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  YOU COULDN’T SEE outside the train windows at night; the conductor had opaqued them. Most people probably wouldn’t want to see out

  anyway. I looked around at the rest of the passengers in the car—I’d noticed when I got to my seat that I was the only one there who was under thirty years old. I’d seen flashes

  of fancy railcars like this in vids, and while waiting for track clearance at the Springs station, when I’d been down there with my Master. Stepping into the sleek silver tube with its rows

  of heavily padded blue-gray seats had felt unreal. As I covertly examined the people around me, in their clothing that was obviously not handmade, I wondered if they were trying to figure out why I

  had invaded their expensive, important world. They’d been studiously leaving me alone in that way that said they were curious but didn’t intend to actually say anything, while I stared

  at the reflections in the dark windows and wished I were back in my little room. Or maybe they already knew what I was. Master Kedo had told me on the drive down to the Springs station that all the

  personnel on the train were told about me, so maybe the passengers were too.




  Now I was the only one still awake. Pretty much everyone else had their seats in the recline position, their cocoons on, and their privacy hoods over their heads and shoulders. It looked like a

  scene out of one of the drama-vids we watched now and again, the ones that turned up in the weekly mail. I didn’t care for them much, but my best friend, Kei, loved them, so I always sat

  through them without a complaint. That’s what friends do, right?




  Well, okay, maybe some of them were watching their own selection of vids in there, but you couldn’t tell; they’d have their buds in and their glasses on. There was just row after row

  of reclined seats, skewed so no one quite had his head in someone else’s lap, each person bundled up tightly like a swaddled baby, with soft black mounds over the top halves. The

  cocoons were made of some fabric I’d never seen before, soft and plush, like kitten fur. I’d watched as they settled in for the night, and a lot of them had asked for Nightcaps. If

  something bad happened now, they would all die without ever knowing they’d been in danger.




  All but me. My seat was reclined, of course. I didn’t have any choice in that; all the seats had reclined and swiveled for night at the same time. The conductor did that for the whole car.

  But I hadn’t fastened down the cocoon, and I wasn’t going to use a hood. I certainly wasn’t going to have a Nightcap. My Masters would have a litter of cats if I even looked at a

  Nightcap.




  Well, no, they actually wouldn’t; my Masters didn’t do that sort of thing. But they’d give me that look that said You know better than that, which actually made

  you feel a lot worse than if they’d had a litter of cats.




  I wanted to look out, even though I knew the view would be no different from daytime. The track was safe enough—well, as safe as things ever got out here below the snow line. It was

  enclosed in a wire cage that was kept electrified for five miles in front of and behind the speeding train. Back when things were finally being put together again, after the Diseray, that was one

  of the first things the army had figured out: the way to keep the trains safe. Outside the cage, though, that was different. Some places were safe, protected. Some…not. Some were hell on

  earth.




  I’d seen that hell on earth once, a small version of what could happen when the Othersiders decided there was a choice plum to pick and they were going to pick it. Two years ago; I was

  fourteen then. Summer, of course; in winter, all the settlements are relatively safe, protected by snow and cold. Anston’s Well was—still is—a nice place, with nice people

  in it. About thirty families, big enough to have their own storehouse and trading post. The Othersiders must have decided it had reached a point where it was big enough to bother with.




  The first I’d known about it was when I got woken up from a sound sleep by the Monastery alarms. My Master Kedo was pounding on my door as I was stamping my boots on. “Summon!”

  he’d said, so I’d summoned my Hounds, who’d joined his four that were milling about in the hall outside my room, and we’d met the rest outside in the snow. Everybody, and I

  mean everybody, had piled out of the Monastery. Even the oldest and youngest; and the ones with no magic and no Hounds were armed.




  When we’d gotten down to Anston’s Well, about a third of the houses were on fire, and there were monsters in the streets, trying to pull down people who were holding them off. There

  were more monsters just outside of the palisade around the town; that was where Kedo had sent me. The Hounds and I…it was just a blur for most of the night. I did a lot of shooting—some

  magic, but mostly shooting—while the Hounds kept what I was shooting at too busy to come at me. Kedo had given me an AK-47 with incendiary rounds, which the Othersiders I was up against did

  not much like. The turning point had come when the rest of the Hunters from the other settlements finally reached us. By dawn, we’d driven the Othersiders off. The bodies that didn’t

  dissolve, I think they carried off with them. We lost that third of the houses that were on fire, but we were so lucky…just two deaths, though nearly everyone who wasn’t a Hunter was hurt

  or burned. But like Per Anston had said, “We can rebuild. We can’t resurrect.”




  I wouldn’t show how scared I was now, like I hadn’t then; I’d spent a lot of time learning how not to show it, but I was scared. Of course, I wasn’t from a place that was

  precisely safe, but it was safer than most of the territory we were speeding through. And I was going to be going out there into the worst parts of it, if not now, then soon. It would surely

  be no more than a year before I was patrolling it.




  I’m a Hunter, and that’s my job. There is no more important job in the world. Hunters stand between the monsters of the Breakthrough and ordinary people. If it hadn’t sunk in

  before, that sure had been made clear to me the night Anston’s Well was attacked. I knew those people; they were my neighbors, and a couple of the hurt folks were my friends. They’d

  come up to dance at the Safehaven flings, and I’d run off the Othersiders from their fields, and…that was when I knew for certain-sure that there was nothing more important than being a

  Hunter. Because being a Hunter meant I could do something about the Othersiders that no one who wasn’t a Hunter could do. It had been the Hunters, not bullets, not RPGs, who had turned

  the tide that night, who had kept Anston’s Well from being another one of those casualties in the war between the Othersiders and humans. This isn’t a job you pick, it’s a job

  that picks you—but if I’d been given the choice, I’d still be a Hunter. That morning—on the way back up to the Monastery in the back of the truck, my Master Kedo had

  given me this long and searching look. The measuring kind. I guess he must have seen what he wanted to see, because he’d ruffled up my hair and said, “Now you are a real Hunter,

  chica,” and leaned back and closed his eyes, looking satisfied.




  One of the stewards was making his way through the rows, checking on everyone. He had on the dark green uniform of the Train Service, which looks military, but isn’t, and had a serious,

  square face with ginger hair. I wasn’t sure why he needed to check on people, but this was an expensive and very exclusive way to travel, so I supposed the illusion of always being served

  came with it. No one flies but the military, of course; the skies are just too dangerous. There are other trains, not like this one, where people are packed in like cattle; they have to hump their

  own luggage, bring their own meals. I saw them at the station, and it looked like the old pictures of people fleeing from a war.




  Not me. I was told that once I was away from my Masters and home, I would always get the star treatment, partly because of what I am, partly because of my uncle. That was another thing that felt

  surreal. It was hard to think I’m related to someone important. It certainly didn’t make any difference up on the Mountain.




  The steward paused at my row, and I tensed a little, expecting a rebuke, or a demand to lie down and sleep, like everyone else. But instead, he leaned over the man between me and the aisle, and

  whispered, “Are you really the Hunter?”




  I nodded. His eyes went wide. “You’re so young!” he blurted. “You’re just a girl!”




  I thought about telling him that I had been a Hunter since I was nine; then I thought better of it, since that didn’t fit with the story I was supposed to tell, and I should start using

  that story right now. The Masters and the Monastery aren’t even supposed to exist, and when someone turned Hunter they were supposed to go to Apex City immediately, anyway. There aren’t

  a lot of Hunters, after all. Maybe one person in a hundred or two hundred is born with the ability to do magic, and maybe only half of them become Hunters. There’s not another place like the

  Monastery on the whole continent, at least not that I know of. Back at the beginning of the Diseray and the Breakthrough, Hunters tried to train themselves, and about half of them died before they

  mastered their magic and learned how to work with their Hounds. So having Hunters report to Apex for proper training was the law; it was probably a smart law, too.




  I just shrugged at him.




  “Can I see the Hounds?” the steward breathed.




  That took me by surprise. “Here?” I asked. “Now? I mean, sure, but…would that be…polite?” The Hounds are not exactly quiet about making their entrance, and I

  wasn’t sure if even earbuds and cocoons would insulate these other important personages. Nor how they would feel about being awakened by a full pack.




  Now, the Hounds would probably love it. Sometimes I think that they feed off of admiration as much as they feed off of manna. Although, maybe admiration is another sort of manna.




  He glanced at the rest of the passengers, but when he looked back at me, his face was all lit up with excitement, and I couldn’t help smiling at him a little. Sure, for me, I summon the

  Hounds, and it’s just Tuesday, but even for the folks in the settlements on the Mountain, seeing the Hounds is a special thing, so how much more special would it be for someone who spent most

  of his life taking care of rich people in a train?




  “The rec car is empty,” he said eagerly. I nodded, shucked myself out of my cocoon, and edged into the aisle. I followed him through two more cars full of silent cocoons and into the

  rec car. We picked up two more stewards on the way. One of them stopped and whispered something into a grate at the end of the car; I guessed that was probably the car-to-car comm, or something

  like it.




  He was right, the car we ended up in was empty. The autobar blinked its lights at us, then went back to wait mode when we didn’t go get ourselves drinks. The game consoles were silent, as

  were the gambling tables.




  There was some clear space at the back with fold-down exercise machines. That was where I went. By now I had quite an audience, and more were coming; that steward who had whispered into the

  radio must have spread word about what I was going to do through the rest of the train. It made me a little nervous because I didn’t usually do this with an audience; normally the Hounds are

  already with me when people see them. I closed my eyes and envisioned the Mandala; that opened my mind to the Otherworld.




  The Mandala, of course, is my Mandala, the same thing that’s branded on the backs of my hands. They’re tattooed, but the tattoos trace over the actual Mandala. Every

  Hunter’s Mandala is a circular diagram, and every one is different. They’re really pretty, actually; if you didn’t know better, you’d think they were just fancy decoration,

  like regular tattoos. There’s an outer circle, then a circle of little signs inside that, one sign for each one of your Hounds, then another circle, then maybe a triangle or a square or a

  hexagon. There might be signs inside that, but there are always two squares on top of each other after that, making an eight-pointed star. Then in the center of that is a sign that’s you. If

  you know how to read them, they’ll tell you how many Hounds the Hunter has, but there are other things in the Mandala that no one knows how to read. They look sort of like the Mandalas in

  some of the Buddhist or Hindu god-paintings at the Monastery, but the language isn’t Chinese or Sanskrit. They get burned into your hands when your magic wakes up, the first time something

  really bad happens to you that involves Othersiders. If you’re born a Hunter—because you can’t be made a Hunter—the Hounds will come to you then, for the very first

  time, and the act of them coming over from the Otherside burns the Mandalas into the backs of your hands.




  With my eyes still closed, I drew the three Summons Glyphs in the air with sweeping gestures; if I opened them, I knew I would see the Glyphs hanging in midair, drawn in flames, which was

  something of my signature. Every Hunter uses the same three Summons Glyphs. They look like runes; maybe they actually are runes, but if so, no one has ever translated them. They tell the Hounds

  that the Hunter is calling them. My Glyphs, being drawn in fire and all, are very showy, which is odd, considering I tend to keep myself to myself and drawing attention makes me feel naked. I heard

  the group’s swift intake of collective breath.




  With an abrupt gesture, I cast the Glyphs to the ground, where they lay burning just on top of the carpet, and I opened the Way—and all I can tell you about that is how it feels. It feels

  as if I am reaching across the Glyphs with my gut and opening a door. Weird, I know. But that’s how it feels. The Glyphs make the door, and at the same time, they put a kind of seal on it

  that nothing can cross but the Hounds. Now I opened my eyes, in time to see them bursting out of midair between me and the onlookers.




  You know, that never gets old, no matter how many times I do it. There’s this amazing feeling, a Wow, these are my Hounds, and I brought them! And, for me at least,

  there’s also a feeling as if my best friends in the whole world had just come through the door into my room: an I’m so happy we’re together again! I always have that, even

  if I’m summoning them right before a bad fight.




  Someone gave out a nervous shriek; all seven of the Hounds turned their heads in his direction to stare with their flaming eyes. Little flickers of flame danced over their coal-black coats. Some

  Hounds always look the same, but mine don’t. I was one of the three Hunters on the Mountain, including my Master Kedo, who had Hounds who could change what they look like. They’d chosen

  to appear as black greyhounds this time, which was a good choice: there wasn’t much room in the rail car for anything bigger, they were intimidating without inciting panic, and there was no

  way that their usual forms would have fit.




  “They just look like dogs,” one of the stewards said doubtfully. My pack leader, Bya, looked over his shoulder at me and dog-grinned, then, before I could stop him, whipped his head

  back around and blew a jet of flame at the doubter. There were shrieks, but I stepped in between them, right into the flame, and let it play over me.




  “Illusion,” I explained, as the panic subsided. That wasn’t the truth of course; Bya had merely ordered the flames not to burn anything or anyone, but knowing that my Hounds

  could turn the laws of physics inside out would only make these people’s poor brains explode. I know it made my brain explode the first few times I saw them do impossible things.




  After that, the Hounds went into superstar mode and graciously accepted the admiration of the crowd. Everyone wanted to touch them, pet them, and the Hounds were in the mood to accept buckets of

  that—probably since we hadn’t Hunted in two weeks, and they were bored and hadn’t gotten what they considered to be their just quota of adoration for a while. When they’re

  in a petable form, they go all out; their coats are as sleek and soft as the antique silks I’ve handled at the Monastery.




  In a situation like this one, I don’t have to dismiss them, they go off on their own. When they got tired of it all, they went to the Glyphs still burning on the floor and leapt through to

  the Otherside. Bya was last. Bya seems to like people more than the rest of them. When he went through, the Glyphs vanished, and the crowd mingled around a little more, asking me stuff about them.

  I felt pretty awkward, but at least they were asking me about the Hounds instead of myself, so I managed not to get too tongue-tangled. The radio at the end of the car chimed three times after a

  bit, and they all kind of alerted on it and dispersed back to their duties. All but the steward of the car my seat was in. I guess he got to stay with me because I was in his charge.




  “Would you like something to drink?” he asked, pausing at the autobar. “You might as well, the bar can mix you up just about anything.” He stood there with his hand just

  over the keypad, waiting.




  I thought for a moment. It was just a little intimidating, and a little intoxicating. Here I was, in a situation I had never found myself before, a situation where I could have absolutely

  anything I wanted.




  Almost anything, that is. That put things into perspective. I really wanted to turn the train around and go back home. For a moment, homesickness swallowed me up. But I kept my Hunt-face on,

  just as I’d been taught.




  “You choose. I just don’t know what the options are. Something soothing, sweet, and hot with nothing like a drug or alcohol in it,” I said, thinking I was going to get some

  sweet, hot tea, which I much prefer to the hot buttered tea some of my Masters like. Well, it isn’t real tea—nobody on this continent can get that anymore—it’s herbal

  tisane. But it’s real butter. Cows can’t live up in the mountains, but goats and sheep can, and we have both at the Monastery. Sometimes we get cow butter and milk from the settlements,

  but mostly we rely on our own herd for that sort of thing.




  “I know just the thing,” he said, and went to the autobar. He brought back something medium brown and opaque, with an intriguing smell. I sipped it; it was odd but good. Creamy

  and sweet. “Hot Chocolike,” he said, and gestured for me to follow him. I did, sipping as we went.




  At the vestibule to my car, he paused. “If—if something were to happen to the train—you and your Hounds would protect us, right? We’d be all right with you here, until

  help came, right?”




  I thought about that. Thought about the likelihood that if there was an attack that involved something big and nasty enough to break through the electrified cage, the train would probably crash,

  and at the speed it was going, not even the crash-bubbles would save us. And that if any of us did survive, we’d be too injured to do anything, or unconscious. We’d be too far away from

  Apex for an Elite team to get here in time. I thought about other possibilities that didn’t involve crashing, in which case the armed cars at the front and the rear of the train would do a

  lot more about protecting us than me or the Hounds ever could. I mean, there were machine guns with armor-piercing, blessed bullets in there, or incendiaries and mortars, and some trains were even

  rumored to carry small missile launchers with Hellfires loaded. I’m cursed with a very good imagination, and right then, what I could imagine was terrifying.




