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1 HUNT


          (MAON, FELID TERRITORY, DARRENDRA)

        

      

    

    
      A Dar­ren­drakar bride and groom hunt for a sacrifice for their wedding ceremony. The catch is considered an omen for the success of their marriage.

      Dar­ren­dran Religious Ceremonies

      

      Life was nearly perfect. Lud­ik hummed happily as he laid out his wedding accessories. By the end of the day, he’d be married to Nem­erra, and his only problem would be how much his cheeks hurt from smiling.

      He looked out his window at the widely scattered village houses, glad to be home again after his last disastrous adventure. The little homes of the shapeshifting kindreds were cozier than any fancy building in Kan­shi or Vasi, and more comfortable than Isk­rin tents.

      The scent of ripe apples and last night’s rain filled the air. The gardens and orchards between the homes were in the final delicious stages of harvest. Papa and the other farmers would work right up until the last guests arrived, then pick up again as soon as the ceremony ended.

      Despite his neighbors questioning the wisdom of inviting out­kin­dred to his wedding, Lud­ik had insisted. How could he celebrate the best day of his life without his friends? There were ways to allow visitors from other countries into Dar­ren­dra, and wading through the bureaucracy was worth it. For the safe-conduct pendants left at the coast for them, he had even persuaded the village elders to use yellow rosebuds instead of a more neutral flower.

      But the autumn sun had already passed mid-morning in the apricot sky, and his friends still weren’t here. He’d expected them a day or two earlier, though travel across the ocean was difficult to predict. At least whichever ship had the honor of escorting them could pick up all three in a short arc between the other three countries.

      The wedding hunt was ready, but if his friends didn’t arrive soon, would he and Nem­erra have to delay their wedding again? It was already two months late, and the wait had been torture.

      He had been content to take his time finding a mate, but somehow, not long after adulthood, he found himself blissfully walking Nem­erra around the fire in front of the village. The only flaw in their happiness was waiting the traditional year of betrothal.

      Then everything had gone wrong. On his wedding day, he’d been in another land, tending a profoundly wounded friend while the fate of the world hung in suspense.

      Lud­ik opened a drawer to look at Nem­erra’s stack of love notes. When he had arrived home, the mantel was buried beneath weeks of daily letters. It took him a day to read them all the first time, and he reread at least one daily. She had forgiven him, but he would spend a lifetime making it up to her.

      He closed the drawer and looked out the window again. Still not here. Once they arrived, the hunt wouldn’t take long, and then it would be time for the wedding itself.

      His door burst open. Hai­der and Gurr­yon cursed as they wrestled each other through the doorway. Ever since Hai­der’s broken leg had healed, Lud­ik’s littermates had turned ruffian. Their desperate parents banned their antics from the family house.

      “Hurry, Nem­erra is waiting for you.” Gurr­yon’s silver eyes crinkled with amusement in his brown face. He’d grown his gold hair longer since last spring, now that he and Lud­ik weren’t trying to fool the elders into thinking they were each other.

      “The whole village is waiting.” Hai­der looked more like Papa, with his long, tawny hair, gray eyes, and slightly less imposing height.

      “Your friends are here.” Gurr­yon dodged Hai­der’s attempted trip, wrapping an arm around his neck and pulling him over sideways.

      Hai­der let himself fall on top of Gurr­yon and then bounced free.

      “They’re here?” Lud­ik wiped his sweaty palms down his tunic. “Do I greet them or change first? Oh, Nem­erra is waiting.” He dashed for the bedroom, but his brothers caught him before he took three steps.

      Hai­der pushed Lud­ik toward the door. “We welcomed them until Nem­erra arrived, then we came for you. Go join her, then you can change. If you invite out­kin­dred to your wedding, you should be polite to them.”

      Gurr­yon shoved Hai­der. “You don’t want to annoy the most powerful priest in the world, do you? He might cancel the wedding.”

      “He wouldn’t do that.” Lud­ik stopped walking. “Is Ah­jin that worried about the ceremony? Is he not feeling well again? Why didn’t you tell me? Does Nem­erra know?” He rubbed his hands over his freshly cropped hair.

      Hai­der swore at Gurr­yon. “Now look what you did.” He pushed Lud­ik toward the door again. “Ah­jin is fine, and he’s whispering the ceremony whenever anyone isn’t talking to him. Everyone is waiting for you. All you have to do is go. Out. The. Door.” He shoved Lud­ik over the threshold.

      Lud­ik stumbled out and blinked in the bright sun. Wisps of clouds hovered on the horizon. Autumn’s unpredictable weather was fortunately dry and still warm enough for an outdoor ceremony. The multi-colored mosaic of fallen leaves made a beautiful background for the wedding.

      His littermates dragged him through the horde of villagers as neighbors called congratulations. His older brother whistled and beckoned toward the council fire next to the tiny guest houses.

      Lud­ik couldn’t see Nem­erra yet, but his friends’ paler faces stood out among the Dar­ren­dra­kar browns. She had to be close to his friends.

      “Well met,” Nia­mo­len­u­lan­am­i chirped. The pretty No­kai ran on bare feet and threw her arms around him for a brief hug. Lavender braids circled her head, then fell past the gills on her neck and down her back. Her golden skin glowed above the colorful ocean suit that hugged her curves with images of pink seaweed instead of Dar­ren­dran geometric designs. “Well met, brothers,” she added with a cheerful wave at Gurr­yon and Hai­der.

      “Good to see you, Nia,” they chorused.

      Their silly grins cleared Lud­ik’s head. “Why don’t you two bring your sweethearts to meet everyone?”

      Hai­der darted for the pretty woman he had chosen from multiple admirers on the last day before the council would choose for him. Gurr­yon had let the council arrange his betrothal and now meandered toward his assigned lady.

      Lud­ik’s older siblings, whom Nia called twins, stood with their spouses, all of them with arms full of children. Hir­an­ya, their long-awaited last sibling, bounced between them, grabbing at the babies.

