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Fen woke to the sight of boots. The boots were well worn, the tops wrapped with braided leather cord in a rather pretty fashion. The cords were tight, probably to help keep the boot’s owner warm in the chilly damp. The owner of the boots had pants for that as well, made of roughly spun wool dyed a dark color, likely much more suited to the woods than Fen’s pants of finely spun but thin wool, which had snagged and torn sometime during the night, leaving one of Fen’s knees bare to the cold. 

He shivered reflexively, although he didn’t think he’d stopped shivering even after he must have fallen asleep. Foolish of him. He’d only meant to rest for a few moments beneath the limited shelter of a thorny bush, then continue on, putting as much distance between himself and the road as he could before dawn, when he’d be more easily spotted. 

It was dawn now, or close to it. And he had been spotted; another pair of boots appeared when he turned his head. 

Fen flinched, then controlled himself before he made any other noticeable movements. He looked up as best as he could and saw three people regarding him curiously in the faint light, one standing behind the first two. Fear made his heart race but panic could not leave him any colder than he already was. He held still, trying to quiet his loud, frightened breathing before he scooted out from beneath the thorns. His short cloak caught, yanking his hood down but he left it, only reaching back to free himself as he sat up. 

The figures moved to allow that, but not much. All of them were dressed in brown or black, maybe green, perfect for hiding among the closely packed trees. Fen would have assumed they were bandits, but he thought he was on the edge of the vast territory of the Acana, and The Acana was famously unforgiving to bandits and anyone he deemed trespassers. Surely no bandits would dare. And he was far from the road. At least, Fen hoped he was. 

He didn’t immediately recognize any of the three, which meant if they were guards or warriors, they were not The Acana’s. Though even the warriors of the Geon would have worn some kind of armor, surely. Fen didn’t understand how such things were decided, but if he were fighting for a noble family, he would want some sort of protection. These three, if they wore any, kept it hidden beneath layers of wool that Fen envied the longer he considered them. They looked so very warm. 

The one behind the others was a tall, broad-shouldered woman with hair concealed by her hood and one hand tucked into her belt next to the hilt of her sword. Fen couldn’t make out details of the hilt to tell if it was the sort of weapon provided by a noble for a guard. 

The other two were carrying swords as well, one of them wearing an additional knife, the other with a bow across his back. The one with the bow was the shortest of the group, and might stand lower than even Fen, but had eyes of unnerving brightness despite his frown. The largest of the group, taller and broader than the woman, had his hood down, revealing hair of some dark shade. A few small braids led up to a twisted knot that kept his hair from his face. The style possibly matched the braiding on his boots. His short beard was the same color as the rest of his hair. His eyes were not bright, and when Fen made the mistake of meeting them, he saw no expression he knew how to read. 

Fen quickly lowered his gaze to the ground and kept it there. 

One of the strangers made a startled noise that Fen might have found amusing at any other time. Mostly, if they weren’t going to bother him, he needed to appease them and then slip away. He’d already lost time. 

“You aren’t going to stand?” someone asked in an oddly soft voice. 

Fen obediently moved to stand, swaying once on his feet. He grabbed the closest branches of the bush to stay upright and waited for his head to clear. 

“Or ask who we are?” asked someone with a deeper voice. “What we want? Anything?” 

Fen raised and dropped his shoulders in a careful shrug. “You’re not guards or warriors of the Acana, and we are not in lands belonging to anyone else unless I got turned around in the night.” Unfortunately possible, but Fen ignored that for now. “You might be bandits, but we’re not near the road... although if you were, you wouldn’t tell me so. At least, I don’t think you would, if you were sensible bandits. You’re dressed well for the woods, so I assume you’re sensible.” One of them made the strange sound again, a startled, quickly stifled exhalation. “If you’re not bandits, or Geon or Acana warriors, then you must be...” 

He shut up moments too late. If they were not warriors who were supposed to be here, then they were warriors who were not supposed to be here. 

He would never have spoken so much and so recklessly if he hadn’t been exhausted from running through the night. But the guards escorting him had taken forever to consume all the wine Fen had covertly paid the innkeeper to keep giving them, and had fallen asleep at the common table later than he’d expected, so he’d had more ground to cover in less time. Even now, those guards might be waking up with sore heads and the dawning horror of what The Acana might do once Fen’s absence was discovered. 

He dared another furtive look up. 

Either some noble family had decided to attack an Earl as powerful as The Acana—foolish but not unheard of—or... or the stories were correct and the Wild Dog had come to collect the head of another Earl. 