  But my Masters had told me that when I got out here in the world, the people here would look at me differently from how they did at home. That Hunters were some sort of legendary beings off the

  Mountain. Not that Hunters weren’t respected on the Mountain, because we were; everyone knows the job we do is dangerous, and we get the respect a warrior merits. But nobody treats us like

  we’re minor gods or something.




  We didn’t get a lot of live vid on the Mountain; we were off the grid, and our electricity had to be saved for things that mattered, so mostly it was just the officially mandated stuff we

  warmed up the vid-screen in the community hall for, or old, stored stuff on drives and disks that you can watch on a solar-powered tablet, or things that came in the weekly mail. We don’t

  lack for electricity, because we can keep the lights and the comm system and the intranet going all the time, but we’re all taught to be mindful, very mindful, of waste. That kind of

  mindset goes all the way back to the Diseray, when no one had much of anything, and everything was being scrounged. Think twice, act once, is what everyone says. When kids are taught to read

  and write, it’s one of the first things they print out.




  That was when it hit me: off the Mountain, Cits—that’s ordinary people who live in the cities—absolutely believed what the vids showed them. And the vids showed them that

  Hunters were able to protect them from anything. Then it hit me that there must be a reason for that.




  I wasn’t going to do him any good by breaking that illusion now, was I? I had to think about this before I answered him. Think twice, act once.




  “Yes,” I said simply. “So long as you forget how young I look and do exactly what I tell you to.”




  Enough of the Hunter mystique must have attached itself to me when I summoned the Hounds that he just got this hugely relieved look on his face and sighed. Then he opened the door for me and

  waved me through.




  I went back to my seat and perched on it, legs crossed in lotus position, zazen style, sipping the drink. It must have been terrible territory we were passing through, for him to have asked that

  question. Now I really wanted to see what was out there, even though I had goose bumps all up and down my spine. It’s what’s unknown and unseen that scares me the most. That had

  almost been the worst of it, that night at Anston’s Well. I mostly couldn’t see what was coming at me. Flashes. Teeth, eyes, claws. I knew some of the monsters of the

  Othersiders, but by no means all of them—some we still don’t have names for, some came out of other mythologies, ones we don’t have books for. Nothing is scarier than what you

  don’t know.




  There was a lot of speculation among the folks that depended on the Monastery about just what happened to cause the Diseray—that’s what everyone calls it, the time when the old world

  that created vids and trains and planes and all of that got turned upside down. It’s been about two centuries and a half, a little more maybe, since it happened.




  I looked over at the steward, who was doing something on the keypad. The lights got even dimmer. I was just a ghost of a reflection on the opaqued window.




  I wondered if people like the steward ever thought about it. I do. The other Hunters tied to the Monastery don’t so much, but I do.




  I knew there were volcanoes and earthquakes, because the Island of California used to be part of the continent, and there’s Old Yeller, a volcano where a park used to be that still sends

  up ash plumes that ground the Air Corps, and Olympus, another one in the northwest that took out a whole city. Every so often, when the wind blows from the right direction, we still get ash-plumes

  that mean everyone has to wear masks until they settle, and the ash in the the sky is the reason why there’s snow on the mountains all year long.




  I stared at my reflection in the window, with my dark brown hair making a kind of shadow around my face, glad I hadn’t lived through those times. Bad as right now was, I could imagine how

  much worse it had been.




  The steward came back over when he saw me looking at him. “Anything I can do for you, Hunter?” he asked. “Anything you’d like to know about Apex, for instance?”




  I thought, well why not? It would be a good idea to find out some of what I should play dumb about. “What do they tell you Cits about the Diseray?” I asked. “I never learned

  all that much about it. And please sit down; it gives me a crick in my neck to look up at you.” He gave me a funny look, but since I was curled up, he sat gingerly down on the edge of my

  seat, as far away from me as he could, to be respectful, I think.




  “We don’t dwell on it.” He shrugged. “Mostly they give us a couple days on it in school, so we know to be properly grateful for being safe now. There were plagues, which

  we cured. Storms got worse, which we couldn’t do anything about, and which is why only the Air Corps flies now and we rely on trains. The South and North Poles switched, which we can’t

  exactly do anything about either. There was a nuke set off on purpose by Christers on the other side of the world. And the Breakthrough, when all the magic and monsters happened. That’s

  mostly what I remember from school.”




  I nodded. I’d read the diaries of some of the people who gathered for safety at the Monastery; farmers, hunters—the ones who hunted for food, not my kind—craftsmen, a couple of

  soldiers—it had been a real mixed bunch. That was when they all pitched together and built Safehaven, the first settlement, the one right at the foot of the Monastery, up in the snow

  year-round. The Monastery itself predated the Diseray; it was started by Tibetan Buddhists, but by the time things got sorted out, it had turned into a home for every kind of religious folk but

  Christers. Right now there were some Celtic, Norse, Greco-Roman, and shamanistic traditionalist types, several Native Americans, including my Master Kedo, some Shaolin monks, a couple of Hindus,

  one lone Sikh, and a couple of Shinto Masters. The one thing they’d all had in common was that there was some magic tradition in their religions, which helped them understand the Othersiders

  and how to fight them, and that they were all determined to work together to help each other and people who came there for safety.




  “Why?” he asked. “What do they tell you?”




  I told him part of the truth. “Mostly we read the stuff that the people who settled our parts left behind. Out where I’m from, those are kind of like manuals for what not to do. They

  don’t go into the stuff that happened outside our mountains, or the why, or the parts about what other people did at Apex so much as the what we did, if you get my

  meaning.”




  I couldn’t tell him the whole truth, of course, that the Monastery had probably the best records around of that time. The Monastery was a real anomaly; I don’t think there is

  anything else like it, on this continent at least, but…there’s a lot of continent, and even now, hundreds of years later, there are still holdouts and warlords and places where people

  hunkered down and survived that no one has run into yet.




  “Well,” he said, “the big thing that saved people around Apex was the military. Over on the East Coast, where Apex is now, there were a lot of military installations; they were

  the backbone of defense, and the place people went to looking for safety. When the first Hunters emerged, they naturally went there too. That’s how Apex started; a lot of really smart tech

  and builder people, and the military, and the emergent Hunters, protecting everyone that came to them.”




  He didn’t say anything about the Christers, other than what everybody knows, that some fanatics set off a nuke, but there didn’t seem to be a lot of Christers in Apex from what

  I’d seen. The Christers of that time thought it was their Apocalypse, and the Masters say they were all confidently expecting to be carried up to Heaven while everyone that wasn’t them

  died horribly, or suffered for hundreds of years. Only that didn’t happen, even when some of them decided that the Apocalypse must need a kick-start like a balky engine, and set off some sort

  of nuke in what used to be Israel. They still didn’t get carried up to Heaven, not one; they just died like everyone else, so that’s why it’s called the Diseray instead of the

  Apocalypse.




  “So what do they say did it?” I asked. “The Diseray, I mean? And the Breakthrough.”




  “Probably the polar switch, maybe the nuke. Maybe both.” He shook his head. “Maybe something we don’t even know about.”




  That wasn’t the way I’d been taught it happened. The Masters say that it didn’t all happen at once, that things just got worse and worse until the bombs went off. And that,

  they think, is what caused the Breakthrough.




  But even the Masters don’t know that for certain-sure. The only thing they know for fact is that in the middle of disaster after disaster, the Othersiders came through, and with them came

  magic.




  I sipped my drink. “Sometimes I think it was like the old story in one of the books I read when I was little, where this girl named Pandora opened a box and everything horrible burst out

  of it and spread over the world.”




  He smiled at me. “So that would make the Hounds as Hope in the bottom of the box? That sounds about right.” I smiled back, oddly glad that he knew the story too. Most of the

  Othersiders are monsters: Drakkens, Kraken, Leviathans, Gogs and Magogs, Furies, Harpies, things we don’t even have names for. Things that belong to myths and religions from all over the

  world, and things that don’t match anything at all. Even now, new monsters keep coming across. But when the first of them arrived, the Hounds came too. If it hadn’t been for the Hounds,

  I don’t think we’d be here anymore.




  “If you could call anything Hope, it’d be the Hounds,” I agreed, and then his station beeped at him and he had to go back to work.




  I sighed and finished my cup of yummy goodness, and wished I could summon Bya back through again to cuddle up with. There wouldn’t be room for him on the seat, though. This was a long

  trip; it took a lot of effort to keep trains protected, so they couldn’t just whoosh across the landscape or they’d outrun the protections. I had another day and a night on the train,

  which was taking me from the middle of what used to be called the Rocky Mountains all the way to the East Coast, and then it would arrive in Apex City, which is the center of everything, and I

  would find out why Uncle had sent for me rather than one of our other Hunters. Another day and night to get used to being alone and lonely, to get used to being homesick.




  It was an ache that wasn’t going to get canceled out by a hundred cups of sweet stuff. I already missed everybody. And I was nervous and scared, and I’ll admit it. But when Uncle

  contacted the Monastery, he’d said that if we went any longer without sending a Hunter to Apex for training and assignment, they’d send a team to look for one. And I understood. We

  didn’t dare have a team snooping around the Mountain looking for Hunters, or we’d probably end up losing all the Hunters we had to Apex, and we couldn’t afford that. I just

  wasn’t sure why the Hunter Uncle asked for had to be me.




  Now, right now, I bet you’re thinking, Well, if these Monastery people are all wrapped up in protecting and helping everyone, why aren’t they in Apex in the first place? Or at

  least, why aren’t they sending their Hunters there? And I don’t have a lot of answers, but the Masters seem to think that the government has gotten less trustworthy, and I’ve

  never known the Masters to be wrong. So we have been keeping our Hunters at home, because we can’t count on the government to protect us.




  The last time I’d seen my uncle in person was when he put me into the care of a yellow-robed monk at the Monastery. We must have gotten there by another train, although I don’t

  remember it. I might have been hurt, or unconscious, or maybe sedated. The monks told me I was one of a huge group of kids that was evacuated ahead of an Othersider Incident.

  “Incident”—that’s what they call it when monsters avalanche over your town and wipe out everything that gets in the way, like they tried to do to Anston’s Well. One of

  the last out, they said; Uncle brought me and a handful of other kids who didn’t have any family either. All the rest got adopted quick by families, but I got taken by the Masters. I know

  why now. They could tell I was going to have control of magic, and thought I might become a Hunter. They’re good at being able to figure that out. I vaguely remember my mother and

  father from before that, but the Incident itself—nothing. The more I think about it, I was probably sedated. My bachelor uncle was probably not well equipped to cope with a hysterical

  toddler. But even though he left me there, it wasn’t as if he abandoned me. I remember him from that night, and he wrote to me all the time, at least a letter a week, and presents every time

  he could think of an excuse, and I’d seen him in news stories over the years, getting grayer and balder. He’s a very important man, prefect of the police, and the Hunters who

  aren’t in the army are under his command.




  The fact that he is so important is why I’m here in a train full of important people or their relatives instead of being hauled to Apex across the country in a military transport, like

  most new Hunters are.




  As I sat there mulling over what I knew, it came to me that maybe the reason he’d sent for me was to show that his family was just like any other—that even when it was his own

  blood-kin that was the Hunter, then to Apex she had to come, whether she liked it or not.




  Well, I didn’t like it, not one bit, but…I could see the justice.




  The warm drink had finally made me sleepy, and it wasn’t private enough here for me to curl up and have a good cry about being sent away from everyone I knew. I pulled the cocoon up over

  and around me and lay down on the soft surface of the seat. But I didn’t snug the cocoon tight. The steward might just have been a timid fellow—or he might have had a reason for asking

  if the Hounds and I would protect him.




  I was a Hunter, and a Hunter who wants to grow old always expects the worst. So I had my seat belt on, under the cocoon, and I left my boots on too, and I didn’t snug the cocoon down.




  I wished I were in my little room, with the heavy stone and wood walls of the Monastery around me, and the snow between me and Othersiders. I missed my bed, even if it was a bit harder than this

  couch, and even if this cocoon was cozier. I missed the sounds of the Monastery—the monks and the Masters often had religious things they got up in the middle of the night to do, which all

  became part of the rhythm of day and night, and when you were used to them all of your life, they were like a lullaby. I really missed the smells—incense and snow and breakfast slow-cooking

  overnight. I missed the warm wool blankets that smelled faintly of sheep, and the faraway sound of wind whistling through the evergreens.




  Most of all, I missed knowing there were other Hunters around me, knowing that I wasn’t alone, and that if trouble came, there would be a bunch of us to meet it. All that missing things

  made it hard to fall asleep. And when at last I slept, I slept lightly.
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  COME MORNING, the important people around me continued to sleep, kept in cozy blackness by their privacy hoods. I came awake and alert all at once;

  unless a Hunter is sick or drugged, that’s what we do. It’s training so hard and so deep it’s almost instinct. The windows had been transparented, so I finally got my look at what

  was outside the cage.




  Flat, open fields. Flat by my standards, anyway. I know I keep talking about “the” Mountain, but that’s just the mountain that the Monastery is on. I’m used to mountains

  that tower all around, mountains that are at least half snow all year round, mountains that take up most of the sky. So, flat…that was new. And kind of cool. I had never seen that much sky

  before. I knew where we were immediately, ’cause I’d studied the map of the train route and how things used to look there before the Diseray. We were into land that used to hold

  enormous grain fields and vast herds of cattle. The grain was still there, blowing in the wind, though it was mixed with all kinds of things now: weeds, native grasses, other things like

  wildflowers and the odd vegetable, something hard to kill and less than tasty to a cow. You could tell because it wasn’t uniform like in the old pictures, where it was almost like an ocean of

  grain all the same color. It was all patchy out there now, patchy in color and patchy in height. I got kind of an excited feeling in my stomach; I’d only ever seen land this flat in pictures

  and really old vids, and seeing it in person was nothing like looking at pictures. For the first time ever I could see a flat horizon.




  The cattle were still out there too, but they were feral now, never saw humans except when they were hunted the way the buffalo that had roamed here had been hunted, and looked nothing like the

  fat, box-shaped walking meat-sacks that used to drift around these green fields I’d seen in those history books. These were cattle like you could find sometimes down in the valleys below the

  Mountain: crazy-eyed, wary, and rangy as a goat, and as the train sped by, they ran away from it, fleet and agile, then whirled to stare at it suspiciously as if to make sure it wasn’t going

  to escape its cage. There are a few of them at the Mountain that some of the folks in the settlements have caught and tamed down, but it’s so hard to keep them fed properly and from running

  away that most people don’t bother. Goats and sheep are easier to keep, and they do better if the herd has to be driven up into the snow to protect them from a monster raid.




  There were things that weren’t birds circling overhead. Harpies. I could tell by the shape. Huge, blunt wings, though they still shouldn’t be able to fly, Master Kedo says. He says

  it’s probably magic keeping them up. I’ve driven them off hundreds of times, and we’ve killed a few too; they’re like huge vultures, but with four legs instead of two, and

  something that might look like a human head in bad light. The head is bald for the same reason a vulture’s head is bald; they stick it right down inside the body cavity of whatever

  they’re eating, if the thing is big enough. They have a short, blunt muzzle, and a mouth full of pointed, tearing teeth.




  They were probably waiting for one of the cattle to do something stupid and get itself killed. Harpies didn’t hunt; they were scavengers, like vultures, and cowards at that. Nothing to

  worry about unless a flock of them decided to take you on, or you were toddler size. One of the things I was really proud of was that nobody had lost a kid to Harpies since I’d become a

  Hunter.




  But in the far distance there was smoke, a lot of it, and it had that tinge of black that told me it was coming from burning buildings. I squinted; there was some movement at the base of the

  smoke, and if I could see movement at this distance, it had to be something big. Drakken maybe, or Gogs and Magogs. So—I’d heard about this before I’d left. Out there was what was

  left of Springdale. Springdale was lucky; everyone had gotten out before the Drakken charged in and set everything ablaze. No point in going back, either; the Drakken had taken it for their nesting

  grounds, and you might as well think about going to the moon as think about taking back your town when Drakken moved in. And the Hunter Elite weren’t going to show up and take the town back,

  either. Not even an Elite team could handle a flock of Drakken when they decided to settle. Since the Springdalers had gotten outside the danger zone on their own, it had been up to the army to

  evacuate them to a new settlement. No wonder the steward was nervous last night. One Drakken couldn’t take on a train, but a whole flock could. Drakken hadn’t wanted Anston’s

  Well. There hadn’t been any of them at that attack. I don’t know what we would have done if it had been Drakken that night. Just give up, probably, let them have the town for

  nesting season, and only take it back when the snow drove them off again.




