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“Every creature believes itself the hunter until something chooses not to kill it.”

— Varen Tel, naturalist
All Fish
v3 · 4,246 wordsMayling had expected the dead to look frightened.



The first one didn’t.



He lay facedown beneath a broad-leafed plant, one arm crooked beneath his chest and the other stretched into the deep grass as though he’d died reaching for something. His pack was still strapped to his back. Nothing had eaten him. Nothing had dragged him away.



That made it worse.



Mayling stood three paces from him and listened.



The forest breathed everywhere.



Water ticked from leaf to leaf though it had not rained since she entered. Something tiny clicked inside a tree. High above, an unseen creature gave one piercing call and received an answer from farther away.



Nothing moved around the body.



Mayling tightened both hands around her sharpstick.



The reed was longer than she was tall and thin enough to bend when she gripped it too hard. Its shaved point looked ridiculous against everything she had been told lived in the forest.



She loosened her hands.



The point straightened.



She didn’t know the dead Goer’s name.



That bothered her.



It shouldn’t have. There were hundreds of them scattered through the forest, entering from different villages and different directions. She hadn’t known most of their names while they were alive.



Still, it seemed wrong that someone could live eighteen rotations, walk into the forest, die beneath a plant, and become only him.



She took one step closer.



The grass beside his hand moved.



Mayling jumped backward so hard that the bottom of her pack struck her hips.



Her sharpstick came up.



Nothing emerged.



She waited.



The grass moved again.



A dark insect climbed one blade, opened narrow wings, and disappeared.



“Stupid,” Mayling whispered.



She immediately regretted speaking.



Mayling listened again.



Nothing answered.



She looked at the body.



There was blood underneath him. Dark now. Almost dry.



A kitsong could still be close.



That was what everyone said.



Sometimes they killed quickly.



Sometimes they didn’t.



Sometimes they cut a Goer and let them run.



Then followed.



Mayling hated that story most.



She had hated a great many stories about kitsing before the Going. She hated them more now that every tree seemed capable of containing one.



She stepped closer.



Two paces.



One.



She lowered the sharpstick until its point hovered over the dead Goer’s outstretched hand.



She nudged his fingers.



Nothing.



Again.



His hand rolled limply into the grass.



Dead.



Mayling let out the breath trapped in her chest.



Relief came first.



Then shame.



His death didn’t make her safer. It only meant that whatever had killed him might be finished with him.



She crouched.



“Sorry.”



The word slipped out before she could stop it.



She wasn’t sure what she was apologizing for.



Touching him.



Being alive.



Thinking about opening his pack.



Marling had told her to take anything useful from the dead.



Mayling had shouted at her for saying it.



Marling had shouted back.



Then Marling had cried when she thought Mayling wasn’t looking.



Mayling pushed the memory away.



She reached toward the dead Goer’s pack.



A sound came from somewhere ahead.



She froze.



Not a growl.



Not the scrape of an animal moving through brush.



A breath.



Wet.



Then another.



Mayling stood so fast that her vision darkened.



She held the sharpstick toward the trees.



“Hello?”



Too loud.



She bit her lip.



Silence.



Then, weakly:



“Here.”



Humling.



Mayling abandoned the body.



She pushed through the grass toward the voice. Broad leaves slapped her shoulders. A vine curled around her ankle and nearly took her down. She kicked free, followed another choking breath, and found a Goer sitting against the exposed roots of a tree.



Alive.



Barely.



He looked about her age, which was foolish because of course he was. No one came here years before they were supposed to.



Blood covered his leg.



Mayling stopped.



Four long cuts crossed the upper thigh.



Three looked awful.



The fourth looked impossible.



Blood pushed from it in little surges.



“Oh.”



The Goer looked at her.



“That bad?”



“No.”



Mayling dropped her pack.



He almost smiled.



“You said ‘oh.’”



“I didn’t mean it,” Mayling said.



“I heard you.”



She dug through her pack.



Cloth. Food. Water. Cord. A polished stone that someone once swore would keep a kitsong from approaching if it had been left in moonlight. Dried leaves Marling had thrown out twice before Mayling secretly put them back.



None of it looked useful.



She grabbed the cloth.



Everyone knew what to do with blood.



Stop it.



That was nearly the whole of Mayling’s medical knowledge.



She pressed the cloth against his leg.



He screamed.



Mayling tore her hands away.



“Sorry.”



The blood immediately welled through the cuts.



“No. No, that’s worse.”



She put the cloth back.



He screamed again.



Mayling kept her hands there this time.



“You’re making a lot of noise.”



His eyes opened wider. “I noticed.”



“That means—”



“What?” he asked.



She had no idea what it meant.



“Nothing.”



He leaned his head against the tree.



Mayling pressed harder.



Blood soaked between her fingers.



“Can you stand?”



“No.”



“We need to move.”



“No.”



Mayling looked around. “We can’t stay here.”



“You shouldn’t stay here.”



The trees pressed close in every direction.



“Why?”



He didn’t answer.



Mayling grabbed his arm.



“Come on.”



The moment she tried to pull him away from the roots, he screamed louder than before.



Mayling stopped instantly.



That, too, everyone knew.



If someone screamed badly when you moved them, don’t move them.



She lowered him back.



“Fine.”



He breathed through clenched teeth. “Fine?”



“You stay there.”



“Excellent.”



“I’ll figure something out.”



“Leave,” he said.



“No.”



“It’ll come back.”



Mayling’s hands stopped.



The Goer looked past her into the forest.



“It didn’t miss.”



Mayling followed his eyes.



There was nothing there.



“What didn’t?”



He looked at her as though the question offended him.



She knew anyway.



A kitsong.



Mayling glanced down at the wounds again.



“It did this?”



“Yes.”



“And left?”



“Yes.”



“Why?”



He gave a small laugh and immediately winced. “Ask it.”



Mayling looked back at the trees.



Her heart had begun beating hard enough that she could feel it under her jaw.



“How long ago?”



“I don’t know.”



“A mark?”



“I don’t know.”



“Less?”



“I was busy.”



“Doing what?”



He looked down at the blood covering his leg.



“Bleeding.”



Mayling stared at him.



He gave her the smallest smile.



She almost smiled back.



Then she remembered what he had said.



It’ll come back.



Mayling tightened the cloth around his leg.



He sucked air through his teeth.



“Sorry.”



“You keep saying that.”



“I keep hurting you.”



“You’re very observant.”



Mayling glanced toward the trees again.



“I could leave.”



“Yes.”



“I’m not going to.”



His smile vanished.



“I know.”



Something about the way he said it bothered her.



Mayling tied the cloth as tightly as she could.



Blood still came through.



She added another piece.



“What else do I do?”



He didn’t answer.



“Do you have anything in your pack?”



“No.”



“You didn’t even look.”



“I know what’s in it.”



“What?”



“Food. Water. Useless things.”



Mayling pulled open the edge of his pack anyway.



“Maybe one of your useless things is different from mine.”



“I have a red string.”



She looked at him. “What does that do?”



“My aunt said kitsing hate red.”



Mayling stared at him.



He stared back.



“Apparently,” he said, “she was wrong.”



Mayling laughed.



Just once.



She slapped a hand over her mouth.



His eyes closed.



“Don’t make me laugh.”



“Sorry.”



“There it is again.”



Mayling looked down at the soaked cloth.



“What’s your name?”



His eyes opened.



“Why?”



“Because I asked.”



“That isn’t a reason.”



“It’s enough of one.”



He studied her for a moment.



“Tem.”



“I’m Mayling.”



“I didn’t ask.”



She stared at him.



Tem smiled faintly.



Mayling laughed again.



This time she didn’t cover her mouth.



“There,” she said. “You’re fine.”



“That seems medically sound.”



“My mother knows about injuries.”



Tem glanced at the cloth around his leg.



“You don’t.”



“No.”



“I noticed.”



Mayling checked the cloth again.



The blood had darkened it completely.



She pressed harder.



Tem hissed.



“My mother would know what to do.”



“Where is she?”



“Home.”



“Useful.”



“She’s very useful when I’m not in the forest.”



“Then you should have brought her.”



Mayling’s smile disappeared before she could stop it.



Tem noticed.



“Sorry.”



“Don’t.”



He studied her face.



“Was that your word?”



“What?”



“Sorry.”



“No.”



“It seems like your word.”



“It isn’t.”



Mayling concentrated on his leg.



Marling would have hated this.



Marling hated suffering that could be seen, touched, named. She would have pressed her hands against Tem until her arms failed and then told someone else to take over.



She would not have understood walking away.



Mayling understood it perfectly.



That was why she was still there.



She had spent the entire walk toward the Going thinking about dying.



Not dramatically.



Not nobly.



Simply as the most likely thing that would happen.



Bilda had gone into the forest five rotations earlier.



Bilda had not come out.



People liked to tell Mayling she wasn’t Bilda.



They said it as though that improved anything.



She had never imagined returning marked.



She had never imagined a kitsong choosing her.



She had never imagined returning at all.



She had imagined Marling standing without her.



Sometimes that frightened her more than the kitsing.



Tem shifted.



Mayling looked up.



His face had gone pale beneath the dirt.



“Hey.”



“Still here,” he murmured.



“Don’t do that.”



“Do what?”



“Look like that.”



“What should I look like?”



“Better.”



“I’ll try.”



Mayling reached for her water.



Tem shook his head.



“You need it.”



“So do you.”



“You’re staying.”



“You don’t know that.”



“I do.”



Mayling stopped.



There it was again.



She held the water toward him.



“Drink.”



Tem took a small swallow.



Most ran down his chin.



Mayling wiped it away with the edge of her sleeve.



Tem watched her.



“You really should leave.”



“Stop saying that.”



“It’s following me.”



“You already said that.”



“You don’t understand.”



Mayling sat back on her heels.



“I understand.”



“No.”



“What don’t I understand?”



Tem’s eyes moved toward the trees.



“It could have killed me.”



Mayling looked at his leg.



“Maybe it tried.”



“No.”



“How do you know?”



“Because it didn’t.”



“That isn’t an answer.”



“It was close enough.”



Mayling said nothing.



Tem swallowed.



“It cut me. Then it watched me run.”



The forest seemed to contract around them.



Mayling gripped her sharpstick.



“Did you see it?”



“Yes.”



“What did it look like?”



Tem thought for a moment.



“Brown.”



“That narrows it down.”



“Gold, maybe.”



Mayling glanced behind her.



“Big,” Tem added.



“All of them are big when they’re trying to kill you.”



“It wasn’t trying.”



Mayling looked back at him.



Tem’s voice had become quieter.



“That was worse.”



Mayling wanted to tell him he was wrong.



She couldn’t.



Something dropped from the canopy twenty paces away.



Mayling spun.



A cluster of wet leaves struck the forest floor.



Nothing else.



Tem flinched.



Mayling waited with the sharpstick raised.



One breath.



Two.



The tiny clicking inside the trees continued.



She lowered the point slightly.



“Probably nothing.”



Tem gave a humorless laugh.



“You should put that on your grave.”



Mayling looked at him.



“Probably nothing?”



“Exactly.”



She smiled.



Tem didn’t.



“Mayling.”



It was the first time he’d used her name.



“Go.”



She frowned.



“Why?”



“Because you’re making it harder.”



“For who?”



“For me.”



Mayling stared at him.



He looked exhausted now.



Not merely injured.



Finished.



She hated the thought before she’d even completed it.



“No.”



“I didn’t ask you anything.”



“Yes, you did.”



“I told you to leave.”



“That’s asking.”



“No, it’s—”



“You aren’t dying.”



Tem looked at her for a long moment.



Then he looked down at his leg.



Blood had begun to drip from beneath the cloth.



“Yes,” he said. “I am.”



Mayling pressed both hands against the wound.



“No.”



He gasped.



“Mayling.”



“No.”



“Stop.”



“No.”



“You can’t—”



“Shut up.”



Tem gave her a weak, almost amused look.



“You’re very—”



“Shut up.”



His breath shuddered.



Mayling leaned harder.



She could stop blood.



Everyone knew that.



Press hard enough.



Keep pressing.



Don’t let go.



Something warm ran across her wrists.



Tem’s blood.



“What’s your favorite food?” Mayling asked.



He blinked at her.



“What?”



“Answer.”



“Why?”



“Because.”



“No.”



“Tem.”



He sighed weakly. “Fish.”



“What kind?”



“I don’t know.”



“You don’t know your favorite kind?”



“I like all fish.”



“That’s stupid.”



“Why?”



“Different fish taste different.”



“You asked my favorite food. Fish.”



“What if one tastes terrible?”



“Then not that one.”



Mayling laughed despite herself.



Tem smiled weakly.



“Your turn.”



“My turn what?”



“Favorite food.”



Mayling opened her mouth.



Nothing came out.



Tem frowned.



“You started this.”



“I don’t know.”



“And mine was stupid?”



“I like fruit.”



“What kind?”



“All fruit.”



Tem actually laughed.



The sound ended in a cough.



Mayling smiled down at him.



Then Tem’s expression changed.



Not pain.



Attention.



His gaze passed over her shoulder.



Mayling felt the change before she heard it.



The forest had gone quiet.



The clicking stopped.



The distant calls vanished.



Even the insects seemed to have folded themselves away.



Mayling’s smile disappeared.



Tem whispered, “Go.”



She reached for her sharpstick.



“Mayling.”



Something moved through the grass.



Not toward them.



Across.



Perhaps twenty paces away.



The grass parted in a narrow line, then stood again.



Mayling rose slowly.



Her hands were slick with blood.



She wiped one against her leg and wrapped both around the sharpstick.



The reed flexed.



The grass moved again.



Farther left.



Stopped.



Mayling stared.



Nothing emerged.



Behind her, Tem breathed quickly.



“Don’t run,” Mayling whispered.



Tem made a tiny sound that might have been laughter.



“I’ll work on that.”



The grass moved.



Closer.



Mayling turned the point toward it.



“Come out.”



Tem inhaled sharply.



“What are you doing?”



“Come out!” Mayling shouted.



Nothing happened.



Her heart struck against her ribs.



Mayling took one step forward.



“Mayling.”



She ignored him.



“If you’re going to do it, do it!”



“Mayling.”



“I know you’re there!”



The grass remained still.



For a moment Mayling wondered whether she had imagined everything.



Then something exhaled.



Low.



Close enough that she couldn’t tell from which direction it had come.



Mayling’s skin tightened.



She raised the sharpstick higher.



“Don’t,” Tem said.



“Don’t what?”



“Make it notice you.”



Mayling almost laughed.



“I think it noticed.”



She waited.



The silence stretched.



Then, one by one, the forest sounds returned.



A click.



A rustle.



A distant shriek.



Mayling didn’t move.



Five breaths.



Ten.



Finally she lowered the sharpstick.



“See?”



Tem didn’t answer.



Mayling turned.



His eyes were open.



His head rested crookedly against the root.



“Tem?”



No answer.



Mayling dropped the sharpstick.



She fell beside him.



“Tem.”



She touched his face.



Nothing.



“Hey.”



She shook his shoulder.



His head moved loosely.



“No.”



Mayling pressed her fingers against his neck.



She didn’t know what she was looking for.



She pressed harder.



Nothing.



“Tem.”



She put both hands on his chest and pushed.



His body shifted.



Nothing else happened.



Again.



“Come on.”



Again.



“Tem.”



Again.



She didn’t know whether pushing a chest could bring someone back. She had seen someone do it once after a river accident. The person had lived.



So she pushed.



“Come on.”



Again.



Her arms shook.



“Stop.”



No one answered.



Mayling pushed again.



“You don’t get to tell me your favorite food and then die.”



Again.



“That’s not how it works.”



Again.



“Tem.”



Again.



Something wet struck his cheek.



Mayling looked upward.



No rain.



Another drop landed near his eye.



She touched her own face.



Her fingers came away wet.



Mayling sat back.



“Oh.”



She wiped at her eyes angrily.



More came.



“Damn you.”



Tem didn’t react.



“Damn you.”



She leaned forward and pressed her forehead against his shoulder.



She stayed there until she became aware of how much sound she was making.



Then Mayling covered her mouth.



The forest was dangerous.



That fact had not changed because Tem was dead.



She forced herself to breathe more quietly.



When she could see clearly again, she took Tem’s hand.



It was still warm.



She held it between hers.



“I’ll tell them.”



She didn’t know who them was.



His family.



His village.



An Observer, if one had seen.



Maybe no one.



She didn’t know how anyone would learn what happened to him.



“I’ll tell somebody.”



Mayling laid his hand across his chest.



She picked up her sharpstick.



And somewhere above her, hidden among the branches, Derda watched her try to keep a promise she had no way to make.



⸻



Derda had seen twelve Goers die since first light.



Tem made thirteen.



He knew each one.



Not their names. Not always.



But their deaths.



A Goer in blue cloth who ran after a kitsong cut open his forearm and disappeared among the trees.



A girl who drove one away with three furious thrusts of her sharpstick, only to sit beneath a tree afterward and bleed until she stopped moving.



Two Goers who left a screaming third behind because his voice was bringing something through the brush.



A boy who poisoned himself drinking from a pool he’d been warned not to drink from.



He held them all.



Later, he would speak them back.



A Skinpager would sit with him and put the facts onto prepared animal flesh, preserving what had been seen as cleanly as Derda could give it.



No guesses.



No embellishment.



No changing the dead into better people simply because they were dead.



Observer memory became fact only after it passed through another humling’s hand.



Derda had always disliked that part.



Memory wasn’t clean.



He knew that better than most.



Below, Mayling wiped Tem’s blood from her hands against the grass.



Derda watched her because it was safer than watching the grass around her.



She had done almost everything badly.



She had approached a dead body without knowing what killed him.



She had announced herself when she heard Tem.



She had stayed with an injured Goer who repeatedly told her a kitsong was following him.



She had made noise.



She had cried.



She had shouted into the forest.



She had tried to move Tem until his scream stopped her.



Then she’d pressed cloth against an injury she could not possibly repair and argued with him while he died.



She was either very brave or had no idea how frightened she ought to be.



Derda suspected the second.



Perhaps both.



He shifted slightly against the trunk.



The tree was one of the better Observer positions in this part of the forest. Broad limbs. Dense leaf cover. Enough height to keep a Goer’s eyes on the dangers below rather than the quiet shape above.



Goers were not supposed to seek Observers.



Observers were not supposed to reveal themselves.



An Observer did not warn.



Did not rescue.



Did not attack.



Did not comfort.



He watched.



He remembered.



Afterward, he spoke.



Derda had understood the rule long before he volunteered for the duty.



Understanding it did not make Tem easier.



There had been a moment when Mayling tried to move him.



Derda had almost spoken.



Only a breath had reached his throat before training—or fear, perhaps—stopped it.



If he interfered, he ceased being an Observer.



A kitsong could treat him accordingly.



More importantly, he would change the Going itself.



That was the part everyone said.



Derda sometimes wondered which reason actually kept Observers quiet.



Duty or teeth.



A branch bent across the clearing.



Derda went still.



Not wind.



Weight.



For a moment he saw nothing.



Then gold-brown moved behind a curtain of leaves.



His fingers tightened around the bark beneath him.



Five rotations vanished.



His body knew the animal before his mind did.



Wet earth against his palms.



A slash of pain across his side.



Breath he couldn’t get enough of.



The horrible certainty that something had been following him for most of a return.



And then stillness.



A face.



Eyes.



Waiting.



Derda had been eighteen then.



He had spent the years since telling himself that memory enlarged predators.



The kitsong across the clearing looked larger than he remembered.



Or perhaps Derda had been lying to himself.



It moved without disturbing more than a leaf or two.



Then vanished.



Derda kept looking at the place where it had been.



Below, Mayling crouched beside Tem’s body.



She said something too softly for Derda to hear.



He knew the coat.



He was nearly certain.



Five rotations ago, that animal had opened his skin and followed him until Derda had finally collapsed beneath a fallen trunk.



He remembered waiting for teeth.



Instead, the kitsong had approached.



Slowly.



Almost lazily.



It had stood close enough for Derda to smell damp fur.



Then it had looked at him.



And left.



For years Derda had interpreted that look.



He was a Tender. Interpretation came too easily.



Sometimes he remembered curiosity.



Sometimes contempt.



Sometimes mercy, though that one embarrassed him.



Once, when he had been very tired, he had convinced himself the animal had seen everything inside him and found him too soft to bother killing.



That was a ridiculous humling thought to put inside a wild kitsong.



Derda knew it.



He believed versions of it anyway.



A golden eye appeared between leaves.



Derda’s breath stopped.



The kitsong was looking directly at him.



Not Mayling.



Him.



Every muscle in Derda’s body tightened.



He did not move.



The kitsing knew where Observers were.



Everyone who took the duty knew that.



The animals generally ignored them as long as they remained what they were supposed to be.



Generally.



Derda disliked that word.



The eye remained.



Derda had the absurd sensation of being recognized.



Then the leaves closed.



The branch rose.



Nothing remained.



Derda exhaled through his nose.



Below, Mayling stood.



She wiped her eyes with her wrist and left a smear of Tem’s blood across her cheek.



Derda looked for the kitsong.



Nothing.



Mayling found her sharpstick.



She tested the reed between her hands, perhaps checking that she hadn’t damaged it.



Then she put her pack back on.



Good.



Leave.



She looked down at Tem.



Not good.



Mayling crouched again.



She adjusted his hand where she’d placed it over his chest.



Derda closed his eyes for half a breath.



Leave.



She stood.



Something moved behind her.



Derda saw it immediately.



Mayling heard it a heartbeat later.



She spun.



The sharpstick swept around and stopped with its point directed into the clearing.



The kitsong sat several paces away.



Derda’s mouth went dry.



Gold-brown.



Longer through the body than most.



Its front paws rested neatly together.



Its tail curled once against the forest floor.



It did not crouch.



Did not flatten its ears.



Did not show its teeth.



It simply watched Mayling.



Mayling’s breathing was loud enough for Derda to hear from the tree.



Her sharpstick trembled.



The kitsong’s eyes lowered.



To the weapon.



Then rose again to her face.



Mayling did not thrust.



Derda felt something cold move through him.



He had watched Goers react to kitsing all day.



Some ran.



Some attacked immediately.



Some froze so completely they seemed dead before the animal touched them.



One had screamed until his voice broke.



Mayling stood in front of this one with tears still on her face and another Goer’s blood on her hands.



She didn’t attack.



She didn’t run.



For several breaths neither of them moved.



Then Mayling said, very quietly,



“Are you the one who did this?”



The kitsong looked past her.



At Tem.



Derda’s pulse beat harder.



The animal looked back at Mayling.



That meant nothing.



Derda knew it meant nothing.



A turn of the head was a turn of the head.



An animal looking toward a body after a sound was not an answer.



He knew how easily humlings placed themselves inside things that had never invited them there.



He had spent five rotations doing exactly that.



Mayling tightened her grip on the sharpstick.



“You followed him.”



The kitsong remained still.



Mayling’s face changed.



Not much.



Something between terror and anger.



“If you’re going to kill me, then do it.”



Derda almost shut his eyes.



The kitsong blinked.



Slowly.



Its tail moved once.



Mayling waited.



Nothing.



“You like this?”



Still nothing.



“Watching?”



The kitsong stood.



Mayling’s sharpstick came higher.



Derda leaned forward before he realized he had moved.



The kitsong took one step.



Mayling did not back away.



Another.



Her arms shook harder.



Derda could see the thought happening in her body.



Run.



Strike.



Do something.



Mayling did neither.



The kitsong stopped close enough that one lunge would reach her.



It looked at her face.



Then at the blood smeared across her cheek.



Mayling swallowed.



The kitsong stepped sideways.



Past her.



Mayling turned with it.



It approached Tem.



She raised the sharpstick.



“No.”



The word came out hard.



The kitsong stopped.



Derda stared.



Mayling stepped between it and the body.



“No.”



The animal looked at her.



Derda felt the old scar beneath his clothing as clearly as though it had been freshly opened.



Mayling’s entire body was trembling now.



But she stayed where she was.



The kitsong tilted its head.



A tiny movement.



Derda hated himself for the thought that came immediately.



Interested.



No.



He didn’t know that.



He couldn’t know that.



The kitsong took another step.



Mayling lifted the sharpstick until the point hovered in front of its face.



She was crying again.



Silently this time.



“Leave him alone.”



The kitsong looked at the point.



Then at Mayling.



Derda waited for it to strike.



Instead, the animal sat.



Mayling stared at it.



The kitsong stared back.



Nothing in the forest moved between them.



And from his branch, five rotations after surviving those same golden eyes, Derda had the terrible impression that the kitsong had stopped hunting Tem.



It was watching Mayling now.
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He had seen them kill quickly.



He had seen them kill slowly.



He had seen a kitsong tear open a Goer and remain nearby while the Goer tried to hold himself together. He had seen another strike once at the back of a fleeing Goer’s leg, disappear, then return much later when exhaustion had done most of its work.



What he had never seen was one sit.



The gold-brown kitsong sat several paces from Mayling as though it had nowhere else to be.



Mayling stood between it and Tem’s body.



Her sharpstick shook in both hands.



“Leave him alone.”



The kitsong’s ears moved.



Derda couldn’t tell whether it had reacted to her voice or to something elsewhere in the forest.



Mayling apparently took the movement as an answer.



“I mean it.”



Derda wanted to close his eyes.



The kitsong remained seated.



Mayling edged sideways.



The animal’s head followed her.



She moved again.



Its head followed.



Mayling stopped.



The kitsong stopped.



She looked toward the forest behind her.



Derda knew what she was thinking.



There was open ground perhaps fifteen paces to her right before the forest thickened again.



Mayling ran.



The kitsong exploded after her.



Derda’s fingers dug into the branch.



Mayling managed three strides.



The kitsong came alongside her with such speed that Derda expected claws to disappear into her ribs.



Instead, it lowered its head.



And struck her.



Mayling left her feet.



She landed sideways in the grass, her pack twisting beneath her.



The sharpstick flew from one hand, but she kept hold of it with the other.



The kitsong bounded past.



Mayling rolled onto her back and brought the sharpstick across her body.



Nothing attacked.



She scrambled upright.



The kitsong stood several paces away.



Its tail was high.



Mayling stared at it.



Derda stared too.



The kitsong dropped its front half toward the ground.



Its rear remained high.



Then it jumped sideways.



Mayling flinched.



The kitsong jumped the other direction.



A strange, twisting bound.



Then it ran directly at her again.



Mayling screamed and threw herself aside.



The kitsong changed direction with her.



Its shoulder struck her hip.



She went down.



Again.



No claws.



Derda leaned forward.



Mayling rolled and used the sharpstick to push herself up.



The kitsong was already moving away.



It disappeared behind a curtain of grass.



Mayling turned in a circle.



“Where are you?”



Derda could see it.



Barely.



Gold between green.



Low.



Circling.



Mayling couldn’t.



She backed toward Tem.



The kitsong appeared on her other side.



Mayling gasped.



It charged.



She tried to dodge.



This time its forehead struck the side of her thigh.



Mayling toppled over it and hit the ground hard enough to knock the breath from her.



The kitsong sprang away.



Derda’s heart hammered.



He had no idea what he was watching.



A hunt.



It had to be.



But the animal had already had half a dozen opportunities to open her.



It hadn’t.



Mayling pushed herself onto her knees.



“You bastard.”



The kitsong stopped.



Mayling breathed hard.



Her hair had fallen across her face. Dirt streaked one side of her clothes. Tem’s blood remained dark on her hands and cheek.



The kitsong took one slow step toward her.



Mayling raised the sharpstick.



It stopped.



“Don’t.”



Its tail moved.



“Don’t you do that again.”



The kitsong lowered its head.



Mayling tightened her grip.



It charged.



She shrieked and tried to turn.



Too late.



The kitsong struck her from the side.



Mayling fell into the grass.



It bounded away.



Derda heard her make a sound that was almost a sob.



Then:



“Stop!”



The kitsong vanished.



Mayling remained on the ground.



She didn’t move for several breaths.



Then she slowly raised her head.



Nothing.



She got one foot beneath herself.



Nothing.



She stood.



The sharpstick came up.



Nothing.



Mayling looked in every direction.



“Go away.”



The forest answered with insects.



She waited.



“Go away!”



Nothing.



Mayling turned toward Tem.



The kitsong burst out of the grass.



Mayling screamed.



It ran past her so closely its fur brushed her leg.



Then it wheeled.



Mayling spun with it.



For the first time, sunlight broke cleanly through the canopy and struck the animal’s back.



Gold.



Not yellow.



Gold laid through brown.



Mayling stopped.



The kitsong stopped too.



Brown.



Gold, maybe.



Tem’s voice came back so clearly that for an instant she expected to hear him breathing behind her.



It cut me. Then it watched me run.



Mayling looked at the kitsong.



Then at Tem.



Then back.



Her fear changed.



It did not disappear.



It sharpened.



“You.”



The kitsong’s ears turned toward her.



“You did that.”



The animal stared.



“You killed him.”



It moved one paw.



Mayling’s breathing quickened.



“You think this is funny?”



The kitsong lowered its front half again.



That strange posture.



Chest toward the earth.



Rear high.



Mayling understood now.



It was playing with her.



The realization made everything worse.



Tem had told her.



It could have killed him.



It hadn’t.



It had cut him and watched him run.



Now it was knocking Mayling down and letting her get up.



Again.



Again.



Again.



Rage arrived so quickly it frightened her almost as much as the animal did.



“Do it!”



The kitsong’s hindquarters shifted.



“Kill me!”



It sprang toward her.



Mayling swung the sharpstick.



She didn’t think.



She didn’t threaten.



She tried to drive the sharpened point into its body.



The kitsong twisted.



The point missed fur by less than a hand.



The sound that came from the animal stopped Mayling’s heart.



A screech.



High and violent and impossibly loud.



Mayling recoiled.



The kitsong struck the sharpstick.



Its paw moved so quickly she barely saw it.



The reed tore out of her hands.



It spun through the air and disappeared into the grass.



Mayling stumbled backward.



The kitsong screeched again.



“All right!”



She raised both hands.



“All right!”



The animal stared at her.



Then it vanished.



Not ran.



Vanished.



One instant gold and brown stood in front of her.



The next there was grass.



Mayling turned.



Nothing.



She looked for the sharpstick.



There.



Several paces away.



She dropped to her hands and knees and crawled toward it.



Her fingers dug into wet earth.



She glanced behind herself.



Nothing.



Mayling crawled faster.



The sharpstick was almost within reach.



She stretched.



Her fingertips touched the reed.



Something hit her squarely between the shoulders.



Mayling slammed flat into the ground.



Her face struck leaves.



She screamed into the dirt.



Weight passed over her.



Then nothing.



Mayling rolled violently onto her back.



The kitsong stood over her.



Its face was close to hers.



Too close.



Mayling froze.



Its breath moved against her skin.



No claws held her down.



No teeth entered her throat.



The kitsong stared into her eyes.



Mayling’s chest heaved beneath it.



“I hate you.”



One ear moved.



“I hate you.”



The kitsong stepped off her.



Mayling rolled away.



She grabbed the sharpstick.



The animal bounded several paces into the grass.



Mayling staggered upright.



Her entire body hurt.



Nothing seemed broken.



She wasn’t bleeding anywhere new.



That realization should have comforted her.



It didn’t.



She looked at the kitsong.



Gold and brown.



It looked back.



Mayling began to cry again.



Not for Tem this time.



Not entirely.



She was terrified.



And she was furious that she was terrified.



“Why don’t you just do it?”



The kitsong sat.



“Why?”



It stared.



Mayling wiped her face.



“You’re going to kill me anyway.”



Nothing.



“That’s what you do.”



The kitsong stood.



Mayling raised the sharpstick.



It took one step.



“Stay there.”



Another.



“I mean it.”



Another.



Mayling backed away.



The kitsong followed.



She backed faster.



It matched her.



“Stop.”



It didn’t.



Mayling turned and ran.



The kitsong ran too.



She heard it behind her.



Fast.



Too fast.



Mayling sprinted between the trees, ducked beneath a branch and nearly lost her footing on exposed roots.



The kitsong passed her.



Mayling skidded to a stop.



It was in front of her now.



She turned.



Ran the other way.



A gold-brown shape shot past her again.



She stopped.



It stopped.



Mayling changed direction.



So did it.



She ran left.



It passed her on the left.



She turned right.



It appeared there.



Every escape became another part of whatever game the animal had decided they were playing.



“STOP!”



Mayling swung the sharpstick through empty air.



The kitsong bounded backward.



She swung again.



It hopped aside.



Mayling jabbed toward it.



The kitsong moved before the point reached it.



“Stop!”



She swung again.



Nothing.



The kitsong circled.



Mayling turned with it.



Her fear burned into anger and the anger collapsed back into fear so quickly she couldn’t tell which one she was feeling anymore.



She wanted to kill it.



She wanted it gone.



She wanted to run.



She wanted it to attack so she could stop waiting for the attack.



She wanted Marling.



That thought hurt worst of all.



Mayling lowered the sharpstick.



“I don’t want to die.”



The kitsong stopped moving.



Mayling’s mouth trembled.



“I know I’m going to.”



She hated herself for saying it aloud.



She had known before she entered the forest.



Bilda hadn’t returned.



Why should she?



The kitsong watched her.



Mayling wiped her face with her shoulder.



“Just don’t do what you did to him.”



Her eyes flicked toward the direction she’d left Tem.



She could no longer see his body through the trees.



“Don’t make me run until I bleed out.”



The kitsong’s head tilted.



“Just kill me.”



It took one step toward her.



Mayling raised the sharpstick.



Then lowered it again.



“I don’t know.”



She laughed once through the tears.



“Maybe don’t.”



The kitsong sat.



Mayling stared at it.



“Are you even listening?”



Its tail struck the ground.



Once.



⸻



Derda saw the second kitsong.



Mayling didn’t.



It stood behind her, perhaps thirty paces away, almost completely hidden by the deep grass.



Derda had been watching the gold-brown animal so closely that he didn’t know when the second had arrived.



That disturbed him.



This was his nineteenth Observation.



Eighteen times before, he had climbed into trees while Goers entered the forest beneath him.



And once, five rotations ago, he had entered it himself.



He remembered that Going better than all eighteen he had observed afterward.



Wet earth against his palms.



Blood.



Running until his legs stopped obeying him.



The gold-brown kitsong following.



Derda had known it could kill him. That was what made the following worse. It had opened his skin, stayed near enough that he occasionally glimpsed it, and waited while fear and exhaustion did things teeth hadn’t needed to do.



Eventually Derda had collapsed beneath a fallen trunk.



The kitsong came close.



Looked at him.



And left.



Derda had spent five rotations trying not to give that decision a humling reason.



He had subsequently watched other kitsing do versions of the same thing.



Injure.



Follow.



Approach.



Leave.



The survivors eventually emerged bearing the scars that identified what had happened to them.



Softhearts.



Humlings said kitsing recognized something in them.



Too emotional to kill, according to one explanation.



Too compassionate.



Too soft.



Derda had never been certain the kitsing themselves would recognize any of those words.



But he’d seen the result.



He’d lived it.



What he had never seen was a pairing.



Not during his own Going.



Not during eighteen Observations.



He knew the accounts, of course. Every Tender did.



A Goer entered the forest alone.



A humsong came out.



Somewhere between those two facts, a kitsong had chosen.



But no account Derda had ever heard could tell him what the choosing actually looked like.



Now the gold-brown kitsong that had spared him five rotations ago was sitting in front of Mayling.



And another kitsong had appeared behind her.



Then Derda saw the third.



Above and to the left.



No.



Not above Mayling.



Closer to him.



A dark shape lay along a branch in the neighboring tree.



Derda’s pulse quickened.



Three.



The gold-brown kitsong in front of Mayling.



One behind her.



One near Derda.



Leaves shifted beneath his own tree.



Four.



Derda stopped breathing.



Mayling was still staring at the gold-brown kitsong.



She hadn’t noticed any of them.



The fourth kitsong moved beneath Derda and disappeared.



He looked back toward the one behind Mayling.



It had moved.



Not toward her.



Toward him.



Cold spread through Derda’s chest.



Kitsing knew where Observers were.



Of course they did.



Every Observer knew that.



The animals generally ignored them because Observers did not interfere.



But these weren’t ignoring him.



The gold-brown kitsong stood.



Mayling immediately raised the sharpstick.



“Stay there.”



The animal stepped backward.



Derda frowned.



It wasn’t retreating.



It was making room.



Its hind legs folded.



Its shoulders lowered.



Its spine curved.



Muscle gathered beneath the gold-brown coat until the animal seemed compressed around itself.



Mayling saw that.



Her sharpstick began to shake.



“Don’t.”



The kitsong lowered farther.



Mayling took one step backward.



“Don’t.”



A screech tore through the trees behind her.



Mayling spun toward it.



Derda didn’t.



He saw exactly where it had come from.



The kitsong behind Mayling remained mostly hidden in the grass, mouth open.



Then the dark kitsong on the neighboring branch screeched.



The sound was so close Derda flinched.



Another answered beneath him.



Mayling turned in a circle.



She could hear them.



She couldn’t see them.



Derda could.



The gold-brown kitsong screeched.



The others answered.



And Derda suddenly understood something he wished he didn’t.



They weren’t surrounding Mayling.



They were surrounding him.



The branch above Derda bent.



He looked up.



Golden eyes.



Close.



Far too close.



A fifth kitsong lay along the limb above his head.



Derda had not seen it arrive.



Below, Mayling shouted something.



He couldn’t hear the words beneath the screeching.



He looked back.



The gold-brown kitsong had rocked farther onto its haunches.



Its entire body looked like a spring forced down too far.



Mayling faced it again.



She looked behind herself once.



Nothing but grass and trees from where she stood.



She looked back at the animal.



Her arms lowered.



The point of the sharpstick touched the ground.



Derda saw her mouth move.



One word, perhaps.



The kitsong’s muscles tightened.



Mayling opened her mouth.



The animal launched.



She screamed.



A body dropped onto the branch above Derda.



The limb lurched.



Derda grabbed the trunk with both hands.



The scream stopped.



He snapped his eyes back toward Mayling.



A kitsong crossed directly through his view.



Then another.



“Move,” Derda whispered.



One stopped on a branch between him and the clearing.



It looked at him.



Derda’s stomach tightened.



Observer.



He was an Observer.



He did not warn.



Did not rescue.



Did not attack.



Did not interfere.



The kitsong remained where it was.



Derda could go around.



He could climb down.



He could—



Change the Going.



His fingers tightened against the bark.



The animal screeched once.



Others answered.



Then everything stopped.



Silence.



The kitsong blocking Derda’s view turned away.



It jumped.



Gone.



The one above him disappeared.



Movement retreated through the trees.



Three breaths.



Perhaps four.



That was all.



Derda searched desperately for Mayling.



He found her.



And did not understand what he was seeing.



Mayling was standing.



The sharpstick lay on the ground.



Her back was straight.



Her shoulders were lowered.



Her breathing appeared slow.



The gold-brown kitsong was in her arms.



Derda stared.



It was smaller.



That was his first irrational thought.



Smaller.



Not crouched.



Not farther away.



Smaller.



The animal that had knocked Mayling from her feet again and again should not have fit against her like that.



Its long body rested across her arms. Its legs hung loosely. Its head barely reached her shoulder.



And the color—



Derda blinked.



The gold was wrong.



Duller.



The deep brown had softened with it, the whole coat suddenly closer to dead grass and shadow than the bright animal he had watched moving through the forest.



Mayling had one arm beneath it.



Her other hand rested on its head.



Her fingers moved.



Slowly.



Through its fur.



Derda looked again.



Gold and brown.



Large.



The kitsong filled Mayling’s arms exactly as it should have.



Derda stopped breathing.



Derda couldn’t breathe.



Mayling’s face was streaked with dirt.



Tem’s blood still marked her cheek.



The paths of her tears remained visible.



But she wasn’t crying now.



The girl who had screamed at the forest was gone.



The girl who had cursed the animal and tried to drive a sharpstick into it was gone.



The girl who had begged it not to make her die like Tem was gone.



Mayling stood taller.



Not physically.



Derda knew that.



Yet she seemed to.



As though something that had been bending her toward the earth had suddenly been removed.



The kitsong pushed its head against her palm.



Mayling rubbed behind its ear.



No smile.



No relief.



No wonder.



Nothing Derda could name.



The kitsong lifted its head.



Its golden eyes found him.



Derda froze.



He had the same absurd sensation as before.



Recognition.



Then Mayling stopped rubbing its head.



Her face turned.



Her eyes lifted through the branches.



Straight to Derda.



His stomach tightened.



She hadn’t seen him.



He was certain.



Not once since entering this part of the forest had Mayling looked directly toward his position.



She had known there might be Observers.



Every Goer did.



But she had not known where he was.



Now she looked directly into his eyes.



The kitsong stared at him.



Mayling stared with it.



Neither looked afraid.



Derda did not move.



He had watched thirteen Goers die since first light.



He had committed every death to memory.



He would repeat them to a Skinpager when the Going ended.



He would tell what happened.



Only what happened.



No guesses.



No embellishment.



He would say that Mayling had tried to save Tem.



He would say that she had cried when Tem died.



He would say that the gold-brown kitsong had pursued her.



That she had attacked it.



That it had disarmed her.



That other kitsing appeared.



That they obstructed his view.



That Mayling screamed.



And that when he could see her again, she was holding the kitsong.



Everything between those two moments was missing.



Derda looked down at the pair.



Mayling’s fingers moved once more through the gold-brown fur.



The kitsong’s eyes never left him.



Derda had survived those eyes five rotations ago.



He had spent five rotations imagining what had seen in him.



Now, looking at Mayling, he wondered something else.



What had they seen in her?
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>> Play. <<



Mayling looked down at the kitsong in her arms.



Small.



That was the first thing that made no sense.



Not small enough to be harmless. Nothing with shoulders like that, even compressed beneath muted gold-brown fur, could be mistaken for harmless. Its body was long and dense, its forelegs thick for its size, the muscles beneath them still hard from whatever had just happened.



But small.



It couldn’t have weighed much more than a well-fed bundle of riverfish.



Mayling shifted the kitsong experimentally.



Easy.



A moment ago she had believed the animal could crush her beneath one paw.



Now its hind feet hung against the woven plant fibers at her waist.



“Play?”



The kitsong looked up at her.



Its eyes were the same eyes.



Golden enough to seem almost unchanged even when everything else about the kitsong had.



Golden enough that Mayling had hated them.



>> Play. <<



She considered the word.



Then the memory.



Running.



Falling.



That enormous shoulder striking her.



The ground coming up.



The thing disappearing into the grass.



Her crawling for the sharpstick.



Something hitting her between the shoulders from behind.



Her screaming at it.



Trying to stab it.



Mayling looked at the animal again.



“You were playing.”



Ond blinked.



She knew the kitsong’s name.



She didn’t know how she knew it.



Ond.



The certainty sat beside all the others that had arrived without explanation.



The name was Ond.



Ond had been playing.



And she had misunderstood nearly everything.



“Yes,” Mayling said.



The word surprised her less than it should have.



She looked back toward the place where Tem lay.



She remembered being furious.



That seemed ridiculous now.



Not the memory. The fury.



She remembered exactly what it had felt like to grip the sharpstick with both hands and drive it toward Ond’s body.



She remembered wanting the point inside him.



Wanting to hurt him.



Wanting Ond dead.



She could examine that desire now almost as though it belonged to someone else.



Mayling had been uncertain.



Mayling had been frightened.



Mayling had wasted strength fighting facts she could not change.



And before that—



Ond had lowered himself.



That was where the memory sharpened.



Ond’s hindquarters tightening.



Ond’s shoulders sinking.



Ond’s spine folding until the huge gold-brown animal seemed to gather itself into a single muscle.



Mayling had known Ond was going to jump.



She had stood with the sharpstick somewhere beyond reach and dirt beneath her palms and blood drying against her skin.



She had thought:



This is it.



The rage had left first.



Not because she had forgiven him.



Because there had been nothing useful left to do with it.



Ond was faster.



Stronger.



Huge.



She was going to die.



A screech tore through the forest behind her.



Mayling turned.



Nothing.



Grass.



Trees.



Another screech answered from somewhere to her left.



Then another.



For one breath, maybe two, she had forgotten Ond entirely.



There were kitsing everywhere.



She could hear them.



She couldn’t see them.



Mayling turned back.



Ond was still compressed.



Ond’s tail had stopped moving.



Ond’s eyes were fixed on her.



“Just do it,” she had said.



And there had been something almost peaceful about knowing there was no choice left.



Then Ond launched.



Mayling screamed.



Her arms came up because arms came up when something flew at your face.



She expected the impact to fold her backward.



Instead—



She caught him.



The memory broke there.



Not darkness.



Not unconsciousness.



There had simply been too much.



For one impossible instant the world had acquired another direction.



She felt Ond strike her forearms.



Felt Ond’s chest against hers.



Felt the soil beneath a paw that was not hers.



Smelled sweat and dirt and Tem’s blood from somewhere beneath her own chin.



Smelled herself.



Mayling recoiled from the memory.



Not physically.



Her body barely moved.



But there had been two places from which to experience the same moment.



Then there had been Ond.



Not inside her.



Not outside either.



Near.



The distinction remained important even if she couldn’t have explained why.



The terror had vanished.



That was the strangest part.



Nothing had gradually calmed her.



Nothing had convinced her she was safe.



Fear had simply ceased to be present.



One breath, she had been certain she was about to die.



The next, death had become a fact that might or might not happen.



No more significant than the direction of the wind.



Then:



>> Play. <<



Mayling came back to the present with her hand resting on Ond’s head.



She hadn’t remembered putting it there.



Ond’s fur was softer than she’d expected.



And duller.



That bothered her almost as much as Ond’s size.



She knew what she had seen.



Gold bright enough to catch through the forest.



Brown so deep it separated Ond’s body into powerful shapes whenever the kitsong moved.



Now the gold was subdued. The brown wasn’t deep at all.



Ond looked like something made to disappear into dead leaves and sun-browned grasses.



Mayling ran two fingers through the fur along Ond’s shoulder.



The colors didn’t change.



“Were you always like this?”



Ond looked at her.



>> Yes. <<



Mayling waited.



That was apparently the entire answer.



She glanced toward the grass where he’d knocked her down.



She remembered a body large enough to send her sprawling.



Then looked at the animal she could easily support against one hip.



Both things remained true in memory.



They couldn’t both be true.



Yet they were.



She set Ond down.



Ond landed lightly.



Mayling expected the sight of Ond on the ground to resolve something.



It didn’t.



Ond was long for the kitsong’s size, though not tall. The body stayed low naturally, built around shoulders and hips, all smooth lines and contained force. The tail was longer than Mayling remembered and not nearly as thick.



Ond looked up at her.



Mayling looked down.



That alone felt wrong.



She had spent most of the last part of a mark looking up at him.



She lifted one foot and took a step backward.



Ond remained where it was.



Another step.



Nothing happened.



Her legs felt strong.



They had not felt strong before.



She remembered trying to stand while Ond approached and feeling strength pour out of her thighs.



Remembered her grip failing.



Her knees loosening.



Her body preparing to collapse before Ond had even touched her.



Now there was no weakness.



Mayling flexed her fingers.



Closed them.



Opened them again.



Everything worked.



Perhaps it always had.



She looked at Ond.



“You made me weak.”



Ond tipped its head.



She didn’t receive a word this time.



Only the certainty that Ond had heard her.



Mayling considered whether she cared.



She didn’t.



It had worked.



She had seen the kitsong larger than it was.



Her body had weakened before it touched her.



Those were facts.



How it had done either was not.



She had fought badly because of both.



It had not needed to claw her.



Useful.



Her sharpstick lay several paces away.



Mayling walked to it.



Not ran.



Not hurried.



She crossed the distance one deliberate step at a time, bent, wrapped her fingers around the thin reed and inspected the point before straightening.



The motion felt cleaner than movements had felt before.



There had always been too much in the way.



Too many tiny hesitations.



Too many competing ideas about what might happen if she chose incorrectly.



Now she simply chose.



Mayling pushed loose brown hair back from her face. Most of it had pulled free from the tie that had held its slight curls behind her shoulders when the Going began.



She retied it.



Slowly.



When she finished, Ond was sitting where she’d left him.



Watching.



Mayling looked beyond him.



Tem.



She walked over.



Ond followed.



Tem hadn’t changed.



Of course he hadn’t.



His mouth was slightly open. His face had settled into a shape different from the one he had worn while talking about fish.



Mayling remembered that conversation precisely.



“All fish.”



She had laughed.



It had seemed important at the time.



She crouched beside him.



The blood on his leg had darkened.



Mayling touched two fingers to his neck anyway.



Nothing.



She hadn’t expected anything.



She withdrew her hand and wiped the fingers against the animal skin covering one thigh.



Ond sat beside Tem’s feet.



Mayling studied him.



“You did kill him.”



Ond looked at Tem.



Mayling waited.



“Why?”



His attention remained on the body.



>> Too many. Weak. <<



Mayling understood.



Not every part of the thought was contained in the words.



There were always too many.



Too many mouths for what could safely be eaten.



Too many bodies for what could be built.



Too many paths requiring protection.



Too much wilderness trying to reclaim whatever humlings cleared.



Every child in Southleft learned the problem before learning the words for it.



Plants that looked edible and killed.



Fruit that fed for rotations and then changed.



Fungus entering walls.



Predators finding new routes.



A stretch of plentiful food allowing more births, followed by scarcity that made those births a danger.



Everything balanced close to failure.



Tem had entered the forest.



Tem had been caught.



Tem had been unable to survive what caught him.



Mayling looked at his face.



Before Ond, she had knelt here trying to prevent what had already become inevitable.



Pressing.



Talking.



Begging.



Promising things she had no ability to promise.



Weak.



She had hated Ond because Ond had done what the forest did.



She had hated Ond because Tem had suffered.



Now hatred seemed irrelevant to either fact.



“Yes,” Mayling said.



Ond looked at her.



She met Ond’s eyes.



Ond’s attention held for several breaths.



Mayling wondered whether Ond expected her to argue.



She didn’t.



Something screeched far behind them.



Mayling turned her head.



Not fear.



Information.



“There were others.”



Ond’s ears shifted.



“Before.”



>> Privacy. <<



Mayling waited for more.



None came.



“Yours?”



No answer.



“Theirs?”



Ond stood.



Apparently the conversation was finished.



Mayling considered pursuing it.



She decided not to.



Privacy explained enough for now.



She rose.



The sudden height of the world felt different.



Mayling had always been tall. Marling reminded her often, usually while discussing males she thought might suit her.



Tall enough that some males looked uncomfortable when she stood close.



Mayling had learned to soften it.



Bend one knee.



Lower her chin.



Let her shoulders round.



She hadn’t known she’d learned those things.



Now she stood completely upright.



Her back straightened until nothing remained hidden inside the posture.



The forest seemed lower.



Mayling rolled one shoulder.



No reason to make herself smaller.



She walked.



Ond moved beside her.



Not ahead.



Not behind.



Beside.



For the first time since entering the Going, Mayling wasn’t trying to listen for every movement.



She noticed them anyway.



Leaves scraping bark.



Something small moving beneath low growth.



Water farther downslope.



The sounds arrived without demands attached.



She didn’t need to imagine what each one might become.



If danger appeared, she would respond.



Until then, danger was not present.



Simple.



They walked for a while without speaking.



Mayling became aware that Ond sometimes wasn’t beside her.



Then Ond was.



Ond vanished into brush without warning, returned from another direction and fell into step again.



The first two times, Mayling stopped.



The third, she didn’t.



She knew when Ond was near.



Not where.



Not unless Ond allowed more.



But near.



She tried reaching toward the sense.



Nothing opened.



“Show me.”



Ond continued walking.



Mayling received nothing.



She tried harder.



Still nothing.



So that was how it worked.



Not shared whenever she wanted.



Shared when Ond chose.



Mayling accepted that too.



The forest thinned gradually.



Sun reached lower through the canopy.



At some point she realized she was thirsty.



The sensation had probably been there for a long time.



Before, thirst would have made her think about water.



Then how much water remained.



Then whether she should drink now or save it.



Then how far she might have to walk.



Now:



Thirst.



Water existed.



Mayling untied the hollow stonenut from her pack.



Its fibrous brown shell fit between both hands, polished smooth where fingers had held it again and again. She pulled the stopper and raised it to her mouth.



She drank.



Slowly.



Each swallow deliberate.



Then she lowered the stonenut.



Replaced the stopper.



Tied it carefully back against her pack.



Nothing else needed to occur at the same time.



She liked that.



They continued.



The smell reached Ond first.



Mayling knew because Ond stopped.



No explanation.



Ond simply stopped.



Mayling stopped with him.



“What?”



Ond looked to the right.



Mayling followed Ond’s gaze.



At first she saw cloth.



Not Southleft cloth.



Too smooth.



It reflected light oddly through the grass.



She stepped off the path.



A Goer lay on his back between two low shrubs.



Male.



Not from Southleft.



His hair was red.



Not brown touched by sun. Red.



His skin was paler than most humlings Mayling knew, and his eyes, when they opened, were blue.



Mayling had seen blue eyes before.



Not often.



She had never seen them with hair like his.



His clothing interested her almost as much.



The outer layer was made from something tightly worked and unfamiliar, neither hide nor any plant weave she recognized. Fine loops ran through one another so closely she could barely see the structure.



Foreign.



Another village.



Perhaps very far.



The Goer’s lips moved.



No sound came.



Mayling crouched beside him.



Then she saw his arms.



Both inner forearms had been opened from near the wrists toward the elbows.



Deep.



Too deep.



The blood had slowed.



That was worse.



Mayling knew enough to understand why.



She touched his shoulder.



His eyes found hers.



He was conscious.



Barely.



She looked at the wounds again.



There was nothing to press that would change the outcome.



Nothing to bind.



No route back to whichever village he had come from.



If he somehow crawled, he would lose more blood.



If he remained still, he would lose it more slowly.



Hours, perhaps.



Mayling sat back on her heels.



The blue eyes remained on her.



Before Ond, she would have talked.



She knew that immediately.



Asked his name.



Asked his village.



Promised to find someone.



Promised he would be all right.



Why?



None of those things altered his condition.



Mayling examined his belt.



Stone knife.



Short.



Sharp.



Better than the sharpstick.



She reached for it.



The Goer’s eyes moved toward her hand.



He didn’t resist.



Perhaps he couldn’t.



Mayling drew the knife.



Tested the edge with her thumb.



Sharp enough.



She looked at his face.



He was suffering.



That was obvious.



His breathing came in small, uneven pulls. His jaw tightened each time his body moved even slightly. Sweat shone along his hairline despite the shade.



He would die.



The only uncertainty was duration.



Mayling didn’t see a reason for duration.



She placed one hand against the side of his head.



Not tenderly.



Securely.



The Goer’s blue eyes widened.



Mayling moved the knife once.



Precisely.



His body tightened.



Then stopped.



Mayling waited.



Checked.



Dead.



She cleaned the blade against his foreign cloth and placed the knife beside his hand.



There.



Better.



Mayling stood.



Ond had not moved.



She returned to the path.



After several steps she noticed the absence beside her.



She stopped.



Looked back.



Ond remained near the dead Goer.



Ond approached the body slowly.



Sniffed one forearm.



Then the other.



Ond moved toward the face.



Ond’s nose nearly touched the Goer’s open blue eyes.



Ond stared at them.



Mayling waited.



Eventually Ond looked up.



At her.



Mayling met Ond’s gaze.



Something about the comparison held him.



The dead Goer’s eyes.



Mayling’s.



Back to the dead Goer.



Then Mayling again.



“What?”



Ond gave her nothing.



Ond’s gaze stayed on hers.



Mayling wondered what color Ond saw.



Her eyes had always been light brown.



Marling called them honey-brown when she was pleased with her and mud-brown when she wasn’t.



Mayling had never cared which.



Ond turned once more toward the dead Goer.



Then walked back to her.



Mayling continued.



The trees thinned further.



Through the canopy she could see brighter sky.



Southleft wasn’t visible yet, but the forest had begun giving way to terrain she knew.



The air changed first.



Salt beneath green.



Then the faint smell of cooking smoke carried from somewhere beyond the trees.



Home.



Mayling stopped.



She had imagined this moment many times during the Going.



Before entering.



The night before.



The morning before that.



She had imagined crawling home missing fingers.



Imagined returning marked.



Imagined seeing Marling.



Mostly she had imagined never returning at all.



There had been tears attached to every version.



Now there was only geography.



Southleft lay ahead.



Her mother was there.



She would go there.



Ond sat beside her foot.



Mayling looked down.



“You’re coming.”



Ond looked toward Southleft.



Then back at her.



>> You. <<



Mayling frowned.



“Yes.”



Ond continued looking at her.



“Mayling.”



Ond’s ears shifted.



Then:



>> Me. <<



“Ond.”



The two names remained between them.



Mayling understood before Ond said anything else.



The custom was older than anyone she knew.



A bonded humling didn’t return with the name they had carried into the Going.



Two names joined.



Two lives joined.



A humsong.



Mayling had never expected to need one.



She tried it aloud.



“Mayl-Ond.”



Ond stood.



Mayling listened to the name.



Formal.



Correct.



What the Softhearts would record.



What strangers would use.



What officials would say when they needed her attention.



Mayl-Ond.



She looked toward home again.



Then down at the little muted-gold kitsong beside her.



“Maylond,” she said.



Ond looked up.



Mayling considered the difference.



Mayl-Ond belonged to everyone else.



Maylond could belong to those she allowed close enough to use it.



Not many.



Perhaps none.



For now.



She took another step.



Then another.



Mayling had entered the forest.



Mayl-Ond would return from it.



But inside the quiet certainty where fear and doubt had been, she chose the name she preferred.



Maylond.



Ond walked beside her.



Together they followed the path toward Southleft.
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Not Maylond herself.



The humlings waiting for whatever the forest returned.



“Goer!”



The call came from somewhere ahead, beyond the last thick growth.



Maylond kept walking.



Ond did not.



She felt the change beside her before she noticed the absence. One moment the kitsong moved through the grass near her left leg. The next there was only the awareness of Ond somewhere close.



Maylond stopped.



“Why?”



No answer.



The path widened where repeated feet had beaten back the grass. Beyond it, the forest loosened into scattered trees, low brush and the first cultivated patches surrounding Southleft.



There was no boundary.



Southleft simply began where humlings had managed to keep the wild from taking everything back.



A male stepped onto the path.



He carried no weapon.



A hollow stonenut hung at his hip. Rolls of clean plant cloth crossed his chest beneath a small pack, along with the other things Menders carried during a Going.



Maylond recognized him.



“Jonwin.”



He stopped.



For several breaths he only stared at her.



Jonwin had aged since she’d last been this close to him. More gray threaded the hair above his ears. His face was narrow and deeply lined around the mouth.



He had Mended her before.



More than once, though not always for wounds.



“Mayling?”



“Mayl-Ond.”



Jonwin’s expression changed.



His eyes moved immediately behind her.



Nothing.



Then to the brush.



Nothing.



Back to Maylond.



“You’re paired?”



“Yes.”



“With—”



He stopped.



Maylond followed his gaze.



Ond stood beside a low growth of broad leaves.



The kitsong had not been there a moment earlier.



Or had.



Maylond was no longer sure which possibility mattered.



To her, Ond was exactly as in the forest: long-bodied and low, muted gold and brown, almost disappointingly easy to lose against dead leaves and sun-browned growth.



Jonwin stepped backward.



His whiskers drew forward sharply, then flattened close against his cheeks.



Maylond looked at them.



She had seen Jonwin startled before.



She had never noticed that.



His hand moved toward the rolls of cloth across his chest, an absurd response to something he apparently believed could reach him before his fingers reached the cloth.



Maylond looked at Ond.



Ond looked at Jonwin.



Jonwin’s face had gone pale.



“You didn’t see Ond,” Maylond said.



Jonwin looked at her.



“I see Ond now.”



That wasn’t what she’d meant.



Maylond considered explaining.



There was nothing useful to explain.



Jonwin recovered quickly.



He was a Mender.



His eyes moved over Maylond again, differently now.



“Are you hurt?”



“No.”



“Bitten?”



“No.”



“Clawed?”



“No.”



“Hit your head?”



“No.”



“Did you lose consciousness?”



“I don’t think so.”



“You don’t think so?”



“There are moments I don’t understand.”



Jonwin looked toward Ond again.



“Yes.”



Maylond wasn’t certain what that answer meant.



He came closer.



“Hands.”



She held them out.



Jonwin turned them over.



Dirt. Dried blood. Small abrasions. Nothing important.



“Whose blood?”



“Mostly Tem’s.”



Jonwin’s fingers stopped.



“Tem?”



“He died.”



Jonwin closed his eyes briefly.



Maylond waited.



When he opened them, he inspected her forearms.



“Yours?”



“No.”



He touched one elbow, then the other. Her shoulders. Her neck.



Maylond permitted it.



Jonwin had always touched people with confidence. Even when she was younger and did not want to be touched, his hands seemed to know where they were going before they arrived.



He pressed gently along the side of her head.



“Pain?”



“No.”



“Here?”



“No.”



“Here?”



“No.”



“Mayling—”



“Mayl-Ond.”



His hand stopped.



“Mayl-Ond.”



“Yes.”



Jonwin stepped back.



Something complicated moved through his face.



Relief.



Confusion.



Perhaps sadness.



Maylond did not know why sadness belonged there.



He had apparently expected to find her dead, wounded, marked or Untouched.



