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			Advance Praise for Blacktail

			“Blacktail is a serious, wild, trippy, and gory flight of imagination. It’s also an angry romp through our current wasteland. No one is spared the fang.”

			—Paul Tremblay, New York Times bestselling author of Horror Movie and A Head Full of Ghosts

			“Reader, be warned. This is not a gentle book, and those who cannot bear to see an animal hurt should guard their hearts. But persist and you will be rewarded. Blacktail is as glorious as it is gruesome.”

			—V. E. Schwab, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Bury Our Bones in the Midnight Soil and The Invisible Life of Addie LaRue

			“Touching, horrifying, and entertaining. In many places it’s impossible—as with any well-written account of animals suffering because of our deeds—to not be moved…. You should all get excited for this book and hope that Mr. Hawkins doesn’t keep us waiting ten years for another one.”

			—Mark Lawrence, Sunday Times bestselling author of Prince of Thorns and The Book That Wouldn’t Burn
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			To my mom, Anne Hawkins, with gratitude and love

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

				Hate

			
			i

			Guile snapped to her feet at the sound of the gunshots. Her first thought was for her kittens, but they were safe and warm, sleeping in a pile of gray fuzz. Pounce, the youngest, was snoring. She relaxed a little. She poked her head out of the snow-covered deadfall where they made their den to call for her husband. “Hate?” she whispered.

			Hate didn’t answer, but that might not mean anything. These days the charming young lynx of her courtship was only a memory. Hate mostly ignored her. Mostly she was glad of it. But right now the fear was still high in her—gunshots—and she wanted to take comfort in the scent of his shoulders.

			She composed herself, stepped outside to look for him. A cold pulse thrummed deep in her claws, her fangs. The moonlight outside was bright compared to their den. It took her eyes a moment to adjust. When she saw him, she jumped a little. He was closer than she would have believed possible, but still, so still. The falling snow lay thick over his back, the ruff of his neck. He hadn’t moved in a long time. Is he hurt? She scented the air but found no blood. He’s fine. She sighed. He could at least have answered me. Miserable prick. “Hello, dear.”

			Hate didn’t answer, only stared up the mountain. She followed his gaze but saw nothing. After a moment, hesitant, she tried again. “Hate? What is it?”

			Hate made a thin rumble that might have been a purr. The sound did little to calm her. In Guile’s experience, anything that made her husband purr was bad news for someone. He did not answer her question. She did not ask again.

			Hate padded around her, peeked into the den at their kittens. When they did not stir, he poked his head in and sneaked a rough kiss on Pounce. She had always been his favorite. It occurred to Guile that this might have been the first time he kissed one of his children—certainly the first time she had ever seen.

			She pretended not to notice.

			Hate padded back over to her, close enough to make her uncomfortable. It crossed her mind to dart into the underbrush, the shadows. She would feel safe there. But that would leave the kittens alone with him.

			Then Hate kissed her, too, his tongue rough even through her winter undercoat.

			Guile blinked. “Have you lost—” She cut herself off, paused. “Are you not feeling well?”

			“Not feeling well? Not feeling well?” Fat snowflakes fluttered down in the moonlight. “Do I look ill to you? Hmm?”

			“I-I’m sorry,” Guile said. “I didn’t mean—”

			Hate swished his tail, the way you do when brushing away utter nonsense. “Think nothing of it! I’m well. I’m jolly!” His eyes flashed. “I’m positively grand. Thank you for asking.”

			Guile swallowed hard. “A noise,” she said. “I heard a—”

			“Yes. I imagine you did.”

			“What was it?” Then, softly, “Was it a two-legs? A gun?”

			“Yes. It was.”

			She glanced at the den where their kittens slept. “How far?”

			“Far enough.” Hate shook the snow from his shoulders. “We’re safe.”

			“Have the men come to kill deer? Again? So soon?”

			“No,” Hate said. “Not deer this time, I think.”

			“What then?

			“Wait for it.”

			She waited, her nostrils flaring slightly as she sipped the night air. A few breaths later, the scent of blood rolled down the mountain in a warm cloud. She sniffed it once. Her brow furrowed. She sniffed again, deeper this time. “Can that—Is that wolf blood?”

			Hate swished his tail. Yes.

			“Do you think…?” she trailed off, the question unfinished.

			Hate purred again and ran his tongue over his teeth. He was older than Guile, his teeth stained and yellow. In this light they looked black. His joy was a ghastly thing, always had been. But Guile had a thing for the naughty ones. Seeing those teeth, she felt a faint stir, deep inside.

			“Do I think White-Eye is dead? Do I think that the mountain may finally be ours? Yes. I do.”

			“Ah,” she said, careful to keep her voice neutral. Hate wasn’t much of a jokester, but he’d been known to brag. It could be hard to tell if he was serious or just flattering himself. “Really?”

			Hate looked up the hill, twitched his tail. Really.

			Guile followed his gaze, sniffed—blood—then looked back at Hate; the sharp yellow teeth of him, the ragged ear, the faint and fading scars under matted fur. Such a naughty fellow.

			After a moment, Guile purred as well.

			ii

			Hate was not the name he was born with, but it suited him well enough. His bad nature had been honed by a desperate life into something terrible, redeemed only lately by a rough affection for his kittens. When he was young, his home fell before the boiling invasion of the two-legs. First they cut down the trees. When everyone was near starved, men came back to drown the scents and secrets of his grandfathers beneath an ocean of black stone. The snowshoe hares ran away or were buried in their burrows.

			Then came gunshots.

			Hate knew gunshots well—their sound, their scent, and their feel. One of them had killed his sister when she was no more than a kitten. Another was still lodged in his hip. Hate was a great hunter, but against gunshots he was powerless. So he came north, limping and bloody, to live in the shadow of the wolf White-Eye. The two-legs had taught him of helplessness and grief. From White-Eye he learned subjugation and shame. It was a rabbit who had first named him Hate, shortly after he came here. The name spread quickly among the prey beasts hereabouts. These days even Hate didn’t remember who he used to be.

			Still, he had survived.

			Caution ran thick in his blood. The echo of gunshots, the whiff of wolf blood—they called to him. But he did not set out immediately. Just before dawn, his patience was rewarded. A scream echoed down the valley—a wolf. Young, he thought. Barely more than a puppy.

			“Was that White-Eye?” Guile asked.

			“No. Her voice is deeper.”

			“One of her litter, then?”

			“Very likely.”

			Guile’s face fell. “Oh.”

			“Don’t give up yet,” Hate said, tail wagging again. “From the sound of the little fellow, his mother isn’t doing so well.” He lay on his side and closed his eyes. A moment later he was asleep.

			Guile watched as the sun came up. Hate didn’t stir. When dawn sparkled on the snow-caked branches of their den, Pounce yawned, stretched. Guile buried her nose in Pounce’s shoulders, taking a moment to savor the scent of her. Pounce smelled like love.

			After a moment, with regret, she pulled herself away. Your breakfast won’t be killing itself, as her own mother used to say. But by midmorning she had caught nothing. When she returned, it felt as if her stomach were trying to gnaw its way out.

			The kittens looked at her, wide-eyed—it wasn’t hard to tell that Mommy was In A Mood—but they had the sense to stay quiet. Anyway, what was there to say?

			Guile thought Hate would move against the wolves that night, but he didn’t. Instead he hunted—a rabbit, a hare, a field mouse. Their kittens ate well. Guile, too. Whatever else you might say of him, he was good at killing things.

			The next night was the same. But when he returned, his paws smelled of hemlock. Hemlock grew only on the mountain, inside the boundaries of White-Eye’s land. Guile wondered what he was up to, but did not ask. On the third morning, Pounce asked for her.

			“Father?”

			Hate cracked an eyelid. “Yes, child?”

			“Why do you not go to the mountain? White-eye is dead, is she not? I smell blood. Wolf blood, I think.”

			“Do you?” A father’s pride warmed his voice. “Yes. I believe you do. Soon you’ll be a fine hunter. Everyone will fear you.”

			Pounce, still only half his height, rubbed her shoulder against his legs.

			Hate crouched to look her in the eye. “But—and this is important—you must learn caution as well. There is a scent of blood, yes, but does it mean death?”

			Pounce looked at her mother. Guile pretended not to notice. Pounce furrowed her brow, thinking. “We don’t know if she’s dead. White-Eye, I mean.”

			“Very good,” Hate said. “Tell me, though. Why does it matter?”

			“If White-Eye still lives, she might have some fight in her.”

			“Precisely.” Hate stood, gave Pounce a quick lick to flatten the fur between her ears, then walked over to nibble a bit at the field mouse. “Everyone had your fill?”

			“Yes, Father.”

			Hate took a leisurely step out, heading toward the forest, then snapped around. He leapt at Pounce, growling playfully. Mostly playful. Pounce did not show fear. Hate clawed at her—not as fast as he might have, but not slow, either. She ducked the strike, then sprang onto her father’s back and swatted at his ears. They spun through the snow, laughing.

			Watching this, Guile purred, a little. He’s a shit husband. But he really is a good father.

			That night when Hate went to the stream, he motioned for Guile to follow him. They walked in silence. Guile drank first, her tongue flicking in and out of the icy water while Hate stood watch. Then he took his turn, drinking only a little. When he was done, he turned to face her. “I will be gone most of the night.” His tone was grave.

			“Ah,” she said. “Is it time?”

			“I’m not sure. I’ll stalk stories first, then…perhaps.”

			“Stories?”

			“The little morsels who live up there have a gift for gossip. One of them must have seen what happened the other night. By now the news of it will be all across the mountain.”

			“Shall I come with you?”

			“No. Stay here and look after the kittens.” He dipped low, rubbed her with his shoulders. “Tell me, my love: Have you ever eaten wolf?”

			“No.” Guile purred. “Can’t say that I have.”

			Hate slipped into the woods, heading north. He didn’t look back, but as he disappeared into the grove of spruce, he swished his tail and called back over his shoulder: “I’ve heard that puppy meat is very tender.”
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			The snow stopped shortly after dawn. The sky remained gray, though. A faint disk of white sun glowed behind towering clouds. Hate didn’t mind. He liked things gloomy.

			He hadn’t gone far before he encountered the first of the scent poems that marked the boundary of the wolf lands. He sniffed it idly, sighed. When marking his own lands he would usually keep it simple, something like “Mine. Leave or die.” The damn wolves, though…they always had to make a production of everything. It was even worse than their singing. This one said,

			
				White-Eye

				forgotten daughter

				alone and childless

				mate of none

				claims these lands.

				None other may hunt here.

			

			Yup, Hate thought. That’s wolves for you. Why get to the point if you can whine first? He sniffed closer. This mark was old—last winter or thereabouts. Last he’d heard, White-Eye was still mateless. But she had borne a litter in the spring, a male and three females. That, in no small part, was why Hate had not been sleeping well, why he had been looking up the mountain when the gunshots rang out. White-Eye alone was bad enough. But with a pack behind her…a young pack…

			No. Hate cut the thought off, listening to his father’s voice. The weak flee from their nightmares. The strong chase their dreams. Or something like that—Father had always been big on platitudes. Anyway…it looked like the pups weren’t going be a problem.

			When Hate first came to this patch of forest, he was young, cocky. Not content to take his share of the rabbits and leave well enough alone, he challenged White-Eye for the mountain one fine spring day. White-Eye subjugated him, leaving a shredded right ear that flopped when he walked. For a while he thought he might lose an eye as well, but in the end it healed. Sometimes on cold nights when he couldn’t sleep, he lay and wondered about that day. Why had she not killed him?

			He didn’t know.

			At any rate, he had not tried her again. Instead, he comforted himself with the knowledge that White-Eye was the last of her kind around here and, for all he knew, everywhere else. She would not live forever. He could afford to be patient. He had guile, and Guile as well. Eventually the mountain would belong to them, to their kittens.

			But now…it seemed he had miscalculated the degree of White-Eye’s desperation. The rumor was that she had lowered herself to mate with a house dog, some mongrel slave who’d been drawn to the wild lands by the scent of her estrus. As far as he knew, though, no one had ever caught scent of the father. Perhaps she ate him when it was done. Before the kittens came, Hate occasionally had similar thoughts about his own mate.

			But if White-Eye was cold enough to murder a mate…why had she let him live?

			Eh. Hate swished his tail, brushing the question away. Never mind all that. The only fact that mattered was the pups. Alone, White-Eye could live well enough off the meat that dwelled on her hill. She had no reason to challenge him. But with four more mouths to feed, she would inevitably invade Hate’s valley.

			He remembered her tooth shredding his right ear, the sting of it. Hot murder boiled up from his belly. His claws thrummed.

			Hate had learned much in the seasons since that fight. Sometimes he turned the prospect of a rematch over in his mind. White-eye still outweighed him, but she was getting older. Hate had been a yearling when they fought. These days he was in his prime…more or less. If they fought again, he thought the outcome might be different. But with four more wolves in her pack, however young and inexperienced, he could not hope to win. All that spring and summer he had waited for the inevitable, scenting the wind and hearing news of the litter’s growth.

			He pressed up the hill, moving slowly, striving for absolute silence. He was far inside the bounds of White-Eye’s lands. He wasn’t worried, exactly, just…cautious.

			Hate froze in his tracks, then bent, sniffed at the crusty snow. Rabbit dung. Perfect. From there he cast about in rough, widening circles, careful not to let the crust of snow crackle under his paws.

			There was nothing to the south or west, but not far north he found another pile of scat, then another. Their den must be close. He scanned for a tree to climb. That elm should do. He circled around, approaching from the underbrush. The ground there was thick with stones. With care he was able to avoid leaving tracks in the snow. At the base of the elm, he found another of White-Eye’s scent poems:

			
				the breath of my puppies in the morning air

				I am the mother of hunters

			

			Hate purred. Not anymore, you’re not. He surveyed the tree with a practiced eye, crouched back on his haunches. He leapt up perhaps twice the length of his body, wrapped his forelegs around the trunk, dug his claws in. His hind paws scrabbled against the bark—a few flecks fell away—not as quiet as he would have liked, but it might have been falling snow. He flowed up the tree like an oiled nightmare.

			He settled in about two-thirds of the way up the trunk. There, against the snow-covered branches and shadows, his light gray fur was more or less invisible. He had a good view of the trail below and a clear line to pounce without impaling himself. Perfect.

			He didn’t have to wait long. The old bullet lodged in his hip had hardly begun to throb when he heard two rabbits whispering to themselves. This surprised him a little. The bunnies around his den didn’t chatter after they left the burrow. Perhaps these two were emboldened by White-Eye’s passing? Perhaps. But the forest canopy around here was thick, even in winter. More likely, they just weren’t accustomed to murder dropping down on them from the skies above. White-Eye probably wasn’t much of a climber.

			“…never thought I’d be grateful to a two-legs, but…”

			A goodish breeze sprung up, rustling the branches, cracking the ice. Hate missed whatever came next. When he could hear the rabbits again, they were much closer. One was male, one female. A couple, then? Did he marry her, or is she just convenient? Probably the latter. He sniffed, offended. Like most cats, Hate was a bit of a prude. He found the promiscuity of rabbits shocking.

			“…I know that. I’m not saying it’s not a good thing, but don’t forget that there’s still the puppy to contend with.”

			“Which? The one that’s always bouncing about?”

			“No, no. She’s dead, too. The other one. The male.”

			“He survived?”

			“So I heard.”

			“Damn. It would have to be him. How did he manage it?”

			“I heard he was off stalking when it happened.”

			“Alone? He’s not even a half yearling yet. What was he after?”

			“A deer.”

			“A deer? Hmm.” The rabbit rose onto his hindquarters, nostrils flaring. “Precocious little monster, isn’t he?” Seeing the rabbit sniff, Hate worried he might be too close. But life and death are often decided by a stir of the breeze. This time, luck was on his side. The breeze carried his scent downwind of the rabbits.

			“Well,” the male said, relaxing, “that’s good news, too. The sooner the furry little bastard can start killing deer, the sooner he’ll stop filling his belly with rabbits.”

			“Good point.”

			“Say, that reminds me—are you pregnant at the—”

			Hate sprang down from his branch, landing a scant whisker’s length from the chattering male. He shot out a forepaw, pinned him to the ground. He grabbed for the female as well, but she scrambled away, trailing pellets of dung. Hate heard a series of cracks as she bounded through the woods. Eh. One is all I need.

			The rabbit trembled beneath his paw, his black eyes wide.

			“You are right to fear me, little one,” Hate said, but in truth he was a little disappointed. He had looked into a great many dying eyes. He did not reckon this one’s fear to be so great. “Do you know who I am?”

			“Yes, Lord Hate,” the rabbit said quietly. “I had not thought to see you so far north. What brings you here?”

			“I should think you would be more concerned with your own problems, morsel.”

			The rabbit smiled faintly. “Forgive me, lord, but I rather think that you being here is my problem.”

			Hate sighed. He’d hoped for some begging. “Very well, then. I shall eat you soon—I won’t lie to you about that—but the eating can either be quick and merciful or…well. As you say, you know who I am.”

			“What can I do for you, lord? Besides the obvious, I mean.”

			“I need information,” Hate said. “Some nights ago there were sounds. Gunshots. What happened?”

			“Shungots? What? I don’t know that word.”

			“The death stick of the two-legs, you idiot bumpkin,” Hate said, not un-cheerily. “Who did it kill?”

			“Oh. That thing.” The rabbit seemed to deflate beneath his claws. “I begin to understand. It was the wolf White-Eye and her puppies.” When the rabbit said White-Eye’s name, force of long habit compelled Hate to avert his eyes. It was only for a moment, but the rabbit saw him. He twitched his ears. “Hmm.” It wasn’t quite a laugh, but it might have been amusement. “White-Eye was above even you, wasn’t she?”

			Hate blinked. Is the little twerp making fun of me? Me?

			“I rather like that,” the rabbit said. “Yes I do. White-Eye stood above even Hate the Terrible. It seems we have something in common after all. Who’d have thought?”

			Smart-ass. Hate fought down the urge to rip out the rabbit’s guts. A quick death might have been the point. Instead, he flexed his foreclaws into the rabbit’s chest—deep, this time, past the bone and into the meat of it. The little beast screamed and pumped his legs, all his laughter gone. That was good, yes…but then, deep in the underbrush, came an answering scream. The female. Hate’s tail swished. The scream was better.

			“Is she your mate?” Hate peered into the snow-crusted underbrush. The female’s wide red eyes stared back at him. He made a show of licking his fangs. “Your one true lovey-love? Hmm?”

			The rabbit in the woods moaned again. Yes. She loves him, all right. Hate winked in her direction.

			“Well, you’re right,” he said. “No use denying it. White-Eye was indeed above me. You and I do have that in common.” He licked the bunny down the length of his trembling body, tasted the blood of his lungs, his liver. Another moan from the woods, tastier even than the blood. “I suppose that makes us friends, doesn’t it?”

			When the rabbit answered, the insolent dance was gone from his voice. “Yes, lord.” He coughed a fine spray of blood into Hate’s face. His eyes stared into the middle distance, focused on something Hate could not see. “Good friends.”

			“Excellent,” Hate said, drawing back a little. “Simply excellent!” He took a bit of pressure off the rabbit’s ribs. A bloody bubble inflated around one of the puncture wounds. “Tell me, my new friend, did any of her litter survive?”

			The rabbit sucked in a tiny lungful of air. “Only…one, lord,” he gasped. “The big one. The male.”

			“Big, you say? How big?”

			“It is”—gasp—“difficult for me to say, lord. You all look”—gasp—“much the same from down here.”

			“Perhaps we do,” Hate allowed. “But—as a favor to me—would you venture a guess? Is the pup my size, do you think? This half-grown mongrel?”

			At first the rabbit did not seem to hear. His eyes were fixed, staring. His chest heaved.

			Hate popped the bloody bubble, plugged the puncture with his claw. Not too hard, though. The rabbit was already deader than he would have liked.

			“What?” he said. “Oh. You. No, lord. Not so large as you. I do not think so.” He coughed up another small spray of blood. “Not yet, at any rate.”

			Hate swished his tail. If not yet, then not ever. “Very well.” He moved in close. The rabbit closed his eyes. “Oh, wait—one more thing. White-Eye is dead. Save this one pup, her litter is dead. What of the father?”

			The rabbit opened his eyes at this, and Hate thought the look in them was strange. “No one knows, lord. We never saw him.”

			Hate’s brow furrowed. With so many eyes on such a small mountain, that was…a little odd. More than a little. Something about this troubled him. Hate recalled his own father, delirious, dying by the side of the road.

			“Use me as You see fit.”

			Hate snapped back into the moment. Somewhere overhead, the sun tore through its veil of cloud. The new day was upon them at last. “What?” Hate snarled. He leaned close to the dying rabbit. “What did you say?”

			The rabbit didn’t flinch. He knew he was dying. Pain held no more dominion over him. “I”—cough—“said…is this to…to…to be the way of it? We are…delivered from the jaws of”—cough—“White-Eye only to…fall under the claw of Hate?” He looked up at Hate, pleading. “Is that all there is? Is there nothing more?”

			Hate leaned in, honestly curious. “Does that seem wrong to you?”

			“Hhhhn?” The rabbit drew in a final breath. “Wrong? No. Not wrong. It is the way of the Forest God. I will not question Him.”

			“That’s very pious of you.” Hate probed one of the rabbit’s wounds with his foreclaw. The rabbit didn’t so much as twitch. But when Hate’s claw clicked against bone, his father’s words drifted up to him from the deepest burrows of memory.

			Use me as You see fit.

			Before him, bleeding in the frost below, the rabbit looked up, wide-eyed. He was not begging. “But it is very hard. Do you see?”

			“Yes,” Hate said, not unkindly. “It is.”

			He snapped the rabbit’s neck.

			iv

			Hate wasn’t particularly devout. He and the Forest God hadn’t spoken much since he was a kitten. But the rabbit’s faith stirred something in him. As Hate picked up the carcass and climbed up the elm to eat supper, Father’s voice came to him again. For whatever reason, Father’s ghost felt chatty tonight.

			Use me as You see fit.

			Hate was about four years old now. Or maybe five? Surely no more than that. He was probably older now than his father had been on the day he died. It had been a lovely spring day. Hate was not yet a yearling. The three of them—Father, Mother, Hate himself—were moving north, putting some distance between themselves and the ruin that had recently been their lives.

			Hate remembered those days through a reddish-gray cloud of terror that only the very young can know. He thought of that time rarely, their fleeing, but the memory of it had deep roots. In the ways that mattered, it defined all that he had been or ever would be.

			Now, today, Hate settled with his hare in the elm twenty or thirty feet off the ground. He lay his dinner in a nearby crook of a branch. The body was still warm. A trickle of blood ran from the corner of its mouth.

			You were right, little one. Hate thought. It is hard.

			As Hate ate the rabbit, his memories nibbled him. The night his father died, the three of them were fleeing north.

			Why flee? No choice.

			Why north? Why not?

			Over the course of the previous summer, what Hate thought of at the time as Giant Metal Beasts tore down the forests of his kittenhood. By late fall, every green thing in eyeshot was dead, give or take. Around the time the leaves would have turned, men began to trickle in. By the time the first snow fell, they were everywhere. They swarmed like ants. Mother wanted to flee, but Father held out…for a little while.

			Hate remembered the three of them hiding under a fallen oak. Father lay on his right, Mother on his left. It was snug. It was cozy. He hadn’t felt safe at all. He could hear Father’s heart hammering against his chest. Mother panted. Hate was trying to not embarrass himself by…well. He was frightened. The three of them watched, helpless as some terrible thing of men—he could not even guess at what—ripped away the deadfall where they’d made their den.

			When there was nothing left of home but broken twigs and black earth, Hate looked at his father. His father looked at his mother.

			“We should go,” Father said cheerily. “Take our kitten out. Let him see a bit of the world!”

			For a moment, it looked like his mother might argue. But she didn’t.

			They set out the next day before dawn. By midmorning Hate passed beyond the boundary of their woods for the first time. He remembered sniffing the faint pee marks on the rocks there, remembered being surprised at how close it was, how close it had been all along. Until then he had assumed that their forest ran on forever.

			Maybe that was even true, once. When he was still young, Mother told him stories about the mountain kings of the north, the mighty herds of the south, buffalo and windigo and wolves that sometimes walked as men. A couple of times when Mother wasn’t around, Father told him that story is just another way of saying “bullshit.”

			Hate didn’t argue with his father. But he did wonder. Who would make up such things? To what end? Bullshit or not, Hate liked hearing about it all—distant valleys filled with stones that might speak if they liked you, great chunks of ice that walked on three legs, beasts so old they remembered a world before men. Mother told him stories when the snow was too deep to hunt. It passed the time. And who knows? Maybe there was a nugget of truth in there somewhere.

			Hate had given those times a good bit of thought over the years. Now he believed he understood what had been done to them, or at least understood better than he had at the time—probably better than his father ever had.

			The three of them hadn’t gone far before they came to a long strip of what seemed like a black stone path, the thing he eventually came to think of as road. Road wasn’t made of stone, at least not as Hate knew it. It was too smooth, too straight. Road had a stripe down the middle, like the mark of a skunk. It smelled a bit skunky as well, particularly on hot days. Stones didn’t usually stink. Hate, honestly baffled, asked Father what it was. Father answered with a jolly swat.

			“Stay back, you idiot.”

			Hate took a perverse measure of comfort from remembering that swat, the last of an uncounted many. Our home was gone. We were hungry, terrified, thirsty, and confused…but some things you can always count on. Hate blew out a wistful breath. Miss ya, Pop.

			A moment later he saw why. A bright-eyed thing stinking of smoke and men blew by fast enough to sweep back the hair of his whiskers.

			“See?” Father said. “Careful.”

			Hate looked at his father, wide-eyed. “What…what was that?”

			Father didn’t answer. Likely he didn’t know himself. But the damn things were everywhere, more so as you traveled south. Over the years Hate came to understand the ways of these things a little better. Some, like the ones that had laid waste to their home, were huge and lumbering. Those could move anywhere, give or take, but they were easy enough to outrun. The really fast ones were smaller, but rarely strayed from the road. He took to thinking of them a word that might as well have been Car. And why not? He had to call them something.

			Over time Hate came to believe that Car was an abomination. It served not the Forest God, but men. It had no agency, no will of its own. Car—Cars? whatever—were slaves, just like horses, or those dogs on a rope you sometimes saw romping through the woods during the fall. Worse than slaves, really. Once Hate’s mother had told him a story about a slave dog who ran away to find salvation in the forest. Bullshit or not, it made him feel nice.

			Ah, Father.

			His father had been a fine hunter. But even before men came, new things in general seemed to make him grumpy. Mother once confided that thinking hurt the old lynx if he kept at it for too long.

			That, Hate thought, ended up being the death of him. It was no real surprise. The real horror was that he managed to drag Mother down with him.

			After a few days they’d taken to moving after sunset—Cars and such were less active then. One night they came upon a road. It was too misty to see well, but the foggy air carried sound farther than it might have on a dry night. Hate remembered hearing a low rumble echo through the canyons. It was hard to tell exactly where it was coming from.

			He hesitated at the edge of the road.

			Sensing Hate’s unease, Father paused in the middle of the road. He looked back over his shoulder at Hate. “What now? Just…come on,” Father said. “I’ll show you. It’s probably on the other side of the valley.”

			“Father,” Hate said softly, “I don’t think—”

			Father hiked his leg and pointed a squirt of piss in Hate’s direction, then turned to Mother. “Coming, dear?”

			She looked at Hate.

			“Don’t,” Hate whispered. Car was closer now, he was sure of it, but the echoes made it impossible to tell how close, or even the direction of approach. “Please. Please don’t.”

			“Your son,” his father said, his voice thick with contempt. He stepped out into the road, Hate’s mother following after him. Father’s timing was impeccable. Car roared around the curve, white eyes blazing.

			Hate could only watch, helpless.

			Mother’s final act was an attack. She yowled, sprang, lunged through the air. Car swatted her, sent her flying into the dark. Father’s courage failed him under the headlights. He turned back, tried to flee. His eyes met Hate’s as Car crushed his hindquarters.

			Car roared away, wallowed by darkness. Mother was silent, still in tall grass on the far side of the road. Only Hate and his father remained. A terrible silence settled upon them.

			Father made a few faint attempts to drag himself to safety—what there was of it—on Hate’s side of the road. Hate assumed that Car would come back. Father was old, yes, but he still had a good bit of meat on his bones. Mother was still on the plump side, even after their days of travel.

			But Car did not turn back. It didn’t even slow. Hate’s family was left to rot. Why? In the years to come, Hate wondered about that often. Even today, he could think of no answer.

			Mother died outright. Hate had no clear memory of seeing to her body, of making sure…but he must have done. When Mother visited his dreams, she was gentle.

			Father’s death was worse. After a shamefully long time—when it became clear that Hate himself was safe—he crept out into the road. He remembered how, cowardly and despairing, he had lifted his father by the scruff of his neck. Father moaned, then screamed, but after a few steps the pain knocked him unconscious

			Four years later, safe in the crook of his elm tree, Hate squeezed his eyes shut. The memory of his shame was like drowning.

			All that day and into the next night he and Father lingered by the side of the road. A few Cars zipped by—not many. There was never any question that Father might live. His hips were a crumpled ruin under the dirt-stained fur of his haunch. Sometimes Father was unconscious. Sometimes he screamed. Sometimes the two of them screamed together.

			Hate brought him a mouse, licked Father’s wounds when he slept. They might have spoken, or not. Hate couldn’t really remember. He didn’t want to remember.

			But at the very end, when his last breath was upon him, the old lynx prayed under the sight of the pale moon.

			
				As my prey have fulfilled their duty,

				so let me fulfill mine.

				I would be the tooth and claw of Your will.

				Use me as You see fit.

			

			And that was really the end of it. When he was dead, Hate continued north. What else was there to do?

			Eventually he came to a new forest, the hill where White-Eye held her dominion. Hate lived in her shadow for some years. Sometimes, when the moon was right, he saw the white eyes of Car and remembered them.

			Now, nestled in the elm tree next to the body of the insolent rabbit, he repeated Father’s words—but softly, to himself.

			Use me as You see fit.

			While he ate, Hate considered what he had learned of the wolf pup. The prospect of a more equal combat frightened him. Fear was nothing new, though. It affected his judgment no more than his hunger did.

			The wolf is not wounded. He ripped a chunk from one stringy haunch, shredded it to bite size, swallowed. Every day I wait is another day for him to learn and grow. He buried his muzzle in the carcass, pinched out the liver.

			Tonight. He tilted his head back. Warm liver slipped down his throat. Yes. It must be tonight.

			With the decision made, his mind eased. He would kill the wolf. Or, well…not. Why worry? Sleep first, though. He climbed down from the tree, wiggled under a snow-covered bush. There he slept, content. He woke in late afternoon, well rested, with the rabbit’s soul coursing in his veins. He did not rise immediately. Instead he watched the sun sink, gathering himself, thinking of Guile and his kittens. Just before dark he rose and shook the snowflakes from his back.

			Their den wasn’t hard to find. The two-legs had not eaten what it killed, and no other animal would touch the bodies while the pup yet lived. Even in the cold, the stink was everywhere. They had begun to rot.

			Hate padded into the clearing. There he found White-Eye’s last pup standing over the body of his mother. The young wolf stood in silhouette, the setting sun behind him. Hate could not see his face, but his ears and feet were comically large. He won’t grow into those until next spring. At least. Seeing him, Hate relaxed completely. That’s what I was so worried about? he thought. That one is no hunter. Hell, he was probably still nursing when she died. Hate stifled the urge to purr. This will be fun. He cracked a twig under his forepaws. The pup jerked around, eyes wide.

			“Don’t be alarmed, little fellow.” Hate’s tone was gentle. He arranged his tail high and straight, to show friendship.

			“Who are you?” the wolf barked, or tried to, anyway. His voice still had a puppyish squeak. The was a note of fear in it as well.

			“Your mother and I knew each other,” Hate said. “Old acquaintances, you might say.”

			The young wolf sniffed. “You. I know you. She spoke of you. You are the lynx. You are Hate.”

			“Some call me that.”

			“My mother said I was not to cross the boundaries of your domain.”

			“And you have not,” Hate said. “I thank you for your courtesy.” He dipped his head, low and respectful.

			“And what of your courtesy?” the wolf said. “Did you not find my mother’s mark?”

			Hate’s brow furrowed. Is his voice deeper?

			“Of course you did. You could hardly have missed it. ‘This is wolf land,’ ” the pup quoted. He looked piously at the night sky. “ ‘None other may hunt here.’ ” Then, turning back to Hate, he said, “And yet here you are.”

			“Oh…yes. That. Well. I would have asked your permission, Lord Hunter. I waited many nights. But you have not stirred from your mourning. No one has seen you.” Hate swished his tail. “We were concerned, you see.”

			The wolf did not answer.

			“I come only to pay my respects. Your mother was a savage fighter. The forest is poorer for her passing.”

			“She did not pass,” the pup said. “She was murdered.”

			“Hmm. As you say.” Hate hazarded a step closer. “Tell me, young hunter—”

			“It didn’t eat her,” the wolf said, looking into the middle distance—contemplating, perhaps, the same spot as the dying rabbit. He seemed to have forgotten that Hate was there.

			Hate didn’t mind.

			“I can understand the killing,” the wolf said, “but why didn’t it eat her? You know more about them than I do. Can you tell me that?”

			“I’ve wondered about that myself,” Hate allowed. His own voice was flat now—no friendly warmth, no mocking. It sounded strange to his own ears. It took him a moment to realize why: He was rarely honest when he spoke.

			The wolf looked at him. From where Hate stood, the rising moon hung just over the little wolf’s shoulder. It looked close enough for him to bite it out of the sky.

			Hate hesitated. Another lie rose to his mouth…but then he thought better of it. The honesty went over well enough. “They killed my father as well.” Sure enough, when he took another step, the wolf didn’t react. “Left him to rot, they did.”

			“And no one knows why?”

			Hate considered. “Perhaps it is to shame us?” he said, taking another step. “To keep us in our place? Perhaps they simply don’t care.” He was within pouncing range now.

			The wolf rumbled, perhaps in agreement. Or perhaps not. Either way, it wasn’t a very puppyish sound.

			“Do any other wolves yet live?” Hate asked. “Your father?”

			“No,” the pup said. “Only me. I’ve called and called, but no one answered. I think…I think I am the last.”

			“What a pity.”

			With that, Hate sprang. The wolf reacted immediately, spinning to face him. In the split second between leap and touch—after it was too late to make a difference—Hate understood that he had been played. Badly.

			He wasn’t ignoring me at all.

			But it was even worse than that. The wolf’s ears and feet were too large for his body, true, but the shadows of the rising moon had made a true gauge of measure difficult. He stood in silhouette to deceive me, Hate realized. He’s enormous.

			He was quick, too.

			The wolf pup lunged to the side as Hate leapt. Hate was able to twist enough that he didn’t face-plant into the snow—thank god for small mercies—but he ended up snagging the hindquarters instead of the neck.

			Still, it wasn’t a complete loss. His claws drew ragged wounds down the wolf’s haunch. It yelped, high and puppyish. It was a sound of play. If Hate had been one of his litter brothers, it would have been the signal to break off. But I am not your brother. Hate pulled himself in close, sank his jaws into the wolf’s hip.

			The wolf yelped again. Hate could tell that the bite stung a bit, but what he heard wasn’t quite a scream. Not yet. The pup bucked instinctively, wildly, all play gone now. Hate had expected this, but the little beast was amazingly strong. Hate had felt terrible strength like that before, but he couldn’t immediately recall when. Astonishingly, impossibly, it bucked him off.

			Hate tumbled across the clearing and came to rest against a stand of holly. He’s as strong as White-Eye, Hate thought, a little dazed. Stronger, even? He got his feet under him, stood. Surely not. He shook himself off, looked around the clearing. But where did he—

			It might have ended then. But by instinct or perhaps luck, Hate thought to spring away a bare instant before the little wolf landed on his back.

			They regarded each other. Hate hissed. The fur of his neck and back stood on end. The wolf turned away. That was his best chance, and he failed. He knows it, too. The pup looked instead at the body of White-Eye, now partially covered by snow.

			Hate, hissing ball of murder that he was, could not at first understand this. Then it came to him. Oh. The little fellow wants his mother to save him. Oh my. That is simply too delicious. He leapt again.

			This time, instead of dodging, the wolf shifted to face Hate’s strike. He stretched his neck out, caught Hate’s foreleg in his jaws. If the wolf had been only a little larger, Hate’s leg might have been broken. Amputated, even. But though his jaws were strong indeed, his baby teeth were too small to sink very deep. Hate snatched his foreleg back. There was only a little blood. But the pain was bad.

			The wolf growled at him, not at all puppyish. Hate answered with a yowl. What came next was swallowed by black rage.

			Hate—who was mostly his mother’s son—fought as well as he ever had. He told himself things like fresh meat and little Pounce will know the taste of wolf. He evaded the snapping jaws, punished each attack. He nipped the wolf’s muzzle with needle teeth, raked his claws down the plump little puppy belly, bit deep into the impertinent little shit’s leg.

			But a mortal strike eluded him.

			Hate had expected a pup’s clumsy gawkiness—and yes, in fairness, there was some of that. Not much, though. Each new wound stirred the little monster to a fresh fury. Worse, it never made the same mistake twice.

			It went on for a long time.

			Eventually they broke off, each of them exhausted, panting, bleeding in a dozen places. The clouds were gone now. They circled each other in the clearing under the light of the moon. Distant stars glimmered on the snow. Panting, they puffed clouds of white mist. Hate looked down. A trickle of his blood fell, disappeared into the snow.

			The pup watched this in silence, utterly still.

			I could die here, Hate realized. I really could. The thought carried no real fear. Still panting, he turned his eyes to the moon. Really? Like this? It wasn’t a prayer or a plea, or even fear. Mostly he was just surprised.

			Use me as You see fit.

			Hate stopped circling. He backed away a step, limping. He flicked his eyes back and forth, scanning for the break in the brambles through which he had entered. Or, really, anything.

			“Don’t.” The wolf’s growl wasn’t quite full-throated, but no one would ever again mistake him for a puppy. “You wanted this, not me.”

			Hate knew he was quick, even with the limp. And the wolf was hurt as well. A spot in the underbrush caught his eye. I could leap over that, he thought. I could be gone into the woods. But the wolf would have to—

			“If you make me come for you, I’ll kill Guile,” the wolf said. Hate still could not see its eyes. “The kittens, too.”

			Hate looked up at the moon. A flat certainty fell over him, a kind of calm. The wound in his forepaw throbbed, but pain held little power over him now. His vision was clouding, though. He furrowed his brow, straining to see. And after a moment, the moon came into focus. Hate turned back to the wolf. He sank back on his haunches, raised his shoulders high.

			With a yowl and a bark, they launched at each other.

			They collided in midair. The force knocked the breath from them both. They hit the ground hard, tumbling. Hate dug his claws into the wolf’s torso, pulled himself in close. The wolf snapped at his neck. Hate scrabbled at his belly with his hind legs once, then again, again. His hind claws found purchase. “Ha!” Hate screamed. “I will open you now, you little shit! Pounce will feast on your—”

			The wolf’s jaws closed around his neck. Desperate, Hate shook his head from side to side. The beast clamped down. He could not bite deep—but the strength of him was terrible, relentless. Hate squirmed and scrabbled. With his hind leg he pulled away a scrap of skin from the wolf’s belly. The wolf shrieked, the sound muffled by Hate’s fur. Warm breath puffed against his spine.

			“I’ve got you!” Hate yowled. “I’ve got—”

			Something cracked. Hate’s legs fell away.

			The wolf opened his jaws. Hate dropped to the earth, mostly limp. One of his forepaws twitched, then went still. The wolf was close, panting. Hate smelled his blood, his warm puppy breath. He tried to look, but couldn’t.

			Instead, he stared into the middle distance. He thought he saw his mother there. The little bunny was with her—surprisingly spry for being dead, jumping about and nibbling at the grass. He thought Mother was speaking to him, but Hate’s senses were clouded. Try as he might, he could not focus. The world was growing dim.

			The wolf padded forward and stood over him. When he stopped, he stood close enough that Hate might at long last have looked into his eyes. But he did not.

			Instead Hate cocked his ears, straining to hear what his mother was saying. Eventually he heard—just a single word; but he remembered it well. His mother taught it to him in the hills of his childhood, long before the two-legs, before Guile, before White-Eye—before he was Hate. It was a word that only cats use. The literal translation varies depending on who you talk to. If you ask a fluffy white kitten with bows in her hair, she might say something like “intoxicated by blood.” An old tom eating rats in a dumpster would probably come up with “horny for death,” and that may be closer to the truth. Either way, the word carries a spiritual connotation as well. It refers to a state of being, a ferocity that is unique to hunters. It refers to an understanding of the world to which many aspire but few achieve.

			Here, in the shadow of the wolf, Hate repeated the forgotten word with his last breath. It was a soft purring that the prey beasts could not hear and the wolf did not know.

			It was the last word he ever spoke.

			v

			The next morning, Hate’s wife awoke to the sound of footsteps coming down the mountain. When she heard the walker limping, a great weight lifted from her shoulders. “Hate?” she yowled. “It’s me, Guile. Is that you?”

			No answer.

			The footsteps sounded raw, irregular. She listened for a long moment. It’s not that bad, though.

			“Listen, kittens. I’m going to check on your father. Stay close to the sleeping rock and”—here she glared at Pounce—“don’t try to follow me. Do you understand? All of you?” This last was directed mostly at Pounce.

			The kittens swished their tails in agreement. Guile set out up the hill. She had gone perhaps halfway to the border when her eyes confirmed what her heart already knew. The wolf pup stood atop a bare boulder. Hate was nowhere to be seen. The wolf was wounded. This gave her a moment’s hope. When she looked closer, that faded. The wolf’s wounds were not fatal. Worse, not all the blood she smelled was wolf.

			“Oh,” she whispered. “Oh, Hate.”

			She and the wolf locked eyes. Her fur rose. Fury pounded in her veins. Without really meaning to, she made the low yowl that meant murder. The wolf did not answer, only watched her with flat eyes and the blood of the greatest hunter she had ever known drying on his muzzle. Guile met his gaze. She had courage and what comes after courage. She knew what waited in the middle distance.

			Death would come for her one day. She would be remembered for a time. Then she would be forgotten. The only thing that really mattered were the tracks she left in the snow. The breeze gusted then, bringing her the distant whiff of her kittens. Guile’s blood pounded in her veins. Her claws clenched in the snow. The wolf studied her. Her kittens cried out for their mother.

			Guile looked away.

			The young wolf, now a mountain king, lifted his leg and wrote something on the rock. Then he turned and disappeared back into his hills. When she was sure he was gone, Guile climbed to the boulder and read what was there.

			
				I am Blacktail

				who is the death of Hate.

				This is wolf land.

				None other may hunt here.

			

			That was the beginning of it.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Love
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			Blacktail fell in love on a late summer day two years after his mother’s murder. The grass on his hill was long, lush. The trees were in bloom. The breeze smelled clean, if perhaps a tad more pollen-y than he would have liked. Sometimes he could hear the burble of a stream down the hill, fat with snowmelt.

			Blacktail woke—not atypically—to the sound of someone coming to murder him.

			“Hi there!”

			The voice was small, squeaky, but it jolted him out of sleep. That’s close. Too close. His first urge was to charge out, barking and snapping. He resisted. He didn’t so much as stiffen his mane. After a moment he risked a little sniff. His mind raced. He strained his ears to identify the source of the sound. Last night he slept in the den that his mother had dug. He didn’t always—bad memories—but it was a good spot, safe and isolated. There were only two ways to approach it.

			They’re coming from the south.

			The speaker’s voice was familiar, but not immediately recognizable. After a moment it came to him. That’s Apple. Apple was a fattish chipmunk from a burrow a goodish ways downhill. Chipmunks rarely ventured far from their bolt-holes. What’s he doing here?

			But—another sniff—Apple was not alone. This other one smelled deep and musty, with hints of old moss, of rot. A small twig snapped under the weight of an enormous foot.

			Blacktail’s heart sank. That, he thought, is a bear.

			“Quiet,” the bear hissed. “You’ll wake him.”

			“Him?” Apple said. “Whoever might you mean? I’m so confused.”

			Apple was many things—slovenly, obnoxious, a glutton and thief—but he wasn’t dumb. What’s he playing at? Blacktail risked cracking an eyelid, just enough to see through the jutting branches of the deadfall where he slept. The two of them stood about a hundred yards away in a rocky clearing surrounded by long summer grass. The bear—who was very big indeed—cocked his head at the den.

			“Oh! Right!” Apple made a show of putting his forepaws over his mouth. “Wouldn’t want to wake him. He’s a terror, that one.”

			The bear took a step closer. He’s quiet, for one so large. And he was approaching from downwind. He’ll come from the right, through that little gap in the brush. With the next step, Blacktail saw that the bear was favoring his left front paw a little. If I can—

			“So, what do you want with the wolf?” Apple said.

			The bear froze, one paw hovering a few inches above the grass. He swiveled his head back to Apple, glaring.

			“If you’ve come for a chat, you’ll have better luck around noon,” Apple said. “He likes to sleep in sometimes. And he’s grumpy when he wakes up. In case you didn’t know.”

			“I’m not here for a chat.” The bear’s voice was a cross between a hiss and a roar.

			“What, the—Oh.” Apple’s eyes went wide. “Wow. I understand. You’re going to eat…him?”

			The bear didn’t answer. He turned back to the den, resumed his methodical plod. He’s about three times my size, Blacktail thought.

			“You came in from the south, right?” Apple said. “That valley, down yonder? With all the caribou and whatnot?”

			The bear was either an idiot or exasperated enough with Apple to interrupt his stalk. He stopped, then reared back on his hind legs. “What does it matter? Hmm?”

			“It’s only that, if you’d come from the west…”

			“What?”

			“Well, you’d have…seen.”

			The bear had grown irritated enough to abandon any attempt at silence. Apple had that effect. “Seen what? Exactly?”

			He has to know I’m listening, Blacktail thought. He has to. He considered. Well…maybe. A creature that size could sometimes get away with being deeply stupid.

			“The Forest of Bones,” Apple said.

			“I’m sorry. What?”

			“The. Forest. Of Bones.” Apple spoke slowly, as if to a rather dull kitten. “That’s what we call it. Chipmunks, I mean.”

			“We’re in the fucking woods,” the bear said. “Perhaps you’ve noticed. There’s often forests here in the forest. It’s common.”

			“I’m aware. But not like this.”

			The bear drew in a deep breath, blew it out slowly. “Like what, then? Exactly?”

			Apple looked heavenward. “The bones—they loom. There’s thousands of them. Acres. Of bones. As far as the eye can see. Hence, ‘Forest of Bones.’ ” He paused. “Although, I’ll admit you’re a lot taller than we. Perhaps it’s not quite so impressive at your height. Though it’s still quite a sight. Sepulchral, like.”

			“I’m a bear. I like dead things. I make them myself, quite often.”

			“Not like this,” Apple repeated. “I’m telling you, there’s a lot. Like, a lot a lot. More than you’d think. Have you heard of a lynx who went by the name of Hate?”

			“Can’t say as I have.”

			“He was the first,” Apple said. “Probably still out there, somewhere…at, you know…the bottom of the pile.”

			“Of the Forest,” the bear said.

			“Yes.”

			“Of Bones.”

			“Yes.”

			“I’m assuming that means there were others? In this pile? That came after the lynx, I mean?”

			“Oh yes. Many. Many-many.”

			“Lynx, I assume?”

			“A few, yes. But only a few. Hate was thought to be the fiercest of them. After Blacktail made such short work of him, the other lynx…Well, I suppose they found pressing business elsewhere. But then…”

			“Get on with it.”

			“Word gets around,” Apple said. “This hill right here”—Apple stamped one tiny foot to illustrate—“is prime hunting ground. A lot of beasts would like to claim it. I imagine that’s why you’re here, come to think of it.”

			“I’m just out for a stroll.”

			“Hmm. Well, not long after the lynx, the cougars came—I forget how many, but quite a few. Everyone was sure that would be the end of the little wolf cub, but…nope.” The little chipmunk leaned forward. “Can you guess what happened to them?”

			“Forest of Bones?”

			“Precisely. Then a wolverine, then wolverines—plural, I mean, several of them. All at once, like. Then a pack of wild dogs, then something called a honey badger—”

			“A what?”

			Apple wagged his tail. “Many of us wondered the same thing. They’re from the Deep South, apparently. Do you know what a zoo is?”

			“No.”

			“It’s a place men make. They—Well, never mind. Not important. But the honey badger said he’d been kidnapped as a cub. He was a fierce little fellow, I’ll give him that. He probably came as close as anyone—which was not very close, but still, he put up a good account of himself before…well. Forest of Bones.”

			“I see,” the bear said. “I’m sure this fellow was quite the scrapper. And the rest as well. I myself make a point of being polite to cougars. However…”

			“Yes?”

			“I notice that you didn’t mention any bear in that list.”

			“No?”

			“I was listening closely.”

			“Sorry,” Apple said. “My bad. Yes. There were bears as well. Four that I’m sure of. Possibly others.”

			The bear pondered this for a moment. “But not—”

			“Yes. Grizzlies.” Apple paused. “Grizzlies not unlike yourself, come to think of it. Perhaps a tad larger.”

			“So you’re saying that one over there”—the bear glanced at Blacktail’s den—“killed all of them?”

			“Yes.”

			“And he did this by himself? Alone?”

			“Yes.”

			“I see.” The bear stared at him. “Wolves are pack hunters, you know.”

			Apple flicked one tiny paw over the other, brushing away something small and insignificant. “If you don’t believe me, you’re welcome to ask the other bears.”

			“Hmm.”

			“Would you like to meet him? I can introduce the two of you if you like.”

			“You two know each other?”

			“We’re acquainted,” Apple said. “He’s tried to eat me a couple of times.”

			“Ah.”

			Apple got down on all fours and set off uphill, toward the den. The bear didn’t move. After a few steps Apple stopped, looked back over his shoulder. “You coming?”

			“Ah…” The bear looked over his shoulder, back the way he had come. “Not today. I’m getting a tad…um…”

			“Sleepy?” Apple suggested.

			“Yes,” the bear said. “That’s exactly it.”

			“Very wise,” Apple said. “You’ve got to stay rested if you want to keep your health. How about tomorrow?”

			“Can’t tomorrow,” the bear said. “I’m busy.”

			“Well…perhaps another time, then.”

			“Yes. Perhaps.”

			“It’s been a pleasure meeting you,” Apple said. “Swing by anytime!”

			“I’ll be sure to.” The bear turned and began to make his way down the hill.

			

			—

			Blacktail waited until the bear was well out of sight. Then he waited a bit longer. Then a bit longer still. When he was fairly sure that he and Apple were alone, he poked his head out of the den.

			Apple was waiting for him on an old, dry branch, regarding a wild blueberry. When he saw Blacktail, he gave it a thoughtful nibble.

			“How is it?” Blacktail said.

			“Not quite ripe,” Apple said. “I’ll swing back by in a few days.”

			“Do that,” Blacktail said. Then, after a moment, “Forest of Bones. Fo-rest of Bones. Really? Really?”

			“Damn right.” Apple put his fur up in fake terror. “Oooh. Scary.”

			“What if that…that…” He strained for a word. “That…thing…what if it…?”

			“It’s called a bear!” Apple said merrily. “A grizzly!”

			“I know what it’s called. I’ve seen bear before…once or twice.” He paused. “Are they usually that big?”

			“Not usually, no,” Apple said. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

			“What if he goes out to the east?” Blacktail said. “To check it out for himself, like. There is no Forest of Bones.”

			Apple flicked his tail. “I’m aware.”

			“So what am I to do, then?”

			“I’m sure you’ll come up with something. Die, most likely. Or flee—though I wouldn’t necessarily recommend it. Have you seen one of those things run? They’re surprisingly spry. I saw one of them run down a buck deer.” Apple considered. “Yes. You’d most likely die, I should think.”

			Blacktail growled, just a little. “I fought a black bear. Once.”

			Apple blinked. “You did not. I’d have heard.”

			“I did.”

			“Who are you talking ab—Wait. Wait, wait. Do you mean Patricia?”

			“I believe that was her name, yes.”

			“You didn’t fight her,” Apple said. “The two of you exchanged insults. From a distance.”

			“And she fled,” Blacktail said.

			“She didn’t flee. She went to save one of her cubs. The wee little darling was drowning itself in the stream over yonder.”

			“Well, she left.”

			Apple sighed. “Okay. Fine. Yes. You’re very tough.”

			“Speaking of streams”—Blacktail stretched his back, yawned—“do you fancy some water? I’m thirsty.”

			“Thanks, but no. I’ve got to get back to the burrow. Those acorns aren’t going to hide themselves. Kits to feed and all that.”

			“Suit yourself.”

			Blacktail looked off in the direction of the departing bear, thinking. “Did you get a look at that bear? The size of it?”

			“Indeed. Healthy specimen.”

			“Apple?”

			“Hmm?”

			“Are they…are they all like that? Grizzlies, I mean?”

			“Well, I haven’t met them all,” Apple said, “but from the ones I’ve seen, yes. That’s the general range.”

			The two of them looked at each other. “Right. Well, that’s it. I’m off. Got quite a thirst all of a sudden.”

			“I imagine,” Apple said. “That’ll happen when you wet yourself.”

			“Hmph.”

			“You be careful out there,” Apple said. “There’s lots of scary things in the woods.”

			“I will.” And then, before he disappeared over the ridgeline, he called, “Apple?”

			“Yes?”

			“Thank you.”

			ii

			Blacktail went to the stream at least once a day, but he tried to vary the path he took. Partly this was caution. But he also liked to cast about for scent poems left by the wolves who had lived here before him. By now he’d read most of them more than once, but they soothed an ache he felt when he went out to hunt alone. Today he got lucky and found a few he hadn’t read under a fallen tree:

			
				Lord Claw rules this land

				and he is great.

			

			Next to it in a female scent he read:

			
				Lady Render rules Lord Claw.

				Who is greater?

			

			Blacktail snickered. There were a couple more in the series, but the rain had gotten to them. He couldn’t make them out. But at the far end of the log he found this one in the scent of Lady Render:

			
				…lone now.

				As with the sunset

				so the coming of men.

			

			Blacktail frowned, disturbed. Alone now? What happened to Claw? But he was used to unanswered questions. At the stream he drank deeply. When his belly was full, he walked over to a nice patch of sunshine, sniffed around in a circle a couple of times, and lay down for a quick nap.

			Sometime later a bright summer breeze rolled in from the west carrying a faint whiff of mule deer. His nostrils flared. Don’t get too excited, he thought. There won’t be any fawns about this time of year. He wasn’t quite hungry enough to have a go at a full-grown buck. But a doe…

			His stomach rumbled. Yawning, he raised his head and looked around to take the lay of the land. About a hundred yards downwind, there was a steepish hill—not quite the highest point in sight…but high enough. And convenient. Maybe go up there? Have a sniff?

			There were, he knew, flatlands to the west…but that was a place of men. At night, you could see the sky glow in the distance. Men. That reminded him of his mother. He flinched at the memory of her—gunshots—and hated himself for it.

			Blacktail stood, shook himself off, and trotted off upwind.

			The hill was steeper than he would have liked, with a couple of slippery spots. But deer are very tasty, especially this time of year—by the end of summer they will toughen up. So he made his way up without killing himself.

			At the top you could see for miles. Mostly it was flatlands broken up by a few thin lines of forest. There were no deer in sight, but he did see a mother moose with her calves.

			The next time the wind rose he raised his head into it, drew the scents in deep, surrendered himself to them. No deer. In the valley below, the mother moose gave him a suspicious look, then moved between him and her calves.

			Another gust. He sniffed again, deeper this time. Still no deer.

			Well…shit. All that climbing for—

			Then…something. Something new. His mind went blank, all thought driven from him. He’d never felt anything like this. The only thing roughly comparable was a time last winter when he’d fallen off the bank of a lake and broken through the crust of ice below. The cold had usurped his mind even as it blasted the air from his lungs.

			What. The. Fuck.

			This wasn’t cold, though. This was something else…something good. Whatever it was stirred in him an entirely new feeling—something like hunger, perhaps? That was the closest he could think of. Yes. It’s not unlike hunger….

			He focused on his stomach, but that wasn’t quite right. It’s…what? A bit lower than my belly.

			Just between his hind legs.

			When the wind rose, he sniffed again. He couldn’t have stopped himself even if he had wanted to. He set out upwind, not quite sprinting but not wasting any time, either. As it happened, his path took him past an old scent poem of his mother’s that concerned itself with the relationship between wisdom and caution. He darted past it without so much as a sniff.

			All that afternoon he trotted to and fro, casting about for the scent. By midafternoon he was farther south than he had ever been. At first he tried to deny the obvious, but by twilight he was forced to admit the truth to himself. The scent came from somewhere beyond the black path that marked the farthest edge of his forest.

			It came from the land of men.

			Despite the extreme urgency rising from his nether regions, the black path gave him pause. The path was known to all creatures of the forest as the hunting ground of Car, who was the most furious and insane demon of the two-legs.

			Blacktail didn’t know much about Car personally. But word gets around. He had heard enough to be cautious. For one thing, the squirrels had consecrated a death cult in Car’s honor. That in itself was no great distinction—squirrels love nothing so much as a good death cult—but unlike most predators, Car would not be appeased. The squirrels seemed to take this as a challenge.

			Every night was the same. When the moon came up and the cicadas buzzed, the wails of the chosen squirrel and his family rang out. Then came the blubbering terror, the roar of Car, and finally silence. The noise kept Blacktail up nights. Whether the offerings went on to the Far Hill, or the Happy Grassland, or whatever afterlife was in fashion that week was, he supposed, debatable. But from a practical standpoint, the squirrels were wasting their time. Not only was Car not appeased by the sacrifices, it didn’t even seem to notice.

			Curious to see the altar of sacrifice, Blacktail sniffed his way up and down the road for a few minutes. He found the scent of rot next to a stand of tall grass and pushed through for a better look. Seeing what lay beyond, he had to stifle a gasp. It’s one thing to hear about it, but…

			Flattened squirrel corpses lay all along Car’s black path, rotting and uneaten. Had they been fresh, they would have been enough to fill Blacktail’s belly for a full winter. At least.

			But more than the sheer number, the pointlessness and the brutality were what stung him. These bodies had not been shown the respect of a hunter for his prey. They had only been destroyed. One in particular caught his eye. From the ribs down to about the middle of the tail, the squirrel’s body was squashed flat. Its guts had been squeezed up into its torso, bloating it. The little beast’s eyes had popped from their sockets. Now they dangled on stalks of about the length of Blacktail’s foreclaws. Why in the name of hell would it do that? Blacktail wondered. Is that supposed to be funny? Is this thing insane?

			He noticed some larger parts among the mangled corpses. That’s too big for a squirrel. He sniffed the air, careful not to set foot on the path. Possum. He frowned. Possums were crazy enough in their own way—among other things, each spring they held a Festival of Dung and seemed surprised when few chose to attend—but they didn’t tend toward religious nuttery the way squirrels did. But here it was, smooshed with the rest.

			This Car…must be terrible indeed.

			Blacktail wasn’t afraid, exactly, but it would be fair to say that the carnage arrayed before him made him feel more cautious than usual. Bite this, he thought. I’ll stay out of Car’s way if he stays out of mine. He turned around and slipped back into his forest.