      And his sweetheart stood next to Mama, smiling and laughing. His heart exploded into a thousand butterflies. The sunlight streaked copper in her russet hair, and her honey-brown eyes shone as she talked to his other friends.

      “I turned seventeen first,” Nem­erra was saying. “I had three months to plan how to get him to notice me. Of all the boys in the village, he is the kindest, most steadfast, and as wonderful as I knew he would be.”

      Lud­ik left Nia without a second thought and headed straight for Nem­erra. “Are you ready?” He leaned for a kiss and bumped into her raised hand instead of her lips.

      “You know it’s bad luck to kiss before the ceremony.” She gave him a hug instead. “I’m so glad your friends made it.”

      Lud­ik turned to face his friends, bowing to Zef­ra first. With the fifteen-year-old Isk­rin’s red hair covered by her usual dun scarf, her turquoise-and-yellow embroidered belt provided the only color to her tan desert robe and stark white skin.

      At Lud­ik’s side, Papa and Ah­jin fumbled their greeting. Papa held out his left arm and Ah­jin his right. Both apologized and switched arms. Behind Lud­ik, Nia giggled.

      Zef­ra glanced sideways at Ah­jin. The corner of her mouth twitched, and her tilted brown eyes crinkled under black eyebrows. Lud­ik tried to hide his own smile, not sure if it was funnier that Ah­jin was muddling the etiquette or that he had tried in the first place.

      Ah­jin and Papa finally managed a proper arm clasp, and Papa switched places with Lud­ik to bow awkwardly to Zef­ra. Lud­ik held out his left arm with a grin, and Ah­jin seized it with his own left, harder than customary.

      “Are you all left-handed?” Ah­jin asked. “You could have told me, you barbarian.”

      “Most of the men in our kindred are, yes. Are you ready?”

      Ah­jin had his usual narrow pack slung between his white wings and a fancy satchel at his feet. The new bag had five emblems burned into the leather. Four were those of the previously known gods; the star must indicate Kass­ian, the newly returned fifth.

      Ah­jin followed his gaze to the satchel and rolled his purple eyes. “That’s my new uniform. The gods had a long argument about what it should look like and which part should represent whom. The result is garish, but Dar­ra­va­ni said it should distract people from the rest of my appearance.”

      The sixteen-year-old Iojif did look scruffy with his wing feathers barely grown back. Otherwise, he seemed better than the last time Lud­ik had seen him. He wore a plain shirt and trousers so new they smelled of dye, and his white curls were neatly tied in a short tail at the back of his neck. Like Nia and Zef­ra, he wore a resin-preserved yellow rosebud around his neck. The lightning burns on his hands and face had faded to pink lines on his paler skin, and his wings finally hung properly.

      Lud­ik sent more healing through their clasped hands, as the Isk­rin healers had taught him.

      Ah­jin shook him off. “I’m fine, you sourpuss. Save it for someone who needs it. Speaking of healing, are you taking that apprenticeship in Iskra? Shri Oke­chuku is the best healer in the four lands.”

      Lud­ik ran his fingers over his hair. Stubborn cur. “No. I’m still arguing with the shaman and headman about being the village healer. I would rather remain a hunter.”

      “Will you go on the wedding hunt?” Nem­erra asked. “You can’t keep up in the chase, but you can walk with us until then.”

      Lud­ik was pleased she already felt comfortable enough with his friends to use contractions, though they wouldn’t realize the importance.

      “We’ll come,” Ah­jin said.

      Zef­ra smiled, and Nia cheered.

      “And it is time,” Mama said. “Go change. We will meet on the western edge of the village in five minutes.” She clapped her hands, and everyone wisely scattered.

      Lud­ik squeezed Nem­erra’s hand, then ran to his house while she headed for her parents’ home. This was almost the last time he’d have to watch her leave. After tonight, she’d come with him, and then it would feel like home.

      His small house was ready, with the gathering room and tiny bath on the ground floor next to the bedroom he would share with Nem­erra, and an attic loft for their future children. Lud­ik had distracted himself the past three weeks by making repairs and painting or carving the surfaces. This week, he scrubbed and polished every inch of the house. The fragrance of beeswax-and-oil polish and the cedar mantel covered the last whiffs of soap and paint. It looked good to him, but what if Nem­erra didn’t like it? She was so sweet, she might never tell him if she was unhappy.

      He threw his tunic into the corner before his bones shifted in seconds and his claws extended. Then he changed back from black jaguar long enough to fold his clothes and lay them next to his wedding gear. Nem­erra must not think he was slovenly.

      When he nosed open the door, their family members and friends were waiting. The clearing full of large cats was not a surprise, but the two-leggers… Lud­ik’s mouth fell open, and Papa huffed in laughter. It seemed they had found a faster way for Lud­ik’s friends to get to the hunt.

      Ah­jin sat stiffly on Papa’s lion-back with his fingers wrapped gingerly in the long mane. Mama bore both Nia and Zef­ra on her long tiger’s body. Nia had looped one of her many hair ribbons around Mama’s neck for a handhold, while Zef­ra gripped Nia.

      Nem­erra stood next to Lud­ik’s older sister. His sweetheart’s sleek leopard form was dwarfed by Kalli­ona’s pale golden tigress, but she filled Lud­ik’s vision. She was so beautiful and kind and wonderful. If only the hunt were finished and they were on their way to their wedding ceremony. How could he wait the long hours until tonight?

      Nem­erra caught him staring. She closed her eyes halfway and blinked her long lashes slowly three times in her usual quiet message.

      Lud­ik blinked back. I. Love. You.

      Papa would normally guide the hunt, but since he had a passenger, he jerked his head at Nar­rasi­man. Lud­ik’s older brother headed into the trees, his orange-and-black stripes disappearing into the shadows as the rest of the Cats bounded after him.

      Nia cheerfully babbled about everything she saw.