Instead she had returned paired and healthy.



That was preferable.



Jonwin turned toward Southleft.



“Mayl-Ond returned!”



The shout was enormous.



Maylond blinked.



A distant voice answered.



“What?”



Jonwin cupped his hands around his mouth.



“Mayling returned! Paired!”



Another voice carried it.



“Mayling returned!”



Then farther away:



“Marling’s Mayling!”



Another:



“Marling!”



And another, distorted by distance:



“Marling! Your Mayling came back!”



Maylond listened to her return travel through Southleft without her.



The calls moved faster than walking.



Across paths.



Between structures.



Through neighborwebs.



One voice became three. Three became six. Some repeated the wrong words. Others corrected them.



“Paired!”



“Mayling’s paired!”



“Mayl-Ond!”



Maylond looked at Jonwin.



“That seems inefficient.”



Jonwin laughed.



She didn’t understand why.



“Your mother will be running.”



“She shouldn’t. Running increases the chance of falling.”



Jonwin stared at her.



Then he laughed again, though less comfortably.



“You haven’t changed that much.”



Maylond suspected he was wrong.



They started toward Southleft.



The path widened.



More cultivated ground appeared between the wild growth. Humlings had cleared the most dangerous plants, but they had not forced the land into straight lines. Food plants grew where soil and water suited them. Paths bent around old trees rather than cutting through them.



Southleft had never looked planned.



Mayling had once disliked that.



Now Maylond saw the efficiency.



Why remove a tree if walking around it cost less effort?



The first structures appeared.



Low.



Thick-walled.



Mud hardened over woven branches and timber frames. Roofs pitched beneath layers of dried grasses and broad leaves. Sand-glass windows caught pieces of afternoon light.



Several roofs had been repaired in patches that did not match.



One wall leaned.



Another structure farther back had been abandoned long enough for vines to pull themselves through its windows.



Southleft was not built once.



It was continually being built.



And continually being eaten.



Paths split around the structures, then split again, then rejoined.



From above they would make crooked loops around groups of homes and shared spaces, one web touching another.



Neighborwebs.



Humlings began appearing.



A female carrying a basket.



Two children.



An older male with wet hands.



Then more.



They stood aside as Maylond passed.



Most looked at her first.



Then searched for Ond.



Maylond found that interesting.



They knew a kitsong had returned with her.



They could not find the kitsong.



One child pointed toward a roof.



“There!”



The child’s mother grabbed the hand and pulled it down.



Maylond looked.



Ond lay along the edge of the thatch.



The muted coat nearly disappeared against the dried plant fibers.



To Maylond, the kitsong looked small enough to lift with both hands.



The humlings below gave the roof a very wide distance.



Ond blinked at her.



Then disappeared over the other side.



A female voice shouted from somewhere ahead.



“Mayling!”



Maylond knew the voice.



Running footsteps followed.



Fast.



Too fast for the uneven path.



Maylond turned a corner between two mud structures.



Marling nearly collided with her.



Maylond caught her by both shoulders.



“Careful.”



Marling did not answer.



Her hands were already moving.



Face.



Neck.



Shoulders.



Arms.



She pulled Maylond’s hands toward her.



Turned them.



Looked at her palms.



“Where?”



“Where what?”



“Where are you hurt?”



“Nowhere.”



Marling ignored the answer.



She pushed hair away from Maylond’s forehead and ran fingers across her scalp.



“Head?”



“No.”



“Neck?”



“No.”



“Chest?”



“No.”



“Mayling, whose blood is this?”



“Tem’s.”



Marling froze.



Her face changed.



“He’s dead.”



Marling closed her eyes.



Only briefly.



Then the Mender returned.



“Any bites?”



“No.”



“Claws?”



“No.”



“Anything punctured you?”



“No.”



“Did you fall?”



“Several times.”



“Hard?”



“Yes.”



“Pain?”



“No.”



“Breathe.”



Maylond inhaled.



“Again.”



She did.



Marling pressed along her ribs.



Maylond stood still.



Jonwin remained several steps away.



“She looks clean,” he said.



Marling glared at him.



“Looks?”



“I checked her.”



“You checked what?”



“Everything you’re checking.”



“You didn’t check everything.”



“I did.”



“You never check everything.”



Jonwin sighed.



Maylond remembered this.



Marling did not trust another Mender’s examination when someone belonged to her.



Mayling had once found it comforting.



Now it seemed redundant.



“Marling.”



Her mother stopped.



Maylond had not called her that often before.



Usually Mother.



Marling noticed.



Maylond could see that she noticed.



“I am not injured.”



Marling stared at her.



Then one hand rose to Maylond’s cheek.



Her fingers brushed beneath the fine whiskers there.



Maylond flinched.



Marling’s hand stopped instantly.



“Did I hurt you?”



“No.”



“You moved.”



Maylond lifted her own fingers toward her cheek, then stopped before touching it.



Marling’s stroke had not hurt.



It had been too much.



Maylond could still feel the direction of each fingertip, the slight pull at several roots, the warmth of Marling’s skin even though the hand had already withdrawn.



“They’re sensitive.”



Marling frowned.



“They’ve always been sensitive.”



“Not like this.”



For a moment the Mender returned again.



Marling leaned closer as though she might inspect them.



Then she stopped herself.



Touching whiskers was not inspection.



Not really.



Her expression changed.



The Mender disappeared.



Her arms went around Maylond.



Hard.



Marling pressed her face against Maylond’s shoulder and made a sound Maylond had never heard from her.



Maylond remained upright.



Her arms hung at her sides.



Marling shook against her.



Humlings were watching.



Jonwin looked away.



Maylond waited.



She understood what was occurring.



Her mother had expected that Mayling might die.



Mayling had returned.



Marling was relieved.



The physical response was excessive but not inexplicable.



Maylond waited for it to finish.



It didn’t.



Then Ond touched her mind.



>> Hold. <<



Maylond’s eyes shifted toward the nearest roof.



Nothing.



“Why?”



>> Hold. <<



Marling’s arms tightened.



Maylond considered.



Then raised one arm.



She placed it around her mother’s back.



Weakly.



Marling stopped shaking for a moment.



Then somehow cried harder.



Maylond moved her hand once across Marling’s back.



That seemed sufficient.



Eventually Marling pulled away.



She kept both hands on Maylond’s arms.



“You came back.”



“Yes.”



“You came back.”



“Yes.”



Marling laughed and cried at the same time.



Maylond remembered doing that.



It had always made her head hurt.



“Paired,” Marling said.



“Yes.”



Her mother’s smile faltered.



She looked around.



“Where is it?”



Maylond knew immediately that it meant Ond.



“Near.”



“How near?”



Maylond looked toward a thick cluster of vegetation beside the neighboring structure.



Ond stepped out.



Marling’s hands dropped from Maylond.



Her entire body changed.



Not dramatically.



She simply became still.



Maylond looked from her mother to Ond.



Ond looked at Marling.



And kept looking.



Maylond noticed because Ond rarely spent that long studying anyone.



Of course.



Marling mattered to Maylond.



There was no reason Ond would not know that.



Marling stepped closer to her daughter.



“That one?”



“Yes.”



Jonwin said quietly, “Marling.”



“I know.”



Ond took one step forward.



Marling recoiled.



Maylond found the reaction disproportionate.



Ond stopped.



To her, the kitsong was a small muted animal standing in the dirt.



Marling was looking at something else.



Maylond understood that much now.



“It has a name?” Marling asked.



“Ond.”



Marling’s mouth tightened.



“How many has Ond killed?”



Maylond looked at the kitsong.



She had no answer.



There was no useful way to estimate it.



“Many.”



Marling stared at Ond.



Then she looked away.



“Home.”



“I can walk.”



“I know you can walk.”



“You said it as an instruction.”



“It was.”



Maylond followed.



Jonwin called after them.



“Bring her back if anything changes.”



Marling did not turn.



“I know.”



“I was talking to Mayl-Ond.”



“I know.”



Maylond heard Jonwin laugh behind them.



Ond vanished.



Their neighborweb had changed less than Maylond expected.



She had been gone only a Bondspan.



It felt longer.



The paths formed irregular loops around homes sharing cooking areas, work spaces and patches of cultivated ground. Children moved between structures without anyone asking which home they belonged to. An older female scraped fibers beneath an awning while three younger humlings worked beside her.



Everyone knew Maylond.



Or had known Mayling.



That became apparent quickly.



“Mayling!”



“Mayl-Ond,” Marling corrected before Maylond could.



The correction pleased Maylond.



She was not certain why.



Perhaps because repeating it herself would have been inefficient.



Questions came from every direction.



“Were you hurt?”



“Where did you pair?”



“Did you see Tollen?”



“Was Fenda alive?”



“Did you see my—”



Marling raised both hands.



“Later.”



For once, people obeyed her.



Maylond walked through the web she had known all her life and noticed how many places Ond could disappear.



Thatch.



Brush.



Low trees.



Storage shelters.



Tall grasses left between cultivated patches.



She felt Ond near.



Once she saw a tail vanish behind a roofline.



Nobody else reacted.



Their home stood near the inner curve of the web.



It was larger than some because more humlings had lived in it once.



Maylond remembered Bilda sleeping in the room beside hers.



Aberda before that.



Now there was space.



Marling pushed open the wooden door.



“Inside.”



Maylond entered.



Ond did not.



She felt the kitsong stop.



Maylond turned.



The doorway showed only the path.



“Ond?”



Nothing.



Marling looked over her shoulder.



“They stay out.”



“You know?”



“I’ve Mended enough humsing.”



Maylond looked upward.



A faint movement crossed the thatch.



Near.



Fine.



She went inside.



Marling fed her.



At first Maylond ate because she was hungry.



There was roasted meat left from earlier, cut into thick uneven pieces. Cooked roots. A soft green vegetable Maylond knew was safe. A dark mash Marling had prepared that morning.



Maylond started with the meat.



She ate slowly.



One bite.



Chew.



Swallow.



Another.



Marling sat across from her and watched.



Maylond finished the first portion.



>> More. <<



She looked toward the wall.



Marling followed her gaze.



“What?”



“Nothing.”



Maylond reached for another piece of meat.



Marling’s eyebrows rose.



Maylond ate it.



Then another.



>> More. <<



She took more.



Marling’s mouth began to turn upward.



Maylond finished the meat and moved to the roots.



Marling laughed.



Maylond looked at her.



“What?”



“Nothing.”



“That wasn’t nothing.”



Marling covered her mouth.



That made her laugh harder.



Maylond waited.



“Where was this Mayling when I was trying to put flesh on you?”



Maylond looked down at the food.



“I didn’t need it.”



Marling’s laughter softened.



“You needed more than you ate.”



“Sometimes.”



“Most times.”



Maylond considered correcting her.



There had been a time when eating too much had been the problem.



Jonwin had helped with that too.



The memory brought no embarrassment now.



It was simply part of the sequence that had produced her current body.



Marling shook her head.



“I spent rotations trying to make you eat.”



“For males.”



Marling laughed again.



“Among other things.”



“I didn’t want one.”



“I noticed.”



Maylond took another piece of meat.



Marling stared at it.



Then at her.



“Again?”



“Yes.”



“You used to make me bargain with you over half that.”



“I didn’t need it.”



“You certainly thought so.”



>> More. <<



Maylond swallowed.



“I’m full.”



Marling leaned back.



“I was beginning to wonder.”



>> Strong. <<



Maylond looked toward the ceiling.



Ond was somewhere above her.



“You want me stronger.”



Marling’s expression changed.



“You’re talking to Ond?”



“Yes.”



“What did Ond say?”



“Strong.”



Marling looked at the roof as though it had insulted her.



“You’re strong enough.”



Maylond looked down at herself.



Long arms.



Narrow wrists.



A body built more from length than mass.



“No.”



Marling frowned.



“You’ve always been strong.”



“That isn’t true.”



Marling opened her mouth, then apparently decided not to argue.



Maylond looked at her forearm.



Ond wanted her stronger.



She could see no disadvantage in being stronger.



She took another portion.



Then:



>> Weary. <<



Maylond stopped chewing.



The word was familiar.



The meaning was not.



“Weary?”



Marling looked at her.



“What?”



Maylond ignored the question.



“What is Weary?”



No answer.



“Ond.”



Silence.



She could feel the kitsong above.



Deliberately silent.



>> More. <<



Maylond stared at the ceiling.



Marling began laughing again.



Maylond looked at her.



“Ond isn’t funny.”



“I think I like Ond better when I can’t hear.”



“You don’t like Ond.”



“No.”



The laughter disappeared as quickly as it had come.



Marling looked toward the roof.



“No. I don’t.”



Maylond ate.



Slowly.



Methodically.



More than she wanted.



By the time she stopped, the uncomfortable fullness had become information rather than complaint.



Strong.



Weary.



Whatever Weary meant, Ond believed strength mattered to it.



Maylond tightened her fist.



Muscle shifted beneath the skin.



Not much.



She could change that.



Her body was not a fixed condition.



It could be improved.



Marling was watching her again.



“What?”



“I haven’t seen you look at yourself like that before.”



“Like what?”



Marling considered.



“Like you’re planning something.”



“I am.”



“What?”



“To become stronger.”



Marling smiled.



A real smile.



For several breaths she looked almost entirely happy.



“I spent rotations trying to get you to say that.”



“You wanted me heavier.”



“I wanted you healthy.”



“And easier to mate.”



Marling’s smile widened.



“That too.”



Maylond took another piece of meat.



Marling laughed so loudly someone outside called to ask what had happened.



For a moment, the house sounded the way Maylond remembered it.



She did not feel what she remembered feeling.



But she remembered the sound.



That was enough.



Later, when the food was gone and the light outside had thinned, Marling checked her again.



Less thoroughly this time.



A bruise beginning beneath one arm.



Scrapes along one knee.



The place where Ond had knocked her down.



Nothing requiring a Mender.



Marling reached once toward Maylond’s face.



Her fingers stopped short of the whiskers.



Maylond noticed.



So did Marling.



Neither mentioned it.



“Sleep,” Marling said.



“I am not tired.”



“You went through a Going.”



“Yes.”



“You’re sleeping.”



“That doesn’t follow.”



“It does in this house.”



Maylond remembered that too.



She went to the room that had been hers.



The sleeping mat had been cleaned.



Of course it had.



Marling would have cleaned it while Mayling was in the forest, whether she believed her daughter would return or not.



Maylond lay down.



The roof was dark above her.



She could feel Ond.



Near.



Not where.



Near was enough.



Maylond closed her eyes.



Her mind did not fill itself.



That was still remarkable.



Before the Going, lying in darkness had rarely meant resting.



Thoughts arrived without permission.



Things she had said.



Things Marling had said.



Things she should have said instead.



Who wanted her.



Who did not.



Whether she wanted them.



Whether she should.



Whether tomorrow would be different.



Whether she wanted tomorrow to come.



Now there was nothing requiring examination.



Her body was safe.



Ond was near.



Southleft was quiet.



Sleep would come when it came.



A sound moved through the house.



Maylond opened her eyes.



Not loud.



Breathing.



Then another sound.



Wet.



Broken.



Marling.



Maylond listened.



Her whiskers shifted faintly with air moving through the open space beyond her room. Somewhere in the house, her mother drew a breath and failed to make it silent.



Maylond knew what Mayling would have done.



The answer arrived instantly.



Get up.



Go to her.



Sit beside her.



Touch her.



Hold her.



Maylond remained still.



None of those actions would alter what had happened.



She was alive.



Bilda was dead.



Aberda was dead.



Tem was dead.



Marling was crying.



All facts.



Maylond turned her head toward the wall.



Outside, something moved almost silently across the thatch.



Ond.



Near.



Earlier:



>> Hold. <<



Maylond remembered the word.



She understood the action.



She understood when it was expected.



She even understood that Marling would probably stop making that sound if Maylond went to her.



Still she did not move.



Outside, Ond settled somewhere above the room.



Maylond felt the quiet weight of that presence without seeing it.



Marling cried softly in the dark.



Maylond listened until she fell asleep.
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By then, Marling had stopped asking whether she felt well.



At first she had asked every return.



Sometimes twice.



Are you tired?



Are you dizzy?



Does your head hurt?



Does Ond make you sick?



Do you sleep?



Do you dream?



Does he hurt you when he speaks?



Maylond had answered each question precisely until Marling began repeating questions whose answers had not changed.



Then Maylond had started saying, “No change.”



Marling disliked that answer.



Maylond could tell.



She could tell many things now that she had once confused with feeling them.



Marling set bowls down harder when she was angry.



She rubbed her thumb against the side of her forefinger when she was afraid.



She cleaned already-clean surfaces when she wanted to speak and did not know how.



She no longer touched Maylond’s whiskers.



That had changed after the first return home.



Maylond had not asked her to stop.



She had only moved when Marling touched them.



The movement had been involuntary. Their sensitivity had settled since then, although they still caught disturbances in the air more sharply than she remembered. A passing shoulder. A hand moving near her face. Ond slipping through grass she could not see.



Marling had simply never tried again.



Maylond noticed this.



She did not understand why it mattered.



Ond did.



Sometimes, when Marling came close and stopped herself from reaching toward Maylond’s face, Ond would lift its head from wherever he was hidden.



Ond never commented.



Maylond had become better at understanding Ond’s silences.



She had also become stronger.



That was less obvious.



Ond continued insisting she eat.



>> More. <<



Always more.



Fish. Rootmeat. Eggs from the ground birds that nested beyond the neighborweb. Soft white flesh scraped from stonenuts. Bitter greens Marling boiled twice before serving. Dense strips of smoked meat Maylond had once eaten only when nothing else appealed.



Ond rejected some foods without explanation.



Others he approved before Maylond even tasted them.



Once Marling placed a bowl of pale berries on the table.



Ond was on the roof.



Maylond had not seen him for half a mark.



The instant her fingers touched the bowl—



>> No. <<



She stopped.



Marling stared.



“What?”



Maylond picked up one berry and examined its skin.



“Ond says no.”



Marling took the bowl away without argument.



That frightened her too.



Maylond could tell.



During the second Bondspan, Marling finally said why.



It happened after nightmeal.



Maylond had eaten enough that Marling should have been pleased.



Instead Marling sat opposite her with both hands around an empty cup.



Ond was somewhere outside.



Maylond could feel Ond’s direction without knowing exactly where.



Marling said, “I thought you were going to die.”



Maylond swallowed.



“I know.”



“No. You don’t.”



Maylond waited.



Marling’s thumb rubbed against her finger.



“You left, and I thought I had sent another child into that forest.”



Maylond understood before the name came.



“Bilda.”



Marling looked down.



“Yes.”



“He died in the Going.”



“I know.”



“You know that he died.”



“That is what I said.”



“That isn’t the same thing.”



Maylond watched her.



Marling’s eyes had already begun to shine.



Maylond remembered that sight producing urgency in her once. A need to stop whatever had caused it.



Now it produced information.



Marling was near tears.



“What happened to him?”



Marling’s head lifted.



“You know what happened.”



“No. I know Bilda entered the Going and didn’t return alive.”



Marling looked toward the doorway.



Maylond followed her gaze.



Nothing there.



Ond remained outside.



“You were too young,” Marling said.



“I was thirteen rotations.”



“You were a child.”



“I remember.”



“We didn’t tell you.”



“Then tell me now.”



Marling’s mouth tightened.



“No.”



Maylond considered this.



“Why?”



“Because I don’t want to.”



“That isn’t a reason.”



“It is for me.”



Maylond sat back.



Marling stared at her.



Something in her face changed.



Not anger.



Pain.



“You never used to talk like that.”



Maylond knew what answer Mayling would have given.



Sorry.



She did not say it.



“It is still true.”



Marling’s cup clicked against the table.



“You came home, and I should be grateful every return. I am grateful. I wake up and you’re in that room and I know where you are.”



Her voice broke.



Maylond waited.



“But sometimes I look at you and—”



Marling stopped.



“And?”



“I wish you’d only been touched.”



Maylond frowned.



“Touched.”



Marling looked ashamed immediately.



Maylond understood.



“Softheart.”



Marling covered her mouth.



Maylond studied her.



“You would prefer that Ond had marked me.”



“I didn’t say prefer.”



“You said you wished it.”



“I know what I said.”



“A marked Goer survives without bonding.”



“Yes.”



“And you would rather I had returned that way.”



Marling’s eyes filled completely.



“You would still be you.”



Maylond was silent.



The statement was inaccurate.



She was herself.



She remembered the entire sequence of her life. She knew the feel of Bilda’s hand closing around hers when she had been small enough to need help crossing runoff after storms. She remembered Aberda carrying her on his shoulders. She remembered Marling furious when Mayling came home smelling of sharpleaf.



Nothing had been removed except useless noise.



At least that was how it seemed.



“I am me.”



Marling began crying.



Maylond knew what Mayling would have done.



Get up.



Go around the table.



Touch her.



Hold her.



She remained seated.



Above them, something moved softly across the roof.



Ond.



>> Hold. <<



Maylond closed her eyes briefly.



Not again.



She stood.



Marling looked up as Maylond walked around the table.



Maylond put both arms around her this time.



Marling folded against her so quickly that Maylond nearly stepped back.



She did not.



She held her until Marling stopped shaking.



Ond said nothing else.



The Interferer arrived the next morning.



Maylond knew what he was before Marling opened the door.



Not from his clothes.



His clothes were ordinary: wrapped trousers, sleeveless overshirt, weathered sandals, a narrow pack across one shoulder.



His whiskers were longer.



Not enormously.



But enough that Maylond noticed immediately. Fine arcs swept back beside his cheeks and shifted slightly when he turned his head.



A kitsong stood beside him.



To Maylond it looked large enough that its back rose well above her knee, dark gray under black striping, shoulders thick beneath the coat.



Nothing like Ond.



Ond looked almost absurdly small beside her.



Muted gold and brown.



Real.



The gray kitsong looked toward the roof.



Ond dropped from above.



The gray kitsong sprang.



Marling gasped.



The two animals collided hard enough to roll into the neighborweb.



Maylond stepped toward them.



The Interferer did not.



“They’ll stop.”



Ond struck the gray kitsong across the face.



The other kitsong tackled him.



They vanished under a hedge.



Marling said, “They’re fighting.”



“No,” the Interferer said.



A violent snarl erupted from the leaves.



His eyes shifted toward the sound.



“Mostly.”



Maylond watched the hedge shake.



“Ond knows him?”



“Her.”



Maylond looked at the Interferer.



The humling extended a hand.



“Rellan-Vey.”



Maylond took it.



Her grip was firm.



“Mayl-Ond.”



“I know.”



“Why are you here?”



Marling closed her eyes briefly.



Something shifted in Rellan-Vey’s eyes. Her mouth barely moved.



“Good morning to you too.”



“I didn’t mean it as hostility.”



“I know.”



She looked at Marling.



“She always this pleasant now?”



Marling did not smile.



“Yes.”



Maylond said, “That wasn’t true.”



“It was true enough.”



Rellan-Vey studied her.



That bothered Marling.



Maylond could tell.



It did not bother Maylond.



“What are you looking for?”



“Whether anyone needs to worry.”



“Do they?”



“Probably.”



Marling stiffened.



Rellan-Vey looked at her.



“Not like that.”



Then back to Maylond.



“Every new humsong needs someone who knows what being one means.”



“Tenders do that.”



“No.”



Maylond waited.



“Tenders help humlings and kitsing function around each other. They know what they observe. They know what humsing tell them.”



“You don’t consider that enough.”



“No.”



“Why?”



“Because they’ve never had another mind inside their own.”



That was the first sensible thing anyone had said about the bond since Maylond returned.



Marling asked, “How long?”



“Most of the return.”



“Doing what?”



“Showing her options.”



Marling’s attention shifted to the hedge.



Ond and the gray kitsong emerged together.



The gray one had a fresh nick in one ear.



Ond had leaves stuck to his back.



They ignored each other completely.



Rellan-Vey looked toward Ond.



“He seems healthy.”



Maylond looked at him.



“He?”



“Ond.”



She looked at the small gold-brown kitsong.



“Male?”



“Yes.”



Maylond considered that.



Another fact.



“I didn’t know.”



“Now you do.”



Rellan-Vey said, “Come on.”



Maylond looked at Marling.



Marling’s hands were clenched.



“I’ll be back.”



“I know.”



Maylond almost left.



Then stopped.



Mayling would have kissed her.



Maylond had no desire to.



She touched Marling’s shoulder instead.



Marling looked at the hand.



Then at Maylond.



The gesture appeared to help.



Maylond filed that away.



They walked toward the center paths.



Ond followed when he wanted to.



The gray kitsong did the same.



“Her name?” Maylond asked.



“Vey.”



“You took her name.”



Rellan-Vey looked at her.



“She took mine too.”



Maylond considered that.



“Does everyone say it that way?”



“After a while.”



“What do they say before?”



“Whatever annoys us least.”



His eyes held hers for a moment.



Maylond was beginning to understand that Rellan-Vey sometimes made statements whose purpose was not entirely informational.



Rellan-Vey did not begin teaching immediately.



She asked questions.



“What do you want?”



“I don’t know yet.”



“What are you good at?”



“I know plants.”



“Useful.”



“I can read Skinpages.”



“Less useful in a fight.”



“I didn’t say I wanted to fight.”



“No.”



Her eyes went briefly to Ond.



“But your kitsong might.”



Ond was ahead of them now, walking along a low roofline.



Maylond said, “Ond has not said what he wants.”



>> Interfere. <<



Rellan-Vey stopped.



Maylond stopped too.



She looked at Ond.



“You want us to become Interferers.”



>> Yes. <<



“Why?”



Ond’s tail moved once.



>> Stronger. Together. <<



Maylond stared at him.



Rellan-Vey’s expression changed.



“What did he say?”



“Stronger. Together.”



Rellan-Vey looked at Ond.



Vey had stopped walking too.



For several breaths neither kitsong moved.



Maylond said, “Is that unusual?”



Rellan-Vey began walking again.



“Kitsing usually have opinions.”



“That wasn’t what I asked.”



“No.”



“So it is unusual.”



“A little.”



“Why?”



“Because he didn’t say you would be stronger.”



“He said together.”



“Yes.”



“You think that matters.”



“I think kitsing choose words carefully.”



Ond looked back at them.



Maylond said, “He doesn’t always.”



>> More. <<



Rellan-Vey’s eyes narrowed slightly.



Her mouth remained still.



They passed a cluster of workshops where two humsing were breaking apart a collapsed roof frame.



One humling braced beneath a warped beam while the kitsong paced beside her.



Rellan-Vey pointed.



“Breaker.”



The humling lifted.



The beam shifted.



Maylond watched the muscles in her back tighten beneath her shirt.



“What do they do besides broken structures?”



“Trees. Rockfall. Flood debris. Anything heavy enough that ordinary humlings shouldn’t be under it.”



“Dangerous.”



“Yes.”



“Violent?”



“Sometimes the thing you’re fighting doesn’t breathe.”



They continued.



Near the far edge of one neighborweb, a humsong stood beside three unbonded humlings carrying baskets and cutting tools.



“Keeper,” Rellan-Vey said.



“She guards them?”



“Today.”



“From what?”



“Whatever comes.”



“Always the same humlings?”



“No.”



“So Keeper isn’t permanent.”



“Nothing is.”



Maylond looked at him.



“Nothing?”



“You choose what you’re suited for. You learn it. Then you keep doing it until something changes.”



“Such as?”



“Age. Injury. Better judgment. Worse judgment. A kitsong who decides your old work has become foolish.”



Maylond looked at Ond.



“He can decide that?”



“He can tell you.”



“That isn’t deciding.”



“No.”



Maylond liked that distinction.



Rellan-Vey continued.



“Some humsing change roles several times. Some never do. A Finder can become a Keeper. A Hunter can Reclaim. An Interferer who loses speed may teach instead.”



“What happens if the humling disagrees with the kitsong?”



“You argue.”



“And then?”



“Usually more arguing.”



They passed another pair preparing long ropes and packs.



“Finders,” he said. “Missing traveler two returns north.”



“Alive?”



“No one knows.”



“Do they bring back bodies?”



“If they find them.”



Bilda entered Maylond’s thoughts.



Not grief.



A question.



Was that what had happened?



She nearly asked.



Did not.



Not yet.



Rellan-Vey showed her Hunters next.



Then Reclaimers.



The Reclaimers interested her more than she expected.



Their work took them into places the wild had retaken: abandoned paths, structures swallowed by vines, sections of cultivated ground lost to poisonous growth or predators.



“You kill whatever is there?” Maylond asked.



“If it can’t be moved.”



“And if it can?”



“You move it.”



“Why?”



Rellan-Vey looked at her.



“Because killing everything isn’t rational.”



Maylond liked her better after that.



“And Interferers?”



“We interfere.”



“That explains nothing.”



“It explains everything.”



“With what?”



“Death.”



Maylond waited.



Rellan-Vey pointed toward a path descending from the village.



“Come see.”



The air changed before the shore appeared.



Maylond smelled salt.



Then rot.



Then the clean wet mineral scent beneath both.



The path opened onto a broad strip of pale sand broken by dark rock.



Beyond it, water filled the world.



Maylond had seen the shore before.



Mayling had come here often enough as a child.



It looked different now.



Everything did.



She could separate the movement of waves.



See where wind changed the surface.



Track birds farther out than she remembered being able to.



Ond stepped onto the sand.



Vey followed.



Their pawprints looked absurd beside each other.



Ond’s were small.



Vey’s pressed deeply into the sand, broad enough to match the animal Maylond saw walking beside Rellan-Vey.



She knew what Ond’s paws actually felt like.



She had held him.



She had seen his prints since the bond.



She looked from Ond to Vey again.



Nothing about Vey appeared uncertain.



Nothing about the prints appeared wrong.



Whatever kitsing did to humling perception did not stop at the animal itself.



Maylond stored that away.



Rellan-Vey pointed down the coast.



“Sailing Interferers work from here and farther south. Some from boats. Some along the shore. Water Bulls. Dancers. Storm recovery. Things that wash in and shouldn’t.”



“You sail?”



“No.”



“Why?”



“I prefer ground that stays where I put my feet.”



The faintest change touched his eyes.



Maylond looked farther along the coast.



“Are there villages beyond there?”



“Yes.”



“How far?”



“Far enough that you won’t walk there in one return.”



>> Red cliffs. <<



Maylond stopped.



Rellan-Vey continued two steps before noticing.



“What?”



“Ond says there are red cliffs.”



Rellan-Vey looked at Ond.



Ond was sniffing at the edge of the water.



“Where?”



Maylond asked.



“Where?”



>> Beyond. <<



“Beyond what?”



Ond ignored her.



Rellan-Vey said, “There are red cliffs south of the second shore village.”



Maylond looked at him.



“You knew.”



“Yes.”



She looked at Ond.



“How does Ond know?”



Rellan-Vey answered before Ond did.



“I don’t know.”



Maylond said, “Ond?”



>> Seen. <<



“You’ve been there.”



No answer.



Maylond looked back toward the distant coast.



“How many villages have you seen?”



Ond walked away.



Rellan-Vey watched him.



“You’ll learn not to expect a complete answer.”



“I already have.”



They reached a shallow tidal pool between two black rocks.



Maylond crouched beside it.



Something small darted beneath a stone.



She leaned closer.



And saw herself.



She stopped.



Her reflection moved with the water.



Brown hair.



Warm skin.



Whiskers faint against her cheeks.



Her face.



But not her eyes.



Maylond leaned nearer.



The eyes were so dark they looked almost black beneath the moving light.



She remembered light brown.



Clearly.



She touched beneath one eye.



“My eyes changed.”



Rellan-Vey looked down at her.



“Yes.”



“You noticed.”



“Immediately.”



“Why didn’t you say anything?”



“Why would I?”



Maylond considered it.



“Fair.”



She looked at his face.



“Did yours change?”



“My hair did.”



Maylond studied it.



His hair was cut close, dark and coarse.



“How?”



“Used to be straight.”



“And Vey did that?”



“Bonding did.”



“Everyone changes?”



“Something usually does.”



“What?”



“Depends.”



He crouched near her and pointed toward his mouth.



“Some teeth grow sharper.”



Then his hand.



“Some fingers lengthen. Eyes change. Hair changes. Nails sometimes. A few get broader. A few thinner.”



“Why?”



“If you find out, tell everyone.”



Maylond looked back into the water.



Ond appeared in the reflection beside her.



Small.



Muted gold and brown.



Her changed eyes beside his unchanged ones.



“Did you do this?” she asked.



Ond looked into the pool.



>> Us. <<



Maylond’s fingers remained beneath her eye.



“Us.”



Ond walked away.



Rellan-Vey stood.



“You’ll get used to that.”



“To what?”



“Answers that make more questions.”



They moved farther along the shore.



Vey and Ond disappeared among black rocks.



Maylond could still sense Ond’s direction.



Not his exact location.



Not what he saw.



She said, “Can Vey tell you where Ond is?”



“No.”



“Vey knows.”



“Probably.”



“Kitsing can speak to each other.”



“Yes.”



“Then why can’t Vey tell you what Ond says?”



Rellan-Vey glanced at her.



“Because Ond isn’t mine.”



“Could Ond speak to you?”



“No.”



“If he wanted to?”



Rellan-Vey’s expression changed as if the question itself were strange.



“A kitsong has one humling, Mayl-Ond.”



“But kitsing speak to other kitsing.”



“They’re kitsing.”



“And Ond speaks to me.”



“You’re his humling.”



“Could Ond speak directly to another humling?”



“No.”



“Never?”



“Never.”



Maylond thought about this.



“If Ond says something to me, can Vey hear it?”



“No.”



“Even if Ond and Vey are speaking to each other at the same time?”



“No.”



“So there are separate conversations.”



“Yes.”



“And you only know what Vey tells you.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked toward the rocks.



Ond appeared on top of one.



Vey sprang from below and knocked him off.



They vanished again.



“And body control?”



Rellan-Vey looked at her more sharply.



“He’s moved you already?”



“Briefly.”



“When?”



“The Going.”



“That happens.”



“Could Ond move you?”



“No.”



“Vey?”



“Yes.”



“Anyone else?”



“No.”



“Because Vey has one humling.”



“Exactly.”



Maylond watched the rocks.



“Never?”



Rellan-Vey did not hesitate.



“Never.”



By the time they returned inland, Maylond understood the roles better.



Hunter.



Finder.



Keeper.



Breaker.



Reclaimer.



Interferer.



She could imagine herself doing any of them.



That surprised her.



Mayling had imagined futures mostly as things that might happen to her.



A mate.



A home.



Children perhaps.



Work because work had to be done.



Maylond looked at the paths ahead and thought instead about choosing.



“What do you think?” Rellan-Vey asked.



“About which?”



“Which fits.”



“Interferer.”



The corner of her mouth shifted almost imperceptibly.



“Because Ond said so?”



“No.”



“Why then?”



“Because every other role has a defined object.”



“Explain.”



“A Hunter hunts. A Finder finds. A Keeper protects a place or group. A Breaker removes physical obstacles. A Reclaimer takes back territory.”



“And?”



“An Interferer responds to whatever is trying to happen.”



The trace of expression disappeared.



“Yes.”



“That requires more judgment.”



“Yes.”



“And more kinds of competence.”



“Yes.”



“So it is harder.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked at Ond.



“Then Ond is right.”



Rellan-Vey was quiet for several steps.



Then she said, “You should know what that means before you decide.”



“What?”



“Humsing die.”



Maylond waited.



“So do Softhearts.”



“Yes.”



“So do unbonded humlings.”



“Yes.”



“What is different?”



“More of us do it early.”



Maylond looked at him.



“How early?”



“The first five rotations are the worst.”



“How many?”



“Enough.”



“That isn’t a number.”



“No.”



“You don’t know.”



“No one knows exactly. We know what we see.”



“And what do you see?”



Rellan-Vey looked ahead.



“New humsing disappear.”



“Doing their work?”



“Sometimes.”



“Other times?”



“Bad judgment. Bad pairings. A kitsong misjudges danger. A humling does. Something in the wild is faster than either.”



Maylond said nothing.



“Hunters die. Finders die. Reclaimers die. Breakers die under things they thought would fall somewhere else.”



“And Keepers?”



“They die too.”



“Interferers?”



Rellan-Vey looked at her.



“Worst.”



Maylond considered that.



“Why?”



“Because our work begins where everyone else’s has already gone wrong.”



That made sense.



“If a Hunter finds something they can’t handle?”



“They call an Interferer.”



“A Finder?”



“Same.”



“A Keeper?”



“Same.”



“A Reclaimer?”



“Same.”



“So Interferers encounter the failures of every other role.”



“Yes.”



“And threats specifically too dangerous for them.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked at Ond.



“Then Interferers need the strongest pairs.”



Rellan-Vey followed her gaze.



“Yes.”



Maylond said, “I still choose it.”



“I haven’t said you can.”



She looked at him.



“You said the roles aren’t assigned.”



“They aren’t.”



“Then what prevents me?”



“Survival.”



They reached a clearing beyond the last dense homes.



Rellan-Vey stopped.



“Put your pack down.”



Maylond did.



“Why?”



“Catch me.”



She stared at her.



“That isn’t a role.”



“No.”



“What is it?”



“A reason to see whether Ond is wrong.”



Rellan-Vey ran.



Maylond watched her go for almost a full breath because she expected the exercise to begin after some further instruction.



Then she understood.



She ran.



The first thing she noticed was that nothing hurt.



The second was that Rellan-Vey was not as far away as she should have been.



Her stride lengthened.



The ground moved beneath her faster.



Wind pressed against her face.



Her whiskers swept backward.



Rellan-Vey looked over her shoulder.



Her eyes changed.



Maylond reached her.



Her hand struck her shoulder.



She stumbled sideways.



She stopped.



Rellan-Vey did not.



She turned and ran again.



Faster.



Maylond followed.



This time she understood.



She pushed.



Something happened.



Not Ond.



Herself.



Her legs drove harder than she had known they could.



The ground compressed beneath her feet.



Her arms moved cleanly with her stride.



Rellan-Vey cut sharply between two trees.



Maylond changed direction without slowing.



She caught her shirt.



Rellan-Vey twisted away.



She caught her wrist.



Rellan-Vey used her momentum and tried to throw her.



Maylond stayed upright.



Rellan-Vey’s eyes narrowed.



“Again.”



She stepped in and locked an arm around her.



Maylond dropped her weight, turned, and tore free.



Rellan-Vey struck toward her shoulder.



Maylond moved.



She did not know why until after.



Her hand had passed close enough to Maylond’s face that the air reached her whiskers before Rellan-Vey’s fingers did.



A faint pressure.



Direction.



Movement.



She turned beneath the strike.



Rellan-Vey stopped.



Her eyes narrowed further.



She tried again.



This time she feinted high.



Maylond saw the hand.



Her whiskers felt something else.



Air shifted against the right side of her face.



A body moving through it.



Hip.



Shoulder.



Weight coming across.



She stepped away before the real strike arrived.



Rellan-Vey’s mouth remained still.



Her eyes held Maylond’s.



“Again.”



She came faster.



Maylond blocked once.



Missed the next.



Her forearm caught Maylond’s shoulder and turned her halfway around.



Rellan-Vey moved behind her.



She could not see her.



The air touched the whiskers along her cheek.



Maylond ducked.



Her arm passed over Maylond’s head.



She spun and caught her.



Rellan-Vey pulled free.



Then she hit her.



Hard.



Maylond staggered.



Pain spread beneath her ribs.



Ond rose from the grass.



Maylond looked at him.



>> Play. <<



Rellan-Vey came again.



Maylond stopped treating the exercise as an exercise.



Rellan-Vey was more skilled.



That was obvious.



Her hands knew where to go.



Her balance returned faster.



She wasted less movement.



But she was slower.



Much slower.



Maylond stepped inside her next strike.



Caught her forearm.



Rellan-Vey twisted.



Maylond felt the shift in the air before Rellan-Vey’s other hand reached her.



She turned.



Rellan-Vey’s fingers missed her jaw.



Maylond drove her shoulder into Rellan-Vey’s chest.



Rellan-Vey went backward.



Not enough.



She recovered and swept for Maylond’s leg.



Maylond jumped over it.



Higher than she expected.



She landed badly.



Rellan-Vey lunged.



She moved before thinking.



One hand caught her wrist.



The other found her upper arm.



She turned her hips.



Rellan-Vey left the ground.



She struck the earth hard.



Maylond released her.



Rellan-Vey rolled immediately and came up again.



No pause now.



No instruction.



She attacked.



Maylond understood.



This was no longer a test Rellan-Vey believed she controlled.



She struck high.



She slipped it.



Low.



She felt the movement through the air along one cheek and turned before she saw it.



Rellan-Vey grabbed for her.



She broke the grip.



Rellan-Vey tried to take her legs.



Maylond drove her away with both hands.



Rellan-Vey staggered several steps.



Her eyes widened.



She came back harder.



Maylond met her.



The next movements happened too quickly to separate.



A shoulder.



A hand.



Air across her whiskers.



Rellan-Vey’s weight shifting.



Ond somewhere to her left.



Vey somewhere behind her.



Maylond caught an opening before she understood what made it an opening.



She stepped inside.



Hooked Rellan-Vey’s arm.



Turned.



And threw her again.



Farther this time.



Rellan-Vey landed on her side.



Maylond was on her before she could rise.



Rellan-Vey twisted onto her back and drove an elbow toward her.



She caught it.



Rellan-Vey’s other hand came up.



She caught that too.



For one moment they were both still.



Maylond above her.



Rellan-Vey’s wrists pinned.



Rellan-Vey pushed.



Maylond pushed back.



Rellan-Vey’s arms did not move.



Her face changed.



Not fear.



Not pain.



Calculation.



She shifted her hips sharply and tried to roll Maylond.



Maylond adjusted.



Nothing happened.



Rellan-Vey tried again.



Harder.



Maylond remained where she was.



Rellan-Vey stopped.



Maylond stared down at her.



“Are you finished?”



Her eyes held Maylond’s.



The corner of her mouth changed by almost nothing.



“Apparently.”



Maylond released her and stood.



Rellan-Vey remained on the ground for one breath.



Then another.



Vey walked over and sniffed her face.



Ond sat several lengths away.



Maylond looked at her hands.



“I beat you.”



Rellan-Vey sat up.



“Yes.”



“You’re an experienced Interferer.”



“Yes.”



“And I have never trained.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked at Ond.



Rellan-Vey followed her gaze.



“What did he say before?”



“Stronger. Together.”



Rellan-Vey rose slowly.



She brushed dirt from one shoulder.



“Perhaps I should have listened.”



“You couldn’t hear him.”



“No.”



“When do I begin?”



Rellan-Vey looked at her.



“You already have.”



“That was training.”



“So is what comes next.”



“What comes next?”



“The Balance.”



Maylond frowned.



“I know the Balance.”



“You know what children are taught about it.”



Ond’s tail moved once.



Rellan-Vey looked at them both.



“An Interferer needs to know what happens when it fails.”



Maylond considered that.



“Who teaches me?”



“Some of it, a Tender.”



“And the rest?”



“Humsing who’ve had to keep it.”



Maylond looked back at Ond.



Ond’s tail curled around his paws.



>> Play. <<
Chapter 6
“Watch another long enough and eventually you will discover what you were hiding from yourself.”

— Derrel An, Observer
Nineteenth Observation
v2 · 3,392 wordsTem died before Mayling stopped trying to save him.



Derda said this without interruption.



The Skinpager’s hand moved steadily across the prepared flesh.



“He stopped breathing?”



“Yes.”



“And she knew?”



“Not immediately.”



“What did she do?”



“Pressed against his chest. Spoke to him. Told him not to die.”



The Skinpager wrote.



Derda watched the point move.



“She had found him already wounded?”



“Yes.”



“Describe the wounds again.”



“Four cuts high on the leg. Deep. Close together.”



“Same side?”



“Yes.”



“Bleeding heavily.”



“Yes.”



“And she attempted to stop it.”



“Yes.”



“Did she know what attacked him?”



“Not at first.”



The Skinpager lifted his eyes.



“How did she learn?”



“Tem told her.”



“What did he say?”



“Brown. Gold, maybe.”



The Skinpager wrote that too.



Derda looked past him.



The room was narrow and warm. One wall had been opened to let air through woven screening, but it did little. Prepared skins hung from a line at the far end, pale and dry and waiting for things other humlings had seen.



Derda had been speaking for most of a mark.



He had spoken about bodies.



About movement in the trees.



About Goers who had survived long enough to disappear from his view.



About the one who had not.



He had spoken about Mayling finding Tem.



About her hands slick with his blood.



About the way she kept trying after the effort had already become useless.



The Skinpager said, “Continue.”



Derda did.



“And after he died?”



“She cried.”



The Skinpager waited.



Derda knew why.



He continued.



“She took his hand. She said she would tell somebody what happened.”



“Who?”



“She didn’t say.”



“How long did she remain beside him?”



“I can’t say exactly.”



“Estimate.”



“Less than a quarter mark.”



“And then?”



“She saw the kitsong.”



The Skinpager’s hand slowed.



“Which one?”



Derda looked at the skin.



“Ond.”



The name had not belonged to him then.



Not to Derda.



Not to anyone except the animal itself, perhaps.



But Mayling had given it back to the village.



Ond.



Gold and brown.



Patient.



Terrible.



The Skinpager said, “You are certain it was the same kitsong that marked you.”



“Yes.”



“How?”



“The eyes.”



“Only the eyes?”



“The coat. The movement.”



“Five rotations later.”



“Yes.”



The Skinpager nodded once.



That was enough.



Derda continued.



“He came out where she could see him.”



“What did she do?”



“She stood between him and Tem.”



The Skinpager’s point stopped.



“Between?”



“Yes.”



“Why?”



“She thought he wanted the body.”



“Did he?”



“I don’t know.”



“Did he approach?”



“No.”



“What did he do?”



“Sat.”



The Skinpager looked up.



Derda knew how it sounded.



“He sat and watched her.”



“For how long?”



“Long enough that she became angry.”



“Afraid?”



“Yes.”



“Both?”



“Yes.”



The point began moving again.



Derda remembered Mayling’s face.



Wet with tears.



Mouth open as she shouted at something that could have killed her before she finished the first word.



He remembered the sharpstick.



The useless thrust.



The way Ond moved aside.



The way fear seemed to pour through her until she could barely stand.



Then rage.



Then fear again.



He remembered thinking she would die.



Not abstractly.



Not as one more Goer among hundreds.



Her.



Mayling.



The one who had knelt in blood beside a stranger and refused to leave him.



Derda continued until the Skinpager asked about the other kitsing.



That was where the memory became more difficult.



“They appeared before the bond.”



“How many?”



“I saw six clearly. There may have been more.”



“Did they approach Mayling?”



“No.”



“Did they approach Ond?”



“No.”



“What did they do?”



Derda looked down.



“They obstructed the view.”



The Skinpager’s point paused.



“Deliberately?”



“Yes.”



“You’re certain?”



“Yes.”



“How?”



“They moved when I moved.”



The Skinpager waited.



Derda continued.



“I changed position in the tree. Two changed position with me. When I leaned to the other side, another moved into the opening.”



“Could they have been watching the pair?”



“No.”



“Why not?”



“They were watching me.”



The Skinpager studied him.



Then returned to the skin.



“That appears consistent.”



“With what?”



“Other observed bondings.”



Derda frowned.



“You have records of it?”



“Some.”



“How many?”



“Enough that it no longer surprises us.”



Derda sat more upright.



“I’ve never heard that.”



“You’re a Tender.”



“Yes.”



“Not a Skinpager.”



Derda disliked the answer.



Not because it was rude.



Because it was true.



“What do the records say?”



“That kitsing frequently obstruct Observers when a bond appears imminent.”



“Why?”



“They don’t say.”



“Has anyone seen through it?”



“Not clearly.”



Derda thought of Ond.



Of the jump.



Of Mayling’s arms rising.



Of the other kitsing bursting into motion.



Noise.



Bodies.



Branches.



Claws scraping bark below him.



Then—



Mayling standing.



Holding something.



Small.



Derda stopped speaking.



The Skinpager looked up immediately.



“Continue.”



Derda did not.



The memory had arrived too cleanly.



Ond in Mayling’s arms.



Not the animal Derda had watched stalking her.



Not the animal that had marked him five rotations earlier.



Smaller.



Much smaller.



Muted.



Wrong.



For three or four breaths.



Then not.



Derda opened his mouth.



The Skinpager said, “Don’t stop.”



Derda looked at him.



“What?”



“Once you begin a sequence. Speak through it.”



“Why?”



“Facts are best before you arrange them.”



Derda said nothing.



The Skinpager watched him.



“Memory changes when we stop and inspect it.”



Derda knew that.



Every Observer knew that.



Observation was not perfect.



Memory was not perfect.



That was why recounting happened quickly after a Going.



Why Skinpagers asked questions in order.



Why Observers were taught not to improve a memory simply because the improved version made more sense.



Derda looked at the blank space waiting beneath the last line.



Ond had been smaller.



No.



He had appeared smaller.



No.



Derda had seen him smaller.



For a few breaths.



Through leaves.



After noise.



After hours of watching death.



Five rotations after being marked by the same kitsong.



There were explanations.



Distance.



Position.



Mayling’s body around him.



Mayling’s arms changing the scale of what he thought he saw.



Anything.



Anything except the impossible thing.



The Skinpager said, “Derda.”



He resumed.



“Mayling caught him.”



The point moved again.



“How?”



“He jumped.”



“At her?”



“Yes.”



“And she raised her arms?”



“Yes.”



“Did he strike her?”



“No.”



“Did she fall?”



“No.”



“What happened immediately after?”



“She held him.”



The Skinpager wrote.



Derda did not mention size.



“Then?”



“The other kitsing dispersed.”



“Immediately?”



“Within breaths.”



“And Mayling?”



“She looked toward me.”



The Skinpager glanced up.



“You made eye contact.”



“Yes.”



“With her?”



“Yes.”



“And Ond?”



“Yes.”



The name felt strange again.



The Skinpager finished the line.



“Did either approach you?”



“No.”



“Did Mayling appear injured?”



“No.”



“Afraid?”



Derda remembered her face.



The fear had been gone.



Not reduced.



Gone.



“No.”



“Angry?”



“No.”



“Confused?”



Derda hesitated.



“Briefly.”



“Then?”



“Calm.”



The Skinpager wrote.



Derda looked toward the open wall again.



Outside, someone shouted across a neighborweb.



A child answered.



A bird screamed from a roof and was ignored.



Life had continued while Mayling was in the forest.



It had continued after she returned.



Derda had not yet seen her.



He had heard.



Everyone had.



Mayling came back bonded.



Mayl-Ond.



The Skinpager asked three more questions.



Then two.



Then one about Tem.



Derda answered all of them.



When the Skinpager finally set down the point, Derda felt as though he had left something unfinished.



“Anything else?”



The question was ordinary.



Derda looked at the completed skin.



Yes.



Ond became small.



He said, “No.”



The Skinpager nodded.



“Then the nineteenth Observation is complete.”



Derda stood.



His legs had stiffened.



The Skinpager rolled the prepared skin loosely and tied it.



“Derda.”



He turned.



“If you remember something later, you can return.”



“I know.”



“Later memory is less useful.”



“I know.”



“But less useful isn’t useless.”



Derda nodded.



The Skinpager placed the record with several others.



Derda left.



Outside, the air felt cooler than it had any right to.



He walked without deciding where.



He had spent enough time indoors.



Enough time reconstructing terror.



Mayling crying over Tem.



Mayling screaming at Ond.



Mayling trying to stab him.



Mayling disappearing behind moving bodies.



Mayling looking directly at Derda afterward as though she knew he had been there all along.



He had wanted to climb down.



That had been impossible.



Observers did not interfere.



They watched.



They remembered.



They waited until danger passed.



He had followed the rule.



He had watched her walk away.



Alive.



Derda turned into a wider path.



A sharp sound came from somewhere ahead.



Impact.



Then another.



He slowed.



A humling crossed the path carrying two stonenuts and did not react.



Another impact.



Voices.



Training.



Derda continued.



The path opened onto a cleared patch between low structures and a long strip of beaten ground.



Several humsing were there.



Two stood apart talking.



One pair moved through a sequence of holds.



Another humling was on the ground.



Then Derda saw her.



Mayl-Ond.



He stopped.



For an instant the forest returned around her.



Blood on her hands.



Hair stuck to her face.



Shoulders pulled inward as she watched Tem die.



Then the memory vanished.



The humling in front of him stood straight.



Not rigidly.



Balanced.



Her shoulders rested where they belonged. Her head sat high without effort. Her weight shifted cleanly from one foot to the other.



Someone came at her.



Mayl-Ond moved.



Derda had expected speed.



He had heard enough already.



He had not expected smoothness.



She turned just before the other humling reached her.



A hand passed where her shoulder had been.



Mayl-Ond caught the wrist.



Stepped.



Turned.



The other humling hit the ground.



Hard.



Mayl-Ond released him immediately.



No flourish.



No satisfaction.



No apology.



The humling rolled and came up again.



Mayl-Ond waited.



Her posture barely changed.



Derda realized he was holding his breath.



She looked different.



Not only because she was bonded.



All humsing changed in some way.



Hair.



Eyes.



Teeth.



Hands.



Sometimes the body seemed to settle into itself differently.



Mayl-Ond’s eyes were very dark.



Derda could not remember what color they had been before.



He had watched her face for marks at a time during the Going, but memory had kept the expressions and discarded the color.



Fear.



Anger.



Grief.



Those he remembered.



Not the exact brown of her eyes.



The humling attacked again.



Mayl-Ond stepped inside.



Her arm moved.



The other humling folded around the strike.



Derda felt something low in his chest.



Not pleasure.



Not exactly.



Possibility.



He imagined the same movement completed with intent.



The arm higher.



The turn sharper.



The body not stopping when training required it to stop.



He saw how quickly she could break a jaw.



How easily she could take the knees from someone heavier.



How little wasted motion there would be if she meant to hurt instead of teach or learn.



The images came without invitation.



Derda frowned.



Mayl-Ond moved again.



Beautifully.



That was the wrong word.



Efficiently.



No.



Both.



The humling she trained with tried to catch her from behind.



Mayl-Ond shifted before he touched her.



Her body seemed to know where he was.



She caught him.



Turned.



Put him down.



Derda’s fingers curled.



He noticed and opened them.



Violent hunger.



The thought arrived immediately.



He knew it.



He had seen it often enough.



Interferers came back carrying it.



Hunters too.



Sometimes Keepers after standing too long at the edge of violence without being permitted to use any.



The body prepared for action and did not understand when action ended.



A Tender watched for that.



Talked with the humsong.



Redirected it.



Work.



Training.



Sex sometimes.



Physical labor.



A responsibility that consumed what could otherwise be spent in the wrong place.



Violent hunger was not evil.



Unmanaged violent hunger could become dangerous.



That was part of the Balance.



Derda knew this.



He also knew one other thing.



Tenders were not humsing.



He should not have been feeling it.



The thought embarrassed him.



Then annoyed him.



That was foolish.



Tenders felt.



That was their nature.



Violent hunger was still an emotion.



Or close enough to one.



Perhaps seeing violence simply produced an emotional imitation of it.



There was nothing mysterious in that.



Mayl-Ond looked toward him.



Derda straightened.



She had recognized him immediately.



Of course she had.



Their eyes had met during the Going.



There had been no surprise in her face now.



Only acknowledgment.



She said something to the humling beside her.



Then walked toward Derda.



Ond appeared from behind a low wall.



Derda’s body reacted before thought.



His stomach tightened.



The kitsong was enormous.



Exactly as he should have been.



Gold and brown bright beneath the daylight.



Shoulders rolling under heavy muscle.



Head large enough that Derda remembered teeth beside his leg.



The scar beneath his clothes seemed to wake.



Ond stopped.



So did Mayl-Ond.



She looked at the kitsong.



Then at Derda.



“You were the Observer.”



“Yes.”



Her voice had changed too.



Not its sound.



Its certainty.



“Derda.”



“Mayl-Ond.”



She looked at him for a moment.



“Maylond is fine.”



Derda nodded.



“Ond.”



The kitsong’s ears shifted.



Maylond looked at him.



Something passed across her face.



Small.



So small Derda might have missed it if he had not spent rotations watching humlings for exactly that kind of thing.



Confusion.



Then concentration.



She looked at Ond again.



“What?”



Ond did nothing.



Maylond’s eyes narrowed.



Derda waited.



Her attention moved back to him.



“He knows you.”



Derda looked at the kitsong.



“Yes.”



Maylond’s gaze dropped briefly toward his body.



“From your Going.”



“Yes.”



“How?”



Derda touched the place unconsciously.



High on the outer thigh.



“He marked me.”



Maylond became very still.



“Ond did.”



“Yes.”



Ond looked away.



Maylond’s attention snapped back to him.



For the first time, something less controlled entered her expression.



Not emotion exactly.



Disruption.



She seemed to listen.



Derda could not hear anything.



Of course he could not.



Ond belonged to her.



Whatever passed between them remained between them.



Maylond said quietly, “You remember him.”



Ond’s tail moved once.



Derda watched.



The kitsong lowered his head.



Not submission.



Not quite.



But something in the movement was wrong for the Ond Derda remembered.



The wild animal had watched him bleed without uncertainty.



Followed.



Waited.



Allowed him to crawl farther than Derda thought possible.



Then disappeared.



This Ond looked at the ground.



Maylond’s expression shifted again.



Derda recognized the shape of a question even though she did not ask it.



“What is he saying?” Derda asked.



“Nothing.”



Derda looked at Ond.



Maylond added, “He is thinking something.”



“You can tell.”



“Sometimes.”



“What?”



“I don’t know.”



Ond lifted his head.



For a breath Derda had the strange impression that the kitsong disliked being discussed.



Then Ond looked directly at him.



Derda’s leg remembered pain.



Maylond noticed.



“You’re afraid of him.”



It was not an accusation.



“No.”



Her eyes moved over his face.



“You were.”



“Yes.”



“Now?”



Derda considered lying.



There was no reason.



“A little.”



Maylond looked at Ond again.



“He won’t hurt you.”



Derda almost smiled.



“You sound certain.”



“I am.”



That certainty should have reassured him.



Instead it made him think of Mayling in the forest.



She had been certain of almost nothing.



Every choice had seemed to fight another choice inside her.



Save Tem.



Run.



Fight Ond.



Freeze.



Cry.



Stand.



This humling appeared to contain no argument at all.



Derda said, “You move differently.”



Maylond looked down at herself as though the observation required inspection.



“I’m stronger.”



“I saw.”



“How long were you watching?”



“Not long.”



She nodded.



No embarrassment.



No suspicion.



He wondered whether Mayling would have asked why.



“You’re good,” he said.



“Rellan-Vey says I’m untrained.”



“That isn’t the same thing.”



Maylond looked at him more closely.



Derda wished immediately that he had not said it.



Not because it was wrong.



Because he had meant more than skill.



He had meant the way she moved made violence look simple.



Made it look clean.



Made him want—



He stopped the thought.



Maylond said, “What do Tenders do with Interferers?”



The question startled him.



“What?”



“Rellan-Vey said Tenders work with humsing.”



“Yes.”



“How?”



“Depends on the humsong.”



“Interferers.”



Derda glanced toward the training area.



One of the others had begun striking a padded post.



“Sometimes we watch.”



Maylond’s mouth shifted.



“Observers.”



“No.”



“Sounds similar.”



“It isn’t.”



“How?”



“Observers don’t interfere.”



She looked at him.



Derda regretted the word choice.



Maylond did not.



“Tenders do.”



“When necessary.”



“With what?”



Derda considered how much she had already been taught.



“Violent hunger, sometimes.”



She waited.



“It happens after danger. Or prolonged work. Sometimes during training. Humsing can carry the need for violence beyond the place where it is useful.”



“And Tenders remove it.”



“No. How could we?”



“Then what do you do?”



“Help them recognize it. Make sure they direct it somewhere useful.”



“Training.”



“Yes.”



“Work.”



“Yes.”



“What if they don’t?”



Derda looked at her.



“Then they risk upsetting the Balance.”



Maylond accepted this immediately.



No challenge.



No hesitation.



“What happens then?”



“That depends.”



“On?”



“How far they’ve gone.”



Maylond looked back toward the training ground.



“So hunger itself isn’t wrong.”



“No.”



“Only where it is spent.”



“Yes.”



She considered this.



“Rellan-Vey says I need to understand the Balance before I begin Interferer work.”



“He’s right.”



“Will a Tender teach me?”



“Part of it.”



“And the rest?”



“You’ll learn from humsing who have had to keep it.”



Maylond accepted that too.



Derda watched her profile.



There was something unnerving about explaining restraint to someone who looked as though she had been built for exactly the thing he was describing.



Ond moved closer to her.



Maylond looked down.



Again, something passed through her expression.



This time Derda saw it more clearly.



A faint tightening around the eyes.



Not hers.



Or not entirely.



He had spent enough of his life reading emotion to know when a response did not fit the moment.



Guilt.



No.



Something adjacent.



Unease after harm.



Recognition of harm already done.



Derda looked at Ond.



The kitsong looked back.



Maylond said, “He doesn’t like that you’re afraid of him.”



Derda’s attention returned to her.



“Did he say that?”



“No.”



“Then how do you know?”



Maylond frowned.



“I don’t.”



That answer interested him more than anything else she had said.



She seemed irritated by it.



Ond turned away.



Maylond watched him go.



Derda said, “He wasn’t like that.”



“When?”



“My Going.”



