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FOREWORD
No knowledge of other works set in the world of the Noble Dead Saga is necessary to read and enjoy any story in “T·N·D·S: Tales from the world of the Noble Dead Saga.” Readers new to this world can step right into it through any of these shorter works.
Tales are organized into “collections” where all works therein share a theme and/or premise. Most are not sequential and can be read in any order. When one or more link together, subsequent stories mention “sequel to…” on their covers to guide you.
Tales can be your first adventure into this world or something to tide you over in the wait for the next of our varied novels to be released.
—Barb & J.C. Hendee



PUPPY LOVE
Kyne Erhtenwal, just shy of her thirteenth birthday, didn’t realize she was nodding off again. Dressed in a tan robe and cowl over her old skirt and muslin shirt, she perched on a musty hay bale, utterly unaware of leaning against the person next to her. If not for that support, she would have tumbled off to the dirt floor.
In this south-side stable, in the king’s city of Calm Seatt, Malourné, Kyne didn’t quite hear the voice that hush other children at the end of another half-day in a makeshift public school.
“That is all, my students. I will see you again after the post-planting holiday, but first…”
A boney elbow rammed Kyne’s side.
“Wake up!” growled that someone she leaned on.
With a squeaky gasp, Kyne straightened too quickly and almost did topple off the hay bale. She blinked in trying to clear her drowsy eyes as Marten growled at her.
“That’s the third time… and next time, I’ll let you dirt dive on that freckled nose of yours!”
Still dazed, she stared as he rolled a shoulder in glaring sidelong at her with his nearer green eye. The wild mop of red-brown hair over his narrow face made him look all the more irritated. He roughly straightened his own tan robe over his daily clothes and, as if to add to his point, jerked down on the cowl rumpled around his neck.
It was the same type of robe and cowl worn by all “initiates” in the Guild of Sagecraft, including Kyne. Only twelve in the crowded stable wore such.
Kyne wrinkled her nose at Marten. Adding her own indignant huff, she flipped her dark blond braids back over her tiny shoulders. About to serve Marten a choice retort, she spotted the “teacher” watching her—only her.
Across the stable before the bay doors left open for light, Emilia Ginjeriè stood poised in her deep sienna robe for the guild’s order of Naturology. At thirty-one years old, she was the youngest—at least in the guild’s Numan branch—to achieve the second highest and esteemed rank of “domin.”
Serenely happy at most times, Domin Ginjeriè often wore a beautiful soft smile to match her sparkling, almost silvery, hazel eyes. The domin didn’t smile now. In fact, she appeared sadly disappointed with her gaze fixed on Kyne. After a deep breath, Domin Ginjeriè sighed out through her perfect nose and looked away.
Kyne flushed, swallowed, and cringed.
“What’s the matter?”
Kyne, in hanging her and hoping not to be noticed again, looked down on her other regular companion.
Grimmé sat on the stable’s dirt floor with his back against the old hay bale. “What?” he whispered, not looking up at her. “Did you stay up all night again with your face in a book?”
No, at least not last night, or on any recent night. Kyne had other reasons of late for a lack of sleep.
With a fixed frown on Grimmé’s chubby-cheeked face, crowned by a mess of unruly dirt brown hair, he rubbed out a few numbers chalked on his slate with a chubby hand. Chalk dust ended up on his robe’s sleeve cuff, a bit of pale white amid other dingier smudges.
Some initiates called him “Grimy” for obvious reasons.
Kyne knew his given name meant “insightful” or “spiritually intuitive” in one pre-Numanese dialect, which was so unfortunate for someone like him. She and Marten just called him “Grim”—for other good reasons. As to Kyne’s slate and Marten’s, both lay behind them on the hay bale as blank as when the domin had handed them out.
With a sigh, Kyne whispered back to Grim, “You know how to account a laborer’s wages… yes? What to put aside for living, savings, and so on, and what is left for discretionary wants.”
Grim faltered in re-writing his numbers and looked up in a blank stare, though his big brown eyes still appeared small in his round face. Maybe the word “discretionary” confused him. Those eyes quickly narrowed, and his bottom lip pushed up over the top one.
“Some of us have to practice,” he grumbled, turning back to his numbers. “We’re not like you… you sponge-head! We don’t soak up everything we read like water.”
“Stop pestering him,” Marten whispered. “That’s all you do anymore, if you say anything. Even your usual yacking would be better than that.”
Kyne folded her arms in a sulk, moping like she had over the last several moons. Even if she was pestering, at least it kept her mind off… other things. And another day in the stable listening to lessons she had learned long ago didn’t help.
“Everyone, please,” Domin Ginjeriè called out with a quick triple clap of her hands. “Wipe your slates and return them to the carrying crate along with any leftover chalk.”
Children of all types and sizes, in their shambles of clothes, clambered off hay bales, out of a stored wagon’s bed and off its bench, and even emerged from empty stalls. Two climbed down from halfway up the ladder to the empty loft. None of these wore initiates robes. The other nine who did, hung back from the clusters jostling toward the domin’s crate amid rising chatter and the clatter of returned slats.
And Grim was still chalking, wiping, and fussing with his numbers.
Marten sighed before Kyne could.
The stable in which they sat, near its left line of empty stalls, was one of many makeshift places where the local guild branch held public schools. All children shy of sixteen with time for a little education—and whose parents could not afford formal tutelage—were welcome to attend.
That was not why Kyne, Marten, and Grim were here.
Four days per moon, Kyne and other initiates—usually Grim and Marten as well—attended one or another of these public school sessions. Most times they came to this stable. Well, actually all of those times for Kyne. That was in addition to seminars, lectures, studies, and so on for all initiates at the guilds own grounds. She might not have minded if these public sessions were less tedious and rudimentary for someone like her.
In other words, if they were less boring!
She could remember the meaning and specifics of most everything she read and understood; that helped with anything else, since she understood most everything she could read. She already spoke passably in four languages, aside from being the youngest to ever become competent—more than competent—in the guild’s Begaine Syllabary. That was a marvelous system of complex, compressed, and adaptable glyphs and strokes for recording words in any language or dialect.
It saved a lot of costly paper, too.
All initiates were told that these public school sessions were a reminder of daily life and the community they would serve as adults. That is, if they successfully became an apprentice, then a journeyor, and finally a master “sage” in one of the guild’s five orders. But not everyone who became an initiate did so with that intention.
Some parents simply wanted their children to get the best and broadest education. The guild was the place for that. Should a child fail the initiate’s entrance examination, though not too badly, parents who could paid for entrance. That was how Grim had been accepted in one of few fully paid openings available.
Other children who did well but not well enough might be accepted on partial fees. That was how Marten had become an initiate. And as to Kyne…
At ten years old, she had been two years too young for the examination. Just the same, her father had argued relentlessly with the guild’s domins, claiming she was smarter than those who were old enough. That had worked at first. Though she understood anything she could read, anything beyond what was specified in the examination—oral and written—left her baffled. She tested well enough for entrance, but because she was underage, her father had to argue even more to get her accepted on partial fees.
Kyne had worked so hard after that. She didn’t want her parent’s meager coins to be wasted. In less than her first year, she proved a worthy exception in acceptance, and all of her fees had been waved.
As to achieving official ranks like “domin”—let alone “premin” and a leader of one order in a guild branch—these were much harder and took many years.
All of this was unlikely for poor plodding Grim. Marten might pass his first apprentice petition and examination still a couple of years away. That is, if he made a lasting decision as to which order to join and stuck to it. Over the last season, Kyne had this all figured out for herself.
One day, she would join the order of Cathology, whose sage guardians and caretakers of knowledge itself wore robes of gray. And why?
More than anything, Kyne now wanted to follow in the footsteps of Journeyor Wynn Hygeorht.
Of all sages she had come to know in less than three years, Wynn inspired her the most. Not only in being a sage, though that part was a big part of it. But here and now, thought of Wynn and her two companions made Kyne slump into more moping.
“Hey, Allen,” Marten called out. “What are you doing here?”
Kyne looked up as Grim finally rose and failed at dusting off the seat of his robe. A lithe and overly tall boy for a mere fourteen years strolled casually toward the trio. He was also dressed far finer than anyone present.
His dark cyan vestment shimmered like fine silk or satin over his stark-white linen shirt of billowing sleeves. Certainly his family had coin enough that he didn’t need public schooling. But what first caught most people’s eyes were his caramel skin, a narrow and nearly pointed jaw line, and those too large and slightly slanted eyes… with big amber irises.
No one would mistake “Allen” as a Numan of the northern nations or any kind of human. If they didn’t notice his eyes at first, those delicately pointed ear tips occasionally peeking through wheat-blond hair down to his narrow shoulders would have made this plain to see.
Alshenísh’ìn was a lhoin’na, or what humans—Numan or otherwise—lazily called an “elf.”
Kyne knew there were more than one so-called “elven” people in a big world, for she had heard as much from Wynn Hygeorht. Either way, that didn’t carry any weight with Marten; quite the opposite.
“Thought your parents wanted you to stick to private tutoring,” he went on, “and not lay-about with us commoners.”
Alshenísh’ìn cast Marten a sharp-eyed glance, but that vanished when his gaze fixed on Kyne. He smiled faintly, maybe coyly. In being taller than Marten—who was taller than Kyne—she had to tilt her head back to look up into his face and those startling amber eyes.
Kyne’s throat closed up. To say Alshenísh’ìn was beautiful was too obvious.
“Präv túâgé agh’anamva?” he asked softly in his people’s lilting but guttural tongue.
Kyne flushed with embarrassment. Marten glanced at her and smirked, obviously catching the question’s meaning or at least a word of it. Kyne understood every word.
Was your nap refreshing?
“Talk like a normal person!” Grim grumbled. “Enough with the… Elvish.”
He snatched up both Kyne and Marten’s blank slats and stomped off to return those with his own. Considering Grim’s mood, Kyne resisted correcting him.
Languages other than his own common Numanese were something else Grim failed at even more than other initiates. This included what too many called “Elvish” or, just as bad, “Lhoin’nese.” Eahrʼrá Cheanʼá, or “The Spring’s Tongue,” was the dialect of the Lhoin’na.
Kyne kept to her own tongue, once she regained a little control over it.
“Wh-what is it… Alshenísh’ìn?” she stuttered, and then fumbled out, “You-you do not need… pub-public coursework. Not for what your parents … what they can pay for private instruction.”
Alshenísh’ìn’s head tilted slightly, causing his shimmering wheat-blond hair to sway across his smooth cheek.
“Perhaps I need something more personal,” he crooned in perfect Numanese. “Some things concerning life among your people I will never understand… without assistance.”
He blinked so slowly at Kyne that she felt suddenly warm and chill all at once.
Alshenísh’ìn was not the first to come at her for what she knew and how well she did what she did for her age. Other initiates, a few apprentices, and even one journeyor had sought her out in deciphering Begaine symbols in guild copies of obscure texts. She was one of very few initiates with high enough marks to be allowed into the guild’s catacomb archives—always supervised, of course.
That was what Alshenísh’ìn was after.
He wanted access to the best texts of the Numan branch, especially originals and others not found in the main library. As to why, Kyne didn’t know, but he certainly didn’t want to bother with becoming an initiate. There was another guild branch among his people, but it was a long way off to the south.
“Hey, Allen,” Marten chimed in, barely above whisper, “where’s that little sister of yours?”
That wiped the smile off of Alshenísh’ìn’s face.
“Wouldn’t mind her showing up for some schooling,” Marten added.
Alshenísh’ìn shot Marten an even fierier glare, but in turning away, his gaze softened again as it passed one last time over Kyne. Another slow blink came and went below up-swept feathery eyebrows as bright as his hair.
Kyne swallowed audibly.
Why Alshenísh’ìn’s family lived in Calm Seatt was a big unanswered question. Some said his mother was a dignitary here from their people. That he knew he was pretty—no, exquisite—to most humans made it worse for the way he used that.
Alshenísh’ìn followed the other children as Domin Ginjeriè led everyone else out the stable doors.
Kyne released a shaky breath and whispered, “Thank you.”
Marten huffed. “Forget it and him and all his charm. He’s just another arrogant… tree-born… bush-baby!”
Kyne’s eyes widened in shock. “Do not use that vulgar term for any lhoin’na, even him.”
“Come on, let’s get out of here… before we’re in more trouble for falling behind.”
They caught up to Grim, standing with arms folded as he glowered at “Allen” sauntering out the bay doors. Then they were all out the doors, as two other initiates stood waiting to close up the stable. Alshenísh’ìn drifted off to some better part of the city as the rest of the children scattered toward nearer homes.
Kyne, Marten, and Grim stood politely waiting with nine other initiates as Domin Ginjeriè paused for a friendly word with Master Boulg.
He was the kindly, very elderly, and very very scruffy stable owner, who many said was a “simple” man. In turn, he said little in gnawing the stem of a Cherry-wood pipe. Though he no longer ran the Hoof House as an actual stable, by the bales of hay left in the place it seemed someone sometimes used it as such. It was a good place for a public school four times per moon. Rents paid by the guild would never have covered all city taxes, yet he had not lost ownership of the place.
Somehow Master Boulg was well-situated in his old age.
Other sages said Domin Ginjeriè’s beauty and serene nature had made the place an easy arrangement with old stable master. Kyne didn’t care for gossip, but of course she listened anyway; there might have been something to this.
Master Boulg smiled, his yellowed teeth exposed through wispy white whiskers. He did that every time Domin Ginjeriè paused for a greeting, which she always did. But the retired stable master then teetered in peeking around the domin. Master Boulg pulled the pipe stem out of his mouth and pointed it up the cobbled street.
Domin Ginjeriè cocked her head, peering south between weathered buildings and shabby shops.
“Leirin!” she called out suddenly. “Mind your way, young lady. Keep your sister and brother to the roadside. I do not want to hear of any of you ending up under a wagon’s wheels.”
Though a few initiates looked, not Kyne. She stood silently hanging her head, and both braids of brown-blond hair flopped out of her loose cowl.
When Domin Ginjeriè said her goodbye to Master Boulg, Kyne was still too quiet and weary. And not from another boring half-day in a public school or too little sleep of late, or even how witless she felt whenever she looked up into Alshenísh’ìn’s sparkling eyes. As the domin led all twelve initiates off on the long walk back to the guild’s keep, Kyne blindly followed between Marten and Grim.
“What’s the matter with you?” Grim asked. “You’ve been moping for moons. So Journeyor Hygeorht is gone again… and good enough!”
Kyne clenched her jaw but didn’t look at him or say a word.
Wynn Hygeorht was the only sage Kyne knew who actually talked about what it was to do instead of read about things. Too many around the guild had called her “Witless Wynn” for all she said about the places she had been and the things she had seen and done. Too many didn’t believe her or refused to. That seemed why Wynn had said less and less over time.
Now and then, Wynn had talked a little more to Kyne, and Kyne would give anything to be what Wynn was: a sage who did something!
Marten rolled his green eyes. “Nah, it isn’t the journeyor she’s stuck on.”
Kyne said nothing to this either.
They all turned up another street in a double line of short tan robes following Domin Ginjeriè’s sienna one. No passersby gave them much notice, for sages were a somewhat common sight. Everywhere along the way, people went about in the late-late afternoon, finishing last tasks before hurrying off for their homes. A peddler rolled by with fresh baked buns on his cart, some of them glazed with sugar.
Grim slowed, eying that cart, and Marten reached around to snatch the back of his robe. But Kyne was still thinking about Wynn.
Journeyor Hygeorht had gone among the Rughìr’thai’âch—the “earth-born,” or rughìr, or what humans lazily called “dwarves.” She had wandered the heights and deep depths of great Dhredze Seatt, their home in the mountain peninsula across the bay. She had also gone among the Lhoin’na to the far south, Alshenísh’ìn’s people, and even out into their wilderness of ancient trees said to make the royal castle’s towers look tiny. And more…
Wynn had traveled to—and through—the little known other side of the whole world.
What she had said about that hinted at people, places, and events dark and light, wondrous and frightful, and sometimes all of these at once. Some people could barely imagine such things, but Kyne imagined a lot. Now that Wynn had left again with her companions, yes, Kyne missed the journeyor, but…
“Ah, no!” Grim grouched, scrunching his small nose in disgust. “Don’t tell me you’re stuck on that pasty, nasty, too-tall outlander you were tutoring.”
Kyne resisted an incensed glare. Yes, Master Chane Andraso was strange and dour, and as tall as some full-grown lhoin’na.
Marten stalled in staring at Grim. “What? Are you cracked in the head?”
“I’m just saying,” Grim added, glancing again at Kyne. “She’s been in a mood for so long.”
“That guy is a creep… creepy!” Marten added. “I don’t see why even that weird journeyor keeps him around.”
Again, Kyne said nothing.
Once, Master Andraso had snarled at her, Marten, and Grim. That night in the guild’s courtyard, the three of them had been arguing again. In not watching where they were going, they shoved open a door too quickly and nearly slammed it into Master Andraso’s face. His long, pale features twisted like a startled animal in snarling, and even Marten had shrieked like… well, like a little girl.
This was all before Wynn’s tall companion later asked Kyne for help with learning the Begaine Syllabary. She had been uncertain at first.
Such things were not usually taught to outsiders, and Master Andraso proved a very trying “student.” Not that he was unintelligent; he was quite learned as a fallen noble in his homeland across the world. He was also full of more questions than Kyne had ever been asked about anything, aside from the syllabary.
And he would not stop with those!
Actually, that had been nice, in a way. He thought she knew more than others, and that impressed him. Very little impressed Master Andraso from what Kyne knew of him.
“Nah, it’s not the pasty one she’s stuck on,” Marten quipped.
Kyne faltered and this time raised her eyes.
Marten stepped ahead, glanced over his shoulder, and arched an eyebrow at her.
“It’s the other one,” he added with another smirk. “That big dog… or wolf!”
Kyne would never know what came over her then. In a sudden fury, she took a lunging step at Marten.
“Do not call her that!”
Marten flinched to a stumbling stop, and as he turned, so did Grim. Kyne stepped in on Marten again.
“I told you—more than once—she is a majay-hì.”
Marten rolled his eyes. “Oh, don’t start again. There’s no such thing, just children’s stories. It’s a wolf, and that’s all it—”
Kyne jabbed him in the chest, shouting up into his face, “Do not call her that! And since… because… oh… you never speak of her again, at all. Understand?”
Marten cringed back. “Okay-okay, no need for a fit.”
Wynn’s other companion was taller than any wolf—perhaps as tall as some hunting hounds favored by the Rughìr. So tall, in fact, that Kyne barely had to bend down to look that one in the eyes. Even without those crystalline irises, so blue they might have soaked up the sky on a sunny day…
No one should ever dare mistake “Shade” for a mere animal.
Marten suddenly turned blurry in Kyne’s sight. Before a tear could form, she quickly dragged her robe’s sleeve across her face. Then she did notice the other initiates staring at her. Some were whispering, and even Domin Ginjeriè watched her in confused concern.
Kyne felt even smaller than she was. All she wanted was somewhere to run and hide—or better, someone to run to.
The majay-hì—“hounds of the Fay” or fairy-hounds in what little folklore spoke of them—were something most people didn’t believe in anymore. Kyne was not most, and she read a lot. Down in the guild’s catacomb archives, and long before she had met Wynn Hygeorht, she had stumbled upon the few old tales about this wondrous “people.”
When Journeyor Hygeorht had first returned from afar, she came alone. On a later night, something—someone—returned with her to the guild’s grounds. A huge black-furred “wolf” stalked in on four large paws, like a watchful and feral guardian at the journeyor’s side.
Kyne knew on sight of those crystalline blue eyes what—or whom—she saw.
The one called Shade understood everything around her, as much as anyone else… and maybe more. No mere dog or wolf could do that—only a fabled majay-hì. Even among Alshenísh’ìn’s people, few claimed to have seen one and always from far off, a fleeting glimpse racing away out in their immense forests.
Wynn had warned Kyne not to talk about what Shade was; it was bad enough that Wynn had brought a huge “wolf” onto the guild grounds. For that and the wild notions Wynn had uttered, she had been quickly thought half-mad… and suspicious.
Kyne tried to do as Wynn asked. Well, maybe not as much as she should have. Either way, she no longer tolerated anyone calling Shade anything other than who she was. And a memory of combing her little fingers through thick black fur, and watching the shimmer of a creamy undercoat, washed away Kyne’s anger for an instant.
With a muzzle longer and narrower than any canine, as well as taller ears that peaked sharply, only an ignorant, pebble-brained moron could take Shade for anything other than a majay-hì.
Wynn had left again, moons ago, taking her companions with her. There had been no goodbyes, not even a last touch of fur or the warm flick of a tongue. That was what the worst of it was for Kyne.
It hurt more with each passing day, for too many days had passed without Shade.
“Don’t be… so…” Grim whispered. “We were only teasing… I’m sorry.” He turned on Marten, adding sharply, “So is Marten.”
“Yea… sorry,” Marten mumbled, looking away.
Before Kyne said or did anything more, there was Domin Ginjeriè standing right before the three of them. The other initiates still watched and whispered and, for an instant, Kyne thought she knew what returning to guild must have been like for Wynn.
“Come along,” Domin Ginjeriè urged. “We need to reach the guild in time for supper… or I will be in trouble, too.”
There was no soft smile as she looked down at Kyne. There was only a little worry on the domin’s pretty face as she turned and stepped ahead to the lead the way.
In the long and quiet walk through the city, Marten frowned, unable to meet Kyne’s eyes, if and when she sullenly looked his way. Grim kept watching her and frowning as well. Neither would ever understand, for they didn’t know what—or rather who—was the one called Shade.
Even if they did, they didn’t believe.
When they all stepped out of Leaful Street onto Old Bailey Road, which looped around the guild’s keep and grounds, the sun had dropped so low beyond the city that dark shadows flooded the street stones. But some light still caught tall towers rising out of the corners of tall, stone walls.
The first castle of Calm Seatt loomed ahead on the right, given over to the guild long ago. Both walls and towers boxed in the keep itself and other structures, and the inner bailey wall around all of this held a couple of newish buildings.
Kyne spotted the top of one of the latter that she knew well.
The initiates’ dormitory was built on the southeast side between the keep’s wall and the inner bailey’s wall. Its stones were perfectly fitted without mortar, like all rughìr—dwarven—masonry. That whole building was far less worn and weathered than the keep wall against which it was built.
Once the whole place had housed the ancestors of Malourné’s royal family. Over hundreds of years, a second and then third castle had been built, each one larger than the previous and closer to the vast city’s vast port. This first “castle” was little more than a huge keep, though perhaps one of the biggest ever seen. As one of the oldest structures in Calm Seatt, to which the guild had made many changes and additions over time, the city had grown around the place.
Kyne trudged on with Marten and Grim, following their procession toward the front gate through the inner bailey wall. The Old Bailey Road was called so because it looped around that wall. Only sections of the “outer” bailey wall remained on the outside of the loop. Other streets had long ago cut through it, and many shops and buildings now lined its near and far sides.
Domin Ginjeriè reached the gate, left open late when domins or masters with initiates went out for the half-day public schools. The outer portcullis was still up, and she led the way between the gatehouse’s shorter towers and into its tunnel.
Kyne, Marten, and Grim entered last as a chorus of little footfalls echoed in that dark stone passage.
Returning to the guild was now the last place Kyne wanted to go. Even if half of the domins, some apprentices, and a few journeyors were not off on an expedition, the place would have still felt empty for who else was missing.
Aside from Shade’s absence, all of Wynn’s hints about what she had done and where she had gone were trapped like wisps within Kyne’s head. And days of studying things other people had learned and done became unbearable.
She needed to do something, and maybe that might take away some of the pain.
“Kyne, would you please come with me.”
She halted in the inner courtyard as other initiates raced on for the keep’s main double doors. Only Marten and Grim stalled as Domin Emilia Ginjeriè fixed on Kyne. This time the domin did smile, though it was obviously forced, as she held out her hand.
Kyne quickly looked to her friends.
Neither Grim nor Marten uttered a word as they exchanged a puzzled look. The rush and chatter of other initiates ended as the keep’s doors thumped shut. In the sudden silence, Grim gulped.
There were only two reasons why a superior called any initiate away alone: something good or something terrible.
“Please,” Domin Ginjeriè urged. “This will not take long, and then you can rejoin your friends at supper. I have something I would like you to do for me.”
That last bit caught Kyne the most, and she quickly took the domin’s hand.
They stood there as the domin waved on Marten and Grim. The boys kept looking over their shoulders as they scurried off for the keep’s main doors. And once those two were gone from sight…
“Shall we go to my study for a chat?” the domin asked.
Kyne hesitated and then nodded.
When they stepped through those main doors and into the entryway, Marten and Grim were already gone. Kyne faced a passage running straight ahead that cut through the keep’s far back wall via the central doors into the main library, which was built in the back of the inner bailey.
She had often spent free time there, though now it was an unbearable sight.
Domin Ginjeriè turned right down the broad corridor along the keep’s front and away from noise echoing out of the commonhall the other way. Supper had to be in full motion, and most of the keep’s remaining inhabitants would be in there or on duty in the kitchen beyond.
Kyne was led all the way to the main corridor’s end.
They turned left down the passage toward the library’s southern entrance, but they didn’t go in there. Cutting through a side passage to the keep’s eastern tower, they went up two levels, and Domin Ginjeriè opened an old oak door.
All four main towers had additional walls and doors built inside of them long ago. The four levels of each were now small studies and offices for ranking sages of this guild branch.
Domin Ginjeriè pulled a small, clear crystal from her robe’s pocket, stroked it five times across her robe… and the crystal lit up in her hand. There was a time when this had astonished Kyne.
It was called a “cold-lamp” crystal because it produced no heat. It ate any warmth given to it and turned that into cool, white light. All sages feared open flame near their precious texts, even in a contained oil lamp. The crystals were specially made by the guild’s order of Metaology, sages who studied religion, metaphysics, philosophy, folklore, and myth… and even some of the three fields of magic.
Only journeyors and above earned the right to their own crystal—the precious mark of a true sage. One day, Kyne would gain one for herself.
Domin Ginjeriè led the way into her study as she reached for something tucked into her robe’s belt.
Kyne had been here several times and knew what lay inside. Still, its assault of little oddities and wonders distracted her.
The place smelled like freshly turned earth, wild herbs, and musty dust all at once. Bookcases, or just stacks of books, were everywhere along all the room’s curved walls. One near casement was filled with scroll tubes of tin, wood-bound sheaves of loose sheets, and fired clay canisters. Some of the latter might have herbs in them, for a few in the order of Naturology were healers as well. Not to be confused with physicians, of course, but after all, Naturology was the order that studied the natural world.
A beetle’s black carapace ran with rainbow hues like the inside of an oyster shell where it sat locked forever inside a glass globe. One huge claw as big as a dagger lay on another shelf. There were also rocks, bits of wood, engraved shards of old metal, and last and oddest of all, the tiny bones of a four-legged animal with a thumb-sized skull.
The skeleton was rigged on a stand as if it might leap off, if it still had flesh. It was so small that it could have stood in Kyne’s hand. Not that she ever dared touch it, for it looked too fragile.
Domin Ginjeriè once told her it was called an “al’kan’yê”; later, Kyne had been unable to find that name in the library. The little bones shimmered as if polished but still looked stained, perhaps dug from the earth after too many years to count.
It had been a while since Kyne had been in this chamber, though she remembered the first time and what Domin Ginjeriè had said about those tiny bones.
The al’kan’yê, or whatever more than one should be called, had been gone from the world for a long time. When Kyne had asked why, the domin explained that all things come and go, just like one person’s own life. Some began and then ended altogether, while others changed into something else over many generations.
Either way, what was was gone, as nothing stayed the same forever.
Even this reminded Kyne of Shade.
Wynn had mentioned that Shade and her father were not like other majay-hì. Both had been born “different… special.” This puzzled Kyne, for she had never seen let alone met any majay-hì but Shade. Maybe being different was why Shade had left her own far away land… to do something more.
Kyne certainly felt different after having met Wynn, Master Andraso… and Shade.
“Come, sit with me,” Domin Ginjeriè urged.
Kyne stepped closer. The domin opened a glass-paned lantern on her over-laden but orderly desk, tucked her crystal into the lantern’s center bracket, and closed it. The room brightened instantly.
This lantern was an actual “cold-lamp,” specifically made to hold a sage’s crystal.
Instead of rounding the desk to her chair, Domin Ginjeriè set something else beside the lantern. Kyne had seen that before as well, for the domin sometimes carried it with her.
Attached to a finely crafted disc of yew-wood was a braid of charcoal gray hairs, their ends tied off with a tiny bit of green ribbon. The carved disk itself, shiny and polished, held an oak leaf symbol surrounded by curled tiny leaves. It was obviously Lhoin’na craftwork. Kyne had once asked about it, but the domin only said it was a keepsake from bygone days. And that left Kyne wondering…
Had some tall, young, and handsome Lhoin’na male once sought Domin Ginjeriè? Of course the braid’s dark hairs would never have come from him. Maybe those had come from his favored riding mount, perhaps one which the domin had ridden.
Domin Ginjeriè lifted a few books out of a creaky rocker, ushered Kyne onto that, and then pulled the matching footstool out for herself. She sat there too long in silence at eye level with Kyne.
“What is it, domin?” Kyne finally asked. “What do you need me to do?”
She hoped it was something worthwhile. Even helping with the kindly domin’s research would be something though less than she hoped.
Domin Ginjeriè took a long breath, and her expression turned very serious. “Kyne, I need you to stop talking about the majay-hì… including Shade.”
Kyne went numb all over, even to her tongue. It was the longest, stillest moment she could remember.
“There are things you do not fully understand,” the domin went on. “Not yet… such as what the majay-hì mean—or not—to others.”
“I understand more than anyone,” Kyne blurted, “because I know Shade!”
“Yes,” Domin Ginjeriè replied with a nod. “And that is a… a rare blessing to be treasured.”
With a lingering half-smile, the domin’s eyes wandered the study. Her gaze paused once, but before Kyne could look and see, the domin turned back, serious once more.
“But you do not understand how much trouble this could cause,” she said, “for it is a complicated and serious matter.”
The only trouble Kyne saw was how ignorant some people were. They were the problem—not her and certainly not Shade.
“Majay-hì are an ancient species sacred to the Lhoin’na,” the domin added. “Along with others, such as the border riders called the Shé’ith—the Serenitiers—they are guardians of that people’s lands. That is from where Shade’s… people… originally come.”
