and despite all he’d said the night before, I hoped he’d recover. The shots at least had looked clean, and Ransom had recovered from a similar arrow wound I’d given him to his leg.

			

			
				Ransom…

				It was growing light out before Grant convinced me we had to return to town. Rourke and his men had to have regrouped by now, and they could return to finish what they’d started if they so chose. Grant thought, and I agreed, that Puck had likely told them the villagers were shut up in the grain cellar. They must have had some reason to burn the mill. 

				If we were lucky, they presumed their task here done. The only ray of light in this whole terrible event had been the survival of the villagers. Puck’s legacy.

				Martin and the survivors of Serahaven had taken Puck’s body to a small shrine that lay close to the river. The building was barely a shed, and it had no door, but it seemed a fitting place for him for now. I didn’t know what god or gods the mice worshipped, but the place was tranquil and peaceful and a bastion of humble beauty set against the reeds and overlooking the gently lapping bank of the river. If there were any place in this town the spirits were likely to gather, it was there.

				He may have lost his faith, but he was with them now, and I knew they would see him to a peaceful rest regardless. He deserved at least that.

				It was there that we returned as the first rays of dawn crested the mountains in the distance. The sky beyond us towards the valley was growing ominous, a dark storm sweeping in over the peaks. I could feel the chill on the air…knew the snow was coming. It was fitting somehow.

				I was too tired to sleep…too weary to rest. But as we neared the shrine, I caught sight of the silhouette of the fox’s body within, and everything in me just gave way.

				My knees buckled, and if it weren’t for Grant, I would have fallen. The man steadied me from behind, bringing no attention to my sudden bout of weakness, but not letting go of me either.

				Martin and several of the other survivors were here…watching over him for us. I knew some of them were still ill, but…it just didn’t seem to matter anymore. I wasn’t afraid of them as I had once been. No affliction of the body would matter to me right now. I scarcely knew I was still breathing.

				I’d lost my best friend, Methoa, and my hope all in one night. On every possible level, I’d been defeated.

				And we’d no trail to find Ransom. No trail to find Rourke and his bloody murderers. What further blows could we endure?

				Grant stiffened behind me suddenly, and I blinked my raw, blurry-eyed gaze into the stark light coming down over the mountain. My pupils sharpened against the glare, and at first all I was able to make out was a silhouette. But eventually I recognized the long rifle he had drawn on us.

			

			
				The rat was standing in the graveyard that bordered the shrine, his fur ragged and wet with the dampness from the morning air. His gun was drawn in our direction on which of us, I couldn’t say—but he wasn’t staring down the sight, he only had it pointed loosely at us.

				Grant’s muzzle twitched in anger, and he issued a low growl. I could feel his hand hovering over his hip, near where his gun was holstered. I wasn’t even certain it was loaded.

				And I’d never pull an arrow in time to drop Magpie. I knew his skill with that rifle.

				“If you’re gong to fire, then fire,” Grant finally said in a remarkably strong tone, considering he was all but asking to be shot. “But shoot me, Gabriel. Let the woman live. She’s had enough pain.”

				“I ain’t gonna shoot you or her, CO,” Magpie—or Gabriel, as I suppose he’d always had a real name I’d never known—called back to us. He looked over his rifle but didn’t drop it. “I’m only drawin’ on you because I’m bleedin’ scared you’ll do the same.”

				“Tell me why I shouldn’t, Gabriel,” Grant replied coolly. As he spoke, I made a show of leaning against him more for support, but in reality I was trying to obscure his hip so he could go for his weapon.

				Magpie twitched, looking to the two of us wildly and shouting, “Hands! I want to see ‘em! Both of you now!”

				Grant gave a “tch” noise in the back of his throat and slowly raised his paws. I eventually did the same, but I bored a hole through the rat’s head with my gaze as I did.

				His expression was not what I expected. He looked afraid, for one, which was baffling considering he’d been the one to reveal himself to us. The man could have shot us from the nearby rise before we’d even known he was here. I couldn’t understand any conceivable reason why he hadn’t…

				But he also looked…frustrated. Defiant but worried, like he wanted very badly to say something.

				And he did, as it turned out.

				“I didn’t do this thing Prendergast accused me of, CO!” he yelled insistently. “I ain’t your man! You gotta believe me.”

				Grant looked confused for only a moment, but then he narrowed his eyes. “I’m going to have a hard time believing that, Gabriel. All of the evidence points to the contrary. And you never caught up with us on the way to town. Only a guilty man runs.”