Of course, the Wild Dog had not actually taken any Earl’s head, only their lands and much of their dignity. But it was just a matter of time until he did. The Earls and other nobles were not going to let him go unchallenged much longer, and one would stand and face him instead of running, and somehow, Fen did not think an Earl, no matter how warlike or experienced, would be victorious in that encounter. 

It was the stories about the Wild Dog that made Fen think it. The stories could not all possibly be true, but enough of them must be, because the Earls were worried. Even The Acana himself had been prodded into action. 

“What are you doing out here, flower?” asked the shorter one, the one with the deep voice. His accent was not from any of the lands near the Acana, nor from any part of the lands north or west unless it was from a place Fen was unfamiliar with. Although Fen had never traveled beyond Acana lands and couldn’t say for sure. 

He stared down at his hands in confusion at the pet name more than at the man’s accent, then remembered the hint of the design in the hem of his tunic, visible where his cloak opened—tiny bluebells. 

“I’m a weaver,” Fen lied without lying. “And I’ve left the household of The Acana in order to work for the Lylanth.” He let his voice be like honey and hoped it did not matter that his clothing was torn and he was undoubtedly dirty, or that his short hair had fallen into his face. “If you please, am I headed in the right direction?” 

“The road is back that way,” said the woman, waving in the direction she meant. She did not indicate that Fen should hurry away. Neither did the other two. The shorter one turned to exchange a look with her. The largest one kept his gaze on Fen. 

“However,” the shorter one began, turning back around, “there is likely fighting that way, flower.” 

“There is always fighting,” Fen responded, thinking that he had never spoken so recklessly in his life and blaming it on his long night, and then on his stomach when it gurgled to remind him that he had not eaten since yesterday morning. 

The quietly startled noise came from the largest one. Although this time, it sounded more like a small laugh than anything doubtful or mean. The man’s eyes had to be a darker color than Fen’s gentle brown, too dark for Fen to determine it in quick glances in dim light. 

“That’s true enough,” said the shorter man. “But that still means it’s no place for you.” 

Fen raised his head, although he kept his gaze on the largest man’s shoulder. He thought he saw the outline of armor beneath the wool. 

“No offense meant, flower. Anyone who knew fighting would have tried to reach for a weapon by now,” the woman observed, but gently, as if she could read Fen’s thoughts. 

Fen had in fact forgotten the practical knife at his belt. But she was right; he wouldn’t have known how to use it in any sort of combat. 

“You could have killed me as I slept,” he murmured, as soft as everyone knew he was. “So why should I have bothered? It is not a skill for me, as many have said. And there are others besides warriors and guards. They should have value too.” That was probably too much. He stilled, waiting, but no sneered remark followed. 

The largest one said, warm as butter, “So much value that I do not believe a skilled weaver hired into the service of the Lylanth would be permitted to wander through the woods alone, without even food to keep their strength up for the weeks of travel on foot, or a dog to help deter the bears and wolves.” He paused when Fen’s gaze met his. “Big cats live in the higher foothills and the mountains. Dangers exist outside the walls of The Acana’s household. Did you forget those? Or have you never encountered them?” 

He moved fast, reaching for Fen and pulling him away from the bush and the illusion of protection. Fen stumbled forward without even a thought to struggle. He stared down at the strong hand encircling his wrist in stunned silence. The man could have broken the bones in Fen’s wrist with little effort. Struggling would have been useless and probably only injured him, but Fen was still mostly because that hand was the warmest thing in the entire forest.

The man turned Fen’s hand so the palm was up and pushed Fen’s sleeve out of the way. “Not the forearms of a regular weaver. Not the hands of a servant,” the man declared thoughtfully. When Fen darted a glance up to the man’s face, the man seemed to be expecting it. He raised his eyebrows. “Fine embroidery on his tunic. Simple but well-made clasp on his cloak—which is too small and light to be meant for hard travel. Quiet, courtly words.” He pressed his thumb into Fen’s wrist, his hold firm but not painful. Fen glanced up again. The dark eyes had not left him. “This is the cub of an Earl.” 

Fen belatedly tried to pull away. The man did not let go. 

“Shit,” the woman said succinctly, but Fen didn’t take his attention from the one holding him to look at her. 

“Could be a child of a lesser noble,” the shorter one added without much conviction. 

“Yet not trained to fight?” The large man phrased it as a question but Fen gave him no answer. “Not even in times when so many of them shove their cubs into armor and send them off to bleed and kill and possibly die for them?” 