  I’d never Hunted Drakken; I’d never, ever heard of a single Hunter who had. The Masters said there had been Drakken killed by groups of four or more Hunters working together,

  and Elite teams could do it, but it couldn’t have been recently, or for sure it would have been on the official vid-broadcasts we were supposed to try to watch. Between the fire they breathed

  and how fast and big they were, I couldn’t imagine any way to kill one down here on the flat plain. You’d need a way to pin it, and then a way to escape being turned into scorched meat

  yourself.




  In between the cattle at the side of the tracks and the burning town, there didn’t seem to be anything. I knew better than to trust that. It was just when the landscape seemed empty that

  it was inclined to sprout things that wanted desperately to kill you.




  Now, some of this was pure, mindless, “humans are the tastiest things there are” sort of wanting to kill you. And we are the best “eating” there is for Othersiders; the

  younger we are, the tastier we are. If you haven’t studied magic, and most people haven’t, you wouldn’t know why. It’s because of the manna, which is raw, magical energy.

  Everything makes it, but humans make more of it than animals, plus we’re born with a huge honking reservoir of the stuff, so young humans are extremely tasty indeed. The manna is one reason

  why the Hounds work with me; together we can take out very manna-rich targets, and they get to eat it all, since I don’t need it.




  But the most dangerous of the things, and the rarest for humans to see, are the brainy ones. The Folk. They kill humans for reasons of their own, and we don’t know what those are, because

  they don’t speak to us, except on very rare occasions, and then it’s usually a challenge or very cryptic. They live on—they own—the Island of California, among other

  places. Most people never see them. Of those that have, almost all are Hunters, and they lived to tell about it because they killed the Folk before the Folk killed them. Are the Folk in control of

  the other creatures? Sometimes. Were they the ones that caused the Breakthrough, or did they just take advantage of it? No one knows.




  Cits never hear about the Folk because the government really does not want people to know about them. That’s what my Masters told me, anyway, when I was picked to be sent to Apex. They

  warned me to be careful about talking about them out in the rest of the world; they told me before I left that unless and until someone important actually said something about the Folk, I was to

  pretend they didn’t exist. Us on the Mountain know, all of us, because of the Masters, who don’t believe in holding back information. Master Kedo told me that he reckons that the

  military and the government that’s based in Apex would rather regular Cits didn’t know there were creatures out there that were that smart and in control of things.




  As I looked out that window, I got one of those feelings, a goose-bump moment combined with a certainty. It’s not being a Psimon, because I’m not. My Master, Kedo, says he

  thinks it’s that I’m sensitive to the magical presence of things, and sometimes I can tell what they are, if they’re powerful enough.




  Anyway, that was how I knew that there was one of the Folk out there. Maybe more than one, I couldn’t tell this far away. Springdale had fallen because they wanted it to. And I was

  very glad we were speeding past it. We were going fast enough that they probably wouldn’t notice us. Incidents are horrible enough without having the Folk involved. But that explained why the

  Cits of Springdale had managed to escape. The Folk let them, holding back the monsters until everyone was out. Why? Heck if I know. The Folk do things all the time that make no, or little,

  sense. And maybe that was another reason why the government didn’t want ordinary Cits to know about them. It’s hard enough knowing there are monsters outside your protections that you

  can at least predict. But smart monsters that are completely unpredictable? That’s enough to put people into a panic.




  I quickly directed my thoughts to concentrate on my token, One White Stone. This is my Core, the object I have learned to think about exclusively when I am worried that something might pick up

  my thoughts. This is a trick the Masters taught me, and so far as I know, I am the only Hunter who does this, though most of the Masters of all sorts do. Before the Breakthrough, I think the

  Masters must all have been Magicians along with being religious personages, even if they didn’t call themselves that, because how they teach us to use magic is from books or traditions

  hundreds and hundreds of years old. My Master, my special mentor, for instance—his name is Kedo Patli, and his magic is all from what used to be Mexico. There’s Dineh Masters,

  who’ve taught the Way of the Monster Slayer to two of our people, and Ivor Thorson, who knows all about Norse things and taught Rennie Clay, and Lady Rhiannon and her group, who do Celtic

  magic and taught old Mary, Hudson, Big Tom, and Little Tom, and—well, like I said, it’s a big mix. Even the carvings and paintings, the weavings and embroideries that are all over the

  Monastery are a mix of all sorts of art styles.




  The Hounds know that when my thoughts are full of One White Stone, there is danger around me. They would know, on the Otherside, that something was up and be ready for a summons.




  It’s just not wise to talk or think about the Folk. Some people believe it can summon them right from the Otherside. I don’t know about that, but I do know that thinking about them

  certainly gets their attention.




  The smoke dropped behind us, and I relaxed a very little bit. Enough that when the steward brought me breakfast, I was able to enjoy it. Some of the Masters are vaygen: they only eat

  plant-stuff, and animal-stuff that doesn’t involve killing, like butter and eggs, but most of our people up on the Mountain are omnivores, so the smoked bacon and eggs weren’t new to

  me. Except that I suspected this bacon at least was clone pig—vat-grown meat a couple of cell generations down from the sample that had been taken from a living hog. It had a kind of uniform

  taste and texture I wasn’t used to, and I missed the “wild” taste and leanness of bacon that comes from a pig that’s raised outside of a confining pen. But there was some

  orange-colored juice that was really nice and more of that Chocolike. We have coffee—it grows on mountains, and people managed to get it to grow on ours—and I like coffee a lot, but I

  could get used to this other stuff pretty quickly. There was toast made from bread of a sort I wasn’t used to. Ours isn’t wheat bread, it’s half lupine flour and half other stuff,

  depending on what got ground into flour lately; it’s dark and dense. This was hardly like bread at all. It was all right, especially with butter, kind of delicate. Like cake that wasn’t

  sweet. Our jelly is a lot better than Cit jelly, though, so I skipped that. Cit jelly is insubstantial, sweet without having an actual flavor.




  I think of “us” and “Cits” as being different, which we all do where I come from. Up on the Mountain, even though we’re technically Cits, we never use that

  name for ourselves except with outsiders. Cit means “citizen,” which everyone is except outlaws or preps or vivalists or militia, or anyone in the army. Back in the early days, when it

  was the Armed Services that were protecting everyone they could gather up over in the East, that was how they divided folks up. You were either a soldier, or a Hunter, or a Cit. When Apex got

  built, they kept those divisions, ’cause it was easier. But we use “Cit” to mean “person who lives in a city.”




  Except when we’re talking to Cits. You never want to go out of your way to make people think you think differently from them. No one wants to give the army a reason to come snooping around

  the Mountain. We don’t want to lose our Hunters, and we don’t want people who haven’t the right to know about it find out about the Monastery. My uncle knows, but he’s

  different. He was fifteen years older than my father, and he was raised in Safehaven. The monks told me that when he was fourteen, his parents took the family to Apex because they wanted him to get

  more education than you can get on the Mountain. Apex was where my father, his baby brother, was born.




  My breakfast was long gone by the time most of the others started waking and queuing up for the ’fresher. I’d used it as soon as I’d gotten up; it was…okay. It was very, very

  strange, to strip down to your skin, hang your clothes in a glass box, step into another glass box, and get you and your clothes vibrated all clean. It just doesn’t feel really clean,

  even if your hair is all silky and your skin tingly when you get out. I’d sniffed my clothes over, but they smelled…not at all. And even one much-faded old stain on the bottom of my pants

  had gotten vibrated away, but it still didn’t seem right.




  When Uncle wrote us to ask for me to be sent to Apex, the Masters had taught me all about how to use ’freshers and other tech so I wouldn’t find myself at a disadvantage, but on the

  whole, I like a real bath or shower better.




  I didn’t stare at the others as they lined up, but that didn’t stop them from staring at me.




  I was wearing the same clothing I wear for Hunting at home, because I don’t have much else. I know I had to look odd to them. They were all done up in what I guess must have been the

  latest fashions, a lot of light, shiny or soft matte fabric, and the women were in colors we don’t see very much, because we can’t dye things those shades with the dye we make

  ourselves. It was pretty, and I guess it was all right for being in buildings all the time, but it was stuff that wouldn’t last half an hour in the woods. And the women were all in shoes with

  heels that must have caused a million backaches. I was in sober dark brown linen, a hooded wrap-coat and pants tucked into real leather boots with sensible flat soles (elk hide, if you want to

  know), and a knit wool tunic the color of oatmeal. I heard whispers but politely ignored them. Besides, I had my exercises to go through.




  You don’t become a Hunter without knowing magic. The Masters told me that a lot of Hunters off the Mountain don’t go much beyond the summoning, though, and they couldn’t see

  the point of that. So like all the Hunters the Masters train, I knew a lot of magic, and magic is a slippery thing; it doesn’t like to be controlled, so you have to practice all the time or

  you lose it. The spells and Glyphs just slip out of your mind and are gone if you don’t keep it up. Like I said, the Masters were Magicians before magic was so easy to come by in the world.

  You should see their books; beautiful things, drawings and designs in colored inks and paints on every page. Some are one long piece of paper—scrolls. Some are paper folded back and forth and

  held between two covers tied together, and some are real books. Everybody with even a tiny little bit of magic gets taught at the Monastery; there aren’t many who have as much as me, but it

  seems like everyone has a little bit. Master Kedo says that’s normal, but most people are too lazy to learn how to use it or keep it in their heads. On the Mountain, though, we use

  everything. When we butcher a pig, every bit of him becomes something. And when we have magic, we keep it sharp, even if all it’s good for is to throw your voice to the other side of the

  valley or light the fire. So every morning, right after breakfast, I ran my exercises.




  You’re probably wondering what that feels like. It’s like pulling a bow without an arrow in it. All this tension, this pent-up power builds up in you, and you take it as far as you

  can, but instead of releasing it all at once, the way you would if you were shooting an arrow, you relax back down again and let the magic flow back into you. A little like doing kata, the moves of

  martial arts without the strength behind them that turns them into attacks. If I were home, I’d go through spells properly, with gestures, fully visualizing the lesser Glyphs, then sketching

  them in the air. But that’s not the sort of thing you can do in a place surrounded by people who don’t know you, so I just ran through them all in my head, visualizing them.




  It’s all fighting magic, of course, except for things like lighting a fire, drying wet clothes, some kitchen magic. Blows and counters, tricks and traps, and, most of all, shields and

  defenses. It takes concentration, and the Masters used to bang drums and set the kids to playing around me and do anything they could to break that concentration, so the stares and whispers

  didn’t really bother me at all.




  The screams, however—




  I snapped out of my little world, and I was on my feet with my knife in my hands instantly, drawn out of the sheath in my boot, since it was the only real weapon I had on me. No need to look

  farther than the windows for the reason for the screaming; I was looking right into the glittering gold eyes and arm-long ivory fangs of a Drakken. It was just a flash—the train was moving

  fast—mostly an impression of huge teeth and angry eyes and dark green scales streaming by the window. But every Hunter knows what a Drakken looks like.




  I wanted to scream, but I held it in. Hunters don’t scream. Not when we’re startled, not when we’re terrified, not when we’re hurt. Not when we’re dying. Though in

  our case, the dying usually happens too fast to scream. Screaming only brings more trouble, and if you feel the urge to scream, you probably already have too much trouble to begin with.




  The steward opaqued the window a second after I opened my eyes, but I’d taken it all in, like a camera, and now I remembered past that initial flash of impression and I knew we were

  in very deep trouble. There wasn’t just one Drakken out there; it was an entire flock. They had been raving at the cage, trying to cling to it and being flung off by the electrical charge.

  They couldn’t have seen the train from where they were at the ruins of Springdale, we hadn’t blown the whistle (which would have attracted them), and in any case, this was

  nesting season and they’d taken that town for a nest. They wouldn’t leave a nesting site on their own. So there was only one reason why a flock of Drakken would be attacking the cage

  around the train.




  They’d been led here by one or more of the Folk. Had to be.




  I wasn’t even consciously aware that I was up and running until I hit the door to the car. It opened just a hair before I reached it, and I saw that every single door all the way to the

  armed car at the front was open. The steward must have been quick-witted enough to have registered what I was doing, and slapped the controls to open them all. I went into a full-out run down the

  length of the moving train. It might not have been my best sprinting time, but it was right up there.




  The door to the armed car was closed and locked, of course, but I’m a registered Hunter. I was registered from the moment my uncle sent for me, and my palm on the door-plate opened it to

  me. I was confronted by another sealed hatch and a metal ladder welded to the inner hull. The engineer would be below in his sealed pod; I wanted the top deck, where the gunners and their commander

  were. I really don’t remember going up the ladder.




  The three gunners reacted predictably to my sudden appearance, whipping around in time to see me presenting both hands, backs to them, with the round Hunter Mandalas with their intricate designs

  tattooed there. The Mandalas identify us instantly; nobody in his right mind would dare try to counterfeit them, because he’d either be found out quickly or he’d be sent out to

  Hunt and…well…that would solve that. “Joyeaux Charmand,” I said. “Registered Hunter. And yes. Niece. What’s the situation?”




  Part of the situation was obvious; the monitors at every gun station linked to cameras on the exterior of the car were not blanked. The Drakken were keeping pace with the train, throwing

  themselves over and over at the electrified cage. Drakken don’t fly, but they can leap enormous distances, and their size utterly defies the square-cube law. But then, most things from the

  Otherside defy the laws of physics. If you’ve never seen a Drakken, well, see if you can find the Tenniel illustrations of the Jabberwock from Through the Looking-Glass. Like that.

  Only about 150 feet long. Like some deep-water horror of a head married to a snaky body with a row of spikes down the back and a whiplike tail, perched on thin birdy legs with wicked-long talons at

  the end of them. They’re usually various shades of brown and green. Their eyes are gold and the size of bushel baskets, and they have fangs as long as my arm and as sharp as knives. I

  wasn’t, at the moment, concerned with them. They were the distraction.




  It isn’t practical to keep the cage electrified for more than five miles in front of and behind a train. Most beasties don’t bother to try to break through the cage when a train

  isn’t there; why should they? They can see for themselves there’s nothing in there, until there is, and by the time they see the train, it’s generally sped past so fast they

  haven’t a hope of catching it. And they aren’t bright enough to realize that if they could get inside the cage well ahead of the train, they’d have it.




  Ah, but when the Folk get involved…




  And I knew it, I knew it when I saw this, that one or more of the Folk was behind this. Drakken just don’t act like this on their own.




  One White Stone. One White Stone. One White Stone.




  “Psi-shields!” I snapped at the soldiers, because they probably hadn’t yet figured out that one of the Folk was out there. The Folk aren’t like us humans; we can

  have magic, or we can have Psi, but we can’t have both. They can. Psi-shields are tech, and I don’t know how they work, I only know they block thoughts. They’re only on the armed

  car, and they aren’t nearly as effective as something a real Psimon can put up, but they’re better than nothing. It would be nice to have a Psimon on every train, but…they’re

  more rare than Magicians, and the army gets first call on them. Psi-shields would do, and I didn’t need these lads pulling their sidearms on me in here because the Folk took them over. The

  armored car has plating of Cold Iron so the Folk magic couldn’t get inside, but that meant my shielding magic wouldn’t work right in here, and the Masters hadn’t taught me how to

  dodge bullets yet.




  “But there’s—” began the one with the most stripes.




  “Don’t argue with her, you moron. Do it,” snapped one of the other two, then, without waiting for orders, reached out a long arm and snapped a series of switches over

  the ranker’s head.




  “Full zoom ahead,” I said, and the same fellow scrolled a wheel that zoomed out the view on the front monitor more than a mile, two, five, out to where the electrification on the

  cage ended, out to where—




  —part of the cage was missing!—




  —and someone was standing there, sparkling like a queen’s tiara in the sunlight, with another shimmer all around him and a Drakken waiting like a dog beside him.