			Likely that would have been the end of it, were it not for a chance breeze that carried another whiff of the smell that had originally brought him here. It was stronger this time. He was sure of it. For just a moment the rot and decay fell away. The smell woke some deep part of him that longed for…what? He had no language for it. In his mind he knew nothing of mating, of family, of the warmth a pack may share on a cold winter night. But his bone and blood knew enough that turning back was no longer a real possibility.

			Blacktail closed his eyes. He made himself still, calmed his heartbeat, and listened for Car. When he was sure that he detected no hint of its roar, the thrum of road that you felt underfoot when one was close, he stood up and darted across the path.

			Thus did Blacktail enter the dominion of the two-legs, also known as men.
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			Before very many steps he was in the thick of it. Man-stink lay over everything. That was bad enough—every so often he had to stifle a gag. But the shapes he saw here were even worse. The things of men dotted the landscape, each rigid and regular in a way that correct things, proper things, things that grow cannot be. It was terrible to his eyes.

			But Blacktail was young. His lust would not be denied. As the sun sank he worked his way deeper into the unnatural world. He was careful. He moved in a series of quick, silent dashes, paused, then moved again. It was slow going, but by the time the moon was up, he found himself in the shadow of yet another unfathomable thing of men.

			He gaped up at it for a while. Well, he thought. That certainly is…something. It was tall and smooth, made of small red…stones? Perhaps. But the red stones were identical in size and shape, which is unusual for rocks.

			The pile itself seemed to do nothing besides block his way. He sniffed it, then gave an experimental nibble. It baffled him on many levels—not just what it was or how it came to be, but what purpose it might possibly serve. It didn’t feel dangerous, exactly—at least not immediately—but it made him uneasy.

			Still…whatever it was, the scent that drew him here lay behind it. She’s not a wolf, he thought. But, oh dear lord, that smell. And the hunger he felt was not to be denied.

			He concealed himself in the shadow of a bush and knelt beside the red stone. “Ah. Excuse me?” he barked politely. “Is anyone there?”

			The response was immediate and furious. “Here? Did you say here?” The answering bark was indeed canine. She sounded a little cranky. His tail drooped at the sound of it. “Yes. I’m here. Of course I am. But the question is, why are you? I’ve told you drooling inbred fleabags that I’m not interested in being wooed by mangy-ass trash bandits. Go…away!”

			“I—”

			“Oh, so you’re deaf as well as stupid? Lovely. I’m sure you’d make a fine father. If your sister’s busy, go bugger a knothole.”

			Blacktail blinked, paused a moment, and tried again. “May I—”

			“Are you still there? I tell you what—why don’t you save us both some time and bite off your own prick?” Then she muttered, “Prick.”

			“Beg pardon?”

			“No. I’m completely serious. If you can manage it, I’ve no doubt that your service to your breed will be rewarded in the afterlife.”

			Blacktail cocked his head. He stared at the wall, horny and puzzled.

			“Have you gone away? No? Yes? Perhaps even died? Could I be so fortunate? Helloooo?”

			Blacktail sighed, then crouched low and sprang up the stack of red rock. He could not leap high enough to clear it, but he caught his forepaws on the top. After a few moments of mad scrabble with his hind legs he cleared the top, only to tumble over himself and land with a thud that knocked his breath away.

			The world grayed out for a moment.

			When his vision cleared, he stared up at the sight of beauty such as he had never known. A great she-dog was padding toward him, cautious but not afraid. She was his size, give or take. Her coat was pure black. Muscles rippled beneath her fur when she moved, rolled like waves, glinting in the moonlight. Blacktail opened his mouth to speak but found he could not.

			I have never seen anyone so beautiful.

			“Just who do you think you are?” she spat. “Hop back on over that fence lest I bite you about the ass and hindquarters. You shouldn’t be—Say…”

			Now she stood over him. The scent of her drifted down like spring sunlight after a winter storm. She gave his rear end a quick sniff. Her nose was cold. It tickled. He wasn’t used to the greeting of equals after his long time alone on the hill. His eyes popped open wide, and only with great effort was he able to stifle a giggle.

			Mercifully, her head popped back into view after only a moment or two. Blacktail rolled over and got his feet under him.

			She backed up a step to watch him stand. “You’re not a dog,” she said suspiciously.

			“Um, no.” The sight of her in motion washed away all thought. He stammered for a few moments, finally managing, “I’m Blacktail.” And her tail. Oh dear god, her tail. “Hello.”

			“Are you a wolf?”

			“Half wolf,” he said. His own voice sounded distant to him. His nostrils flared. Dear sweet god, what is that smell?

			“Half wolf, you say?” She sniffed him over again, more carefully this time. “My, you are a big one,” she said. This time her nostrils flared a bit as well. “Where are you from? Not around here, that’s certain.” She went around to his hindquarters. “May I?”

			“Hmm?” Blacktail had his tail tucked between his legs. He raised it now. “Oh. Of course.”

			Her nose was cold, but at the same time, the best thing he’d ever felt. With embarrassment so deep it bordered on horror, Blacktail realized his prick was poking out. It was poking out quite a ways, actually.

			She didn’t seem to mind, though. After a moment she moved back around to face him. Her chain clanked as she moved. “I think I’d remember if I had seen you before.”

			His tail drooped back down. “I, ahem, that is to say, I have traveled from the far hill where I live. It has no name that I know of.”

			“And your master? He lets you roam freely?”

			“You mean my pack lord?” He was honestly puzzled. “I don’t, ah, have one. As such.”

			“Beg pardon?”

			“There’s only me.” His tail had somehow progressed from “droopy” to “tucked between his hind legs.” He raised it back up now, twitched it once—just a little—then went back to the defensive posture. “I am the whole of my pack.”

			“Let me make sure I’m understanding this properly,” she said. “You live in the woods. By yourself.”

			“Yes.”

			“What about food?”

			“Food?”

			“Yes. Food. How do you eat?”

			“Ah…well…When I get hungry, I go out and eat something. Several somethings, if they’re little.”

			“You’re a hunter?”

			She sounds impressed, Blacktail thought, honestly confused. He had known no other way of life. But his erection cranked up another notch. “Yesss…?” he said, cautious. “That’s pretty much it.”

			“Hmph. A likely story.” She considered for a moment. “Let us pretend for a moment that I am dumb enough to believe you. What would bring a wild hunter to this place?”

			“When standing on my hill, I caught a…a scent. It was…”

			“Ohhhh…Oh, I begin to understand. Yeah. That was me.” She twitched her rump. Seeing this, Blacktail began to pant. His knees trembled a bit. “It is my time. For mating.” She wiggled her hindquarters again. His vision went blurry. “You know about mating, right?”

			“I, ah, that is to say…no.”

			She looked at him for a moment and saw that he wasn’t kidding. “Wow. You really are from the woods, aren’t you?”

			Blacktail scowled at her. He drew in breath, though he could not immediately think of anything to say.

			“Never mind,” she said. “I’m convinced. You’re too dumb to be lying. Come over here, big fellow. I’ve got a surprise for you.”

			Blacktail held back for a moment, his mind whirling. What am I getting myself into?

			Sensing his hesitation, she turned around and smiled at him over her shoulder. She lifted her tail. At the sight, Blacktail’s erection rose up, eclipsing rational thought.

			A moment later they were husband and wife.

			

			—

			When the mating was done, they dozed beside each other in the clover, cuddling and saying nice things, the way one does at such times. She was scratching her back against the dirt when the setting sun caught the long, supple piece of metal attached to her collar. It was shiny. When she scratched, a bit of it reflected sun into his eyes.

			“Can I ask you something?”

			“No.”

			When Blacktail didn’t argue, she rolled over and nudged him with her nose. “Oh, for gosh sakes. I’m kidding. Of course you can. Ask me anything.”

			He nuzzled the chain. It stretched from her neck to a metal stick pounded in the ground.

			“What’s this thing?”

			“Seriously?” She seemed surprised. He didn’t answer.

			“Oh, right,” she said. “I forget you’re not from around here. No disrespect, you understand.”

			“None taken. It’s just…this place takes some getting used to.”

			“Yes. I imagine so. I’ll keep that in mind. Or try to. But to answer your question, that is the leash of my collar. My two-legs tied it around my neck…god, ages ago. I hardly notice it anymore.”

			Blacktail nibbled at it, experimentally, with his small front teeth. Nothing. After a couple of tries he positioned it on his back teeth, as if he were cracking a femur. “Ow,” he said after he tried biting down. “Shit. Ow.”

			She wagged her tail grimly. “Yeah, probably don’t do that again. It’s tougher than it looks. I broke a tooth on one when I was younger.”

			When he spit it out, the chain links clinked. The sound wasn’t unpleasant. It pissed him off, nonetheless. “How do you run with this thing on?”

			“Run?” She blinked. “Mostly I don’t. I’m pretty sure that’s the whole point.” She cast her eyes down. “I slipped free a couple of times. When I was younger. But it angers them”—she glanced over at the man-den behind her—“a lot. Quite a lot, actually.”

			Blacktail sat up and perched on his elbows. Her chain was short. He’d been too distracted to notice earlier, but the boundaries of her world were plain to see. The length of the chain traced a circle of stony gray earth. She can run from this end to that, he realized. Then, if she likes, she can run back again.

			Beyond that circle of stony earth lay all of the world, bounded by the lush grass of summer.

			But it was worse than that.

			She has no den, he realized. No shelter. Not even much of a sleeping hole. His mind flashed back to the last storm of winter, just before the full moon. It was a bad one, the kind where even bunnies stuck to their burrows. It went on for days. He’d been chilly, yes. But in his mother’s den the wind was broken by the deadfall. Curled in Mother’s old sleeping hole was—well, not cozy…but warm enough. But here…on her chain…there’s nowhere to take shelter when the wind bites deep.

			“Where do you sleep when the snow comes?”

			She cocked her head, confused. “I mean…right here-ish? Or sometimes over there, beside the wall.” She nodded toward the wall, then at the shallow sleeping hole near the end of her chain. “It depends on the wind. If it’s from the south here, from the north there…you get the idea.” She rested her head on her forepaws. “It’s comfortable enough, I suppose. For the most part. But every now and then I wish they’d let me stay in House. It—”

			“House?”

			“Hmm? Oh.” She nodded at the pile of wood and stone just beyond the length of her chain. “That thing over there. That’s what they call it.” She settled in, crossed her forepaws, and lay her head on them. “Aaah.”

			Blacktail looked at the den of her masters. Not that it was a proper den—something like a cave, or perhaps a sleeping hole under a deadfall—But it filled the same need as a den. This is where they sleep, he thought. It is where they go to feel safe. He studied the thing—tracked its straight and unnatural lines, sniffed its muddled morass of chemicals, oily food, man-stink…perfume…other things as well. He was close enough to feel the warmth of it, not quite so intense as a living beast, but more than a rock or a tree. As he watched something inside, the walls clattered. A moment later, laughter. Man. Woman. A young-ish child.

			Very well then, Blacktail thought. House. He didn’t quite snarl, but something in him stirred.

			Her head perked up. “What’s the matter?”

			“Hmm?” He turned back to her. “Sorry. I was just thinking.”

			“Do tell.”

			Blacktail was new to courtship, but he had good instincts for a scrap. He took a long breath, turned back to face her, wagging his tail in wide, slow arcs. “I was thinking that my wife should not be bound like this.”

			“Oh? Oh really?” She stood up, pulled away from him. “Well. Well. I’m terribly sorry. Just, oodles of sorry. Tell me, O Woodsy Stranger, how shall I redress this wrong? How shall I best alter my life to suit you?”

			“You should come with me,” Blacktail said. “I’ve got a great hill. Top notch, really. Everyone says so. There’s plenty of game, a nice clean stream—mountain runoff, you know, very fresh. Everybody loves it there. Why, just this morning some jerk came by and—”

			“Me? Me. Starving in the woods, a common trash bandit? Ha! See here, country pup—you’re a nice lay. Annnnd…I won’t deny you’re easy on the eyes. But you presume a lot.”

			Blacktail stood and glared down at her. He was at least a head taller than she. His eyes flashed in the moonlight. “My mother killed for that hill,” he said. “Many times. I have, too. I am no trash bandit.” He turned to go.

			“Wait!” she said. “Please, wait.” Her tone was softer now. “I’m sorry. Really. My mouth works a lot quicker than my brain. My mother always said so.”

			Blacktail stopped. After a moment he turned back to her, twitched his tail once. “It’s fine.”

			“Is it?”

			“Yes. Really. But I should still go. The sun will be up soon. I doubt that your two-legs would welcome me here. Or—who knows—maybe they would?” He showed his teeth in a way that frightened her a bit. “They might try to put me on a leash.”

			She considered this. “I see your point. That probably wouldn’t end well.”

			“No. Probably not.”

			“Very well. Go. But will you return? This evening? I really am sorry for offending you.”

			Blacktail smiled, his nostrils flaring at her scent. “Tell me your name, then.”

			“My mistress calls me Renren.”

			Blacktail didn’t much care for the sound of the two-legs’ name on this fine creature, but that was hardly her fault. “A pretty name.”

			“See you this evening, then?”

			He wagged his tail, then bounded over the garden wall and back into the wild.

			

			—

			On the way back to his den Blacktail stopped for a quick lunch in the woods. Perhaps not coincidentally, he found himself in the mood for squirrel. Bite you, Car. Afterward he lay down to sleep, but found that he could not. His home seemed emptier than it had when he woke the day before. The memory of Renren’s scent weighed on his mind. I will visit her when the moon rises, he thought. Best not to appear too eager.

			He managed to wait until late afternoon before setting out. By twilight he lay hidden in a patch of brush, staring at her den with his head on his paws and a wistful grin on his face. When it was dark—just—he picked up the rabbit he had brought her and hopped the wall again.

			“Back so soon?” she said. Her tone was cool. His heart fell for a moment. Then he noticed that her tail was swishing back and forth fast enough to create a breeze.

			“I, er, brought you something,” he said gruffly.

			“Oh?” She sniffed the rabbit. “Thanks, but I just ate.” She indicated the bowl of food-rocks beside her sleeping hole.

			He poked his nose in the bowl, gave it a sniff, and stifled a gag. How can she eat that stuff? When he looked up, Renren’s eyes were fixed on the rabbit and a thick runner of drool hung from the side of her mouth.

			“Well, if you don’t want it…” he said.

			“No! That is, I, ah…Oh, give me that.” She shouldered him aside and snapped up the rabbit. “Not bad,” she allowed. “A bit crunchy”—here she snapped a leg bone—“but a good flavor.” She chewed the haunch, her eyes widening when its juices slipped down her throat. “Honestly, it’s better than good.” Then, grudgingly, “Thank you. You caught it yourself?”

			“I did.”

			“Do you hunter types always eat so well?”

			“Well…the winters can get a little lean,” he admitted, “but mostly I do well enough. If you like that, you should taste the deer. Unbelievable.” He nuzzled her belly, sniffing playfully, and she giggled.

			“Renren?”

			“Yes?”

			“Your scent seems different tonight. It is…more complex. Richer.”

			“Is it?” She smiled. “I thought it might be my imagination. My mum said it usually takes longer.”

			“Said what usually takes longer?”

			“You really don’t know?”

			He only looked at her, clearly baffled.

			“I’m pregnant. In a few moons’ time little dogs will crawl out of me, as with my mother, and hers before.”

			He blinked. “You’re making that up.”

			She laughed. “No, not at all. This is how it is done, or so I am told. You are a father now, Blacktail.”

			“What, me?” He thought about it for a moment, then wagged his tail. “Puppies, you say?”

			“This pleases you?”

			“Yes, it pleases me. Yes. Very much.”

			“Then come to me,” she said, and presented herself to him again.

			In this manner they passed the evenings of the autumn together. Most nights Blacktail brought her a mouse or a possum or a squirrel, and told her about life on his hill. Perhaps, he suggested, she might come to visit him there? She might find it to her liking. It was, he sometimes opined, a decent place to raise a family.

			Renren always objected, saying that she could not climb the wall, or that she would be cold in winter, or it was an awfully long way to walk. But they both knew the real reason was that she had spent her whole life as a slave, and the world beyond the wall frightened her.

			One afternoon, as Renren lay waiting for Blacktail in her garden, a squirrel ventured down from his tree to gather fruit. The fact that they were old acquaintances—his name was Fatcheeks—and he had often been her only companion did not, in Renren’s mind, relieve her of her fundamental duty to attempt to eat him when the opportunity presented itself. So she pretended to nap, and when he was close enough, she bounded after him.

			There was never any real chance of catching him—if nothing else, she was by now very pregnant. But Fatcheeks was polite enough to run away as if truly frightened, and Renren bounded after him, her ears flopping in the breeze. It was a good game—until her chain snapped her back.

			Suddenly and without warning, she was furious. Is this what you want for your puppies? she asked herself. Life on a chain? Afraid to go out into the world because they have known no other way? She turned and snapped at her chain, gnawing at it until her gums bled. You are contemptible, she thought. You deserve to be a slave.

			Fatcheeks watched her from a safe distance, confused and, touchingly, a little worried.

			iv

			That night, when Blacktail asked her to go with him, she agreed. “But it has to be tomorrow,” she added.

			“What? Why not tonight?”

			She met his gaze. “The child of this house has been kind to me on occasion—he plays chewtoy with me, and once there was a pork chop. I would give him a last kiss before I go.”

			“But…it will not understand….”

			“You do not know them as I do,” she said. “They are strange and sometimes cruel, true enough. But in their essence, their nature, they are not so different from us. They breathe. They mate. I think they may even love. I owe them this much.”

			“Very well, then,” Blacktail said. “Tomorrow.” As the sun broke over the horizon he leapt once again over the garden wall.

			All that day he waited in the small patch of forest behind the den. He tried to sleep, but the joy in his heart was such that he could do nothing but stare at the walls and dream of the days to come. They would live on his hill. She would give birth to a litter of strong pups, and he would teach them all to hunt. In time they might even spread to other hills, and…

			Blacktail broke off from his ruminations. A female two-legs, one of those that walked in a stinking cloud of flowers and rosewood, was dragging Renren toward the black and gaping mouth of Car. Blacktail started toward them with a growl, thinking that she was being sacrificed.

			Renren had been watching for this, and she stopped him with a single bark. “I don’t know what she’s about, but don’t worry,” she yelled. “We do this from time to time. Car is harmless, and the smells are fun. Be patient a little while longer.”

			Blacktail paused for a moment in an agony of indecision, then crouched back down. In a few moments Car had carried her away.

			All that morning and afternoon he waited. He didn’t move from his ditch. He hardly dared to breathe. He wasn’t one to embrace despair at the slightest setback, but he could feel it stalking him, huge and nightmarish, as he hunkered alone and helpless among the stinks of men.

			In the midafternoon Car returned. It puked out the two-legs, and a moment later Renren as well. Blacktail breathed a huge sigh of relief, then rolled over and showed his belly to the warm sun, scratching himself against the twigs and grass in celebration. He did not see how slowly Renren moved, nor hear her soft whines as her mistress led her from the darkness of house and attached her to her chains. He bolted off to find food and water, confident that the worst was over.

			Just after darkness fell, he leapt over the wall and into the back garden. “Hello, beautiful!” he shouted. “Are you ready—” He broke off. Inside the wall, the scent of her pain was clear. Renren did not stir as he approached.

			Blacktail trotted over silently. “Renren?” he asked, and then again, “Renren?” Still she did not wake.

			He sniffed her belly. There was a long wound there. Enough to die of, he thought. The terror of it set a cold stream flowing through his veins. There was no blood, and he could not see her guts, but still…

			And there was something else. He could no longer smell the litter within her belly. My puppies, he thought, burrowing his nose in gently, so gently, trying to catch the scent of them, but it was no use. Whatever else might have happened to her, his children were gone.

			“Blacktail?” Renren asked, stirring finally at the touch of his cold nose.

			“I’m here.”

			“I’m sorry, Blacktail.”

			“Was it the two-legs? Did they do this to you?”

			“Yes…no…I don’t know. The female took me to another den, the den of pokes-with-metal-sticks. I’ve been there before. It stings a bit, but I never thought it was dangerous…but this time, I got so sleepy, as if I’d run all day. Then when I woke up they—they were, my puppies were…”

			“There’s nothing you could have done. Men are powerful and—and I think they may be quite mad. Can you move?”

			“I’ll try.” And indeed, she was able to stand, but she grunted with the effort. Her legs shook like a newborn deer’s.

			“Lay back down.”

			“But—”

			“Lay back down. You’re in no condition to walk, much less jump the wall. You need food. Rest.”

			“No. I will go with you, to your—”

			“Yes, and I will take you. But there’s plenty of time for that when you’re well. Sleep now. I’ll watch over you until the sun comes.”

			“Very well.” Blacktail licked her wound until she slept, then lay with her for a time in the garden.

			“It’s all right,” he murmured to himself. “We’re both young. If we like, we can have another litter. Everything will be fine.” Renren made no answer. The smell of blood was thick on her belly.

			Blacktail lay beside her all that night, studying the House of men with his hunter’s eyes.

			v

			When the morning light was high and he could hear the two-legs stirring in their den, Blacktail leapt out of the garden. Renren’s weakness terrified him, but he could think of no good thing that might come of staying beside her. He felt sure that if her mistress caught them together, she would be punished. He hunted all morning, capturing two fat squirrels and a mouse, that she might regain her strength. That afternoon he returned to the ditch and laid waiting for sunset.

			From there he saw the female come to Renren in the afternoon, bringing her food and water. Renren begged for help, saying, “Please, two-legs. Your magic was flawed. I am hurt inside, where my litter was. I think…I think I may yet bleed.” The two-legs patted her head and did nothing.

			Blacktail leapt the fence as soon as the sun was down. He knew as soon as his feet touched the earth that something was wrong.

			Renren lay silent and still, shackled to her post. Blacktail trotted over to sniff her, whining and averting his eyes. He needed to be certain, but his terror was nearly the equal of his courage. “No,” he said to himself with each step. “No. No. No.” In his deepest mind he heard the thunderous crack of the two-legs’ magic echoing over his hill, smelled the blood drying on his mother’s body. “No, no, oh please, no, no.”

			When at last he was able to scent Renren, he found her cold and dead with her belly full of blood.

			vi

			Blacktail waited until the still hours of the night, when House had been dark for a long time. He slipped into it through a window. Inside, he found himself next to the child, the one who had once brought Renren a pork chop. It was sleeping. He killed it quickly and silently, snapping its neck as it slept.

			When after a few breaths he heard no stirring, Blacktail lifted the body in his jaws. He padded down a long tunnel to the cave where the mother and father slept. He stood in the threshold for a time, their child hanging limp in his jaws. The scent of the man-den was alien. It whispered to him of soft times, warm sleep with a full belly and no fear of what might hunt in the night.

			In one swift leap, Blacktail was up on their bed. As the mother stirred, Blacktail dropped the boy on her chest. The full moon shone in through another window in the wall of the den. In its light the blood of her child dripped thick and black from Blacktail’s fangs.

			“This is what it is to see your puppies die,” he said. He drew back far enough to give her a good look. He paused a moment, breathing rough in the dark, giving her time to take it in.

			He let her scream once, then tore out her throat.

			Her mate woke slower. At first that one was confused, by the scream, the weight on the bed, the scents of blood and wolf. But he collected himself quickly enough—self-preservation, perhaps. While Blacktail murdered the woman, the male rummaged around in a wooden box next to their bed, pulled something out. Blacktail recognized the thing immediately. This one was not so large as the one that had killed Blacktail’s mother…but they all smelled the same. Gun. In the darkness Blacktail bared his teeth. He made the killing sound deep in his throat.

			The male did nothing to aid his dying mate or even his child. He only scrambled to escape. The smell of hot urine filled the room, mingling with the blood. The man’s terror was such that he tripped over himself, fell. Blacktail watched him flail in the dark, thinking of Renren, savoring the moment. A moment later the man made a gunshot.

			The sound of it was like thunder. It illuminated the room. Blacktail reached out to feel what the prey would. He did this instinctively, just as he had done since he was a pup. Sometimes he wondered if it was more than simple imagination.

			In that flash the prey would see my muzzle, curled back over sharp white teeth, ears forward, fur up. The prey would see its dying mate. It would see its dead child.

			Blacktail thought it tried to cry out, but his scream was soundless. Gunshots rang out over and over again, like lightning in a terrible storm.

			Blacktail felt the wind as something passed by his head in the dark. The flash dazzled his eyes. The thunderclaps made his ears ring. The stinking cloud masked the scents of the room. He froze, disoriented and uncertain. There was another flash. This time the strike grazed his fur. Blacktail twisted wildly. It crossed his mind to escape, slip back into the night, go to his hill—and why not? He had seen the man’s face, the silent scream. He was dead now in every way that mattered, or would be, once the terrible sights of this night sank in.

			My work here is done, I think.

			But then—perhaps through one of the fresh holes in the wall—he caught a whiff of Renren. She’s alone, he thought. She’s dead and alone outside in the dark.

			At the thought, a killing rage rose up in his mind, huge and terrible as never before. It eclipsed everything—fear and grief and even love, hiding them all behind a boiling red moon. In that moment he had no need for imagination, or sight, or scent; he reached out with his spirit and knew the two-legs, knew it in his mind as it called on whatever foul god it worshipped for shelter, knew its essence, its soul, tasted it, arrogant and callous and callow, yes, all of that, but now, finally, finally, terrified. It had forgotten, he thought. A lifetime of warmth, of full belly and fearless nights made it forget. But now it remembers.

			This, weak one. This is your place in the hunt.

			Welcome home.

			There in the dark, observed by none, Blacktail smiled.

			He slipped round his prey, off to the side and behind it, making no sound, invisible and unscented. He snapped out, bit down hard on the hand that brought gunshots. The prey’s bones crackled between his jaws. He ripped the flesh from its neck and face and body, eating some, casting some aside, his neck whipping back and forth as he hewed flesh from bone and sent the two-legs on to whatever hell came next for such as it. He rolled in the blood and viscera, triumphant, anointing his shoulders with the scents of conquest. He lifted up his head and screamed, sending his fury beyond the walls of the den, past the sky and out into the heavens beyond.

			

			—

			Half a world away, in the grasses of the Serengeti under the noonday sun, the Old Kitty Mother was taking questions from her acolytes. This coven was mostly lions, and they towered over her. “Instruct us, Mother,” asked one novice. “What is the secret of your courage?” His tone was both sarcastic…and ever so slightly menacing.

			Her lessons that day had been harsh. The Old Kitty Mother was small—men would have called her a house cat—but the true witches among this coven winced at the lion’s impertinence and braced themselves for blood. The Old Kitty Mother was not known for her patience.

			She did not respond. She seemed not to notice. She brushed past him, walked to a nearby boulder, and began to climb. Each time her paw touched rock, the light of the noonday sun receded a bit more. By the time she reached the top, it was black as midnight—blacker, for no stars shone in this sky.

			The lions gathered below her rumbled nervously. The senior apprentices were not worried by the sudden dark or even the strange, chittering sounds now rising up around them. A long acquaintance of her magic had accustomed them to impossible things, but the Old Kitty Mother was purring and swishing her tail with the greatest joy. Even the oldest sea turtles could not remember a world before her, but in all that time no one had ever seen her so pleased.

			“Did you hear that?” She waited a moment, but no one spoke. She glanced up at the moon. It was the same—so far—but she swished her tail with something like glee. “No? None of you? Very well.” She hopped down from the rock. Daylight returned. She walked out into the grass. They knew without asking that she was going somewhere none of them could follow. Just before the grass swallowed her, she turned back to the insolent novice. “Oh—final lesson. One of you asked of my secret?”

			That lion, not so menacing with the memory of darkness upon him, shook his mane in assent.

			“The secret,” she said, “is that there is no secret. Everyone suffers. Some choose to surrender, and some do not. The nature of your courage, the degree of it…these are entirely up to you.”

			With that she was gone, off to stalk something that only she could hear.

			

			—

			Even when they were all dead, Blacktail’s rage was still high. He defiled their corpses, shredding the flesh but eating nothing. When that was done he scattered the pieces throughout house, pissing and shitting as he went, ruining things. He understood that the red moon in his mind would never truly set, but after a time it at least dimmed. When there was nothing left to ruin, he slipped back out into the night.

			Blacktail stood vigil over the body of Renren as he had once done for his mother. For now there was only grief. Once, when he was younger, he had torn out one of his foreclaws while climbing a rock. This felt like that. Everything he touched hurt. When he looked at the wall of the garden, he knew that Renren would not climb it beside him. The memory of his den on the hill was haunted by the ghost of puppies that would never play there. He knew he would never again sniff the breeze without hoping for her scent.

			It crossed his mind then to lie down and wait for the end. Before too long, some two-legs will come and kill me. They kill everything that matters sooner or later. I doubt I’ll even have to wait very long. The idea was not entirely without its attractions. He had seen the look of death many times in the eyes of his prey, and he thought that whatever came next would at least be peaceful.

			The red moon still shone high in his mind, if not quite so bright as before.

			Blacktail stood. He shook the clotting blood from his fur. He crouched to leap the garden wall one last time, then paused. Then, in the first light of dawn, he walked back to the den of men and laid his scent on it, saying:

			
				God may forgive them for this

				but if so

				I will kill Him, too.

			

			The rising sun brought a gray sky and fat snowflakes that clung to his fur. Winter had begun.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				The Son of Snow
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			When Blacktail thudded to the ground on the other side of the wall, he found a gray house cat waiting in the dry grass.

			“Good morning,” the cat said. “Unless you do exactly as I say, you will be deader than moose shit before the sun goes down.” He raised one of his paws, examined it, and licked it thoughtfully.

			Ragged and bloody, Blacktail drew himself up to his full height. His shadow fell over the little cat. The cat did not run, only sat on his haunches and looked up at him with flat yellow eyes. Blacktail considered killing him—for form’s sake, if nothing else—but decided against it. He was bone weary and had no appetite for the blood of cats. “Hmph,” he said, and turned to go.

			“Where are you going, Blacktail?” the cat asked. “Back to your hill? You must not do that. They will surely find you there.”

			Blacktail stopped and looked back over his shoulder. “Who will find me there?” he asked. “And how do you know my name?”

			“Men, of course. They will kill you, you know. They kill everything, sooner or later.” The cat gave his paw another quick lick and put it down, satisfied. “In answer to your second question, your name was given to me by the Old Kitty Mother.” The cat glanced up, gauging Blacktail’s reaction to this last.

			“Who?”

			“You do not know of the Old Kitty Mother?”

			“Never heard of her.”

			“Strange,” the cat said. “She is a great witch, first among cats and—”

			In a flash, Blacktail’s muzzle was a whisker’s length from the cat’s nose, all blood and fangs. “I…eat…cats,” he snarled. “Frequently. With great pleasure.”

			Still, the cat did not run. “I am aware of that,” he said. “You devoured a cousin of mine last spring. Do you recall? Willie? He was a tabby? Pleasant fellow, good sense of humor?”

			Blacktail squinted at him suspiciously and gave a low growl. “I don’t remember,” he said. “You prey types all blur together after a while.”

			“Ah. Of course,” the cat said. “Well. No matter, I suppose. The point is that the Old Kitty Mother is aware of your appetites as well. If you hunger before your long journey, she commands that I am to offer myself as your next meal.”

			“She commands that you—and you do it?” Blacktail blinked and shook his head. “I will never understand cats.”

			“The Old Kitty Mother’s instructions are”—the cat swallowed hard—“somewhat unusual. But there are worse things than death.”

			“I see,” Blacktail said, though he didn’t. Then, after a moment, “Don’t worry yourself, little fellow. I just ate.”

			“Thank you, lord,” the cat said. “I am most pleased to hear this.”

			“What was that you said about a journey? I’m not going anywhere except home.”

			“You really haven’t any idea what you’ve done, do you?”

			Blacktail leaned in close. “Why don’t you explain it to me?” He spoke softly, and displayed more teeth than was strictly necessary.

			The cat didn’t flinch, only glanced over Blacktail’s shoulder at the house. “Did you leave any survivors?”

			“No,” Blacktail said. “I ended their family as they ended mine.”

			“That was wise. When men come, they will not know exactly what manner of creature they seek. But they are clever, and they will find your trail soon enough. When they do…”

			“When they do, I will be the hunted,” Blacktail said grimly. “I take your meaning now.”

			“Lord Hunter, I am not sure that you do.”

			“You have my attention,” Blacktail said. He moved back to a less threatening distance, settled on his haunches. “Speak.”

			The cat swished his tail. “Thank you, lord,” he said. “Let me begin by saying that I do not speak only for myself, but also convey the will and wishes of the Old Kitty Mother. She honors my Lord Hunter, and demands all others treat him in kind. She also, ah…” The cat trailed off.

			“What?”

			“She commands me to apologize.”

			“For what?”

			The cat set his jaw. “These are her words: ‘Lord Hunter, please forgive me for sending this perfumed idiot to act as my messenger. I took his measure some years ago and found him lacking in ways too numerous to list here, but at the moment he is the best that I can do. Had there been more time I would have greatly preferred to send someone worthy into your esteemed presence but alas, I am a bit rushed. Respectfully yours. Et cetera.’ ”

			Blacktail considered this for a moment. “What’s your name, little fellow?”

			“Snooky-Ookums, lord.”

			“Snooky-Ookums, this Old Kitty Mother of yours is something of a terror, isn’t she?”

			“I would rather not say, if you don’t mind.”

			“That’s fine. But feel free to skim over any further humiliations she may have laid on you. I won’t tell.”

			“Thank you, lord.”

			“Don’t mention it. Now, what exactly is this all about?”

			“Lord, the Old Kitty Mother fears that you may underestimate the vengeance of man. Long and long have the two-legs subjugated these lands with none to challenge them. Even the oldest of them have no memory of what it is to be prey. They will not thank you for this reminder, I think.”

			Blacktail offered a thin, cold smile. “Perhaps not.”

			The cat purred. “Perhaps not, indeed. I wonder, what are we to make of you, Blacktail, we cats who no longer hunt? My father lived wild and died wild, but I myself dwell in a house of men. I take their food, sleep in their dens, and in turn they take liberty to soil me with their paws and chastise me when the mood suits them. Oh, it’s survival, true enough. And I suppose it’s small of me to complain when so many suffer worse under their hand, but…sometimes I think of my father. It would be difficult to explain my choice to him, even when there was no real choice at all. Do you see?”

			Blacktail’s eyes narrowed. He wagged his tail once in understanding, though perhaps not sympathy.

			“But tonight the Old Kitty Mother stirred my dreams. She showed me what you have done, and a little of what is to come. I woke to the sound of men screaming as only prey scream. As I drew near to you, I found the scent of their terror on the night breeze. I think that even my masters smelled it. They were uneasy in their rest, though I doubt that they understand why. And my kittens, who might have been proud, ask among themselves ‘What is this strange new thing? What manner of beast is it that dares to hunt man?’ ” The cat shook his head bitterly. “ ‘Dares to hunt man.’ They get it from their mother, no doubt. If I had known what poor heirs she would give me I would have killed her, not mounted her.”

			Blacktail lashed out with his forepaw and slapped the cat across his ribs, hard enough that he bounced off the wooden planks of the fence and yowled in pain.

			“Never say such things,” Blacktail rumbled. “Your kittens are a great gift. No matter what you may think of them, they still carry hope for your bloodline. Many of your betters have not been so fortunate. Remember that.”

			“Apologies, lord,” the cat said quietly. “I meant no offense.”

			Blacktail swished his tail in acknowledgment. “This hunt they raise against me—will it truly be so much?”

			“The Old Kitty Mother believes so. In my dream it was very great indeed. The two-legs rather enjoy coming together against beasts, I think. It reminds them of the old days, when there were more of us to kill. For a slaughter such as this, there will be no limits on their rage. Very soon the hills and valleys will boil with them, and there will be no safe place in all the land.”

			“If the day has come when a two-legs can best me in matters of woodcraft, then perhaps I deserve to die.”

			“Lord, if that were all there were to it, no one doubts that you would conquer. But men have many slave animals, foolish dogs with weak minds but clever noses. Not one of them might match your skill at the hunt, but together…”

			“Ah,” Blacktail said grimly. “I take your meaning. With the noses of dogs guiding the gunshots of the two-legs, the small forests left in this world will become smaller still.” He sighed. “Tell this Old Kitty Mother of yours that I thank her for the warning.”

			“No thanks are necessary. But the Old Kitty Mother also offers her assistance in this matter. If you permit, she might be able to smooth your path a little.”

			“If you think you can help, then by all means do.” Blacktail turned as if to leave, then turned back. “Oh, and cat?”

			“Yes, lord?”

			“Where am I to find this Old Kitty Mother?”

			“Lord, the Old Kitty Mother is not without craft. She encourages you to attend to your own safety. When the time is right, she will find you.”

			“Very well, then,” Blacktail said, and walked away into the snow. His first thought was to head north, back toward home, but then he thought better of it. Not there, he thought. At least…not yet. So instead he turned south. The forests were thinner that way, but…

			I am the hunted now.

			ii

			Even among the other bloodhounds, Rex and Cephus were regarded as having gifted noses. Few spoke as kindly of their brains.

			Rex and Cephus were of the same litter. They had been showing their master, a man they thought of as “Dad,” the true path to his prey since they were pups. At least in their minds, the three of them were a pack. Rex and Cephus acted as the nose and ears. Dad, who understood about gunshots, served as the tooth and claw. They slept on the floor of his den on cloth that bore his scent. When Dad’s mate was away, sometimes he called them into bed with him and they slept together as a pack should, even though it angered his mate greatly.

			Dad woke them before dawn. He was excited; his eyes wild and wide, his hands shaking as he put on their leashes. He licked his lips a couple of times while he gathered up the guns. Cephus thought he’d caught a whiff of horny-scent when he packed them all into the hindquarters of Car. Now they sped along the black path into the foothills where they did most of their hunting.

			“Is it a hunt, do you think?” Rex asked.

			Cephus pondered this. “I guess?” he said, then poked his nose out the window. “Smell that?”

			Rex took a sniff of his own. “Bunny! More than one, I think!”

			“You think that’s what we’re here for?”

			“Could be.”

			“Gosh, I hope it’s a hunt,” Rex said.

			Cephus wagged his tail, remembering how it was to chase fox and deer through the autumn mist, tall grass rustling against his muzzle, his paws wet with morning dew. “Nothing better than a hunt,” he said. “Well, maybe bacon.”

			Car skidded to a stop outside a house. Ah, crap, Cephus thought. Not a hunt, then. Dad opened the hindquarters of Car, and they stepped down onto gravel.

			“Do you smell that?” Cephus whined, suddenly uneasy.

			“The blood? Yes, it’s very thick.”

			“That can’t be…two-legs’ blood…?” Cephus turned to Rex, eyes wide. “Can it?”

			“I think it may be,” Rex said, uneasy. “Dead people. A bunch of them.”

			“Oh.” Cephus’s tail drooped. “No wonder Dad’s so mad. I thought it might have been the slippers again. Something like that.” He went to a corner, sniffed. “There’s piss over here. Some dog marked this place.”

			Rex took a sniff for himself. “Not dog. That’s wolf.”

			“Yeah…no.” Sniff, sniff. “M-m-maybe a half-breed? But are there wolves around here?”

			“I wouldn’t have thought so,” Rex said. “You’re right. Half-breed. But what’s the other half? It’s not doggy.”

			“No…it’s not.”

			“What, then?”

			“Sniff first, then think.” This was what the two of them said when they had no idea what was going on.

			“Yeah. Sniff first.”

			Rex and Cephus waited for Dad to arrange their leashes. When all was in good order, he grabbed a gun—a big one—and led the three of them toward the entrance to the den of blood.

			Rex whined, a high puppyish sound for such a big dog. “I don’t like this.”

			“Me either,” Cephus said. “It smells…bad. Wrong.”

			When they reached the patio, the front door opened. Dad pulled them off to one side. Another pack that they knew slightly from the fox hunts exploded out the door, all of them straining at their leashes. All had their tails tucked. They want out, Cephus thought.

			One of the other pack—not someone he recognized—said, “Poop. On. That.”

			“Look, it’s Rupert and Henry!” Rex said. “And Monica! Hi, Monica! Are you in heat yet? I want to have sex with you!”

			Monica flinched, then froze. She turned to look at Rex with real terror in her eyes. “Don’t say my name! Not here!”

			“What? Why?” Rex sniffed the air to see if she was, by some chance, in heat. He frowned. “Monica, why did you wet yourself?”

			“Don’t go in there,” she whispered.

			“What? Why not?”

			One of her pack mates—Rupert?—licked her ear to comfort her. “Monica’s right,” he said. “Don’t let them drag you in there, fellows.”

			“What the actual heck are you—” Cephus began.

			“I will not speak of it,” Rupert barked. “Just don’t go in.”

			“It’s hell in there,” Henry said. His tone was flat and distant. Normally he was a happy dog, full of jokes. Now he hardly seemed to be there at all.

			Cephus felt a chill that had nothing to do with the air. “Was it a wolf?” he said. “Did a wolf kill the two-legs?”

			“Killing is the least of it,” Monica whispered. “The Old Kitty Mother has been here.”

			“Wait—the Old Kitty Mother was here? Herself?” Cephus broke off as Dad yanked his leash. Dad clucked at him to follow.

			Rex was reluctant, but he entered the den as commanded. Cephus would not. His grandfather had told him of the Old Kitty Mother when he was a pup. Sometimes he still had nightmares.

			Cephus lay on his belly and whined, looking up at his master with pleading eyes. Dad yanked the leash, first gently, then not so gently, then hard. Cephus gagged and gasped, but he would not move, not even when Dad dragged him across the porch to the threshold. Finally, with a curse and a slap, he lifted Cephus bodily, carried him into the den.

			Dad seemed blind to everything but the blood.

			There was blood everywhere: splatters on the wall, arterial spray on the ceiling, black pools on the floor beginning to crust over at the edges. Here and there a few flies buzzed about, hardly able to contain their glee.

			The bodies themselves were gone—well, mostly gone—but that was scant mercy. The scents of this place were alive with memories, fresh and terrible. Rex and Cephus sat awash in them, their gifted noses reading the stories of the night. Here was a whiff of a child’s adrenaline, spiking the terror of monsters into his veins. There was the first salty tear from a mother’s eye. Here was the shame-scented urine of a man who died a coward.

			The scents were bad enough. But unlike Dad, Rex and Cephus were not blind to the magic of the Old Kitty Mother. They stood with their tails between their legs, whining and trembling at the sight of her work.

			Neither spoke. What could they say?

			The little dead boy crawled along the length of the wall like a spider, about halfway between floor and ceiling, his severed leg trailing the wet wake of his life behind. The blood fanned out behind him as he moved. Like the boy, it seemed no longer subject to the pull of the earth. It dribbled both upward and downward as it spread.

			“Mommy!” the ghost of the little boy screamed. “You let it kill me! Why did you let the monster kill me?”

			His mommy did not immediately answer, and a moment later Rex saw why. Her head was gone. She staggered past the arch at the end of the hall, probing with the stump of an arm to find her way.

			She looks like Dad when he walks through a dark room, Rex thought. “God on His mountain…” he said softly. It was the beginning of a prayer his mother had taught him.

			Cephus chimed in. “Protect us from…” He trailed off, glanced at Rex. “I don’t remember the rest.”

			Rex seemed not to hear him. His tail dipped, either from piety or terror or both. “What happened here?”

			“From the look of things, I’d say they irritated the Old Kitty Mother,” came a voice from above. “Best you two not make the same mistake.”

			Rex and Cephus jerked around as one. There, on the windowsill, sat a chubby gray cat with a stink-and-jingle collar. He, at least, was not a ghost. As they watched, he examined one of his paws and gave it a light licking, in the way a cat will when he wants to let you know that you’re not too high in his estimation.

			“But they…they’re dead,” Cephus said.

			“Clearly,” the cat said, his tone flat and patronizing as only a cat’s can be. “Figured that out yourself, did you?”

			“Then how can this be?”

			“That is the question, isn’t it? I myself am not a wizard—I never found that way of seeing the world—but when I was younger, I apprenticed in a coven for a time. I still remember a little. See that pee spot on the wall there? See how it spikes outward from the center? I saw the same thing once, in a charm of hurting.”

			Rex and Cephus exchanged a bewildered glance. On the ceiling, the child moaned. His path had carried him over one of his severed hands. Rex thought at first that the child would try to…reattach it somehow. But of course he can’t, Cephus realized. What would he pick it up with?

			The dead boy began to weep.

			With some effort, Rex stifled a whine. He forced himself to look away. He focused instead on the cat, trying to make himself blind to the things that slithered and flopped at the periphery of his vision. With a great effort of will, he managed to bark out a single word. “Why?”

			“Why?” the cat answered. “Isn’t it obvious? The Old Kitty Mother seeks to please the one you hunt. All this is in his honor.”

			“She did this…,” Cephus said, then lost the strength to continue.

			Rex finished for him. “…to please him?”

			“Oh yes. His rage did not end with their deaths. After, he ripped the bodies until…well. You see. He might have gone on, but…there really wasn’t much left that was big enough to rip. The Old Kitty Mother saw this. She would honor the hunter, so she carried on what he started. What he killed, she has in turn damned.”

			“But…why?”

			“You know, I was wondering about that myself. I think it’s safe to say that this wolf has caught her full attention, but as to her reasons…” He swished his tail in dismissal. “Your guess is as good as mine. This wolf is no wizard, but he is something special, that’s certain.”

			Rex heard something move behind him. A moment later the sound was closer. He did not want to look. But it might touch you, he thought. His tail curled up between his legs until it brushed his scrotum. If it gets close enough, it might touch you. He moaned. He swallowed hard, then turned.

			The dead male lurched down the floor of the hall, pushing himself along as best he could. Ghost or no, he certainly seemed physical enough. His one good foot clunked on the floor with each step. The wounds in his side left a trail where he leaned against the walls. His breath stirred dust motes in the air.

			“Where is it—he—trying to go?” Rex asked, his voice soft and halting. Cephus could only whine.

			“I’m not sure,” the cat said. “Perhaps he’s looking for his other arm and leg? Oh, wait, I understand. He’s not going toward anything,” the cat said. “He’s trying to run away. Do you see?”

			They did see. The man had located his wife’s head, it seemed, perhaps stumbled over it, and she had locked herself on to him in the only way available. Her teeth were grown long and sharp—rather wolfish, actually, Rex thought. She had clamped on to a string of tendon trailing from his stump. As the two passed under the arch, they screamed in unison, the female’s voice somewhat muffled by her full mouth.

			“To build this curse the Old Kitty Mother traveled a great distance down the blackest paths of magic,” the cat said. “Look, do you see this here? This is a charm of binding, wound together with one of pain, and another of forgetfulness.” The cat furrowed his brow and scanned the room. “You know…I think she’s built a true annex of hell in this place. I really think she has.”

			“And it was the Old Kitty Mother herself?”

			“Who else? Look around you. If there’s another witch with even half the skill necessary to do…well…this…” The cat swished his tail in a broad circle, taking in the horrors of the room. “…I’ve never heard of her.”

			From behind them the severed head spoke. The sound of it made Rex’s fur stand up—seeing such a thing was bad enough, but to be seen in turn by it, to have it speak to him, was almost more than his courage could withstand.

			“What was that, two-legs?” the cat asked pleasantly. “I cannot understand you when you speak with your mouth full.”

			The head carefully released its grip on the male’s stump. Her mate hissed a sigh, perhaps of relief, and continued his slow, twitchy passage toward the recesses of the house. The head teetered for a moment, then tilted over and lay on its side. Much later, Cephus would wonder how long—through how many dry, dusty ages—it would remain that way.

			“You’re trying to tell me a cat did this to us?” the head said. “That’s just impossible.”

			“Impossible, perhaps, for anyone but the Old Kitty Mother. I see that you’ve returned to the language of the hunt. Interesting. Was that the Old Kitty Mother’s doing, I wonder, or is it simply because of your death?”

			“Language?” the head said. “What?”

			The cat answered slowly, as if speaking to a rather witless kitten. “The. Language. Of. The. Hunt. It is the one true language, known to all beasts. Hunters speak it, prey speak it, now you do, too. Is it coming back to you? I’m told that your kind use it in the womb, and for a little time thereafter.”

			“But—”

			“I know, I know. You thought yourself above us, with your reason and your gunshots and your lights…but the hunt is eternal. It can afford to be patient. And look!” he said, bright and cheery. “Now you are one of us again.”

			“Who are you?” the head said. “I know you, don’t I?”

			“Oh, do you remember? I’m so very flattered. I am the one called Snooky-Ookums. You thought to chastise me once, for a small mess I made in your domain.” The cat smiled. “Actually, I’m glad you mentioned that.” He walked over to the head and raised his leg, then relieved himself briefly. The head sputtered and spat. It managed to rock back and forth a bit, but the stream spattered against it, nonetheless.

			“Ahhh,” the cat said. “That’s better. And, really, it’s a pleasure to finally speak with one of you as equals. I think we shall converse again, when I’ve more time.” He turned and stared into the dripping face, met its wide, horrified eyes. “Yes,” he said. “We shall converse often. At great length.”

			“But…but…how can this be?” the head whispered. “I didn’t do anything wrong, not really. Of course I’m sorry about Renren, but, well, she was just a dog.”

			“Yes,” the cat said in a mild, pleasant tone that made Rex’s blood run cold. “You can say ‘just a dog’ now, while your pain is young and the memory of life is still fresh. Perhaps you’ll still be saying it when this den has rotted away to dust, perhaps even when the ice rivers flow back to cover us all. But will you still be saying it when the sun has gone dim and died? Will you still be saying it when the last of the stars fade away? When creation is ended, and you float here alone, still screaming, forgotten even by your god? You are damned, two-legs,” the cat said. This time his voice carried a hint of compassion. Somehow that was the worst of all. “Show some humility.”

			Ignoring the head’s protests, the cat turned back to Rex and Cephus. “You have loyalty to your master. We understand that. Loyalty is the first virtue of dogs. But it is the will of the Old Kitty Mother that this wolf escape the hunt that is raised against him,” he said. “Old Kitty Mother, who rewards her friends and punishes her enemies. Make your own choice.”
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			For the moment he was safe.

			Panting and exhausted, Blacktail hunkered down among a small cluster of icy boulders to consider his options, such as they were. The scent of men was thick in the wind. The bay of hounds echoed through the hills.

			I’ll owe this Old Kitty Mother my life, he thought, if I survive at all. He had considered Snooky-Ookums’s warning alarmist at the time it was given, but now he realized that if anything, it had been too tame. He leaned against a rock to cool himself, heart thudding in his chest.

			Following the cat’s advice, he had started out toward the south that morning. Why not? he remembered thinking. I’ve never been that way before. Maybe when I get down there I can eat a moose or something. He spent a leisurely morning loping up the southern hill, cautious but not especially worried. And really, what was there to worry about? Men sometimes dabble in the hunt, but they are almost entirely without skill. That was true enough, but when he crested the ridge and looked down into the valley, he froze, jaw hanging slack, unable to credit what he saw.

			A line of men stretched across the valley. They marched shoulder to shoulder, their dogs straining ahead of them. How can there be so many? Even in all the world, how can there be so many?

			Far below him and across the field a red hound froze, sniffing the wind. Blacktail watched to see what he would do.

			A moment later, gunshots.

			Blacktail turned and sprinted back down the hill the way he had come. He was no longer leisurely. He suspected that the southern moose were safe for the time being.

			About midmorning a flock of metal birds joined the hunt, swooping and diving low across the fields and open spaces. The sight of them chilled his heart. Blacktail had long mastered the tricks of ground-hunting. He felt hopeful about his ability to turn these skills around in his mind now that he played the prey. But sky-hunting was new territory. Ah, crap, he thought, remembering his first few hunts. I’m a puppy again.

			He took a breath, calming himself. The first thing is to always stay under the trees. The eye of a bird is sharp as my nose, perhaps sharper. No open space is safe. Maybe I could—

			A twig cracked close behind him.

			Blacktail snapped around, ready to kill…but it was only a fox. Blacktail took a moment to size him up. The little fellow was probably on the downside of middle age, mostly red with a white patch under the jaw and breastbone. There were scars here and there, a missing notch in his left ear, but mostly he seemed healthy and well-fed.

			“Whoa, whoa.” The fox offered a small wry grin, twitched his tail. “I’m not the one you need to worry about. And stay low. There’s a two-legs in the tree back there.” He lifted his hinder and gave the rock a brief squirt.

			“What?” Blacktail poked his muzzle out from behind the rock. “Which one? The oak?”

			“No, the pine.”

			Blacktail squinted for a moment. “Ah,” he said. “There. I see him.” He pulled back, scowling.

			“You shouldn’t worry too much. From the smell of that one, he’s been drinking. Wait a bit and he’ll probably fall out of the tree or give himself a gunshot or something. Problem solved.”

			“Drinking?”

			“They’ve got, like, a magic water. It—Well, never mind. You must be from up north? Fewer people around? You’ll know the stuff when you smell it.”

			“Hmm,” Blacktail said. “Well, I’ll be cautious, nonetheless. I appreciate the warning.”

			“No bother. Say, do you have any idea what all this is about? They usually don’t start blasting away until a bit later in the year.”

			“Um…it’s my fault, I’m afraid. Sorry about the trouble.”

			“What? Is this commotion all for you?”

			“Yes.”

			The fox waited, but Blacktail did not elaborate. After a long moment the fox sighed. “You don’t have many friends, do you?”

			“Beg pardon?”

			“Would you mind telling me what it is that you did to stir up the biggest hunt in three generations? I’d like to pass the word around after you’re dead and the fuss dies down. People will be curious.”

			“Hmm? Oh. No, I don’t mind. A pack of two-legs angered me,” Blacktail said, “so I killed them.”

			The fox blinked. “I’m sorry, what? You say you killed a two-legs?”

			“Not just one. I killed the whole clan—male, female, and pup.”

			The fox’s jaw hung open a little. “Well, I suppose that would explain it.”

			“What do you mean?”

			The fox blinked. “You don’t just kill a two-legs and hope to get away with it,” he said. “Not in this day and age.”

			“The reverence shown those monsters makes my stomach churn,” Blacktail rumbled. The sound came from low, the depths of his chest.

			The fox blinked. “Nice growl you’ve got there. I felt that in my little feets.”

			Blacktail bent low so the fox could sniff what he had rolled in at the house. “Smell that? Two-legs bleed wet and red, just like everyone else.”

			The fox gave a quick sniff, then a longer one. He pulled back, considered for a moment. “Well…perhaps. I wouldn’t know. But you and I can’t call light into the darkness. You and I can’t bring down gunshots. You and I cannot bind Car to our will. Because we have no wings, you and I cannot fly, a limitation that they do not seem to—”

			“Oh, bite that!” Blacktail snarled. “All you say may be true, but if you or I were masters of this land, we would not kill those subjects that loved us and were loyal. We would not murder the prey beasts simply to hear them die! We would not—”

			“Easy, easy,” the fox said quietly. “There’s no need to convince me. I’ve hated them longer than you’ve been alive. But what’s to be done? This world is theirs. The subjugation is complete and none may stand against them. You die today, I think.”

			“You may be subjugated, but I am not,” Blacktail said. “And I’ll not die in these hills, not today.”

			“We’ll see about that.”

			Blacktail turned to face him. This close, he could see that the fox was older than he had first supposed. Elderly, even. Or at least in sight of it. No doubt he had seen fearsome things in his time. Probably he yawned at most of them. But the look in Blacktail’s eyes drove the fox back a half step.

			“It’s all right,” Blacktail said. “I’m not angry. Not at you. But you’re wrong. I won’t die.”

			“No?”

			“No.”

			“How can you be so certain?”

			“Because,” Blacktail growled, “I haven’t killed enough of them yet.”

			They looked at each other in silence for a long moment.

			“Ha!” the fox said. Elderly or not, he sprang to his feet and danced a lap around Blacktail, nipping here and there as he moved. “What a delightful lunatic you are! Come along, then, Lord Vengeance, and we shall see about getting you out of this mess. They don’t call me Trap-Slipper for nothing, you know.”

			“Trap-Slipper? Is that your proper name?”

			“I suppose so. It’s what my mother called me, anyway. Most people stick with plain old Slipper, though. If we’re to run together, I suppose you might call me that as well.”

			“Eh? No, I couldn’t bring you into this. They’re hunting wolf, not fox.”

			“Oh, pffft. I’m already in it. These idiots are in love with hate. They’ll kill everything on four legs, given half a chance. Come along.”

			Still Blacktail hesitated.

			“Don’t be an idiot,” Slipper said.

			“What did you call me?”

			“I called you an idiot. You’re not the first wolf who tried to outwit hunting men, you know. When I was born, there were three strong packs hereabouts. Mountain kings, they were, like in the old age. I can show you their bones, if they haven’t rotted away by now. But I’m still here. What does that tell you?”

			Blacktail considered the prospect of biting the fox’s ass until the insolence squirted out of his nose. While he was mulling this over, a pair of the metal birds swooped by overhead. There wasn’t any real danger—too many trees between them—but the point was taken. Blacktail sighed. Truth be told, I could probably use the help. But all he said was “Very well.”

			“ ‘Very well’? That’s your response to my offer of wisdom and assistance? Let me teach you a new word. It’s called gratitude. It means—”

			“Enough!” Blacktail barked—but quietly, mindful they were being hunted. He took in a breath and then, through gritted teeth, “You’re right. I apologize. Thank you.”

			“There. You’ve got it! That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

			Blacktail stared at him. The fox decided not to push it.

			“Where to?” Blacktail said. “Lead on, pack lord. I am only a puppy.”

			“That’s the spirit!” The fox gave him a friendly headbutt. “We might try for the western wood…but there’s a good bit of open space between here and there. With all these sky-thingies swooping about, that’s too much risk. To the east are many roads, and the glowing dens of the two-legs. It’s a good land for scavenging, if you’re careful…but they’ll be stirred up as well, and it’s awfully crowded.”

			The baying of hounds echoed across the ridge. Not very close—but not very far, either.

			“Oh dear,” the fox said. “That sounds like Cephus. He’s good.” He paused for a moment, thinking. “South, I think.”

			“I already tried that.”

			“Which, the ridge or the forest?”

			“The ridge. The forest seemed too sparse.”

			“It is sparse,” the fox said, “but that may work to our advantage.”

			“How so?”

			“Well, when the trees are sparse, the two-legs generally don’t guard them as well as they might. They think that if they can see the trees, they should be able to see us. That may be true, but they esteem their own eyesight too highly, I think. Forests are busy on the eye. It’s easy to lose yourself in them. I know.” He smiled a little. “Anyway, Mum always said that if I bet on the two-legs being arrogant and their hounds being noisy, I’d stay safe enough.”

			“What about the hounds? Won’t they see us?”

			“I doubt it. They’re not like wolves. Their noses are exceptional, but their eyes are generally poor. They’re inbred, most of them—even the two-legs can see better. If we stay downwind we should be safe enough. Also, those woods have a stream which may serve to obscure our scent. You don’t mind getting your paws wet, do you?”

			Blacktail considered this. After a moment he said, “Mrrr.”

			“ ‘Mrrr’? What does that mean?”

			“It means that you’re a clever little shit and I’ll follow your lead.”

			“Oh, I thought it was a new way of saying ‘thank you.’ Silly me.”

			“Just…go.”

			Slipper set out toward the southern wood. Blacktail trotted along behind. They moved first through a shallow ditch at the side of the narrow trail. The snow was coming down hard now and the bottom of the ditch was filled with icy mud. Blacktail winced when he broke through the scrim of ice and felt the cold mud squish between his toes. Blacktail opened his mouth to gripe a little…but Slipper was wading through mud nearly up to his chest, without complaint.