Kyne slumped in the rocker. None of this was new to her, though at least Domin Ginjeriè understood that Shade was not an animal.
“What if someone heard…” the domin began to ask. “What if someone who actually knew of real majay-hì learned that Journeyor Hygeorht had taken one from its homeland?”
Kyne lunged to the rocker’s edge. “That is a lie! Shade came for Wynn across the whole world from another land where—”
“Yes, I know, and still—”
“Shade is a person, and no one can tell her what to do!”
“I agree but—”
“Wynn did nothing wrong, and Shade—”
“Kyne, enough!” Domin Ginjeriè demanded. “I believe this, as do most domins and all five premins of our orders, but what we believe does not matter. This is about what others might do, should they believe otherwise in hearing about Journeyor Hygeorht and one majay-hì. And Kyne, they might hear… because of you.”
Kyne hung on the rocker’s edge, her little hands clenched on its arms. Only the worry in the domin’s eyes kept her quiet.
Domin Ginjeriè was a good person, kind and compassionate; anyone who knew her knew this. The order of Conamology, with sages in robes of teal, was the one knowledgeable in everything about everyday life. They worked with trade, craft, and labor guilds, and they chartered the public schools. Just the same, Domin Ginjeriè of Naturology, in her sienna robe, had insisted on helping educate the children of Calm Seatt.
Kyne reluctantly settled back in the rocker.
“Concerning something sacred,” the domin said calmly, “what people believe can carry great weight. There is no proof of what Journeyor Hygeorht claims concerning one wayward majay-hì.”
Kyne straightened again, and the domin raised a warning finger.
“Without proof,” she continued, “it does not matter that you, I, or anyone here accepts what we were told… or what we know. Even the premin council kept this to themselves and allowed Shade to remain for two reasons.
“Most people would see Shade as only a large dog or over-sized wolf. Even so, a wild animal walking about with a sage is disturbing. We tolerated this because Shade appears to be a pet.
“As to those of this guild branch who know better, none of Journeyor Hygeorht’s superiors wanted further discord in daring to correct this… misconception. They did not want people to know who and what Shade is. Neither did they wish to risk trying to remove her. But there was heated discussion among the premins about you, Kyne… when Journeyor Hygeorht dared to allow you to assist with Shade’s care.”
Kyne tried to swallow, but her mouth had gone dry. She had never known that guild branch’s highest superiors had taken an interest in her and Shade.
Domin Ginjeriè leaned in, a frown multiplying the worry on her face. “Premin Adlam—my own superior—asked me to speak privately with you. You have done nothing wrong in speaking the truth, but this time what we know could start something awful versus what others believe. There are… tensions building between the guild’s three branches that I cannot explain to you. If the Lhoin’na’s guild branch, aside from their people at large, heard that a sacred one was ‘kept’ by a Numan sage…”
The domain closed her eyes and shook her head with a long exhale.
“It could become a spark to ignite something worse. The Lhoin’na have laws concerning such things. Though most people would not know this or give this a thought for a ‘mythical’ animal, those who do know better, like you and I, have to respect the beliefs of others. To those who know and believe, it would be as if a sage kept a majay-hì like… like property. A sacrilege as well as a serious crime to those Lhoin’na who still believe.”
Kyne grew more upset with every word. How could anyone, if they believed in majay-hì, think that Wynn would do such a thing? How could even any lhoin’na who still fully believed in what the majay-hì were think that Shade would put up with that?
Those laws, whatever they were, were ignorant and wrong!
“This affects you, too, Kyne,” the domin said, “as well as anyone who has shielded you, Shade, and Journeyor Hygeorht. So I ask you again to please stop talking about majay-hì to anyone, more so concerning Shade.”
Kyne almost started to cry again, but how could she refuse? She didn’t care what anyone said about her, for she knew the truth. Wynn, Master Andraso, and Shade were now safe, far from reach somewhere else on their own journey. But as to others…
“Can you please do as I ask?” Domin Ginjeriè repeated.
The law was still wrong—for Wynn, for Shade, for anyone—but Kyne knew that if she didn’t do as asked, Domin Ginjeriè might be the first to get into serious trouble.
Everyone in the guild had to answer to someone above him or her.
And so, all Kyne could do was nod.
“Thank you,” the domin said softly, and rising from the stool, she held out her hand. “Come, there is still time for supper with your friends, as I can see you need a little cheering.”
Kyne let herself be led back through the keep to the noisy commonhall. Somewhere therein, Marten and Grim were waiting and saving a place for her, but she stalled in the main archway, merely staring at everyone. For all the ruckus of chatter over clicking forks, spoons, plates and bowls, she could barely hear any one voice.
“Do you see Marten or Grimmé?” Domin Ginjeriè asked.
Kyne shook her head once, not that she really looked for them.
“Well, you find them. Good company is best when we miss someone else so much. I promise, life gets better… even if we think it takes too long in doing so.”
A soft touch patted three times on Kyne’s shoulder. She heard the domin turn and walk off down the main passage. Still, she didn’t move.
The last thing she needed now was to face Marten and Grim. Answering their questions about what had happened in the domin’s chamber would be impossible, considering what she was not supposed to talk about anymore. And she quickly turned out of the archway.
By the time Kyne was halfway down the main passage, she was running for the keep’s main doors.
· · · · ·
Kyne burst through the door of the inner dormitory at the courtyard’s southwest side. Since the time when the guild had taken over the first castle of Calm Seatt, the old barracks had been reserved for apprentices and journeyors with no local home or lodgings. She went straight past the stairs to the second floor and down the long passage toward the back of the building. She only slowed when she passed through the archway cut long ago through the keep’s wall, and she entered the initiate’s two-story building built in the inner bailey.
An apprentice ranked sage, dressed in gray for a cathologer, was on watch in the entryway alcove. There was always an apprentice of some kind on duty in case of sniffles, homesickness, or other needs among initiates.
Kyne didn’t recognize him, and that might make her plans easier or harder.
“Good evening,” he said, looking up from scribbling in a journal with a paper-wrapped writing charcoal. “Not on clean-up duty tonight?”
She tried to smile, shook her head, and turned through the right-side archway into the first floor area for the girls. She hurried halfway down between the twin rows of partitioned bunks stacked two high. When she reached her own alcove and bottom bunk, she rushed about in gathering supposedly dirty clothes into a burlap sack. When she didn’t find enough as good reason for leaving, she supplemented with some clothes that were not so dirty to make the sack look full.
Kyne shoved her personal chest under the bottom left bunk and fled back toward the way out.
“Um, excuse me, miss,” said the apprentice on watch. “Where are you going?”
Kyne stalled three steps down the passage back toward the courtyard. She tried to look calm as she turned.
“I… I am going home for the night,” she answered. “I ran out of… of clothes quicker than I should.”
“So your family is local?” he asked, and she nodded.
Not all initiates stayed full time or at all on the guild’s grounds. Some did, if they had families elsewhere in Malourné or the neighboring nations of Witeny and Farien. Kyne went home for two nights at a time at least four times every moon.
Tonight was not one of those nights.
“It’s a bit late,” he said, studying her and looking once at the bulging sack in her arms. “Can it wait until morning? Parents don’t like us to let initiates out alone at night.”
“I have an early seminar tomorrow,” she lied. “My home is only a little ways toward the port.”
The apprentice’s brow furrowed in thought. “All right, since the first bell only rang shortly ago. And you are?”
“Kyne… Kyne Erhtenwal.”
He turned a page in his journal and scribbled. “Is there someone who can go with you?”
Obviously he was newly apprenticed, or she would have seen him before, and he her. He was right; once the bell for the start of night’s first quarter rang out over the city, initiates didn’t go out alone.
Kyne wanted to be alone and shook her head. “I will be on the mainway, Old Procession Road, almost all the way, as always.”
He still appeared uncomfortable. “Well… no stops or side-trips. I will have someone check with your parents later. Certainly they will know if you took too long in getting home.”
Kyne nodded quickly and rushed off. She slowed only when she passed into the apprentices’ building and reached the door out. After what happened with Master Andraso, she was always careful in opening that door.
When she stepped out into the inner courtyard, the large braziers high on the gatehouse’s inner wall had been lit. The courtyard was empty, so she hurried for the way out. Halfway down the gatehouse’s dark tunnel, she heard the main building’s doors open at the courtyard’s rear.
Kyne sped into a run, as there was one more barrier to get past.
Almost a year ago, several apprentices had been murdered while out in the city by some dark figure in the night. There had been plenty of panicked chatter about that, though no one in the lower ranks really knew what had happened, and the upper ranks were not telling.
Sages rarely carried enough coin for any criminal to bother them. The Shyldfälches, the “People’s Shield” or city guard, had killed the murderer moons ago. But even now, the guild branch’s superiors were leery of leaving the keep open past dusk.
Kyne neared the tunnel’s end and was relieved to see the outer portcullis was still raised. That would have been that, if not for one of two on post this night.
“Who’s there? Who are you?” asked a squeaky voice.
A dim figure mostly hidden from the light of the gatehouse’s outer braziers stood near the tunnel mouth’s right side.
“Calm yourself,” warned a taller figure to the left side with a strange, thick accent. “Any danger would not come from inside instead of out.”
Even before Kyne was close enough, she knew who the frightened one was.
Floraile Vas’wä, from the allied nation of Farien, looked little like her tan people descended from the horse-clans of the inland plains. Dressed in a cerulean robe as an apprentice in Sentiology, she had the banging stick already raised in her hand.
For an instant, Kyne feared Floraile might whack the brass disc dangling on the tunnel’s wall. At that warning sound, any journeyor, domin, or premin within hearing would come running.
“Floraile, it is me,” Kyne said quickly, and she glanced back down the tunnel.
Others were coming out of the main building and wandering off across the courtyard. At least none were coming toward the gatehouse tunnel.
“Oh… oh, Kyne,” Floraile breathed, and her hand with the stick dropped at her side.
She was a fidgety, fearful, skinny person with flushed checks. She was also one of few who could match Kyne stroke for stroke in the Begaine Syllabary, though she was older at seventeen. Lately, Floraile’s dark brown eyes were always big round disks full of wariness wherever she went.
“Satisfied?” said the other on watch. “Now calm yourself.”
As to that other, Kyne knew Sirron Gauld almost not at all. He was journeyor rather than an apprentice, which meant he was an unusual pick for sentry duty. But there was more than that.
Only a little taller than Floraile, his midnight blue robe looked black inside the tunnel and his face was difficult to see. His dusky features and near-black hair didn’t help, melding with the night shadows inside his cowl.
Since the murders, one of Sirron’s order—the smallest in any guild branch—was often paired with an apprentice of another order for the entrance watch. Usually it was another apprentice and not a journeyor.
Sirron had not been present at that time of the murders; he was from the Suman Empire’s guild branch and only recently arrived here. Perhaps this was his first mission as journeyor.
Kyne was not fond of metaologers—not at all. Who knew what tricks of magic they could do at a whim, though she never wondered if Sirron’s presence made Floraile’s fright better or worse.
Shortly after his arrival, he and Floraile were almost always seen together during their free time. There was a rumor that the two were “seeing” each other, which baffled Kyne for what Floraile saw in him.
“Where are you going so late?” Floraile asked.
It was not that late, but of late, Floraile disliked being out of her room after dusk. If so, Sirron was almost always nearby. No one could guess which made the arrangement that they stood sentry duty together.
“I… I just need to go home… for a night,” Kyne answered, glancing at Sirron’s shadowy form. “I already informed the apprentice on watch for the initiates.”
Floraile inched out of the tunnel to look up and down the front run of Old Bailey Road. Braziers on the gatehouse’s outside lit up her round eyes, and Sirron’s drooping cowl turned toward her with a heavy sigh.
In waiting, Kyne glanced back again.
There was no sign of either Marten or Grim in the courtyard, and she didn’t want either of them trying to walk her home.
“Continue… before it is even later,” Sirron said, his accent thick from his own people’s language. “Remain on the well-lit mainway for as far as possible.”
With a quick nod, Kyne sped out, startling Floraile again. She jerked open the inner bailey’s gate to hurry up the well-lit mainway of Old Procession Road.
The first cross-street eastward was aptly named Wall-Shops Row, for all of its shops were built along the remnants of the outer bailey wall. It was one of the best places in the city to buy anything beyond common necessities. But as Kyne looked left and then right, almost all of the shops were closed up. Few people wandered the row this evening.
Marten too often pestered the scribes of one grand scriptorium at that row’s southern end where Kyne had looked in awe at ornate books on display. Grim had gotten in trouble several times for hanging about one confectionary down the other way. Occasionally Grim’s father, Master Alvôrd, who ran a private wheelwright shop and wagonhouse, received an unexpected bill from that confectionary. Kyne knew firsthand that Grim had rarely been alone in taste-testing the latest sweets.
She went straight on along Old Procession Road, not much looking about anymore. She was too busy thinking about what to say later, after Marten and Grim discovered she had left for the night. And she still had a ways to go.
Sometimes all three of them skipped lunch in the commonhall and snuck out to Harrow’s Shambles, situated more to the south. Unlike its name, it was a cozy, well known, busy but affordable eatery. Not that Kyne and Marten, or even Grim and his appetite, had ever paid for a meal. Marten’s parents—the Harrows themselves—owned that place. Kyne had easily guessed how it had gotten its name.
Marten had two brothers and one sister, all much younger, unlike Grim and Kyne as single children. The Harrow’s trio was always stowed away upstairs whenever patrons were in the eatery. Sometimes they—and their havoc—still escaped.
As to Kyne’s family, the Erhtenwals were a little younger than either Grim’s or Marten’s parents. Her mother took care of their tiny home while her father worked as a lead man in one of the port’s huge warehouses. That was part of why they lived so close to Beranklifer Bay and the city’s great port, in a very small two-room place for what it cost. Father could come and go easily in his work.
But for nearly three years, the guild had become Kyne’s second home.
It had been her favorite place to be until Wynn Hygeorht had again come and gone, along with Shade. So much the worse after what Domin Ginjeriè had asked Kyne not to do.
She was almost to the left turn off to home and barely noticed a few more people about the streets closer to the bay. Something interesting was always coming or going in the largest and capital port of Malourné. Wagons often rolled cargo in and out, late into the evenings.
This night, Kyne trudged along with her eyes on the street stones, even when she heard a mewling ruckus. Livestock of all kinds came through here as well.
“Stitz’uhtyom! Ty méshanetzé!”
A major port saw people from all sorts of places. Languages, especially ones she had never heard, often caught her ear. Not this night, but then something struck sharply with a metallic clang.
Kyne flinched and raised her head. When her next step ended with a squish, she quickly looked down.
Her right boot was stuck in a pile of mucky mule dung.
Could this night get any worse?
She barely began to stomp off the mess when another clang made her flinch.
Less than a block up the mainway toward the port, a bullish man in a crude fur jacket and hide pants stood behind a halted wagon. As he raved on viciously, he slammed a wooden club, again and again, against a large tarp-covered square in the wagon’s back.
Something about his words reminded Kyne a bit of Master Andraso whenever he whispered in his own language while lost in thought. By the clang at each blow of the club, whatever hid beneath the tarp was made of metal. It was also big enough that Kyne might have crawled into it.
A peeling yelp—and something like hisses—rose from within the tarped cube. Maybe it was a cage rather than a crate.
Kyne stopped trying to stomp her boot clean. Livestock or not, whatever was in there was not any goat, sheep, pig, or even a calf. And why cage up just one of… whatever?
Another man rose up from the wagon’s bench and twisted around, looking every which way.
Kyne merely turned into the street toward her home. She should have gone onward but she slowed. In barely another moment, she crept back to the corner for another look.
“Are ya stupid?” the driver whispered too loudly at the other man. “You’re attractin’ more attention than that beast… ‘long with ya foreigner’s babble!”
The driver was also a big man, with lanky dark hair lashed back with a twist of cord. He looked top-heavy, for though his thick arms and shoulders bulged beneath a dingy canvas shirt and dun-colored cloak, his hips and legs were narrow.
Kyne had seen his kind before. Private teamsters hired out for moving cargo about the city and port. Since this one had his own wagon, he must be doing better than most, not that he looked like it.
“I pay coin for wagon… work… not mouth,” the other answered back in broken Numanese, and he finally stopped thrashing the covered cage. “Many coin.”
He was darker and more weathered-looking than the driver, with stubble all over his thick jaw, and he obviously disliked the man he had hired.
“Many coin?” the driver mocked. “Not for being bitten!”
That one peered nervously about the street. When he spotted Kyne, he fixed on her.
Whatever was happening was not her concern. She quickly turned about to shuffle toward home.
“I pay,” the other rumbled. “You find ship.”
“I found ya ship from the port master!” the driver returned. “Not that it’s worth a whelp of a wolf.”
Kyne stopped.
“Wolf,” the other repeated, then snorted, and followed with a gravelly chuckle like pebbles poured on a large drum. “Little wolf… yes… many coin.”
“Get aboard! I want done with ya cargo… and you!”
Kyne heard a clatter of wood, perhaps something tossed into the wagon’s bed. Then came a creak as the vehicle jostled, followed by the scrape of wheels rolling along the mainway’s stones.
By the men’s talk, the foreigner had caught a wolf cub.
Kyne thought of that man’s dusty coat, and now its fur seemed disturbing.
Wolves were known in most places, or so she had read, but she was confused by why anyone would pay to ship one elsewhere. Unless it was a place where there were no wolves, but then why would someone—wherever—want one?
Kyne should have gone home. Instead, she went back to the corner again.
One sidestreet down the way, the wagon turned off the far side of Old Procession Road and behind the more inland row of warehouses. She inched out across the mainway, strolled a little closer, and when she neared the corner and peeked around a tackle shop, both men stood behind the wagon.
The one in the fur coat started to lift the tarp’s rear flap. The driver stood nearby with a wooden bowl in hand. When the first cocked his head toward whatever was under the tarp, the second shook his head and stepped back.
“I’m not doin’ it,” he said.
The big one snatched the bowl, spilling water out of it, as he slipped his other hand under the trap. With a squeak of metal, he pulled on something. The tarp’s flap pushed out and up as a door of rusted iron slats swung open a little bit. He quickly slid in the bowl, shut the cage door, and the flap fell back into place.
“That make it quiet… it drink,” the wolf-catcher said.
No sound rose from beneath the tarp, not even that of an animal lapping sloshed water.
“That’s one eerie-lookin’ little beasty,” the driver muttered. “Why’d anyone wanna buy it?”
The big one, the wolf-catcher, said nothing. With his back to Kyne, and little light from street lanterns piercing the dark behind warehouse, she could not see what passed between the two men. She thought she saw the driver cringe under the other’s attention.
“Worth more I pay you,” the wolf-catcher finally growled. “To own… or for pelt.”
“Up north?” the driver scoffed. “Who’d pay for that thing among wastelanders and barbarians? They’d just kill it, maybe eat it… and that’s a costly meal for a hide.”
Kyne grew sick to her stomach. Certainly livestock were food, but a little wolf was somehow… another matter.
For a long moment, the wolf-catcher made not a sound—and then he shoved the driver back against the warehouse’s wall.
“Make for store it here!” he growled. “I pay you when ship come.”
The driver sidestepped along the wall beyond the wagon’s far side, and Kyne lost sight of him, until he passed his two horses and neared the warehouse’s rear bay doors. The wolf-catcher followed, and when the driver banged on one big door, it opened soon enough. Both men slipped inside before it closed.
Kyne still hesitated.
If she lingered longer, someone later checking with her parents might hear that she had returned home later than she should on any night. Caught in uncertainty, she still dropped her sack of clothes by the streetside. Slipping around the corner, she crept up to the wagon’s back.
The wolf was property, and she was not a thief.
The only other thing she noticed was the wolf-catcher’s wooden club now lying beside the tarped cage. She looked around the wagon and along the warehouse, but the bay doors were still closed, and since she heard nothing, she faced the tarp and…
What did she think she could do now?
She knew nothing about handling a wild animal, and one that made the driver afraid at being bitten. Even the wolf-catcher had been quick in sliding in the bowl. Then she remembered that no key had been used to open the cage.
Kyne pinched the bottom right corner of the tarp flap’s edge, lifting it a little. When she leaned down to look, all she saw was the bottom of mottled iron slats in the cage door. It was too dark beyond those to see anything else, and the cage was still silent. She lifted the flap a little more and spotted a simple bar latch that held the door closed.
Where could she even take young wolf, if it let her take it anywhere?
If she let the animal loose in the city, what then?
Just the same, Kyne reached for the latch bar and then heard one of the bay doors sliding open.
“I told ya they wouldn’ let ya bring it in… or load it to a ship for ya.”
Kyne panicked at the driver’s voice. She leaned aside, but in clinging to the latch bar to keep from falling, she couldn’t lean far enough to see. At a sudden scrabbling of claws inside the cage, she turned back too late, and something slammed the cage’s door.
Teeth closed sharply on Kyne’s wrist, and she clenched her mouth against a squeak of pain. When she ripped free those jaws and stumbled back, the tarp’s flap fell with a rustle. More snarling rose inside the cage, and footsteps beyond wagon quickened, one pair faster than the other.
“Why’s that whelp worked up again?” the driver grumbled.
Kyne looked about, but the street corner was too far. She dropped, scrambled under the wagon, and hunched near one wheel in gripping her hurting wrist. Two pairs of boots rounded the wagon’s back, the heavier and travel-worn ones arriving first. The cage went silent again as the second pair of boots, old thin leather, joined the first pair.
Kyne held her breath as the tarp rustled sharply.
“So… what’s wrong with it?” asked the driver.
She only heard the wolf-catcher’s rumbling exhale as the tarp slapped against the cage door as if dropped. His heavier boots turn a little at a time, as if he looked all ways in the night.
“We’ll leave the cage out here,” the driver added. “Nobody’s gonna bother it, and nobody else’ll wanna store it for ya.”
“No! Leave in wagon… leave wagon here.”
“What?”
“If need move, wagon stay. No other touch cage if see in wagon. Take horse if want.”
“Your ship don’ leave for two days,” the driver snipped, “and ya didn’ pay for me losin’ two days’ coin made elsewhere.”
Kyne began shuddering, wanting them to leave any way at all. Another softer rustle came, but not from the tarp, followed by soft clicks and scrapes of metal.
“And?” the driver said.
At one more click, perhaps the wolf-catcher paid another coin.
“Come back two day,” he said. “Move cage to ship.”
“Yeah, right.” And the second boots of thin leather walked off.
Kyne listened as the driver unhitched his team of horses and the wolf-catcher fiddled with the cage door. After a loud clatter and a metallic clack, the wolf-catcher walked off. She waited until the driver did the same with his horses while trying to slow her too-quick breaths. When she finally crawled out, the cage was still silent as she wiped saliva off her wrist.
Small scratches on her wrist had little blood in them, though they stung badly. She was still shaking as she inched closer in studying the tarp’s flap. She had to do something, but this was certainly stupider than past trouble that Grim or Marten—especially Marten—had made for all three of them. And the only way to do it was to do it fast.
Throwing the flap fully up would likely startle the wolf cub. Maybe it would hang back long enough for her to jerk the door open and get out of the way. Frightened as it was, it might simply bolt out and run off. And later, no one would know but her.
Kyne carefully gripped the flap’s bottom edge with both hands and took a deep breath. With a sharp upward jerk, she flipped it hard. When the flap hit the cage’s top, a sudden scrabble of claws filled the dark within the cage. She quickly reached for the door’s bar… but never touched it.
An old padlock now held the bar in place.
Kyne sagged, and the furred head slammed the cage door
She lurched back as small jaws clacked at her through the door’s slats. In another panicked back-step, she lost her footing and went down hard on her rump. The cub’s snapping and snarling grew too much, and she cringed away in looking about for anyone who might hear.
Few people walked along the mainway and none too close. Only a couple looked over and not for long. Hopefully it was too dark behind the warehouse for them to see what had happened.
The cub’s noise dropped to a low rumble—and a hiss almost like a cat.
Kyne turned back and froze.
She could barely see the wolf cub halfway back in the dark cage. Even so, its ears appeared to flatten, and then its jowls curled back, exposing small teeth and not–as-small fangs. Then it crept forward with its head low as its growl rose again.
The closer it came, the stranger its fur looked—almost a gray though paler.
Other than ink-drawings in books, Kyne had seen only one real wolf, and that had been from far off in the outskirts beyond the city. For what little she had read of them, this one was as small as a baby goat and so very lightly colored. Maybe that was normal for young ones, or maybe it was dark night shadows that made it look tinged slightly bluish. And those eyes glaring at her, looking a bit too big for its little head, were…
Kyne’s shudder went all the way into her stomach.
Even her fingers shook as she clamped a hand over her mouth to keep from crying out. Light from somewhere caught strongest in the pup’s eyes, and crystal-like irises glittered.
They were sky-blue… like Shade’s eyes.
· · · · ·
“What are you doing?” mother asked. “Get ready for bed, please.”
Kyne hung upon the small front windowsill of her second floor home in a tenement near the port. Ignoring her mother, she kept peering out that window with her forehead pressed against the old glass panes.
No, she could never have seen all the way down the street and around two corners to where that wagon stood behind the warehouse. And she still didn’t leave the window.
“Are you shivering, dear? I’ll stoke the stove a bit before bed, and… Kyne, are you listening to me?”
No, and her head was filled with a scrambled mess. What she had seen—thought she had seen—inside the cage could not be real. Life was not this cruel.
Kyne didn’t remember how long she had sat there staring at the wolf cub… the pup. Too long, and after a while, the pup had gone silent in glaring back at her. It then retreated out of sight to the cage’s rear.
Without anyway past the cage’s locked bar, she had finally run for home. Halfway there in a panic, she realized she had forgotten the excuse of her laundry bag. She ran back for it even quicker before fleeing again.
Perhaps that had been fortunate. All was bad enough when she had raced into a cutway between the buildings, up the side stairs, and burst through a second level door.
Mother’s surprise, followed by happiness, had quickly turned to worried fright at the sight of her daughter.
Kyne almost blurted out everything, there and then.
Even without Domin Ginjeriè’s warning and the promise Kyne had made, how could she have ever explained? Instead, she remembered her excuse for a sudden return home, and rather a bit late, at that. She held up the bundle of laundry.
Mother had sighed with a frown but smiled again in shaking her head.
As little as Kyne had ever lied to her parents, her mother had been relieved that nothing serious was wrong—except for the awful stench from Kyne’s right boot. As Mother placed those boots on the landing outside, she mentioned that the warehouse where Father worked was too overburdened for more cargo due within the next few days. Fortunately, Father was working late.
Kyne had found it very hard to chat over a quickly made super of chipped beef and potatoes, dried apples and bread. Mother had done most of the talking, too often asking if Kyne was “all right.” She never dared answer with the truth, let alone why. And that had been when her mother noticed the scrapes on her right wrist.
Mother grew fretful, wanting to know how her daughter had gotten those.
After everything else, Kyne had been unable to think of an adequate lie.
“I… I do not… remember,” she answered.
“Were you getting into some trouble?” Mother had demanded, as she washed, fussed, bandaged, and fussed some more. “Did Marten drag you into something again?”
Kyne had thought it best to let her mother think as she pleased. “I would rather not say,” she answered; that was not exactly a lie.
“To bed… now!”
Kyne jumped slightly and looked away from the front window.
Mother, dressed in a plain muslin apron over a faded maroon skirt and more faded yellow shirt, now stood in the narrow main room near the narrow little bed—Kyne’s bed. With hands perched on her hips, a washing rag still gripped in one, Mother frowned. Disapproval slowly turned to worry again on a face more freckled than Kyne’s.
“What’s the matter, dear, really now?” Mother asked. “I haven’t seen my little chatterer so quiet so much since… well, ever.”
Kyne forced a smiled. “A long day… another public class day… and I never feel like I do enough on those days.”
Mother rolled her eyes with a quick huff. “You do plenty—too much—for your age. I still think your father shouldn’t have pushed you into… that place… so young.”
“Mother,” Kyne sighed. “Father didn’t push me. The guild is… is where I want to be.”
After today, that was now another lie in part.
Mother sighed right back, waved her over, and Kyne reluctantly left the window.
After tucking Kyne into bed, Mother sat beside her and asked even more questions about her day. Kyne’s answers were brief. With a final kiss upon her forehead, her mother finally went off to bed in their one other room, but not before stoking the little iron stove.
Kyne lay wide-awake in the near dark with only slivers of orange-red glow from the stove. Father had saved coins for a year to purchase that stove, or so her mother had once said. Thankfully, they had it in place before the next winter in their little home, after Kyne had been born the previous fall. And she was still awake when slow footfalls rose late on the stairs outside.
When the door opened, there was Father, looking too weary with his old lantern in hand.
“What?” he said, spotting her. “My little genius is home but not asleep?”
Kyne forced a smile as Father closed the door and came nearer.
“And why back before the quarter moon? Ah well, I was going to check on you tomorrow anyway. Homesick yet?”
That was an old jest just for her, as she never really got homesick in being at the guild… until tonight.
Kyne shook her head and pointed to her sack of clothes beside the door.
Father snickered. “Very well. You must look your best, always.”
With a kiss on her forehead, he set the lantern beside her bed but only closed it partway. Its candlelight softly illuminated the room as he went off to join Mother, and Kyne still lay awake.
Father worked too much, and Mother was careful with every coin he brought home each new moon. Kyne didn’t know how her parents could have paid for even her first half-year at the guild. Now it worried her even more for what she had seen, if she had seen rightly this night.
Domin Ginjeriè, the kindest of the domins, would not be the only one hurt if Kyne didn’t do as asked. Much was at stake by what the domin had said, though Kyne was uncertain of everything involved. If it affected relations between guild branches, especially with the Lhoin’na sages or their people, it could end with her being cast out.
And after, Domin Ginjeriè would not be the only one in even worse trouble. What about Wynn, Master Andraso, and especially Shade, if and when they returned? Worst of all, her parents would have wasted more coin than they could have had, should Kyne ever again let slip…
Majay-hì.
· · · · ·
“Slow down!” Marten shouted.
Halfway through the next day, Kyne rushed out of the gatehouse tunnel, dragging Marten by his robe’s sleeve as Grim tried to keep up. She cut left between the keep wall and the inner bailey wall as two apprentices on watch stared after them. Kyne kept jerking Marten through the bailey’s leafy trees, all the way to below the southern tower.