      This close to the village, the trees stood in orderly rows of orchard fruits and nuts. Beyond them, the wild forest spread to the horizon, an endless series of evergreens sprinkled with oak, yew, chestnut, and many others, including the occasional golden suvarna with its tri-colored leaves.

      Small clearings let light into the woods, but, until the recent earthquakes had felled trees, this territory had few large open spaces besides the villages. In the thickest parts of the forest, the Felids could bound along the tree branches without ever touching a paw on the ground.

      Lud­ik had heard the central territories had room to run for leagues. He imagined they might look like the Isk­rin desert, only greener and cooler and with more to eat.

      “Do you want to be in on the kill or dropped off before then?” Lud­ik asked, then realized some of his friends would only hear mewing.

      Nia translated into trade tongue.

      Lud­ik twitched his whiskers. A friend who spoke all languages was convenient.

      “You can leave me somewhere,” Ah­jin answered in proficient Felid instead of the trade tongue he’d used before.

      Lud­ik blinked. He’d been there when Ah­jin received the same language gift as Nia, but he’d forgotten about it until now.

      “I’ll practice your ceremony while I wait,” Ah­jin continued.

      Nia grinned. “I’ll pick flowers instead. You can tell me what inappropriate messages I accidentally create.”

      All Dar­ren­drakar learned the coded meanings of plants. In Nia’s hands, they might be amusing.

      “With no interpreter,” Zef­ra said, “I will be in the way. I can wait.”

      Lud­ik turned to Nem­erra. “Agu volunteered to leave early and track game for us. It’s his wedding gift. We’re to meet at the big pine for his report.”

      “That’s thoughtful,” Nem­erra said. “I’ll go meet him, dear. You can be the slow one today.” She winked and bounded off while Lud­ik led his parents and their passengers down the faint forest trail.

      “Dar­ra­va­ni didn’t have time to teach me much besides the ceremony,” Ah­jin said. “May I ask questions about the wedding customs? For instance, is the bride price like our dower, where the groom gives assets to the bride for her support in case of his death?”

      “No,” Lud­ik said. “I pay the bride’s parents for her loss in their household and to acknowledge my debt to them for raising a wonderful daughter. I’m sure she’ll control all my assets, anyway.” He winked at Mama, who solemnly winked back.

      “We use a dowry,” Zef­ra said. “The bride’s family gives it to the groom for her use and protection. She keeps all of it in divorce or widowhood. My parents have the first gold bracelet for my dowry.”

      “We cancel the dower in a divorce,” Ah­jin said.

      “If I were ever stupid enough to divorce Nem­erra,” Lud­ik said, “I’d get back the bride price. Even if she left me, I’d get a refund, but I’ll make sure she never wants to leave me.”

      “We don’t have any of that,” Nia said.

      “No financial legalities in marriage?” Ah­jin asked. “That’s unusual.”

      “No, and no divorce, either,” Nia said. “That’s why most of us don’t marry. There’s no way out if we don’t like it.”

      “Oh,” Lud­ik said. “Well, I’ll like it. Did you have more questions, Ah­jin?”

      “Yes,” Ah­jin said.

      A sudden scream cut him off. It was followed by a cacophony of snarls, hisses, and screeches.

      “Pardon.” Papa tipped Ah­jin from his back and ran through the trees with Lud­ik.

      Mama caught up a moment later with Nia’s ribbon still wrapped around her neck. “Your friends will follow.”

      A couple of very long minutes passed before Lud­ik and his parents worked through the yowling crowd to the source of the chaos. Bushes and plants lay crushed in all directions. Blood soaked the ground, tainting the air with a metallic reek.

      An obviously dead fox lay next to an equally dead leopard.

      Lud­ik’s heart stopped.

      “Is that Nem­erra?”
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2 BODY


          (NEAR MAON)

        

      

    

    
      Pink rose: grace and admiration. Red rose: love and respect. Red and white rose: unity. Heliotrope: devotion and faithfulness. Lily of the valley: sweetness. Gardenia: I am too happy. Orange blossom: eternal love.

      Flowers and Their Meanings: A Guide for All Dar­ren­drakar

      

      Lud­ik’s heart thumped with relief when he saw the body didn’t have Nem­erra’s odd spot above her eyebrow.

      “Where’s Nem­erra?”

      Blood overwhelmed all other scents. Lud­ik whirled to search the frantic crowd. He couldn’t see her. He whipped back to the dead bodies and double-checked.

      Oh. Cold filled his belly. The dead leopard was Agu, the hunter scouting game as a wedding present. Lud­ik fought to swallow the lump in his throat. Agu didn’t have a shift today, so if he hadn’t been helping Lud­ik, he would have been safe at home.

      Both Agu and the fox were covered in bites and claw marks. Leaves and broken branches littered the blood-soaked ground. It must have been a ferocious battle.

      Behind Lud­ik, the villagers wailed in a furry mass of chaos.

      Lud­ik jumped as someone touched his shoulder. He whirled, fangs bared, and Nem­erra ducked aside. Nem­erra. His whiskers sagged with relief.

      Nem­erra pressed against his side and shivered. “What do you think happened?”

      “I don’t know.” He looked at both dead bodies again. “What is a Fox doing here, anyway?” The kindreds didn’t cross borders except along trade routes. Though the Canids were their closest neighbors, Lud­ik had only seen them up close in a trade caravan.

      “Agu was still alive when I got here,” Nar­rasi­man said. Lud­ik’s older brother wiped one bloody foot on the ground, over and over. “I asked him what happened, and he said, ‘The Fox,’ and then ‘See…’ something. He was hard to understand, and then he died. I kept everyone back as much as I could, but I didn’t know what else to do.”

      The headman, Asad, nodded. “You did well. Clear the area, please. Lud­ik, stay here.”

      Nar­rasi­man bobbed his striped head and backed up, looking anywhere but at the bodies as he herded the gossiping villagers toward home.