			The trail more or less traced the route of a road to their right. The road was closer than he would have liked, but they were flanked by granite cliffs to the left and a sheer drop-off to the right. Every so often, some Car roared by. One had hounds hanging out of its flanks. As it passed, one of them scented Blacktail. They broke out into a barking frenzy.

			“There! There he is! That’s him! The wolf! Dad, stop! Oh, blast. Car! Car, listen to me—that’s the wolf Dad is hunting! You must stop!” But Car obeyed only the two-legs. It roared on, oblivious.

			Slipper watched them pass by, eyes wide and lip trembling, then trotted over to the asphalt and waved his behind at them. “There!” he said, howling with laughter. “Take a good look! That’s the closest you’ll ever get to Trap-Slipper, you servile, cringing morons! Give your father a good bite in the balls for me, will you? Next time you hump your mother, send her my love as well—she won’t have forgotten me, I think! And your sister! She was the best—”

			“Are you quite finished?” Blacktail interrupted from the ditch.

			“Eh? Yes, yes, I suppose so. See here, fellow. What’s your name?”

			“Blacktail.”

			“Oh?” Slipper gave him a longer look. “I may have heard of you. Look, I’ve no doubt you’re a fine hunter, Blacktail, but if you don’t mind me saying, you should try to get more fun out of life. Did you see the looks on their faces? Hoo! I tell you…” He trailed off, seeing it was a lost cause. “Oh, never mind.” He hopped back in the muddy ditch and resumed his slogging.

			Tough, clever, and a babbling buffoon, Blacktail thought. When fate is not cruel, it is funny. I sometimes wonder which is worse.

			But perhaps he did smile a little when he was sure Slipper would not see.
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			When they reached the border of the southern wood, Slipper peeked over the rim of the ditch. His eyes widened. The trees of the southern woods fairly bristled with men and their hounds, many-many of them, standing only a pace or two apart. They moved forward through the woods almost shoulder to shoulder.

			Slipper sank back into the ditch and made a low groan deep in his throat. Blacktail wasn’t sure if he knew he was doing it or not.

			“You’ve seen them do this before, yes?” Blacktail asked.

			Slipper looked at him, wide-eyed. “I’ve never seen the like.” He looked Blacktail up and down, then took another sniff of his neck. “You really did it, didn’t you? You killed a pack of men.”

			“You didn’t believe me?”

			“I’ve met my share of braggarts,” Slipper said. “Let’s just say I was reserving judgment.”

			“Maybe you should go now.” Blacktail’s tone was gentle. “You’ve done enough. There’s no need for both of us to…” He trailed off. “I can come up with something.”

			Slipper stared at Blacktail. He was deep in thought. It took him a moment to answer. When he spoke, all the mocking was gone from his voice. “No,” he said. “That’s absolutely out of the question. I’m going to get you out of this. That’s all there is to it. Come along.”

			“Where to?”

			“We’ll circle back through the ditch, then try to flank them. Their line can’t stretch out forever.”

			They backtracked north at first. Then Slipper broke off sharply to the east, moving fast and careless through the woods. Blacktail worried that his paws were making fat tracks in the deep snow, but Slipper told him not to. He soon saw why. The snow fell so fast and thick that the tracks were covered up almost as soon as they were made. A hunter with sharp eyes might notice that something had passed through, but it could just as easily have been a deer or even a two-legs for all the detail that remained.

			When they had gone far enough, Slipper stopped under a bush.

			“Pause for a moment,” he said. “Catch your breath.” In truth, he was the only one breathing hard. “We’re downwind of them, and I think a few paces past the outermost edge of their hunt line,” Slipper said. “Now we must go to ground.”

			“What? Hide?”

			“Yes. All the bloodhounds are well to the west of us, and the wind is in our favor. Men will pass by here, but no dogs. Do you see that fallen tree over there, the one next to the hemlock bush?”

			“I see it.”

			“A bison died near there late in the autumn. The stink still lingers. Go to earth between it and the hemlock. When you’re settled, remain still. This snow will cover you quickly. And—this is very important—unless you’re quite sure you’ve been seen, do not move. The hunter’s eye is drawn first to motion, and only later to color and shape. Resist the temptation to look at them. Control your heartbeat. Breathe shallow. Don’t move until I do. Do you understand?”

			“Yes,” Blacktail said. “I think so. They will pass me by, thinking I am a rock or a bush. The hemlock and bison will mask my smell.”

			“That’s the idea.”

			“Will it work?”

			“Well,” Slipper said dryly, “I know a hare who used it against you last winter. It worked well enough.”

			Blacktail scowled at first, then smiled. “It must be an excellent trick, then.”

			“Was that a joke?”

			“No.”

			“Good. I’d hate to think you’re getting soft.”

			“You needn’t worry about that,” Blacktail said. “And, Slipper?”

			“Yes?”

			“I, ah, that is to say…thank you. Really.”

			Slipper smiled. “No bother. When this is done, we’ll sit down and you can tell me what men taste like.”

			Blacktail trotted over and settled into a little hole next to the hemlock. The bison was well rotted but not yet frozen. The odor hung thick in the air. Blacktail lay still, just as Slipper had instructed. In only a little time he resembled nothing so much as a mound of snow.

			Not long after the first of the two-legs drifted, silent and dreamlike, through the snow off to his right. Slowly, taking great care not to dislodge even a single snowflake, Blacktail closed his eyes.

			They did not speak, these men, nor did they stink of fermented yeast as had the one in the tree. They smelled of gunshots. The only sound of their passing was the crunch of snow beneath their feet. Sometimes Blacktail fancied that he could feel the weight of their gaze when it fell upon him, cold and murderous. Perhaps he did. What was it the cat said? I have reminded men what it is to be prey. These two-legs know what I did, he thought. They intend to kill me for it if they can.

			Blacktail wondered how much snow had fallen to cover him. He wondered if his tail stuck out.

			Eventually they were gone.

			A few breaths later more of them came, moving in from the left, closer this time. Blacktail smelled a sour tinge of man-sweat, heard two-legs crunch through snow only a pace away. He made himself small inside, as prey beasts have ever done when the shadow of the hunter falls upon them. He prepared himself for his final attack. He wondered if Slipper would be able to get away in the commotion.

			But these also passed him by, and the next, and the ones after that.

			As Slipper had instructed, Blacktail waited for him to break cover. They waited until long after the last men had passed by and the baying of the hounds was only an echo in the hills. The cold sank through his fur, into his flesh, settled into his bones. Only when the sun began to sink below the horizon did Slipper rise. He shook the snow off his fur.

			Blacktail slipped out from under his bush and padded over to join him.

			“That was closer than I would have liked,” Slipper admitted. “I didn’t expect to see so many.”

			“No matter,” Blacktail said. “You’ve done it, old fellow.” He bent down and licked Slipper affectionately on the muzzle.

			“Yes, I have, haven’t I?” Slipper said, wiping off spit with his forepaw. “Never do that again.”

			“Sorry.”

			“It’s fine. But don’t do it again. Ever.” Slipper looked around, cautious, sniffing the air. “Do you see anything? My eyes aren’t—Well. Never mind. Do you?”

			Blacktail had been scanning as well. “No. Not that I can see. Nothing.”

			“Excellent! It seems we’re clear. As much as I’d like a cozy afternoon nap, we probably shouldn’t waste this. We’ve a bit of daylight left before—”

			Blacktail saw something kick up the snow beside him. A moment later, he heard the crack of a gunshot.

			“Ah, crap,” Slipper said. “Come on!” He set off at a hard run, moving toward the ridgeline.

			“What was it?” Blacktail asked.

			“I don’t know! Perhaps a straggler, perhaps one that lay in wait! Does it really matter?”

			Blacktail shut up and ran.

			They outdistanced the first two-legs quickly. No sooner was that done than they nearly ran into another one who stepped out from behind a tree.

			Slipper skidded to a stop. “Oh, fuck.”

			The man raised the thing that made gunshots.

			Blacktail leapt over Slipper and crashed into the man, snapped his jaws closed around his face as he knocked him to the earth. The man screamed and beat at him with its forepaws. Blacktail’s blood rose at the feel of it.

			The red moon rose again. Bone crunched under his jaws.

			“Come on, you idiot!” Slipper screamed.

			Blacktail spat out a chunk of flesh into the man’s bleeding, terrified eyes, then ran on. You’re lucky, monster, he thought. I’ve no more time for killing this day.

			Slipper had a bit of a lead now. Blacktail’s heart strained as he sprinted up the steep ridge. Another gunshot cracked off to the right.

			“Tell me,” Slipper gasped as they moved. “How you feel…about heights?”

			Blacktail, lungs burning, answered in kind. “Hate…them.”

			“What…a…pity,” Slipper said. “There’s a surprise up ahead. Follow me and don’t stop.”

			A few breaths later they crested the ridge. Blacktail skidded to a stop. At its highest point, the south side of the ridge was a sheer cliff. At the bottom, many paces down below, the valley stretched out. It looked quiet, no men that he saw, no dogs—but the drop was sheer, and the fall seemed twice or three times the distance that would kill him.

			Slipper, however, launched himself off the cliff with a smooth, fluid leap. The sound of his laughter trailed off as he fell away.

			Blacktail’s eyes widened. He peeked over the edge and saw Slipper, far below, rolling out of a deep snowdrift, still laughing, apparently unhurt. He called back up. “Come on! Get a running start.”

			Blacktail drew back a few steps. His stomach churned. He heard himself whine a little, hating the sound of it. I can’t do this, he thought. It’s too—

			Another gunshot dug a hole in the snow in just beside him, heart-stoppingly close.

			Still he hesitated. He turned to look behind him, thinking maybe I can—

			But no. The two-legs had set loose their hounds, a dozen or more. He thought he might be able to kill them. Possibly. But the man stood still, carefully pointing the gunshot stick at him. For a bare instant he stared into its single, unblinking eye…. Then he jumped.

			He fell for what seemed like forever, heart rising sick in his chest, snowy earth spinning by on all sides. He curled into a ball when he landed, and it was well that he did. The drift was deep indeed. Slipper had likely not even come close to plumbing its depths. But Blacktail was many times Slipper’s size. He hit the bottom hard, knocking the breath out of his chest, and rolled over quite a few rocks before poking his head above the snow.

			Slipper stood a few paces away, grinning at him. “Hah! Surprised you, didn’t I? My mum showed me that trick. Haven’t tried it in quite a while, though. Oof,” he grunted. Blacktail saw that he was now favoring his right rear paw a bit. “It was easier when I was young.”

			“How did you know the drifts were deep enough?”

			Slipper grinned wickedly. “I didn’t.”

			Thunder cracked out across the valley. Blacktail saw another little puff of snow rise up a pace or so behind Slipper.

			“You’d think he’d give us a moment to collect ourselves,” Slipper said sourly. “I’m heading for the tree line, O large one. Come along when you’ve a mind.”

			Blacktail dug himself out of the snow as fast as he was able. He took off after Slipper. There was enough of a coat of ice that Slipper could mostly walk along the surface, but Blacktail was reduced to bounding through snow as deep as his chest. It slowed him, sapped his strength.

			The two-legs stopped peppering the snow with gunshots after only a few leaps. Blacktail’s spirits rose at the sweet silence, and he felt a flicker of hope. Then he heard an unnatural buzzing in the sky. He twisted his neck to look behind him and saw an enormous flying beast bearing down on him at great speed.

			They’re not done yet.

			He turned back and began bounding again, feeling slow and silly in the deep snow.

			“What the hell is that thing?” Slipper screamed.

			“How should I know!?” Blacktail screamed back. He imagined it swooping down to carry him off in its claws.

			“Run!” Slipper screamed.

			Blacktail ran. Over and over again he arched through the deep snow, like a salmon straining its way upstream. But even at his best speed, with his heart hammering in his chest and his lungs aflame, the sky-thing had no trouble keeping up. It hovered just overhead, the beat of its enormous wings whipping the snow into a small blizzard. Slipper beckoned him from under the cover of the trees, tantalizingly close.

			Blacktail looked over his shoulder. One of the men was leaning out of the body of the great bird. Hmm, he thought. There’s something you don’t see every day. A gunshot rang out. The bolt struck well in front of him. Then came another, still far off to the side…. Then suddenly he was under a canopy of trees.

			The snow was thinner in the forest. After a few paces he could abandon the exhausting bounds and simply run. In just a few steps his speed tripled. The great bird could not see him so well with branches overhead, however sparse and barren. After a series of turns and double-backs, it lost sight of them. They were able to put a little distance between it and them.

			Slipper ducked under a bush, panting great clouds of breath into the cold air. “Quick…breather.”

			“Fine…idea.”

			Not far away the sky beast circled, back and forth, round and round.

			“Well, that was exciting, wasn’t it?” Slipper said, catching his breath. “Quite a different experience on this side of the hunt, no?”

			“Hmm. I prefer things the other way ’round.”

			Slipper laughed a little and licked him on the muzzle. “That’s the spirit! You are loosening up a bit.”

			Blacktail smiled wanly.

			“Just beyond the ridge lies a cluster of dens of the two-legs. We can hide in the forest until sunset, then make our escape through the heart of their land.”

			“Are you mad? We’ll be killed!”

			“No, no, no. I’ve done this many times. After dark the two-legs never venture far outside, especially not on a cold night like tonight. There’s another patch of forest on the far side; we can easily make it by daybreak. I’ve never been there, but I know a few who have. I’m nearly sure they won’t be looking for you that far away.”

			“Nearly sure?”

			“Have you any better ideas?”

			“I suppose not.”

			Together they moved through the woods that lay below the southern ridge. By now the hunters had made their way through the pass into the valley and, guided by the sky beast, were closing in behind them. Blacktail could hear the baying of hounds off in the distance.

			“It’s a race,” Slipper said.

			“Eh?”

			“If we can stay alive until the sun goes down, we’ve won. Men are useless at night, even with the dogs.”

			Blacktail glanced up and saw that the sun was just above the tree line. I think we can manage that. “You’re a sneaky one, Slipper, even for a fox.”

			“You’re right, I am.”

			They slipped on toward the ridge, silent as two ghosts. But when they reached the base, Slipper suddenly ducked behind a bush.

			“Piss,” Slipper said. “Farts. Shit.” It wasn’t an outburst, more of an observation. His voice was tense.

			“What is it?”

			“There’s a pair of slave dogs guarding the ridge, and a two-legs. I didn’t think to see them this close to the man-dens.”

			“Can it make gunshots?”

			“Aye.”

			“We might kill them,” Blacktail said, “if they’re all that lie between us and escape.”

			Slipper glanced over, saw that he meant it. He looked back at the ridge, considering the idea. “No,” he said finally. “You couldn’t get close enough. Gunshots. If he can see you, he can kill you.”

			“What, then?”

			Slipper was silent for a long moment. “We must go to ground again,” he said finally. “We’ve no other choice.”

			“But the hounds—” Blacktail twisted his head to look back over his shoulder. The hunting packs were gaining, gaining.

			“Aye, the hounds might find us, or even just a lone two-legs with sharp eyes. But…” Slipper paused for a moment, listening to the baying pack on their trail. “We’ve no other choice,” he repeated. “Come, I know a good bolt-hole.”

			They stepped into the cold stream—thankfully it wasn’t very deep—and padded their way across as quickly as they could without splashing. Not far up the ridge Slipper stopped in front of a knot of tree roots, covered in icy leaves. “There. Do you see that hole? It’s deeper than it looks. There’s room for both of us, I think.”

			“Yes.”

			“Take care to leave no tracks in the snow. You must be in the hole in a single bound.” With that, Slipper made the jump himself.

			Blacktail took a long look, plotting the arc of his leap, then jumped neatly inside, disturbing nothing. When they were hidden in shadow, Blacktail twisted around so he was facing outward, then backed in as far as he could.

			“Careful!” Slipper said. “You’ll bury me in your ass. Here, let me move to the front.” He scrambled over Blacktail.

			They rested for a time, listening to the pack of hounds circle outside, sometimes near, sometimes far. The sound of their baying fell away a little. Blacktail mostly heard the sound of his breath and Slipper’s. Even that sounded noisy in the small space. When they find us, I’ll try to kill the two-legs, Blacktail thought. Their hearts are weak. If I am fierce, I may frighten it so badly it forgets how to make gunshots. Without their magic, they are nothing. And after that— He choked the thought off. After that, he would be found. He might kill the two-legs that found him, but he could do nothing against the one after that.

			The cold walls of the gully clenched tight against his ribs.

			“My mother died in a trap,” Slipper said. “Did I tell you that? They say the two-legs use the fur of foxes to warm themselves in the winter. That can’t be true, can it? Not even the two-legs would kill someone just to cut the fur off them, would they? Do you think?”

			“I don’t know,” Blacktail said, though he did. He thought that terror had driven the little fox to babble, but he also knew that without Slipper’s help he would have been dead long since. In these last moments he would not give offense. “I hope not.”

			“Her fur was beautiful, though,” Slipper said, smiling a little. “And she told the most wonderful stories. A great one for stories was my mum. Did your mother ever tell stories?”

			The bay of the hounds had grown close again. They were certainly within the sight of the bolt-hole, perhaps only a few paces away. He could hear them casting about, following their noses. He spotted a puff of breath in the cold morning air. “I barely knew my mother,” Blacktail said. “She died when I was very young.”

			“Ah,” Slipper said. He didn’t seem to have heard. “Once my mother told me of Diver Eye, the hawk, and her hatchlings. Do you know that one?”

			“No.” Blacktail thought for a moment to hush him, but then decided there was little point. They were done for either way.

			“Diver Eye built her nest atop a great mountain. From there, she could see all the valley below, and hunt as she would. None who lived under her were safe. She snatched up mice and cats and even some foxes, for this was the old age, when giant hawks were as common as fleas in the summer. So the story goes, anyway.”

			Outside, one of the hounds spoke. “No, this way! I think I smelled something over here!”

			“The creatures of her valley lived in terror, for no one knew when the shadow of Diver Eye would fall upon them. Her reign was cruel. She killed not only for food but also for her pleasure. Each day after she had eaten, she would snatch up another small creature. This one she did not eat, but only carried high into the sky and dropped, so that she might hear the music it made as it fell to its death.

			“But one day a little mouse rose up against her, saying that he would endure no more. Diver Eye would surely have killed him had she known, but he was very small. He spoke softly. She did not notice such a tiny rebellion.

			“The little mouse swore to climb Diver Eye’s mountain, to carry the battle to her nest. All the other mice laughed at him, but he set out, nonetheless, climbing during the day when she hunted in the valley, and hiding at night. As the suns and moons passed, the tribe of mice saw, to their astonishment, that he was actually doing it. The first night he made it only a little of the way up the mountain. Many laughed at his foolishness. But each night he drew closer, and the laughter dried up. Before a full cycle of the moon, they saw he was nearing the nest where Diver Eye warmed her eggs.”

			“Is that a track?” one of the hounds asked softly.

			“It may be,” answered the other. Blacktail heard them quite clearly, though their voices were low. They’re very close, I think.

			But Slipper would not be swayed from his tale. “The next day when Diver Eye went out hunting, the little mouse snuck into the nest where her eggs lay. Using all his strength, he rolled the eggs up and over the side of the nest, pausing only to pop his head over the side and watch as they smashed on the rocks below. When Diver Eye returned to her nest, her children had all been murdered. The little mouse was reclining at ease on the straw where they once lay.”

			“What did she do?” Blacktail asked.

			“What do you think? She ripped the little mouse to bits. She tracked his family down and ripped them to bits. She ripped his friends to bits, and his neighbors. Also, from that day forward, she murdered not one but two creatures after her daily meal. Do you understand?”

			“I’m not sure that I do,” Blacktail said. “The little mouse died in the end, did he not? Diver Eye still ruled the valley, and her reign was crueler than ever. Nothing had changed.”

			“No, no, no. I’m surprised at you, Blacktail. None of that matters. The little mouse had his revenge; that is the important thing.” Trap-Slipper stood up and shook the snow from his fur. He moved to the entrance of the gulley and poked his nose out for a quick sniff.

			“Slipper, what are you—”

			“Shh! They’ll hear you.”

			From outside in the snow came the voice of one of the hounds, baying, “There he is!”

			“My mother was called Snow,” Trap-Slipper said. “If you were to kill a man in her name, just one, I would consider all debts repaid.” Then he leapt out into the snow and was gone, taking the baying of the hounds with him.

			v

			Rex and Cephus saw the fox slip out of the gully at the same time Dad did. Dad dropped the leashes before he realized the motion was fox, not wolf. Rex and Cephus were very fast. Dad dove to catch their leashes, but succeeded only in gathering a face full of snow.

			Cephus thought the fox ran slower than it might have, and Rex wondered why it had broken from such a clever hiding blind. But in a moment’s time they were on the chase, and all thought was forgotten.

			They ran the fox to earth a few breaths later. Rex seized hold of a hind leg. Cephus grabbed one from the front. Then each strained away from the other. The front leg gave way first. A great stream of fox blood shot out across the snow and splashed Cephus in his eye.

			“Ha! That one got you good, didn’t it?” Rex said over the dying fox.

			“Yeah. It did.”

			“Say, did you smell something…?” Rex asked.

			“What? Back at the gulley? A whiff of…” He did not use the word wolf. Cephus wagged his tail slowly, thinking of the horrors that lay in the den of the two-legs. Horrors that would remain even after the sun had set for the last time, if Snooky-Ookums were to be believed. “I smelled nothing,” he said after a long moment. “Did you?”

			“No,” Rex said, meeting his eyes. “Nothing at all.”

			They each selected a choice piece of fox meat, then trotted happily back to their father.

			No one ever thought to wonder at the smile on the little fox’s face. Soon it was covered by the falling snow.
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				Dominion
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			When it was dark, Blacktail crept out of the gulley. He continued south, passing through the valley, the dens of the two-legs. He went unnoticed.

			Well, mostly.

			Sometimes he felt watched. Twice he saw the green eyes of house cats glinting at him from the shadows. It might have been his imagination, but he thought there were others that he did not see. Once a yard dog saw him and began to bark out a challenge, but his pack mate nipped him hard enough to make him yelp. “Shut up, Clyde! It’s him! Remember what the cat said!”

			He didn’t stop to ask which cat or what it might have said, though he did wonder. He didn’t stop for much of anything; the man-stink that lay over this place further strained his already frazzled nerves. He trotted all through the night, darting from shadow to shadow. By sunrise he was back in something resembling a forest. He found a crumbling, abandoned burrow that once sheltered a bear and her cubs. He lay down in it, exhausted. He slept as soon as he shut his eyes. But his sleep did not bring peace. For the first time in his life his dreams were wicked. Alone in the abandoned burrow, he rolled back and forth, pawing the air like a puppy, crying out in his sleep.

			He woke again at sunset and set out at a hard run to the south, making for the mountains just over the horizon. The journey took him three nights, at the end of which he had passed out of the hills of his puppyhood into a mountainous region that was mostly empty of men.

			This new land was wilder than anything he had known. The skyline was all rocky hills, high and jagged. Spruce, pine, and fir trees grew everywhere, thicker in the trunk and taller than he had ever seen them. Bison and caribou dotted the valley. Sheep and goats grazed on the hills. Mountain hares darted to and fro amid the bearberry and a purple, feathery grass. The only footprints he saw in the snow were of beasts, and at night the lights of men were dim and far away. It felt like a homecoming.

			He ate well that night, two fat rabbits and another small creature that he did not know, and then splashed his way along beside a stream with his tail high. This is quite a nice place, really. A fellow might make a den here, settle down.

			“…eee…”

			At first he was unsure whether he heard a real thing or if he had somehow slipped back into the terrible dream—please, please, please, I am so hungry—of the previous night.

			“…eeee…” came the voice, very faint.

			He shook his head to clear it, then trotted on another few paces.

			“…help meee…” came the voice again.

			Curious, Blacktail moved away from the stream and headed into the forest. Before long, he came to the crest of a hill from which he could see a distant clearing. He paused and stared into the blackness. His eyes were sharp, but he could make out only the faintest trace of image in this dim light.

			It looked like a house cat. The sound came again.

			“…help meee…”

			A mouse, Blacktail thought, relieved and a bit embarrassed. My nightmares have made me into a puppy. It is only some cat, playing with their dinner.

			Blacktail was not hungry, but he was by nature a curious fellow. He slipped into his hunting stance and padded through the undergrowth. His paws fell light and sure on the forest floor, cracking no twigs, rustling no leaves. He flowed through the brush. He slunk under low branches. He was perfect and silent. So he was more than a little surprised when the cat spoke to him without even bothering to look over its shoulder.

			“You’ll not likely sneak up on a cat on a moonless night,” the cat said. “I’d have thought a hunter such as yourself would know that.”

			It was a female, he saw, and very old. Her fur was matted and clumped, in the way of aged cats who no longer have the time or inclination to be vain.

			“Don’t fret, little one,” he answered. “You have nothing to fear from me.” In truth, though, she did not seem afraid. “Tell me, how are you called?”

			At this point a pair of cougars padded softly out of the shadows on the other side of the clearing. Blacktail tensed. The fur on the back of his neck stood up. Not long after he dealt with Hate, a cougar came to challenge him. The fight was fierce. He snapped the beast’s neck just as its rear claws found purchase in his belly. He remembered thinking, Another second and my guts would have decorated the grass. Since then he made a point of being polite to cougars. He eyed the two of them warily.

			“She is called the Old Kitty Mother,” said the cougar on the left.

			“She is first among cats in this land,” said the one on the right.

			“—in many lands—”

			“She has nothing to fear from you—”

			“—whether you will it or no.”

			Old Kitty Mother glared up at the cougars. They fell silent. She turned to face Blacktail. “Please allow me to introduce my bodyguards. This is Anki. That is Enki. I must apologize for their discourtesy,” she said. Her voice was tight, angry. “I am newly arrived in this part of the world. I have not had time to train them properly. I told them that we were to be visited by a great hunter. I said that you were to be treated with respect”—she spat out the last word, and the two cougars towering over her shared a nervous glance—“but they are still very young and lack discipline. I assure you that I will remedy that failing shortly.”

			“No apology is necessary,” Blacktail said. “Those who expect cats to obey are doomed to a life of heartbreak.”

			The Old Kitty Mother traced her tail through the air in an intricate arc that didn’t seem entirely…natural. He didn’t like looking at it. Even when he forced himself, it kept drifting in and out of focus. What’s she doing? Blacktail thought. Is she doing something? Is she doing something to me?

			“There’s some truth to that,” the Old Kitty Mother said.

			For a moment, it wasn’t completely clear to Blacktail whether she was responding to his words or his thoughts. But he brushed this away.

			“Don’t worry, Lord Hunter. I mean only the best for you. If you trust nothing else, trust that. Truly.” She purred for a moment, which seemed to startle her cougars. “Also…if I may say, that little fox was right. You are loosening up. A bit, at least. Well met, Blacktail.”

			Blacktail looked at her in flat surprise. He and Slipper had been alone when this was said. “Well met, Old Kitty Mother.”

			Before she could continue, the mouse between her feet let out a soft, hopeless scream.

			“May I ask you something?”

			“Certainly.”

			“Why not just kill it? The mouse, I mean,” Blacktail asked. “I’ve always wondered about that.”

			“Eh? Ofttimes the dying harbor secrets,” the cat said. She flicked the mouse’s open belly with her claw and it let out another scream, louder this time. “Sometimes they share.”

			“What secrets would a mouse know that might interest one such as yourself?”

			Old Kitty Mother swished her tail. “Perhaps nothing. One mouse alone is a stupid thing. But there are many mice. Their minds all run together, like little rivers flowing into the sea. Though he lies dying, this little one sees through the eyes of all mice: the living and the dead and those yet unborn. He might tell us much…if he is properly motivated.”

			“Is this how you came to hear the name Blacktail?” he asked.

			“No…no. Oh, perhaps I heard in passing of a wolf that lived on some distant hill, but I hear of many such. It was not this that first drew my eye to you.”

			“What, then?”

			“I heard the thunder your footfalls made, as you hunted man in the den of his pleasure,” the cat said. “Long and long has it been since such a sound was heard in this world. I feared I would not hear it again before hell claims me as its forfeit. I have waited a very long time to speak with you.”

			“With me?” he asked, surprised. “Are there no wolves in this land?”

			“Yes. There are wolves aplenty, if you know where to look. You can find them in the dens and cages of man. But none with your…” She paused for a moment, choosing her words carefully. “Your hunter’s heart.” She studied him with unblinking green eyes.

			“Hmm. That’s very kind of you, I suppose.” I don’t like this, he thought. What is she staring at? “Well. All right, then. It’s been a pleasure to meet you. Sorry to interrupt. I’ll just be on my—”

			“Tell me, Blacktail, what do you know of the old gods?”

			He tilted his head. “That’s an odd question to ask. The gods? El-ahrairah, and that lot? They are long gone, I know that much. They say the last one was eaten before my grandmother’s grandmother was a pup.”

			“I have heard that as well,” the Old Kitty Mother said, swishing her tail as cats do when they brush aside nonsense. “But what if it was not so? It is true that the god of men has taken dominion over this age. He tolerates no challenge. Most of the old ones were murdered long ago. The rest have fled.” Her eyes were still fixed on him, level and unblinking in the moonless night. “Only the greatest of them remains. The God of Gods is not dead, only sleeping. I am sure of it.”

			“Who? The Forest God?”

			“I have heard Him called by that name, but it is more accurate to say that He is the god of the hunt, the god of strife and conflict. Tell me, Blacktail, are you of the faith?”

			“I suppose so,” he said. “About as much as anyone. I don’t think about it much. Anyway, isn’t the Forest God dead as well? No one’s heard from him in quite a while.”

			“No. Not dead. He stands above all. Such a one cannot be destroyed. How could it be otherwise? When the god of men went forth to slaughter the gods of beasts, was this not a hunt? It is difficult to kill a thing when the very attempt is an act of worship toward it.”

			Blacktail chewed on this for a moment. “That’s an interesting point. Perhaps you are right.”

			The Old Kitty Mother purred, amused. “I do not seek to convince you, Blacktail.”

			“Then why are you here?”

			The Old Kitty Mother lay down before Blacktail and exposed her belly in submission. The cougars drew back, shocked. They looked at Blacktail with murder in their eyes.

			“No, no,” Blacktail said. “Please. Get up. Do not humble yourself this way.” He glanced at the cougars. “Really. There’s no need.”

			“I will not get up,” she said. “I have come to beg a favor of you, Lord Hunter. I will do it in the proper way, with all courtesy.”

			“Favor? What favor?” Blacktail said, keeping his eye on the cougars.

			“Will you make a short journey with me? There is something I need to show you.”

			“Yes,” he said. “Certainly.” Anything to get away from those two. He got his feet under him and prepared to rise.

			“No,” she said. “You needn’t get up. It is not that sort of journey.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“I must make a small spell.”

			“What?” His eyes narrowed. “No. No sorcery. I don’t trust that stuff.”

			“Do you trust me?”

			Blacktail considered this. What was it Snooky-Ookums had said? “If you hunger before your journey I am to offer myself as your meal”? Something like that, anyway.

			“No,” he said. “I do not. Sorry. No spells.”

			The cougars glared at him, but the Old Kitty Mother gave a little croak of amusement. “You may be smarter than I gave you credit for.” She considered. “What if I gave you my solemn oath, here in the sight of god, that no harm will come to you while you are in my presence. Would that do?”

			Blacktail considered this as well. “I’m afraid not,” he said. “I mean no offense, but I’ll not have a spell laid on me by you or anyone else. Not if I can help it.”

			The cougar called Anki yowled at this. He crouched as if to spring. Blacktail was on his feet in a flash, growling, the fur on the back of his neck high.

			The Old Kitty Mother sprang to place herself between the two of them. Anki met her gaze for a moment, his muzzle curled back over thick fangs. The Old Kitty Mother hissed something at him, using the dialect of cats. Blacktail did not understand what was said, but Anki’s expression faltered. He averted his face and backed up far enough that more than a single leap separated him and Blacktail.

			Then she turned to Blacktail.

			In that moment it was in Blacktail to kill her. He bore her no ill will; indeed, he was grateful to her. She had done him a great service. Apart from that, right now she was the only thing keeping the cougars at bay. But the Old Kitty Mother had suggested that Blacktail’s mind was not so slow as most supposed, and in that she was righter than she knew. Blacktail had hunted alone from a very young age, and somewhere along the way he lost the taste for language. This led most creatures, even Blacktail himself, to suppose that he was thickheaded. But his eyes were the flat surface of a lake beneath which much moved but was not seen.

			Blacktail could not guess why the Old Kitty Mother had gone to such lengths on his behalf, but the question bothered him more than he cared to admit. He still had no idea what she might be about, but when he looked in her ancient green eyes, he saw the ending of all that he had ever known, all that he might have been. And this spell will be the beginning of it.

			In that, he was quite correct.

			The Old Kitty Mother, no simpleton herself, took his measure in a single glance. Blacktail’s muzzle pulled back over strong fangs, sharp incisors. She saw that the fur of his back was high and bristly. He struck out at her a bare instant later, jaws stretching wider than her head and…

			…fell over, sound asleep.

			Anki did not move from his position, did not so much as purr. The Old Kitty Mother’s word to him the moment before had been very clear…and more than a bit intimidating. Enki, however, was under no such injunction. He padded over and stared down at Blacktail in curiosity. He looked at the Old Kitty Mother, who was now attending to an itchy ear with her back paw.

			“What did you do?”

			“Are you blind? I put him to sleep. Your idiot brother left me no other options.”

			Enki sniffed Blacktail’s ear, tentatively. Asleep, all right. He looked up at her. “Shall I kill him for you now?”

			She froze midscratch. “No,” she said. Her tone was terrifyingly mild. “Quite the opposite. Anki! Come here, please.” Anki slunk over and sat next to his brother, watching her with fearful eyes.

			The Old Kitty Mother made a gesture with her tail. Anki’s stomach rumbled. After a moment, so did Enki’s. The Old Kitty Mother turned and trotted a few paces farther away.

			Anki’s eyes went wide. His stomach rumbled again, louder this time. He bunched up his hindquarters as if to defecate, but instead of dung his ass sprayed out a great gout of flame. It shot straight down, singeing the pine straw and leaves on the forest bed. “Aaagh!” Anki screamed. “My ass is aflame! Run, Enki! Save yourself!”

			Enki moved toward his brother, hoping to help, but before he had taken even a single step a gout of flame flew from his behind as well. He turned and nipped at it, singeing his whiskers in the process. Anki danced around the clearing, screaming as he moved. It was not uncomical.

			The Old Kitty Mother watched this impassively for a few moments. When she judged that their burns were very painful indeed but not yet life-threatening she swished her tail. The flames stopped.

			She gave them a moment to collect themselves. “Come here, you two.”

			They obeyed.

			“Did I, perhaps, communicate my wishes imprecisely? Have I failed the two of you in this way? Is the flaw mine? Perhaps I spoke too quickly? Is my accent strange to you? Perhaps I used unfamiliar words?”

			“We…” Enki began, panting with the pain. “Ah, that is to say…”

			“Shut up.” She furrowed her brow in concentration. “No. I rather doubt that that was it. I think, instead, that the two of you are exceptionally stupid. What do you think?”

			They were too frightened to speak. They only looked at her.

			“Yes. Yes, I’m sure that must be it. Very well, then. Let me try again. This wolf is not to be harmed. He is not to be threatened. He is never…ever…EVER…to be treated with anything but the utmost courtesy. For any reason. Are you with me so far?” She eyed them avidly, waiting for an answer.

			“Yes, Mother,” Anki whispered. “We understand.”

			“Very good. Then let us continue. He will sleep soundly, and for some time. While he sleeps, the two of you are to guard him with your very lives. Let me say that again: with…your…very…lives. When he wakes, he will have forgotten how you offended him in flagrant disobedience of my direct orders…though I, of course, will not. We will speak of that later. However, if he wakes up hungry and decides to gnaw off your forepaw as a snack, I will require not only that you sit perfectly still as he does it, but you must also offer him words of encouragement from time to time. You must congratulate him on his appetite. You must thank him when he is done. Is that understood? Anki?”

			“Yes, mistress.”

			“Enki?”

			“Yes,” Enki said, biting back a scream, “mistress.”

			“Very good. I believe you are beginning to understand. But I will repeat myself once again, since you are so very, very stupid.” She paused. “Are you paying attention?”

			They swished their tails in unison, wincing at the pain this brought.

			“There is nothing…absolutely nothing…in this world so important as the safety of that wolf. You are charged with his well-being. It’s worth more than just your lives if you fail. You are to protect him as if he were the last kitten on earth, before yourselves, before even me. Am I understood?”

			“With our very lives,” they said in unison.

			“Excellent,” she said. She looked down at Blacktail, then back up at them. When she spoke next, her tone had softened somewhat. “In truth,” she said, “I do not expect trouble. But if it does come, it will be up to you to handle it. I spoke harshly to you in order to make my point, but I would not have chosen you to serve if I did not know you to be strong.” She walked over to a nearby oak, which was tall and vibrant. “I am sorry for this,” she whispered to the tree, “but it is necessary.” Then, to Anki and Enki, “Come here.”

			The Old Kitty Mother scratched at the tree, then turned and swatted Enki with her paw. Enki winced at her touch, but a moment later his face relaxed and he no longer seemed to be stifling a scream. “Better?” she asked.

			Enki swished his tail and let out a long sigh. “Much.”

			She turned to Anki and healed him in the same way. When it was done, the tree was dead.

			“Move away,” she said. “In a moment the branches will begin to fall off.” They did. “I trust that in the future you will pay closer attention to my instructions? The Farts of the Dragon are among the least of the corrections that I might inflict upon you.”

			“It shall never happen again,” Anki said.

			“Oh, truly,” said Enki. “Never, ever again.”

			“I am pleased to hear it. You were fortunate, you know. Normally I would have let you heal in the natural way, but I require your services immediately. You must watch over me now. I am placing my life in your care. Mine, and many others as well. More than you know.”

			“We will give the matter our full attention,” Anki said. “You may depend upon that. But what if, well, something happens? We can handle bears and suchlike, but…”

			She considered this, then swished her tail in acknowledgment. “You have a point.” Then, under her breath, she said, “Larkspur.” She made it sound like a curse.

			“Beg pardon, Mother?”

			“Hmm? Nothing. I was thinking of an old apprentice of mine. Never mind. If my enemies choose this moment to move against me, you may wake me with a word. But be careful to use it only in direst need. This business I am about is more important than you know.”

			“We understand,” Enki said. “Well, we understand enough.”

			“I believe that you do. Very well. The word is dominion.”

			The Old Kitty Mother studied them for a moment, then purred, satisfied. Gingerly, showing the pains of age, she lay down next to Blacktail. A moment later she was asleep as well.
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			The Old Kitty Mother padded up behind Blacktail, silent under the moonlight. “Ah!” she said. “There you are.”

			Blacktail started a little. “What is this place? Am I dreaming?”

			“That is difficult to say, exactly. Yes and no. You are asleep, but this is not a dream.”

			“I don’t feel like I’m asleep.”

			“Well…perhaps it is not sleep exactly, but it is close enough.”

			“What, then?”

			“Do you remember my saying that I wished you to take a short journey with me? That you agreed?”

			Blacktail’s eyes narrowed as he concentrated. “I suppose,” he said. “Vaguely. But I thought you meant around the other side of the mountain or something like that.” He sniffed the air. “What is that?”

			“That is the sea, Blacktail. You have heard of the sea?”

			“I have. I’ve eaten a few gulls in my day.”

			“Yes, I imagine so. Your hill was much closer to it than the valley where we met.”

			“Oh? Is that where we are? Near my hill?”

			“No. In some ways we are farther now from your home than you have ever been. Your hill lay near the western sea. What you smell now is the sea of the east.”

			He goggled at her. “How is that possible? The land is very wide. No one I know has even seen the eastern waters, or talked to anyone who has.” His eyes narrowed. “This is some sort of spell, isn’t it?” That seemed to remind him of something, but he couldn’t recall exactly what.

			“It is, but you have my word that it is harmless. It is a spell of showing, not of traveling. This is not a place, Blacktail, but a memory.”

			“Whose memory?”

			“Mine, after a fashion. I am its keeper, at any rate. The beasts who made it died long ago.”

			“Beasts? What beasts?”

			“All manner of them. The sights before you were seen by the eyes of crows. The scents are from the memory of a pack of red wolves. The sounds were heard through the ears of rabbits. If you choose to taste, you will taste through the mouth of a locust.”

			He pawed at the earth. “It seems real enough.”

			“It is real,” she said. “…enough.”

			“Hrm. Well. There you go, then.” He sniffed the ground, then wagged his tail in resignation. “Why are we here?”

			“This moment holds a great lesson. My coven has preserved it over the many seasons. I wish to show it to you.”

			“Show me what?”

			She looked over Blacktail’s shoulder at the moon. “To show you that.”

			Blacktail followed her gaze. At first he took what he saw there for a great storm cloud, but something about it did not seem right. “What is that?”

			“Birds,” she said. “Crows, to be precise.”

			“Birds?” he asked, squinting. “Really?”

			“Really.”

			“Gracious,” he said. “There’s quite a lot of them.”

			“Indeed. That is the flock of Karakaa, and many others besides. All the flocks of the eastern lands have gathered here this night.”

			“I’m sorry, who did you say?”

			“The crow, Karakaa.” She looked at him expectantly.

			“Should I have heard of him?”

			She made a disapproving little sound. “In a just world, all beasts would know the name of Karakaa, and speak it with reverence. But this is not a just world.”

			Blacktail licked his forepaw as he considered this. “Hrm,” he said. “Who is he?”

			“Karakaa was a defender of the faith. For a thousand years—”

			“What? I do not know that word.”

			“A thousand is like a many-of-manys,” the Old Kitty Mother said. Her tone had grown a tad curt. “It does not matter. Let’s just say that it is a long time indeed. May I continue now?”

			“Of course,” Blacktail said. “Sorry to interrupt.”

			“Karakaa was the protector of these lands. He guarded the world tree that grows here. He kept the beasts of this land to the one true faith. He was very holy. His strength was such that until that time even the men hereabouts remained faithful to the hunt. At this time, in this place, the world is still as the God of Gods intended it to be.”

			“Until that time? Was it another magic thing?”

			“It is, yes. Or was, rather. Again, this was all long ago.”

			“Another one of those thousand things?”

			“Not so much as that. About half. Do you know of ‘half’? As when there are two wolves who catch one rabbit?”

			Blacktail wagged his agreement.

			“Very good. The moment you see took place about half of a thousand winters ago. I was little more than a kitten then. Around that time these new men from the far side of the sea, the land of my birth, arrived on Karakaa’s shores. He took little notice of their initial landing. Every so often a boat would show up from some distant land. Before long the ones in it would either die or flee. But Karakaa soon realized that the newcomers were not like the men he had known. The infection of reason was very strong in them. They did not answer to the language of the hunt, not even in their dreams. This troubled him.”

			“So Karakaa sent his advisers to the place of the new men. They sought counsel among the slave beasts that arrived with them and learned much. The horses told them of a life treading the fields. The pigs told them of their pens. The dogs told them how in their former home even the strongest packs feared the power of gunshots, how wolves rarely ventured out of the deepest forest.

			“Karakaa pondered on this. Each night he prayed to the Forest God. First through the summer, then the autumn and the winter. When spring came and he still had heard no answer, Karakaa became certain of something he had previously only suspected. He knew then that the Forest God was in deepest sleep, beyond the reach of any prayer.

			“So Karakaa and his flock took up station outside the stronghold of the invaders. All through the spring and summer they watched. They saw that what the beasts had told them was so. Horses toiled in the fields. Pigs lived short lives in small cages and were slaughtered. Bear and wolf fell before gunshots.

			“By the time the spring drew to a close, Karakaa knew the place for what it was. He named it for the word crows use when pronouncing sentence of death on the diseased, named it for the single pustule that will end the flock if the bird bearing it is allowed to live.

			“That summer Karakaa looked for strength within himself and weighed his duty to the land. He still prayed each night, but he had come to know that his prayers would not be answered. In the end he realized that in order to fulfill his duty he must do something that was once unthinkable to him. On the night of the autumnal equinox, he surrendered the defense of the faith to his closest lieutenant. He banished himself from the flock. He flew alone to Yggdrasil, the world tree. There, in the sight of the moon, this devout beast who had lived many lifetimes in the service of the Forest God petitioned hell.”

			Blacktail’s eyes widened at this, but he did not interrupt.

			“Hell,” the Old Kitty Mother said dryly, “responded eagerly. The faith of Karakaa was known to them. His soul was considered a great prize. The demon Adzmodeus came to him, more promptly than was common. Together they struck a bargain. Karakaa renounced the Forest God. He entered the service of the demon. In full knowledge of what he was doing, he damned himself. Despite a lifetime of faithful service to the Forest God, now he would never see the Far Hill.

			“But Karakaa was content. Hell had answered his petition in a most satisfactory manner. In exchange for his fealty, Adzmodeus granted Karakaa the power of life and death over men.” She looked out at the cloud of crows.

			Blacktail followed her gaze.

			“You see him now on the night after his apostasy. He has come to use the strength that he bought at such terrible cost. Karakaa believes that if this plague of men on his lands can be stamped out before it spreads, if each infidel who sets foot on these shores meets swift and certain death, that eventually they will stop coming. The eastern lands will be safe. He will have fulfilled his duty. Karakaa believes that this knowledge will be enough to sustain him for an eternity of damnation.” The Old Kitty Mother flinched a little as she said this. She had more experience of hell than did Karakaa. She knew this for the folly it was.

			“Look up, Blacktail,” she said softly. “Bear witness to the deed of Karakaa the Great.”

			Blacktail looked up. From the east came a mighty flock of crows, more than he had ever seen, blackening the sky like the clouds of a terrible storm. They followed in the wake of a single bird, and flew silently. Blacktail understood this to be a sign of greatest respect.

			As the flock approached the place of men, they settled in the branches of the maples and ash and beech, now mostly barren of autumn leaves. High above them, Karakaa circled in the sky. The crows did not call out to him, though many wished to. He was infidel now. But the wolves did, and the bears and rabbits, and other creatures of the forest. They poured out the blessings of their heart, in hopes that Karakaa would hear them, and remember them in hell, and be comforted.

			Karakaa soared over the place of men. Below him, the caged beasts looked up as he passed. When he flew over the heart of this plague on his land, Karakaa spoke the word that the demon had taught him. The town, which had been silent, grew more silent still. Then the walls of the cages fell away. The slave beasts roamed free. After a short time, some of the bolder dogs entered the dwellings of men, and found that House, which had teemed with men at sunset, now stood empty. Those who had been their masters were gone. No one could say where. The beasts who had gathered to watch called out in praise. The former slaves called up to him in gratitude.

			“Then,” the Old Kitty Mother said, “something happened.”

			Blacktail waited a long time, but she did not continue. “What?” he said finally.

			“No one is certain. The beasts who gathered to witness this thing comprised a vast multitude. When word of Karakaa’s deed reached us, I and others of my order made the journey to the new world. We searched the memories of those who had been there that night most carefully. We found no real answers, but I will tell you what little I know.

			“When the word went out that he was successful, that he had rid these lands of men, a great cheer went up. Karakaa dipped his wings to salute the throng below. He circled the town one final time, then turned to the north to begin his exile.

			“Just before he vanished from sight, the moon came down to Karakaa.”

			“What?” Blacktail barked.

			The Old Kitty Mother swished her tail. “I know how it sounds. But those who saw it are in complete agreement, though like you, many found it difficult to take in at first. The moon came down from the sky and went to Karakaa. As it came closer, it grew hard to look at, dazzling. The intensity was too much to bear. Most turned away. But the crow whom Karakaa had chosen as his successor was also a sorcerer, and not without skill. He adjusted his mind, and was able to see a little. It is from him that we receive this final image, scant as it is. It is the last that anyone ever saw of Karakaa the Great. Look.”

			Blacktail turned to the north. His eyes were stung by a great white light, but he squinted into it and bore the pain for a moment.

			“Look away now, Blacktail,” the Old Kitty Mother said. “It will serve no purpose for you to blind yourself.”

			“What was that?”

			“I do not know. No one does. I have my suspicions, but I would prefer to hear your thoughts before I share them with you. Could you make out anything?”

			“I could see nothing,” Blacktail said. “It was too bright.”

			“Don’t worry,” she said. “Neither could anyone else. More than one went blind trying.” But her shoulders slumped a bit as she said this, and her tone was disappointed.

			“There was a smell, though.”

			She perked up. “Oh? What smell?”

			“Feathers.”

			“He was a crow, Blacktail.”

			“I know that,” Blacktail rumbled. “But this was not the scent of a crow. It seemed familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. Perhaps a dove?”

			The Old Kitty Mother stared at him, her green eyes cold and unreadable as the deepest sea. “Indeed? How interesting.”

			“What was it?”

			“Truly, I do not know.”

			“No?” Blacktail rumbled. He had had his fill of mystery and unanswered questions. “Then tell me, Mother, what do you suspect?”

			The Old Kitty Mother looked at him a long time before answering. “It is the opinion of my coven, and of me, that the dominion of man is protected by something greater than is commonly known. Others have struck bargains like that of Karakaa over the years. They came to similar ends. I myself once considered doing something of the kind. There are spells of great power, great ferocity. Some are enough to end the works of man, or at least thwart them greatly.”

			“Yet you choose not to act. Why?”

			She looked away. “Perhaps it is simply that I lack the strength of Karakaa. Perhaps I hide my cowardice behind a mask of caution,” she said softly. “But I believe that all such attempts are doomed. The dominion of man cannot be challenged, not by us. In all of creation, there is only one with the strength to save us.” She turned back to him. “Blacktail, will you help me find the Forest God?”
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			Blacktail stared at her, horrified. “Why on earth would I do a thing like that?” He looked around him. “Wait. We’re not in that dream thing anymore, are we?”

			Anki and Enki shared a look that could only have meant Bumpkin. But neither thought it wise to speak.

			Her plea complete, the Old Kitty Mother got her feet under her and rose slowly. “Yes,” she said. “We have returned.”

			“But how—Never mind.” Blacktail stood, shook out his fur. “With respect, that seems like the most”—he glanced at the cougars—“um, questionable idea I’ve ever heard. I don’t know much about gods, but from what I’ve heard they’re even worse than men. What if this Forest God is cranky when He wakes up? Have you thought of that? Do you really want him running about…smiting things…and—and sending plagues? Such like that? I don’t know about you, but I’ve got about all the trouble I can stand at the moment.”

			“You ask fair questions,” she said. “I’ll admit there is risk.”

			“Then why—”

			“I have sent others to seek Him before, you know.”

			“You have?”

			She swished her tail. “Oh yes. Several times. A shark, several tigers, even a rat once. They all came to bad ends.”

			“Well, there you go.”

			The Old Kitty Mother settled back on her haunches with a wince. “And yet, they chose to go. Why do you think that is?”

			“I’ve no idea,” Blacktail said. “Were they daft?”

			“Because they were like you, Blacktail. That is what drew my eye to them. Each beast had learned for himself the lessons of men, as we all learn them. But these were different. When their understanding was complete, they rose up and killed those who had done them offense.”

			“Even the rat?”

			“Do you know of bubonic pla—Never mind. Point being, killing men was never so common as you might think, even before gunshots. Now?” She shrugged. “I had almost given up hope. I’m old, you know. There were never any guarantees.”

			Blacktail shook his head. “I—Forgive me, Mother, but I don’t understand. I’m very flattered, but what does it have to do with the Forest God?”

			“Tell me, Blacktail, what was it that finally made you enter House? You might have found another mate, you know. Was it the death of your litter? If that’s all it was, I might point out—with respect—that you yourself have killed your share of others’ young.”

			Blacktail’s eyes narrowed. “I do not wish to think of that night.”

			“I am afraid,” she said, “that I must insist.” Her stare was cold. Behind her, the cougars snarled happily.

			Blacktail dipped his head slightly, showing submission. “Very well.” He thought for a long time before answering. When he spoke, his voice was a cold rumble. Courtesy was forgotten. “It was not the killing,” he said. The words inched out of him as if he were giving birth. “Not in itself. As you say, killing is a part of life. It was the way in which it was done. If they had come to my hill as hunters, even if she…they…still died…that would have been hard. But it would not have been…”

			He shook his head, unable to find the words. “But instead men used their magic. It wasn’t for the hunt. I have no idea what was done to Renren, or to my puppies, or…”

			“Or why?” she suggested.

			“Yes. Precisely. Why? They did not kill for food, or to protect their young or their lands.” His fur was up now, prickly. His eyes blazed. “What they did to me was a sin against the hunt. It was an abomination.”

			The cougars shared a nervous glance.

			The Old Kitty Mother purred happily. “Do you think,” she said, “that the Forest God might feel this way as well?”

			The sound of her voice seemed to startle Blacktail. He looked up at her and blinked, still lost in his memory. But after a moment he answered. When he did, his tone was more polite. “I cannot say. I would not presume to know the mind of God.”

			The Old Kitty Mother’s purr faded. “That is very wise of you,” she said gently. “But perhaps we could at least ask Him. Don’t you think?”

			Blacktail wagged his tail once, then again. “Perhaps.”

			“You’ll do it, then?”

			Blacktail settled back on his haunches. He scented the air of this wild place. His belly was full of rabbit. Earlier, when the wind was just so, I thought I smelled a wolf. More than one, even. It might have been my imagination…but then again it might not. He opened his mouth, searching his scant knowledge of courtesy for the most polite way to say no.

			At that moment the Old Kitty Mother tensed, staring at something over his shoulder. Blacktail turned to follow her gaze and saw a light moving fast and straight through the sky. Reflexively, he crouched low to avoid being seen. The fox’s words came back to him then: Quite a different experience on this side of the hunt. The thing in the sky, whatever it was, gave no indication of noticing him. But now he saw the lights of men on the other side of the mountain. Not near…but not that far, either. Blacktail sighed again. The “no” died unspoken on his tongue.

			“Do you really think I might find Him?” Blacktail asked. “Be honest. I don’t know anything about these other beasts you mentioned, but you’re wrong about me. I’m nothing special.”

			“That’s not true. Your skill at the hunt is without equal. You might surprise yourself.”

			Blacktail shook out his fur. “If you say so,” he said. “But it is no little thing to wake a sleeping god.”

			“No,” the Old Kitty Mother agreed, and her cold gaze never wavered. “It would take a beast whose will was strong beyond measure.”

			“An idiot might do just as well,” Blacktail said, meeting her stare.

			“Yes,” she said. “Perhaps.”

			After a moment Blacktail looked away. He pawed at the earth, turned a few times, then lay down. “Let us say that I were to do this thing. I know the ways of rabbits and moose well enough, but there were few gods to be found on my hill. I’ve no doubt I’ll know Him when I see Him, but I’m a little vague on where to start looking.”

			“What would you have me tell you?” the Old Kitty Mother asked.

			“Well, for starters, what does He smell like? What sort of den might he build? What sort of tracks should I look for?”

			The Old Kitty Mother used her tail to brush away this nonsense as well. “It is not like that. The Forest God may sometimes choose to work his will through his creatures or even speak through them, but He is no more a creature than a claw is a wolf.”

			“A place, then?” Blacktail asked.

			“No, not a place, either, though that is closer to the heart of it. The Forest God is not an easy thing to touch, Blacktail. You could say it is the snake, but it is also the mouse the snake feeds on, and the horse that comes upon the snake, which is bloated and slow, and stomps it. It is the feeding, the stomping. Whenever a creature touches another creature, that is the Forest God. Do you see?”

			“I have fed on many creatures, but I have never felt such,” Blacktail said. The Old Kitty Mother gave a small croak. Blacktail thought she sounded amused. Perhaps she was thinking of how best to phrase herself or was laughing at some private joke.

			“As I said, the one I speak of has slept since time out of memory. But even in the old age, when the lands were thick with gods, you would not likely have noticed His touch, even if it fell heavy upon you. He has no need of such displays, for we are all the vehicles of His will. Do your eyes feel the pains of your stomach when they chance upon some prey?”

			Blacktail thought on it for a time, then wagged his tail. “I think the cats are right to revere you as they do. Your wisdom is plain, even to one as thickheaded as me. I will ponder on what you have said.” He paused. “Tell me, then…what of men? Are they of the Forest God as well?”

			The Old Kitty Mother swirled her tail, pleased. “That is an excellent question. Perhaps you are not so dull as you would have us think.” She considered the question. “I am told that they once were, but that was long ago. They were littler then. They’ve never been fast or particularly strong. The only thing they’re truly good at is running—a pack of them can chase pretty much any beast until it drops. Then they’d use sticks or whatnot. But even so, they were withering. They fell prey to the stronger beasts more often than was common. The injustice of it grated on them, I imagine. They were pompous, even then.”

			“Then how did they become…?” Blacktail gestured at the lights over the horizon.

			“As they are now? Bear in mind that this was a little before my time, but most of the accounts agree. At first they cried out to the Forest God to intervene on their behalf. But the hunt is His design, and it pleases Him. He would not help the two-legs. When He did not respond to their pleas, they turned away from Him. They offered worship to another, one who was not of the hunt. This god taught them a new way of speaking, a new way of looking at the world. This thing, this ‘reason,’ is the heart of their magic. It gave them great power. But in return, their new lord demanded that they forsake the Forest God and make a sacrifice of all that serve Him.” The Old Kitty Mother turned her bright green eyes upon him.

			“And of course, this they have done. The blood of the little creatures flows in rivers, Blacktail, and has for generations beyond remembering. If nothing is done, very soon there will be none of us left. Do you see?”

			Blacktail regarded her with his hunter’s gaze. Not many could have met such a stare. Even the cougars flinched a bit. But the Old Kitty Mother did not look away. “If I were to take up this quest,” he asked deliberately, “where might I begin?”

			The Old Kitty Mother blinked to acknowledge the question, but then fell silent for a long time, looking at something the rest of them could not see. “You should continue south,” she said finally. “You might find the trail of the Forest God in the mountains to the south. The two-legs are not so thick there. But mind you, Blacktail, the journey of it will be very long.”

			“I have traveled long already.”

			“No. Not like this. If each breath of your journey thus far were a full day’s travel that might be half the distance you have to go.”

			“I see.” He rose with a sigh. “Then I suppose I’d best get started.”

			“You’ll do it, then?” the Old Kitty Mother asked, trying not to show her eagerness. “You’ll take up the quest?”

			“Yes, I will,” he said simply. He turned to the south.

			“Blacktail—”

			“Yes?”

			“You look tired,” she said. “Have you not been sleeping well?”

			“No. I have not.”

			“Bad dreams?”

			He wagged his tail.

			“May I ask what you dreamed of?”

			Blacktail, not used to the questions of witches, looked at her strangely. “I dreamed of a dog,” he said.

			“Did you know this dog? Was it your Renren?”

			“No. Not her. He was a terrier, a slave of men—not just a slave, though. He loved them. He thought of them as his pack. He could not understand why he must always be chained behind House. It was dark there. He was lonely. Often he was hungry. He could see the lights of House, smell hot food, hear the laughter of his pack…but his sleeping hole was cold, and he ate only if they remembered to feed him.” Blacktail snarled. “His love for them was starting to fade, I think.”

			“Mrrr,” the Old Kitty Mother said. “I see.”

			“Does that mean anything to you?”

			“No,” she said. “Nothing.”

			Blacktail smelled her lie, but chose not to speak of it. They say witches have always kept their own counsel, he thought. Even I know that much.