Maylond looked at him.



“How was he?”



Derda remembered claws.



Blood.



Gold moving through trees.



A patient predator letting him believe survival was possible.



“Different.”



Maylond waited.



Derda did not continue.



After a moment she said, “So was I.”



“Yes.”



That landed somewhere between them.



Not painfully.



Not yet.



A humling called Maylond’s name from the training area.



She looked over.



“I should continue.”



Derda nodded.



Maylond took two steps, then stopped.



“You thought I would die.”



Derda looked at her.



“In the Going.”



“Yes.”



“You looked afraid.”



“You saw me?”



“Yes. I thought the kitsing were going to kill you.”



“They didn’t.”



“No.”



Maylond considered him.



“You were right to stay in the tree.”



Derda did not know why that bothered him.



It should have reassured him.



Instead something in his chest tightened again.



“I was the Observer.”



“Yes.”



As though that explained everything.



Perhaps it did.



Maylond looked toward Ond.



“He chose me.”



Derda looked too.



The kitsong sat at the edge of the clearing.



Huge.



Gold and brown.



Exactly as he should be.



“Yes.”



Maylond returned to training.



Derda should have left.



He did not.



He stood near the edge of the path and watched.



Professionally, he told himself.



Maylond had asked about Tenders and Interferers.



Watching humsing was part of his work.



That was true.



She moved again.



The humling facing her came in fast.



Maylond stepped aside.



Derda’s body shifted with her.



A small movement.



Barely anything.



Weight from one foot to the other.



His hand tightened.



Maylond caught the attacker and drove him down.



Derda imagined following.



Knee.



Elbow.



Throat.



The sequence arrived whole.



He had never practiced it.



He knew that.



His body did not.



Heat moved through him.



He forced his hand open.



Violent hunger.



Nothing more.



An emotional response to watching violence.



A Tender could experience emotion.



That was the point.



There was no contradiction.



No danger.



No reason to examine it further.



Derda exhaled slowly.



Across the clearing, Maylond stood over the other humling.



Ond was not watching her.



Derda realized this gradually.



The kitsong sat perfectly still.



Watching him.



Derda held the animal’s eyes.



Five rotations collapsed.



Blood on his leg.



Gold between the trees.



Mayling’s arms closing around something impossibly small.



Derda pushed the memory away.



Ond did not look away.
Chapter 7
“Balance is not kindness. Kindness is one of the things Balance sometimes spends.”

— Ressa Vel, village speaker
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v2 · 3,072 wordsMaylond had known the Balance before she knew what it meant to die.



Everyone did.



Children learned it before they were old enough to enter the far paths alone. Before they knew why some humlings returned from the Going with scars and others returned with kitsing and most did not return at all.



The Balance kept humlings alive.



That was what Mayling had understood.



It was not what Rellan-Vey said.



“The Balance keeps the realm alive.”



Maylond looked at her.



They were sitting beneath the open side of a long shelter near the training ground. The roof kept away the sun without trapping the air. Beyond them, two humsing were moving through a sequence Maylond had already decided was too slow.



Ond lay somewhere in the grass.



Vey was nowhere Maylond could see.



Derda sat opposite her.



Rellan-Vey remained standing.



Maylond said, “That is not what I was taught.”



“No,” Rellan-Vey said.



“Why?”



“Because you were a child.”



Maylond waited.



Rellan-Vey did not continue.



Derda did.



“You weren’t taught something false.”



Maylond looked at him.



“You were taught something small enough to understand.”



“That the Balance keeps humlings alive.”



“Yes.”



“Does it?”



“Yes.”



Rellan-Vey said, “Usually.”



Derda looked at her.



Rellan-Vey looked back.



Maylond noticed the disagreement.



“Usually?”



Rellan-Vey folded her arms.



“The Balance isn’t about keeping every humling alive.”



“I know that.”



“Do you?”



“Yes.”



“How?”



“The Going.”



Rellan-Vey’s expression did not change.



Maylond continued.



“If the purpose were keeping every humling alive, there would be no Going.”



Derda shifted slightly.



Rellan-Vey said, “Good.”



Maylond looked between them.



“Then what is the purpose?”



“Survival,” Rellan-Vey said.



“That is what I already believed.”



“Not yours.”



Maylond waited.



“Not mine. Not Derda’s. Not Southleft’s.”



“The realm.”



“Yes.”



Maylond considered this.



It did not seem complicated.



“Then why call that the Balance?”



Derda answered.



“Because survival isn’t one thing.”



Maylond looked at him.



Derda’s posture was different from Rellan-Vey’s.



Less still.



His hands moved when he spoke. Not much. Enough that Maylond noticed.



His whiskers moved too.



Rellan-Vey’s longer ones seemed to measure the air around her even while she stood motionless.



Derda said, “Humlings survive because other things survive. Plants. Animals. Water. Soil. Things we eat and things that eat what would otherwise consume what we eat.”



“Predators.”



“Some.”



“Kitsing.”



Derda paused.



“Yes.”



Maylond looked toward the grass.



Ond remained hidden.



“The things that kill us help keep us alive.”



“Sometimes.”



Rellan-Vey said, “Everything kills something.”



Something brushed Maylond’s ankle.



She looked down.



A thin red-green runner had worked through the packed soil beneath the shelter.



She caught it behind its newest joint, snapped it twice and pushed the pieces back into the sun.



Derda nudged the severed acidvine farther from his foot.



Maylond looked back at Rellan-Vey.



Derda said, “That isn’t particularly useful.”



“It is if you’re the thing deciding whether to kill.”



Maylond looked from one to the other.



“You disagree.”



“No,” Derda said.



“Yes,” Rellan-Vey said.



They looked at each other.



Rellan-Vey’s mouth moved slightly.



Derda exhaled through his nose.



Maylond waited.



Derda said, “We disagree about what matters when explaining it.”



“Which means you disagree.”



“Sometimes.”



Rellan-Vey sat at last.



“Good. Now we can continue.”



Maylond liked her better when she did that.



Derda apparently did not.



Rellan-Vey drew one leg up.



“Suppose three humlings are trapped beyond a flooded path.”



Maylond waited.



“An Interferer can reach them.”



“Then the Interferer should.”



“The water is rising.”



“How quickly?”



“Quickly enough.”



“That isn’t useful.”



“It isn’t supposed to be.”



Maylond frowned.



Rellan-Vey continued.



“Three humlings. One Interferer. The Interferer can probably reach them.”



“Probably.”



“Yes.”



“What is the danger?”



“The Interferer may die.”



“Only the Interferer?”



“At first.”



Maylond understood.



“If the Interferer dies, the three die anyway.”



“Perhaps.”



“And the village loses an Interferer.”



“Yes.”



“Then the question is whether the chance of saving three is worth the chance of losing four.”



Rellan-Vey looked at Derda.



Derda said nothing.



Maylond said, “That is the Balance.”



“Part of it,” Rellan-Vey said.



Derda leaned forward.



“Now make one of the three her child.”



Maylond looked at him.



Rellan-Vey’s eyes shifted.



Derda continued.



“The Interferer believes the attempt is too dangerous. She knows she should wait. She knows another route may open when the water falls.”



“But her child is there.”



“Yes.”



“That changes nothing about the likelihood of success.”



“No.”



“Then it should not change the decision.”



Derda held her eyes.



“It can.”



Maylond considered that.



“Because she loves the child.”



“Yes.”



Rellan-Vey said, “And now four die.”



Derda looked at her.



“You don’t know that.”



“You constructed the example.”



“I constructed a possibility.”



“And I finished it.”



Maylond said, “The result is the same.”



Derda looked back at her.



“Sometimes.”



She thought about Marling.



About Marling running toward her when she returned.



About the arms that had closed around her.



About crying at the table.



Mayling would have understood the problem differently.



Maylond understood the numbers.



“If the Interferer knows attachment is affecting the decision, why doesn’t she ignore it?”



Derda was quiet for a moment.



“Because knowing what you feel doesn’t make you stop feeling it.”



That sounded inefficient.



Maylond did not say so.



Rellan-Vey did.



“Which is why an Interferer cannot afford certain attachments.”



Derda’s attention moved sharply toward him.



“That’s too simple.”



“Simple doesn’t make it wrong.”



“Interferers have families.”



“Yes.”



“They have mates.”



“Yes.”



“They care about humlings.”



“Some more than others.”



“So don’t teach her that attachment itself is failure.”



Rellan-Vey’s whiskers shifted.



“I didn’t.”



“You nearly did.”



Maylond said, “What is the difference?”



Neither answered immediately.



She looked between them.



“Between attachment and failure.”



Derda answered first.



“Choice.”



Rellan-Vey said, “Cost.”



Maylond waited.



Derda’s mouth tightened.



Rellan-Vey almost smiled.



Maylond said, “Those are different answers.”



“They’re the same answer,” Rellan-Vey said.



“No.”



Derda looked at Maylond.



“Attachment becomes dangerous when it controls the choice.”



Rellan-Vey added, “And makes you accept a cost you would never accept for anyone else.”



Maylond considered both.



“That is love.”



Derda’s expression changed slightly.



Rellan-Vey’s did not.



Maylond continued.



“If one humling matters more to you than another because you love them, then love changes the value you assign to their survival.”



Derda said, “Yes.”



“So love can make an Interferer dangerous.”



“It can.”



Maylond nodded.



That was useful to know.



Nothing more.



A movement in the grass caught her attention.



Ond emerged.



He walked toward her without looking at either teacher.



Maylond watched him approach.



Rellan-Vey continued speaking.



“An Interferer has to know what is important.”



>> You. <<



Maylond’s attention sharpened.



Ond sat beside her.



She looked down.



Me?



His eyes lifted to hers.



>> Us. <<



Maylond studied him.



Rellan-Vey had stopped speaking.



Derda was watching her.



“What?” Rellan-Vey asked.



“Ond.”



“What did he say?”



Maylond looked at the kitsong.



“Us.”



Rellan-Vey waited.



Maylond added, “He says we’re important.”



Ond’s tail moved once.



Rellan-Vey looked toward the grass beyond them.



Maylond followed her gaze.



Nothing.



Vey was probably there.



Derda asked, “More important than what?”



Maylond looked at Ond.



What are we more important than?



Ond lowered his head and began cleaning one paw.



Rellan-Vey said, “There’s your answer.”



“No. That’s the absence of one.”



“You’re learning.”



Maylond watched Ond drag his tongue over his paw.



“Useful.”



Ond continued cleaning.



Derda’s mouth moved.



Maylond noticed.



“You think that’s funny.”



“A little.”



“Why?”



“Because you’re annoyed.”



“I know I’m annoyed.”



That made Derda’s mouth move again.



Maylond turned back to Rellan-Vey.



“What happens when an Interferer makes the wrong choice?”



“Depends on the choice.”



“The child.”



“If four die?”



“Yes.”



Rellan-Vey considered it.



“If the Interferer survives, we determine why.”



“You already know why.”



“Knowing she loved the child doesn’t tell us whether love caused the failure.”



Derda nodded.



Maylond noticed.



That was something they agreed on.



“So she is questioned.”



“Yes.”



“By Tenders?”



Derda said, “Among others.”



“And if you determine that love caused it?”



“Then she stops working as an Interferer.”



Maylond frowned.



“Permanently?”



“Not necessarily.”



Rellan-Vey said, “Usually.”



Derda looked at her.



“You don’t know that.”



“I know how often I’ve seen one return.”



“You don’t see all of them.”



“I see the ones who return to work.”



Maylond interrupted.



“What happens to the others?”



Derda looked at her.



“They may take another role.”



“Keeper.”



“Possibly.”



“Finder.”



“Possibly.”



“Anything that doesn’t require the same judgment.”



“Yes.”



Maylond thought about this.



“And if the problem isn’t the role?”



Derda became still.



Rellan-Vey did not.



“What do you mean?” Derda asked.



“If the humling continues making choices that endanger others.”



“Then it becomes more serious.”



“How?”



Derda glanced at Rellan-Vey.



Maylond noticed that too.



Rellan-Vey said, “They can be stopped.”



“From working?”



“From causing harm.”



Maylond waited.



Neither elaborated.



She understood anyway.



“Killed.”



Derda’s eyes returned to hers.



“If there is no safer choice.”



“By an Interferer.”



Rellan-Vey said, “Usually.”



Maylond looked at Ond.



He had finished cleaning his paw.



“And the kitsong?”



Silence.



Maylond knew the answer before either gave it.



“Both.”



“A humsong is a pair,” Rellan-Vey said.



Maylond considered that.



It was unpleasant.



That did not make it irrational.



“If the pair threatens the Balance, removing only the humling leaves part of the threat.”



Rellan-Vey’s expression changed.



Derda’s changed more.



“What?” Maylond asked.



Derda said, “You make it sound simple.”



“Is it wrong?”



“No.”



“Then why shouldn’t it be simple?”



“Because killing someone shouldn’t become simple.”



Maylond looked at him.



“Even when necessary?”



“Especially then.”



Rellan-Vey leaned back.



“There.”



Maylond looked at him.



“There what?”



“The difference between a Tender and an Interferer.”



Derda’s eyes hardened slightly.



Rellan-Vey continued.



“He needs the cost to remain difficult.”



“And you don’t.”



“I need to be able to pay it.”



Maylond thought about that.



Both positions made sense.



That was inconvenient.



She looked at Derda.



“Would you stop an Interferer?”



“Yes.”



“Kill one?”



“No.”



“Even if killing them protected the Balance?”



Derda held her eyes.



“I couldn’t.”



Rellan-Vey said nothing.



Maylond remembered Derda standing at the edge of the training ground.



Watching.



She remembered something in his posture that she had not understood.



It remained unimportant.



For now.



“What about Softhearts?”



Derda looked relieved by the change.



“What about them?”



“They can make dangerous choices because of emotion too.”



“Yes.”



“Then why is this an Interferer problem?”



“It isn’t.”



Rellan-Vey’s answer came before Derda’s.



Maylond looked at her.



“A dangerous Softheart can be worse.”



Derda’s expression tightened.



“Different.”



“Worse in some ways.”



“Explain,” Maylond said.



Derda did.



“Softhearts are trusted.”



“So are Interferers.”



“Differently.”



Maylond waited.



Derda touched one thumb against his palm.



“A frightened humling expects an Interferer to be dangerous.”



“Yes.”



“They don’t expect it from a Softheart.”



Maylond thought of Jonwin.



Of his hands examining her when she returned.



Of Marling.



Of Menders entering homes.



Of Tenders speaking to humlings when they were frightened, grieving, angry or confused.



Derda continued.



“Softhearts are expected to be patient. Calm. Cautious. Warm when warmth is needed. They’re allowed close when other humlings aren’t.”



Rellan-Vey said, “An Interferer may have to force close enough to hurt you.”



Derda looked at her.



Rellan-Vey continued.



“A Softheart gets invited inside.”



The shelter became quiet.



Maylond looked at Derda.



He disliked the statement.



She could tell.



“Is he wrong?”



“No.”



Rellan-Vey’s eyes moved slightly.



Derda ignored her.



Maylond said, “Then a violent Softheart could use trust as a weapon.”



“Yes.”



“Has that happened?”



Derda’s hand stopped moving.



“Yes.”



“What happened?”



“They were stopped.”



“Like an Interferer.”



“If necessary.”



Maylond thought about the symmetry.



An Interferer whose attachment redirected violence.



A Softheart whose violence corrupted trust.



Both dangerous because each had crossed into something their role was not built to contain.



“The Balance keeps them separate.”



Derda frowned.



“Not exactly.”



“Why not?”



“Because humlings aren’t roles.”



Rellan-Vey said, “But roles exist for reasons.”



Derda looked at her.



“Yes.”



Maylond said, “You’re disagreeing again.”



“Yes,” they both said.



She almost understood why Mayling had sometimes enjoyed other humlings.



Almost.



“What makes a Softheart?”



Derda’s expression changed.



Maylond continued.



“A kitsong chooses a humling to bond. Another marks a Goer and leaves them alive. That Goer becomes a Softheart.”



“Yes.”



“Why?”



Derda was silent.



Maylond looked at Rellan-Vey.



She was silent too.



“You don’t know.”



“No,” Derda said.



“How does the kitsong know?”



“We don’t know.”



“What does it see?”



“We don’t know.”



“What is it choosing?”



“We don’t know.”



Maylond looked at Ond.



He looked back.



She considered asking.



Then did.



How do kitsing choose Softhearts?



Ond’s ears shifted.



Nothing entered her mind.



You know.



Nothing.



Rellan-Vey said, “Perhaps.”



Maylond looked at her.



“Vey won’t tell you?”



“Vey has never answered.”



“Have you asked?”



“Many times.”



Maylond looked back at Ond.



Why won’t you tell us?



Ond blinked.



Then looked away.



Maylond stored the question.



There were more of those now.



Things everyone accepted without understanding.



The Going.



The bond.



The way kitsing chose.



The way they changed humlings.



The way they changed what humlings saw.



The Balance itself.



Mayling had believed the Balance existed to keep humlings alive.



Maylond now knew that was not enough.



“What threatens the realm?”



Rellan-Vey answered first.



“Everything.”



Derda sighed.



Maylond looked at him.



“That isn’t useful either.”



“It is accurate.”



“Name something.”



“Flood.”



“Storm.”



“Disease.”



“Predators.”



“Poisonous growth.”



“Fire.”



“Famine.”



“Humlings,” Rellan-Vey said.



Maylond looked at her.



Derda did not object.



“Humlings threaten the realm.”



“They can.”



“One humling?”



“One is enough to begin something.”



“What?”



Rellan-Vey shrugged.



“A fire.”



Derda said, “A lie.”



Maylond looked at him.



He continued.



“A frightened village can be turned against another. Food can be hidden. Information can be changed. Trust can be broken. Someone with authority can convince others that a danger isn’t real—or that something harmless is a danger.”



Rellan-Vey added, “Someone strong enough can simply kill.”



Derda looked at her.



“And someone trusted enough doesn’t need to.”



Maylond considered that.



This was larger than the version taught to children.



Not survival.



Continuity.



A realm was made from things depending on other things.



Break enough connections and the whole structure could fail.



“Has the Balance ever been destroyed?”



“No,” Derda said.



“Then how do you know it can be?”



Neither answered immediately.



That interested Maylond.



Rellan-Vey finally said, “Because we’ve seen pieces fail.”



“Villages?”



“Yes.”



“How many?”



“Enough.”



“What happened?”



“Different things.”



“That’s not an answer.”



“No.”



Maylond waited.



Rellan-Vey did not continue.



Derda did.



“Some places were abandoned. Some lost too many humlings. Some couldn’t feed themselves. Some became dangerous to neighboring villages.”



“And the realm survived.”



“Yes.”



“So the Balance corrected.”



Derda hesitated.



“Or humlings corrected it.”



Rellan-Vey said, “Same result.”



“No,” Derda said.



Maylond looked between them again.



This disagreement seemed more important.



“How is it different?”



Derda looked toward the open side of the shelter.



“Because saying the Balance corrected itself makes it sound like something will save us.”



Rellan-Vey’s eyes narrowed.



Derda continued.



“It won’t.”



Maylond waited.



“We keep it,” Derda said. “Or we don’t.”



The words settled differently from the others.



Maylond looked outside.



A pair crossed the training ground.



Farther away, a child ran between two homes.



Someone shouted.



Someone answered.



A bird lifted from a roof.



Ond sat beside her.



Vey finally emerged from the grass and settled several lengths from Rellan-Vey.



Everything looked ordinary.



Mayling had thought ordinary things continued because that was what ordinary things did.



Maylond knew better now.



Ordinary required work.



“Then everyone keeps the Balance.”



“Yes,” Derda said.



Rellan-Vey said, “Some more directly than others.”



“Interferers.”



“Yes.”



“Softhearts.”



“Yes.”



“Tenders.”



Derda nodded.



“Skinpagers.”



“Yes.”



“Atlas Softhearts.”



“Yes.”



“Hunts. Reclaiming. Keeping. Finding.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked at Ond.



“And kitsing.”



Neither teacher answered immediately.



Maylond looked up.



“Well?”



Derda said, “Yes.”



Rellan-Vey said, “We think.”



Maylond frowned.



“We think?”



Rellan-Vey looked at Vey.



“She knows things I don’t.”



Maylond looked at Ond.



That was obvious.



“Things about the Balance?”



“Probably.”



“Have you asked?”



“Yes.”



“And?”



Rellan-Vey looked at Vey.



The gray kitsong yawned.



Maylond understood.



She looked at Ond.



You said we’re important.



Ond’s eyes opened more fully.



Why?



No answer.



To the Balance?



Nothing.



To each other?



His tail moved.



Maylond waited.



>> Us. <<



She stared at him.



The same answer.



Perhaps it was not an answer.



Perhaps it was the only answer he intended to give.



Derda watched her.



“What did he say?”



“Us.”



“Again?”



“Yes.”



Rellan-Vey’s attention remained on Ond.



Maylond looked from one teacher to the other.



One believed survival required being able to make the necessary choice.



The other believed survival required understanding what the choice cost.



Both believed an Interferer could become too dangerous to live.



Both believed a Softheart could become something worse than comforting.



Both believed the Balance could fail.



Neither knew why kitsing chose whom they chose.



Neither knew everything the kitsing knew.



And neither seemed troubled enough by that.



Maylond was not troubled either.



Not yet.



She stood.



Rellan-Vey looked up at her.



“Finished?”



“No.”



“Good.”



“I understand enough to begin.”



Rellan-Vey’s mouth shifted.



“That’s not the same thing.”



“I know.”



Derda stood too.



Maylond looked at him.



“An Interferer who loves one humling enough to sacrifice others for them threatens the Balance.”



“Yes.”



“And if they cannot be stopped any other way, they should die.”



Derda did not answer immediately.



Rellan-Vey did.



“Yes.”



Maylond looked at Derda.



“Do you disagree?”



His eyes held hers.



“No.”



“Then why did you hesitate?”



Derda’s whiskers moved faintly.



“Because knowing something is necessary doesn’t mean I have to like it.”



Maylond considered this.



That was a very Softheart answer.



She looked at Rellan-Vey.



“And you?”



“If the choice comes, liking it is irrelevant.”



A very Interferer answer.



Maylond understood both.



She preferred Rellan-Vey’s.



For now.



Ond rose beside her.



Rellan-Vey said, “Tomorrow we find out whether you’re as good at listening while someone is trying to hurt you.”



Maylond looked at her.



“I already beat you.”



“Yes.”



“So you should find someone better.”



Derda made a sound.



Small.



Maylond turned toward him.



He was trying not to smile.



She understood that too.



Almost.



Maylond stepped out of the shelter.



Ond followed.



After several lengths, she looked down at him.



Important.



His ears moved.



You said I was important.



Nothing.



Then you changed it to us.



Ond walked beside her.



Which is it?



He looked up.



>> Us. <<



Maylond faced forward again.



That answer made sense.



She and Ond were a humsong.



A pair.



Stronger together.



Their survival allowed them to protect others.



Their strength could serve the Balance.



There was nothing more complicated in it than that.



Maylond was certain.



Ond said nothing else.
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Rellan-Vey had stopped calling the walks instruction.



Maylond had noticed.



The first had taken her through the western neighborwebs, where Finders came and went with baskets of roots, resin, fruit and things Maylond could not identify by sight.



The second had followed the river.



Keepers worked there.



So did humlings who did not belong to any humsong role at all.



On the third, Rellan-Vey had shown her the Reclaimers.



Maylond had watched one of them spend nearly half a mark deciding which fallen wall should be rebuilt and which should be taken apart for its sand-glass.



She had asked why.



Rellan-Vey had answered, “Because both choices cost something.”



That seemed to be the answer to most questions now.



Today they were going south.



Toward the water.



Ond walked beside her.



True-sized.



Muted gold and brown.



His tail moved through the grass without touching it.



Vey followed farther back.



Large.



Bright.



Impossible.



Maylond knew Vey was smaller than she appeared.



Knowing did not make her smaller.



She had stopped trying to force the contradiction into agreement.



The path widened.



Then split.



Then widened again.



The smell reached them first.



Salt.



Wet wood.



Tarred plant resin.



Old fish.



Something sour from the tide pools.



Then sound.



Thicktwine striking timber.



Humsing shouting short instructions.



Wood grinding against wood.



The rhythmic slap of water beneath the docks.



Maylond had been here before.



Mayling had.



That distinction had become easier to make.



Mayling remembered coming here with Shirapeet when they were fourteen rotations old.



They had climbed beneath one of the old loading platforms after dark and stayed there until the rising water wet their legs.



They had crossed whiskers until both of them were laughing too hard to continue.



They had not wrapped limbs.



Mayling had wanted to.



Then changed her mind.



Then wanted to again.



Then worried that Shirapeet would think she was afraid.



Then worried he would think she was not afraid enough.



Maylond remembered all of it.



It seemed exhausting.



Rellan-Vey stopped where the packed path became a wide stretch of worn dockwood.



“Watch first.”



Maylond looked at her.



“That is usually what you say before something tries to kill me.”



“No.”



Rellan-Vey looked toward the water.



“Sometimes the work does that without trying.”



A Seastrider was approaching the docks.



Maylond had seen them from a distance.



Never this close.



The vessel rode low and narrow over the water, longer than three Southleft homes laid end to end, its sides dark with wet. A slanted sail had already been drawn down. Several humlings worked long oars near the rear while two others moved across the forward deck with coils of thicktwine.



It did not look dangerous.



The water was not rough.



No predator followed it.



No one aboard appeared injured.



Maylond looked at Rellan-Vey.



“This?”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked back.



“Why?”



Rellan-Vey's mouth shifted slightly.



“Watch.”



Someone shouted from the vessel.



A thicktwine flew.



A humsong at the end of the dock caught it.



He was tall enough that Maylond recognized him before she recognized his face.



Shirapeet had always been tall.



The humsong at the end of the dock was enormous.



Not merely in height.



His shoulders had broadened since Mayling last saw him. His arms were thick from work, the muscles moving visibly beneath skin so dark it reminded her of nightfruit just before the skin split.



His topshirt was already open at the throat.



The firestar stood high in the sky.



Several of the humlings around him had covered their shoulders and necks.



Shirapeet had not.



His skin had always been dark.



It was darker now.



Bonding had changed him.



A dark kitsong stood several lengths away.



Long-bodied.



Projected larger than Ond.



His coat was dark enough that the light showed only narrow warmer bands when he moved.



Shirapeet wrapped the thicktwine once around a dockpost.



The vessel pulled.



The line snapped tight.



His entire body changed.



Maylond saw it happen.



The relaxed weight disappeared from one leg.



His shoulders lowered.



His hands closed.



The thicktwine dragged through his grip until he caught it against the post and used his whole body to turn the force sideways.



Another Moorer caught a second line.



The Seastrider shifted.



Not much.



Enough.



The vessel's front swung toward the dock.



Maylond frowned.



She had expected more.



Shirapeet looked toward the Seastrider and shouted something Maylond could not hear.



Three humlings aboard moved.



The rear oars changed angle.



Someone farther down the dock called out.



“Shira-Kom!”



Shirapeet turned.



Maylond understood.



Kom.



The dark kitsong watching the lines was Kom.



Shirapeet was Shira-Kom now.



Kom's head lifted.



Shira-Kom moved immediately.



So did everyone else.



Maylond did not.



The line around the nearest post loosened.



For less than a breath it looked harmless.



Then the vessel shifted again.



The thicktwine ripped across the dock.



Shira-Kom crossed the space between them before Maylond understood why.



One hand struck her shoulder.



The other caught the front of her topshirt.



He moved her sideways.



Hard.



The thicktwine passed where her face had been.



It hit a support post with a sound like a sharpstick breaking.



Maylond looked at it.



Then at Shira-Kom.



His hand was still on her.



He released her.



“You're green.”



His voice was deeper than Shirapeet's had been.



Maylond looked past him at the line.



“It wouldn't have killed me.”



“Probably.”



“It would have broken my face.”



“Yes.”



Maylond considered that.



“You're less green.”



Shira-Kom smiled.



Not broadly.



Enough.



“Two rotations less.”



“Enough.”



Someone called for him.



He turned.



Maylond watched him return to the line.



Rellan-Vey said nothing.



Maylond looked at her.



“You knew that would happen.”



“I knew something would.”



“That isn't the same thing.”



“No.”



“You could have warned me.”



“I could have.”



Maylond looked at the thicktwine again.



“Why didn't you?”



“Because now you'll remember.”



Maylond disliked the answer.



That made it useful.



Ond sat beside her foot.



His tail curled once around his paws.



You didn't warn me either.



Ond looked toward the water.



>> Seen. <<



Maylond looked down at him.



You saw it?



>> Yes. <<



Before he did?



Ond's ears moved.



>> Kom. <<



Maylond looked toward the dark kitsong.



Kom had already lowered his head.



Shira-Kom had not seen the line first.



Kom had.



The bond had moved the rest.



Useful.



Maylond watched more carefully.



The Seastrider came in slowly after that.



Nothing about the work looked violent until she understood the forces involved.



Wet thicktwine strained under the pull of the vessel.



Posts groaned.



Bodies leaned.



Released.



Caught.



Moved.



Every action happened near enough to crush fingers, break limbs or throw someone into the water.



Shira-Kom worked as though none of it required thought.



Perhaps it didn't anymore.



Kom tracked the vessel constantly.



Shira-Kom followed things Kom knew before his own eyes could have known them.



The pair functioned differently from Maylond and Ond.



Not weaker.



Not stronger.



Different.



Maylond watched Shira-Kom brace one foot against a low timber and pull.



The movement exposed the muscles along his abdomen.



Mayling would have noticed that.



Maylond noticed it too.



The difference surprised her.



Not because Shira-Kom was attractive.



He was.



Obviously.



Several humlings watching from farther up the dock looked at him repeatedly.



A young Softheart carrying covered baskets slowed while passing.



One of the Moorers said something to Shira-Kom.



The Softheart heard it.



She smiled.



Shira-Kom did not look embarrassed.



Maylond understood why no one would be.



His body was useful.



It was also attractive.



Both were facts.



She continued watching.



The vessel finally settled against the dock.



More lines were secured.



A plank came down.



The work changed from controlling the Seastrider to unloading it.



Rellan-Vey moved closer.



“What role?”



“Moorer.”



“What do they do?”



Maylond looked at her.



“Moor vessels.”



Rellan-Vey waited.



Maylond looked back toward Shira-Kom.



“Control the vessel where water still controls it. Hold it against movement. Protect the dock. Protect the people aboard. Help with repair and unloading.”



“And?”



Maylond watched one of the Moorers inspect a frayed section of thicktwine.



“Keep people from having their faces broken.”



Rellan-Vey's mouth moved again.



“They do that too.”



Maylond looked toward the water.



“It isn't Interferer work.”



“No.”



“Not as dangerous.”



Rellan-Vey was silent.



Maylond looked at her.



“What?”



“Nothing.”



“You disagree.”



“I didn't say anything.”



“You didn't need to.”



Rellan-Vey turned toward the vessel.



“An Interferer usually knows what is trying to kill her.”



Maylond looked at the thicktwine.



Then the water.



Then the heavy hull moving despite being tied.



“Usually.”



“Yes.”



That made the work more interesting.



Not more appealing.



She still preferred something that could be struck.



Shira-Kom finished tying one of the lines and stood.



For the first time since he had pulled Maylond aside, he seemed aware she was still there.



His breathing was heavy.



Not uncontrolled.



His chest rose and fell quickly beneath the open topshirt.



His arms remained tense even after he released the line.



The work had stopped.



His body had not.



Maylond had seen this before.



Humsing returning from dangerous roles sometimes carried the work home inside them.



Movement continued after movement was necessary.



Attention sharpened after danger had passed.



Hands wanted something to do.



Bodies wanted another use for what remained.



Training.



Work.



Food.



Wrapping limbs.



Shira-Kom looked at Maylond.



She recognized the change immediately.



His eyes moved over her shoulders.



Then her arms.



Her hands.



Her legs.



Back to her face.



He was attracted to her.



There was nothing particularly private about it.



Maylond found herself studying him in return.



His face had changed less than his body.



The jaw was heavier.



The cheekbones looked sharper against skin darker than she remembered.



His hair had been cut close enough that almost nothing moved in the wind from the water.



His whiskers were longer than Shirapeet's had been.



Not Interferer-long.



Enough to make him look older.



His chestwhiskers showed where the topshirt had fallen open during the work.



Maylond remembered those too.



Not exactly.



Mayling's memory supplied sensations more easily than details.



Shirapeet's mouth.



His breath.



Their facial whiskers crossing.



Mayling trying not to laugh when one caught awkwardly against another.



His hand beneath her topshirt once.



Her hand beneath his.



Stopping before they wrapped limbs.



Maylond looked at Shira-Kom now.



He was more attractive than Shirapeet had been.



She did not want him.



The distinction was immediate.



Shira-Kom walked toward her.



Relaxed again.



Not entirely.



Kom followed.



Ond remained where he was.



Rellan-Vey looked toward the unloading vessel with such deliberate attention that Maylond knew she was aware of everything.



Shira-Kom stopped close.



Closer than the conversation required.



Maylond did not move.



His attention stayed on her face.



Then dropped briefly to the opening of her topshirt.



Maylond understood.



She had seen humsing do this after Traverses, hunts, difficult Reclaiming, even after a Keeper had nearly fallen from a roof during a storm.



There was a sequence.



Not a rule.



Something more obvious than that.



Bodies asked before mouths did.



Shira-Kom loosened another fastening on his topshirt.



More of his chestwhiskers became visible.



The gesture was unhurried.



Deliberate.



He was not displaying affection.



He was asking whether she wanted to wrap limbs.



Maylond looked at his chest.



Then his mouth.



Then his eyes.



He was still attractive.



Very.



His body was still carrying the violent remnants of the Mooring.



Maylond could see why another humsong might want to use them.



She did not.



She fastened her own topshirt.



Once.



Then again.



Her chestwhiskers disappeared beneath it.



Shira-Kom watched.



His desire did not disappear.



Neither did the remaining tension in his body.



He simply reached to his own topshirt and closed it.



One fastening.



Then another.



Kom had drifted closer to Ond.



He stopped.



Ond looked at him.



Kom lowered his head slightly.



Then turned away.



Ond's tail moved once.



Nothing else happened.



Maylond looked back at Shira-Kom.



“That was efficient.”



His mouth shifted.



“You always liked efficient.”



“Mayling didn't.”



“No.”



He leaned one shoulder against a dockpost.



The old ease returned quickly.



“You used to look back.”



“At what?”



“Me.”



Maylond considered him.



“I'm looking at you now.”



“Not like that.”



“No.”



Shira-Kom nodded.



No hurt.



No accusation.



A changed fact had been identified.



Maylond appreciated that.



“We crossed whiskers,” he said.



“As Mayling and Shirapeet.”



“Yes.”



“We're not.”



“No.”



Maylond looked over him once more.



“You're more attractive now.”



Shira-Kom gave her a cocky smile.



“That's useful.”



“It wasn't praise.”



“I know.”



“It was an observation.”



“I know that too.”



Maylond looked toward Kom.



“Did he change your skin?”



Shira-Kom glanced down at his own forearm.



“Maybe.”



“It was dark before.”



“Not this dark.”



“Nightfruit.”



He looked at her.



“That dark?”



“Yes.”



“Good.”



“Why?”



“The firestar likes everyone else more.”



Maylond looked toward the other Moorers.



Two had already covered their shoulders.



One had wrapped cloth around the back of his neck.



Shira-Kom stood in full light without appearing concerned.



“That helps your work.”



“Yes.”



“Useful change.”



“Most are.”



Maylond thought of her eyes.



Very dark.



Almost no resemblance to Mayling's.



She did not know whether that was useful.



Shira-Kom looked at them now.



“Yours changed.”



“Yes.”



“I noticed.”



“Most people do.”



“Not only your eyes.”



His gaze moved over her again.



Less sexually this time.



More evaluative.



“Your shoulders.”



“Training.”



“Your arms.”



“Training.”



“Your hands.”



Maylond looked down at them.



“What about them?”



“You hold them differently.”



She looked back at him.



“That isn't physical.”



“It is from here.”



Maylond considered that.



Shira-Kom had always watched bodies.



Shirapeet had watched Mayling's because he wanted to touch it.



Shira-Kom watched movement because movement mattered to his work.



Perhaps both.



“You stand differently too,” he said.



“I know.”



“You didn't before.”



“I know that too.”



He studied her face.



“Mayling would have argued.”



“About what?”



“Anything.”



“That sounds inefficient.”



“It was.”



Maylond waited.



He gave her a small look of amusement.



“You're easier now.”



“Then why didn't you want me before?”



“I did.”



Maylond thought about that.



“Then easier doesn't matter.”



“No.”



“Good.”



A Moorer farther down the dock called for Shira-Kom.



He raised one hand without looking away from Maylond.



The gesture meant he had heard.



Nothing more.



She liked that about him.



Competent.



Strong.



Clear.



Good at dangerous work.



Attractive.



She still did not want his company.



The fact required no explanation.



Rellan-Vey finally turned back toward them.



“We're moving.”



Maylond nodded.



Shira-Kom pushed away from the post.



“You're seeing roles?”



“Yes.”



“Which ones?”



“Enough.”



“Still Interferer?”



“Yes.”



“That didn't take long.”



“It took longer than necessary.”



Shira-Kom's eyes shifted briefly toward Ond.



Ond ignored him.



“Kom chose Mooring before I did.”



“Why?”



Shira-Kom looked toward the water.



“Pull.”



Maylond waited.



“That was his explanation?”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked at Kom.



Kom was watching a new vessel farther out.



“Clear.”



“Very.”



Ond sent nothing.



Maylond looked down at him.



You had more words.



Ond's ears moved.



>> Stronger. Together. <<



Three.



Maylond decided not to point out the difference.



She started after Rellan-Vey.



Shira-Kom walked with her for several lengths.



“You're still green.”



Maylond looked at him.



“So are you.”



“Less.”



“Two rotations.”



“Enough.”



“You said that already.”



“Still true.”



Maylond looked back toward the Seastrider.



“You nearly lost control of a line.”



“We did lose control of it.”



“That seems worse.”



“It is.”



“You should improve.”



Shira-Kom looked at her.



“There she is.”



Maylond stopped.



“Who?”



Something changed in his eyes.



Recognition.



Memory.



Maylond knew both without knowing what he remembered.



“No one.”



Maylond continued walking.



Rellan-Vey had moved ahead.



Vey followed her.



Maylond could still hear the docks behind them.



Wood.



Water.



Thicktwine.



Shouting.



She understood why Moorers were humsing now.



Not because they needed strength.



Strength alone would have been insufficient.



Kom saw movement Shira-Kom could not.



Shira-Kom acted on it before thought.



The pair made dangerous forces manageable.



The work protected everyone who came through Southleft by water.



Maylond still preferred Interferer work.



Shira-Kom said, “I heard about Rellan-Vey.”



Maylond looked at him.



“He's standing twenty lengths ahead of us.”



“The fight.”



“Oh.”



“You beat him.”



“Yes.”



Shira-Kom waited.



Maylond waited too.



Finally he said, “That's all?”



“What else?”



“He's been an Interferer longer than you've been a humsong.”



“That didn't make him faster.”



Shira-Kom looked at her hands.



“He says you surprised him.”



“I beat him.”



“Yes.”



“Those aren't the same thing.”



“No.”



Maylond studied him.



“You've been talking to him.”



“Everyone has.”



“Why?”



“Because everyone heard.”



Maylond frowned.



“He told everyone?”



“Probably not.”



“Then who did?”



Shira-Kom shrugged.



“Southleft.”



“That isn't a person.”



“It behaves like one.”



Maylond disliked that answer too.



It was probably accurate.



“Does it matter?”



“To you?”



“Yes.”



“No.”



“Then why are we discussing it?”



Shira-Kom looked toward Rellan-Vey.



“Because someone else asked.”



Maylond slowed.



“Who?”



Shira-Kom did not answer immediately.



That made the name more important before he said it.



“Aar-Din.”



Maylond stopped.



She knew the name.



Not personally.



Everyone knew the name.



A Traverse Interferer.



Old enough in the role that stories about him had stopped sounding like stories and become examples.



Maylond looked at Shira-Kom.



“Why?”



He looked at her hands again.



Then at her face.



“He heard a sapling bested a youngbush.”


Chapter 9
“We trust the old survivor because we mistake survival for wisdom.”

— Mella Tain, historian
Aar-Din
v1 · 2,586 wordsMaylond had heard Aar-Din's name before she knew what an Interferer was.



Not from Marling.



Marling did not tell stories about Interferers unless the story ended with someone needing a Mender.



Other humsing did.



They told stories about the ancients.



Humsing who had crossed parts of the realm no living humling had seen. Humsing who had found villages that later disappeared. Humsing who had survived creatures whose names remained in skinpages even after the creatures themselves had stopped being seen.



Most of those names belonged to the past.



Aar-Din's did not.



He had Traversed farther than any humsong Maylond knew of.



More villages than the ancients remembered by living humlings.



More, some claimed, than any recorded by Skinpagers.



Mayling had assumed that part was exaggeration.



Maylond was less certain.



Forty rotations was old for an Interferer.



It was not old enough to become humsang.



Not old enough to be quieted until age rested him forever.



Aar-Din was simply still alive.



And he had rested others.



Three, according to one story.



Four in another.



Mayling had once heard six.



Humsing.



Not animals.



Not enemies from another village.



Humsing who had fallen out of Balance badly enough that allowing them to continue was more dangerous than ending them.



Aar-Din had found them.



Then rested them.



Mayling had disliked those stories.



Maylond understood them better.



She had never expected to meet him.



Certainly not because of Rellan-Vey.



"You didn't tell me."



Rellan-Vey continued walking.



"You didn't ask."



"How would I ask about something I didn't know?"



"You could ask more questions."



"That would be inefficient."



"Yes."



Maylond looked at Rellan-Vey.



Rellan-Vey's face remained still.



Maylond was beginning to suspect that sometimes Rellan-Vey said things only to annoy her.



Vey walked beside her, enormous and pale against the vegetation.



Ond had disappeared into the grass.



Maylond could feel him there.



Near.



Interested.



She had asked Rellan-Vey how Aar-Din knew her name.



Apparently he barely had.



On one Traverse through Southleft, someone had mentioned a new Interferer.



On another, a different humsong had mentioned Mayl-Ond.



Aar-Din had continued on both times.



On his third visit, he heard that a green sapling had bested a youngbush.



He knew Rellan-Vey.



That had been enough.



"You've met him before," Maylond said.



"Yes."



"How many times?"



"I don't know."



"You don't remember?"



"I don't count every time I meet someone."



"You should."



"Why?"



"Then you'd know."



Rellan-Vey looked at her.



Maylond waited.



Rellan-Vey continued walking.



They had left the busiest neighborwebs behind.



The structures here were farther apart. The ground rose slightly from the water, vegetation thickening between paths until roofs appeared to grow directly from it.



Maylond expected someone legendary to occupy more space.



There was no crowd.



No gathering of young Interferers.



No Skinpager waiting to preserve something important.



There was only a humling sitting beneath the shade of a broadleaf tree.



Maylond looked past him.



Then back.



The humling stood.



Maylond understood why she had looked past him.



He was thin.



Not merely lean.



Thin.



His clothing hung loosely enough that Maylond could see narrow wrists below the sleeves. His shoulders were not especially broad. His waist looked smaller than hers.



Shira-Kom could have lifted him.



Maylond probably could too.



Then he stepped toward them.



The thought disappeared.



There was no weakness in the movement.



Nothing loose.



Nothing uncertain.



The muscles along his forearm tightened beneath his skin like musicbox twine pulled to pitch.



Maylond looked at his face.



His cheekwhiskers were the longest she had ever seen.



Rellan-Vey's had seemed long.



Maylond revised the comparison.



Aar-Din's swept outward from his cheeks in fine lines that moved slightly when the air moved around him. Several were darker near the root and pale toward the ends.



His topshirt was fastened loosely.



A few chestwhiskers showed above it.



Some were gray.



That surprised her more than his body.



He did not look old.



He looked used.



Maylond decided there was a difference.



His eyes moved to her.



Then to Vey.



Then past Maylond.



"Where is he?"



Maylond knew who he meant.



"Near."



Aar-Din looked at the grass.



Ond emerged.



Aar-Din's attention settled on him.



Maylond watched for the usual mistake.



There was none she could identify.



Aar-Din saw Ond as every other humling did.



Large.



Bright gold and deep brown.



Dangerous-looking.



Aar-Din studied him anyway.



Something shifted at the edge of Maylond's vision.



She turned.



A kitsong stood beneath the broadleaf tree.



Maylond was certain she had not been there before.



Dark gray along the back.



Paler beneath.



Long legs.



A narrow face.



Female.



Din.



She stood perfectly still.



Not sitting.



Not crouching.



Standing.



Her eyes were on Ond.



Ond looked at her.



Neither moved.



Rellan-Vey said, "Aar-Din."



"Rellan-Vey."



No greeting beyond that.



Aar-Din looked at Maylond.



"Mayl-Ond."



There was no question in it.



"Yes."



"You beat her."



"Yes."



Rellan-Vey said, "She did."



Aar-Din's eyes remained on Maylond.



"I asked her."



Maylond looked at Rellan-Vey.



Rellan-Vey did not appear offended.



Maylond looked back.



"Yes."



"Why?"



Maylond frowned.



"She was training me."



"That isn't why you beat her."



"She tried to stop me."



"Better."



Aar-Din walked around her.



Maylond turned her head to follow him.



"Don't."



She stopped.



Aar-Din continued behind her.



Maylond felt her whiskers register his movement.



Air against one side.



Then the other.



He came around in front again.



"You're watching me."



"Yes."



"With your eyes."



"And my whiskers."



"Better."



Maylond disliked how often he used that word.



It made her want to earn it again.



Aar-Din looked toward Ond.



"How long?"



"Since the Going?"



"Yes."



Maylond told him.



He gave no reaction.



"You chose Interfering?"



"Ond did."



Aar-Din looked at Ond.



"Why?"



Maylond waited.



Aar-Din did too.



Ond sat.



His tail wrapped around his paws.



Aar-Din looked back at her.



"He doesn't answer me."



"No."



"Good."



Maylond frowned.



"Why would he?"



Aar-Din did not answer.



He looked toward Rellan-Vey.



"What have you taught her?"



"Enough to know she needs more."



"That wasn't my question."



Rellan-Vey's eyes narrowed slightly.



Maylond watched.



She had never seen anyone speak to Rellan-Vey as though her answer were inadequate.



Rellan-Vey listed what they had done.



Fighting.



Movement.



Role observation.



The Balance.



Traversing preparation.



Aar-Din interrupted only once.



"Balance from whom?"



"Me. Derda. Others."



Aar-Din nodded.



Nothing more.



When Rellan-Vey finished, he looked at Maylond again.



"You're fast."



"Yes."



One of his hands moved.



Maylond did not see the beginning.



She saw his fingers near her throat.



Her body moved before she thought.



She stepped sideways.



His hand passed through the space she had occupied.



Ond was standing.



Maylond's heart struck once, hard.



Aar-Din's arm was already back at his side.



Maylond stared at him.



"You tried to strike me."



"No."



"You reached for my throat."



"Yes."



"That is striking."



"If I had tried to strike you, I would have."



Maylond looked at Rellan-Vey.



She had not moved.



Vey had not moved either.



Maylond looked back at Aar-Din.



"Again."



His mouth changed.



Barely.



"Good."



He moved.



Maylond was ready this time.



That made almost no difference.



She caught the shift in his shoulder.



Ond caught something else.



She moved left.



Aar-Din changed direction.



Maylond dropped beneath his arm and drove her hand toward his ribs.



She expected contact.



There was none.



Aar-Din was somewhere else.



Not far.



Far enough.



Maylond turned.



His hand touched the back of her neck.



Lightly.



Then withdrew.



Maylond spun toward him.



"You would be dead," he said.



"No."



Aar-Din waited.



Maylond understood.



"Yes."



"Again?"



"Yes."



Rellan-Vey stepped farther away.



Maylond lowered her weight.



Ond moved several lengths to her right.



Din had not moved.



Maylond glanced at her.



Still beneath the tree.



Still watching.



Aar-Din attacked.



Maylond moved.



Ond saw the angle.



She did not need the word.



Her body changed direction before Aar-Din's hand reached her.



She caught his wrist.



For a fraction of a breath Maylond thought she had him.



Aar-Din's arm felt nothing like it looked.



The thin muscle hardened beneath her hand.



Musicbox twine.



Then her grip was empty.



Something caught her arm.



Her balance disappeared.



The ground struck her back.



Aar-Din stood above her.



Maylond stared up at him.



She had not understood the movement.



That bothered her more than losing.



"Again."



"No."



Maylond stood.



"Again."



Aar-Din looked at Rellan-Vey.



"She does this?"



"Yes."



"Good."



Maylond said, "Stop saying that."



Aar-Din looked at her.



"Why?"



"I don't know."



"Then I won't."



That irritated her too.



She raised her hands.



Aar-Din did not.



Maylond attacked first.



She was faster than she had been with Rellan-Vey.



She knew it immediately.



Ond knew where Aar-Din's weight was going.



Maylond trusted it.



No pause.



No verification.



Aar-Din shifted.



She shifted with him.



His elbow came up.



She was already outside it.



For the first time, Aar-Din's expression changed.



Interest.



Maylond drove forward.



He caught her.



Not the arm.



The body.



One moment she was moving into him.



The next his narrow shoulder was beneath her center and the world changed direction.



Maylond hit the ground harder this time.



Air left her.



Aar-Din's knee stopped beside her ribs.



His hand rested against her throat.



Not pressing.



It did not need to.



Maylond looked up at him.



He was not breathing hard.



She was.



Aar-Din removed his hand.



Maylond remained on the ground for another breath.



"How?"



"Which part?"



"All of it."



"No."



Maylond sat up.



"That isn't an answer."



"It is."



"It isn't useful."



"You're green."



Maylond stood.



"So I've been told."



"By the Moorer?"



Maylond looked at him.



Aar-Din's mouth moved slightly.



Not a smile.



Almost.



"Southleft behaves like a person," he said.



Maylond decided she disliked that saying more every time she heard it.



Ond came to her.



He stopped beside her leg.



Aar-Din watched.



"Again," Maylond said.



"No."



"Why?"



"I know what I wanted to know."



"What?"



Aar-Din looked at Ond.



"He decides quickly."



Maylond waited.



"And?"



"You accept it."



"Yes."



"No distrust."



"Of Ond?"



"Yes."



Maylond looked down at him.



Ond looked up.



"No."



"No second decision."



"I don't understand."



"You don't decide whether his decision is correct."



Maylond frowned.



"He's Ond."



Aar-Din waited.



Maylond did not know what else he expected.



"There is no space between his decision and yours," he said.



"Why would there be?"



Aar-Din looked at Ond again.



For the first time, Maylond wondered whether she had impressed him.



The thought pleased her.



She disliked that it pleased her.



Then decided there was no reason to dislike it.



Aar-Din was better than she was.



Far better.



Approval from someone better contained information.



Din moved.



Maylond turned toward her.



Nothing was there.



She searched the shade beneath the broadleaf tree.



Empty.



She looked toward the path.



Nothing.



Then Din was beside Aar-Din.



Maylond's whiskers lifted.



She had not seen the kitsong cross the space.



Had not heard her.



Had not felt the movement in the air.



Maylond looked at Ond.



Where was she?



Ond watched Din.



No answer.



Din sat beside Aar-Din.



Perfectly still again.



Maylond looked at Aar-Din.



"She disappeared."



"Yes."



"How?"



"Din."



Maylond waited.



That appeared to be the entire explanation.



"You're not very useful when you speak."



"I wasn't speaking to be useful."



Maylond almost smiled.



She stopped herself.



She did not know why.



Aar-Din stepped closer.



Maylond remained where she was.



He looked at her face.



Then at her cheekwhiskers.



One of his hands rose.



Maylond could have moved.



She did not.



His fingers touched the whiskers along her cheek.



Not roughly.



The opposite.



He drew two of them lightly between his fingers, careful enough that the touch barely pulled at the roots.



Maylond stopped breathing.



Every part of her attention moved to his hand.



The intimacy of it was immediate.



Her body knew the meaning even if Aar-Din apparently did not intend it.



Or perhaps he did.



His eyes remained on hers.



Then he gave her a cocky smile.



Approval.



That was probably what he meant.



Probably.



His fingers left her whiskers.



Maylond's breathing returned.



Something else did not.



She looked at his mouth.



Then at the gray among the chestwhiskers visible above his topshirt.



She wondered what his body would feel like without the cloth between them.



Thin.



Hard.



Nothing wasted.



She wondered what it would be like to wrap limbs with someone who could move her as though her strength meant nothing.



The thought sharpened.



Maylond let it.



She did not want him now.



Not like this.



Not green beneath an Interferer who could put her on the ground whenever he chose.



Later, perhaps.



When she was not a sapling.



When he couldn't.



The thought seemed reasonable.



Aar-Din had already turned away.



That made it easier to continue looking at him.



Rellan-Vey was watching her.



Maylond met her eyes.



Rellan-Vey looked away first.



Interesting.



Aar-Din said, "You've been told about resting."



Maylond's attention returned immediately.



"Yes."



"What were you told?"



"That an Interferer who becomes dangerous to the Balance may need to be killed."



"May?"



"If the danger can be stopped another way, killing would be waste."



Aar-Din looked at Rellan-Vey.



"She listens."



"Sometimes."



Maylond ignored that.



"You've rested humsing."



Aar-Din looked at her.



"Yes."



"How many?"



"Enough."



"That isn't a number."



"No."



"Three?"



Aar-Din said nothing.



"Four?"



Nothing.



"Six?"



His face did not change.



Maylond understood why the stories disagreed.



"How do you know?"



"When to rest them?"



"Yes."



"You look."



"At what?"



"Everything."



Maylond waited.



Aar-Din did not continue.



She looked at Din.



The kitsong had not moved.



"You look at the kitsong too."



Aar-Din's eyes returned to her.



"Yes."



"Why?"



"Because there are two."



Maylond frowned.



"Obviously."



"Not to everyone."



Something about his answer felt larger than the words.



Maylond waited for him to explain.



He did not.



Din looked at Aar-Din.



For one moment nothing passed between them that Maylond could see.



Then Aar-Din's fingers flexed once.



Din lowered her head.



Maylond wondered what had been said.



Ond sometimes needed only one word.



Sometimes none.



Perhaps age in the bond removed the words entirely.



Twenty-two rotations with Ond seemed impossible to imagine.



Maylond had not yet completed one.



She looked at Aar-Din differently after that.



Not at his body.



At the distance.



Twenty-two rotations of Traversing.



Twenty-two rotations of surviving.



Villages Maylond had never seen.



Creatures she did not know existed.



Humsing he had watched become dangerous.



Humsing he had killed because leaving them alive would cost more.



Maylond wanted that.



Not the resting.



The certainty.



The competence.



The distance traveled.



She wanted to know enough that someone could ask what should be done and the answer would already exist inside her.



Aar-Din looked at her.



"What?"



Maylond realized she had been staring.



"Nothing."



"You were thinking."



"Yes."



"What?"



"That I want to be better than you."



Rellan-Vey made a small sound behind her.



Maylond looked back.



"What?"



"Nothing."



Aar-Din was looking at her again.



His eyes showed something Maylond couldn't immediately identify.



Then it disappeared.



"Good," he said.



Maylond stared at him.



"You said you wouldn't."



"I changed my mind."



"That seems inefficient."



"Yes."



For the first time Maylond understood why someone might enjoy being irritating.



She almost smiled again.



Aar-Din walked toward the path.



Din remained seated.



He had gone several lengths before she stood.



Maylond watched her.



Then blinked.



Din was farther away.



She had missed the movement again.



Maylond disliked that.



She wanted to learn it.



"Again," she called.



Aar-Din stopped.



"No."



"You haven't shown me how you did it."



"I know."



"When will you?"



He turned.



"Tomorrow."



Maylond looked at him.



"Rellan-Vey trains me tomorrow."



"Not tomorrow."



Maylond looked toward Rellan-Vey.



Rellan-Vey had heard him.



She did not object.


Chapter 10
“Wanting someone is easy. Wanting them tomorrow is another appetite entirely.”

— Sera Vell, poet
Tany-Stry
v1 · 4,061 wordsMaylond returned to the docks four returns later and discovered that Shira-Kom was gone.



She was disappointed for less than a breath.



Then something struck Ond from behind.



He rolled across the boards, disappeared beneath a stack of folded sailcloth, and emerged with another kitsong attached to his back.



Maylond stopped walking.



The other kitsong was enormous to her eyes.



Long-bodied and restless, with a narrow chest and legs that seemed incapable of remaining in the same place for more than a breath. He twisted away from Ond, sprang onto a thicktwine coil, bounded from there onto a low rail, and immediately launched himself back at him.



Ond ducked.



The kitsong sailed over him.



Landed.



Turned.



Pounced again.



Ond struck him in the face.



The kitsong struck back.



Maylond looked at Rellan-Vey.



"Should we stop them?"



"No."



"They're fighting."



"No."



Ond rolled onto his back.



The other kitsong jumped onto his stomach.



Ond caught him with all four limbs and threw him sideways.



Maylond watched them tumble.



You're playing.



Ond's ears moved toward her.



Nothing else.



The other kitsong charged him again.



Ond charged back.



Maylond had her answer.



"That's Stry."



The voice came from behind her.



Maylond turned.



The female humling approaching them wore an unsleeved workcloth fastened from throat to waist and dark chogskin legcovers that had probably once fit closely. Salt, resin and something green had dried across one thigh.



Her arms were bare.



Muscular.



Not Shira-Kom muscular.



Different.



Shira-Kom's body looked built to pull.



Hers looked built to survive being pulled apart.



She was older than Maylond but not old. Her skin had been darkened unevenly by the firestar, deepest across her shoulders, forearms and face. Pale lines crossed one wrist. Another scar disappeared beneath her workcloth.



She looked at Stry.



Then Ond.



Then Maylond.



Her mouth opened into a deliberate display of teeth.



Her eyes crinkled at the edges.



Not a smile.



A fangshow.



"He likes yours."



Maylond looked at Ond.



Stry had just knocked him from the thicktwine.



Ond came back immediately.



"Apparently."



"Tany-Stry."



"Mayl-Ond."



"I know."



Maylond looked at her.



Another fangshow.



"Everyone knows."



"That seems unlikely."



"You beat Rellan-Vey."



"Once."



"That's the part everyone knows."



Rellan-Vey had continued walking.



Maylond turned.



"You're leaving?"



"Yes."



"What am I doing?"



Rellan-Vey pointed toward Tany-Stry.



"That."



Tany-Stry looked down at herself.



"Unfortunate."



Rellan-Vey kept walking.



Maylond watched her go.



"She does that."



"I know."



"You know Rellan-Vey?"



"Everyone knows Rellan-Vey."



"Apparently everyone knows everyone except me."



"You're green."



Maylond stared at her.



Tany-Stry fangshowed.



Maylond was beginning to dislike docks.



---



Tany-Stry preferred hard ground.



Maylond learned this before she learned anything useful about vessels.



"Then why are you here?"



"Because everyone dies."



Tany-Stry said it while scraping a gray-green growth from the side of a Seastrider.



Maylond stopped scraping.



Tany-Stry did not.



"What?"



"Everyone dies."



"I heard you."



"Then why did you ask?"



"I asked why that puts you here."



Tany-Stry shoved the scraper beneath another patch.



It came away wetly.



"Because Sailing humsing die faster."



"That isn't an answer."



"It is if you think about it."



Maylond did.



There were fewer experienced Sailing Interferers than Southleft needed. Tany-Stry was an experienced Interferer. Therefore what she preferred mattered less than what the Balance required.



"How long have you been bonded?"



"Eight rotations."



Maylond looked at her.



Tany-Stry caught the expression.



"Twenty-six."



"I know how subtraction works."



"I didn't know what part surprised you."



"That you're still alive."



Tany-Stry stopped scraping.



Her teeth appeared.



"That part surprises me too."



Then she went back to work.



Maylond watched her.



There was no fear in the answer.



No pride either.



Aar-Din survived as though survival were a skill he had perfected.



Tany-Stry survived as though survival were a joke that had continued too long.



Over the next several returns, Maylond began to understand why.



Tany-Stry had known stronger humsing who died.



Faster ones.



Older ones.



A Sailing Interferer who had survived eleven rotations and drowned when broken masttwine caught his ankle.



A Hunter who could throw a sharpstick farther than anyone Tany-Stry had ever seen and died from a bite no larger than Maylond's thumb.



A Moorer who survived a Water Bull strike and was killed two returns later when a cargo brace slipped.



Tany-Stry did not tell the stories sadly.



She used them as instructions.



Never stand inside loose thicktwine.



Never put a hand where a vessel could put its weight.



Never trust a creature because it was small.



Never assume experience had negotiated anything with death.



"Then what's the point of becoming good?" Maylond asked.



Tany-Stry looked at her as though the question were strange.



"So fewer things kill you."



"But you just said-"



"Fewer isn't none."



Fangshow.



Maylond liked that answer.



She also learned that vessels were disgusting.



From shore, Seastriders had seemed elegant.



Up close, they smelled.



Wet wood held the odor of everything it had carried. Sticky sealing resin collected hair, grit and pieces of things Maylond chose not to identify. Slime grew in places that stayed wet. Thicktwine splintered into fibers that found the softest parts of her hands.