“Especially with the Wild Dog near their walls,” the shorter one commented. Fen thought that man was also staring at him but Fen left his gaze on the largest one for another moment before dropping it to their hands. 

He wondered if the man could feel how hard Fen’s blood pumped at those words: the Wild Dog near their walls. Fen was in the hands of the Wild Dog’s people. He must be. And they would not be kind to an Earl’s child, not even a harmless one like Fen. The Dog hated the Earls. Although, even about to die, and perhaps painfully, Fen could not blame him for that. 

Of the stories, the one repeated most, the one with the most details unchanged, was that the Wild Dog came from the lands of a smaller noble house. He might have been a member of that family, though The Acana insisted he could not be. Whichever it was, the Wild Dog had taken control of that family’s lands and then captured the holding of the nearest Earl. That Earl, as so many did, had probably ruled even the supposedly independent lands around them, overriding the lesser noble families whenever they wished. In order to take one land, the Dog would have had to take them both. That was how Fen saw it. The Earls and other nobles did not share his views. 

With an Earl’s entire domain now under his control, the Wild Dog might have settled there, defending his territory from anyone who challenged it, crushing the lesser nobles who lived in his shadow as the last Earl had done. Instead, he left that Earl to live, humiliated, alone, with no source of money or protection, in the holding he had chosen for his retreat, surrounded him with guards who—some whispered—came from the lands that Earl had tried to dominate, and then turned to face the attack from a neighboring Earl who must have thought she would crush the upstart and claim a wider swath of territory for herself at the same time. 

Fen didn’t know exactly how the battle, or series of battles, had gone, because those songs were forbidden in The Acana’s court. But servants and merchants talked, and Fen knew that Earl had eventually retreated, missing a chunk of her land and possibly a chunk of her leg as well. 

But she’d kept her head. So far, both Earls had. That might not have been the Wild Dog’s intent, which was why Fen didn’t imagine he was completely safe. But perhaps he might not be killed. It depended on the Dog’s motives and goals. 

The Acana had not wanted to dwell on those things and would have cuffed Fen if he’d known Fen had. The Acana insisted the Dog’s victories were a matter of luck or surprise. Fen thought such a distinction didn’t matter to the Earl now without his land, or to the warriors without their lives, but he had kept that to himself too. 

Despite the name the Earls had given him, the Wild Dog did not act wild with rage or madness. He acted like a man of reason, even if his actions were sometimes violent. 

There had been many battles since then, most of them small, many of them taking nobles by surprise. Some not even committed by the Wild Dog but by ambitious nobles trying to take advantage of the confusion and fear spreading from territory to territory, family to family. 

“None of that explains what an Earl’s cub is doing out here alone, Race,” the largest one commented, as if the shorter one, Race, had said something while Fen had been lost to his panic. 

The three of them went silent. Fen swallowed, met those dark eyes for one beat of his heart and no longer, then kept his gaze on the hand on his wrist. There was dirt beneath the nails. The palm and fingertips were much rougher than Fen’s. Sword calluses, Fen imagined. 

“The Geon is not old enough to have a son who is of age. But the Old Horror of the Acana certainly is. He has plenty.” A thumb swept over Fen’s skin, a confusing, odd sensation that did not calm Fen’s racing heart. “He has so many from all his alliances and marriages that he might trade some away if he were starting to worry.” 

Fen would not raise his eyes. He couldn’t. 

“Nobles do that,” Race remarked, “send their children back and forth for alliances. Didn’t they say something in the last village?” 

“They did,” the woman confirmed. “They were upset The Geon would possibly barter their safety in an alliance to help The Acana.” 

The Wild Dog would go after the Acana before the Geon, The Acana had been convinced of it. It was the Earls the Dog hated. Lesser nobles might be left alone entirely unless they chose—or were forced—to help the Earls. 

“The Geon might save himself by doing nothing... or anger his more powerful neighbor.” The man holding Fen exhaled heavily. “So why not send a child of his to help the negotiations and encourage generosity? Help defend the Earl from the Wild Dog, or demand another ally if the Old Horror chooses to strike out with ambitions of his own?” 

“Shitting shit.” The woman expanded upon her earlier sentiment. Fen looked up without thinking. She was scowling. “Scared Earls are liable to do anything.” 

“Yes.” The largest one didn’t seem nearly as alarmed. “Like commit to an alliance with a noble he could conquer if he felt like it. The Geon is a dullard but he’s smart enough to know he can wait this out and see if The Acana is destroyed without lifting a finger himself. An alliance doesn’t promise anything.” 