				“I ran into their bloody fox in the woods!” Magpie said, his finger shaking on the trigger of his rifle. “On the way back from destroyin’ their supplies. I tried to get back as fast as I could, but that assassin found me. Had to play cat ‘n’ mouse for nearly half an hour before I shook him.”

			

			
				Grant shut his mouth then blew out a breath through his nose, shaking his head. “I’m sorry,” he muttered then looked back up to the rat, “but that’s a wild…weak story, Magpie. And I don’t believe it for a second.”

				“It’s the ruttin’ truth!” the rat cried, stomping his foot in the moist earth. “I didn’t sell us out, Wickham! I didn’t set Prendergast and the others up t’be ambushed! I swear to God!”

				“Then how do you know about the ambush at all?” I asked with a growl.

				The rat’s ears fell. “I…listened in…to y’all when I made it back into town,” he said at length. Too lengthy a pause for my liking. 

				“You listened in without showing your face?” Grant questioned, arching an eyebrow. “You’re only pounding the nails in further here, Gabriel.”

				“I thought the raiders were still in the town!” the rat insisted. “I always creep ‘round when I don’t know where m’enemies are! You know that! I heard you and Prendergast screamin’ at one another from the rooftops. When I heard what he was sayin’, I…I knew this was gonna come back on me…”

				“So you ran,” Grant said pointedly. “Again. Only the guilty run.”

				“Then why the hell am I back here now, pleadin’ my case?” Magpie demanded of us frantically. “I ain’t got nothin’ to gain by this, CO! I could’ve just ran off entirely.”

				Grant blew out a long sigh, his tone dropping to one of self-loathing. “Maybe you…think I’m more a fool than I am,” he muttered, casting his eyes down.

				“You were th’only man who ever gave me a damned chance, Wickham,” the rat pleaded. “Please! Please…hear me now! I didn’t do this!”

				Grant’s silence was telling. The rat’s expression slowly fell, and I readied myself for whatever he’d do in his desperation. He clearly wanted Grant and I to believe him, but nothing about what he was saying made sense. 

				None of this made any sense at all. If he was a guilty man who wanted to plead his case, coming back here to do so was an enormous risk. Until now, we hadn’t known where he was…he could have easily escaped. 

				If he truly was innocent, a possibility I personally thought to be almost nil, then how else had this deception been accomplished? Another rat? Someone had given the coordinates that had led Connall’s men into that ambush.

				The idea that one of Rourke’s men had been able to mimic Magpie, who had very distinctive and unusual fur patterns, in order to give our men false information was too far-fetched to believe. And Connall was a sharp, suspicious man…I had to believe he’d have seen through such a ruse. Especially since he’d been so certain someone in our group was feeding information to the enemy.

				No, he would have known. Magpie…had to be lying. I couldn’t let the rat’s charming, friendly demeanor fool me again. He’d been deceiving us all along, and he was deceiving me now. He was a magnificent actor but nothing more.

			

			
				“You trusted me once,” the rat said, his voice cracking. “Please, Wickham. No one but you has treated me like anything but dirt for a long time now. Don’t give up on me now…”

				Grant lowered his head, his blue eyes slipping almost entirely closed. The regret in his tone was palpable.

				“I’m sorry, Gabriel,” the husky said softly, “if at some point I…failed you somehow. I did believe in you.”

				He looked up again, the resolve returning to his gaze. “But,” he stated firmly, “I should have left you in prison.”

				The rat set his jaw tightly and narrowed his eyes at the two of us. I waited for him to shoot…but it never came. Instead, he slowly began to back off, keeping his gun aimed in our direction the whole while.

				“You’d better watch your back, Wickham,” the rat warned as he retreated for the treeline, “because whoever really did this is still out there…and you’d better hope I find ‘em before they find you.”

				He twitched and, faster than I could follow, took off into the woods. The second his gun went down, I went for my bow and nocked an arrow, quickly trying to pick out his retreating silhouette between the trees.

				I nearly took off to follow, but Grant put a hand on my shoulder, stopping me forcibly.

				“He’s getting away!” I cried out.

				“He’ll kill you,” Grant emphasized in a hard tone. “He’s armed with a loaded rifle in a forest with ample cover. Don’t give up your life needlessly!”

				I panted, forcing down the hot air inside my lungs, trying to accept the husky’s words. I knew he was right, of course…I’d seen Magpie hunting men before, and I was in no way his equal. Knowing your strength meant knowing your weaknesses, Ransom would have said.