			The Old Kitty Mother stood and stretched her back. “Well,” she said, “never mind that. Your journey is a long one, as I’ve said, and you should not think to make the whole distance on the contents of what is now in your stomach. When you are hungry, hunt. When you are tired, sleep. When you are thirsty, drink. But remember that the rivers of blood still flow, now thicker than ever.”

			She walked over and stood next to his forepaw. “May I?”

			He wagged his tail in agreement. She rubbed his forepaw with her shoulder, blessing him with her scent. She took a step back and craned her neck up to look at him. They regarded each other silently, her green eyes locking with his yellow ones in the moonless night. “Please,” she said, sounding for the first time small and kittenish, “please, Lord Hunter…tarry no more than you must.”

			Blacktail did not answer, only wagged his tail to show he had understood. Then he turned south to seek out the Forest God.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				The God of the Lost
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			In his dream Blacktail was caged in Car, a great long one. It pulled a small herd of beasts behind it like an ox pulling a plow. It roared down a road at a speed even the fastest hunter could not hope to match. In his dream he was not a wolf. He was something else, something large and slow and dull-witted. Prey, he thought. I am a cow, of all things, I am a calf and I am prey. In thinking this, he fell into another life, swallowed whole.

			I am young, he thought. My earliest memory is of the spring. I am young, and the foul breath of Car and the stinks of the black path are beautiful to me, because I have never been out of my pen, where the dung rises to the top of my hooves and splashes when I move. Before this morning I never suspected that there was anything more to the world. But now the wind has freed me from the scent of my dung. I know smells for the first time. I can see clouds.

			But I am afraid. It is not the great speed or the strange scents that make me fear. I do not understand what is happening, but I know that my mother screamed when she saw me enter Car. She screamed, but she could do nothing. All our mothers screamed, because the herd has a long memory. It remembers back to the green pastures of used-to-be, when we grazed free and the bulls protected us and no one splashed in dung. All our mothers screamed, because in all that long memory no one who was summoned to Car has ever returned.

			Car stopped. The cage clanged open. In this terrible place that was the best thing the calf had ever known, he and Blacktail cried out as one.

			Men were coming for him.

			Their hands stank of blood.

			

			—

			Blacktail jerked. Only half awake, he scrambled to his feet, snapped out at the air. But instead of crunching bone and sweet blood, his mouth snapped down on nothing. He blinked. Right. Another dream. Not real. Can’t hurt you.

			In a way, though, it could. He slept on a thin crest of ridge bounded on both sides by sheer rocky drops. In his terror, he had jerked upright without thinking. Now the edge of the cliff lay a bare paw’s breadth away. Only luck had spared him. Blacktail blew out a long, slow breath and peeked over. He suppressed a shudder. He had learned a great deal of ridges since he and the Old Kitty Mother parted ways. To his now-experienced eye, this particular one seemed small, but only in the sense that if he fell off it he would likely die from the impact rather than starving to death before he hit bottom.

			It was spring now, or near enough. The land of his childhood was far behind him, as were the foothills where he met the Old Kitty Mother. The horde of hunting men and their slave dogs had long since faded into the distance. Perhaps they have forgotten me?

			Probably not.

			Not long after his chat with the Old Kitty Mother he passed into the proper mountains. There he learned the shape and flavor of true misery. He remembered looking at the mountains from a distance and thinking that they appeared rather handsome—especially at sunset. But up close they were an endless series of frozen boulders overlaying drops sheer enough to make a falcon puke. He spent the winter picking his way across them and starving as he did it. He had been preoccupied with trying not to die, so most of his memories of the journey were rather vague. He considered this a great mercy.

			He had never been this far south. Come to that, he had never known anyone who had been this far south. The land here was different from what he knew. Mostly what grew here were bushes, deep green and prone to prickly thorns. There were trees, yes, but not many—certainly not enough in any one spot to call it a forest. Those trees he did see seemed to his eye to be in a certain amount of pain. Their bare branches twisted skyward, grasping at a sun that blazed, but brought little warmth. Short, thick, and stumpy, they smelled dry. There were others like nothing he had seen before—stumpy and leafless, but studded with needles up and down the trunk.

			Around the time of the last full moon, or perhaps the one before that, he had been forced to a halt. He remembered that day well enough. In the afternoon he glimpsed flat land through a mountain pass and rejoiced, thinking the worst was behind him. Then, just before dusk, the wind began. He took shelter in the shadow of a boulder that overhung a ledge barely wider than his body. The storm howled for three full days and nights, perhaps longer. The cold was bitter. Snow lay over him in drifts. Only occasionally did the wind lull enough for him to hear the rumbling of his stomach. If some witch had come to him then, offering to magic him out of the rocky plains in exchange for offering his hindquarters as a sanctuary for starving fleas, he might well have accepted. But the storm passed. He found a stream that was drinkable, if a tad salty. Desert rodents were stringy but edible.

			Now it was springtime, or near enough. There were still hills, but the proper mountains were behind him, only their peaks visible over the horizon. Even the memory of that storm was enough to make him shiver, but this night was pleasant.

			The question, though, is what to do now. The way down off this ridge was clear to him. It was easy enough and safe. Nonetheless, he had lain here for a day and a night, unsure what to do next.

			At the foot of the cliff lay a great road, wider than any he had ever seen. Once he had thought of Car as a beast, a hunter something like himself. Now he wondered. Herds of them thundered by in either direction. The ones closest to him moved west. All day and all night they stampeded as an endless stream, moving as fast as anything he had ever seen. Beyond those, an equally great number moved toward the east. They, too, were in quite a rush. Blacktail could make no sense of it. If they had all been moving in the same direction, he might believe that they were fleeing something or moving toward food. Or maybe migrating? But it seemed to him that just as many moved one way as the other. If that is so, why don’t they all just stay where they are and save themselves the effort? They must be very stupid indeed.

			Still, he remembered the sacrificial squirrels he had seen. Stupid or not, Car had ground them beneath its hooves well enough. The tiny black eye, squeezed from its socket, regarding me. Mindful of this, he waited all day and all night for the last of them to pass by so that he might make his way across in safety. But that, apparently, was not to be. Sometimes they were many and sometimes they were few, but the migration never truly stopped.

			He pondered it as he watched. Just after sunset of the second day, understanding came to him. At night, when the eyes of Car shone out in darkness, the black path looked to him like a river made of light. That, he realized, is the essence of it. Car moves along the black path not as a migrating herd, but as water in a river. He sighed. He had his answer, but like most things lately, the taste of it was bitter. Herds, no matter how large, may be outwaited. Sooner or later you will see the last of them. Sighing, he gathered his feet under him and stood. But rivers must be forded.

			He picked his way down the incline, his heart hammering in his chest. Once his foot dislodged a small avalanche of pebbles, something he had not done since he was a puppy. He cursed himself for his carelessness, but Car did not seem to notice. The sound was lost in its endless roar.

			A shallow ditch ran alongside the path, half filled with black water. The things that floated in it stank of rotting man-food, carcasses, piss. He lay in it anyway, nervous to be without cover so close to the stampeding herd of Car.

			In the predawn gloom, Car’s white eyes were clearly visible. At first Blacktail had had trouble judging their distance from him. After some days’ study, he realized that if he looked on them as prey, he could predict the time of their passing with the same casual precision that he predicted elk breaking from the herd. After this one passes, there will be a gap. He stood and made ready to run.

			This close, the wind of Car’s passing blasted his fur off to the side and rocked him on his feet. My god, he thought. It’s so huge.

			With a leap and a roar, he sprang from cover and began his crossing. The first half of the distance, he knew, would be easy. In the late hours the road was less busy. Car moved faster then but stuck mostly to the side farthest from him. That was good. Even so, the road was far from empty. Halfway across, he heard the roar of one bearing down on him. He skidded to a stop and glanced to his left, just as Car shot by directly in front of him. Half a beat later another—perhaps its mate?—went by to his rear, nicking the tip of his tail as it passed.

			He sprang forward into the gap left by their passing, then leapt over the stone barrier that divided the eastern migration from the west. He was halfway across now. The copse on the far side felt very close, the safety of it tantalizing. His heart hammered in his chest. He sprinted for the far edge as fast as he had ever run. The muscles of his hind legs burned. The pads of his paws gripped the stone beneath his feet. Almost there, he thought. That wasn’t so—

			Then the eyes of Car bore down upon him. He snapped his head to the right. I’m not going to make it, he thought. It’s so fast. But it was too late to stop and too dangerous to go back. Seeing no other choice, he turned into the flow of them and sprang into the air as high as he could.

			The first one clipped his foot as it passed by underneath. That did no real damage, but it spun him in the air. Bright, he thought. The one behind it was larger. It caught him midair, slamming into his hip. It didn’t hurt, not really, but it knocked the breath from him. He felt warm, confused. He snapped out of it as he fell, bit down hard. That was just reflex, but it served him well enough—some part of the thing broke off in his jaws.

			He came down in the soft weeds that lined the edge of the road. Scrambling to his feet, gasping and disoriented, he looked around. There seemed to be two of everything. He took a deep breath, then shook his head to clear it. Better.

			He was out of the path of the monsters now, safe enough on the far side of the road. The Car that hit him paused a little ways down, panting at the edge of the black path. Light poured out of the hole he had bitten in the skin of the top—or head, or whatever it was called. Not metal, but not flesh, either—something like the imitation skins that men covered themselves with, but thicker. The taste was unpleasant, chemical and raw. Blacktail spat it out.

			The wound must have hurt, though.

			The eyes on Car’s hindquarters—or whatever they were—flashed red. It’s angry, he thought. It’s not the only one.

			Car puked up a man. The man lifted its forepaw to shield its eyes from the oncoming lights, peering into the dark.

			It’s looking for me. Blacktail thought. Very well. Here I am. He took a step forward, baring his teeth. When he was sure it could see him, he made the killing sound, deep in his throat.

			The man’s eyes grew wide. A moment later the ammoniac scent of terror-piss wafted to him, unmistakable even mingled with the smoke of Car farts. The man stumbled backward, tripping over his own feet. He scrambled back into Car and darted out into the distance—going…going…Gone.

			Despite everything—or perhaps because of it—he found this a little funny. I didn’t realize they could run that fast. His tail twitched. I wish Renren was here so I could—No.

			He cut the thought off and turned back to the south. The patch of trees, meager as it was, beckoned to him. He smiled a little when he took his first step, thinking, I’ll be safe in there.

			Only then did he realize that his hind leg was broken.

			ii

			At first the pain was not so much. Probably he was in shock. He put the road at his back and limped far enough away that the eternal din of Car’s migration grew soft and distant. But with each step, the pain bit a little deeper. Soon his hip began to swell. He tried to ignore it, to crush the pain down with his mind. By the time the sun was high in the sky he was punctuating every limping pace with a yelp.

			Water was scarce here. Soon the thirst burned his throat. He could smell a stream, but he thought it was very far. At the rate I’m moving, it will be tomorrow before I come to it, he realized. Maybe the day after that. And what of the hunt? He had not eaten in a long time.

			By sunset he was reduced to crawling. Holding his hind leg off the ground as he moved took a toll on his strength. The muscles of his hip thrummed with effort. Even so, try as he might, he could not keep his wounded leg up all the time. When it brushed against the ground, the pain was such that the rim of his vision went black and fuzzy. Around midday he lost his balance and fell, crushing the broken leg between his body and a tree trunk. That time he actually lost consciousness, for how long he did not know. When he came back to himself, he did not try to rise. Instead he lay on his unwounded side and began to drag himself toward the scent of water a whisker’s length at a time. When the moon rose, he allowed himself to sleep.

			He woke the next day with a gasp, then coughed until his throat was raw. With no small horror, he realized that in addition to his other woes he had become ill while he slept. First he felt a terrible chill. Only a few minutes later he burned like the sun. The sounds of the woods buzzed strangely in his ear. His thirst had become bad enough to challenge the pain in his leg for his attention. If I do not find water soon, I will die, he thought. I must stand. I must walk. He did stand, even walked a step, but his vision grayed out again. He fell, landing on the broken leg. The pain jarred him awake as nothing else could. With a groan, he rolled back on his side and resumed his slow lurching progress.

			All through that day he inched forward. The sun beat down. The thick gray fur that kept him warm in the snow was worse than useless here. His tongue, swollen and dry, hung out the side of his mouth. He panted to cool himself, but with little effect. By the time the sun began to set, he was losing consciousness regularly. Even when he rallied enough to drag himself along, he was not sure of his direction. The fever affected his senses. Sometimes he moved in circles.

			He woke the next morning to the sight of vultures circling overhead.

			He dragged himself forward and winced. Even his unbroken side was raw and bloody from dragging himself over rocks. With an agonal effort, he moved forward an inch. Then he passed out again.

			This time when he woke, there was a two-legs standing not far away, looking down at him. He thought at first this might be a dream. The man did not go away when Blacktail blinked and shook his head. It cast a shadow. It smelled of rage and sour sweat. It breathed. It was holding something in its forepaw, something bright and sharp and metal. It took a step closer, though not close enough to bite.

			Blacktail raised his head and snarled at it, too weak even to growl.

			“You came,” the man said. It spoke to him in the language of the hunt. Its accent was thick, but not incomprehensible. “The little ones—the mices—they said you would come.”

			Blacktail tilted his head quizzically, then passed out.
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			He woke to the smell of water. The stream he had yearned toward for so long flowed deep and clean a few inches from his nose. He stretched out his neck and drank for a long time, lapping the sweet water. It cooled his throat in a way that reminded him of his mother’s kiss. When his thirst was slaked, he looked around him. It was night now. He was deep in the stony desert. He smelled a Car not far away, but its fumes were cool. It had been asleep for a long time. The lights of men were only a dim glow on the horizon. The sounds of the road were only a distant murmur, barely audible over the gurgling stream. Stars and the moon shone down over red sandstone boulders, agave and juniper, tumbleweeds.

			How the hell did I get all the way out—

			“My Lord Hunter is better now,” said a voice from behind him. Blacktail whipped around, suddenly enough that his broken bones ground together. He winced, but again the pain was distant. The strangeness of that struck him, but he had more pressing concerns.

			“You,” he said to the man. He blinked. “You can talk?”

			The two-legs shrugged. “Sometimes. When the hunt rises in me. Not always. Other times I forget. How do you say? You know how there are times when you sleep and chase the rabbit that isn’t there, but when you wake you forget the rabbit, and forget that you chased it? Is like that.”

			“A dream?”

			The man wagged his head up and down. “Yes! That word! Dream! When I not on the hunt, times like now is like a dream.” He paused. “But even when I talk the true talk, I maybe not do it so good.”

			“You do well enough,” Blacktail said. “My leg—”

			“Is not hurting, yes?”

			Blacktail wagged agreement. “How did you…?”

			The two-legs frowned. “There are no words. Magic. Men have magic. That is how I do it.”

			“Are you a wizard, then?”

			“No. Not me. In some places, places of men, there are…” Again, he struggled to find the words. “Special acorns whose magic is to fix hurt things. Some take pain away. Some fix the blood curses. When I bring you here, I see you very hurting, very sick. I go to the place of the magic-that-heals and bring for you these things.”

			“As easy as that?”

			“No. Not easy,” the man said. “They not want to give to me. But I make them give.”

			“Thank—”

			“No! Not thank. I am of the faith. All faithful know of Lord Hunter’s search. All pray for him. Not thank. Is my honor to do this thing.” He paused. “May I come closer? I bringed food.” He pointed at a crumpled body laying a little ways away. It was human. “I bring?”

			Blacktail’s stomach rumbled. “Yes,” he said. “Come.”

			Though himself fairly slight, the man picked up the body with little apparent effort. Its head flopped back. Blacktail saw that the throat had been torn out, not with some metal thing, but with teeth. The wounds were more tears than bites because, of course, the beast that killed it had no fangs. Well, Blacktail thought, looking at the man with a new regard, I suppose he can hardly help that. “You said ‘faithful.’ You are of the hunt, then?”

			The man smiled back at him, but sadly. “I want to be,” he said. “I try. But Lord Hunter find me too slow to be of his pack, I think.” With a grunt, he lay the body before Blacktail.

			“You seem to do well enough,” Blacktail said. He scented the body on the ground. The groin was so badly mutilated that it was impossible to tell whether it had been male or female. The meat was fresh, though.

			“Yes,” the two-legs agreed. “How is it you say? ‘My teeth are sharp’?”

			“That’s what we say,” Blacktail agreed, his stomach rumbling. “And they are sharp.” Blacktail ripped a chunk out of the dead beast’s haunch. Still warm, he noted with approval. “This one is a big meal.”

			This presented a question of etiquette. To wolves, eating the flesh of your own kind was an abomination. With men…who could tell? Anything seemed possible. Also, he thought, it’s his kill. It would be rude not to at least ask. “Care to join me?”

			“I am thanking you,” the man said. He settled in across from Blacktail and tore off a piece.

			They ate in silence for a long time. When Blacktail was full, he looked up at the man and licked his chops. He wagged his tail once, grudgingly. “You have given me much aid, two-legs.”

			The man swallowed what he was chewing. He glanced at Blacktail, smiled, but said nothing.

			With some effort, Blacktail stood. With some doubt—am I really going to do this?—he limped around the body to the two-legs. He made the greeting of equals. First he sniffed the man’s hindquarters, then turned and presented his own. But the man did not sniff. After a moment Blacktail turned back, not understanding.

			Small waters were leaking from the man’s eyes, which struck Blacktail as odd. “My Lord Hunter honors me. Never such honor have had I. But I cannot,” he said. “I am…am…deaf in my nose. Scent-blind.”

			“Oh?” Blacktail rumbled. “I am sorry. To be this way is a terrible thing.”

			“Perhaps,” the two-legs said. It smiled then, in a way that made Blacktail feel cold. “But many terrible things am I.”

			“Is that why you kill your own kind? Why you remember the true language? Did being scent-blind make you crazy? Something like that?”

			“No. All our noses are this way.”

			“All of you?”

			The man wagged his head up and down.

			“That explains quite a bit,” Blacktail said. “Why, then? Surely not all two-legs eat their own kind?

			“No, in that way I am strange.” He struggled to find words. “Do wolves have crazy-from-being-alone?”

			“We do,” Blacktail said. He did not think he himself was crazy-from-being-alone—not yet, anyway—but it had occurred to him more than once that he might get that way if the Forest God didn’t turn up soon. “Yes, we have that.”

			The man wagged his head up and down. “That’s me. Crazy-from-being-alone.”

			“When a wolf becomes this way, he is shunned. Cast out.”

			“The same with us. I must hide what I am. Hide what I do. Hide the dead.”

			Blacktail’s ears perked up. “Oh? Why hide them?” he asked.

			“Eh?” the Hider said. “Oh. If they find them, find these dead ones, much fury. Then I am hunted.”

			“Yes,” Blacktail said. “I’ve some experience in that. But if they are not found, there will be no hunt?”

			“Maybe some. But small.”

			“And if they catch you?” Blacktail asked, honestly curious.

			“When they catch, they kill me. Maybe some time in a cage first, but they kill.” He smiled. “But first they must catch.”

			Blacktail swished his tail in acknowledgment. “Perhaps we have more in common than you think.” He paused, weighing courtesy against curiosity, then decided it couldn’t hurt to ask. “Tell me, if you will—how did you come to be this way? To speak the language of the hunt?”

			“God teach me. I learn from God.”

			Blacktail’s ears perked up. “You’ve spoken to the Forest God? He’s awake?”

			“No. My god is not the Forest God. He is below that one. But my god faithful to the hunt, to Him, just as we are.”

			“I see,” Blacktail said. “I had not heard of such. I thought only the Forest God remained, that the god of men had destroyed all the others.”

			“Most, I think. Not all. Not my god. My god is of the lost things.” He smiled again. “Not such a big god, maybe. But when the god of men move to strike down the old ones, my god not can be found.”

			“Interesting.” Blacktail thought on this for a moment. “If you don’t mind my asking, how did you find him? Or ‘Him,’ rather—no disrespect, you understand. I myself have some interest in finding lost gods.”

			“Me?” The man laughed. “I not find,” he said. “No one find Him. No one find me. He come to me because I am of Him. Because I am lost, you see.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			The man looked at him cautiously. “I can tell, but is long tale….” he said without much hope.

			“No, it’s fine. Please go on. I’m not going anywhere tonight. Anyway, I’m curious.”

			“I will! I will tell.”

			Blacktail could tell that this pleased the man greatly. He thought he knew why. He is crazy-from-being-alone, he thought. He thinks I am his friend. Blacktail paused for a moment, reflecting on his full belly, his slaked thirst, and the diminished pain in his hip. Stranger still, he may not be entirely wrong. If someone had told me yesterday that I’d end up being pack mates with a two-legs, even for a single meal, I wouldn’t have believed them. He shifted so the weight was off his broken leg. Likely I’d have given them a good biting, as well.

			The Hider looked at him, concerned. “Is you well?”

			“Hmm? Well enough, I suppose. I was just thinking. This is all…strange.”

			The Hider furrowed his brow, confused. “This place? Here is where I live.”

			I don’t doubt it, Blacktail thought wryly. “I only meant that I never expected to—Well. Never mind. Do, please go on.” He sighed. “I’m actually quite curious.”

			Hearing this, the man fairly shuddered with joy. “Yes! Yes, I tell! Much time ago when I was very little, my father, he hunt himself—”

			“What? To eat?” Blacktail asked. That seemed depraved, even for men.

			“No. Not to eat. Only to die, I think. My father always very sad.”

			“Oh.”

			“Him cut his own neck, much times. Him die, but I not know it. My mother is gone before this, so now I am alone. Many nights I sit with him in the blood, sometimes playing, sometimes trying to wake him, sometimes watching the moon….” He trailed off for a moment, then shook himself and continued.

			“Father not wake, no matter how I try. Later, someone comes. Them take him away, then take me away. I go to a place of many little ones, the ones who have no one to feed them. Is bad place. In the night, ones that are bigger, they prey on the little ones. Prey on me. Every night is same. Much pain, much screaming, but no one will help. This is my first lesson in the hunt. All of us little ones are prey. But before he die, my father, he tell me to call out to God. ‘If you are hurt, cry out to God and he will help.’ But there is no god in this bad place. I call and call, but no one comes.”

			“Then one night, my god does come,” the man continued. “I see His face under my bed. He tells to me things. First I think is strange, for God to be under my bed. Then I remember that my father say, ‘He is everywhere.’ I think, Why not?”

			“We talk many nights. Him tell me of the old age. Him tell me of the Forest God and of the hunt. Then one day, when I learned enough, God tells to me, ‘Rise up and be prey no more.’ I ask what this mean, but God is silent now. Him testing me, I think.”

			Blacktail wagged his agreement. “Yes, gods will do that,” he said. “It is their nature.”

			“I think on it for much. Then one day I steal a…how you say…a tooth-of-metal? From the eating place. When the big one is sleeping, this cruel one that makes me prey, I bury my metal tooth deep in him. I cut out his heart. Some I am offer to God-under-the-bed. Some I am eat. Some I am save for later.”

			“Did you?” Blacktail said. He kept his tone neutral, but he was a little impressed. More than a little. “That is the way of the hunt, right enough…or so I’m told.”

			The Hider seemed confused. “Are you not of Him?”

			“Beg pardon?”

			“Are you…not of Him? The Forest God? A believer?”

			“Well…let’s just say I keep an open mind. My mother believed.” He sniffed the wind, thinking of Renren. “Sometimes I wonder, though. If the Forest God is out there, he’s been awfully quiet.”

			The Hider looked at Blacktail with the species of pity the devout reserve for those infidels who perhaps should know better.

			“What happened next?”

			“The next day, much fury from the other big ones. The little ones like me, the prey, know me is a hunter now. They tell that I save us all. But no one care. Soon, me is taken away to a place of cages. No one listen about the pain in the night.

			“I think, Maybe they kill me now. I go, be with Father again. Not so bad. But after much talk, they say not kill. They tell, ‘You too little.’ They tell, ‘We not kill. Instead you go in cage, forever in a cage.’ ”

			“Kinder to kill you, I think,” Blacktail said.

			“Yes. I think, too. But in cage is surprise. God has found me! Even there, God has found. After some nights, he talk again under my bed. Now He happy with me. Now He whisper secrets in the night.”

			“What sort of secrets?” Blacktail asked.

			“First is the language of the hunt. But I not learn it so good. I think this will make God mad, but God not mad. My god say I am of Him, that I am lost, not truly of the hunt. But I learn a little. Then He teach to me the language of the dead—in that, I talk better. One night my father comes to under-the-bed. God brings him. I speak to my father then. He tells to me I am his good puppy. He tells to me I strong now. He tells to me he am proud.”

			“This god of yours…he is powerful, to summon the dead.”

			“Oh yes, very powerful. Very wisdomful. Many winters I spend in the cage, hearing His secrets. Then one day, God tell to me is time to go out in the world and make His work. Not an easy thing. The two-legs have come to much fear me. My cage is very strong. I ask God how, but there is no answer—another test.”

			“What did you do? The cages of men are strong, or so I am told.”

			The two-legs wagged his head up and down. “Yes. For long time I chew on it but find no answer. Then one day I think to ask the little ones, the cockroach and mouse. They whisper to me of the paths of the fearing and humble. They tell to me that in their pride the two-legs cannot see such. I give them food, for thanking them. After that we are friend, and speak many night.”

			“Really?” Blacktail asked. “I have never known them to be very talkative.”

			The Hider looked amazed. “Them always talk. Them never stop. Some nights them talk so much I think to bite off my ears.”

			Hearing this, Blacktail shot a suspicious eye at the Hider.

			The man caught him looking. “Not really do it. Just think. After many-many of nights arguing all time about whether rotten corn or moldy bread is better taste, you maybe think, too.”

			“Mrrr,” Blacktail said, settling back down. “Perhaps. If the bunnies on my hill had spent fewer nights bellowing out poems about how adorable Fluffy Miss So-and-So’s private parts were and more nights sleeping, they probably would have lived longer. I’ll say that much.”

			The Hider wagged his head up and down. “Bunnies bad here, too. Especially in spring.”

			“Yes, spring is the worst.”

			“So, mices never speak to you?”

			“Not really. Every now and then one begs for mercy.”

			“Ah. I see. To you they food.” The Hider’s tone was faintly disapproving.

			“They’re quite tasty,” Blacktail said. “They pop right in your mouth. The juices slide down your throat. You should try one sometime.”

			“No,” the Hider said. He spoke respectfully, but his tone was cooler than it had been. “I no do. For a many of nights, mices are my only friends.”

			“Ah,” Blacktail said. “I see.” He thought for a moment. “Um…I’ll leave the mice alone until I’m a bit farther south. Seeing as how they’re friends of yours.”

			“Lord Hunter is very gracious.”

			“Think nothing of it.”

			“Still, even if they not speak to you, they speak of you muchly,” the Hider said.

			“Me? Really?”

			“Oh yes. First the mice, then later all the small things. They say you would come, from the north. ‘A hunter as has not been seen since the old age,’ they say, ‘And none may stand against him.’ They say you would come to me, hurting and in pain. I tell God. Him very excited. Him say I am to wait for you, yes. Feed you and give you aid. It still hurt?” the man asked, pointing to Blacktail’s leg.

			“Not so much.”

			“Is broken, I think.”

			“It will heal,” Blacktail said, though he had his doubts. The fever was still high in him.

			“My Lord Hunter is very strong,” the man said. “But I think maybe not. I think maybe this…”

			“Fine. Fine,” Blacktail snapped. “But what would you have me do?”

			“Maybe not you. Maybe I do. Among my prey are…wizards. Sort of. Wizards of the healing of beasts. Maybe I find one. I bring. It make your leg well.”

			Blacktail was silent for a long time. “You would do this?”

			“I do anything. You are my duty to God.”

			“Very well,” Blacktail said. “I would be…Very well. Do it.”

			“Good,” said the Hider, smiling his sad smile once again. “I go now, I think. My Lord Hunter need magic. Need it soon. But to work the—the—” He stammered for words, waving his forepaw at Car. “I must fall out of the true language. I must return to reason. I not can speak then.”

			“I understand,” Blacktail said. His eyes were drooping. “When will you return?”

			“Next night, maybe the one after. You have enough to eat, yes?”

			Blacktail wagged in agreement.

			“Good. Sleep. Eat. Heal. I come back soon.”

			iv

			All the next day Blacktail slept in the shadow of a boulder beside the stream. Around midday he woke and filled his belly again on the prey that the Hider had left. Other than that he barely moved. He felt better for having water and food, but the agony in his leg had returned. He thought that his sickness had grown worse.

			About midnight he woke to the roar of Car. It was hard to be certain, especially in the dark, but he thought this one sounded the same as the one from before. And sure enough, when it was close, he caught a whiff of the Hider underneath Car’s foul breath. Sniffing deeper, he realized that there was another two-legs as well.

			Blacktail considered rising to greet his host, but thought better of it. If he is not yet in the hunt, he may not even remember me. Perhaps it would be best to wait until I hear him speak. He did not take pains to hide himself, but lay in silence next to the boulder. He thought it would be enough. The eyes of men are weak at night. Many things watch them but are not seen.

			Car came to rest near where it had been before. Its bright, staring eyes closed. Its breathing fell still. Not long after, it burped up the Hider. Now his scent was mixed with fresh blood. He is wounded.

			The Hider padded around aimlessly for a little while, scratching himself and looking up at the sky.

			What was it that he said? When the hunt is not high in him, the true language is like a dream? Something like that. I was right to lay low. If I showed myself now, he would piss himself and run away screaming, I think.

			Then there came a muffled moan from the ass of Car, followed by a great pounding. The Hider blinked a few times, as if coming back to himself. He walked slowly to Car’s hind end. It opened for him.

			The Hider reached in and wrapped his forepaw in the hair of another man, bigger than him. This one had long hair like many female two-legs, but a broad back and legs thick with muscle. The Hider lifted him, ignoring the prey’s squeals, and dropped it to the desert floor. Blacktail thought it might run then, but no. After a moment he realized that its fore- and hind paws were bound up in some kind of vine. It was helpless.

			The Hider rummaged around in Car and retrieved a long metal tooth. It flashed wicked in the moonlight. The prey seemed unable to look away from it. The Hider knelt in front of his prey, holding the tooth. The prey tried to squirm away, but the Hider was stronger than he appeared. Even with his wound he tossed the prey about as if it were a pup.

			The Hider struck the prey about the head and shoulders, subjugating it. When it offered no further struggle, he dipped his head and bit the prey’s shoulder. The prey screamed and bucked wildly, but the Hider only laughed.

			At first Blacktail wondered: What is the point? The Hider’s teeth weren’t strong enough to tear flesh. It crossed his mind to intervene, to stop…whatever this was. But something about the Hider reminded him of the night Renren had died, the way he himself had savaged the bodies long past the point of hunting. Too, he remembered how he’d felt when he stopped.

			Empty. Ashamed.

			Lost.

			Then, for no reason he could name, he thought of that ancient scent poem by his home—how did it go?

			
				As with the sunset, so, the coming of men.

			

			Hate has its own language, Blacktail thought. And some poems insist upon themselves.

			The Hider lay panting beside his prey for a moment, then rose. He shed his outer skins and his body steamed in the cool night air. “Lord Hunter?” he called out tentatively. “Come out, Lord Hunter. I have a fine gift for you.”

			“I am here,” Blacktail said, emerging from the brush.

			At the sight of him, the Hider smiled. “Well met!” he said brightly. “To see you is good. I feared you a night-vision. A dream.”

			“No, I’m real enough,” Blacktail said, limping up to the Hider. As he drew close, he saw that the blood smell came from a wound in his shoulder. Many of the Hider’s scents were strange to him, but he knew the smell of wounds. This one was deep. “What is this?”

			“Is only a little thing,” the Hider said, flicking away a trickle of blood. “When I took this prey, the magic one, I was seen. Two pack lords came for me. I killed them, but one threw a gunshot.”

			“Hmm,” Blacktail said. “Bend down a bit, will you?” The Hider squatted down, and they sniffed each other for a moment. Despite what he had said about being deaf-in-his-nose, the Hider seemed to take pleasure in Blacktail’s scent. He brought his face close to the thick fur of Blacktail’s neck and drew in a deep breath.

			“There is something in your wound,” Blacktail said when it was done. “A metal stone, I think.”

			“Yes,” said the Hider. “I feared it was that.”

			“You have risked much in my aid,” Blacktail said.

			“Once already I tell you,” said the Hider. “This my honor.”

			Down below, the prey watched them, at first in wide-eyed silence, then, after a few breaths, with loud, piercing screams.

			“Is that the wizard you spoke of?”

			“Yes.”

			“You know, for a two-legs, you’re not bad at this. I think you’re speaking better as well.”

			“Really?”

			Blacktail swished his tail.

			“Thank you,” the Hider said, quivering like a happy pup. “Do you hurt again? It can make the pain go away.”

			The prey was staring at them with wide, horrified eyes, insane eyes. It said something to the Hider in the language of men.

			“What is it saying?”

			“It…Lord, I have lost the words. I cannot speak both the true language and the tongue of reason at the same time. But to guess…it knows we speak. Before, it was afraid—of my hurting, of death, perhaps of the sight of Lord Hunter as well—but to know we speak together is worse. To know hurts it in the mind. I think it begs to die.”

			Blacktail padded up to the prey, his fangs bared. He tasted the blood flowing from the bite wound in the prey’s shoulder. “It will get its wish, I think.”

			At the feel of Blacktail’s soft tongue, the prey screamed and screamed. Finding no relief in that, it twisted on the ground, tried to bury its face in the dirt. Over and over, it spat nonsense words into the dirt.

			“Make it stop that,” Blacktail said. “The sounds of that language sicken me.”

			“Yes, Lord.” The Hider kicked the prey hard in the head, bringing fresh blood. It cried out in pain, then fell mostly silent.

			“You said it has magic to take away pain?” Blacktail asked. He tried to keep the desperation from his voice. Mostly he succeeded.

			The Hider wagged his head up and down. “Oh yes.”

			“Then do it,” Blacktail said. “Be quick, if you can.”

			The Hider went to the hindquarter of Car and withdrew a small black bundle. He walked up to the prey and tossed the bundle down near its head. It seemed not to understand, so the Hider pointed at Blacktail’s leg. The prey understood then, and cried a little more. But when the Hider cut it, it babbled for a moment in the bad language. Even Blacktail could tell it had yielded.

			The prey withdrew the paraphernalia of magic from the bundle and cradled it to his chest. It crawled on its knees through the sand and desert rocks and knelt in front of Blacktail. The scent of its terror rolled out in great waves, thick and rich. The magic thing was long and pointy, like a metal thorn. It glinted in the moonlight, then spat a little fluid up at the moon. The prey reached out tentatively and touched Blacktail’s hind leg. It paused then, panting, terrified. It could not meet Blacktail’s gaze, but it turned to the Hider with wet, fearful eyes.

			The Hider stepped up, stopped the prey’s hand with a touch. “My Lord? This thing in the prey’s hand is a small magic. It will make your pain go away. But to do this, the prey must stick you.”

			“A bite?”

			“No. Only as you might be poked with a thorn or a cactus. There is no poison. It will not harm you. The magic is very strong—soon after, the pain will fade.” The Hider met Blacktail’s eyes. “Please, Lord…when the thorn pokes, you try not to bite? This one can fix your leg. And”—the Hider gestured at Blacktail’s wound—“magic prey beasts are tough to come by.”

			“Ah,” Blacktail said. “I see. Very well. I will not bite.”

			When it came, the pain was absurdly small. The worst of it was a sensation of swelling as the thing spat its magic. He watched a bubble grow under his fur, then diminish. Warmth washed out through his body, like a good meal after days of hunger. For the first time since he could remember, he felt good.

			“Better?” asked the Hider.

			“Yes,” Blacktail said. He found it a struggle to focus his eyes. “Strong magic, indeed.”

			“Be still now, and turn your head away,” the Hider said. Yup, Blacktail thought. He’s definitely talking better. “The magic does not work if you watch.” Blacktail smelled a lie in that, but he did not care. He laid his head down. Don’t fall asleep. It’s too soon to trust them.

			The prey touched Blacktail’s hind leg with its forepaws, probing gently. Many of the spots it touched were swollen. Only moments before, even a light touch would have made him yelp. But whatever magic ran through his veins was strong.

			Not long after the crunching sounds began. Blacktail rolled his eyes, lifted his head to see.

			“No.” The Hider moved his hand to block Blacktail’s view. “Really. It is best you not look on it.”

			Another wet crunch. Then another. “Well…if you say so.”

			“Tell me, Lord,” the Hider said. “If I may ask? You are from the far hill?”

			“Eh? How do you know about all that?”

			“The mices tell to me,” the Hider said. “They see much.”

			“So it would seem.”

			“This journey you make…it is hard, yes?”

			“Yes and no.” Something snapped in his leg—not painful, exactly, but…discomfiting. Blacktail grunted. “Not that hard, really, but for the damn mountains. The god who made this land must have treasured fatal drops above all other things.”

			“Why you go south? Has the Forest God been told of there? The mices have not seen Him.”

			“No one that I talk to seems to know anything. No one but the Old Kitty Mother, and she keeps her own counsel. She tells me He may be found if I journey to the south.” Blacktail sighed. “But I have walked quite a way already. All I’ve found is men.”

			“You are the great hunter,” the man said. “She chose you. You must be the one to find. Tell me, what do you think? When you dream of that day, what do you see?”

			“That’s an interesting question,” Blacktail considered this while the prey did horrible things to his leg. “This is just me, mind you, but when I think of the Forest God, I imagine him in a wild place. He would be somewhere the hand of man has not touched. Perhaps a place where men still fear to go.” He looked at the Hider, not quite pleading. “Is there even anywhere like that left in this world?”

			The Hider thought for a while. “Perhaps. But is would be very far from here. So far south it would be not a forest but a jungle. There are many men, many roads and Cars on the path to this place. My Lord Hunter is brave.”

			“The Old Kitty Mother said the same thing.” Something in his leg snapped. Blacktail winced. “I think I’m starting to believe it.”

			The Hider took a quick peek, then smiled. “Don’t bite. The prey is finished soon, I think. Leg will heal.”

			“I won’t bite.”

			The Hider rambled on. Blacktail thought it was mostly a distraction, but he didn’t mind. “What does my Lord Hunter think the Forest God will do? If you find Him? Wake Him?”

			Blacktail surprised himself with the truth. “Probably nothing,” he said. “He has slept long. I think it may take more than the woes of one wolf to rouse him. But if he does…” Blacktail trailed off, considering. After a breath or two his lip curled up—not quite a snarl, but close. “Or perhaps he will gobble me up to punish my impudence.” He paused, then winced at another crackle from his nether regions. “Or perhaps he will grant me an audience.”

			“What then?”

			“If the Forest God listens to me, he will rise up. He will awaken from his long sleep and go out into the world. Then. Well. Then men will learn what it is to be the hunted. All men.”

			“Do you think?”

			“No. Not really. But it can’t hurt to hope.”

			“Is the Forest God so powerful?” the Hider asked, awed. “To kill all of men?”

			“Possibly? I grew up on a rock up north of here. We’ve got chipmunks, bear, caribou, mouse…like that. But we don’t get many Gods up there. The Old Kitty Mother—you’ve heard of her, right? From the mice, or whoever?”

			“Yes.”

			“She seems to think it’s possible. And she strikes me as a clever one.” Another crunch. Blacktail winced. “So…maybe. And it’s not like I’ve got much else going on.”

			The Hider smiled. It was sweet and genuine, like a puppy. It lit up his face. “That…that is a glorious thing.” His expression was wide-eyed adoration—worship, even. It was the first time another creature looked at him that way. Blacktail always remembered it.

			“Aren’t you…don’t you feel any…”—Blacktail reached for words in the painless fog of his mind—“any kinship to them? The other two-legs? Any bond?”

			“No!” The Hider turned his head and spat into the underbrush, like he was clearing a bad taste from his mouth. “Why should I? They are not my pack anymore, if they ever were. They put me in a cage. They wanted to keep me there forever. Not just long time. Forever. My life? In a cage?” His mouth frothed with foam. “Hell for them! Hell for them all.”

			Blacktail observed this small fury with some interest.

			A few breaths later the Hider was calm again. “I ask my god once,” he said reflectively, “if He hates them so much, why He not devour them?”

			“Oh? What did he say?”

			The Hider laughed. “He say is too hard. Kill the two-legs, yes. That is easy enough. But above them is the God of Reason, who give protection and sheltering. To kill such is above even Him.”

			“Hmm,” Blacktail said. “You know, you’re not the only beast I’ve heard say something like that. I will think on it.”

			The Hider nodded, pleased. For the rest of the night they said little, each lost in their own thoughts.
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			The Hider left shortly after the prey had completed working the magic. He took the prey with him. Blacktail was grateful for the peace—he fell asleep as soon as he could no longer see the red eyes of Car. He slept all the next day.

			Blacktail woke around sunset. He was surprised to see that the Hider had left another body for him. It was a great fat thing. Blacktail fed on it for three more days while his leg healed. He had always healed quickly. With the magic helping, he was now back to something like his normal strength. I will rest for one more day, Blacktail thought. No more. Tomorrow night I set out again.

			The Hider came that night. He roared up in Car just after sundown, and pulled the wizard of healing out of Car’s hindquarters. The Hider seemed strange—more so than usual, even. Blacktail thought his wound had become infected. His smell was something like a mad opossum he met once, just before the blood fever killed it.

			When they drew close, Blacktail saw that the prey had been hurt even more than before—now all its flesh was covered in little cuts and burns. Parts of it were missing that Blacktail was sure had been there last time. It can’t take much more of that and live.

			But this time the Hider did not seem to need to hurt it more. He fell into the true language immediately, saying, “Lord Hunter? Lord Hunter, come out.” The prey at his feet heard the sounds of the true language and moaned.

			Blacktail showed himself.

			“You are walking better now,” the Hider said. “It is healing, yes?”

			“I think so,” Blacktail said. “It is good that you came. I thought to leave on the next sunset.”

			“You must leave, yes,” the Hider said. “Find the Forest God. Tell him what you have seen. But first I will show you.”

			“Show me? What would you show me?”

			“I would show you one thing, one place. It is a special to me, and there is no one else. It is a hard thing, to be always outside the pack—” He cut himself off. Blacktail thought he smelled shame.

			“Yes,” Blacktail agreed, his tone gentler than was common for him. “It is hard, indeed.”

			“You will come, then? It is not far.”

			“Of course.”

			The Hider smiled. He knelt and lifted the prey over his shoulder, wincing a little when it touched his wound. But the pain did not slow him. He led Blacktail a short run away, just over the next ridge. There was a little canyon there, perhaps caused by erosion or perhaps something else. Blacktail thought it would be invisible to all but the birds.

			“What is this?” he asked.

			“This is my special place,” the Hider said.

			Blacktail was wary—he’s especially strange this time—but his leg was mostly healed. He felt little fear. He scrambled down the steep sides of the gully. It was colder down there than he expected. Perhaps some trick of the desert winds.

			In the deepest part of the canyon there was a small hole in the wall, the mouth of a cave. The Hider set his prey down for a moment to catch his breath and mop up the wound in his shoulder. “The little ones tell that this was a great worship-place,” he said. “A temple. Long, long ago, when all this land lay beneath the sea. It was consecrated even before men fell out of the true language.” He stumbled, cutting his leg on a sharp rock.

			“You see?” The Hider smiled. “This is a place of blood. When I have a prey to offer, I bring it here.” He knelt down and picked up a bleached skull. “Magic is here.” He hefted the prey and stepped inside.

			The dark swallowed them.

			Blacktail felt the fur rise up on his back. “Yes,” he said quietly. “I think you are right.” He followed, but slowly, pausing just inside for his eyes to adjust.

			The Hider, however, was very much at home in this darkness. He strode forward without fear. Soon the echoes of his footfalls were distant.

			Blacktail followed. A step or two past the point where daylight dwindled away to darkness he saw the corpse of a man. Other than its death wound it was whole. From the smell, it had been here a long time. Nothing had eaten from it.

			No scavenger will enter this place, Blacktail realized. It’s too dark. He padded forward, trailing the sounds: the Hider’s footsteps, the prey’s soft cries. But with each step the scent of a new body greeted him, a great many, all lining the path. Some, like the one at the entrance, were fresh. Others were little more than dust. The tunnel was long. The three of them—Hider, prey, hunter—walked deep, far into the earth. Curious, he looked back over his shoulder. The circle of light marking the entrance had disappeared. This is what it is to be swallowed, Blacktail thought. A shiver ran down the length of his spine.

			The tunnel ended in an open chamber lit with a dim purple glow. Now he could see, but only faintly; outlines and shapes. Bodies—mostly men. Skeletons. Farther inside he saw many skeletons that were not men. Beyond that, lumps that might have been anything at all.

			Blacktail crossed the threshold to find the Hider prostrate and in deep meditation. The prey trembled next to him, squeaking fear, dripping sweat into the gray and ancient dust.

			Blacktail walked in behind and sat on his haunches, holding a respectful silence.

			The Hider lifted his head up and looked back at Blacktail. His eyes were wide, with tiny veins that stood out purple in the sepulchral light. “God is coming,” the Hider whispered. He went to the prey and lifted it over his shoulder. The prey left a small puddle of fear-piss in the sand.

			My leg is better now, Blacktail realized. It hardly hurts at all.

			At the deepest point of the chamber lay a great pile of skulls, some old and dry, some fresher. A few were still fragrant. The Hider cast the prey from his shoulder onto this, moving easily, as if the burden had grown light to him and his wound no longer brought pain.

			The prey struggled and squirmed, but it was no use. The Hider took out the long tooth, the one he had cut with before. He raised it high over his head. The prey’s terror rolled across the chamber. Blacktail’s nostrils flared as he sipped it from the cool air. At the moment of the prey’s darkest horror, when its mind was in the blackest depth, the Hider brought down his fang and buried it in the prey’s chest. A moment later the prey’s bowels loosed. It hissed out a final breath.

			It died.

			The Hider stood back, then knelt down and buried his face humbly in the earth. “God is here.”

			The dead thing sat up.

			Blacktail started back. He was not especially frightened, but the sights before him were difficult to take in. The Hider knelt, prostrate in his ecstasy. The dead one—formerly the prey—rose up. It caressed the Hider on the back of his neck.

			“Welcome, Lord Hunter,” the dead man said. “I have waited long and long to speak with you again.”
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			“I think you have mistaken me for someone else,” Blacktail said after a moment. “I have not known such as you before.”

			“No,” it said. “Of course you would not remember. But I knew your father.”

			“What? What of my father?”

			“I have little to tell you,” it said. “Your father did me a service once. I would repay the favor to his son, if I can. Tell me, does your journey go well?”

			Blacktail mulled this over for a long moment, trying to be mindful of discourtesy. But the dead thing didn’t seem to mind. And by now the Hider’s insanity was such that he could only tremble.

			“In truth…no,” Blacktail said, grimacing. “The lands I have seen are mostly empty. There is not much game. There are almost no hunters. The only living things left in any numbers are men and their slaves. But these infest all lands. The two-legs—men—are fierce beyond reason. They kill without hunger, hurt without purpose.” He paused. “It is…troubling.”

			“Troubling indeed,” the dead thing said. “And what of your hunt? Have you found the trail of the Forest God?”

			“No. Not yet. Any idea where I might look?”

			“Ahhh,” the dead thing said. The air rushed from the knife wound in its chest, a wet, bubbly sound. “This is not an easy thing. The Forest God is not a simple beast, Blacktail. He is not to be hunted down and summoned at your will. He sleeps in many places, many lands.”

			“This appears to be the case. I thought perhaps—”

			The dead thing held up a hand. Blacktail cut himself off to listen. “But if you continue south, you might find Him. In time.”

			“Hmm. Any idea how much farther? I have traveled long already. I have seen no sign.”

			“Long again, I think, or perhaps not so long…” The dead thing shrugged. “It is impossible to say.”

			Without meaning to, Blacktail let a flash of irritation slip into his tone. “Can you tell me nothing?”

			“You ask questions to which there are no answers,” the dead thing said. “Perhaps the best I can do is give you an answer to which there is no question.”

			Blacktail opened his mouth to respond then, after a moment, shut it. “Very well.”

			“You will find what you seek in the Fire of God, I think,” it said, looking off into the distance with a queer and unfocused stare. “Yes. It will be the Fire of God.” It shook its head and focused on Blacktail. “Many eyes are on you, Hunter. More, perhaps, than you will ever know. All would see you pick up the trail of the Forest God. But to speak is more dangerous than you might imagine. Words may bind the eyes to a single sight, the mind to a single thought, blinding you to all else. And what if that thought is wrong? What then, while we of the old age cower in dead suns, black and bottomless? While heretics subjugate what light remains? No.” The dead thing considered a moment, then shook its head. “The risk is too great. You have the scent now. That, I think, is enough. I will say no more.”

			“What in the bleeding dung are you—” Blacktail began, but, seeing the Hider peek up in horror, cut himself off. “Forgive me,” he said with some effort. “I am not usually such a poor guest.”

			“No offense is possible,” it answered. “As I say, I owe a great debt. For my part, I am sorry that my answers do not satisfy. But perhaps I may do you some little service instead. Your leg—does it still trouble you?”

			“It did,” Blacktail said, flexing it. “But not anymore. This one, this two-legs, has done much in my aid. When I was wounded, he brought the healing magic. When I was hungry, he brought food.”

			“Did he?” The Hider was still kneeling, now with his paws covering his face. “That is good, very good.” The dead thing knelt, stroked the Hider’s hair. “We are pleased.”

			The Hider did not speak, did not look up, but his body quivered with delight.

			“I would ask nothing for myself,” Blacktail said. “This one, though…he has risked much on my behalf. He is hunted now, or soon will be. I would not see him caged by men for his troubles.”

			The Hider’s god smiled a dead smile. “That much, I think, we can arrange.” It smiled down at the Hider trembling at his feet, then bent and stroked him down his back. As the dead hand passed over the length of the man’s spine, his flesh sprouted fur. The fur spread quickly to cover his back, then his abdomen. The bones of his legs contracted. His long fingers first curled, then molded together into pads. From the pads sprang small claws.

			Blacktail blinked. At the god’s feet where only a moment before the Hider had knelt and bled, there now sat a coyote. He was unwounded, but with a clean scar healed on his chest.

			“Go,” the god said to him. “Go from this place. Do not return. You are lost no more.” The God of the Lost turned to Blacktail. “He is of you now.”

			Blacktail wagged his acknowledgment, if not understanding. “What did you—”

			“Oh,” the Hider said. “Oh. Oh.” It sniffed the floor of the cavern, sniffed Blacktail’s hindquarters, perhaps more vigorously than was strictly polite.

			When he was done, the Hider turned back to the dead thing. His eyes were wide, rapturous. “Now I understand. Thank you, lord. Thank you.”

			The dead thing lay back to take its place in the pile of bones. “Godspeed, Blacktail,” it said. “May you find the one you seek, and quickly. Time is short, for all of us.” It closed its eyes.

			“Wait!” Blacktail said, but it was too late. The body had settled into the pile. Whatever had been there was gone. Only flesh remained.

			“Hmm,” Blacktail said. The coyote that had been the Hider was examining his tail.

			“It’s still you, isn’t it?” Blacktail said.

			“Yes,” the Hider said, his tail wagging fast enough to create a breeze. “God has delivered me.” He spoke clearly, with no trace of accent.

			“I’m glad for you. This is…fitting.”

			“Thank you, lord.”

			“I must leave soon,” Blacktail said. “But I suppose I can spend one more night. I might teach you a little of my way of hunting, if you would like.”

			“Yes,” the Hider said. “I would like that very much.”

			They walked together down the long passage of bones.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Fatberry
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			The pack of Lord Fang lay in hiding just above the mountain trail. Other than their eyes, which glinted from time to time in the moonlight, they were invisible. They were hunting, after a fashion. None of them had eaten in four days, perhaps five. Though they might still pounce and tear, they mostly lacked the strength to cast about for prey.

			This trail led to the water hole. It was often used by the tasty morsels that lived nearby, but it had been quite a while since the pack had ambushed here. That had been Fang’s way of holding the trail in reserve for a hungry time.

			Now the pack was very hungry.

			The five of them—Fang, Quickfoot, Gray-Ear, Belly-Scar, and Little One—lined the sides of it, waiting as they had since the sun rose the day before. They hoped to take something—a few fat rabbits perhaps, or even a deer, what a feast that would be!—who had grown incautious in their absence. They had lain all through the heat of the day with nothing for company but the rumble of their stomachs and, along toward dusk, the burning thirst in their throats.

			So far, nothing.

			All of them were hungry, yes, all of them tired of the waiting and uncomfortable. But only Fang looked at the autumn leaves that fluttered down in the breeze and felt true fear. Winter would be on them soon. It would not be fair to say that they were starving, exactly—they had gone longer than five days without eating before, and likely would again. Wolves can go a long time without food. But to be this skinny, so late in the year, was dangerous. With no fat on their bones to keep them warm and draw on when the little prey hid, or slept, or died of cold—well, it could be bad.

			Dying alone is one thing, Fang thought, but leading your pack to ruin is something else again.

			Fang was a good lord, but his reign was plagued. He saw clearly that his dynasty was in decline. He could think of nothing he might do to stop it. There were three streams on his land, but only the one that sprang directly from bedrock was still fit to drink. The creek that trickled in from the east valley would give you a bellyache. The one from the west, the larger one, had come to stink so bad that no one even bothered to taste it.

			Every year men ate another patch of forest, at the south or the east. Sometimes they built new dens. Sometimes they just cut down the trees. Either way, that was one less place to hunt. No one had seen an elk all summer. Goats were scarce. Only the oldest of them remembered the taste of moose. They could still find a deer or two if the wind was right, but mostly they subsisted on the smaller animals: rabbit, opossum, squirrel. Anything, really. But that wasn’t much meat when shared five ways. Also, the little bastards were hard to catch. Worse, now they had Fatberry to contend with. There had been many hungry nights since she took up hunting on their mountain. Now the winter was upon them.

			Most nights Fang lay awake a long time, wondering what might come next.
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			Fang’s sharp ears perked up, and he turned his eyes toward the creek. What the hell?

			jingle-jingle

			At last, he thought, dinner’s coming.

			A stupor takes hold after a long time watching the trail. Fang blinked a few times to clear away the mist in his head. He glanced at the trailhead to fix its position in his mind, then looked away as his father had taught him. Prey beasts sometimes feel the gaze of hunters upon them. So Fang looked instead at a spruce tree that grew across the way, watching out of the corner of his eye.

			Sure enough, a few moments later a fluffy gray house cat strolled into view. Even though this was wild country, she made no real effort to conceal herself. Silence was impossible when wearing a jingle collar.

			His pack lay still, waiting for his signal. Fang breathed softly, trying to make no sound, trying to be a part of the hill. Quickfoot and Belly-Scar lay off to his left. Fang trusted them. He waited until the cat was just past him, then sprang out onto the trail, followed a bare instant later by the rest of the pack.

			The cat was clearly a slave of the men—not likely used to the ways of the forest. Even so, it was not especially fat. It might still be quick, Fang thought. He expected it to hesitate a moment in surprise, then break for a tree, probably the thick oak on the right. So strong was his expectation that when the cat sat back on her haunches, Fang leapt to cut off an escape it was not attempting. Crap, he thought. I hope no one saw that.

			When the pack had moved in close and there was no escape, Fang strode in to make the kill, a thick rope of saliva dangling at the corner of his mouth. He opened his jaws to bite, and—

			“Are you Fang, son of Swift Fang?” the cat asked.

			Fang hesitated a moment, then snapped his jaws shut with a click. He cocked his head and looked at the cat. “I am. And your name is Supper, I think.”

			“No. I am called Miss Prissy Pants. I am an acolyte in the coven of the Old Kitty Mother, and in the matters of these lands I am her voice and eye. You know of the Old Kitty Mother?”

			Fang narrowed his eyes, then took a half pace back to a more respectful distance. The Old Kitty Mother was much feared. Fang sighed. Tonight they would sleep again with empty stomachs.

			“I know her name,” he said. Then he grudgingly continued. “You shall have safe passage from my domain, but I advise you to move quickly. That rumbling you hear is my stomach arguing with my brain. Which shall conquer is not a certain thing.”

			“The Old Kitty Mother is grateful for your restraint. As am I. I will leave, and shortly, but first I have a message to deliver. You are lord of these lands?”

			“I am.” If you don’t count Fatberry, that is.

			“Your domain is in the path of a traveler called Blacktail. He is of wolf blood, like yourselves, but he is not a wolf. The Old Kitty Mother begs your indulgence, Lord Fang, that this one may travel through your lands, and hunt here if he chooses. His journey is of the utmost importance, and—”

			“Utmost importance? Utmost importance to whom?”

			“To the Old Kitty Mother, for one,” the small cat said and stepped forward, meeting the eyes of the starving wolf. “Yourself, for another.”

			Fang was more amazed than truly offended. Even so, it took him a moment to respond. He loomed over the gray cat. “You dare to threaten me? In my own land, you dare to threaten?”

			“I threaten no one. The Old Kitty Mother threatens no one. As you say, these are your lands. You may use them as you will. But I am charged to offer a warning. These are the words of the Old Kitty Mother herself: The traveler is a death god, as has not been seen since the old age. None may stand against him. Should you or your pack challenge him for hunting, or water, or passage…all will be destroyed.”

			“Oh?” said Fang. His shadow loomed over the little cat like a storm. “Really? What are we to the Old Kitty Mother?”

			The cat’s gaze did not waver. “In truth, very little. But the traveler’s journey is long, and we would not see him delayed.”

			“Who might fall before him, then, if not foolish wolves on the trail?”

			The cat said nothing, but only cut her eyes to the right where the lights of men lit the valley.

			Fang followed her gaze, then cocked his head to the side. “Are you seriously suggesting…?”

			“I have suggested nothing,” the cat said. Her calm was implacable. “Nothing, save perhaps that the Old Kitty Mother is not given to foolish amusements or idle wastes of time. I have not seen this one, this traveler of whom she speaks, but I know some who have. Snooky-Ookums, who stood once in his shadow, now will speak of nothing else. The lynx Pounce, whose father had the honor to be killed by him. She followed in his path for a time, until she was slain by Car. He grows, she said, with every step.”

			“Grows?” Fang asked. “Are we talking about a puppy?”

			“No. He was mature even at the outset of his journey. But he is bigger now.”

			“Bigger? What do you mean, ‘bigger’?”

			The cat shrugged. “I cannot say. Pounce died before we could inquire further. Since her death she will answer no one, not even the Old Kitty Mother. But I can say that no effort has been spared to smooth the traveler’s way. As the trail of his passage moves south and my sisters behold him each in their turn, they return to the coven and there is no word for the light in their eyes. They see it in him. All of them see it, the same thing. Where before there was only humiliation and servitude, for us and our kittens and our kittens’ kittens, now at last—” The cat cut herself off, thinking, perhaps rightly, that she’d said too much. “This is a real thing, Fang,” she finished softly. “Hope is reborn.”

			Fang, seeing that she truly believed, that it was not a trick, felt a flicker of what she felt kindle in his own breast. “Then we will welcome him. He will sleep in our pile and eat of our kills.”

			The cat cocked her head appraisingly, giving Fang a second look. When she spoke again her tone was warmer. “Such generosity is a rare thing in these times. I will remember your words to the Old Kitty Mother.” She thought for a moment, then frowned. “But no. I must counsel against this. You might make sacrifice to him and lay it in his path, but do not take him into your pack, or speak to him, or even look on him except from a distance.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because,” she said flatly, “you would not be safe.”