Tany-Stry made her learn all of it.



Where to stand when a sail filled.



Where never to stand.



How a vessel moved beneath the body even when the water looked still.



How to cross wet boards without watching her feet.



How to identify a strained line by sound.



How to get over a rail quickly.



How to fall into water without letting the vessel strike her afterward.



Maylond fell in twice.



Tany-Stry fangshowed both times.



On the third return, Maylond shoved her in.



Tany-Stry came out of the water with the same expression.



After that, touching became part of the work.



At first Maylond assumed it was instruction.



Tany-Stry moved her by the shoulder instead of telling her where to stand.



A hand at Maylond's waist turned her away from a moving line.



A forearm against her back told her to duck.



Efficient.



Then Tany-Stry passed behind her one return with enough room not to touch.



Her hip struck Maylond's anyway.



Maylond looked back.



Fangshow.



The next time Maylond passed her, she used her shoulder.



Harder.



Tany-Stry moved half a step.



Her eyes crinkled.



Maylond continued walking.



Later they carried a wet length of thicktwine between them.



Tany-Stry bumped her hip against Maylond's.



Maylond bumped back.



Tany-Stry did it harder.



Maylond drove her sideways until one foot reached the edge of the vessel.



Tany-Stry caught a support and stayed aboard.



"Green," she said.



"You almost fell."



"You almost tried."



"I did try."



Fangshow.



They kept carrying the line.



By the next return, neither required an excuse.



Shoulders struck while passing.



Hips collided while hauling.



Tany-Stry once caught Maylond around the waist from behind when she deliberately stepped into her path.



Maylond drove an elbow backward.



Tany-Stry avoided it.



"Too slow."



Maylond turned and shoved her.



Tany-Stry shoved back.



Stry launched himself onto Ond at almost the same moment.



For several breaths both pairs fought.



Then Tany-Stry released Maylond.



Maylond released her.



Neither had accomplished anything.



Maylond found herself looking at Tany-Stry's chest.



She looked away.



Tany-Stry's eyes crinkled.



Maylond decided she had seen.



That did not bother her.



Stry followed them everywhere.



He could remain still.



Maylond saw him do it once.



For nearly three breaths.



Then he attacked Ond.



Ond had changed around him.



Not greatly.



Enough.



He chased.



He ambushed.



He disappeared behind cargo and waited for Stry to pass.



Once Stry walked beneath hanging sailcloth and Ond dropped onto him from above.



The two vanished beneath it.



The cloth began moving violently.



Maylond watched.



Tany-Stry shoulder-bumped her.



"They'll do that until one sleeps."



"Which one?"



"Stry doesn't sleep."



Maylond looked at her.



Fangshow.



Maylond was learning when not to believe her.



On the next return Tany-Stry asked, "You know Shira-Kom?"



"Yes."



"Before Kom?"



"Yes."



"Shirapeet."



Maylond turned.



"You knew him then?"



"No."



Tany-Stry pulled a knot tight.



"I know him now."



"How well?"



Tany-Stry looked at her.



The fangshow came slowly.



Maylond waited.



"Enough."



Maylond understood what she was implying.



"Did you wrap limbs?"



Tany-Stry's eyes crinkled further.



"You ask directly."



"Why wouldn't I?"



"No reason."



"You didn't answer."



"No."



"No, you didn't?"



"No, I didn't answer."



Maylond considered pushing her into the water again.



Instead she returned to the knot.



It didn't matter.



Shira-Kom was attractive.



Tany-Stry was attractive.



Whether they had wrapped limbs had no effect on either observation.



Tany-Stry watched her for another moment.



"You really don't care."



"Should I?"



"No."



Tany-Stry moved beside her.



Their shoulders touched.



This time neither moved away.



"You're strange, Maylond."



Maylond looked at her.



Not Mayl-Ond.



Maylond.



"Am I?"



"Yes."



Tany-Stry bumped her shoulder once.



Maylond returned it.



Harder.



Stry chased Ond between two cargo stacks.



Maylond returned to the knot.



She liked being called Maylond by Tany-Stry.



She did not examine why.



---



The Sharptoothed Feathersoarers came on the sixth return.



They should not have.



Maylond knew that before the first one reached the docks because Tany-Stry stopped moving.



It was the first time Maylond had seen her become completely still.



A shadow crossed the vessel.



Stry's play ended.



Ond appeared beside Maylond.



Tany-Stry looked upward.



"No."



Maylond followed her eyes.



The Feathersoarer crossed the firestar.



Its wings were broad and sharply jointed, its body smaller than its shadow suggested. Two long legs folded beneath it.



Then it turned.



Its mouth opened.



The teeth mattered more than the feathers.



Narrow.



Crowded.



Edges finer than the glass left when rain lighthammers struck sand.



During egglay season, everyone near the shore watched the sky.



This was not egglay season.



"Tany-Stry."



"I know."



A scream came from farther down the docks.



Then another.



The first Feathersoarer folded its wings.



It dropped.



"DOWN!"



Tany-Stry moved toward the vessel.



Maylond moved toward shore.



They didn't discuss it.



The Feathersoarer struck a humling carrying a basket.



The basket broke.



The humling disappeared beneath wings.



Maylond pulled a stonesling from her waist.



She had made several after training with Rellan-Vey.



Two shaped stones joined by braided twine.



Simple.



One stone remained in her hand.



The other dropped.



Maylond began turning it.



Once.



Twice.



The free stone climbed.



The stonesling circled above her head.



Ond saw the Feathersoarer.



Maylond felt the direction before she completely understood it.



The creature lifted its head from the humling beneath it.



Blood covered its teeth.



Maylond released.



The stone crossed the space.



It struck the Feathersoarer's head.



Its neck snapped sideways.



The creature collapsed.



Maylond ran toward it.



Another shadow crossed her.



She ducked.



A Feathersoarer passed overhead.



Maylond reached the first body, put her foot against its wing and pulled the stonesling free.



Blood coated one stone.



A feather had twisted into the braid.



She didn't clean it.



She turned.



Another came.



The bloody stonesling climbed above her.



Released.



Missed.



Maylond ran after it while the Feathersoarer turned.



"Mayl-Ond!"



Tany-Stry.



Maylond dropped.



The creature passed so close that a wing bent her cheekwhiskers against her face.



Ond was already moving.



>> Left. <<



Maylond rolled.



Teeth closed where her shoulder had been.



She came up beside the stonesling.



Grabbed it.



The Feathersoarer turned again.



Too close to swing overhead.



Maylond caught one stone in her fist and drove it into the creature's jaw.



Once.



Again.



Teeth snapped.



She caught the connecting twine, swung the second stone at close range and crushed it against the side of the creature's head.



It fell.



Maylond yanked the weapon free.



Another scream.



Softhearts were running now.



Some toward the wounded.



Some dragging them away.



One reached a fallen humling just as a Feathersoarer caught her across the shoulders.



The creature lifted.



Not far.



Far enough.



It dropped her against the edge of a vessel.



She did not move.



Maylond saw it.



Then stopped seeing it.



Nothing could be done there.



Something could be done ahead.



She ran.



Her first stonesling lay beside another body.



Maylond scooped it up.



Now she had one in each hand.



Both were sticky.



One had a long dark feather wound through the twine.



The other left blood across her palm.



A shadow moved.



Maylond let one stonesling hang while she spun the other.



Ond shifted.



She released.



Bone broke.



The Feathersoarer fell.



Maylond ran after the weapon.



Retrieved it.



Turned.



Tany-Stry was fighting from the deck of the Seastrider.



A Feathersoarer landed on the rail.



Tany-Stry caught one wing before it could fold.



The creature snapped at her.



She twisted away from its teeth, planted a foot against its body and pulled.



The wing broke.



Stry struck from below.



The Feathersoarer screamed.



Tany-Stry threw it from the vessel.



Stry followed.



Maylond almost fangshowed.



Then another creature came.



The docks became movement.



Wings.



Twine.



Bodies.



Teeth.



Blood.



Ond.



Maylond stopped counting.



At some point she saw a bonded humling on his knees with blood pouring from his throat.



His kitsong stood over him.



A Feathersoarer came again.



The kitsong attacked.



Another joined it.



Maylond couldn't tell whose.



The humling fell.



Maylond turned toward the next threat.



No hesitation.



The stonesling turned.



Released.



A skull broke.



She retrieved the weapon again.



By the time the sky emptied, both of Maylond's stoneslings were wet with blood.



Feathers clung to both.



Her arms hurt.



Her breathing remained fast.



Her body wanted another creature to come.



None did.



The surviving Feathersoarers retreated toward the water and trees.



Some humsing pursued.



Tany-Stry shouted them back.



"Egglay grounds are the other direction!"



That stopped several.



Maylond looked at her.



Tany-Stry looked toward the empty sky.



Neither said what both knew.



They should not be here.



Then the work changed.



Menders and Softhearts came for the living.



Bodies went next.



Humlings carried humlings.



Humsing carried humsing.



A kitsong refused to leave one fallen humling until three others came near.



Maylond didn't watch what happened after that.



The docks slowly emptied.



Shouting moved farther away.



The wounded disappeared into the neighborwebs.



The dead followed.



Other Interferers moved toward different stretches of shore to search for more Feathersoarers.



Eventually there were only four of them on this section.



Mayl-Ond.



Tany-Stry.



Ond.



Stry.



And the predators.



Tany-Stry jumped down from the vessel.



"Check every one."



"I know."



"Then why am I telling you?"



"You like hearing yourself."



Fangshow.



They separated.



Maylond carried both stoneslings.



One in each hand.



Blood had become tacky across the stones.



Feathers stuck to her fingers.



She checked the first Feathersoarer.



Breathing.



She crushed its skull.



The second twitched when she approached.



She finished it.



Tany-Stry did the same farther down the dock.



Stry followed her.



Ond stayed with Maylond.



Third.



Dead.



Fourth.



Dead.



Fifth.



A leg moved.



Maylond waited.



Nothing.



She struck anyway.



Sixth.



Its wing was bent backward against a cargo brace. Blood had dried beneath its mouth.



Maylond watched its chest.



Nothing.



Ond was looking elsewhere.



Maylond turned.



The Feathersoarer launched itself from the boards.



Teeth entered her shoulder.



Pain became white.



Its wings struck her head.



The teeth drove deeper.



Both stoneslings fell from her hands.



Maylond reached backward.



Could not find the neck.



The creature twisted.



Something tore inside her shoulder.



Maylond hissed.



Ond turned.



Before he reached them, the weight vanished.



Tany-Stry had it.



One hand around the base of a wing.



The other around its throat.



The Feathersoarer snapped.



Tany-Stry turned its head away from her body.



Lifted.



And smashed it into the boards.



Once.



The creature convulsed.



Tany-Stry lifted it again.



Smashed it harder.



The boards shook.



The Feathersoarer stopped.



Tany-Stry dropped it.



She looked at Maylond's shoulder.



Blood was already running down her arm.



Then she looked at Maylond.



The largest fangshow Maylond had yet seen spread across her face.



"That one wasn't dead."



Maylond stared at her.



"I know that now."



Tany-Stry held out her hand.



Maylond took it.



Tany-Stry pulled her upright.



Then closer.



Too close for necessity.



Maylond's breathing remained fast.



So did Tany-Stry's.



Nothing required it anymore.



The docks were quiet.



Maylond's hands felt hot.



Her shoulder hurt.



Blood moved down her arm.



The world appeared sharper than it had before the fight.



Tany-Stry was still holding her hand.



Maylond looked at her mouth.



Then her throat.



Then the top fastening of her workcloth.



Tany-Stry noticed.



Maylond knew exactly when.



The fangshow changed.



Tany-Stry released her hand.



Opened the first fastening.



Slowly.



Maylond watched.



Tany-Stry opened the second.



Slower.



Chestwhiskers appeared between the edges.



Maylond's attention narrowed.



Tany-Stry caught both sides of the workcloth.



Pulled.



The remaining fastenings held, but the opening widened nearly to her waist.



Chestwhiskers showed all the way down.



Dark against skin caramelized by rotations beneath the firestar.



Maylond looked.



Then looked at Tany-Stry.



Tany-Stry extended her hand.



Maylond took it.



---



The vessel was disgusting.



Maylond knew that as Tany-Stry pulled her over the rail.



Then stopped caring.



She landed against her.



Hip to hip.



Chest to chest.



Their cheekwhiskers met.



Tany-Stry dragged hers slowly through Maylond's.



Maylond felt every contact at the roots.



Hot breath crossed her cheek.



Tany-Stry hissed.



Maylond answered before deciding to.



Their chestwhiskers met through the opening in Tany-Stry's workcloth.



Tany-Stry's hand caught the back of Maylond's neck.



Maylond caught hers.



Tany-Stry pushed.



Maylond pushed harder.



Tany-Stry's back struck the side of the vessel.



Fangshow.



Maylond caught a fistful of chestwhiskers.



Pulled.



The fangshow vanished into another hiss.



Tany-Stry seized Maylond's wrist.



Hard enough to hurt.



Maylond liked that.



Tany-Stry turned her.



Maylond's back struck the boards.



Sticky resin caught beneath one hand.



She ignored it.



Tany-Stry tried to hold her there.



Maylond twisted free.



They collided again.



Shoulders.



Wrists.



Necks.



Waists.



Maylond's teeth scraped Tany-Stry's shoulder.



Not biting.



Almost.



They left raised lines behind.



Tany-Stry looked at them.



Then at Maylond.



Her eyes crinkled.



She returned the scrape along Maylond's neck.



Harder.



Maylond hissed.



Tany-Stry's hot breath remained against the marks.



Maylond shoved her away.



Tany-Stry came back.



The workcloth tore.



Neither stopped to determine whose hands had done it.



Maylond's own skincloth followed.



Tany-Stry pulled.



Maylond helped.



Something ripped.



It didn't matter.



A loop of thicktwine caught Maylond's ankle.



Tany-Stry saw it.



Used it.



Maylond went down.



Tany-Stry followed her.



Maylond caught her around the waist and rolled.



Now Tany-Stry was beneath her.



Maylond pinned one wrist.



Tany-Stry caught the other.



They fought for it.



Maylond won.



For a breath.



Tany-Stry's legs caught her and shifted her sideways.



Maylond's shoulder dragged across rough planks.



The bite opened again.



Pain sharpened everything.



Maylond did not want to stop.



Tany-Stry saw that.



The fangshow returned.



Maylond grabbed her chestwhiskers again.



Tany-Stry grabbed hers.



They pulled simultaneously.



Both hissed.



Neither released.



Then Tany-Stry did something Maylond didn't understand and suddenly Maylond was beneath her again.



Her wrists struck the boards.



Tany-Stry held them.



Hard.



Maylond looked at her hands.



Then Tany-Stry's face.



The pressure would leave bruises.



Good.



Maylond drove upward.



Tany-Stry lost one wrist.



Maylond caught her neck.



Tany-Stry caught Maylond's.



For several breaths they remained there, each with enough leverage to hurt the other.



Neither did.



Their whiskers crossed.



Hot breath.



Teeth.



Hissing.



Then the contest changed.



Not gentler.



Clearer.



Mayling's intimacy had been gentle.



Secret hands.



Soft cheekwhiskers.



Rebellious experiments collected because Marling would have hated knowing about them.



Fresh experiences.



Trophies.



Things Mayling could privately say she had done.



This had nothing to do with Marling.



Maylond did not need a trophy.



She wanted Tany-Stry.



Tany-Stry wanted her.



Nothing else required consideration.



Control moved between them.



Maylond took it.



Lost it.



Took it again.



Tany-Stry was stronger than she had expected.



More practiced.



More willing to use every part of Maylond's strength against her.



Eventually Maylond stopped thinking of her as Tany-Stry.



Tanystry caught her.



Maylond escaped.



Tanystry put her down again.



Maylond dragged her across the planks by the waist.



Tanystry's skin collected resin and streaks of Feathersoarer blood.



Neither noticed.



For a while Tanystry controlled everything.



Maylond discovered she liked that.



Then she discovered she liked taking control back even more.



The vessel moved beneath them.



Neither cared.



Ond and Stry had disappeared somewhere beyond the rail.



Maylond's world narrowed to strength, breath, pressure and Tanystry's refusal to give her anything she hadn't taken.



Eventually Maylond had her.



Tanystry's control began to break.



Maylond recognized it.



That interested her more than her own release would have.



Tanystry's hand tightened against her wrist.



"Soon."



Maylond didn't stop.



Tanystry's breath caught.



The fangshow was gone.



For the first time since Maylond had met her, Tanystry looked as though she had forgotten to display anything at all.



Maylond wrapped thintwine around Tanystry’s wrists, her arms trapped above her head.  Maylond worked her way down Tantstry’s chestwhiskers, down to the bottom edge where the pelt fur ends at the opening to the birth canal.



Maylond’s hot breath scorched that meeting spot between whisker and entrance as Tanystry’s hips tried to buckle, but Maylond hoisted them back down with her shoulders pinning the hips.

 

"I refuse to yield to you!" hiss Tanystry as she looked down at Maylond’s eyes looking back up.  Maylond bared her fangs.



As her breath quickened the hip thrusts, her forked tongue met the flesh and danced between opening and whiskers.



"No!  No!  I'll yield soon."



Maylond continued.



Tanystry's body tightened.



Her eyes closed.



Opened.



"What???" Tanystry tried to ask but was cut off by her hips fighting.



Maylond slip first one finger inside, forked tongue dancing without pressure, and as the bucking turned into a grinding, she pressed a second finger in, and up, and apart.



"I yield."



Maylond held her there.



"I…yield"



Louder.



Then whatever control Tanystry had retained disappeared.



"I yield!"



The sound carried across the empty vessel.



Maylond stayed with her until the tension left her body.



Tanystry had yielded.



Maylond had not.



She had no desire to.



That seemed important.



She didn't yet know why.



---



For several breaths neither moved.



Then Tanystry's eyes opened.



Maylond was still above her.



Tanystry breathed once.



Twice.



Her eyes crinkled.



A small fangshow appeared.



"Green?"



"Yes."



Tanystry's breath broke strangely.



Not laughter.



Something near it, stripped of the warmth Mayling would have expected from laughter.



"You lie."



"No."



"You've done that before."



"Not that."



Tanystry studied her.



"What have you done?"



"Enough."



Tanystry stared.



Maylond showed her teeth.



Tanystry's eyes widened.



"What is that?"



"A fangshow."



"No."



"Yes."



"Don't do it again."



"It seemed useful."



"It isn't when you do it."



Maylond kept doing it.



Tanystry's breath broke again.



Maylond released the expression.



Tanystry sat up.



Maylond noticed the bruises forming around one of her own wrists.



Tanystry had raised lines across her shoulder where Maylond's teeth had scraped.



Maylond's neck had matching ones.



Tanystry's chestwhiskers stood unevenly where Maylond had pulled them.



Maylond suspected hers did too.



The bite in her shoulder had begun bleeding again.



Neither appeared damaged enough to require immediate concern.



Then Maylond noticed the slime beneath her hand.



She looked at it.



Green-brown.



Stringy.



Something small was embedded in it.



She looked at her other hand.



Resin.



Hair.



A feather.



Blood.



She looked around.



Splintered thicktwine.



Wet boards.



Fish remains.



Feathersoarer blood.



One of her torn skincloths had landed in something she couldn't identify.



Tanystry followed her gaze.



They looked at each other.



Fangshow.



"That was disgusting."



"The vessel?"



"Yes."



Maylond looked at where they had been.



"Yes."



Tanystry gathered the torn edge of her workcloth.



Before fastening what remained of it, she leaned toward Maylond.



Their cheekwhiskers crossed.



Slowly.



Deliberately.



Maylond returned the contact.



Tanystry lowered herself slightly.



Their chestwhiskers touched.



Maylond pressed hers into the contact.



Thanks.



Nothing curled.



Neither lingered after it was finished.



Tanystry fastened the first surviving button.



Then another.



The torn one wouldn't close.



She looked at it.



Then Maylond.



"You did that."



"You did."



"Probably."



She pulled on her chogskin legcovers.



Maylond watched.



Tanystry was still extremely attractive.



Maylond did not want her to stay.



The distinction seemed obvious.



Tanystry looked at Maylond's shoulder.



The bite marks were deep.



"That will scar."



Maylond turned enough to see the edge of them.



"I know."



Fangshow.



"Good."



"Why?"



"You'll look next time."



Maylond considered that.



"Yes."



Something crashed beyond the rail.



Stry appeared.



Ond landed behind him.



Stry spun.



Ond pounced.



They disappeared over the other side together.



Maylond looked at Tanystry.



Tanystry looked at the slime.



Then the blood.



Then the sticky resin attached to Maylond's hand.



Then at the ruined skincloth.



Her eyes crinkled.



"Hard ground," Tanystry said.



Maylond understood.



For the first time since arriving at the docks, she agreed.


Chapter 11
“Protection begins where understanding ends, which is why protectors should fear certainty.”

— Arel Tem, Atlas keeper
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v1 · 2,884 wordsMarling's hands did not shake when she cut away the binding.



They did not shake when she washed the dried blood from Maylond's shoulder.



They did not shake when she pressed around the punctures, asked Maylond to lift her arm, lower it, turn it, pull against her hand.



"Again."



Maylond lifted.



Pain spread down the outside of her arm.



"Higher."



She lifted higher.



Marling's mouth tightened.



"Does that hurt?"



"Yes."



"How much?"



"Enough to notice."



Marling looked at her.



Maylond waited.



Marling returned to the wound.



The Mender table occupied one side of the main homespace, beneath shelves crowded with wrapped powders, dried leaves, jars, folded cloth and tools Maylond had seen all her life without ever learning the names of most of them.



People came through the same doorway for food, conversation and treatment.



Most work in Southleft happened that way.



A Food Guide might sleep behind the room where neighbors brought questionable roots.



A Skinpager might copy accounts at a table children ate from after the firestar lowered.



Marling mended people where Mayling had once done lessons, complained about chores and stolen fruit from drying trays.



Maylond sat on the table with one side of her skincloth pulled down.



The Feathersoarer had bitten deeply enough that Marling had needed to open two of the punctures farther to clean them properly.



Maylond watched.



That bothered Marling.



Maylond could tell because Marling had told her twice to look somewhere else.



There was no practical reason to.



Something dark came out of the deepest puncture.



Marling caught it with the point of a narrow tool.



A feather fragment.



She dropped it into a bowl.



"More?"



"Probably."



Marling widened the wound slightly.



Pain came sharp enough to make Maylond's fingers tighten against the edge of the table.



Marling noticed.



"You can say when it hurts."



"It hurts."



"Mayling."



"Maylond."



Marling stopped.



For several breaths neither moved.



Then Marling looked back at the wound.



"Yes."



She continued.



This time her hand shook.



Barely.



Maylond noticed because the tool touched flesh it had not meant to touch.



Marling pulled away immediately.



"I slipped."



"Yes."



"I know."



Maylond watched her fingers.



They were shaking now.



Not much.



Enough.



Marling cleaned the tool.



Picked it up again.



The shaking worsened.



"Marling."



"I can finish."



"You're becoming less accurate."



"I said I can finish."



Maylond considered that.



"You shouldn't."



Marling's eyes lifted.



Maylond looked at her hands.



Marling looked down at them too.



For a moment she seemed surprised by what she saw.



Then angry.



Not at Maylond.



That was becoming easier to distinguish.



Marling set the tool down.



"Give me a breath."



Maylond waited.



Marling took several.



None improved her hands.



A sound escaped her throat.



Small.



Maylond had heard it before.



At Bilda's resting.



Different room.



Different blood.



Same sound.



Marling pressed both hands against the edge of the Mender table.



Maylond looked at the open punctures in her shoulder.



They still needed cleaning.



"Derda can finish."



Marling's head came up.



"No."



"He knows enough."



"He's a Tender."



"You've already found the damage."



"That doesn't make him a Mender."



"It makes him able to finish what you're unable to finish."



Marling recoiled as if Maylond had struck her.



Maylond examined the sentence.



It was accurate.



Marling turned away.



Her shoulders moved.



Once.



Again.



Maylond waited.



Nothing useful happened.



She slid from the table.



"Stay there."



"I need the window."



"Mayling-"



Maylond crossed the homespace.



She opened the shutters and leaned out.



The nearest path was busy.



A pair of children dragged something made of sticks behind them.



A Food Guide carried three hanging bundles.



Two humlings argued beside a roof ladder.



Maylond filled her chest.



"DERDA!"



Several heads turned.



"TENDER DERDA TO MARLING'S HOMESPACE!"



The Food Guide looked down the path.



Then shouted.



"DERDA! MARLING'S HOMESPACE!"



A voice farther away repeated it.



Then another.



The call changed slightly as it moved through the neighborweb.



"DERDA TO MARLING!"



"TENDER DERDA!"



"MARLING NEEDS DERDA!"



Maylond closed the shutters.



Marling stared at her.



"You didn't have to do that."



"You couldn't finish."



Marling's mouth opened.



Closed.



Maylond returned to the table.



Blood had begun running down her arm again.



She picked up a folded cloth and pressed it against the wound.



Marling looked at the cloth.



Then at Maylond.



"You almost died."



"No."



"The teeth were in your shoulder."



"They missed the neck."



"You almost died."



Maylond considered correcting her again.



There seemed little benefit.



Marling covered her mouth with one hand.



Maylond waited.



Marling's breathing became uneven.



Maylond did not touch her.



She did not know what touching would improve.



After several breaths, Marling took her hand away.



"I keep thinking you'll be frightened."



"Why?"



"Because you're hurt."



"I know I'm hurt."



"That isn't what I mean."



Maylond knew.



She looked at the blood soaking slowly through the cloth.



"I'll heal."



Marling's face changed.



Maylond could not name everything in it.



"That isn't what I mean either."



A knock came against the open frame.



Derda stepped inside.



He looked first at Marling.



Then Maylond.



Then the blood.



"What happened?"



"Feathersoarer."



"I know what happened yesterday."



"Then why did you ask?"



Derda stared at her.



Marling made a sound that might have been grief again.



Derda crossed the room.



"She needs the deeper punctures cleaned," Marling said.



Her voice was controlled now.



Almost.



"I opened this one. There's debris farther in. Nothing feels torn badly enough to limit the joint. No deep vessel damage. She can move the arm."



Derda looked at Maylond.



"Can you?"



Maylond lifted it.



He winced before she did.



Maylond lowered it.



"Yes."



"That looked painful."



"It was."



Derda looked at Marling.



"I can finish."



Marling nodded.



Then did not move.



Derda waited.



Maylond watched both of them.



Finally Marling turned toward the shelves.



"Use the narrow rinse first. Then the bitterwash if you find anything dark. Don't close the lower puncture completely. It needs to drain."



"I know."



"I know you know."



Marling stood there another breath.



Then another.



Derda did not hurry her.



Maylond did not understand why.



Marling finally crossed the room.



At the doorway she stopped.



She did not look back.



Then she left.



Derda watched the empty doorway for several breaths.



Maylond removed the bloodied cloth.



"You should start before it closes around whatever is still inside."



Derda looked at her.



"Yes."



He washed his hands.



---



Derda was slower than Marling.



Not less skilled.



More deliberate.



He cleaned the deepest puncture until the rinse ran clear, then found another piece of feather anyway.



Maylond watched his face when he discovered it.



His mouth pulled to one side.



"That's unpleasant."



"The feather?"



"The thought of a feather being inside you."



"It isn't inside me anymore."



"Yes. Thank you."



"You're welcome."



Derda laughed.



Maylond looked at him.



His lips parted.



His chest moved first, then his shoulders slightly. Breath left him in short uneven pieces. His eyes narrowed at the edges.



The sound was not like Tanystry's almost-laughter.



Warmer.



Less controlled.



Derda noticed Maylond watching.



"What?"



"Nothing."



"You're staring."



"Yes."



"At what?"



Maylond looked at his mouth.



"Your laughing."



Derda's expression changed.



"Have you never seen anyone laugh?"



"I've seen people laugh."



"You looked like you were studying me."



"I was."



That made him laugh again.



Maylond watched more carefully.



The second observation was better.



His chest expanded before the sound.



His mouth opened differently at the beginning than at the end.



The last breath came out through his nose.



Interesting.



Derda stopped.



"You're still doing it."



"Yes."



"Why?"



Maylond considered.



"I don't remember laughing often."



Derda's face softened.



Maylond immediately disliked the change.



Not because it was unpleasant.



Because she knew what it meant.



He thought she was saying something sad.



"I know Mayling laughed," she added.



"Do you remember it?"



Maylond searched.



There were memories.



Shirapeet falling backward into river mud.



Bilda holding a fruit above her head.



Marling saying something during a storm.



She remembered mouths open.



Bodies bending.



Her own voice among others.



But the feeling attached to it was indistinct.



"I remember that it happened."



Derda did not laugh now.



Maylond looked at the wound.



"You changed your face."



"What?"



"You stopped laughing because you became concerned."



"Yes."



"Don't."



Derda blinked.



Maylond looked back at him.



"You were easier to observe before."



His lips tightened.



Then he laughed despite himself.



Maylond watched.



Better.



Derda shook his head and returned to the puncture.



"You know you're strange."



"Tanystry said that."



His hand stopped.



"Tanystry?"



"Tany-Stry."



"The Sailing Interferer?"



"Yes."



"You know her?"



"Yes."



Derda waited.



Maylond waited too.



He resumed cleaning.



Apparently that was the end of the question.



Good.



He did not ask how well.



---



By the time Derda finished, Maylond's shoulder had been washed, packed, partially closed and wrapped tightly enough that lifting her arm became difficult for a different reason.



Derda cleaned the table.



Maylond watched him dispose of the feather fragments.



"Will it scar?"



"Yes."



"How much?"



"I don't know."



"Tanystry said it would."



"She was probably right."



"She usually thinks death is funny."



Derda looked at her.



"She thinks death is funny?"



"She thinks survival is."



"That's different."



Maylond considered that.



"Yes."



Derda wiped blood from the edge of the table.



"Six died."



Maylond knew.



"One humsong. Five Softhearts."



Derda nodded.



Both members of the humsong had been recovered near the docks.



The bonded humling had died first.



The kitsong had lasted less than a mark.



That was how it always happened.



One bond.



One ending.



Marling knew two of the Softhearts.



One had brought her a burned child three cycles earlier.



The other had traded dried leaf for treatment.



Maylond suspected this explained part of the shaking.



Not all of it.



"Atlas is meeting with Rellan-Vey," Derda said.



"Why?"



"You know why."



"The Feathersoarers."



"Yes."



"They were outside egglay season."



"I heard."



"So did everyone."



Derda finished cleaning.



Maylond flexed her fingers.



"No loss."



"What?"



"My hand."



"I wasn't worried about your hand."



"I was."



Derda looked at her.



Then smiled.



Not laughter.



Different.



Maylond noticed that too.



---



Trepan had the hands of a Skinpager.



Maylond noticed before Rellan-Vey introduced her.



Ink had long since stopped living permanently beneath the nails, but two fingertips remained flattened from rotations of holding narrow writing tools. One knuckle bent slightly inward.



Trepan was a Softheart with gray beginning at both temples and a way of looking at things as though they were lines in an account that might contradict one another if left unattended.



They met in an Atlas homespace two paths from the central food square.



Half the room contained shelves.



The other half contained maps.



Not maps in the way Maylond had imagined them as a child.



These were not perfect pictures of the realm.



They were layered records.



Paths.



Water.



Known nesting territories.



Food sources.



Danger zones.



Old movements.



New movements.



Marks added beside marks until parts of Southleft's surroundings looked darker than others.



Rellan-Vey stood beside Trepan.



Chir-Enk had already arrived.



Maylond knew him only by sight.



He was broad through the middle, carried three food pouches despite being inside a homespace and smelled faintly of crushed bitterroot.



"Food Guide," Rellan-Vey said.



Chir-Enk lifted one pouch.



"In case Atlas becomes dangerous."



Trepan looked at him.



"It has."



Chir-Enk lowered the pouch.



Maylond almost understood why Derda would have laughed.



Thom-Sut stood over one of the maps.



The Ecologist Traverse Interferer was narrow-faced, long-fingered and seemed incapable of looking at a creature or plant without also looking at everything around it.



Geor-Lon sat on the floor tying and untying a structural knot from a piece of thicktwine.



Hut Assembler.



He glanced at Maylond's shoulder.



"That hold?"



"Yes."



"Good."



No one asked how it happened.



Everyone knew.



Trepan touched one of the maps.



"Southleft has had more attacks in the last three cycles than in the previous twelve."



Maylond looked closer.



Marks clustered along the coastal side.



"From Feathersoarers?"



"Not only."



Trepan indicated several points.



"Two Dropper approaches closer than expected. Three attacks by animals that usually avoid occupied paths. Acidvine growth where it wasn't recorded the cycle before. Two fungal blooms early."



"Other villages?"



"Normal."



Thom-Sut looked up.



"All of them?"



"All that have reported."



"How recent?"



"Current through the last half-cycle."



Rellan-Vey folded her arms.



"Aar-Din brought the northern village accounts himself."



Maylond looked at her.



"That is why he comes here more."



Trepan answered.



"In part."



Maylond looked back at the marks.



"So Southleft changed."



Trepan's eyes moved to her.



"Something around Southleft changed."



Maylond considered the distinction.



"What?"



"We don't know."



Trepan said it without embarrassment.



Maylond liked her slightly more.



Rellan-Vey pointed toward three areas beyond Southleft.



"We aren't hunting Feathersoarers."



Chir-Enk opened his food pouch again.



Maylond looked at him.



He closed it.



Rellan continued.



"We're checking known systems."



"Predators?"



"Predators. Plants. Fungi. Anything Thom-Sut wants seen."



Thom-Sut nodded once.



"There are relationships that stay dangerous but stable. If those are still behaving normally, that's useful."



"Such as?"



He pointed to a long green mark.



"Highgrow."



Maylond knew the vine.



Everyone did.



It climbed taller trees and spread between them until whole sections of forest seemed tied together.



"The fastlegs?"



Thom-Sut nodded.



"Highgrow feeds them. They protect it. Damage the vine and they'll tend the cut."



"And burn whoever cut it."



"If they can reach them."



Chir-Enk looked at Maylond.



"Don't let them."



"I wasn't planning to."



"Good plan."



Thom-Sut continued as though neither had spoken.



"One fastleg barely matters. A colony matters."



Maylond had seen the burns.



Tiny dark points.



Hundreds could turn flesh raw.



Thousands could kill.



"They're dangerous," Maylond said.



"Yes."



"But normal."



"Yes."



Trepan touched the map.



"That is what we need to know."



Maylond understood.



Danger did not mean imbalance.



A creature could tear flesh from a humling and still be doing exactly what it should.



The question was whether it was where it should be.



Doing what it should do.



At the time it should be doing it.



Rellan-Vey looked at Maylond.



"Four returns."



Maylond looked at the route.



"Two Weary?"



"Two."



Her shoulder pulled beneath the binding.



Rellan noticed.



"If that arm fails, you return."



"It won't."



"That wasn't the instruction."



Maylond looked at her.



"If it fails, I return."



"Good."



Geor-Lon stood.



"When?"



"Next mark."



Maylond looked at Rellan-Vey.



"Why me?"



Nobody answered immediately.



Maylond waited.



Rellan finally said, "Because this is what Interferers are for."



Maylond looked at the map.



"That isn't an answer."



"It is."



Rellan-Vey pointed at the marks around Southleft.



"We protect what we understand."



Then she moved her finger beyond them.



"And we go find what we don't."



Maylond looked at her.



"If something is wrong?"



"We decide whether it needs stopping."



"If we don't know?"



"Then we learn."



Rellan-Vey's eyes moved briefly toward Maylond's bound shoulder.



"Interfering isn't only killing."



Maylond thought of the Feathersoarer.



Then the bodies.



Then Tanystry smashing the last one into the boards.



"What is it?"



Rellan-Vey looked toward the route.



"Keeping danger from becoming someone else's problem."



Maylond liked that answer too.



---



Tanystry found her before the next mark.



Maylond had packed lightly.



Chir-Enk had already removed two things from her food bundle and added three others.



Geor-Lon had checked the sleeping wrap once and retied it without explaining why.



Ond waited near the path.



Stry arrived first.



He struck Ond from the side.



Ond rolled.



Maylond did not bother watching the rest.



Tanystry came behind him.



Her workcloth was repaired badly.



One fastening did not match the others.



Maylond noticed.



Tanystry noticed her noticing.



Fangshow.



"You're leaving."



"Four returns."



"Weary?"



"Twice."



Tanystry looked at the shoulder.



"Still attached."



"Yes."



"Disappointing."



Maylond looked at her.



Tanystry's eyes crinkled.



Maylond understood.



Almost.



Tanystry reached behind her belt.



"Here."



She held out a feather.



Sharptoothed Feathersoarer.



Dark.



Long.



The shaft and lower barbs had been coated in clear vessel resin.



A stain remained beneath it.



Blood.



Maylond took it.



"Why?"



"Yours."



"I didn't grow it."



"You bled for it."



Maylond looked at the feather.



Then Tanystry.



Fangshow.



Maylond attached it to her belt.



Tanystry reached down and pulled once to make sure it held.



Their hands touched briefly.



Neither reacted.



"Don't let anything bite the other shoulder."



"Why?"



"You'll look uneven."



Maylond stared at her.



Tanystry fangshowed wider.



Maylond considered attempting one herself.



She decided against it.



Tanystry shoulder-bumped her.



Not hard.



Maylond returned it.



Harder.



Tanystry moved half a step.



Her eyes crinkled.



"Less green."



"Still green."



"Yes."



Stry ran past.



Ond chased him.



Tanystry followed Stry without another word.



Maylond watched her go until the path bent.



Then Rellan-Vey called.



Maylond turned.



Chir-Enk stood with his food pouches.



Thom-Sut had already begun looking toward the vegetation beyond Southleft.



Geor-Lon carried enough shelter material to make Maylond question whether any of them were actually traveling lightly.



Rellan-Vey waited.



Ond came back.



The feather touched Maylond's leg when she walked.



Beyond Southleft were predators they understood.



Plants they understood.



Fungi they understood.



And perhaps something they did not.



Maylond looked toward the first stretch of deep growth.



Her shoulder hurt.



She was not afraid.



"What happens if we find something wrong?" she asked.



Rellan-Vey looked outward.



"We discover what it is."



"And then?"



"We defend what needs defending."



Maylond adjusted the strap across her good shoulder.



Ond moved beside her.



Four returns.



Two Weary.



Discovery.



Defense.



Maylond stepped onto the path.



"I'm ready."
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She discovered that before they reached the last homespaces of Southleft.



The binding pulled when she moved, but the flesh beneath it did not hurt the way it had when Derda finished cleaning the punctures. She could raise the arm above her shoulder now. Turning it backward still produced a deep ache. Carrying weight on it was unpleasant.



Everything else worked.



She had expected less.



Marling had done most of the Mending.



Derda had finished it carefully.



Either could explain some of the improvement.



Maylond suspected neither explained all of it.



She rolled the shoulder again.



Rellan-Vey saw.



"Problem?"



"No."



"Then stop checking it. Focusing on what you think hurts is causing more hurt from your tensing."



Maylond stopped.



They were already walking in a shinegem.



Rellan-Vey held the center, slightly behind Chir-Enk and Thom-Sut. Geor-Lon walked the lead. Maylond held the tail.



Five humlings.



Maylond could see only four kitsing.



Then three.



Then none.



Ond had disappeared before they crossed the last heavily traveled path.



She could still feel him.



Not a direction exactly.



Presence.



Nearby.



The others seemed equally unconcerned by the absence of their kitsing.



Vey had vanished first.



Enk followed.



Sut appeared once between two homespaces, then slipped beneath vegetation and disappeared.



Lon had remained visible longest, walking ahead of Geor-Lon before turning into deep grass.



Maylond knew Ond could go farther.



The Between stretched.



How far, she did not know.



She had never found its edge.



She carried two new stoneslings where either hand could reach them. Her sharpstick rode along her back. The bladestone sat against one hip, the throatrope against the other.



The Feathersoarer feather was still on her belt.



It struck her leg occasionally as she walked.



She stopped noticing.



Southleft thinned rather than ended.



Homes became farther apart.



Then came gardens.



Food plots.



Work structures.



Paths divided.



The last homespace disappeared behind vegetation without ceremony.



Maylond looked back once.



Nothing marked the place where Southleft stopped being Southleft.



"The tail watches behind us."



Maylond turned forward.



Geor-Lon had spoken without looking back.



"I was."



"You weren't."



Maylond looked behind them again.



This time properly.



"Now I am."



Chir-Enk made a sound from the middle.



"She's learning."



Rellan-Vey said, "So are you."



"What am I learning?"



"To be quiet."



Chir-Enk considered that.



"No."



They continued.



---



The poppergrain grew less than a mark from Southleft.



Maylond had seen poppergrain fields all her life.



Tall segmented stalks rose above her shoulders, their broad leaves overlapping, each carrying several thick grain clusters wrapped in green sheaths. Mature kernels hardened pale before heat made them burst open.



Children liked the bursting.



Food Guides liked everything before it.



This patch looked healthy from the path.



Thom-Sut left the shinegem first.



Rellan-Vey immediately took his side position.



No discussion.



Maylond noticed.



Thom-Sut walked between the first stalks without touching them.



Then he stopped.



He bent one leaf aside.



"Here."



The shinegem collapsed.



Maylond approached.



Gray-green grainmust covered part of a cluster.



That was not unusual.



She had seen grainmust before.



Thom-Sut opened another sheath.



More.



Then another.



More.



He moved three stalks deeper.



The grainmust became thicker.



Not just spots.



Growth.



It webbed between kernels and filled spaces that should have held air.



"Too much," Chir-Enk said.



Thom-Sut looked at him.



"Yes."



Chir-Enk frowned.



That concerned Maylond more than the grainmust.



"How much is normal?" she asked.



"Some," Thom-Sut said.



"That's not a measurement."



"It isn't supposed to be."



He opened another cluster.



Grainmust coated almost half of it.



"That's a measurement."



Maylond reached for her bladestone.



Thom-Sut caught her wrist.



She looked at his hand.



He released her.



"What were you going to do?"



"Cut it."



"Why?"



"It's wrong."



"Yes."



Maylond waited.



Thom-Sut waited too.



"So remove it."



"No."



"Why?"



"Because we don't know why it's wrong."



Maylond looked at the infected stalks.



"The grainmust is the problem."



"The grainmust is what you can see."



He crouched and touched the soil.



"Maybe the ground is holding too much water. Maybe something that eats grainmust isn't here. Maybe something damaged the poppergrain first. Maybe the grainmust changed. Maybe none of those."



"So we leave it?"



"We understand before we interfere."



Maylond looked at Rellan-Vey.



Rellan's expression told her nothing.



"You agree."



"Yes."



"Even if it spreads?"



"If Thom-Sut tells me cutting it will restore Balance, we cut it."



"And if he doesn't?"



"We don't."



Maylond looked back at Thom-Sut.



He was examining the underside of a leaf.



Rellan had not inspected the grainmust herself.



She had not asked Thom to prove his judgment.



He had said not to cut.



They didn't cut.



Maylond understood something about Rellan-Vey that had not been visible during Training.



She knew when someone else knew more than she did.



Maylond returned the bladestone to her hip.



Thom-Sut glanced at it.



"Good."



"I still think we should cut it."



"Also good."



"Why?"



"Now I know you'll tell me when you think I'm wrong."



Chir-Enk opened one of his food pouches.



"Can we eat any of it?"



"No."



He closed the pouch.



"A serious ecological problem."



---



They changed positions before they moved again.



Geor-Lon came off the lead.



Maylond took the right middle.



Chir-Enk went to the tail.



Thom-Sut led.



Rellan remained centered behind Maylond and Geor-Lon.



"Why change?" Maylond asked.



"Attention," Rellan said.



"I was attentive."



"You knew where you were."



"Yes."



"Stay somewhere long enough and you stop thinking about what it requires."



Maylond looked toward Thom-Sut's back.



"So we rotate."



"So the lead remembers it is lead. The tail remembers it is tail. The sides remember they have sides."



"And you?"



"I remember all of you."



Maylond liked the shinegem.



She liked that nobody walked merely because there was ground ahead.



Every position had a purpose.



Every change had one.



They walked.



The poppergrain disappeared behind them.



Maylond smelled the predator before she heard it.



Rot.



Not dead flesh.



Something alive that ate dead flesh and carried the smell with it.



She looked toward the growth on her right.



Nothing.



Ond was somewhere ahead.



No warning came through the Between.



Maylond continued.



A branch moved.



Low.



Then another.



She reached toward a stonesling.



"Don't," Rellan said.



Maylond's hand stopped.



"You saw it?"



"No."



"It's following."



"Probably."



"Why aren't we stopping?"



"Why would we?"



Maylond looked into the vegetation again.



Something moved parallel to them.



Dark hide.



Then nothing.



"It may attack."



"Yes."



Maylond waited for more.



Rellan offered none.



Thom-Sut kept walking.



Nobody drew a weapon.



Maylond left the stonesling where it was.



The smell followed.



Then disappeared.



A quarter mark later she heard something behind them.



Chir-Enk turned his head.



"Still there?" Maylond asked.



"Something is."



"Same one?"



"If you'd like, I'll ask."



Maylond looked at him.



He kept walking.



Maylond looked toward Rellan.



"Was that humor?"



"Unfortunately."



From the tail, Chir-Enk said, "I heard that."



"You were supposed to."



Something moved again.



This time on the left.



Maylond felt the muscles across her back tighten.



Ond remained silent.



She wondered whether he could see it.



Probably.



She disliked knowing less than he did.



---



The sweetflappers appeared around the next watercut.



Maylond had seen them near Southleft many times.



They were broad-winged things with bodies much heavier than their wings seemed capable of carrying. They flew in short, uneven bursts from flower to flower, clinging with all their legs while narrow mouthparts disappeared into the bloom.



They did not merely feed.



They harvested.



A sweetflapper landed on a red flower beside Maylond.



Its abdomen contracted.



A clear gold drop swelled beneath it.



Then the creature lifted and carried the drop away.



"Syrup nest," Chir-Enk said.



Maylond saw it above them.



A hollow in the side of a thick tree had been lined with dark plant fiber. Sweetflappers entered and left through several openings.



Gold syrup glistened inside.



A great deal of it.



Chir-Enk stopped joking.



Thom-Sut watched the traffic.



"How long?" Rellan asked.



"Need to look."



They waited.



Maylond counted sweetflappers.



Then stopped because she didn't know what number would mean anything.



Thom-Sut moved along the watercut.



He inspected flowers.



Several had been emptied so completely their centers were damaged.



He checked another.



Then another.



Chir-Enk touched a bloom and rubbed two fingers together.



"Dry."



"Yes."



"Early."



"Yes."



Maylond looked toward the syrup nest.



"They're taking too much."



Thom-Sut nodded.



"Why?"



"I don't know."



"Grainmust?"



"No reason to connect them yet."



"Both are wrong."



"So are many things."



Maylond looked at the empty flowers.



"What happens if they keep taking this much?"



Chir-Enk answered.



"Something else doesn't eat."



"What?"



"Depends what wanted the syrup."



"And then?"



"Something eats something different."



"And then?"



Chir-Enk shrugged.



"Something else goes hungry."



Thom-Sut looked farther along the watercut.



"Hunger moves."



Maylond looked at him.



"Toward Southleft?"



"Toward food."



The smell of rot returned.



Maylond turned.



Across the watercut, partly hidden behind broad leaves, stood a predator.



Long forelimbs.



Low shoulders.



A head too wide for the neck beneath it.



Its mouth hung slightly open.



Maylond could see wet teeth.



It watched them.



She reached for a stonesling.



This time Rellan didn't stop her.



But Rellan didn't draw either.



Maylond wrapped her fingers around the weapon.



The predator stared.



Something moved behind it.



A second body.



Maylond's grip tightened.



Vey appeared soundlessly on the opposite bank.



The predator looked at her.



Vey looked back.



For several breaths nothing moved.



Then the predator turned.



The second followed.



Leaves closed behind them.



Vey disappeared in another direction.



Maylond released the stonesling.



"They were hungry," she said.



Chir-Enk looked at her.



"Most things are."



"They didn't attack."



"No."



"Why?"



He shrugged.



"Maybe we're ugly."



Maylond looked at him.



Chir-Enk laughed.



It was a good laugh.



Shorter than Derda's.



Rougher.



Maylond knew that immediately.



The comparison arrived before she chose it.



She watched Chir-Enk's chest move once as the laugh ended.



Not the same.



"Why are you looking at me?"



Maylond turned away.



"No reason."



---



They took their first groundeggs later in the return.



Chir-Enk found nine beneath a mat of low leaves.



Maylond saw nothing until he moved the leaves aside.



The eggs were round, mottled and partly buried in warm soil.



He took three.



"Why three?"



"Because there are nine."



"That isn't an answer."



"It's a very good answer."



Maylond waited.



Chir-Enk sighed.



"Enough for us. Enough left for what put them here. Enough left for what eats them besides us."



"What put them here?"



He looked at the eggs.



"Do you want breakfast or a family history?"



"Both."



"Three."



He covered the remaining six.



Maylond decided Food Guides enjoyed withholding information.



Later, Chir-Enk pointed toward a small predator moving between exposed roots.



"That."



Maylond saw it.



Long body.



Short legs.



Fast.



"Food?"



"Yes."



"Balanced?"



"One is."



Maylond drew a stonesling.



The creature stopped.



Too far.



At least, Chir-Enk seemed to think so.



"Closer," he said.



Maylond spun.



The stones separated.



Twine tightened.



She released.



The strike landed against the animal's head.



It dropped without another movement.



Silence.



Then Chir-Enk looked at her.



"Can you do that again?"



"Yes."



"Good."



He started toward the body.



"Walking makes me hungry."



Rellan-Vey looked at Maylond.



Not praise.



Assessment.



Thom-Sut did the same.



Maylond retrieved the stones.



She liked that more than praise.



---



They tested water twice.



Chir-Enk carried small crystal minerals wrapped separately in dried leaves.



At the first stream he dropped one into a shallow cup of water.



It remained clear.



He added another.



The edge of the crystal clouded.



He poured the water out.



"Not that one."



"What did it find?" Maylond asked.



"Something we don't want inside us."



"What?"



"If I knew, I wouldn't need the crystal."



At the second stream, both minerals remained unchanged.



They filled their water carriers.



Maylond began noticing how much of Traversing consisted of deciding not to die from things that weren't trying to kill them.



Water.



Plants.



Ground.



Food.



Where they stepped.



What they touched.



What they ignored.



The predators returned.



Or different predators did.



Maylond never became certain.



Once she saw eyes in deep growth.



Another time she heard several feet moving quickly, then stopping when the shinegem stopped.



Thom-Sut held up one hand.



Everyone froze.



Maylond's stonesling was in her hand before she realized she had drawn it.



Nothing attacked.



Ond appeared twenty lengths ahead.



He stood in the path.



Looking sideways.



Waiting.



Maylond felt no alarm from him.



Then he walked into the growth and vanished again.



Rellan lowered her hand.



They continued.



Maylond did not put the stonesling away for another quarter mark.



Nobody told her to.



---



The firestar began falling while Maylond held the lead.



She had rotated through the left side, then the tail, then finally forward.



The path had become something that was not quite a path.



Thom-Sut could see it.



Chir-Enk could see it.



Geor-Lon could see it.



Maylond mostly saw places where walking looked less difficult.



"Left," Geor-Lon said.



She went left.



A short distance later she saw why.



The ground to the right collapsed into a narrow wash hidden beneath plants.



She looked back.



Geor-Lon did not look pleased with himself.



He had simply known.



Maylond kept walking.



The firestar dropped farther.



Light changed.



So did the land.



Maylond knew Southleft's trees.



She knew where paths should bend even when growth covered them.



She knew which distant rises would reveal homespaces.



She knew where water should be before she heard it.



Then she didn't.



There was no moment when familiar became unfamiliar.



There was only a moment when Maylond realized she could no longer predict anything.



She stopped.



Rellan nearly walked into Geor-Lon behind her.



"Why are we stopping?"



Maylond looked ahead.



The land rose.



Not far.



Beyond it she could see only the upper growth of trees she did not recognize.



"I've never been here."



"That's generally why we Traverse."



Maylond ignored that.



She tried to remember a mindcopy.



Skinpagers made them from accounts.



A humling who had seen a place described it.



Sometimes drew part of it.



A Skinpager asked questions, corrected proportions, added what memory supplied and removed what it could not.



Maylond had seen hundreds as Mayling.



Mountains.



Villages.



Creatures.



Waterfalls.



The red cliffs.



Places so distant that the humlings who described them had rested before Mayling was born.



She had thought she knew what those places looked like.



Now she understood that she knew what somebody had chosen to remember.



A mindcopy could show a tree.



It could not tell Maylond what was behind it unless the humling who made it had looked.



Maylond looked toward the rise.



She wanted to know what was behind it.



The realization was so simple she almost dismissed it.



Then she wanted to know what was behind the next rise.



And the next.



She started walking again.



Other villages existed beyond Southleft.



She had seen mindcopies.



She wanted to see them.



The red cliffs.



Ond had seen them.



She hadn't.



She wanted to.



There were mountains beyond those.



Waterways.



Forests.



Places with names she knew and places whose names she didn't.



The thought kept going.



Farther than the maps.



Farther than the oldest Traverses.



The Great Limit.



Maylond had known about it since childhood.



Everyone did.



It was where accounts stopped.



Where mindcopies became guesses.



Mayling had never found that particularly interesting.



Maylond did.



What was beyond it?



The question entered her mind and did not leave.



Ond was somewhere ahead.



He said nothing.



Maylond climbed the rise.



---



There was more land on the other side.



That should not have been satisfying.



It was.



The firestar was lower now.



Geor-Lon called from behind.



"Mayl-Ond."



She stopped.



"We need a Weary."



Maylond looked ahead.



"We can keep moving."



"Yes."



"So why stop?"



"Because eventually we can't."



Rellan moved forward.



"Geor-Lon chooses from here."



Maylond stepped out of the lead.



Geor-Lon took it.



The shinegem changed.



Their pace slowed.



Now he looked everywhere.



Not for a path.



For a place to stop.



The first place he examined was a shallow clearing surrounded by high roots.



"No."



"Why?" Maylond asked.



"Water."



"The ground is dry."



"Now."



He continued.



The second was beneath a broad-limbed tree.



Geor-Lon looked up.



"No."



Maylond looked up too.



She saw branches.



"Why?"



"Things fall."



"Branches?"



"Among other things."



They continued.



The light thinned.



The nightstar had not risen yet.



Beneath the trees, the remaining firestar light disappeared faster than it did in Southleft. The spaces between trunks were becoming shapes instead of distances.



Maylond heard movement to the left.



Everyone heard it.



The shinegem tightened without anyone saying so.



Maylond drew a stonesling.



A shape moved between two trunks.



Then stopped.



Another moved farther back.



Predators.



Watching.



No attack.



Geor-Lon kept looking for somewhere to sleep.



Maylond found this irrational.



"We know they're there."



"Yes," Rellan said.



"And we're stopping."



"Yes."



"They could attack."



"Yes."



Maylond looked at her.



Rellan looked back.



"You're very comfortable with that answer."



"No."



They walked another short distance.



The predators followed.



Or something did.



Maylond heard leaves compress.



A scrape against bark.



Then nothing.



Ond appeared beside her.



He had come from nowhere she had been watching.



Maylond almost struck him.



He looked up at her.



She lowered the stonesling.



"You could warn me."



Ond blinked.



Then walked ahead.



Maylond followed.



Geor-Lon stopped beside a low rise of stone and packed earth.



He walked its perimeter.



Touched the ground.



Looked overhead.



Moved into the nearby growth and returned.



Checked the slope.



Checked the trees.



Checked behind them.



The others waited.



Maylond listened.



Something was still out there.



She could not see it.



The firestar touched the distant growth.



Geor-Lon looked around once more.



"Here."



Rellan lowered her pack.



Thom-Sut did the same.



Chir-Enk immediately began looking at the ground for something Maylond assumed would eventually become food.



Maylond remained standing.



"Here?"



Geor-Lon looked at her.



"Yes."



"It's safe?"



"No."



Maylond waited.



Geor-Lon removed his pack.



"Safe enough."



Something moved in the growth behind them.



Maylond turned.



Nothing.



She looked at Ond.



He was already watching the same place.



Maylond slowly lowered her pack.



They would become Weary here.
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Maylond heard Chir-Enk shout.



Not a joke.



Not a warning.



A name.



"Enk!"



Maylond had one stonesling in her hand before she turned.



The growth behind Chir-Enk opened.



Something dark crossed the edge of the Weary so quickly that Maylond saw pieces instead of an animal.



Long forelimbs.



Low shoulders.



Wet teeth.



Rot.



The smell reached her after the restfeeder did.



Enk came through the growth ahead of it.



The female kitsong looked enormous.



The restfeeder lunged.



Its jaws closed across Enk's hindquarters.



And passed through them.



Maylond stopped.



The restfeeder did too.



Only for a breath.



It had bitten correctly.



Maylond had seen the angle. Seen the jaws close where flesh should have been.



There had been nothing there.



Enk twisted.



Her forelimb struck the side of the restfeeder's head hard enough to throw it against a tree.



Another came from Maylond's left.



"Two!" she shouted.



"Four," Rellan-Vey said.



Maylond saw the third.



Then the fourth.



They had been around the Weary all along.



Ond came from beneath growth Maylond would have sworn could not conceal him.



Vey appeared almost beside Rellan.



Sut came from the opposite direction.



Lon was nowhere Maylond could see.



The restfeeders spread.



That was wrong too.



Maylond knew what they were now.



Restfeeders followed death.



They found animals that had rested and opened what remained. They stole from larger predators. They waited beside injuries. Sometimes they followed something bleeding for marks.



They did not usually make their own meat.



Living things fought back.



Rested things didn't.



One of the restfeeders charged Vey.



Maylond saw its head turn before it lunged.



It aimed for Vey's neck.



Its jaws snapped shut in empty air.



Vey's actual body was somewhere else.



Maylond understood.



The restfeeder didn't.



Vey struck from below the jaws.



The animal stumbled sideways.



Sut darted behind it.



The restfeeder spun and bit at a flank that did not exist.



Sut was already inside its reach.



Maylond had wondered why kitsing were so difficult to kill.



She had thought speed explained it.



Strength.



The way they seemed to know where violence was going before it arrived.



Those helped.



But the restfeeders were fighting bodies that weren't there.



Every calculation was wrong.



Where a leg began.



Where a throat ended.



How far teeth had to travel before they found flesh.



A restfeeder could make the perfect attack and bite nothing.



One charged Ond.



Maylond raised the stonesling.



Ond didn't move.



*Move.*



He still didn't.



The restfeeder leapt for his shoulder.



Its teeth closed.



Nothing.



Ond was beneath its head.



He drove upward.



The restfeeder's body turned in the air and hit the ground.



Maylond almost laughed.



Then Enk screamed.



The sound cut through everything.



The restfeeder behind her had changed its attack.



It didn't bite at Enk's apparent body.



It bit low.



Its jaws found her.



Enk twisted violently.



This time the restfeeder came with her.



Blood sprayed across the ground.



"Enk!"



Chir-Enk moved.



His voice had gone high enough to break.



The restfeeder held on.



Maylond spun the stonesling.



She couldn't release.



Enk and the restfeeder were too close.



Sut struck it from the side.



The jaws opened.



Enk fell.



The restfeeder tried to recover.



Sut did not give it the opportunity.



The female kitsong hit it again.



The restfeeder rolled.



Sut went with it.



For an instant Maylond saw teeth, legs and the impossible bulk of the kitsong tangled together.



Then Sut found its throat.



The restfeeder made a wet sound.



Sut pulled.



The sound stopped.



The other three restfeeders did not.



They backed away.



Vey advanced.



Ond did too.



The restfeeders retreated farther.



Rellan-Vey raised one hand.



"Don't follow."



Nobody did.



The living restfeeders disappeared into the growth.



Sut remained over the dead one.



Blood darkened her mouth.



Maylond listened.



Movement continued beyond the trees.



Retreating.



Probably.



Rellan listened too.



Then she looked toward Enk.



"Chir."



Chir-Enk was already there.



---



Enk was bleeding badly.



Chir-Enk dropped beside her and opened his water carrier.



"Hold her."



Maylond moved.



"No."



Chir-Enk's voice was different.



Low.



Rough.



Maylond stopped.



He looked at Geor-Lon.



"You."



Geor-Lon knelt.



Maylond understood why when he placed his hands.



He knew where Enk actually was.



Maylond did not.



Or she shouldn't have.



Chir-Enk poured water over the bite.



Enk jerked.



Geor-Lon held her.



The water ran pink, then red, carrying pieces of dirt and leaf from the punctures.



Chir-Enk poured again.



And again.



His water carrier emptied.



Maylond looked at it.



"That's your last safe water."



"I know."



No humor.



He didn't even look at her.



Maylond watched his hands.



Steady.



His face had changed without changing at all.



The loose amusement that seemed permanently attached to Chir-Enk was gone.



"More binding," he said.



His voice stayed low.



Almost a growl.



Thom-Sut handed him a strip.



Chir-Enk pressed it into Geor-Lon's hand.



"Here."



Geor-Lon shifted pressure.



Enk made a small sound.



Chir-Enk's jaw tightened.



Maylond watched him.



She found him attractive.



The realization irritated her immediately.