“Promises can be extracted. The Earl’s child might be very clever or charming,” Race said quietly. “But I believe the story was that the son was exceptionally lovely, a gift from his mother’s line.” 

Fen did not move. 

“The Geon commissioned a song from a bard about it apparently, after one visit to The Acana’s holding a year ago,” Race carried on, still quietly, as if these words were for the leader of their small group and yet he had to be aware that Fen could hear. “Deep eyes to fall into. Hair that silk could not compare to. A mouth suited to dreams, that sort of thing. Graceful hands, now that I think on it.” 

Fen was tired, shaky, with dirt on his face and scrapes along his skin. He might have leaves in his hair. Unlike the three before him, and the large one in particular with his braided hair, he should not have looked well after a night spent outside, much less lovely. 

“So the Old Horror sent him to The Geon,” his captor observed without surprise. “With no escort? Even if The Acana didn’t care, he’d send an escort to protect his bargaining piece.” It held a question without sounding like one. 

“I slipped away,” Fen answered, not wanting incur any anger. “I did not find the alliance suitable.” 

Race seemed shocked. “You were forced into it? I don’t understand.” 

“Not forced,” Fen corrected quickly, looking up when the hand around his wrist relaxed slightly. “Encouraged to go, and to use any means necessary to promote the interests of The Acana while a guest in The Geon’s holding. Which I could have done,” he added, darting another look up to see if the dark eyes had left him. They had not. “If I felt it was worth it, I might have done.” 

His voice was nearly level, as it might have been in The Acana’s court as he lied to his father’s face. 

“Could have,” his captor echoed. “Any means.” He might not think Fen’s loveliness was enough to achieve such a thing. With him, perhaps not. But with The Geon... everyone seemed to think so. Fen’s captor made a noise of disgust. “The Earls expect even that from their children now? Or do I misunderstand what they mean by alliance? Nobles don’t use words like they should.” 

Fen released a breath. “That’s intentional,” he murmured, looking up and doing his best to hold the man’s gaze. “Another way to ensure they get what they want.” 

“Fuck,” the man growled, the one word filled with something that made Fen shiver, which then made the man’s hand tighten on him. 

“Lan.” The woman used a warning tone as though she understood something Fen didn’t. “We were not here for this. You have enough fronts as it is.” 

“I’m aware,” the one she’d called Lan agreed. As if only now remembering he held Fen, he abruptly dropped his hand. Fen didn’t move. He wasn’t sure he was supposed to. 

“Flower, do you only do what you’re commanded to do?” Race asked Fen in a surprisingly gentle tone. 

“Fuck,” Lan growled again, definitely angry, then turned to stare silently at the woman. 

“You weren’t even supposed to be with us,” she told him without sympathy. “This is what your worrying gets you.” 

“I needed to stretch my legs,” Lan insisted. “I think better when doing something.” 

“Do you need to walk now, then?” the woman snapped back smartly as no one in The Acana’s court would have when addressing The Acana. An odd comparison, but Lan did seem to be the one the others deferred to, even if the woman was obliquely telling Lan he needed to do some more thinking. 

Fen belatedly realized they were discussing what to do with him. These three used words in their own way, not like the Earls, but with things unsaid that the others all nonetheless understood. Fen would have to pay attention to the spaces between their words as well as their words themselves. 

“He slipped away,” Lan said, and without doing anything, the other two gave the impression of snapping their mouths shut and going silent. 

For a moment, Fen could not breathe. Then he made himself take in air before reaching out to brush his fingertips over Lan’s sleeve to get his attention. Whatever else their argument was about, that remark had been meant to defend Fen. 

“I would make a good captive,” Fen suggested, all honey, his face hot despite the cold. Three pairs of eyes fixed on him, all of them wide, perhaps with disbelief. But, the words out, Fen was calm. He lowered his hands to his sides. “A hostage,” he added, “if you need a wedge for leverage in a negotiation in the future.” Not much of a wedge, it was true. The Acana did not care about Fen personally, only the idea of a child of his taken and in a way where other nobles might hear. 

Race’s frown changed into a delighted grin. The woman was thoughtful. 

Lan, the one who mattered most, recovered quickly from his surprise. He cocked his head to one side as he stared down at Fen. “A captive? You offer no alliance to me?” 