				So instead of following him, I gave a frustrated, hoarse scream and dropped my bow on the ground, kicking up a clod of dirt and grass and trying to quell the flames licking at my insides. I was so damned tired of feeling useless! Every demon in my life was escaping me!

				“We’ll regroup,” Grant was saying from behind me, but his words were all beginning to blur together. “With…Laesom, at least…and whomever amongst my men will still follow me. Magpie is just one more raider to hunt now.”

				I bent down to pick up my bow, running my paws over the well-worn, intricate carvings along the wood. I remembered the day I’d found it…how full of fire I’d been. How determined.

				Crow had told me not to lose focus, and I had. And look what had happened.

				“He’s mocking us,” I whispered, almost too low for Grant to hear. 

				The canine approached me slowly from behind, his paw settling gently on my shoulder and squeezing it softly.

			

			
				“Methoa…Rourke…Magpie…they’re just…playing with us,” I said, feeling a sob threatening at the back of my throat. But this one was out of anger. “Circling us like vultures…picking us apart bit by bit. I don’t know…I don’t know how we win this…”

				“Maybe…we don’t,” Grant said, his soft words surprising me. I looked up. Despite what he’d said, his expression didn’t look defeated. “Maybe we aren’t the ones meant to punish them,” he continued. “Maybe we never will. All we can do is keep…trying.”

				“But if we fail—” I began.

				“Men…monsters like that,” the husky stated, “are always punished one way or another. By God or…spirits or fate. Evil always pursues its source. Punishment isn’t always meant to be in the hands of men.”

				“How can you be so docile?” I suddenly demanded, whirling on the man. “Those were your men! Your friends! My friends! Are you really just going to stand down, now? After everything they’ve done to us?”

				“I’m not giving up!” the husky insisted. “But Shivah…I-I…” He gestured in the direction of the town, where smoke still continued to drift lazily into the air. 

				“I failed,” he finally stated, his tone weak. “I…failed…my men. I failed my government. I failed…everyone. Even you.”

				I blinked up at the husky, seeing the pain beyond the show of strength he was putting on. He wasn’t just grieving; he was…obliterated. The one thing I’d always seen in him, his confidence, was gone. All I saw in its place now was self-loathing and shame. 

				“I’m starting to think I’m in over my head on this,” he said, his eyes wide and lost. “And maybe I always have been, and maybe I’m a goddamned fool, and that’s why things got to this point—”

				“It’s not your fault you trusted Magpie!” I declared. “We all did!”

				“Connall didn’t!” the husky shouted back. “He warned me, argued with me…for months…not to take that man on. And I…I thought he was just being specist, that I…that I was so damned morally superior, because I was a slum kid who’d grown up with rats and felines and everything else under the bloody sun, and I saw a good man in him…a good man who just hadn’t been given a chance until I came along.”

				He dropped his hands to his side, turning to look away from my eyes and shaking his head. “I trusted him. I really did. And look what came of it.”

				“There’s nothing wrong with believing in people,” I said quietly. And I wanted to believe my words, because they sounded so right. But I’d learned a hard lesson with my own family then with my own husband. Sometimes it wasn’t worth maintaining your faith in others…sometimes they’d use your compliance, your acceptance of them, to destroy you. I’d learned it in the hardest of ways.

			

			
				And now so had Grant. And I hated to see his faith fall apart before my eyes.

				“Maybe not,” Grant conceded at length, hanging his head. “But I…I knew he couldn’t be entirely trusted. And I did so anyway.”

				“How?” I asked quietly. I’d never really known the rat well.

				Grant put his hands on his hips, lifting his head slowly and looking towards the sunrise, the orangish hues painting the white in his fur.

				“He was on probation,” the husky said, letting out a long breath. “He’d been a prisoner…a criminal…in the military lockup before we got him.”

				“What did he do?” I asked, alarmed. I’d heard the men refer to this ‘prison’ a few times by now, but I’d thought it was a city. It wasn’t a word I recognized. But ‘criminal’ I knew.

				“He murdered an unarmed woman,” Grant said quietly.

				“What?” I blinked in shock. “How…why would you ever trust him?”