Chir-Enk had been beside her for an entire return. She had noticed his body because she noticed bodies. She had not wanted it.



Now his high voice had become a growl. Every movement had purpose. The Food Guide had disappeared and an Interferer had taken his place.



Maylond wanted to touch him.



That was unfortunate.



She looked away.



Rellan-Vey was watching the growth.



"Restfeeders don't do this," Maylond said.



"No," Thom-Sut answered.



"They were hungry."



"Yes."



"Hungry enough to attack five humlings and five kitsing."



"Four kitsing now."



Maylond looked at Enk.



Thom-Sut immediately corrected himself.



"Four fighting kitsing."



Chir-Enk looked up.



Thom-Sut met his eyes.



"She'll fight again."



Chir-Enk looked back down.



"Yes."



The growl was still there.



Maylond regretted finding it attractive again.



---



Vey approached first.



Chir-Enk did not stop her.



The female kitsong lowered her head toward Enk.



Maylond expected her to smell the wound.



Instead Vey opened her mouth.



Her tongue passed across the torn flesh.



Maylond stared.



Vey did it again.



"What is she doing?"



Chir-Enk looked up.



"Helping."



"She's licking her."



"Yes."



Maylond watched another pass of Vey's tongue.



She had seen kitsing bite.



Eat.



Drink.



Carry things in their mouths.



She had never seen one lick another living thing.



Not even Ond.



Vey continued.



Enk remained still.



Maylond felt something against her arm.



Ond.



He stood beside her.



She looked down.



His head rose.



His tongue dragged along the bare skin of her forearm.



Maylond jerked.



"Ond."



The sensation remained after his tongue left.



Rough.



Far rougher than she expected.



Like sandrough dragged across her skin.



She rubbed the place with her other hand.



Ond watched.



*That's what she's doing?*



>> Repair. <<



Maylond looked at Vey.



Her tongue moved across the edge of Enk's wound again.



*Your tongues repair?*



Nothing.



*How?*



Ond looked away.



"Useful."



Chir-Enk glanced at her.



"What?"



"Nothing."



Ond licked her forearm again.



Maylond looked down sharply.



There was no wound there.



A few shallow scratches crossed the skin from the return. Nothing that required Mending.



The second lick was slower.



Sandrough again.



Maylond didn't pull away.



*That doesn't need repair.*



Ond's eyes narrowed.



He gave no answer.



Then he left her.



Maylond watched him cross to Enk.



Vey settled beside the injured kitsong.



Sut came next, her mouth cleaned of most of the restfeeder's blood.



Ond lowered himself on Enk's other side.



For a moment Maylond thought they were merely keeping her warm.



Then the ground moved.



Maylond put a hand down.



Nothing.



She felt it again.



A tiny groundshake.



Too regular.



Too close.



She looked toward the surrounding trees.



"Did you feel that?"



Nobody answered.



The vibration came again.



Longer.



Maylond realized it wasn't beneath her.



It was beside her.



Vey.



The sound was coming from Vey.



Low enough that Maylond felt it almost as much as heard it.



Sut joined her.



Two overlapping groundshakes.



Then Ond.



Maylond stared.



She had never heard the sound before.



Not during the Going.



Not after the bond.



Not when Ond ate or rested or played.



The three kitsing pressed themselves against Enk while the strange vibration moved through them.



Enk's breathing slowed.



Maylond moved closer.



And Enk changed.



Maylond blinked.



The female kitsong was shrinking.



No.



She wasn't.



The body Maylond had been seeing disappeared from around her.



Muted fur replaced the stronger colors Maylond knew.



Her legs were shorter.



Her head smaller.



Her whole body--



Small.



Enk was small.



Maylond stopped breathing.



She had seen this before.



Ond.



For several breaths after the bond.



The enormous gold predator had collapsed into something much smaller, quieter in color, before Maylond's perception snapped back.



She had never seen another kitsong that way.



Enk lay between Vey, Sut and Ond, and Maylond could see where she actually ended.



The bite suddenly made sense.



It was enormous on her.



Far worse than it had appeared.



Maylond looked at Chir-Enk.



He wasn't surprised.



Of course he wasn't.



He had known exactly where to put his hands.



Where to pour the water.



Where Enk existed.



Maylond looked toward Rellan.



Rellan was watching the trees.



Geor-Lon was arranging equipment.



Thom-Sut was examining the dead restfeeder.



Nobody was staring at Enk.



Nobody seemed to see what Maylond saw.



She said nothing.



The groundshake sound continued.



Enk closed her eyes.



For several breaths, Maylond could not tell whether the sound was comforting her or doing something else.



Then Enk's breathing became deeper.



More even.



Maylond looked at Ond.



He did not look back.



---



"We need two awake."



Rellan said it after the firestar was gone.



The nightstar still had not risen.



Geor-Lon had finished arranging the Weary around the low rise. Their packs and bodies occupied places he had chosen rather than places anyone found comfortable.



Maylond understood some of the arrangement now.



Nothing blocked movement.



Nothing trapped them against the rise.



Every sleeping position could be reached from another.



The kitsing normally made one humling awake enough.



They didn't sleep the way humlings did.



Part of them remained aware.



They ranged.



Listened.



Returned.



The Between extended the watch beyond what a humling's eyes could manage.



Tonight Enk could do none of that.



She remained curled where Chir-Enk had treated her.



Her apparent body had returned.



Maylond could no longer see the small muted creature beneath it.



The other kitsing had stopped making the groundshake sound.



Maylond found herself wanting them to begin again.



"Two?" she asked.



"Enk is out," Rellan said.



Chir-Enk spoke immediately.



"Me."



Rellan looked at him.



"You need to become Weary."



"No."



"Chir."



"I can't hear her clearly."



Silence.



Maylond looked at him.



His voice was still low.



But this time she didn't find it attractive.



Or not only attractive.



There was something in the way he was looking at Enk that Maylond couldn't categorize.



"I can feel her," Chir-Enk said. "I can't hear her clearly."



Rellan nodded.



"First watch."



"I'll take it with him," Maylond said.



"No," Rellan said.



"I'm not tired."



>> Rest. <<



Maylond ignored Ond.



"I can stay awake."



"So can Geor-Lon."



Geor-Lon sat down beside Chir-Enk.



Apparently the decision had already been made.



"I should--"



>> Rest. <<



*Stop.*



Ond walked toward her.



Maylond looked at Rellan.



"My shoulder is functional. I'm armed. I'm not Weary."



>> Weary. <<



*I'm not.*



>> You are. <<



Maylond clenched her jaw.



Chir-Enk noticed.



"Ond?"



"Yes."



"What does he want?"



"For me to become Weary."



For the first time since Enk had screamed, something almost changed in Chir-Enk's face.



Almost.



"Smart kitsong."



Maylond glared at him.



The humor disappeared before it became a smile.



"Become Weary, Mayl-Ond."



Maylond looked at Enk.



"You're staying awake."



"I can't hear her."



"I can fight."



"So can I."



"You used your water."



"Yes."



"You need rest."



"So do you."



His voice had gone completely flat now.



Maylond disliked that more than the growl.



Ond pressed against her leg.



>> Rest. <<



*Why are you so concerned?*



No answer.



*There are restfeeders around us.*



>> Yes. <<



*They attacked.*



>> Yes. <<



*Enk was hurt.*



>> Yes. <<



*And you want me unconscious.*



Ond looked up at her.



>> Rest. <<



Maylond considered refusing simply because he had become irritating.



Then she realized that was not a useful reason.



She lay down.



Ond immediately left.



"You're unpleasant," she told him.



He did not turn around.



---



Maylond discovered that Becoming Weary and becoming asleep were different things.



She lay still.



Her body wanted rest.



Her mind did not.



Every sound had acquired teeth.



Leaves rubbed together.



Something moved through the growth.



A branch shifted.



Farther away, something called once and was answered.



Maylond opened her eyes.



Chir-Enk sat near Enk.



Geor-Lon watched the opposite side of the Weary.



Maylond closed them.



A scrape.



Eyes open.



Nothing.



Close.



Movement.



Open.



Ond appeared near the edge of the Weary.



He sat facing the darkness.



Maylond watched him.



He did not look concerned.



That did not help.



*What do you see?*



No response.



*Ond.*



His ear moved.



*What is out there?*



>> Rest. <<



Maylond closed her eyes harder.



At some point, she slept.



---



She woke to a sound beside her.



Maylond's hand found a stonesling.



Enk.



The injured kitsong had shifted.



Chir-Enk was touching her.



Not the wound.



His hand rested against her side.



Enk's head lay near his leg.



Maylond watched his fingers move once through the fur.



He bent toward her.



His facial whiskers touched Enk's head.



Enk made the tiny groundshake sound.



Only once.



Chir-Enk closed his eyes.



Maylond looked away.



She didn't know why.



Geor-Lon was still awake.



Or awake again.



Maylond couldn't tell how much time had passed.



The nightstar had not risen.



She closed her eyes.



---



The next time Maylond woke, Chir-Enk was standing.



She became alert immediately.



"What?"



"Nothing."



His voice was quiet.



"Then why are you standing?"



"Because I'm on watch."



"You were sitting before."



"Sometimes I stand."



Maylond stared at him.



Chir-Enk stared back.



A little of him had returned.



Not enough to joke.



Enough to be irritated by her.



Maylond found that reassuring.



"Enk?"



"Sleeping."



"Can you hear her?"



A pause.



"Better."



Maylond lay back down.



She expected Ond to tell her to rest.



He didn't.



She searched for him.



Nothing.



Then she felt him.



Near.



That was enough.



Maylond closed her eyes.



---



She dreamed of the Great Limit.



There was nothing beyond it.



Not darkness.



Not water.



Not land.



Nothing.



Maylond stood at its edge and became furious because there was nowhere else to go.



She woke before she understood why.



The Weary had changed.



Light reached through the trees.



Maylond sat up.



The nightstar had finally risen.



She had seen it from Southleft more times than she could remember.



Here it seemed different.



Its light came through unfamiliar branches at unfamiliar angles. Long shadows stretched from every trunk and stone.



There was enough light to make shapes.



Not enough to make them clear.



Maylond looked toward Enk.



Alive.



Chir-Enk was still awake beside her.



Maylond looked toward the edge of the Weary.



Ond sat there.



Watching the long shadows.



One of them moved.



Maylond couldn't tell whether something had crossed the nightstar's light or whether the leaves above had moved.



She listened.



Nothing.



Ond did not move.



Maylond lay down again.



She slept.



Poorly.



But she slept.
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Maylond noticed before she noticed anything else.



The kitsong stood beside Chir-Enk with one foreleg held slightly away from the ground, her body broad and heavy beneath the dark pattern Maylond had always seen there. The muted, smaller creature from the night before was gone.



Or hidden.



Maylond stared long enough that Enk looked back at her.



Nothing changed.



Chir-Enk was crouched beside her, fingers moving carefully over the binding around the bite. The wound had stopped bleeding. The flesh surrounding it was swollen, and Enk objected when he pressed too near one edge by jerking her leg away and turning her head sharply toward him.



"Good," Chir-Enk said.



Maylond blinked.



"Good?"



"She dislikes me again."



His voice was still lower than usual.



Not the rough near-growl from the night before, but not yet the high, dry voice she had first associated with him either.



Enk pushed her head into his shoulder hard enough to move him.



Chir-Enk caught himself.



"There," he said. "Almost healthy."



Then Enk tried to put her injured leg fully beneath her and he was immediately watching the movement again.



Their water had become the first problem of the return.



Chir-Enk had used everything he carried cleaning Enk's wound. Rellan-Vey divided what remained without discussion, taking portions from herself, Thom-Sut, Geor-Lon and Maylond.



Maylond had already untied her waterskin.



"Take mine."



Chir-Enk looked at her.



Rellan-Vey did too.



Maylond held it out.



"You need more than I do."



"For what?"



"You're the Food Guide."



Chir-Enk waited.



Maylond disliked that.



"If you become Weary from lack of water, we lose another useful member."



"Comforting."



"It wasn't intended to be."



He took the waterskin.



Vey came next.



The kitsong approached one of the shallow bowls Geor-Lon had filled from his own supply, drank only several laps, then stepped away.



Sut did the same.



Lon drank almost nothing.



Ond walked to the bowl, looked into it, and then looked at Maylond.



"You need water," she told him.



He drank.



Not much.



Then moved away.



Maylond watched the three kitsing settle without returning to the bowl.



They had left part of their portions too.



For Chir-Enk.



That seemed reasonable.



Enk's injury reduced the strength of the shinegem. Chir-Enk's dehydration would reduce it further. Preserving him preserved all of them.



Maylond drank from what remained in her waterskin.



There was no reason to think about it again.



They moved when the firestar had climbed far enough to burn the dampness from the leaves.



Enk limped.



That was the largest change.



She could bear weight, but not for long, and every few lengths she lifted the injured leg for several steps before lowering it again.



The kitsing ranged less because of her.



Vey disappeared into growth ahead twice. Sut moved behind them. Ond alternated between Maylond and the edges of the route, but none went far enough that Enk could not see at least one of them.



Enk tried.



The first time she started after Vey, Chir-Enk called her name.



She ignored him.



The second time, Sut stepped sideways into her path.



Enk moved around her.



Sut moved again.



Enk showed teeth.



Sut did not.



They stood facing one another for several breaths.



Then Enk turned back toward Chir-Enk.



He said nothing.



Neither did Maylond.



By the next mark the trees had begun thinning.



The smell reached them first.



Salt.



Then the sound.



Water striking land in long repeating collapses.



The forest opened gradually until the ground became pale grass, then low growth, then sand.



The sea spread beyond it.



Maylond stopped for half a breath.



She had seen the Southleft water many times. She had worked near the docks. She had stood beside Tanystry on boards slick with blood and Feathersoarer feathers.



This was different.



There were no vessels.



No Moorers.



No posts driven into water.



No voices.



Only sand curving away in both directions, the sea pushing itself toward them and withdrawing again.



The firestar made everything painfully bright.



Thom-Sut immediately walked away from the group.



Maylond followed.



He crouched beside a patch of short-stemmed plants growing above the wet line, separated several leaves, touched the underside of one, then stood.



He moved farther.



Stopped at another plant.



Looked beneath a dead branch.



Dug two fingers into sand.



Then continued.



Maylond waited.



He did not say anything.



"What's wrong?"



"Nothing."



She looked around.



"Nothing you found yet?"



"Nothing."



He moved again.



Maylond followed.



He examined a cluster of small shells attached to a dark stone.



Nothing.



He watched narrow-winged shorecreatures stabbing long mouths into the wet sand.



Nothing.



He broke open a seedpod and smelled it.



Nothing.



"Then why are we still looking?"



Thom-Sut looked at her.



"Because finding nothing is one of the things we came to find."



He continued walking.



Maylond stared after him.



The beach was alive.



Not violently.



Not strangely.



Small creatures vanished beneath the sand before the water reached them and emerged after it withdrew. Thin-legged feeders ran forward with each retreating wave and fled from the next. Something silver leapt from the water and disappeared again.



Nothing chased them from the wrong direction.



Nothing fed too long.



Nothing grew where it should not.



Nothing seemed hungry enough to become foolish.



Maylond looked toward Rellan-Vey.



Rellan was watching the water.



Maylond almost asked what it meant.



She did not.



They had lost time.



Enk's injury had slowed them through the morning, and the route on the mindcopy turned inland again several lengths ahead, climbing through dense lowgrowth before bending back toward the coast later.



Geor-Lon unfolded the mindcopy.



"We can keep the route."



Chir-Enk looked at Enk.



She was sitting.



That answered part of the question.



"Or?" Rellan asked.



Geor-Lon traced a finger along the beach.



"Stay on sand. Rejoin here."



"How much?"



"Nearly half a mark."



Thom-Sut looked toward the inland rise.



"Highgrowth there will slow her."



Enk's ears moved.



Chir-Enk said, "She heard that."



"I intended her to."



Enk stood.



Her injured leg remained lifted.



Chir-Enk looked at her.



"There. Completely recovered."



The higher note had returned slightly to his voice.



Maylond noticed.



They took the beach.



The sand was harder near the water, and Enk moved better there.



For a while the shortcut seemed obviously correct.



The firestar warmed Maylond's shoulders. Ond walked near the waterline and occasionally struck at the edge of a retreating wave with one paw.



The first time he did it, Maylond stared.



He ignored her.



The second time he lunged farther, jumped backward when the water returned, then looked toward her.



*Play?*



Ond turned away.



Maylond almost laughed.



Almost.



Ahead, Thom-Sut stopped.



Not slowly.



Stopped.



Rellan saw it immediately.



"What?"



Thom-Sut was looking at the sand.



Maylond saw only a collection of shallow depressions at first.



Then one moved.



Not a depression.



A shell.



Broad.



Flat.



Its upper surface nearly matched the pale brown sand except for darker ridges spreading from the center.



Several jointed legs unfolded beneath it.



Then two claws.



They were shorter than Maylond's forearm and thicker than her wrist where they joined the body.



Another shape moved several lengths away.



Then another.



Thom-Sut said something very quietly.



Rellan stepped closer.



"What?"



"Nesting season."



Chir-Enk looked toward him.



"You knew that."



"I knew it four marks ago."



"That's helpful."



The higher note had returned to his voice.



Maylond heard it.



So did Thom-Sut.



"I forgot the beach."



The first Sand Dancer lifted itself from the sand.



Not high.



Its body remained so close to the ground that its underside nearly dragged.



The claws opened.



No teeth.



No mouth Maylond could see.



Another emerged to their left.



Then three to the right.



Geor-Lon folded the mindcopy.



"Back?"



"Not inland," Thom-Sut said.



Maylond looked toward the lowgrowth.



Movement.



More shells.



"We crossed between them."



"And?" Maylond asked.



Thom-Sut looked farther up the beach.



"The nests."



Maylond saw them then.



Not nests exactly.



Raised circles in the sand, some surrounded by fragments of shell and dried sea growth. One held a darker mound beneath a layer of wet vegetation.



The Sand Dancer nearest it moved sideways.



Another moved with it.



Then they separated.



Rellan-Vey drew her stonesling.



"Shinegem."



They formed.



Enk moved forward.



Chir-Enk grabbed her around the shoulders.



"No."



She twisted away from him.



Vey appeared in front of her.



Enk tried to pass.



Vey struck one paw against the sand.



Enk froze.



Another Sand Dancer rose.



Then all of them moved.



The first came sideways.



Maylond had expected a charge.



Instead it swept across their front, claws opening and closing while another came from the opposite direction.



Ond launched himself at the second.



The claw snapped shut where his chest appeared to be.



Nothing was there.



Ond twisted and struck the joint beneath it.



The Sand Dancer spun.



A third immediately replaced it.



Maylond threw.



Her stonesling struck the top of its shell with a hard crack.



The animal flattened.



Then continued moving.



"Armor!" Geor-Lon shouted.



Maylond had noticed.



She retrieved the stone as another Sand Dancer crossed toward Chir-Enk.



He was still trying to keep Enk behind him.



The animal did not attack him directly.



It moved past.



Another came from the other side.



Their paths crossed.



For one breath Maylond thought they would strike one another.



Instead both changed direction.



One claw closed around the edge of Geor-Lon's legcover.



The other Sand Dancer caught the opposite side.



They pulled.



Geor-Lon fell.



The legcover tore.



His skin did not.



Rellan drove a bladestone down into the joint of one claw.



The Sand Dancer released.



Vey struck the second from the side.



Geor-Lon rolled free.



More came.



Maylond spun both stoneslings now.



One in each hand.



She struck a leg joint.



Missed another.



Hit shell.



The Sand Dancers changed partners constantly.



One engaged Ond, then abandoned him while another took its place.



Two moved toward Rellan and separated before reaching her.



One crossed behind another, vanished from Maylond's attention for half a breath, then appeared beside Thom-Sut.



He jumped away from a claw.



The second caught his arm.



Not the flesh.



The sleeve.



It closed.



The material tightened so hard against him that he grunted.



Then another Sand Dancer reached for the same arm from the opposite side.



Maylond threw.



Her stone struck the second claw before it closed.



Thom-Sut ripped himself free.



The Sand Dancers changed again.



Maylond understood the name.



She had seen humlings dance at the endsummer fair.



Partners never remained partners for long.



Hands joined.



Separated.



Another body entered.



Someone crossed between two others.



Pairs became three.



Three became two different pairs.



From outside it looked chaotic.



Inside it, everyone knew where someone else would be.



The Sand Dancers did the same.



Maylond stopped watching the Sand Dancer in front of her.



She watched the sand beside it.



One moved away from Ond.



That left space.



Maylond threw at the empty place.



Rellan shouted something.



The stonesling struck nothing.



For less than a breath.



A Sand Dancer crossed into the path.



The stone hit beneath the front edge of its shell where leg joined body.



The animal folded sideways.



Maylond had already retrieved the second stonesling.



Another opening appeared.



She threw before anything entered it.



Impact.



A claw struck sand and did not rise again.



Ond looked at her.



Maylond felt his attention.



Then he turned and attacked.



They were getting better.



That should have solved the problem.



Instead more Sand Dancers emerged.



Maylond saw two behind the first group.



Then another.



Then something smaller moving near the raised sand circles.



A young Sand Dancer.



Its shell was pale and soft-looking.



It disappeared beneath the wet growth.



Maylond's next throw stopped halfway through the motion.



Not physically.



She still threw.



But the target changed.



Instead of the vulnerable joint she had been tracking, she struck the sand directly in front of the Sand Dancer.



It stopped.



Maylond stared at the nests.



They were not hunting.



Another Sand Dancer rushed her.



Ond intercepted.



A claw closed around his projected hindquarters.



The animal pulled.



Ond was somewhere else entirely.



He struck beneath the shell.



The Sand Dancer flipped enough for Maylond to see its underside.



She could have killed it.



She didn't throw.



"Mayl-Ond!" Rellan shouted.



Maylond looked toward the water.



The Sand Dancers there were moving differently.



They engaged.



Changed partners.



Pressed inward.



But every time the shinegem moved a few steps down-beach, the creatures on that side gave ground.



They weren't surrounding them.



They were moving them.



Maylond felt something unpleasant tighten beneath her ribs.



A Sand Dancer had one claw on Sut's projected shoulder.



Another reached for him.



Vey tore into the joint.



Shell cracked.



The animal jerked backward.



Maylond saw pale tissue inside.



The Sand Dancer thrashed.



A third moved around it and continued fighting.



They were going to kill all of them.



Not because they needed to.



Because they had walked into the nests.



"STOP KILLING THEM!"



Rellan turned toward her.



A claw snapped shut between them.



Maylond jumped aside.



"What?"



"MOVE!"



Another Sand Dancer rushed.



Maylond struck the sand in front of it instead of the animal.



It checked its movement.



"We're in their nesting ground!"



"We know that."



"No." Maylond pointed down the beach. "They're pushing us."



Thom-Sut looked.



A Sand Dancer crossed toward him.



He moved outward.



It did not follow immediately.



Maylond saw him understand.



"They are."



Another claw snapped.



Geor-Lon struck it away.



Rellan looked once toward the nests.



Then at Maylond.



"Which direction?"



Maylond pointed along the water.



"There."



Rellan did not ask why.



"Shinegem! Move!"



They retreated.



Not running.



Every time they moved too quickly the Sand Dancers surged.



Every time they slowed, the animals changed partners and pressed them forward.



Maylond began striking sand more often than shell.



Ond seemed to understand before she told him.



He stopped trying to injure the creatures and instead lunged at the gaps between them, forcing their dance to change.



Vey followed.



Sut did too.



Enk tried to join.



One Sand Dancer broke from the line and moved toward her.



Chir-Enk stepped in front of it.



The claw caught his leg.



Not the projection.



Him.



Maylond heard the impact before she saw it.



Chir-Enk screamed.



The claw did not cut.



It compressed.



The second claw opened.



Another Sand Dancer immediately changed partners and moved toward him.



Maylond threw into empty space.



The second Sand Dancer arrived there exactly when she expected.



The stonesling struck beneath its shell.



It rolled.



Vey hit the one holding Chir-Enk.



The claw opened.



He stumbled backward.



Enk surged forward.



Sut slammed into her from the side.



For a moment kitsong and kitsong rolled together in the sand while Chir-Enk dragged himself away.



"Keep moving!" Rellan shouted.



Maylond wanted to kill the Sand Dancer that had caught him.



The desire arrived instantly.



Cleanly.



It would be easy.



She knew exactly where to strike.



Then she saw the nests again.



Not theirs.



The Sand Dancers had not crossed into Southleft.



They had not followed prey into the wrong territory.



They had not attacked outside their season.



They were doing exactly what they were supposed to do.



The humsing were not.



"RETREAT!" Maylond screamed.



They did.



Lengths passed.



Then more.



The Sand Dancers kept changing partners.



Kept pressing.



But fewer followed.



One stopped.



Then another.



The line behind the shinegem thinned.



Finally the last three stopped together.



They stood low against the sand with their claws open.



Maylond continued backward.



One more length.



Two.



The Sand Dancers did not follow.



Rellan raised one hand.



The group stopped.



For several breaths nobody spoke.



Chir-Enk sat down hard.



Geor-Lon immediately crouched beside his leg.



The flesh was already darkening where the claw had compressed it, but the leg remained straight.



"Move your foot."



Chir-Enk did.



His face tightened.



"Again."



He did.



Geor-Lon nodded.



"Probably not broken."



"Your confidence comforts me."



The higher voice was back.



Not completely.



But enough that Maylond noticed the difference.



Enk shoved past Sut and reached Chir-Enk.



She pressed against him.



He put one hand on the side of her face.



"I'm fine."



Enk showed teeth.



"So are you."



More teeth.



"Mostly."



Maylond looked back toward the nesting ground.



The Sand Dancers were already returning.



Not pursuing.



Returning.



Some vanished into the sand almost immediately.



Others moved toward the damaged animals.



One dragged another by hooking a claw beneath the edge of its shell.



Maylond watched.



Rellan came beside her.



"You were right."



Maylond kept looking toward the nests.



"We were upsetting the Balance."



"Yes."



"We should have stayed on the route."



"Yes."



Maylond expected that to settle the matter.



She had identified the problem correctly.



She had prevented unnecessary deaths.



She had reduced risk to the shinegem.



All of those were correct.



Still, she could see the Sand Dancer Vey had cracked open.



It moved once.



Then did not.



Maylond looked away.



Ond was watching her.



*What?*



No answer.



She tightened the twine around one stonesling and checked the other for damage.



The throw into empty space had chipped one edge.



She rubbed the mark with her thumb.



"I knew where it would be," she said.



Rellan looked at her.



"The Sand Dancer?"



"Yes."



"It wasn't there."



"It was going to be."



Rellan considered her for several breaths.



"Good."



That was all.



Maylond liked it more than she should have.



Geor-Lon finished examining Chir-Enk.



Thom-Sut had a torn sleeve and a shallow scrape beneath it. Rellan had blood across one hand that did not appear to be hers.



Nobody had died.



Enk remained injured.



Chir-Enk would bruise.



The Sand Dancers had lost more.



Because the shinegem had taken a shortcut.



Maylond's jaw tightened.



Necessary violence preserved Balance.



Unnecessary violence damaged it.



There was nothing strange about understanding that.



Nothing emotional.



They gathered themselves.



Rellan unfolded the mindcopy again.



"We rejoin the planned route from here."



"No more shortcuts?" Chir-Enk asked.



Thom-Sut looked at him.



"Do you want one?"



"No."



"Then I've learned something."



The slight rise in Chir-Enk's voice was enough for Maylond to recognize the joke.



A sound almost escaped her.



Not quite laughter.



Close.



Ond's head turned toward her.



Maylond ignored him.



They had started moving when Ond stopped.



Maylond felt it through the Between before she saw him.



His attention had gone behind them.



She turned.



One Sand Dancer had not returned to the nests.



It was farther up the beach than the others, near the place where the fighting had ended.



Its shell was cracked along one side.



Its rear legs did not move.



The front legs did.



It pulled itself through the sand.



Stopped.



Pulled again.



One claw dug down and dragged the body another short distance.



Toward the others.



The surviving Sand Dancers were already far away.



The injured one stopped again.



Its shell lifted and fell.



Maylond watched it pull.



Stop.



Pull.



Rellan came beside her.



"It won't survive."



Maylond looked at the broken body.



"No."



The Sand Dancer dragged itself another handspan toward its nesting ground.



Rellan looked at Maylond.



"Finish it."


Chapter 15
“A gentle death is still a death. A violent mercy is still mercy.”

— Mera Pell, Mender
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Maylond decided that as she walked toward it.



It knew its rear legs no longer worked. It knew the others were leaving it behind. It knew something had broken beneath the cracked side of its carapace.



But it kept pulling.



One claw opened and dug into the sand.



Closed.



Pulled.



Its body scraped forward.



The other claw reached ahead.



Opened.



Closed.



Pulled.



Maylond carried her bladestone low beside her leg.



Behind her, nobody spoke.



The Sand Dancer stopped.



Its shell rose and fell.



Maylond could see the nesting ground beyond it now. The surviving adults had returned to the raised circles in the sand. Some were disappearing beneath the surface again. Others moved among the damaged.



One stood over the nest where Maylond had seen the pale young Sand Dancer.



The dying one pulled itself toward them.



Maylond understood.



It was trying to return to the nests.



That was pointless.



It could not reach them.



Even if it did, it could no longer protect them.



The next predator that came along would take it first.



Perhaps that would help the young survive.



That possibility should have made leaving it alive reasonable.



Maylond stopped several lengths away.



The Sand Dancer turned.



Its claws opened.



Still dangerous.



Rellan had been right.



Maylond moved sideways.



The Sand Dancer shifted to keep its claws toward her.



One rear leg moved.



Barely.



Then stopped.



Maylond studied the cracked carapace.



There were easier ways.



Her stonesling could crush something important if she struck hard enough. She could remain outside the claws and throw until the animal stopped moving.



She could use the sharpstick through the damaged shell.



She could leave it.



The Sand Dancer had tried to pull Chir-Enk apart.



Others had tried to pull apart Geor-Lon and Thom-Sut.



Maylond had no obligation to make its death pleasant.



The Sand Dancer turned away from her.



It pulled itself toward the nests again.



One claw.



Then the other.



Maylond looked at the bladestone in her hand.



That was better.



She didn't know why.



Perhaps she did.



They had entered its nesting ground.



It had defended it.



That was the Balance.



The Sand Dancer had done nothing wrong.



A bladestone required Maylond to come close enough for the animal to kill her.



That made the choice inefficient.



She walked closer anyway.



The Sand Dancer sensed her.



It spun as much as its broken body allowed.



A claw snapped.



Maylond stopped outside its reach.



The second claw opened.



She watched the rhythm.



One closed.



The other opened.



The first opened.



Maylond stepped closer.



The Sand Dancer struck.



She moved aside.



The claw closed on empty sand.



Maylond stepped onto the edge of the carapace.



The other claw came around.



She moved with it instead of away.



For one breath she was directly above the animal.



The Sand Dancer struggled beneath her.



Maylond found the seam behind the front of its shell.



She placed the point of the bladestone there.



The Sand Dancer twisted.



Maylond waited.



Not because she was afraid.



She wanted to get it right.



The claw opened again.



Maylond drove the bladestone through the seam.



Hard.



Deep.



The Sand Dancer jerked.



Maylond held the stone in place.



Its claws struck the sand.



Once.



Again.



Then slowly opened.



Maylond remained where she was.



The shell stopped rising.



She waited another breath.



Then another.



Rested.



Maylond withdrew the bladestone.



Something wet clung to it.



She wiped the blade against the sand until it was clean.



The Sand Dancer's claws remained open.



Maylond looked toward the nesting ground.



One of the adults had uncovered part of the nest.



Several pale shapes moved beneath it.



Newborns.



Small enough that their carapaces had not yet hardened.



The dead Sand Dancer had been trying to return to them.



To protect them.



Perhaps feed them.



Perhaps cover them.



Maylond did not know what Sand Dancers did for their young.



She knew only that it had continued trying.



Even after its body could no longer carry it home.



Something tightened inside her again.



Maylond stood.



The feeling remained.



She looked at the Sand Dancer.



There was no reason for that.



It was dead.



Its suffering had ended.



Its death preserved the Balance better than leaving it alive to suffer or attract something else toward the nests.



Everything had been done correctly.



Still, Maylond crouched again.



She reached for the Sand Dancer.



Stopped.



Its shell was only shell.



There was nothing to do for it.



She put her hand against the undamaged side anyway.



The carapace was warm from the firestar.



Maylond left her hand there for one breath.



Then she stood.



She did not look behind her until she had walked back to the others.



Rellan-Vey looked at the bladestone.



"Clean?"



"Yes."



Rellan nodded.



That was all.



Nobody asked why Maylond had used a bladestone.



Nobody asked why she had stayed beside the body afterward.



Chir-Enk was standing again. Carefully.



Enk pressed against his uninjured leg.



"Can you walk?" Rellan asked him.



"Yes."



"Well?"



"No."



"Enough?"



Chir-Enk looked at the route ahead.



"Yes."



The answer sounded like him.



More than it had the night before.



Rellan turned.



"Move."



Maylond joined the shinegem.



Ond walked beside her for several lengths.



She could feel him there without looking.



The Sand Dancer disappeared behind them.



Maylond kept walking.



She thought about the Goer.



Not Tem.



The other one.



The stranger she had found after bonding. The one who had been dying badly enough that there had been nothing to save.



Maylond had killed her.



Quickly.



There had been no reason to let suffering continue when death was already certain.



She had understood that then.



She understood it now.



The Sand Dancer had been the same.



Dying.



Suffering.



Beyond saving.



Maylond had rested both.



There was no difference.



Ond remained beside her.



They walked another length.



Then another.



Maylond was beginning to wonder why he had not ranged ahead when his voice entered her mind.



>> You felt. <<



Her stride changed.



Only slightly.



*No.*



Ond kept walking.



Maylond looked at him.



He did not look back.



*I understood.*



Nothing.



*It was dying.*



Ond continued beside her.



*There was no reason for it to suffer.*



Nothing.



Maylond's jaw tightened.



*That's not feeling.*



>> Yes. <<



Maylond stopped.



Rellan looked back.



Maylond immediately started walking again.



"What?"



"Nothing."



Rellan faced forward.



Maylond looked at Ond.



*You are wrong.*



No answer.



*You have it.*



Ond's ears moved.



*That's the point of us. You have it so I don't.*



Ond moved ahead.



Not far.



Far enough that Maylond knew the conversation was finished.



She disliked that more than if he had argued.



The route took them away from the beach.



The sand became grass again, then lowgrowth, then scattered trees.



Thom-Sut stopped frequently.



He examined leaves.



Turned stones.



Watched feeders.



Smelled the air around a patch of fungus growing along a fallen trunk.



Nothing.



Maylond watched him more carefully now.



Nothing wrong.



That should have occupied her.



Instead she watched a small groundcreature run beneath the roots of a tree.



Another creature followed.



Faster.



It caught the first.



Maylond watched the struggling stop.



Nothing.



She waited.



Nothing.



Good.



They continued.



A winged animal landed badly on a branch ahead of them.



One wing hung lower than the other.



It hopped twice, tried to fly, fell to a lower branch and caught itself.



Maylond watched.



Nothing.



Good.



She looked at Ond.



He was ranging ahead with Vey.



Maylond almost wished he were closer.



Only so he could see.



That was all.



Later, Chir-Enk stumbled.



Maylond turned immediately.



His injured leg had failed beneath him for half a step.



He caught himself against a tree.



Enk was beside him before anyone else moved.



Chir-Enk put one hand against her shoulder.



"I'm fine."



Enk remained there.



He took another step.



She moved with him.



Another.



Enk stayed against his leg.



Chir-Enk looked down at her.



"You are making this more difficult."



Enk did not move away.



Chir-Enk tried another step.



She stayed with him.



"You are very helpful."



The higher part of his voice was returning.



Maylond watched them.



Nothing.



Chir-Enk was injured.



Enk was injured.



They were compensating for one another.



Useful.



Maylond looked ahead.



Ond was standing between two trees.



Watching her.



*Nothing.*



He did not answer.



Maylond continued walking.



By the next mark, she was satisfied.



Ond had been wrong.



The Sand Dancer had been unusual because the circumstances were unusual.



They had caused its injury.



They had entered its nesting ground.



It had been attempting to return to newborns it could no longer protect.



Leaving it alive would have been cruel.



Maylond stopped at that word.



Cruel.



She considered it.



Cruelty was inefficient suffering.



That did not require empathy.



Tenders used emotional words too broadly.



Softhearts did the same.



An Interferer could understand that pain without purpose was waste.



Maylond had understood it with the dying Goer.



There was nothing new here.



Nothing returning.



Nothing missing from Ond.



Nothing wrong with Maylond.



Ahead, Thom-Sut crouched beside another plant.



Maylond waited for him to find something.



He stood.



"Nothing?" Maylond asked.



Thom-Sut looked at her.



"Nothing."



She liked the answer.



They continued.



The healthy wild became almost irritating.



No animal where it should not be.



No damaged feeding ground.



No plant consuming another too quickly.



No fungus spreading beyond its ordinary reach.



The danger remained.



Twice Rellan changed their route because of signs from predators.



Once Vey returned and silently caused the entire shinegem to turn north for several lengths.



Nothing attacked.



Nothing followed.



Nothing behaved incorrectly.



Balanced did not mean harmless.



Maylond understood that better now.



The Sand Dancers had been Balanced.



The Sand Dancers had nearly pulled Chir-Enk's leg apart.



Both could be true.



Perhaps that was what had bothered her.



Not the animal.



The waste.



The mistake.



The possibility that they had become the thing interfering with a system that did not require them.



That explanation was better.



Maylond kept it.



Near firestar fall, they stopped beside a narrow flow of clear water moving between stones.



Thom-Sut tested it.



Chir-Enk tested it again.



Geor-Lon began filling the empty waterskins.



Maylond handed Chir-Enk hers.



He looked at it.



"What?"



"You used yours."



"So did you."



"Fill it."



He took it.



Maylond watched him crouch beside the water.



Enk lowered herself nearby.



Slowly.



Her injured leg remained extended.



Chir-Enk filled his waterskin first.



Then Maylond's.



Then another.



When he finished, he sat beside Enk and removed the binding.



Maylond could see the bite clearly.



Still ugly.



Still swollen.



But better than it had looked beneath the nightstar.



Chir-Enk cleaned it.



Enk did not pull away this time.



He replaced the binding.



Then rested his hand against the side of her neck.



Enk leaned into it.



Maylond looked away.



She did not know why she had been watching.



The answer came easily.



Injury recovery mattered to the Traverse.



That was all.



Ond came to drink.



He stopped beside Maylond.



She waited for him to say something.



He drank instead.



Maylond crossed her arms.



*You were wrong.*



Ond continued drinking.



*I tested it.*



He lifted his head.



Water ran from the fur beneath his mouth.



*I watched something die.*



Nothing.



*I watched something injured.*



Nothing.



*I watched Chir-Enk.*



Ond looked at her.



Maylond held his gaze.



*Nothing.*



He blinked.



Then walked away.



Maylond watched him go.



She decided his silence meant agreement.



It was easier than deciding what else it meant.


Chapter 16
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At first Maylond liked it.



The drops struck broad leaves above them and gathered before falling again, heavier and colder. The smell of the forest changed. Dust disappeared. Heat lifted from Maylond's skin.



Ond did not like it.



His ears flattened at the first drops.



Maylond looked at him.



*It's water.*



He looked back at her.



*You've been in water.*



Ond stepped beneath a tree.



Maylond almost smiled.



Almost.



Then the rain became harder.



Within half a mark, there was no part of Maylond that was not wet.



Water ran through her hair and down her face. Her topshirt clung to her back. Every leaf they touched emptied itself onto them. The ground softened beneath their feet until each step required attention.



Rellan-Vey stopped trying to keep them on the easiest ground.



"High."



They climbed.



The higher ground was only slightly less wet.



Geor-Lon slipped once.



Chir-Enk slipped twice.



The second time he caught himself against a trunk and stayed there.



Enk immediately pressed against him.



"I'm fine."



Nobody answered.



Chir-Enk looked at the group.



"I've noticed that has stopped working."



His voice was nearly his old voice again.



Rellan looked at the sky through the trees.



"We Weary early."



Nobody objected.



That concerned Maylond more than if they had.



They found a rise between two thick-rooted trees where water flowed around rather than through the ground. Geor-Lon and Thom-Sut cleared only what they needed.



There was no dry material.



No dry ground.



No dry anything.



Maylond sat with her back against one of the roots and discovered that sitting was worse than standing.



Her shoulder hurt.



Not badly.



Enough.



Chir-Enk's leg had swollen where the Sand Dancer caught him. Enk's bite looked better than it had the previous return, but she still refused to put full weight on it.



Thom-Sut had stopped talking unless someone asked him something.



Geor-Lon moved slowly.



Even Rellan had begun flexing one hand when she thought nobody was looking.



Vey lay beneath a root with water dripping steadily from her projected back.



Ond tried three different places before settling beside Maylond.



Rain struck him anyway.



He looked at her.



Maylond looked back.



*It's still water.*



Ond put his head down.



The rain became harder.



Maylond could barely hear anything beyond it.



That should have frightened her.



Instead Rellan seemed less concerned than she had during their first Weary.



"Predators?" Maylond asked.



"Most won't hunt in this."



"Why?"



"Can't hear well. Can't smell well. Can't see well. Bad ground."



Chir-Enk shifted his injured leg.



"They're smarter than us."



Rellan looked at him.



"We're not hunting."



"We're sitting in it."



"Yes."



"Better."



Maylond closed her eyes.



She could hear the rain.



Nothing else.



No movement in the growth.



No restfeeders.



No calls she did not recognize.



Nothing.



She opened her eyes again.



Ond had not moved.



The Sand Dancer entered her thoughts only because she had decided it would not.



Maylond looked at Ond.



*You were wrong.*



Nothing.



*You know you were wrong.*



Ond's ear moved beneath the rain.



*That's irritating.*



>> Yes. <<



Maylond stared at him.



Ond kept his eyes closed.



Yes, he had been wrong.



Good.



She settled farther against the root.



That was finished.



---



Nobody slept well.



The rain weakened for part of the darkspan and returned harder before the firestar rose.



Their watch arrangement remained altered.



Enk could not range properly.



Chir-Enk needed rest.



The kitsing remained alert in the way they could even while resting, but Rellan kept two humlings awake at a time.



Maylond took a watch with Geor-Lon.



They spoke twice.



Once when Geor-Lon thought something had moved beyond the nearest trees.



It had been water breaking a dead branch.



The second time Maylond asked how much longer.



"Until what?"



"Someone else is awake."



"Too long."



That was all.



Ond rested beside her for part of it.



Maylond did not ask him about the Sand Dancer.



There was nothing to ask.



By morning the rain had weakened to a steady fall.



Rellan did not let them move.



"Pairs."



Maylond looked at her.



"Assess each other."



"For what?"



"For whether we're capable of assessing ourselves."



That seemed reasonable.



Rellan pointed.



"Mayl-Ond. Chir-Enk."



Maylond went to him.



"Walk."



Chir-Enk looked at her.



"You've become a Tender."



"Walk."



"Definitely a Tender."



He walked.



His right step was shorter than his left.



"Again."



He turned.



Maylond watched his shoulders this time.



He was compensating before the injured leg took weight.



"Your leg is worse."



"Thank you."



"Your balance isn't."



"Less comforting."



"Hands."



He held them out.



Steady.



"Close your eyes."



"Why?"



"Do it."



He did.



"Touch your nose."



He opened one eye.



"Which one?"



"Either."



He did it.



Maylond looked at Rellan.



"Functional."



Chir-Enk opened both eyes.



"That's what I've always wanted someone to say about me."



Enk was watching Maylond.



Maylond looked at the kitsong's injured leg.



"You aren't."



Enk showed teeth.



Chir-Enk nodded.



"Now you've offended both of us."



Thom-Sut assessed Maylond.



He checked her shoulder first.



"Healed."



"I know."



"You asked for an assessment."



"I didn't."



"Rellan did."



He made her grip both his hands.



Then stand on one leg.



Then the other.



Then follow his finger with her eyes.



"You're tired."



"So are you."



"I'm assessing you."



"Then assess better."



Thom-Sut looked at Rellan.



"She's tired and unpleasant."



"Functional?" Rellan asked.



"Unfortunately."



Maylond decided that was probably humor.



She did not react to it.



Geor-Lon assessed Rellan.



Rellan submitted to exactly the same examination she had required from everyone else.



Nobody was uninjured.



Nobody was fully rested.



Nobody was incapable.



When they finished, Rellan looked around the shinegem.



"We're all worse."



Chir-Enk nodded.



"Excellent."



"We're moving."



They moved.



The rain stopped before the first mark.



The forest continued raining for much longer.



Water fell from leaves whenever wind disturbed them. Their legcovers stayed wet. The ground remained soft.



Ond gradually became less offended by existence.



By the middle of the mark he was ranging again.



Not far.



Enk still could not follow.



The route curved gradually toward Southleft.



Maylond knew that from the mindcopy, although home remained too far away to feel close.



The first obstruction appeared before the ground had dried.



Highgrow.



Maylond had seen it many times near Southleft.



The vine climbed whatever permitted climbing and crawled across whatever did not. Thick mature strands could hold the weight of a humling. Younger growth wrapped around branches, trunks and sometimes itself until walls formed where there had been open ground.



This was a wall.



Rellan stopped.



Geor-Lon unfolded the mindcopy.



Thom-Sut walked left.



Then right.



Then farther right.



Maylond waited.



"How far around?" Rellan asked.



"Farther than it should be."



"Meaning?"



Thom-Sut pulled one of the outer vines toward him.



Fresh growth.



"This wasn't here."



Geor-Lon looked at the mindcopy.



"How certain?"



"Certain."



Chir-Enk leaned against a tree.



"Good. I was worried we'd have an easy return."



Thom-Sut ignored him.



Maylond stepped toward the highgrow.



Some strands were thicker than her wrist. Others were young enough to cut easily.



"We don't need to go around."



Thom-Sut looked at her.



"We don't know why it's here."



"It's a vine."



"So was the poppergrain."



Maylond remembered.



Too much grainmust.



The visible thing had not necessarily been the problem.



She looked at the wall again.



"We need enough space to pass."



Rellan considered it.



"Small cut."



Maylond drew her bladestone.



Thom-Sut moved beside her.



"Here."



He selected one of the younger strands crossing between two older ones.



Maylond cut.



The vine parted easily.



Clear fluid appeared along the wound.



She pulled the severed strand aside.



Something moved.



Maylond looked down.



Tiny dark bodies emerged from beneath the highgrow.



Fastlegs.



She had seen them before, though never this many.



They were scarcely large enough to notice individually unless they moved. Narrow bodies. Too many legs. Quick enough that the ground beneath the vine seemed to change texture as they crossed it.



They swarmed the cut.



Maylond stepped back.



"They're eating it."



"No," Thom-Sut said.



Maylond watched.



The fastlegs gathered around the wound.



Some disappeared beneath leaves.



Others returned carrying pale fibers.



One dragged something almost the length of its own body.



They packed the material against the exposed interior of the vine.



More clear fluid emerged.



The fibers darkened.



The fastlegs pressed them into place.



Maylond stared.



*Repair.*



The word came to her in Ond's voice.



Not now.



From before.



His tongue against her scratched forearm.



>> Repair. <<



Maylond looked for him.



Ond was watching the highgrow.



Thom-Sut crouched.



"There aren't enough."



Maylond looked back.



"What?"



"Fastlegs."



"There are hundreds."



"There should be more."



He moved along the wall, lifting leaves carefully.



Geor-Lon followed.



Thom-Sut stopped.



Lifted another vine.



Then another.



"Here."



Maylond saw dead growth beneath the living layer.



Brown tissue.



Soft patches.



A sour smell beneath the rain.



"The highgrow outran them," Thom-Sut said.



"Outran?"



"The colony."



He pointed toward the healthy section around the cut.



"They maintain it. Feed from it. Protect it. Remove damaged growth. Highgrow spreads. Fastlegs follow."



Maylond looked at the wall blocking their route.



"And they didn't."



"Not fast enough."



"Why?"



Thom-Sut stood.



"I don't know."



That answer again.



Maylond looked at Rellan.



Rellan was already looking at Geor-Lon.



"Remember this place."



"I will."



Something burned Maylond's ankle.



She looked down.



A fastleg crawled across her skin.



Then another.



A sharp burn touched higher on her leg.



Then another.



Maylond slapped at them.



"Don't," Thom-Sut said.



"They're burning me."



"Because you hurt it."



More fastlegs crossed her legcover.



The burning multiplied.



Maylond reached down.



Thom-Sut caught her wrist.



"Move."



She pulled away from the highgrow.



The fastlegs followed.



Another length.



Still following.



Then fewer.



Another length.



The last fastleg dropped from her leg and turned back toward the vine.



Maylond watched it go.



The burning remained.



"That's unpleasant."



"Yes."



"You could have warned me."



"I didn't know they'd defend this aggressively."



Maylond looked at the highgrow.



"So something is wrong."



"With the highgrow."



"Not the fastlegs."



Thom-Sut looked at her.



"Probably."



Probably.



Maylond disliked that word.



The fastlegs disappeared back beneath the leaves.



They had attacked her because she cut the vine.



The Sand Dancers had attacked because the shinegem crossed their nests.



In both cases, the humsing had interfered first.



That did not make the highgrow Balanced.



It made the answer more complicated.



Maylond did not feel guilty for cutting it.



They had needed to pass.



She would cut it again if necessary.



But she would look first.



Rellan took them around.



The detour cost more time than Maylond liked.



Nobody suggested another shortcut.



The next abnormality came near the end of the mark.



Maylond recognized it before Thom-Sut said anything.



Poppergrain.



She walked toward it.



Then stopped herself before touching.



Thom-Sut noticed.



Maylond ignored him.



She separated two leaves without cutting them.



Grainmust covered the lower stalk.



Too much.



She looked farther into the patch.



More.



Not every plant.



Enough.



"Wrong," she said.



Thom-Sut crouched beside her.



He examined it.



"Yes."



Geor-Lon came over.



He looked at Thom-Sut.



"Remember this one too," Rellan said.



Geor-Lon nodded.



Nobody removed the grainmust.



They continued.



The next patch was clean.



So was the one after that.



Maylond began to think the first had been isolated.



Then they found sweetflappers.



The creatures moved between flowering plants in heavy, uneven flights.



Maylond watched one settle.



Its narrow mouthpart entered a bloom.



It fed.



Moved.



Fed again.



Another sweetflapper landed beside it.



Then another.



Maylond counted.



Too many.



She looked at the flowers.



Several had already begun drying.



Not from the rain.



Drained.



She remembered Chir-Enk's voice.



Hunger moves.



Maylond looked around for him.



He was watching too.



"You see it," he said.



"Yes."



"Good."



No explanation.



She did not need one.



Geor-Lon marked the place in memory.



By the next mark, Thom-Sut had found another patch of excessive grainmust.



Then signs of something large crossing a feeding corridor where Rellan said it should not have crossed.



Nothing attacked them.



Nothing chased them.



Nothing was dying in front of them.



The forest did not feel catastrophic.



It felt almost normal.



That was worse in a different way.



The abnormalities were small enough that a humling walking alone might never notice them.



A little too much fungus.



Too many feeders.



Growth where growth had not been before.



Tracks in the wrong place.



Each could mean nothing.



Together, Rellan stopped treating them as nothing.



"Locations," she told Geor-Lon.



"All of them?"



"All."



They continued toward Southleft.



Maylond noticed Thom-Sut had stopped ranging casually.



Every few lengths he examined something.



Sometimes he found nothing.



Sometimes he called Geor-Lon.



The calls became closer together.



Not dramatically.



Enough.



Near firestar fall, Thom-Sut stopped beside another patch of poppergrain.



Maylond did not approach until he waved her closer.



She looked.



Grainmust.



More than the last patch.



"Wrong?" she asked.



"Yes."



Geor-Lon came to them without being called.



Maylond watched him study the surroundings.



"How many?"



He looked at her.



"How many what?"



"Since we turned home."



Geor-Lon was silent for several breaths.



Maylond looked back through the trees.



The beach was somewhere behind them.



Beyond that, the healthy wild.



Thom-Sut had spent most of the Traverse finding nothing.



She looked toward Southleft.



Since they had turned home, he had stopped.
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Maylond stopped.



The shinegem had been moving through familiar growth for nearly half a mark. She knew this part of Southleft. Not the way Thom-Sut knew plants, or Chir-Enk knew what could be eaten, but the way anyone knew the land close enough to home that mindcopies became unnecessary.



The trees had names because people had named them.



The watercourse ahead fed one of Southleft’s smaller collection pools.



There were homespaces less than a mark away.



And the sweetflappers were feeding from dead flowers.



“Stop.”



Rellan-Vey stopped immediately.



Geor-Lon nearly walked into him.



Thom-Sut had already turned toward Maylond.



She pointed.



There were perhaps thirty sweetflappers crowded around a patch of low flowering growth. Their broad wings opened and closed against one another as they moved between blooms.



Maylond had seen them farther north.



Too many there, too.



They had drained flowers until petals curled dry around their mouthparts.



These flowers were worse.



The entire patch had gone brown.



Still the sweetflappers moved from bloom to bloom, forcing their narrow mouthparts inside, withdrawing them, moving to the next.



One returned to a flower Maylond had watched it leave moments earlier.



It fed again.



Nothing came out.



“They’re empty,” she said.



Thom-Sut moved closer.



“Don’t disturb them.”



“I wasn’t going to.”



He watched.



A sweetflapper pulled away from a dead bloom.



Moved two blooms over.



Fed.



Returned to the first.



Thom-Sut crouched.



“They should leave.”



“Why aren’t they?”



He watched another.



“I don’t know.”



Rellan-Vey looked at Geor-Lon.



“Remember this place.”



Geor-Lon looked around.



“I’m beginning to dislike that sentence.”



Maylond glanced at him.



His face had not changed.



Neither had his voice very much.



But she understood the humor.



Rellan-Vey apparently did too.



“Then I’ll try to stop needing it.”



Geor-Lon studied the watercourse, the slope behind them and the angle of the growth.



“Remembered.”



Thom-Sut was still watching the sweetflappers.



One moved to another dead flower.



Then another.



Then back.



“Nothing else?” Rellan-Vey asked.



“Nothing I can see.”



They continued toward Southleft.



Maylond looked back once.



The sweetflappers were still feeding.



***



Southleft appeared before the wrongness stopped.



That bothered Maylond more than she expected.



The first distant homespaces became visible through the growth. Then paths widened. Cut vegetation replaced wild passage. Water channels appeared where humlings had decided water should go instead of accepting where it wanted to.



Familiar smells reached her.



Cooking.



Wet wood.



Something being burned.



Home.



She had expected the Traverse to feel finished when she saw it.



It did not.



Ond ranged somewhere ahead.



She could feel the direction of him through the Between more easily than she could have pointed toward him. He had been moving farther from the shinegem as Southleft approached, then returning, then moving away again.



Maylond suspected he knew they were home before she did.



*Home.*



No answer.



He was close enough.



He simply had nothing to say about it.



Rellan-Vey stopped where the path divided.



“Chir-Enk goes home.”



“I’m functional.”



Chir-Enk’s leg had swollen enough that the lie was almost impressive.



Enk stood pressed against his good side.



“You’re staying there,” Rellan-Vey said.



“I stayed there yesterday.”



“Badly.”



“I was injured.”



“You still are.”



Chir-Enk looked down at his leg.



“I object to the evidence.”



“Object from your homespace.”



Enk pushed against him.



Chir-Enk looked at her.



“Betrayal.”



Enk pushed harder.



Maylond felt the beginning of something that might once have become laughter.



It did not.



She watched Chir-Enk and Enk turn toward the homespaces.



Then she started in the other direction.



Rellan-Vey noticed.



“Where are you going?”



“Home.”



“No.”



Maylond stopped.



“Atlas first.”



She looked toward the path Marling’s homespace lay beyond.



Her shoulder still hurt. Her clothes needed cleaning. She had been Weary twice and had slept badly during both.



“I would prefer home.”



“I would prefer nothing to report.”



Maylond looked at him.



“That seems less likely.”



“Yes.”



He continued walking.



Maylond followed.



***



The Atlas had the largest wall in Southleft.



Maylond had known that.



Knowing was different from standing beneath it.



The wall rose from the floor until Maylond had to tilt her head back to see where it met the structure above. Almost every part of it had been divided into cubbies.



Hundreds.



Perhaps thousands.



Some were small enough to hold a single rolled mindcopy. Others contained bundles of Skinpages tied together. Accounts had been rolled around narrow sticks or folded into packets and marked along their visible edges. Images rested in flatter spaces, some protected between thin boards.



The lowest cubbies could be reached from the floor.



The next could not.



A climb pole rose beside the wall to a narrow platform halfway up.



Another climb pole waited there.



The highest cubbies were so far above Maylond that the humling moving along the upper platform looked briefly too small.



The wall was not a mindcopy of the realm.



It was what generations of humlings had known about it.



And, Maylond realized, what they had not.



Some sections were dense with material. Mindcopies crowded against accounts, observations and old Skinpages.



Others had gaps.



Farther from Southleft, the gaps widened.



Toward the edges of what had been Traversed, entire groups of cubbies stood nearly empty.



Beyond those—



nothing.



Maylond looked upward.



Somewhere in that absence were the Great Limit and the places where mindcopies became guesses.



“Mayl-Ond.”



Trepan stood at a long working surface beneath the wall.



Maylond went to her.



Rellan-Vey was already speaking.



“Different return path.”



“I assumed so.”



“Four returns. Two Weary.”



Trepan looked toward Maylond’s shoulder.



“Feathersoarer?”



“Earlier.”



“Restfeeder?”



“No.”



“Sand Dancer.”



Trepan’s attention sharpened.



“Abnormal?”



“No.”



Thom-Sut answered at the same time.



“No.”



Trepan looked between them.



Maylond said, “We crossed their nesting ground.”



“They attacked?”



“We entered.”



Trepan waited.



Maylond understood the distinction she wanted.



“The Sand Dancers behaved correctly.”



Trepan made a mark on an account.



“Good.”



Geor-Lon began telling her where everything else had happened.



***



It took most of a mark to put the Traverse onto the wall.



Not because Geor-Lon had forgotten.



Because he had remembered too much.



Watercourses.



Slopes.



Firestar position.



Walking time.



Places where the shinegem had changed direction.



Where Enk had slowed them.



Where highgrowth forced a deviation.



Where they had slept.



Where they had found nothing.



Trepan sent a young Softheart up the first climb pole three times.



On the fourth, the Softheart continued to the second.



Maylond watched her disappear onto the upper platform.



“Third group past the northwater,” Trepan called.



“Old or new?”



“Both.”



The Softheart returned carrying six rolled mindcopies under one arm and a packet of observations under the other.



Trepan unrolled the first.



Then the second.



Rellan-Vey held their edges.



Thom-Sut began matching remembered growth against older observations.



Maylond watched Southleft grow outward across the working surface.



Not as one picture.



As many.



Different Traverses had recorded different things. A watercourse might appear in one mindcopy and disappear beneath vegetation in another. One Skinpager had drawn the shape of a ridge. Another had reconstructed the growth beneath it. Accounts filled what images could not.



Trepan placed Geor-Lon’s observations among them.



Highgrow.



Fastlegs.



Grainmust.



Sweetflappers.



The corridor where larger animals were moving wrong.



Farther out, the earlier patch of grainmust.



The drained flowers.



The restfeeders.



Trepan reached for another marker.



“Sand Dancers,” she said.



“No.”



Maylond spoke before she considered whether Trepan had meant to mark them.



Trepan looked at her.



“Why?”



“We were in their nesting ground.”



“I know.”



“Then they don’t belong with these.”



Trepan held her gaze for a moment.



Then set the marker down elsewhere.



“They don’t.”



Maylond looked at the others.



“You knew that.”



“Yes.”



“Why ask?”



“Because you didn’t know it when they attacked.”



Maylond looked back at the mindcopies.



“No.”



“And now you do.”



“Yes.”



“That is what the Atlas is for.”



Trepan moved the Sand Dancer observation away from the others.



Maylond watched her.



The Sand Dancers had not changed.



Maylond had.



Not emotionally.



In understanding.



There was a difference.



***



The Feathersoarers were harder.



“They attacked outside egglay season,” Rellan-Vey said.



Trepan found the dock accounts.



Five Softhearts.



One humsong.



Maylond remembered feathers stuck to blood.



Tanystry opening her workcloth.



A fangshow.



Nothing inside Maylond changed.



She looked at the Atlas.



“Mark it.”



Trepan did.



The restfeeders were marked too.



“Hungry,” Thom-Sut said.



“Hunger isn’t imbalance,” Maylond said.



“No.”



“But they made their own meat.”



“Yes.”



“They normally wait for something to Rest.”



“Yes.”



“So their hunger changed their behavior.”



Thom-Sut looked at her.



“Maybe.”



Maylond disliked the answer.



“You don’t know?”



“No.”



Trepan spoke without looking up.



“Living things change.”



Maylond looked at her.



“Then how do we know any of this is imbalance?”



Trepan stopped.



For the first time since they entered, nobody was retrieving anything from the wall.



“Because change is not the same as contradiction.”



Maylond waited.



Trepan pointed toward the restfeeder observation.