There she stopped, peering along the bailey’s southeastern side toward the nearer end of the initiates’ dormitory. No one was looking out of its lower or upper windows, and likely most were still at lunch.
Grim finally came puffing in last, trying to catch his breath.
“Well?” Marten said, throwing up his hands and letting them flop against his sides. “What’s so secret you couldn’t tell us while we finished eating?”
Grim nodded tiredly, a buttered wheat roll clutched in hand. He was panting too much to stuff it in his mouth.
Kyne was suddenly at a loss. She had yet to figured out how to say anything without breaking her promise to Domin Ginjeriè.
“I… I…” she tried. “Last night… after I left—”
“Yeah, what’s with that?” Marten cut in, looking more put upon. “Why’d you run off on us? We said we’re sorry, didn’t we?”
Grim backhanded Marten on the arm and scowled at him.
“Stop it, both of you!” Kyne nearly shouted and then clamped a hand over her mouth. She looked both ways around the tower for anyone who might have heard.
“What’s the matter with you?” Marten demanded.
After one more stall, Kyne let him have it, all of it, except for two things. She said nothing about crystal sky-blue eyes or a promise to Domin Ginjeriè. She only mentioned a young “wolf” and hoped they would listen.
Marten’s angular face flattened expressionless.
Round-eyed Grim froze stiff with his teeth sunk halfway into the roll.
And neither said a word over what Kyne had asked of them.
“Did you stay up all night this time?” Marten finally whispered. “Or have you gone suddenly stupid? Maybe it was your head, not your butt, you fell on last night!”
This time, Grim didn’t smack Marten for being rude and only frowned at Kyne.
“Please,” she begged. “We have to help it… free it.”
“I’ve two markdowns already!” Marten countered. “I can’t get a third this season. What you’re asking is worth three, if we get caught, not just one for…” His eyes narrowed in shifting toward Grim “…for getting caught with chocolate filched out of the pantry.”
Grim glared right back at him. “It helps me study!”
“Then maybe you should’ve finished it!” Marten shot back. “I know how much I ate. More was gone when that skulking attendant found the rest in our alcove. Now what’s left to pay off the favor I got for you?”
Kyne was lost as to what “favor” Marten was talking about, though that word usually meant he had been up to another his many little schemes. Before Grim went at Marten again…
“Keep your voices down,” she half-whispered. “Now are you two going to help me or not?”
Grim looked away with a nervous cringe.
“Not,” Marten answered.
Shocked, Kyne looked between her two closest friends. She might have broken down again, right there, but her panic had gone too far for any more tears. She jabbed a finger into Marten’s chest.
“Hey!” he squeaked. “What’s that for?”
“When have you ever shied from mischief?” she accused, and his mouth gaped. “When have I ever asked for anything half as troublesome as what you do for yourself? If we do nothing, the wolf cub will be sold or…”
Kyne lost her ire, for the next words were too awful to say.
“Or what?” Marten challenged.
And that was enough to spit it out.
“They will kill it… for its fur,” she whispered. “It is only a puppy, Marten… so little… so alone.”
Both Grim and Marten were silent.
Kyne stared up into Marten’s scowling face in waiting, but it was Grimm who finally whispered something too quietly. Marten’s scowl vanished in shock as he looked over.
“What?” Kyne asked.
“I said… okay,” Grim repeated.
Both Kyne and Marten stared at him. Grim glared right back at Marten and this time punched him in the arm.
“Will you two stop hitting me,” Marten hissed. “All right, fine.”
And they were all quiet again, until…
“So what do we do?” Grim asked. “Whatever, it’ll have to be after everything’s over for the day.”
“Yeah, this’ll be a night job,” Marten added.
“What do we tell our superiors about leaving the grounds?” Kyne asked. “And what about our parents?”
Marten muttered something under his breath, and then, “Sleep-around—it’s the only way.”
Kyne and Grim exchange a worried look. She was uncertain how that scheme would work this time.
“I cannot be the ‘spoke’ of the wheel,” she warned. “It will look suspicious, since I went home early last night, earlier than usual for the moon.”
Marten raised an eyebrow at Grim.
“Oh, fine!” Grim grumbled, shuffling off toward the keep’s gatehouse.
Marten quickly followed. “Come on. We have the rest of day to get it set up.”
Kyne was a bit slow in joining them. This coming night, both Marten and Grim would see the “wolf” for themselves. Hopefully, in the dark, neither would notice its eyes at first. They didn’t believe in—well, what she should not say—but they knew she did.
When they did notice those eyes, knowing her, they might realize…
Kyne dismissed that worry until the moment came. All that mattered was that she had the two friends she trusted the most.
· · · · ·
As Grim crept to the lock and chain on the bay door of his father’s workshop, Kyne hunkered nearby in the dark with Marten. They had all left their initiates robes behind at the guild so as not to be so noticeable together. Fortunately, Grim had a key to that lock.
His father expected him to learn the family trade whenever at home; apparently, that was not what Grim wanted. His mother doted on him as an only child and shielded him from his father. There were two problems in all of this, from what Kyne knew.
First, Grim was not doing well as an initiate. Second, he had even less of an idea than Martin about what he really wanted to do. The guild was probably just a way for Grim to hold off his father’s expectation for now.
It had taken the rest of the day between seminars, study sessions, and other duties to put another “sleep-around” into motion. Grim’s home was the “spoke” for tonight around which everything turned… or at least what their parents would think it was about.
They each had to send notes home explaining where they would go for the night; that meant messages delivered from a scriptorium, a private scribe shop, to avoid any record in using guild scribes. Grim or Marten usually had enough spare coin for that, maybe a couple of silver groats or a shil at the most.
Kyne and Marten’s parents would think the three of them were staying at Grim’s for the usual reason: to tutor Grim for the next exam. In turn, Grim’s parents would think they were staying late at Marten’s for the same reason. They could then go back to Grim’s later, if need be.
If only it were all that simple.
Before the next new moon, all of their parents would expect to see those exam results signed by a guild superior. Kyne didn’t want to know where Marten had gotten the paper used to fake those in the three times they had done a sleep-around before. She also didn’t want to know where he acquired samples of domins’ signatures, since no one ever knew who would administer each real exam.
It was bad enough that Kyne had the most refined handwriting and was the one to fake those signatures.
She was still nauseous in thinking about that, but this time it all served a greater purpose than sneaking off to see a passing carnival troupe.
Grim slipped the key into the lock, carefully covered lock and chain with his bundled cloak, and any click, clack, or rattle was adequately smothered, so that his parents in the attached cottage would hear nothing. When he opened the bay door, Marten grabbed Kyne’s hand, and they scurried into Master Alvôrd’s wheelwright workshop. It was too dark to see anything until a lantern came to life, and Grim snuffed the wooden match used to light it.
A cart stood in Kyne’s way before the bay doors. Beyond that was a big, ornate, enclosed carriage that would require a team of four horses. She and Marten stepped around and farther in as Grim crept along the workbenches and racks that lined the inner board-and-timber walls.
If there was one thing Grim was good with, it was tools.
All anyone need do was describe what had to be done. Grim would know which tools might be needed, even ones never heard of by Kyne. But as he quietly pulled a mallet off the wall to add to other tools piled in his cloak, she started thinking about all of Marten’s trickery.
Mostly because of something he had said earlier today.
“What ‘favor’?” Kyne whispered.
Marten turned from watching Grim and stared blankly at her.
“The chocolate,” she added. “What favor was that for… this time?”
Marten rolled those green eyes with a sharp sigh. “For him,” he whispered, jutting his chin toward Grim. “For that last make-up exam that only he had to take.”
Kyne shook her head, still confused. “Grim passed. He is fine, for now.”
“Barely… with a little help. I got copies of exams from initiates who passed straight off… the better ones.”
Kyne grew instantly suspicious. “Whose exams?”
“Who do you think, smarty? Though not just yours.”
“You are not supposed to do that!”
“I’m not letting him get kicked out! And it’s not like he memorized answers, since we get different questions every time. But it helped him with new ones they threw at him. You don’t know what it’s like to have to fight for your own life from your parents. Even I’ve got it better than him.”
Kyne watched Grim as he paused to inspect his gathered implements.
She had not often thought about how hard it was for others who gained initiate’s status—and not the way she had. Grim had been accepted because his parents—his father—had paid full fees. Perhaps it was his mother who insistence, and Master Alvôrd truly had other expectations for his son.
Kyne could not imagine that kind of pressure, though she had her own worries concerning her own parents. Until now, she had never realized just how bad things really were for Grim. She had been too preoccupied with her own misery for the last several moons. Of course, Marten taking further risks was no better.
Too many times, in Marten’s more selfish scheming, he built up two markdowns. He barely reached a season’s end without receiving a third one—and that would be his last markdown and his last day as an initiate.
Kyne grew sicker at having gotten her friends involved in what she was doing—not to mention lying about what she was really doing. Two more people could be ruined if the secret she kept about the pup was ever discovered.
Grim wandered over in studying the tools overburdening his cloak. “This should do… I think.”
“Think?” Marten echoed.
“I won’t know for sure until I see the lock. That’s why I have to bring so much.”
“We still need a sack, a big one,” Marten said. “Leather would be best.”
Grim shook his head. “Only canvas ones.” With his arms full, he tilted an elbow toward the shop’s front corner.
Marten grumble something and then, “That’ll have to do… I hope.”
Once he gathered a large sack, they all plopped down by the shop’s front wall. It was still too early for what they had to do. Later, when the bell for night’s second quarter carried faintly over the city, Marten rose as he grabbed the lantern, and Grim re-lit it. Marten then waved all of them out of the workshop. Kyne stepped out first with Grim close behind, and Marten shuttered the lantern after Grim locked up the workshop.
And then they were off.
Master Alvôrd’s workshop was a few blocks south of the warehouse. Along the way, they had passed within sight of the wagon. Even so, stopping so Grim could have a better look at the lock was too risky with many people still out in the streets. And now, Marten didn’t want to be spotted by any lingerers in passing by a second time. They went the long way around, coming at the wagon from the north end of that backstreet.
Pausing at the wagon’s front, Marten made Kyne and Grim wait as he slipped ahead along warehouse’s rear wall. That was a too long moment for Kyne as she crouched in hiding with Grim. Not a single sound came from under the tarp beyond the tall wagon’s bench, and then Marten finally returned.
“The mainway is clear,” he whispered, and with a flick of his hand, he urged them to follow.
Kyne stood staring at the tarped cage as Grim silently laid out his roll of tools under the end of the wagon’s bed. Marten set the big sack and lantern there as well. When she reached for the tarp flap’s lower right corner, intending to lift it slightly so Grim could see the lock, Marten closed a hand on her wrist.
“Not yet,” he whispered.
She stared as he began digging under his shirt, but then Grim stepped in and grabbed the tarp’s corner, pulling her attention. Grim now held the lantern, its shutter cracked slightly, as he pulled the tarp aside for a look.
“Oh, bother!” he whispered.
Kyne inched closer. “What? What’s wrong?”
“The lock’s too thick. It would take too long—too much—to snap or cut its loop. Same for the door’s bolt.”
Kyne began to panic again. Had all of this been for nothing?
“I have to split the lock’s casing along its seam,” Grim added. “To strike down on it, I’ll have to…”
He shrank back from the tarp, perhaps thinking the wolf could hear him, and he looked up to the top of the covered cage.
“No worries,” Marten whispered.
Kyne and Grim turned, and Marten opened a wad of old paper pulled out of his shirt. In it was a lump of something. Grim turned the lantern on it, illuminating a bit of raw meat.
“Where did you get that?” Kyne asked, and then, “What is it for?”
“To calm it down,” Marten answered, nodding toward the cage. “Maybe give it a little nap.”
Kyne looked once more at the lump and then, “What did you do?”
“Nothing bad,” he assured. “Just a sprinkle of sleeping herbs from the guild’s hospice.”
“Marten, you are not going to—”
“Hey! You want to wrestle a wild animal into a sack while it’s awake? Go ahead… I’ll watch.”
“I’d prefer it didn’t jump at me,” Grim added, “when I climb up there.”
“Oh, all right!” Kyne whispered in frustration.
Marten stepped up to the cage as Grim took hold of the tarp flap’s bottom corner. At Marten’s nod, Grim jerked the tarp aside, and Marten chucked the lump of meat through the door’s slats. Grim released the tarp as they both hopped back, and all three of them stood waiting.
Nothing happened… or at least they heard nothing.
Marten took a hesitant step, leaning in with one ear to listen closer to the tarp. Kyne stepped to one side in watching.
“Well?” Grim whispered.
Marten shrugged. “I don’t hear anything. Maybe it was already asleep.”
Kyne carefully gripped the tarp’s corner. After that had already been ripped aside once, it seemed unlikely that the pup had heard nothing, especially after a hunk of meat was thrown in. She pulled the tarp slowly until a hand’s breadth of the door was exposed. Grim offered the lantern, but she shook her head, not wanting to startle the pup anymore.
She heard—saw—nothing and so pulled the tarp aside a little more.
Marten crouched low and crept in to look under her arm. “Maybe the one who caught it came back and took it away.”
That was a horrible thought, and Kyne pulled the tarp even wider.
A snarl and a wet smack were smothered by Marten’s yelp.
Kyne dropped the tarp and stumbled back in fright. She almost tripped on something that then kicked her foot. Light exposed everything as Grim fully opened the lantern’s shutter.
There on the ground lay Marten on his back, shaking all over. His eyes were wide around the spatter of meat juice all over his face. And the lump of meat lay on his chest.
“Little monster!” he hissed in looking up at the tarped cage.
Something slammed the cage’s door with a snarl. The whole tarp shuddered as all three of them flinched. Grim jumped back a step as Kyne quickly looked about.
She saw no one along the mainway of Old Procession Road.
How had the little wolf cub heaved the lump of meat out of the dark and straight through the iron slats… and why?
Kyne had had enough mishap frights for one night.
“Give me the lantern and get up there!” she told Grim, pointing at the tarped cage.
Grim’s mouth gaped.
“Are you crazy?” Marten whispered, wiping off meat juice and the lump as he scrambled up.
Kyne turned on him as she snapped the lantern closed. “It cannot get at any of us through that heavy tarp, let alone the cage’s iron slats. Either you help me or leave me the tools, because I am not leaving without the wolf cub.”
She waited for them to argue, though likely Grim would give in first. He did but not without a mean, pudgy scowl before carefully climbing up on the wagon bed’s end.
“Get the sack,” she told Marten. “We have to catch it… when it bolts out.”
“And if it doesn’t,” he argued, “now that it knows we’re out here?”
Kyne had no ideas about that and snatched up the sack herself. Marten gave her the nastiest of his looks and grabbed the lantern from her. Grim already had his mallet out, but when he peered at the tarp, almost reaching out to pinch it open, he stalled with a sudden gulp. Instead, he used the mallet’s handle to lift the tarp’s edge, and Marten held up lantern.
Grim shook his head and pointed down at the tools. “Get me the longer chisel with the big handle. Then pull off the other tools and gather up my cloak.”
Once Marten did so, Grim carefully put one hand atop the wagon’s sidewall to climb. He paused, as they all did, in listening.
The pup was quiet again.
Maybe that made it all scarier, especially after Kyne had been bitten last night. Grim hesitantly braced one hand on the tarped cage as he stepped up on the wagon’s sidewall. There he froze again, but still there was no sound in the cage.
“I don’t like this,” Marten whispered. “It’s too quiet in there.”
Kyne ignored him, mostly because she did not want to think about that. As Grim finally knelt atop the cage, he used the chisel’s long blade to push the tarp aside as he set the blade’s end against the padlock’s top.
“Smother the lock with my cloak,” he whispered down to Marten. “But don’t bump the chisel.”
Marten grumbled, but after handing off the lantern to Kyne, he did as Grim asked. Kyne clenched as Grim raise the mallet, and the mallet’s head came down with a light tap.
“Harder!” Marten insisted. “Get it over with.”
“Not until the blade bites and sets,” Grim warned. “Or it will slip.”
Tap, tap, tap, and Kyne shuddered every time, though the cloak smothered most of the sound. Still, she looked toward the warehouse’s bay doors. The wagon blocked those from sight, and she dared not step out far enough to see. Hopefully any watchman inside heard nothing.
Clank!
Kyne jumped and choked as Grim struck hard this time.
“Well?” Marten whispered.
“You’ll feel it went the casing splits,” Grim answered.
“Oh, great.”
“Just don’t let the pieces fall.”
Grim struck again—and again—and every time Kyne grew more and more panicked until…
The chisel lurched downward with a smothered screech.
“Ow!” Marten yelped, but he held on.
Grim slid the chisel out and climbed off the cage’s side as Marten carefully pulled away the wadded cloak. Inside it was the front and back of the padlock’s casing. Grim inched along beside the cage and peeked under the tarp’s flap. He carefully removed the lock’s loop and handed it down to Marten.
“Wait there,” Kyne told Grim, and in holding the sack, she set the lantern aside. “Stay to the side of the cage. When I say, push the door open against the tarp. We want it to see only a narrow opening and not us.”
Kyne scooted in below Grim and next to the wagon’s nearer corner as she opened the sack. She held out its other edge to Marten as she crouched. Marten rolled his eyes but took hold and crouched across from her.
“When it lunges out,” she whispered, “be ready to lift the sack’s mouth into its path and catch it.”
She was too frightened to be bothered by another of Marten’s scowls, and she looked up to nod at Grim.
Grim took a slow breath, almost grabbed the door’s edge, and then again used the mallet’s handle instead. Once he had its end against the door’s edge beneath the tarp, he looked down.
Kyne nodded, and Grim shoved.
The door pushed out against the tarp, forming a narrow opening.
And nothing happened.
Kyne rose enough for a peek. With the lantern set aside, again it was too dark in the cage to see anything.
“Now what?” Marten asked.
About to sink back down, Kyne spotted the wolf-catcher’s club lying against the wagon’s sidewall. She tapped Grim’s boot and pointed to the club in mouthing the back of the cage.
Grim just stared at her.
She glared right back at him, and with a frowning huff, he gently wedged the mallet in place to hold the door open. As he reached down for the club, Kyne turned to Marten, who looked even more annoyed as they heard Grim shuffle toward cage’s rear.
Clack! Clack-Clang!
Snarling and clawing erupted within cage.
Panic spread over Marten’s face.
Kyne’s hands clenched on the sack’s edge.
And the thumps of racing paws charged the cage door.
“Now!” Kyne squeaked.
Marten rose instantly as they opened the sack’s mouth. The sack bulged outward and fell with a weight. Kyne squeaked again as she and Marten toppled in clinging to the sack. And everything got ugly.
Amid snarls and growls, they scrambled to pin the writhing sack. One of its bottom corners rose up and twisted about like… like something alive. It went straight at one of Kyne’s braced arms. She shrieked instead of squeaked as little teeth within the lunging sack bit her forearm.
Kyne jerked away and realized her mistake too late.
With a vicious, smothered snarl, the sack—the pup—writhed the other way, right over on top of Marten.
“Ow… ow-ow! Off, off, get it off me!” he shrieked.
Kyne threw herself atop the sack bulge—another mistake.
All three of them squealed and rolled, snarled and thrashed in a tangled mess. Suddenly, everything went pitch black around Kyne as a heavy canvas fell over them… followed by more weight, and a lot of it.
Kyne was instantly squashed atop the sack atop Marten.
A loud yelp sounded beneath the tarp and not from her.
She never had an instant to wonder if that came from Marten or the pup. Struggling with even less room to spare, she was definitely the one to yelp when she was nipped yet again on the thigh. Kicking and slapping at anything that moved, she crawled out of reach.
When she finally found the tarp’s edge and got out from under it, she spun around on her butt. Marten had managed to do the same on the far side. Atop the thrashing, snarling bulge was a fearful, wide-eyed Grim.
Kyne looked once to the exposed cage.
Grim must have thrown the tarp over the struggle, before the pup got free, and jumped on top of it all.
“Stop staring and help me!” he whispered with hands and knees braced around that squirming bulge.
Kyne scrambled in on all fours to pin down one side of the tarp as Marten did the same.
“Grab your tools!” Marten whispered. “We have to get out of here.”
Grim tumbled off even as the snarling mound in the tarp kept lunging this way and that. Kyne heard a muffled clack of little jaws as she looked up.
The cage was fully exposed. Its door was ajar. And the lock was gone.
“Someone will notice,” she whispered.
Marten gave her the same astounded stare that Grim had, as if she was utterly witless about what mattered.
“I’m ready,” Grim half-whispered, standing over them with the tools wrapped up in his cloak. “Now what? It was supposed to be in a sack for carrying.”
A muffled voice nearby was followed by the sound of wood and metal scraping. All three of them gasped, craning their heads and trying to see the warehouse doors.
That was pointless, since on the ground they barely saw much of its back wall under the wagon. But that was from where those noises had come.
“Grab the back edge,” Marten whispered, gripping the tarp’s edge behind the bulge.
Kyne did so.
“Now pull the tarp under it!”
That raised a yelp and another clack of jaws as the bulge that was the pup tumbled into the tarp’s fold. They all heard another rumble and screech of a bay door sliding open, and Grim took off for the corner.
“Run!” Marten whispered.
Kyne heaved up on her end of the tarp as she and Marten chased after Grim. And the pup growled and yipped as the tarp skidded along the street stones.
· · · · ·
Kyne looked all about in the night as Grim held up the lantern before the Hoof House’s bay doors.
“Oh, that’s just great!” Marten griped.
They had never seen that lock and chain before.
None of them had ever been to Master Boulg’s old stable except for public school days. They—or at least Kyne—should have known the old stable master would lock the empty stable after dark, or on any day without a public school session.
“You cannot break that lock,” Kyne warned. “Someone will see by morning and look inside.”
Grim turned. “Really? You think?”
“Do not snip at me! If you cannot open it without breaking—”
“No, I can’t, even if I wanted!” Grim rasped back. “This one’s better, newer, steel instead of iron. And I don’t think I can fiddle it open.”
This was the only place Kyne had thought to hide the pup where it could be contained until… well, she had never thought much beyond that. None of their homes were acceptable, even aside from their parents finding out. The next public school session at the stable was six days away. She had hoped that would give her time to think of what to do next.
Along the way to the stable, the pup had made too much noise, but so would anyone thumping across the street stones. Twice they heard a door opening somewhere behind them and ran for the next corner. The pup made even more noise when they did that.
Kyne’s little hands and fingers ached from heaving and clutching the tarp. Now that the pup was somewhat quiet, they were stuck in plain sight.
“What are we going to do?” she asked.
Marten rolled his eyes and looked to Grim. “You got a work knife or blade of some kind?”
Grim eyed him, perhaps as confused as Kyne. “Yeah, so?”
“Give it to me, and the lantern, and you help with the tarp.”
Grim handed off the lantern and dug into the bundled cloak. He pulled out a long scarred blade with a straight edge and a worn wooden handle big for both of his chubby hands.
“You two drag that… that little monster,” Marten instructed, taking the blade and waiting until Grim re-bundled the tools and took hold of the tarp. “Now follow me.”
“Where are we going?” Kyne asked.
Marten’s narrow face scrunched in frustration. “Just… come on!”
He took off around the stable’s corner.
Kyne and Grim heaved the tarp, which raised more grumbling from the pup than from Grim. When they rounded the corner, Marten was already climbing the exposed end of a woodpile beneath a lean-to along the stable’s side. Beyond the stable’s far end was Master Boulg’s little home.
The one curtained window that Kyne saw was still dark. When she raised her eyes, Marten had gained the lean-to’s roof and now crept up to a hatch in the stable’s upper wall. Kyne had never noticed that before in her visits here.
Marten carefully set the lantern on the roof’s drooping slant.
Kyne grew worried again. The lean-to was old, likely built long ago but after the stable was no longer used as a stable. That hatch could not have been used for years, so what if it was nailed shut?
Marten slipped the blade under the hatch’s bottom edge and began wiggling it along the slit. Even that much extra noise made Kyne’s all the more anxious. Then the blade stopped. Marten shifted to one side, gripped its handle with both hands, and heaved.
The blade wrenched along the slit with a clack of wood inside the loft.
Marten fell back and slide halfway down the lean-to’s roof.
Kyne’s breath caught, but he was quickly up on all fours and crawling down the roof to where he had climbed up.
“Give me the tools first,” he whispered.
Grim did so, and then came the awkward pulling and shoving to get the tarp up on the roof… and without the pup escaping or any of them toppling off the lean-to. By the time they wrestled the tarp through the hatch, the pup was thrashing in a fury.
Kyne dropped on the loft’s dusty boards, panting too much to say anything.
“Not… done… yet,” Marten got out, and he spun a board nailed to the loft wall that had held the hatch closed.
Getting down the ladder to the stable floor was even worse. Since Marten went down first to brace the tarp from below, he got bit twice more. The only good thing was that the pup was too busy trying to blindly get at Marten to make much noise. Instead, it was Marten who made noise with all of his foul language.
Kyne refrained from scolding him. She didn’t have the breath for it either.
Once they reached the dirt floor in the stable’s front bay. they ended up sitting on the tarp’s corners to keep the pup trapped while they caught their breath. Grim tiredly open the lantern halfway so they could see.
“All… right,” Marten wheezed. “We get up… run for the… ladder… before it thrashes out… and spots us.”
“No!” Kyne gasped. “We cannot… leave it… alone!”
Both boys stared at her, and even Grim started to look angry.
“I’m not letting… that thing… gnash on me again!” Marten panted out.
Grim nodded fervently in agreement.
“If we leave it alone…” Kyne struggled to get out, “it could start barking… howling… or try to claw its way out. Think of the noise… it would make.”
“What do you think we’ve been doing?” Marten growled at her.
“We should’ve let it go in the first place,” Grim added.
“No!” Kyne warned. “It is too young to know what to do on its own.”
“Yeah, about that,” Marten said lowly, his eyes narrowing. “Now what? I assumed you had something else in mind, considering we can’t keep him forever.”
Kyne glanced from Marten to Grim. With all of Grim’s blinking, he was likely thinking too much about that question instead of the answer.
“Kyne?” Marten growled.
She slouched, looking down at the rumbling bulge under the tarp.
“Ah, no, you didn’t!” Marten slapped his hands over his face, pulled them down slowly, and exposed another glare at her. “You idiot. You didn’t plan anything else, did you?
All Kyne had thought about amid panic was getting the pup away from the wolf-catcher.
“So now we have to get a wagon somehow,” Marten grumbled. “And since we just came from a wagonhouse—”
“Hey, no you don’t!” Grim cut in. “You’re not stealing a wagon out my father’s workshop.”
“I was just thinking maybe—”
“No maybes!” Grim snapped. “Besides, we’ve got no horses, even if we knew how to hook them up right. And nobody but a lamebrain thinks they can jump in a wagon and know how to handle a team. Especially along city streets where there’s no room for mistakes… and being noticed.”
That silenced Marten for the moment.
Kyne thought of the wolf-catcher’s driver. “Could we hire a private teamster to do it?”
“You got that kind of coin?” Marten asked. “I don’t… or enough to keep him quiet about three kids sneaking something out of the city.”
Kyne slumped again. She had truly made a mess of this if not even Marten could find a way out. Then again, boys, they always thought they would do better—know better. And if they did, that was worse.
“So what do we do about… it?” Grim asked. Even then, he leaned away a little in watching the tarp’s shifting, rumbling bulge.
“We stand up together,” Kyne answered. “Pull one edge to roll it out, and we hold the tarp up in front of us.”
“You are crazy,” Marten whispered. “You’re as bug-batty as that journeyor you think so much of!”
“Shut up!” Kyne ordered. “And grab the edge.”
When she got to her feet and was about to grip the tarp’s edge, neither of the boys had moved.
“Now… or I pull the tarp from under you.”
Not pleased about it, they struggled up to either side of her, stepping along the tarp’s edge as they did so to keep the pup trapped. When she finally nodded once, they all heaved together and quickly backed toward the stable doors.
The thrashing bulge rolled away as the tarp flattened out.
A snarling, furred mass tumbled across the stable’s dirt floor.
Everything was quiet except for it thrashing to gain its feet… or paws. The pup wobbled dizzily in facing away from them.
Kyne felt awful again at how it had been dragged through the streets and up and down into the stable. The first thing she noticed was that its matted coat was certainly a strange, very pale gray. That color became creamy along its legs, belly and throat. It was too covered in dirt-dust and stray straw to spot any hint of the bluish tinge she thought she had seen the other night. Then she noticed it was obviously male.
“Did we do that?” Grim whispered.
Confused, Kyne was about to look his way when she noticed something else, now that the pup was steadier on all fours. There was more than dirt and straw in his fur.
“No… we couldn’t have,” Marten mumbled. “There’s no way.”
Kyne saw dark spots flaking in the pup’s pale fur. Those spots were maybe a dried red-brown something. After all the scares of the night, she began to shake, but not from fear.
“They… they beat him!” she whispered too loudly.
The pup whirled around. His peaked ears flattened as his jowls pulled back in a snarl. Those jaws of teeth spread in a growl, and he lunged.
Neither Kyne, Marten, nor Grim had a chance to react.
The pup hit the tarp that they held up.
Kyne, being in the middle, slammed back into the stable doors. She lost her feet and slid down as she heard Grim shriek. And the tarp flopped over the top of her. Something thrashed on top of the tarp and stepped hard on her more than once. She heard the pup tearing at the tarp itself, and all she could do was curl up beneath the heavy canvas and hang onto it.
“Hey, you little monster! Come here!”
The weight of paws vanished from atop the tarp.
Kyne was too scared to move, even at the sound of running feet and paws in the stable. Footfalls took off in more than one direction, harried by claws in the dirt. One pair of those fast steps then raised hammering creaks from old wood. The other pair stopped altogether, though she now heard claws scraping on wood in another direction. And the snarls and clack of teeth would not stop.
She slowly pushed up the stable doors enough to raise only her eyes above the tarp’s edge. Breathing too fast at all the fearful noise, she spotted the wolf cub first.
He paced back and forth along the short wall of one stall, rumbling and hacking dryly. There atop the wall, and clinging to its taller front post, was Marten. He never blinked as he watched the pup’s every move.
Kyne glanced quickly about but saw no sign of Grim anywhere. A sudden movement pulled her gaze back.
The pup leaped up.