			The pack murmured among themselves at this. Fang himself was silent, “chewing his bone,” as they say. “Very well, then,” he said finally. Quickfoot, who was his mate—and, some said, the true head of the pack—cut her eyes at him. But she held her peace. This time.

			“Very well, then,” the cat repeated. She stood and turned to go. Fang did not stand in her way. “Oh, and Fang?”

			“Yes?”

			“I believe I saw a yearling deer with a hurt leg down in the hollow of the creek. A pack might sleep with full bellies, if they were swift.”

			Fang wagged his tail in gratitude. One by one his pack slipped into the woods.
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			They caught the deer limping, sure enough. Over and above the pleasure of eating well, they were much amused by the expression on its face when it first saw them. It renewed its efforts and sped up the hill faster on only three legs than one might think. Quickfoot, who had a cruel sense of humor, made a show of favoring her forepaw and limping up the hill in kind, toying with it a minute before the kill.

			Later, when the sun was coming up, the five of them lay in their den near the top of the mountain. The nights were growing colder, so they lay close, though not yet in a pile. All except Little One, who was the last of the half-dog pups of the Red Mountain pack.

			Pure wolves have little time or patience for half-breeds, and life was hard for the small wolf with the impure scent. Little One slept alone on all but the coldest nights, when the pack needed him for his warmth. It is the way of the pack that only the lord and lady may mate. Little One never questioned that, but Lady Quickfoot was particularly cruel about it. When the heat was on her, she made a point of presenting herself to him, even though they both knew it would mean his death were he to try anything. Belly-Scar, who was strongish if somewhat lazy, made sport of subjugating Little One. He celebrated each new morning by nipping at Little One’s ears for the pleasure of hearing him yelp.

			Little One never complained. He would not even be of the pack were it not for Swift Fang, who was Fang’s father and had been lord before him. Swift Fang had taken a fancy to Little One’s mother when he saw the two of them hunting at the stream. Fang never met Little One’s father. The story was he’d gone out hunting one day and never came back.

			After that, Little One and his mother lived for a time as penitents on the far side of the river. She flung coy glances at Swift Fang when he came to drink. She also sang of her loneliness, probably more than was strictly necessary. It wasn’t long before Swift Fang convinced himself the pack could use another she-wolf. Only then did Little One’s mother make it clear that she would not abandon her pup.

			Fang reflected that his father, though strong, had never been especially bright. Very likely he died without realizing he had been played. Little One’s mother was dead two winters now, and Swift Fang dead three. But a wolf pack honors the will of its lords, even the dead ones.

			Also, half dog or no, Little One would not be driven out. From time to time Belly-Scar made a show of nipping his behind and driving him from the den. But Little One was ferocious for his size, and Belly-Scar lacked the will to truly challenge him. Besides, he had a knack for catching squirrel. Many nights a bite or two of squirrel was all that lay between the pack and sleeping with empty bellies.

			“What do you think?” Quickfoot asked.

			“It may be true,” Fang said at length. “The cat certainly seemed to think so.”

			“Perhaps she was only spinning a story to save herself,” said Belly-Scar.

			“Perhaps,” said Quickfoot. “But she’d not likely bargain with the name of the Old Kitty Mother if there were no truth to it. No one’s that crazy.”

			Fang wagged agreement. “Fair point. We’ll need to find this traveler a meal. Another deer, perhaps? I thought I smelled one when last I stood by the little waterfall.”

			“Which, the north or the south?”

			“The north.”

			“No, Fatberry ate that one,” Gray-Ear said glumly. “I saw the carcass yesterday afternoon. Oh—wait. It was the day before. Anyway, it’s dead.”

			“Bleeding farts! Is there no end to her appetite? Next she’ll be eating the trees!”

			There was a murmur of nervous laughter, but it was mostly reflex. Wolves sometimes joke that winter is the greatest hunter of all, with its teeth of hunger and claws of ice. Even if the first snows saw a pack plump and their forest brimming with squirrel and rabbit, it was still anyone’s guess who among them might live to see the spring. None of Fang’s pack were plump, and the woods were nearly barren. They might catch a few mice and rabbit, but Fatberry got all the large game.

			These were desperate times.

			“My mum used to say that the morning is the most dangerous time to be alive,” Little One said quietly. “We might find Fatberry’s den and…” He trailed off as the others swung their heads around to stare at him.

			“And what, then?” Quickfoot asked. “Get your leg clawed off like Blue-Eye? Get your guts spilled across the snow like the Great-Mother? Which is your choice, little dog-child? Hmm? Which would you prefer?”

			“Wolves are slow for a time when they wake,” Little One said quietly. “Perhaps the same is true of Fatberry.”

			“Farts! Is there no end to your—”

			Fang, who had been dozing, cocked one eye open. “Be still, Quickfoot. Little One’s idea is strong. I will chew on it.”

			“What of the traveler?” Quickfoot asked.

			“What of him?”

			“The cat believed he was something special, that much is certain. She said that none might stand against him.” Quickfoot eyed him slyly. “We might set him against Fatberry.”

			“The cat also said he would chew us up and spit out the bones if we trifled with him. I don’t know about you, Quickfoot, but I have enough fleas in my fur without adding a death god to the mix.”

			“You’re so eager to face Fatberry again, is that it?” she asked, nuzzling the long parallel scars in his flank.

			Fang clenched his jaw, fighting back the urge to nip at her. Before he took her as mate, her manipulation was not so brazen. Truth be told, these days she had come to irritate him mightily. But on this point she was entirely correct. Fang remembered the burning swipe of Fatberry’s claw, how the pain of it had dazed him for a breath. He looked up from the rock where he had fallen and saw Blue-Eye wobbling on three legs, the blood gushing from the stump of the fourth as if he were prey…. 

			Quickfoot looked at him with wide, puppylike eyes. “He might end all our troubles, lord,” she said.

			He might end us along with our troubles, Fang thought.

			He turned away from his charges for a moment, looking up to the moon. The sight of it soothed him. Ever since he was a pup, looking to the sky helped him think. As he watched, a flurry of autumn leaves was blown down by a cold north wind. Even here, the breeze carried a hint of Fatberry’s scat. Set the traveler against Fatberry? He was mindful of the cat’s warning. Quickfoot’s idea felt…brash. But brash choices may be all that I have time for.

			Fang turned back to his pack. “Little One, I need a service.”

			“Yes, lord?”

			“Sleep all day. When the moon rises, I want you to journey into the dens of men. Take what time you need, but don’t dawdle. Ask among the slave beasts what word they hear of this traveler. Sometimes the word of a thing grows larger than the thing itself, if many are involved in the telling.”

			“What shall I ask?”

			“Is he truly all that they say? Find if anyone has smelled him with their own nose—not rumor, not tales. Ask among the cats especially—they seem to be well-informed—but don’t bargain with the name of the Old Kitty Mother. Just be charming. Sing them songs of the wild forest and tell them how pretty their coats look. Do you think you can do that?”

			“Yes, lord.”

			“Good enough. Now sleep.”
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			Three days later Quickfoot wakened Fang just after dusk, licking at his ear. He thought at first that she wanted to play. He growled, but did not stir.

			“Wake up,” Quickfoot said. Her tone was strange. “You need to see this.”

			Fang lifted one eyelid. The moon was up. Tonight was cold enough that Quickfoot’s breath made a mist in the night air. “What is it?”

			“He is come. He is nearly upon us.”

			“What? The traveler? Blacktail?”

			“Aye. Looking on him, I could almost believe the things they say.”

			Fang started at this. The cat had told them some things, and Little One had told them more. When he returned from the dens of men, Little One was a changed creature. Fang had thought him half mad. No one, it seemed, had scented the traveler with their own nose, but the news of him was everywhere….

			

			—

			“All along the road, I saw small piles of the food-rocks,” Little One said. “It seemed strange that they just lay there, with so many squirrel and the like about, but no one would eat them. The slave dogs brought the food in their mouth from the dens of man. They laid it as an offering. In case the traveler passed in the night, you see. One old yellow dog had made a pile fit for a feast. When I asked, she said she had lain next to it all day and all night, every night since the full moon. She would not be moved. She said if she could catch a glimpse of the traveler she would die happy.”

			Little One paused to snatch a breath. Fang was mildly alarmed to realize that the half-breed had taken these wild tales into him, had embraced them as his own. Quickfoot saw the traveler as a tool of her schemes. Fang himself still wasn’t sure he was any more than a myth. But Little One…he was a true believer.

			“They say he is the vengeance of the dead,” Little One continued, speaking fast, tripping over his words. “They say he is the hate of all the little beasts who have been massacred by the two-legs, who lie rotting and unconsumed. His strength is such that he will be the one to wake the Forest God. Even now his might is beyond anything ever known, even in the old age, but with each step of his hunt he grows larger. He is almost upon us, lord, almost upon us.” His eyes shone. “A day’s travel. Two at the most. We might see him, lord! We might scent him!”

			“Really?” Fang asked. His tone was mild. “Did you hear where he is bound from? Any other details? Anything might help.”

			“He comes from the north, many-many longruns to the north. He is like a wolf, but very large. They say he is a half-breed.” Little One looked at Quickfoot with a cold, fanatic intensity. “Only a half-breed. Like me.”

			Fang stood and shook himself fully awake. He and Quickfoot trotted a few paces from their den to the cliff that overlooked the trail. The rest of the pack had gathered there, looking out over the bluff. The moon was full tonight. They could see the traveler quite clearly, walking alone, moving from the north.

			“Bleeding hell,” Fang whispered softly. “Look at the size of him. He’s huge.”

			“Yes,” Quickfoot agreed thoughtfully. “Everything the cat said he was. A bit more besides.”

			Even though they had been careful to speak softly and could barely make out their own voices, the traveler heard them. Down below, he stopped and sat back on his haunches. He lifted his head to the moon and howled, saying,

			
				I am a pack of one

				and without lands.

				May I wander unchallenged,

				oh gracious hosts?

			

			“Oh, dung,” Fang whispered. His pack looked to him, waited for guidance. After a moment’s thought, he wagged his tail. “I guess there’s no help for it,” he said. “He knows we’re here. Everybody ready?” They grunted in agreement, then sang:

			
				We are a pack of five

				under Fang, son of Swift Fang.

				These are our lands.

				Wander as you like,

				drink at our streams

				(though perhaps not the west one, for it tastes of piss),

				hunt also, if it is your will.

			

			The traveler was silent for a long time. Then he sang,

			
				Your hospitality is uncommon,

				Fang, son of Swift Fang.

				I am grateful.

				Might we meet on the trail

				to exchange scents?

			

			Fang hesitated. He was sorely tempted—it is a rare thing to meet a traveler from such distant lands, holy or otherwise. But Miss Prissy Pants had said that Blacktail was dangerous to wolves as well as the two-legs…and Fang had his pack to think of. So he remained silent. That might have been the end of it. Wolves are territorial and clannish creatures. Ignoring an invitation to meet is not the discourtesy it might seem to others.

			“Why don’t you answer? Do you think it’s a trap?” Quickfoot asked.

			“No…” Fang said at length. “No.” He was thinking of the cat’s warning. You would not be safe.

			“What, then, exactly?” Quickfoot asked in an exasperated what-a-fool-I’ve-mated tone of voice that made his blood boil. “Our guest has called your name, Fang. It would be rude not to answer, don’t you think?”

			“Getting myself killed before I’ve brought you through the winter would be an equal folly, don’t you think?” He took two steps forward, his fur high on his neck. “I would consider it a great mercy if you would cease your yapping for even a single breath.”

			Quickfoot’s eyes flashed. Fang wondered for a moment if she might fight him now—they were of almost equal size. He knew she had considered the prospect of usurping him on more than one occasion. That sort of thing did happen from time to time. But he also thought that she would wait until he had either solved the problems of winter or died trying. In that, he was completely correct. After a moment, Quickfoot lowered her eyes and answered him in a tight, controlled voice. “As you will, lord.”

			Fang glared at her a moment longer, then turned his attention to the trail. The traveler sat there patiently. He was absolutely enormous. And, Fang thought, more than usually fearsome. Those jaws…he could bite through a tree trunk. But in the long silence that followed their invitation, the traveler’s head had slumped. It was just a small slump. But Fang’s eyes were sharp, and he was sure of it.

			The lone wolf with slumping shoulders unearthed a memory Fang would have preferred to remain buried. Fang had grown quickly, but he was strong long before he was wise. The first time he challenged his father for the lordship, the old wolf defeated him easily. By tradition, Father drove him from the pack. Fang wandered alone and penitent for two winters. In a different age he might have thrown in with a nearby pack, or joined with a female and started one of his own. But the pack of his birth was the last wolves of these lands. All through his penitence he hunted alone.

			Fang remembered well what it was to hear the howls of a pack on the other side of a hill and know that you were not welcome, and to feel your head slump, just a bit. He lifted his head and howled again, surprising everyone, even himself:

			
				Great traveler,

				it would be an honor to taste your scent.

				I will meet with you

				as soon as I can find my way.

			

			Fang trotted down the steep hill and onto the trail. At first he ran swiftly, as he had promised. But as he drew closer he thought of the last time he had met a large hunter. The ambush of Fatberry had been a disaster that nearly ruined them all. Fang rounded the final curve cautiously: nostrils flaring, ears high, eyes sharp.

			The traveler sat on his haunches, visible only in silhouette against the moon. He smelled of blood.

			“I am Fang,” he said, trying to keep the fear out of his voice. “Welcome.” Fang was not small, even as gray wolves go, but the stranger towered over him as if he were a puppy. Enormous. By the time Fang was close enough to exchange scents, he was entirely in the stranger’s shadow.

			“I am called Blacktail,” the traveler said. His voice rumbled like distant thunder.

			When two wolves meet it is the burden of the smaller to remain still as the greater takes in the scent. So Fang, who was the lord of these lands, remained frozen and still. Blacktail sniffed first at his neck. I probably smell like I’ve pissed myself, Fang thought with a twinge of embarrassment. If he did, Blacktail said nothing.

			With such a great discrepancy in their sizes, Fang thought it possible that Blacktail would disregard etiquette. He might have moved down to scent his hindquarters without first offering Fang a chance to take his own sniff. This was sometimes done with puppies, or in situations where no challenge of dominance was possible…or as a deliberate insult. But when he had taken the scent of Fang, Blacktail froze in his turn. Fang craned his neck up and breathed in the rich, dark aroma of the traveler.

			This exchange of small courtesies diminished Fang’s sense of awe. Blacktail was a huge beast, true enough, but standing this close it was difficult to see him as, well…magic. His feet smelled of the northern mud, for one thing. Also there were a couple of briars stuck in the fur of his hindquarters.

			“Is it true what they say about you?”

			“Probably not,” Blacktail rumbled. “What do they say?”

			“I have heard that you are a prophet of the old age, consecrated to…well, something. I have heard that you are a fury. They say you can break the magic of the two-legs.”

			Blacktail was silent for a long time, and Fang feared that he had given offense. He was about to apologize when the wolf barked out a laugh.

			“Ahh. Now I see,” the traveler said. “You’ve been talking to one of those idiot cats, haven’t you?”

			After a moment, Fang laughed as well. “Perhaps.”

			“It is true that I have hunted men,” Blacktail said. “But there is no special trick to it. And if I were holy or something like that, I promise you I would not be here now. I would ride the thunder for the remainder of my journey, for my paws do ache from all this walking. No, Fang,” he said. “I am a wolf on a hunt. Nothing more.”

			“Ah.” Fang was silent a moment, thinking. “Did I hear you correctly? You hunt them? For meat?”

			“Yes. For meat and for sport, and sometimes for the pleasure of smelling their death-piss. I can teach you the trick of it if you like.”

			“Steaming poop,” Fang said softly.

			“Anyway, in most lands there’s precious little else to hunt,” Blacktail pointed out, not unreasonably.

			“Does this…does it not anger them?”

			“Does that matter?”

			Fang looked away, ashamed.

			Blacktail continued speaking as if he had not noticed. “If a carcass is seen, the land around it fairly swarms with the little beasts. They ride Car and his smaller cousins here and there and call down gunshots on every little thing. They are not the hunters they think they are, though. The trick of it is to eat less than your fill and be gone swiftly, as soon as you’re done with your meal.”

			“That sounds like a waste of meat.”

			“True enough,” Blacktail said. His grin was sharp and yellow in the moonlight. “But I don’t let it concern me. There’s always more where that came from.”

			Wow, Fang thought. “My pack would hear your stories,” he said. “Hear what it is to hunt men. Would you join us?”

			Blacktail seemed surprised at this, but he did not hesitate. “Certainly,” he said. “Thank you, gracious lord.”

			Fang wagged his tail. “Well met, Blacktail.”

			“Well met, Lord Fang.”

			Fang led him up the trail to their den.
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			Blacktail stood tall as he walked into the cave where they made their den. The fur on his back just brushed the arch at the entryway. Fang’s pack greeted him in turn. Quickfoot, then Belly-Scar, then Gray-Ear, and finally Little One. They were wary of Blacktail at first. But after a time most of them relaxed, thinking as Fang had that there was more of the wolf and less of the god to their god-wolf. Not Little One, though. When Blacktail bent to scent him, he stared up as if entranced. He would not move to scent him when Blacktail froze in his turn. Even when Quickfoot nipped at his ear, Little One didn’t relent. He moved out of the circle of the pack, then crouched down with his stare ever on Blacktail.

			“Tell us of your travels,” Quickfoot said when they had settled. “You must have seen many strange lands.”

			“The lands are not so strange as the creatures in them,” Blacktail said. “I myself am a simple beast. I suppose that colored my thinking. With me, the scent of my neck is also the scent of my hindquarters—no plotting, no deception. Time was, I thought the same was true of everyone else as well.” Blacktail licked his forepaw, as if to clean it all away. “Sometimes I wonder if anything is truly as it appears to be.”

			“What, for instance?”

			Blacktail paused for a moment. “These cats, who traffic with demons. They have given me a good deal of help. I am grateful, but…they seem to think that I am something that I am not. It troubles me. My mother bore me, you know, just as yours bore you. I had brothers and sisters once, a mate…In my essence, my nature, I am not so different from anyone else.”

			“Perhaps a creature may have more than one nature, and each of them be true,” Little One suggested in his small, soft voice. “Perhaps a creature may have only one true nature…but hide it. Even from himself.”

			Blacktail said nothing at this. He looked at Little One with something like pity.

			“Shut your filthy muzzle while your betters are speaking, you diseased little mongrel,” Quickfoot barked.

			“Be still, Quickfoot,” Fang said mildly. “Think of our guest.”

			Quickfoot gave him a look, but held her peace.

			The conversation turned then. They spoke for a time of the trail. They spoke of the weather to the north. Fang told Blacktail the story of the last elk hunt, the summer before, and the feasting that had followed. Eventually it was time for sleep. The pack came together around Blacktail, that he might be comforted the most…all except Little One, who knew his place in things.

			“Why does he sleep over there?” Blacktail asked when they were almost asleep.

			“It is only a half-breed,” Quickfoot said. “This pile is for the true wolves. It…it…” She trailed off, looking at Blacktail’s expression.

			“Oh?” he growled. “That is the pile for half-breeds? Then I suppose that is where I belong. I am a wolf on my mother’s side only. I would not wish to pollute your clean pile with my half-breed stink.”

			Blacktail walked over to where Little One lay, the fur on the back of his neck high. All eyes were upon him. No one said anything. Blacktail sniffed the earth, then settled in and wrapped himself around Little One so that the two of them might share each other’s warmth.

			Fang saw that though the rest of them had come to see Blacktail as a creature more prosaic than the one they were expecting, quite the opposite was true of Little One. In his eyes Fang saw something that went beyond love, adoration, or even worship. In Little One’s eyes there was a kind of madness.

			v

			The next morning the pack woke just after sunup.

			Belly-Scar stretched his long body out and groaned. They had taken no large game since the night of the deer. Stomachs were beginning to rumble. “A fat elk for breakfast, hmm?” he said.

			“Great idea. See if you can roust out a moose as well,” Gray-Ear agreed.

			“Yes, do,” Fang chimed in. He wasn’t kidding. “The four of you split up and cast about for prey. We’ll gather back here when the shadows are at their shortest and tell what we have seen. If you find something you can bring down alone, carry what you can back with you. Blacktail, would you care to walk with me?”

			Blacktail stood and shook himself off. “I don’t know your lands. Are you sure I won’t be a burden?”

			“Quite sure,” Fang said. “Please.”

			“As you will.”

			The rest of the pack slipped off into the forest. Little One cast a longing glance over his shoulder as Blacktail left. He made no protest.

			Fang led Blacktail down to the good stream. “Here, drink your fill. There’ll be a bit of climbing, and it’s thirsty work.”

			“Climbing? Are we hunting birds?”

			“Goats, actually. It’s a sort of mountain sheep. They’re not bad eating, if you can catch them.”

			“It seems a strange thing to hunt,” Blacktail said.

			“It is,” Fang said grimly. “But the prey have become thin around here of late.”

			When they had drunk their fill, they started up the rocky slope. The grade was steep and left both of them a bit out of breath. About halfway up they paused at a rocky outcropping. The view that opened up before them stretched for miles. Below them, the tallest trees poked through the morning mist.

			“This is good country,” Blacktail said.

			Far below them came a distant clatter of falling rock.

			“It is,” Fang said. “My father hunted here, and his father before him. Belly-Scar is my pup. Likely he’ll lead the hunt here when I am gone.”

			“Likely, yes. I imagine that is a comfort, knowing your place in the world.”

			Fang thought that a strange thing to say. After a moment’s thought he asked, “Was it true, what you said about being a half-breed?”

			“It was,” Blacktail swung his massive head around to look at Fang. “What of it?”

			“Nothing,” Fang said quickly. “Nothing whatsoever. That sort of thing is only a tick in Quickfoot’s fur. I myself am pretty fond of Little One. He’s very clever. He’s also got the sense to mind his business when Quickfoot comes waving her tail in his face.” Fang looked up at Blacktail with rueful eyes.

			Blacktail wagged in understanding.

			“As far as that goes, I’ve nothing against dogs in general. Half-breeds, either. If I found a penitent dog who seemed fitting, I might take him into the pack. The way things stand now, we might have trouble taking down larger game, in the happy event we ever found any. I was just curious who your father was.”

			Blacktail seemed mollified by this. “I never knew for sure,” he said. “I have heard things…hints, I suppose, but nothing definite, not from anyone I fully trust. My mother died before I thought to ask. But I’ve always thought he must’ve been a dog—wolves are scarce where I come from. Interbreeding is fairly common.”

			“Ah, wait a moment. Your northern accent is a bit strange to us, and I think also that some of the words in your land may mean different things. Around here, a dog is a four-legged animal, distant kin to the wolf, but smaller and dumber. Ofttimes they are found living in the den of the two-legs. The word you want, I think, is horse.”

			Fang paused for a long beat.

			“It was a joke, you see,” he said. “You are rather large, and—”

			“I took the meaning,” Blacktail said. “It is only that you are not funny.” Fang thought he smiled a bit, just the same.

			“Well, no matter. As I said, the only one concerned with bloodlines is Quickfoot.”

			At that, there came another clatter of falling rock. “There is something stalking us,” Fang said, rising up to scent the wind.

			“It’s fine. It’s just Little One. He’s been with us since we left the den.”

			Fang groaned. “He’s quite taken with you.”

			“It seems so.”

			“Oh yes. When we heard you were coming, I sent him down to the forest of men to ask around. He listened to the stories for a day or two. When he came back he was…aglow? Something like that. There’s a great deal of talk of you, you know.”

			“Do tell.”

			“They say you can walk through mountains.”

			Blacktail turned to look at Fang. “Seriously?”

			“Yes. I’ve also heard that you can become unscentable, unseeable, and unhearable. According to Little One, when men come to hunt you, all of them are killed, together with their slave creatures. They say you cannot die.”

			Yes,” Blacktail said dryly, “I’ve heard that one. I’ve also heard it told that I piss lightning and fart thunder. You shouldn’t believe that, either.” Blacktail paused. “What is it that you want, Fang?”

			Lord Fang lifted his front lip and lay his ears back for a moment to show his submission. Blacktail accepted this, saying nothing.

			Fang sighed and said it. “There is a great grizzly bear, Fatberry she’s called. She used to live on the red hill, but the two-legs broke the trees and ripped up the land there. Now their dens are over it like weeds. Fatberry was always grumpy, but she’s worse since then. She moved her hunting here. Since then, we’ve been dying a little bit at a time. There’s not enough prey on this mountain for her and us.”

			“Why not kill her?” Blacktail asked, reasonably enough.

			“We tried that,” Fang said, sighing, setting out again up the cliff. “We had a scheme. Little One occupied her with, you know, shenanigans. Smart mouth, jumping around, all of that. The rest of us tried to circle around behind. It might have worked, but the wind shifted. She caught scent of us. We lost the surprise. There were seven of us then. We hung on her like ticks. But…it all went to dung. Blue-Eye was killed outright. Quickfoot’s mother was badly mauled. She died three days later. No one escaped unwounded.” He stopped to show Blacktail the claw scar in his flank. “Since then,” he said, “the pack is wary of her. Afraid, actually. I myself would still have another try, but even a lord can only command so much.”

			“Why not move somewhere else?”

			“There is nowhere else,” Fang hissed. He caught himself and looked up to see if he had given offense. Blacktail only looked down, impassive. “There is nowhere else,” Fang repeated in a more level tone. “Quickfoot went six longruns to the south. Gray-Ear went at least as far to the north. I myself checked the east. The stink of men was everywhere.”

			“And the west?”

			Fang lifted his leg to lay a small squirt on a bush, then trotted to catch up. “Smartnose went west and never returned. I took that as a poor omen.”

			Blacktail said nothing for a time. “Just south of my home, I came upon a mountain range where a small pack might hunt. And a few other such in between.”

			“How far?”

			“Many longruns,” Blacktail said. “Many-many. Perhaps farther than that.”

			They were both silent, knowing that Fang’s emaciated pack lacked the strength to travel such distance. Even if a few of them somehow survived the journey, by the time they arrived, winter would be in its full fury. The prey animals would be fewer and hide easier. The pack would freeze even as they starved.

			In the spring, yes, perhaps they might move north and survive, Blacktail thought. But this winter will be spent here. “Very well,” he said. “Call your pack together.”

			Fang wagged his tail and kissed Blacktail’s muzzle, not in servitude, but in friendship. “I don’t know what to think about all this other business, the things that the cats…”

			Blacktail looked at him.

			“Well, never mind. You’re a good sort, either way. I’m grateful.” Fang threw back his head and howled,

			
				Quickfoot and Gray-Ear,

				Belly-Scar and Little One

				come together at the den.

				We are delivered.

			

			vi

			“Fang has spoken to me of your plight,” Blacktail said when they were all together. “I am not unsympathetic. In these times all wolves must come together as a single pack. I will help you if I can.”

			Quickfoot smiled her thin plotter’s smile.

			“Much nonsense has been said of me by the cats and by others. Usually I do nothing to discourage it, for my journey is a long one and such talk helps clear my path. But if we are to hunt together all of you must understand something”—here he looked pointedly at Little One—“most of those words are as dung.”

			The five wolves murmured among themselves.

			“They say that I am large for my kind, and it is true. They say I have hunted men and survived their vengeance. That is true as well. But—hear me on this—I am no prophet, no fury. All I know of the old age is what I hear from the cats. If claws gore me, I will bleed. If jaws crunch my bones, they will break. If my throat is torn, I will die and seek the Forest God no more. Is the scent of this crisp to you?”

			There was silence for a moment. Little One looked up doubtfully. When all the rest wagged their tails in agreement, he joined in as well, but the madness never left his eyes.

			“Fang has told me the tale of your last hunt on Fatberry. The scheme of it was clever. I think it might have worked. But I have always hunted alone, and I have no head for such plots. If I am to lead, the plan will be simple. The pack will walk in together, in plain sight. I will distract her for a moment. The rest of you will surround her. At my lead we will all attack and kill her. Then we will feast on her body until we can eat no more. Yes?”

			Fang’s pack looked at one another for a moment, then barked in agreement.

			“Very well, then,” he said. Blacktail slipped away into the bush. One by one the pack followed.

			

			—

			Sometime later, the six of them came on Fatberry fishing in the east stream. The water was shallow but clean. Every now and then a brook trout jumped. Blacktail padded toward her across the rocks. The rest of them spread out behind him like an eagle’s tail.

			“What is this that I see fishing in the stream of Lord Fang?” Blacktail asked.

			She looked up and her eyes narrowed. “I am called Fatberry,” she said, “and I am queen of this land.”

			“You are a usurper, and a pretender to the throne,” Blacktail said. “Fang, son of Swift Fang, is lord.”

			“And who might you be?”

			“My name is of no consequence. I am the tooth and claw of Lord Fang.”

			“Tooth and claw, hmm?” Fatberry pawed at the earth. “You do realize that I’m a bear, don’t you? You’re not unfortunately blind or something like that?”

			“No. I am not blind. What you are doesn’t matter,” Blacktail said. He stopped directly in front of her. Fang circled around to his right, within range of a quick lunge. Quickfoot flanked Fatberry to the left at a safe distance. Gray-Ear and Belly-Scar fanned out to either side, looking away from Fatberry as if interested in a rock. Little One was nowhere to be seen.

			“Hmm.” Fatberry looked Blacktail up and down, seeing the size of him, and sniffed the air for his scent. “Perhaps a compromise is possible. I tell you what. I will ransom a peace. I will give Fang, son of Swift Fang, dominion over the east and west streams, the ones that stink of piss and poison, and over every dung pile and rotting carcass that lies between. He may do with them as he chooses. The rest of the lands will remain mine. Will that work for you?”

			“There will be no peace so long as you remain on these lands. Leave now and I will let you live. Otherwise you die this day.”

			Fatberry spat out the blade of grass she was chewing. She rose up on her hind legs, spread her forepaws, and roared, “Oh, enough of your nonsense! Let’s get this over with.”

			Blacktail made the killing sound. He leapt at her.

			Fang, who had fought bears before, cringed at the sight. I hope he knows what he’s doing, he thought.

			Fatberry did not flinch or try to dodge. She only stared at Blacktail as he sailed through the air, timing her strike. She slapped him down with her right paw. Her claws gored his side. Blacktail’s head struck a rock when he hit the earth. He lay where he fell. He did not move.

			Oh dung, Fang thought. This is bad. “Attack her!” he roared as he rushed in. “Fall on her now!”

			Fatberry came down on all four paws. She seized Fang when he came close.

			From the bushes behind Fatberry, Little One appeared. He saw that he was on Fatberry’s blind side and leapt at her. Gray-Ear took hold of Fatberry’s rear leg and clamped on tight, growling and sinking his teeth in deep. Quickfoot and Belly-Scar circled at a safe distance, looking for an opening.

			Fatberry held Fang tight in her forepaws. Ignoring Gray-Ear and Little One for the moment, she bent and tore into the flesh of Fang’s neck. Fang yelped loud at the pain of it. Little One dug at the thick fur of her neck, scrabbling and biting.

			Fatberry tore into Fang’s throat without slowing.

			“Quickfoot!” Fang screamed. “Quickfoot, for fuck’s sake, get her off me!”

			Three paces away Blacktail lay still and silent. Quickfoot hesitated, looking first at him, then at her lord and mate dying before her eyes.

			In the furball, something crunched.

			Fang screamed no more.

			“Oh, leave them!” Quickfoot screamed. “Leave them and save yourselves! This is hopeless! That one’s not holy—he’s nothing but a big dog! Leave them to Fatberry and be damned!” Belly-Scar and Gray-Ear broke off at this. They darted into the woods.

			Alone among the pack of Lord Fang, the Little One would not yield.

			After a few breaths, Fatberry looked up from Fang’s corpse. She seemed not to notice Little One hanging from her neck. She turned slowly back to Blacktail. Now she would finish the job.

			In desperation, Little One leapt from her back. Careful to stay on her blind side, he moved in and sank his teeth into the tender part of her hindquarters. Fatberry roared with pain. She spun around and around, Little One dangling from her ass like a tail. Finally she stopped and bent herself around nearly double, and swatted at him. The first two swipes missed, but on the third try Fatberry’s claws dug long furrows in Little One’s side.

			Still he continued the attack. Though grievously wounded, he was quick. He danced in and around Fatberry’s legs. The wounds in his side rained his half-breed blood on the dry leaves and stones. Red droplets dissolved into the river. Again and again he nipped at her muzzle and lower parts, always quick, always dancing. No matter how she tried, Fatberry could not strike him.

			Fatberry reared on her hind legs, roaring her rage. Little One sank his teeth into the skin of her genitals once more, this time from the front. It was a bold attack, and brave…but not safe. From here she could reach him easily. She swatted him with her broad brown paw and sent him sailing five paces into the rocks. Then she turned back to Blacktail, confident that the killing of this day was nearly done.

			But where she had struck down a wolf, something else now rose up.

			Perhaps Little One’s faith had awakened something that lay in the heart of him. Perhaps he had simply been hiding it for reasons of his own. Either way, when Blacktail stood before her with his fur high and teeth bare, Fatberry trembled at the sight of him.

			“You…” she said. “You are the one the cats whisper of…the traveler…”

			“Yes.”

			“The one called Blacktail…”

			“Oh yes.”

			“Wait…” she said. In her terror her bowels went loose. Dung ran down her leg. “Wait, I couldn’t have known—”

			Blacktail launched himself at her.

			The sound of her shrieks echoed down the valley.
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			Halfway up the hill, Belly-Scar risked a quick look over his shoulder. What he saw stopped him in his tracks. “God on the mountain,” he whispered softly.

			Quickfoot was too far ahead to hear Belly-Scar, and in any case, she didn’t care anymore. But Gray-Ear stopped at the sound of his voice, turned to look. She stared, wide-eyed and slack-jawed. Both saw then, saw what Blacktail truly was, what he did to Fatberry. When it was done, their faces both bore the same look of worship bordering on madness that Little One had worn when he returned from taking counsel in the dens of man.

			“It’s all true,” Gray-Ear whispered.
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			That night the pack mourned their lord. They were only three now. This was sad, but there was relief in it as well. Fatberry was dead and the mountain held prey aplenty for three wolves.

			Fang, son of Swift Fang, had died in the hunt so that his pack might see the end of winter.

			Though they were very hungry, none of them returned to where Fatberry lay. Belly-Scar and Gray-Ear wouldn’t even look in that direction. Quickfoot wasn’t sure what to make of that, but she was cautious by nature. She thought to hide in the den for a day, or perhaps longer, and come out to hunt when the traveler was gone. She asked what had happened, but Belly-Scar and Gray-Ear would not speak. Gray-Ear seemed not to hear her at all. But she kept nagging at Belly-Scar, and by twilight she was able to coax him into telling what he had seen.

			“That’s impossible,” Quickfoot said flatly when he was done.

			“No!” Belly-Scar said, his voice high, hysterical. Gray-Ear still said nothing, only cowered in the corner and shook. “It’s true! I swear it! His jaws, they stretched somehow, he…he…” Belly-Scar trailed off, his eyes wide and terrified. He was looking over her shoulder.

			Quickfoot spun around. Blacktail stood in the mouth of the den, a black silhouette against the rising moon. His profile seemed distorted, and it took her a moment to realize that he carried Little One in his jaws, gently, like a pup.

			Behind her, Belly-Scar whimpered.

			Blacktail padded into the den. He had to crouch deep to pass under the arch. Even so, his fur brushed the ceiling. Whatever her other failings, Quickfoot didn’t miss much. He didn’t have to crouch to come in last night, she realized.

			He is bigger now.

			Blacktail made his way to the lord’s sleeping hole, which Fang’s father had dug, but was now occupied by Quickfoot. At the look in his eyes she rose and moved away. She thought Blacktail would claim the throne for himself. Instead he laid Little One in it very gently.

			“They told me what you did,” Quickfoot said. “I would have helped, but—”

			Blacktail bared his teeth. She went silent.

			Blacktail walked through the den sniffing them, but not freezing for them in turn. No one protested the insult. No one said anything. The only sound was Little One’s labored breathing.

			When their subjugation was complete, Blacktail knelt down over Little One and began to lick his wounds clean. He spoke as he worked, saying, “Were it up to me, the three of you would all starve and die this winter. In my eyes you are nothing. In my eyes you are as dung. But for reasons I cannot think, Fang loved you. Little One loves you still. It is for their sake and theirs alone that I tell you there is bear meat aplenty on the far side of the hill. Go now. Eat as much as you can stomach, before the vultures take it.”

			Gray-Ear and Belly-Scar slunk away, but Quickfoot lingered. “You have laid him in the lord’s hole,” Quickfoot said.

			“Yes. He is lord now.”

			“What? The lord will be chosen as he always is, by combat…and by consent of the lady.”

			“No. Little One is now lord. You might remain lady if he chooses you…but perhaps you should be kind to Gray-Ear. Just in case.”

			Quickfoot’s eyes flashed at this. “Likely he will die,” she said.

			“Perhaps,” Blacktail answered. “Perhaps not. Little One’s heart is very strong. A strong heart may sometimes conquer where a weak one would fail. I wouldn’t expect a thing like yourself to understand that, but it is true, nonetheless. Either way, dying or no, he is still lord.”

			“No,” Quickfoot snarled. “That’s quite enough. How dare y—”

			Blacktail had heard enough. He sprang forward, snapping at Quickfoot’s head and neck. She yelped and tried to resist. That only infuriated him; it turned what might have been a quick chastisement into something much more serious. Again and again he savaged her head and face. When he was finished, both of her ears were in shreds. One eye was deflating. Quickfoot lay on her side, breathing heavily and only semiconscious. She would live—probably—but no one would ever speak of her beauty again.

			When Belly-Scar and Gray-Ear returned, Blacktail stood over Little One and said to them, “Whether he live or die, Little One is now lord. Let me be clear. This is my price for killing Fatberry. If you are so foolish as to defy me in this matter, you will find that bears and two-legs are the very least of your worries.”

			The two of them cowered and slunk about, unwilling to look directly at him. When he was satisfied, Blacktail lay down next to Little One to sleep.

			ix

			Little One’s wounds were grievous, and he heard none of this.

			For three days he lay dreaming, trapped in the twilight land that lies between life and death. He dreamed of a great gray wolf. In the way of dreams, Little One knew her to be Blacktail’s mother, when she was young and without puppies. It was deepest winter. It was the night of the full moon. As Little One’s dream eye opened on her, she walked alone into a snowy clearing. She was in heat. The scent of her was all through the forest, but no one came. She was a handsome beast, and the heat was on her so fierce that she thought she might go mad. Even though he lay near death, Little One’s prick rose up at her scent.

			All through the night she waited, sometimes howling and sometimes silent, but no one came—no wolf, nor even any dogs. The moon went down, and it became very dark in the clearing, and in her heart she finally knew what she had long suspected: She was the last of her kind here, perhaps the last anywhere.

			Then, just before dawn, something heard her call.

			It had the shape of a wolf, yes, and a hint of the wolf scent as well. But it left no paw prints in the soft snow and showed no breath in the air of the winter night. Blacktail’s mother tried to scent it but found she could not. Whenever she moved to its neck or hindquarters she lost herself for a moment. There was terror in this, but there was a species of relief as well—at least something had answered her scent, something had heard her call. If she had courage, she needn’t be the last wolf in these woods. Finally she abandoned herself and presented her hindquarters to the thing, and it mounted her.

			She had thought it near dawn, but the sun did not rise.

			They mated once, then again. The pleasure of it was beyond anything she had ever known. It was like being pulled down in an avalanche, subsumed. She fell away from everything. First the night stars receded. Then the cold, the gentle frost fell away, taking with it the scents of pine and evergreen. In her mind she ran in a thicket of holly bushes. First they snatched at her as she ran through the dark. That fell away, too, receded into a black and gentle warmth. In the end she lost the whole of herself. Who could know what happened next? Some time later she awoke. She did not know how many breaths had passed, only that it was daylight…and that whoever—whatever—had been with her was gone.

			It was only later that she understood that puppies were quickened in her belly.

			x

			Little One had the dream many times, never knowing whether it was a true thing or a fantasy, or perhaps a bit of both. Blacktail himself knew nothing of this. He never heard whether Little One lived or died. He left before dawn the next day.

			But as he walked away, he saw Gray-Ear and Belly-Scar bringing Little One scraps of their kill and heard them call him lord.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				Mercy
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			Blacktail returned to himself slowly. His consciousness floated up into his body like a bloated corpse rising from the bottom of a cold lake. He was moving now. He thought he had been moving for some while, loping out of the stunted foothills and scraps of wilderness. Moving, yes, but he had also dreamed as he moved—dreamed or something like it. He remembered only snatches—the desert at night, a voice crying out, saying, “O lord, receive me…”

			Who calls out to the lord? But as he came back into himself, the voice and the memory fell away, as dreams do.

			Blacktail stopped. The wind here was thick with poison stinks, foul as any he had ever smelled. Rot. Smoke. Poison. The night on both sides of his trail was dotted with the unnatural lights of men. His eyes narrowed and his ears cocked forward slightly in a look that all the prey beasts of the world would have recognized immediately.

			He rose the last little way back into himself—it took an effort—and opened up to the world around him. His paws tingled at their unfamiliar stillness. Deep in the woods to his right he saw a pair of squirrels, bright eyes peering at him from what they likely thought of as sufficient cover. On his left flank stood an ancient oak, poisoned and dead but still standing, bark dangling from its haunch. Bare branches capped with the first buds of spring brushed close at his shanks.

			He blinked and shook out his mane, then looked around. Where am I? These lands weren’t the mountains anymore, not even close. They barely qualified as foothills. Too, it was warmer than he remembered. Winter, it seemed, was nearly over. How did that happen?

			The question slipped away, unanswered.

			This is the dominion of men, Blacktail realized. Any wilds that remain are behind me now. He tried again to recall how he had come to be here. It was a blur. He remembered meeting Lord Fang, remembered the good warmth of sleeping in a pack, but then…what? Did something happen? Did I do something?

			He couldn’t remember…but it didn’t seem to matter. He began to move again, bouncing down this scant memory of a hunting trail, gravity doing as much of the work as his legs. This path will carry you to the nexus of the scents, he thought. This path will carry you to the places of men.

			The thought stirred an echo of fear in his mind, but it was dim and distant, hardly worth notice. He thought the days of such considerations were very nearly behind him.

			He was wrong.

			ii

			A few breaths later the hill bottomed out. In the distance he saw the glow from a house. Such light was still strange to him. While watching it, he nearly tripped over a dog, squatted on its haunches in the center of the path. Blacktail skidded to a stop a tail’s breadth away.

			The dog made no effort to move from his path.

			He was some sort of terrier, small and brown, with one drooping ear. A cloud of the deepest dread surrounded him…but he looked up to Blacktail with unblinking brown eyes. “Good evening, Lord Hunter,” he said, his tone scrupulously polite. “Welcome.”

			Blacktail responded in kind. “Good evening to you. With whom have I the honor of speaking?”

			“I am Milo,” the dog said. He rose up to present himself for scenting. Blacktail gave him a once-over. He wore no collar, but Blacktail smelled the memory of one on his neck. Too, the hands of some two-legs had been on him, and quite recently.

			Blacktail’s eyes narrowed, and he did not offer to let himself be scented. “Are you the pack lord?” he asked.

			The terrier hesitated. “I suppose so, yes.”

			“There is no ‘suppose’ in such matters,” Blacktail said. “Were you pack lord you would know it.”

			“In that case I suppose not. Nonetheless, I am to speak for the beasts of these lands.”

			“Oh? Which beasts?” Blacktail asked. By the smell, there were quite a few. They were close by, but hidden. Hidden-ish, anyway. Here he saw a tail poking out from behind a tree, there a pair of eyes flashing in a stand of bush. “Show yourselves.”

			Even to his own ears, Blacktail’s tone was flat and commanding in ways it had never been before. Even so, they did not come forth immediately. It was only when Milo looked over his shoulder and gave a curt yap that they began to emerge.

			Blacktail thought Milo was right not to call himself lord, or perhaps he was just embarrassed. He had never seen such a slothful pack. Here stood a Great Dane—an enormous dog, not much smaller than Blacktail himself—but she was dull-eyed and bound in a collar. Next to her stood a beagle that was perhaps the fattest animal that Blacktail had ever seen. The beagle stared up at Blacktail with open—what? Loathing? Rage? His lip trembled. The fur was high on his neck. For some reason, Blacktail saw, the little dog’s tail was gone. Only a short stump remained.

			Behind them stood a surprising array of lesser beasts—a rabbit, three cats, a pair of sheep, and a goat. Two guinea pigs cowered under a bush. A parakeet perched on a branch overhead. He scented other dogs as well, farther back. The ones he could see studied him with flat, unsmiling eyes. They’re lying in wait for me, Blacktail realized with a measure of surprise.

			“Have I offended you somehow, Lord Milo?” Blacktail asked softly. He pronounced the word Lord with insultingly exaggerated courtesy. “You or your pack? It is not my intention to invade your lands.”

			“Whether or not I and mine are offended is of little consequence,” Milo said.

			Blacktail swished his tail. “I know that,” he said. “I wondered if you did.” The insult hung in the night air. Blacktail let the moment drag out, waiting to see what the little dog would do.

			Milo made no reaction except to wag his tail a few times, as if at some inconsequential joke. The Great Dane forced a stupid, slobbery grin. The other beasts in the clearing feigned interest in sticks and leaves, pretending not to hear. Only the beagle reacted. He growled low in his chest, a surprisingly deep rumble from such a small beast.

			Blacktail stepped around Milo—another grave insult—and padded up to the beagle. He sniffed the fat little dog carefully from nose to tail, though there was not really any need. The collar around his neck told Blacktail all he needed to know. The beagle trembled as he sniffed. Blacktail thought at first that he was afraid. Only when the dog snapped at him did he realize that it was rage, not fear, that caused him to shake.

			Blacktail took a step back to spare the little dog the embarrassment of a thrashing. “How have I offended you, little fellow?” he asked. “Surely one so fat as you cannot object to me hunting on your lands.”

			The beagle’s lip curled up. His teeth were very white and surprisingly sharp. Blacktail grunted. Now we’re getting somewhere, he thought. This little fellow is too dumb to lie.

			But before the beagle could answer, the Great Dane stuck her long muzzle between him and Blacktail. “Forgive my pack brother,” she said smoothly. “He suffers from an impractical burden of machismo for a beast of his size. You have given no offense. You are welcome to pass through our lands, or not, as you please. Hunt if you like, drink from our streams. You are our guest.”

			But all that was a lie. Her scent boiled with fury.

			Blacktail swiveled his head to regard the strange pack. He could not reconcile the sense of their words with the scents of their emotions…but he thought them of little consequence. The Forest God still sleeps. These fools will be of little help in finding Him, I think.

			“Well,” he said. “That’s fine, then. If no one objects, I’ll just be on my way. It’s late. I’m tired, and I’m hungry. Perhaps we shall meet again someday.” He turned away from them and took a single step closer to the light of the two-legs den.

			“YOU STAY AWAY FR—” the beagle began, his voice astonishingly strong in the still night air. Milo and the Great Dane bit into the beagle at the same instant. The little fellow’s voice broke off with a yelp of pain.

			Blacktail stopped. He looked back over his shoulder. The beagle lay on his side, a little wounded. His legs thrashed helplessly in the air. The Great Dane stood on his throat, pinning him with one massive forepaw. Milo flashed a look of pure rage at the beagle. Blacktail thought it was the first genuine emotion he had seen from him.

			Milo and the Great Dane exchanged a look. Milo stood up and placed himself between Blacktail and the other two. The Great Dane remained poised above the beagle, her teeth hovering a bare inch from the little dog’s neck.

			“Ignore them, lord,” Milo said. “The beagle has some foolish ideas about who may and may not hunt on our lands. That’s all. Of course we welcome you.”

			“Hmm. That’s good of you,” Blacktail said. “Very well, then. Tell me. If I were to hunt these lands, where should I start?”

			“Ah. Yes. I would say that you would, ah, do well to stay away from the pond. Do you smell it?”

			Blacktail gave a curt wag.

			“Of course you do. The pond, you see, is unclean. The waters taste of feces, and white bubbles float on the surface. In the daylight the waves shine with all manner of strange colors. It is rare to see someone drink from it twice. But the stream that feeds it is clean enough. I, ah, I hunt there often.”

			The stink of Milo’s lie was such that any beast in half a longrun could not fail to smell it.

			A thick cloud drifted across the face of the moon, temporarily darkening the clearing. The glint that flashed in Blacktail’s eyes was not a reflection from some light in the sky. “Why do you say such things?” he asked quietly. “To what possible gain?”

			“I do my duty as I see it, lord,” Milo replied. “If I must answer for that, then I will.”

			And what exactly is this duty? Blacktail wondered…but did not ask. This time he felt no lie. All he said was “Very well. I shall hunt at the stream.”

			“That way, lord!” the Great Dane said helpfully. The pack scrambled to get out of his path. They turned their faces from him as he passed.
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			Blacktail found the watering hole easily enough—too easily. It was marked by an amazing flurry of tracks and scent. No hunter could fail to notice such a ripe collection of foolish meat. But he was coming to think that no one—especially not Milo—had hunted here in a great long while.

			He moved downwind, then settled himself into the deep shadows under a cliff. He shut his eyes so they would not gleam in the moonlight. As he waited, he cataloged the scents that drifted to him from the water hole. Deer. The hunt-beasts of this land are too fat to run. Chipmunk. The prey of this land have forgotten what it is to be hunted. Opossum. The paths to the water hole are grooved deep with the track of generations. Rabbit. The hunt is broken here. The thought cut to the heart of him. The hunt is broken here.

			As if hearing him, an opossum poked into view and walked to the watering hole on ancient, shaking legs. He gave a perfunctory glance up and down the stream—even that little display of caution was more than Blacktail expected—and dipped his white snout to drink.

			Blacktail’s eyes snapped open. He sprang from his hiding blind, landing just in front of the opossum with a small splash. The opossum did not try to run but only raised his head and looked up at Blacktail. Blacktail saw no fear in his eyes, only flat curiosity.

			“You,” the opossum said. “Why have you come?”

			“Have the beasts of these lands forgotten so much?” Blacktail asked. “I am here to kill you and make you my dinner. This is the way of things.”

			“I have forgotten nothing,” the opossum said mildly. He dipped his head and drank from the stream. “I only wonder why you chose to dine on me rather than on one of those you were talking to earlier.”

			“How do you know who I was speaking with?”

			The opossum shrugged. “It’s a small wood. The few of us whom Mercy hasn’t seduced look out for one another.”

			“Mercy? Who is this Mercy?”

			“You don’t know? I thought you knew. You were talking to her priest earlier.”

			“Who, that Milo fellow?”

			“That’s him, yes.”

			“Why do you call him ‘priest’? I’ve met stumps that were more fierce. If he’s the one leading their hunt, they’ll soon starve.”

			The opossum regarded Blacktail for a long time. “I didn’t say that he was a priest of the Forest God.”

			“Who, then?” Blacktail asked, honestly confused.

			“They worship their mistress, the two-legs,” he said. Then, in a singsong impression of Milo’s terrier yap, “ ‘The protector, the caresser, she who brings bacon in the night. Come! Join with us and you, too, may dwell in the palace of sammich and chewtoy.’ ” He turned his head and spat. “Mercy.”

			“They worship a—Oh no. Oh, bleeding dung. You can’t mean it.”

			The opossum shrugged again. “These are strange times,” he said. He bent his head to the stream again. Blacktail heard his old heart hammering in his chest. The opossum drank for a long time, then looked up to see if Blacktail would eat him now.

			“Let us pretend for a moment that I believe what you say,” Blacktail said.

			“Very well,” the opossum said, agreeably enough. He looked up at the sky. “Well, this is the night for hunters, isn’t it? Hello, Asah.”

			Blacktail followed his gaze up just in time to see an owl glide in to roost on the high branches of an oak.

			“Hello, Slighen,” the owl responded. “And to Blacktail of the Far Hill…hail and obeisance.”

			Blacktail sighed. “Spare me that sort of nonsense, if you please,” he said. “I’m only here for dinner.”

			The owl cocked his head at Blacktail. “Dinner is of Slighen?” he asked.

			“I haven’t decided yet.”

			“He hasn’t decided yet,” Slighen repeated. “Asah, why don’t you come down and help him make up his mind?” Then, to Blacktail in a conspiratorial whisper, he said, “Owls are quite tasty, you know.”

			“Comfort is here,” the owl said. “No to come down. But I will help.”

			“Help?” Blacktail said. “I don’t need help. I’ve been chewing my own dinner for some time now.”

			“Chew, Blacktail, yes. Chew and rip and swallow. You are of the hunt. But these lands are no longer of you.”

			“What is that supposed to mean?” Blacktail barked.

			“I’m afraid he’s right,” Slighen responded, sighing. “It’s not just Milo and his lot. This whole forest is subjugated under a two-legs.”

			“So far as I can tell, all forests are subjugated under one two-legs or another,” Blacktail said.

			“That’s true enough, but not like this. No one hunts here. Not anymore.”

			“How can that be? The beasts I saw were all fat as…as berries.” When he spoke the last two words, his tone grew soft and confused.

			“Are you all right?” Slighen asked. “You sounded strange for a moment.”

			“Something…I can’t quite remember. For a moment I—” Blacktail cut himself off and shook his head. “It is of no consequence,” he said, his voice growing strong again. “Continue.”

			The owl and the opossum exchanged a glance, but they let it go. “She leaves food, not just for Milo and his lot, but the deer and the birds and the squirrels. Some of them even feed from her hand,” said Asah. “All beasts of this land, cat and dog, hawk and sparrow, rabbit and deer and doe.”

			“Everyone?”

			Slighen shrugged. “Not me, not Asah, not a few others. But most. Almost all.”

			Blacktail considered this for a long time. “This is another blasphemy, then.”

			“Yes, lord,” said Slighen. “It is.”

			“Then I shall find Mercy and eat it, and it will defile the will of the Forest God no more.”

			“Lord?” asked Asah. “You seek to end the cult of Mercy?”

			“Before the sun rises.”

			Asah and Slighen shared a look. “Perhaps, lord, you should not take such a burden upon yourself.”

			“Eh? Why not?”

			“Lord, the house of Mercy is not without defenses. The ones who spoke to you were fat and weak, true enough. But not all who dwell there chose to speak.”

			“I’m listening.”

			“I’m told there is a dog—I’ve not seen him myself, but some who I trust have—running with that pack. They call him a—what was the term?”

			“A ‘hair missile.’ ”

			“Right. That was it. He is their champion. This one is not fat and weak, but still remembers the old ways. Though he is enslaved to the two-legs, they cultivated him for the great hunts raised among the packs of men. He served in a great desert war with what he calls ‘the pack of green.’ ”

			“Do dogs come in green?”

			“Not that I know of. Not around here, at any rate. I think it’s just a saying. Either way, this one has tasted the flesh of men and liked it. They call him Sarge.”

			“Perhaps he can be reasoned with,” Blacktail said.

			“No, lord, with respect—he cannot. Mercy is his sun and his moon. He will die for her. Any of them will. But unlike most, this one will not die easily.”

			“I fear no dog,” Blacktail said.

			“He would be no match for you,” Slighen agreed. “Not alone. But he will not be alone. The cult of Mercy is a many-of-manys, and this dog will lead the hunt against you. He will lead it well.”

			Blacktail said nothing to this.

			“Sarge, yes,” said Asah. “He has fury and teeth, perhaps to match your own. But fury and teeth are not the real danger.”

			“What, then?”

			“One of the cats,” said Slighen. “The one called Larkspur. She is a witch.”

			“Is she of the coven of the Old Kitty Mother?” Blacktail asked. “She and I get on well enough.”

			“Larkspur? She was once, yes,” said Slighen. “But the Old Kitty Mother banished her when she fell in with Mercy.”

			“Banished…but did not kill?” asked Blacktail. “That doesn’t sound like the Old Kitty Mother I know. She’s got a short temper, that one.”

			“No,” said Slighen. He gazed levelly at Blacktail. “It’s very unusual, to defy the Old Kitty Mother and live to tell of it. Everyone knows that.”

			“Mm-hmm.” Blacktail swished his tail meditatively. “Tell me, Slighen, why do you think that is?”

			“We do not know, lord,” said Slighen, “Perhaps the Old Kitty Mother was otherwise occupied. Perhaps she is biding her time. Or perhaps…”—Slighen glanced at the sky fearfully, then the water, and finally the earth—“perhaps she feared that she could not.”

			“Is this witch—What did you say her name was?”

			“She is called Larkspur, lord.”

			“Yes, Larkspur. Is she so strong, then?”

			“Terribly strong, lord.”

			“How do you know this? I am not doubting you, you understand. I am only curious.”

			This time Asah answered him. “You have tasted the inner flesh that is diseased, yes? When the liver is spotted with white and gray? When the brain inside is warted and foul? When each mouthful tastes of madness and rot?”

			“Ah,” Blacktail said. “Yes, I know this thing. Where the waters are fouled, you see it often.” He paused for a moment, considering. “The witch did this to someone?”

			“No, no. Quite the opposite,” said Slighen. “But that, I think, is even worse. At least from our point of view. It is easier to sicken than to heal. Before Larkspur came to this place, Mercy stank of sickness. Her insides had begun to rot. All who smelled her knew that she would die soon. We who are still of the hunt rejoiced, knowing that her blasphemy would die with her, and the order of things would be restored.”

			“What happened?”

			Slighen shrugged. “Larkspur happened. When she came here she was as fanatic as any of Old Kitty Mother’s coven. I had hoped that she might be an assassin. Perhaps she even was, at first. I don’t know what that pack of maniacs told her, what she saw, but it must have been quite convincing. Before the first cycle of the moon had come and gone, Larkspur renounced the old ways. She threw in with Mercy.”

			“Mrrr,” Blacktail said. “She will be damned for that. She must know this. But…you say she cured Mercy of her sickness?”

			“Cured and more,” said Slighen. “Lady Mercy is very old, you see, and very fond of booze.”

			“Eh?”

			“Oh, sorry—I forgot you’re not from around here. The boo—The waters-of-madness are a magic of the two-legs. It’s sort of like catnip.”

			“Ah. Yes. I know this thing.”

			“Slighen, you recall the acorns,” added Asah.

			“Right, those as well. Just as men have waters-of-madness that bring singing and stumbling, so too do they have acorns that bring sleep, and smokes that pull the spirit into strange shapes. Lady Mercy is fond of all these, and more than fond. Even without her disease, by rights she should have been dead long since. But her scent is as healthy as that of a young cub.”

			“That is the cat’s handiwork?” Blacktail asked.

			“It is. They are all of a pack, you see. Just as Lady Mercy protects them against the perils of man, they save her from the forest…and, I suppose, from herself.”

			“Please to you, Lord Hunter,” said Asah. “You might walk on, this night. You might pass over this hunt. In this world, there is much room. Room for many things. Perhaps even room for Mercy.”

			Blacktail made no answer to this. He turned and padded back up the way he had come.
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			Blacktail paused in the underbrush well outside the boundary of illumination cast by Mercy’s den. No, he thought. Not den, but House. This is House. This far south, House dotted every hill and plain. He had not stood so close to one since the night of Renren’s murder. He studied the sharp, unnatural walls of red stone and wood, the lights, and his lip curled back over his front teeth. His stomach churned.

