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The ground raced by under our feet, damp and rotten with last year’s leaf-litter. The trees crowded closely overhead, blocking the moonlight. It was so dark that even with wolf-eyes I could barely follow the path. And with the other senses parceled out to the boys... I didn’t miss the scents, but the dead-silence made everything unreal to me.

“Dyoan, what do you hear?” I could feel him struggling to put things into words. Words were necessary even when we shared a body like this.

“Only two riders...far behind...fallen back.”

I swiveled our ears. “And ahead?”

“Nothing...wait! To the right.” I turned our head momentarily to focus. “They’ve circled around! Laaki, run!”

“Wait. Ale’en, that’s upwind. What do you smell?”

His thoughts wailed at me. “I want out! Laaki, let me out!”

I prayed for patience. He was only seven—too young to have the discipline to be carried senseless inside, but it wasn’t much easier to be limited to smells. “Soon. Shall we be caught because you’re such a baby? Now tell me, what do you smell?”

“Horses. Horses and men. They’re sweating a lot.”

“No dogs?”

“No. Laaki, let me out!”

“Be still!”

Dyoan leapt to his brother’s defense, as usual. “You let him be! It’s easy for you.”

Easy for me. Those were the words that had gotten us into this.

###
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We were in the kitchen-yard of the White Swan, then; I fetching water from the well and Dyoan sneaking a break from cleaning tables. Now, I’ve never minded hard, honest work, and we were lucky that Ercin would take on strangers like he did. But Dyoan thought it all beneath us somehow, and the customers could tell and sometimes couldn’t resist poking at his touchy pride.

“I want my skin-song! Now!” he said, as if I could produce it at will.

“You’ll have it when I’ve made it, and not before. And if you don’t let me do my chores, I won’t have time to work on it at all tonight.”

“You haven’t worked on it for months.”

And he was right. But then it was months since I’d had a day to myself, to go off in the woods with the wolf-skin he had inherited from his mother and think wolfish thoughts and craft wolfish rhymes. Our kind are few enough as it is, and fewer still of us have the talent for making the songs that bind skin to man. It was not an easy task and I was not as skilled at it as I’d let them think.

Three months it had been since their father left these two in my care, then wrapped himself in his eagle-skin to confront some nameless stalker. We are often hunted. He never returned, and I was left with an angry youth who had not yet learned to wear his mother’s wolf-skin, and a child who had not even that much.

We were chance-met, that small family and I. They barely keeping ahead of their hunters and I seeking more of our kin to give me a place and a purpose. If we’d had time, their father might have bargained with me to craft them songs. Instead he snatched at my promise to see the boys cloaked if he failed. Then he went to hunt the hunter. Three months should have been enough time to have them both wearing skins. But here I was: father and mother and skin-singer, all three, still on the run and hoping the hunters had lost the trail. Three years might not be enough unless we found rest and safety. But there was one thing I could give him now.

“Would you like to go hunting? I can give Ercin some excuse.”

He looked at me as if I had offered a starving man a sugared violet. “I want my skin! It’s easy for you! All you do is throw it over me and say, ‘Wear thy skin.’ and you think that’s the same. It’s not the same when I have to come whining back and wait for you to take it off me. You have your feathers—you can’t understand.”

But I did. And the thought of how lost I would be without my owl-skin was a cold place in my soul. How could he have patience? He was fifteen years old.

He took my silence for something else and had opened his mouth to continue when a sound in the main yard made us freeze. Dyoan turned pale knowing he had broken the rule, talking of skins where someone could hear.

There was silence, then a horse stamped and snorted and a low voice called, “Halloo.” A customer then. Dyoan was also part-time stable boy. He sighed and slipped through the gate to the main courtyard.

I would have dropped the matter entirely from my mind if not for the way the new customer stared when I brought his food. Not that I wasn’t used to rude stares from some of the men. I schooled myself to a bland look and was relieved when he examined Ercin just as closely later on. Maybe it was just his way.