Fen, trying to determine the tone of Lan’s last question, didn’t follow its meaning immediately. The moment he did, he fell back, thorns pushing against his shoulders and keeping him from fleeing altogether. If he had slept safe in his own bed, he would never have been so careless. 

These were not the people of the Wild Dog. These were the people of the Wild Dog and the Wild Dog himself. 

Race’s grin seemed too sharp. The woman too still. 

The Wild Dog’s gaze was steady on Fen, waiting. 

He could afford to wait. He might not be an Earl, but the power here was his. 

Fen considered him as he had not dared before, darting more than one glance to his hair, starting to show brown as the sun kept rising, but maybe also holding hints of red. His skin was paler than Fen’s, who had the amber warmth of his mother’s family. The beard was short, not like the longer, chest-length beards worn by the Rossick and some of the Issick who lived in places of extreme cold. His features were as thick as the rest of him, broad brow, broad nose, solid jaw. He had no decorations outside of the tiny plaits in his hair and the braided cords around his boots. The clasp for his cloak looked like serviceable carved wood. Fen dropped his attention to the sword, then dragged it back up to the Dog’s watchful eyes. 

A wild animal did not have eyes like that. 

Fen made himself resume his place directly of the Wild Dog, although he let his gaze fall again. Of all the fates the fae might have given him, he was here, and it was kinder than returning home might have been, no matter how it ended. 

“It’s the same thing,” Fen softly explained to the Wild Dog himself. “Or near enough to it. That’s part of the point of sending a member of one family to stay with—and be surrounded by—another family. It’s a gesture of trust because it’s a potential threat. But it’s also a chance to see new things, share experiences, and to help one another.” 

“To influence one another,” the Dog corrected, voice hard. 

Fen shrugged. He was surprised his heart was no longer racing, but supposed that death by bear, death by The Acana, or an uneasy alliance with The Geon were all more terrifying than this man. That, or Fen was too tired to think rationally. 

“I didn’t know who you were when I offered to be your captive,” he admitted. “But I wouldn’t have thought the Wild Dog would be interested in an alliance of any kind. Not with an Earl’s son. A captive might suit your needs more. But if an alliance is what you desire...” 

The Wild Dog did not let him finish. “I am not an Earl.” 

Fen hesitated, took a breath, then began again. “You are not.” The Wild Dog was not even a lesser noble like The Geon. They all understood that Fen shouldn’t have offered him anything. “You’re on your way to it, though, are you not? That’s why you scare them.” He wondered if the others were breathing. He couldn’t hear them or anything else, not even birdsong. Only his heart. 

The Wild Dog’s chest moved. He breathed too, and listened, and said nothing. 

Fen entered the silence carefully, bowing his head as he would have with The Acana. “If you should accept me, I won’t influence you for The Acana or any others in the family. Although, in all honesty, I am fond of my mother and wouldn’t like to see her harmed. She’s of the Bal,” he added meekly, not sure if the Wild Dog would know of all the lesser noble families, or care to. “For her, I might speak if I can.” 

“I’m a safer choice than The Geon who admires you?” 

Fen didn’t know what to make of that question. “From the stories of you... from what I can believe of the stories of you, you are determined and stubborn.” Relentless, he would have said, but didn’t know if the Wild Dog would take it as an insult. “You have humiliated two Earls so far.” 

“So far,” the woman echoed, worried or amused or both. Fen didn’t look at her. 

“You might be out for revenge, or justice. Maybe you like tormenting Earls; I couldn’t say at this time.” Fen had perfected mild, smooth tones years ago and they had saved him from The Acana’s temper more than once. “My family thought of one use for me alive, but they would happily use my death as an excuse to confront you. The other nobles as well. There is a song about me.” He had been forced to sit through it a number of times. “They’ll make another, undoubtedly exaggerating my beauty even more than they’ve done already. They’ll use that to justify any depths of cruelty they might sink to in capturing you and being rid of you.” 

“Calm about it, aren’t you?” Race asked idly. Fen didn’t look at him either. 

“Allied with you, I might persuade more noble families to reason with you instead. To trade and to... to send other alliances your way, of whatever kind you might want.” Fen nearly frowned, although it was logical that at least a few would take the chance if the Dog settled, ending his rampage to reinforce the holdings in his position. 

The Wild Dog said nothing. The woman at his back scoffed. “Do you mean marriage? No noble is going to link their hand with his.” 

At the question, Fen turned to the woman at last. “Once he is established, if that’s what he wants to do, yes, they will. Although whether or not he also wants that will depend on the alliances—which they will offer if he keeps what he has taken. I can help with that. Not the taking of things.” Fen nearly blushed. “You can see I’m no warrior. But the rest; I know how nobles speak to one another and who has the most to offer.” 