  The ranker knew what to do about that. He slapped a signal that told the engineer below to hit the emergency brake, because if we hit that shimmer at speed we’d flatten like a tortilla on

  it, and there wasn’t a damn thing the Cold Iron shielding could do about it. And he hit something else at the same time as I was grabbing a stanchion to keep from going arse-over-teakettle,

  and six Hellfire missiles streaked away from the front of the train. They all hit at once, in a burst of flame over the track that made the front-facing monitor white out for a moment. But when the

  monitor cleared again, he was still there, standing casually behind his Wall, although the Drakken had fled.




  Trains take a long time to stop. Two miles for us, plus the amount we’d traveled when we’d spotted him. Cheeky bastard could see we were stopping, and lifted up and began levitating

  toward us, floating along with his arms crossed casually over his chest.




  Oh, this was so not good.




  One White Stone. One White Stone. I kept my concentration on my Core. Maybe this Folk Mage couldn’t get past the Psi-shields…but maybe he could. If he could, it would only be

  enough to read thoughts, but the most important thoughts in this car right now were mine, and I didn’t want him snooping. A cautious Hunter stays a living Hunter.




  He couldn’t get the Drakken to come in the cage with him, though, so we had that much going for us. We’d only have to face him and whatever else he could summon.




  We came to a full stop. He was still a mile away. I made a lightning decision.




  “I’m going out,” I announced. “Can you creep the train behind me at a walk?”




  “Are you—” the ranker began, then snapped his mouth shut. “Yes, Hunter, we can do that.”




  “I need to get out to summon, and I don’t want to do that when I’m trading eyeball-glare with him,” I explained. Wordlessly, the smart one handed me a headset. It

  was…well, ridiculously tiny compared to the ones we have on the Mountain, but I knew what it was. I stuck the ear-carrot in the right place and adjusted the threadlike mic boom.




  “If you see a chance for firepower, give us a sign,” he said.




  I thought about it. The Hounds could and would protect me from nastiness like blowback and shrapnel. “The sign will be ‘Zapotec,’” I said. He gave me a weird look, but

  nodded. I wasn’t surprised. Most Hunters have never heard of the Zapotec, and I’d be shocked if a Cit ever had, but one of their old men is the most important one of my Masters, my

  special mentor, Kedo, the very first one who helped me learn my magic. His people were the Zapotec, and he’d turned up at Safehaven right after I did. My Hounds were Zapotec too, and I

  don’t think that his turning up was an accident.




  With a whoosh of hydraulics, a hatch above me opened and a ladder dropped down. I climbed it to find myself at the top of the engine, which was hissing and popping and making heat sounds. It

  took a moment to find the ladder that took me to the ground, but as soon as my feet were on earth, I used the field summons.




  The regular summons takes too long in an emergency, and I was horribly, horribly vulnerable every nanosecond I was out here without my Hounds. So, I used the field summons—which,

  ironically enough, is both instinct for a Hunter, and the first summons you ever do. I held my hands over my eyes, shouted the words that were the vocal equivalent of the Glyphs, and felt the

  Mandalas on the backs of my hands light up. I mean that literally, it felt as if they were etched in red-hot wire.




  There’s always a price for everything a Hunter does; the price for fast is pain.




  I felt the Portal open up in front of me, the door to Otherside in the air that is fast and dirty, and unlike the Glyphs, can’t be held for long, and heard the scream of defiance as my

  Hounds, who already knew how bad things were, rushed up and out and to my side.




  And now they had their true forms.




  The smallest, Bya, was the size of a horse. The largest was the size of the shed you’d keep the horse in. And they looked like something out of a peyote dream, things people had once

  thought were only the hallucinations of an artist in a high fever. Uh, no. They were real enough that when that artist, a man named Pedro Linares, caught a fever and saw into the Otherside,

  they were what he saw.




  Take just about any animal. Now add spines, wings, horns, whatever you like. Now paint it in eye-watering psychedelic colors and crazy patterns. Now make it horse-size or bigger, give it a

  lot of manna and the ability to use it, and add the physical offensive weapons: the stingers, the claws and poison fangs, and fire-breath. That’s an Alebrije, the Zapotec

  version of a Hound. And they like us, they like humans, and near as I can tell, they hate the Folk. Which is a damn good thing or Pedro would never have come out of his fever dream. Heck, the

  Alebrijes might even have been the ones that cured him.




  I’m the only Hunter I know with Alebrijes as Hounds. Most of them have things that look like dogs, some get slightly more exotic, but only Master Kedo—and maybe the Zapotec

  Hunters, if there are any—and I have Alebrijes. Somehow, Master Kedo had known I would, and had drifted up to the Mountain just in time to teach me—although now he says

  he’s never leaving, he likes it there. Master Kedo is…not exactly like a father, and not exactly like a brother to me. Maybe like a grandfather? I don’t know how old he is; like most

  Masters once they get past about fifty, he looks aged and ageless at the same time. When it comes to magic, he is all business. Outside of magic he’s funny, and warm, and he made sure every

  minute of every day that I knew he cared about me as much as he cared about the Hunter I was becoming. All the Masters care about their students, but I think Master Kedo and I have something

  special.




  Having Hounds like no one else was another damn good thing, because there was a chance that the Folk Mage ahead of us might not recognize them or know how to fight them.




  Bya, as usual, glued himself to my side as we walked out to meet the Mage, the huge engine barely crawling along behind us. The rest ranged to either side of me, carefully not touching the

  cage.




  Outside, I looked calm, cool, indifferent.




  Inside, I was a screaming mess. I’d never faced one of the Greater Folk alone before, and when I had seen one, and only one at anything but a distance, it had been one that a

  Master—not Master Kedo, but Master Shinji—had faced down before, and Master Shinji was with me at the time. Scared? I was glad I was dry and empty, let’s just say that. And my

  mouth was parched, and my stomach a cold, hard knot, and my heart going like a fancy-dance drum.




  Because not only was I going up against one of the Folk, I was going up against a Mage. The ones I’d seen in the distance, and the singleton I’d run up against were all feral; hair

  down past their knees, but all dreadlocks, braids, and straggles, with feathers and carved stones and bits of bone braided in, dressed in skins with the hair still on, decorated with beads and

  trinkets and whatever other odd bits take their fancy. They hadn’t been Mages; all their control of magic was at the level of instinct. Babies in their control, when compared to the Mages.

  But even so, on the Mountain, to keep from triggering some sort of blood feud, the policy of the Masters was to drive them away rather than kill them. Off the Mountain, it was general wisdom to

  kill any Folk you saw before they saw you. Either way, you just do not take chances with the Folk.




  This one was nothing like that. This one was something far more dangerous. This one was civilized, highly trained, and even more unpredictable.




  But my hands were steady, my vision clear, and so was my mind. So. It was time.




  One White Stone. One White Stone. One White Stone…
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  SOON ENOUGH I WAS trading eyeball-glare with the Mage, him hovering in midair with his arms crossed, me on the ground surrounded by the Hounds. The

  Folk…well, we don’t know what they really look like. The one thing they can do better than any human is illusion, so the truth is we don’t know if what we see are their true

  forms, if they’re shifters and can change form and shape for really and truly, or if it’s all illusion. But I can at least tell you what they let us see. There’s some differences

  among them—hair, skin, eye color, and definitely costume—but they all share certain things.




  For starters, they are beautiful. Even the wildest, most feral of them is gorgeous enough to make you gasp if you aren’t ready for it. They all have pointed ears about as long as

  your forearm, and eyebrows like antennae, and thin, sort of pointy faces. They’re tall, usually seven or eight feet, with thin bodies to go with the faces.




  Since he was floating there, his long, long silvery-lavender hair, perfectly groomed and smooth as ice, ended a couple of feet past the soles of his shoes. His hair was done in some sort of

  elaborate style with strings of sparkly beads behind his right ear. He had a silver headband stretched across his forehead, with a lavender stone in it that matched his lavender eyes. I

  couldn’t even begin to describe his costume. It was all of some soft, shiny silvery-lavender stuff, with floaty sleeves, and lots of layers, and every visible bit of it was covered in silver

  embroidery and more sparkly beads. The sphere-shaped Wall around him glimmered like the surface of a soap bubble, all transparent and faintly iridescent, like oil on water, but I had just seen that

  six Hellfire missiles wouldn’t dent it, so I wasn’t fooled by how fragile it looked. Besides, Walls and Shields always look like glass bubbles that are only barely there. Looks

  are always deceptive in magic.




  He and I stood there staring at each other for a while. My Aki-Do Master taught me that the one who makes the first move sacrifices his advantage by putting his energy out there, so I had

  learned patience. Behind me, the train thrummed quietly; I knew the soldiers in there keeping the cam on us also had the long-range pickups going on the external mic. I wondered what they were

  making of the long silence. Finally the Mage spoke, and his voice was just as beautiful as his face. A low tenor, with lots of over-and undertones to it. He had a voice that sounded like the lower

  registers of a harp.




  “I see you, Hunter.”




  There it was, the traditional opening of a battle. But not a duel. Good, that meant I could cheat, and I intended to.




  “I see you, Magician,” I replied.




  “What have you to do with the sheep behind you?” he asked in a conversational tone.




  “I am the shepherd of these sheep,” I responded, taking responsibility for the train and everyone on it.




  “Then the shepherd can spare a lamb…or two. Or more.”




  Now that surprised me. I hadn’t expected him to try to bargain. I concentrated on my One White Stone, however, and kept my face as smooth as the stone itself. “Not an

  option,” I said flatly. “You must look elsewhere, Magician.” There were people who would sell their fellows to the Folk. Where I came from, you earned a rope necklace doing that,

  but there were scum and lowlifes who would do that and not think twice about it. There are always people who aren’t human, who think the only thing in the world that matters is themselves.

  The kind of people who caused the Diseray in the first place, and no, I didn’t need the Masters to tell me that, that’s just plain sense. If you don’t look after your fellow man,

  if you think that what you want is always more important than what anyone else wants or needs, you’re not human, and that’s that. There is no virtue in selfishness, not one bit.




  Slowly he tilted his head to the side. I was not wearing a Wall or a Shield.




  Now…let me put you straight here. Remember how I said that magic costs. So where I was taught, I learned to do the most with the least, which is kind of how everyone on the Mountain lives. Do

  the most with the least, everyone has enough, and there’s something to spare in an emergency. So, yeah, I could have put up a Wall to match his, but why? The Hounds could do it too, and they

  were faster than me; if Bya felt something coming, he’d snap up his Wall to deflect what was coming before it hit us. Then I could invoke my better, stronger one, and meanwhile I

  wouldn’t be bleeding manna. And he wouldn’t be reading my strength from my Wall.




  So he was puzzled, because I wasn’t doing this the way the Folk would, and maybe the way any other Hunter he’d met had, and he was studying me, trying to decide if I was just stupid

  or if I was a lot stronger than he could guess.




  And while he was studying me…let’s just say I wasn’t being idle. Most with the least, right? I had a little tiny bit of magic going, slowly grinding through his Wall, so subtle, so

  inconspicuous, it was happening right under his nose and he wasn’t even copping it.




  “You have no Shield, no armor,” he said conversationally, “and yet your mind is smooth.”




  One White Stone. One White Stone.




  “So they say.” I shrugged. “Of a courtesy please unencumber the way, Magician. I would take my sheep to their pasture.”




  There, I asked you nicely. Go away.




  “You could,” he replied thoughtfully, tilting his head to the other side, “take them to mine.”




  Say…what? Had he just—




  “We have shepherds tending our flocks,” he continued, confirming what I thought I had heard. “You could be one, take seisin of me, take me as your lord, and forsake the

  lords of the city. You would find a more pleasant life, I do assure you. Your sheep would be tended. You could tend them yourself, if you wish. They will even prefer their new life.”




  Okay. This was new. I stalled for time. A little more and my magic would have scoured my part of his Wall very thin indeed. “The Folk have no love for my kind,” I retorted.

  “Why would you offer such a thing?”




  He laughed. It sounded like bells. “You interest me, Hunter. You are not a sheep. You are more clever and patient than a wolf. You are braver than the lion. You are a new thing. You might

  prove to be a weapon in my hand. Or…something else.” He leaned down, his eyes glittering at me. “You are partly incorrect. Not all of my kind consider yours to be the enemy. And my

  kind do not find yours…uncomely.” He straightened. “Properly groomed and garbed of course,” he added, with the arrogance that was natural to someone who was sure of his own

  superiority. “And your Hounds, they interest me too.”




  Bya’s back vibrated under my hand as he growled.




  “They are new to me as well,” he continued. “What are they?”




  His Wall, at the point where he faced me, was thinner than paper, and he had just handed me what I wanted on a platter.




  “Oh,” I said. “Zapotec.”




  And I flung myself to the ground and the Hounds flung themselves on top of me as I flung up a Wall of my own around us.




  And a hell of ordinance blasted into his Wall at point-blank range.




  I didn’t see it, of course. I was buried under the Hounds and under all of our Walls. But I certainly heard it, and I felt the concussive force and some of the heat, and I made myself as

  small as possible and thought of my One White Stone, kept up the process that was the Wall, and felt energy pouring out of me like blood out of an open wound until I was dizzy.
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  The Hounds were fine, given that they had their Walls and mine too, and reverted to their doggy forms when we walked back to the first of the passenger cars and got back on the

  train the easy way. I—well, I was shaken, I was starving, I was exhausted, what I wanted was to lie down and not think, but I knew that I needed to debrief with the military types. If this

  had been the Mountain, I would have to report first to the Masters while everything was fresh in my mind, and the military men on this train were the equivalent. But the Masters warned me that

  pretty much everything out in the Cits’ world had a zillion spy-eyes on it, so I was pretty sure that every bit of the encounter had been broadcast up the line to Apex and the authorities.

  After all, if we succeeded, there’d be a record of something important—an encounter with a Folk Mage—to learn from. And if we’d failed, well, they’d have a record of

  what not to do.




  The Cits in the cars would want to know what was going on, and most of them were of a high enough status to demand and get information, even if they didn’t get all of it. They knew about

  the Drakken. They knew about me running like the wind to the armed car. They knew about the train coming to a stop. And they’d have seen the glare of the Hellfires ahead—twice—and

  now they would presumably have at least been told that there’d been a confrontation with Othersiders and we’d (obviously) won.




  I was right about that, and the stewards were having to hold people back from the door of the first car. It wasn’t like a riot or anything, but there was a lot of excitement there, and

  they were crowding up the aisle. I figured the Cits needed to make a fuss over something to occupy them for a while, so I left the Hounds to be fussed over and went back into the

  armed car.




  Now…I wasn’t nearly as cool as I looked, way down deep inside, but for now, I would be all right. Once I’m in Hunter mode, I’m kind of in a Zen state where nothing much

  bothers me. I figured I couldn’t afford to let Hunter mode slip right now. I was going to pay for that later by having a proper little meltdown in private, but that would be then, and this

  was now, and right now I needed to make people think I had known exactly what to do all along. That’s part of a Hunter’s job.




  I wasn’t sure what I’d find up on the gun deck, but I was actually kind of pleased to find it full of sober faces rather than whooping and hollering as the train shuddered into

  motion and began to pick up speed again.




  “Did we—” the officer began.




  I shook my head. “No telling. Can you show me the playback on crawl-time? I was busy kissing dirt at the time you made the big bada-boom.”




  The playback showed me pretty much what I expected on slo mo. The Folk Mage had just enough time to realize what was going on and poof out before the barrage got through his Wall. I

  wouldn’t be able to play that trick on him again, and possibly not on any other of the Folk, but then, I’d expected it was a one-off. Heckfire, the whole encounter was a sort of

  one-off; I’d never heard of one of the Folk talking to a Hunter sensibly. Nor of any of the Folk offering—what had he offered? A job? An alliance? To be his pet?




  Then again, if any Hunter had taken up such an offer, no one among us humans would ever hear about it, would we? He’d just vanish, presumed dead.




  I dragged my thoughts back to here and now. “There—” I said, pointing to the telltale flash of light inside the Wall that wasn’t quite obscured by the stuff

  blowing the Wall to bits.




  The officer said something rude, then sighed. “He bamphed.”




  I nodded. “Yes. But getting him dead wasn’t the point, or our job. The point was to get him gone, and our job is to get these people safe inside the city.”