The inn was busy enough that I didn’t track comings and goings. Besides the trade into Karskar, there was the market serving the string of villages all along the valley. So I didn’t think of the stranger again until the end of one evening, when the kitchen fires had been banked and the customers had all gone to their beds.

Ercin pulled me aside. “That fellow—the one with the red boots. He was asking questions about you and your brothers.” (They weren’t my brothers, of course, but it was the simplest explanation.) “Like, where you were from, and did I know your folks, and how long had you been here. You haven’t run away from something have you?”

It was a reasonable guess, although runaway bondsmen usually headed for a town. “No, I told you true. We’re freeborn, just lost our land.”

“He asked something funny, too: did you have a cloak of fur or feathers.”

My mind raced to the skins, hidden carefully under our sleeping pallets.

“Now fur I can understand—wouldn’t mind one myself when winter sets in—but what would anyone want with a cloak of feathers?”

I shrugged, trying not to shiver. “For pretty, maybe? I heard a story once about a queen with a dress of peacock feathers.”

Ercin scratched his head and shrugged in return. “Well, if he bothers you, you let me know. I don’t want to lose you.”

But I knew then that he would lose us, and soon. We’d been tracked.

I roused the boys from their sleep; Dyoan alert and wary, Ale’en yawning and sleepy-eyed. “We have to leave,” I said. “That man was asking questions—the one from the stable. He knows too much.” Guilt rose in Dyoan’s face with a flush. I stopped a useless apology with a squeeze of his shoulder. “Get your skin, we can’t afford to carry anything else.”

That wasn’t entirely true, for I did fetch our small bag of treasures—the ones we might bargain with if there was no work to offer—along with my owl-skin. I bundled them up and tied it to my belt to ensure it came with us in the change. We’d use the wolf-skin. Owls were not made for long travel.

We slipped out the back, through the kitchen court and over the garden wall. I thought we would be free and safe, but someone must have been watching for us. There was a muffled whinny from the roadway and an answering one. Who were the others? He’d come in alone. Had he hired other travelers for his hunt?

There was no time to wonder. I shook out the wolf-skin and flung it around us as the boys pressed close to my sides. This was different from using a skin-song. This was the rough, crude magic a singer could use in emergencies, forcing a shape on a body, willing or unwilling. “Wear thy skin!” I hissed, and then human speech was ours no more. We would run in one body as a wolf until I chose to release us.

The inn lay in a narrow valley, on the near side of the pass into Ganasset—the better to catch the arriving trade. I might have run for the pass if I thought we could beat the riders. Beyond, the land was thick forest all the way to Karskar. But most of that track was bare ground and there was a moon. Back into the valley lay fields and orchards, thick with farmsteads and watchful dogs. Our best chance was a strip of wooded land along the river. We took to the woods and raced along a deer-path, with the hoof beats of our pursuers falling farther behind. Then we heard other riders flanking us on the road just beyond the fringe of trees.

###
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If I had known the land that lay in this direction better, we might have avoided what came, but when we hunted it had been beyond the pass where we would not disturb the local farmers. So I veered to the left, closer to the river, and didn’t notice how the land rose in a steep bank between us and the road. We could have swum the river but I feared it would slow us down too much. Instead we were racing along the narrow track at the base of the rise, up a bit from the water’s edge, when the ground crumbled under us and we fell through woven branches into a steep, mud-bottomed pit.

In that first moment of panic I knew we’d been driven deliberately. They’d had days to prepare the pit and I’d foolishly given them the time. Better to have fled that first night.

And here we were, bruised and muddy, with Ale’en shrieking in my mind to be let out, the walls too steep for climbing or jumping, and coming closer, the sound of the hunt. The only escape was up. I drew the wolf-skin off us, bundling it quickly as I shook out the owl cloak.

“Quickly now,” I called to the boys, spreading the cloak wide.

Ale’en wailed and scrabbled to the opposite end of the pit. “No! I won’t!”

“We have no time for this!” I hissed, reaching for his arm.

But in that moment of confusion Dyoan’s instinct was to protect his brother, and he pushed between us saying, “Let him be.”