      Lud­ik watched everyone go. Home sounded like a wonderful place to be right now.

      Most of Lud­ik’s family left. Gurr­yon, although still an apprentice, stayed to help Shaman Aka­mu. The two lions huddled together, speaking quietly.

      “We can walk back with Nem­erra, if you’d like,” Nia whispered.

      Lud­ik hadn’t noticed his friends had caught up.

      Nia intently watched the trees away from the bodies, while Ah­jin stared at his own feet. Zef­ra stood with one hand on Nem­erra’s back and squinted at the bodies.

      “If you do not mind, Your Holiness,” Asad said, “I would like you to stay, too.”

      Despite the situation, Lud­ik hid a smile. Ah­jin’s holiness was dubious. It was strange to think of him as the new “Mouth of All the Gods,” especially for friends that knew his idiosyncrasies. Then again, his quirks had earned him the job.

      “I know nothing about this kind of thing,” Ah­jin said. “I’d be in your way.”

      “With a casualty from another kindred,” Asad said, “I prefer to have a neutral witness.”

      Ah­jin sat on a tree stump. “As you wish,” he said, but his wings drooped.

      “Lud­ik, you worked with Agu,” Asad said. “If Agu caught the Fox trespassing, he wouldn’t have fought him, would he?”

      “No,” Lud­ik said, “he would have arrested him and brought him to you and the elders. It looks like he surprised the Fox, provoking an attack. Unless the Fox attacked him on purpose.”

      Both of them frowned.

      In the background, Nia murmured a translation for Zef­ra.

      “Why didn’t they just stop fighting?” Ah­jin asked from his stump.

      “I wish I knew,” Asad said. “Was Agu easily antagonized?”

      Lud­ik shook his head. “Not really. Agu didn’t like Dogs much, understandably, but he was level-headed. He would have fought hard against an intruder, but he wouldn’t start trouble.”

      “He was running,” Zef­ra said in trade tongue.

      “What?”

      Everyone turned to look at her.

      “The Fox was running.” Zef­ra pointed to broken shrubbery marking the Fox’s path toward the village. Though not a hunter by trade, she had told them stories of how hunger and desperation on her rite of passage made her learn her hunting and tracking lessons well.

      Lud­ik should have noticed the damage himself. The shock had distracted him. His heart still pounded from mistaking Agu for Nem­erra. He glanced to make sure she was well.

      “Asad, Lud­ik,” Aka­mu said, “follow the Fox’s path. We’ll investigate here.” The shaman and Gurr­yon turned back to the bodies.

      Zef­ra followed Lud­ik and Asad, who sniffed all the twists and turns while she collected the sparse evidence caught on bushes and prickly weeds. They followed it for half a league before they lost the trail and turned back.

      They had almost reached the others again when a different scent hit Lud­ik’s nose.

      “Do you smell… Bear?” he asked. “How many intruders are here today?” If he didn’t know better, he’d think it was time for a trade festival.

      “That is no Bear I know,” Asad said, “but it isn’t leopard or fox, either. Maybe it’s one of the big Dogs? Did the Fox have a companion? Whoever he was, he was also injured. We should find him and ask him what happened.”

      They swept their heads from side to side, following the scent of the blood drops to a single heel print in the mud. The print was from someone bipedal but was too incomplete and smeared to tell anything more. They followed the scent trail a little farther until a skunk’s den threw them off-track.

      Lud­ik sat to think. “If that was one of the big Dogs, he must have been with the Fox. I don’t know why they trespassed, but something obviously went wrong. The Fox probably ran into Agu, who defended himself, and the battle escalated from there. Agu and the Fox killed each other. The Dog caught up, saw what had happened, and ran back toward home, probably afraid of what would happen if more Cats arrived. Does that sound right?”

      “I agree,” Asad said. “He or she is likely traumatized. If we run after him, we’ll only scare him more. If we leave him alone, he’ll calm by the time he gets home. He must understand that since they’re trespassers, this accident wasn’t Agu’s fault. Besides, the trail is gone now.”

      Lud­ik wasn’t sure a stupid Dog would be so understanding, but ending this quickly was good. If something went wrong, the headman could deal with it. Lud­ik pulled himself to his feet and turned toward Maon.

      When they returned to the accident scene, Lud­ik sat by Ah­jin’s stump. Nem­erra curled up by Lud­ik, her presence comforting.

      “What did you find?” Shaman Aka­mu asked.

      “A few fox hairs caught on thorns and twigs.” Lud­ik gestured to Zef­ra, who laid the small tufts of red fur in a line. “We also found this plant, and evidence of a witness.”

      Zef­ra laid the tiny scrap next to the fur.

      Lud­ik explained about the scent and heel print. “And then a skunk scrambled the trail entirely,” he finished.

      Aka­mu frowned. “Unfortunately, it makes too much sense to have a third person involved.”

      “Why?” Asad asked. “Are these two not enough of a disaster?”

      “Now that we’ve examined the bodies,” the shaman said, “this is more complicated than we thought. The Fox died from Agu’s claws and teeth, but Agu died from something much longer and broader, like a tree branch or spear. If we were much farther east, I would guess an elephant tusk.”

      Lud­ik laughed. “An elephant? Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “We’re in a forest; my first guess is a branch,” Aka­mu repeated, pointing his chin at a fallen tree limb. “Since the Fox didn’t have hands at the time, I assume it was the Fox’s companion who grabbed whatever was available.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Ah­jin said.

      “It gets worse,” Aka­mu warned.

      Lud­ik flattened his ears. “How could it get worse?”

      “Look at this.” Gurr­yon rolled the dead fox with his foot to expose the stump of a tail.

      “So? Agu is missing an ear,” Asad said. “It looks like a fierce battle.” He pointed to several of the leopard’s wounds.

      “The ear is right here,” Aka­mu said. “We found it a few paces away. The tail is nowhere we can find.”