				“The woman was a loyalist,” the husky said, as though that explained it all. He gesticulated with his paw, out towards the east. “Out in the eastern territories, where Mag—where Gabriel is from…there are still a lot of loyalist sects. Essentially just…large groups of civilians who are still loyal to Amuresca, and express their patriotism in bloody riots, assassinations of political figures, and raids on trade vessels. They stockpile arms, steal, wreak havoc…and they’re bloody hard to unearth before they do any damage, because they’re all comprised of everyday people. People who just happen to hold a grudge against the government. Gabriel moved from the army to become a part of a specialized unit that dealt with finding and breaking them up before they really mustered enough firepower and support to become a problem.”

				“So was this woman a threat or not?” I asked.

				“That’s the difficult thing,” Grant sighed. “It’s hard to say. He and a few of the men he worked with were apparently quartered at an inn in a town they were staking out, and the woman who ran it turned out later to be a loyalist with a large cache of weapons in her cellar and a lot of anti-government sentiment in her family. He claims…”—and this is where his voice went uncertain, “that she was approaching one of the other men in his party while they were eating dinner with a knife.”

				I tried to imagine the scenario, but everything he was speaking of was such a foreign concept to me, I couldn’t make sense of it. I at least understood what it meant to imagine a threat when one wasn’t there…but I wasn’t certain that’s what Grant was describing.

				“They couldn’t be certain if his claims were valid at trial,” Grant muttered. “But it was a military trial; they were sympathetic to the way soldiers can snap…imagine things like that after so long in the field. And…in the end, the woman did turn out to have dangerous political leanings, so…he was only imprisoned for a few years then put on probation. And that’s when I stumbled across him. I needed a tracker. The government wanted to get rid of him, and this mission’s long been considered highly fatal. I’m sure they were only too happy to give him to me.”

			

			
				He looked to me, but I still wasn’t sure what to say. It was a lot of information. A lot of information I never would have been able to imagine about the rat if Grant hadn’t told me about it. I’d never seen an inkling of it all beneath Magpie’s congenial personality. And he talked very little about his past, save that he was skilled in hunting men.

				One thing was certain. He was far more dangerous in my estimation now than he ever had been before.

				Grant was shaking his head again—he’d been doing so a lot since last night—his teeth grinding. His nose had started bleeding again, but I doubt he realized it. Connall had struck him hard the night before, hard enough that I could see his skin bruising beneath his fur and his nose had bled intermittently all night. 

				I stepped up to him and gingerly reached a paw up to tilt his muzzle down towards me. I reached into Puck’s pouch and pulled out a few of the bundled bandages, tearing off a length of it and pressing it to the husky’s muzzle. Grant averted his eyes, his ears drooping.

				“You should be angry at me,” the man said quietly. “It was my naiveté…my foolishness…that led to all of this…”

				“No,” I said, and despite the weakness in my body, despite the sadness I was feeling, despite my frustration and helplessness…on that one word, I was firm. I looked him in the eyes, narrowing mine. “You can’t…ever…blame yourself for the actions of monsters. Be angry at them…not at yourself. They want you to blame yourself. They want you to give up.”

				“I’m not…going to give up,” the husky said and held the cloth to his muzzle after I released it. “I’m not going to shirk my duty. But I just…I’m really starting to question the logic of Headquarters putting me in charge of this task. I was shocked when I was even appointed to the Marshals…let alone when they gave me…this. Rourke is my first mark.”

				“Someone there must have believed in you,” I emphasized.

				“I know, and”—he sighed, averting his eyes, his ears still limp—”I’ve always wanted to prove they weren’t wrong to appoint me. Someone at Headquarters must have had a lot of faith in my abilities, and I want to live up to what’s expected of me. More than anything. And I have been trying,” he emphasized. “But sometimes I just feel like I lack the…experience for something this monumental. They put me straight into a command position. There are literally men on my squad who work under me who have more experience in the field than I do. I can’t understand why they didn’t put a senior member, someone like Connall, in charge of this task. I would have been happy just to be a Marshal, serving someone like him.”

			

			
				 Watching the husky question himself was painful. I’d almost never seen the man’s conviction for his job falter, and I honestly didn’t know what to tell him to boost his confidence. Some of what he was saying…honestly didn’t make much sense. I’d always thought it odd that Connall was below him in rank. Even amongst the tribes, senior hunters always lead hunts. Even if they were physically less competent. Their wisdom was what was valuable.

				I didn’t doubt for a moment that Grant had been trying. But much as I didn’t want to confirm his fears, there was something to be said for them. I’d lost a friend yesterday. Grant had lost over twenty men, who’d been depending upon his decisions.

				All things considered, he was bearing it as well as could be expected.

				I couldn’t hate the man for making a mistake though. Especially not one made in good faith. And I didn’t want him to hate himself either.