“What if that’s not what I’m after?” The Wild Dog finally spoke again. “What if I’m not out to make myself an Earl?” 

Fen’s heart caught in his throat, but he swallowed and made his voice stay even. “Then I don’t know what else I could offer you. I’m not charming, and am clever only for silly things. I think too much. That song is... I don’t like that song.” 

“Why the Lylanth?” the Wild Dog wondered, uninterested with songs about Fen’s face and probably Fen’s face itself. “Why not go to the Bal?” 

“The Bal ultimately answer to The Acana, though they pretend otherwise. The Lylanth are too far away to be in his shadow.” Fen had been trying not to think of exactly how far away when he’d started running. “My cousin is there and might have aided me.” 

“The higher nobles are all points on the same web,” the woman sighed. “Yet fight each other anyway.” 

“Yes,” the Wild Dog agreed, staring hard at Fen. “One more reason we can’t leave him here.” 

There was another sigh. 

Fen startled, blinking before studying each of them in turn, not sure when they had decided that. But they must have, because the other two did not argue, and Race produced a small length of thin rope. He stepped closer and had Fen’s knife in less than a moment, which he then used to cut the string on the small pouch also hanging from Fen’s belt. 

“A few coins and one hunk of bread,” he said in disbelief after examining the contents. “Were you going to eat coins, flower?” 

“I’m sure the flower has a name,” the woman pointed out, already slipping away. She made almost no noise as she moved. 

Fen’s name was mentioned more than once in the song The Geon loved so much, so Race, at least, must already know it. Nonetheless, Fen opened his mouth to respond as the woman had implicitly requested, only to shut it and swallow hard as the Wild Dog took both of his hands and held them between them, tugging Fen even closer to him. He shoved Fen’s sleeves out of the way, then looped the rope around each of his wrists before knotting it to leave Fen’s hands trapped together, the rest of the rope dangling free. 

The warm impression his touch left behind made Fen look up. 

“Race,” the Wild Dog commanded, then took the strip of cloth Race handed him. His eyes were slightly wide as he returned Fen’s stare, although he couldn’t possibly be startled like Fen. “Turn around, Earl’s cub.” 

Fen turned around. 

“What has blessed, terrible fate done now?” Race swore, far away from Fen and the Wild Dog. 

The Wild Dog’s breath stirred Fen’s hair, then Fen’s world went dark, the cloth settled over eyes before the Wild Dog knotted the ends to hold it in place. The knot didn’t catch in Fen’s hair. The cloth covered part of his ears, making his heartbeat louder and the noises of the forest softer. 

“You should fight for yourself.” Fen was told, whispered to, by the man that every Earl in the North was afraid of. 

Fen shivered and angled his head to track the man’s voice. “Why? It has never done me any good.” But he had not anticipated a blindfold and wondered if he should have objected instead of allowing it. “Are you going to kill me like this, with my eyes hidden? I didn’t expect that of you.” 

The Wild Dog chose to whisper again. “Your graceful hands are trembling. Give them to me.” 

Fen held up his bound hands, the rope shifting roughly against his skin. The Wild Dog did not shock him with another touch. He pulled firmly on the dangling length of rope, leaving Fen no choice but to follow. Surprisingly, he didn’t stumble, his feet carrying him forward while his mind reeled. 

Fen made it several steps before he realized that the trio were taking him deeper into the woods with them, although they had not given all their reasons for doing so. He had encountered the Wild Dog himself and was not dead. For the moment at least, Fen seemed to be safe. He was also in more danger than he might even have been if forced to stand in front of The Acana after having run away. 

Perhaps that was why he continued to follow a step behind, obeying whenever told to stop or to step higher over some obstacle. Perhaps he was too worn and worried to consider if he ought to escape, or where he would go if he did, or if they would kill him then. Perhaps it was because the Wild Dog had defended him, which no one had ever done. 

It didn’t matter that the man didn’t care to know Fen’s name, or that he’d promised Fen nothing with his silences. The Wild Dog, called Lan by his friends, had given Fen that, and Fen would give him what little he had in return, in whatever time he had to do it. 

Just as soon as he could determine how. 
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Two
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They walked endlessly, or so it seemed to Fen. His legs had been shaky even before they’d started, though he was trying to ignore the problem since he didn’t know what would happen if his pace forced the others to slow down. 