“A hungry restfeeder may take greater risks. That is change.”



Then the highgrow.



“Highgrow may spread.”



The sweetflappers.



“They may feed until a flower is empty.”



Maylond understood.



“But not forever.”



“Correct.”



Trepan looked at her.



“Before your Going, did you become angry?”



The question was so unrelated that Maylond almost asked her to repeat it.



“Yes.”



“Did you ever deliberately hurt another humling?”



Maylond remembered enough of being Mayling to know the answer.



“Yes.”



“Did you care when another creature suffered?”



Tem.



His blood on her hands.



*I’ll tell them.*



“Yes.”



Trepan nodded.



“And now?”



“I am Mayl-Ond.”



“That isn’t what I asked.”



Maylond considered.



“I am Balanced.”



“How?”



Maylond understood now.



“I can deliberately kill.”



“And?”



“I don’t need anger to do it.”



“Can you become angry?”



“No.”



“Can you feel another humling’s suffering?”



“No.”



Somewhere outside the Atlas, Ond stopped moving.



Maylond felt it.



Not his body.



His attention.



It came toward her through the Between and remained there.



She ignored him.



Trepan pointed toward herself.



“I am a Softheart. Can I become angry?”



“No.”



“Can I deliberately hurt you?”



“No.”



“If I needed to?”



“You couldn’t.”



“If I wanted to?”



“You wouldn’t.”



Trepan nodded.



“The Going brings Balance to a mature humling. The kitsong chooses. We return able to carry one side without being destroyed by the other.”



Maylond looked toward the wall.



“Always?”



Trepan seemed surprised by the question.



“Always.”



Ond’s attention remained on her.



Maylond wished he would go back to whatever he had been doing.



“What about lying?” Geor-Lon asked from behind them.



Trepan turned.



“What about it?”



“A Softheart can be wrong.”



“Obviously.”



“Can a Softheart say something they know is wrong?”



Trepan’s expression suggested Geor-Lon had asked whether she could become a Sand Dancer.



“No.”



“Why?”



“Because I would know what I was doing to the humling who believed me.”



Geor-Lon nodded.



Maylond looked at him.



“Why did you ask?”



“To determine whether wrong accounts could be deliberate.”



“Could they?”



“Not if a Softheart made them.”



Trepan added, “A Softheart can remember badly. Misunderstand. Convince themselves of something foolish. We are not protected from stupidity.”



Geor-Lon returned to the accounts.



“But not deliberately deceive.”



“No.”



Maylond looked again toward the wall.



Before the Going, everything.



After, Balance.



The separation was so ordinary that she had never considered it strange.



Children became angry.



Softhearts did not.



Young humlings struck one another.



Softhearts could not.



Mayling had once cared whether a dying stranger was frightened.



Maylond could kill one cleanly.



That was what maturity was.



Not becoming less.



Becoming useful.



Outside, Ond finally moved again.



***



Aar-Din’s accounts changed the Atlas.



Trepan had them brought down from the upper cubbies.



There were more than Maylond expected.



Not only his.



Traverses from the north over several rotations.



Aar-Din’s were useful because he had gone farther.



Trepan laid one beside Geor-Lon’s reconstruction.



Then another.



Then a third.



Maylond watched her place observations.



Most were ordinary.



That was the problem.



Farther north, Aar-Din had found less.



Not fewer animals.



Not less danger.



Less wrongness.



Trepan retrieved older Traverses from the same region.



Normal.



Normal.



Dangerous.



Normal.



One predator migration that had concerned Atlas and corrected itself before anyone Interfered.



Normal.



Then closer to Southleft—



wrong feeding.



Unexpected growth.



Predators taking risks they normally did not.



Food growth failing in places it should have succeeded.



Water that had needed to be watched and then inexplicably cleared.



Maylond walked closer.



“Put ours back.”



Trepan looked at her.



“They’re already—”



“All of them.”



Geor-Lon understood first.



He began moving observations.



Not to where they had found the worst problems.



To where they had stopped finding them.



Thom-Sut joined him.



The outward Traverse became a line of wrongness that weakened.



The return Traverse approached from another direction.



Wrongness strengthened.



Aar-Din’s northern accounts approached from a third.



Maylond stepped backward.



The wall was too large to see from where she stood.



She backed farther.



Trepan watched her.



Maylond looked from one group to another.



Southleft sat among them.



Not perfectly in the center.



Nothing living was that precise.



But close.



“It gets worse coming home.”



Nobody answered.



Maylond pointed toward their return path.



“From there.”



Then the outward route.



“And there.”



Then north.



“Aar-Din too.”



“Yes,” Trepan said.



Maylond stared at Southleft.



“So it’s us.”



“No.”



She looked at Trepan.



“You just showed me—”



“I showed you a relationship.”



“Southleft is in the middle.”



“Near it.”



“Then Southleft is causing it.”



“We don’t know that.”



Maylond disliked the correction.



“What else would it mean?”



Trepan looked at the Atlas.



“That is why we’re going to find out.”



Rellan-Vey had been silent for some time.



Now he said, “More Traverses.”



“Yes.”



“Different directions.”



“Yes.”



“Water?”



“Every collection source.”



“Food?”



“Grainmust first. Then anything changing faster than expected.”



“Predators?”



“Watch corridors. Don’t interfere unless behavior requires it.”



Thom-Sut pointed toward the sweetflapper observation from that return.



“What about these?”



“Watch them.”



“They’re already wrong.”



“Yes.”



“So we interfere?”



Trepan looked at him.



“No.”



Maylond understood before Thom-Sut asked.



“The feeding is what we can see.”



Trepan looked at her.



“Yes.”



Grainmust.



Highgrow.



Fastlegs repairing what Maylond had cut.



*Repair.*



Ond had said it.



She looked toward the wall again.



“We don’t know what the problem is.”



“No.”



“Only where it is.”



Trepan considered that.



“We know where it increases.”



“Southleft.”



“Yes.”



Rellan-Vey looked at the enormous wall.



“So what is happening to Southleft?”



Trepan was quiet.



Then she shook her head.



“That is the wrong question.”



Maylond looked at her.



“What is the right one?”



Trepan’s eyes remained on the observations surrounding their home.



“What is coming toward it?”



***



Maylond left the Atlas after the firestar had begun to lower.



She was tired enough that the familiar paths seemed slightly misplaced.



Ond was outside.



Not waiting.



He was lying beneath a broadleaf near the edge of the Atlas grounds as though he had spent the entire mark doing nothing.



Maylond knew he hadn’t.



He lifted his head when she approached.



*You were listening.*



No answer.



She stopped.



*Trepan said the Going brings Balance.*



Ond blinked.



Maylond waited.



*You know that.*



He lowered his head.



“That wasn’t a question.”



One ear moved.



Maylond continued walking.



Ond did not follow immediately.



She wanted food.



Then water.



Then enough sleep that nobody could ask her to assess another humling.



After that she wanted Marling to look at her shoulder.



Or perhaps before the sleep.



Marling would object to that order.



Maylond was deciding which objection would take less time when someone screamed.



She stopped.



Ond’s head came up behind her.



The scream had been distant.



Not far.



Far enough that Maylond couldn’t immediately place it among the homespaces.



She waited.



Nothing.



Then Ond’s attention snapped toward the growth to her left.



Maylond felt the movement through the Between before his body turned.



*What?*



He stood.



The sound had not been fear.



Maylond knew fear.



It had not been pain.



She knew that too.



The scream had been—



She searched for the old memory.



Mayling had made sounds like that.



Not often.



Marling had once taken away her sharpleaf and Mayling had screamed until her throat hurt.



Another time a boy had said something about Bilda after the Going and Mayling had chased him halfway through Southleft.



Anger.



The scream had been anger.



Maylond started toward it.



Ond followed several lengths behind.



She moved between two homespaces, crossed a narrow water channel and followed a workpath toward a stand of thickgrowth.



Nobody ran past her.



Nobody called for help.



No frightened Softhearts gathered.



There was no fight.



Maylond slowed.



Ond stopped behind her.



Someone stood beyond the thickgrowth.



Derda.



His back was to her.



His shoulders rose and fell.



Maylond stepped closer.



“Derda.”



He turned.



For one breath, his face looked wrong.



Then it became Derda’s again.



“What are you doing?”



“Nothing.”



Maylond looked around.



He was alone.



“I heard someone.”



Derda’s breathing slowed.



“So did I.”



“Who?”



“I don’t know.”



Maylond looked back toward the path.



“There was no one else.”



“There must have been.”



She looked at him.



Derda looked back.



He was a Softheart.



Maylond had watched him feel things she could no longer understand. She had watched his hands shake over her shoulder because he cared whether she hurt. She had watched him laugh.



Softhearts felt.



That was their side of Balance.



“What did you hear?” he asked.



“A scream.”



“Kitsing training, maybe.”



Maylond stared at him.



There were no kitsing here.



Ond was behind her, outside the thickgrowth.



She could feel him.



Derda’s throat moved when he swallowed.



Maylond looked at it.



Then at his face.



“Was it you?”



“No.”



The answer came quickly.



Too quickly did not matter.



A Softheart could answer quickly.



A Softheart could be mistaken.



A Softheart could convince themselves of something foolish.



A Softheart could not deliberately deceive.



Maylond stepped closer.



Derda stepped back.



That was wrong too.



“Derda.”



“It wasn’t me.”



Maylond watched him.



His hands were shaking.



Not with fear.



She knew fear.



Not with pain.



She knew that too.



“You’re lying.”



Derda stared at her.



“No.”



Maylond went still.



That was another one.
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That should have helped.



It did not.



The first had been a woman whose daughter worked near one of the smaller collection pools.



She had heard the water was being tested twice each return.



Derda explained that testing did not mean the water was dangerous.



It meant Atlas was being careful.



The woman understood.



Her breathing slowed.



Her shoulders lowered.



She left.



Derda remained angry.



He did not call it that.



Not then.



The second was an older Softheart whose Bondspan work depended on grain.



Some of the stored grain had been found damp.



Nothing spoiled yet.



Nothing poisoned.



The stores were being checked.



The Softheart kept asking what would happen if the grainmust spread.



Derda answered every question.



He reminded him that fear was useful when it caused preparation and wasteful when it repeated a danger that had not happened.



The Softheart eventually said, “That helps.”



Derda said, “Good.”



The Softheart left.



Derda wanted to break something.



He sat still until the feeling passed.



It did not pass.



***



A Tender had names for feelings.



That was part of the work.



Fear.



Grief.



Longing.



Shame.



Joy.



Jealousy.



Hurt.



Relief.



Frustration.



A humling who could name a feeling could usually stop being ruled by it.



Derda had taught that often enough that the words no longer sounded like instruction.



They sounded like tools.



He used them now.



*Fear.*



No.



He was not frightened.



*Grief.*



There had been deaths at the docks.



He had known one of the Softhearts.



Not well.



Enough to feel the loss.



But this was not grief.



*Frustration.*



Closer.



Things were happening and nobody understood why.



Atlas could observe.



Interferers could Traverse.



Menders could treat wounds.



Tenders could make frightened humlings less frightened.



And the sweetflappers would still feed from dead flowers.



The thought came from nowhere.



Derda stood.



He had been sitting beneath the overhang outside a Tender workspace.



Three humlings nearby looked at him.



One of them smiled.



“Everything right?”



“Yes.”



The answer was true.



Or close enough to true that Derda did not examine it.



He walked away.



***



He went where there were fewer humlings.



That was deliberate.



He did not want questions.



The workpaths narrowed between homespaces, then narrowed again where thickgrowth had been allowed to remain between two older structures.



Derda walked past both.



His hands felt wrong.



Not painful.



Not shaking.



Ready.



He flexed his fingers.



Nothing was there to hold.



He kept walking.



*Frustration.*



That was still the safest word.



He tried it again.



*Frustration.*



The word did not fit.



His jaw hurt.



He realized he had been clenching it.



He loosened it.



His shoulders were tight too.



He lowered them.



Breathed slowly.



Counted.



Named what he could feel in his body.



Heat.



Pressure.



Tightness.



Energy.



A desire to—



He stopped.



The thought refused to become a Tender word.



Derda stood alone between the thickgrowth.



The Feathersoarer attack had killed six.



The restfeeders had attacked a shinegem.



Grainmust was spreading where it should not.



Sweetflappers were draining flowers and continuing after there was nothing left.



Water was being tested because nobody knew whether it would stay safe.



And every humling who came to Derda wanted the same thing.



Tell me I will be safe.



Tell me my child will be safe.



Tell me my food will be safe.



Tell me my village will be safe.



Derda could not.



He could only help them endure not knowing.



Something inside him twisted.



He hated it.



That was allowed.



Softhearts could hate circumstances.



They could hate suffering.



They could hate loss.



He knew that.



The twist tightened.



He imagined another frightened humling asking what they should do.



*Wait.*



Atlas would say wait.



Observe.



Understand.



Interfere only when understanding was enough.



Something hot moved through his chest.



Derda pressed both hands against his face.



“No.”



The word came out louder than he intended.



He lowered his hands.



The feeling remained.



“Stop.”



Nothing stopped.



The word came again.



“Stop.”



Louder.



He did not know whether he meant the ecological problems.



His own body.



The frightened humlings.



Atlas.



Balance.



The third time there was no word.



Derda screamed.



The sound tore out of him so violently that his throat hurt before it ended.



He stood stunned afterward.



Silence returned.



His chest rose and fell.



His hands had curled into fists.



Derda stared at them.



He knew the word now.



He did not want to think it.



So he thought it.



*Anger.*



No.



His mind answered before he could.



*No.*



He was a Softheart.



Softhearts could not become angry.



He knew frustration.



He had lived beside grief.



He had sat with humlings in fear so deep they could barely speak.



He knew what anger looked like in young humlings.



He knew how it changed breathing.



Posture.



Voice.



How thought narrowed around injury and blame.



He knew what it did because he had helped children survive it until their Going made such help unnecessary.



Derda’s hands remained fists.



*Anger.*



He opened them.



“No.”



“Derda.”



His entire body tightened.



Maylond stood behind him.



***



She had heard him.



That was the first thought.



The second came faster.



*No.*



Not an emotional refusal.



A solution.



“What are you doing?” Maylond asked.



“Nothing.”



That was almost true.



He was standing.



Breathing.



Doing nothing.



She looked around.



“I heard someone.”



“So did I.”



The lie happened before Derda understood he had chosen it.



Then he understood.



He had heard himself scream.



He knew Maylond had heard the scream.



He wanted her to believe someone else had made it.



He had selected words for the purpose of giving her a false understanding.



And spoken them.



Derda felt something colder than fear move through him.



“Who?”



“I don’t know.”



Another.



He knew.



Maylond looked toward the path.



“There was no one else.”



“There must have been.”



Three.



Derda wanted to stop speaking.



Instead he looked at her.



Maylond looked different after the Traverse.



Her shoulder had healed more than he expected. A scar marked where the Sand Dancer had bitten her. Her posture had changed again, as though every return outside Southleft had removed another unnecessary movement.



She was tired.



Derda could see that.



He could also see that she was watching him too closely.



“What did you hear?” he asked.



“A scream.”



“Kitsing training, maybe.”



The lie was so poor that Derda nearly closed his eyes.



Maylond stared at him.



Derda swallowed.



He could feel his throat where the scream had scraped it.



She looked at his throat.



Then his face.



“Was it you?”



There was still time.



Derda could say yes.



He could tell her the truth.



A Softheart could always tell the truth.



Even when it hurt.



Especially when it hurt.



“No.”



There.



Deliberate.



Complete.



Maylond stepped closer.



Derda stepped back.



He did not want her nearer.



He did not know why.



“Derda.”



“It wasn’t me.”



His hands had begun shaking.



He hated that she could see.



“You’re lying.”



There should have been relief.



She knew.



The deception had failed.



He could stop.



Instead Derda looked at her and said:



“No.”



Maylond went still.



Derda knew immediately that this lie was worse.



The first had concealed anger.



The second concealed lying.



He had used one violation of Balance to protect another.



For several breaths, neither of them moved.



Ond stood somewhere behind the thickgrowth.



Derda could not see him.



He could tell Maylond could.



Not with her eyes.



Something in her attention shifted for an instant, then returned to him.



“What are you going to do?” Derda asked.



“About what?”



He stared at her.



“You know what.”



“I know what I heard.”



“Which was?”



“A scream.”



“And?”



Maylond watched him.



“Nothing else.”



Derda waited.



She turned away.



“Mayl-Ond.”



She stopped.



“Are you going to tell anyone?”



Maylond looked back at him.



“I don’t know what happened.”



“That isn’t an answer.”



“It’s the only one I have.”



“You think I screamed.”



Maylond did not answer.



“You think I lied.”



Still nothing.



Derda felt heat stir again under his ribs.



“Mayl-Ond.”



“I heard a scream,” she said.



“You already said that.”



“Yes.”



“And you called me a liar.”



“Yes.”



Derda stared at her.



“Then you know what happened.”



“No.”



“How can you not?”



Maylond’s expression barely changed.



“One observation isn’t understanding.”



The words stopped him.



Atlas.



Of course.



“What does that make me?”



“I don’t know.”



“A problem?”



“I don’t know.”



“An imbalance?”



Something changed in her face.



Small enough that Derda could not name it.



Then it was gone.



“I don’t know.”



She turned again.



Derda should have let her go.



Instead he said, “Maylond.”



She stopped.



He had used the close form.



He had not meant to.



For a moment he considered correcting it.



He did not.



“Why aren’t you telling?”



Maylond looked over her shoulder.



“I said I don’t know what happened.”



“That still isn’t an answer.”



“No.”



Then she walked away.



Ond moved somewhere beyond the thickgrowth.



Derda heard leaves shift.



He remained where he was.



Maylond had not promised him anything.



She had not said she believed him.



She had not said she would keep quiet.



She had simply left.



That should not have felt like protection.



It did.



***



Derda waited until he could no longer hear her.



Then he walked deeper between the homespaces.



He should have gone home.



He should have found another Tender.



That thought stopped him.



A Tender.



He imagined sitting across from one.



*What are you feeling?*



Anger.



*Softhearts do not become angry.*



I know.



*Then what are you feeling?*



Anger.



There was nowhere for the conversation to go after that.



Derda continued walking.



The thickroot grew where an old path had once split around it.



Its trunk was broader than Derda could reach around. Heavy roots rose from the soil in hardened ridges before disappearing again beneath the growth.



Children climbed it.



Workers tied loads against it when they needed both hands.



Nobody paid much attention to it.



Derda stopped in front of the largest exposed root.



His hands were no longer shaking.



That concerned him more.



A movement returned to him.



Not a memory.



Something his body seemed to know.



Knee.



Elbow.



Throat.



The sequence had come to him before.



He had dismissed it then.



He was a Tender.



Tenders understood bodies.



Pain altered fear.



Breathing altered panic.



Injury altered thought.



Knowing where a body could be damaged was not the same thing as wanting to damage one.



Derda raised his right hand.



Then lowered it.



He felt ridiculous.



A Softheart standing in front of a tree because he wanted to hit it.



He could leave.



He should leave.



Derda turned away.



The anger followed.



He stopped.



Turned back.



The thickroot had done nothing.



That mattered.



He would not hurt another humling.



He could strike the root.



No one else would suffer.



The thought should have ended there.



Instead something inside him answered:



*Then do it.*



Derda planted his feet.



He did not know why he moved one slightly behind the other.



His fist struck thickroot.



Pain burst through his fingers and wrist.



Derda stepped back.



He stared at his hand.



The skin across two knuckles had split.



A thin line of blood appeared.



The anger remained.



But something else appeared beside it.



Satisfaction.



Derda’s breathing slowed.



He had wanted to hit something.



He had hit it.



The distance between wanting and doing had disappeared.



For one moment, that felt extraordinarily clean.



Derda looked at the root.



“No.”



He did not know whether he was speaking to himself anymore.



He struck it again.



This time his body moved differently.



His shoulder turned.



His weight followed.



The impact drove pain almost to his elbow.



Something in his hand might have been injured.



The second strike was harder.



Better.



Derda stood with his fist against the bark.



Blood marked the thickroot.



His own.



The sight should have stopped him.



Instead his first thought was:



*Again.*



He pulled his hand back.



Growth shifted behind him.



Derda turned.



Ond stood between two broadleaf plants.



Derda’s anger rose so quickly that he recognized it before he could rename it.



“What?”



Ond watched him.



Derda looked around.



Maylond was nowhere nearby.



“You shouldn’t be here.”



Ond remained where he was.



Derda’s hand throbbed.



“Go away.”



Nothing.



The kitsong’s stillness made the anger worse.



Derda knew that was irrational.



Ond was simply standing.



Watching.



Derda pointed with his uninjured hand.



“Go.”



Ond’s head shifted slightly.



“Stop looking at me.”



Ond took one step closer.



Derda froze.



The movement was not threatening.



That made no difference.



His body supplied possibilities.



Eyes.



Throat.



Foreleg joint.



The thoughts appeared without invitation.



Derda went cold.



Ond stopped.



For several breaths neither moved.



Then Ond sat.



Derda stared at him.



“You’re irritating.”



Ond’s ears moved.



Something about the gesture reminded Derda of Maylond.



That made him angrier.



He almost said so.



Instead he looked at his bleeding hand.



When he looked up again, Ond had moved closer.



Not much.



Enough that Derda could see the darker markings beneath the gold-brown coat.



The kitsong looked at his injured hand.



Then at the thickroot.



Then back at Derda.



Derda’s anger weakened.



Not disappeared.



Changed.



He had the uncomfortable sensation of being examined.



“Don’t.”



Ond remained.



Derda wrapped his injured hand in the edge of his clothing.



“You cannot tell her.”



The words left his mouth before he considered how absurd they were.



Ond could not speak to him.



Could not answer him.



Derda almost corrected himself.



Then remembered that Ond could speak to Maylond.



He looked at the kitsong again.



“Don’t.”



Ond blinked.



Derda had no idea what that meant.



Perhaps nothing.



Probably nothing.



He walked away.



Ond did not follow.



At least not where Derda could see him.



***



Derda cleaned his hand himself.



Badly.



He knew enough from working beside Menders to rinse the cuts and wrap them, but the swelling continued.



He went home instead of seeking treatment.



Every passing humling seemed more noticeable.



Every voice approaching his homespace made him look up.



No Rellan-Vey.



No Trepan.



No Codex.



No one.



The firestar lowered.



Still no one came.



Derda sat beside the opening of his homespace with his wrapped hand against his leg.



He should have been relieved.



Instead he kept returning to the same question.



*Why?*



Maylond had heard him.



Maylond had called him a liar.



Then she had walked away.



She had not promised silence.



She had not accused him before anyone else.



She had not gone immediately toward Atlas.



At least not that he knew.



Derda tried to interpret her as he would anyone who came to him for help.



Operational caution.



Possible.



Uncertainty.



Possible.



Curiosity.



Very possible.



Concern.



He rejected that one immediately.



Maylond could not feel concern for him.



Not in the way his mind had tried to suggest.



She was humsong.



Balanced.



Perhaps she simply wanted more evidence.



That fit her.



It fit Atlas.



One observation wasn’t understanding.



Derda settled on that.



The answer was almost convincing.



His hand throbbed.



He looked down at it.



The thickroot had not caused the anger.



Maylond had not caused it.



The frightened Softhearts had not caused it.



The ecological problems had.



That made sense.



Except Softhearts could not become angry at ecological problems either.



Derda leaned his head back against the wall.



He remembered the scream.



The lies.



The second strike.



The satisfaction.



His body knowing how to make the strike better.



He closed his eyes.



There was no Tender word left to protect him from what he knew.



He was angry.



Worse, anger had done something none of his other feelings had ever done.



It had offered an answer.



For most of his adult life, Derda had helped humlings carry what could not be changed.



Fear could be endured.



Grief could be carried.



Pain could be understood.



Nothing required destruction.



Tonight, for one clean moment, another possibility had appeared.



Change the thing that was wrong.



His injured hand pulsed against his leg.



Derda opened his eyes.



He hated the thought.



He wanted it again.


Chapter 19
“The dangerous ground is rarely the ground that changed. It is the ground you expected to remain the same.”

— Orra-Kel, Surveyor
Less Green
v1 · 3,882 wordsRellan-Vey chose Karn-Zmy because Maylond had never worked with her.



Maylond found this irritating.



“I worked well with the Traverse group.”



“Yes.”



“I know how they move.”



“Yes.”



“I know what they notice.”



“Yes.”



Rellan-Vey continued checking the fastening on a supply carrier.



Maylond waited.



Rellan-Vey did not seem troubled by silence.



“Why Karn-Zmy?”



“Because you don't know how she moves.”



“That seems inefficient.”



“It is.”



“Then why?”



Rellan-Vey finally looked at her.



“Because Interferers who require familiar humsing don't remain useful very long.”



Maylond understood.



She disliked understanding.



“Who is Karn-Zmy?”



“Surveyor.”



That improved things.



Surveyors went where ordinary humlings eventually wanted to go and determined whether they should. They climbed uncertain slopes, crossed changing water, tested ground, measured growth, found routes and sometimes discovered why there should not be one.



Surveyors were always humsing.



The work could become dangerous without warning and was frequently physical even when it did not. A Surveyor who could not deliberately use force when necessary would eventually find somewhere that required it.



“How experienced?”



“Ask her.”



Maylond stared at Rellan-Vey.



Rellan-Vey went back to the carrier.



***



Maylond found Karn-Zmy waiting at the dock.



Her first estimate was thirty-five rotations.



Possibly less.



Karn-Zmy was lean without being narrow, her arms and legs carrying the shape of repeated training. Her cheekwhiskers were long, though not dramatically so. Her hair was tied close behind her head. There were scars, but fewer than Maylond expected from an experienced Surveyor.



Zmy sat beside her.



The male kitsong appeared broad through the shoulders and darker than Ond, his projected size impressive without the almost excessive enormity Ond preferred.



Neither seemed interested in the humlings preparing the boat.



Karn-Zmy was watching the water.



Zmy was watching nothing Maylond could identify.



Shira-Kom leaned over the side of the vessel.



“You're late.”



Maylond looked at the firestar.



“No.”



“You could have been earlier.”



“That isn't the same thing.”



Shira-Kom smiled.



Kom was already aboard.



Ond stepped onto the dock beside Maylond.



Kom stood immediately.



The two kitsing regarded each other.



Maylond expected the usual rush of movement.



It didn't come.



Ond looked toward Zmy.



Zmy remained still.



Ond took two steps closer.



Nothing.



A third.



Zmy's head turned.



That was all.



Ond sat.



Maylond looked at him.



*Disappointing?*



No answer.



“Mayl-Ond.”



She turned.



Karn-Zmy had approached without Maylond noticing.



That irritated her too.



“Karn-Zmy.”



The Surveyor's eyes passed over Maylond, then Ond.



“You decide quickly.”



Maylond waited for the rest.



There wasn't any.



“Yes.”



“I know.”



Karn-Zmy boarded.



Maylond looked at Rellan-Vey.



Rellan-Vey was already walking away.



***



The island was close enough to Southleft that nobody called the journey a Traverse.



Nearsearches were different.



They were scheduled before anyone needed them.



Places near Southleft that humlings used were checked regularly whether anything appeared wrong or not. Water shifted. Growth spread. Banks moved. Routes changed.



Usually a Nearsearch found nothing important.



This one was expected to be the same.



The island lay beyond a broad stretch of blueseas, far enough from the common routes that families chose it when they wanted quiet.



There had been no report.



No attack.



No strange behavior.



No one had asked for help.



The island had simply reached its turn to be looked at again.



Shira-Kom tended the boat.



He would leave them, carry another group along the coast, then return at the agreed mark.



Maylond stood near the front while Southleft diminished behind them.



Derda sat farther back.



She had not expected him.



A Tender and a Mender were accompanying the Nearsearch because ordinary families were already on the island. The search wasn't simply deciding whether ground and water remained safe. It was deciding whether ordinary humlings should continue using it.



The Mender was named Lessa.



Maylond had seen her before but never spoken with her.



Lessa had already spoken with everyone.



Twice.



Derda was quieter.



Maylond looked at his right hand.



Wrapped.



He noticed.



She continued looking.



Eventually he said, “What?”



“What happened?”



Derda looked down at his hand.



“I hit something.”



Maylond waited.



He looked back at her.



“What?”



“What did you hit?”



“Something hard.”



“With your hand?”



“Yes.”



“That was foolish.”



“Yes.”



Maylond waited again.



Derda did not continue.



Softhearts could not lie.



They could remember badly. Misunderstand. Convince themselves of something foolish.



They could not deliberately deceive.



Maylond knew that.



She had known it her entire life.



The Going brought Balance.



Before it, everything.



After it, never both.



Derda was a Softheart.



Therefore he could not knowingly make her believe something false.



*I hit something.*



True.



*Something hard.*



True.



Probably.



Maylond looked at the wrapping.



Her mind supplied thickroot.



Stone.



A wall.



Another humling.



The last possibility should have been absurd.



It wasn't.



“You aren't going to ask again?” Derda said.



“I already asked.”



“You usually continue until you get the answer you want.”



“You answered.”



Derda looked at her for a moment.



“Yes.”



Maylond turned toward the blueseas.



Something about it remained unfinished.



But a Softheart couldn't lie.



Couldn't hide a truth by arranging other truths around it.



Could he?



No.



Her own observation was the uncertain thing.



Not Balance.



She looked forward.



***



Shira-Kom was the one who told her.



Maylond had been watching Karn-Zmy study the island as it grew larger ahead.



“You know she's fifty-five.”



Maylond looked at him.



“No.”



“Yes.”



She looked back at Karn-Zmy.



“No.”



Shira-Kom's smile widened.



Maylond studied the Surveyor again.



Karn-Zmy's body did not make sense for fifty-five rotations.



Humsing accumulated damage.



Interferers accumulated more.



Surveyors went looking for the places where ground failed, water moved and maps became wrong.



Karn-Zmy looked as if twenty rotations of dangerous work had simply failed to happen to her.



“You're lying.”



The words came out before Maylond considered them.



Shira-Kom laughed once.



“You've been spending too much time with Tenders.”



Maylond looked toward Derda.



He was speaking quietly with Lessa.



His wrapped hand rested against his leg.



Maylond looked away.



“How?”



“Ask Karn-Zmy.”



“Everyone keeps saying that.”



“Maybe you should start asking.”



***



The island smelled of warm sand and sweetfruit.



Families had built temporary shelters along the inner shore. Children ran between them. Several humlings were in the shallows. Two older Softhearts slept beneath broadleaf shade.



Nothing appeared wrong.



That was the point.



Maylond stepped from the boat into ankle-deep water.



Ond jumped past her and landed without touching the water at all.



Kom followed.



Zmy waited.



Karn-Zmy stepped down.



Only then did Zmy move.



Maylond noticed.



Shira-Kom pushed away from shore.



“I'll be back.”



“When?”



“When I said.”



Maylond stared at him.



Shira-Kom grinned.



“Less green would have remembered.”



“I remember.”



The boat turned away.



Karn-Zmy was already walking.



Maylond followed.



***



Karn-Zmy did not search the island.



At least not in any way Maylond initially recognized as searching.



She stopped constantly.



She examined sand.



Touched exposed roots.



Measured water against marks cut into stone during previous Nearsearches.



She crouched beside growth that looked identical to every other growth Maylond had passed.



Zmy moved ahead, then stopped.



Waited.



Moved again.



Maylond and Ond adapted poorly.



At first.



Maylond repeatedly found herself several lengths ahead.



Then had to return.



The fourth time, Karn-Zmy looked at her.



“You're wasting distance.”



“I can cover it.”



“That doesn't make it useful.”



“We've seen this section.”



“I haven't.”



Maylond looked behind them.



“You've been looking at it for half a mark.”



“Yes.”



“What are you looking for?”



“I don't know yet.”



Maylond disliked that answer.



They continued.



The island remained normal.



Families played.



Water remained clear.



The sand was firm where the previous Surveyor marks said it should be firm.



Fruitgrowth was healthy.



Small shore creatures retreated when approached and returned afterward.



Nothing hunted them.



Nothing followed them.



Nothing fed when it should have stopped.



Nothing grew where it shouldn't.



After the Traverse, normality felt suspicious.



Maylond recognized that as a poor assumption.



She looked at Karn-Zmy.



“Is this boring?”



“Yes.”



“You like that.”



“Very much.”



“How have you survived fifty-five rotations?”



Karn-Zmy stopped.



Maylond expected annoyance.



Instead Karn-Zmy looked down at herself as though verifying that all fifty-five were still there.



“Slowly.”



Maylond stared.



Karn-Zmy continued walking.



“That isn't an answer.”



“It has been so far.”



Maylond followed.



“You look thirty-five.”



“Thirty-five was exhausting.”



“What changed?”



“I stopped doing things I didn't need to do.”



“You're a Surveyor.”



“Yes.”



“Your work is dangerous.”



“Yes.”



“And you're humsong.”



Karn-Zmy finally looked at her.



“Violence is easy, Mayl-Ond.”



Maylond waited.



“Knowing when not to use it is why I'm still here.”



Then Karn-Zmy crouched beside another patch of entirely ordinary sand.



Maylond watched her.



Ond sat beside Zmy.



For once, he seemed willing to wait.



*Traitor.*



His ear moved.



***



They had covered most of the inner shore when someone shouted.



Not in pain.



A name.



Then again.



Another voice.



Same name.



Karn-Zmy stood immediately.



The slowness disappeared.



“Child,” Derda said.



He was already moving.



Maylond followed.



Several families had gathered near the edge of the shelters.



Lessa was speaking to a frightened woman.



Derda went directly to a man who kept looking toward the growth.



“How old?” Derda asked.



“Seven.”



“How long?”



“I don't know. A few turns. We thought she was with the others.”



“Where was she going?”



“Back from the sandbank.”



“Which one?”



The man pointed.



Maylond started moving.



Karn-Zmy caught her arm.



Maylond looked down at the hand.



Karn-Zmy released her.



“Where are you going?”



“To find her.”



“Where?”



“The sandbank.”



“That's where she was.”



“Yes.”



“Not where she is.”



“We're wasting time.”



“No. You're spending it before you know where.”



Derda approached.



“She knows the island. They've been here before. She doesn't wander.”



“Afraid of anything?” Karn-Zmy asked.



“Deep water.”



Karn-Zmy looked toward the shore.



Then toward the bank.



Maylond followed her gaze.



Nothing.



Karn-Zmy said, “Now we look.”



***



They separated.



Not far.



Never beyond call.



Maylond took the outer edge with Ond while Karn-Zmy and Zmy followed the higher ground.



Derda stayed closer to the family area, checking places a frightened child might return to.



Lessa remained with the parents.



Maylond moved quickly.



Not as quickly as she wanted.



Karn-Zmy's question remained in her head.



*Where?*



Maylond looked instead of moving.



Child.



Seven rotations.



Knows island.



Doesn't wander.



Afraid of deep water.



Last seen returning from sandbank.



Maylond stopped.



The sandbank was visible through the growth.



So was the route back.



Except part of it wasn't sand anymore.



Blueseas water had cut through.



Not much.



A narrow channel crossed the familiar route.



Maylond walked toward it.



The water reached only partway up her lower leg.



She looked toward the family shelters.



To an adult, nothing.



To a small child—



Deep.



Maylond turned.



If the child had reached this point and refused to cross, she would have gone back.



“Here.”



Karn-Zmy appeared through the growth surprisingly quickly.



Maylond pointed.



“The route changed.”



Karn-Zmy stepped into the channel.



Stopped.



Looked at the bank.



Then the plants along it.



“Maybe.”



“We know.”



“We suspect.”



“The child is afraid of deep water.”



“Yes.”



“This looks deep to her.”



“Yes.”



“So she went back.”



“Probably.”



Maylond started across.



Karn-Zmy didn't stop her this time.



***



Ond found the child.



Not because of anything dramatic.



He simply stopped.



Maylond nearly walked past him.



Then she followed his attention.



A small humling sat beneath the exposed roots of a broad sandholding bush farther along the bank.



Knees against her chest.



Face wet.



Crying.



Alive.



Uninjured.



Maylond felt relief.



She classified it immediately.



Successful search.



No injury.



No additional resources needed.



Then the child looked up.



Saw Ond.



And screamed.



Ond stopped.



Maylond did too.



Of course.



To Maylond, Ond was Ond.



To the child, he was an enormous predator standing between her and everything familiar.



*Back.*



Ond looked at Maylond.



*Please.*



He stepped away.



Maylond noticed the word only after she'd used it.



She approached alone.



The child was still crying. Not screaming now. Trying to breathe through short, wet breaths.



Maylond crouched several lengths away.



“Your family is looking for you.”



The child shook her head and cried harder.



Maylond considered that.



“They are.”



This did not help.



Maylond moved a little closer.



The child pressed herself against the roots.



Maylond stopped.



She did not know what Derda would say.



She did not know what Marling would say.



She knew how to remove a threat.



There was no threat to remove.



The child's eyes moved over Maylond's face.



Her dark eyes.



Her whiskers.



Toward Ond behind her.



Then down.



The crying changed.



Not stopped.



Less.



The child stared at Maylond's waistskin.



Then slowly reached out one small hand.



Maylond looked at it.



Something in the gesture seemed familiar before she knew why.



She moved closer and reached back.



The child's fingers touched hers.



Maylond took the little hand gently.



Her thumb passed once across the child's knuckles.



The child pulled away.



Maylond froze.



The child pointed.



Maylond followed the finger.



The resin-coated Feathersoarer feather Tany-Stry had given her was still tucked into her waistskin.



“Oh.”



The child reached again.



Not for Maylond.



For the feather.



Maylond pulled it free.



The child's crying quieted another degree.



Maylond held the feather where she could reach it.



One small finger touched the resin-coated edge.



Then another.



“Feather.”



“Yes.”



The child touched it again.



Her breathing slowed.



“Big.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked at her.



And remembered being small.



Not this island.



Another family journey.



A place she could no longer reconstruct properly.



Mayling had followed something.



Or perhaps everyone else had moved and she hadn't.



That part was gone.



She remembered only the moment she turned around and could not see Marling.



Could not see Bilda.



Could not see anyone she knew.



The world had become enormous.



Mayling had called.



Nobody answered.



She had started moving because staying where she was felt worse.



Then Bilda appeared.



There you are.



Mayling remembered running toward her.



Bilda taking her hand.



She remembered the hand more clearly than the place.



The world had become the correct size again.



The memory ended.



The child was still touching the feather.



Maylond waited.



“What is your name?”



The child sniffed.



“Telli.”



“I'm Mayl-Ond.”



Telli looked toward Ond.



Another sniff.



Maylond pointed behind herself.



“Ond.”



Telli did not appear reassured.



Maylond considered this fair.



She let Telli touch the feather again.



Then she stood.



Telli immediately looked frightened.



Maylond crouched again.



“The water?”



Telli nodded.



Maylond looked toward the channel.



“It isn't deep.”



Telli's face crumpled.



Maylond reconsidered.



“It isn't deep to me.”



Telli looked at her.



That was apparently less wrong.



Maylond put the feather back into her waistskin.



Then held out her hand.



Telli stared at it.



Maylond waited.



This time the child took it.



***



Derda saw them before they reached the channel.



He was too far away to hear.



Maylond was crouched in front of the child.



The child was crying.



Then she reached toward Maylond.



Maylond took her hand.



Derda stopped walking.



He couldn't see clearly at that distance.



Maylond's thumb appeared to move across the child's hand.



Perhaps not.



The child pulled away.



Then pointed.



Maylond removed something from her waistskin.



A feather.



Tany-Stry's.



The child touched it.



That explained it.



Derda continued toward them.



***



Telli stopped when they reached the water.



Maylond stepped in first.



The channel reached below her lower leg.



Telli still didn't move.



Maylond held out her hand.



“Watch my feet.”



Telli watched.



Maylond took one step.



Then another.



Telli followed.



Halfway through, the child stumbled.



Maylond caught her.



Telli wrapped both arms around Maylond's waist.



Maylond went still.



Derda stopped on the opposite bank.



For one strange moment, nobody moved.



Then Maylond put one hand lightly against the child's back.



Telli held tighter.



Maylond remembered Bilda's hand.



Her own hand moved once across Telli's back.



Slowly.



The child released her.



They finished crossing.



Derda crouched.



“Your family is waiting.”



Telli sniffed.



Derda held out his uninjured hand.



Telli took it.



Maylond looked at his wrapped one.



Derda noticed.



Neither spoke.



He led the child toward the shelters.



After several lengths, Derda looked back.



Maylond was still standing in the water.



Firestar struck the blueseas around her.



For a moment her eyes looked wrong.



Derda stopped.



No.



Not wrong.



Lighter.



Maylond noticed him staring.



“What?”



Derda looked again.



Dark.



The water shifted around her legs.



Blueseas light moved across her face.



“Your eyes.”



Maylond went still.



“What about them?”



“They looked lighter.”



She stared at him.



“They're dark.”



“Yes.”



“Then they didn't.”



“They did.”



“When?”



“Just now.”



Maylond looked down at the water.



Derda did too.



Firestar scattered across it.



“The blueseas,” he said.



“The blueseas changed my eyes?”



“The light from it.”



Maylond looked back at him.



“And now?”



Derda studied her.



Dark brown.



Almost black.



“Dark.”



“So the blueseas.”



“Yes.”



He sounded less certain than he intended.



Maylond tilted her head.



“You're a poor Observer.”



“Apparently.”



She stepped out of the water.



Derda watched her pass.



The child reaching for the feather explained what Derda had seen.



The blueseas explained her eyes.



Both explanations were good.



He looked at his wrapped hand.



That was good.



***



Karn-Zmy cared less about finding the child than Maylond expected.



Not because she didn't care.



Because Telli had been found.



That problem was finished.



The changed bank was not.



Karn-Zmy examined the sandholding bushes.



Maylond crouched beside her.



They were small, dense plants with roots that spread through the upper layers of sand and held the bank together through ordinary tides.



They looked healthy.



Maylond touched one.



“No disease.”



“No.”



“No grainmust.”



“No.”



“Nothing feeding on them.”



“Not that I see.”



Maylond looked at the eroded bank.



“Then the water changed.”



“Maybe.”



Maylond exhaled.



Karn-Zmy glanced at her.



“You dislike that word.”



“Yes.”



“Good.”



“Why?”



“You'll work harder to get rid of it.”



Karn-Zmy moved to another bush.



Then another.



Zmy remained above them, watching the higher growth.



Ond had returned to Maylond.



For several breaths he watched Karn-Zmy work.



Then his attention moved elsewhere.



Maylond followed it.



Derda.



He was far up the shore with Telli and her family.



Lessa was checking the child's feet.



Derda stood beside them.



Ond watched.



*What?*



No answer.



Maylond looked at him.



*Derda?*



Ond's attention shifted to her.



Nothing passed Between.



*Why are you watching him?*



Ond looked back toward the family.



Maylond waited.



Zmy moved.



Ond's attention immediately went to the other kitsong.



Whatever had interested him was gone.



Maylond looked toward Derda again.



He was speaking softly to Telli's parents.



Softheart.



Tender.



Normal.



His wrapped hand hung at his side.



Maylond turned back to the bushes.



She had heard a scream.



She had heard him lie.



Now she had watched him spend most of a return behaving exactly as a Tender should.



Perhaps the contradiction was hers.



***



Karn-Zmy found the old Surveyor marks beneath a root.



The bank had been measured before.



That was why Nearsearches existed.



Karn-Zmy compared the present growth against a mark cut into a narrow stone driven deep enough that ordinary sand movement would not displace it.



Then she walked twenty lengths along the bank and found another.



Maylond followed.



Karn-Zmy measured again.



Then crossed to the other side of the island.



Maylond followed that too.



The bushes there were larger.



Not dramatically.



Enough.



“Different water?” Maylond asked.



“Maybe.”



“Different sand?”



“Maybe.”



“More firestar?”



“Maybe.”



“You have a remarkable number of words.”



Karn-Zmy looked at her.



“I've stayed alive long enough to use all of them.”



Maylond almost smiled.



Almost.



They checked water exposure.



Sand depth.



Shade.



Signs of feeding.



Damage.



The differences failed one at a time.



Finally Maylond looked back toward the eroded bank.



“The bushes didn't grow.”



“They grew.”



“Not enough.”



Karn-Zmy nodded.



Maylond waited.



“That means I was right.”



“No.”



“We found it.”



“We suspected it.”



“And now?”



“Now we found it.”



Maylond stared at her.



Karn-Zmy stood.



“Fast isn't the same as early.”



Maylond considered that.



Karn-Zmy started back toward the families.



Maylond followed.



After several lengths she asked, “Is that how you're fifty-five?”



“One of the ways.”



“What are the others?”



“Training.”



Maylond waited.



“That's all?”



“Not doing stupid things.”



Maylond looked at Karn-Zmy's back.



That seemed irritatingly achievable.



***



The families wanted to stay.



Karn-Zmy recommended that they could.



The channel was shallow. The bank itself was not collapsing dangerously. The children now knew the familiar route had changed. Another crossing could be used until the next Nearsearch.



Nobody had been attacked.



Nothing was poisoned.



Nothing was dying.



Nothing on the island was obviously dangerous.



The adults accepted this quickly.



Children returned to the shallows.



Telli stayed close to her family.



Once, she looked toward Maylond.



Her eyes dropped immediately to the feather in Maylond's waistskin.



Telli lifted her hand.



Maylond looked at it.



Then at the feather.



Telli giggled.



Maylond understood this time.



She touched the feather.



Telli nodded vigorously.



Maylond nodded back.



Derda was standing several lengths away.



He saw that too.



He looked at Maylond for a moment.



Then away.



***



Shira-Kom returned exactly when he had said he would.



Maylond remembered.



She made sure he knew she remembered.



“I didn't ask,” he said.



“You were going to.”



“No.”



“You were.”



Karn-Zmy boarded behind her.



Shira-Kom looked at the Surveyor.



“Anything?”



“One changed bank. Reduced sandholding growth. Minor erosion. New shallow cut. No immediate danger.”



“One lost child,” Lessa added.



“Found,” Derda said.



Shira-Kom looked at Maylond.



Then at Karn-Zmy.



Karn-Zmy gave a small nod.



Shira-Kom looked back at Maylond.



“Less green.”



Maylond remembered the first time.



The dock.



Her shoulder.



His confidence.



“You weren't there.”



“Karn-Zmy was.”



“Still green?”



Shira-Kom considered her with exaggerated care.



“Very.”



Maylond stepped onto the boat.



“Good.”



That seemed to surprise him.



***



The island became smaller behind them.



Zmy settled near Karn-Zmy and appeared to go half-asleep almost immediately.



Kom watched the water.



Lessa sat with Derda.



Ond settled beside Maylond.



From the blueseas, the changed bank was difficult to distinguish from the rest of the island.



That bothered her.



She had stood on it.



Measured it.



Watched water pass through where sand had been.



From here, it looked like nothing.



“Karn-Zmy.”



The Surveyor opened her eyes.



“When was that bank last measured?”



“Four cycles ago.”



Maylond looked back.



“That recently?”



“Yes.”



“The bushes changed that much in four cycles?”



“No.”



Maylond turned toward her.



Karn-Zmy was watching the island now.



“They didn't change enough.”



The boat continued toward Southleft.



Maylond looked at the shrinking line of sand and green.



On the Traverse, things had grown too far.



Fed too long.



Hunted when they should not.



Spread where they did not belong.



Here, nothing had done too much.



A few bushes had simply failed to become what they should have become.



And a child had gotten lost.



Maylond touched Tany-Stry's feather where it rested against her waistskin.



Bilda's hand returned to her memory.



Only for a moment.



Then it was gone.



Maylond looked at Ond.



Ond was not watching the island.



He was watching Derda.



Maylond followed his gaze.



Derda was speaking quietly with Lessa, his injured hand resting against his leg.



Nothing strange.



Nothing impossible.



Maylond looked back at Ond.



*What?*



Ond's attention remained on Derda for one more breath.



Then Kom shifted at the front of the boat.



Ond looked away.



No answer.



Maylond watched him.



Then she looked back at the island.



Four cycles.



A change small enough that nobody vacationing there had noticed.



Large enough to change the way home.



Southleft waited ahead.


Chapter 20
“Balance is easiest to trust when nothing asks us to examine it.”

— Vessa-Tir, Tender
The Warm Interferer
v1 · 2,648 wordsMaylond had become very good at being still.



She had always been good at it after the Going.



Now she practiced.



There was a difference.



She sat outside Marling's home with her legs crossed and her equipment arranged around her in the order it required attention.



Thicktwine first.



The braided fibers had taken saltwater on the island, and although Maylond had rinsed them afterward, several places had stiffened. She worked each length between her fingers, separating the fibers, testing for weakness and replacing one section where the braid had begun to split.



Her stonesling came next.



One stone had developed a shallow edge where it had struck something harder than itself. Maylond turned it in her palm, considered replacing it, then decided the damage would not affect its flight.



She retied the joining twine instead.



Her bladestone required almost nothing.



Maylond worked the edge against a finer sharpening stone anyway.



Once.



Twice.



Three times.



Beside her, Ond was doing much the same thing.



He lay on his side in a patch of firestar, one enormous forepaw extended in front of him.



A claw emerged.



Ond dragged it slowly along a strip of sandrough.



Again.



Again.



He inspected it.



Apparently dissatisfied, he repeated the process.



Maylond looked at him.



It was already sharp.



Ond ignored her.



The claw disappeared.



Another emerged.



Maylond returned to the bladestone.



Several cycles had passed since the island.



Nothing else had happened.



Her eyes remained dark.



Derda had not screamed again.



He had not lied to her.



As far as Maylond knew, he had not struck anything else.



She had not touched frightened children.



She had not remembered Bilda's hand except when she deliberately thought about it.



Nothing had been wrong.



Therefore nothing was wrong.



Maylond set the bladestone down.



Ond had moved to his teeth.



A branch of kitmint lay between his paws, its narrow stem covered in hooked thorns. Ond bit into it carefully and drew the stem sideways through his teeth.



The kitmint released its sharp smell.



Maylond disliked it.



Ond appeared to enjoy it.



He chewed another section.



Your breath wasn't unpleasant.



Ond stopped.



One golden eye turned toward her.



Maylond waited.



He resumed chewing.



She picked up her sharpstick.



A humling passed on the path.



Maylond did not look.



Two others were speaking near the adjoining home.



One laughed.



Maylond continued checking the binding around the sharpstick grip.



A young humling ran past.



Still.



Maylond had discovered that stillness prevented many unnecessary things.



If something surprised her, she became still.



If somebody behaved emotionally around her, she became still.



If Ond looked at her for reasons she did not understand, she became especially still.



It was useful.



It was Balanced.



And nothing unusual had happened for several cycles.



Maylond tightened the final binding.



“Warm Interferer!”



She became very still.



Ond's head came up.



Maylond looked toward the path.



A family was walking from the docks.



She recognized the parents first.



Then the child running toward her.



Telli.



“Warm Interferer!”



Maylond looked behind herself.



There was nobody there.



Telli stopped several lengths away when Ond stood.



Her enthusiasm decreased.



Ond noticed.



He sat.



Telli considered this.



Then continued toward Maylond.



Her parents followed more slowly, carrying travel skins.



Maylond remained seated.



Telli stopped directly in front of her.



“Warm Interferer.”



“Yes. You said that.”



Telli smiled.



Maylond looked at the parents.



The mother appeared embarrassed.



“She has been calling you that since the island.”



“Why?”



The mother looked at Telli.



Telli looked at Maylond.



“Your hand.”



Maylond looked at her hand.



“What about it?”



“Warm.”



Maylond waited.



Telli did not elaborate.



“That is all?”



Telli nodded.



Maylond looked at the mother.



“She means when you found her.”



“I know when she means.”



The mother smiled.



Maylond looked back at Telli.



Telli's attention had already moved.



“The feather?”



Maylond touched her waistskin.



She was not carrying it.



“No.”



Telli looked disappointed.



“It isn't equipment.”



This explanation did not improve the child's expression.



Maylond considered retrieving it.



There was no reason to.



The family was passing through Southleft. Their village lay inland along one of the maintained paths, close enough that the journey was safe during Firestar.



They would be gone shortly.



Retrieving the feather would accomplish nothing.



Maylond stayed where she was.



Telli looked at Ond.



Ond looked at Telli.



Telli moved closer to Maylond.



Maylond almost reached toward her.



She stopped.



Still.



Telli's father shifted the travel skin on his shoulder.



“We should go.”



Telli looked up at him.



Then at Maylond.



“Bye, Warm Interferer.”



“Mayl-Ond.”



Telli smiled.



“Bye, Warm Interferer.”



She ran back to her parents.



Maylond watched them leave.



They reached the turn toward the inland path.



Telli looked back once.



Maylond was still watching.



She stopped.



The family disappeared into the growth.



Maylond turned toward Ond.



He was looking at her.



“What?”



Nothing.



Maylond picked up her sharpstick.



The matter was resolved.



Her hand had been warm.



That was what Telli remembered.



Not comfort.



Not empathy.



Warmth.



A physical property.



Maylond found this satisfying.



She resumed working.



***



Marling arrived before Maylond finished.



She was carrying nothing.



That was the first unusual thing.



Marling usually returned home with something.



Food.



Mender supplies.



Plant cuttings.



A container she had borrowed and forgotten to return for several cycles.



Today her hands were empty.



Maylond looked up.



Marling stopped when she saw the equipment spread across the ground.



“Are you leaving?”



“No.”



“When?”



“I'm not.”



Marling looked at the weapons.



“You have enough sharp things.”



“They require maintenance.”



“You had enough sharp things before maintenance.”



“That isn't how maintenance works.”



Marling's mouth moved.



Not quite a smile.



Maylond noticed her eyes.



Tired.



“Where were you?”



“With Essa.”



Maylond knew the name.



The adjoining home had belonged to Essa for as long as Maylond remembered.



Essa had been old when Mayling was young.



That probably wasn't true.



It felt true.



Maylond looked toward the neighboring home.



The voices she'd heard earlier were gone.



“When?”



“Soon.”



Maylond understood.



“Resting?”



Marling nodded.



Maylond looked at her equipment.



There was nothing unexpected about this.



Essa was old.



Older than most Softhearts Maylond knew.



Her body had been failing slowly enough that Marling had complained about it for several cycles, then stopped complaining when there was nothing useful left to complain about.



Resting was not failure.



It was not violence.



It was not something to prevent merely because an ending was approaching.



Maylond had learned that.



“Are you Mending?”



“No.”



“Then why are you there?”



Marling looked at her.



Maylond realized the question had been wrong somehow.



“Because she's my friend.”



“Yes.”



Marling waited.



Maylond waited too.



Marling looked toward the neighboring home.



“She asked for me.”



“Oh.”



Marling started walking.



Maylond picked up the sharpstick.



She should finish the binding.



Instead she watched Marling cross the narrow space between the homes.



Ond watched too.



Maylond looked down.



The binding was already finished.



She checked it anyway.



Once.



Twice.



Then set it beside the stonesling.



She remained seated.



Ond lowered himself back into the firestar.



Maylond picked up the thicktwine.



Nothing needed doing to it.



She put it down.



Marling had disappeared into Essa's home.



Maylond sat very still.



A mark did not pass.



Not even close.



She stood.



Ond lifted his head.



We're going inside.



Ond looked toward Marling's home.



Not ours.



His head turned toward Essa's.



Maylond walked.



Ond rose and followed.



***



Essa was awake.



Maylond had expected otherwise.



The old Softheart lay on a low resting skin near an open wall where Firestar reached partway across the floor.



Her body seemed smaller than Maylond remembered.



Marling sat beside her.



Another Mender was there, although she was not doing anything.



A Tender Maylond knew only by face sat farther away.



Nobody seemed surprised when Maylond entered.



Essa was.



Her eyes moved toward Ond first.



Then Maylond.



“Well.”



Her voice was weak.



Maylond waited.



Essa's mouth curved.



“Marling brought an Interferer.”



“I came myself.”



“That sounds like Marling's child.”



Maylond looked at Marling.



Marling was holding Essa's hand.



Maylond remembered those hands.



Not like this.



Carrying food.



Moving things in Marling's home.



Touching Mayling's hair when Mayling did not want it touched.



A memory surfaced.



Essa entering their home carrying a covered bowl.



Then another.



Another return.



Another bowl.



Mayling had once asked if Essa believed they were incapable of feeding themselves.



Bilda had laughed.



Aberda had already been dead.



Maylond looked at Essa.



“You brought us food after my father died.”



Essa's eyes closed briefly.



“Yes.”



“Frequently.”



“You were all terrible at remembering to eat.”



“We ate.”



“Eventually.”



Maylond looked at Marling.



“You could have made food.”



Marling's thumb moved over the back of Essa's hand.



“It wasn't about the food.”



Maylond looked back at Essa.



The memory rearranged itself.



Bowls.



Sitting.



Marling and Essa speaking quietly.



Mayling leaving because adults who spoke quietly after someone died were exhausting.



Bilda sometimes staying.



Essa returning the next day.



And the next.



Maylond had understood the food.



She had not understood the returning.



“Why did you keep coming?”



Essa opened her eyes.



For a moment Maylond thought she might not answer.



Then:



“Your mother shouldn't have been alone.”



Something moved inside Maylond.



Not strongly.



Not like fear.



Not desire.



Not the satisfaction of a correct decision.



She looked at Marling.



Marling's head was lowered.



Her fingers remained around Essa's.



Maylond suddenly understood something she had not been trying to understand.



Marling was going to lose the humling who had sat beside her when Aberda died.



And afterward—



Marling should not be alone.



The thought arrived whole.



Maylond stopped breathing.



Ond looked at her.



She became still.



Very still.



The feeling—or thought, or whatever it was—remained.



There was nothing to do.



Essa was Resting.



Marling was a Mender.



Another Mender was present.



A Tender was present.



Maylond had no function here.



She should leave.



She didn't.



Ond's attention sharpened.



Maylond looked at him.



His head tilted.



Something touched the Between.



Not a word.



Then:



>> Confusion. <<



Maylond's eyes narrowed.



About what?



Ond looked at Marling.



Then Essa.



Then Maylond.



What?



No answer.



Maylond remained standing.



Marling looked up.



“You don't have to stay.”



“I know.”



Maylond sat.



Marling watched her.



Maylond positioned herself on Marling's other side.



Not touching.



There was no reason to touch.



Essa's breathing was shallow.



Maylond listened.



In.



Out.



Pause.



In.



Marling's hand tightened around Essa's.



And Maylond felt—



Nothing.



It vanished so completely that she almost turned her head.



A moment before, Marling being alone had seemed intolerable in some small, inexplicable way.



Now it was information.



Marling was grieving.



Essa was dying.



Maylond understood both facts.



Neither entered her.



She looked at Ond.



Ond was no longer watching her.



He was watching Marling.



His body had changed.



Not much.



His forelegs were closer together. His head lower.



His attention remained fixed on Marling's hand around Essa's.



Maylond studied him.



Ond?



His ear moved.



Nothing passed Between.



Maylond looked at Marling.



Nothing.



She waited for the strange understanding to return.



It did not.



Good.



Maylond relaxed.



Only slightly.



She stayed anyway.



***



Essa Rested before Firestar moved beyond the open wall.



There was no struggle.



Her breaths became farther apart.



Then there was one that did not lead to another.



The Mender checked.



The Tender lowered his head.



Marling did not move.



Maylond watched.



Nothing.



No grief.



No pain.



No strange urge to make something stop that could not be stopped.



Nothing.



Balanced.



Maylond was relieved.



She did not examine the relief.



The Tender eventually stood.



The Mender began preparing Essa for what came after.



Marling remained seated.



Maylond stood.



She should leave now.



She didn't.



Marling finally released Essa's hand.



“She stayed with me for six returns after Aberda.”



Maylond looked at the body.



“I remember the food.”



Marling gave a small, wet laugh.



“She couldn't cook.”



Maylond looked at her.



“We ate it.”



“We were grieving.”



“That affects taste?”



Marling laughed again.



Then covered her face.



The laugh broke into something else.



Maylond's body prepared to become still.



She made it still before it could decide otherwise.



Marling lowered her hands.



Her eyes were wet.



Maylond looked directly at them.



Nothing.



Good.



She remained beside her.



Ond moved closer to Marling.



Maylond noticed.



Marling noticed too.



Ond stopped beside her leg.



He did not touch.



Marling slowly placed a hand against the fur at his shoulder.



Ond allowed it.



Maylond stared.



Ond looked at her.



>> Confusion. <<



Maylond frowned.



You are the one doing it.



Ond blinked.



Maylond did not know whether he'd understood.



***



They returned to Marling's home later.



Maylond gathered the equipment she'd left outside.



Marling went in without speaking.



Ond remained near the doorway.



Maylond carried her weapons inside and placed them where they belonged.



Everything was ready.



Everything was correct.



She washed the kitmint smell from her hands.



Marling kept a broad darkstone basin near the open side of the bathing space. Firestar warmed the water during the later marks, and by evening it remained pleasantly warm.



Maylond dipped both hands into it.



The surface broke.



She washed her face.



Water ran from her chin.



She reached for the drying skin.



Then stopped.



The basin had gone still.



A face looked back at her.



Distorted slightly by the water.



Brown hair.



Whiskers.



Eyes.



Maylond leaned closer.



Light brown.



She froze.



The image trembled.



Dark.



Maylond waited.



Ripples moved outward from where water had fallen from her chin.



They reached the basin edge.