  Well, they didn’t like it. That didn’t surprise me. My Masters had explained to me in detail the difference between the way a soldier thought, the way a Cit thought, and contrasted

  both with the way a Hunter thought. Our people, of course, were not like Cits or soldiers, more like Hunters in their outlook. Cits—the city folk sort of Cits—they want victories. They

  want to win, or cheer the winner. Soldiers want things to end neatly, they want victories too, and win or lose, they want things ended. But up on the Mountain, we’re much more

  pragmatic. We know what seems to be an ending rarely is, that victories don’t last forever, and you take what you can get and make the most of it for as long as you can. I had to have all

  that, the way Cits think, the way soldiers think, taught to me. It wasn’t natural for someone raised in the Monastery to think that way.




  Short form: for these soldiers, anything that wasn’t a victory was a defeat unless someone managed to spin it as a victory. Which, the officer would do as soon as I left, because that was

  his job.




  “My guess is they won’t bother this train, and maybe will think twice and three times before they tackle any train for a while,” I said, to give him something to

  work on. Then I smiled on the surface, because I really needed to go be truly by myself, or with Bya, for a bit. “You men were ace. All I was good for was to be the bait and the distraction,

  and the mouse that ate into his Wall. No way I could have taken him; best I could do was make a hole for you to shoot through.”




  Which of course wasn’t true, but it fed more into their mind-share. They looked a lot more cheerful. I could almost see the thoughts spinning up behind the officer’s eyes.




  Then I left.




  The first car was all private compartments, ’cause if the train had to drop cars and put on emergency speed, guess who’d get saved? The friendly ginger-haired steward surprised me by

  waiting at the door of the car. “There’s a lot of people that want to thank you,” he began, then gave me this odd little smile. “But I wondered if you wanted to let them

  just yet….You look like you could use a short break.”




  I didn’t break down in front of him, but…wow. He must’ve been a borderline Psimon. “Actually…I…” I began, and before I could say anything more, he’d whipped

  open the door of the first compartment and kind of gently shoved me in. It was small, but there was a tiny ’fresher in there, a little bitty sink with water taps in the wall, and a bed, a

  real bed, turned down and waiting. And some snacks and drinks.




  “Push that button when you’re ready to come out and mingle,” he said. “I’ll come get you.” Then he shut the door and I was finally alone.




  Not for long, though. Bya ghosted in through the closed door (yes, they can do that when they are on this side) and was all over me. And that was when I cried, and shook, and cried some more.

  All of the ways that could have gone bad went through my mind in vivid detail. I could have died, and everyone in the train could have died, or the Mage could have made me his prisoner and made me

  watch while everyone died, or he could have used me to get at my Masters and the Mountain or…lots of things. Lots of things, and not a one of them was any kind of happy ending.




  It took me a while to calm down, let’s just say.




  Then I washed my face, put a cold cloth on my eyes until they stopped looking so red and you could tell they were hazel instead of scarlet, ate something that looked like a tiny artwork made of

  food, drank a lot of water, and went out to get fussed over.




  I don’t like fuss. I don’t like it when it’s people I know, and I like it less when it’s people I don’t. But the Masters and Uncle both made it very clear to me

  that part of my job now was to accept the fuss and take it as a gift, even when it made me feel a little sick inside.




  The fellow I was coming to think of as “my” steward was watching at the end of the car, and stopped me before I went on. “The Company would like it if you could do a

  walk-through on all the passenger cars,” he said.




  Well, things had just gotten more interesting. “Uh…” I said, deciding to play turnip again. “What company?”




  “The one that owns all transportation that isn’t military,” he told me. “Like this train.” I actually knew that, the Masters had explained all that in school when

  we were kids and getting our current history lessons.




  “I thought the Armed Services—” I began, still playing dumb.




  He shook his head. “The military does one thing well: fighting. They don’t run Cit things.”




  Which I knew.




  “Not even the trains?” A logical question for someone who didn’t know, because transportation is a big thing to have control of.




  “Only military transport. And the Company would like you to make an appearance.”




  But there was a little more nuance this time; when he said “the Company,” he really meant “the people right on top and in charge of the Company.” Which told me, as I had

  figured, someone had already relayed what had happened upline, and orders had come downline. This wasn’t a “the Company would like it.” This was a nicely phrased order. I

  didn’t know why they wanted me to do this; maybe I could figure it out later.




  “Right, I can do that,” I said. I could hold off more hysterics and then have the usual post-Hunt collapse for a while. “Then let’s get to it, shall we?”




  He just nodded, and opened the door for me. People crowded around, as best they could in the narrow car. I smiled gravely and nodded and said soothing things; the Hounds eeled their way through

  the legs and to my side, packing around me to give me more space. I made sure to say something to everyone, but the first person who thrust a piece of paper and a pen into my hand and asked for my

  autograph kind of threw me. For a minute, I didn’t know what she wanted; “autograph” just wasn’t a word we used up on the Mountain very often. But it happened over and over,

  not just in the first car but in all of them. So I scrawled my name and added a version of my Mandala with a lot of symbols left out, and they seemed to like that.




  It was draining. I’m not used to spending that much time with that many people after a Hunt. Neither are the Hounds; they slipped away from me one by one, leaving only Bya. And it

  wasn’t just working down the train, I kind of had to go through a shortened version on the way back up.




  When I got to my car, though, “my” steward was waiting. “The Company has authorized you to have that first compartment,” he said. “The one I opened for you. They

  want you to have plenty of rest.”




  I could have kissed him. I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to do anything, much less sleep, with the people in my car staring at me and pretending not to stare. “I would really

  like that,” I said with feeling. “Thank you. And thank you for opening it in the first place.”




  He blushed a little. “Just push the call button if you want anything. There’s just a short interview for you to go through, and they’ll leave you alone.”




  Oh, someone else wanted to debrief me; probably the officer, alone, without his men listening. The thoughts of that were completely drowned out by my growling stomach. I was starving; I felt

  hollow. There is kind of a feeling of warmth where magic energy is when you are really fully charged, and when that’s drained, there’s a hunger there too, and you feel a little too

  cold, and a little too light. Not light-headed though, more like the opposite, as if your head is too heavy for your neck. Working magic does that to you. I was already contemplating a great big

  slab of meat and some greens as the steward showed me to the compartment, where the bed had vanished and a bigger table and two seats were at the window. But what was waiting there was not what I

  thought it would be.




  I was expecting the officer from the armed car again, this time with more detailed questions from upline. What I got was…a vid-screen, and someone in a uniform looking at me out of it, and a

  cam-eye glowing at me.




  He was very sober-looking. “So, you would be Joyeaux Charmand, the prefect’s niece.”




  “Yes, sir,” I said, not sitting, but taking that formal stance I always did when standing before a Master.




  “Sit, please. I just want to ask you some questions.”




  I schooled my face into a pleasant but sober mask, and sat.




  The steward showed up as if I had summoned him, and brought me a glass of water. I smiled at him gratefully, which made him blush again. Bya pressed in next to me but didn’t make any other

  moves, although by the way he eyed the vid-screen, it was clear he understood I was talking to the person on the other side. I sipped the water, just enough to buy me a little time while he phrased

  his first question and I thought about the answer.




  He asked me careful questions, except he didn’t mention the Mage. Instead he talked about a cluster of Drakken and a Gog. Warning tingles ran all over me when he did that. I didn’t

  correct him. For some reason, this man or his superiors wanted a…What did the history books call it? A “sanitized” version of what had happened. Something without the Mage in it.




  A version that the Cits would be told…that had to be it. I sipped water. It tasted flat; definitely recycled.




  His next question confirmed what I’d figured out. “How do you think those Drakken and that Gog got inside the cage in the first place?”




  “Hunters have seen Drakken and Gog working together in the past, so I would guess it was the Gog who figured out he could tear the cage apart ahead of the train if he got the Drakken to

  help,” I said. Now I was thinking really, really hard. I had to spin this, somehow, and I wasn’t used to spinning anything, much less being a spin doctor. Gog were smart-ish. Not like

  the Folk, but you could talk to them, even if all you got was “Shut up, lunch.”




  To explain Gog, I’ll have to go back to Greek stories again. They’re a lot like the Cyclops that Odysseus tricked. About that smart, which is to say, not very. The other critters,

  the two-eyed Magog, we don’t see as much, and some Hunters think they’re Gog mates and are the smarter halves of the pairings. You might not actually see them together, but where

  there is a Gog, there will be a Magog somewhere around. The names are from the Christer Bibble, and that’s all I know about where the terms came from. “Obviously we stopped when we saw

  the Gog, and when the first round didn’t take him down, we knew he had a Wall up. I got out because I had to keep the Gog distracted while the shot got set up, and I had to weaken his

  Wall,” I said. “Gogs can only concentrate on one thing at a time, and while he was having a standoff with me and the Hounds, he wasn’t protecting himself, and his Wall was getting

  weaker as I worked on it.”




  “So, besides creating a hole in his defenses, you got out and made yourself a target so the creatures would concentrate on you?” He didn’t look approving, he didn’t look

  disapproving. He was…waiting for something. I just didn’t know what it was he expected to hear.




  So I’d give him honesty.




  “I’m a Hunter, and our job is to protect the Cits,” I pointed out. “This wasn’t even a real Hunt, not with an armed car full of Hellfire missiles backing me up.

  Really, all I did was get warning out in time to stop the train, then I managed to rig things so the soldiers could save the day.” There. More spin for the military. He was military; that

  should make him happy.




  “Thank you, Hunter,” he said, and finally produced a very small smile. “You made my job much easier than I thought it would be.”




  “Uh…you’re welcome,” I replied, but the vid-screen shut off, and a shutter closed down over the cam. I thought for a moment, only now allowing myself to feel all those things

  I’d put off. Exhaustion, mental and physical. And that raging, roaring hunger. Right now hunger was stronger than exhaustion. Bya pressed into my leg. I thumbed the call button.




  “Is there any way I can get a steak and greens and beans?” I asked when the steward came in person to see what I wanted. “Please?”
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  WHILE I WAITED, I sat and thought for a while, running over everything I’d learned in school when we talked about how things were run off the



  Mountain.








  See, back in the Diseray it was the military that sort of took over, learning how to fight off the Othersiders and gathering up survivors as they hunted for a really defensible place where they



  could make a fortification and restart civilization. They never left anyone behind. It was what became their motto: “Modo ad pugnam paulo



  durioribus”—“We just fight a little harder.” It was a good thing they did, too, because they picked up and protected the very people they needed most, the techs and the



  makers and the smart people, the kind of folks who are not obviously useful when what you are doing is mostly fighting, and are not real good at protecting themselves, usually. They picked up some



  of the first Hunters, who helped with the defense. Anyone who wasn’t military or Hunter got called a “Cit.” When they found a good spot that was defensible and had a lot of stuff



  that was still intact and could be looted, they dug in, and the Cits started figuring out what to do about the Othersiders besides throw lots of ordinance at them. Someone invented the first



  Barriers, and then they all started building Apex. The general in charge was really smart. He knew that the military excels at doing military things the military way. But. It’s really bad at



  doing civilian things. Eventually, Apex was the sort of city that was safe to live in, and once that happened, there started to be hard feelings between the military and the Cits. That’s when



  he sat down with people who were starting to become leaders among the Cits, and they divided things up. Premier Rayne is the guy in charge of the Cits, and the general is the guy in charge of the



  military. When something needs to be done, the side that is best at doing that sort of thing does it. So there are private, for-profit entities that handle the stuff that isn’t military, like



  trains for civilians, and food production, and power and water. When you’re working for one of these entities and you say “the Company,” you mean the one you’re working for.



  By choosing what I said carefully, hopefully I made whoever was in charge of the Company happy, and I made the military happy, which was definitely a bit of a juggling act. It was crystal



  clear that what my Masters had told me was right: Company, government, or military, the powers above did not want anyone to know about the Folk. I had been a good little Hunter and kept my



  lip zipped.








  My steward brought me a cute square bit of meat and some other things. I looked at it, then at him. “You’ve never fed someone just off a Hunt, have you?” I asked. Before he



  could answer, I continued. “I’ve burned a zillion calories. I’m starving. It’s like running a marathon. Uphill. Both ways. With a backpack full of bricks.”








  He blinked at me, then picked up the plate and came back with a proper Hunter’s meal, the kind I would get after a Hunt even if it was a lean year. Because you don’t starve your



  guard dogs, and you don’t short a Hunter who is protecting you. Not that we ever, ever let anyone starve on the Mountain. That’s not our way. But if the year is bad, Hunters get the



  bigger shares. Usually we can make up for it by doing regular hunting, and bringing home meat when we are on our patrols.








  Now this was where I truly missed real meat, as opposed to cloned. But they made up for the lack with the seasoning, and anyway, it’s bad manners to complain. And there was wine! I like



  wine, though as an underager I didn’t get it often, only a glass on Holly Days.








  I pretty much inhaled the meal while my steward pulled the bed out of the wall (so that was where it was!). Bya, my beautiful, sleek boy, got bits, nibbling daintily, unlike a real dog. The



  Hounds don’t need to eat our food, but some of them like it. I could rest my eyes on him forever in this form: silk-sleek black fur as soft as the sleep cocoon; long, narrow muzzle; pointy



  ears; whiplike tail; lean and all whipcord muscle, with only his glowing eyes showing he wasn’t a real dog. I was concentrating on the food so I wouldn’t have to think about anything



  else. My brain needed a cooldown. The steward went out into the hall and came back with my smaller bag.








  “I thought there might be something in here you’d want,” he said a little awkwardly, and smiled, then showed me all the gizmos in the compartment. “Ah, you’ll be on



  after the news from Apex City in about thirty minutes if you want to watch.”








  Huh…I didn’t know what to say. In fact, I wasn’t quite sure what he meant, so he took that as a “yes” and turned on the feed. “Remember, if you need



  anything, press the call button,” he said as he left, taking my polished plates with him, and leaving me in a darkening compartment with brightly colored people nattering away on a



  holographic display between me and the window.








  I knew I should have been paying attention to what they were saying, but my brain was still trying to process everything when the Apex Prime Vid logo came up, with a fanfare, and then a



  splash-screed of “SPECIAL REPORT! ATTACK ON THE PHOENIX FLYER!”








  Well that would be me, I guess.








  There were the usual sorts of announcers that sort of blend into each other—for me, anyway. They seem interchangeable. Mostly I was interested in what they were going to say



  happened, because that was what I was going to have to answer questions about in public. And sure enough, the footage had been tampered with. I studied it hard to get all the little details right.



  Interesting that they’d left in the Mage Wall, though; could be Cits didn’t know enough about Gogs to know they weren’t Magicians.








  Bya watched too, staring intently. He’d seen other Hounds on vid before, but never himself and the rest of his pack. “You look gorgeous,” I told him. “And



  dangerous.” He gave me a grin and went back to watching.








  Then things got even more interesting, because there I was, staring at the camera. It was parts of the debriefing I’d done right here in this compartment!








  No wonder the officer had said I had made his job easier. I’d responded to all his cues in such a way that he hadn’t had to edit out the Folk Mage. That meant he could not only play



  it for those people who demanded the debrief but weren’t allowed to know about the Folk, but he could release chunks of it straight to the news feed.








  “Well, the new Hunter is quite a change from Ace Sturgis, wouldn’t you say, Gayle?” the announcer man asked. “He won’t have to worry about a fashion challenge, but



  if I were Ace, I’d be watching over my shoulder, because with this intro, she’s definitely trending!”








  “Oh, you never know what’s going to happen to Joyeaux when she gets to the city, Johnny,” the woman replied. “I have the feeling there are a lot of unplumbed



  depths to this new Hunter. I think she hasn’t even begun to show us everything she’s got.”








  Uh, what? Why were they discussing me as if I was some kind of vid star?








  “Only time will tell,” said the man, with a solemn nod.








  “Well this reporter can tell you one thing,” the woman said, and leaned toward the camera. “No matter what the rumors were about her, now that I have seen her myself, I say



  Hunter Joyeaux would be a contender no matter who her uncle was! Hunter Ace had better keep sharp if he wants to stay on the leaderboard!”








  “And with that, I’m Johnny Night,” said the man.








  “And I’m Gayle Pierce. And that’s your Hunters on the job! Keeping Apex and the Territories safe!” And there was a sudden bit of fanfare, and a brightly



  colored Allied Territories symbol with the A for Apex superimposed over it, and the program changed to something else.