And all that I can offer in my defense is that the hunters were nearly on top of us, there was only one way out, and I had been caged once before.

I wrapped the cloak around me with my skin-song whispering in my mind, clutched the wolf-cloak in my talons, and fled.

###
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Being that I had worn my skin for so long, and that I am a singer, I never needed to voice the song itself to change. But still the echoes of my first creation came back every time I flew.

Time to wear the feathers,

Time to fly the night,

No ground can hold me down now,

No one can stay my flight.

The dark pit shrank beneath me as I tried to stop my ears to the shouts of the hunters and the boys’ frightened cries.

Fetch the finely fashioned feather cloak

And clutch it close across me,

Feel the flesh reforming,

Fingers stretching,

Strong and starward striving.

I flew until the weight of the wolf-skin and my own grief bore me down. Then I found a dark place to hide and curled up under the skins, weeping for the trust I had betrayed.

###
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It was two days before I found the courage to return to the pit. The wolf-skin was hidden away safe and I flew unencumbered through the early dusk. The ground around the pit was still churned to mud, but when I followed the hoof marks, they only led me back up around to the road and then disappeared in the mass of tracks. Where had they been taken? Ercin might know, if they had gone that way, but would he tell me? Would he help me at all, knowing now what I am? Better, perhaps, to ask a stranger, who would only be curious in the usual way.

I perched on a milepost, feathers fluffed in indecision, and didn’t notice the shadow above me until it slipped steeply through the air. Even then I was frozen a moment in confused recognition, but the intent of the eagle’s stoop was unmistakable. I cast forward, hoping to make the shelter of the trees in time. The wind of his turn buffeted me nearly as much as his fisted talons as he knocked me tumbling to the ground. I cast off my feathers, hoping to gain the advantage of size and to no surprise at all, my assailant did likewise.

“Dyoan! What does this mean?” He was not the person I expected to see beneath that eagle-skin.

He folded his arms and smiled smugly. “It means I’ve found a better singer than you ever were to help us. It only took him half a day to make the skin-song for me and you can’t even make one in a month! Now give me back my wolf-skin and go your way.”

“He gave you that skin?”

He snarled at me, but I could see the hurt behind it. “What do you care? You left us behind! To die, for all you knew, or worse. Just give me my skin and let us be.”

“Dyoan.” My voice dropped to a whisper. “The man who chased us wasn’t Kaltaoven—wasn’t one of us. Who gave you that skin?”

Something in my tone broke through and he looked confused. “He only wanted to help us, you know, but you made us run.”

“Dyoan, the last time I saw that skin was on your father.”

I watched as he took that in, and the implications crossed his face like scudding clouds. “That doesn’t mean... He wouldn’t have...”

“How do you know?” I asked harshly. “What do you know of him, except that he collects skins and their wearers? And now he wants you to bring him yours. And mine too, no doubt.” I saw that last one hit home. Dyoan might have been content to let me go my way, but I guessed that those hadn’t been his instructions.

“He has Ale’en,” he said quietly.

I nodded, unsurprised. “Would you lend a skin and not keep something as a pledge?” I thought a moment. “How can I find Ale’en? Will you give me the eagle cloak to go fetch him? I might have a chance to slip in and out if he thinks I’m you.”

Dyoan shook his head miserably. “He’ll be kept close inside. The singer said he was afraid you would try to steal him.”

“And then he’d have no hold on you.”

“It didn’t sound like that at the time.”

But I knew even when I suggested it that running wasn’t the answer. There was a man out there who hunted our kind and could sing to our skins as well as we could. I could think of only one way to stop him, and it made me sick with dread. Before I could lose my nerve, I told Dyoan what to do.

He wasn’t at the inn but was staying some miles down the valley with one of the farmers there. It seemed he trusted his hosts no more than I would have, for he had arranged to meet Dyoan in a field nearby at moonrise. We glided down to meet him—I hanging limply in Dyoan’s talons. The boy shed his skin and stepped away while I made a show of flopping clumsily as I changed, rising unsteadily to one knee.