The trio did not speak much, only occasionally breaking the silence to say things like, “I see no signs of him.” Or, “Don’t fret, Race. It’s not yet time for that.” And once, “If you hadn’t been here....” 

Fen didn’t know whom that had been directed to, but assumed their leader, and had to consider what the other two would have done if Lan had not been with them to argue, in his strange, silent way, in Fen’s favor. Possibly left Fen beneath that bush to sleep and eventually starve, or be eaten by animals, or captured by Acana guards. He couldn’t blame them for it. It was a smart decision for anyone to make, but especially people currently also hiding from those same guards. The Wild Dog was not an Earl and could expect no mercy from the Earls as they might grant to one of their own in his place. 

It had not been entirely wise for the Wild Dog to take Fen captive, no matter what Fen had argued. Nor had the decision been entirely foolish. Fen was not sure what kind of decision it was, and puzzled over it as his steps grew slower and clumsier, and his eyes fell shut behind his blindfold. 

He bumped into the body in front of him once, then again, and then again, snapping awake and apologizing quickly each time, and each time tugged along without comment. The fourth or fifth time, he nearly bit his tongue at how abruptly the Wild Dog stopped after Fen had bumbled his way down a small slope and fallen face-first into the man’s back. 

Race laughed, and Heni, which was the woman’s name, said, “We can’t slow if he’s still out there. So what do you plan to do?” 

Mere moments later, Fen was in the air and then slung over a solid, rough form that grunted at his weight. A large hand slid over his waist before clamping down, although Fen hadn’t even thought to wriggle. 

“That’s it, cub. Good boy. Hold still just like that,” the Wild Dog said, words Fen could feel through clothes and armor that pressed into soft places. 

Fen was suddenly hot. Even his fingertips seemed to sting with it. 

Then the Wild Dog grunted again and began to move. 

Face burning at the realization that he was being carried like a sack of apples, and then that it was the Wild Dog himself taking on this burden, Fen did not do much more than grasp at the wool beneath his fingers and sway with each step. 

His arms and head hung over the man’s shoulder although Fen was blindfolded and could not see the ground below. It was dizzying and Fen was still so hot. He opened his mouth but said nothing, which the others must have noticed, because after a while Race asked, “Are you alive and well, flower?” 

“I didn’t mean to slow you down,” Fen assured them breathlessly. “I’m only a little tired. I can walk.” 

“If that is to help him rest, I don’t think it will work,” Heni said aloud, apparently as part of another discussion the three of them were having without words. “Not like that.” 

The Wild Dog stopped, which meant Fen stopped as well. Then he was slowly lowered to the ground. He could feel heat next to him and looked up toward a face he couldn’t see. 

“I don’t need to rest,” Fen lied. In answer, cloth shifted and leather creaked. Unfamiliar hands settled at his waist and then someone hefted him back up into the air, where he was pressed to a broad, warm surface. Perhaps the same someone took his arms and tugged them over an object with soft hair and softer breath that briefly brushed Fen’s bound wrists. The Wild Dog, and it was once again the Wild Dog bearing Fen, took hold of Fen’s legs and then straightened up from where he must have been crouching. 

“Really.” Fen exhaled against perhaps the hood of a cloak or maybe even a bared neck. He could feel the armor beneath him more keenly, and the rise and fall of the Dog’s chest, and that same heat from before. They were moving again before Fen could recover. “The Acana would never do this,” he murmured, impossibly confused. 

“Rest while you can,” the Dog answered, then said no more. 

––––––––
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Fen jolted awake at the sound of a new voice, embarrassed beyond measure to realize he’d fallen asleep with his face pressed to the Wild Dog’s shoulder. 

“Oh,” he exhaled in worry, trying to pull away though there was only so far he could go. “Oh, I’m sorry.” 

His small apology was not acknowledged. The Wild Dog was asking questions. The group of three was now four, and Race was fussing over someone called Dol who was trying to respond to Heni and the Wild Dog while also answering Race. 

“Ankle slowed me down. Didn’t mean to make you worry. Truly, Race, be calm. I’m well enough. It’s no one’s fault but my own for stumbling in the dark of night.” Dol had an accent almost like Fen’s mother’s although his voice held tension, as if his pain was considerable. Despite that, he seemed amused about something. “What would it take for me to be carried?” 

“A pretty face and a voice like sweets forbidden to be touched before a feast day,” Heni answered in a snappish tone. “That branch you found seems to be serving as a decent crutch.” 