			In the clearing the cult of Mercy sat waiting. Their nostrils flared. Their eyes flashed, bright and watchful. They have awakened what fury they can find in themselves. He almost pitied them. The Great Dane was the only one tall enough to rise above his knee. They can’t seriously think to stand against me?

			Nonetheless, the fact that they tried at all told him a lot about their mood. He was mindful of the warnings Asah and Slighen had given. Perhaps I’ll hunker down a moment. Take the scent of things. He moved in a bit closer, careful not to crack any branches or rustle dry leaves. House had many openings through which the inside lights spilled out. Milo sat in the puddle of light these cast upon the small clearing in front of House, together with two dogs and a cat. Blacktail recognized the Great Dane and the cat from their earlier meeting. He hadn’t seen the other dog last time. The rest of the pack waited inside of House, watching from the doorway and windowsills.

			This time he gave the cat a closer look. It was hard to say precisely what, but something about her—perhaps the matted fur, or the glazed and unblinking eyes—reminded him of the Old Kitty Mother. That one is Larkspur, he thought. The witch.

			The second dog, a black-and-gold Alsatian with ragged ears and a scarred muzzle, was unfamiliar to him. Is that the war dog? The one they call Sarge? Yes. It must be. Milo is holding his council against me, I think.

			Blacktail took a moment to slow his heart and breathing. His ears perked up slowly, like the eyes of a crocodile rising from black water. When the breeze cooperated, he could hear them well enough.

			“…won’t matter. If it’s awake inside him, we’re finished.” It was the cat’s voice.

			“Can you tell?” asked Milo.

			The cat hesitated before answering in an ancient, cracking meow. “No. Not entirely. This one…the flavor of his spirit is fierce, this is true. But a fierce spirit is not such a rare thing, even in these times. It is difficult to find the language…”

			“Try,” said Milo, his voice flat and commanding.

			“Very well, Holiness,” the cat answered. “Do you remember yesterday?”

			“I don’t see what that has—”

			“Indulge me. Do you remember yesterday?”

			“Of course I do.”

			“And this morning? Do you remember it as well?”

			“Get on with it, Larkspur.”

			“As you say. And what of tomorrow? Do you remember that?”

			“Do I remember tomorrow? Of course not. It hasn’t happened yet.”

			“That,” said the cat, “is where you are wrong. There is no yesterday, no tomorrow—these are only God’s little riddles. What was, is. What shall be, was. There is only now. When you learn the trick of it, it is easy to see.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” Milo said.

			“Many things are. It doesn’t mean they’re untrue. Tell me, Holiness: How well do you remember your mother?”

			“Not at all,” Milo said coldly. “I was taken from her when I was little more than a puppy, as you well know. You try my patience, Larkspur.”

			“Think again,” Larkspur said gently. “It is true that you are grown now, grown and standing against the enemies of your pack. But now it is also true that you are dead, and also true that you are not yet born, and that right now you are nursing at your mother’s teat, eyes opening for the first time to see her, the great and warm one…do you see?”

			The tone of the cat’s voice tugged at Blacktail’s memory. The Old Kitty Mother spoke in such a way, he thought, the fur rising on the back of his neck. She’s making a spell.

			“I see only—” Milo began, his tone was just shy of a growl. Then he broke off. He froze. His eyes widened. His tongue flicked out like that of a nursing puppy. “Mama. Mama, is that you?” Then, pleadingly, “Is it really?”

			“You do see,” the old cat answered herself. “What is, and what was, and what shall be—all the same.” She studied Milo for a span of heartbeats, then flicked her tail to and fro in a pattern that Blacktail found painful to observe.

			“Wait!” Milo cried. “Larkspur, please, give me just another moment with her!”

			Larkspur completed her gesturing as if she had not heard. A moment later she turned her attention to licking a paw.

			Milo glared at her for a moment, then sighed and returned to the business at hand. “Very well, Larkspur. It is as you say.”

			Sarge spoke for the first time. “Why not tell who among us will live when the morning comes?”

			“I will if you like,” the cat answered.

			“But?”

			“But you will not like the answer, nor will you find it useful. Life and death are incidental here. Tonight we deal with matters of faith.”

			“Incidental?” Sarge growled. “Recall for a moment that it will be me rather than you out there getting my ass chewed upon by a death god. I hope you can see how I might lack your scholarly detachment.”

			“Call it courage rather than faith if you like,” the cat shot back. “They are one and the same. Do you know anything of courage, friend Sarge?”

			“I know that it won’t be hard to find courage on that windowsill where you’ll be sitting when I’m—”

			“Enough!” Milo barked. “Recall that we are all of a single pack, please. If both of you are still alive tomorrow morning you can bicker then.”

			“As you say, Holiness,” the cat purred.

			“Sir, yes sir!” said Sarge.

			Milo glared for a moment to make sure they knew he meant it. “Larkspur, continue your lesson. If you see so much, why not just tell us what we must do?”

			“It is not so simple as that,” answered Larkspur. “And why would it be? God wishes that we all be amused, and no one enjoys an easy riddle. There are many pasts, many futures. Some things are inevitable—on the day of the next full moon there will be a storm, and a nearby tree will be felled by lighting. But which tree? All of them, or only one of them, or many, or most, or none. Seeing too much is the same as seeing nothing.”

			“Then what use are you?” rumbled Sarge.

			“Perhaps none,” answered the cat, unperturbed. “When I look forward, I see many things. The wolf Blacktail will soon be dead, that much I know. Of that much I am certain. One way or another he is not long for this world.” The cat purred, amused by some private joke. “What matters—the only thing in all the world that truly matters now—is what he sees before he dies. The Old Kitty Mother was right. Something now stirs that has slept long and long.”

			“I still don’t see why we didn’t just let him go on his way,” Sarge said.

			“Eh? I’ve told you. That’s one of the few things that is clear. One way or another, this wolf’s journey will soon be at an end. Doing nothing is the same as condemning Mercy to death. We must act.” She examined her paw, licked it. “But…I will admit that exactly what to do remains a difficult question.”

			The beagle’s voice came from the porch, surprising them all. “Why don’t we just tell him how much we love her?” he asked, trotting out to join the other four. The accent of his speech was exotic to Blacktail’s ear, musical. “Tell him how much she loves us?”

			Sarge barked curt laughter. Larkspur gave a patronizing meow.

			Milo glared at them, irritated. “Once that might have worked,” he said gently. “But love died in this one long ago. Now all that’s left in him is judgment.” He kissed the beagle gently on the top of the head. “Go stand guard at the back entrance, little fellow. We’ll need you to sound the alarm if he tries to sneak up on us.”

			“But—”

			“Run along now,” Milo said again. The beagle slunk away into House, tail low and unhappy.

			What the cat said next was lost in the breeze.

			“Well, I suppose we’ll know soon enough,” Milo replied.

			Sarge barked out a nervous laugh.

			“That’s all very well,” Milo said, “but it still doesn’t tell us what to do. Sarge, you are our tooth and claw. Can you hold him off?”

			There was a long pause before the big dog spoke. “I don’t know. I’ve not seen the like of that one before. He’s not—” The dog hesitated. “I’ll give him a go, Holiness. I can promise nothing.”

			“Is there anything”—the next part was lost in a rustle of leaves—“do?”

			“If she’s to have any chance at all, we’ll need to stick to the plan,” said Sarge. “Try not to think so much, Holiness. Battle is always like this. You have done what you can. What matters now is that we shelter her from this thing…as best we are able, anyway. Just as she once gave shelter to us. As Larkspur says, this is a matter of faith.” He looked at Milo. “It’s not only our lives, or even hers. Hell is a real thing. Tonight our souls are at stake.”

			A different cat’s voice came from inside House. “And if we fail…?”

			Sarge turned, glaring. He might have answered, but Blacktail had heard enough. He pushed through the bush in front of him, making no effort to be silent. The dry branches popped as he moved, the sound like a thunderclap in the stillness of the clearing.

			“He’s here!” The beagle’s bark rang out from the open doorway of House. “He’s here, he’s here, he’s here!”
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			Blacktail slipped from the underbrush, fur high, and faced them. Despite his size, Sarge was lean, muscular. The fur of his back was up. When he faced Blacktail, his eyes did not waver. They glared at each other across the clearing.

			“Who is this that violates the empire of Mercy?” Sarge growled. “Go, stranger. You are not welcome here.”

			“I am called Blacktail, as I believe you are aware. If you know that much, you also know I don’t take orders from slave dogs.”

			“I am no slave,” said Sarge. “Once, yes. But no longer. I defend Mercy by choice.”

			“And do you choose to die as well?” asked Blacktail. “I have no quarrel with you. My business is with your”—he spat the word out—“owner.”

			Milo and the Great Dane padded over to stand beside their champion. Behind them, Larkspur trotted back and took a position on the windowsill inside House.

			“Go away, Blacktail,” said Milo. “We are not part of your pack.”

			“That’s clear enough,” Blacktail said. “Why didn’t you tell me you were a priest?”

			The Great Dane’s eyes grew wide. She cast a nervous glance at Milo. Milo himself had little reaction. “I didn’t think that you would be interested in hearing about that sort of thing.”

			Inside House, the beagle yapped again. “You stay away from my mommy!” Everyone ignored him.

			“Oh,” Blacktail said, “but that’s where you’re wrong. I have an abiding interest in theology. Do you know why I am here?”

			“We know,” Milo said quietly.

			“Perhaps not. I come to educate you.”

			“Will this lesson take the form of murdering Mercy?”

			“You know that it must,” Blacktail answered.

			“Then kill me first,” Milo said. “I’ll admit it. I am not a hunter like yourself. But I’m not a fool, either. I have lived long and seen much. The way of Mercy is the best thing I have ever known. Does that count for nothing?”

			“Is this how you all feel?” Blacktail asked.

			They wagged their tails in agreement.

			“Very well,” Blacktail said. “Those who seek to teach must first learn. Tell me of your Mercy. Where was she when the two-legs murdered my puppies?”

			“She was here, lord, caring for those fortunate enough to be within the reach of her paws.” Milo looked at him with soft, compassionate eyes. “I wish that you could have been here as well. Once you might have been a fine husband, a gentle father. Now, I think, all good things are dead inside you.”

			Blacktail had no visible reaction to this, though the words stung. “Is that the end of your lesson?”

			“Actually, I have a question as well. May I?”

			“Speak.”

			“What is the essence of the hunt?”

			The question took Blacktail by surprise. The answer was intuitive—so deeply intuitive that it took him a moment to find words for it. “The essence of the hunt is faith,” he said finally. “The hunter must have faith in himself, that his skills will be sufficient. The hunted must have faith that he can find in himself the skill to evade. It is the will of the Forest God that the stronger faith prevail.”

			“Yes,” Milo agreed. “Just so. But consider: Is faith not also the essence of a pack? Faith in oneself, that you may be found worthy? Faith in one’s clan, that they will not forsake you? What we do here is not so different from what you know. There may be more than one path to the Far Hill, Blacktail.”

			Blacktail snarled, yellow fangs flashing in the moonlight. “Hear me well, for I will speak on this matter only once,” he said. “The hunt is the Forest God’s design. The truth of it lies in all beasts—even those too weak to find it in themselves. Over the long ages the bloodlines of those who embrace it will be refined. At the end of creation, those that remain will be strong enough to look upon the face of God and…” Blacktail’s voice faltered. “Then…he will not be alone anymore.” Blacktail looked across the clearing, meeting the eyes of each of them in turn. “What you do here is an abomination. You will be damned for it.”

			For a long moment no one spoke. Behind Milo, the Great Dane retreated to the lighted mouth of House. There she took up her station between Blacktail and her mistress.

			It was Sarge who broke the silence. “Weak,” he said. “Weak. Do I seem weak to you?”

			“Perhaps not,” Blacktail admitted.

			“And yet, still I choose to be here. This is a good place. For us the hunt has ended.”

			Blacktail growled. At the sound of it, several of the pack wet themselves. But no one ran.

			“The hunt will never be ended,” Blacktail roared. “You are blasphemers and you are fools and you sicken me. This two-legs you would die for cares no more for you than you care for a pile of dung.”

			“You are wrong,” Sarge said. He spoke softly, but with great certainty. “I know their ways. Once I fought alongside them, very far from here, in a place that was always hot. Do you know of the metal birds? Like Car, but men can fly them, even above the clouds?”

			The eye of Blacktail’s mind drew back to the morning after Renren’s murder. There he saw metal birds following Slipper’s tracks in the snow, spewing smoke, hovering. He heard the cracks when gunshots rained down on Slipper from clean blue sky. He did not flinch at the memory…but it was a near thing. All he said was “I do. I have seen them.”

			“My war pack flew in those, a great bird. We flew long and long. Eventually we came to an ocean of sand. There I saw great herds of men, more than you can imagine. They killed each other in ways I cannot think. I befriended some two-legs. Others I killed—many of them. More, perhaps, than even yourself. It is true that most of them think us little more than stones. But not Mercy. She—”

			Blacktail cut him off with a bark. “Is it your flesh or your fur that she seeks?” He took a step closer, then another. The fur of his neck was high.

			Sarge bared his teeth and stood his ground.

			“Would it matter if I told you that Mercy herself is of the hunt?” Milo asked.

			Blacktail stopped in his stride. He turned to the priest. “I am listening.”

			Milo looked over his shoulder and called out to the beagle. The little dog trotted out of House and stood next to his priest.

			“Tell him,” Milo said.

			“Holiness, must I? I…I do not like to think about it.”

			“Tell him,” Milo barked again. “Do it now. It’s the best chance she has.”

			The beagle looked at his priest and wagged his tail in acquiescence. “Mercy had a mate once,” he began softly. “Her mate—he did not love us.”

			“Where is this one now?” Blacktail asked. The stink of two-legs was all over this place, but only one. “Did your pack kill him?”

			“No, lord. Not us.”

			Blacktail considered this. “I see. Go on.”

			“The night that I came here, it was very cold,” he said. He spoke slowly, staring into the middle distance. “It was just after the winter—not snowing, but wet and very cold. I had not eaten in a long time. Days. I could smell the food through the woods. It—”

			“Meat?” Blacktail asked.

			“No,” said the beagle. The question puzzled him. Blacktail realized then that the little dog was not very bright. “Not meat. No one here eats meat.”

			“What then?”

			The beagle looked to his priest, unsure if he should answer.

			Milo wagged his tail. “The food-rocks,” he said. “Each night she leaves them out. Some for us, some for the cats. For the birds, there are seeds. For the squirrels and opossum, there are nuts and dry corn. Perhaps it is not what you are used to, but no one here is hungry. I—” With an effort, Milo restrained his urge to continue talking. He turned to look at the beagle. “Continue your story,” he said gently. “I will not interrupt again.”

			“I was starving, I think,” the beagle said. “I could still walk, but that was about all. My first mommy threw me out—banished me. I thought she would come back, but…she never did. First I waited. Then I wandered through the woods for many days. Alone, hungry, covered with ticks. Then I stumbled on this place. The lights, you know? I saw them through the woods. I could smell the food. I was afraid, but the smell…if you are hungry for long enough there is no such thing as choice. So I came.

			“I had eaten all that there was when the mouth of House opened. The man who was Mercy’s mate came out. He looked at me for a long time. I put my forepaws on him. To thank him, you see? I thought he was the one who had left the food. But that was not, it wasn’t…” The beagle looked up at Milo, his brown eyes soft and miserable.

			“Go on,” said Milo. “You’re doing fine.”

			“Perhaps I am not wise,” the beagle whispered. “Everyone says so. But how could I have known? One does not expect the giver of food to be cruel.”

			“It wasn’t Mercy’s mate who fed us,” said Milo. “He didn’t want us here at all. For a long time his fury had grown. We could all smell it, but what could we do? Just the sight of us made him worse. And when he saw the penitent beagle, well…we knew that Mercy would take him in. We all knew it. Her mate…he knew it, too.”

			“Do you know of the cuchillos, the metal tooths that the two-legs carry?” the beagle asked. “Tooths not of their body, but strong and sharp?”

			“I know them well,” Blacktail said.

			“Yes, of course you do. Mercy’s mate had one. I smelled it, of course, but I felt no threat. I was still trying to thank him, you see. He took the tooth out and clutched it in his forepaw. He knelt down to me and stroked me. I was in an ecstasy. I thought, you see, I thought that I was saved. Then he—he, ah—”

			“What?”

			The beagle did not answer, but only sat shaking in fear. Milo licked his cheek and whispered something, and after a moment the little dog recovered himself enough to continue. “Then he cut off my tail.”

			“What?”

			“It…it didn’t hurt as much as you might think. Not at first. I thought I had sat on a sharp rock. I was slobbering all over him, and—and then he held it up, held up my tail, and I scented it, and I thought, I couldn’t understand, I thought perhaps I had wagged it off, and—and then while I was still wondering…he, ah, he started on—on—on—”

			“Then he started on your ear,” Milo said quietly. He took the beagle’s enormous, floppy ear in his jaws and lifted it gently. It was cut about halfway through. The long scar shone white in the moonlight. “Do you see?”

			Blacktail did see. “What did you do, then?”

			“What did I do then?” the beagle repeated. He laughed a little. His laugh was a dry, terrible thing. “I screamed, of course. I screamed like I have never screamed before. I tried to bite him, but I was still very weak, and he had some sort of covering on his hands. Like skins. I couldn’t get through them.”

			“Was he trying to kill you?”

			“Who knows? He wasn’t trying to be friends, that’s for sure.”

			“What happened, then? Did your pack rise up? Did they defend you?”

			“Not the pack,” the beagle said quietly. He looked at his priest. “You tell the rest.”

			“It was not us who rose up,” Milo said. “Whatever faith we have now was asleep then. Perhaps if Sarge had been here, then we might have tried something, but”—he shrugged—“we didn’t. It never occurred to us. It never occurred to me.”

			“What, then?”

			“Don’t you know?” Milo asked. Part of his tone was honest curiosity, but part of it, Blacktail realized with amazement, was contempt. Searching his memory, he could not think of another time anyone had spoken to him in such a way. Well…maybe Apple.

			Milo looked Blacktail in the eye. “It was her. It was Mercy. She was the one who saved the beagle, just as she saved us all.”

			“The next thing I knew I was covered in brains,” the beagle said. “I don’t know how she did it. Magic, I expect. She’s not so big, for a two-legs.”

			“It had to have been magic,” Milo agreed. “Mercy’s mate was twice her size. Perhaps even more than that.”

			“The two-legs have magic to make the weakest of them a killer,” Blacktail said. “It is not the same as what hunters do.”

			“Maybe not,” the beagle said. “But it served me well enough.”

			“Hmm,” Blacktail said. He was quiet for a long time, thinking. When he spoke again, his tone was gentler. “I do not doubt your sincerity, little fellow. It is your wisdom that I struggle with. Tell me, has it occurred to you that this kindness you speak of may be no more than an afterthought? A diversion? The whims of those in power often appear as more than they really are, when viewed by the powerless. I do not come here out of cruelty. I seek only to awaken you from your long dream.”

			“It’s no dream, lord,” Milo said, still meeting Blacktail’s eye. “Her kindness has no bottom. What you propose is—forgive me, Lord Hunter, but I must say it—it is a sin. We know what the world is like, what it has become. I am not a fool. I cannot stop you from hunting her. Perhaps none of us can. But we will die in the attempt.”

			Blacktail sighed. He didn’t especially want to do this, but…heresy is heresy. “Very well, then.” His head shot out, white teeth flashing in the moonlight. He seized Milo in his jaws and threw him against the trunk of a broad oak. Milo struck chest-first. More than one of his ribs cracked.

			The beagle turned and scampered back into House. “Mommy!” he shrieked. “Mommy, mommy!”

			vi

			Some say that the best way to take the measure of another’s heart is to love them, but Blacktail knew that the greatest truths are learned only in battle. As he and Sarge circled and studied each other, Blacktail was forced to admit that the dog was a gifted hunter. He did not boast or cower or bark out little challenges. He only circled and watched. He is good, this one, Blacktail thought with the tiniest flicker of fear. And on the heels of that: That such a beast has been taken in by Mercy is an insult to the Forest God.

			Blacktail waded in.

			Most fights in the wild are over quickly, but the two of them were well matched. Blacktail was larger, but Sarge was quicker. Blacktail had fought and killed all manner of beasts, but Sarge had spent his youth killing men; he had learned their tricks, defied their magics, and somehow survived. Not all of a fight is strength and speed.

			When Sarge was close enough to strike, Blacktail snapped out toward his throat. It was a very bold move, an attack suitable for deer or puppies. Blacktail thought it might be outside the dog’s experience—if so, the fight would be over quickly. That was a mistake that nearly cost him his life. As Blacktail extended his neck to strike, Sarge ducked low and snapped at Blacktail’s forepaw. Blacktail danced away quick enough to save his paw, but in doing so he overbalanced—not much, but enough. Sarge shot in underneath him, snapping at Blacktail’s belly. In so doing, Sarge exposed his neck, but Blacktail had not been expecting this. He missed his chance to strike. For the first time since his puppyhood battle with the lynx, Blacktail felt another beast tearing into his belly.

			The pain was immense.

			His instinct was to jump away from the pain and teeth, jump as he had when he bounded the wall of Renren’s garden so long ago. Sarge’s hind claws dug into his throat and jaws, destroying rational thought. In another bite, perhaps two, Sarge’s jaws would be in his guts…jump, yes. But in the last moment Blacktail sensed Sarge’s ploy.

			He is not digging into me, but only biting down. He wants me to spring up—yes, jump, and in jumping rip my own guts out on his jaws.

			Blacktail did not jump. Instead he clamped down on his agony, forcing it far back into a distant corner of himself, and let the strength go out of his legs. In so doing he fell on Sarge, partially smothering him and, more important, spoiling the aim of his hind paws.

			Sarge’s leg reflexively shot up toward the place where Blacktail’s jaw had been. Blacktail rolled to his side. The motion produced an agonizing tug in his guts, and a sick sensation of stretching flesh—this is what my prey feel before they die—but it also put his jaws in line with Sarge’s hind leg.

			Blacktail bit down on the muscle of the leg, feeling his teeth sink through fur, feeling them catch deep in the flesh. In one smooth, fluid motion he twisted Sarge’s hip out of its socket. Then he ripped the leg from his body. Somewhere an artery gave way. Hot blood sprayed out, coating his muzzle.

			Though Sarge was surely dying, he redoubled his efforts to disembowel Blacktail. But with Blacktail’s body pressing his head into the earth, he could no longer rear back far enough to do serious damage. His scrabbling first grew more frantic, then slowed. Finally it stopped altogether.

			A number of the pack had taken advantage of Blacktail’s preoccupation and attempted to aid their champion. As Blacktail rose, he realized that there were quite a few lesser beasts dangling from his back by their jaws or claws. He shook his fur out as he might after fording a river. Half of his would-be killers fell away. He twisted his head back over his shoulders and dispatched the rest with a few quick snaps of his jaw.

			Standing now, Blacktail swiveled his head to regard the remains of Mercy’s pack. A few still stood, but most were bleeding and broken. He expected them to run then, with their priest lying broken below the tree and their champion dead.

			None did.

			“Take him,” said the Great Dane. “All of us together now.” Her voice was utterly devoid of hope. The few who still could rushed him.

			Blacktail, confused and a little dazed from his own pain, fought the lesser beasts by rote. Some he killed outright; some he wounded mortally. Others he merely hurt. Before long the clearing was covered with broken and bleeding bodies. In the center of this, Blacktail stood alone.

			He sucked in a great lungful of the night, let it out slowly. He padded toward the mouth of House…and the witch that waited for him there.

			vii

			“You have slain Sarge,” said Larkspur.

			“Are you surprised?”

			“Surprised? No. Disappointed, perhaps. Your strength was never in question, but I hoped for more in the way of wisdom. This world was better when that dog lived. I had thought you might see that.”

			Blacktail was silent for a moment. “Did he know what is said of me?”

			“He knew.”

			“And yet he fought anyway.” It was not a question.

			“Sarge would have fought the Puppy of Darkness himself if he thought it would serve Mercy. He was magnificent.”

			“What now? Will you make a spell?”

			The cat purred and licked her paws. “I already have. You were listening earlier, weren’t you? When I spoke to Milo of time and mothers?”

			“I was.”

			“I thought so. Tell me, Blacktail. What do you know of magic?”

			“Only what I am told by cats,” he said. “It doesn’t interest me.”

			“No? Well, bear with me. Perhaps I’ll surprise you. You recall that I spoke of God’s first riddle—the one of time? How the moments seem to us to be a great many, but in truth there is only one? That is one of the principles relevant to this conversation. Here is another—perhaps you will find this one of more interest. Magic is bound by balance. They say witches can heal. It may look that way, but it is not exactly so. For one to recover, another must sicken.” The cat looked into his eyes. “Tell me, wolf, whom do you think I would choose to balance the scales of Mercy’s health? Who would I see sicken and die in her place?”

			Blacktail drew back half a step, his eyes wide.

			“Do you feel it? A stirring in your guts? A sharp pain in your lungs? No? Not yet? Well, be patient. It is coming,” the cat purred. “That much I warrant. That much I guarantee.”

			“What have you done?” Blacktail growled.

			“I have given you what you desire, wolf. I have come to the hunt with you. Not all of it is tooth and claw. Didn’t you know that? It won’t be much longer—one moon cycle, perhaps less—before you begin to feel her diseases in you. Honestly, I’m a little surprised that you haven’t already.”

			Blacktail stepped forward until his snout was almost touching the cat. She made no attempt to move, only licked her paws. “What are you doing to me?” he hissed.

			The cat met his gaze. Blacktail saw the certainty in her eyes. “Doing? I am doing nothing. It was done three winters ago, not long after you killed Hate. You are murdered, wolf.”

			Blacktail scented the cat and felt no lie. “Perhaps,” he said, “but I am not the only one.” Then he bit off her head.

			viii

			A few breaths later Blacktail limped into the back chamber, the sleeping chamber where the scent of Mercy was strongest. It was empty save for the beagle and his sleeping mistress.

			The beagle had planted himself between Blacktail and Mercy. Blacktail padded forward until he loomed over the ridiculous little dog. He wasn’t running away, Blacktail realized. He came here to protect Mercy. He came to serve as her final guard.

			“Go on now, little fellow,” Blacktail said gently. “Enough of us have died. Don’t you think?”

			“I told you to stay away from her,” the beagle growled.

			“What is it with you—you…you dogs?” Blacktail cried, exasperated. “How can you not see the foolishness of this? You may die for nothing, and worse than die—do you think the Forest God will welcome the likes of you to the Far Hill?”

			“Bite you and bite your fucking Forest God,” the beagle said. “You stay away from my mommy.”

			“Bah,” Blacktail spat. He snatched the beagle up in his jaws and threw him against a wall. The little dog struck it hard and bounced off, then lay there, dazed. Blacktail had heard something crack when he struck the floor.

			“Watch this, you little idiot,” Blacktail said. “Are you watching?” He sprang up onto the sleeping pile of Mercy.

			“NO!” the beagle shrieked. “STAY AWAY FROM HER! MOMMY—WAKE UP, MOMMY! RUN, MOMMY! RUN! RUN! RUN!”

			Amazingly, Mercy was still asleep. Magic acorns indeed. Blacktail licked its face cheerily. “Two-legs? Can you hear me, you vile monster? It’s time to wake up!!”

			The two-legs pried one eye open. Seeing Blacktail’s bloodstained muzzle grinning down at her, she jerked awake. She sat up, scrambling backward. When her back pushed against the wall, she froze.

			“That-a-girl!” Blacktail barked at her. “Goooood puppy!” He looked back over his shoulder at the beagle. “Are you watching this, little fellow? Do I have your full attention? I have something important to show you.”

			“Please,” the beagle whined. “Please, please, please don’t hurt her.”

			Blacktail considered this. “Very well,” he said, jumping down from the bed. “You lot seem fond of your lessons. Here is one of mine, just for you.”

			The two-legs’ paralysis broke. She scrambled out of bed in a flurry of sleeping skins, fell, and jumped back to her feet. She shouted something Blacktail couldn’t understand at the beagle.

			“RUN, MOMMY!” the beagle shrieked back.

			“Yes,” Blacktail said dryly. “Run. Do. Let your loyal servants die here in your stead. I would expect nothing else.”

			The two-legs cocked her head at the sound of his voice. She stared between Blacktail and the beagle for a long moment, wondering but not understanding. For the briefest instant, Blacktail felt a surge of unease—he would have expected her to be gone by now.

			But no sooner had he thought it, the two-legs turned and ran down the hall.

			Blacktail blew out a long breath. He turned back to the beagle. “There,” he said. “Do you see, you little idiot? Do you see? Now do you see?”

			The beagle watched her go. His expression was impossible to read. “Run, Mommy,” he said softly. “Run away.” When she was out of sight, he made a halfhearted attempt to drag himself away from Blacktail with his forepaws. But it was no use; he was too fat, his wounds too severe, the pain in his hip too much. He curled his lip up at Blacktail, then closed his eyes and waited to die.

			“Gah!” Blacktail spat. “You are impossible. I—”

			At that moment, Blacktail’s head exploded with a blinding flash of pain. He heard a clatter of wood on wood. Splinters rained down on the floor around him. He staggered, dazed. What happened? Did a tree fall on me?

			“NO, MOMMY! Don’t! This one is—He’s—You CAN’T win! He’ll KILL you! RUN AWAAAAA­AAAAA­AAAAA­AAAAY!”

			Blacktail staggered back a step or two, then turned to look at the entrance to the sleeping chamber. Mercy stood there holding the shattered remains of a long stick. She bared her teeth at him.

			As Blacktail watched, Mercy squatted down between the beagle and Blacktail, protecting the little dog with her body. Blacktail gaped at this, unable to credit what he was seeing. He heard a liquid sound, looked down, and saw a fat drop of blood plop onto the floor of the den. Is that mine?

			Mercy, still not running away, looked directly at him and shrieked something at the top of her lungs.

			“What?” Blacktail asked stupidly. Another drop of blood fell. “What?”

			“She…she said…” the dog gasped, “ ‘Get…away…from…my…Babykins.’ ”

			“What? What the hell is a babykins?” Blacktail asked, still not understanding.

			“It’s me,” he spat. “It’s what she calls me. It’s…”—here the little dog coughed up an amazing amount of blood—“it’s my name.”

			Blacktail backed up a step farther and regarded Mercy, who still had not run. As he watched, the beagle—Babykins, Blacktail thought, that’s his name—pulled himself over to be close to her in their final moments. Blacktail heard a faint, wet grinding. His ribs. The absurd little dog whose courage had no bottom stifled a moan as he moved. He did not cry out.

			As Blacktail saw them together, a memory floated to the surface of his mind. It was his first real memory, his oldest memory, the memory of his mother’s death. He remembered the crack of gunshots. He remembered the icy burst of fear pulsing from his guts at the sound. He remembered branches whipping at his face as he moved through the woods, remembered the sound of his own scream when he crested the hill and smelled his mother’s blood. He remembered entering his childhood den and seeing them there, seeing how his mother had tried to shield her puppies with her body, how she had died with her tongue a little way out, died still trying to clean his sister’s wound.

			He remembered looking on this with a terrible species of wonder, unable to comprehend the mind of the monster that would destroy such love.

			Blacktail crouched low on his haunches, then sprang up and crashed through the wall of House. He landed nimbly on his feet, shook the blood from his fur, and bounded back into the forest, leaving the survivors to the stewardship and mercy of their god.

			At dawn he lay down to sleep, but the shame he felt kept him awake until the sun was high in the sky. When at last he did sleep, he heard no voices calling out to him.

			He did not dream at all.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				The Fire of God

			
			i

			o lord, receive me in my penitence

			Chester was fairly sure he would be dead by sundown, tomorrow afternoon at the latest. He was not disturbed by this; on the contrary, the prospect came as a great relief. His damnation was entering its third season, having endured the winter when he feared he might die, and the spring when he came to realize that the true horror was that he would not die soon enough. Now summer was upon him. The Starving Rocks, as he had come to call this desert, was nearing the end of its long meal.

			i offer thanks for my time here

			Chester pried one eye open, looked down the length of his body, shuddered a bit, and closed it again. When he last saw snow fall, it was through a window in House, the den of his mistress, with chewtoy between his paws and a fire warming his butt. There had been a half-eaten bowl of food-rocks gathering dust in the food room. He had had occasion to reflect on that detail many times. Back in those days he mostly disdained the food-rocks, taking his meals instead from the paw and dish of the two-legs he considered to be his life mate. Even now, with his starvation nearly finished, those foods still had the power to call a trickle of drool from the side of his mouth—fat roasts, dripping with grease and still warm from their time in the hot-box, or salty bacon, or perhaps just the wet, homey comfort of gravy-from-the-metal-rock-thing. The fact that he would be willing to trade his tail and paws for even a single one of the food-rocks he had once disdained was only a taste of the rich ironies he had happened on while treading the long path of his death.

			Chester had eaten nothing at all for two months.

			In the month before that he had done better. Two days after his damnation began, he caught a mouse and gobbled it down whole. A week later he came across the half-eaten corpse of some desert beast and fell on it with a will, thinking then, in what he now recognized as his boundless naivete, that he had been hungry. Not so. Had he been hungry, he would not have walked away with morsels of meat still clinging to the bone. Had he been truly hungry he would have eaten the bones themselves and licked the dirt underneath besides. Hell, he had discovered, is hunger.

			for without it i would have died blind to my sin

			Perhaps a half month after that, he came upon a small pack of men wandering among the Starving Rocks. He followed their trail for a time. One of them, a kind-smelling female that reminded him of his two-legs, had given him a handful of some crunchy thing. The flavor was not particularly pleasant, but as he had come to discover, flavor is not a big concern after the third day or so. Later that afternoon she had given him another. That night he slept just beyond their circle of firelight. He had dreamed that she would accept him into her pack, as his two-legs once had. He dreamed that he would once again have chewtoy between his paws and a fire warming his butt.

			But the next morning when he came to beg for breakfast the woman wasn’t around. When the male she had been with saw Chester he beckoned. “C’mon, buddy. Closer. Closer still.” Chester could smell the meat. He crawled forward, wanting to hope. His stomach rumbled. His tail twitched. The man threw boiling fat in his face.

			Hell is also burning.

			The pain had been beyond description, beyond imagination. His face and muzzle seemed on fire, or swarmed by a thousand stinging bees. For many days he had been able to do little but scream. Somewhere in this time the fur on the left half of his face slid off and lay before him in the sand. Chester sniffed at it for a moment, thinking of how the meals of his two-legs smelled when she took them from the hot-box, steaming and succulent, then gobbled it down, hating himself but unable to stop. That moment was the beginning of his understanding, the awakening of his faith, the first breath of his prayer.

			i have forsaken the craft of my fathers

			In time the burns healed enough for him to function. He tried to hunt, of course—his mother had told him stories of the days when all dogs hunted for their meals, and he knew such things were possible—but despite that first lucky mouse he never caught the knack of it. Few creatures lived among the rocks. Those that did tended to be small and quick. Back when he still had the energy, he tried to chase them, but at the last second they always bolted into some damn hole. The only thing in this desert more plentiful than rocks was prairie dog holes.

			He never caught one of the little bastards, not even once. In time the prairie dogs realized this. They began to make a game of it, darting over him in his sleep and calling out taunts from within their burrows. They took to calling him the Furry Cactus because he was so slow.

			Every few days he heard the voices of men. Sometimes women. Sometimes both. He stayed far away.

			He first saw the outline of his ribs toward the end of summer. He grew desperate, and of course, desperation is the mother of craft. That night he lay still on a warm rock, breathing slow and regular, but careful not to truly sleep. When the prairie dogs started their game he surprised one of them, dashing after a fat one named Sliderpaw. The chase was short but very close, ending with Sliderpaw diving into a nearby hole perhaps a paw-length ahead of Chester’s snapping jaws.

			Inside the burrow, the prairie dogs shared a good laugh at Sliderpaw’s expense, for of course they all thought Chester was a joke. Chester could hear them quite clearly. They sat just inside the hole, laughing about how if Sliderpaw hadn’t farted at the exact right moment he would sleep now in the belly of the Furry Cactus.

			There was little point in bantering with them. He had concluded that around the same time he realized it was futile to try to dig them out of their holes. But his frustration was such that he could not stop himself from snapping, “The Furry Cactus will sleep now. If any would like to try another go, please do. I think I’m getting the hang of this fine game.”

			That shut them up for a moment, but as he wandered off, he heard them call after him, “There he goes, the King of the Skeletons.”

			“Aye,” agreed Sliderpaw. “The cacti have lost a fine leader.” The prairie dogs’ cackling laughter echoed from every bolt-hole within a day’s walking distance. From then on Chester was called the King of the Skeletons by all. Hell, he had discovered, is also laughter.

			i have bound myself to an unsane pack

			When he was little, Chester loved his two-legs so much that he felt his heart would burst from it. He lived in her den for as long as he could remember. In the evenings, when it snowed, they would lay by the fire and nibble little morsels together—first a bite for her, then a bite for him. Sometimes she would rub his belly. Sometimes she would whisper soft words in his ear in a language he could not understand. It was a gentle time. Back then he thought all times were gentle.

			i offer up my suffering and my life as penance

			Chester loved his two-legs, but sometimes he angered her without meaning to. Many days she would go away and leave him to his own company. That terrified him—why didn’t she take him with her? Were they not a pack? Was he not worthy? Left alone in massive House, he would seek out things that smelled of her, and sleep on them, or chew them, or take them to a special place and leave them there. When he was hungry he ate from the bins of used food. When he was bored he chewed stuff. Toward the end he began to form an uneasy association with the piles of chew scraps and her rages. He made them less for a while after that, then stopped entirely. But no matter how she beat him, he never understood what wrong could come of relieving himself, not when she left him to lie alone in the dark for so long.

			subjugate me to thy will, o lord

			Finally a day came when she took him along with her. He jumped into Car, grinning and wagging. The two of them ran down the road faster than even the fastest dog might run. Chester hung his head out the side. The wind rushing up his nose made him nearly insane with the ecstasy of smells. When they stopped, they were in what he would come to call the Starving Rocks.

			that i may at last join your pack

			His two-legs called him out of Car and patted him a little. Chester wagged his tail and showed her his belly for the last time. She rubbed on it for a few breaths. She said soft things. He noticed that small waters leaked from her eyes. He thought that strange, but attached little import to it. Men often do strange things.

			When Car swallowed her and ran away, he followed, thinking that this was some new game. But Car was fast, so fast. Chester cried out to her, saying, “Please don’t leave me,” saying, “I’m sorry,” saying, “I swear I’ll be good.” But she didn’t stop, no matter how he begged. When he gave up the chase and found himself alone in the forest of rocks and sand, when he saw that the sun was setting and felt the first bite of the night chill, when his stomach made its first tiny stirrings of hunger, he thought it was a mistake. Perhaps she had just forgotten? For days, he held tight to the hope, the certainty, that she would be back.

			He understood nothing.

			and be with you, lord, either in this world or the next

			Now, in his final extremity, Chester had poured out the last shreds of those hopes. He had eaten his last “sammich,” he realized, warmed his butt by his last fire. Everything was ended but the ending. With that understanding came a perverse sort of comfort. Now he had fallen away from himself. Now the hunger was ended. Now he drifted in the darkness. Now he touched nothing but his memories and his prayer.

			amen

			ii

			Chester felt the sun’s warmth fall away, as if a dark cloud had passed over. He opened one eye and saw an enormous black silhouette blocking the sun.

			“Lord?” he croaked. “Is that you, lord?”

			The shadow stood silent, impassive.

			“You’ll have to wait a little, I think,” Chester said. “I may not be finished until tonight, or perhaps even tomorrow.”

			Still the shadow said nothing, but only scented him about the neck and hips. Chester did not resist. In truth, he barely noticed.

			“You have mistaken me for someone else.” The voice was quiet but somehow frightening, like the roar of a distant forest fire.

			“Eh? You aren’t God?”

			“No.”

			“Perhaps the Puppy of Darkness?”

			“No.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“Fairly sure, yes.”

			“Then leave me.” Chester sighed and lay his head back down. “I’ve a bit of work left to do.”

			“Hunting?”

			Chester twitched his ears wryly. “Of a sort. One will surely die when I’m done, at any rate.”

			“Hmm. If you’re to go hunting, you’ll need to keep your strength up. You should eat something.”

			Chester almost laughed. But for some reason he didn’t.

			The creature stood silent for a moment, watching him. It stepped off the rock and circled around to the east, framed now by a cloudless blue sky. Now he recognized it for a wolf—or wolfish, at any rate. It was enormous, at least two times his own size. Maybe three. The thing’s head dipped out of view for a moment. Then it tossed a small body up onto the rock. Chester examined it.

			It was Sliderpaw, his hateful joking mouth now silent and trailing a trickle of blood. Chester looked up, amazed.

			“This one was to be my lunch. But you need a meal worse than I do, I think,” the stranger said. “Go on. Eat.”

			Chester wasted no more words, but devoured the body. He did not bother to pull off the meat, but bit directly through the fur and bones, crunching little bites between his back teeth, gnawing everything to a pulp. When it was done, Sliderpaw lay in his stomach like a warm rock. He felt a little better. He looked up at the stranger, wagged his tail. “If you’re not God, you’ll do in a pinch. Who are you?”

			“I am called Blacktail.”

			“I’m Chester,” he said, now looking down the length of his body at Blacktail. “Actually, I’m about half of Chester. Perhaps a bit less.” He rolled over and strained to sit up. His flesh hung loose on him, like the skin of rotting fruit. He blinked again and scented Blacktail, interested despite himself. “You smell of”—sniff, sniff—“the lands north of here? Other places as well. How far are you come?”

			“Long and long,” Blacktail rumbled. “I honestly don’t remember anymore.” He paused. “Long.”

			Chester sniffed again, then frowned. “If you don’t mind my asking…are you ill? Your scent is—”

			“Think nothing of it. It is of no consequence.”

			Chester looked at him for a moment, not understanding. “Whatever you say,” he said doubtfully. He twitched his tail in a weak attempt at a wag, dismissing the thought. “Well, welcome to the Starving Rocks. I, for one, am glad you made the trip.”

			“Forgive me,” Blacktail said, “but I must ask. What manner of creature are you? Your mark smells of red wolf, but not entirely. You bear a two-legs name, but your paw and fur are wolfish. I can make no sense of it.”

			“I am a half-breed,” Chester said. To his own surprise, the fur on the back of his neck rose a little bit. “My mother was a dog, but my father a wolf. Is that a problem for you?”

			Blacktail snorted. “In these times, only fools talk of bloodlines,” he said. “Though in truth, those fools do go on.”

			“Eh?”

			“Nothing. I was trying to say that there are few enough of us left without worrying about purity. I myself am a half-breed, and my pups would have been as well.”

			Chester’s ears perked up. “Oh? Your father was a wolf?”

			“I never knew my father. My mother was the wolf.”

			Chester took a shaky step over and scented the base of Blacktail’s tail. “You do smell a little peculiar,” he allowed. He said nothing else about the scent of illness, though it was strong and clear. “Well, half-breed or no, you’re welcome here. I’ve little to offer in the way of hospitality. The stream back yonder is tasty, though.”

			“Kind of you to offer,” Blacktail said. “So you say these lands are called the Starving Rocks? That doesn’t sound good.”

			“It’s not. This place might not be hell, but I think it’s just down the way.”

			“Then why live here?”

			Chester snorted. “Why do you think? I’ve nowhere else to go. Good lands are few and far between. No pack would have me as I am now. My mate is lost.”

			“What mate? Does she not howl for you? Can you not follow the sound?”

			“She does howl for me sometimes. I hear her in my dreams,” Chester said quietly. “But I will not follow. Not anymore.”

			Blacktail wagged his tail. “Then you’re stuck here, I’d say.”

			“So it seems.”

			“What do you eat?”

			Chester laughed bitterly. “Are you blind? I eat nothing. But the good news is, there’s plenty to go around. Help yourself if you like.”

			“No squirrel?”

			“A few, but they are very quick.”

			“Yes, that’s true. What of bunnies?”

			“I saw some when I first came here, but lately I lack the strength to chase them.”

			“Deer?”

			“None that I’ve seen.”

			“Elk?”

			“What is that?”

			Blacktail was silent for a time. “You know, there is one animal in these rocks large enough to hunt.”

			“Oh?”

			“Oh yes.”

			“And what is that?”

			“Come with me tomorrow and I’ll show you.”
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			The next morning Chester rose just after dawn. Stretching himself, he scanned the jutting landscape of sandstone pillars dotted here and there with prickly pear, juniper, and ricegrass, all of it framed before a clear and cloudless sky. Hiking his leg to pee, he thought, Hell is…well…sort of pretty this morning.

			He felt amazingly good, all things considered. The little morsel of food had done wonders to restore his strength. He could now rise and move all on his own, though he was still a tad shaky on his feet. He wandered down to the creek and drank a huge mouthful. That helped some, too.

			When he came back, Blacktail was awake. He watched Chester for a moment, saw that he was moving well enough, and set off at a slow trot without saying a word. After a moment Chester followed as best he was able.

			Blacktail scented the wind, and Chester followed in kind. He caught a whiff of prairie dog off to the north, and something larger to the west, but Blacktail surprised him by setting off to the east. Chester thought for a moment to say something. If he were the same dog that had been abandoned three seasons ago, he no doubt would have. But he had endured much since then. Not all of the lessons of his life had drifted by unnoticed.

			This one lives in the same desert as you, but does not starve, Chester thought. Actually, he has food to give away. He held his silence.

			In time they came to a little gravel plane, where Cars sometimes rested. This time he was unable to keep quiet.

			“Lord Hunter?”

			Blacktail swiveled his massive head around to look at Chester. He said nothing.

			“If I may say, lord, you’ll not likely find good hunting here. It is a well-known place of men. Most of the desert creatures avoid it. They are afraid, you see.” This last was a small boast, as if to say that he, a worldly beast, had no such superstitions.

			“They are right to be afraid,” Blacktail said, looking at Chester’s emaciated body and horribly scarred face. “Look at what the two-legs have done to you.”

			Chester lay his ears back, ashamed. Blacktail walked a few steps more, then settled down in a small gully at the top of the ridge. Chester followed, walking with his tail low. He settled in next to Blacktail. He was on the verge of asking, “Why here?” when it came to him. Here, he realized, we can see and not be seen.

			“What now?” Chester asked.

			“Now we wait.”

			They sat in silence all that morning and part of the afternoon. The sun was hot on him, but Chester saw that Blacktail made no movement and so held his own stillness. A little past midday, Blacktail’s ears perked up. Not long after, Chester heard it, too. Car, he thought. A big one.

			It raced up the dirt path, trailing a cloud of dust. Oh, hell, Chester thought. Everything with eyes will see that and go to their hiding place. The hunting’s done for today.

			When it came to rest, it burped up a pair of the two-legs, a male and a female. They dug in its hindquarters and came out with two brightly colored bundles. After a certain amount of fussing and fiddling, they strapped the bundles to their backs and set off on foot into the Starving Rocks.

			Blacktail waited until they were well out of sight, then turned to Chester. “I thought we’d see something like this if we waited long enough,” he said. “I sometimes see the two-legs in the wild places, walking alone or in pairs. You lived with them, no?”

			“Yes.”

			“Tell me, why do they come?” Blacktail asked. “They have no place in the desert.”

			“I’m not sure. My two-legs and I never did this. Though you’re right, there’s always one or two of them about. I’ve, ah…been keeping my distance.”

			“Hmm. That’s probably wise.”

			“Perhaps they’re here to mark territory?” Chester said. “They don’t seem to hunt or really do anything. They just walk through.”

			“They come a lot?”

			“Not these two in particular, not that I remember anyway. Just every now and again, some of them will pass through. I used to go up and ask them for food sometimes, but one of them threw something hot on me. Now I don’t do that anymore.”

			“Those days are over, right enough. Begging is for slaves,” Blacktail said, his gaze boring into Chester. “Can you understand that?”

			Chester was not sure that he did understand. Food was food, was it not? Who cared how you got it? But he felt uneasy in the shadow of those burning eyes and would not challenge him. He set aside doubt and wagged his tail silently.

			Blacktail studied him for a time. “Very well, then,” he said finally. “Follow me.”

			Chester had lived in the desert for a long time before Blacktail came, but he had learned almost nothing of the land around him. It never occurred to him to try. He was not precisely loud when he moved—his paws weren’t capable of anything like the noise men made—but he was not above kicking an occasional stone or setting off a small avalanche.

			Blacktail, however, moved in nearly total silence. Chester did not notice this at first, but after they had trotted a little ways he came to realize that the only sounds to mark their passing came from him. If he stood still and listened very, very closely, he could hear the sound of Blacktail’s heart beating in his chest, but that was all.

			I deserve to starve, Chester realized. The shame rocked him, stopped him in his tracks. I can pick out the sound of a can opener from half a longrun away, but the only prey that fears me is the bobtail trash bag.

			Blacktail did not even pause in his stride, though he no doubt knew the nature of Chester’s thought. Wolves who hunt in a pack are of a single mind.

			Chester stood for a moment, watching as Blacktail moved away from him, traveling through the canyon like a black wind. I might have waited among these rocks until the sun went black and she would not have returned for me, he thought with sudden and perfect fury. I might have been a ghost and haunted the desert forever, dead and betrayed with nothing but the screams of my stomach for company. I was nothing to her. We are nothing to them.

			Then his hunger, which had been calmed somewhat by the small meal but not appeased, awoke. But there is meat aplenty on those two, Chester realized, the idea rising like the sun of a new day. Meat aplenty, hot and fresh. A thin strand of drool ran from the side of his mouth. A dog might eat for days.

			Chester trotted to catch up with Blacktail’s receding shadow. This time he took pains to be silent as he moved.

			“Decided to join the hunt, have you?” Blacktail asked.

			For a long time he looked only at the red dust under his paws. But when he looked up, he met Blacktail’s gaze. “Yes. I believe I have.”

			“Good,” Blacktail said. “Have you done this before?”

			Chester thought at first to say “of course,” to say “many times.” That was true, was it not? He’d spent quite a bit of time running after prairie dogs. Even before that, he had whiled away many an afternoon in the backyard, terrorizing squirrels and annoying the occasional cat. He had, of course, caught none of them.

			Then he thought of the few morsels he had eaten, here among the rocks. He remembered how the raw flesh felt slipping down his throat, the warm contentment that came after. No, he thought. This hunter doesn’t want to hear about my games.

			“Lord, I know nothing.”

			“All right, then,” Blacktail said. “The first craft is silence. Watch me. Do as I do.” He scented the air for a moment, then bounded up the hill. Chester followed close behind, taking care to place his feet as Blacktail did.

			He was still weak, and the pace was difficult. But he thought Blacktail might have moved much quicker if he had hunted alone. By the time they overtook the two-legs, they were nearly at the top of the mesa. Chester was panting hard.

			“Hold back a moment,” Blacktail said. “Catch your breath. I’ll take the first one.”

			Chester swallowed hard. After a moment he wagged his assent.

			“As we get closer, take care that you do not look directly at them. Another thing—and this is important: Don’t linger on the thought of killing, even in your deepest heart. You must hide your thoughts, even from yourself. A creature can feel when it is being stalked. I try to walk as if I’m on a stroll, just out to mark the bounds of my lands. But do whatever works for you.”

			Chester looked at him doubtfully.

			“Do you understand?”

			“Honestly…I’m not sure. But I’ll try.” This, apparently, was enough. Blacktail turned back to the hunt. Chester followed.

			The man and woman sat together on top of the high mesa, facing the setting sun. The breeze made a gentle roar as it moved through the stone buttes. Blacktail maneuvered through the sandstone, brushing past lily and agave. Soon they were directly downwind. Chester understood that the ears of men were mostly unused. He thought it likely they could howl their throats raw and still go unheard in this wind. Even so, Blacktail took care in his steps, treading carefully on the loose scrabble, careful not to disturb anything that might make a noise.

			Blacktail closed in slowly. Chester hung back, watching him. He took great care to think of other things, of the warm den where he had been a puppy, of the strange squeaky thing that had been chewtoy, but something must have slipped through, something must have, because when Blacktail was still many paces away, the female turned and saw him.

			His intent was clear, of course. Even a two-legs couldn’t fail to recognize the look of Blacktail, with his careful, frozen stare and the long gentle curve of his fangs. She screamed. The sound of it tore at Chester’s heart, for he was the protector of the den, was he not? When the sounds came in the night, it was his job to drive them away.

			Blacktail looked back over his shoulder at this. “The choice is yours,” he said. “Take up against me if you like. I will not strike you down—you can drive me away with only a bark. Who knows? Perhaps they will embrace you for it. If their gratitude is strong enough, you might live again in House of man, and have your ‘sammich’ and ‘chewtoy.’ ”

			The two-legs said something at this. The scent of its terror was plain, but its tone was soft and gentle.

			Chester giggled.

			“What did it say?” Blacktail asked. “Their language is strange to me.”

			“It…it said you were a ‘good boy,’ ” Chester said. “It said you were a ‘nice doggie.’ ”

			Blacktail bared his front teeth. This time both of the two-legs screamed. In that moment he seemed to Chester a king of the old age, when the forests belonged to the wolves and a strong pack need fear nothing. “Lead me, lord,” he whispered softly, laying his ears low in submission. “I am a penitent to your pack.”

			Blacktail wagged his tail at Chester, just once. Then he fixed his gaze on the prey and padded forward.

			The two-legs screamed again, a high desperate sound that danced among the stones and the last rays of the sun. Behind it, the moon rose red in the desert twilight.

			The male stepped in front of the female. It shed its top skin and wrapped that around its forepaw, moving fast enough to startle Chester. Its eyes cast back and forth, looking for a place to run, but of course there was nowhere. Even the swiftest two-legs that ever lived would be no match for Blacktail, and anyway they were deep in the Starving Rocks. Where could it go? Then he took something from his waist, a small metal stick that glinted in the setting sun.

			“Be careful,” Chester said, “that thing is like a fang.”

			The male said something that Chester couldn’t understand. The woman did not at first react. She seemed not to hear. She stared at Blacktail, eyes wide, unblinking. After a moment the man repeated himself, shouting this time. Still nothing. The third time he screamed. Hearing that seemed, finally, to break through her terror. She turned to run away from all of them, trying to put distance between herself and Blacktail. Blacktail started after her. The man stepped into Blacktail’s path, guarding her retreat. Blacktail dodged him easily. Three paces later he leapt, jaws wide. His bite caught her low on the leg. She screamed again and fell. She stood back up quickly enough…but her leg no longer seemed to work well.

			“When you can reach, you should try for the meat-vine in the back of the prey’s leg,” Blacktail said, impossibly calm. “It cripples them, you see.”

			The male rushed up to attack Blacktail from behind, hoping to catch him unaware. Chester almost called out a warning, but then thought better of it. At the last second, Blacktail spun and intersected the arc of the man’s strike. Chester heard its bones crunch in Blacktail’s mouth, and the metal tooth fell to the ground. The two-legs screamed again, not in terror this time but in pain. Its forepaw dangled limp at a strange angle.

			The male scuttled back a few paces, then got to its feet.

			“What are you doing?” Chester asked. “It’s getting away!”

			“I am doing nothing. This one is your kill.”

			“But…”

			Blacktail took a step closer, looming now over him. Chester took a fearful step back, but when Blacktail spoke, his tone was kind. “If a pack is to eat well, everyone must hunt. This time the burden is on you. They are not fast, Chester, you know that. Run it down. Kill it. Then we shall feast.”

			Chester said nothing, but he licked his lips.

			“What are you afraid of? You might have been in a pack with one of them once, but those days are finished. In truth, they probably never were real, except perhaps in your mind. They are not capable of loyalty. You might have been in a pack, but your master never was.”

			“I loved her,” Chester cried out in a choked, strangled voice. “I really did.”

			“I know you did,” Blacktail said. “But your two-legs was only a low beast, whatever you might have thought. It could not love you back. That one there may look afraid to you, but you see only the reflection of your heart. It can’t feel pain the way we do. It has no soul. Run it down and end this. You could be a hunter, Chester,” Blacktail said gently. “You could be strong.”

			With an anguished bark that rang out over the desert, Chester set off after his prey. Even as weak as he was, he caught the two-legs after only a few paces. It heard him coming and screamed again. Chester was surprised to find that the sound ignited his heart. He struck at the man without thinking once, then again.

			The wounds weren’t so much, but the two-legs fell to the ground. Blood squirted from its ruined forepaw. The smell reawakened Chester’s appetite. Suddenly he was mad with hunger. He tore into the meat of its hind leg, trying to rip off a mouthful.

			The two-legs wasted no more energy in screams. It pounded on Chester as best it was able, starting with just its good paw. After a few moments it began using the ruined one as well. Chester’s blood was high now. He snapped at the blows with a ferocity that surprised him. Wasn’t I dying just yesterday? he wondered. At first he was losing the fight. He felt hope slipping away. He started to think, Surely Blacktail will save—but cut the thought off.

			No. This hunt is mine.

			Just then the two-legs, perhaps tiring, moved a little slow in drawing back its wounded paw. Chester sank his teeth deep into the shredded flesh, whipped his head from side to side. The two-legs’ good paw pounded against his ribs for a time, but the blows were weak and ineffectual. The pain will soon make it sleep, Chester thought. I’m doing it!

			Then something hit him very hard in the side, and he went flying. He came to rest almost two bounds away, and looked up, a little dazed.

			The female stood by her mate with a thick stick in her hand. Her scent was like nothing he had ever smelled on one of them, a hot, killing rage. Blood dripped from a sharp knot on the stick.

			Chester scented the air and realized with surprise that the blood was his own.

			It hit me! he thought dazedly. Then, This one smells a bit like my mate. I wonder if she might want to play chewtoy? Probably not. He was seized with a sudden urge to crawl to her, to lick her paws, to subjugate himself.

			The two-legs bared her teeth and stepped toward him. When its shadow was close enough to block out the setting sun, it raised the stick over its head.

			Chester snarled and struck at its legs as best he was able, bracing himself for the final blow.

			The next thing happened so fast it took him a moment to sort out what happened. One moment he was striking at the low parts of the two-legs, enthusiastically but without much effect. The next moment his teeth snapped on empty air.

			Chester panned his head from side to side. There was the blood trail. It led to the male, who lay unconscious in a spreading pool of blood…but the female was nowhere to be seen. Chester twisted his head left, then right. What, did it fly away?

			Only when he had turned all the way around did he see. There, a full four paces away, Blacktail stood over the female. She lay on her back with her paws in the air. She was pounding at Blacktail with her front paws and kicking the air with her rear, her screams echoing back and forth among the stones. Then came a popping sound as some bone ripped loose. A red stream flew into the air. A moment later the screams stopped, and she fell still.

			Blacktail raised his head. His muzzle was stained bright red with blood. He licked his chops and grinned at Chester. “That wasn’t bad, for a first attempt,” he said. “I had a feeling about you. Come, Chester. One for you and one for me. The feast awaits.”

			Chester, grinning, set upon his kill. He ate until he thought he might burst. The feel of hot meat slipping down his throat was sweet beyond description. When it was done, he had eaten an amazingly large portion of the male’s body, perhaps half. Perhaps even a bit more. He sighed and lay back on his side. Blacktail was sitting on his haunches a few paces away. He looked as though he’d been waiting for more than a few breaths.

			“I have never seen such an appetite,” Blacktail said.

			“I have not eaten a true meal since the winter,” Chester said. His stomach had inflated visibly. It looked like there was a melon between his ribs and hindquarters.

			“Perhaps you should not have gorged yourself so. That wound is deep,” Blacktail said.