  I shut off the vid-feed, feeling not only every bit of my exhaustion, but now confusion as well. Rumors? Oh…great…and wait, what—what was a leaderboard? And what was I going to do



  about all this? When the Masters said I would be treated like a star, I didn’t think they meant this! This was all turning out way more complicated than I had ever dreamed.








  Before I could even begin to start fretting about any of that, Bya gave me the shove with his nose that told me he knew I was about to have my real post-Hunt meltdown. So I made the



  vid-screen go away, climbed into the bed, and made room for him. He radiated warmth and a soothing sort of comfort, but still tears stung my eyes. I wanted home and the guidance of my Masters so



  bad I was sick with it.








  I wanted the Mountain, where I had lived for as long as I could remember, not all this flat land. I wanted snow and the knowledge that there wasn’t one of the Othersiders, not even a Folk



  Mage, that could stand that much cold for very long. I wanted my little room in the Monastery, no bigger than this compartment, but so much homier, so much warmer, all glowing, polished wood and



  feather bed and thick down comforters. I wanted people I didn’t have to watch my words with. But most of all, I desperately wanted my Masters, I wanted Kedo, I wanted someone to tell me what



  to do….








  But they wouldn’t. They hadn’t been telling me what to do for a couple of years now. Like the time when I was trying to figure out how to make the spell for a magic net work. I



  didn’t know then that Kedo was teaching me how to take two different spells and combine them to make something new. I knew he knew how to make a net, because I’d seen him do it.



  But he wouldn’t tell me. He’d just looked at me in that way that said, You have all the information; you need to find the way for yourself. That’s what Kedo, or any other



  Master, would do now, and inside, I knew that.








  Which, of course, only made me feel worse. Then I shook with the fear I hadn’t let myself feel out there, then—and this was new—with anger that those mindless vidiots were



  making me into some sort of…of…entertainment. Then finally the fatigue hit like a sack of hammers to the head, and I went straight into no-dream-time.








  I woke up at dawn, as always.








  Bya was gone, which I expected. There’s only so much time they can spend on this side, I think. Or maybe it’s just more comfortable for them on the Otherside, I don’t know. I



  don’t even know if the Otherside they come from is the same as the one that the Folk and the other strangelings come from. What I did have when I woke up was a head full of questions.








  No way to answer them, of course. It would have been nice to be a Psimon and just talk to my Masters whenever I needed to. Psi and magic don’t go together except for within the



  Folk, though. But…yeah. Millions of questions.








  Again, I used the ’fresher and, since I had my little bag with me, I went ahead and changed out of Hunting gear. It still wasn’t anything like the Cits were wearing, but it



  wasn’t quite as somber and monklike: a tunic my best friend Kei had embroidered for me over soft leather trousers. The tunic was golden brown linen, embroidered with red and yellow flowers,



  and it had this nifty wide leather belt that matched the pants and had pockets sewn into it. I pulled my hair into a tail, and thought about my friends back on the Mountain.








  Right now, Kei was milking her family’s goats, and I knew exactly what she was thinking. Not about me even though we’d been friends ever since I beat a Harpy to death for



  trying to carry off one of the nanny goats. No, she was thinking about Big Tom, and scheming to get him away from Ramona, even though she didn’t have a chance in hell of doing that, and



  anyway, if she had any sense at all she’d wake up and realize that Dutch down at Silverspring was crazy for her. Right now the other Hunters at the Monastery, Caleb and Rory, Andi and Luce,



  Big and Little Tom, and Shen and Aci, were all doing their morning exercises, first kata, then the magic ones.








  I wanted to be there, with the Monastery perched on the side of the Mountain in the snow looking exactly like the big Buddhist Monastery at Lhasa did in old pictures, except for solar panels



  covering the roof and part of the mountainside. It was beautiful, with the thick concrete walls painted a mellow tan and the concrete roof dyed red, instead of tiles. Tiny wind generators along



  every roofline, each of them with a shaft that was actually a prayer wheel, because, why not? Until you got up there, though, you’d never know you could only see a third of it. The rest of



  it, including lots and lots of storage, was actually dug into the Mountain. That sort of excavation is something that has to be done very slowly and with a lot of labor now. Back when the Monastery



  was built, it had all been done by machines.








  When you went around doing your jobs, everyone greeted you, even if they didn’t like you. And with those who liked you, there would be brief touches, pats on the back, hugs. Back home,



  we’re a touchy bunch. Everyone hugs, everyone kisses, even some of the monks and the Masters, like Kedo. I never, ever lacked for that. It’s not that everyone loves everyone else, but



  where I come from everyone is loved by someone, and knows it. Now all that was far, far away; nobody had touched me once since I got on this train, and I felt all the more isolated.








  But right now, the world on the Mountain was going right along, counting on me to satisfy the needs of Apex and the Territories and keep them secret and safe.








  And I would.








  So I closed my eyes, tried to be with them even though I wasn’t, and did my exercises. Then I rang for the steward.








  He brought me the same breakfast as yesterday, and looked a little surprised at my change of clothing. “Is this going to be better than what I had on for the city?” I asked him a



  little anxiously. “I know it doesn’t look like—fashionable stuff, but—”








  “You’ll be fine,” he assured me. “You’re trending. By tomorrow, people will be figuring out how to fab clothing like yours, and in three days, there will be as many



  people dressed like you as there are people dressed like Ace or Bree or Daze.”








  I blinked at him, not sure what he’d said, but he thought it was reassuring, so I figured I would let myself be reassured. “Uh…who’s Ace?” I asked. “They



  were comparing me to him on the news.”








  “Hunter Ace is very popular,” the steward told me. “Don’t worry, they compare everyone to him.”








  “Popular?” I repeated. “What’s popular got to do with anything?”








  “People love watching him Hunt,” said the steward, sounding puzzled. “Don’t you—oh. I guess you don’t watch much vid out there—”








  “We’re kind of busy,” I pointed out dryly. “We have to hunt and grow our food for ourselves. And make our own clothing from wool, hemp, linen, and ramie. And cut the wood



  to heat our houses. And—”








  He laughed, cutting me off. “Never mind, I get the idea. I wish I had the time to explain it to you, but I’m sure they’ll tell you all about it when you get to Hunter



  headquarters. Now, they’ve cleared the line for us,” he went on, “and we’ve been putting on speed all night. We should pull into Central Station just after lunch, and I have



  more requests from upline.”








  I blinked again; you never clear the line for any train other than one that carries mega-VIPs. That’s just how it is. That was crazy….








  “Prefect Charmand doesn’t want the vid-hounds to get at you, so he’s sending someone for you. We’ll stop a little short of the station at the same platform that the



  premier uses, you’ll get off there and be met, and then we’ll go on.” The steward grinned. “I can’t wait to see their faces when they realize what happened.”








  Wait, what? I was going to use the premier’s—








  Well, Uncle is pretty important. And it wasn’t as if the premier was going to want it on a spur of the moment thing. And it meant I wouldn’t have to—wait, what?








  “What about vid-hounds?” I asked, feeling stupid.








  “Gayle Pierce on channel Apex Prime got the exclusive last night—your interview—and now every station wants you covered. There’ll probably be twenty or thirty vid-hounds



  at the station wanting interviews. Not just the majors, there’s the foodie channel that will want an interview about what you eat, and the hobby channel that will want to know if you do



  anything besides Hunt, the fashion channel, all four movie channels, the book channel—well, you get the idea.” He nodded as if I would get the idea, when all I knew about was



  Apex Prime. It was about all we could get. Here I had been thinking that all those vid-dumps that came once a week from the city by mail were all coming from Apex Prime—and I had been



  wondering how they fit all that stuff in twenty-four hours every day.








  “Oh…” I said in a small voice.








  “But the prefect is seeing to it you won’t have to talk to any of them until you are ready,” he continued, as if it was a given that I would want to.








  Suddenly my palms were damp and I was more nervous than I’d been facing down that Mage. After all, the only thing he could do was kill me horribly. These people…they could make me



  look stupid.
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  The train slowed. The vid-screen popped down, and words scrolled along with an announcement in a female voice that sounded artificially generated. “This is an unscheduled



  stop. We have not yet reached Central Station. Please remain in your seats. You will arrive on time. This is an unscheduled stop….”








  We’d been rolling through protected lands for some time before that, and the difference between them and the unprotected plains could not have been more graphic. People and machines moved



  freely through fields so mathematically precise I doubt there was a millimeter of wasted space. Some fields were covered with black vinyl, through which the food plants protruded, to preserve the



  moisture in the soil and cut down on the weeds. Some supported racks of hydroponics trays. Some were real grain fields, more or less like what I was used to. Not that we didn’t use the vinyl



  or the hydroponics—the hydro was fed by our tilapia pond—but we didn’t do it on this scale. There were probably some animals out there, because real meat, eggs, and dairy



  were luxury items that the high and mighty still wanted, but most meat was vat-grown, and eggs and dairy were completely synthesized from vegetable oils. I was pretty sure that the eggs and dairy



  I’d gotten on the train were real. I was also pretty sure that once I was off the train I wasn’t going to see the real thing again unless Uncle took me to dinner.








  The thing about the protected lands was the Barriers. You could see them in the distance as a shimmer between huge pylons that stretched a thousand feet up. The Barriers were tuned



  somehow—don’t ask me how, it’s a big secret, and probably involves both squints—that’s what the military calls scientists and technicians—and Magicians. Whatever



  it is they give out lets ordinary stuff pass without a problem, but let one of the Othersiders try, and it’ll end up ash. Of course, that doesn’t stop anything that can fly over



  the Barriers, but if something tries that, there’s helichoppers, planes, and stationary guns to shoot it down.








  The closer we got to the city, the more little towns there were, and the more powerful the Barriers got. Finally about a mile out, we passed a really powerful Barrier, one I felt as we



  went through it, like slamming through jelly that tingled. And then we were in the city itself. Or the burbs, anyway.








  After the Diseray this all was rebuilt, because it pretty much got stomped flat, burned, or just erased. So the city is laid out in a wheel-and-spoke pattern, cut into quarters by the two big



  rail lines, north–south and east–west. The eastern terminus is farther than I would go, at the Port. Now that we didn’t have to travel inside an electrified cage, there were



  several tracks here. I counted five more on my side.








  We were clearly going to stop well short of the Hub and Central Station. In fact, we got switched over to the farthest track on the line, passed through a physical fence, the sort that I was



  used to, about twelve feet of chain-link with razor wire on top, and inside the fence was a complex so precise, so gray, and so purposeful, it could only be military.








  We pulled up to a platform. I was already standing up, with my bag in my hand, when the steward opened the door. I was too nervous at this point to keep sitting down. He took my bag before I



  could say anything, and made a waving motion with his free hand. I went to the end of the car and got off, feeling just about ready to bolt like a feral cow at the sight of a wolf.








  There were actually two people there, both guys, both a couple years older than me. You know, army-recruit-age. One was a dark-haired, dark-skinned soldier in a pristine khaki army uniform. The



  other—








  Blond hair. Black-and-silver uniform, sleek black trousers that looked like something molded, not sewn, dull silver tunic that buttoned to one side, with a tiny stand-up collar, also with no



  visible seams. Mirrored one-piece sunglasses that looked more like a visor. I knew the uniform of course, though I had never seen anyone in it before in person. This was a Psimon—someone who



  had psionic powers rather than magic. He was, almost definitely, a telepath. He might be other things too, but telepathy and mind-reading were the most valued Psimon powers. Psimons were rarer than



  Magicians, about as rare as Hunters. We’d never had anyone born a Psimon up on the Mountain; or at least, if anyone had been, they kept it to themselves and told no one but the Masters. There



  was a reason for that. Psimons made people uneasy. You can guess why. How many things running through your head would you like someone else to know? Not very many, I bet. Because



  that’s what Psimons do; they read your thoughts. Supposedly, they aren’t allowed to go snooping in your head unless you’re a criminal; they’re only authorized to be



  like a radio, sort of a passive receiver that gets the really strong stuff that is associated with a lot of emotion—like a robber thinking about a robbery he’s going to do, or a



  would-be murderer about his victim. Supposedly, everyone has a kind of filter in their head made up of all the random stuff they think about all the time that only lets those strong,



  emotional thoughts get through. That’s supposedly.








  As soon as I saw the uniform, I had my One White Stone up in my mind. I didn’t want some random Psimon getting even a single stray thought about the Mountain, the Monastery, and the



  Masters.








  The soldier took my bag from the steward, who didn’t even get off the train. The door slid shut and the train accelerated out of the station. We hadn’t been stopped for more than a



  few seconds.








  “Joyeaux Charmand.” It was the soldier, and it was a statement, not a question. “Psimon Green and I have been instructed to take you to Prefect Charmand.”








  I put my Hunt-face on, and nodded gravely. “Thank you, soldier,” I said. “And Psimon. I appreciate the courtesy.”








  It was obvious where I was supposed to go, because even though I had never seen one in person, the gray transpod was familiar to me from vids. There’s really no good way to say



  this—it looked exactly like a gray roach egg, a sort of rounded rectangular box with windows in the top half and a door in the middle. It waited at the side of the platform—a curiously



  bare slab of concrete, although I expect when important people use it, there are all manner of temps put up to make them comfortable. The soldier, looking so stiff I thought he was going to shatter



  inside his crisp khaki uniform, led the way. The blond Psimon followed me as I followed the soldier. He stowed my little bag in the cargo hatch of the pod. My other bags, I assumed, would catch up



  with me. The Psimon opened the door of the pod for me, and I climbed in.








  There was a rear-facing seat, a front-facing seat, and a pilot seat. I took the front-facing seat, leaving the Psimon with the other. I hoped he wasn’t prone to motion sickness. The



  soldier took the pilot seat, and a moment later we pulled smoothly away. He was guiding it manually for now, as we wove our way through the streets of the complex. Soldiers and military vehicles



  everywhere.








  The Psimon pushed the glasses up on the top of his head and gave me a cocked eyebrow and a little quirk of the lips that wasn’t quite a smile. His eyes were an intense blue. “So.



  You’re probably wondering why a Psimon came for you. Call me Josh, if you like.”








  “Um,” I said cleverly. “Actually this all happened a little faster than I was ready for. I hadn’t gotten to the wondering part yet.”








  He laughed. “I’m Prefect Charmand’s personal Psi-aide. That means I do things like ensuring that if he doesn’t want people to know where he’s going, I can keep



  Psi-sniffers confused. So I’m here to make sure no Psi-sniffers figure out where you are, once the texers on the train start spreading the word that you got off here. On base, no one is going



  to probe us. Once we match up with traffic, we’ll just be one more transpod in the stream to them.” He did something to the window controls. The view outside darkened just a little, but



  not much. “And now if any face-rec is running, it won’t pick you up through the window.”








  It was a little like he was speaking a completely foreign language. I puzzled through it with difficulty. So he was Uncle’s personal man, so…could I take a chance on dropping my



  concentration? No, better not. He was going to make sure no one could find me telepathically…which they could, even though I was thinking about the One White Stone. That just meant they



  couldn’t read my thoughts, not that they couldn’t find me. But how could vid channels hire telepaths? “I thought everyone Psi-sensitive was supposed to be in PsiCorps,” I



  said, after a moment.








  “Marginal talents are of no use to us,” he replied with the casual arrogance of someone who knows he’s good. “Maybe in the past, before there were physical



  Psi-shields and when even the least bit of Psi could be put to use, but not anymore. But a lot of the channels use them as chasers. We’re green. Thoughts of you ended at the train; with me



  running interference, this transpod will sniff as holding three ordinary Cits.”








  “Oh.” Well what else could I say? “Ah, thank you…”








  He cocked his head to one side, looking at me thoughtfully. “For someone trending, you really are awfully vid-shy.” He put two fingers to his temple and closed his eyes for a moment.



  “There, the prefect knows you’re confused and concerned. I expect he’ll have someone who can advise you.”








  I felt, at that moment, totally helpless. “I’m…from this little village in the Rockies,” I said. “We get vid from Apex a couple times a day when they punch the signal



  through all the Othersider chaff and we have electricity to use to run the community receiver. Everything else has to wait for the weekly mail. One block of this base probably holds more people



  than my whole village.” Of course, that didn’t count the Masters’ Monastery, or the people brought there to train, or all the other settlements on and around the Mountain…but it



  wasn’t a lie.