      Nia wrinkled her nose. “Why would someone cut off his tail?”

      “Gurr­yon, where is the plant we found?” Aka­mu asked.

      Gurr­yon produced a mangled stem with a few half-dried leaves.

      Lud­ik took the shriveled plant and held it where Asad could also see. “I can’t tell what it is.”

      “We found it on top of the Fox,” Aka­mu said. “It’s birdsfoot trefoil. I, too, thought it was random, until I heard of your witness.”

      “Birdsfoot trefoil.” Lud­ik searched his memory. “I don’t remember that one.” He knew many ways to tell Nem­erra he loved her, but he hadn’t memorized the meanings of every single flower.

      “It means ‘revenge,’” Gurr­yon said.

      Lud­ik’s heart sank. “You think he took the tail for proof a Cat murdered his friend. Asad, we made a terrible mistake.”

      Asad shook his head and closed his eyes.

      “What do you mean?” Ah­jin asked. “I thought this was an accident, not murder.”

      “Agu didn’t murder anyone,” Lud­ik said. “But the Fox’s companion must have arrived too late to understand the truth. All he saw was his friend dying, so he stabbed Agu with a fallen branch to end the fight. Unfortunately, it was too late, and the Fox died anyway. We should have tracked down the Dog. We need to explain what really happened.”

      “Where is the branch now?” Zef­ra asked.

      “He must have taken it with him in shock,” Nia suggested, “then discarded it somewhere along his way.”

      Nem­erra lowered her head to her paws and squeezed her eyes shut.

      Lud­ik huffed. “This is why we guard the borders and the kindreds keep to themselves. Why can’t Dogs behave?”

      “The important question is if we can go back and catch him?” Asad asked.

      “Even if we could before, he has too much of a lead now,” Lud­ik said.

      Nia walked around Ah­jin’s stump and stared at the bits Zef­ra had collected. “Would it help if we had an idea where he might be going?”

      “How do you know?” Ah­jin asked. “Can you scry in the water to see who he was?”

      Nia shook her head and held up the shredded plant bit. “You know I can’t see the past. But this is seaweed. Either the Fox or the other Dog must have recently been at the shore.”

      “That is too small to identify,” Gurr­yon complained. “You cannot know that.”

      Nia narrowed her emerald green eyes and spread her webbed hands. “I live underwater, dimwit.” She turned back to Ah­jin. “I wouldn’t tell you it’s seaweed if I weren’t sure. I can even tell you where this one grows.”

      Ah­jin put a hand on her shoulder. “We believe you, Nia.”

      Asad sat heavily. “The Dogs do have a long coastline, and we are almost to the ocean ourselves. Lud­ik, you must follow the blood trail to the Canid border.”

      Lud­ik jumped to his paws. “Plague fleas, no! No, no, no. Not again,” he snarled. He shouldered Nem­erra toward the village. “Someone else can go this time. I’m getting married.”

      “I would go, but I’m old and must prepare the village in case you don’t succeed.” Asad tightened his shoulders. “Who else is familiar with the scent and the accident scene? Aka­mu and Gurr­yon are unfamiliar with tracking or hunting. We don’t have time to wait for one of the border patrol.”

      “The Dog only defended his friend,” Ah­jin said. “Would you really charge him with murder?”

      “That isn’t my intent,” Aka­mu said. “You don’t understand how our kindreds think. He’ll use the tail as proof Agu killed the Fox and rally his village against ours. We’ll be stuck in a battle of revenge over a misunderstanding.”

      “You must convince him it was an accident,” Asad said. “We will forgive Agu’s death if they forgive the Fox’s. The Dog only defended his friend against an apparent enemy. We would rather have peace than revenge for self-defense. You must go, Lud­ik.”

      Lud­ik snarled in his headman’s face.

      “Lud­ik,” Nem­erra gasped. “Behave. I think you should help. I waited for you before, and I’ll wait again.”

      When Asad didn’t respond, Lud­ik lowered his head and forced his mouth closed over his fangs. “If you can’t find anyone else, I’ll leave right after our wedding.” He turned toward home again.

      “I’m sorry, Lud­ik. We have no time.” Asad gazed steadily at Lud­ik, but his tail twitched. “We can’t wait for your wedding while the trail grows cold.”

      “It’s an important task,” Nem­erra said, “and you’re the best one to do it. The border isn’t that far. It won’t take long. You’ll be back before I even have time to miss you.” Her smile wobbled.

      Just because lying Dogs couldn’t be trusted to keep the peace didn’t mean Lud­ik ought to be the one to make them see the truth. How could the headman ask him to miss his wedding again? It wasn’t fair. He and Nem­erra deserved their happiness at last.

      It was Asad’s fault Lud­ik missed his first wedding day, too. Last spring, when Ah­jin and Nia came seeking help to rescue the gods, the village headman had sent Lud­ik along. His excuse was that pretending to be Gurr­yon during some of his healing lessons had made Lud­ik a half-trained healer.

      Perhaps Lud­ik should blame Dar­ra­va­ni instead. The goddess had told Asad to send Ah­jin away, and the whole world nearly paid the price for her narrow viewpoint. Dar­ra­va­ni had done her best to fix her mistakes, though.

      Lud­ik could blame Kass­ian and Ira­ja­han. The gods’ stupid squabble had caused the entire disaster. But Kass­ian had been deceived by Ira­ja­han’s lies.

      Yes, it was Ira­ja­han’s fault Lud­ik had missed his wedding.

      He shouldn’t have to pay for Ira­ja­han’s crimes.

      Lud­ik opened his mouth to tell Asad to declaw himself and then stopped at the sight of the headman’s regretfully twitching tail. He looked around.

      Shaman Aka­mu and Gurr­yon covered the dead bodies in flowers, one stalk at a time. Nia and Zef­ra mourned a Dar­ren­drakar they didn’t even know. And Ah­jin, whose life had changed more than anyone else’s last summer, still waited to help. In a way, Ah­jin would pay for Ira­ja­han’s crimes for the rest of his life, losing his dreams and almost his family, his wings, and his life.