				“I don’t…” the husky murmured then looked to me with those blue eyes. “I don’t know…what to do from here. I know that I don’t want to give up. I’m just not certain what we can…do now. Save…rally…and hope. I wish someone could give me orders.”

				I wrapped an arm around him weakly and leaned against him. It took him a few moments, but eventually the husky returned the gesture, his head dropping down over my shoulder. We stood there together for some time, and I tried so hard to forget everything. Just for a little while.

				“What are we going to do?” I asked softly against his chest.

				“I wish I knew,” the man answered, his voice as lost as mine.

				We parted slowly, and Grant’s expression shifted ever-so-slightly more determined, like he was trying to muster strength for me. I wanted to tell him he didn’t have to.

				“I’m…going to talk to Connall,” he said finally. “The one thing I know for certain right now is that we need to decide what’s to be done about this town. We can figure out the rest after we’ve ensured these people are safe.”

				He looked beyond me, to the shrine, and dropped his voice to a softer tone. “You should go…see your friend. Say your prayers for him. Martin said they could help us bury him later today.”

				I swallowed, nodding but trying not to process his words. I still wasn’t ready to deal with this.

				And I couldn’t imagine burying Puck without Ransom being here. Where was he?

				Grant and I parted ways, and I exhaustedly walked the short distance towards the shrine, my paws dragging in the dirt with every step. I’d had enough trouble sleeping this week, but last night I’d spent the entire night searching the woods and grieving, and that wasn’t even taking into account the frantic journey from the night before or the encounter at Rourke’s camp.

				If I didn’t sleep soon, I was going to collapse. But I was afraid of what my dreams might bring.

			

			
				There were half a dozen villagers near the shrine, paying their respects for the fox. Amongst them I saw Martin, standing near the small shed. He was knelt in prayer, a small bracelet of beads clasped between his hands.

				When I neared, he looked up with a sad expression. 

				“Miss Shivah,” he greeted me in a subdued tone. “Have you come to pray with us?”

				I nodded, not wanting to speak, lest I start crying again. I’d save whatever tears I had left for Puck.

				The mouse gestured into the shrine, where I could see the fox’s figure lain on a simple stone slab. Surrounding his body were candles placed along the floor to illuminate the quiet, windowless interior of the shrine and bundled collections of dried flowers, most of which looked to be lavenders from the surrounding fields.

				“There aren’t any live flowers this time of year,” Martin said quietly. “But we thought it fitting we take what remained in the root cellar…to show some part of our gratitude. Every man, woman, and child in this village is praying for him, Miss Shivah. None other was so dedicated to this village in a time of need. He will be remembered.”

				I just nodded, swallowing. The mouse lowered his head and returned to his prayers, and I stepped past him into the shrine.

				It was the first time I’d really looked at Puck since Ransom had brought him to us. The villagers had brought him here soon after the coyote had fled us, and Grant and I had left him in their hands ever since. 

				It was hard to compare grief or value a person’s life, but in a way, this was harder than my son’s death had been…because I had to see the aftermath. 

				I would have liked to say he looked peaceful, but the tapestry of injuries covering him was gruesome and reminded me how much pain he’d likely been in before he’d died. Most of the wounds looked superficial, save a few of the worst punctures to his chest, which were probably what had killed him in the end. We still weren’t sure what had ultimately ended his life…Grant suspected blood loss or that something inside his body had been ruptured by a blow. I didn’t want to think about it.

				The injuries implied torture above all else…no one wanted to say it, but we all knew it. Rourke had probably been trying to get the location of the villagers out of Puck. The fox had died defending the people he’d come here to save. The only comfort I could take from everything that had happened was the knowledge that, no matter what he’d endured, if he was alive now, he’d have told me it had been worth it.

				I could all but hear him saying it. Perhaps the spirits here had taken him to their realm by now. Perhaps if I prayed…he’d hear me.

				I hesitated in the last few steps to the stone pedestal, breathing deep and trying to be strong. When I finally made it, I lifted myself up onto the long slab of slate beside Puck’s fallen form and looked down on him. I couldn’t stop myself from crying anymore this close to him…but I could at least try to be brave for him.

			

			
				I began to pray…humming the only song I knew to send a soul away. My voice faltered and lacked the clarity I wanted it to, but I didn’t care, and I doubted the spirits or Puck would either.

				I wished Ransom was here to sing for him. There was so much left unresolved between the two men…this would have been his last chance to do something—anything—for the fox.