His claws barely touched the stall’s wall top as he snapped his jaws. Marten nearly scrambled up the post to the loft’s floorboards overhead. With another scrape of claws on wood, the pup slid back down the wall. Even with Marten’s eyes wide and round, he still clenched his jaw and exposed his own teeth at the pup.
Kyne didn’t know what to do. If she moved, the pup might turn on her, yet Marten was trapped and Grim was missing.
The pup suddenly spun around, and Kyne almost squeaked in panic.
All he did was go rigid in staring at the stall’s rear wall—the stable’s wall—as his ears stiffened upright. He still rumbled lowly, and his head turned bit by bit, as if he watched something moving beyond the wall. Then his noise finally lessened.
Kyne watched the pup’s head turn as his eyes tracked something, and then he was completely silent. He kept turning toward the stable’s front, and he started sniffing rapidly.
His ears flattened again with a quiver of jowls.
Kyne heard shuffling footsteps outside the stable. She quickly looked to Marten still clinging high up the stall post. His mouth was half parted as he too stared where the pup looked.
The pup’s sky-blue eyes swung toward Kyne, and she almost missed Marten silently mouthing the lantern.
Kyne’s panic sharpened even more.
The lantern’s light might be noticed through any crack in the walls or the seam between the bay doors—right behind her. There was the pup looking at her, his jowls quivering, but they were all about to be caught.
Kyne made a crawling lunge to the right for the lantern.
In one snarl, the pup rushed her.
Footsteps outside stopped, and so did the pup. His ears rose again as he looked to the stable doors.
Kyne quickly snatched the lantern, nearly burning her hand on hot tin as she shut it. The whole stable went pitch black.
· · · · ·
“Oh, you troublesome little mongrels!”
Kyne numbed all over in the dark upon hearing Master Boulg right outside the stable doors; the old stable owner might enter in an instant. What she didn’t hear was even worse—not a sound within the stable, including from the pup.
The chain on the stable doors rattled.
Kyne’s stomach clenched so hard that her dinner rose in her throat. She heard grumbling outside the stable doors, and then…
“Where are you this time, little street mutts?”
A heavy sigh was followed by footsteps shuffling along the stable’s front. They passed all the way to the stable’s far side and around the other corner.
Kyne followed that sound as it passed along the same lean-to woodshed that she, Marten, and Grim had climbed not long ago. Scuffing steps finally faded away, and she thought she heard a door close somewhere beyond the stable’s rear. Still, she sat there in the dark, half holding her breath in the tense silence.
“Light!” Marten whispered.
Kyne reached along the dirt floor until her fingers touched the lantern’s base. Listening for the pup and prepared to run… somewhere… she hunched up on her knees before opening the lantern’s shutter. She squinted, waiting for her eyes to adjust, and…
The pup was gone.
Kyne scrambled up, looking everywhere as she flattened against the stable doors. The only one she saw was Marten. He dropped cautiously off the stall’s wall, looked at her, and mouthed where? She shook her head, and he sidestepped toward her in watching the whole stable.
“We should find Grim and get out of here,” he whispered. “This has gone too far!”
Kyne grabbed his wrist, squeezed hard, and he looked down at her.
“You’ve… what…” he stuttered. “What’s wrong with you? We’re done, you hear me?”
He was right. Nothing had turned out the way she thought it would, at least with what little she had thought about. The pup—no, the wolf cub—was savage and vicious. Certainly he had good reasons for that, but there was nothing in him like Shade—nothing at all.
She had been wrong… about his eyes.
“What if someone comes in here?” she whispered. “They will, sooner or later. We cannot let him attack anyone.”
“And what can we do about it?”
“I… I do not know but… something. First we find Grim.”
Marten heaved an exhausted sigh as he picked up the lantern, and in every step, they watched every shadow. Only three steps, that was.
“Psst!”
The lantern rattled in Marten’s grip as Kyne jump back a whole step.
“Up here!” someone whispered.
They both looked up, but Kyne saw nothing but the rafter of the loft floor above. Inching along, they peered into every shadowy corner, until the lantern’s light finally caught on the opening above the ladder.
How portly Grim had gotten way up there so quickly was a question for later.
“Get down here and help us,” Kyne whispered.
Grim’s eyes turned so round they no longer looked too small in his pudgy face. He shook his head violently, pointed at her, and hooked his thumb up and over his shoulder, calling her to come up.
“No,” she returned. “We have to find the… the wolf cub and settle this… somehow.”
Grim slapped both hands over his face.
“Get down here!” Marten insisted.
Grim shot them both an ugly pout before he swung one foot down onto the ladder’s top rung. Marten and Kyne waited and waited as Grim stalled again and again in looking fearfully about after every downward step. When his boots finally hit the dirt floor, he bolted off the other way.
Kyne was too stunned at first.
About to go after him, he dropped by his cloak and flung it open, scattering the tools. Grim rose up with his father’s wooden mallet gripped in both hands.
“Put that back!” Kyne whispered.
“No!”
“Leave him alone,” Marten told her. “If he had two of those, I’d grab the other. Or would you prefer I get that big knife instead?”
“Yeah,” Grim whispered. “And if that… that little…gnasher makes a move for me, I’ll whack him.”
Kyne bit down against arguing further.
All three of them clumped together as they crept through the stable toward its rear. The hardest part was making sudden quicksteps past stall half-walls to either side, so the lantern’s light quickly filled those dark spaces. Getting around the stored wagon was another problem. They had to pick one side and chose the left, simply because it was closest. But before they went onward, another hushed argument erupted.
Who had to drop down on hands and knees to check between the wagon’s wheels… in case the wolf cub had ducked under there?
Kyne ended up doing this, not that she liked it anymore than the boys. Still, there was no sign of the cub—until she rose on her knees and looked ahead.
Two faint glimmers showed in the near darkness at the stable’s rear, as if eyes low to the floor watched from around the last stall wall on the left.
Kyne snatched Marten’s pant leg. In startling him, he almost kicked her.
“Don’t do that!” he warned. “I see him already.”
At Marten’s voice, a rumble rose out of the dark ahead.
“Oh, dinêy!” Marten squealed and took off… before Kyne let go of his pant leg.
Jerked off her knees, she flopped face down in the dirt as Marten rushed for the nearest stall on the left. By the time she pushed up, Grim had ducked in behind Marten.
“Get in here,” Marten hissed at her.
Kyne looked toward the stable’s rear.
With the lantern behind the stall’s wall with Marten, those sparks ahead in the dark were gone—but so was the growl. She looked away once and saw Marten hunkered near the end of the stall’s wall. Wide-eyed Grim was right behind him, the mallet raised overhead in both hands.
Kyne took several shaky breaths before looking down the stable and whispering, “Idiots… if he comes at us, you two will be trapped in there.”
She didn’t look over to see their reaction.
“Give me the lantern,” she ordered, blindly reaching out, for she was not going to be caught unaware if the wolf cub came at her. She waited until Marten finally crept out. Before the lantern’s handle settled in her hand, its light again exposed those sparks of eyes in the same place.
“Wait here,” she whispered.
Someone snatched the shoulder of her canvas pullover.
“Now who’s the idiot,” Grim whispered.
A sharp growl filled the stable.
“Quiet,” she whispered, slapping away his grip, but it took another moment to swallow down her fear.
Kyne stayed on all fours—or threes—as she inched down the stable floor with the lantern. Several times she froze at a warning growl. When that faded, she continued more slowly, until…
Lantern light barely exposed a furred face around those sparks of eyes. His head rested upon his dirty paws with black claws that were scarred and cracked. Only the front of his muzzle, his bright eyes, and one ear showed around the wall’s outward edge. Then his jowls twitched as he watched her, and she noticed something more.
Aside from his mangy, filthy state, a white crust lined his muzzle. She knew that meant he had not drunk anything in too long, and she half-turned her head.
“Find water… and something to put it in,” she said softly.
The wolf cub’s eyes shifted away once, perhaps at Marten or Grim’s movements. It was too long before slow footsteps approached behind her, and the cub’s jowls pulled back, exposing small fangs. When he looked beyond her, another of those grating hisses issued between his teeth.
Kyne held back one hand, not daring to take her eyes off of the wolf.
“Put it down” she whispered, “and back away slowly.”
She waited until the footsteps stopped again. Leaving the lantern where it sat, she scooted slowly backward until one of her boots hit something.
Kyne reached back and felt a round, flat object of thin metal much bigger than her little hand. She grabbed it and pulled it around in front of herself. It was a shallow tin plate. She risked a quick glance back and, upon spotting a tan glazed jug, she grabbed it as well. In looking toward the stable’s rear, she waited a moment longer.
This time the wolf cub was quiet, even when she set the plate near the lantern and pulled the jug’s cork. She carefully started to pour a little water.
The cub lunged backward out of sight with a vicious snarl.
Kyne almost dropped the jug in fright.
The little wolf charged out of the dark and clacked his jaws at her.
Kyne did drop the jug with a scream and threw herself backward. The jug rolled off with its water glugging out on the floor. Before she righted herself, there was Marten and Grim standing over her.
Marten grabbed her arm, hauling her up, as Grim took another step forward with the mallet raised.
“Had enough yet?” Marten asked. “Now, come on.”
Kyne pulled back against his grip.
The cub rumbled as he eyed all three of them, especially Grim, but he didn’t charge again. Instead, he snapped the tin plate’s edge in his teeth and viciously slung it aside.
What little water the plate held spattered everywhere and then it rattled off the stable’s back wall. The wolf cub stood there with hackles raised and teeth bared, and then he backed into the shadows still growling.
Kyne stood shaking in fright.
After everything that had been done to him, why would he not drink? If he kept this up, he might die of thirst. That made no sense, even for an animal. Then she wondered why he hadn’t simply ignored the plate instead of slinging it aside.
“Do you get it now?” Marten whispered. “He doesn’t want anything to do with us… with you!”
Kyne refused to accept this. For all that had happened, something had to be done. Something else had happened to cub to make him…
And she remembered one phrase she heard last night.
That make it quiet… it drink.
After the wolf-catcher had said that, and shoved in a bowl of water, she never heard the cub drink. She also never thought to look for that bowl when they freed and caught him. Marten had tossed in the chunk of meat covered in sleeping herbs, but the little wolf had somehow kicked that back out.
Kyne watched those two sparks of eyes in the stall surrounded by the pale silhouette of his form. She began to ache, as she understood.
How long—how many times—had he been drugged, until he refused to touch water or perhaps even food from anyone?
“Kyne?” Marten whispered in warning.
“Shush! I am thinking.”
She had learned from Wynn that Shade understood words in a couple of languages, and more than single ones or a few at time. In fact, short commands were something Shade would not tolerate; she just ignored them… or worse.
A wild wolf, as an adult let alone a pup, would never understand words. So what could she do to prove this water was safe?
Kyne looked at the narrow-necked jug, hoping not all of its water was lost. She took a step in pulling away from Marten.
“No you don’t!” And he pulled back.
Her frustration got the better of her. She whirled and swatted at his arm, probably hurting her hand more than him by the way he glowered.
“Stay here and be quiet,” she warned, and then to Grim, “You, too.”
Kyne dropped to her knees and crawled past the lantern.
The wolf cub’s eyes fixed only on her.
As she righted the jug, she heard water slosh inside of it, and she went on, picking up and setting down the jug as she inched toward the stable’s rear wall. The cub’s growl began to grow, and when she touched the overturned tin plate…
His snarl sharpened, his teeth clacked, and Kyne froze.
Now what?
She looked to the jug under her other hand.
Kyne slowly lifted its narrow mouth to her lips, all the while keeping her eyes on him in the shadows. Watching him watch her, she took a short sip and then a longer one, even letting a little water trickle down her chin.
He grew quiet in staring, and she slowly turned over the tin plate.
When she started to pour water in it, he growled again. She almost lost hope, not knowing what to do if the plate upset him the most. Then she thought of him drinking.
No… the way he would drink.
Kyne bent down, put her mouth to the plate’s water, and slurped. The pup went silent, and so she slurped again. She straightened up and waited.
He was still quiet, and so she poured more water and slurped a third time. Finally, she inched the plate out, halfway toward him, and scooted back three times that distance to wait.
It was a while before he rose up on all fours, but he still didn’t take a step. She scooted back again and he took a step or two. She repeated this with him until she was all the way back to the lantern and he finally stood over the plate, fully exposed in the lantern’s light.
The wolf cub’s bright blue eyes never left hers, even as he lowered his muzzle and began lapping the water.
Kyne almost sighed in relief but stopped for fear of startling him. She looked back at Marten and Grim; both were staring at the wolf cub, and at least Grim had lowered the mallet.
“Did you bring any more meat?” she whispered and then added, “without sleeping powders on it?”
Marten didn’t answer, and his expression went blank.
Kyne had no time to figure that out and looked to Grim.
“What about you?”
Grim blinked twice before his stare shifted to her. “What about me?”
“You always have some snack in your pockets.”
Grim’s bottom lip pushed up over the top one, but he began digging in his pants pockets.
“Kyne?”
Startled, her gaze shifted to Marten again. His whole expression had tightened in anger. His eyes were on the wolf cub, but then he turned that glower on her.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Marten hissed.
Kyne was lost as to what set him off this time.
“I can see those eyes!” he added.
Grim froze, a crumbling biscuit in one pudgy hand, as he looked back and forth between Kyne and Marten.
Kyne glanced at the cub’s eyes and swallowed hard. “It is not what you—”
“You little liar!” Marten snapped. “This isn’t about some little wolf. This more of your nonsense about—”
“No, no!” she quickly assured. “I know I thought… at first… but I can see he is not…”
Even now, she didn’t dare say… that word.
“Ah, Kyne, not again,” Grim moaned, finally catching up and shaking his head.
Maybe she had been through too much by now and real shame was no longer possible. She hung her head at having tricked her closest friends and looked once at the… wolf.
He no longer lapped the water and now lay down with his muzzle hanging over the plate. Those blue eyes shifted between the three of them.
“Give me the biscuit,” Kyne whispered, and as Grim took a step, “No, toss it.”
He did, though it fell short, and she reached out for it.
“Finish this,” Marten snapped. “And then we’re leaving.”
“No… you two go.”
“What?”
“I am staying,” she answered quietly, not daring to look at them. “But someone has to be there in the morning when Grim’s parents awaken. If they ask about me, tell them I… left early to… to do something at the guild.”
When Kyne hesitantly looked back, Marten was visibly furious at what she had done—or what he thought this was about.
“But… but what if he… tries to eat you?” Grim whispered.
Kyne rolled her eyes. “Look at him. If I am lucky, he might eat the biscuit… not me!”
Marten hissed something under his breath and swatted Grim's shoulder. “Come on!”
Grim looked warily at the wolf cub and then at Kyne before he followed.
“We’ll see you in the morning,” he whispered.
The boys were halfway up the stable and rounding the wagon for the ladder when Kyne called out.
“And bring more food… and water.”
Neither of them answered, and when she turned back, the wolf cub had retreated into the shadows of the last stall on the left. He lay there with head on forepaws watching her.
Kyne was exhausted—physically, mentally, and every other which way—but she knew better than to risk closing her eyes as yet. She left the open lantern where it sat and crawled slowly toward the stable’s back wall with the jug in hand. Leaning there, she carefully reached out to pull the tin plate closer. When she finished pouring more water and pushed the plate out as far as she dared, the wolf cub didn’t move.
At last, she looked down at the biscuit. It was a bit crumbly from being in Grim’s pocket, perhaps since dinner in the commonhall. She broke off a bit and tossed that toward the pup.
When it landed to the right of him, he flinched away, looked at it once, and then glared at her in flattening his tall ears.
Kyne sighed, broke off another piece, stuffed that in her mouth and chewed.
He finally sniffed the piece she had tossed and looked at her again. Stranger still, or maybe not, the cub—just a wolf—waited until Kyne swallowed before he snapped up that bit of biscuit.
· · · · ·
“Kyne, wake up!”
She did with a flinch and quickly pushed up from the stable’s dirt floor. Sometime in the night, she must have dozed off and slid down the stable’s back wall.
There was Marten crouched over her with Grim standing right behind him. Grim glanced back along the stable. When he looked to her again, worry spread over his round face.
Kyne quickly peered into the last stall on the left.
The wolf cub was gone.
She twisted around toward Marten, but before she said anything…
“It’s still here,” he grumbled.
“Yeah… still,” Grim whispered.
Kyne leaned to look around them but saw no sign of the cub. The lantern was still lit where she had left it, but beyond its light the stable was almost dark. Even so, the wagon blocked her view of the front bay.
“Back by the doors,” Marten added.
Kyne took a slow breath of relief. “What time is it?”
“Not yet the dawn bell,” Marten answered. “Not that we got much sleep… except maybe you. I don’t see how… with that little gnasher nearby.”
“Do not call him that,” Kyne warned, and then took a long tired breath.
She remembered the third bell for the mid of night, night’s third quarter, and even then she was still watching the wolf cub. If it was not yet dawn, she had had maybe a quarter night’s sleep or a little more.
“Come on,” Marten urged, rising to his feet. “We better go, so we can get our robes out of the barracks before too many at the guild see us like this. Showing up without robes might bring questions.”
“What about our parents?” she asked.
“So far so good… so long as they don’t have a reason to talk to each other. We’ll deal with faking the exams later.”
Grim was staring up the stable again.
“What?” Kyne asked.
He glanced at her, worry plain on his face. “What are we going do with it… him?”
That was a problem.
Kyne had foolishly thought all of this would be easier, that she would be dealing with a majay-hì and simply help it escape or somehow guide it back to where it came from. That part she had not told Marten and Grim. Now, things were no better… only worse.
Even if they somehow snuck a little wolf out of the city, they could not let him loose in the surrounding farmlands—not for the way he was or his current abused and vicious state. They would have to take him farther off than that, should they somehow ever get him out of the city at all.
“We will arrange something,” she answered, climbing to her feet.
“And by the next public school day,” Marten added. “Before anyone else comes here.”
Yes, and that gave them five days at best. On the sixth day, it would be too late.
Kyne picked up the lantern. “Did you bring food… water?”
“Yes,” Marten answered shortly, and he stalked off up the stable.
Kyne followed with Grim at her side. When they reached the front bay, Marten snatched up a satchel left by the ladder and began digging in it. Kyne only fixed on the wolf cub, with head on forepaws, lying silently before the stable doors. And she raised her eyes to those doors.
Dawn would come soon, for the split between doors was no longer black. From what she could see, the pup had not clawed at the doors while she slept. He looked too lean, even compared to what she had seen of him last night. His sky-blue eyes were open as he silently watched all three of them.
Those eyes flicked once toward Grim, then to Marten with a twitch of jowls, and finally back to Kyne.
“Here, give him this,” Marten said. “Something left over after the eatery closed for the night.”
He held out half of a pasty, its crust gone a bit flaky and soggy at the same time. Probably something left on a patron’s plate at Harrow’s Shambles. There would be meat in it; even if cooked, it was probably what a young wolf needed.
Kyne took it, and then Marten pulled out a corked brown ale bottle, and she frowned at him.
“There’s just water in it,” he grouched.
Kyne ignored that and stepped carefully toward the wolf cub.
She knelt down out of reach, broke off a piece of the pasty, and tossed it out. Again, the cub only looked from it to her, so again she had to eat some of it first. It was a bit greasy for her taste, but she could not sit here longer doing this.
After hesitating, she threw the rest of the pasty out to land before his paws. Hopefully, he understood enough from last night that she was not like the man who had caught him.
The cub snapped up the pasty, scooted back until his rump hit the door, and began chomping.
Kyne took another a slow, relieved breath. “Grim, get the tin plate and the jug. Do not come closer than arm’s reach behind me.”
It was not long before she heard his hurried steps coming back and “Here!” She kept her eyes on the wolf as she reached back twice. She poured what was left in the jug into the tin plate and slid that forward… until her hand was no farther from the wolf than the plate’s span. Her heart started pounding.
He stayed perfectly still, though he waited until she withdrew her hand before he lowered his muzzle to the water.
“That’s enough,” Marten said. “We sneak out and check on him at lunch.”
“No,” Kyne argued, still watching the cub lap the water. “Someone… one of you two… has to stay with him.
“What?”
“Not me, forget that!”
The wolf froze as his tongue sucked back in and his ears flattened.
“Keep your voices down!” Kyne whispered.
Even as she looked back at Marten and Grim, she knew this part was going to be trouble.
“Someone has to stay, just to be here,” she said. “Maybe that will keep him quiet. If left alone, he might try to get out. People will be up soon, going about their day, and we cannot have him calling attention.”
“You do it,” Grim said.
Kyne shook her head. “You have to… Marten.”
“Oh, do I?” he shot back. “I’m too tired for any more of your—”
“Yes, you will,” Kyne interrupted. “I left the guild two nights in a row. If I am missing this morning, certainly a superior will send someone to my parents. After another sleep-around last night, what do think my mother would do? Go straight for one of your parents, yes?”
Marten’s mouth clenched shut in a mean glare.
“And Grim has to come with me,” she added. “After another make-up exam, if he missed even one session this morning, his parents would hear of it… and then talk to yours and mine about another night of tutoring. Same result.”
“People think I’m the scheming one,” Marten growled through his teeth. “Well, maybe our parents finding out is worth it… after all of your majay-nonsense. And now we’re stuck with a stolen wolf.”
Kyne didn’t acknowledge her mistake again as she got up. “Keep the plate filled with water, if he finishes it, but move slowly. He is too worn out to bother you… unless you bother him.”
She ignored Marten and went straight to ladder.
“One or both of us will come back at lunch,” she added, climbing up without waiting for Grim to follow.
If she could have told the truth—something she was having trouble with lately—she felt awful about what she was doing to her friends as well as leaving the wolf cub. This was the only way to keep their parents or anyone from finding out what they—she—had done.
At least for a little longer.
Kyne climbed out of the loft hatch onto the lean-to roof. By then, Grim caught up.
In hurrying, they took the shortest route back to the guild. They gave little notice to people they passed along the way, even those who stopped or slowed in watching a young boy and girl running through the streets before dawn. As they reached the Old Bailey Road, and the guild’s keep was in sight, they heard the day’s first bell ring out.
Grim looked back for the fifth time along the way.
“Stop that,” Kyne scolded. “And stop thinking that.”
“Thinking what?”
“The wolf cub is not going to eat Marten. Now hurry up.”
Considering she was two years younger than either of them, they were so immature at times. Well, that was also typical of boys, but still…
If she had never come upon and tried to help a struggling Grim in the library, during her first moon at the guild, she might not have met Marten until much later, if at all. After that, Marten never put up with other initiates picking on her for being the only one to circumvent the entrance age limit.
No matter who did what or how different they were—or all of the arguing—they looked out for each other, always.
As Kyne pulled the latch on the inner bailey gate, she and Grim heard the chains and gears of the gatehouse start up. Someone was up in one of the littler towers to open the portcullis. As it began to rise, they ran up to the gatehouse tunnel, ducking under before it was even halfway open.
They might be the first into the guild grounds, but there were still quite a few initiates rousing inside right now.
Rushing through the courtyard, Grim pulled the door to the apprentice barracks. Kyne dashed in first, and down the passage they went through the keep’s wall, slowing only as they reached the entrance alcove of the initiates’ barracks. As usual, an apprentice sage was on duty, this time in a teal robe for the order of Conamology. Locks of overly curly chocolate hair stuck out the top of his cowl.
Kyne knew Pâten Yanoth, for they were both very studious and often in the library.
“You two are early,” Pâten teased, “though perhaps not looking so bright. A late night of studying?”
Grim faltered and swallowed, and Kyne shoved him toward the boys’ wing.
“No, some… family needs,” she answered. “We are here for our robes… which we left behind last night.”
“Well, still plenty of time, but where’s Marten?”
Grim stiffened stock still in the archway to the boys’ wing. Kyne shoved him again before turning the other way.
“He is feeling a little poorly,” she answered in rushing off. “He may not come today.”
Pâten nodded with a “tsk-tsk” as he made a note in his log.
Hopefully nothing important happened today, or that log entry would mean sending notice of missed events to Marten’s parents. There was nothing to be done about it now, and she hurried for her alcove to grab her tan robe left on her bunk last night.
Kyne also grabbed her journal and two paper-wrapped charcoal writing sticks. About to rush off for breakfast, she noticed someone still bundled under a dull-gray wool blanket on the bunk above hers.
“Maggie, get up, or you will miss breakfast.”
That lump squirmed around. A head with mussed-up carrot-red hair pushed out from under the blanket. Bleary eyes opened in confusion—and then opened more upon seeing Kyne.
Maggie’s mouth pinched up like she had bitten a lemon.
“Oh… you,” she mumbled and ducked back under the covers. “Little-miss-perfect-scores… is she having books for breakfast?”
Kyne was too exhausted for this. “Then do not come to me again for notes on what you missed. I am tired of that!”
She rushed out with barely a wave to Apprentice Yanoth and kept to the courtyard’s back corner while waiting for Grim. When he finally arrived in his wrinkled and smudged robe, they were off to breakfast in the commonhall. Any food they had thought to later take to Marten and the wolf became an even bigger problem.
Breakfast’s main serving was porridge with raisins.
Kyne and Grim stared at their bowls and then each other. There was no way to hide that in their robes, let alone for half a day. Grim craned his head in looking around the long table crowded with a few apprentices and loads of initiates. He fixed on one.
“Psst, hey Shinat,” he whispered loudly over the chatter and click of spoons. “Trade you my bowl for your roll.”
The boy barely lipped his spoon when he looked over and his brow furrowed.
“Blech! Forget it!”
Shinat grimaced as he shoved the spoon in his mouth. After a hard swallow, he dropped the spoon in his bowl and turned on his roll, half-hiding it in eyeing Grim.
Porridge was not a popular trade at breakfast.
“Never mind,” Kyne said lowly to Grim. “We will find something else later.”
About halfway through shoveling up her porridge, she suddenly rose and grabbed her journal and writing sticks off the table.
Grim froze with his spoon halfway to his mouth. “Where are you going?”
Most of his bowl was empty, and he had tucked away his roll. Hopefully it would still be in his robe when they snuck out at lunchtime to head for the stable.
Kyne handed him her own roll as well. “I have to look into something. I will meet you here before lunch.”
Before he asked anything more, she ran out of the commonhall and down the main passage. This morning, she had only a language seminar to attend, so she needed to get out of sight before…
“Initiate Erhtenwal, running in the passages? There is plenty of time before class.”
At that gruff voice like a cracked boulder, Kyne skidded to a stop just past the main entrance. If she had only skipped breakfast entirely. She turned about to face Domin High-Tower of Cathology coming in the main doors, likely to set up for the day’s seminar on the language of his people.
“Sorry, domin, I was… I just… I need to see Domin Ginjeriè before she starts her day.”
Domin Hightower was barely above a yard and a half tall and almost too stocky and wide for a standard doorway. That was average for his people, and he was the only rughìr—or dwarf—among all three branches of the guild.
His faintly speckled and stony complexion, typical for his people, was partially hidden by deeply grayed hair and a long beard. Some said both had once been fiery red. Considering how long rughìr lived, even longer than lhoin’na, that said little about how old he might be.
“And?” he rumbled at her. “Dzyshu arragheì shuvéh… rìsht?”
Kyne had never liked or disliked this domin, at least at first. Later, as Wynn’s immediate superior, Kyne had come to like him a lot less. As to him asking in his own tongue will this keep you from class… again, this was one of his tests specifically for her.
“Ghialag é tútnag cheú, domin,” she answered, for his language was one of four she spoke well enough.
So long as she promised to not fall behind and did not miss too many of his classes, he protested little if she was engaged in other real studies. That part was believable about her, though not exactly why she needed to find Domin Ginjeriè.
Domin Hightower’s thick eyebrows made his black rughìr irises look like they were always watching her too intently… even worse when he was watching her intently.
“On your way… in walking,” he rumbled.
Kyne nodded as she went off, not daring to run until she rounded the far corner toward the southeast tower. She was panting a little when she reached the door in the tower’s second level and knocked.
At a “come in,” she quickly pushed the door open.
Domin Ginjeriè stood near a casement behind her desk, an old book opened in her hand. She looked up from studying it and, at the sight of Kyne, she smiled.
“What is it this time?” the domin asked.
This was not the first time Kyne had come rushing into the domin’s study in search of a lead on information. So at least this time was not so suspicious.
“I want to find out more about wolves,” she said. “Mostly about how they are with people or anything about any of them ever being… domesticated. I thought there might be something specific in the archives.”
This was more than she wanted to reveal, but she saw no other way to find what she was after.
Domin Ginjeriè grew still in watching her and then slowly pulled the marker out of the back of the old book.
The marker was actually that yew-wood disk with the braid of charcoal hairs she sometimes carried with her. At a second glance, Kyne thought the book’s open pages looked a bit more like notes. Though in ink, not charcoal, they were not the crisp symbols of a finely scribed text.
The domin placed the token-bookmark gently in the book—perhaps an old journal—and closed it. She set the book gently on a shelf, as if it were fragile.
“I think the main library will suffice,” Domin Ginjeriè said.
Kyne was careful to not look disappointed, but as she shuffled over to the desk, she still muttered, “Yes, domin.”
The main library was fine for most things, but she preferred looking for better in the archives. Perhaps the domin didn’t have time to escort her.
“I will look up some listings to shorten your search,” Domin Ginjeriè said. She rounded to her desk to head for the room’s far side, where she pulled out one volume from a matched set.
Every domin had a set of codex volumes with topical listings. There was a set in the main library, but the ones given to domins often had the newest listings.
Kyne lingered near the desk as Domin Ginjeriè paged through that volume.
Without looking up, the domin suddenly asked, “I hope this has nothing to do with what we talked about?”
Kyne swallowed hard, though her answer was not a lie. “No… but similar. I thought to learn more about wolves… and people.”
“Hmm,” the domin uttered.
Kyne quickly looked away at anything else and found herself eying that odd old book the domin had left on the shelf. Closer now, she saw the marker’s strands, bound with that bit of old green ribbon, sticking out of book’s bottom end.
Those charcoal hairs glistened, and it looked to her like any one of them alone would not have been long enough for the braid’s whole length. They were certainly not from a lhoin’na, but perhaps also too short for horsehairs from a mane or tail—unless over the years they had broken off or had to be trimmed.
For as often as the domin carried that token, it seemed an odd choice to leave behind in book. This made Kyne wonder more about what was in that supposed old journal.