  I expected a superior smirk, but what I got was a look of sympathy. “When’d you pop Powers?”








  The lie was so ingrained it slipped smoothly off my tongue. “Six months ago. The village waited to make sure it wasn’t going to fade, then contacted the prefect, and it’s taken



  this long to arrange things.”








  “And how long have you been Hunting?” he asked, looking a little surprised. “Because that standoff was ace.”








  “Every day since I popped.” That was pretty much the truth, although as a precocious ten-year-old Hunter, I wasn’t allowed to Hunt much except the gremlins in the fields



  at first. “Well, with Powers. Without Powers, everyone Hunts, we can’t afford not to, so…since I was old enough to use weapons. Too many of them, too few of us.”








  “It shows,” he said, now with some respect. “I bet you were already used to driving off the strangelings without Hounds before that, too.”








  “Not as much as you might think,” I replied. “We keep the village up above the snow line. They can’t go there, so the village itself is a haven. But the farm fields? The



  grazing meadows? Every day. I got a lot of practice in six months, and plenty before that with weapons.”








  He shivered. “I’ve only ever seen Othersiders on vid,” he replied slowly.








  We passed through a set of gates and out into the main traffic; the soldier engaged the auto, and the traffic stream took control of the transpod. He turned the pilot seat to face me and relaxed



  visibly. “I want to thank you personally, Hunter,” he said with a lot of the same look in his eyes that the Cits in the passenger cars had had. “My brother is second gunner on



  that train. You saved his life.”








  “We saved everybody’s lives,” I corrected. “I did my job, they did theirs.”








  He had this My brother tells it different look on his face. “Figure I was the hand and the brain,” I said. “The soldiers in that armed car were a hammer. Without me,



  they wouldn’t know where to hit, when, or how hard. Without them, I had nothing to hit with.”








  The guys exchanged a guy-look. Finally Psimon Josh opened his mouth. Actually, he snickered first. “Can you imagine Ace saying something like that?”








  “Glitterboi? Never in a hundred years,” the soldier replied, with a disgusted look on his face.








  “Can someone please tell me about this Hunter Ace?” I begged. “They talked about him on the vid last night like I should know everything about him.”








  The soldier laughed. “He’s a Hunter, and I’ll admit he’s really good, and he’s fantastic to watch when he Hunts seriously dangerous Othersiders. It’s even



  better watching him and his brother, Paules, Hunt together. But he thinks he’s king of the world, and acts like it.”








  “I heard they had to build a second Hunter HQ just for his ego,” Josh deadpanned, and the soldier laughed. “His admirers think he’s very good-looking. He’s



  certainly very flamboyant. I don’t follow his channel, but you can’t help getting bits of him on the news feeds, because he’s on all the time.”








  “Wait—” I said. “Channel? He has his own channel?”








  “Every Hunter does. They’ll explain it to you at headquarters.” I wanted to push for more info, but Josh was turning those intense blue eyes back on me. Measuring. What was he



  looking for? I thought about my stone.








  Meanwhile there were a lot of other uncomfortable but exciting things tying me up inside. This was the first time ever I had been alone with two guys around my age that I hadn’t grown up



  with, and both of them were, as we say back home, keepers, though in different ways. The soldier was as chiseled as a heroic statue, while Josh was kind of baby-faced and sweet-looking when



  he wasn’t giving you one of those gimlet stares. He had an easy smile, with one dimple and crystal blue eyes. I prayed he didn’t notice my cheeks flush every time he looked over at me.



  I wanted him to keep looking, but I wasn’t sure how to get him to do that without being obvious about it.








  This was all really, really different. It was one thing to be joking around and mock-flirting with boys you’d known all your life, especially when most of them were interested in someone



  other than you. It’s fine to be twirled around at a Satterday dance by a Hunter you’d worked with for years, with both of you knowing you just need to let loose and work off some



  steam.








  But to be sitting with two yummy strangers, alone, and wishing you could get one of them in particular back to that Satterday dance and show off a little for him to see where that



  went?








  Let’s just say I was glad I had the stone to hold in the front of my mind, because I sure didn’t want Josh to pick up on any of that, either, and it sure was emotionally loaded. What



  would he think of me?








  Not that it mattered, in the end, which was depressing. I knew I was supposed to go right to the training quarters and I would probably never see him again.








  Still…








  “My girl is all fangirly over Ace,” the soldier grumbled. “All that lone wolf business.”








  “And his tragic past,” Josh said, smacking his forehead with the back of his hand and putting on a pose, like the hero in a melodrama.








  The soldier grinned. “I had to keep him from sniffers once,” Josh went on. “He acted like I was something he was going to scrape off his shoe as soon as he was



  alone.”








  That was when I saw it happen: Josh went from “scary Psimon who can see inside your head” to “one of the guys.” The soldier relaxed and they started in on guy-talk, and



  left me sitting there not understanding more than a quarter of what they were talking about. Which was kind of good and kind of sucked, cause it would have been nice to have them both treating me



  at least a little like I was a girl, if not a nova star.








  But…on the other hand, Josh was a scary Psimon that could see inside my head, and I had a head full of things I didn’t want him to see. So, Uncle had sent him for me, all well and



  good, but no matter how cute he was, I didn’t dare drop my guard around him.








  So I looked out the window at what could be seen of the city. Pretty much what it looked like in vid, clean and shiny, lots of buildings that went from three to eight stories tall, in various



  inoffensive pastel colors. Hard to tell as we zipped past in the regulated traffic stream what they were. Not like you were allowed to have things like, say, strings of wash hanging outside your



  house in the big cities. It wouldn’t be practical; all those people crammed into one building, where would all the wash go? And not like you’d need to, with the way people can live in



  cities, I guess.








  Traffic slowed as we got into the Hub, and here were all the shopping places, the lighted-up signs, vid-boards two stories high, some people dressed like the Cits on the train, all looking like



  they were in a hurry to get somewhere and do something. But there were also lots of people dressed quietly, too, stuff in very subdued colors, and nothing radical about it. Except for the heels on



  the shoes most of the women wore. How could they walk in those shoes? A couple of times I actually caught my own face on one of those vid-boards, and the footage of the Hellfires going off,



  which was a jolt and just seemed completely unreal.








  The soldier turned his seat around and put his hands on the controls, although he didn’t use them. It was quiet in the transpod, but if I put my hand on the glass, I could sense the



  vibrations of noise outside.








  As we got to the center of the Hub, the crowds thinned to almost nothing, though pod traffic was as thick as ever. Buildings loomed above me, steeper than the mountains, blocking off the sky. It



  was exactly like being in a deep, deep canyon. And nothing like the pictures in old books and vids of how cities used to look. Because, of course, Apex Hub had pretty much been built in



  about a decade, and all by the same people: the Army Corps of Engineers, mostly, with some of the Cits that had gotten rescued and protected. There wasn’t any real variation in the



  buildings—there were three models, actually. There was the rounded tower, the stepped tower, and the straight tower. They were all made of the same cream-white stuff. That made sense when you



  knew the army had done most of the planning and construction. After all, when the army has something that works, they just make a lot of it. They were all smooth, without any ornamentation, with



  row after row of recessed windows. About the only way in which they differed was by height. All at once, I realized what it was Apex Hub reminded me of—one of those big model cities that had



  been built to show “the city of the future” that I’d seen in old vids. And as soon as I realized that, I had to wonder…had the builders actually seen one of those old pictures,



  or old vids, and deliberately copied it? That sounds like something the army would do too. If it works in a model, it probably works in real life, right?








  Abruptly the pod made a left-hand turn, and we whisked down a ramp into a lighted cavern underneath one of the buildings. A moment later, we pulled up next to a glass door, with blast doors open



  to either side of it, and stopped.








  “Good luck, Hunter Charmand,” the soldier said formally, with a little sketch of a salute as my door opened. “Pleasure serving you.”








  “Thank you,” I told him, and didn’t have time to say anything else as yet another soldier came around to the side of the pod and stood at attention, clearly waiting for me to



  get out. So I did, and discovered that Psimon Josh and I had an escort of four soldiers in fancier uniforms, dress uniforms, to take us to my uncle.








  This was getting more intimidating by the moment. But I stiffened up my spine and nodded like this was all my due, and followed them into a building that swallowed me up and probably



  wasn’t going to spit me out any time soon.
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  I HAD NEVER BEEN in a building like this in my life.




  The Monastery was big, but it was all wood inside, and beautiful. We didn’t waste anything, so even dead, bark-beetle-killed trees got used in the interiors, where the flaws and

  bug-tunnels were transformed into a zillion works of art. When the monks weren’t doing spiritual things or training, they were generally doing something with their hands, and a lot of them

  were woodcarvers. So door frames, beams, window frames, door panels, wall panels—anything that could be made ornamental either was, or one day would be. And if it hadn’t been carved

  yet, it had been polished until it glowed. The regular houses in the village were also wood, with plenty of ornamental touches on them, too. After all, when winter came, and you were a

  farmer, you had a lot of time on your hands, and what better use to make of it than to make your house a little nicer?




  This building was Purposeful, like that, capitalized. The floor was something smooth and gray, the walls were a different, lighter gray, the ceiling was lighting panels, and there was no

  ornament anywhere. I wasn’t sure what the floor and walls were made of, but it wasn’t anything natural. Here, it was really obvious that the army had built this place. If

  something was useful, had an actual purpose, was functional, then it went in. If it didn’t, then it got left out. Or, more likely, it was never even considered in the first place.




  Of course, since we get vid, I’m not a complete turnip, I know an elevator when I see one, and that’s what Josh was herding me toward. There were two more soldiers at the steel

  elevator door, one on each side, and they got in with us, flanking us. Josh pushed the top button, and up we went. Feeling myself rising, moving…that was unsettling. Once, we’d had a little

  earthquake up at the Monastery, maybe caused by some of the Othersiders that had gotten into the old mines. It had made my insides go, No, the ground shouldn’t move! just like this

  elevator did. I was just glad I wasn’t claustrophobic.




  Of course, a Hunter can’t be. Like the time Kedo and I had doubled up to chase some Tommyknockers out of a mine the Rock Knob settlement was trying to reopen. There’d been barely

  enough room in some of the shafts for us to go single file, and we’d been forced to use the hand-tap code because we didn’t want to alert the little horrors by talking. I had never been

  so glad to have my Master and mentor with me than that day; he kept reaching back, not just to “say” something, but to give my hand a squeeze, ’cause that’s the sort of

  thing he did. I needed every squeeze. Dark, close, and quiet beyond anything I’d ever experienced before…and the only thing telling you that you weren’t alone down there was

  the tap on your wrist from your partner, and the sense of your Hounds ahead of and behind you….




  More gray corridor ended in a closed gray double door with more soldiers. My soldiers saluted those soldiers, who saluted back, and opened both doors.




  The reception room inside was a relief from the gray; it was still Purposeful, but the floor was covered in brown carpet, the walls were a warm yellow-beige, and the receptionist’s desk at

  least had a wooden top, even if the rest of it was metal. Wow, this place even looked like vid I’d seen of an army office! You’d think that since Apex got stuff from all over,

  Uncle’s own office would be fancier…but no. The receptionist smiled brightly at us—she was wearing a jacket just a little darker than the walls. “He’s cleared his

  schedule, Psimon; you and Joyeaux can go on in,” she said.




  There were two more double doors in the wall behind her desk. My soldiers went ahead and opened both for us, and Josh and I went on past them and in. The doors closed behind us.




  Uncle was standing at a huge window that took up the whole wall, with his back to us and his hands clasped behind him, but he turned as we entered. It was a little disconcerting to finally see

  the man I’d only seen in vids all this time, to be in the same room with him.




  He was taller in person than you’d think from vids: about six foot four. He wore a modified police uniform, blue and gray and tailored, with gold stuff where the police had silver, and a

  little gold braid at the shoulders. He was going bald on top and gray on the sides, and had a mustache. Basically, he looked like someone who should be running a butcher shop or a bakery, not the

  Prefecture. He smiled when he saw me, and it was a real smile; it reached up into his eyes.




  “Joy, at last.” Josh moved back a couple of steps as my uncle stepped forward and took my shoulders in his hands, kind of holding me at arm’s length so he could study my face.

  “You have your father’s face, and your mother’s eyes.”




  I have to say that if I had not been holding myself completely in Hunter discipline, what happened next would have startled me so much I probably would have jumped and yelped. Because one finger

  of his right hand moved on my shoulder, pressing it in something I recognized almost at the level of instinct. The tap code we Hunters use when Hunting together and keeping silence. Just like Kedo

  and I had, down in that mine.




  Love to hug you, little one, but dangerous for both. Vidding here. Show you understand.




  Vidding? In Uncle’s own office? But—why? And why was he afraid of it? Never mind, I could try to find out later. Right then I just needed to follow his lead. But this was the first

  time I had any idea that there was something seriously amiss.




  Then I scolded myself. Because I had studied The Book of Five Rings and The Art of War, and Master Price, who was in charge of the Hunters’ schooling, had insisted I read

  Machiavelli’s The Prince. So I knew where there were people, there were politics, and politics could get dangerous. All I could think was they’d gotten dangerous for my

  uncle.




  “So I understand, Uncle Charmand,” I said steadily, and put my own hands just under his elbows, tapping understood. “Or—I beg your pardon, sir. Prefect

  Charmand.”




  “I can be Uncle for an hour or so,” he said, tapping Good on my shoulder before letting go. “You understand, of course, that once you leave this office, you are only

  Hunter Joyeaux to me. I cannot and will not countenance favoritism among the Hunters, especially not my niece.”




  So…if there was vidding going on, maybe he was trying to send a message that doing favors for me wouldn’t buy favors with him? Or…was it the other way around? That hurting me

  would leave him unmoved?




  “Sir,” I replied truthfully, “I would not want favoritism. Being made a favorite spoils a Hunter, and a spoiled Hunter is pretty quickly a dead Hunter.”




  “Well said.” He took my elbow and steered me to the window. “I thought I might be the one to give you your welcome and a little tour of Apex City before you went on to Hunter

  HQ. Given your unexpectedly exciting trip here, I thought you might appreciate the breathing space.”




  “I do, sir,” I said, and then I realized that it was not a window we stood at—or rather, it might be a window, but it was also a giant vid-screen, one that was giving us

  a chopper-eye view over the city.




  Uncle kept his hand on my elbow, and as he pointed out each of the City Center buildings, Hunter HQ, then the vast expanse of hydroponic and fish farms, then the acres of vat-meat, vat-veg, and

  algae farms, his finger kept tapping, warning me that it was not safe to talk openly. I was glad that all I had to do was nod and murmur politely, because that made it easier to concentrate on what

  he was saying.




  “The Psimon was kind enough to let me know that you are—” He paused.




  “Not quite a turnip,” I said truthfully. “But I don’t understand so much of what’s been thrown at me. Vid channels? For Hunters? And—”




  He nodded. “The Hunters need to work to reassure the citizens of Apex that they are safe. We can’t rebuild the world if people are constantly looking over their

  shoulders.” But his fingers tapped something different. Hear what I don’t say. “We found that allowing the citizens to see what the Hunters were doing reassured them that

  there was nothing inside the Barriers to fear.” Hunters are as much entertainment as protectors. “As a consequence, they became very popular, and there seems no harm in allowing

  that to continue.” Ask the armorer.




  “I…I think I understand, Uncle,” I replied. I didn’t, not yet, but maybe when I had a chance to think everything through and remember what he was saying and what he was

  tapping, I would. Or maybe this armorer would actually explain everything. I hoped so.




  “You’re a very intelligent young lady, Joy.” He laughed. “I’ll be egotistical and claim that the only reason your part of the Territories ever produced such a good

  Hunter is because of your genes. Eh?”




  I laughed dutifully. This part, I got. So I reinforced it for whatever was recording. “I have to admit, most people back home haven’t got a lot of interest outside of their sheep and

  goats. Half the time they sleep through the vids from Apex.” Was that what Uncle wanted?




  Good girl, he tapped. Keep your head.




  “Obviously, then, there’s no need for a search.”




  “Search? Nothing to find. Unless you’re talking about our homemade whiskey. The fumes alone would probably knock an Othersider sideways.” He laughed with me.