      Then Lud­ik looked at Nem­erra. Her head hung low, but she stood by his side, twining her tail with his while he decided what to do. She had waited for him, though his tardiness gave her the right to annul their betrothal. Upon his return, she never spoke a word of blame.

      Nem­erra would stand by any decision he made, but she had said he should go. He wanted to be as good as she thought he was.

      Lud­ik sighed and flattened his ears. Truthfully, missing their wedding was his own fault. He had stayed when he could have gone home, partly to help his new friends and partly to be the man Nem­erra deserved.

      It had been his choice in the end. No, he couldn’t blame anyone else for last summer.

      He dropped his head to his paws. It would be his fault now if the Dogs swarmed Maon. How would he feel if more bloodshed came to his village, his family, his sweetheart?

      How could he marry when he couldn’t be sure his sweetheart would live?

      “I’ll go,” he croaked, as his heart shattered.
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      I make this record for my infant daughter, in case I don’t get home. There is barely room in the healer’s tent to add a pallet on the floor for me. Others have so many worse injuries that I have yet to be treated.

      Tor­ao, after The Battle of Sad Laughter

      

      Ah­jin rode astride Asad’s back as they ran to the village, while Gurr­yon and Nem­erra carried Nia and Zef­ra. Aka­mu and Lud­ik loped on either side of the group. They had left the bodies covered with flowers until the funerals could be held.

      Ah­jin had already seen enough death for a lifetime. This trip was supposed to be a vacation from his new job, though he was still on duty. Of course, he was always on duty now, and there was always something to learn or do. If he had been a sky­dancer like he wanted, everything would have been wonderful. His life had taken a flight for the worse this year.

      His wings hurt from furling them too tightly, and he shook them loose. It didn’t matter now what could have been. Somehow, he had to improve the way things were now. He needed to get his life under control.

      While he was at it, he needed to help Lud­ik, who was obviously distraught. Every few minutes, Lud­ik brushed by Nem­erra or entwined his tail with hers. She watched him constantly, smiling when he looked at her, worried whenever he glanced away.

      “If it’s so urgent to catch this Dog,” Ah­jin asked the others as they hurried back to the village, “why return to the village instead of chasing him now?” He spoke in trade tongue, for Zef­ra’s sake.

      “Yes,” Lud­ik complained. “Why am I not already gone?”

      “He has a head start,” Shaman Aka­mu said, “and you need food, at least, and a blanket, in case you don’t catch him today. It will only take a few minutes to gather supplies.”

      His mane shone lighter and redder than the chieftain’s gray-sprinkled dark, while Gurr­yon’s was long and golden. The two older lions ran as easily as the younger cats and wore gold hoops in their left ears. Ah­jin swallowed at the reminder of a task yet to come and pondered instead how odd it was that Gurr­yon and Lud­ik looked so similar as men yet so different as cats.

      Nia interrupted his thoughts. “What will you do if Lud­ik can’t catch the Dog before he gets home?”

      “Hmm, well,” Asad cleared his throat. “I hope Ah­jin will go with Lud­ik. It’s hard to pass up the opportunity for an esteemed mediator with such impeccable authority. And so close at paw.”

      Ah­jin grimaced. He already had plenty to do. Dar­ra­va­ni had other priests who could help. Ah­jin could ask one of them to go instead.

      But it was Ah­jin’s fault Lud­ik had missed his wedding the first time. He owed him compensation for that, as well as gratitude for his life. “I don’t know your land, and I have little experience, but I’ll do what I can.”

      Nia chuckled. “Who needs experience when you have the gods on your side?”

      On his side. Ah­jin snorted. He faced a lifetime with people and gods demanding he fix everything, and on their terms. And Ira­ja­han was still a difficult god. Nia knew all this, of course, she just thought it was funny.

      He glared at her, and she stuck out her tongue.

      Zef­ra sighed. “Enough. You need Lud­ik’s skills. Ah­jin will go as mediator. The question now is who else will go?”

      Lud­ik twitched his whiskers. “I can run, and Ah­jin can fly, but if we take others, can we move quickly enough to catch the Dog?”

      Ah­jin flexed his wings. Though healed, they were stiff from disuse. His feathers had barely grown back after the lightning, and he hadn’t gotten enough flying practice on the ship.

      “I still can’t fly for long,” Ah­jin admitted. “Wings won’t help the situation much.”

      “Speed doesn’t matter as much as you think,” Aka­mu said. “Even if you arrive soon after he does, you can pacify his kin before they have time to leave.”

      “Lud­ik can’t chase him as a jaguar, anyway,” Asad said. “That might frighten him into running faster. And if you have to cross the border, you can’t go on four legs and antagonize the same Canids you need to appease.”

      Gurr­yon surged forward to pace the shaman. “I will go with you. I could use the experience, Aka­mu. And I could reassure the Fox’s family that he was buried properly.”

      Ah­jin tightened his grip on Asad’s mane. “It’s fine with me.” Even as an apprentice with authority limited to his own people and goddess, Gurr­yon had more experience as a priest than Ah­jin did, and this was his country.

      Perhaps Ah­jin could get help with the Dar­ren­dran part of his vast, impending religious education. Gurr­yon might even help him recruit a few Dar­ren­drakar workers for Aru­pa. With a little help, Ah­jin could get his chaotic island under control. After Lud­ik’s wedding and this new crisis, of course.

      “Hmm, maybe, Gurr­yon.” Aka­mu shook his mane. “But what will Il­ani think of your absence?”

      “My betrothed will be glad to have me out of her mane,” Gurr­yon drawled. “Maybe she’ll miss me if I’m gone long enough.”