Returned.



Crossed.



Settled.



Maylond leaned closer again.



Dark brown.



Nearly black.



She changed her angle.



Firestar reflected from the surface.



For an instant—



lighter.



Maylond straightened.



Water.



Derda had seen her standing in blueseas.



Now she was looking into water.



The common variable was obvious.



Light reflected from water changed apparent color.



That was all.



Maylond dried her face.



She did not look again.



***



For the remainder of the return, Maylond was exceptionally Balanced.



Marling asked whether she wanted to eat.



“No.”



“You haven't eaten since before the docks.”



“I will.”



“When?”



“When I require food.”



Marling stared at her.



Maylond sat straighter.



Marling went back to preparing something anyway.



A young humling outside tripped and struck a knee hard enough to cry.



Maylond heard it.



Nothing.



The child's parent collected them.



Nothing.



Later Lessa passed on the path while accompanying a worker whose forearm had been cut deeply enough that blood soaked through the binding.



The worker grimaced when Lessa tightened it.



Maylond watched.



Nothing.



No discomfort.



No desire to help.



No urge to make the pain stop.



She assessed the injury.



Not life-threatening.



Mender present.



No function for an Interferer.



Perfect.



Ond watched the injured humling until they disappeared.



Maylond looked at him.



You are behaving strangely.



Ond looked at her.



>> Confusion. <<



Maylond's mouth tightened.



“Stop saying that.”



Marling looked out from inside.



“Who are you talking to?”



“Ond.”



“That explains nothing.”



Maylond became still.



***



Derda passed near the end of Firestar.



Maylond saw him before he saw her.



His hand was no longer wrapped.



There were healing marks across two knuckles.



Otherwise he looked exactly as he should.



He was speaking with another Softheart.



Listening.



The Softheart said something.



Derda answered.



No anger.



No deception.



No violence.



Tender.



Derda noticed Maylond.



He finished the conversation and approached.



Maylond looked at his hand.



“Better,” he said.



“I didn't ask.”



“You were looking.”



“That isn't asking.”



“No.”



Maylond looked at the knuckles.



“Does it hurt?”



“A little.”



“Good.”



Derda looked at her.



Maylond waited.



“That sounded cruel.”



“Pain discourages repetition.”



Derda looked at his hand.



“Apparently not always.”



Maylond's attention sharpened.



Derda looked up.



For a moment neither spoke.



Then he smiled.



Small.



Softheart.



Ordinary.



“I should go.”



“Yes.”



Derda left.



Maylond watched him for three lengths.



Then five.



Then eight.



She realized what she was doing.



Maylond turned away.



Very still.



Ond was watching her.



Maylond looked at him.



“Don't.”



Ond lowered his head onto his paws.



Nothing passed Between.



That was worse.


Chapter 21
“The troublesome wants are those that remain after need has been satisfied.”

— Sella Vor, Tender
Want
v1 · 3,483 wordsDerda was waiting where the upper path began.



Maylond saw him before he saw her.



That happened often enough now that she had stopped considering it evidence that Derda was a poor Observer.



Mostly.



He stood beside a low wall of rootbound stone with a small gourd of freshspring hanging from one hand. His other hand was healed enough that only faint marks remained across the knuckles.



No wrapping.



No swelling.



Nothing requiring attention.



Ond walked past Maylond and continued toward him.



Maylond stopped.



*We aren't there yet.*



Ond did not stop.



Derda noticed him approaching and looked beyond him to Maylond.



His mouth curved.



Maylond resumed walking.



“You're early,” Derda said.



“So are you.”



“That doesn't make you less early.”



“It makes the observation useless.”



“Most observations are.”



“You're a Tender.”



“Yes.”



“You shouldn't admit that.”



Derda laughed.



Ond reached him and stopped close enough that Derda could rest a hand against his shoulder if he chose.



He did not.



Maylond noticed anyway.



*You like him too much.*



Ond looked back at her.



Nothing passed Between.



“That expression usually means you're discussing me,” Derda said.



“I was correcting Ond.”



“About?”



“You.”



“Was he wrong?”



“Yes.”



Derda looked at Ond.



Ond looked at Derda.



“I believe him.”



“You can't hear him.”



“Advantage.”



Maylond continued up the path.



Derda joined her.



Ond walked between them for three lengths before moving to Maylond's other side.



Maylond considered telling him he was being obvious.



She wasn't certain what he was being obvious about.



The path to Oversight climbed along Southleft's upper rock, rising above the homes and workspaces in long bends rather than stairs. Homelifters had reinforced sections where roots or rainfall loosened the ground, but most of the ascent remained natural stone and packed earth.



It was warm already.



Dry season had reached the point when shaded stone held the previous return's heat well into Nightstar and recovered it quickly once Firestar returned.



Below them, Southleft spread toward blueseas.



Homes nested among growth.



The docks reached into the water.



Farther inland, paths disappeared beneath trees.



From Oversight, Maylond had been told, almost all of it could be seen.



She had never had a reason to go there before.



“Have you?” Derda asked.



Maylond looked at him.



“Have I what?”



“Been to Oversight.”



“No.”



“Neither have I.”



“That surprises me.”



“Why?”



“You spend your life asking humlings how they feel. Eventually one would flee uphill.”



Derda looked at her.



Maylond kept walking.



He laughed again.



A sound tried to escape her.



Maylond stopped it.



That had become easier.



Not easy.



Easier.



They climbed another bend.



The burnberries began there.



Maylond saw the first bush beside the path and slowed.



Then another.



And another.



The warm slope above Southleft was thick with them.



Not crowded.



Not sparse.



Correct.



The bushes had reached the height they should have by this part of dry season, their leaves dark and firm despite the heat. Fruit hung beneath them in every stage of ripening.



Green nearest the stems.



Then green washed with yellow.



Yellow.



Orange.



Red.



Maylond stopped completely.



Derda nearly walked into her.



“What?”



She pointed.



“Burnberries.”



“I've seen them.”



“Look.”



Derda looked.



Ond sniffed one of the lower branches and moved his head away.



Maylond stepped off the center of the path.



The fruit was abundant without weighing the branches down.



Several berries had already been taken.



Not bitten apart.



Removed.



A small seedcarrier appeared between two rocks farther uphill, paused when it saw the three of them, then darted beneath a bush.



It ignored the green fruit.



Ignored yellow.



Selected an orange burnberry, pulled it free, and vanished into the growth with it.



Maylond watched the leaves settle.



A broadmouthed grazer came along the opposite edge of the path.



It lowered its head toward the same bushes.



Smelled.



Moved away.



It began eating softer growth two lengths farther on.



Maylond looked back at the berries.



Derda was watching her instead.



“They're right,” she said.



“The berries?”



“The timing.”



She touched one of the green fruits without picking it.



“Right amount. Right size.”



Her fingers moved to a yellow one.



“Right color.”



Another seedcarrier flashed through the growth carrying red between its teeth.



“The animals that would strip the bushes are avoiding them.”



“As they should.”



“The ones that carry the seeds are taking enough.”



“As they should.”



Maylond looked over the slope.



Nothing had failed to grow.



Nothing was consuming too much.



Nothing was starving beside food it should recognize.



Nothing had changed the path home.



The burnberries were becoming less green.



This time that was what they were supposed to do.



Maylond found the sight disproportionately satisfying.



Derda reached past her.



“Don't.”



His hand stopped around a yellow-orange berry.



“Why?”



“That one is mature.”



“I can see that.”



“Then you know what it means.”



“Less green?”



“Hotter.”



Derda picked it.



Maylond stared at him.



Ond backed away.



Derda held the berry between two fingers.



“How much hotter?”



“You're a Tender. You should understand consequences.”



“I understand them.”



“Then put it back.”



“I've already picked it.”



“You could give it to a seedcarrier.”



“That seems humiliating.”



“To whom?”



Derda bit into the berry.



Maylond watched.



He chewed.



Once.



Twice.



His eyes watered.



He swallowed.



Maylond waited.



Derda breathed carefully through his nose.



“Well?”



He nodded.



“You're crying.”



“My eyes are responding.”



“That is crying.”



“Not emotionally.”



“I didn't say emotionally.”



Derda took another bite.



Maylond looked at Ond.



*Stupid.*



Ond looked at Derda.



Then Maylond.



>> Agreement. <<



Maylond blinked.



Derda swallowed the rest.



“You told him I was stupid.”



“I didn't have to.”



“He agreed?”



“Immediately.”



Derda wiped beneath one eye with his thumb.



“That's hurtful.”



“You'll recover.”



He looked at the bushes.



Maylond knew what was coming.



“No.”



Derda looked at her.



“You haven't eaten one.”



“I don't need to.”



“You're an Interferer.”



“Yes.”



“So?”



“So nothing.”



“Aren't you trained for discomfort?”



“Predators.”



Derda gestured toward the bush.



“It has a defense.”



“That doesn't make it a predator.”



“Seems arbitrary.”



Maylond stared at him.



He was smiling.



She selected a yellow-orange berry slightly less ripe than his.



Derda looked offended.



“That one's greener.”



“By almost nothing.”



“Still greener.”



Maylond put it back.



She found an orange one.



Picked it.



Bit.



The heat arrived quickly.



Not immediately.



That was part of burnberries' cruelty.



The first taste was almost sweet.



Then warmth.



Then heat spread across her tongue and along the inside of her mouth.



Maylond chewed.



Swallowed.



Her eyes did not water.



Derda watched her.



Maylond ate the rest.



“Fine,” he said.



“Fine?”



“You did well.”



“I did better than you.”



“One berry isn't a challenge.”



“You started crying after one.”



“My eyes responded.”



Maylond reached for another.



Ond stepped farther away.



***



By the time they reached Oversight, they had each eaten four.



Derda's fourth had been red-orange.



Maylond's had been slightly redder.



Neither had touched the freshspring in their gourds.



This mattered because the rules were old enough that nobody remembered who had invented them.



A burnberry challenge ended when one participant coughed, choked, drank, or refused the next berry.



Tears did not count.



Derda had insisted on that.



Maylond suspected the rule had become important to him recently.



Oversight interrupted the fifth round.



The path narrowed as it reached the upper rock, then passed beneath a natural stone shelf into cool shadow.



The change in temperature was immediate.



Maylond stopped under it.



“So this is why Firsthelpers live here.”



Derda breathed out through his mouth.



“I was considering moving.”



“You're not qualified.”



“I'm experiencing leadership.”



“You're experiencing a burnberry.”



“At the moment there is little difference.”



Maylond looked away before her mouth could do something unnecessary.



The entrance to Oversight was wider than she expected.



Not grand.



Practical.



The cave had formed where layers of pale stone had broken away from the upper ridge, leaving several connected chambers protected from rain, wind and most approaches.



Homelifters had reinforced only what required reinforcing.



Supports followed existing stone instead of replacing it.



Channels directed rare heavy rain away from the entrance.



Several openings admitted Firestar without exposing the interior.



Maylond immediately understood why Svetuhn's former work mattered.



A humling who managed homelifters would know what she was looking at.



Several witnesses had already arrived.



Softhearts and humsing.



None of them had participated in Svetuhn's selection.



That was the point.



Witnesses who had participated in a decision were witnesses to themselves.



Maylond approved.



The outgoing Firsthelper stood near the central chamber opening.



Svetuhn stood beside her.



Maylond had seen Svetuhn around Southleft many times without knowing her well.



Forty-four.



Unbonded.



Softheart.



Her hair was tied tightly away from her face, and the pale dust that seemed permanently attached to homelifters still lived in the creases around two fingers despite the change in occupation.



Svetuhn looked less ceremonial than Maylond expected.



There were no ceremonial clothes.



No crown.



No elevated seat.



Only a wide chamber whose far opening looked over Southleft.



Derda leaned closer.



“Disappointed?”



“No.”



“You expected something.”



“I expected more objects.”



“What kind?”



“I don't know.”



“Very specific.”



The outgoing Firsthelper called the witnesses closer.



Maylond moved with them.



Ond remained near the entrance.



Svetuhn looked once toward him.



Then toward Maylond.



Then the witnessing began.



It was brief.



The outgoing Firsthelper stated that she had chosen to step down because the changes confronting Southleft required management she no longer believed she could provide.



There was no shame in the statement.



No defense of what she had done before.



She had nominated Svetuhn.



The heads of the Softheart roles had selected her.



The witnesses had not.



Svetuhn was asked whether she accepted responsibility for Oversight, for rulings between roles, for resource decisions, for emergency direction and for the consequences of decisions made in Southleft's name.



She said yes.



Then she looked at the witnesses.



“I know why some of you are relieved by my mother's village.”



Overfalls.



Nobody moved.



Svetuhn continued.



“Nothing unusual has been reported there.”



Maylond noticed Derda glance at her.



“So far,” Svetuhn said. “That is useful. It is not an explanation.”



Maylond liked her.



Svetuhn rested one hand against the stone wall.



“I know structures. I know work groups. I know what happens when weight shifts somewhere nobody expected it to shift.”



Her eyes moved toward the open view of Southleft.



“But I cannot repair a structure before I know what carries it.”



Maylond liked her more.



“We will learn that first.”



The outgoing Firsthelper stepped away from the center of the chamber.



Svetuhn stepped into it.



That was all.



Southleft had a new Firsthelper.



***



Outside Oversight, the wind reached them again.



Derda stopped near the overlook.



Maylond joined him.



Southleft looked different from above.



Not because anything had changed.



Because the paths connected visibly.



The docks.



The homes.



The growing areas.



The narrow dark line of places where freshspring could be collected.



The upper growth where the burnberries spread down the slope.



Blueseas beyond everything.



From this height, even the Atlas question felt strange.



What was coming toward Southleft?



Maylond could see no answer.



Derda's hand appeared in front of her.



A burnberry rested in his palm.



Red-orange.



Maylond looked at him.



“We're witnessing.”



“We finished.”



“There are other humlings present.”



“They aren't witnesses to this.”



Maylond looked at the berry.



Then at the slope below.



“You picked that before we entered.”



“Yes.”



“You've been carrying it?”



“Yes.”



“Why?”



“I wanted to be prepared.”



“For what?”



“To defeat you.”



Maylond stared at him.



Derda bit the berry.



It was the hottest one either of them had eaten.



His expression changed immediately.



Maylond folded her arms.



He chewed.



His face reddened.



His eyes watered again.



He swallowed.



A cough tried to happen.



Derda stopped it.



Maylond's eyebrows rose.



“That was almost a cough.”



“It wasn't.”



“It moved toward one.”



“So did I. I'm not a cough.”



Maylond's mouth betrayed her.



A sound reached the back of her throat.



Small.



Barely there.



Almost a laugh.



She stopped.



Everything in her went still.



Derda looked at her.



Not at her mouth.



At her.



For one fraction of a mark, something changed in his expression.



Maylond waited for the question.



It did not come.



Derda looked at the bushes below them.



“I believe you're required to eat one now.”



Maylond stayed still another moment.



Then:



“Required?”



“By tradition.”



“You invented most of these rules while walking uphill.”



“You cannot prove that.”



“You're a Softheart.”



“Yes.”



“So you can't lie about it.”



Derda considered this.



“Some of these rules were invented before today.”



“Which ones?”



“I don't remember.”



“That isn't useful.”



“It is honest.”



Maylond walked toward the nearest bush.



Derda followed.



Ond emerged from Oversight and stopped when he saw where they were going.



He turned away.



Maylond looked at him.



“You don't have to watch.”



Ond continued toward a flat stone in the shade.



Derda pointed.



“Even he has stopped respecting us.”



“He started before you did.”



Maylond found a berry redder than Derda's.



She picked it.



Derda stared.



“That one is less green.”



“Yes.”



“You know what that means.”



“Hotter.”



“Considerably.”



Maylond bit it.



The burn came hard.



Her tongue first.



Then the roof of her mouth.



Then her throat.



She chewed without changing expression.



Derda was watching closely.



Maylond swallowed.



Her eyes watered.



One tear escaped.



Derda smiled.



“Your eyes responded.”



Maylond ate the rest.



“It isn't emotional.”



“Of course not.”



The heat intensified.



Maylond's skin prickled beneath her collar.



Firestar struck the stone around them.



Her neck was wet.



She reached for the top button of her collar and opened it.



Cooler air touched the base of her throat.



Only a small tuft of chestwhiskers showed beneath the opening.



Derda looked.



Not for long.



Long enough.



His eyes dropped.



Then returned immediately to her face.



Maylond saw the speed of the correction.



Something amused her.



Too much.



Her mouth pulled upward.



A laugh pressed forward again.



Maylond stopped it.



Still.



Derda's face was already red from the burnberry.



It became redder.



Maylond considered the possible causes.



Firestar.



Burnberry.



Her.



She preferred the third.



This seemed unnecessary.



“Your turn,” she said.



Derda cleared his throat.



That might have counted.



Maylond decided it did not.



He found a red berry.



Not as red as hers.



He inspected it.



“You're hesitating.”



“I am assessing.”



“You said most observations are useless.”



“This one concerns survival.”



“You're a Tender.”



“That has never prevented death.”



He bit.



Maylond watched.



Derda chewed.



The first change was his eyes.



Then his nose reddened.



Then his entire face.



He swallowed.



Maylond waited.



Derda made a small sound through his nose.



“What was that?”



“Breathing.”



“It sounded weak.”



He ate the rest.



Maylond looked at Ond.



Ond had his chin on his paws.



Watching Derda.



*He will lose.*



Ond's tail moved once.



Maylond interpreted this as agreement.



Derda selected another.



Maylond frowned.



“You don't need to.”



“Neither do you.”



“That is different.”



“How?”



Maylond had no answer that didn't involve being a humsong.



Derda ate it.



His determination had stopped looking like Softheart foolishness several berries ago.



His body was telling him to stop.



Maylond could see that.



Water streaming from his eyes.



Sweat at his temples.



Breathing controlled deliberately.



Yet he kept choosing another.



A humsong could do that.



Not because pain meant less.



Because discomfort did not get a vote once the decision had been made.



Derda's body looked increasingly irrelevant to Derda's decision.



Maylond watched him closely.



He swallowed.



“Again,” he said.



“You're losing sensation.”



“In several places.”



“That is generally evidence against continuing.”



“Not all evidence deserves equal weight.”



Maylond stared.



“That sounded like me.”



“I've been spending too much time with you.”



Maylond's chest tightened strangely.



Burnberry.



Obviously.



She found the reddest fruit on the next bush.



Derda's eyes widened.



“That is unreasonable.”



“You said again.”



“For me.”



Maylond picked it.



He laughed.



“That's not how challenges work.”



“It is now.”



She bit.



It hurt.



Not injured hurt.



Burnberry hurt.



Maylond knew the difference.



Still, the heat spread so violently that for several breaths she could feel the shape of every tooth.



She finished the berry.



Derda stared at her.



Maylond opened her mouth slightly to cool it.



“You're terrifying.”



“Yes.”



He looked pleased by this.



Maylond did not understand why that pleased her too.



Derda reached toward the bush.



Then stopped.



His hand fell.



“No.”



Maylond waited.



He shook his head and started laughing.



Properly laughing now.



“I concede.”



“You lost.”



“Yes.”



“You admit it?”



“I can no longer feel my cheekwhiskers.”



Maylond looked at them.



They were still there.



“That seems temporary.”



“I hope so.”



Sweat ran from Derda's temple, past the edge of his cheekwhiskers and down his jaw.



Maylond wanted to wipe it away.



The desire arrived before she had classified it.



Her fingers nearly moved.



She stopped them.



Derda opened the top button of his collar.



Then the second.



More air reached his chest.



And more chestwhiskers showed.



Not many.



Enough.



Maylond looked.



Derda noticed.



He did not close the collar.



Another line of sweat moved down his face.



Maylond imagined her thumb following it.



That was worse.



“I need shepherdmilk,” Derda said.



Maylond looked at his face.



“You have freshspring.”



“It stopped helping three berries ago.”



“You haven't used it.”



“I know.”



“That is why it hasn't helped.”



Derda picked up his little gourd.



Shook it.



“There isn't enough.”



Freshspring never came easily from the ground.



Southleft had water.



Plenty in blueseas.



Plenty during rain.



Cold freshspring was different.



It emerged through narrow seams in the stone and had to be drawn slowly into small containers before the ground swallowed the flow again.



Both of them had brought only what the climb required.



Derda lifted his gourd.



“I'll go down to the shepherd pens.”



“You surrendered.”



“Yes.”



“So the challenge is finished.”



“Yes.”



“Then there's no need.”



“For milk?”



“To leave immediately.”



Derda looked at her.



Maylond felt heat move into her face.



Burnberry.



Clearly.



She opened her second collar button.



Derda stopped breathing for a moment.



More of her chestwhiskers met the air.



Maylond looked directly at him.



“We should consider the challenge a tie.”



Derda blinked.



“You won.”



“I have reconsidered.”



“That isn't how winning works.”



“It is now.”



“You ate the hotter berry.”



“Marginally.”



“It was red enough to frighten Ond.”



Ond's head lifted from the stone.



Maylond ignored him.



“A tie.”



Derda's face deepened another shade.



Firestar.



Burnberry.



Her.



Three possibilities.



Maylond was becoming increasingly certain of the third.



“You're giving away a victory,” he said.



“It has no practical value.”



“You cared about it five breaths ago.”



“That was before I won.”



Derda laughed again.



Maylond almost joined him.



Almost.



Instead she took her gourd from her belt.



It was smaller than his.



Still cool.



Maylond removed the stopper.



Derda looked at it.



Then at her.



“You'll need that going down.”



“So will you.”



“I surrendered.”



“That doesn't alter thirst.”



She drank first.



Only a little.



The cold water hurt wonderfully against the burn.



Then she handed the gourd to Derda.



He hesitated.



The opening was narrow.



Small enough that there was no convenient way to drink without placing his mouth where hers had been.



Maylond became aware of this only after offering it.



Derda became aware at exactly the same time.



Neither said anything.



He drank.



His eyes closed.



Maylond watched his throat move.



When he lowered the gourd, he looked considerably less miserable.



“Better?”



“No.”



“Then give it back.”



He did.



Maylond drank from the same place.



Derda watched.



She handed it back again.



He drank.



Neither wiped the opening.



Ond rose from his stone.



For a moment Maylond expected him to start down the path.



Instead he came closer and settled beside them.



Derda sat against the warm rock overlooking Southleft.



Maylond remained standing.



There was no reason to.



The witnessing was finished.



Svetuhn was Firsthelper.



The burnberries were correct.



The challenge was finished.



Maylond had won.



Then had not.



Derda had enough freshspring to descend.



If he wanted shepherdmilk, he could go.



Nothing required either of them to remain outside Oversight.



Maylond sat beside him.



Not touching.



Close enough that a small shift would change that.



Derda handed her the gourd.



There was one drink left.



Maylond took half.



She gave him the rest.



He finished it.



Below them, Southleft looked almost entirely ordinary.



Burnberries ripened along the upper slopes.



Less green.



As they should be.



A seedcarrier darted from one bush and vanished with a red berry.



A grazer passed the same bush without touching it.



The right mouths approached.



The wrong mouths stayed away.



Derda rested his head against the stone.



“My cheekwhiskers are returning.”



“Unfortunately.”



He turned toward her.



“You were worried?”



“No.”



Ond's tail moved once against the ground.



Maylond looked at him.



*Wrong.*



Ond closed his eyes.



Derda smiled.



Maylond looked back over Southleft.



The freshspring was gone.



The challenge was over.



Neither of them moved.



There was nothing left Maylond needed from Derda.



That was the troublesome part.
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Maylond had understood the words the first time they were spoken.



She had understood where.



Widefields.



She had understood how many.



Two humsing.



She had understood that neither had returned.



Understanding had been uncomplicated.



What followed had not.



Southleft had changed its work assignments before the next return ended.



Svetuhn had been Firsthelper for barely enough time to learn which parts of Oversight became cold after Nightstar when she ordered mixed groups assembled around the village.



Softhearts would work from Atlas.



Humsing would enter the more dangerous zones where the abnormalities had begun appearing too close to Southleft.



Every pair would compare what each found.



Separate observations.



Separate skills.



One account.



It was sensible.



Maylond approved of it.



Derda’s assigned humsong had been the other one who perished with Rellan-Vey.



So Svetuhn changed the assignment.



Maylond and Derda.



The reason given was simple.



They had already demonstrated at Oversight that they could work together without difficulty.



Maylond had not corrected her.



Ond had been unusually interested in that part.



⸻



Derda was waiting inside Atlas when Maylond arrived.



His mouth was not red.



His eyes were not watering.



His collar was closed.



Maylond noticed all three things and disliked that she noticed all three things.



“You recovered,” she said.



Derda looked up from the Skinpage spread across the table.



“Mostly.”



“Cheekwhiskers?”



“Functional.”



“Unfortunate.”



“They were concerned about you.”



“My condolences.”



His mouth curved.



Maylond’s tried to.



She stopped it before anything happened.



Derda saw.



He always saw.



He did not comment.



Ond remained outside Atlas, stretched beneath shade where Maylond could still feel him in the Between.



Attentive.



Too attentive.



Trepan stood at the opposite side of the table with two other Softhearts Maylond recognized from Atlas work.



Several new marks had appeared on the wall since her last visit.



Too many.



Trepan touched one.



“Widefields.”



Maylond looked.



The region was not far.



That had been repeated often enough since Rellan-Vey’s death that distance had begun to sound like accusation.



Widefields supplied grazing, fibers, several grains, groundroots and open-route access between Southleft and the lower inland ridges.



It was not wild country.



Not really.



Children went there.



Families worked there.



Softhearts walked portions of it without humsing protection when conditions were ordinary.



Conditions were no longer ordinary.



Trepan pointed to a cluster of records.



“Chompshells have always occupied the wet margins.”



Maylond knew them.



Broad, low bodies.



Heavy shell.



Long neck.



Powerful jaws.



They hunted small water creatures and defended nests violently.



Dangerous if approached.



Slow enough to avoid.



Predictable.



Balanced.



“Three attacks in eleven returns,” Trepan said.



Derda’s face changed.



Maylond looked at him.



Only slightly.



“Attacks?” she asked.



“Pursuits,” Trepan corrected. “Which is part of the problem.”



Chompshells did not pursue humlings over distance.



They snapped.



They lunged.



They defended water edges and nesting ground.



They did not follow a retreating humling across open dryfield.



Trepan moved one finger across the Skinpage.



“Rellan-Vey and Ossen-Mur entered from the north edge. Their group had been checking a report that chompshells were leaving the marshcut.”



Maylond looked at the mark.



Rellan-Vey.



Full name.



Nobody had shortened it since she died.



Respect returned the parts intimacy usually removed.



Trepan continued.



“We know they found at least six adults away from water. Possibly more.”



“Six?” Maylond asked.



“At least.”



Derda said nothing.



“Rellan-Vey sent the Softheart working with them back before the attack.”



“Why?”



“She believed the Softheart should return to Southleft.”



Nobody reacted.



Maylond stared at the map.



Rellan-Vey had told her once that survival often came down to noticing the thing that did not belong before it became the thing trying to kill you.



Maylond had liked the line.



She still did.



“Both humsing stayed?” Derda asked.



“Yes.”



“And the Softheart saw what happened?”



“Only the beginning.”



Trepan’s voice changed.



Not much.



Softheart grief fit easily inside words.



“They were pursued.”



Maylond looked at Derda.



His jaw tightened.



Trepan continued.



“The Softheart returned with help. Too late.”



There was nothing complicated about that either.



Too late meant dead.



Dead meant perished.



Perished meant no intervention remained.



Maylond knew all of this.



She knew it so completely that there was no reason for her chest to feel strange.



She ignored it.



Trepan looked between her and Derda.



“Svetuhn wants the outer Widefields checked again before anyone resumes ordinary work there.”



Derda stared at the Skinpage.



“You’re sending her where they died?”



Trepan looked at him.



“Mayl-Ond volunteered for field work when the mixed groups were formed.”



“I know.”



“Then yes.”



Derda’s voice had sharpened.



Maylond noticed.



Trepan noticed too.



Perhaps anyone would have.



But Derda was a Softheart.



Sharpness was not anger.



Maylond had learned that distinction.



She had learned it from Derda.



“We need to know whether the chompshells are still leaving the marshcut,” Trepan said. “Mayl-Ond will observe from the field. You will remain close enough to receive her reports and return them to Atlas.”



Derda looked at Maylond.



“I can go farther than that.”



“No,” Maylond said.



His eyes moved to her.



“You’re a Softheart.”



“I know.”



“Then stay where the route is cleared.”



“That route was cleared when Rellan-Vey took it.”



Silence.



Trepan looked at him for a long moment.



Derda looked away first.



Maylond felt Ond move outside.



Not physically.



Attention.



A tightening in the Between.



He’s angry again.



No answer.



Maylond already knew.



⸻



Widefields began with grass tall enough to brush Maylond’s thighs.



The farther they walked from Southleft, the more the land opened.



Few large trees.



Low growth.



Shallow rises.



Long visibility.



This was one reason the attacks made no sense.



Chompshells belonged where water, reeds and mud concealed them.



Not here.



Ond walked ahead.



Derda was supposed to remain behind at the cleared observation line.



He did not.



Maylond stopped.



Derda stopped too.



“You’re too far.”



“By how much?”



“You know by how much.”



“I can still see the marker.”



“So can I.”



“Then I’m within sight.”



“That isn’t the rule.”



“No.”



Maylond stared at him.



Derda stared back.



Two returns ago, the answer would have mattered only because he was a Softheart violating a safety instruction.



Now Maylond noticed something else.



He wanted to be closer.



To her.



Or to where Rellan-Vey died.



Possibly both.



“Stay here,” she said.



Derda’s mouth tightened.



Maylond continued.



Ond did not.



He remained beside Derda.



Maylond turned.



With me.



Ond looked at her.



Then at Derda.



Then finally moved.



Maylond disliked the hesitation.



She walked another thirty lengths before finding the first churned patch of ground.



Not recent.



Drying.



But obvious.



Grass flattened.



Soil cut by something heavy.



Several deep drag marks.



Chompshells.



More than one.



Maylond crouched.



Ond smelled along the ground.



The path angled away from the marshcut.



Toward open field.



Wrong.



She followed.



Behind her, Derda remained visible.



Mostly.



Every time Maylond looked back, he had moved another few lengths forward.



Eventually she stopped correcting him.



The next sign was worse.



A broken fieldpost.



Heavy wood.



Split near the base.



Maylond touched the fracture.



Chompshell jaw?



Possibly.



The height was wrong.



Unless the animal had lifted its head unusually far.



She looked toward the wet margins.



The marshcut shimmered in the distance.



Far enough that no chompshell should have been here without reason.



Ond froze.



Maylond stood.



What?



His ears angled toward a shallow dip in the grass.



Then he moved.



Fast.



Maylond followed.



The smell reached her first.



Old blood.



Not much remained.



Enough.



The grass inside the depression had been crushed nearly flat.



There were marks in the dirt where humling boots had dug for traction.



One long scrape.



A dark stain beneath it.



Maylond stopped.



She knew this place.



Not because she had been here.



Because Rellan-Vey had taught her how to read what a body did when it tried not to die.



Maylond saw the movement.



A retreat.



Pivot.



Weight shift.



Someone turning sideways because forward space had closed.



There.



A heel cut deep.



Then another.



Rellan-Vey would have told Ossen-Mur to split.



Make two targets.



Force the chompshells to choose.



Maylond walked farther.



A bladestone lay half-hidden under flattened grass.



She recognized it before touching it.



Rellan-Vey’s.



The grip had been wrapped with narrow dark strips, crossed twice beneath the thumb.



Maylond remembered those strips striking her wrist during training.



Too slow.



Again.



Her fingers closed around the handle.



The bladestone was chipped.



Not badly.



Enough.



Maylond saw Rellan-Vey holding it.



Saw the calm face.



The almost-smile she never allowed to become one.



Violence is easy, Mayl-Ond. Knowing when not to use it is why I’m still here.



Maylond stopped breathing.



The sentence was wrong now.



Rellan-Vey was not still here.



Her throat closed.



Something moved behind Maylond’s eyes.



Pressure.



Heat.



No.



She looked down at the bladestone.



Rellan-Vey had taught her.



Corrected her.



Watched her fail.



Watched her improve.



Had treated Maylond’s uncertainty as temporary before Maylond understood that uncertainty could end.



The field blurred.



Maylond blinked hard.



It did not clear.



A drop struck the back of her hand.



Water.



No.



Her face was dry from heat except—



Another drop.



Maylond touched beneath one eye.



Wet.



She stared at her fingertip.



Behind her, Derda said nothing.



Maylond turned.



He was much closer than he was supposed to be.



Twenty lengths.



Perhaps fewer.



His expression had changed completely.



Not because of Rellan-Vey.



Because of Maylond.



He was staring at her eyes.



Maylond knew what he saw before she saw it herself.



Light.



Not the dark brown that had belonged to Mayl-Ond since the Going.



Lighter.



Much lighter.



The color Mayling had once carried.



Not all the way.



Enough.



Derda’s face went still.



Maylond wiped beneath her eyes.



“Wind.”



There was almost none.



Derda looked at the bladestone in her hand.



Then back at her.



“Of course.”



He did not believe her.



He could not lie.



But he could let her.



The thought hurt too.



Maylond hated that.



A snap came from the grass.



Ond spun.



Maylond turned.



The chompshell was small.



Young.



Shell barely wider than Maylond’s forearm.



It had emerged from a shallow burrow beneath tangled fieldroot.



Its neck extended.



Mouth open.



Snap.



More warning than attack.



Maylond stepped back.



“Don’t—”



Derda moved past her.



Too fast.



The young chompshell snapped again.



Derda kicked it.



There was no hesitation.



His foot caught the underside of the shell and launched the animal sideways.



It struck a stone with a hard crack.



The chompshell fell.



Its legs moved once.



Then stopped.



Maylond stared.



Derda was breathing hard.



Not from effort.



His face was red.



His hands clenched.



Maylond looked at the dead youngling.



Then at him.



“What did you do?”



Derda looked toward the animal.



“It snapped at you.”



“It was a youngling.”



“I know.”



“It wasn’t dangerous.”



“It has teeth.”



“It wasn’t attacking.”



“It snapped at you.”



“Because we were near its burrow.”



Derda looked toward the crushed grass.



Toward Rellan-Vey’s blood.



Then back at the small body.



His expression did not soften.



Maylond felt something cold replace what had been in her chest.



“It didn’t kill Rellan-Vey.”



“They did.”



“Not that one.”



“Same teeth.”



Maylond stared at him.



There it was.



Not frustration.



Not fear.



Not grief misnamed.



Anger.



Clear.



Hot.



Undiminished.



Derda looked at the young chompshell and seemed almost annoyed that it had stopped moving.



“You killed it.”



“I didn’t mean to.”



“You meant to kick it.”



“Yes.”



“You meant to hurt it.”



Derda said nothing.



He could not deny it.



His jaw worked once.



Then:



“Yes.”



A Softheart.



Deliberate harm.



Maylond’s grip tightened around Rellan-Vey’s bladestone.



“We have to report this.”



Derda turned toward her.



His anger remained.



“Which part?”



Maylond stopped.



Derda’s eyes went to hers again.



They were still too light.



Maylond felt the world become very quiet.



“You.”



“Only me?”



She said nothing.



Derda stepped closer.



Not threatening.



But too close for the conversation they were having.



“Your eyes changed.”



“Light.”



“No.”



“Water.”



“No.”



“You’re not an expert in humsong eyes.”



“I’ve been looking at yours for a while.”



Maylond’s pulse changed.



Wrong time.



Wrong reaction.



Derda’s eyes flicked over her face.



“You cried.”



“Rellan-Vey was my mentor.”



“I know.”



“That explains it.”



“No.”



Maylond felt anger rise in response.



Not his kind.



Irritation.



Allowed.



Useful.



“You don’t know what explains anything.”



“No.”



Derda looked at the dead chompshell.



His hands were still clenched.



“I don’t.”



That was the problem.



Neither did she.



Ond approached the youngling.



Smelled it.



Then looked at Derda.



Derda looked back.



The anger in his face sharpened again.



“Don’t.”



Ond did nothing.



“Stop looking at me.”



Ond remained still.



Maylond watched both of them.



The same thing had happened with the thickroot.



She had not seen it.



Ond had.



He knew something.



Or he knew nothing and simply watched the wrong things at the wrong times.



What is happening to him?



Silence.



Ond.



Nothing.



Derda looked at Maylond.



“What did he say?”



“Nothing.”



“Good.”



“That isn’t good.”



“No.”



Derda breathed out.



His hands finally opened.



The anger remained.



Smaller.



Not gone.



Maylond looked toward Southleft.



Atlas was close enough to reach before the next mark.



Trepan.



Svetuhn.



The Codex, if Trepan considered either of them dangerous.



A Softheart who could intentionally hurt.



A humsong who could grieve.



Maylond had been taught what happened when an Interferer became emotionally unstable.



Testing.



Observation.



If dangerous enough—



Resting.



Derda knew that too.



Neither spoke for several breaths.



Then Maylond said, “Lack of sleep.”



Derda frowned.



“What?”



“You’ve slept badly.”



“Yes.”



“That can change judgment.”



“Not into intentional violence.”



“Stress.”



“No.”



“Rellan-Vey perished.”



“I know.”



“Grief.”



Derda’s mouth tightened.



“That isn’t grief.”



Maylond looked away.



He knew his own emotions.



Of course he did.



“Then something from the Widefields.”



“Something that also followed us to Oversight?”



Maylond looked back.



Derda’s gaze held hers.



“My eyes were not light at Oversight.”



“You almost laughed.”



Maylond went completely still.



Derda immediately looked annoyed with himself.



“You saw that.”



“Yes.”



“You didn’t say anything.”



“No.”



“Why?”



Derda opened his mouth.



Nothing came.



Maylond waited.



He tried again.



“I don’t know.”



She believed him.



That frightened her more than a lie would have.



Maylond looked at Rellan-Vey’s bladestone.



“I should report you.”



“Yes.”



“You should report me.”



“Yes.”



Neither moved.



Ond sat beside Derda.



Not Maylond.



Derda looked down at him.



Maylond noticed.



Again.



“What if this is temporary?” Derda asked.



“Then reporting it shouldn’t matter.”



“It would.”



“Yes.”



“What if they separate us?”



Maylond looked at him.



There were several meanings available.



She chose the safest.



“You and me?”



“You and Ond.”



“Oh.”



Derda looked away.



Maylond hated the small disappointment that appeared before she could stop it.



Another impossible thing.



Another thing Derda probably saw.



“What if they separate you from Atlas?” she asked.



“They would.”



“What if they decide you’re dangerous?”



“I killed a young chompshell because I was angry.”



“Yes.”



“I might be.”



Maylond hated that answer.



Not because it was incorrect.



Because she did not want it to be correct.



She stepped closer without deciding to.



Derda noticed.



Neither moved away.



“We could wait,” Maylond said.



“How long?”



“One return.”



“And if it happens again?”



“We report.”



“Both of us?”



“Yes.”



The answer came too quickly.



They both knew it.



Derda’s eyes dropped to Rellan-Vey’s bladestone.



“One return isn’t enough.”



“No.”



“Two?”



“That’s worse.”



“Yes.”



“Until we understand it?”



“We may never.”



“Yes.”



Every correct answer made the choice less correct.



Maylond wished Rellan-Vey were alive.



The thought struck with such force that her eyes burned again.



Derda saw.



Of course he did.



His face changed.



The anger finally loosened.



Not gone.



Something else beside it now.



He lifted one hand.



Maylond watched.



His fingers moved toward her cheek.



Toward her whiskers.



Then stopped.



A breath away.



No contact.



A question.



Maylond’s heart beat hard enough that she felt it in her throat.



Whiskers were not casual.



A touch was not consolation between colleagues.



Not like a hand on a shoulder.



Not like helping someone stand.



Not like sharing freshspring.



This meant something.



Maylond did not know what.



She knew she wanted it.



That was enough.



She moved forward.



Her cheekwhiskers touched his.



The sensation was immediate.



Fine.



Electric.



Every tiny movement of air between them vanished because there was no air between them anymore.



Derda inhaled.



Maylond felt it through the whiskers before she heard it.



They simply touched.



Derda’s fingers moved.



Slowly.



He stroked the base of one cheekwhisker.



Maylond’s eyes closed.



The intimacy of it struck harder than the burnberries had.



Her hand rose.



She touched his face.



Then his cheekwhiskers.



Derda went very still.



Now she understood why.



The world narrowed to fingertips.



Whiskers.



Breath.



His hand against her cheek.



Her thumb beneath his eye.



No rules for this were useful.



Maylond opened her eyes.



Derda was looking at her mouth.



She looked at his.



Neither spoke.



Their mouths touched.



Briefly.



So lightly that Maylond could have pretended afterward that it had not happened.



Then again.



Not accidental.



Derda’s hand shifted from her cheek toward the back of her neck.



Maylond stepped closer.



His body touched hers.



Chest.



Hip.



Heat through clothing.



Something inside Maylond surged forward.



Want.



Not merely body.



Closer.



More dangerous.



Derda’s other hand found her waist.



Maylond’s fingers tightened against his cheek.



Their mouths met again.



Longer.



Her chest pressed into his.



And suddenly the closeness changed.



Too much information.



His body.



His heat.



Her lighter eyes.



His anger.



Rellan-Vey’s bladestone still in her other hand.



The dead chompshell only lengths away.



Everything they were supposed to report.



Everything they were doing instead.



Maylond pulled back.



Derda released her immediately.



They stood separated by less than a length.



Both breathing harder than the kiss deserved.



Neither looked at the other.



Ond was watching.



Maylond’s face became hot.



That could not be blamed on burnberries this time.



Derda touched his own cheekwhiskers.



“We shouldn’t have done that,” Maylond said.



“No.”



A pause.



“Do you regret it?”



Maylond considered lying.



She was allowed.



“No.”



Derda looked at her.



“Neither do I.”



Silence again.



They were becoming skilled at silence.



Maylond looked toward Southleft.



“We still have to decide.”



“I know.”



“Report it.”



“Yes.”



“Hide it.”



“Yes.”



“Wait.”



“Yes.”



“Ignore it.”



Derda shook his head.



“That one isn’t possible anymore.”



Maylond looked at the young chompshell.



“No.”



Ond walked past her.



Straight to Derda.



He stopped beside his leg.



Smelled the hand Derda had used to touch Maylond’s cheekwhiskers.



Derda looked down.



Ond sat.



Then, slowly, settled against Derda’s leg.



Maylond stared.



Ond.



Nothing.



Derda looked at her.



“Is this normal?”



“No.”



Ond remained where he was.



Maylond stepped closer.



Not to Derda.



To Ond.



At least that was what she told herself.



What are you doing?



Silence.



Ond raised his head.



Looked at Derda.



Then Maylond.



Then Derda again.



Maylond waited for something in the Between.



A word.



An impression.



Confusion.



Approval.



Warning.



Anything.



Ond gave her nothing.



He only kept looking between them.



Whatever Ond was looking for, Maylond had the uncomfortable sense that he had found it.
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Neither mentioned the kiss.



This was sensible.



They had work.



Southleft had lost two humsing. Chompshells had pursued them across dry ground. Rellan-Vey had perished. Atlas had added new marks before Maylond and Derda returned from Widefields, and more had been added since.



There were sufficient problems without discussing the fact that Maylond knew how Derda’s cheekwhiskers felt against hers.



So she did not look at them.



Derda did not look at hers.



They were both very good at this.



“Did you sleep?” Derda asked.



“Yes.”



“Enough?”



“Yes.”



“Good.”



Maylond looked at him.



“Did you?”



“Yes.”



“Enough?”



“No.”



“Good.”



Derda’s mouth moved.



Not a smile.



Close.



Maylond felt the same dangerous movement begin in herself and stopped it.



They looked away from each other at almost exactly the same time.



Correct.



Balanced.



Ond watched both of them.



Don’t.



Nothing.



Maylond had begun to dislike his silence.



She had also begun to suspect he knew this.



They were halfway toward Oversight when the word came down through Southleft.



Aar-Din had returned.



⸻



He had gone first to Atlas.



That was where someone returning with information about the ingress belonged.



By the time Maylond reached Oversight, Aar-Din was already there.



Din was with him.



Maylond noticed her before she noticed anything else.



She remembered Din.



She did not remember her being beautiful.



Perhaps Maylond had not known enough about kitsing then to recognize it.



Din’s projected body was long and lean, her proportions almost too exact. Her coat lay smooth over her, every hair appearing to know which direction it belonged. [Her coloring would need a name eventually, Maylond thought, because simply calling it beautiful seemed insufficient.]



Even her stillness looked deliberate.



Ond’s stillness rarely did.



Ond could become motionless enough to disappear into a forest floor when he wanted. But when there was no reason for stillness, he sprawled.



He stretched.



He scratched.



He cleaned himself in positions that seemed designed to demonstrate his lack of concern for dignity.



Din sat.



Perfectly.



Her forepaws aligned.



Tail wrapped once around them.



Eyes forward.



Close to Aar-Din.



Very close.



That was unusual too.



Oversight was not designed for kitsing. Neither was Atlas. Bonded kitsing entered humling structures when necessary, but most seemed to prefer the edges, openings, roofs, ledges, shade outside.



Ond certainly did.



Din sat beside Aar-Din as though the chamber had been made for her.



Aar-Din stood with Svetuhn near the broad opening overlooking Southleft.



He looked exactly as Maylond remembered.



Forty rotations.



Experienced.



Dry-faced.



Still.



Nothing wasted.



He acknowledged her with a slight movement of his head.



“Mayl-Ond.”



“Aar-Din.”



His eyes went briefly to Derda.



“Tender.”



“Interferer.”



Derda’s answer was polite.



Nothing more.



Maylond noticed that too.



Svetuhn turned from the view.



“Good. Both of you should hear this.”



Several others occupied Oversight. Two Atlas Softhearts. A Surveyor Maylond did not know. One of the heads who had witnessed Svetuhn’s selection.



And a Mender.



Young.



Female.



Maylond had seen her before but could not remember where.



She stood beside Derda.



Too close.



No.



Not too close.



A normal distance.



Maylond looked away.



Svetuhn gestured toward several Skinpages arranged across the central stone.



“Aar-Din came through the eastern approach.”



“Not directly,” Aar-Din said.



Svetuhn gave him the smallest glance.



“No. Apparently that distinction matters.”



“It does.”



Maylond remembered this about him.



Aar-Din did not soften an answer because someone else had nearly gotten it right.



He touched one point on the Skinpage.



“I came south along the inner ridge, crossed toward Overfalls, then returned through the eastern lowlands.”



“Why?” Derda asked.



“To see whether the pattern remained a pattern.”



“And?”



“It does.”



The room quieted.



Aar-Din moved one finger.



“Fewer irregularities here.”



Another point.



“More here.”



Another.



“More again.”



The marks approached Southleft.



Not in a line.



Not cleanly.



But the density increased.



Maylond looked toward Svetuhn.



“Still centered here?”



“Not centered,” Aar-Din said.



Maylond looked at him.



He continued.



“Centered suggests we know the point from which something originates. We do not.”



Trepan would have approved of that correction.



Maylond felt the thought before she could prevent it.



Rellan-Vey might have too.



Something tightened inside her.



Derda spoke immediately.



“What kinds?”



Aar-Din looked at him.



Maylond did too.



The question had come quickly.



Too quickly.



Derda did not look at Maylond.



Aar-Din answered.



“Different kinds. Feeding. Movement. Growth. Territory.”



“Predation?”



“Yes.”



Derda’s jaw changed.



Only slightly.



Maylond saw it.



She stepped closer to the Skinpages.



“Are the predator changes all aggressive?”



Aar-Din’s attention moved to her.



“No.”



“What else?”



“One abandoned a feeding ground.”



“Why?”



“I don’t know.”



The answer was immediate.



Maylond liked that.



No performance of certainty.



No attempt to make incomplete information feel complete.



Aar-Din continued.



“Another remained near prey without feeding. A nesting species moved its nest twice in a single cycle. Three separate grazing species changed route.”



“Toward Southleft?” someone asked.



“No.”



“Away?”



“No.”



The Softheart frowned.



“Then what connects them?”



“Nothing we understand yet.”



Again.



Simple.



Precise.



Useful.



Maylond understood why Rellan-Vey had respected experience.



Not because experienced Interferers knew everything.



Because the good ones knew exactly where their knowledge stopped.



Aar-Din looked at the Skinpage.



“The ingress is increasing.”



Svetuhn folded her arms.



“You’re comfortable calling it ingress now.”



“Yes.”



“Why?”



“Because whatever is changing is no longer appearing only in places we happen to observe. It is entering places we already know.”



Widefields.



Maylond looked toward the open side of Oversight.



The fields could not be seen clearly from here.



That did not matter.



She saw flattened grass.



Old blood.



A chipped bladestone.



A young chompshell striking stone.



Her eyes burned.



No.



Not here.



Derda moved.



Not toward her.



Toward the young Mender.



“What did you see in the injured from Widefields?”



The Mender turned to him.



Maylond looked at them.



The Mender had dark hair bound behind her head and short cheekwhiskers that moved when she spoke.



“Bite damage mostly. One survivor from the earlier pursuit had tearing along the lower leg.”



“From the shell?”



“We think so.”



Derda leaned closer to see something she indicated on a Skinpage.



The Mender leaned too.



Their shoulders nearly touched.



Maylond stopped listening.



There was no reason to.



Derda was a Tender.



She was a Mender.



Softhearts worked together.



They probably knew one another.



Perhaps well.



Maylond did not know.



The Mender said something quiet.



Derda answered.



She smiled.



Maylond disliked her.



The realization arrived whole.



Maylond stared.



That was absurd.



The Mender had done nothing.



Maylond did not even know her name.



She had useful information.



She appeared competent.



Her cheekwhiskers were perhaps too short for her face.



That was not relevant.



Maylond looked away.



What is that?



Ond did not answer.



She found him near the entrance to Oversight.



He was not looking at her.



He was looking at Din.



Din remained beside Aar-Din.



Maylond concentrated on the discussion.



She succeeded for nearly half a mark.



Then the Mender laughed softly at something Derda said.



Maylond looked again.



Immediately.



Derda saw her.



The Mender did not.



Something passed across Derda’s face.



Maylond couldn’t identify it.



Then his eyes shifted beyond her.



To Aar-Din.



Maylond followed the look.



Aar-Din had moved closer while explaining one of the eastern observations.



Not improperly close.



He was showing Maylond a mark.



His shoulder was near hers.



Derda’s expression darkened.



Maylond stared at him.



Derda noticed.



His face corrected itself.



Too late.



Maylond looked at the Mender.



Then at Derda.



Then at Aar-Din beside her.



Oh.



No.



That explanation was ridiculous.



She returned her attention to the Skinpage.



Aar-Din was watching her.



Maylond wondered how much he had seen.



His face gave no answer.



⸻



Ond waited until the discussion broke apart before attempting to murder Din’s dignity.



At least that was how Maylond interpreted it.



Din had moved with Aar-Din toward one of the lower sitting stones. Aar-Din was speaking with Svetuhn.



Din settled beside him.



Precisely.



Ond approached from behind.



Maylond knew the posture.



Head low.



Shoulders loose.



Tail making one slow movement behind him.



She had seen kitsing do it in the wild.



She had seen Ond do it immediately before launching himself at things that did not require launching.



Don’t.



Ond ignored her.



Din’s tail tip moved.



Ond froze.



Din looked ahead.



Ond crept another length.



Maylond almost smiled.



Almost.



He reached one paw forward.



Din moved her tail.



Nothing else.



Just enough that Ond’s paw landed on stone.



Ond looked at the empty place.



Then at Din.



Din looked at him.



Maylond waited.



Ond dropped lower.



His rear legs compressed.



Ond.



He sprang.



Not at Din.



Past her.



Close enough that his shoulder brushed the air beside hers.



He landed, turned immediately and faced her.



An invitation.



Din stood.



Maylond expected the chase.



Instead Din took two elegant steps to the side.



Returned to Aar-Din.



Sat.



Forepaws aligned again.



Ond stared at her.



Maylond covered her mouth with two fingers.



Not because she was going to laugh.



There were other reasons to cover a mouth.



Probably.



Ond looked at her.



She doesn’t want to play.



>> No. <<



Does she ever?



Ond looked at Din.



No answer.



Din’s eyes followed Aar-Din as he shifted position.



She shifted too.



Not immediately.



Precisely enough that when he stopped, she was beside him again.



Maylond frowned.



Is she content?



Ond’s ears moved.



He watched Din for several breaths.



>> No. <<



Maylond’s frown deepened.



Unhappy?



>> No. <<



Maylond looked at him.



Those answers should not have fit together.



Din was bonded.



She had been bonded for rotations.



She understood Aar-Din.



She understood humlings.



Surely she understood more of them than Ond did.



Maylond looked at Din again.



Aar-Din finished speaking with Svetuhn.



Din immediately rose.



He touched two fingers briefly to the top of her head.



Not affectionately.



Not without affection either.



Acknowledgment.



Din settled again.



Something about her changed.



Not pleasure.



Not warmth.



Completion.



Maylond did not know how else to describe it.



What does she want?



Ond remained silent long enough that Maylond thought he would refuse the question.



Then:



>> Satisfy. <<



Maylond looked at Din.



Satisfy Aar-Din?



Ond said nothing.



He did not need to.



Din sat at Aar-Din’s side.



Beautiful.



Exact.



Still.



Maylond had never seen a kitsong look more perfectly bonded.



She had never seen one look less free.



The thought was unfair.



Maylond knew it immediately.



Din was not Ond.



Different did not mean wrong.



Rellan-Vey had taught her that.



The thought hurt again.



Maylond pushed it away.



⸻



The young Mender’s name was Calira.



Maylond learned this because Derda said it.



“Calira, Trepan will need the injury account before the next mark.”



“I know.”



“You said you were going back to Atlas.”



“I am.”



“You’re going the wrong way.”



Calira looked around.



She was.



She laughed.



Derda did too.



Quietly.



Maylond felt something hot and unpleasant beneath her ribs.



Again.



This was becoming irritating.



Aar-Din stood beside her.



“You watch him often.”



Maylond’s attention snapped toward him.



“I’m watching everyone.”



“No.”



His expression remained perfectly straight.



Maylond considered several answers.



“Observers are useful to watch.”



“He is not observing.”



“Neither are you.”



Aar-Din looked at her.



Then, unexpectedly:



“Good.”



Maylond frowned.



“What?”



“You corrected me.”



“You were wrong.”



“Yes.”



He said it without offense.



Maylond liked that too.



Across Oversight, Derda looked toward them.



Again.



This time he did not look away quickly enough.



His face was not angry.



Maylond knew what his anger looked like now.



This was darker in a different way.



She had seen versions of it before the Going.



In herself.



In other humlings.



Possession.



No.



Jealousy.



The word arrived.



Maylond’s pulse accelerated.



Derda was jealous.



Impossible was becoming an inadequate word.



Then Maylond remembered Calira laughing.



The heat beneath her own ribs.



Oh.



She looked away from Derda.



Aar-Din was still beside her.



He had seen that too.



Maylond was suddenly certain.



He did not mention it.



Instead he looked out over Southleft.



“You’ve changed.”



Maylond’s body became still.



“How?”



“Experience.”



She waited.



Aar-Din continued.



“You were newly bonded when we met.”



“I still am.”



“Less so.”



“That is how time works.”



Aar-Din looked at her.



Maylond could not tell whether he found that amusing.



Probably not.



“You lost Rellan-Vey.”



The sentence struck harder than it should have.



Maylond controlled her face.



“Yes.”



“She was good.”



“Yes.”



“You learned from her.”



“Yes.”



“Not enough.”



Maylond turned fully toward him.



Aar-Din’s expression had not changed.



“That sounds insulting.”



“It isn’t.”



“It sounds like it.”



“Rellan-Vey had not finished teaching you.”



Maylond could not argue with that.



Aar-Din glanced toward the Skinpages.



“The realm is becoming more dangerous faster than your experience is becoming useful.”



“That sounds insulting too.”



“It is arithmetic.”



Maylond almost smiled.



She hated that Derda was far enough away not to see her stop it.



Aar-Din continued.



“You should connect more with me.”



Maylond studied him.



“Connect.”



“Work.”



“That’s not the word you used.”



“No.”



Maylond waited.



Aar-Din did not fill silence simply because it existed.



Finally he said, “Rellan-Vey taught you how to survive the realm that was here.”



Maylond’s eyes moved toward him.



“That was useful.”



“Was?”



“It may not be the realm you have now.”



Maylond looked toward the Skinpages.



Chompshells leaving water.



Predators abandoning feeding grounds.



Nests moving.



Growth failing.



Sweetflappers feeding from dead flowers.



Sand Dancers killing to protect a system that was working correctly.



Everything she had learned kept becoming slightly less sufficient.



“And you know how to survive this one?” she asked.



“No.”



Immediate.



Certain.



Maylond looked at him.



“I know how to survive while learning.”



That was a better answer.



Aar-Din looked across Oversight.



His gaze passed over Derda.



“Connect yourself to those who have survived uncertainty, Mayl-Ond. Not only those who understand it.”



Maylond followed his eyes.



Derda was no longer speaking with Calira.



He was watching them.



Again.



Maylond turned back.



“Derda has survived.”



“He has.”



“Then what are you saying?”



“That you need more than one kind of knowledge.”



Aar-Din looked toward the open side of Oversight.



“Come with me next return.”



“Where?”



“Highground above Widefields.”



Maylond’s attention sharpened.



“Why?”



“I want to see the ingress from above before we put more bodies inside it.”



Reasonable.



Useful.



“Who else?”



“Din.”



Maylond waited.



Aar-Din understood the question.



“And Ond.”



Still she waited.



His expression did not change.



“You.”



No Derda.



Of course not.



Derda was a Softheart.



This was Interferer work.



Maylond looked across Oversight.



Derda had turned away.



Calira was gone.



He was alone now.



For some reason that made Maylond feel better.



That was not useful information.



She discarded it.



“I’ll go,” she said.



Aar-Din nodded once.



Nothing triumphant.



Nothing pleased.



Simply settled.



Beside him, Din rose.



She had not been called.



She moved to Aar-Din’s side and stopped exactly where his hand would fall if he lowered it.



He did.



Two fingers touched the top of her head.



Din became still.



Maylond felt Ond approach behind her.



She expected him to say something.



He did not.



Across Oversight, Derda looked back.



At Aar-Din.



At Maylond.



Then at the distance between them.



His face darkened again.



Maylond knew the feeling now.



She had felt it herself.



That should have made it easier to understand.



It didn’t.



Ond sat beside her.



Din sat beside Aar-Din.



Both kitsing looked perfectly still.



Only one of them looked content.
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Maylond disliked realizing it so quickly.



The highground above Widefields showed her what the ground concealed. From below, the fields seemed continuous. From here, grazing paths divided, vanished, reappeared. Wet margins formed dark seams. Dry-season growth changed shade where animals had stopped crossing.



Aar-Din crouched beside the ridge.



“Where would you cross?”



Maylond pointed toward a shallow depression.



“There.”



“Why?”



“Least exposure.”



“Wrong.”



She looked at him.



“You chose where you would be hardest to see,” he said. “Not where you could leave.”



He pointed farther left.



“Higher ground. Four exits.”



Maylond found only three.



Aar-Din waited.



He did not point again.



That irritated her enough to make her look harder.



The fourth was barely an exit at all—a narrow cut between two shelves of stone, hidden from this angle by a spill of dry growth.



“There.”



“Yes.”



“I wouldn't fit quickly.”



“You would if something wanted to eat you.”



Maylond looked at the gap again.



He was probably right about that too.



“Rellan-Vey taught you to identify danger,” Aar-Din said.



“She was good at it.”



“She was.”



No insult.



No qualification.



Maylond had expected one.



“But the realm is changing. You also need to know what becomes dangerous after you've already entered it.”



Maylond looked toward Widefields.



Chompshells had always had teeth.



The problem was that they had stopped behaving like chompshells.



“I think the rules we use to survive are becoming less reliable,” Aar-Din said.



“That sounds like Trepan.”



“Trepan would use more words.”



Maylond almost smiled.



Din followed Aar-Din when he rose.



Always close.



Maylond had noticed it in Oversight. She noticed it more here.



Ond might wander ten bodylengths away to investigate a scent, a moving leaf, a hole in the ground that had offended him by existing. Din rarely put more than a few between herself and Aar-Din.



Ond watched her.



Then, apparently unable to resist, he dropped low and darted toward Din's tail.



Din lifted it before his paw arrived.



She did not turn.



Did not accelerate.



Did not acknowledge him at all.



She simply continued walking with her tail held beyond his reach.



Ond stopped.



Maylond's mouth twitched.



She still doesn't want to play.



>> No. <<



Ond trotted past Din as though he had intended something else entirely.



Maylond almost laughed at that too.



Almost.



They climbed until the ridge opened over Widefields.



Aar-Din spread a Skinpage on the stone.



“Forget the marks first.”



“They're why you brought it.”



“They're why Atlas made it. Not why I brought it.”



Maylond looked at the land instead.



From here the differences were subtle.



Several animal paths curved around healthy ground for no obvious reason. One trail split where it never had before. Another simply stopped.



“They're leaving spaces,” Maylond said.



“Yes.”



“For predators?”



“Maybe.”



“Water?”



“Maybe.”



“Something growing there?”



“Maybe.”



“You don't know much today.”



Aar-Din looked at her.