“You’re also three times his size, my darling bear,” Race added. Fen turned his head to hear better, but couldn’t determine if that pet name had been said seriously or in the same way that Race called Fen ‘flower.’ “But we need to get you someplace where you can be off your feet, and well, we’re in a bit of a hurry now. Can I offer my shoulder?” 

“My shoulder would do better,” Heni interjected. “Apologies, Race, but this will require height. I’d bind the ankle too, but Ati will kill me if I make the injury worse.” 

“I could still help,” Race insisted and did not sound as if he was smiling. The others did not seem to hear him. 

Fen tried to follow Race’s direction as Race walked off, twisting around as if that would help him see. 

“I told you to rest,” the Wild Dog cut into that, quiet but final. He must have been tired too, but tightened his hold on Fen’s legs. 

Fen put his head back down and closed his eyes. “I’m sorry.” He didn’t want the others to hear, although judging from how Dol and Heni called after Race, they weren’t paying attention to Fen anymore. 

“Not much longer now,” the Wild Dog remarked, and Fen had been wrong, the others were paying attention to him. 

“Imagine if The Maben saw you now, Lan,” Dol remarked, his breathing strained, probably from pain as they all resumed walking. “Wouldn’t that be something?” 

The Maben could not see them now, since The Maben was trapped inside the holding the Wild Dog had left him in. But an Earl defeated by such a man would likely be very surprised to see that man now carrying the son of an Earl in his arms. 

“Would he laugh at you?” Fen asked the Wild Dog in concern. “Then you should not carry me.” 

“I take no orders from Earls—or their cubs.” 

It was said softly. 

The other two abruptly went silent as if the softness had been a warning. Fen turned his head, the cloth of his blindfold brushing part of the Wild Dog’s cloak or maybe his beard. He hoped his hands weren’t trembling again. 

If they were, no one remarked on it. They all walked on, slower than before but steadily. Race might have reappeared, though Fen could not hear him. Dol and Heni whispered. The Wild Dog’s breathing grew harsher. Fen eventually fell asleep to the sound, waking only whenever they stopped again. 
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When enough sunlight broke through the trees for Fen to feel warmth even in places where he was not pressed to the Wild Dog, he was finally set back on his feet, although still not permitted to see. They did not want Fen to know their path, as though Fen could tell one tree from another and would ever be able to find his way through the woods on his own. 

He was given a piece of bread, possibly his own handed back to him, which he ate quickly so he could focus on keeping pace behind the Wild Dog and not bumping into him again. The man had already done Fen favors and Fen didn’t want to test his goodwill any further. 

Their chatter resumed, hushed but friendly. Race returned after some time; he had apparently been scouting ahead. He brought two others with him, who had many questions which the Wild Dog left his people to answer. Fen uttered not a word, which was somehow also a problem. He could tell because Dol loudly whispered something about beaten dogs who would not bark and Race sighed mournfully. 

One of the newcomers uttered something in what had to be the odd tongue of the Issick and others like them; the old language that some said came from the fae and should not be forgotten. Others said it was best never spoken, although most names came from it. 

If any from the families who kept more to the old ways were there, then the Wild Dog truly had drawn the attention of everyone in the North. Possibly even those in the South, who were undoubtedly watching and waiting to see if the Earls would eventually crush him. 

They stopped for water from a stream nearly winter-cold already, then walked on. Race joked with the newcomers, but not to Heni or Dol. The Wild Dog spoke barely a word. Fen considered what he’d learned and walked until he began to stumble again, when he was once more hauled up to be carried over the man’s shoulder like a bundle at harvesttime. 

At least it was not for so long this time, as surely even the Wild Dog felt exhaustion. Fen was full grown, even if he was nowhere near the man’s size. His weight was not light and the Dog wore armor besides. 

Fen was gently placed on his feet before he had to chance to drift in his thoughts again, and turned his head sharply at the sound of multiple dogs barking and then more human voices calling to the others around him. 

A tug on the rope lead made him face forward in time for his blindfold to be pulled away. He blinked dizzily up at the Wild Dog in the light of the late afternoon sun. The man indeed had red in his hair. Reddish-brown hair with visible waves that made the knot worn at the crown of his head seem soft to the touch. His eyes were deep, dark brown. In better light, Fen could see that the man did wear other decorations: bits of shiny metal in one eyebrow and along his ears, as if the shells and lobes of his ears had been pierced, which Fen had heard some did in the mountains and further up north in the frozen wetlands but had never seen for himself. 
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