  My blood ran a little colder when he said that, though I laughed as though the very idea was ridiculous. The Masters were right; he had just confirmed it. If I hadn’t turned up, a search

  would have been scheduled. And a search would almost certainly have turned up the Monastery and all the Hunters we trained there. And all those Hunters would almost certainly have been sent back to

  Apex, stripping my village and all the rest around the Mountain of their protectors.




  Now he was pointing out the schools. One for Meds, one for Techs, one for Psimons, one for scientists, and one for all the other Cits, who might become anything that wasn’t one of those.

  Be like the others. Blend in, he tapped.




  He pointed out how all the roofs were green—algae-based solar-cells, so if the grid went down there would still be enough power for a building to seal itself and hold out against attack. I

  nodded as if we didn’t have those at home.




  Why would he want me to blend in? I didn’t know, not yet, but it had to be important or he wouldn’t have said to do it.




  He also pointed out the anti-flyer guns on all the roofs. “We haven’t had an incursion by flyers since before you were born, but even if a Wyvern somehow got past the bounds,

  he’d be lacework before he got a hundred yards. Between our defenses and the Hunters, our Cits are as safe as they think they are.”




  Camouflage safer for us both, he told me silently.




  Understood, I tapped back, feeling hollow and forlorn. Don’t take what I look like on the outside for what’s going on inside. Outside is Hunter discipline, which isn’t

  how I feel. Somewhere along the way I had gotten the idea I would be living with Uncle, that I might finally have something like a blood family again. I’d been unconsciously assuming at that

  no matter what, at least I’d have some family again with Uncle.




  Evidently not. It took all my will not to show what I was feeling. The Masters all said Uncle was a kind, smart, and honorable man, and that he cared about me. Master Kedo had said the

  one thing I need not worry about was my uncle. They had never lied to me about anything, and I didn’t think that was a lie, either.




  Well, he was important. And if people thought he was fond of me, maybe they’d use me to work against him. Now maybe that was just a manipulative sort of thing—or maybe it was uglier

  than that. It could be—give me presents so I’d say good things about them to Uncle. Or it could be—tell Uncle they’d make things hard for me if he didn’t do something

  they wanted. As prefect of police he could overturn arrests, lessen charges, all sorts of things. Or maybe—politics again!—maybe there were even stresses between the Hunters and the

  Prefecture, and there were people who were thinking he’d brought me in, his blood kin, so he’d have a Hunter on his side if the stresses turned into a break.




  I’ll be careful, I signaled back. And that was when the whole room rang with a soft chime and he made a gesture with his free hand and the window became a window, looking down on

  City Center. “And I am afraid that is all the time I can give you, Hunter Joyeaux,” he said formally. “I am proud of you. Your parents would be prouder.”

  We’ll talk again the next time it is safe. “Before you go, I have a welcome gift for you.”




  Then he let go of my elbow and turned to reach for a little box on the top of his desk. He opened it and handed me what looked like something I knew very well. It was a Perscom, a very fine

  version of a wrist device that did just about everything a micro-comp could do, and although the one I’d used back at home was a chunky thing that was about half as long as my forearm, this

  one was no bigger than a watch. Basically, it’s a voice-controlled tablet computer that’s generally linked into a citywide network. Back home, our clunkier versions were still linked

  into the network hosted up at the Monastery, and that wireless net is one of the few things on the whole Mountain that gets 24/7 electricity from solar and wind. The ones back home were too big to

  take out Hunting, which was a pity because they’d be awfully useful. This little one was a jewel. That’s not just better Apex City design and engineering, because I had seen people on

  the train wearing ones almost as clunky as my old one. That’s money. He held out his hand, I gave him my nondominant wrist, and he strapped it on, and immediately I felt something

  else.




  It’s hard to describe, but it felt as if my brain had been wrapped in a warm, soft blanket, and I knew what else that Perscom could do.




  There wasn’t a word for it in Hunter code, so I improvised. Head-protector? I tapped.




  Yes, he tapped back, and directed my fingers to a little stud on the underside before letting go of my hands. So…a Psi-shield. “Uncle, I can’t take this!” I said,

  sounding shocked. Well, I was. “It’s too expensive a gift!”




  He snorted politely. “This is not favoritism, this is fifteen years of missed birthdays. And it’s not all that much better than the one you would have been issued at Hunter

  HQ.” He turned, and instinctively I turned to face the room and Josh, echoing his moves. “Psimon, if you could escort the Hunter to HQ, I would very much appreciate it.”




  “Very good, sir.” Josh touched two fingers to his temple, and signaled to me to follow. I did. I didn’t look back.
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  As I had seen from Uncle’s “tour,” Hunter HQ was one enormous building out on the Edge, right up against the Boundary and the innermost layer of Barriers. The

  tall buildings of the City Center were like toy towers in the distance, and the HQ was a three-story tall sprawl of a place. Which made sense. Hunters needed a lot of real estate to train in.




  Josh delivered me to a door—but before I got out of the pod, he stopped me. “If you need anything, my contact will be on the Perscom that Prefect Charmand gave you. I can probably

  help you, and if it’s more urgent than that, I can relay a message to the prefect. Just call.” Then he smiled again. “And I might just call you, once you’re not up to your

  eyebrows in training or working. Now hop, your CO is waiting.”




  I hopped, because there was someone heading for the pod with an expression that promised impatience or worse if she was kept waiting. The door closed, and off the pod sped, leaving me and my

  little bag on the pavement. He might call me? I thought. But how would he know if—Then I remembered. Uncle had said cameras would be on me everywhere. Josh would probably know

  more about my schedule than I would.




  By this time, the woman had reached me.




  She was taller than me by about a head, and easily old enough to have been my mother, but there was nothing about her that was motherly. Her brown hair was aggressively short, there was a scar

  cutting through her right eyebrow and down the cheekbone, and her face was lean and chiseled and looked very Native, with prominent cheekbones and a jut of a nose. Actually she could have been a

  sister or a cousin to Master Kedo, except her hair was lighter. She wore black and silver leather with silver buckles and straps everywhere, and she looked at me hard, sizing me up.




  So I stood to something that was nearly “attention,” and nodded my head respectfully, as I would have to one of my Masters. “Beg pardon for lateness, Senior Hunter,” I

  said, choosing a respectful-sounding title at random. “Prefect Charmand wished to interview me.”




  Her eyes softened from that glare ever so slightly, and one corner of her mouth came up a little. “Good answer,” was all she said. “Follow me, and hop.”




  She entered the building, and I grabbed my bag and followed at the same fast walk. The minute we came in the doors, I caught a flash of movement and turned like lightning, going into a

  protective stance.




  It was a camera. I flushed. The Hunter had stopped, looking amused, but also just a bit approving. “Good reflexes,” she said shortly. “But get used to it. They’re

  everywhere.” Then she took off again, and I had to move fast to keep up.




  This was just like the government building, same floor, walls, and ceiling, same doors. More army construction. Evidently this Hunter was not inclined to chatter. We had covered a lot of

  corridor before she finally said, “I’m Hunter Karly; I’ve been assigned as your mentor. Understand, we don’t take anything for granted here, we can’t afford to. People

  have died in the past because we accepted that someone from outside Apex was properly trained, and he wasn’t. Just because you stood up well at the train—well, sorry, girl. It could

  have been a fluke. You could have gotten lucky. We need to know your skill set, we need to know you’re sharp, and we need to know you can handle yourself solo all the time.”




  “Yes, Senior Hunter,” I said. Really, this just made sense. I mean, I resented it, of course, because I had been Hunting solo for years, but I couldn’t exactly say that now,

  could I? So…I’d show them what I could do. It would just take time.




  “I’ll be your mentor in the field until you prove yourself out. And right now, we’re going to your intake interview and orientation.”




  I nodded as she glanced at me.




  “And after that, you go to refitting with me. When you’re done, I’ll take you to quarters, or to the mess hall, whichever you’ll need first.” She glanced down at my

  arms and added, “I see the prefect gave you a Perscom. A floor plan of HQ will be on it—”




  Aha! Before she continued, I twisted my wrist so I could look at the faceplate and said “Map.” Instantly the map came up, with the rooms we were passing labeled, a little dot

  representing me moving along the corridor.




  “Good. You’re not a complete turnip,” she said with more amusement. I decided to test the waters with a little comeback.




  “No, Senior Hunter,” I replied. “I fell off the truck a month or two ago, not yesterday.”




  I got the reaction I was hoping for, a barked laugh. “We’ll get along,” she said, with enough warmth in her voice I felt able to relax a little. “And—here you

  are.”




  She stopped beside a door with a nameplate beside it. Rikard Severn, Senior Analyst, Personnel and Human Resources. Ugh. It sounded like one of those pre-Diseray office things. She nodded

  at me. I reached for the doorknob and went in.




  The office looked like that of my uncle’s receptionist, only smaller. Severn sat behind a similar desk with a single chair on my side of it. He looked like any of the office-dweller Cits I

  had seen on the train; relatively subdued suit in shades of muted blue, and a face that looked like it had been homogenized by software, with nondescript, mousy hair. I remained standing until he

  looked up and said, “You may sit down, Hunter Candidate.”




  Hunter Candidate, hmm? That was interesting. I took the chair.




  “This is mostly a formality, given your rather impressive impromptu display on the trip to the city,” he said, making notes on a cyberslate. “How long have you been

  Hunting?”




  “With Powers or without, sir?” I answered politely. Time to repeat what I’d already told others.




  Now he looked up. “Excuse me?” he said, blinking at me as if this was not what he had expected.




  “We’re all alone out there on the Mountain, sir,” I said politely. “We don’t have all this…” I waved my hand to indicate everything around me. Then I

  explained just as I had to the steward on the train. “So, with Powers…about a half yearish.”




  “Everyone…Hunts…” He stared at me and shook his head. “And who taught you the use of your Powers?”




  “Should be on your register, sir,” I said. This was a safe answer; the Hunter assigned to the region where the Monastery was. Of course, the truth was the poor beggar was as mad as

  they come; within days of showing up, one of the Folk had turned his brain inside out, so the monks never got a chance to convert him to the Mountain ways. He never even got as far as our village

  before they had to take him in and put him in a nice padded little room where he was drooling and playing with his toes even now. We send back his reports for him, of course. “Hunter Pieter

  Sanders.” I sighed. “He wasn’t…very good. I learned more on my own, once I had the basics.” Of course he wasn’t very good. That was why he’d been sent to us in

  the first place, and why the Folk had melted his melon for him. We knew that much out on the Mountain. When allotment quarterlies came, we always got the fourth-hand equipment, the stuff and people

  no one else wanted. Good thing we didn’t care, and really didn’t need it.




  Severn’s lips twisted a little wryly, but he said nothing.




  “We understand, sir,” I said humbly. “Apex City is a lot more important than we are, and the Othersiders can’t go above the snow line for long, so it isn’t often we

  have to worry about direct attacks.” Now I raised my chin a little. “After the attack on the train, I understand that even better, sir. I’m proud you sent for me, and I hope I can

  live up to your expectations.” That was truth. I didn’t like it here, I did want to go home, but home had a lot of Hunters and it had the monks and the Masters. I wasn’t at all

  sure why Apex needed to be the central location for all the best Hunters, if they hadn’t had an incursion in years, but…maybe Karly would answer that later. In the meantime, the best

  thing I could do for Uncle and the Mountain was play along. “I’m ready to serve and protect.”




  He laughed. “There are no cameras in here, Hunter Candidate. You can save—”




  Then he really looked at me. “You mean that, don’t you?” He sounded…shocked.




  “I do, sir.” I was baffled. Of course I meant it! There is nothing—nothing—that is more important in a Hunter’s life than protecting the Cits without

  Powers. And that wasn’t something that had just been drummed into me by the monks and the Masters. That was something I felt just as bone-deep as I did my love for my Hounds and theirs for

  me.




  “Wait here a moment,” he said, and got up and left the room by a door behind his desk.




  I felt eyes on me.




  No cameras? Well, maybe not public ones. But there were cameras in here. And something I had just said had thrown him off. Karly said there were cameras everywhere; now I would bet there were

  plenty of cameras that weren’t visible. I kept my Hunt face on.




  I stilled my breathing and listened, hard. There were voices in the next room, and I thought one was Severn’s. It didn’t sound exactly like arguing, but something had gotten them

  worked up.




  A moment later Severn came back. “All right, Hunter Candidate, I’m passing you on to the next phase.” He opened that same door and waved me through. As I passed him, he called

  into the next room, “Armorer Kent, she’s all yours.”
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  A MOMENT LATER, I was facing the stranger from flat on my back on the floor. Before I could blink, he’d come at me. I’d been caught

  completely off guard.




  He was sitting on me, laughing.




  I lost my temper, but I hadn’t lost my training. And he was slightly off balance, leaning over. I grabbed his neck with both hands and pulled, while I kicked myself into a back somersault

  with my legs. I managed to send him sailing over my head, and I kept my momentum going to get back to my feet. He was as quick as any of my Masters, though, and I wasn’t balanced when he came

  at me again. This time since I knew he was coming for me, I moved as far off the line of attack as I could, and with his attack instead of against it. The momentum he gave me let me roll out of the

  way and get to my feet again. Then it was really on.




  All I can say is, it’s a good thing there wasn’t any furniture in the room; it had a slightly padded dark gray floor and four light gray walls with a couple of metal cabinets set

  flush into the walls. Now, hand-to-hand is not what I’m good at; pretty much everything I have is primarily defensive and designed to get me away from my attacker. Aki-Do, mostly. I

  mean, really, back home, if I was in a position where I was close enough to a monster to need hand-to-hand, and my Hounds were nowhere around to help, I was pretty much in the deepest kind of

  trouble possible and aggressive hand-to-hand wasn’t going to save me. There wasn’t a lot of space in this room to get away, so I was kind of stuck in a fight I was definitely going to

  lose. We traded advantage back and forth for a little, but he was infinitely better than I was, and eventually he got me pinned, face in the carpet, arm twisted behind my back in the most painful

  of hanari holds. I banged on the floor with my free hand, and he let me up.




  “Not bad,” was all he said, as I stood up and pulled my clothing back into a semblance of neatness, then got my little bag from the doorway. As I did, I finally got a good look at

  him.




  His outfit was half-purposeful—knee pads, elbow pads, shin guards, kidney belt, shoulder pads, and bracers all of scarlet and yellow—and half-fanciful. The clothing under the padding

  was scarlet and yellow, and another one of those odd, asymmetric styles; one long sleeve, one short, slashes of yellow through the scarlet, a shirt with an uneven hem, one boot that went over his

  knee, the other that ended at the ankle. He had a craggy face with heavy eyebrows, bright green eyes, and red hair that was cut short on the sides but long on the top and back. There were feathers

  attached to it at one side—long, thin feathers banded in scarlet and yellow. I’d guess him to be physically at late middle age, still a prime fighter, though his years? No way to guess

  that.




  “Thank you, Senior Armorer,” I said immediately, giving him the full bow I would have given one of the Masters. He laughed. His voice was dark and smoky.




  “Nice. I could get used to being bowed to.” He beckoned to me. “Come on. Your hand-to-hand is passable enough. Let’s find out what else you can do.”




  The first thing he did was take me down another set of long corridors to a real armory, one that was a lot bigger than anything we had at home. Some of the weapons hanging on the walls or on

  racks didn’t even look like weapons anyone sane would actually use. I couldn’t identify what they were, even, just what they kind of looked like. There was a set of things with

  the hilts of swords, but with one to five long, flexible blades like whips. Seriously? How could you even pick up something like that without hurting yourself? There were not one, but two

  objects like very large knives that had three blades. One was more like a cross between a huge knife and a short spear, but the positioning of the blades was just really strange. The other had

  three blades in a sort of fan. I mean, why? There was a whip made out of chain—again, why? And things that looked like animal claws. And a circle of metal with the outside edge

  sharpened…




  I couldn’t even imagine how some of these could be used without doing more harm to yourself than to whatever you were trying to fight off….Granted, they were all apparently made of what

  we call “Cold Iron”—which is iron forged with carbon and not much else in it, which messes badly with magic. So I suppose if you were stuck face-to-face with something that used

  magic, they might be useful. Maybe. But the way I was taught, the last thing a Hunter wants is to be up close to anything from the Otherside.
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