      When Aka­mu didn’t reply, Gurr­yon fidgeted, bouncing Nia on his back. “Come on, let me go. Lud­ik had all the fun last time.” His deep voice edged higher into a whine.

      Nia gasped and clutched Gurr­yon’s mane when he bounced again. “It doesn’t sound like any more fun than last time. I don’t want to go. I’ve had quite enough of death, thank you.”

      “We all have, so we must stop this before it turns into a battle,” Asad rumbled.

      Ah­jin felt shivers run through the mighty lion, despite his calm voice.

      Nia sniffed. “I don’t see how I can help.”

      Ah­jin tightened his shaking hands in Asad’s mane. “Stay here and be safe.”

      Finding Nia’s body last time had broken his heart. To distract himself from the bad memories, he translated the last bits of the conversation for Zef­ra.

      “I will go with you,” Zef­ra said. “I am the only one whose power is an offensive weapon.”

      She had almost died last time, too. Saving them with her magic left her gray and fading away.

      “No,” Ah­jin protested. “You should stay safely with Nia.” If he couldn’t keep Lud­ik safe, he could at least protect the others.

      “I do not need ‘safe’ in my job description,” Zef­ra said. “I can follow and make maps, and I’m trained with sword, staff, bow, and knife. You might need my skills.”

      “We’re trying to convince the Dog not to fight,” Lud­ik said.

      Zef­ra nodded. “Yes, but who can predict what will happen? It is better to prepare. He will expect you to be dangerous, but will he think it of me?” She waved her hand toward her skinny body.

      Asad shook his mane. “There is no need to send children. Ah­jin and the littermates will be sufficient, unless you want additional adults.”

      “Fine,” Nia said. “Nem­erra and I will stay in the village. I’ll scry you, and we’ll have everything ready for the wedding by the time you return.”

      “I am not a child,” Zef­ra insisted. “Taking a woman will make you seem less threatening to your quarry.”

      “I ordered a breastplate like yours, Lud­ik,” Gurr­yon blurted, “after you left on your adventure. I can bring it.”

      “We are trying to avoid a fight,” Lud­ik repeated. “Civil war is too costly. The last war with the Hyenas wiped out a quarter of our kindred and half of theirs.”

      “Then why did you fight them?” Ah­jin asked.

      Asad turned his head to look at Ah­jin on his back. “The Hyenas attacked us instead of taking the border dispute to the council. We had to defend ourselves until a council priest arrived from the temple. In that two months, the Hyenas carved a line through our territory.”

      “This time,” Ah­jin said, “we can settle this peacefully. And if the Dog does fight, he won’t be as bad as squabbling gods. At least he’s limited to mortal weapons and stray tree branches. We can handle it ourselves, Asad. Zef­ra is right about the benefit of looking harmless, and we have more experience than you think.”
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      When they reached the village, the Cats dropped them in front of the guest houses next to oak trees that meant hospitality.

      Ah­jin’s little house had no loft, and the higher ceiling made it look bigger than the one the girls shared. An elaborately carved screen guarded the corner where two narrow cots were shoved together to accommodate his wings. At least the villagers had kept to an unusually minimal color scheme of pale greens with orange accents.

      Unlike the girls’ single pot of flowers, Ah­jin had plants everywhere, sitting on every horizontal surface and hanging from the ceiling. He had researched some of them in Dar­ra­va­ni’s garden book. The yellow roses spoke of friendship and joy, the tiny white buckbean flowers on his pillow were for calm repose, and the sunflowers meant gratitude. The air smelled of herbs, including bay laurel for glory and sage for esteem, long life, and health.

      He stopped reading the floral meanings when he discovered the oft-repeated grouping of yellow lilies, fritillaria, and wild geranium meant walking on air, power, and steadfast piety. Apparently, they were now his signature flowers. Despite the obvious respect, he preferred the yellow roses.

      They’d left for the hunt so quickly Ah­jin had merely dumped his things on the cots, so it took only moments to gather his pack and jacket. He left his fancy uniform and most of his religious texts, but after changing his mind three times, packed his newly repaired armor. Ma­ka­na­vai­lea had suggested he bring it to Dar­ren­dra, though she hadn’t mentioned any danger. Perhaps her advice was leftover distrust between the gods, or perhaps the Dog would react badly before Ah­jin could mediate. He rubbed his back where scorpion claws had lacerated his flesh. If the Omniscient wished to advise her new Mouth, it was wise to listen to the goddess.

      He arrived first in the public clearing, but Nia and Zef­ra arrived a few minutes later.

      Zef­ra’s short, curved sword hung at her side, mostly hidden in the folds of her tan robe. Her embroidered sash covered her sword belt. She carried her iron-bound staff openly as a walking stick, but Ah­jin knew it was also a weapon.

      “I like Lud­ik’s family,” Nia said. “His mama is packing food for you. Want to help me get it, Zef­ra? Ah­jin can stay here and look official.” She dragged Zef­ra toward Lud­ik’s tall, sturdy mother.

      Ah­jin tried not to flinch at the gathering crowd. Everyone wore clothing as colorful as the No­kai’s, although in different patterns. In a horde, they were eye-watering. Even their shoes were dyed and decorated, though a glimpse of plain brown drew his gaze downward.

      That was strange. Lud­ik’s tunic was as gaudy as everyone else’s, but his travel-stained boots were undecorated. Until now, Ah­jin hadn’t realized they were unusual, except for their hidden steel greaves. The Iojif wore plain boots, as did the Isk­rins. The No­kai rarely wore shoes at all. Nia’s sandals had been made by Zef­ra after borrowed desert boots had blistered her feet bloody.

      “He won’t let me finish them,” Nem­erra said.

      Ah­jin turned to find her watching Lud­ik talk to his parents. “Finish what?”

      “His boots. You were wondering why he wears such dull boots. I ran out of time to decorate them before he left with you last time. I offered to fix them, but he won’t even let me sand down the gouges. He said he earned every one.” She tilted her head in question.