The stranger came forward, saying, “She wouldn’t give it to you then? Just as I said! But we’ll get it back—”

At that moment I slipped the owl-cloak from my shoulders and flung it before me like a throw-net crying, “Wear my skin!”

He blinked in surprise—large, golden, owl eyes. I think I held my breath for a full minute waiting for him to realize what had happened. Then with a cry he fled on soundless wings, wearing my feathers to the end of his days, for I would never release him.

###
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Dyoan fetched his brother from the farmhouse and as he brought him back draped the eagle-skin around the child’s shoulders. Well then, it should have come to him in the normal course of things. We had been driven away from the road of our fate for a time, but our feet had found it again. The older boy looked up at me with troubled eyes.

“Laaki...”

I felt his sympathy but couldn’t face it just yet. “So,” I said briskly, “I’ll have to get to work, with two new songs to make. Will you lend us all your feathers for a bit, Ale’en? I’d have you carry us, but you don’t know where I’ve left Dyoan’s skin and it’s a bit dark for your first flying lesson, anyway. We had best be far from here by dawn, I think.”

He ran his fingers possessively over the feathers, then grinned shyly and handed me the eagle-cloak.
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More Than One Way
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I waited in the hut most of the night, hoping that I was wrong and that dawn would find me sleepy but undisturbed. There had been murder in Ashóli’s eyes when they met mine over her grandmother’s grave. I had no intention of stealing the inheritance that she thought hers by right, but I could not tell her so. Not yet. So I waited. Night had always been my element, and though I could no longer use an owl’s eyes and ears, there was little danger that she would catch me unaware. No, this night held little danger for me—but for her? Would she pass that threshold and put herself beyond my help?

###
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We had crossed the river around midday two days before—Dyoan and Ale’en and I—and rested a while on a grassy bank overlooking the wide water. Dyoan would have put on his wolf-skin and run ahead exploring, but there were trails and footprints along the shore and I persuaded him to caution.

After we’d crossed, I felt a weight drop away. Ganasset was well and truly behind us now; a land too uncomfortable with what they considered magic to have made us comfortable there. I watched Ale’en dancing in the sunlight with his cloak of eagle feathers floating out behind him. He was delighted at having borne us across the water, as only a child can be at having done a grown-up task. He had his skin-song now, and though I was the one who had sung his eagle-cloak around all three of us, it had been his wings that carried us, and his generosity that brought us across dry and safe.

It was hard not to presume upon that generosity, after the long time when neither of them could wear their own skins except by my word. After our narrow escape the year before, I had set all my skills to crafting skin-songs for the two of them. Now that they could sing their own shapes into fur and feathers and back again, I kept my tongue behind my teeth and did not order that part of their lives. But, oh, it was hard, now that I was the slowest one, walking only on two legs. Singing an old skin to a new wearer was hard enough for me. I hadn’t yet started the task of crafting a new cloak of my own, not when all our thoughts were for safety and surviving. We hadn’t dared to stop long in human settlements in our flight, and living as if we were beasts wore hard on me.

From this side of the river an open woodland rose slowly toward mountains. I squinted into the distance looking for signs of habitation. The rumors behind us said that our people were known here, and I hoped to find a family that would take the boys in. But in a land frequented by Kaltaoven, strangers could as easily be kin or enemies. We are not always comfortable neighbors.

A thread of smoke lifted from behind a hill in the distance and farther up the riverbank a narrow path led in the same direction. We steered our steps toward the smoke. Likely it would be no more than a charcoal-burner’s hut or perhaps a hunting camp. We could ask careful questions to guide our quest. Hope was too painful.

They found us first: a woman flanked by two snarling hounds who stepped onto the path before us with no chance for us to hide our strangeness. Dyoan stiffened beside me and fingered his wolf-skin cloak, but I laid a restraining hand on his arm. “Gently,” I hissed. “We are the strangers here.” He relaxed with effort and I could see the strange woman smiling in amusement.

“Are you come far, then?” To my relief, she asked in our own tongue, her choice of words including us as distant kin. Disconcertingly, it was to Dyoan that she addressed her question.