“Here we are.”
Kyne turned about as Domin Ginjeriè came toward her, the codex volume still in hand. The domin set that on the desk, picked out a scrap of paper nearby, and began making notes on it with a writing stick. When finished, she handed the paper scrap to Kyne.
“This should be enough,” Domin Ginjeriè declared. “At least for… what should be… a passing interest.”
Kyne looked over what was written on the scrap: geometric shapes followed by a couple of titles in Begaine syllabic symbols. Every text in a guild branch was marked by such shapes, one for each guild order and its emphasis. The order of those symbols told sages the main emphasis and sub-focus for the contents of any text. That was how she was to find where those titles were shelved.
“Thank you,” she said, nodding once under Domin Ginjeriè’s watchful eyes.
Before the domin could question her further, she hurried off to the main library. She still wished she could have gone down to the archives instead.
The main library was mostly empty. Except for her and a few apprentices, most initiates were off in seminars, study sessions, and the like for the morning. She scanned the shelves in walking among the tall casements, knowing where to at least find the general area needed.
When she found the right place, and on the main floor, fortunately the three volumes she sought were on a low shelf. She didn’t need to find someone to get them for her and pulled out all three to plop down at the nearest empty table she could find.
There was plenty concerning what was known or assumed about wolves and their ways in the wild, as well as a few types from different regions. There were also unsettling parts about how to deal with them attacking livestock and how to… get rid of them. The biggest disappointments were the few inked illustrations. Only one showed young wolves next to an assumed female and the rest of the pack nearby in a woodland setting.
The little ones looked like the wolf cub… or rather he looked like them. With only black ink for the drawings, there was no telling if his coloring matched theirs. She had hoped she might be wrong about… the wolf.
She skimmed through every page and paragraph, just the same. Neither was there anything useful about how to interact with a wolf, let alone a very young one that had been captured and abused. Domesticating one had been a silly notion anyway, considering she had no idea how or where she could have even kept the cub.
Clang-clang.
Kyne started upright, uncertain at first how many high-pitched bells she had heard. It was difficult to hear the city’s bells this deep inside the keep, so on the eighths as well as the quarters of the day, appointed apprentices walked the passages ringing out the time.
Clang-clang, Clang-clang…. Clang-clang.
“Oh no!”
Kyne slammed the last book closed; she had been sitting there all morning and lunch was likely already being served in the commonhall. Grim would be waiting for her.



She almost rushed off but stalled to grab the books. Dropping those in the pile on the little table by the library’s main entrance, she ran out and up the central passage toward the keep’s main doors. With no sign of Grim ahead, she rounded the corner toward the commonhall.
Grim was hurrying toward her, though he glanced twice over his shoulder before they reached each other.
“Where have you been?” he demanded.
“I was… oh, come with me,” and she grabbed his arm to head back toward the commonhall. “We must find something more than breakfast biscuits.”
Grim pulled back.
When Kyne turned, he looked up and down the passage as if fearful of spotting anyone. Without thinking, she did the same and saw few people in the passages.
“What is wrong with you?” she asked.
“I did it… already,” he whispered.
Grim hesitantly spread the top of his robe without untying its belt. Tucked into his pants were six slats of dried jerky.
Kyne looked up, and by Grim’s wide eyes, she thought he might faint right there. Pilfering the panty was Marten’s habit, not Grim’s. She quickly pulled his robe closed and dragged him toward the main doors.
Between all of her lies and now poor Grim having to steal, Marten was a bad influence on both of them. When they rushed out the main doors, they pulled up short in a few steps into the courtyard.
Kyne stared, even as she heard Grim’s shallow breaths become rapid.
“Calm down,” she whispered. “This cannot be about us.”
Across the courtyard before gatehouse tunnel—and right in their way—stood stood Domin High-Tower barking bitterly at a tall man in a red tabard over a mail shirt. On the man’s thick belt hung a longsword in a sheath with a brass plate.
Kyne was too far off to make out the plate’s engravings, but she didn’t need to; that tabard clearly marked him as one of the Shyldfälches. They were a military division, though they served exclusively as the city guard of Calm Seatt. With so few other sages about—mostly initiates on their way to lunch—it was not hard to hear the guardsman raise his voice over the domin’s.
“Pardon, Domin. I realize this is unusual, but the captain insists. I’m to follow any lead concerning this crime… however unlikely.”
Kyne started panting like Grim. When she looked at him, he had lashed both arms across his stomach, as if the jerky might leap out of his pants into plain sight.
“And I do not see how this pertains to the guild,” Domin High-Tower snapped. “Your captain has a penchant for thinking any mischief in this city involves us!”
Kyne clutched Grim’s shuddering arm and tugged him into a stumble. She walked casually toward the gatehouse tunnel—and the guardsman and the domin. Halfway across the courtyard, she had to stop herself from staring at the supposedly young man in the red tabard.
“And yet, I must investigate,” that one answered back to the domin’s continuous badgering.
Young as he was, perhaps handsome in a stern way, Kyne fixed for an instant on the guardsman’s strangely steel-gray hair. Too many odd little things had been catching her eye lately. By the plate on his sword’s sheath, he was not just any guardsman.
“I do not care, Corporal Lúcan,” the domin grumbled. “That children were seen nearby does not mean they are to be found here.”
Kyne almost stumbled when she found herself suddenly looking straight in the corporal’s eyes. Not that the corporal had turned his head, just those eyes, in studying her. She quickly looked away, pulling a panting Grim even faster toward the tunnel.
“Not only children,” the guardsman said. “Shortly before, a tan-robed youth, more like a child for size, was seen nearby. That would be one of your initiates.”
Kyne began shaking as much as Grim, and they both scurried into the gatehouse tunnel.
“I am not accusing anyone,” the corporal continued, “but the lock on the cage was broken off, somehow. The missing dog is claimed to be in training for and delivery a Northlander chieftain. This theft and a guild initiate seen nearby means I have to inquire… here.”
Kyne sped into a run, dragging Grim.
They raced past the two apprentices on duty at the tunnel’s outer end, and she whipped open the bailey gate. Neither of them stopped until they were halfway down the bailey wall and just short of Leaful Street. She was panting as hard as Grim when they both collapsed against the wall’s outside.
“What do we do?” Grim blurted. “They know—somebody saw us!”
“Shush!” Kyne warned. “They know no such thing.”
But she was as frightened as he looked. Her head was buzzing with too many concerns.
From what she had overheard two nights ago, the wolf-catcher’s ship was due in port today. Since then, he and maybe the driver had reported a theft of livestock to the Shyldfälches. Now that she knew it was just a wolf, she really was a thief, no matter that wolf-catcher had lied in calling it a “dog.”
“We have to get rid of it… him,” Grim rushed on. “We can sneak it out toward the southern city gate and maybe if the guards see it—”
“And what?” she interrupted, rambling on in fright. “How would we even do that, if he lets us… if that was not so cruel? And who mans the city gates? Shyldfälches, that is who!”
Grim fell silent, nervously looking about, as did Kyne.
If they were—if she was—caught, there would be no arguing that a young wolf was sacred or a person or anything. Even if she dared, no one would believe her, and it would be another lie.
Kyne looked up and down the front run of Old Bailey Road around the keep. People went their various ways, though not many, but maybe a few she saw—or even ones she didn’t see—had glanced at a pair of initiates lingering by the guild’s outer wall. She was suddenly conscious of how she was dressed.
Neither she nor Grim had left their robes behind, as it was the middle of the day. Someone had seen an initiate on the night before the wolf cub had been stolen. Maybe that someone had seen an initiate right next to that wagon behind one warehouse.
“Hurry!” Kyne whispered, grabbing Grim’s arm before he could argue.
· · · · ·
Kyne and Grim never looked back as they raced for the Hoof House. Not even when she panicked more, realizing that a couple of initiate sages running through the streets would attract even more attention. She was desperate to get to Marten and the wolf and… then what? They had to do something, now that the city guard was looking for a stolen “dog.”
Both of them were out of breath when they reached Master Boulg’s place, coming upon it from the front side and his home.
Kyne waited and watched until any passersby were far off, and then they snuck around the back to the woodpile and the lean-to shed. They were still panting when they climbed up and through the hatch into the loft.
“Hey, is that you?” Marten called sharply from below.
Kyne was too exhausted to answer who else. By the time she and Grim climbed down the ladder, the first oddity she spotted was the cage’s tarp. It was now in a rumpled pile within the first stall on the stable’s left side. Strangely, part of it looked wet, but there was no chance to look for the little wolf.
Marten lunged from his crouch against stable doors and came straight at her.
“You… you and that… that little gnasher!” he sputtered out.
Kyne was so startled she didn’t even scold him about that name. “What are you talking about?”
“All of your majay-nonsense, that’s what! You got us into this mess because you think you know something you don’t. And you stuck me with that animal all night.”
Marten was in such a state that she back-stepped. When he came at her again, Grim stepped in and braced his hands against Marten’s chest. Aside from furious, Marten looked almost as tired as Kyne felt, but she peered again into the nearest stall.
“What now?” she sighed out. “And why is the tarp in there… and wet?”
“The little whelp peed on it!” Marten shouted at her.
Kyne’s thoughts blanked for an instant.
Why would the cub do that? She had never considered that need before now, but certainly he could—should—have relieved himself in some corner.
“What did you do?” she snapped at Marten.
“Nothing… just trying to get some sleep.”
“So what does it matter if he—”
Marten lunged against Grim’s hands. “I was sleeping… under the tarp… when he did it!”
Kyne flinched as Grim sucked a breath, and then…
“Yuck!” Grim uttered.
He jerked away his hands, slapping them down the front of his robe. At the loss of support in leaning, Marten’s eyes popped wide as he flailed. Kyne quickly hopped aside, and Marten hit the dirt floor, face first. Just the same, she rushed at him.
“What did you do, and where is he?” she demanded. She looked around again and something other than the wolf cub was missing. “Where is his water… and the tin plate?”
Marten pushed up to his hands and knees. “I took it away.”
“What? Why?”
“Every time I put water in it, the little monster snarled at me. And every time I closed my eyes… that pest went and slung the plate across the stable.”
Marten rose up, dusting himself off. Grim was still wiping his hands on his robe in a disgusted fidget.
“So I took away the plate,” Marten said, right into Kyne’s face, “to get some sleep!”
Kyne bit down against another retort.
It was very clear whom the wolf cub disliked the most, aside from the wolf-catcher. Instead of asking again where he was, she wandered off down the stable.
As expected, she spotted him—and he her—where he lay in the last stall on the left. He was barely visible by what daylight seeped between the stable’s old boards. He remained silent, though she also kept her distance.
With what had happened in the guild courtyard, this mess was more than she had anticipated. About to turn back and demand where Marten had put the tin plate, she found Grim right behind her with a sour look on his chubby-cheeked face.
He had the plate and ale bottle in his hands.
When Kyne took those, Grim quickly dug out four jerky slats from inside his robe and pants. All the while, he nervously eyed the wolf cub, which didn’t growl at him. After Kyne had seen to the cub’s needs, again having to show him the jerky was safe, she turned back toward the stable’s front.
Along the way, Grim nervously gnawed on a jerky slat and offered her the last one. She shook her head, and they found Marten sitting in a sour sulk against stable doors with his knees pulled up.
“Are we done yet?” he muttered under his breath. “We sneak him out to a city gate at dusk, before any of us are missed for another night… and that’s that.”
Kyne sank down in the middle of the front bay. When she told Marten what she and Grim had overheard from the corporal, Marten groaned and dropped his forehead on his knees. He said nothing more about releasing the wolf cub near a city gate.
Grim looked to Kyne, obviously lost, for he didn’t yet understand what Marten—and Kyne—did.
Stolen livestock had been reported to the city guard. Something as big as even a young “dog,” likely with a description and mention of children or even initiates, would be easy to spot. A watch warning must have been given to all guards at the city’s gates and the port, and perhaps civilian constabularies in this very district.
Without help—unlikely to impossible—they were never sneaking a little wolf out of the city now.
Kyne looked back down the stable and then straightened up where she sat.
The wolf cub stood in plain sight beside the stored wagon. He stared toward stable’s left wall and stalls as his ears pricked up. Then his head began turning slowly, as if again he watched something right through that wall.
Kyne soon heard the footfalls, more than one pair, scuffing along outside of the stable.
“Sorry ‘bout the bother, but… well, just checkin’, that’s all. Gotta find it ‘fore the ship leaves.”
That muffled voice was familiar, but as Kyne turned slowly like the wolf cub in following those footfalls…
Marten was up and coming at her.
“And I’m telling you, this can’t be.”
That was definitely Master Boulg outside with at least one other person.
Marten grabbed Kyne’s arm, hauled her up, and shoved her toward the ladder as Grim looked wildly about. She twisted back and then froze.
The wolf cub’s jowls pulled back as his ears flattened. A slow, low growl rose out of him. His sky-blue eyes traced the left wall toward the stable’s front corner.
“Need look… look all place this street.”
Kyne’s breath stopped at the sound of the wolf-catcher’s voice.
Marten grabbed the back of her robe and jerked with a whisper. “Up in the loft, now!”
Kyne resisted again, looking to the cub. “No! If they enter, they will see him.”
Marten grabbed her around the waist and heaved her off the floor. She barely kicked once before he dropped her and pushed her against the ladder. Grim already scrabbled up above her, and Marten stepped around, blocking her sight of the cub.
Now, he mouthed.
Though Kyne climbed, when she had almost reached the loft floor, she paused to lean out.
The little wolf had paced past the wagon and all the way to the edge of the front bay. Why he had come that far instead of hiding, she didn’t know. His hackles stiffened and his tail looked twice as thick, bristling like a spooked cat.
A low keening rose out of the back of his throat.
That was nothing like any sound Kyne had ever heard from a dog.
“Quiet,” Marten whispered below her on the ladder. “Now get up there.”
And he shoved her by the behind.
Kyne reached the loft as the chain outside on the stable doors rattled lightly. She had to back away from the ladder’s opening to let Marten come up.
“See?” Master Boulg said. “Locked up, as always, when not in use for the guild’s schooling of the young ones.”
A moment of silence was followed by another, sharper rattle of the doors’ chain and lock, as if someone jerked harshly on them.
Once Marten passed into the loft, Kyne crawled back to the ladder’s top. Marten grabbed her ankle, trying to haul her back, but she clung the opening’s edge.
Down below, the wolf cub stood silently watching the stable doors.
Kyne was about to whisper… something… anything that might make him run and hide. And he raised his head.
She looked right into those sky-blue eyes.
His ears pricked up in staring at her, and then he looked away toward the stable doors.
Kyne opened her mouth… and a hand clamped over it.
“Not a word!” Marten hissed in her ear, but before he could jerk her back…
The wolf cub suddenly twisted toward the ladder, and even Marten froze at that sight.
The cub dropped his haunches, leaped upward, and his forepaws hooked the ladder’s third rung.
Kyne strained against Marten’s grip, thinking the cub might fall, but he lunged upward again. His forepaws hooked another rung. Though his hind legs were beyond sight, at a guess he used his rear paws to push off a lower rung… and upward again.
“Ah, Boulg, humor m’friend and let’s have a quick look.”
An unclear grumble was followed by yet another, lighter tug on the door’s chain.
At the wolf cub’s next upward lunge, Marten heaved Kyne back. They rolled together across the loft’s boards. She barely struggled free to look back when the top half of the cub popped up through the opening. His forepaws slipped in trying to grip the floorboards.
Without even thinking, Kyne tried to scramble to help him. Marten came down on her and pinned her. Then they heard a stable door open with a squeal of old hinges.
“Shh!”
They both looked behind.
In the loft’s half-darkness, Grim sat with his knees pulled up and his back flattened against the loft’s hatch. He put one finger over his lips in warning and then shuddered at a sudden scrabble of claws.
Kyne twisted around under Marten.
The wolf cub now crouched near the floor’s opening, staring downward. His head then swung toward her. His tall ears twitched upright, and he blinked once with a tilt of his head in eyeing her, but then his gaze shifted slightly above her.
The cub’s ears flattened with a curl of his jowls.
Kyne could only guess he was looking at Marten on top of her.
Exposing his teeth, the cub lifted a forepaw as if he might take a step.
Kyne rammed an elbow up into Marten’s side. With a grunt, he rolled off her, and she pushed up onto her hands and knees.
“As I told you, there’s nothing in here, couldn’t be.”
Everyone, even the cub, froze at the Master Boulg’s grumble from below inside the stable’s front bay. The cub’s head swiveled, ears still flattened, as he stared down through ladder’s opening.
“What are you doing?” Master Boulg demanded. “I told you, there’s no way your dog got in here.”
“I look,” the wolf-catcher growled.
At that, the cub’s jowls pulled back—a hissing rumble issued between his teeth and fangs.
Kyne heard Grim peep in panic. She panicked as well, trying to think of something to keep the cub quiet.
“Shh,” she whispered at him, waving one hand.
The cub stiffened but still growled lowly.
Reacting in growing fright, Kyne clamped a hand over her mouth and shook her head.
The wolf cub went silent.
Everything was suddenly too silent in the loft as Kyne stared at the cub.
Would a wolf do that? First the climb up the ladder and now this?
“Tarp!” the wolf-catcher barked below. “Where come? And lantern.”
Kyne looked to friends.
Grim’s eyes were round and unblinking. Marten’s face scrunched in frustration. In their rush to get out of sight, none of them had remembered to hide those two telltale items. Kyne remembered the tin plate and ale bottle as well.
“A lantern? Hmmm,” Master Boulg hummed. “Maybe a child forgot it. Some school days last into early evening. As for the tarp, I don’t know. There’s a few around here, so likely it was pulled out to sit on.”
Kyne heard the tarp rustle sharply, perhaps being slung aside. There came a few shuffling and heavy footfalls, and then quiet.
The wolf cub suddenly retreated two steps from the loft floor’s opening. He dropped low in a crouch, and his jaws widened in silently baring his teeth as he eyed the top of the ladder.
Kyne heard a creak of wood under a heavy footfall, and that sent a slight vibration through the loft floor beneath her.
Someone had stepped on a ladder rung.
She scooted back toward Marten and Grim, waiting for another step on another rung.
“That’s enough!” Master Boulg snapped. “Shoun, take your friend and get!”
Kyne didn’t know that name until…
“Ah, he’s just wantin’ back a prized beast,” the driver replied. “It’s already cost—”
“Don’t care, and I’ve plenty else to do with my day,” Master Boulg shouted. “So get, and don’t bother me with anymore of your nonsense!”
“Fine, fine.”
The loft floor vibrated, as if something shook the ladder, but not another step up on another rung.
Kyne, Martin, and Grim sat still and silent, as did the cub, listening to Master Boulg grouch his unwanted visitors out of his stable. None of them made a sound, even when the chain rattled and the lock clacked shut on the doors. Then all they heard was muffled grumbling and a pair of heavy footfalls walking off.
Kyne looked to the wolf cub.
With so little light, now that he crouched farther back from the floor’s opening, it was hard to see much of him except those sky-blue eyes watching her. Even then, she hesitated to believe—again—and it was even longer before anyone spoke.
“This is too much,” Marten whispered.
Kyne spun on her knees.
Grim was panting quietly in panic, still flattened against the loft hatch, but Marten appeared exhausted where he sat nearer to her.
“Too much,” he repeated, shaking his head. “Even for me. We’re going to get caught if we don’t get rid of that… that little gnasher and—”
“Stop calling him that!” Kyne warned. “And look at him… truly look!”
Marten barely glanced beyond her. He scowled just before turning his eyes back to her. His gaze shifted again… to the wolf cub.
“Would a wolf do what he did?” Kyne whispered. “Would an animal climb a ladder—even think of that, let alone so quickly know how—after watching us?”
“Oh, Kyne, please,” Grim whimpered.
A sudden clatter beyond the loft’s wall made them all look.
“Ya’ makin’ too much noise,” someone whispered loudly outside.
At another thump and clatter, someone else—someone closer outside the hatch—let out a grating exhale.
Kyne heard heavy steps coming up the lean-to’s roof toward the hatch.
Marten grabbed for Grim, but Grim was quicker in scrambling away from the hatch.
“Hurry up!” the driver, Shoun, whispered even louder. “Someone’s goin’a see us.”
A low rumble startled Kyne, and she almost squealed as she turned on her knees. Behind her, the pup stalked forward.
All of his pale fur was on end, and his teeth were exposed, but his eyes fixed on the hatch and not her. She again clamped a hand over her mouth, waving the other one for his attention. This time he was not as quick to go silent.
The hatch’s wood creaked.
Kyne twisted back in time to see the hatch’s bottom left corner flex outward… under the pull of thick fingers. The board blocking the hatch creaked again but didn’t give. Those thick fingers jerked back out of sight, and the hatch clapped sharply against the loft’s wall.
“’Nough already,” the driver warned outside.
“Quiet!” the wolf-catcher almost shouted.
With a sudden clack, a long blade shot through the gap below the hatch.
Kyne lurched away, as did Marten and Grim.
The blade wiggled along toward the board that held the hatch closed. Before she could lunge in, Marten stuck out one foot. He planted his boot on the board’s downward end and pinned it against the loft wall. When the blade stopped against the board, Kyne heard a low snicker beyond the hatch.
The blade wrenched suddenly, and the board twisted, dragging Marten’s foot.
Grim rushed in and pinned the board’s upper end with his hands. All Kyne could do was hold her breath as the boys kept the board from turning.
After a low grumble outside, the long knife blade ripped out of sight.
Heavy boots clomped away along the lean-to’s roof outside.
“Come back night… late… with best tool,” the wolf-catcher said.
They heard him drop off the lean-to, but none of them said a word until the two sets of footfalls faded away.
“That’s it!” Marten declared. “They’re coming back, and we’re not going to be here.”
Grim nodded furiously in agreement. Kyne barely opened her mouth.
“Don’t you start again,” Marten warned. “I don’t want to hear any more majay-nonsense.”
Kyne could barely believe what she heard. Then again, before seeing what the pup had done, she had doubted. Much as she had promised Domin Ginjeriè to never speak of… well, she already had, sort of. And if Marten or Grim refused to listen, now that she had changed her mind again…
Kyne glanced back at the pup.
When Marten tried to crawl toward the ladder, she scooted into his way.
“If you refuse to believe me, then maybe you two will believe someone else.”
“Oh, give it up, already!” Marten almost shouted.
The problem was, who else might Marten and Grim believe, if not her? To make matters worse, it was the last person Kyne wanted to ask for help.
· · · · ·
Kyne knelt fretting in the loft, now that Marten had left to do as she demanded. She watched the pup, who watched her, and hoped what she had in mind would work. If the first part to come didn’t make Marten and Grim believe, the rest would be worthless.
Even then, none of this was a real solution.
Grim sat leaning against the wall near the hatch. There was no need to look again to know he was glaring at her—almost as meanly as Marten had. She had barely bullied Grim into going down into the stable to bring up the lantern, and after that, he had not said a word to her since.
Lunchtime at the guild was long past. They were all missing appointed afternoon studies. That was not good, either. And someone tapped lightly, three times, on the hatch.
Kyne instantly turned and Grim sat up. Neither of them moved.
“It’s me,” Marten grumbled outside.
Kyne didn’t wonder how he and the one he brought got up on the lean-to without being heard. She hurried over on her knees to spin the board and open the hatch, and she came face-to-face with a seething Marten.
“Move,” he growled at her, and she scooted back.
Marten climbed in, not looking at her anymore, as someone else gripped the hatch to hold it up and open. The person Kyne needed then appeared.
Alshenísh’ìn peered once at Marten and Grim, then he smiled at Kyne.
“A strange place to meet again,” he whispered—with another typical slow blink of his eyes.
That didn’t affect Kyne this time, not for all that she needed instead. She had ordered Marten to say nothing about the pup and only to tell “Allen” that she needed his help. It was going to cost her, sooner or later, in what Alshenísh’ìn had always wanted from her, but that was how she knew he would come.
Alshenísh’ìn stepped through, crouching down more than the rest of them beneath the slant of the stable’s roof. He knelt before her and bowed his head, though his beautiful amber eyes remained fixed on her.
“And how may I help you?” he asked.
Somewhere behind her, Marten grumbled under his breath.
Kyne knew better than to say anything that might let Grim, or especially Marten, accuse her of coaxing Alshenísh’ìn in her favor. So she pointed toward that spot beyond opening in loft floor, keeping her eyes on Alshenísh’ìn’s face in hoping.
That he was a lhoin’na did not make anything certain.
Though many of his people believed, what Domin Ginjeriè had said hinted that even among the Lhoin’na few had seen such a sight with their own eyes. And certainly not from this close. Alshenísh’ìn was the quickest, the safest… the only way that Kyne had to force Marten and Grim to believe.
Alshenísh’ìn’s eyes widened again, this time in fright, and he flinched back toward the hatch.
“What is… why is there a wolf in…”
Kyne sagged in hopelessness, closing her eyes.
“Na-… na-… na-bithâ!” he whispered with even more fright.
At that, Kyne opened her eyes to the shock on Alshenísh’ìn’s face. He shuddered violently, slowly shook his head, and his bright amber eyes never blinked as his breathy voice turned harsh.
“Bârtâg-a tú?!”
Oh, Kyne was so tired of people asking her that. “I did nothing… except save him!”
Alshenísh’ìn still stared at the pup, stuttering in a whisper, “a’Súl? a’Lhos? aj’Äiche… majay-hì?”
“Talk so we understand!” Marten ordered.
Kyne glanced at him and Grim; both were watching Alshenísh’ìn and not her.
“You heard what he said,” she told Marten. “If not me, do you believe him?”
Marten glowered at her, though he turned his gaze back on Alshenísh’ìn… and then to the pup. Grim blinked too many times, swallowed twice, and when he glanced toward the pup, he said nothing.
Kyne turned back to find Alshenísh’ìn staring at her. His eyes were so wide that she could nearly see all of his large amber irises. Certainly, he no longer thought about how to get her to get him what he wanted. Well, at least for now.
Everyone was startled as the bells for the day’s third quarter rang out somewhere in the city.
“What now?” Grim whispered.
Only a quarter day was left before nightfall. If Marten and Grim still had doubts, Kyne had no time left for that where it concerned a… a young majay-hì. Worse, she could think of nowhere else in the city to hide him or rather no place that she could access.
By the time she finished telling Alshenísh’ìn all that had happened, and what they needed now, what he made clear in turn was exactly as she feared.
He had no place to hide the pup either.
They could not let his parents learn about any of this. He didn’t clarify, but it had something to do with his mother’s purpose in Malourné… as a dignitary, just like the rumors said. Having her find out would certainly be worse than Kyne’s superiors catching her or being caught by the Shyldfälches.
Marten, perhaps still not fully convinced, made a disturbing suggestion.
It was so bad, so ridiculous… so risky, that Kyne grew sick to her stomach.
Grim’s mouth gaped as well.
“It’s the only place,” Marten grumbled, “where those two coming back tonight wouldn’t look for him.” And he jutted his chin toward the pup.
Kyne knew things were going to get ugly again. It would take more of Marten’s scheming and bartered favors, and worse, part of it depended on Grim getting a grip on himself.
Marten sighed tiredly, looking away, and she followed his gaze to the pup.
Though Kyne had thought the pup might take an interest Alshenísh’ìn, who was a lhoin’na, the little majay-hì only watched her.
· · · · ·
Past dusk, Kyne scurried up a sidestreet in leading the others on a wandering way. She paused in peeking around every corner and waited until all was clear. Too many times, she looked back to wave on Marten… and Alshenísh’ìn, who at least had stopped blinking at her. He looked as scared as the rest of them, and how he looked didn’t help either.
Early, Marten and Grim had gone back to the guild to make necessary arrangements, including who would be on watch tonight in the initiates’ barracks. When Marten came back alone, he brought a spare initiate’s robe.
Kyne didn’t want to know from whom or where Marten had “borrowed” that.
Tall and lithe Alshenísh’ìn looked ridiculous, though at first he had found the robe amusing. Its sleeve cuffs didn’t reach his wrists let alone hands, and its skirt barely dropped past the top of his felt boots—expensive forest-green boots that no initiate would wear. Worse, he had no excuse for when he would arrive home too late.
That was going to raise questions from yet another set of parents.
Between the struggling boys sagged the cage’s old tarp, its ends slung over their shoulders to keep its middle off the street stones. Weighing down the tarp’s middle was a growling, squirming bulge.
Kyne moaned at the sight.
This had to be the stupidest of Marten’s many schemes. Not that she had thought of anything better—or anything at all. And exactly where was Grim? Hopefully he had finished what she had asked of him and not run into a problem.
When Kyne peeked around the last corner to where Leaful Street emptied into Old Bailey Road, she took a breath of relief… and more worry. At the sight of the guild’s bailey wall ahead, she turned to wave the boys on before rounding the corner. Halfway to the meeting of the streets, she looked back again.
Marten suddenly froze.
He jerked back on the tarp, frantically shaking his head. Before she could whisper a question, he jerked again, as if trying to duck away. At that, both he and Alshenísh’ìn almost dropped the bulging tarp.
Alshenísh’ìn teetered, stumbling to keep his feet, and too quickly heaved up his tarp’s end. That pulled Marten and the bulge right into him. Both of them wobbled in a tangle as the pup let out a vicious snarl inside the tarp.
Kyne rushed back.
The last thing they needed was the pup making too much noise and attracting attention.
Alshenísh’ìn toppled. He landed on top of the bulging tarp, on top of Marten. As Kyne closed on their tangled heap, and Marten was trying to thrash free, the pup’s head popped out of the tarp.
He growled, bared his teeth, and turned on Marten.
Kyne didn’t have time to think, and she snatched the pup’s muzzle with one hand.
They both froze.
Kyne realized what she had just done and chilled all over. For an instant, the pup only stared at her, bright blues blinking around the little hand latched over his snout.
“You… inept… lhâsuil!” Alshenísh’ìn hissed at Marten.
Kyne was too busy with the pup to scold Alshenísh’ìn for that foul word about humans. She didn’t know if she should hold onto the pup’s nose or let go—and likely get bitten. Fortunately, the pup appeared just as lost for what to do.
Marten suddenly grabbed Kyne from behind and heaved. She quickly released the pup’s muzzle and closed her arms around him, hauling him along, as Marten pulled her toward the railed landing of a small timber building. That raised a warning snarl from the pup. A confused Alshenísh’ìn scrambled to follow, dragging the tarp along, but all Kyne could do was grab the pup’s muzzle again.