      “Probably from the giant scorpions.” Ah­jin rubbed the scars on his lower back. “Or the knee-high spiders.”

      Nem­erra gasped. “Giant scorpions and spiders? He didn’t mention their size. We teased him for having nightmares about little bugs. I didn’t know—” She pressed her hand to her mouth. “Would you excuse me, please?”

      She dashed to Nia and whispered frantically, then ran into the village.

      Nia shoved her armload of plates at Gurr­yon and ran in a different direction, spewing curses.

      Ah­jin fidgeted. Poor Nem­erra. Lud­ik had censored his adventures to spare her distress, but it was sure to come out sooner or later. He wouldn’t tell Lud­ik he had ruined the secret.

      Zef­ra returned with the food and the tall brothers, who wore white-flower pendants. Ah­jin gobbled his hot lunch, stowed his share of the travel rations, and buckled his pack between his wings.

      He was ready. This wouldn’t be so hard. All they had to do was catch the Dog and convince him he made a mistake. Ah­jin had done that sort of thing before, under harder circumstances. They could do it again, before Lud­ik’s wedding was ruined.

      Gurr­yon leaned toward the forest, and Lud­ik scowled at his little house. Their family and friends gathered in an erratic line to offer good wishes and embraces for the strangers as well as for Lud­ik and Gurr­yon. One after another, members of the family wept over their young men.

      Ah­jin twitched with every tear. “Do they think you’re never coming back?” he muttered sideways. “Don’t they trust you?”

      “After I was late last time? No, I don’t think so,” Lud­ik murmured after he kissed his mother. “Besides, we’re chasing a Dog. Who knows what he’ll do?”

      The next person was an old man who used a three-fingered hand to give Ah­jin a small, handmade book with a worn cover. “I want you to take this with you. Read it as soon as you can.”

      Lud­ik frowned. “Grandpapa, your journal?”

      “I want him to understand the seriousness of this. I want him to protect all my grandchildren.” The old man turned to Ah­jin again. “The Dogs cannot be trusted. Bring back my grandsons quickly. Keep them from war. Keep it from all of us.” He clasped Ah­jin’s left arm and pressed their cheeks together. Then he embraced Gurr­yon and Lud­ik and left with tears running down his face.

      Ah­jin frowned. That seemed an over-reaction to a simple mistake they could explain to the Dog as soon as they caught him.

      Nem­erra and Nia were last in line, sliding breathlessly into place.

      Lud­ik’s lip quivered as he took his sweetheart’s hand. “Keep well, Nem­erra. I won’t be long. We’ll marry as soon as I return.”

      “Yes, soon,” she said, “but I’m not waiting here for you.”

      “Don’t give up on me,” Lud­ik begged with heartbreak in his silver eyes.

      She turned to show a small pack on her back. “I’m coming.”

      Lud­ik shook his head. “Oh, no.”

      Nem­erra pressed her lips together and blinked. “My heart can’t bear another day away from you. Ah­jin will talk with that Dog, and that will be that. I’m coming, dear.”

      “No, you aren’t. I won’t allow it.” He folded his arms across his chest and pulled himself taller.

      As if he weren’t already an intimidating height. Ah­jin stretched his back and still only reached Lud­ik’s shoulder.

      “You can’t stop me, darling.” Nem­erra kissed Lud­ik’s cheek. “Are you ready to go?”

      Lud­ik sputtered his way through a string of arguments. Nem­erra ignored him while she helped Nia wrap the rest of her hair around her head and tie it with her rainbow of ribbons. The two commiserated about difficult men who didn’t listen.

      Ah­jin hid a grin. Nem­erra would keep Lud­ik’s life interesting.

      “Is this an important conversation, or should I ignore it?” Zef­ra whispered to Ah­jin.

      Nia froze. “Oops,” she said in trade tongue. “Nem­erra, we’ve been rude. I’m sorry, Zef­ra. I’ll make sure you can understand from now on.”

      “You can’t,” Ah­jin said. “You aren’t coming.” He suddenly empathized with Lud­ik.

      “Blistering seas, I’m not staying here by myself.” Nia turned to show her own pack and wave a shortened spear. “I’ll go crazy waiting to find out if someone killed you for one of your pranks. Someone has to keep you out of trouble.”

      When Ah­jin tried to argue, she put her hands over her ears and hummed loudly.

      At least he could keep an eye on her if she came. “Fine, but wear your sandals for protection.” He glared at her until she unpacked them.

      After Nia tied her sandals with a flourish, she stomped her webbed feet and scowled. “Are we ready now?”

      “You’ll let Nem­erra come?” Lud­ik protested.

      “If you can’t stop her, what chance do I have?” Ah­jin raised an eyebrow. “You said this will be an easy mission. We explain the truth and come home again. She’ll be fine.”

      Nem­erra hooked her arm around Lud­ik’s elbow and smiled at both of them.

      “You could officially tell her to stay home,” Lud­ik said.

      “Could, but won’t,” Ah­jin said. “If she’s going to marry you, she has the right to come.”

      Lud­ik growled a rolling snarl, picked up his ax, and stalked out of the village. Nem­erra trailed after him, shaking her head.

      Nia went next, smacking innocent bushes with her spear and mouthing things best left unidentified. Everyone else followed quietly.

      When they reached the accident scene, they waited while Lud­ik showed Gurr­yon the blood trail, which faded in less than a mile.

      “I hope you are right about the seaweed, Nia,” Gurr­yon said.

      Lud­ik shifted his pack higher and kissed Nem­erra’s hand. “A straight line will end in Canid territory near the shore. Let’s go calm down that Dog. I have other things to do.”

      Now the real work began. Ah­jin rolled his shoulders and twitched his wings. If the flowers in his guest room were an accurate indication, perhaps the Dog would be impressed with Ah­jin’s new authority and listen. If they were lucky, they’d return for the wedding in no time.

      Something good should come from his overwhelming new job.
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