				I half expected him to appear, to come into the shrine behind me, to hear him humming along with me. If this were a story, one of the tales told around the fire in my tribe, he would have. And what a great tragedy it would have been.

				Instead I sat in prayer for nearly an hour, and the only answers to my off-key songs came from the walls surrounding me. 

				I closed my eyes at length…knowing I’d done all I could and trying to find some peace with the moment. These would be the final moments I’d have with my friend. I needed him to know I loved him, even if the man he’d loved was too much of a coward—or too damaged—to be here for him.

				“I love you, Puck…” I said softly, leaning down to brush some of the remaining white fur on his head back and leaning down to kiss his forehead, the same way I once had my son’s while he slept.

				I lingered there a moment amidst the fragrant scents of the dried flowers. The wildflowers the villagers had brought smelled particularly sweet, and they were mingling with Puck’s own familiar, subdued scent. For a moment it almost felt like he was still alive beside me, sleeping. Like I’d just woken back in the tent we’d so often shared, and nothing from last night had really happened.

				I wanted to go to sleep here with him and wake to a different reality.

				I choked back a sob, pressing my nose into the fox’s fur for a further few moments, not wanting to let him go. The flowers here were reminiscent of something else in our past together too…something floral and sweet like…

				…Jack’s tea?

				My eyes opened slowly. Yes…that was it exactly. The smell reminded me of Jack’s tea. But why…?

				My heart literally stopped. A distant memory was fluttering at the peripheral of my mind, and I seized onto it like a branch in a storm. I almost didn’t want to believe it, because I was so afraid I’d be wrong…

				I shot up to my hands and knees and dipped my muzzle down to inhale the fox’s scent…not the flowers, no…I was absolutely certain now. It was coming from him.

				I heard someone approaching the shrine…someone with far heavier footfalls than a mouse. I turned quickly, hoping it was Ransom…but it was just Grant, returning from meeting with his men. He looked a mixture of crestfallen and resolute.

			

			
				“Shivah,” he said softly from the doorway of the shrine, “I—”

				“Grant, I need you,” I said suddenly, catching him off-guard with my demand. “Come here.” 

				The husky looked past me to the fox, seeming hesitant and confused, but he did as he was bidden to and stepped inside, heading towards me. As soon as he got close, I hopped off the slab and grabbed the man by the collar of his shirt, tugging him towards Puck’s body insistently. He stumbled, caught off-guard.

				“Wha—” he began, confused.

				“I need your nose,” I persisted, my words only deepening his confused expression. 

				“Alright,” he said uncertainly.

				“Get close,” I said, aware that I was sounding crazy but not caring. “Tell me what you smell.”

				“Shivah…” Grant said in a concerned, somewhat disturbed tone.

				“Just please do this for me!” I pleaded hoarsely. 

				The husky shut his mouth and looked at me sympathetically for a few moments before giving a shuddering sigh and moving up to stand beside the stone slab. He leaned over and took a breath, his nose twitching as he took in the scent of the fox. Eventually he looked up, and he seemed more confused than anything else. 

				“B-berries?” he murmured, baffled.

				I let out a long, shaky breath, my heart hammering in my chest. “Len’sal,” I said, every part of my body beginning to shake now. “It’s Len’sal…”

				The husky continued to look between the fox and I in confusion as I frantically opened Puck’s healer’s pouch and dumped it out on the ground, getting down to my knees to begin digging through the bundles of herbs and small bags of dried materials he kept inside. I emptied out nearly a dozen before I thought to just check the bottom of the pouch itself. If the fox had really used them, he’d have done so in a hurry; he might not have had the time to seal the bag back up. Maybe…

				My fingers closed around something hard and round, and I slowly dug it out from where it was buried in the inside seam of the bag. When I held it up into the light, I recognized it immediately.

				It was a Len’sal berry. Long-since dried and shriveled to half its original size.

				And it was green. Unripened.

				I whirled around, struggling to my feet. “We need to get him to a healer!” I cried, clawing at Grant’s offered arms to drag myself to my feet as fast as possible.

			

			
				“Shivah,” the husky said helplessly, even as he helped me to my feet, “it won’t…it won’t do any good. He’s gone—”

				But I was already at the fox’s side. Already pressing my ear down against his chest, frantically listening…for what I hoped would be there. Quiet as a whisper, so near death that entire tribes had buried their people alive, unaware that they were only sleeping…

				And there…at length…I heard it. One…weak…heartbeat.
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