He didn’t stop growling this time.
With the pup half in her lap and wrapped in one arm, she let go of his nose and put that hand over her mouth. That was all she could think of.
The pup went silent, though he still wrinkled his jowls at her. There was no time for surprise that he actually let her hold onto him.
“Look,” Marten whispered.
Before Kyne followed his pointing finger, the pup turned his head that way and his ears pricked up.
Out the end of Leaful Street, and far up the Old Bailey Road’s front run, two men stood in the deepening darkness before the guild’s bailey gate. The gatehouse’s outer braziers were already lit, though flickering light revealed little more than heavy night cloaks and the glint of steel helmets on their heads.
“City guards… Shyldfälches,” Marten whispered.
Alshenísh’ìn’s features flattened as he stared.
Puzzled at how Marten knew, Kyne barely glanced back when he whispered, “Those helmets.”
That he was right made everything worse; their way in was now blocked. Trying to hide the pup in the initiates’ barracks was ridiculous and now even beyond hope.
They all heard boots clomp on stone somewhere around the corner ahead.
Kyne scooted back on as Marten tugged on her. Clinging to the pup, she tried to scrunch in against the landing’s lower supports. The pup started struggling, and she had to hang on to him with both arms. Unable to grab his snout again, she bit her lower lip, waiting for him to bite something else.
Alshenísh’ìn snatched the tarp’s edge and jerked it up over all of them. Thankfully that silenced the pup, and they listened for those footfalls to round the corner.
The footfalls grew fainter instead.
Marten carefully pulled down the trap’s edge and leaned out. So did Kyne and Alshenísh’ìn. Beyond the end of Leaful Street, a dark figure strode slowly up the front run of Old Bailey Road.
It was difficult to see much, but Kyne thought that figure wore rough canvas pants tucked into glistening, high hard boots. That was odd combination of old and new. A weathered cloak with its hood up obscured everything else but a sword on the figure’s right hip. The weapon also looked a bit odd with its sheath wrapped in some kind of cloth and tied on. Or maybe the cloth itself was a makeshift sheath.
The figure slowed. Its gloved right hand brushed back the cloak and gripped the sword’s hilt. As it began to pivot, its hood turned back more quickly.
Just before Marten pulled the tarp back up, Kyne thought she glimpsed a tan scarf or wrap hiding the lower half of the figure’s face. At a guess, the dark one was a tall, slender man.
And the pup started rumbling again.
“Shush!” Kyne uttered.
“Shut him up,” Marten whispered, “or we’re finished!”
“Quiet, both of you,” Alshenísh’ìn ordered.
In panic, Kyne buried her face right into the pup’s.
He grunted and squirmed, but she hung onto him as tightly as she dared. His breath smelled a bit awful, but he finally grew still.
All three—or rather four—of them sat there in tense silence.
Finally, the footsteps started up again, but slower this time.
Kyne grew queasy in listening as those steps grew fainter in picking up their pace. This time, Alshenísh’ìn hesitatingly pulled down the tarp, and they all peer up the street.
The dark-clad stranger was much farther up the way. At his approach, one of the city guards at the bailey’s gate stepped briskly out, and the stranger paused. There was nothing to hear of what they said from so far away. Oddly, at a nod from the guard, the cloaked and hooded man turned away.
Kyne’s focus pulled the other way as the one guard suddenly headed further up the front run rather than back to his companion at the gate. He disappeared around the far turn of Old Bailey Road beyond the guild’s grounds. And as to the dark, cloaked man…
He stepped directly out and away from the guild grounds toward Old Procession Road. The one remaining city guard at the gate never moved.
For an instant, Kyne thought she saw the dark stranger’s hooded head turn slightly in looking back the way he had come. Then he was gone as well, leaving only one guard at the gate.
Kyne looked to Alshenísh’ìn and then Marten. Neither said anything.
“Now what?” she whispered.
“What else, we go in as planned,” Marten answered. “It’s not like we’ve got other options. Getting past one guard might be easier… maybe.”
Kyne didn’t think so, but again, nothing else came to mind.
Of all bad outcomes, being caught by the city guard was the probably safest, at least for the pup. She might have a chance to explain—or stall—unlike with her own superiors, her parents, or especially if the wolf-catcher caught all of them in the open.
Getting the pup back in the tarp was less trouble this time, so long as Marten didn’t help, though that didn’t mean it was easy. Alshenísh’ìn was certainly less enthusiastic at being part of all of this. Being caught by the Shyldfälches was probably the least preferred outcome for the son of a dignitary from his people.
They inched out of Leaful Street, looking all ways, and then on toward the bailey gate. Only halfway there, the last guard obviously spotted them.
“Aren’t you three out a bit late?” he asked.
Kyne stopped suddenly, never quite reaching the closed bailey gate. Fortunately, neither of boys bumped into her, and the pup was still quiet… for now. Not one word, excuse, or lie came to her.
“Just bringing back some laundered robes,” Marten chimed in. “Had to send them out, this time. Not our fault they weren’t ready when we went for them.”
The guards gaze lifted beyond Kyne, and she heard one of the boys shifting feet behind her. Probably Alshenísh’ìn.
“So… what are you here for?” Marten challenged.
A subtle frown spread over the guard’s blockish features. His gaze settled again on Kyne, and that frown deepened with something like suspicion, or so it seemed to her.
“Pardon, I… we… as he said,” she stuttered. “We didn’t know we would be out so late. Should… maybe… um, is there something wrong?”
The guard tilted his head a little, glanced to his right, and maybe he looked off to where that dark one had wandered into the city.
“Get along, miss,” he said, looking down on her again. “No one is to be out of the grounds without permission from the High Premin… and notification of Corporal Lúcan. Please be mindful of that.”
He cocked his head toward the gate.
Kyne was fumbling for a reply when Marten nudged her with an elbow. She quickly nodded and rushed off to open the gate.
When they reached the gatehouse tunnel, fortunately the outer portcullis was still up. She heard the echoes of her own frantic breaths as they all quick-stepped along the dark passage toward the inner courtyard. Halfway there a clattering racket made them halt.
Kyne looked back down the tunnel as the outer portcullis began to lower.
“Oh, truly wonderful,” Alshenísh’ìn moaned.
They had hoped to get him out the way they had come, minus the borrowed initiate’s robe. They could still sneak him out of a window in the initiate’s barracks. Then again, he would have to go through the inner bailey to the front gate, suspiciously arriving in front of the closed portcullis… and that one guard.
Kyne realized something else.
In their rush to get in, she never noticed that apprentices were not on watch at the tunnel’s entrance. Perhaps with the city guard outside, anyone on watch had been told they could retire.
Kyne lingered no longer and hurried on. Upon reaching the door to the inner barracks and pulling it open, she held it long enough for Alshenísh’ìn to catch it with his shoulder. When she turned to head for the passage through the barracks and keep wall to the initiates’ quarters, she stalled again.
Kyne’s throat dried out.
Of course, there was an apprentice sage on duty in the alcove at the passage’s far end. After dark, a lit cold-lamp crystal sat on the low little table next to that one chair. It’s light revealed a skinny young woman in a cerulean robe sitting stiffly with her hands clenched in her lap.
Her eyes were as wide and unblinking as Kyne’s.
Kyne twisted about, pushed past Alshenísh’ìn, and went straight at Marten.
“Floraile?” she whispered, and then louder, “Floraile… that is who you schemed into attendant duty tonight?”
Marten’s eyes scrunched. “Hey! You think it was easy finding someone to trust… who doesn’t think you’re a cracked nut for all of your majay-nonsense?”
Kyne chilled at the last of that and inched in. “What did you tell her?”
Marten grew quiet and then cocked one eyebrow. “The same lie you told us,” he snipped, “about a wolf cub.”
“And what will it cost… this time?”
“Never mind, I’ll deal with it.”
“Are you two finished?” Alshenísh’ìn interrupted, followed by a harsh exhale. “Or do we stand here until someone else enters and sees us?”
Kyne grew incensed with Marten. Likely all of this would cost her more than getting Alshenísh’ìn whatever texts he fancied from the guild. Since there was nothing she could do about any of that for now, she turned down the passage.
“Pull your cowl forward,” Marten whispered, “or we’ll never sneak you past the others into the boys’ wing.”
Kyne jerked the front of her cowl low. The closer she came to the initiates’ barracks and its entry alcove, the bigger Floraile’s eyes looked.
Floraile cautiously lean, peering past Kyne at the bulging tarp between the boys.
“It… it is so… big,” she whispered.
Kyne grew both frightened and more furious. The pup was not that big, though bigger than just a puppy. What exactly had Marten really promised Floraile to get her to sit as attendant tonight?
Something big. Something bad. More likely both, knowing him. Boys!
“Psst!”
Kyne jumped slightly and looked toward that sound out of the boys’ wing. A few initiates moved about the main aisle, but there was Grim peeking out around an alcove curtain halfway down. He waved frantically at her.
“Thank you,” Kyne whispered to Floraile as she waved Alshenísh’ìn and Marten ahead.
Floraile still stared at the tarp but cringed back as it passed by into the boys’ wing.
Kyne took one glance around, wondering if Sirron lingered nearby. With no sign of him, she dropped her head, tugged her cowl even lower, and hurried after Marten.
Once they were all inside the alcove, Grim pulled the curtain across the opening. He hurried to the alcove’s back and turned up the oil lantern on the one low little table between the stacked bunks.
Kyne had never been into the boys’ side, though it all looked much the same as the girls’. She did know which alcove was Marten’s and Grim’s, though she had never thought about its position until now. Like some alcoves on the girls’ side, except the last ones at the end or nearest the entrance, there were four beds stacked two to each side.
Four beds for four boys, and Kyne quickly looked to Marten.
“Stop worrying,” he said. “Chelly and Burgin aren’t in tonight.”
What about the next night—and the next—until she could figure out what to do about the pup?
Marten and Alshenísh’ìn carefully lowered the tarp. Grim immediately dropped on a bottom bunk and jerked his feet off the floor. There below his bunk was what Kyne had asked for.
The old trunk looked worn but solid from its old panels to its iron and brass fixtures and the padlock that held it closed. It looked like a normal trunk.
“Pull it out,” Grim whispered as he inched farther back in his bottom bunk.
Kyne stopped Marten and Alshenísh’ìn before they released the tarp, not that they were in a hurry to do so. She knelt and pulled one leather end-handle on the trunk.
It was about half as wide as the bunk above it. More importantly, and thanks to Grim, its back wall was now missing and lay flattened inside of it; all of its contents were gone as well. When the trunk was pushed back only to the bunk’s edge, there would still be plenty of room behind for the pup to crawl in. And if anyone came looking, the trunk could be pushed all the way back to keep the pup well hidden and tucked away.
Not a long-term solution, but it was something for now.
Kyne nodded to Marten and Alshenísh’ìn, and they lowered the tarp to the floor. She quickly crawled over before they opened it.
“He… trusts you?” Alshenísh’ìn asked.
Kyne shrugged. For whatever reason, she had been lucky in the streets for not being bitten. Hopefully she would not need to grab the pup’s nose again.
With a sharp sigh, Alshenísh’ìn dropped his tarp’s end. Marten sharply pulled his end as he backed away. And the pup flopped out before Kyne was ready.
He righted himself with a snarl, and the first thing he fixed on was Marten. His jowls pulled back, and Kyne scooted in, ready to grab for him. He fell silent in looking at her, and his ears pricked up.
“At least he has decent taste in companions,” Alshenísh’ìn whispered.
“Oh, shut up,” Marten hissed, “and take a bunk… over there.”
With a narrow glare of Alshenísh’ìn fiery amber eyes, he settled on the lower bunk at the alcove’s far side. Marten remained standing in the back corner next to Grim’s and his bunks as he watched, still clutching the tarp like a shield.
“Now what?” Grim asked. “How long can we keep him hidden here?”
Not long at all, and Kyne still didn’t know how to get the pup to… wherever.
There were only two places she knew of where the majay-hì lived. One was where Shade had come from, far across the world. That was at least a year’s journey, at a guess. For the pup’s size, if he came from there, he would have been taken at birth directly from his mother and pack.
A ridiculous notion, even if the pup was the right age for so much time.
From what little Wynn had said of the an’Cróan, another “elven” people, their territory itself was unfriendly to humans, let alone a kidnapping wolf-catcher. As to the other place where the majay-hì lived…
The forests of the Lhoin’na were a more reasonable origin for the pup, regardless that it was also well out of reach. Even so, the pup still looked too young to have been caught off on his own, away from a watchful pack.
So how was Kyne to get him home without anyone ever finding out?
Either she could not think how, though she should have when she first set her mind to rescuing him, or maybe she didn’t think of that anymore in looking into his bright sky-blue eyes.
He was still filthy and hurt, even for how nasty he was. With everything that had happened since they had rescued him, there had been no safe time to see that. And he was still watching her.
“I need a bowl, a rag, and some clean water,” she said.
“You gone bug-batty again?” Marten whispered. “You want him to start up and get us all caught?”
“No, but I have to try… to do something for him,” she answered, and then a grumbling moan pulled her attention.
“I’ll get the stuff,” Grim said.
He carefully scooted out of the bottom bunk, never taking his eyes off the pup. Side-stepping along the bunk to the alcove curtain, he started to pull it aside.
“Maybe some food, if you can,” Kyne added. “Plus a towel or something to dry him off when done.”
Grim rolled his eyes and slipped out as Kyne looked to Marten. “Give me the tarp.”
After he folded it up, he leaned instead of stepping to hand it over.
“Are you certain?” Alshenísh’ìn asked.
“Unless you want to try,” she returned, and instantly felt bad when his eyes brow wrinkled. “Sorry… and sorry you are trapped here.”
Kyne expected another of his coy smiles, or some other reminder of what she surely owed him now. Instead, Alshenísh’ìn shrugged slightly in looking at the pup.
“Think no more of it,” he whispered. “I will deal with my parents in my own way… considering what is needed.”
Kyne stared at him, though he still watched the pup. His reply was the most un-self-serving thing he had ever said to her. That made her suspicious.
She set to arranging the tarp into a small bed, doing everything right before the pup’s eyes. While he watched, she slowly slid the tarp underneath Grim’s bunk, next to the trunk with the missing back. Likely, she would have to make Grim take the bunk above Alshenísh’ìn, for both his peace of mind and the pup’s. That was, if any of them were able to sleep tonight.
When Grim finally returned, he had everything Kyne needed, including a biscuit and a slat of smoke-dried fish. She had already figured out how to get the pup to eat and drink, but cleaning him was another issue.
After all she had done before, she had a notion of how to start.
Pouring water from an earthen jug into a dented copper bowl, Kyne set the bowl before her knees. The pup inched in, perhaps thinking to drink, so she slowly blocked the bowl with her hands. That startled him, and he looked up at her.
Rolling up the sleeves of her robe and shirt, she dipped one of two rags in the bowl, wrung it out, and began wiping one of her forearms. She switched hands as the pup watched and did the same with her other arm. The next step was a lot scarier.
Kyne paused, feeling Marten’s, Grim’s, and Alshenísh’ìn’s attention on her and the pup. In one shaky breath, she reached out slowly with the rag in hand.
The pup’s jowls wrinkled, and he backed up.
Kyne froze—and then shuddered as Alshenísh’ìn’s whispered, “Perhaps you should not—”
The pup’s head swung toward him in that silent snarl.
Alshenísh’ìn said nothing more.
Kyne took another breath and reached out farther. The pup’s jowls quivered in warning, and this time his ears flattened. Kyne softly touched the rag to his shoulder.
The pup clamped his jaws on her wrist.
Alshenísh’ìn shot upright as Marten took a step.
“No!” Kyne whispered. “Stay back, both of you.”
The pup’s teeth pressed her skin, but he did not bite down; at least that was something. Anything new startled him, and why not, considering all that had been done to him? Showing him that food and water she offered were safe had worked. This time, washing herself first had not.
Or was it the rag that frightened him?
Kyne had no idea why he would fear that. Perhaps something else the wolf-catcher had done to him. He had to be cleaned up, so she carefully—slowly—turned her caught hand and brushed the rag against his shoulder.
His jaws tightened on her wrist.
She kept on, making one short, soft stroke after another, until the grip of his jaws began to loosen. By the fifth stroke, he let go, though he still wrinkled his jowls. After that, it was a long, slow process of inching in on her knees to gently rub the rag all over him, dip and wring it out in the copper bowl, and continue.
The pup finally lay down, though he flinched and growled when she pressed a little in getting dried blood out of a spot in his fur. With his rump backed under the little table at the alcove’s rear, she was forced to brace her other hand between his forepaws. She leaned up and over him, and barely touched the rag to one of his haunches.
Something wet and rough flicked sharply over her braced forearm.
Kyne lurched back without thinking, though she didn’t get her braced hand off the floor before another flick.
The pup looked up at her with those bright eyes, and one of his upright ears twitched sideways, just once. He went back to licking her forearm, working up from the wrist to the elbow, and back down again.
“He is… bathing you… his way?” Alshenísh’ìn whispered.
“Or tasting her,” Grim mumbled.
The pup halted, head pivoting between the two of them. When neither moved, he returned to bathing her arm. His nose pushed in under her rolled-up sleeves as he continued up her forearm even higher.
Kyne quivered as his tongue reached the inside of her elbow.
That was a bit too ticklish.
In the end, letting him do as he wished was the easiest way for her to do what was needed. It was all too astonishing, especially when he peeked up at her as he licked. He finished before she did and appeared more content and settled where he lay.
Kyne decided not to bother him more in wiping him down with the towel, as it was warm enough in the dormitory that he would not catch a chill. But when she tried to coax him to the tarp under Grim’s bunk, he growled softly and stayed put.
So much for the notion of a hiding place, at least for now.
“We should get some sleep, while we can,” Marten whispered. “But somebody better stay awake and make sure no one looks in here.”
“I will be awake for a while yet,” Kyne answered, still watching the pup’s eyelids droop where he lay.
“Wake me when you hear the night’s second bell,” Marten added. “I’ll wake Grim at the midnight bell, and… Allen… can go last.”
No one argued with his plan, so he turned down the lantern to barely a glow and climbed up onto the bunk above Grim’s.
Kyne decided against making Grim relinquish his bunk, since the pup was quiet and content.
The last thing Marten did before flopping flat above Grim was to sullenly glare at “Allen.” He pointed to the top bunk across the alcove and down at Kyne. She was baffled until Alshenísh’ìn rose up, pulled a blanket and pillow from that top bunk, and handed those to her.
“Do not take another nap,” he whispered with a smile.
Kyne roughly jerked the pillow and blanket out of his grip. When she turned her back to Alshenísh’ìn, her irritation broke upon seeing the pup.
His eyes were open again—and his ears then flattened. With head still on paws, only those narrowed sky-blue eyes glanced sidelong beyond her.
Kyne heard Alshenísh’ìn settle on the lower bunk behind her. It was so strange how the pup treated a lhoin’na with as much suspicion as anyone else but her. Well, except his extra contempt for Marten.
“How did you know… recognize… him?” Alshenísh’ìn whispered.
Kyne set the pillow on the floor, pulled up her blanket, and lay down facing the pup within arm’s reach.
“I knew someone like him,” she answered.
“Another… like him? How?”
She didn’t answer, for it would take too long, and she had already said too much to too many in getting so far into this mess. The pup watched her through drooping eyelids, and she had another foolish urge.
It was one thing to hang on to him in desperation, when they were all trapped in the street, or even in struggling to clean him up.
Kyne slowly reached out, keeping her fingers turned aside. She stalled when the pup almost lifted his head in another wrinkle of jowls. He settled again, instantly closing his eyes.
Only one of his ears twitched as she barely touched the top of his head.
That, and sudden exhaustion from released tension, wiped everything but him from Kyne’s thoughts.
· · · · ·
“What now?”
Kyne awoke suddenly and then panicked in realizing she had fallen asleep. A scrape of metal startled her, and she quickly sat up in looking about the alcove.
The pup stood on all fours in poking at the copper bowl with his nose. Every time he did that, the bowl skidded a little on the floor stones, sloshing what little water was still in it.
“Will you do something about him?” someone whispered sharply.
Kyne looked up to find Marten leaning over the edge of his upper bunk with a mean, sleepy glare at her.
The pup swung his head back toward her, huffed once, and nudged the bowl again.
At another scrape of metal on stone, Marten let out a growling groan and flopped back out of sight.
Kyne was still foggy from rousing and didn’t understand at first. Looking at the bowl made it clear. The pup wanted something other than wash water to drink. Unfortunately, she had used up all the water in the jug.
Marten swung his legs over the bunk’s edge, sitting up still in his robe.
“I’ll go get some water,” he grumbled. “It’s probably time for my watch anyway.”
“No, I will,” Kyne whispered. “You… sit in front of the curtain.”
Marten eyed her and then the pup.
“He will not try to leave,” she added, “if you are in the way.”
Before Marten could grouch again, Kyne grabbed the earthen jug and got up. When she took a first step toward the curtain, the pup swung around toward her.
“So much for that,” Marten whispered.
He slid toward the upper bunk’s foot, nearer the alcove’s curtain and away from the pup, before he dropped down. And the pup wrinkled his jowls.
“Just stand in his way,” Kyne whispered.
Even at that, Grim stirred in the bottom bunk, though Alshenísh’ìn remained still, faced away from her on the alcove’s other side.
Kyne didn’t wait any longer. She peeked around the curtain, to make certain no other boys were up, and slipped out and headed up the dark aisle toward the only light in the initiate’s barracks.
Floraile still sat in the entrance alcove and started slightly at Kyne’s approach. She looked up from a handwritten journal filled with Begaine symbols that she read by the soft, white light of her cold-lamp crystal.
“Where are you going?” Floraile whispered.
“To the cistern,” Kyne answered, raising the jug. “Need fresh water for… you know.”
Floraile leaned out to peer down the aisle of the boys’ wing.
Kyne had no more time for Floraile’s fidgeting. “I will be back right away, and Marten is watching over… you know.”
She hurried up the passage through the keep wall, and when she reached the outer door of the apprentices’ dormitory, she cautiously peeked out.
The gatehouse’s inner braziers were still burning, and by their light, the guild’s inner courtyard was empty. She slipped out, quietly and quickly following the outside wall of the apprentices’ dormitory toward the gatehouse end of the courtyard. There around the corner was the cistern.
Kyne slipped around behind it, out of sight of the tunnel and the keep’s main doors. She had to set down the jug and use both hands to lift the heavy wooden lid off the cistern. Even in that, the big lid scraped on the cistern’s stone walls. Lowering the bucket to get water was even more nerve-jarring, but she finally filled the jug and struggled again in putting the lid back into place.
As the lid settled with a clunk, she heard a voice in the courtyard.
“I know it’s late, but this cannot wait until dawn.”
Kyne was almost too frightened to move. When she did, she left the jug behind and crouched low in creeping around the cistern’s curved wall to the dormitory’s corner. She saw the worst possible person to catch her out at night… or dipping into the keep’s water reserves without permission.
“Why can you not wait and simply watch from outside?” High Premin Sykion demanded.
Dressed in her long gray robe, as head of the whole branch and the order of Cathology here, she was a tall, slender, elderly woman. She carried herself like the Farien noble she had once been, born to that status and forsaking it for a life within the guild.
“Lady” Tartgyth Sykion was in a state of disarray, likely roused from her bed. Her long gray hair hung loose instead of bound, and her usual calm, commanding demeanor was cracked by bleary old eyes wrapped in a stern expression.
“The corporal feels this cannot wait,” answered the city guard walking beside her. “We can’t find the one who lodged the complaint about the stolen dog. Tonight, when one of ours went to contact him, he was gone for good from the inn where he claimed to stay. The private wagoner he hired is missing as well.”
Kyne grew worried and confused at hearing the wolf-catcher and the driver were missing. Those two trying to get into the Hoof House, when Master Boulg was out of the way, were why she had snuck the pup into the guild.
“The corporal?” the premin returned rather brusquely. “Not Captain Rodian?”
The guard looked uncomfortable at that. As the pair reached the courtyard’s midpoint and stopped, Kyne noticed this was the same guard she had earlier passed at the bailey gate.
“Corporal Lúcan has the full support of the captain,” returned the guard.
Kyne remembered that name; Corporal Lúcan was the strangely gray-haired young guardsman who had argued with Domin High-Tower. She didn’t remember seeing him since then.
“Of course he does,” Premin Sykion replied sharply, “as with anything the captain assumes involves the guild. I do not see that as the case… this time.”
The city guard let out a slow, audible breath, perhaps trying to maintain good manners.
“I apologize, Premin,” he replied, “but I am ordered to insist that we check the grounds. There may be a hidden danger to the sages. My partner on watch has gone for two more of ours to assist.”
A bell rang across the city.
A far door across the courtyard swung sharply open.
Kyne’s gaze shifted to a figure in a midnight-blue robe stepping out of the storage and laboratory building across the courtyard. He held a small bell in hand, and in barely two steps, another person exited the keep’s main doors and pulled her attention. That one in a cerulean robe also carried a small bell, which he rang out once, like the city’s own bells.
Both newcomers stalled at the sight of the high premin, and the one in midnight-blue made Kyne’s stomach hollow out.
Sirron Gauld and the other one quickly closed on Sykion.
Kyne should have known, and so should have Marten, though this little complication had never occurred to her in the middle of everything else. When Marten had done whatever to get Floraile to sit night watch on the initiates, Sirron must have taken over nighttime bell duty to be up and about with her.
Kyne wished just once something would be easy in all of this.
After the high premin exchange a word or two with Sirron and the apprentice, both turned away. Sykion spun slowly in visible frustration, looking all about the courtyard, and when she looked along the apprentices’ dormitory…
Kyne rolled out of sight and flattened against end of the dormitory. She sat there shuddering and worried that she might have been spotted.
“Very well,” the premin sighed out. “Proceed.”
Kyne waited but heard nothing at first, and then heavy footsteps echoed in the courtyard. In hiding, she caught only a glimpse of the city guard as he entered the gatehouse tunnel. She waited even longer until another set of softer steps ended with the sound of a heavy door opening and closing. And she waited even more.
She was too scared to even peek out, but when she finally did so, the courtyard was empty. She crawled around the cistern to retrieve the jug and crept back to the corner of the building.
A muffled voice reverberated out of the gatehouse tunnel.
Not wishing to linger longer, she stepped quietly along the front of the apprentices’ dormitory. Halfway to its door, she paused in listening, but the voice in the tunnel was too low to make out what it said. What she didn’t hear worried her even more.
The portcullis had not risen, so the guard down the tunnel had to be talking to someone outside of it. The only other one she had seen earlier at the bailey gate had gone off before she, Marten, and Alshenísh’ìn had snuck the pup into the guild. Certainly if that one had retrieved two more guards, the outer portcullis would be going up. Then again, it was the middle of the night.
Kyne was tempted to go back for a look, but getting out of sight seemed the safer choice. When she reached the door, she set down the heavy full jug so she could be extra quiet in opening it. She was halfway down the passage to the initiates’ dormitory before she stopped in noticing something was wrong.
A cold-lamp crystal on the little table ahead still dimly lighted the entry alcove, but the chair was now empty.
Floraile was gone.
When Kyne reached the entrance alcove, she looked first into the girls’ wing, thinking Floraile had left the crystal behind in checking on the girls. It was still dark in there, but when she looked into the boys’ wing, light filtered through an alcove curtain halfway down the aisle.
That was Marten and Grim’s alcove.
Which one of those idiots had turned up the lantern?
Kyne rushed down the aisle, sloshing water in the jug. She almost reached that lit-up curtain when she heard someone in there say, “Sit! Now!”
She lurched to a stop, and a rumbling, hissing growl rose inside that alcove. Before she could lunge for the curtain, the alcove curtain across the jerked aside.
A young boy barely taller than herself, and dressed in only a nightshirt, stuck out his head while rubbing one eye with a fist.
“What’s going on?” he mumbled. “Who turned on the light?”
Kyne was lost for what to do as Shinat blinked sleepily. When he looked across the way, his gaze quickly shifted to her. She heard others up and down the aisle stirring in the alcoves.
“Kyne?” Shinat said.
She didn’t know what to say. His expression flattened around shocked and fluttering eyes.
“Hey! What are you doing in the boys’ wing?”
The curtain on Marten and Grim’s alcove ripped aside.
A shadowy figure leaned out.
Kyne almost dropped the jug.
Sirron Gauld, in his midnight-blue robe, glared once at her before his hard eyes in his dark face turned on panicked Shinat.
“Back to bed, now!” he ordered.
Shinat’s eyes were sleepy no more, and he vanished in jerking his curtain closed.
Sirron looked up and down aisle as he nearly shouted, “Everyone to sleep. This does not concern you.” Then his gaze locked on Kyne. “Inside, now!”
What else could she do? Whether Sirron had found Floraile missing and gone looking for her, or he had found her and they both had walked about to see that all was well, there was no doubt of what they had found.
A wolf cub hidden away in the initiates’ dormitory.
A young lhoin’na not an initiate but dressed like one.
And now Kyne sneaking about where she was not supposed to be, and just before the city guard would likely to go through the entire guild looking for…
She slumped in shuffling into the alcove under Sirron’s hard eyes. What she found inside was not quite what she expected.
Yes, all of the boys were up, though only Marten and Grim looked panicked. Alshenísh’ìn wore a stern expression in eyeing Sirron. None of them were sitting, as Sirron had commanded. At the alcove’s rear, the pup was on all fours, ears flattened and jowls pulled back as he growled lowly. His tail had bristled to twice as thick as normal, and even that was no surprise.
Floraile stood rigid in the small alcove’s center with her unblinking eyes fixed on the pup—and she was not quaking in fear.
“Kyne,” Grim whispered, shaking his head, “We tried to—”
“Silence!” Sirron hissed, letting the curtain swing closed.
Grim shuddered as his mouth snapped shut, but even at that sharp word, Floraile didn’t flinch.
Kyne turned frightened rather than surprised.
Floraile slowly turned her head, blinked as if not recognizing Kyne at first, and her expression was slack in utter confusion or astonishment.
Kyne didn’t think anything could get worse, but it did.
Somehow, Floraile knew…
“What have you done?” Sirron whispered.
Kyne stiffened at that question she was so tired of. Anger almost overcame panic, until she looked up into his fixed gaze. He knew as well, and she should have known he would.