He stared slack-jawed in amazement to hear that language from any lips but ours. I answered in his stead. “A long ways indeed since the beginning. From Dyelenol, but most recently from Ganasset.”

She frowned, but it did not seem only in confusion. “Dyelenol?”

“Near Karskar in the north. Too far from lands where our people have settled, as it turned out. We are searching for a friendlier home.”

She seemed to consider this and then make a decision. “We will offer you guesting, of course. It may be that the council will offer you more.” She left that thought hanging vaguely and snapped her fingers at the hounds. They shed their skins and stood—a young man and woman who might have been twins, grinning at us as if to apologize for their earlier growls. She introduced the two of them and then sent them running back to the village to announce us.

So it was that they all turned out to welcome us—or almost all, as we learned. There were nearly fifty in the village, a circle of thatched huts set in a broad clearing. I could see Ale’en and Dyoan comparing it to their parents’ fine stone house, but that house lay in ruins now far behind.

It took me a few minutes to put my finger on the oddness in these folk: the two hounds were the youngest who wore skins. There were no children at all with a furred or feathered cloak, and even a few adults went without. They have no singer, I thought. No one to fashion new spell-songs. And so they are left only to pass down the old ones. I’d heard of such clans before, of course, but it was a perilous way to survive. If someone died while cloaked, if no one learned the old song, there was one less skin for the clan. And an old song never had the power of one made for the wearer; it faded over the generations. Then I counted up the people I saw who wanted skins, and thought how long the making would be if they bound me to the task. It frightened me more than a little.

They led us into the long central hall, apologizing for the lack of merrymaking. “Grandmother is dying,” one of the hounds explained, gesturing toward the hearth as they seated us and brought in food.

I looked where they pointed and saw a young brown-haired woman, and then looked again and saw that she held in her lap a bone-thin wildcat that she stroked slowly and gently. The woman who had come to greet us—Boesen, she was called—went over to her and said something sharply. The young woman looked up with tears in her eyes and answered, “It eases her pain. Why should you begrudge it?”

“Because we cannot afford to lose her skin,” Boesen said, less sharply. “She knows that; don’t encourage her.”

The young woman gathered the cat in her arms as gently as possible and laid her on a pallet by the fire. “Gran, Gran,” I heard her say, then something too soft to be understood. The skin fell away and a withered old woman lay on it, her gasping breath a pain to hear.

Boesen laid a hand on the younger woman’s shoulder. “Ashóli, come to dinner. There is nothing you can do here.”

“There is something I can do,” she answered, taking the old woman’s hand and settling herself by the bedside.

The other woman shrugged and turned away.

I felt as if I had been intruding, though no one else seemed to mark the exchange. Dyoan and Ale’en had been ensconced in the place for honored guests—much to their astonished delight—while I was seated down along one end with the younger folk. Given what I had seen, I guessed the reason.

They fed us on roasted pork and porridge and passed bowls of fresh milk around the table. And then when the meal was done, and the bowls were being filled with beer instead, the children and those who wore no skins drew back against the walls and Boesen began the chant that opened council.

They asked Dyoan our names—since it would have been rude to inquire before feeding us—and he gave them, the full and formal names with clan and parentage attached. But when he would have given me the honorific of a singer, I interrupted him with something inconsequential about my homeland, and made sure to catch his eye and shake my head in warning.

Boesen frowned in my direction. “You are a stranger and so we forgive your ignorance, but children may only speak in council when asked.”

It was hard not to laugh, seeing Ale’en sitting there stiff with eight-year-old dignity in their midst. But she meant the other sense of “children,” those who did not yet wear skins. In a clan where those were limited, it would be an important mark of adulthood. I looked over at the woman called Ashóli and wondered why she wore none when several younger than her sat in council.

The talk went much as I could have predicted: where did we come from; where were we going; did we know of kinfolk in the area? It seemed they were isolated here and were as eager as we to learn of others of our kind. Dyoan was handling the questions as well as I would have, so I set myself to studying the people instead, until my attention was jerked back by my own name.
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