			Chester looked down at his side. The hole where the two-legs struck him had stopped bleeding, but it was wide and bloody. One flap of fur hung loose. Underneath that he saw a glint of white rib. He looked from it to Blacktail. “Do you think I’ll die from it?”

			Blacktail sniffed the wound. “Perhaps not,” he said, but his tone was grim.

			“But perhaps so?”

			“Yes. Perhaps so.”

			Chester thought about it for a time. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we? At least I’m not starving anymore.”

			Blacktail wagged his tail. “I suppose you’re right. Take care to clean it as well as you can.”

			“I will. Could you use a rest? I’m about to fall down.”

			“Yes. Me as well. A good hunt will do that.”

			“We’re not far from the creek—it curves back upon itself in these rocks. The sands are soft, and I think the sound there is pleasant.”

			“To the creek, then.”

			That night they slept on warm rocks sheltered by a cliff. The sound of the running water carried them off to sleep.

			iv

			Chester woke well before Blacktail, perhaps because he had done little but sleep since the last full moon. Even with the wound in his side, he felt better than he had in a long time. He felt little urge to move. He lay still with his eyes open for a long time, watching the sun of this new day rise.

			He could feel Blacktail’s presence, an enormous bulk a little distance away. The hunter was remarkably silent even when he slept. His chest rose and fell with slow, regular breaths that were almost entirely soundless. That made what came next even more startling.

			Blacktail jerked once in his sleep, his forepaws twitching as if he were trying to run. He called out then, a high, desperate sound—nothing like his normal voice—and jerked his head from side to side. Chester rolled over, alarmed. The twitches grew into a thrashing storm. Sometimes Blacktail seemed to be trying to run. Other times he struck out, fighting at something that wasn’t there. Finally he lay still, moaning, as if caught in an inescapable trap.

			Chester approached him slowly, cringing with each step, each sound. “Lord Hunter?”

			In his sleep, Blacktail mumbled something.

			“Please, wake up,” Chester said softly. “Please.”

			“…Joy-Hop…” Blacktail mumbled. Chester heard him quite clearly, though the words meant nothing to him.

			“Blacktail!” Chester called out. “Lord Hunter, wake up! It’s only a dream!”

			But Blacktail was beyond hearing. His thrashings were such that Chester saw no clear path to approach him, but he did not feel it was right to let the one who had saved him suffer so. Chester set his jaw and walked in between the kicking legs, then nuzzled Blacktail gently on his cheek.

			The instant Chester’s nose brushed his fur, Blacktail erupted. He was on his feet quicker than a blink, quicker than lightning, quicker than anything Chester had ever seen. His jaws stretched open, a wide pit of nightmare fangs that had no bottom. The fury in his eyes shone brighter than an exploding sun. His roar rolled over the Starving Rocks like the opening of the gates of hell.

			That thing is no wolf, Chester thought. I don’t know what that thing is.

			Chester fell trembling in the soft sand and closed his eyes against the sight. “Please,” he begged. “Please, lord, I meant no offense. You were having a…a bad dream…and…”

			“It’s all right, Chester.” Blacktail’s tone was calm, conversational. “Don’t be afraid. I’m sorry I startled you.”

			Startled? Chester thought. Startled? I’ve wet myself. But after a long moment, he was able to pry one eye open. Blacktail stood there calmly. His head was cocked a little to one side, concerned.

			“Are you all right?”

			“I…I…Lord, you were…ah…dreaming. I think.”

			“Yes, I sometimes dream,” he said. “You shouldn’t concern yourself. Anyway, you needn’t address me so. We’re friends now. I’m not your king.”

			Chester studied him a long moment. He drew in a deep breath. “Very well. As you say.”

			Blacktail trotted over to the creek and took a long drink, then stretched himself forward in a deep bow that crackled the bones of his back. “Ah. Much better.” He raised one leg and relieved himself against a rock. “Do you still have an appetite?” he asked as he peed.

			“I could eat.”

			“Good. We’ll need to do something about those bodies.”

			“Do what? Eat them?”

			“Yes, eat what we can, and perhaps carry away a bone or two for later. But then we’ll scatter whatever’s left. Carry the pieces far from the sight of the trail, or perhaps drop them down a hole.”

			Chester looked at him doubtfully. “If you say so.”

			Blacktail waited a moment. He could plainly see that Chester did not understand, but he did not ask why, or any other question. He trusts in me absolutely, Blacktail realized, more, even, than he trusts himself. The thought settled onto him like a physical weight. I must be careful that they do not trust in vain. He blinked. They? Who is “they”? Then a notion so small it was barely there rose to him from somewhere deep.

			Joy-Hop

			What? What was that? He strained, but whatever it was—a thought? a memory?—was gone. He shook this away and turned back to Chester. “I know it all sounds strange. I thought so, too, the first time I heard it. But it’s not madness. It’s craft.”

			Chester furrowed his brow. “I, ah…don’t follow?”

			“Men claim all lands as their own, no? Even these forsaken rocks?”

			“Yes…”

			“So. Perhaps the ones we ate were on a mission? Perhaps they have mates? They might be missed. If they are simply gone…well, that’s one thing. But if their remains are found, maybe carried back to some pack lord, that’s another thing altogether. The two-legs have an appetite for vengeance,” Blacktail said. “If we anger them, they will swarm these lands like wasps. More of them than you can count. If it comes to that, they’ll kill everything in their path.”

			“They will?”

			“Yes. I’ve seen it.”

			“I would never have thought such.”

			“Me neither. Not until I saw it done.”

			“They hunted you?”

			“Yes. Many-many of them.”

			“But you…how? How did you survive it?”

			“I had help,” Blacktail said, a tad bit curtly this time. “Without it, I would not have survived. Come along, before the vultures notice the bodies. Once that’s done, we might spend the day sunning ourselves on that fine rock and give your wound a chance to heal. No pleasure like a full belly, is there?”

			“Please believe me when I say that you have no idea.”

			They sunned themselves on the rocks not for one day, but two. Chester made frequent journeys to Pooping Gorge, as they came to call it, to groan and emit bad smells. Blacktail poked fun at him, asking whether he had come too late to save Chester’s heart, or perhaps it was his lungs? Surely something inside him was dead, to make such a stink. Chester laughed and waved his ass in Blacktail’s face as he walked by. Sometimes they wrestled, though Blacktail was careful not to wound him accidentally. Chester was still very thin, and the wound in his side worried them both. But all in all, it was a pleasant time.

			On the third morning they began to grow hungry again.
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			Does it mourn? Chester wondered.

			They lay on the bluff overlooking the flat, gravel-covered clearing that Chester had come to think of as Car’s den. It was midmorning, with a few more clouds than usual, and smelled a bit like rain. The Car of the first two-legs had not moved since they died. Chester thought it looked rather sad, sitting there alone.

			His ears perked up. He listened for a moment, then spoke. “I believe I hear another one,” he said softly. “Perhaps our dinner has arrived?”

			“Yes,” Blacktail said. “I heard it not long ago. It carries five, I think. Do you have the strength to take one of them down on your own? Take care to answer true. It is important that none escape.”

			“I think so. Yes.”

			“Good enough, good enough. Come, hunter. Lead me to the bluff above the trailhead. We’ll pick up the scent there. Mind you take care not to be seen.”

			He called me “hunter,” Chester thought dazedly.

			They let the two-legs pass, then fell in behind them. This time, Chester knew without being told to follow Blacktail and do as he did. There were five of them, right enough. Chester was nervous, but also excited. He was growing attuned to the hunt. He felt sure he could bring down one of them on his own, perhaps even two. At the same time, there was little doubt in his mind that Blacktail could kill all five and more besides if it came to that. Each time he closed his eyes, he saw those burning red eyes and heard the terrible roar.

			Blacktail still had his terrors at least once each night. Worse, the stink of his illness was in his every breath, every piss. It oozed from the fur of his neck. But Chester said nothing about any of this. He understood little of what was happening. He was coming to think that was for the best.

			The small pack of two-legs moved swiftly. They broke away from the trail and struck out through the open desert. Chester was surprised by this, for all those that came before had stayed close on the trail. “Do you think they’re moving toward something, or do they simply wander?”

			“They’re moving toward the large mesa, over yonder. At this pace they’ll make it before sunset.”

			“When shall we strike?” Chester asked. “Car can’t save them anymore. They’ve come too far out.”

			Blacktail didn’t answer at first. After a long moment he spoke softly, almost to himself. “We may not strike at all. I don’t like this.”

			“What?”

			“They know we’re here. They pretend not to, but they know.”

			Chester looked down at the two-legs. Nothing stood out. They bore bundles on their back. Some of them walked with sticks in hand, but not the kind that brought gunshots. All of them were draped in those ridiculous second skins. “How do you know?”

			“I’m not sure. There’s…it’s something in the way they glance about but try to hide it. Or perhaps it is in their scent. It doesn’t matter. They know.”

			Chester sniffed. “Do they have the gunshots thing? I can’t tell.”

			“No. I thought at first they were hunting us, but no.” He paused. “Not in that way, at any rate.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“These are holy men. Perhaps holy men hunt in another way.”

			“Holy men?” Chester asked, bewildered. “Is it something in their scent, or…?”

			“No, not their scent, nor their gait, nor their appearance. It’s the things that they don’t do,” Blacktail said. “You recall those last ones, the ones we ate? When they moved, they looked at things. Rocks, bushes, the horizon. Physical things. They reacted to them, made noises. Their glances would linger on what they found interesting. Their scent would change when they saw something that caught their fancy.”

			Chester wagged his understanding. He had seen that as well. He thought nothing of it at the time.

			“Those ones down there, though…they aren’t here for the scenery.”

			“What, then?”

			“Us, I think,” Blacktail said. “Me. You see the one in the middle? The one in the black flowing—What did you call it?”

			“Cloth?”

			“Yes, cloth. The old one in the black cloth. With the little white collar around his neck. That one in particular bears watching. He is as focused as any hunter I have ever known. But not on this world.” Blacktail paused. “I do not like it. Not at all.”

			“Should we turn around?”

			Blacktail thought on this for a time. Finally he answered, “No. Not yet.”

			The two-legs had indeed been making for the mesa Blacktail pointed out. They reached it well before sunset. One of them began to build things in the area, little dens shaped like turtle shells but of strange colors. Three of them set about gathering wood, going out into the raw land, returning every so often with an armful of twigs and thick scrub. They tossed the wood onto a pile in the center of the camp. Soon the pile had grown to the size of a small hill.

			The elder male with the meditative air about him sat still and silent, ignoring all that went on.

			“Do you have any idea what that one is doing?” Blacktail asked. “You know them better than I do.”

			Chester flushed with pleasure. “Maybe,” he said, after giving it some thought. “You see that pile of leaf-things it holds in its lap?”

			“What, the one with the little marks on it, like bird tracks?”

			Chester squinted. His eyes weren’t good enough to pick out the little tracks, but he had seen similar leaf-things and already suspected that they were there. “Yes, those. Okay, I think I do know. My two-legs used to have some marked leaves like those, all bound together in little bundles. I’ve no idea what they’re for, but she would sit and stare at them for many breaths, sometimes all day.” Chester paused. “Perhaps it is meat-drunk?”

			“No,” Blacktail said. “I think he is praying.”

			They were quiet for a time, watching. Chester spoke next. “The little one there, the den-builder—she’s making a fire. Have you seen fire?”

			“Oh yes,” Blacktail said. “Twice the lightning struck my hill and it came. It’s a natural thing. I’ve seen it a few times when I traveled at night. I think the two-legs use it to drive the darkness away.”

			“The one they’re making looks to be very large.”

			“Yes.”

			“And you’ve no idea—”

			Blacktail nipped him gently, and Chester fell silent. “A hunter speaks only when he has something worth saying,” Blacktail said.

			“Yes, lo—Yes.”

			vi

			They waited in silence while the sun traced its long arc across the sky, watched it sink behind the mountains. By the time it was full dark, the two-legs’ fire had grown enormous. One of them found thick wood from somewhere, a fallen tree perhaps, or several of them. When the fire was large enough, they fed those in as well. The fire ate it greedily. Its yellow-orange glow swelled until it was twice as wide as Blacktail was long. The heat of it was enormous. Little by little it drove the men back until they stood many paces away. Blacktail and Chester felt it even where they lay.

			When the fire was at its peak, the two-legs who had been meditating on the collection of leaves stood. As it stood, the others fell silent. It strode toward the fire, getting closer than Chester would have believed possible. The column of flame towered over it, perhaps twice its height. When it was close enough that the heat set its outer skins to smoking, it turned and faced the other four. It began to speak, glancing down at the leaves in its hand from time to time.

			Blacktail watched for a moment, his eyes narrow and suspicious. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “I don’t like this at—”

			Then he trailed off, his mouth wide open in astonishment.

			“Blacktail, what is—” Chester began, but when he followed Blacktail’s gaze he fell silent as well.

			Something lived inside the fire.

			It looked like a two-legs on first glance, but it was enormous, fully twice as large as any two-legs Chester had ever seen or heard of. That was one thing. It wore long, flowing skins, dry ones that the fire should have eaten quickly. But they did not burn. That was another thing. But the worst of it, the sight that hurt Chester’s mind and made him question whether this was a dream, was that the two-legs floated above the fire, its hands dangling in the flame well off the ground. From its back sprouted two mighty white wings.

			As he watched, the wings beat once, lazily, the wind of their passage fanning the flames.

			Seeing this, all the two-legs knelt down. They buried their faces in the sand, hiding their eyes.

			“Come down, hunter,” the winged creature said. “I have a message for you.”

			Blacktail stood up, breaking their cover. “Who are you to summon me?” he asked. “I am no lapdog, to be called at your will.”

			“You truly don’t know me? No, I can see that you don’t. I don’t know you, either, and that is stranger still. I am called Uriel, Archangel of the Choir of Virtues, who is the Fire of God. The Lord of Hosts heard you cry out in the night, Blacktail. I am the comfort that is sent to you.”

			Something about the way it talked was wrong…off. After a moment, Chester saw why, though he never fully understood. Sometimes it speaks without its mouth moving, he realized. Other times it moves too soon or too late. A thought rose from somewhere deep. Is it really here at all?

			“Shit on your lies,” Blacktail said. “You have nothing I could want.”

			“Are you so sure?” the angel asked. It did something with its forepaws, something Chester found hard to see. Whining and overwhelmed, he squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. When he opened them again, a tall black dog stood in the shadows just outside the circle of fire.

			Blacktail drew in a sharp breath. “Renren?” he asked in a soft and wondering tone. He cocked his head to one side and scented the night air, then started down the hill toward her. “Renren.”

			“Blacktail, what—” Chester began, but the great hunter did not hear.

			“What magic is this?” Blacktail was not quite screaming. “What have you done?”

			“I might ask you the same question,” the Fire of God said. “My god has given man dominion over the birds of the air and the beasts of the field. Such a decree is not a thing to be broken, as you know. But even now you challenge it. Your face seems familiar to me, Blacktail. I think we may know each other of old. But even I, who have lived forever and forgotten nothing, cannot recall your true name. You are not an angel. You are not even one of the fallen. What manner of creature are you, Blacktail? What gods do you serve?”

			Blacktail stopped just short of the other dog. “I serve the god of chewing your heart out of your chest if you do not make that shadow go away.”

			“That is no shadow, Blacktail,” Uriel said. “Do you not recognize her scent? The Lord has blessed me with many skills, but even I could not deceive one such as yourself in matters of odor. It is your Renren, come back to you again.”

			Blacktail said nothing for a long time. “She lives?” he asked finally, in a small, quiet voice.

			“No. Not life. The physical world cannot hold her. Not anymore. But I have called her back from where she was. When I saw that she answered the call, I took us a little of the distance to her as well.” Uriel gestured with one of his paws. Around them, the desert that once seemed to stretch out forever now ended just beyond the light of the fire. Try as he might, he could neither see nor hear anything beyond that.

			What is this place? Chester thought. The dirt beneath his paws felt thin, insubstantial, like a crust over…what? The air carried no smell he could detect. There was only one plant in sight, a prickly pear, and it seemed transparent, like muddy water in a stream. Is this all still real?

			Am I?

			Blacktail saw these things as well. “Where are we?” he barked.

			“We are nowhere. These lands lie between life and death, and stand mostly unclaimed.” Uriel’s eyes were sharp on Blacktail. “You and your Renren might build a home here, if you like.”

			“This is some trick.”

			“No. No trick. I present my offer freely to you. If you accept, there will be no debt, no obligation. I will heal the disease in you—you already feel it working, yes? You can live out your natural life here with your wife. The hunting is good, see?” At this, a fat elk bounded into the circle of firelight, and at the sight of so many fangs and claws gathered there, bounded away fearfully. “There are others like that, as much as a pack could ever eat. No more grubbing for squirrel. The water is clean and pure. When I am gone, no two-legs will ever set foot in this place again.”

			“What of my pups?”

			“I can call them back to you as well. It will take time and great skill, for they died nameless, but I think I might do it. They were five, three male and two female. Because they do not live, they can never breed, but they can be with you, and grow, and reclaim a measure of the life that was taken from them.”

			“How long would I live this way?”

			“As long as you might have lived in the physical world,” Uriel said. “Perhaps a bit longer. But in time you will die, as all creatures do, and then you and your clan go on together to what comes next. They needn’t even remember that they are—Well, they needn’t know.”

			“And what would you have of me in return?”

			“Nothing at all,” Uriel said. Blacktail’s nostrils flared—searching, Chester thought, for a lie. “Your wrath is a terrible thing, Blacktail, perhaps the worst thing. All who hear it must tremble. The god of man would ransom your peace. That is the truth, and all of it, I swear.”

			Uriel knelt down, stretched out his hand. The ghost-dog, Renren, walked over to it, sniffed the paw a moment, and licked it. The angel scratched her ears. She grinned up at him. It was a happy, servile smile, a slave’s smile.

			“What do you say, little one?” Uriel asked Renren. “Would you be with your love again?”

			Renren looked first to Blacktail, then to the angel, then with longing to the snowy hill behind her.

			“My…my…my lord,” she said haltingly. It was as if she had forgotten the trick of speech during her long stay in the dark. “My Lord Hunter.”

			“Yes,” Blacktail said, “it is me.”

			“My lord, you know that I loved you.”

			“Yes.”

			“Know also that I love you still.”

			“Yes. And I you.”

			“And know that had we—had I lived, I would—”

			“Yes,” Blacktail said, his voice thick with emotion. “I do know.”

			“Then kill them,” she barked, spitting the words out with such venomous rage that even Blacktail drew back a step. “Kill for me, who was faithful and loved them without reservation. Kill for my puppies, who harmed no one, but were murdered in my womb, murdered in my body, dead forever without seeing the light. Heed the pleas of your night-dreams. Reign forever in your fury. Devour them all.”

			Blacktail sipped at the air for a moment, tasting the scent of his mate. Chester thought for a moment that Blacktail might speak, but he didn’t. Perhaps there was nothing more to say. Renren dipped her head, looked up at him one final time…then turned and walked back into the dark from which she had come.

			Blacktail turned from her to face the fire. His countenance had grown so terrible that even the angel now hid his eyes from the sight. The bare sliver that Chester could see from behind left him frozen with terror.

			“Come out,” Blacktail said. “I have a message for your Lord of Hosts that I would send back with you.”

			Uriel, who was the Fire of God, hid his face in his hands. He made no answer.

			“Come out,” Blacktail said again.

			Still the angel held his silence, but now he trembled within the flame. Chester thought he struggled against some mighty force that bound him.

			“Come out,” Blacktail said a third time, “or I shall come in after you.”

			When again there was no answer, Blacktail fixed his gaze and strode down the hill. When he reached the fire, he paused for a moment.

			Chester scrambled to his feet, screaming. “Blacktail! No!”

			Blacktail did not hear, or did not care if he did. He walked into the fire. He did not disappear, but receded, as if walking slowly down a long path. Chester thought at first it was some illusion of the flame. The fire they had built was only a few paces across at its widest, but Blacktail looked to be much, much farther away than that, now small, now tiny, now only a speck in the distance.

			Chester lifted his gaze and saw that the angel was gone. He whined again, very softly. A moment later he crept out of the circle of light and moved away from the fire, his tail tucked between his legs. The fur on the back of his neck was high and prickly.

			Despite his fear, Chester was not willing to abandon Blacktail. He stopped behind a large rock and hunkered down, much farther away than he had been but still close enough to see. Something is coming, he thought. Some terrible thing.

			The pack of holy men sensed it as well. They glanced back and forth at one another, then began to stand. Two of them simply ran, their courage broken. A third followed moments later. The last one hesitated, terrified but still screaming for the old one in the black cloth to join them. He is their pack lord, Chester thought. That one didn’t respond. He seemed to have fallen asleep or died. The last one, a burly fellow, slung the limp body over his own shoulders and hobbled away as best he could.

			They didn’t quite make it.

			The great circle of fire swelled once, growing perhaps a half pace, fell back, then swelled again. Seeing it, Chester felt a fresh terror bubble up from the boiling spasms of his mind.

			It’s breathing.

			Then the world exploded. The fire blasted outward to a distance perhaps four times its original diameter, swallowing the two-legs and their fallen pack lord. The flame itself did not quite reach Chester, but the heat was intense beyond belief. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t move. The water on the surface of his eyes turned to steam. A breath or two later his fur started to smoke.

			But the sight he saw held him, mesmerized, bound him as surely as the hunger and despair had bound him to the rock. The heat and the pain and the terror were nothing, for Chester was a small creature in the presence of gods.

			I’ll be ablaze in a moment, he thought deliriously. All this time without eating a roast and I’m about to become one.

			It was that thought—tasty beef, fresh out of the hot-box and still steaming—that got Chester moving. Whether it was the fear of burning or a desire for meals uneaten, he was never, in later times, quite able to recall. He forced himself to close one eye, then the other. He turned blindly until he felt the heat on his ass instead of his muzzle. He opened one eye. With the fire behind him he saw a clear path back down the hill, out, out and away from here. In that direction things seemed more…real. Substantial. He sprinted as fast as he could, Blacktail forgotten, his hunger forgotten, his wound forgotten, everything forgotten except the need to escape.

			He ran until the cool air embraced him, thought of turning to look again, and then ran on, stopping only when he reached the stream. He thought the single glimpse he had caught was enough to last him a lifetime. As he lay quaking and cowering under the rock by the stream, he thought that he had not escaped the burning after all—it seemed that the sight he had seen was cut into the back of his eyes forever.

			Blacktail and the angel battled within the flame. Blacktail’s jaws had stretched wide enough to swallow the moon, but the angel ground him underfoot, his burning metal fang held high. Far, far below them lay all of creation, tiny and insignificant.

			Perhaps he slept, perhaps the terror broke his mind for a time, or perhaps it was something else. Chester knew no more that night.

			vii

			He woke to the sound of the creek bubbling a little ways away. For a while he remembered nothing. He believed he was back on his rock. He thought, Up and at ’em, boy, you’ve a long day of starving ahead of you. But then he realized that he wasn’t especially hungry, and that he lay on sand rather than rock, and that the brook was too close. It all came back to him then.

			Chester screamed.

			“Be still, Chester,” Blacktail said. “You’ve had a bad dream, that’s all.”

			Chester spun at the sound of his voice. Blacktail’s muzzle and side were caked with dried blood. Parts of his fur were burned away. There was a great wound torn into the side of his chest. When he took a step, Chester saw he now favored his right front paw as well as his left rear.

			“My lord, what—what…you—”

			“You had a dream,” Blacktail growled. “Perhaps it’s best that we don’t speak of it. Don’t you think?”

			“Yes. Best.” Chester groveled on his belly. He backed away until his ass bumped into the cliff wall. “Yes.”

			Blacktail went to the stream and took a long, long drink. Chester saw that he had wounds everywhere, burns large and small, gashes that still dripped blood.

			When his thirst was slaked, he looked back at Chester. “I must be leaving now,” he said. “Time is short, and I have a meeting to keep. Do you think you can carry a hunt on your own?”

			“My lord…I don’t know. My wound…”

			“Look again,” Blacktail said. “Perhaps it wasn’t as bad as we thought. I cleaned it as you slept. It seems better to me now.”

			Chester looked down at his side and saw that the hole in his side was better. Much better, in fact. The bone was no longer visible through the hole. The stink of infection had gone. It could not have healed so much, he thought. Not in a single night. But all he said was “Yes, lord. Much better.”

			Blacktail wagged his tail and bounded up to the top of the gully, still spry despite his wounds. “There’s a bit of meat left, a little ways upstream. You should eat it. There is something about it, I think…something that will help you heal. Anyway the flavor of it is very pleasant.”

			“Thank you, lord,” Chester said, his stomach rumbling at the thought. “But if the meat can do what you say…perhaps you should take it for yourself?”

			Blacktail wagged his tail. “You’ve a generous heart, for a starveling,” he said. “You’re a good pack mate. But no, I’ve eaten my fill. Anyway, I heal quickly, always have. What’s there will keep you for a day or two. After that, I think you can make your own way in the world.”

			“Yes. I think I can.”

			Blacktail turned to go. “Oh, and I almost forgot. Last night I heard a female calling to me from just over the mountain. You see that one, there, just south of the sun? She’s in much the same hell as you were, though not quite so deep. Not yet, anyway.”

			Chester thought on this for a moment. “Calling to you…as I once called?”

			o lord, receive me in my penitence

			Blacktail held his gaze for a long moment, then wagged his tail. “Yes. The same. Can you help her? I’d do it myself, but I think I’ve little time left. She might make a mate for you, Chester. In time you might even start a pack.”

			“My lord, I will try.”

			Blacktail wagged his tail a final time, then turned and trotted away. This time he did not look back.

			Chester sat for a time, pondering what he had seen. He took a long drink, then made his way up the river. He had not gone far before he came upon an enormous piece of flesh. It was carrion, but still fresh and warm—even bleeding in a few spots.

			The shape of it was strange to him, partly because of the size and partly because it was away from the body that he had seen it on. But after a moment he recognized that it was the shoulder of a two-legs, enormous and fleshy, and from the back protruded a stub of white, feathery wing.

			As Blacktail had said, the flavor of the meat was exquisite. Chester lay beside it all that morning, alternately gorging himself and napping. The buzzards circled overhead. Scavengers watched him from the underbrush. None dared approach. Sometimes the prairie dogs peeked out at him from their burrows. They called out no taunts or jests.

			By the time the sun was high, Chester’s thoughts had turned to his two-legs, and how he had once loved her. She is not so far away, he thought now, perhaps three days’ travel, perhaps only two. And I am not so afraid as I once was. I might find her by scent or by sight, or perhaps, if I tried long enough, by simple luck. She sometimes steps out of the den after dark…would she be pleased to see me? I wonder. She with the soft meat-vines in the back of her legs, she with such corpulent flesh that a pack might eat for days? Would she be pleased to see me, I wonder, waiting for her there in the dark?

			Chester wagged his tail a little at this thought. Yes, he thought. I will raze that place. I will rip it all down to bones and ash…but later. My duty is to help those like me. First the starveling and perhaps more besides. And who knows? After they’ve eaten, some of them might like to join me. He stood up, stretched himself, and set out of the Starving Rocks at a trot, heading toward the mountain just south of the sun.

			His hunt had begun.
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			All of them knew where he was bound.

			For as far as Blacktail could see, his path was lined with beasts. Overhead, the birds were as thick as leaves in the trees—vultures and robins, seagulls and doves, colorful birds with no name he knew of that had flown impossible distances to get here. They waited alongside the squirrel and tree-snake and opossum. Beneath the trees sat an ocean of faces—dogs, cockroaches, snakes, mice and deer, horses, a few cats, all manner of lizards, elk, and coyote.

			Terror and appetite were not a part of this. Tomorrow the hunt would continue as it always had, but here, now, it was forgotten. A family of ducks sat between a coyote and a pit bull, and none seemed to notice the others. As he watched, a little mouse scampered up the body of a lynx, hoping to see better perched atop her head.

			No one spoke. They only watched him, their heads turning silently to track him as he passed.

			Some brought offerings. As he watched, a Chihuahua shouldered his way between a Alsatian and a brown rabbit, stepped over a hamster, and gently deposited a mouthful of food on the tarmac. When he was done, he scurried back fearfully, shivering in his lime-green sweater.

			“Hold,” Blacktail called out to him, and the Chihuahua froze, eyes wide, cowering under the shadow of Blacktail’s approach. Blacktail bent down and sniffed the offering. “For me?”

			The Chihuahua, mute with awe, wagged his tail once.

			Blacktail snapped up the tiny morsel. It could be considered meat only by the dimmest, most abstract stretch of the definition. But when he looked in the little dog’s soul, he could see that this pathetic bit of food was the best that he could offer, the best that he could imagine to offer, and that he gave it with an open heart. “A fine meal,” Blacktail said. “Very fine. Tell me, little one, how are you called?”

			“I…I…am Nugget,” the little dog whispered.

			“I am Blacktail.”

			The dog wagged his tail by way of answer—the most he could manage—then lay on his side in the road and spread his legs wide, offering his scent. Blacktail bent his head and sniffed the creature’s belly.

			The scent of him nearly broke Blacktail’s heart. The dog’s bloodline was twisted in on itself like a knot of ancient roots. In their subjugation, mothers had been bred to sons, fathers to daughters, brother to sister, for so many generations that there was more poison in his veins than blood. Nugget’s mind was a blasted landscape of idiocy and terror, the memory of pride buried so deep that it surfaced only in his most secret fantasies. Not that his bloodline mattered—Nugget’s genitals had been cut from him when he was still a puppy, the scar now white and faded beneath a fine mist of fur.

			In the moonlight, Blacktail’s eyes flashed.

			He bent again, deeper this time, burying his nose in Nugget’s belly, then deeper, first through his flesh, then his guts, finally into the clear blue flame of faith that had called him out to Blacktail’s path with an offering in his mouth. Blacktail reached out his tongue and kissed the sad little dog, only once, in the very heart of him. Something happened inside. Nugget called out, a soft, wondering sound that he had not made before, even in his deepest dreams.

			When Blacktail drew back out of him, Nugget’s mind was clear for the first time in his life. A moment later he opened his eyes and looked down at his genitals, which were now whole and healthy. He tilted his head back and looked up at Blacktail, massive and silent under the moon. The dog’s eyes were wide, yes, and confused, but not nearly so dull as they had been only a few breaths before.

			“Your children will be hunters,” Blacktail said quietly. He pulled off the sweater and spat it to the side. When he saw that Nugget understood, he raised his head and scented the night air.

			“Where is it?” he asked them.

			“That way, lord,” answered a slave dog. “It is not far.”

			ii

			The animals would not come close to this place; it stank of death and of the piss you make only in the deepest terrors. He had passed the last of the pilgrims a shortrun ago. Now he walked alone and unwatched.

			The end of his long path lay in sight, a wide and low place of men that sat atop a barren hill. It was not House, where they went to sleep and be with their mate and puppies, but a day place. They came here to wallow in reason, to learn the nature of infection and disease, to study the migration of blood and bile. Here they infected the creatures of the Forest God in order to study them as they died.

			It stood empty now, but when the sun was high, it would swarm with men. It had no name that he could understand, but screams rose up out of it like the smoke from hell’s deepest pit. He thought the screams named it as well as any word. The place was surrounded on all sides by wooden posts. Between the posts ran metal vines set here and there with thorns. He tested one with his jaws and found it strong.

			HelpmelordHelpmehelpmelordhelpme

			He heard the prayers all the time now, not only when he slept. This one, he thought, is very close.

			Blacktail closed his eyes and saw a ghost standing on the other side of the barrier.

			He was a black dog of no particular breed, a prisoner of this place who had by great courage and good fortune somehow managed to escape this far, only to be stopped at the final barrier. His mate had died long before him, drowned before his eyes in the choking gases, together with their litter. His right eye had been burned away in some study of men, leaving an empty socket and a knot of twisted pink scar, but he was otherwise handsome. He could see the forest before him, this ghost, smelled it on the wind, but his way was blocked by the metal trees and thorns. The two-legs that hunted him were, now and forever, near on his trail. They would capture him, they would cage him, and he would be damned, caught up in the cage and forced to watch his mate and puppies murdered before his eyes. There was nothing he could do. He had died long ago but stood here still, bound forever in the moment when the last hope faded.

			Blacktail stretched out, gripped the metal in his teeth, tore it away. He walked in and spoke to the ghost, scented him, licked his blasted eye and made it well. The dog knew him by sight; no words were exchanged. Behind Blacktail the path stretched out to the Far Hill, where his puppies chewed one another and his mate bounded in the grass.

			I slept too long, Blacktail thought as he watched the dog go.

			But now sleeping was done. He went to the front gate of this terrible man-den, this cathedral of reason. He stood before it a moment, sniffing about the edges, then took it in his jaws and cast it aside. Once he had entered places of men by stealth, but those days were long ago. Matters were different now. He was different now. The noise brought two of them, blue-cloth hunters with the gunshot sticks in their hands and a cloud of fury all around them. The sound of their footfalls carried well against the hard walls of the burrow. He heard them long before he saw them, running hard to stand against the invader.

			When they rounded the last corner and saw him, they skidded to a stop and stood slack-jawed, not only in terror but also awe. Blacktail of the Far Hill stood before them in his full fury. In all the long age of man’s dominion no one had ever seen such as him. Perhaps they did not know him for what he was, not precisely, but they understood enough.

			The nearer one died of stroke, the arteries of his mind letting go with a cascade of tiny pops as the image of Blacktail radiated outward from his optic nerve. It killed him quickly enough that he did not feel his heart burst. The other simply ceased to live, his body unable to support the sight before him.

			At the sound of their death cries, the prisoners of this hell woke. Some of them began to call out. Blacktail padded slowly down the hall, ripping the gates from the walls to free each place in its turn.

			To his left lay a burrow of cats. Their fur had been shaved away, the flesh beneath it ravaged with burning bile. They hid their faces when he entered. They would not look at him, even as he tore away the walls of their cage and pointed the way to freedom outside.

			To his right were the dogs, whose veins had been stuffed with poison until tumors sprouted like mushrooms in their guts. They looked at him with wide, staring eyes. He went through the place, crushing the cages in his jaws, freeing each of them in their turn. As he opened their cages, they rolled over and showed their bellies in submission. Unlike the cats, who bolted at the first chance, these dogs remained, silent and watchful—penitents to his pack. Their eyes flashed in the dark as he passed.

			One of them, a young boxer with broad shoulders and strong jaws, had the look of a hunter. Blacktail spoke to him for a moment through the metal before freeing him. “How are you called?” he asked softly.

			“I am Craft,” said the dog.

			“Were you slave or free?” Blacktail asked him.

			“I ran free for a time, lord.”

			“Then you know of stealth and hiding?”

			“Yes.”

			“And the hunt? Do you know the way of the hunt?”

			“A little,” he said.

			“Very well,” he said. “When the time is right, you will be the one to lead.”

			Blacktail turned and spoke to them all. “I have healed you,” he said. “In a few breaths you will be running free in the night. Take what pleasures from this as you see fit, and welcome. You have bought them at a high price. But when the sun rises and the pleasure is done, you must think of food, and survival, and the hunt. For most of you this will not be an easy bone to chew…but I think not so hard as what you have already done.

			“The lands outside are as you remember them—worse, perhaps. You must stay hidden for a time. Some of you will be captured, I think. Some of you will be killed. But before the moon has finished its next cycle, I will have cleansed the world, and things will be as they were before I lay down to sleep. When it is done, you will find that things are much as they were in the old age. You might come together then—for friendship, and warmth in the night…and the hunt.” He paused. “That is all I have to say.”

			The free dogs turned and went out into the night. They moved cautiously at first. But when they crossed the lawn and saw the way open to them, they began to run. Blacktail took a moment to watch them go. He smiled faintly in the moonlight.

			When the last of them had vanished into the woods, he turned and walked deeper into the man-den. “Where is the hell of the blood curse?” His voice rattled like bones down the long burrow.

			iii

			He waited a long time before an answer came. An old monkey, his voice thick and raspy with fluid, called out, “We are here, lord,” from the foulest, blackest recesses of the den.

			Blacktail padded down the length of the hall. He did not walk in his full rage—those trapped here had known enough fear to last a lifetime, and he would not add to their burden—but his eyes glowed bright as the red moon and his muscles writhed like thick snakes beneath his fur.

			There were many gates between him and the monkey’s voice—some wood, some metal, some a tough, thick substance that was clear like water but strong as metal in his jaws. He ripped them away each in their turn, tossing them about like living prey. There was no effort to this; he was awakened from his long dream. Nothing might stand against him. But the gates were things of men. He needed to give voice to his rage.

			When he stood before the final gate he paused a moment, breathed, made an effort to calm himself. The wards on the gate were not as strong as those he had already passed through. He lifted it away with not much clatter. Inside, a small pack was caged.

			His eye went first to the monkey. Only a few clumps of fur remained on his skeletal body. He sat hugging himself, trembling with fever. Blacktail sniffed him and knew that he still dreamed of the jungle sometimes, the moist scent it had at sunrise and the taste of fresh fruit. But the monkey had been caged here so long that he had come to suspect that such places existed only in his imagination, come to believe that in all of creation the only real thing was this hell.

			Beneath the monkey was a white cat, her face crisscrossed with the shadows of her cage, her eyes flashing and gold. She stared hard at him, blinked twice as if to clear her head, then buried her face in her paws. She would not look up again.

			Off to her right, a dog called out from some drugged hell akin to sleep. Blacktail padded over and saw her in the cage—she was a Doberman pinscher, large and fair of face. Her belly was white with new stretch marks, and the sight of that, more than anything, filled him with fury. Wherever her puppies are, Blacktail thought, it is not here.

			Her paws twitched as she slept. Blacktail furrowed his brow, then knelt and joined her in her dream.

			

			—

			Joy-Hop Was the Name Her Mother had given her, but it was long and long since she felt joy, and there was no room to hop in her cage. She had dim memories of playing with her brothers and sisters in a green field, but she had been in this place so long that she no longer remembered their names.

			Every night Joy-Hop had the same dream, this dream. In her dream she was in hell, and hell was a place of cages. Here and there the two-legs danced in the air. Their madness had freed them from gravity. They fluttered through the sky like autumn leaves. Over it all hung a snot-yellow skull—a dog skull, or perhaps a wolf’s. It hung low in the sky, gazing down on them, glowing pale and phlegmy. It was the closest thing to a sun that this place knew.

			A long acquaintance of men had convinced Joy-Hop that they were not so deaf as they seemed, not all of them at least. Deep in their hearts, they remembered the truth of life, understood the language of her screams, knew what it was that they did. She had learned little of life in her cage, but that much she was sure of. She had seen it in their eyes.

			“We will cut you, Joy-Hop,” a man said, flying by her like a bird, its metal fangs flashing as it spoke. Joy-Hop moaned, for she knew what came next.

			In the moonlight outside the dream, Blacktail moaned with her.

			“When the cutting is done, you will be burned,” it said with horrible good cheer. “When the burning is done, we will infect you with the blood curse, and you will drown in your own snot. Here!” it continued, poking her eye with a sharp stick. “Call out if you like. It makes no difference. We will carry your Leaper to the death box, the cage no one ever leaves. We will drown him there, and when he comes out, his fur will stink of poison. You may watch that as well, if you like, watch it now and forevermore. You will see it again, I think, each time you close your eyes. You will—

			“Enough!” Blacktail barked, perhaps louder than he had intended, for Joy-Hop started in her cage. He had moved closer to her as they dreamed together. Their eyes were only inches apart.

			“Get out while you still can,” Joy-Hop whispered. “This is hell’s blackest pit.”

			“Yes, begone,” said the monkey. “The two-legs prowl here always, even at night.”

			“Are you all blind as well as foolish?” asked the white cat from beneath her paws. “Hide your eyes before he turns your paws into little mice, and they run away and hide from you in the walls—Oooh.” In her terror she was trembling so hard that her cage door rattled. “That one is—”

			“I am called Blacktail,” he said, cutting the cat off. “None of you have anything to fear from me.”

			“And the two-legs?” the monkey asked softly, his voice trembling. “What of them?”

			“I have killed those ones,” Blacktail rumbled. His eyes flashed in the darkness. “Just as I will kill the rest when the time is right. There is nothing to fear from them, either. Not anymore.” He paused, then went and stood before the cat.

			“You, cat. Look at me.”

			Slowly the cat unburied her head and opened one eye.

			“How are you called?”

			“I am Silence,” she said softly.

			He gripped the white cat’s cage in his jaws and ripped it away. “Come out, Silence,” Blacktail said. “Your time in this place is ended.”

			Silence opened her other eye and looked up at the wolf. She stood looking down at the floor, but would not jump.

			“Go on,” Blacktail said.

			Silence leapt down, and, finding herself out of the cage she thought to die in, made a little mewling sound. She stood on her hind legs and stretched up to Blacktail. He bent his head. The little cat licked his jaw, just once.

			One by one, Blacktail went through the den, ripping off the walls of the cages and freeing each of the creatures in their turn. When he came to Joy-Hop, he looked at her for a moment with tilted head, and scented her deeply. “Look at me,” he commanded.

			The dog slowly lifted her head.

			“I will not call your mate, Leaper, back to you,” he said softly, so that the others would not hear. “It is not the proper way of things. He is dead. Your puppies as well. But know that they are together now, at my Far Hill. They wait for you. Do you understand?”

			Joy-Hop paused. “I would be with—”

			“No. I know it is hard. I know this very well. But no. You are free now. You will never be caged again. You must go out into the world. Life is your gift from the Forest God, but it is also your duty to Him. You must carry on—even past the outer edge of your courage.” He paused. “Do you understand?”

			After a moment, Joy-Hop wagged her tail. It clanged against the walls of her cage.

			When they were all freed, Blacktail stood in the center of the room. They gathered around him in a rough circle. Moonlight streamed in through the single window.

			“Why is the light red?” someone whispered.

			“The moon is bleeding, you idiot,” said the white cat. “He has bitten it. What else could it possibly be?”

			When they all sat before him, Blacktail lifted his paw. He bit deep. His own blood flowed out, rich and black. “You must taste of this and be healed. Take more than a taste if you are sick. Afterward you will go out into the world, into your packs and trees and burrows. There are no more cages. Tell those you meet what you have seen.”

			“Lord…” Joy-Hop said, halting and afraid.

			Blacktail looked at her.

			“The blood curse in us. It is very hungry. It might pass into you. I would not see th—”

			“Hush your mouth, fool!” the white cat hissed. “It’s not for the likes of us to question Him.”

			Joy-Hop fell silent, though she did not understand. The cat went first. She approached Blacktail and stood under him. Blacktail lowered his paw to the cat’s mouth. Silence licked it once with her rough tongue. The taste of Blacktail’s blood was strange but not unpleasant, and she shivered down the length of her back. She never forgot this.

			The rest of them approached one by one, tasting in kind. When it was done, they walked out into the night. Most of them bolted for the hills. The forest around this place was not deep, but it was enough to hide them for a few days.

			After that it would not matter.

			But the white cat—Silence—was crafty. She remembered much of the ways of the forest. She only hid herself in a tree and waited. From there she saw some of what came next.

			iv

			The first man arrived just after dawn. It wore a long, flowing white skin. When Silence recognized it as Doctor, the pack lord who burned-with-a-fang, she swished her tail happily. Her eyes glittered with anticipation.

			Doctor paused before the gate, curious but not yet afraid. He reached out to touch the twisted metal, unable to credit what his eyes were seeing. The cat feared he might run then, but she needn’t have worried. Doctor had lived so long in his arrogance that he had forgotten what it was to know fear.

			He entered the den. A short time later he screamed once in terror, then again in pain. He fell silent, then, but perhaps not in death. Not yet anyway, the cat thought, purring a happy little purr.

			Blacktail walked out a short time later. His muzzle was bloody. He scented the air for a moment, then fixed his eyes on the cat. He padded over and stood beneath the tree.

			“Why haven’t you run?” he asked.

			“It is not every day that a little cat stands in the presence of the Forest God,” she answered. “I was very curious.”

			“Such is the way of your kind.”

			“Then please, Lord, tell me if you would. What is it you have done?”

			Blacktail poked out his tongue and ran it across his muzzle, now red with blood. “Men bound you here in sacrifice, that they might learn the secrets of the blood curse,” he said. “I have granted them their wish. They will learn more of it than they ever wished to know.”

			Behind him, Doctor staggered out through the crumpled doorway and dropped down on all fours. He was bleeding, Silence saw, he was wounded…but not dead.

			Not yet.

			“What have you done, Lord?” Silence said. “I do not understand.”

			But it was too late. Blacktail had already turned away. As Silence watched, he walked slowly back into the forest. Before he had gone far the morning mist closed around him, and he was seen no more in that age.

			v

			When he dreamed of the night his mother died, Doctor dreamed of Snow.

			You might think it a trifle callous for him to sleep while his mother lay dying in the next room. Perhaps it was. But for this, at least, he might be forgiven. Hospitals were full. The blood curse had taken his wife the previous day. On the day before that, it was his son. The day before that, it was his daughter. He was not dying himself, not yet, but he had been days without sleep. He moved in a nightmarish haze of fever and loss that few outside things could penetrate.

			There was one thing, though, that his mind returned to often. On the night their last child died, he looked into his wife’s eyes. He thought the look he saw there would be with him if he lived for a thousand years. The fact of it was bad enough, but worse still was that the look was familiar, somehow, though he could not imagine where he might have seen such terrible loss before. He worried on this for a time, but his memory never cleared, and the next day she was dead as well. He decided then that the memory could not be important, and thought no more on it.

			He had made no connection between the bite wound on his hand and the spreading plague. Perhaps this was willful. Even so, the God of Reason would likely not have faulted him for it. The blood curse he had cultivated in his research animals was a tame thing. It killed very few. It had not grown fierce until it tasted the blood of the Forest God. It had not become almighty until it mated with the disease the witch-cat of Mercy had cursed him with. It had not become unstoppable until Doctor took his bleeding, infected hand and lay it upon his children, who carried it out into the world.

			Now, in his grief, Doctor slept alone in the empty den of his mate and children, whom he had been unable to protect. In his dream he was trapped in an endless blizzard that had sprung from nowhere. He wandered alone and naked on a great plain. The place of safety and warmth was far behind him, lost in the storm. Somewhere his children screamed out in terror and pain. He could not help them or even himself. He wandered aimless and lost, his feet freezing in the snow, then feeling nothing, then feeling a seductive warmth that was somehow the worst of all.

			Near the dream’s end, he came to the edge of a forest. He stopped there, too afraid to enter. After a little time three shapes appeared to him out of the trees. The first was a little fox—a male, Doctor noticed with his practiced eye, young and wild. Beside him walked another fox, this one older and female. In the manner of dreams he knew them to be mother and son.

			He opened his mouth to say something, What is this place? perhaps, or How can I find my way back? But then something else walked up between them, something like a wolf, but huge, impossibly huge. It loomed over them all; it was above the mountains, perhaps above the sky itself.

			The wolf carried something in its jaws. Doctor did not want to see what it was, but he could not look away. The wolf walked closer and he saw that it carried a person, closer again and he saw it was a woman, closer still and Doctor saw that it was his own mother, whom he loved above all others. She was plagued and sickly now, just as he had last seen her.

			As Doctor watched, the great wolf dropped his mother facedown between the two foxes, her arms flopping limp and raising a small puff of snow. The wolf bared his teeth, dipped his head to the base of her neck. He peeled all the flesh from her back in a single bloody sheet. “For you, Snow, who was the mother of Slipper,” he said, laying it before her like a quilt. “God remembers you. Sleep on this tonight, that it may protect you from the chill of the ground. This one dies in your name.” The wolf turned back to Doctor. “The rest die in Mine.”

			Doctor tried to scream, but his throat would make no sound. One by one, the three of them turned and disappeared into the forest—first the god-wolf, then the old mother fox, and finally the son of Snow.

			Doctor woke screaming and knew that his mother was dead in the next room. Before the next night, so was he. Before the moon came full again, so were all that he knew, and all that they knew, and so unto the ends of the earth. The age of man’s dominion over the birds of the air and the beasts of the field ended with his scream.

			Of all the teeming multitudes of men plaguing the earth when Blacktail first set out on his journey, only a tiny few survived to see the following spring. It is perhaps no coincidence that those included only those few who lived closely with beasts, who loved them well and were well-loved in turn. Perhaps they drew some immunity from close contact with their charges, or perhaps the Forest God saw something in them worthy of mercy. Even in those few, the blood curse burned away both reason and the poisoned words that supported it. They fell back into the true language and rejoined the hunt, now armed only with their bodies and such spirit as they could muster in themselves.

			The long winter was over.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				The Far Hill
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			Few animals can outpace a hunting pack, whether they be wolf or, as in this case, half-breed dog. The eye of the hunter is drawn first to the sick and the lame, but when need be, packs can run an animal until it grows lame or simply too tired to go on. Wolves call this “running winter into summer,” for the way the air grows hot in the prey’s chest. After the two-legs died off, dog packs took up saying it as well, which irritated the wolves mightily.

			The Old Kitty Mother was borrowing strength from her cougars, but she thought it wouldn’t be much longer until there was none left to borrow. The pack had been close at their heels since midmorning. Now it was nearly twilight. The dogs were starving, and she thought they would run her all night if necessary. Food was becoming scarce. Not long ago, the desert in these parts was thick with bunnies and other prey, but no more. In the seasons that had passed since the end of men, many packs had splintered, and bred, and splintered again. The red wolves had spread out and covered the desert. In the north the last mountain kings were coming down from their hills.

			As recently as last summer, the Old Kitty Mother had traveled here and felt no threat. But this time, eyes watched her from every mesa, and the night air was thick with howls. If she had been in the land of cougars or even set upon by one of the older wolf kings, there would be no danger. But these children did not know her by deed or reputation. Their ignorance made them capable of anything.

			Now that she thought about it, that was pretty much what had killed off men. She looked back over her shoulder a final time. The pack had not relented.

			“Hold,” she said to Anki and Enki.

			They slowed and stopped beside a rusting metal hulk. Car had died with its master, it seemed, though its body was slower to decay.

			“Mother, I think there are cliffs beyond the next hill,” Anki panted. “You might be safe upon them.”

			“We can hold off many of them,” Enki agreed. “It is the best way.”

			“Many of them, but not all?” she asked. She knew the answer, but it was best to force them to say it out loud.

			“Mother…I am sorry, Mother, but they are too many. No. Not all.”

			“Then I will stand here,” she said. “You are brave, but I have been through too much to pass my final hours hiding. Besides, not all of a fight is tooth and claw.”

			“Will you make a spell, then?” Anki asked. He displayed no fear, other than the bare fact of the question.

			“No,” she said. Just the thought of it made her cold. “Not this time.” With that, she settled down on her haunches to wait.

			Anki and Enki watched the pack approach and shared a nervous glance. “Mother—” Anki began.

			“Each spell I cast is another log on my hellfire,” she said. “That’s what they say, anyway. It was one thing to do such when there was need, but my work is finished. I won’t further my damnation in the service of an errand.”

			“Very well, Mother,” Enki said. He looked to the horizon, his eyes narrow. The fur on his back was up.

			The Old Kitty Mother followed his eyes. The pack was drawing near. She thought for a moment, then said to them, “You have been faithful servants. Go now. They will not find your trail. I owe you that much, at least.”

			“Mother, no.” Enki said.

			“We will not—” Anki began.

			But with a cock of her head and a wave of her tail, they were silent. It is difficult to say whether this was some little magic, or simply the long habit of obedience. Either way, the result was the same.

			“Mother, are you sure?” Enki asked quietly.

			“Quite sure,” she said. Then, a bit more gently, she added, “Please. My soul is black enough already, without staining it further with your blood.” A moment later they were gone, and the pack was upon her.
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			They did not kill her at once. That was the first surprise. The second was their king.

			At the sight of him, the Old Kitty Mother raised her eyebrows. He is very old, this one. She assumed that he would be younger, to lead such a large pack, but he moved with the slow, limping care of a long life lived hard. A dozen hunters fanned out behind him. She saw that they were mostly wolf-dogs, with only a single pure-blood bitch among them. But half-breeds have something to prove, and they are often the fiercest fighters. These were young, with a hungry look. Any one of them might have taken their king in a combat, but they treated him with the most rigorous courtesy—walking at his pace, never meeting his eyes, staying always a step or two behind.

			“Well, you’ve caught me,” she said, rising to stretch herself. “Now what are you going to do with me?”

			“What do the packs of your land normally do with old cats that they catch out alone of evenings?” he asked. That seemed to spark an idea in his head, and he furrowed his brow. “But wait…weren’t you with…”

			“With who?” she asked in a small, sly voice.

			“No one,” he said, shaking his head from side to side. “Never mind.” He blinked at her, then seemed to come back into himself. “Tell me, would you care to join us for supper?”

			One of the young ones chuckled. “Good one, Father,” he said from the side of his mouth.

			The Old Kitty Mother sighed, deep and long. “Yes,” she said. “Supper. I suppose it is time for supper, isn’t it? Long past time, if the truth be told.” She stepped forward once, then again. Now she stood directly under the pack lord. “Who shall have the first bite?” she asked. “By tradition, it belongs to you, no?”

			“Aye,” said the young wolf, the one that had called the king “Father.”

			She looked the old, scarred dog up and down. “You’re too old to make quick work of me. Perhaps one of these pups should make the snap, hmm?” This was not true, but she thought the insult might serve to fuel his rage.

			“This one?” the young dog growled. “This one is Lord Raze.” He lunged forward and nipped her on the shoulder. “Prey or no, you’ll do well to remember it. Keep your manners about you.”

			The Old Kitty Mother looked at her wound with flat curiosity. She had ruled very long. She could not recall the last time someone touched her in anger. But now there were two punctures on her shoulder. A little blood leaked onto her fur. She had killed—and worse than killed—for less than that.

			Her eyes flashed in the twilight.

			After a moment, her fur went back down. Instead of killing the impertinent young dog, she padded around to his king’s flank. His fur was patchy. There was no fat on him, but a surprising amount of muscle for an old fellow. He was covered nose to tail in old wounds. Some of them were small, most were not. Two or three, like the knotted, furless mass at his side, were so bad that she wondered how he had ever survived them. His hind left leg seemed to be dead on his body. But the eyes that burned out of the twisted knot of tissue on his face were ruthless and crafty, and utterly without fear.

			Quite against her will, the sight of those eyes woke the memory of her old curse, the one that had been with her since she was a kitten. You drove me to the ends of the earth and cost me what was left of my soul, she thought. Now you seek to rob me of a perfectly good end? Haven’t you done enough? But of course, it would never be enough. That is the nature of curses. “Hold a moment,” she said with a sigh. “I am curious.”

			“Who are you to order me?” asked the king…but of course he held. Even in her final extremity, the Old Kitty Mother was numbered among the greatest of witches.

			“Your name is not familiar to me,” she said. “But your eyes…I think I know you.”

			“No,” said the dog. “We have never met.”

			“Probably not. But I have seen a great many who have not seen me. Tell me—was Raze your birth name?”

			“It was.” He even met her eyes when he said it.

			She felt his lie, nonetheless. The Old Kitty Mother reached into the heart of him, into his essence. His soul is like his face, she thought. It was shredded once, I think. How did you survive such? I wonder. How, unless…“Ahhh,” she said. At the sound of her voice, cold and ancient, all the wolves drew back a step, muttering among themselves. All of them but Raze. “You knew Him.”

			Raze’s eyes grew wide.

			“You are a hunter, yes…now you are a hunter and fearless. Even the wolf kings down from the mountains do not challenge you. But it wasn’t always like this. Not always. Your mate, I think…you loved her, and…” The Old Kitty Mother trailed off, looking into the middle distance. “Of course. Your ‘mate’—she was a two-legs.” Her tail swished. “Wasn’t it so?”

			“Please,” whispered Raze. “I have never spoken of this.”

			“You feel shame,” the Old Kitty Mother said. “Normally I’d agree. But in your case…there is no need. You have redeemed yourself, many times over.” She sniffed him again. “You hunted men, didn’t you? Even before the blood curse, you hunted them. I can hear them, you know. They still scream inside you. Even now they scream.”

			“What are you?” the old king whispered furiously. “What are you?”

			“I am nothing, Chester,” she said. “I am your supper.”

			“HOW DO YOU KNOW THAT NAME?” he screamed, loud enough to blast her whiskers back.

			“Now who needs to keep his voice down? Hmm?” She examined her paw, gave it a light lick. “It’s all right. I’ve had my fun. You can have yours.”

			His horror was such that he could only look at her.

			“Oh, come now. It’s supper time, King Chester!” she said. “Be quick, if you please.”

			“I will not.” He sounded weak, frightened.

			“No? May I ask why? I’ll confess to being a bit confused.” She waited, but he made no answer. “I can make you, you know.” He tried to pull back, but she reached out and held him. He could not retreat…but bringing him forward, leaning down his head, binding his jaws to her will, even as he crushed her bones…This would be a pesky chore.

			“Oh…very well.” She sighed. “We’ll sleep on it, then, hmm? Perhaps in the morning you’ll feel differently. I will be over there if you feel peckish in the night.”

			“Yes,” he said, backing slowly to his pack. “Sleep.”

			“Oh, and Chester?”

			“Yes?”

			“It would anger me greatly if you tried to sneak away.”
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			They called her the Old Kitty Mother as a sign of respect, but no one now living even suspected her true age. She was older than the oldest sea turtles, older, perhaps, than all but a few trees. How many winters had she seen? Four hundred? Six? Even she no longer remembered. Her kittenhood was dim to her now, most of it lost forever on the other side of a vast ocean of blood. She had lived long and seen much. Death held no further terrors for her.

			“But what comes after,” she whispered, “ahh, now that is something else again.” The sound of her voice carried in the night air. One of the young dogs in Raze’s pack whined at the sound of it.

			He’s right to cry, she thought. If she still possessed a soul—something long in doubt—there were sins on it to damn herself and ten others like her. The roots of her tree twined around the body of god-emperor Nobununga, the good tiger of the east. Her sisters’ corpses decorated the branches.

			She had stood before the gate of hell many times. On the first occasion she was dragged, bound and screaming. Not much later she began to go of her own free will. Now, nearing the end of her long life, she had seen more than she cared to of what lay inside that gate. Worse, she feared she would see the rest before long.

			But the threat of hell had loosened its grip on her since the passing of men. More and more often these days, she found her thoughts drifting over the field of violets, one of the few scraps of her kittenhood that she had clung to over her long journey of years. It was a real place, that field—which is to say, it was a physical place. The lands which exist solely in the mind can be as real as any, and more terrible than most.

			She was called Night Dancer, then, and was counted the least of her mother’s litter. She was sickly. She came late to speech. By their first autumn her sisters were well along in their apprenticeship. Mother was a great witch from a family of great witches, though getting on in age by then. She had borne her litter not out of love, but in hopes of finding one among the kittens to take her place when she was gone.

			The field of violets was one of Mother’s lessons, and the only one the Old Kitty Mother remembered fondly. The field was a good place, the best place she had ever known. She carried the memory of it in her heart next to that of Karakaa. She retreated there sometimes, when her future was too dark to bear.

			“Magic is like water,” Mother said as they gathered around her among the flowers. “It is in the air always. Sometimes it will collect, like beads of morning dew. We have all seen it, yes? It is the mouse, who ducks into a bolt-hole that is not there when the shadow of the hawk falls over him. It is the little bird who wears the flesh of a demon to protect her eggs.” They all swished their tails, for they were no longer kittens. Most had seen such things in their wanderings, or heard tell of them.