Sirron and Floraile recognized what—who—the pup was.
Magic was not really what Metaology was about; in fact, it was the least of Metaology's purposes where the guild was concerned, aside from making things like the cold-lamp crystals in the guild’s workshops.
Sirron was a journeyor, like Wynn, but a metaologer instead of a cathologer. His order studied religions, philosophies, and metaphysics, both past and present, as well as lore, legends, traditions… and folklore. They gathered what shaped cultures, the way in which people saw their world, and what they believed in addition to what they knew for certain.
Either Floraile had taken an interest in Sirron’s interests, or he had merely shared something with her at some time.
Typical. Boys were always trying to impress girls with what they knew.
“You…” Sirron whispered at her, “and your childish babbling about…. and now this! How?”
“Stop that,” Floraile whispered.
Everyone—even Kyne—turned at those firm but soft words.
Floraile actually frowned at Sirron. A stern stare from her might have been startling enough but all the more so because it was for him. Some of that disapproval carried over when she looked at Kyne.
All of that staring at Kyne ended when Alshenísh’ìn said, “So, do we assume you two know what he is?”
Too much attention turned toward the pup, and he backed up a step.
“A scandal is… what he is,” Sirron answered, “should the Shyldfälches find him here and anyone else learn of this.”
“City guards?” Marten asked too loudly. “What are you talking about?”
“Quiet,” Kyne warned. “They are going to search the keep… for something… for… a dog.”
Sirron looked down on her in surprise and then even more anger.
Kyne was too frantic to be anymore afraid of him. With no time to explain everything to everyone, those who didn’t know everything, all she did was rattle out the basics in a whisper.
“We have to get him out of here,” she finished, looking to the pup and then to Marten. “Right now.”
Grim moaned and dropped his face in his hands.
Marten closed his eyes, shaking his head.
“Very well,” Floraile whispered.
Kyne’s breath caught as both boys looked up.
“No,” Sirron hissed, still glaring at Kyne. “You will not drag my…” and he faltered strangely. “You will not drag Floraile into this.”
Floraile closed another step toward him. “Do not be such a—”
“You bear the blame,” Sirron cut in, again at Kyne, “and you will not spread it to anyone else.” He turned his sharp eyes on Marten and Grim. “No one but the three of you will lose a place in the guild for this.”
“Oh, stop it!” Floraile snapped at him. “Since when do you speak for me?”
For an instant, for first time Kyne had ever seen, Sirron appeared lost for any words.
“I only…” he finally faltered out. “They… you do not understand how this could—”
“You are not my superior,” Floraile said, cutting him off. “And you will not… Oh, oh no, do not try that contrived sinister glare with me! Those robes of yours do not intimidate me, and I will do as I think best. Am I clear in this?”
Sirron’s mouth snapped shut. Once again, no one made a sound. Even the pup stopped growling.
When Kyne glanced up once more, Sirron was still visibly seething, but his jaw was clenched tight. Kyne—and Marten and Grim—stared dumbfounded at a stern Floraile, even aside from an apprentice speaking that way to journeyor.
Yes, they were of different orders, even different guild branches, but still. Hopefully Floraile’s outburst had not roused anyone else in the dormitory who might come for a look.
Floraile’s expression softened. “Just look at him, Sirron. You do not understand because you are still new in this land.” And she turned toward the pup. “He is sacred to the Lhoin’na, and besides… not just some animal.”
At another time, Kyne would have been so relieved in hearing someone else openly speak those words. Of course, it was girl who did so.
“I cannot leave this as is,” Floraile added, and with a sigh both sad and overwhelmed, or maybe just in wonder. And she took a short step in reaching toward the pup.
Kyne, Marten, and Grim all lunged at her.
“Stop!” “Wait!” “No!”
The pup’s hackles rose. His jowls pulled back. And he snapped with a clack of teeth.
Floraile’s sucked a breath and snatched her hand back just before anyone grabbed her. Sirron lunged in, either at Floraile or the pup or both. Before Kyne could step in his way, Alshenísh’ìn did so.
“Will there be more reasons to attract more attention?” he whispered.
Sirron eyed Alshenísh’ìn as he slowly pulled Floraile away. And now Floraile was shaking again with her eyes on the pup.
“He is so… so…” she stuttered.
“Yeah, we know,” Marten griped. “The little gnasher only likes Kyne.”
Kyne again ignored that awful name. “What about the closed portcullis? At least one guard is inside that and maybe someone else out front. Even if we sneak him out through a window and through the bailey, we have to pass anyone at the gate.”
A long pause, and…
“Perhaps it is foolishness, as I implied,” Sirron said.
Even shaking in fright, Floraile looked up at him. “Do not start that men-know-best nonsense from your homeland… or you will see what our superior—your superior here—‘Lady’ Sykion has to say about it.”
“I did not mean—”
“I know exactly what you—”
“Why is the city guard so worked up?” Marten interrupted.
Kyne quickly answered before Sirron or Floraile started again. She explained that for some reason the Shyldfälches wanted to search the guild after losing track of the wolf-catcher and the wagon driver. No one could figure that out, but it was worrisome in some way.
“All right, I’ll get that guard away from portcullis,” Marten said, looking to Kyne, “so you and… Allen… can sneak the pup out through the inner bailey. But where to? We can’t use the Hoof House again, not anymore.”
“Out of the city, at least,” Alshenísh’ìn suggested, and following more questions, “Carriages for hire often linger near the inland gates of wealthier districts. If we can find one, I have enough coin. We might take him unseen to some small inn beyond the city walls.”
Kyne was surprised that he offered without any hesitation. That would cost more than the rest of them had. It was another temporary solution, but again, the only one they had.
“But the portcullis,” she reminded.
“Leave that to me,” Marten said but glanced at Grim. “And you’re going to help.”
“Me?” Grim squeaked.
“Yeah you, and can you fix that trunk?” Before Kyne even asked, Marten added, “No tarp this time. That was too much trouble.”
Grim grumbled and sank down to work on the trunk, unlocking it first.
Kyne glanced up at Alshenísh’ìn, but he was too busy scowling at Marten, as was Sirron.
“How will we know when to run for the gate?” she asked.
“You’ll hear it,” Marten muttered, and then with more ire, “Everyone’s going to hear it, since it has to be something that will get that guard away from the front… and out of sight of the streets. So get to the southern tower and watch along the front. When everyone starts scrambling, run for the gate.”
At that, he looked to Allen—and Alshenísh’ìn nodded once.
Kyne didn’t like not knowing—again—what Marten was up to. On second thought, maybe she didn’t want to know this time.
“You go with them,” Floraile said, and when Sirron’s mouth opened. “You have to. Something is wrong here, for all that the Shyldfälches are doing. Even so, we do not send initiates out alone at night. Do we?”
The last part snapped Sirron’s mouth shut again. He exhaled sharply through his nose and pierced Kyne with another glare.
She didn’t like the idea of him coming along, but she had been worried about how she could help Alshenísh’ìn carry the trunk.
Getting the pup into that trunk was not easy, though perhaps easier than making him get into the tarp for a third time. The only thing she could think to do was crawl halfway into the trunk herself. That he understood what she wanted was obvious when he snarled at her. She and everyone else waited anxiously, until he came to her and climbed in. That he did so still left Kyne astonished as well as relieved.
No dog—or wolf—would have ever done that, let alone so quickly understood what she wanted.
Floraile pulled the curtain aside as Sirron and Alshenísh’ìn lifted the trunk, but before Kyne slipped out first, Marten stopped her.
“Head to the back of this wing and get out a window,” he whispered. “Grim and I are headed the other way for the courtyard. When you reach the southern tower, wait for… well, you’ll hear it. Don’t run for the gate until after you hear any guard in the tunnel run away.”
“Just what am I supposed to do?” Grim asked.
Marten looked at him. “You can hope we find you some tools where we’re going.”
“And where is that?”
Marten shook his head and pushed Kyne out, but on her way past, she grabbed Floraile’s sleeve.
“If anyone here rouses and comes out,” she whispered, “keep them in here as long as you can.”
Floraile nodded once, and they were all off.
Leading the creeping way down the aisle, Kyne looked back in the dark. She could just make out Alshenísh’ìn at the trunk’s front end, though Sirron was almost invisible at the back in his midnight-blue robe. Twice along the way, the pup thumped and growled inside the trunk when either Sirron or Alshenísh’ìn had to adjust their grips.
Kyne heard initiates stirring in the boys’ wing and hurried too much. When she reached the tall, narrow window and looked out, the drop to the inner bailey was farther than she liked. Thankfully, Marten and Grim were not housed on the second floor. She fumbled to get a grip on the window’s iron latch, and then, after soft clunk, a dull light rose behind her. When she twisted about, she also snagged her cuff’s sleeve on the handle.
The trunk was set down in the aisle. Sirron pushed past Alshenísh’ìn with a dimly lit cold-lamp crystal in his hand. Then Kyne saw the trunk’s lid clunk twice, noisily.
The pup’s nose pushed out of the crack.
She quickly dropped to all fours and scrambled around Alshenísh’ìn’s long legs. One thing she had not—could not—make clear to the pup was when it was time to get out again.
He growled as she lifted the lid enough to push his head down. When she looked up, both Sirron and Alshenísh’ìn were watching her, one with ire and the other with worry. Both shook their heads as Sirron turned to the window.
He opened its heavy iron frame set with thick rughìr glass panes, pointed at Alshenísh’ìn, and then at the trunk.
Kyne scooted back, hoping the pup stayed put. Sirron thrust his crystal at her, and she took it.
Alshenísh’ìn and Sirron heaved up the trunk, placing one end on the stone sill. At a nod from Sirron, Alshenísh’ìn then climbed over the trunk and dropped out the window. It was a long moment before Sirron began sliding and wiggling the trunk through the narrow opening.
The way the trunk grated on stone was too much for Kyne.
When Sirron had most of it out the window, he slowly let it tilt downward and ended up leaning completely over the sill to lower it. When he straightened again, no longer holding the chest, he waved Kyne forward.
Sirron lowered her out and down, and Alshenísh’ìn caught her by the waist from below. Once Sirron followed, he took the crystal from her, and they were off again.
Kyne led the way through the narrow gap between the dormitory and the tall bailey wall. At the curve of the southern tower’s base, she slowed and inched around it. She peered along the front to the nearer gatehouse tower and the even tinier open-topped towers framing the bailey gate.
There was no one out front. Whoever the inner city guard had spoken with was gone. And they waited—and waited—until…
A crash of metal striking stone rolled with rattling and squealing.
Kyne lurched back out of sight and looked to the others, and even Sirron looked panicked at that much noise. Worse, when she peeked along the front again, the noise had made it impossible to hear if the guard inside the portcullis had run off. Shouting from inside guild grounds carried loudly over the keep wall. At another glance back, Alshenísh’ìn shook his head at a loss but Sirron waved her on.
Kyne took off at a run through trees of the narrow inner bailey. She only slowed when she neared the gap between the gatehouse and the bailey gate. With no one in sight, she dared to step out a little farther for peek through the portcullis’ heavy beams.
The city city guard was gone, but she saw yellow-orange light flickering across the tunnel’s inner walls. At a glance down the tunnel, she spotted a small wreckage of metal amid a blazing fire that burned to one side of the exit into the inner courtyard.
Exactly what had Marten—and Grim—done to cause that?
The one city guard was there and started shouting orders for water as a few sages came running into sight.
Kyne rushed for the bailey gate, waving Alshenísh’ìn and Sirron to follow.
Once they were out in the front run of Old Bailey Road she paused. Alshenísh’ìn nodded northward. She eyed the trunk once, and seeing it was still closed, she hurried away, for she knew where Alshenísh’ìn wanted to go.
The closest city gate in a decent district was inland to the northeast beyond small, elite shops and even more elite rows of tall stone houses favored by lesser nobles and well-to-do merchants. Somewhere along the way, she heard her companions’ quick steps stumble and scuff on the street stones. When she stopped and turned, Alshenísh’ìn looked frantic, for Sirron had pulled him up short by the trunk.
All Kyne saw was the back of Sirron’s dark robe as he stared the other way down the street. He stood there too long and then suddenly stuffed the cold-lamp crystal away in his robe. That didn’t matter, for districts like this were well lit by street lanterns.
She finally heard distant footfalls growing louder back the way they had come.
Either someone had seen them flee and now followed, or local constables were walking patrol, as always, in a district like this. Worse, she saw no nearby cutways between these homes to quickly reach an alley behind them.
Sirron spun back and whispered at the same time as Kyne. “Run!”
She barely reached a crossing sidestreet when someone stepped into sight at the next intersection ahead.
That dim, bulky figure paused, though she didn’t see if it looked her way.
Kyne quickly rounded into the sidestreet. When she spotted a mid-block alley’s mouth on the left, aimed the way they had to go, she ran for it. She paused just inside of it and, when Alshenísh’ìn rushed in and passed her, she didn’t even check the trunk as she thrust a hand out at Sirron.
“The crystal,” she whispered.
He gave it to her, and she hurried ahead up the long alley between old barrels and back doors. She no longer cared how much noise they made. The quicker they got through, the better, and it would matter little who heard them and came out to look.
A shadow passed across the alley’s far end in the next sidestreet.
Kyne halted, and Alshenísh’ìn almost rammed into her. Not knowing how to put the crystal out, she stuffed it inside her robe’s pocket.
A shriek echoed up the alley from behind them.
Kyne whirled around, as did Sirron and Alshenísh’ìn, in looking back.
Sirron spun back first and whispered, “Go!”
In a panic, Kyne glanced ahead.
The shadow at the next sidestreet was gone, and perhaps it was just a passerby. Alshenísh’ìn nudged her, and once again she sped up the alley. She almost reached the sidestreet when…
A bulky figure stepped out from the right side of the alley’s exit.
Kyne stumbled to a stop, and this time Alshenísh’ìn rammed into her. She lurched forward another three steps.
In the large figure’s right hand was a long narrow object—as long as his forearm above the thick hand that gripped it. Two more figures appeared from the left of the alley’s exit.
“Where my beast… girl?”
That deep voice wiped away the heat of Kyne’s run. Even more so the gravelly chuckle that followed, like pebbles poured on a large drum.
“You think I not find? You take it?”
Kyne stood frozen until Sirron snapped, “Light, and back up!”
She fumbled for the crystal as she heard the trunk drop. Strange, hushed whispers rose behind her as she finally pulled the crystal out.
Kyne didn’t have a chance to look back. The crystal’s light exposed the wolf-catcher’s smallish eyes and stubble-covered, thick jaw around a leering grin. She backed up one step, flattening against someone tall, likely Alshenísh’ìn.
In the wolf-catcher’s hand was that wooden club he had used to beat the pup’s cage—and likely pup.
“Not move!” he barked, inching into the alley. “You not get other end. More men there… my men.”
Kyne didn’t recognize the two others with the wolf-catcher. Both were darkly dressed with their lower faces inside hoods covered by rough cloth wraps. Each had a weapon in hand—one a short sword and the other a long crude club with a black cylindrical head. Perhaps the driver was one of those at the alley’s back end.
Someone grabbed Kyne’s shoulder from behind.
Alshenísh’ìn pulled her further back as he ordered, “Step aside.”
The wolf-catcher’s gaze rose, looking above Kyne.
“This district has a very active constabulary,” Alshenísh’ìn added. “Enough so that only one of us needs to call out.”
The wolf-catcher snorted. “They not hear. I make they go.”
In more fright, Kyne wondered about that cry from the alley’s far end.
The wolf-catcher took another step. “Where… my… wolf?”
“Gone,” she answered. “I… I let him go… out of the cage.”
His looked beyond her again as the two with him spread to either side of the alley’s opening.
Kyne knew the wolf-catcher now looked to the trunk. Before she could stop herself, she looked back and… stopped breathing.
She saw only the trunk. Sirron was gone, though she never heard him take a step or run off. Alshenísh’ìn exhaled sharply, and she knew he saw as well.
Certainly the wolf-catcher and the other two would have seen Sirron, or noticed him leave. But not one of the three had reacted, as if… as if they had never seen him at all.
“Back,” the wolf-catcher ordered, pointing to the alley’s right side.
Before Kyne obeyed, Alshenísh’ìn pulled her. As the wolf-catcher stepped by, she looked to the trunk again. Not a sound came from it, so was the pup still in there or had he… had Sirron…
When she blinked, a black silhouette was suddenly there beyond the trunk.
Curses erupted from the men at the alley’s mouth. Kyne sucked a breath as Alshenísh’ìn’s grip tightened on her shoulder. The wolf-catcher stalled at the trunk’s nearer end, and Kyne never had chance to exhale.
Strange whispers erupted again in the alley.
That shadow form instantly hopped atop the trunk as a hand shot out of it toward the wolf-catcher.
“Run… or burn!” the shadow whispered.
From behind the wolf-catcher, Kyne didn’t see where that hand struck. The suddenly filled with stench of burning hair or fir. Smoke suddenly billowed up around the wolf-catcher’s head from somewhere in the front of him.
The crystal’s light caught upon a face in the shadow’s near-black cowl.
Sirron’s hate-filled eyes were fixed upon his target.
In that instant, Alshenísh’ìn’s hand left Kyne’s shoulder. “Have some coin,” he shouted, “if that is all you desire.”
She heard the tinkle of small pieces of metal on stone. A guttural curse followed, as if one of the two men was pelted with coins thrown by Alshenísh’ìn.
Then the wolf-catcher shrieked. Still swatting at smoke with one hand, he swung wildly with his wooden club. It caught Sirron between the shoulder and neck.
He toppled off the trunk and crumpled to the alley floor as snarls rose within the trunk and its lid began to buck.
The pup was still inside, and Kyne instinctively lunged for it.
“No!” Alshenísh’ìn shouted.
She knew one good thing about cold-lamp crystals.
In an upward swing, Kyne swiped the crystal hard across the side of her robe. Its light brightened under friction, turning heat into harsh light, as she thrust it up at the wolf-catcher’s smoke-haloed face. When his head twisted away from the sudden brightness, she made a dash for the trunk.
Something struck sharply across Kyne’s back.
Pain made the alley flash white before her eyes as she toppled out of control. She roughly hit the trunk’s top, tumbled off to the damp, gritty alley floor, and only a snarl and a bark cut through her daze.
Kyne grabbed for the trunk’s latch as her sight barely cleared. She had to get the pup out—get him to run—and then she heard running boots echoing off the alley’s walls.
Another dark figure now bolted toward her from the alley’s back end, quickly growing larger as it neared. Someone snatched the back of Kyne’s robe and pulled hard.
She was jerked up on the toes of her boots. Just the same, she clung to the trunk’s latch. Its metal tore painfully out of her little hand, but the trunk’s lid flipped up halfway.
Out lunged the snarling pup, spinning about in the alley.
“Get off of her!” Alshenísh’ìn shouted from somewhere behind Kyne.
Whoever gripped the back of her robe suddenly stumbled. The grip slackened for an instant, and her feet flattened to the alley floor.
Kyne tried to lunge against that hold. All she could think of was the pup, as he finally spotted her. In hoping he might know just one word, she screamed, “Run!”
The pup’s neck fur stiffened, and the same along his back, right down to his tail bristling twice as thick. In a vicious, hissing snarl, he charged at her.
Kyne went limp in shock—until he raced past her legs beyond her sight.
That grip on her robe slung her aside amid a deep-throated scream.
She went tumbling across the alley floor and slammed against a set of stone steps. The cold-lamp crystal skittered away, out her hand, making the alley walls dance with shifting light. Stunned and shaken, Kyne barely pushed up with her hands, in hearing more shouts and shrieks.
The first thing that met her dazed eyes was the pup’s pale fur and…
Kyne shrank back, for he had lunged up and sank his jaws into the softest part inside the wolf-catcher’s thick legs. Even in snarling and being swung about, he didn’t let go.
Alshenísh’ìn was on the wolf-catcher’s back with his legs wrapped around the big man’s waist. He clamped one hand over the man’s eyes as he tried to grab the waving club with his other. One of the wolf-catcher’s two men snatched him by his long hair and raised that iron-headed club.
Kyne tried to struggle, but…
“Stay down!”
She turned on her knees in time to see Sirron finally rising, but he was instantly knocked flat by a shove from the running figure that had been racing up the alley. When that dark hooded one entered the crystal’s full light, Kyne knew she had seen him before.
The hooded cloak obscured everything but the sword on his right hip, and the sword was still wrapped in old cloth tied on with twine. He vaulted the trunk in one running step as his right, gloved hand clenched the sword’s hilt.
Kyne saw the cloth wrap over the bottom half of his face… just like the wolf-catcher’s other men.
The newcomer was the same man she had seen lurking around the guild when they had first snuck the pup into the keep. He must have been the one to spot them sneaking out again.
The one with metal-headed club stalled.
The wolf-catcher suddenly swung down with his club as he threw himself backward and slammed Alshenísh’ìn into the alley wall. The pup released his jaws and leaped away before the club hit him, but the man with the metal-headed club turned on him.
Everything was happening too quickly.
Kyne was about to throw herself over the pup, but the dark, cloaked one lunged in first. His off-hand grip on the sword’s hilt thrust out, and the sword came with it.
The hilt’s end smashed into the wolf-catcher’s jaws.
Kyne flinched at the sharp crack.
The wolf-catcher slumped down the wall, dragging Alshenísh’ìn with him.
She was so stunned that she barely heard more running feet somewhere beyond the alley’s nearer end.
The pup was about to close on the one with the metal-headed club when the man swung. The hooded man caught the club by its haft, and the sword in his off-hand appeared to spin. The heavy blade came down flat-sided against the other man’s head. That one stumbled back as the dark one wrenched the club away.
The pup wheeled away from both men, snapping and snarling as Kyne ran for him.
“Yield!” barked the hooded stranger. “Or I cut you down, here and now.”
Kyne flinched, thinking that was for her, but that stranger faced the wolf-catcher’s last man. The other of that first pair was gone, and then two more figures in long cloaks rushed into the alley.
The crystal’s light caught on their polished steel helmets. One with a sword in hand went straight at the wolf-catcher’s remaining man and never looked at the hooded stranger.
If Kyne were not so confused, she might have been shocked even more. The pup shifted right in front of her, still snarling and clacking his jaws, as he stood his ground between her and everyone else.
The dark, hooded stranger swung the iron-headed club back without looking, pointing it down the alley.
“Sit down!” he ordered. “I will have no more foolishness from… foolish young sages.”
There was Sirron before the trunk’s nearer end. Clutching the side of his neck, he slowly settled on the trunk. Aside from his typical, frightening stares, he looked as confused as Kyne felt.
The stranger brushed back his hood and pulled the wrap off of his face.
With the pup still snarling, Kyne was even more overwhelmed in looking into the too-young face—framed by the too-gray hair—of Corporal Lúcan. He let out an exasperated sigh in eyeing the pup.
“Young female sages… and their wolves,” the corporal said. “Apparently a plague unique to the king’s city.”
Kyne was too relieved to be baffled by those words—or to worry about being caught by the Shyldfälches—at least, there and then.
· · · · ·
As the dawn bell rang out over the city, and bell-ringers inside the guild’s keep echoed it, Kyne sat alone in Domin Ginjeriè’s office in waiting to be summoned. Not entirely alone, for at least one guild apprentice stood guard outside the door.
Even now, in the premin council’s chamber, everyone else involved likely faced High Premin Sykion’s cold anger.
Just how many lives had Kyne ruined?
It had been Corporal Lúcan who had been lurking in disguise outside the guild grounds last night. Young sages with a trunk were not what he had spotted first or used as bait. He had grown suspicious at the wolf-catcher’s sudden disappearance, and in watching in disguise, had spotted the same with more men rushing off suddenly away from the guild.
The corporal had followed them after alerting his own men.
It had been a long sleepless night for everyone involved. But as Kyne sat alone in waiting, she fretted over something that hurt her more than anything else.
When the wolf-catcher and some of his men had been taken away, only Corporal Lúcan and another late arriving city guard remained behind. With Kyne, a downfallen Alshenísh’ìn, and a silently livid Sirron all waiting for their fates to catch up, there had been another matter to settle.
The pup would not let anyone near him—or Kyne.
The corporal had twice tried to grab and heft pup into the trunk to be taken away. The pup savagely turned on him both times. When the corporal backed off, the pup circled back before Kyne. On the corporal’s third try, Kyne lunged in against his order and grabbed the pup from behind.
In fright, the pup twisted about and bit her as well.
Kyne never even flinched, and he froze up. When he quickly released his jaws, cringing away at what he had done, she heaved him over the trunk’s edge. He was too shocked to struggle, too late in snarling and clawing to get out, before she slammed the lid shut.
How long had she sat there sobbing over betraying him? Or at least that was what he would think of her. She could say nothing about who rather than what he was to the corporal.
A heavy hand had then settled her shoulder.
“I will see he is safe, little miss,” Corporal Lúcan whispered, “until it’s known what’s to be done with him. Now come along.”
The corporal then handed over the trunk to the one remaining guard.
Kyne tried to rush after that other city guard, but Corporal Lucan pulled her back. He turned her away as he ushered on Sirron and Alshenísh’ìn as well. All of them were silent on the way back to the guild.
The only other detail of the night that had become clear was when they re-entered the guild grounds. The fire had been put out, leaving only the slightly bent iron remains of a huge brazier lying in the inner courtyard.
Kyne never had to ask about that.
Marten had somehow gotten Grim some tools. The two of them must have snuck into one of the gatehouse’s littler inner towers, unbolted a brazier from inside, and let it crash down in the courtyard.
Rules had been broken, and laws as well. Guild property had been damaged. A scandal might erupt, linked between the Numan guild branch and that of the Lhoin’na, if not the nation of that elven people as a whole.
It was all because of Kyne and one little “wolf.”
The door to Domin Ginjeriè’s study opened, and there stood the domin herself instead of the apprentice sage left on guard. And again, the domin didn’t smile in still gripping the door’s latch handle.
“It is time,” was all that she said.
Kyne dropped off the old rocker’s edge and shuffled out the door, not even waiting as the domin closed the study and followed. She knew exactly where she was being taken, though it was hard not to falter and slow on the way to the main building’s second floor and the premin council’s chamber.
Halfway down that upper passage, she saw those heavy double doors of old oak were open. Then she did stall, until Domin Ginjeriè gently pushed her onward, but she froze again once she stepped into the opening.
Farther back in the chamber was a long table with five tall-backed chairs, three behind it and one on each end, for the branch’s premins of the five orders. No one sat there, for any of the premins present stood about the room crowded with everyone else.
Alshenísh’ìn wore no expression at all, and certainly not that disarmingly coy smile, as he stared at the floor stones. Beside him, and watching him with open disapproval, was someone taller than nearly anyone else present. That mature, narrow-limbed woman of the Lhoin’na was dressed in a long, pleated wool skirt of earthen green, a fully sleeved vestment of shimmering yellow cloth embroidered in bands of ivy vines, and a deep charcoal cloak pushed back over her shoulders.
It was one thing to look up into Alshenísh’ìn’s beautiful eyes and stumble over words. It was something else for Kyne to face the amber-eyed, cold, and silent stare of his regal-looking mother.
Around a cowering Grim and an unusually cowed and sullen Marten stood their own parents. Master Alvôrd paced shortly in restrained fury, still wearing his leather apron and having likely been called straight from his workshop.
Sirron and Floraile’s parents were not present, considering those two came from other nations. Instead, Domin High-Tower stood before the pair with his back to the doors. Kyne didn’t hear what the domin said, but he was obviously growling at them. Neither looked up at him, though Sirron’s eyes shifted—and narrowed—upon spotting Kyne in the doorway.
Now was certainly not the time to ask Sirron how he had suddenly reappeared in the alley. And right next to Domin High-Tower stood tall, gray, and willowy High Premin Sykion faced half away and speaking to…
Kyne’s father had come alone; there was no sign of her mother in the chamber. At the high premin’s glance toward the chamber doors, her father finally saw her. Kyne expected to see the same angry disapproval as on the faces of all other parents present.
Father’s tense expression broke with a sudden pained sadness.
That was worse.
His face suddenly blurred in Kyne’s sight.
She quickly shut her eyes against the tears and dropped her head before opening them again. She didn’t note any of the others in the room, except for Corporal Lúcan standing erect inside the left door. His expression was unaffected.
“Young miss,” he said with a brief nod to her.
“The rest must be handled privately.”
Kyne barely looked up at hearing High Premin Sykion.
“I will inform anyone of what is needed, once I have made my decision,” she added in studying only Kyne. “Beyond that, no one speaks of this to anyone.”
The high premin glanced once at the corporal, who nodded.
“Would everyone please go with Domin High-Tower,” she continued, “except for Domin Ginjeriè, Premin Adlam, and Premin Jacque… and Miss Erhtenwal.”
Kyne shuddered—“miss,” not “initiate.”
“I stay as well,” Corporal Lúcan said a little loudly. “This is now a matter for the Shyldfälches.”
Sykion frowned slightly but nodded once. Relations between the city guard and the guild had been strained since the time of murders, or maybe even before that. Amid such a horrible downfall, Kyne looked sidelong at the corporal in remembering something he had said last night.
Young female sages… and their wolves.
Wynn, Master Andraso, and Shade had been involved in the hunt for the murderer; in fact, if more rumors were true, those three had started the hunt. Obviously the corporal knew of Wynn and Shade, though by his comment in the alley, he didn’t know the difference between a wolf and… the pup.
People began filing out under Domin High-Tower’s gruff guidance. Kyne avoided looking at anyone, most especially Sirron. There were sharp glances from parents as they ushered Marten and Grim and Alshenísh’ìn out of the council chamber.
Kyne’s own father touched her lightly on the shoulder as he passed.
On a gentle push from Domin Ginjeriè, Kyne stepped in and heard the heavy oak doors thud closed behind her.
Premin Adlam, dressed in his sienna robe and larger than anyone present, flicked one big hand, and Domin Ginjeriè silently joined her immediate superior. Kyne was left standing alone before the high premin, but Sykion looked over to Corporal Lúcan.
“Has anything been learned of where the victim was first captured?”
It took a moment for Kyne to realize the high premin was asking about the pup.
The corporal shook his head. “Nothing, Premin. This Evakon Karlousk, if that is his real name, has said nothing about… the wolf, and likely never will.”
Though Kyne had never before heard that name, it had to be for the wolf-catcher. Corporal Lúcan then turned his gaze down on her.
“He will never bother you again, young miss,” the corporal assured. “That much is certain for crimes beyond trafficking in…” He seemed at a loss for an instant, and then, “… in wild beasts.”
That strange pause left Kyne wondering but not for long.
“As to you, young lady,” High Premin Sykion interrupted.
That pulled Kyne’s fearful attention, but after a long breath, the high premin was still silent.
“I… I will pack my things,” Kyne whispered, dropping her eyes. “And be gone… before… before the mid-morning bell.”
“And why would you do that?”
Kyne looked up to find the premin watching her intently. “I… when people know… everything… and you would have to tell—”
“How could I do that?” Premin Sykion interrupted again. “As far as anyone knows—or is to know—one initiate and her… accomplices… stole a mistreated wild animal. An animal that should not have been brought through this city to be sold.”
Kyne only stared.
“Even if,” Sykion went on, “how would I explain your dismissal without rousing more curiosity? After a rescue by the city guard, and public chatter to come from that, the less said of one little… wolf… the better. Especially for him.”
Kyne didn’t know what say, for there was not one thought left in her head for an instant. And then, what about Marten, Grim, and Floraile… or even Sirron?
“Certainly your methods lacked for good sense,” Sykion added, and then she turned her head for a sharp glance at Premin Adlam and Domin Ginjeriè. “Though we are partly to blame for that.”
“Kyne Erhtenwal,” Premin Jacque said suddenly, startling her. “You—and Marten Harrow and Grimmé Alvôrd—are banned from the public school program.”
High Premin Sykion closed her eyes with a tense scowl and an exasperated exhale, though she added nothing to words of her fellow council member.
Kyne might have been more stunned about being banned from ever accompanying Domin Ginjeriè again. That is, if she was not already numb. And really, being banned was not all bad, considering how boring the last session had been.
“Until further notice,” Jacque added, still fixed on Kyne, “you three will have other duties to fill that time. I believe the kitchens are shorthanded in wash-up after communal meals. There is also the laundry.”
That part was not good, but it held another relief. Marten and Grim were obviously not expelled if they, too, were expected to suffer such punishment.
But why were none of them being cast out?
High Premin Sykion didn’t contradict the head of Conamology, who ran the public schools. Instead, with another sigh, she stepped slowly toward Kyne, and her voice was softer than Premin Jacque’s.
“I assume you still understand why you were asked not to talk about… well, as you know. What should have also been made clear, is that you could have still come to us—to me—considering what you uncovered in the back of one wagon.”
At that, Sykion cast another fixed glare at Premin Adlam, who looked away in a grouchy frown.
“That you felt left without such a choice,” Sykion said, “was our mistake. For that, I apologize to you, Kyne.”
Kyne stared up into the high premin’s old eyes for too long before she nodded.
“And for now,” Jacque cut in again, “Domin Ginjeriè is removed from her instructor’s position.”
That stunned Kyne again, even more than the high premin’s apology.
Adlam spun on his fellow council member. “Do not try to put this on my domin!”
“Is there a choice?” Jacque shot back. “She is now another draw of unwanted curiosity, considering three initiates who too often accompanied her. Their absence might also bring questions that she dare not answer.”
Premin Adam’s big hands flexed as he spun the other way. “Sykion, I will not have likes of him telling any in my order what they can or cannot do for the public. Say something!”
“This is a matter for Conamology,” Jacque snapped. “We run the public schools!”
Sykion flinched amid another frown, not looking at either of them.
For the first time, Kyne felt unexplainably sorry for the often stern and reserved high premin. Not as sorry—or guilty—as she felt for the kindly domin.
Domin Ginjeriè said nothing in her own defense; not that she had anything to defend.
“I must agree with Premin Jacque,” Sykion answered tiredly, “at least until all public curiosity fades.”
Domin Ginjeriè finally said something. “I need to see the victim to assess his condition.”
“Absolutely not,” Jacque countered. “That would be more cause for attention.”
Adlam’s face reddened even more. “She is the most qualified, considering.”
“And for those outside these walls who might know so,” Jacque shot back, “that would draw that much more attention… considering.”
Kyne looked from one to the next and the next. Considering… what?
“Then I resign from the guild,” Domin Ginjeriè said firmly.
The council chamber went horribly quiet as Kyne’s panic and guilt choked her. Losing the kindly domin was the next worst thing to not knowing what was going to happen to the pup. Before anyone overcame shock, the domin looked to the corporal.
“I can now approach the Shyldfälches privately,” she added, “to offer my expertise without interference.”
Kyne stared from the domin to the corporal. What expertise?
“It will be accepted, either way,” Corporal Lúcan answered flatly.
High Premin Sykion rubbed one temple as if her head had suddenly begun to ache.
“The captain—and the king and queen—have been informed,” the corporal went on. “Anyone who can help settle this quietly will be welcomed by the Shyldfälches.”
Again, Corporal Lúcan nodded to only the domin. The briefest, barest smile passed across Domin Ginjeriè’s beautiful face. More curious to Kyne was that the corporal didn’t appear confused by any of this careful talk.
Did he now know about the pup? Had someone told him?
Premin Jacque hissed under his breath in turning away as Premin Adlam folded his thick arms with a smug snort. All High Premin Sykion did was close her old eyes with another long breath.
“That is enough talk of reassignments and resignations,” she said tiredly, and when her eyes opened once more, she fixed upon only Kyne.
Sykion reached inside her robe and drew out a folded sheet of paper with a wax seal impressed with the guild’s official emblem.
“Give this to your parents,” she said, holding it out.
Kyne slowly took the document, but before she could ask what it was, the high premin looked to the Corporal Lucan. Without a word between them, the corporal stepped in at Kyne’s side, perhaps to usher her out. But Kyne looked up at the high premin with the document still in her hand.
“It explains what must come next,” Sykion said. “For safety’s sake, I suppose you must remained involved. I think you will find it not as unpleasant as laundry—which can wait a while longer. But hopefully instructive as well.”
Worse was the slight smile on the premin’s narrow, lined face.
Kyne was almost dizzy with confusion over all that had just happened, and she didn’t like not knowing what would come next.
· · · · ·
Before Kyne arrived at home, escorted by Corporal Lúcan, she had dared to ask him if he knew what was in the high premin’s document. The corporal had been more than reluctant, and after a long hesitation….
“I think it best, young miss, that you wait to speak with Domin Ginjeriè. I will take you to her at the garrison, once your parents understand what’s involved.”
Even after arriving home—after her parents opened the high premin’s letter—not much more became clear to Kyne.
“Oh no you won’t!” Mother snapped, slapping the document straight into the corporal’s chest, who actually flinched. “Since when does the guild take children off from home? And don’t you give me nonsense about royal favors. I’ll give them the same as you, if they dare come to me!”
Even Father looked less than pleased.
The berating the poor corporal took was unpleasant and worse. After what Kyne had seen him do last night it the alley, it was almost painful to watch him fidget under the ire of her parents.
Father finally gave in a little at the corporal’s assurance of personally guarding their daughter at all times until she returned home. That was surprising to Kyne, though she was more caught on the notion that she was going… somewhere.
The parental assault ended with Mother still in a fury and Father admonishing the corporal—repeatedly—about what would happen if he failed in the slightest. When Kyne finally stepped out of her home, she heard Corporal Lucan take a very slow breath.
“Sages!” he exhaled, shaking his head.
She didn’t know what that meant, but at least he had remained polite—more than polite. Likely, he would have preferred another encounter in an alley.
“Sorry,” Kyne whispered.
Corporal Lúcan looked down at her. “It’s nothing, young miss. Your parents are admirable… good people.”
And they were off to the garrison, which was actually the second castle of Calm Seatt, given over to the military when the third and final royal castle had been built over two hundred years ago. The part of it to which Kyne was taken, the part used by the Shyldfälches, was a place she hoped never to see again.
Below their offices, she grew sick inside as she peered into another cage.
Inside one holding cell, the pup lay upon a prisoner’s bunk with his head on his forepaws. Inside as well, but at the cell’s far side, Domin Ginjeriè knelt on the stone floor, watching him intently with a strangely sad and puzzled frown on her face. Beside the domin were a wooden box, a small pile of folded white cloth scraps, and a flask and a bowl filled with fresh water.
“I will return shortly to take you home,” the corporal said, and in exchanging a glance with the domin, he left up the stairs.
Kyne didn’t really have to ask, but, “Could you help him?”
Domin Ginjeriè shook her head slowly, still studying the pup. “He would not let me close enough, but I believe he is overall well.”
Only then did Kyne notice the token bookmark as the domin blindly rubbed its braid with a thumb and finger.
Kyne suddenly rushed the bars. She pressed her face between them and reached out to the pup. When he didn’t even lift his head, she dropped her hand.
“Where are we going?” she whispered.
“To take him to the Lhoin’na lands,” the domin answered. “He can join the packs there and be with his own kind.”
Kyne had to lean back from the cell’s bars to see the domin clearly.
“I assume you are up to the journey,” Domin Ginjeriè added, “considering you may be the only one he will allow close to him. It will not be easy, I think, though not just in the journey itself.”
Kyne finally knew what the journey was about. No, it was not going to be easy for the pup… with the pup… but she could finally take him home, where he belonged. That was what she had intended from the beginning, when she had first sought help from Marten and Grim.
At the thought of them, she blurted out another desire.
Domin Ginjeriè instantly stared at her. It was another long moment before the domin said anything.
“Kyne! Have you not caused enough trouble already?”
“Please,” she begged. “After everything, maybe they will finally understand what all of this means.”
· · · · ·
In five more days, Kyne was dressed in too many layers of old clothes by her mother as she stood on the great docks of Calm Seatt… with Marten and Grim. She didn’t dare ask how Domin Ginjeriè had managed fulfilling her request in letting her two closest friends come along. For an instant, she had almost thought to ask for Alshenísh’ìn to be included as well. Aside from him not being a part of the guild, having to face him for a whole journey had given Kyne second and then third thoughts.
Including just Marten and Grim was something she would hear more about upon returning, considering that it required approval directly from High Premin Sykion.
Later was better than now.
Kyne, Marten, and Grim were excited though more than a little uncertain of what lay ahead. None of them had ever been beyond the farmlands outside of Calm Seatt, let alone on a ship. All of their parents were present on the docks except for Master Alvôrd. Only Grim’s stout, fussy mother came with him.
Kyne’s mother glared at Corporal Lúcan in such a way that he politely kept his distance. Yes, the corporal was coming on the journey, though it was a puzzle how he was freed of duties to do so.
As to Kyne’s father, he would not stop “instructing” Domin Ginjeriè—now dressed in canvas pants, high felt boots, and a shorter travel robe—about supervising his daughter. The domin warmly reassured him, again and again, while the corporal avoided that conversation by dealing with loading meager luggage. And then it came time for the last trunk.
That was left to Kyne—and Martin and Grim.
The pup was silent inside of it, and Kyne had checked on him at least half a dozen times already. Goodbyes were quickly said, as that last passenger needed out of the trunk as soon as they reached their cabins. When the ship drifted out of port, excitement remained, but that was the last good part for a while.
Kyne had heard much from Wynn about the places the journeyor had been and the things she had done. Wynn had left out the “getting there” part.
Kyne didn’t realize until the second day that Grim had eaten nothing at all since the first day. That was a first for him. Mostly she didn’t notice because she was too seasick herself… or dealing with the pup’s retching… or sick of listening to Marten moan and wail about being sick. It was more annoying that neither the domin nor the corporal appeared the slightest bit affected whenever they regularly tended their younger cabin-bound companions.
There came a moment—well, more than one—when Kyne almost wished she were doing laundry instead. That was gone by the fifth day, but the trouble was far from over. She had to deal with the pup’s—and her own—“cabin-fever,” as the sailors called it. His was worse than hers.
Chasing him around the deck, either to clean up after he did his “business” or to keep him out of nasty encounters with the crew, became her whole days. More than once, Domin Ginjeriè faced an irate ship’s captain and leaned heavily upon her status as a sage. At a loss for what to do about this, Kyne tried something desperate.
It was a bad idea from the start.
She found a bit of rope and fashioned a crude leash. Putting it over the pup’s head was the end of that. She barely opened the cabin door when he took the rope in his teeth, ripped it out of her grip, and bolted off.
Kyne reached the deck in time to spot him atop a barrel near the rail. Somehow, he pulled the leash off, and he dropped it over the side. Whatever else he had done, Domin Ginjeriè, this time reinforced by Corporal Lúcan, was facing down more irate crewmen.
Marten stood leaning by the hatch door and glowered at Kyne, while Grim stared wide-eyed at everyone over whatever else Kyne had missed.
All of the pup’s fuss and havoc left Kyne dropping exhausted in her bunk each night. That also brought another change.
On the eleventh morning, she awoke to find him on the end of her bunk instead of on the floor. Perhaps he had been doing so before then, and she only realized that morning because of the way she awoke.
Corporal Lúcan stood frozen in the cabin’s open door, likely come to check on her, for she had slept too late. The pup was up on all fours on the end of her bunk, his hackles raised and tail bristling twice as thick, as he snapped and snarl if corporal tried to step in. Likely the opening door had startled him, when only he and Kyne were alone in the cabin.
Kyne hated to admit that Marten was somewhat right; the pup was a very nasty little person. Just the same, she never tolerated anyone blaming him for this. He had been through enough to make anyone nasty.
Even when they reached port sooner than expected, and not the one that Kyne, Marten, and Grim had hoped for, the journey had barely begun. The three of them had hoped to go all the way to the Lhoin’na’s great capital city, but the next part of journey was overland by wagon. All three did a lot of moaning and griping but not about the wagon.
Domin Ginjeriè explained that they would not go farther south. They would not be going to the great forest city of the Lhoin’na—a’Ghràihlôn’na, “Blessed of the Woods.” Even the corporal scowled over this sudden revelation. The domin had somewhere secret that she had arranged to take the pup.
No matter how much Kyne pestered and pleaded along the way, the domin refused to say more… until they arrived.
“We are here,” Domin Ginjeriè said, sitting up on the wagon’s bench with the corporal. “And now we wait.”
“For what?” Corporal Lúcan asked.
Both Marten and Grim were up on their feet in the wagon’s back, looking all about, though strangely neither said a word. Kyne grew frantic to see what they saw, but the pup was sleeping with his head in her lap.
“For someone I asked to come,” the domin finally answered.
Desperation won out, and Kyne tried to shift the pup’s head. When he awoke with a grumble and lifted his head, she got up. Any questions of her own were stifled by what she saw.
Everywhere around the wagon was an open plain like a sea of tall golden grass that glared under the high sun. There were hints of yellow-green in spots here and there, but she didn’t see what those were… and she didn’t look at them for long.
In the distance were the trees, if that word was even right for how big they were. They easily dwarfed nearer ones in the woods the wagon had just rolled through to the plain’s edge; they would have dwarfed the tallest towers she had ever seen. But the way they stopped from spreading into the grassy plain, as if choosing a line to hold forever, was somehow disturbing… like facing the ranks of a still and silent army warning anyone against coming too close.
“We are at the northern tip of Lhoin’na territory,” Domin Ginjeriè said, “where few of even their people come. This is the best place I could think of to avoid any eyes… or questions as to why he had to be brought from elsewhere at all.”
She looked back and down at the pup, and so did Kyne.
The pup rose up on all fours and, after a glance at Kyne, pushed in beside her to peer out of the wagon. His ears pricked straight up as he stared across the plain, but then his nose wrinkled with a low rumble.
Kyne’s puzzlement at that was interrupted when Corporal Lúcan suddenly leaped off the wagon’s bench. Marten leaned over the wagon’s other side for a look, but then Domin Ginjeriè rose upright.
“What is it?” Marten called out.
The corporal didn’t answer, and Kyne hurried over to Marten as Grim did the same. They saw Corporal Lúcan stride purposefully out beyond the horses, his off-hand already wrapped around the hilt of his sword.
“Everything you hear and see, you will never speak of to anyone,” Domin Ginjeriè said, and she glanced over her shoulder right at Kyne.
This time, not only did she not smile, her stern gaze was as harsh as that of High Premin Sykion in the worst of her moods. The domin turned that same look upon Marten and Grim.
“Yes?” she said sharply.
Both of them inched back before nodding, for the domin had never spoken to anyone that way before.
Domin Ginjeriè turned that cold stare again on Kyne, who quickly nodded, though now she was frightened about what would happen here.
The corporal planted himself well beyond the horses.
“Corporal,” the domin called out, “this visitor is expected.”
Still, he didn’t respond or move, and Kyne looked out beyond him.
A lone rider came at a gallop across the plain, holding the reins with one hand while the other gripped a long wooden pole that might be one and half times his height. What stood out as much, even from a distance, was his hair. Wheat or sand colored, it was pulled up in a topknot, and that tail of hair whipped like the mane of his tall russet horse.
As the rider neared, Kyne saw his large amber irises below swept up eyebrows… much like Alshenísh’ìn’s. That was no surprise for where the domin had brought them. What was a surprise was the way this lhoin’na was dressed.
He reined in a stone’s throw beyond the corporal and off to the right, and he dismounted before his horse reached a full stop. His tawny vestment was darker than his face or bare arms and covered in swirls of polished steel instead of studs or rings on most hauberks. A slightly curved and somewhat long sword’s hilt protruded high over one shoulder. Above the other was a cluster of feathered arrows likely in a quiver. That top tail of his hair was bound with a thick silver ring. Most prominent was the forest green sash across his armor, held in place by a silver ash-leaf broach.
Kyne knew of that sash and broach from her reading. This was not any Shé’ith—“Serenitier”—of the Lhoin’na border guard; this was one of their high officers.
Though handsome, like any lhoin’na male, he might not have been thought so among his own kind. His face was a bit angular and covered in a harsh, stern expression. Perhaps that, more than age, had left permanent but fine creases around his eyes and mouth.
“This doesn’t look good,” Grim whispered.
“Do not worry,” Domin Ginjeriè said. “Everything is as it should be.”
Kyne looked up to find the domin watching the Shé’ith office with a soft smile once again on her face. And that braided token-bookmark was again in her hand.
Corporal Lúcan shifted into the rider’s path. The officer halted and carefully raised an empty hand, palm out.
“Peace, guardian,” he said, his words a bit thick with his people’s accent. “I mean no harm to your charges and have come at the domin’s private request.”
Corporal Lucan shifted enough for a quick glance back, and Domin Ginjeriè nodded. At that, the corporal followed as the rider finished his approach, came up beside the wagon, and offered a hand to the domin.
She took it, as she stepped off beside him. “Thank you, commander.”
He frowned even more. “And are we now so formal?”
“Thank you… Althahk.”
“It is good to see you once more, Aumaliha,” the commander said softly, still holding her hand.
At that strange term, somewhat like the domin’s given name, Kyne was unable to choose which of the pair to stare at the most. Apparently, there was a lot more concerning Domin Ginjeriè that no one knew. One thing didn’t match up.
The braid of the token-bookmark didn’t match the color of the commander’s horse, let alone his hair. Both the commander’s voice and expression turned harsh.
“If only this return were for a less disturbing reason,” he said, turning his hard eyes on Kyne and then downward. “And without another need of secrecy.”
Another need pricked Kyne’s curiosity, especially when she looked down and found the pup beside her.
The pup’s ears flattened a little as he eyed the commander.
Commander Althahk looked once more to Domin Ginjeriè and then stepped off through the grass.
“Bring him out while I call for the elder,” he said.
Domin Ginjeriè nodded, leaving Kyne to wonder whom this new person would be.
“What’s happening?” Corporal Lúcan asked. “Were we not to release the pup and leave?”
A shrill whistle pierced the air. Commander Althahk lowered his hand from his mouth, and Domin Ginjeriè looked up to Kyne.
“Bring the pup,” the domin said. “There is someone who must meet him, before we can send him to… his own kind.”
Suddenly, Kyne didn’t want to go on with this. She had suffered through losing Shade, and this was as bad—no, worse. She didn’t want to face the pup’s sky-blue eyes and instead looked to her friends.
Grim blinked too much, didn’t look at her, and shrugged or maybe cringed.
Marten, upon meeting her eyes, scowled for an instant and looked down, probably at the pup. And then he looked away, too.
“It’s what you wanted,” Marten whispered. “What it was all about… right?”
She stood there waiting for… something more, anything else.
“Kyne?” the domin called firmly. “Bring him out.”
There was one other change that had happened along the journey. As she crouched down in the wagon’s bed, not truly looking at the pup, she whispered, “come.”
And when she crawled toward the wagon’s back, the pup followed.
He hadn’t learn many words, unlike Shade. Aside from too little time to teach him more, he didn’t always listen if he didn’t feel like it—just like Shade.
No, more than Shade.
When Kyne dropped into the tall grass, the pup hoped off the wagon bed to follow. She reluctantly rounded the wagon with him at her side, though she slowed even more, not quite stepping up next Domin Ginjeriè, who stood several paces beyond the wagon’s horses.
Far beyond the commander, someone else stepped from the distant trees.
At first, that one was too far off to see clearly. Whoever it was had hair darker than any lhoin’na. Coming a little closer, it appeared to be a woman… but still a lhoin’na, at that.
“What is she doing here?” the domin asked.
Commander Althahk turned his head, his brown creasing a little more. “No one, not even I, tells the Foirfeahkan when or where she may go.”
The corporal suddenly jerked out his sword.
“No!” the commander snapped. “There is no danger here. And even if, you will not spill blood on these sacred plains!”
Kyne didn’t understand what that meant or the corporal’s action, but then she spotted the shadow… or its path.
Halfway out to the approaching strange woman, something else came more quickly through the tall grass. The approach of that dark sharp made the golden stalks bend away in a path coming straight toward the wagon.
Kyne’s was utterly fixed when a huge majay-hì pushed out into plain sight.
Even as the pup began to growl, she could only stare.
At a guess, the male might be taller than Shade, for he was so… huge.
Covered in charcoal gray fur, except for the grizzle of white around his muzzle that ran thinly down his throat and chest, he walked with a slight limp in his left rear leg. Kyne was uncertain, but she thought she spotted a long angled line of thinned fur on the haunch above that leg. Whether it was scar or not, she mostly stared at the elder’s large sky-blue eyes.
“Oh, not another one,” Grim whispered.
At the commander’s severe glance, Grim shrank away behind Marten, who also looked a bit worried.
“What now?” Kyne asked.
“Just wait,” Domin Ginjeriè said softly as she stepped forward.
The domin dropped to one knee, and that pack elder went straight to her. He was tall enough to look her in the eyes.
Domin Ginjeriè smiled as she raised her empty hand, palm out. The elder sniffed that palm once and swung his long muzzle around it to huff into her face. She laughed as the old majay-hì shook himself all over and nosed her right in the cheek.
Kyne was so shocked that her eyes began burn before she remembered to blink. When she did, she noticed Commander Althahk was frowning and looking away. That wild looking woman out in the grass didn’t look pleased either. And when Kyne looked back to the domin, she spotted that token-bookmark in the domin’s other hand resting in her lap.
The yew-wood disk didn’t matter anymore, whatever it meant.
The hair braid matched the elder’s fur.
Kyne had to blink again after staring too much.
Domin Ginjeriè had done far more than just visit the Lhoin’na and somehow gained a Shé’ith commander’s favor. Wynn Hygeorht was not the only sage to have gone among the majay-hì.
The elder’s large head briefly swung toward Kyne and then lowered as he eyed the pup. At that, she heard the pup almost hiss.
Commander Althahk turned quickly in shock as Kyne looked down.
The pup had backed up a step.
When Kyne looked up again, the elder had not moved, though Domin Ginjeriè appeared to watch him intently. Beyond that pair, and farther out in the tall grass, that other woman watched carefully as well. She was even stranger looking than the elder.
Dressed in a pleated skirt bound with leather straps around her waist, that one was definitely small for a lhoin’na, maybe no taller than the domin. She was also darker of skin, and so was her hair—a light brown that had streaks of gray, though there were no visible lines of age in her face. There was also something different about her hard eyes, but Kyne wasn’t certain from a distance.
“Leaf’s Heart,” the domin said, and her smile was gone. “One in a line of ancient priestesses of the old ways. She lives with the packs.”
Kyne’s breath stopped as her gaze raced back to that wild-looking woman.
“It is time,” Domin Ginjeriè said as she rose up next to the pack elder and turned to Kyne. “You may have to… encourage him.”
Kyne didn’t want any of this anymore.
“You must,” the domin insisted.
She reluctantly knelt, turned to the pup, and very carefully reached out. It had taken a long while for him to accept her touch, especially after she had grabbed him and dropped him in the trunk that night in the alley. She touched the side of his face as he watched her, and then she pointed off toward the far trees with her other hand.
“Go,” she whispered.
He growled, jerked back a step.
“What are you doing?”
Kyne stiffened and looked up into the commander’s furious amber eyes. That instant broke when the pup whirled on commander with a quick snap of his jaws. At that, the commander actually flinched in open shock.
“Althahk!” Domin Ginjeriè uttered sharply. “Kyne is not giving him a command. It is simply one of few words the young one has learned.”
And in waiting, the domin turned her hard gaze on Kyne.
Kyne almost broke there and then. She pointed again toward the trees in looking into the pup’s eyes.
“Go… please,” she whispered. “You have to… go.”
How long did he stare back, ears half-flattened with his jowls twitching? And finally, the pup stalked off into the grass.
The pack elder lowered his head and crept in with his nose out to sniff.
All of the pup’s hackles rose. He twisted away from the elder with a snarl and a warning snap.
The elder retreated a step as Kyne quickly stood up.
Why had the pup done that?
“Nasty little brat,” Marten muttered. “Doesn’t even like his own kind.”
The priestess’ sudden back-step, and Kyne’s gaze shifted again. The wild woman of the forest stared as the pup circled wide away from her. With a low rumble and hiss, he headed off alone toward the tree-line.
“Perhaps he has been through too much,” Corporal Lúcan said. “Only time will teach him that he is again safe at home.”
The priestess kept turning slowly, following the pup’s progress in astonishment… and then she whirled back, glaring at someone else.
Kyne found Commander Althahk sternly watching in silence, but his eyes were as wide as those of the strange woman. He shook his head slowly and looked to Domin Ginjeriè.
“Perhaps as you suspected, Aumaliha,” he whispered.
Unlike the others, Domin Ginjeriè didn’t appear surprised at the pup’s actions. If anything, she looked deeply concerned in watching him.
“So, are we done?” Grimm asked.
Kyne watched the pup’s tail farther off between golden blades of grass.
Something was very wrong here.
The pup certainly was nasty with everyone but her, and even that had taken time. How nasty was a little different from one person to the next. He had tolerated Domin Ginjeriè a little but had snapped at Alshenísh’ìn, a lhoin’na, and even at the commander. He didn’t care for either the pack elder or the priestess. It was as if he didn’t know or recognize any of them… or didn’t want to.
Certainly he was too young to have come all the way from Shade’s homeland, but if not there and not liking to be here…
Kyne began panting, and about to turn…
“Kyne!” Domin Ginjeriè snapped.
When she turned in fright, she met the kindly domin’s not-so-kind stare.
“You have talked enough,” the domin warned, “about things you should not. Understand?”
Kyne stood there with her mouth half open.
“What’s going on?” Marten asked, and even Grim looked about in blank confusion.
A sudden high-pitched bark pulled Kyne eyes.
The pup dropped into the grass from some leap up in looking back, maybe at her. Then he was gone.
The pack elder stalked off in following the pup’s path, and as that old but huge charcoal majay-hì passed the priestess, she stepped in beside him… but not before a long stare at Kyne.
Kyne suddenly lunged after them, and the butt of a wooded pole slammed the earth in front her.
“Where they go is not for you,” the commander warned, and he pulled back his headless spear. “The young one is with his own kind, and for that, we will be forever grateful to you.”
The commander rushed off to his horse, which still waited silently for him. Vaulting into the saddle, he bowed his head once to Domin Ginjeriè and then turned his mount. Horse and rider galloped toward, and vanished into, the immense forest only moments before priestess and the pack elder followed.
Kyne could barely keep herself from running for those trees.
“Time to go home,” Domin Ginjeriè said quietly.
“What?” Marten nearly shouted. “We don’t get to see a’Gra… a’Gr… the tree city, elven sages, or nothing? After all this, just back to… laundry?”
With a sharp sigh, Domin Ginjeriè looked to Corporal Lucan. “Would you please take the boys back to the wagon.”
Kyne heard the corporal’s footfalls and more grumbling from Marten.
“Hey, are you coming?”
She started slightly at Grim peeking around her shoulder.
“In a moment,” she answered.
Grim went off, and Kyne hurt too much to even cry. One more thing was clear after the way the pup reacted to everyone here. If he was too young to have come from Shade’s land, and if he didn’t act like this was his home, then…
“You will never speak of it,” Domin Ginjeriè warned. “Not even to me, until—if—I say so. Now you know what can happen if the wrong people learn… certain things… considering what happened to him.”
Kyne shut her mouth tight, not daring to say what she thought… what she knew. She glanced at the domin, who stood looking across the plain.
Domin Ginjeriè’s gaze swung northward, and then eastward, back to the trees and then southward. And the suspicion and worry multiplied upon her beautiful face. Kyne didn’t have to ask what not left the kindly domin at a loss.
The pup had not returned home, and for the way he had acted…
Somewhere on this side of the world were other majay-hì, elsewhere.
Kyne ached so much that she didn’t feel the shock or excitement of such a secret. Domin Ginjeriè might have known from her first night with the pup below the Shyldfälches barracks. How the domin knew was another puzzle for later, if and when Kyne dared to asked. How the wolf-catcher learned of the pup’s people, wherever they were, was likely something more that no one might ever get out of him.
For many moons after meeting Wynn Hygeorht, Kyne had thought she knew exactly what she would be one day. That was years away, at best. But maybe now a robe of gray was not what she needed as she again looked at Domin Ginjeriè in her short travel version of a dusty sienna robe.
“Come along,” the domin said too quietly, and she turned away toward the wagon.
Kyne still stood there.
Everything changed, nothing remained the same, and at times one didn’t know so until it happened. But sometimes one knew a change that was coming.
As Kyne stared across the empty plain of grass towards the immense trees, she knew that one day she would search for those other majay-hì. Even before that, and at any cost, would come another change of her own making. 
No matter the years that passed, Kyne would first find… Gnasher.
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