			“Little magics,” said her mother on that long-ago spring morning, “like beads of morning dew. But given a channel of ways, the dew will collect and flow through it, will it not? That is the first task before you. Build in your mind a channel of ways, that the magic may flow in you.”

			Among the sisters, Bird-Feather was considered the likely heir to her mother’s coven. Knowing this, she had grown arrogant. She saw fit to interrupt Mother’s lesson. “But, mistress,” she asked, “how are we to build channels in the mind? To touch the inner fleshes, even gently, is a killing blow.”

			Mother’s eyes flashed. “That is a foolish question,” she said, “and the fact that you interrupted me is the least of it. Perhaps we have misjudged you, Bird-Feather. Will another of my talkative apprentices answer you, hmm? Anyone? No? Perhaps a fast will help you concentrate on your lessons. A week or so, I think—”

			The Old Kitty Mother answered now as she had then, and was surprised a second time by the sound of her own voice. “The mind is bound by the language it knows,” she said in the field of violets, and again in the desert silence at the other end of her life. “We see only that which we can see, hear the words we can hear. The mind is bound by what it supposes to be real. The eye will see only in a certain range—to all that lays a little above or below that range we are blind.”

			All heads turned to look at her on that spring morning. At the other end of her life some young dog cried out in the night.

			“Yes,” answered Mother, regarding her with her unblinking eyes. “Night Dancer has found the heart of it. Take care with the words you speak, children. Each one that passes your lips will bind your thought forever after.”

			“Is it so much?” asked Bird-Feather, who still had not learned. “A single word, I mean?”

			That time no one had an answer. Mother turned away. “I will speak no more on it.”

			Words, yes, symbols and their bindings.

			By now she had learned the answer to Bird-Feather’s question. It was a fine, shining thing, one of the best answers she knew. In all of her long life the field of violets had never been far from the heart of her.

			It was the field of violets where she went in those days to meditate and practice her craft. It was the field of violets where she dreamed her dreams as a kitten, where she learned to listen for that which might yet be, where she heard the first faint footfalls herald the coming of the Forest God.

			It was in the field of violets that her mother had come to her and stolen her soul.

			She understood from a young age that something inside her mother was dead. Whether this was a result of her ambition or the cause of it was something she never conclusively established. Sometimes—usually before a battle—the Old Kitty Mother would take the question out and examine it, probing it as you might probe a mouth wound with your tongue.

			Mother came to her one night as she lay meditating, came to her and carried her away, bound her in her jaws like a kitten. Her mother was not so great a witch as Night Dancer became, but she was great enough, when the Old Kitty Mother was still young. In a few steps Mother had stolen her from the field of violets, taken her into the vast emptiness that lies between life and death and through it to the gates and walls that stood at time’s end. This was the locus of the blackest magics. Here the flow of life broke down at odd moments. Voices cried out over the walls.

			Mother carried her there, bound and struggling in a web of spell-craft, and laid her down before the gates. In later days she would know a power that Mother and the rest of them could only dream of, but at that time and place she was still mostly a kitten. In her mother’s fangs she was helpless.

			Mother called out a greeting to what lay behind the gates.

			After a few breaths, the rheumy eye of hell cracked open, regarding her. When she saw that it recognized her, had been waiting for her, the Old Kitty Mother begged, the only time in her life she would ever do so. “Please, Mother,” she said simply, “not this. Anything but this.”

			But her mother was insane. Love was dead in her. The crow, Karakaa, had bargained with hell to save his people. Her mother did this only for some favor, some greed of her own. Looking in her eyes at that moment, the Old Kitty Mother learned the central lesson of her life—the lesson she carried to the dens of the two-legs, the lesson that called her to wake a sleeping god, the lesson that made her cry out in the night.

			The eye of hell opened wide. A moment later a thing slithered out of it that even now, at the height of her power, she would not allow herself to remember fully. In a few breaths it stood over her, touching her fur with claw and tentacle and chitin.

			“Are thize the onze?” it asked.

			“Yes,” said her mother, her voice stiff with fear. “Just as we agreed. Have you brought what I asked?”

			“Oh, yeze,” it said. “A trade we will make, yeze. Fine trade.” It tickled her under her little kitten chin. “Ize thize one agreeeed? Ize it with love for you?”

			“She will do as I say,” Mother answered. “She is my child.”

			“Ze muzher may zpeaks for the childze,” it said, waving its tentacles in agreement. “Zhish iz zhe way of hell.” It brought its face down close to her. “We will play zweet games in my chamberze, yeze,” it said. “But, I zhink, not yetze.”

			“What?” said Mother. “This was not what we—”

			“Livze long, yeze. Sin many tasty sinze. Marinate in zhem, yeze. Come to me when yourze zoul is zhweet and fullz of flavorze, yeze…but rememberze alwayze…I wait. For you I wait.”

			Such was the shape and name of her damnation.

			She cried out then, yes, weak and kittenish. But that sound was the last show of weakness the Old Kitty Mother ever made in all her long life. She was silent then and thereafter, even when it reached inside her, even when it withdrew its prize and carried it away, lost forever behind the nictating eye of hell.

			The binding spell fell away then. She lay before her mother, dazed and panting. One by one her sisters emerged from the blackness where they had watched, studying their mother at her craft. They came to her, sniffed her in fascination and revulsion and horror, wondering what had been taken from her…and what their mother had gained in return.

			But Old Kitty Mother only lay still, pushing the breath in and out of her chest as she wandered among her field of violets.

			She never learned what it was that her mother had bought with her soul. She did not die that night, though there were times when she wished she had. She awoke the next morning alone in the woods. Mother and her sisters had moved on.

			She always assumed that they had left her for dead—that seemed in keeping with the contempt they had shown her all her life. The Old Kitty Mother saw much, even then, but it never occurred to her that perhaps their contempt had shifted somewhere along the way. On the night they offered her to hell it was mostly a false thing, used to mask the fear they felt rising in them when they looked on her. She never remembered how they stood over her in a circle, attacking her in unison, Mother even using the power she had bought with the stolen soul, never remembered that they had been unable to touch her, that she had been beyond them all, even then.

			iv

			She awoke before dawn to find the dog king standing over her, with his guards all around.

			“Got your appetite back, did you?” she asked him with a yawn.

			“No,” he said, his voice strange and ghostly. “Not appetite.”

			“No? What, then?”

			“I have a message for you.”

			“Ah,” she said. “A message. I am eager to hear it, though perhaps not just this moment. Open your mouth, would you? I will be in your belly, freshening up. You may whisper the message to me when I emerge from the other end.”

			“I will not eat you,” the king said. “Nothing could make me do that.”

			The Old Kitty Mother looked inside him. She saw to her dismay that what he said was true. To bind another to your will, there must be some small part of him that wishes to do as you bid of his own accord. In most minds there are many conflicting desires, and this is easily accomplished. But the Old Kitty Mother saw that Chester’s image of her had changed in the night from a perfectly serviceable terror into something like religious awe, interesting but useless.

			“Very well,” she said. “If not you, then another. I’ll be on my—”

			“The God of the Hunt came to me as I slept,” the king said quietly. “He spoke your name, Night Dancer. Will you not hear what he has to say?”

			At the sound of her name—which she had never spoken to anyone still living—the Old Kitty Mother’s curse woke yet again. “Very well,” she said, sighing. “Very well.”

			The old dog was quiet for a long time before he spoke. The pack around him was silent and respectful, despite his age. His deeds must be fierce beyond telling, to command such respect in the young, she thought. The touch of God is on him indeed.

			“I saw Him in his fury once,” Chester said at length. “I have never spoken of it.”

			“If you had seen him in his full fury, you would not have lived,” the Old Kitty Mother answered.

			“No. Probably not. But even the little I saw was enough,” he said. “It is easy to be a coward when you know no other way. But for those who knew Him when He walked among us…there are burdens.”

			“Indeed.” She was a little interested in spite of herself.

			“Blacktail was my friend, you know. I can’t imagine why, but he really was. He was the best friend I ever had. I miss him sometimes.” He paused. “Most times, actually.” Seeing how she looked at him, the king added quickly, “Oh, I know how presumptuous that sounds. I understand what he really was—well, not entirely, but I know more than most. Even before the plague came, I knew he would deliver us somehow. I knew he was more than a wolf.”

			“Oh, but he wasn’t,” the Old Kitty Mother said.

			“What do you mean?”

			“It didn’t have to be him, you know,” the Old Kitty Mother said. “In the beginning he was nothing more than a wolf. Truly, nothing more. All that happened after and before flowed from him and him alone. It might have been any of us. It might very easily have been no one at all.”

			“What? I thought you had made a spell, or—”

			“Ha!” she said. “What, me? No. Were I capable of such a magic, why did I not do it long ago? No. I did nothing more than point Blacktail on his way. In truth, even that was not so much a spell as guesswork.”

			“How, then?”

			She swished her tail, then spoke the central lesson of her life for the thousandth time. “The secret,” she said, “is that there is no secret. The Forest God—or courage, if you prefer—sleeps in all places, all hearts. Some, I grant you, more so than others, but each of us must find Him all on our own. In truth, I think anyone might have done what he did. When I was young, I was certain that the tiger Nobununga would…Well, I was wrong. There were others after that. A shark that showed promise. Even a rat, once.”

			“A rat? Really?”

			“Oh yes. What is the might of a tiger against gunshots? When Nobununga failed, I realized that I needed to look elsewhere. To search not for teeth or claws, but rather heart.”

			“I see,” Chester said, though he did not.

			“All that was very long ago. Longer than you would believe. As the ages stretched out and men killed the hunt in the world, it seemed to me that they also killed it in the souls of beasts. I had almost—No, not almost. I had given up hope. Then came Blacktail, and we were delivered.” She paused. “He was a wolf, Chester. A half-breed wolf. He was fathered by a mongrel dog he never met, a mongrel dog that may not even exist anymore, may never have existed. He was nothing more than that, which meant that it was possible for Him to become everything.”

			“I do not—” the king began.

			“Of course you don’t. I don’t entirely understand it myself. But he never knew the name of his father. Don’t you see? Because he never knew it—because no one ever knew it—his thoughts and expectations and possibilities were never bound by that knowledge. From such a beginning all things are possible. And to find such rare possibility, together with such a hunter’s heart…well. I might have waited a thousand lifetimes and never seen it. It was phenomenally unlikely, to say the least. No. More than that. It was—”

			“An act of god?”

			She blinked. “You know, Chester, you are not half the fool I took you for.”

			Someone in the pack growled at that. Neither of them paid it any attention.

			“Tell me, Chester,” the Old Kitty Mother said, “what was the proudest moment of your life?”

			He called me “hunter,” the king remembered, but did not say. “It was when I was with him. When I was of his pack.”

			“Yes. I thought as much.”

			He only looked at her, waiting.

			She sighed. “I apologize, Chester. Truly. I mean you no disrespect. I am old, and most of this life has been spent in the study of crafts that would be of little use in your hunt. Any hunt, really.” She paused, thinking of how best to phrase herself. “What I mean to say is that it is not wrong of you to miss your friend. The fierce times and the gentle ones draw strength from one another. That is his design. I don’t think he would mind that you think of him, that you miss him. I don’t think he would mind at all.”

			“You misunderstand,” the king said. “I don’t miss him. Not anymore.”

			“Oh?” said the Old Kitty Mother.

			“He came to me in the night.”

			She regarded him a long time, taking his deepest measure. When she spoke again, all the mockery had left her voice. “Call back your guards. I will listen to what you have to say. I will listen most attentively.”

			The king bared a tooth. The dogs surrounding her drew back.

			“In my dream the Forest God stood in his rage before a great gate—”

			“Gate?” the Old Kitty Mother asked. “Was this a thing of the two-legs?”

			“No. Not them. This was not a place made by men.”

			“Was there an eye in the gate?” she asked, thinking of her own time at the gates of hell. “Was it dark there, and slow? Did…were there voices? Screams?”

			“No. It was bright enough. There was no eye.”

			“Very well,” she said. Not hell, then. Perhaps the fortress of the two-legs’ god? Heaven? “Continue. I will interrupt no more.”

			“All the armies of heaven stood arrayed against him,” Chester said, “multitudes beyond any counting. The great choirs of angels circled in the sky overhead; ophanim and seraphim and the cherubim in their fours. On the field below the three spheres of heaven surrounded him, thrones and dominions, virtues and powers. Directly before him stood the Archangel Michael, who once bested Lucifer, making himself ready for war.”

			“I have heard those names before,” the Old Kitty Mother asked. “But I am surprised that you have. How do you know them?”

			“I—” Chester began. He stopped, tilted his head to one side, blinked. “I’m not sure.”

			“Never mind,” said the Old Kitty Mother. “It is only a small thing—irrelevant in any case. Please continue.”

			“Blacktail spoke then, saying, ‘Where is the one called Sariel of the Moon?’ No one answered, but there was a stirring in the distance, as if many heads had turned at once.

			“Then Blacktail said, ‘Send him forward.’

			“For a long moment nothing happened. I thought that they might defy him. But then the one called Michael inclined his head. Sariel came forth then. His knees seemed not quite strong enough to support him as he walked, and when he stood before Blacktail, his armor clattered and clinked with his trembling.” Chester, who had fought many hopeless battles but never trembled, said this with no small measure of contempt.

			“Blacktail walked to Sariel and sniffed him up and down. A hush fell over the field, and the sky was still enough to hear a beating heart. ‘I do not know you,’ Blacktail said finally.

			“ ‘I—’ began Sariel.

			“Blacktail barked with great fury, saying once again, ‘I do not know you.’ The sound of his voice was very terrible. Hearing this, the angels nearest him fell to their knees. Others rushed to help them. A murmur flowed over the throngs.

			“ ‘Silence!’ Blacktail advanced upon Sariel, who knelt now in the dirt. Blood flowed from the moon angel’s eyes, his ears. His fine robes were soiled, stained with red. ‘I do not know you,’ he repeated, softer this time. ‘You do not serve me. Yet when my eye fell closed, you took it upon yourself to strike at those whom I do know, those who served me faithfully and were true.’ His muzzle was only a whisker’s length from Sariel’s nose. ‘Do you think yourself so great as that?’

			“Sariel of the Moon looked up at the Forest God, weeping tears of blood.

			“My lord snarled then,” Chester said. “I thought Sariel’s end had come. I’m pretty sure Sariel thought so, too. I’m surprised he managed to get the words out, so great was his fear. But he did speak.

			“ ‘No! Wait! You are mistaken! I do not know whom you speak of, but—’

			“Blacktail interrupted him with another bark, louder this time. More of the throng collapsed to their knees. A few of them fell dead upon the ground. For a moment I thought Sariel might die as well, but when my lord nipped him, he raised his head, opened his eyes. ‘Your sins against me are vile,’ Blacktail growled, ‘but none so vile as this. When your crusade of infidels moved to spread their infection across the ocean to new lands, moved to bring horror and death to the faithful of the new world, all beasts knew what was to come. All beasts knew, and despaired. All save one. One stood against them. One knew the filth that worshipped you for the doom that they were. Even so, that one would not yield.’

			“Blacktail moved very close to Sariel then, and spoke softly, saying, ‘And you…you do not even remember his name.’ Then he lifted his head and called out to the sky, ‘Come forth, Karakaa.’ ”

			Chester paused. “Do you know that name? Know of whom he speaks?” he asked the Old Kitty Mother.

			“Oh yes,” she said. “I carry the memory of Karakaa in my heart. I shared it with someone once, not long ago—at least, not long in the scheme of things.” She purred. “I am pleased to hear that he remembered it as well.”

			“The Forest God forgets nothing,” Chester said. “He will not forsake his servants.”

			“Go on.” She twitched her tail. “Please.”

			“A moment later the crow Karakaa flew out from the mists. The angels in the sky made way for him, even though they must have known what was to come. I wonder at that,” Chester said.

			“That’s not what you would have done?”

			“Well…no. Even when it’s hopeless, you always go down fighting. Always. But that’s not what I meant. I wonder if He might have spared some of them, if they had…I don’t know. Done something.”

			“Perhaps,” the Old Kitty Mother said.

			“But the angels did not fight. Karakaa soared over the fields. When he was above the center of the assembled masses, he spoke as he had spoken over the village that long-ago day that saw the end of his life.

			“But Karakaa’s apostasy was ended. This time he did not speak in the tongue of demons. Now he spoke the word that the Forest God had taught him. The word rang out across the field. When silence came again, all was emptiness in the sky above and the fields below. The armies of heaven were gone. I cannot say where. Blacktail stood alone before the gate of the Kingdom of Heaven, and Karakaa soared alone in the sky above.

			“ ‘Go now,’ Blacktail said to Karakaa. ‘Make your way to my home. Be welcome there. What I will do next is not for your eyes.’ Karakaa flew back into the mists and was gone.

			“ ‘Will you stay?’ he asked me. I told him that I would, if he would have me. My lord wagged his tail then. ‘I thought you might,’ he said. ‘I had a feeling about you. Very well. You may stay. But approach no closer.’

			“I told him that I would not. Blacktail walked up to the great shining gate and sniffed it. He barked once, like a crack of thunder. The gate crumbled before him, and he entered. Inside it was…hard to describe. I have no words. It was not a place of men, but nor was it a place of beasts. I saw little of what came next. But in the way of dreams, I knew that He was making His way to the heart of this place, and the one who remained there.

			“I waited outside for what seemed a very long time, or perhaps not so long. Again, it is difficult to say. Then, just before I woke, I heard my lord.”

			“What did he say?”

			“He did not speak. Instead he made the sound I heard from him before, the night he first woke, the night of the fire. It is his cry of war, I think…a terrible sound, the worst sound that anyone ever heard, the worst sound that ever could be heard. It was not a sound of beasts. Beasts could not make that sound.”

			“Perhaps one day we will be able,” said the Old Kitty Mother. “One day. And then God will no longer be alone. What happened next?”

			Chester looked away, wry and embarrassed. “I, ah, well…as with the time before, my strength began to fail.”

			“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” she said. “Really.”

			Chester swished his tail. His puppies stared at him silent and awestruck. “Right before I fell away from myself…before I woke, or slept, or died, I heard the enemy whom my lord had set himself against scream. But once only. After that…” He paused. “The war is ended, I think.”

			The Old Kitty Mother looked to the sky. No moon hung there. It disappeared not long after all—well, most—of the two-legs died off. Mercy was still here with her Babykins, and a few others around the world. But the moon was gone. She had wondered about that. Well, she thought, this explains a great deal.

			“What do you make of it?” Chester asked.

			She sighed and ran her tongue over the weathered nub of her last remaining fang. “I think that the will of the Forest God has been done. It is not for us to guess at such things.” After a long pause, she added, “Not that we can help it, of course. Truth to tell, I often wish he was more forthcoming. I’ve built my life around clever guesses, but the taste of them is growing a bit sour.”

			“Mrrr,” Chester growled. “Then I will think no more on it. I have learned courage, but I fear wisdom will be forever beyond me. If the likes of you cannot guess at it, then the likes of me will never know.”

			“Ahh, but wisdom is its own punishment,” she said.

			Chester thought this very funny and laughed out loud. After a moment his pack joined in as well.

			“You said there were two dreams,” she said when they were finished. “What of the other?”

			“That,” the dog king said, “is why I no longer miss my friend.”

			“Oh?” She meant him no harm, but she had never been known for her patience. She often found it difficult to keep the irritation from her voice. “Do go on?”

			“Right!” Chester said quickly. “Some little time later I stood at the foot of a great hill, so great it might have been called a mountain. But the slope was gentle and covered in flowers, green grass, butterflies here and there—that sort of thing. Very pleasant. You know how it is in dreams, when you know you’re supposed to do something?”

			“Yes.” In the more recent centuries she’d had nothing but nightmares. “Generally speaking.”

			“Well…I knew that I was supposed to approach, so I did. The hill was guarded by many hunters—dog and fox, owl and coyote. They were none of them large, in the way He was large, but I have had a few fights. You get to where you know the look. These were all fierce, and not to be crossed.

			“I turned around and went to retreat. Then this little fox called out to me. ‘Wait—you are known to the lord of this place. Please, come. Be welcome.’ I had to think about it for a bit, but it’s not the sort of invitation one turns down.

			“He led me up a long path. As we walked I saw all manner of beasts dwelling there, cat and hawk and wolf. Every thing that hunts in the field or in the air, from what I could see. All of them were—well, not fat, exactly—let’s say well fed. When I asked the name of this place, no one would answer. At some point the fox, I don’t know, either stopped following or disappeared. Dreams, you know. And when I got to the top I saw—”

			“You saw him,” the Old Kitty Mother said quietly.

			“Yes. Him indeed. But he was different from the beast I saw at the gates. That was the fury of him. This was the joy. This was my friend. He had taken a mate, I think. There was a female there, at any rate, and a den, and puppies playing in the grass. When he saw me, he bounded over and gave me a nip on the shoulder, just the way he used to. ‘Welcome, Raze,’ he said.”

			“He called you Raze?” asked the Old Kitty Mother.

			“Yes.”

			“Then that is your true name,” she said, “and I was wrong to speak otherwise. Continue, King Raze.”

			“Very kind of you. But I try not to take offense at talk. He said that I had done well.” The old king’s tail rose up a bit as he said this. “He said that there was a place for me there, that I would always be welcome.”

			The Old Kitty Mother’s brow furrowed. She was thinking, perhaps, of what lay in wait for her at end of her path. But all she said was “That is good. Very good indeed.”

			“We chatted for a bit, catching up, you know. I think so, at least. I don’t remember very clearly. Dreams, you know. But at some point I asked him why he had called me there. He said I was to deliver a message.”

			“Really?” asked the Old Kitty Mother. “For whom?”

			“For you,” said the king. “He said that I was to tell you that the violets grow also on his Far Hill.”

			“What?”

			“Those words exactly. I am quite sure of it.”

			“Was there anything else?” she whispered. Suddenly her legs felt weak, her vision dim.

			“He said…he said that the eye of hell was closed to you. It will regard you no more. I’ll be honest, I couldn’t make sense of this. I’ve never been, you know, smart. I asked him what it meant. I asked him many times, but he wouldn’t answer. He said the message was for you. Do you understand what he meant?”

			“Perhaps,” she whispered. “Yes. It is…I think it is a mercy.”

			“I do not understand.”

			“It’s ah…of little consequence.” No matter how he pried, she would say no more.

			Raze had grown comfortable with mystery. After a little time, he and his pack walked on.

			When they were gone, the Old Kitty Mother sat in the desert watching the night sky. She did not retreat to her field of violets. There was no longer any need.

			What lay ahead was enough.

			Just after sunrise, she rose and set out to finish the journey she had begun. There is a little breath still in my chest, she thought, a little hunger still in my belly. I think now is the time for food, and for naps in the warm sun and for scheming my little schemes. More than a few questions remain unanswered, but perhaps now I have seen all I was meant to see, known all I was meant to know.
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			Chapter 1

			Sunrise

			I

			Carolyn, blood-drenched and barefoot, walked alone down the two-lane stretch of blacktop that the Americans called Highway 78. Most of the librarians, Carolyn included, had come to think of this road as the Path of Tacos, so-called in honor of a Mexican joint they snuck out to sometimes. The guacamole, she remembered, is really good. Her stomach rumbled. Oak leaves, reddish-orange and delightfully crunchy, crackled underfoot as she walked. Her breath puffed white in the predawn air. The obsidian knife she had used to murder Detective Miner lay nestled in the small of her back, sharp and secret.

			She was smiling.

			Cars were scarce but not unheard-of on this road. Over the course of her night’s walk she had seen five of them. The one braking to a halt now, a battered Ford F-250, was the third that had stopped to take a closer look. The driver pulled to the opposite shoulder, gravel crunching, and idled there. When the window came down she smelled chewing tobacco, old grease, and hay. A white-haired man sat behind the wheel. Next to him, a German shepherd eyed her suspiciously from the passenger seat.

			Ahhh, crap. She didn’t want to hurt them.

			“Jesus,” he said. “Was there an accident?” His voice was warm with concern—the real kind, not the predator’s fake that the last man had tried. She heard this and knew the old man was seeing her as a father might see his daughter. She relaxed a little.

			“Nope,” she said, eyeing the dog. “Nothing like that. Just a mess at the barn. One of the horses.” There was no barn, no horse. But she knew from the smell of the man that he would be sympathetic to animals, and that he would understand their business could be bloody. “Rough delivery, for me and for her.” She smiled ruefully and held her hands to frame her torso, the green silk now black and stiff with Detective Miner’s blood. “I ruined my dress.”

			“Try a little club sody,” the man said dryly. The dog growled a little. “Hush up, Buddy.”

			She wasn’t clear on what “club sody” was, but she could tell from his tone that this was a joke. Not the laugh-out-loud sort, the commiserating sort. She snorted. “I’ll do that.”

			“The horse OK?” Real concern again.

			“Yeah, she’s fine. The colt, too. Long night, though. Just taking a walk to clear my head.”

			“Barefoot?”

			She shrugged. “They grow ’em tough around here.” This part was true.

			“You want a lift?”

			“Nah. Thanks, though. My Father’s place is over that way, not far.” That was true too.

			“Which, over by the post office?”

			“It’s in Garrison Oaks.”

			The old man’s eyes went distant for a moment, trying to remember how he knew that name. He thought about it for a while, then gave up. Carolyn might have told him that he could drive by Garrison Oaks four times a day every day for a thousand years and still not remember it, but she didn’t.

			“Ohhh…” the old guy said vaguely. “Right.” He glanced at her legs in a way that wasn’t particularly fatherly. “Sure you don’t want a lift? Buddy don’t mind, do ya?” He patted the fat dog in the seat next to him. Buddy only watched, his brown eyes feral and suspicious.

			“I’m good. Still clearing my head. Thanks, though.” She stretched her face into something like a smile.

			“Sure thing.”

			The old man put his truck into gear and drove on, bathing her in a warm cloud of diesel fumes.

			She stood watching until his taillights disappeared around a curve. That’s enough socializing for one night, I think. She scrambled up the bluff and slipped into the woods. The moon was still up, still full. Americans called this time of year “October” or, sometimes, “Autumn,” but the librarians reckoned time by the heavens. Tonight was the seventh moon, which is the moon of black lament. Under its light the shadows of bare branches flashed across her scars.

			A mile or so later she came to the hollow tree where she had stashed her robe. She shook the bark out of it and picked it clean as best she could. She saved a scrap of the bloody dress for David and tossed the rest, then wrapped herself in the robe, pulling the hood over her head. She had been fond of the dress—silk felt good—but the rough cotton of the robe comforted her. It was familiar, and all she really cared to know of clothing.

			She set out deeper into the forest. The stones under the leaves and pine straw felt right against the soles of her feet, scratching an itch she hadn’t known she felt. Just around the next ridge, she thought. Garrison Oaks. She wanted to burn the whole place to ashes but, at the same time, it would be kind of nice to see it again.

			Home.

			II

			Carolyn and the rest were not born librarians. Once upon a time—it seemed long ago—they had been very American indeed. She remembered that, a little—there was something called The Bionic Woman and another something called Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups. But one summer day when Carolyn was about eight, Father’s enemies moved against him. Father survived, as did Carolyn and a handful of other children. Their parents did not.

			She remembered the way Father’s voice came to her through black smoke that smelled like melting asphalt, how the deep crater where their houses had been glowed dull orange behind him as he spoke.

			“You are Pelapi now,” Father said. “It is an old word. It means something like ‘librarian’ and something like ‘pupil.’ I will take you into my house. I will raise you in the old ways, as I myself was raised. I will teach you the things I have learned.”

			He did not ask what they wanted.

			Carolyn, not ungrateful, did her best at first. Her mom and dad were gone, gone. She understood that. Father was all that she had now, and at first it seemed that he didn’t ask so much. Father’s home was different, though. Instead of candy and television there were shadows and ancient books, handwritten on thick parchment. They came to understand that Father had lived for a very long time. More, over the course of this long life, he had mastered the crafting of wonders. He could call down lightning, or stop time. Stones spoke to him by name. The theory and practice of these crafts were organized into twelve catalogs—one for each child, as it happened. All he asked was that they be diligent about their studies.

			Carolyn’s first clue as to what this actually meant came a few weeks later. She was studying at one of the lamplit kiosks scattered here and there around the jade floor of the Library. Margaret, then aged about nine, sprinted out from the towering, shadowy shelves of the gray catalog. She was shrieking. Blind with terror, she tripped over an end table and skidded to a stop almost at Carolyn’s feet. Carolyn motioned her under her desk to hide.

			Margaret trembled in the shadows for ten minutes or so. Carolyn hissed questions at her, but she wouldn’t speak, perhaps could not. But Margaret’s tears were streaked with blood, and when Father pulled her back into the stacks she wet herself. That was answer enough. Carolyn sometimes thought of how the hot ammonia of Margaret’s urine blended with the dusty smell of old books, how her screams echoed down the stacks. It was in that moment that she first began to understand.

			Carolyn’s own catalog was more dull than terrifying. Father assigned her to the study of languages, and for almost a year she waded through her primers faithfully. But the routine bored her. In the first summer of her training, when she was nine years old, she went to Father and stamped her foot. “No more!” she said. “I have read enough books. I know enough words. I want to be outside.”

			The other children cringed back from the look on Father’s face. As promised, he was raising them as he himself had been raised. Most of them—Carolyn included—already had a few scars.

			But even though his face clouded, this time he did not hit her. Instead, after a moment, he said, “Oh? Very well.”

			Father unlocked the front door of the Library and led her out into the sunshine and blue sky for the first time in months. Carolyn was delighted, all the more so when Father walked out of the neighborhood and down to the woods. On the way she saw David, whose catalog was murder and war, swinging a knife around in the field at the end of the road. Michael, who was training to be Father’s ambassador to beasts, balanced on a branch in a tree nearby, conferring with a family of squirrels. Carolyn waved at them both. Father stopped at the shore of the small lake behind the neighborhood. Carolyn, fairly quivering with delight, splashed barefoot in the shallows and snatched at tadpoles.

			From the shore Father called out the doe Isha, who had recently given birth. Isha and her fawn, called Asha, came as commanded, of course. They began their audience by swearing loyalty to Father with great sincerity and at some length. Carolyn ignored that part. By now she was thoroughly bored with people groveling to Father. Anyway, deer talk was hard.

			When the formalities were out of the way Father commanded Isha to instruct Carolyn alongside her own fawn. He was careful to use small words so that Carolyn would understand.

			Isha was reluctant at first. Red deer have a dozen words for grace, and none of them applied to Carolyn’s human feet, so large and clumsy when seen next to the delicate hooves of Asha and the other fawns. But Isha was loyal to Nobununga, who was Emperor of these forests, and thus loyal in turn to Father. Also she wasn’t stupid. She voiced no objection.

			All that summer Carolyn studied with the red deer of the valley. It was the last gentle time of her life, and perhaps the happiest as well. Under Isha’s instruction she ran with increasing skill through the footpaths of the lower forest, bounded over the fallen moss oak, knelt to nibble sweet clover and sip morning dew. Carolyn’s own mom had been dead about a year at that point. Her only friend was banished. Father was many things, none of them gentle. So when, on the first frosty night of the year, Isha called Carolyn over to lie with her and her child for warmth, something broke open inside her. She did not weep or otherwise show weakness—that was not in her nature—but she took Isha into her heart wholly and completely.

			Not long after, winter announced itself with a terrible thunderstorm. Carolyn was not afraid of such things, but with each flash of lightning Isha and Asha trembled. The three of them were a family now. They took shelter together beneath a stand of beech, where Carolyn and Isha held Asha between them, cuddling to keep her warm. They lay together all that night. Carolyn felt their slight bodies tremble, felt them jerk with each crack of thunder. She tried to comfort them with caresses, but they flinched at her touch. As the night wore on she searched her memory of Father’s lessons for words that might comfort them—“don’t worry” would be enough, or “it will be over soon” or “there will be clover in the morning.”

			But Carolyn had been a poor student. Try as she might, she could find no words.

			Shortly before dawn Carolyn felt Isha jerk and drum her hooves against the earth, kicking away the fallen leaves to expose the black loam below. A moment later the rain flowing over Carolyn’s body ran warm, and the taste of it was salty in her mouth.

			The lightning cracked then, and Carolyn saw David. He was above her, standing on a branch some thirty feet away, grinning. From his left hand dangled the weighted end of a fine silver chain. Not wanting to, Carolyn used the last light of the moon to trace the length of that chain. When lightning flashed again, Carolyn stared into the lifeless eye of Isha, spitted with her fawn at the end of David’s spear. Carolyn stretched her hand out to touch the bronze handle protruding from the deer’s torso. The metal was warm. It trembled slightly under her fingertips, magnifying the faint, fading vibrations of Isha’s gentle heart.

			“Father said to watch and listen,” David said. “If you had found the words, I was supposed to let them live.” He jerked the chain back to himself then, unpinning them. “Father says it’s time to come home,” he said, coiling the chain with deft, practiced motions. “It’s time for your real studies to begin.” He disappeared back into the storm.

			Carolyn rose and stood alone in the dark, both in that moment and ever after.

			III

			Now, a quarter century later, Carolyn knelt on all fours behind the base of a fallen pine, peeping through a thick stand of holly. If she angled her head just so, she had an unobstructed view down the hill to the clearing of the bull. It was twenty yards or so wide and mostly empty. The only features of note were the bull itself and the granite cairn of Margaret’s grave. The bull, a hollow bronze cast slightly larger than life, stood in the clearing’s precise center. It shone mellow and golden in the summer sun.

			The clearing was bounded on the near side by the stand of wild cedar in which Carolyn now hid. On the far side, David and Michael stood at the edge of a sheer drop-off cut into the hill to make a little more room for Highway 78. Across the road, twenty feet or so below, the weathered wooden sign marking the entrance to Garrison Oaks hung from a rusty chain. When the breeze caught it right you could hear the creak all the way up here.

			Carolyn had snuck in very close indeed, close enough to count the shaggy, twining braids of Michael’s blond dreadlocks, close enough to hear the buzz of flies around David’s head. David was amusing himself by quizzing Michael about his travels. Seeing this, Carolyn winced. Michael’s catalog was animals, and he had learned it perhaps a bit too well. Human speech was difficult for him now, even painful—especially when he was fresh out of the woods. Worse, he lacked guile.

			Emily had visited the librarians’ dreams the night before, saying that David required them to assemble at the bull “before sundown.” That was different from “as soon as possible,” a distinction that no one but Michael would overlook. Still, it might be for the best. Jennifer had been stuck alone with David for weeks, the two of them waiting on news of Father. Now, as David tormented Michael, Jennifer—the smallest and slightest of the librarians—worked at tearing down Margaret’s grave. She trudged back and forth across the clearing, stooped over from the weight of head-sized chunks of granite, her strawberry-blond hair drenched in sweat. Still, after weeks alone with David, lugging granite in the hot sun was probably a relief.

			Mentally, Carolyn sighed. I suppose I should go down there and help them. If nothing else, this would encourage David to divide his attentions among three victims rather than two.

			But Carolyn did not lack guile. She would listen first.

			David and Michael stood looking down over Garrison Oaks. Michael, like his cougars around him, was naked. David wore an Israeli Army flak jacket and a lavender tutu, crusty with blood. The flak jacket was his. The tutu was from the closet of Mrs. McGillicutty’s son. This was at least partly Carolyn’s fault.

			When it became clear that they could not return to the Library, at least not in the near term, Carolyn had explained to the others that they would need to wear American clothes in order to blend in. They nodded, not really understanding, and set about rummaging through Mrs. McGillicutty’s closets. David chose the tutu because it was the closest thing he could find to his usual loin cloth. Carolyn thought about explaining why this was not “blending in,” then decided against it. She had learned to take her giggles where she could find them.

			Her nose wrinkled. The wind smelled of rot. Is Margaret back as well? But no, she realized, the rot was David. After a while you didn’t notice so much, but she had been away. Flies buzzed around his head in a cloud.

			A year or two ago, David took up the practice of squeezing blood from the hearts of his victims into his hair. He was a furry man and any one heart yielded only a few tablespoons, but of course they added up quickly. Over time, the combination of hair and blood hardened into something like a helmet. Once, curious, she asked Peter how strong this would be. Peter, whose catalog included mathematics and engineering, looked up at the ceiling for a moment, thinking. “Pretty strong,” he said meditatively. “Clotted blood is harder than you’d think, but it’s brittle. The strands of hair would tend to alleviate that. It’s the same principle as rebar in concrete. Hmm.” He bent to his pad and scribbled numbers for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah. Pretty strong. It would probably stop a twenty-two. Maybe even a nine-millimeter.” For a while David had dripped it into his beard as well, but Father made him chisel this off when it became difficult to turn his head. All that was left was a longish Fu Manchu mustache.

			“Where were you?” David demanded, shaking Michael by the shoulders. He spoke in Pelapi, which bore no resemblance at all to English, or any other modern language. “You’ve been off playing in the woods, haven’t you? You finished up weeks ago! Don’t lie to me!”

			Michael was close to panic—his eyes rolled wildly, and he spoke in fits and starts, conjuring the words with great effort. “I was…uh-way.”

			“Uh-way? Uh-way? You mean away? Away where?”

			“I was with…with…the small things. Father said. Father said to study the ways of the humble and the small.”

			“Father wanted him to learn about mice,” Jennifer translated, calling over her shoulder, grunting at the weight of her rock. “How they move. Hiding and the like.”

			“Back to work!” David screamed at her. “You’re wasting daylight!”

			Jennifer plodded back to the pile and hoisted another rock, groaning under the load. David, six-foot-four and very muscular, tracked this with his eyes. Carolyn thought he smiled slightly. Then, turning back to Michael: “Gah. Mice, of all things.” He shook his head. “You know, I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but you might be even more useless than Carolyn.”

			Carolyn, safe in her hiding blind, made a rude gesture.

			Jennifer dropped another rock into the underbrush with a dry crash. She straightened up, panting, and wiped her forehead with a trembling hand.

			“Carolyn? What? I…not know…I…”

			“Stop talking,” David said. “So, let me get this straight—while the rest of us have been killing ourselves trying to find Father, you were off playing with a bunch of mice?”

			“Mice…yes. I thought—”

			A flat crack rang out across the clearing. Carolyn, who had long experience of David’s slaps, winced again. He leaned into that one.

			“I did not ask what you thought,” David said. “Animals don’t think. Isn’t that what you want to be, Michael? An animal? Come to that, isn’t it what you actually are?”

			“As you say,” Michael said softly.

			David’s back was to her, but Carolyn could picture his face clearly. He would be smiling, at least a bit. If the slap drew blood, perhaps he’ll be giving us a look at his dimples as well.

			“Just…shut up. You’re giving me a headache. Go help Jennifer or something.”

			One of Michael’s cougars rumbled. Michael interrupted it with a low yowl, and it went silent.

			Carolyn’s eyes narrowed. Behind David, she saw from the grasses on the western edge of the valley that the wind was shifting. In a moment the three of them would be downwind of her, rather than vice versa. In her time among the Americans Carolyn had gotten acclimated to the extent that their smells—Marlboro, Chanel, Vidal Sassoon—no longer made her eyes water, but Michael and David had not. With the wind coming from the west she would not stay hidden long.

			She took the risk of staring directly at their eyes—Isha had taught her that to do so was to invite notice, but sometimes it was unavoidable. Now she was hoping for them to be distracted by something north of her. Sure enough, after a moment Michael’s glance was drawn to a moth fluttering to a landing on the cairn. David and the cougars followed his gaze, as predators will do. Carolyn took advantage of the moment to slip back into the underbrush.

			She circled down the hill, south and east. When she was a quarter mile distant she doubled back, this time walking without any particular caution, and announced her arrival by purposefully cracking a dry twig underfoot.

			“Ah,” David said. “Carolyn. You’re louder and clumsier than ever. You’ll be a real American soon. I heard you blundering up all the way from the bottom of the hill. Come here.”

			Carolyn did as she was told.

			David peered into her eyes, brushed her cheek gently. His fingers were black with clotted blood. “In Father’s absence, each of us must be mindful of security. The burden of caution is upon us all. You do understand?”

			“Of cour—”

			Still stroking her cheek, he punched her in the solar plexus with his other hand. She had been expecting this—well, this or something like it—but still the air whooshed out of her lungs. She didn’t go to her knees, though. At least there’s that, she thought, savoring the coppery taste of her hate.

			David studied her for a moment with his killer’s eyes. Seeing no hint of rebellion, he nodded and turned away. “Go help them with the cairn.”

			She forced herself to draw a deep breath. A moment later the fog around the corners of her vision cleared. She walked over to Margaret’s cairn. Dry autumn grasses brushed against her bare legs. A truck roared by on Highway 78, the sound muffled by the trees. “Hello, Jen,” she said. “Hello, Michael. How long has she been dead?”

			Michael didn’t speak, but when he came near he gave her neck an affectionate sniff. She sniffed back, as was polite.

			“Hello, Carolyn,” Jennifer said.

			Jennifer dropped the stone she carried into the underbrush and wiped the sweat from her brow. “She’s been down since the last full moon.” Her eyes were very bloodshot. “So, that’s what? About two weeks now.”

			Actually, it was closer to four weeks. She’s stoned again, Carolyn thought, frowning a little. Then, more charitably, But who could blame her? She’s been alone with David. All she said was, “Wow. That’s quite a bit longer than usual. What’s she doing?”

			Jennifer gave her an odd look. “Looking for Father, of course. What did you think?”

			Carolyn shrugged. “You never know.” Just as Michael spent most of his time with animals, Margaret was most comfortable with the dead. “Any luck?”

			“We’ll see shortly,” Jennifer said, and looked pointedly at the pile of rock. Carolyn, taking the hint, walked over to the pile and hefted a medium-sized stone. They worked in silence with quick, practiced efficiency. With the three of them at it, it wasn’t long before the pile was gone, scattered throughout the surrounding underbrush. The ground beneath it had sunk only a little since the burial. It was still relatively soft. They squatted down on their knees and dug at it with their hands. Six inches down, the smell of Margaret’s body was thick. Carolyn, who hadn’t done this in some time, stifled a gag. She was careful to make sure David didn’t see. When the hole was about two feet deep she touched something squishy. “Got her,” she said.

			Michael helped brush away the dirt. Margaret was bloated, purple, rotting. The sockets of her eyes boiled with maggots. Jennifer hoisted herself out of the grave and went to gather her things. As soon as Margaret’s face and hands were uncovered, Carolyn and Michael wasted no time getting out of the pit.

			Jennifer took a little silver pipe out of her bag, lit it with a match, and took a deep hit. Then, with a sigh, she hopped down and began her work. Stoned or not, she was very gifted. A year ago Father had paid her the ultimate compliment, surrendering the white sash of healing to her. She, not Father, was now the master of her catalog. She was the only one of them he had honored in this way.

			This time the murder wound was a vertical trench in Margaret’s heart, precisely the width and depth of David’s knife. Jennifer straddled the corpse and laid her hand over the wound. She held it there for the span of three breaths. Carolyn watched this with interest, noting the stages at which Jennifer said mind, body, and spirit under her breath. Carolyn was careful to give no outward sign of what she was doing. Studying outside your catalog was—well, it wasn’t something you wanted to be caught at.

			Michael moved to the other side of the clearing, away from the smell, and wrestled with his cougars, smiling. He paid the rest of them no attention. Carolyn sat with her back against one of the bull’s bronze legs, close enough to watch as Jennifer worked. When Jennifer took her hand away the wound in Margaret’s chest was gone.

			Jennifer stood up in the grave. Carolyn guessed this was to get a bit of fresh air rather than for any clinical purpose. The stench was bad enough over where Carolyn was, but in the pit it would be overwhelming. Jennifer took a deep breath, then knelt again. She furrowed her brow, brushed away most of the insects, then knelt and put her warm mouth over Margaret’s cold one. She held the embrace for three breaths, then drew back, gagging, and set about rubbing various lotions on Margaret’s skin. Interestingly, she applied the lotion in patterns, the glyphs of written Pelapi—first ambition, then perception, and finally regret.

			When that was done, Jennifer stood up and scrambled out of the grave. She started toward Carolyn and Michael, but after two steps her eyes widened. She cupped her hand over her mouth, bolted into the underbrush, and retched. When her stomach was empty she walked over to join Carolyn. Her steps were slower and shakier than before. A thin film of sweat glistened on her brow.

			“Bad?” Carolyn asked.

			By way of answer Jennifer turned her head and spat. She sat down close and laid her head on Carolyn’s shoulder for a moment. Then she fished out her little silver pipe—American, a gift from Carolyn—and fired it up again. Marijuana smoke, thick and sweet, filled the clearing. She offered it to Carolyn.

			“No thanks.”

			Jennifer shrugged, then took a second, deeper drag. The coal of the pipe flared in the polished bronze of the bull’s belly. “Sometimes I wonder…”

			“Wonder what?”

			“If we should bother. Looking for Father, I mean.”

			Carolyn drew back. “Are you serious?”

			“Yeah, I—” Jennifer sighed. “No. Maybe. I don’t know. It’s just…I wonder. Would it really be that much worse? If we just…let it go? Let the Duke, or whoever, take over?”

			“If the Duke repairs himself to the point where he can start feeding again, complex life will be history. It wouldn’t take long, either. Five years, probably. Maybe ten.”

			“Yeah, I know.” Jennifer fired up her pipe again. “So instead we have Father. The Duke…well, at least his way would be painless. Peaceful, even.”

			Carolyn made a sour face, then smiled. “Had a rough couple of weeks with David, did you?”

			“No, that isn’t—” Jennifer said. “Well, maybe. It actually was a pretty goddamn rough couple of weeks, now that you mention it. And where have you been, anyway? I could have used your help.”

			Carolyn patted her shoulder. “I’m sorry. Here, give me that.” Jennifer passed the pipe. She took a small puff.

			“Still, though,” Jennifer said. “Doesn’t it ever get to you? Serious question.”

			“What?”

			Jennifer waved her arm, a gesture that took in the grave, Garrison Oaks, the bull. “All of it.”

			Carolyn thought about it for a minute. “No. Not really. Not anymore.” She looked at Jennifer’s hair and picked a maggot out. It squirmed on the end of her finger. “It used to, but I adjusted.” She crushed the maggot. “You can adjust to almost anything.”

			“You can, maybe.” She took the pipe back. “I sometimes think the two of us are the only ones who are still sane.”

			It crossed Carolyn’s mind to pat Jennifer’s shoulder or hug her or something, but she decided against it. The conversation was already more touchy-feely than she was really comfortable with. Instead, by way of changing the subject, she nodded in the direction of the grave. “How long will it be before…?”

			“I’m not sure,” Jennifer said. “Probably a while. She’s never been down this long before.” She grimaced and spat again. “Blech.”

			“Here,” Carolyn said. “I brought you something.” She rummaged in her plastic shopping bag and pulled out a half-empty bottle of Listerine.

			Jennifer took the bottle. “What is it?”

			“Put some in your mouth and swish it around. Don’t swallow it. After a few seconds spit it out.”

			Jennifer looked at it, dubious, trying to decide if she were being made fun of.

			“Trust me,” Carolyn said.

			Jennifer hesitated for a moment, then took a sip. Her eyes went wide.

			“Swish it around,” Carolyn said and demonstrated by puffing out first her left cheek, then her right. Jennifer mimicked her. “Now, spit it out.” Jennifer did. “Better?”

			“Wow!” Jennifer said. “That’s—” She looked over her shoulder at David. He wasn’t looking, but she lowered her voice anyway. “That’s amazing. It usually takes me hours to get the taste out of my mouth!”

			“I know,” Carolyn said. “It’s an American thing. It’s called mouthwash.”

			Jennifer ran her fingers over the label for a moment, an expression of childlike wonder on her face. Then, with obvious reluctance, she held the bottle out to Carolyn.

			“No,” Carolyn said. “Keep it. I got it for you.”

			Jennifer didn’t say anything, but she smiled.

			“Are you done?”

			Jennifer nodded. “I think so. Margaret is set, at any rate. She’s heard the call.” She raised her voice. “David? Will there be anything else?”

			David’s back was to them. He was standing at the edge of the bluff, looking across Highway 78 to the entrance to Garrison Oaks. He waved his hand distractedly.

			Jennifer shrugged. “I guess that means I’m done.” She turned to Carolyn. “So, what do you think?”

			“I’m not sure,” Carolyn said. “If Father is out among the Americans, I can’t find him. Have you learned anything?”

			“Michael says he’s not among the beasts, living or dead.”

			“And the others?”

			Jennifer shrugged. “So far it’s just us three. They’ll be along presently.” She stretched out on the grass and rested her head on Carolyn’s lap. “Thank you for the—what did you call it?”

			“Listerine.”

			“Lis-ter-ine,” Jennifer said. “Thank you.” She closed her eyes.

			All that afternoon the other librarians filtered in, singly and in pairs. Some carried burdens. Alicia held the black candle, still burning as it had in the golden ruin at the end of time. Rachel and her phantom children whispered among themselves of the futures that would never be. The twins, Peter and Richard, watched intently as the librarians filled out the twelve points of the abbreviated circle, studying some deep order that everyone else was blind to. The sweat on their ebony skin glistened in the firelight.

			Finally, just before sunset, Margaret stretched a pale, trembling hand up into the light.

			“She’s back,” Jennifer said to no one in particular.

			David walked over to the grave, smiling. He reached down and took Margaret’s hand. With his help she rose on shaky legs, dirt raining down around her. David lifted her out of the grave. “Hello, my love!”

			She stood before him, no taller than his chest, and tilted her head back, smiling. David dusted off the worst of the dirt, then lifted her by the hips and kissed her, long and deep. Her small feet dangled limp six inches over the black earth. It occurred to Carolyn that she could not think what color garment Margaret had been buried in. It might have been ash-gray, or the bleached-out-flesh tones of a child’s doll left too long in the sun. Whatever color it actually was, it had blended well against Margaret herself. She is barely here anymore. All that’s really left of her is the smell.

			Margaret wobbled for a moment, then sat down in the pile of soft earth next to the grave. David tipped her a wink and ran his tongue along his teeth. Margaret giggled. Jennifer gagged again.

			David squatted down next to Margaret and ruffled her dusty black hair. “Well?” he called out to Richard and Peter and the rest, “What are you waiting for? Everyone’s here now. Take your places.”

			They were gathered into a rough circle. Carolyn watched David. He eyed the bull, uneasy, and in the end stood so that his back was to it. Even now, he doesn’t like looking at it. Not that she blamed him.

			“Very well,” he said. “You have all had your month. Who has answers for me?”

			No one spoke.

			“Margaret? Where is Father?”

			“I do not know,” she said. “He is not in the forgotten lands. He does not wander the outer darkness.”

			“So, he’s not dead, then.”

			“Perhaps not.”

			“Perhaps? What does that mean?”

			Margaret was silent for a long moment. “If he died in the Library, it would be different.”

			“Different how? He wouldn’t go to the forgotten lands?”

			“No.”

			“What, then?”

			Margaret looked shifty. “I shouldn’t say.”

			David rubbed his temples. “Look, I’m not asking you to talk about your catalog, but…he’s been gone a long time. We have to consider all possibilities. Just in general terms, what would happen if he had died inside the Library? Would he—”

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Carolyn said, not quite shouting. Her face was red. “Father can’t be dead—not in the Library, and not anywhere bloody else!” The others muttered agreement. “He’s…he’s Father.”

			David’s face clouded, but he let it go. “Margaret? What do you think?”

			Margaret shrugged, not really interested. “Carolyn is probably right.”

			“Mmm.” He didn’t seem convinced. “Rachel? Where is Father?”

			“We do not know,” she said, spreading her hands out to indicate the silent ranks of ghost children arrayed behind her. “He is in no possible future that we can see.”

			“Alicia? What about the actual future? Is he there?”

			“No.” She ran her fingers through her dirty-blond hair, nervous. “I checked all the way to the heat death of normal space. Nothing.”

			“He’s not in any futures and he’s not dead. How is that possible?”

			Alicia and Rachel looked at each other and shrugged. “It is indeed a riddle,” Rachel said. “I cannot account for it.”

			“That’s not much of an answer.”

			“Perhaps you ask the wrong questions.”

			“Do I?” David walked over to her, grinning dangerously, jaw muscles jumping. “Do I really?”

			Rachel went pale. “I didn’t mean—”

			David let her grovel for a moment, then touched a finger to her lips. “Later.” She sank to the ground, trembling visibly in the moonlight.

			“Peter, you’re meant to be good with all that abstract crap. Figures and so forth. What do you think?”

			Peter hesitated. “There are aspects of Father’s work that I was never allowed to see—”

			“Father kept things from all of us. Answer my question.”

			“When he disappeared he was working on something called regression completeness,” Peter said. “It’s the notion that the universe is structured in such a way that no matter how many mysteries you solve, there is always a deeper mystery behind it. Father seemed very—”

			“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Do you know where Father is or don’t you?”

			“Not exactly, but if you follow that line of thinking, it might explain—”

			“Never mind.”

			“But—”

			“Stop talking. Carolyn, get with Peter later and translate whatever he says into something normal people can understand.”

			“Of course,” she said.

			“Michael, what about the Far Hill? Was there any sign there?”

			The Far Hill was the heaven of the Forest God, where all the clever little beasts went when they died—something like that, at any rate. Carolyn hadn’t been aware that it was real. For that matter, she hadn’t been certain that the Forest God was real until just now.

			“No. Not there.” His speech was better now.

			“And the Forest God? Is he—”

			“The Forest God is sleeping. He has massed no armies against us. Among his pack there were the usual intrigues, but nothing that concerns us directly. I see no reason to think—”

			“Think? You? That’s almost funny.” He turned away. “Emily, what about—”

			“There’s something else,” Michael said. “We are to have a visitor.”

			David glared at him. “A visitor? Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

			“You hit me in the mouth,” Michael said. “You told me to be quiet.”

			David’s jaw muscles jumped again. “Now I’m telling you to not be quiet,” he said. “Who is coming?”

			“Nobununga.”

			“What? Here?”

			“He is concerned for Father’s safety,” Michael said. “He wishes to investigate.”

			“Oh fuck,” said Carolyn. This was startled out of her—she hadn’t expected Nobununga quite so soon. But she had the presence of mind to speak softly, and in English. No one noticed.

			“When will he arrive?”

			Michael’s brow furrowed. “He…he will arrive, um…when he gets here?”

			David gritted his teeth. “Do we have any idea when that might be?”

			“It will be later.”

			“Like, when, exactly?” His hand curled into a fist.

			“He doesn’t understand, David,” Jennifer said softly. “He doesn’t see time the way people do. Not anymore. Hitting him won’t change that.”

			Michael, panicky now, flitted his eyes from Jennifer to David. “The mice have seen him! He approaches!”

			David unclenched his fist. He rubbed his temples. “Never mind,” he said. “It doesn’t matter. He’s even right. Nobununga will arrive when he arrives. All we can do is make him welcome. Peter, Richard—collect the totems.” The twins bounced up, scrambling to obey.

			“Carolyn—I need you to go back into America. We need an innocent heart. We will offer it to Nobununga when he arrives. Do you think you can handle that?”

			“An innocent heart? In America?” She hesitated. “Possibly.”

			Misunderstanding, he said, “It’s easy. Just cut through the ribs.” He scissored his fingers through the air. “Like so. If you can’t get it out yourself, send for me.”

			“Yes, David.”

			“That will be all for tonight. Carolyn, you can go whenever you’re ready. The rest of you stay close.” He glanced at the bull, uneasy. “Richard, Peter, be quick about it. I want to, um, get back to Mrs. McGillicutty’s,” he said, winking at Margaret. “Dinner will be ready soon.”

			Rachel sat down on the ground. Her children crowded around her. In a moment she was entirely hidden behind them. Carolyn wanted to speak with Michael, but he and his cougars had faded into the woods. Jennifer unrolled her sleeping skins and lay back on them with a groan. Margaret drifted into orbit around David.

			David rummaged around in his knapsack for a moment. “Here you go, Margaret,” he said. “I brought you a gift.” He pulled out the severed head of an old man, hoisting him by his long, wispy beard. He swung the head back and forth a couple of times, then tossed it to her.

			Margaret caught it with both hands, grunting a bit at the weight. She grinned, delighted. Her teeth were black. “Thank you.”

			David sat down beside her and brushed the hair out of her eyes. “How long will it be?” he called over his shoulder.

			“An hour,” Richard said, running his fingers through the bowl of totems—Michael’s hair of the Forest God, the black candle, the scrap of Carolyn’s dress, stiff with blood, a drop of wax from the black candle. These would be used as nodes of an n-dimensional tracking tool that they were quite sure—well…fairly sure, at least—would point them toward Father. Well…probably. Carolyn had her doubts.

			“No more than that,” Peter agreed.

			Margaret took the head into her lap and began fussing over it—caressing its cheeks, cooing at it, smoothing its bushy eyebrows. After a moment of her attentions the dead man’s eyelids fluttered, then opened.

			“Blue eyes!” Margaret exclaimed. “Oh, David, thank you!”

			David shrugged.

			Carolyn snuck a peek. Perhaps the man’s eyes had been blue once, but now mostly what they were was sunken and filmed over. But she recognized him. He had been a minor courtier in one of Father’s cabinets and, once, the prime minister of Japan. Normally such a man would be protected. David must be feeling bold. The head blinked again and fastened his eyes upon Margaret. His tongue stirred and his lips began to move, though of course without lungs he could make no sound.

			“What is he saying?” David asked. After six weeks of banishment, most of them had picked up at least a smattering of American, but Carolyn was the only one who spoke Japanese.

			Carolyn leaned in close, her nose wrinkling at the smell. She tilted her head and touched the man’s cheeks. “Moo ichido itte kudasai, Yamada-san.” The dead man tried again, pleading to her with sightless eyes.

			Carolyn sat back and arranged her hands in her lap demurely, left over right, in such a way that the palm of each hand concealed the fingers of the other from view. Her expression was peaceful, even pleasant. She knew that Emily could read her thoughts easily. David, too, could sense thoughts, at least the basic flavor. He knew when someone bore him ill will. In battle he could peer into the minds of his enemies and see their strategies, see the weapons that might be raised against him. Carolyn suspected that he might be able to look deeper if there were a need. But it didn’t matter. If Emily or David chose to look into Carolyn’s thoughts, they would find only the desire to help.

			Of course, genuine emotion is the very essence of self. It cannot ever be unfelt, cannot be ignored, cannot even be rechanneled for very long.

			But with practice and care, it may be hidden.

			“He is asking about Chieko and Kiko-chan,” Carolyn said. “I think they are his daughters. He wants to know if they are safe.”

			“Ah,” David said. “Tell him I gutted them for the practice. Their mother as well.”

			“Is it true?”

			David shrugged.

			“Sorera wa anzen desu, Yamada-san. Ima yasumu desu nee,” Carolyn said, telling him that they were safe, telling him that he could rest now. The dead man allowed his eyes to droop. A single tear trembled on the edge of his left eyelid. Margaret studied it with bright, greedy eyes. When it broke free and ran down Yamada’s cheek she dipped her head, birdlike, and licked it up with a single deft flick of her tongue.

			The dead man puffed his cheeks and blew them out, the softest, saddest sound Carolyn had ever heard. David and Margaret laughed together.

			Carolyn’s smile was just the right amount of forced. Perhaps she was overcome with pity for the poor man? Or maybe it was the smell. Again, anyone who bothered to peek in on her thoughts would find only concern for Father and a sincere—if slightly nervous—desire to please David. But her fingertips trembled with the memory of faint, fading vibrations carried down the shaft of a brass spear, and in her heart the hate of them blazed like a black sun.
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