“Knowing when I don't know has kept me alive more often than knowing.”



That answer she liked.



It was one of the things she liked about him.



Aar-Din could be irritating without pretending certainty.



Rellan-Vey had been like that.



The comparison hurt.



Maylond looked away.



Then Ond stopped.



Din stopped with him.



Aar-Din looked upward.



“Down.”



A shadow crossed them.



Something struck stone hard enough to scatter fragments across Maylond's back.



She rolled.



A Feathersoarer climbed away from the ridge, wings cutting across the Firestar.



Glass teeth flashed.



“A Feathersoarer?”



A second shadow crossed them.



Then a third.



Maylond's hand closed around her bladestone.



Three adults.



Together.



Feathersoarers hunted alone.



Not always.



Nothing in the realm was always.



But enough that Maylond's body understood the wrongness before her mind did.



The first folded its wings.



“Move,” Aar-Din said.



Maylond went left.



Aar-Din went right.



The creature struck between them.



Ond hit it from the side.



The Feathersoarer twisted and threw him across the ridge.



Ond.



>> Hurt. <<



Bad?



>> No. <<



The second descended.



Din moved.



Beautiful disappeared.



Precision remained.



She ran directly beneath it, changed direction at the last possible instant, and pulled the predator after her.



Aar-Din was waiting.



His bladestone drove into the wing joint.



The creature screamed.



Aar-Din was already gone before it struck back.



No wasted motion.



No hesitation.



Maylond understood why he had survived twenty rotations beyond her.



“Behind.”



She turned too late.



The third Feathersoarer was already on her.



Aar-Din slammed her sideways.



Claws meant for Maylond tore his upper arm instead.



Blood opened immediately.



“Aar-Din.”



“Work.”



He wrapped the arm against his body and kept moving.



Maylond did too.



The first Feathersoarer turned toward Ond again.



It had already learned Ond was dangerous.



Yet it came back.



The second joined it.



Maylond stared.



They were converging on Ond together.



Not merely attacking the same prey.



One was driving him toward the other.



“Move!”



Ond saw one.



Not the other.



Maylond ran.



Her bladestone struck feathers instead of flesh.



A wing caught her shoulder.



Claws opened her side.



Heat followed.



She staggered.



Aar-Din caught the back of her chestcloth and dragged her under the passing predator.



“Feet.”



Maylond found them.



“Look.”



She looked at the Feathersoarer.



“No. Everything.”



She widened her attention.



Three predators.



Ond limping.



Din bleeding.



Aar-Din's arm red.



Four exits.



And a third Feathersoarer coming down.



Maylond saw its line.



“Din!”



Din moved instantly.



The predator missed.



Aar-Din understood.



No discussion.



No instruction.



He drove one Feathersoarer toward Maylond.



She forced another toward him.



The two crossed too close.



Wings collided.



Both lost air.



Ond launched into the confusion.



Din followed.



For several breaths the fight became fragments.



Aar-Din beneath a wing.



Din on a predator's back.



Ond's teeth closing somewhere Maylond couldn't see.



Maylond losing her bladestone.



Glass teeth passing close enough to cut one cheekwhisker.



Stone beneath her hand.



A shout.



A strike.



Then another.



One Feathersoarer stopped moving.



The last dragged a ruined wing toward the ridge and disappeared over the edge.



Silence returned badly.



Breathing.



Scraping claws.



Blood striking stone.



Maylond bent over, hands on her thighs.



Aar-Din sat down abruptly.



They looked at each other.



A laugh escaped Maylond.



One sharp breath of disbelief.



Aar-Din stared.



Maylond stared back.



Neither mentioned it.



Din limped to him.



Ond came to Maylond.



She touched his neck.



Her hand shook.



Aar-Din looked at the bodies.



“Feathersoarers don't coordinate hunts.”



“No.”



“One redirected us toward another.”



“Yes.”



“One returned to Ond after learning he was costly.”



Maylond looked at Ond.



“And they're too far inland.”



“Yes.”



Aar-Din wiped blood from his hand onto his legcloth.



“This isn't movement anymore.”



Maylond looked across Widefields.



The ingress had crossed another line.



It wasn't only where creatures went.



It was what they were becoming willing to do.



“We report everything.”



“Yes.”



Aar-Din stood.



Blood ran down his arm.



He had been extraordinary.



Not untouched.



Useful.



He had saved her.



She had saved him.



For several breaths during the fight they had moved together almost easily.



Maylond understood, perhaps for the first time, what another twenty rotations of surviving might look like.



She caught herself studying him.



Ond was watching.



Don't.



He blinked.



Nothing else.



***



By the time they returned to Southleft, the trembling had worsened.



Aar-Din's alehouse room was closer than Atlas.



“We clean first,” he said.



“Atlas needs the report.”



“Atlas needs us not bleeding on it.”



Reasonable.



Maylond hated when he was reasonable.



The room was small and exact.



Sleeping platform. Basin. Two stools. Travel gear aligned against one wall.



Nothing decorative.



Nothing misplaced.



Din settled near the bed.



Ond began smelling everything.



“Don't.”



He smelled Aar-Din's pack more thoroughly.



Aar-Din glanced at him.



“Does he listen?”



“No.”



“Good.”



Maylond looked at Din.



Aar-Din did not.



He exposed the wound in his arm.



“That needs a Mender.”



“So does your side.”



“Mine is shallow.”



“So is mine.”



“You're bleeding more.”



“You're younger.”



“That has nothing to do with it.”



“No. I wanted to see whether you'd argue.”



Maylond nearly smiled.



He handed her a wet cloth.



“Temple.”



She cleaned the cut near his hairline.



Her fingers slowed.



Gentler than necessary.



She noticed.



So did he.



Neither said anything.



He had nearly died.



The possibility mattered.



She did not want it to matter.



That was wrong enough that Maylond pulled her hand away.



Aar-Din opened a small bundle.



“Take this.”



Dry plants.



Several kinds.



“What is it?”



“Afterbattle herb.”



“That sounds suspiciously unspecific.”



“For pain. Trembling. Stomach.”



He chewed a small portion himself.



Maylond watched him swallow.



Then took what he handed her.



Bitter.



Terrible.



“You could have warned me.”



“You would still have taken it.”



“Probably.”



Aar-Din cleaned the wound at her side.



The pain dulled.



Then the trembling faded.



Then the room changed.



Maylond blinked.



Not blurred.



Slow.



Her body seemed to arrive after her thoughts.



“This is stronger than you said.”



“You fought three Feathersoarers.”



“That isn't an answer.”



His fingers finished tying the cloth around her side.



They remained at her waist.



Too long.



Maylond moved his hand away.



Aar-Din's face looked different.



Sharper.



More attractive.



No.



That was wrong.



She knew what he looked like.



Across the room Ond lifted his head.



I'm fine.



Ond stared at her.



Her fingers felt heavy.



“What exactly did you give me?”



“Things you've had before.”



“That isn't what I asked.”



“You need to rest.”



“I need my head.”



She stood.



The floor shifted.



Aar-Din caught her.



His face turned toward hers.



His cheekwhiskers approached.



Maylond pulled back.



“No.”



He stopped.



Good.



She steadied herself.



“We need a Mender.”



“Soon.”



“Now.”



Aar-Din stepped closer.



“Mayl-Ond.”



“What?”



“You need to learn something.”



“Not this.”



His cheekwhiskers approached again.



Maylond put her palm against his face and pushed him away.



“No.”



Aar-Din stepped back.



Still calm.



Maylond looked at Ond.



Something is wrong.



>> Yes. <<



The answer cleared a narrow path through the fog.



“What did you give me?”



Aar-Din watched her.



“What you needed.”



“No.”



“You keep deciding before you've learned enough to decide correctly.”



Maylond frowned.



Words were slipping apart.



“You should follow me more closely,” he said.



“I followed you all return.”



“Not today.”



His hand closed around her wrist.



“In general.”



Maylond pulled away.



He released her suddenly enough that she stumbled.



“You've been taught badly.”



Anger sharpened her.



“Rellan-Vey taught me.”



“She taught you what she knew.”



“She knew enough.”



“No.”



“You don't get to say that because she's dead.”



“I knew her longer.”



“That doesn't make you right.”



“No. Being right makes me right.”



Maylond hated how much that sounded like the Aar-Din she had admired on the ridge.



He stepped closer again.



“Stop.”



He did.



For one breath.



“You mistake having a choice for knowing how to choose.”



“What?”



“I've heard about Tany-Stry.”



Maylond's head cleared slightly.



“How?”



“People speak.”



“That was none of your concern.”



“No. But your choices tell me what others have allowed you to mistake for judgment.”



Maylond stared at him.



“I don't want this.”



“You don't know what this is.”



“Yes, I do.”



His cheekwhiskers approached once more.



Maylond shoved him hard.



For an instant she felt satisfaction.



Then he hit her.



She never saw the hand.



Pain burst across her face.



Maylond caught the stool.



Blood touched her lip.



Aar-Din remained calm.



That frightened her.



Ond moved.



Stay.



He froze.



>> Danger. <<



I know.



Maylond reached for her bladestone.



Her hand missed.



Aar-Din caught her wrist.



She struck with the other.



He turned, twisted her arm, removed her footing.



Exactly as he had taught her on the ridge.



She hit the wall.



“Stop.”



“You need to learn.”



“I said stop.”



“I heard you.”



Maylond drove her forehead into his face.



He staggered.



She went after him.



Her mind did.



Her body failed to follow.



Her foot landed wrong.



He recovered.



A blow caught her ribs.



Another her shoulder.



Maylond swung.



Missed.



The herbs.



Not merely medicine.



He had expected this.



Fear arrived clean.



She fought harder.



Elbow to his chest.



Heel to his shin.



Nails across his cheek.



She hurt him.



Not enough.



Maylond went for the door.



Aar-Din caught her chestcloth.



Fabric tore.



She twisted and hit him again.



Weak.



Wrong.



His next strike sent her backward.



Her head struck something hard.



Light burst behind her eyes.



The room fell away.



Aar-Din stood over her.



Din behind him.



Beautiful.



Still.



Maylond tried to raise an arm.



It barely moved.



Aar-Din reached for the fastenings of his own topcloth.



Slowly.



One.



Then another.



The cloth opened.



He knelt.



Not hurried.



As if this, too, were instruction.



His knee caught the torn edge of her chestcloth against the floor.



Maylond tried to pull away.



Her body answered late.



His hand found her hip.



Warm.



Certain.



Wrong.



She tried to close the distance between herself and the wall.



There was nowhere left to go.



His cheekwhiskers lowered toward her throat.



Not greeting.



Not affection.



A claim.



Maylond flinched.



Even that arrived too slowly.



The drug had not taken her understanding.



That was the cruelty of it.



She knew exactly what she did not want.



She simply could not make her body obey quickly enough to stop him.



Ond.



She reached for him through the Between.



Nothing came back.



Ond.



For the first time since the Going, his absence frightened her more than his presence ever had.



Aar-Din's breath touched her ear.



“You will learn what following is.”



Maylond tried once more to say Ond's name.



Darkness reached her first.



It did not wait for Aar-Din to finish.
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Derda knew something was wrong before the kitsong reached him.



He had been leaving Oversight.



The return's work should have been finished. Atlas still had questions about the chompshell attack, Rellan-Vey's death had created assignments no one had yet learned to stop expecting her to fill, and Svetuhn had discovered that becoming Firsthelper apparently meant never reaching the end of anything.



Derda wanted sleep.



Instead he saw Ond.



The kitsong stood halfway up the path.



Alone.



Derda stopped.



Ond stared at him.



“Where is Maylond?”



No answer.



Of course no answer.



Derda looked past him.



No Maylond.



No Aar-Din.



No Din.



He knew where Maylond was supposed to be.



Highground above Widefields.



With Aar-Din.



Derda had disliked that when he'd learned it.



He had told himself the dislike was irrelevant.



It had not remained irrelevant.



“Ond?”



The kitsong turned.



Walked several bodylengths down the path.



Stopped.



Looked back.



Derda frowned.



“If you want me to follow you, that's a terrible way to ask.”



Ond continued.



Then stopped again.



Derda followed.



Ond immediately moved faster.



Something cold opened beneath Derda's ribs.



“Where is she?”



Ond ran.



Derda ran after him.



No Between opened.



No voice entered Derda's mind.



Nothing impossible happened.



That almost made it worse.



Ond did not need words.



A kitsong did not leave his humling.



Ond had.



And he had come to Derda.



The alehouse appeared ahead.



Ond did not slow.



Derda followed him inside.



Up.



The stairs.



A closed door.



Ond struck it with his body.



Once.



Again.



Derda reached it.



He heard something inside.



A voice.



Aar-Din's.



“You will learn what following is.”



Derda opened the door.



Then there was no Balance.



No teaching.



No Softheart.



There was only what he saw.



Maylond on the floor.



Her chestcloth torn.



Blood on her mouth.



Aar-Din over her.



His own clothing open.



His hand on her.



Din watching.



Maylond's eyes barely open.



Derda crossed the room.



Aar-Din had enough time to turn.



Nothing more.



Derda struck him.



The impact traveled from Derda's hand through his shoulder and into his chest.



Aar-Din left the floor.



For one impossible instant Derda saw surprise on his face.



Then Aar-Din struck the wall.



Wood cracked.



He collapsed.



Derda stood there.



His hand hurt.



He liked that.



That was the first thing.



The second was worse.



He wanted to do it again.



Maylond was safe.



Aar-Din wasn't moving.



The threat had ended.



Derda knew all three things.



He took a step forward anyway.



“Derda.”



Maylond.



Her voice stopped something.



Not enough.



Derda looked at Aar-Din.



Breathing.



Still alive.



He could change that.



The thought did not horrify him.



It satisfied him.



That should have horrified him.



It didn't.



He took another step.



“Derda.”



Maylond pushed herself upright.



Ond pressed against her leg.



Derda barely noticed.



He knew what Rest looked like.



Everyone did.



There were merciful Restings.



Necessary Restings.



The ending of suffering.



The ending of danger.



This would be none of those.



Aar-Din was unconscious.



Derda simply wanted him dead.



Maylond got between them.



“Move.”



“No.”



“He drugged you.”



“I know.”



“He hit you.”



“I know.”



Derda looked at her torn clothing.



The bruise forming on her cheek.



Blood at her mouth.



Something inside him became enormous.



“He was going to—”



“I know.”



Derda looked past her.



“He deserves Rest.”



“You don't decide Rest.”



“I do if I do it.”



He heard himself say it.



The words were true.



That was the worst part.



Maylond placed both hands against his chest.



“Look at me.”



He wanted Aar-Din.



Not Maylond.



Not like that.



He wanted the movement of his own hand.



The end of Aar-Din's breathing.



The certainty that this humling could never touch her again.



“Derda.”



“Move.”



“No.”



Her hand reached his neck.



“Look at me.”



He did.



Maylond pulled him toward her.



Their cheekwhiskers touched.



Derda stopped.



Hers moved.



He felt it before he understood it.



A curling.



Soft.



Involuntary.



Around his.



Derda forgot Aar-Din for one breath.



Maylond's cheekwhiskers were curled around his.



Impossible.



His own answered without permission.



That was not impossible.



He was a Softheart.



His body was allowed tenderness.



Hers wasn't.



Yet there it was.



Warm against his face.



Maylond's eyes opened wider.



She had felt it too.



Neither spoke.



Derda's hands hovered near her because he suddenly did not know where he was allowed to touch.



Maylond solved it.



She drew closer.



His hands settled carefully against her back and shoulder.



“Maylond.”



She rested her forehead against his.



“Stay here.”



He closed his eyes.



Aar-Din remained alive behind her.



Derda still wanted him dead.



But Maylond had asked him to stay.



So he stayed.



***



Din moved to Aar-Din.



Smelled him.



Sat.



Derda watched her.



He had expected something.



Attack.



Fear.



A sound.



Instead the kitsong arranged herself beside Aar-Din as though waiting for an instruction that had not yet arrived.



Derda looked at Ond.



Ond was watching Maylond.



Not Din.



Not Aar-Din.



Maylond.



Of course.



“What did he give you?”



“I don't know.”



“Sit.”



“No.”



“Maylond—”



“I've had enough orders.”



Derda stopped.



The words struck harder than they should have.



“Right.”



He stepped away.



“What do you want?”



“I want the room to stop moving.”



“Can I help you?”



“Yes.”



Only then did he touch her.



He helped her to the sleeping platform.



Every part of him wanted to inspect every injury.



He did not.



That would be another form of deciding.



Maylond looked at him.



“How did you know?”



Derda looked at Ond.



“He came for me.”



“Ond?”



“Yes.”



“He came to you?”



“Alone.”



Her expression changed.



Derda understood why.



A kitsong did not simply abandon his humling and choose another humling to fetch.



Yet Ond had known exactly where to go.



“Did he tell you anything?”



“No.”



“He couldn't.”



“I know.”



“He just came?”



“He made sure I followed. Then he ran.”



Maylond looked at Ond.



Derda did too.



The kitsong offered nothing.



No explanation.



Derda remembered Ond watching him with the thickroot.



Ond outside Oversight.



Ond after the kiss.



Too many moments that had seemed meaningless when they happened.



He pushed the thought away.



Maylond was trembling.



He moved toward her.



Then stopped himself.



“Can I?”



She nodded.



Derda sat.



Maylond leaned against him.



His body reacted to the contact with such relief that he almost hated himself for it.



Across the room Aar-Din breathed.



Derda listened to every breath.



Each one irritated him.



“Did you think you killed him?” Maylond asked.



“No.”



“You hit him hard.”



“Yes.”



“How many times?”



“One.”



Maylond looked at him.



“One?”



“Yes.”



Derda looked at his hand.



He had never hit anyone that hard.



He had not known he could.



He wanted to know whether he could do it again.



“And you were going to Rest him anyway.”



He said nothing.



“Derda.”



“Yes.”



“After he was already down?”



“Yes.”



“Why?”



He looked at her face.



At her clothing.



At the place on her side Aar-Din had wrapped.



“I saw you.”



“That isn't an answer.”



“It is the only one I have.”



“You wanted him dead.”



“Yes.”



That answer came easily too.



Maylond touched his cheek.



Her cheekwhiskers met his.



Curled again.



Derda closed his eyes.



He did not understand what was happening to either of them.



He knew only that he did not want it to stop.



***



Time passed.



Maylond improved slowly.



Derda watched because he could not help watching.



First her hands steadied.



Then her eyes tracked normally.



She stopped bracing herself whenever she moved her head.



She drank water.



Ate.



Stood.



Derda started to rise.



“Don't.”



He stayed seated.



Maylond crossed the room.



Touched the wall.



Turned.



Walked back.



She was testing herself.



Derda understood that too.



“My head is mine.”



“I can see that.”



“My hands work.”



“I can see that too.”



“My legs work.”



“You've demonstrated.”



“Good.”



Something changed in the way she looked at him.



Derda recognized it.



Want.



He had seen it before.



Before the kiss.



Before Aar-Din.



He wanted her too.



That was precisely why he moved back when she leaned toward him.



Maylond stopped.



“Still no?”



“Are you asking something different?”



“Yes.”



“What?”



She touched his cheek.



“I want you.”



Derda closed his eyes.



There were things he wanted badly enough that wanting had stopped being trustworthy.



Aar-Din dead.



Maylond beneath his hands.



One was monstrous.



The other was not.



He needed to know he could still tell the difference.



“You were drugged.”



“I was.”



“You hit your head.”



“Yes.”



“You could barely stand.”



“Also true.”



“And now?”



“I know where I am.”



He waited.



“I know what happened. I know who you are.”



“And?”



“And I know what I want.”



Derda looked toward Ond.



“Don't ask my kitsong whether I mean it.”



“I wasn't.”



“You were thinking about it.”



“Yes.”



“Derda.”



He looked at her.



Then Maylond asked the question no one had asked him.



“What do you want?”



He almost laughed.



What did he want?



Aar-Din dead.



Maylond alive.



Aar-Din afraid.



Maylond safe.



To hit something again.



To never become the thing he'd found leaning over her.



To understand why Ond had come for him.



To touch Maylond.



To be touched by her.



Too much.



Contradictory things.



Impossible things.



But she was not asking for all of them.



She was asking about this.



“You,” he said.



Maylond kissed him.



Derda answered.



Carefully at first.



Not because she was fragile.



Because he had discovered something inside himself that frightened him.



Strength had felt good when he'd used it against Aar-Din.



He would not allow that pleasure to decide anything here.



Maylond's cheekwhiskers touched his.



His curled.



Hers answered.



Again.



Derda nearly stopped.



Maylond didn't.



So he followed her.



That became the rule.



Not his caution.



Not her urgency.



Choice answered by choice.



When his hand reached the wrapping at her side, he stopped.



Maylond moved it somewhere else.



When she wanted him closer, she pulled him closer.



When he hesitated, she could answer.



When she hesitated, he waited.



It was so simple that Derda suddenly understood how monstrous Aar-Din's certainty had been.



Aar-Din had said Maylond did not know how to choose.



Derda had heard him through the door.



That was what he had wanted to take from her.



Not merely her body.



The authority to say what happened to it.



Derda would not do that.



Even for kindness.



Even for protection.



Even because he loved—



The thought stopped him.



Maylond noticed.



“What?”



“Nothing.”



“That was something.”



“Yes.”



“What?”



Derda looked at her.



He couldn't lie to her.



That realization almost made him smile.



He could lie.



He had proved that already.



But he didn't want to.



“Later.”



Maylond considered him.



Then nodded.



Later was true.



Their closeness intensified.



The room disappeared around them.



There was only the continual exchange.



Closer.



Wait.



Here.



Yes.



Again.



At one point Derda pulled away.



Maylond caught him.



“Why?”



“You're hurt.”



“Yes.”



“That matters.”



“It does.”



She shifted.



“Better.”



He searched her face.



She nearly looked irritated.



Then understanding replaced it.



Maylond closed the distance herself.



That answered him.



What followed belonged to neither of them alone.



That was what Derda remembered most afterward.



Not surrender.



Not taking.



Not even pleasure.



Mutuality.



Yielding was supposed to mean giving.



Instead, with Maylond, it felt like neither of them gave anything away.



They chose.



Together.



And when they Yielded, they did that together too.



***



Derda woke when Maylond moved beside him.



For one moment he did not remember where he was.



Maylond warm against him.



Ond at the foot of the bed.



Nightstar light.



Peace.



Then he saw Aar-Din.



The desire returned.



Smaller.



Not gone.



Derda hated that he was relieved.



If it had disappeared, perhaps he could have called it madness.



A moment.



Fear.



Some temporary break in Balance.



Instead he looked at Aar-Din and still knew what he wanted.



Maylond's hand rested over his.



“We should go.”



He looked at her.



“You're ready?”



“Yes.”



He accepted the answer.



That mattered now.



Perhaps more than it ever had.



They dressed.



Maylond's chestcloth was ruined.



Derda found one of Aar-Din's spare outer wraps and handed it to her.



She stared at it.



“What?”



“Nothing.”



“You're smiling.”



“No.”



“You are.”



“I'm wearing his clothes after mating in his bed.”



Derda stared at her.



Her smile widened.



A sound escaped him.



He couldn't stop it.



Not quite laughter.



But too close.



They both froze.



Maylond's smile vanished.



Derda felt the old certainty of Balance rise between them.



Softhearts could laugh.



Humsing did not.



Softhearts could love.



Humsing did not.



Softhearts could not deliberately hurt.



Derda had nearly killed a defenseless humsong.



They looked at one another.



Neither said anything.



There were too many impossible things in the room already.



Maylond crossed to Ond.



Something passed between them.



Derda couldn't hear it.



Ond stood.



Ready.



Din remained beside Aar-Din.



Perfectly placed.



Waiting.



Derda looked at Aar-Din.



His hand began to close.



He opened it.



Maylond noticed.



“Are you going to try again?”



He knew what she meant.



He could lie.



He didn't.



“No.”



Maylond waited.



Derda looked at her.



“Because you asked me not to.”



Something changed in her face.



Not fear.



Not relief exactly.



Recognition.



Derda understood why.



He hadn't said he no longer wanted to.



He hadn't said Balance prevented him.



Neither was true.



He was choosing not to.



Because she had asked.



They went to the door.



Ond followed.



Maylond looked back once.



Derda did too.



Din beside Aar-Din.



Perfectly Balanced.



That was what anyone entering the room would see.



A respected Interferer injured after protecting Southleft.



His kitsong keeping watch.



Maylond and Derda leaving together.



No Mender had seen the herbs.



No Tender had seen Maylond on the floor.



No Codex had heard Aar-Din's words.



Derda stopped.



Maylond looked at him.



“What?”



“We have a problem.”



“Aar-Din?”



“Yes.”



“He'll wake.”



“Yes.”



“And he'll talk.”



“Yes.”



Maylond considered that.



Derda watched her.



“We tell what happened,” she said.



“All of it?”



That stopped her.



All of it meant the Feathersoarers.



The herbs.



The assault.



Derda's rescue.



His strike.



His intention to Rest Aar-Din after the threat ended.



Maylond's cheekwhiskers curling.



Ond leaving Maylond to find Derda.



Perhaps even what had happened between Maylond and Derda afterward.



Not every truth was equally dangerous.



Maylond looked at Ond.



Then at Derda.



“No,” she said.



The answer was quiet.



“We tell what we can.”



Derda should have objected.



Softhearts did not deliberately deceive.



He had spent his life believing that.



He had already lied.



He had already chosen violence.



Now he stood beside a humsong whose cheekwhiskers curled with tenderness and considered which pieces of the truth could safely survive.



“That's a lie,” he said.



Maylond looked at him.



“Yes.”



Derda waited for the revulsion.



The impossibility.



The internal boundary that should make participation unthinkable.



Nothing came.



“All right.”



Maylond stared at him.



That was when Derda finally understood the title of the problem inside himself.



It wasn't that he had wanted violence.



It wasn't even that he still wanted Aar-Din dead.



It was that wanting had become possible.



His whole life after the Going had been built around the comfort of impossibility.



He could grieve.



Fear.



Love.



Protect.



He could not become truly angry.



Could not deliberately hurt.



Could not knowingly deceive.



Those were not choices Derda had been trained to resist.



They were things he had been told he could never want.



But he had wanted to strike the thickroot.



He had wanted to hurt the young chompshell.



He had wanted to lie to Maylond.



Tonight he had wanted Aar-Din dead.



And he still did.



Derda looked at Ond.



The kitsong looked back.



Five rotations ago, those eyes had watched Derda bleed in the Going.



Ond had chosen not to kill him.



Tonight Ond had left his bonded humling and come specifically for Derda.



No words.



No Between.



Just certainty.



Follow.



Derda had.



He wondered suddenly whether tonight was the first time Ond had chosen him.



The thought frightened him more than Aar-Din.



Maylond touched his arm.



“Derda?”



He looked at her.



“Nothing.”



A lie.



Easy now.



Too easy.



Maylond's eyes narrowed as though some part of her knew.



But she didn't challenge him.



They stepped into the hall.



Ond moved between them.



Behind the closed door, Aar-Din remained unconscious.



Derda could still turn around.



Could open it.



Could finish what he had started.



The desire followed him down the first stair.



Then the second.



It did not weaken.



Maylond descended beside him.



Ond just ahead.



Derda looked at them both.



What he wanted had once been one of the safest things about him.



Wanting to heal.



Wanting to comfort.



Wanting another humling's suffering to end.



Softheart wants.



Balanced wants.



Now he wanted Maylond.



He wanted Aar-Din dead.



He wanted to know why Ond had come for him.



He wanted Maylond's impossible cheekwhiskers to curl around his again.



He wanted to lie if truth meant losing her.



He wanted things no Softheart should be capable of wanting.



And for the first time, Derda understood that the frightening part was not what Balance had taken from him.



It was how much of it seemed to be coming back.
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He did not move at first.



The ceiling was where it belonged.



His jaw was not.



He worked it carefully once, then again. Pain spread along one side of his face, dull and deep, but nothing shifted that should not.



His head hurt more.



His upper arm hurt most.



That wound belonged to the Feathersoarer.



Aar-Din remembered the highground. Mayl-Ond forcing two attackers into the same approach. Din turning beneath another. Claws opening his arm.



He remembered returning here.



He remembered Mayl-Ond on the floor.



Then Derda.



Nothing after.



Aar-Din opened his eyes fully.



Din sat beside the sleeping platform.



Dark gray along her back. Paler beneath. Long legs folded precisely beneath her. Narrow face turned toward him.



Waiting.



Aar-Din pushed himself onto one elbow.



The room moved.



He let it.



When it stopped, he sat.



His open topcloth lay near the sleeping platform. A stool had been knocked sideways. The basin had moved. Blood marked the floor in several places.



Mayl-Ond's torn chestcloth remained near the wall.



Aar-Din looked at Din.



Derda came.



>> Yes. <<



He struck me.



>> Yes. <<



Aar-Din touched his jaw.



That much had been obvious.



After?



Din's ears shifted.



>> Kill. <<



Aar-Din's hand stopped.



Derda was a Softheart.



A Softheart could put a body between danger and its victim. Could pull. Restrain. Struggle. Cause harm in the immediate confusion of preventing greater harm.



Aar-Din had no memory of remaining dangerous.



He had no memory at all.



He meant to Rest me.



>> Yes. <<



Interesting.



Aar-Din looked toward where he last remembered Mayl-Ond.



Mayl-Ond stopped him.



>> Yes. <<



Four answers.



Enough.



Anything more would become less useful.



Din remembered what Din had experienced. The Between did not open her memory and pour it into him. Sometimes a thought crossed cleanly. Sometimes urgency. Sometimes a single concept carried more than the word a humling would have chosen for it.



Sometimes Din answered a question in a way Aar-Din did not understand until much later.



He had learned not to demand a story from a kitsong.



Aar-Din stood.



The room tilted harder this time.



He waited until it corrected.



Then he saw the bed.



He stared.



The bedding had not merely been disturbed.



It had been used.



Two bodies.



The covering was twisted nearly free at one corner. One sleeping cloth lay partly on the floor. The depression along one side did not match where he slept.



Aar-Din looked toward Mayl-Ond's ruined chestcloth.



Then toward the shelf where he kept spare clothing.



One outer wrap was missing.



His gaze returned to the bed.



Something almost like amusement moved through him.



Of course.



He had been wrong about how the return would end.



Not about what Mayl-Ond needed.



Derda had come.



Derda had struck him unconscious.



Derda, a Softheart, had then intended to Rest an unconscious humling.



Mayl-Ond, who should have lacked the emotional impulse to care whether Aar-Din lived once he ceased being a threat, had stopped him.



Then they had apparently mated in Aar-Din's bed.



Messy.



But not entirely surprising.



Mayl-Ond had spent too much effort resisting what was already obvious.



Aar-Din had information about them.



They had information about him.



He considered reporting Derda.



That would require explaining why Derda had come to his room.



Mayl-Ond would have her own explanation.



Derda would have his.



There was no clean way to expose one event without exposing the others.



And there was rarely value in forcing a decision before knowing what else it might become.



Aar-Din bent, righted the stool, and placed it where it belonged.



He washed the blood from his face.



Then he found a blank skinpage.



Whatever else had happened in this room, three adult Feathersoarers had hunted together on highground where they should not have been.



That mattered.



Aar-Din began his report.



***



Derda walked half a step too far from her.



Maylond noticed immediately.



She wished she hadn't.



They had barely left the alehouse behind.



The air outside should have helped.



It didn't.



Her head was hers again. Completely hers.



Her feet landed where she put them. Her hands obeyed her. The ground stayed level. Her thoughts came in the correct order.



Everything inside her felt solid.



That was almost worse.



She remembered everything.



Aar-Din's hand.



The torn chestcloth.



The floor.



Ond gone.



Derda coming through the door.



The sound Aar-Din made when Derda hit him.



Derda taking another step after Aar-Din was already unconscious.



Her own body between them.



Derda's face when he told her he wanted Aar-Din dead.



Then his mouth.



His hands stopping whenever hers did.



His body against hers because she had asked for it.



The bed.



Yielding.



Waking.



Leaving.



All of it belonged to her now.



Nothing blurred.



Nothing softened.



Derda walked half a step too far away.



Maylond hated him for it.



Not very much.



Enough.



Ond moved through the growth beside the path, appearing and disappearing between stems.



Maylond knew where he was without looking.



Derda she knew without looking too.



That had nothing to do with the Between.



She disliked that more.



A humling appeared farther up the path.



Maylond's body tightened before she recognized him.



Not Aar-Din.



The reaction irritated her.



She wasn't frightened of Aar-Din.



She tested that thought.



Nothing changed.



She felt rock solid.



If Aar-Din stepped onto the path now, she could look at him. She could speak to him. She could decide what happened next.



That was precisely why she did not want to see him.



She did not know what she would decide.



Perhaps she would break his jaw properly.



Perhaps she would see the bruising Derda had left and feel something soft and inexplicable move inside her.



The second possibility disturbed her more.



Maylond knew what anger was supposed to do in her.



Violence belonged to her.



Whatever had made her stop Derda did not.



She did not want Aar-Din standing in front of her until she knew which Maylond would answer him.



The humling passed.



Maylond kept walking.



Derda glanced at her.



“What?”



“Nothing.”



“That wasn't nothing.”



“I thought he might be Aar-Din.”



Derda stopped.



Maylond continued another two steps before realizing it.



She turned.



Derda's face had changed.



“I don't want to see him either,” he said.



“That isn't what I said.”



“No.”



Maylond waited.



Derda came forward again.



“What would you do?”



“I don't know.”



Derda understood immediately.



His eyes dropped briefly to her hands.



Maylond disliked that.



“I feel fine.”



“I know.”



“You don't know.”



“No.”



That irritated her too.



Good.



Irritation was familiar.



They started walking.



Maylond said, “We need to act like nothing happened.”



Derda looked at her.



She kept her face still.



It was partly practical.



Aar-Din knew too much.



They knew too much about Aar-Din.



No one else needed to know anything until Maylond understood what was happening to her.



But she was also watching Derda.



She wanted to know what he would do with the instruction.



He had told her he wanted her.



He had shown her.



Now she was telling him to erase it.



Not actually.



Only where others could see.



She waited for him to object.



“All right.”



The answer hurt.



Maylond had not expected that.



Which meant she had expected something else.



She looked ahead before Derda could see her face.



He had done exactly what she asked.



She resented him for it.



That was unreasonable.



Maylond added it to the growing collection of things inside her that should not have been there.



They walked.



Derda adjusted his pace.



Now the distance between them was exactly ordinary.



Maylond hated that even more.



Good.



Let it hurt.



She was a humsong.



She was an Interferer.



Whatever was happening inside her did not get to decide how she behaved.



That part, at least, remained hers.



“We need to understand this,” Derda said.



“Yes.”



“You cried for Rellan-Vey.”



Maylond looked at him.



He continued.



“Your eyes changed.”



“I know.”



“You stayed with your mother when you didn't need anything from her.”



“I didn't tell you that.”



“No.”



“How do you know?”



“You've talked about her differently since.”



Maylond considered that.



She didn't like it.



“There's Telli.”



“Yes.”



“And jealousy.”



Derda looked ahead.



Maylond almost smiled.



“Calira.”



“I know who you mean.”



“You were jealous too.”



“Yes.”



“Aar-Din.”



“Yes.”



The answer came without resistance.



Maylond felt something warm at that and immediately disliked herself for enjoying it.



Derda said, “And last night.”



Neither of them needed to specify which part.



Maylond remembered kneeling in front of him.



Remembered touching him.



Remembered his violence stopping because she asked.



Remembered what her cheekwhiskers had done against his.



She said nothing.



Derda did not say it either.



Good.



Some things did not improve when named.



“My turn,” she said.



Derda's mouth tightened.



“You've been angry.”



“Yes.”



“You hit the thickroot because you wanted to.”



“Yes.”



“You lied.”



“Yes.”



“More than once.”



“Yes.”



“You kicked the chompshell.”



Derda looked away.



“Yes.”



“You wanted Aar-Din dead after he couldn't hurt me anymore.”



“Yes.”



“You still do.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked at him.



“How long?”



“I don't know.”



“You do.”



Derda was quiet.



“Not exactly.”



“Before the thickroot?”



“Yes.”



“How much before?”



“I don't know.”



Maylond believed him.



That created another problem.



She had assumed changes began when they became visible.



Maybe that was stupid.



“How would we know?” she asked.



Derda looked at her.



“If it happens to others.”



“What?”



“All of it.”



He waited.



Maylond tried to put the thought into words.



“We know what humsing are supposed to feel because everyone says what humsing feel.”



“Yes.”



“And Softhearts.”



“Yes.”



“But how do we know?”



Derda frowned.



“We've lived with them.”



“We've watched them.”



“Yes.”



“That isn't the same thing.”



Understanding came slowly into his face.



Maylond continued.



“Maybe every Interferer wants to comfort someone sometimes.”



“They don't.”



“How do you know?”



Derda opened his mouth.



Stopped.



Maylond said, “Maybe Rellan-Vey cried when no one could see her.”



“She would have told someone.”



“Why?”



“Because—”



Derda stopped again.



Maylond waited.



“Because that's what you're supposed to do,” he finished.



“Exactly.”



Neither spoke for several steps.



Derda said, “Maybe Softhearts get angry.”



“You do.”



“Maybe they all do.”



“And don't say it.”



“Maybe.”



Maylond thought of every Tender she had known.



Every Mender.



Marling.



Svetuhn.



She thought of every humsong who had ever stood still while something terrible happened and appeared untouched by it.



The possibility should have comforted her.



It didn't.



If everyone secretly fought the same things, then perhaps nothing was wrong with Maylond.



But then Balance was not what anyone said it was.



She wasn't sure which possibility frightened her more.



“Five rotations,” she said.



Derda looked at her.



“You were a Softheart for five rotations before this.”



“Yes.”



“Were you angry the whole time?”



“No.”



“Did you want to hurt things?”



“No.”



“Did you lie?”



“No.”



“So something changed.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked inward.



Before the Going, she had contained everything.



After Ond, she had not.



The difference had been enormous.



Clean.



She remembered Tem dying.



She remembered ending lives afterward without grief.



She remembered returning home and looking at Marling without feeling what she once would have felt.



That had been real.



Whatever was happening now was real too.



Derda said, “Something is wrong with both of us.”



Maylond looked at Ond.



He had stopped ahead of them.



Muted gold and brown beneath the growth.



Watching.



Maylond remembered Derda's account.



Ond alone.



Ond finding him.



Ond looking back.



Waiting.



Running only after Derda followed.



Ond had been with Maylond.



Maylond had been in danger.



And of every humling in Southleft, Ond had gone to Derda.



Not a Mender.



Not another Interferer.



Not someone from the alehouse.



Derda.



The thought made something cold move through her.



“Three.”



Derda followed her gaze.



Ond sat.



Maylond reached through the Between.



Why Derda?



Ond's ears moved.



>> There. <<



Maylond frowned.



He was there?



Ond looked at Derda.



>> Derda. <<



Why?



Ond stood.



That was all.



Maylond stared after him as he walked farther up the path.



Derda said, “What?”



“I asked why you.”



“And?”



“He said ‘there.’ Then your name.”



Derda waited.



“That's all.”



“Helpful.”



“No.”



But Maylond wasn't certain.



Ond rarely wasted anything.



Words least of all.



She simply did not know what he thought he had told her.



“Three,” she said again.



Derda looked toward Ond.



This time he did not question it.



Maylond said, “Maybe.”



“Maybe what?”



“Maybe he's part of it.”



“How?”



“I don't know.”



“Because he came for me?”



“Because you're different. I'm different. And he keeps—”



She stopped.



“Keeps what?”



Maylond thought of Ond watching Derda.



The thickroot.



Oversight.



The kiss.



The way Ond had settled against Derda's leg.



The way he had hesitated before leaving him.



Now this.



“I don't know.”



Derda looked at her.



Maylond almost snapped at him.



Instead she said, “I don't know yet.”



That was better.



She didn't need to know yet.



She needed to observe.



Learn.



Correct what could be corrected.



Rellan-Vey had died before finishing what she had begun teaching Maylond.



Aar-Din had shown her things on the highground that Maylond had missed.



That remained true no matter what he had done afterward.



She disliked that fact.



Facts did not improve because she disliked them.



If she was going to remain an Interferer while something inside her changed, she would have to become better at knowing which part of herself was making each decision.



Violence was permitted.



Empathy was not.



Wanting Derda was apparently permitted until it became something else.



Whatever that something else was.



She could not afford to become sloppy simply because the rules inside her had stopped being simple.



“What about Aar-Din?” Derda asked.



Maylond looked back toward the alehouse even though it was no longer visible.



“We watch him.”



Derda's expression hardened.



“We report him.”



“No.”



“He drugged you.”



“I know.”



“He—”



“I know.”



Derda stopped.



Maylond turned to him.



“If we report him, he reports you.”



“For hitting him?”



“For what came after.”



Derda said nothing.



“And me,” Maylond said.



“He doesn't know.”



“Din does.”



“Kitsong can't tell us everything.”



“No. But she can tell him enough.”



Derda looked toward Ond.



Maylond continued.



“Aar-Din knows what I am supposed to be. He knows what you're supposed to be.”



“And we know what he did.”



“Yes.”



“So everyone stays quiet.”



“For now.”



Derda clearly hated it.



Maylond didn't.



Not really.



Aar-Din was no longer hurting her.



Reporting him created danger for her and Derda.



The calculation was simple.



What she did not like was leaving Aar-Din free to choose when that calculation changed.



“We watch what he asks,” she said.



Derda nodded.



“Where he goes.”



“What he's looking for.”



“What he knows.”



“Din too?”



“Yes.”



Derda hesitated.



“You don't go anywhere alone with him.”



Maylond looked at him.



“We don't.”



“Maylond.”



“We.”



A pause.



Then:



“We.”



Good.



She started walking again.



Another humling appeared on the upper path.



Maylond's attention snapped to the figure.



Not Aar-Din.



Again.



She was getting tired of that.



This one wore Codex markings and carried several rolled skinpages beneath one arm.



Maylond forced her shoulders loose.



Rock solid.



She was still rock solid.



The Codex approached.



“Mayl-Ond.”



“Yes.”



The young woman separated one skinpage from the others.



“Early highground report. You were present.”



Maylond looked at the page.



Aar-Din.



For a moment she did not take it.



What had he written?



She realized she had expected this eventually.



Not this quickly.



Perhaps that was why he had sent it.



Perhaps he wanted her to know what he had written before she decided what to say.



Perhaps it contained nothing about the highground at all.



Perhaps it contained everything.



Maylond took it.



“He marked it priority,” the Codex said.



“Of course he did.”



The Codex gave her a curious look.



Maylond ignored it.



Then the woman continued down the path.



Maylond held the rolled skinpage.



Derda stood at the correct distance from her.



Too far.



“Open it,” he said.



Maylond did.



Aar-Din's writing was small.



Precise.



Dense.



There was a great deal of it.



Highground above Widefields.



Return.



Approach.



Visibility.



Wind.



Ground condition.



Maylond read.



The first section documented animal paths.



Not merely that they existed.



Their widths. Directions. Where movement appeared ordinary. Where paths narrowed. Where several expected paths simply stopped.



The shallow depression Maylond had first selected was recorded.



So was her error.



Limited exits.



Poor visibility if approached from both sides.



Then Aar-Din recorded his correction.



Four exits.



The narrow cut between stone shelves.



The vegetation line.



Descending ground.



Open ground.



Maylond kept reading.



Three adult Feathersoarers.



No young observed.



No visible nest.



Distance inland inconsistent with expected hunting territory.



First approach from above and behind.



Second animal appearing after their movement changed.



Third approaching from the opposing side.



Aar-Din did not initially call it coordinated behavior.



He listed what happened.



Then listed what happened next.



One Feathersoarer redirected them.



Another occupied the route they entered.



Two repeatedly converged on Ond.



One returned to Ond after Ond had already demonstrated that attacking him carried significant cost.



Maylond slowed.



Aar-Din had recorded his own upper-arm injury.



The wound at his temple.



Maylond's side.



Ond's injuries.



Din's position.



He recorded when Maylond failed to see the second approach.



He recorded when Aar-Din saw it first.



Then he recorded when Maylond saw something he did not.



The stone cut.



The angle.



The possibility of forcing two attacking animals into the same approach.



Mayl-Ond identified and used terrain to produce collision between two attackers.



Her name.



Her decision.



No qualification.



No attempt to claim it.



Aar-Din recorded the result.



One Feathersoarer dead.



One injured.



One escaped with a damaged wing.



Then came uncertainty.



Unknown whether escaped animal remained capable of sustained gliding.



Unknown whether the three animals arrived together.



Unknown whether behavior represented cooperation, opportunistic convergence, or some unobserved territorial response.



Known: behavior inconsistent with previous Feathersoarer observations available to Aar-Din.



Known: location substantially farther inland than expected.



Known: repeated targeting of Ond continued after the cost of doing so had become apparent.



Recommendation: compare against Atlas records from all recent Feathersoarer encounters.



Recommendation: review other ingress reports for changes not merely in location but in behavior after contact.



Recommendation: do not assume established avoidance responses remain reliable.



Maylond read that last one twice.



Aar-Din had told her something similar before the attack.



The lesson was still good.



She hated that.



She read on.



The report became even more detailed.



Distances estimated from stone features.



Wind shifts.



Likely sight lines.



Possible alternate explanations.



Things Aar-Din rejected.



Things he refused to reject because there was not enough evidence.



He marked his own decisions where they had increased risk.



He marked Maylond's.



He marked Din's.



Ond's.



Nothing softened.



Nothing exaggerated.



Nothing protected Aar-Din from looking wrong where he had been wrong.



Maylond reached the final section.



Return to Southleft.



Injuries manageable.



No immediate Mender intervention required.



Report submitted at earliest practical opportunity.



End.



Maylond stared at the final mark.



She turned the skinpage over.



Blank.



Derda said, “What?”



She handed it to him.



He read more slowly than she had.



Maylond watched his face.



She knew when he reached her mistake.



When he reached Aar-Din's wound.



When he reached the collision.



Then the final section.



Derda turned the skinpage over.



Blank.



“He didn't mention me.”



“No.”



“The alehouse.”



“No.”



“The herbs.”



“No.”



Maylond took the page back.



There was nothing about her torn chestcloth.



Nothing about the floor.



Nothing about Aar-Din touching her after she said no.



Nothing about Derda arriving.



Nothing about Aar-Din waking up on that floor.



Nothing about whatever Din might have told him.



Nothing about what Maylond had done afterward.



Aar-Din had written an extremely thorough account of everything that had happened.



Until the moment he decided the account ended.



Maylond rolled the skinpage.



Derda's fingers were close to hers.



She could have touched them without anyone noticing.



She didn't.



They were acting as though nothing had changed.



Her rule.



Her test.



Derda was following it perfectly.



Maylond wished he would fail.



She tucked the report beneath her arm.



Ond emerged from the growth ahead.



He looked at Maylond.



Then Derda.



Then continued toward Oversight.



Maylond followed.



Derda followed beside her.



Not too close.



Not too far.



Exactly where he would have walked before any of it happened.



Aar-Din had told the truth.



Just not all of it.


Chapter 27
“A useful truth does not become false because of the humling who carries it.”

— Orra-Kel, Surveyor
Leverage
v1 · 2,539 wordsMaylond had decided what she would do if she wanted to hurt Aar-Din.



Nothing.



That was the correct answer.



She had considered several incorrect ones first.



She could hit the side of his face Derda hadn’t.



She could put him against the nearest wall.



She could wait until his upper arm healed enough that breaking it would not merely finish what a Feathersoarer had begun.



Those were thoughts.



Thoughts were permitted.



Hands were choices.



Maylond knew what to do with hers.



It was the other possibility she had not solved.



What if she saw Aar-Din and wanted to comfort him?



That thought had followed her through sleep.



Not strongly.



Not even convincingly.



But she had stopped Derda from Resting him.



She had looked at an unconscious humling who had drugged her, struck her, ignored her refusal, and put his hands where she had not permitted them, and something inside her had still insisted that his life mattered.



Maylond didn’t know what that part of her would do when Aar-Din was awake.



So she arrived at Oversight early.



Derda was already there.



Of course he was.



He stood beside one of the broad Atlas tables with both hands resting against its edge. Several skinpages had been flattened beneath small stones. A map of the highground occupied most of the table.



Maylond entered.



Derda looked up.



His face changed.



Only slightly.



Maylond had become very good at seeing slightly.



“Mayl-Ond.”



“Derda.”



Nothing had changed.



Her rule.



He was still following it.



She walked to the table and stopped at a professionally reasonable distance from him.



She hated knowing exactly what that distance was.



“You slept?” Derda asked.



“Yes.”



It was almost true.



“You?”



“Yes.”



Also almost true.



Neither asked the next question.



Maylond looked at the map.



Someone had marked the location of the Feathersoarer attack.



Another mark farther toward Southleft showed where a Feathersoarer had been observed several cycles earlier.



That was new.



“What’s that?”



“Trepan found it.”



Maylond leaned closer.



The old observation had been made well outside the expected range.



“Why didn’t we know about it?”



“We did.”



Maylond looked at Derda.



“It was recorded as a single displaced animal. No attack. No nest. It left before anyone could follow.”



“So nobody cared.”



“Someone cared enough to write it down.”



“Not enough to do anything.”



“No.”



Maylond looked at the two marks.



The distance between them was considerable.



Neither belonged where it was.



The door opened behind her.



Maylond’s hands did nothing.



Good.



She turned.



Aar-Din entered with Din.



His upper arm was wrapped beneath his topcloth. Another smaller binding crossed the place near his temple where the Feathersoarer had caught him.



Derda’s work required no binding.



It had colored one side of Aar-Din’s jaw instead.



Dark bruising spread beneath the skin.



Maylond looked at it.



Anger came first.



Clean.



Familiar.



She could hurt him again.



Not again.



She hadn’t hurt him the first time.



Derda had.



Maylond could correct that.



Then another thought arrived.



His jaw hurt.



She knew it did.



The thought contained no tactical value whatsoever.



Maylond disliked it immediately.



Neither thought reached her hands.



Good.



Rock solid.



Aar-Din saw her.



“Mayl-Ond.”



“Aar-Din.”



His eyes moved to Derda.



“Derda.”



Derda looked directly at him.



“Aar-Din.”



Nothing happened.



That was somehow impressive.



Maylond looked from one to the other.



Derda had wanted this humling dead.



Aar-Din knew it.



Maylond knew it.



Din knew some portion of it.



And Derda stood beside an Atlas table looking exactly like the Softheart everyone believed him to be.



Aar-Din looked like an experienced humsong who had come to discuss a report.



Maylond wondered what she looked like.



Probably correct.



She hoped so.



Din walked to Aar-Din’s side and stopped.



Her narrow face turned briefly toward Ond.



Ond had entered behind Maylond and was inspecting the room.



He saw Din.



His body lowered.



Not hunting.



Maylond knew that now.



His forelegs stretched forward. His hindquarters remained slightly raised. His tail made one deliberate movement.



Din watched him.



Ond waited.



Din did nothing.



After several breaths, Ond straightened.



No. <<



Maylond hadn’t asked.



She looked at him.



Ond walked beneath the Atlas table and sat.



Apparently the answer had seemed worth providing anyway.



Maylond almost smiled.



Almost.



Two Atlas workers entered next, followed by Trepan.



Svetuhn came last.



The Firsthelper did not waste time.



“Aar-Din’s report was unpleasant.”



Aar-Din said, “Yes.”



“That wasn’t criticism.”



“I know.”



Svetuhn looked around the table.



“Good. Then we can begin unpleasantly.”



One of the Atlas workers unrolled another map.



Maylond recognized Southleft, Widefields, the highground, the first inland ridges.



Small marks covered more of it than she expected.



Svetuhn touched the newest one.



“Three Feathersoarers.”



Aar-Din nodded.



“Adults?”



“Yes.”



“Together?”



Aar-Din paused.



“We observed them together.”



“That isn’t what I asked.”



“No.”



Svetuhn’s expression remained patient.



“Were they hunting together?”



“We don’t know.”



One of the Atlas workers looked up.



“Your report describes coordinated approaches.”



“It describes approaches consistent with coordination.”



“You don’t think they were coordinated?”



“I think believing something and demonstrating it are different jobs.”



Maylond looked at him.



She hated that this was good.



The Atlas worker tapped another skinpage.



“They redirected you.”



“One altered its approach after we altered ours.”



“And the second?”



“Occupied the route we moved toward.”



“The third?”



“Approached from the opposing side.”



Svetuhn said, “Which sounds coordinated.”



“Yes.”



“But you won’t call it that.”



“I called it behavior consistent with coordination.”



“Why?”



“Because three hungry animals arriving at the same opportunity can appear cooperative without cooperating.”



Maylond remembered the highground.



The first shadow.



The second.



The way the third had been waiting where they moved.



“They were changing because of each other,” she said.



Everyone looked at her.



Aar-Din did too.



Maylond pointed at the map.



“The first one changed us. The second changed because we changed. But after that they weren’t only following us.”



She traced the stone cut.



“One moved here.”



Her finger shifted.



“The other should have followed Ond.”



“Why?” Trepan asked.



“Because Ond had already moved.”



Maylond looked beneath the table.



Ond was licking one forepaw.



“They wanted him.”



Aar-Din said, “Repeatedly.”



Maylond continued.



“But the second one didn’t take the shortest approach to him. It moved here.”



She touched the cut.



“And the other came around.”



The Atlas worker frowned.



“You knew they would meet?”



“No.”



Aar-Din said, “She knew they could.”



The worker looked at him.



Aar-Din pointed to the narrow section.



“I didn’t see the opportunity until Mayl-Ond moved.”



Maylond went still.



Aar-Din continued as though he had said nothing unusual.



“She used the terrain to reduce two available approaches to one. The animals entered it from opposing directions.”



“You taught her the exits,” Derda said.



Maylond looked at him.



His voice was calm.



Too calm.



Aar-Din looked across the table.



“Yes.”



For one moment Maylond thought he would say more.



He didn’t.



Svetuhn asked, “So whose maneuver was it?”



“Mayl-Ond’s.”



Aar-Din answered without hesitation.



“She identified it. She executed it.”



Maylond stared at the map.



She wanted him to take some of it.



That realization surprised her.



Not because it belonged to him.



It didn’t.



But if Aar-Din claimed her success, she could hate him for that too.



He wasn’t cooperating.



Svetuhn looked at Maylond.



“Good work.”



“Thank you.”



The words came easily.



Correctly.



Aar-Din had taught her to count exits.



That was also true.



Maylond disliked truths that refused to choose sides.



Trepan moved one of the older skinpages toward the center.



“This was eleven cycles ago.”



The observation described a single adult Feathersoarer.



No attack.



No young.



No visible injury.



The animal had been seen substantially inland, remained for less than a mark, then returned toward higher ground.



Maylond stopped.



“A mark?”



Trepan looked at the report.



“Old usage.”



“Of time?”



“Yes.”



Maylond nodded.



Good.



At least something in the room still meant what it was supposed to mean.



Trepan continued.



“At the time, nothing about it required intervention.”



“Still doesn’t,” Aar-Din said.



Svetuhn looked at him.



“Explain.”



“One animal in an unexpected place is an animal in an unexpected place.”



“Three?”



“Three are more interesting.”



“Attacking together?”



“More interesting still.”



Trepan said, “And if this was the beginning?”



“We don’t know that it was.”



Maylond looked at the old observation again.



“Then why bring it?”



Aar-Din answered.



“Because we didn’t know to ask the question when it happened.”



Maylond looked at him.



Again.



Useful.



Again.



She was becoming tired of it.



The discussion moved to other reports.



A Restfeeder observed too near active nesting grounds.



Sweetflappers feeding after the flowering that normally drew them had already died.



The chompshell that had pursued Maylond, Derda, and Rellan-Vey beyond the behavior expected of it.



Sandholding bushes.



Changed routes.



Small things.



None proved anything.



Together they were beginning to make the map ugly.



“Toward Southleft,” one Atlas worker said.



Aar-Din shook his head.



“Some.”



The worker gestured at the marks.



“Most.”



“Most of the reports we pulled.”



“What’s the difference?”



“The reports were selected because we were looking around Southleft.”



The worker frowned.



Aar-Din said, “If you look for a pattern here, you will find a pattern here.”



“So you think there isn’t one?”



“No.”



“What do you think?”



“That we should look elsewhere before deciding.”



Maylond leaned over the map.



“What if there are fewer elsewhere?”



“Then this becomes more interesting.”



“And if there aren’t?”



“Then Southleft becomes less interesting.”



She understood.



She didn’t like that either.



Aar-Din seemed determined to leave every possibility alive until it became inconvenient.



Rellan-Vey had done something similar.



Understand before interfere.



Maylond felt an unexpected ache at the thought of her.



She pushed it away.



Not now.



The Atlas worker reached across the table for another skinpage.



Aar-Din moved at the same time.



His hand passed near Maylond’s.



Not touching.



Not even close enough to mistake for touching.



Maylond’s body noticed anyway.



So did Derda.



She saw it in him.



His shoulders changed.



Barely.



His right hand closed once against the table.



Then opened.



Aar-Din took the skinpage.



Maylond looked at Derda.



He was watching Aar-Din.



Not her.



For an instant she wanted to tell him not to.



Then she remembered.



Nothing had changed.



Her rule.



Derda was following it.



She turned back to the map.



Good.



Let him.



The meeting continued.



They agreed to pull observations from farther north, from the Overfalls routes, from the coast beyond Southleft, and from settlements nearer the Great Limit where comparable records existed.



No explanation was offered.



No one said the realm was changing.



No one said it wasn’t.



Svetuhn eventually left for another matter.



Trepan and one Atlas worker carried several records to the far side of the chamber, arguing quietly over which comparisons mattered.



Derda went with them when Trepan asked him about Tender observations of displaced animals brought in injured.



Maylond stayed beside the original map.



Aar-Din remained on the other side.



Din sat near his leg.



Ond remained beneath the table.



Maylond realized this was the first time since the alehouse that she and Aar-Din had been close enough to speak without someone else necessarily hearing.



They were not alone.



Derda was across the room.



Trepan could look over at any moment.



The door stood open.



Maylond was glad.



Aar-Din rolled one of the unused skinpages.



Maylond watched his hands.



Steady.



No hesitation.



No evidence that those same hands had—



She stopped the thought.



“Your report ended early.”



Aar-Din looked up.



“It ended when the highground observation ended.”



“We didn’t return then.”



“No.”



“You left things out.”



“Yes.”



Maylond had expected resistance.



The simple answer unsettled her more.



“The herbs.”



Aar-Din said nothing.



“The room.”



Nothing.



“Derda.”



Aar-Din’s eyes moved briefly toward the other side of the chamber.



Derda was speaking to Trepan.



Then Aar looked back at her.



“Yes.”



“You decided none of that required reporting.”



“Yes.”



“Why?”



“It wasn’t part of the report.”



Maylond stared at him.



“You decide what is part of a report?”



“When I write one.”



There he was.



Maylond felt anger move through her.



Not enough.



She wanted more of it.



“You don’t seem worried about Derda.”



Aar-Din looked across the chamber again.



“Should I be?”



“You tell me.”



“He already did.”



Maylond waited.



Aar-Din returned his attention to the skinpage.



That was apparently the whole answer.



“What does that mean?”



“It means Derda has already shown me what he will do.”



“And?”



“And now I know.”



Maylond’s fingers curled.



“That’s all?”



Aar-Din looked at her.



“What else would there be?”



An apology.



Fear.



A threat.



Shame.



Something.



Anything that placed what happened in the alehouse into a shape Maylond understood.



Aar-Din gave her none.



Instead he said, “Your side?”



Maylond stared at him.



“What?”



“The Feathersoarer wound.”



Her hand almost moved toward it.



She stopped herself.



“Fine.”



“Good.”



That was all.



No softness.



No concern she could identify.



No invitation.



He had asked because an injury sustained during a shared encounter remained relevant to the humling standing in front of him.



Or because he cared.



Or because he wanted her to think he cared.



Or because Aar-Din had some entirely different reason that made sense only to Aar-Din.



Maylond no longer knew.



She disliked not knowing.



Across the room, Derda looked toward her.



Maylond saw the question.



She gave the smallest shake of her head.



Nothing wrong.



Nothing happening.



Nothing changed.



Derda looked away.



Again, he obeyed her.



Again, she wanted him not to.



Trepan returned to the table carrying three skinpages.



“We’ll need Interferer observations attached to these.”



Maylond took one.



“Which routes?”



“North highground. Coastward. One from the Overfalls.”



Aar-Din reached for another.



Trepan stopped him.



“You already gave us enough work.”



Aar-Din withdrew his hand.



“Good.”



Trepan looked at Maylond.



“You’ll review the Interferer portions?”



“Yes.”



“And flag anything that looks like changed response rather than simple displacement.”



Maylond nodded.



Aar-Din said, “She’ll see it.”



Silence.



Only a small one.



Maylond looked at him.



Trepan did too.



“You’re confident?”



“Yes.”



“Why?”



Aar-Din’s expression did not change.



“She learns quickly.”



Maylond felt something tighten beneath her ribs.



Trepan nodded as though this were useful information.



It was.



That was the problem.



Aar-Din had not said I taught her.



He had not claimed the highground maneuver.



He had not diminished her.



He had not threatened her.



He had not even tried to stand near her after the meeting ended.



Din rose when he did.



Aar-Din gathered his remaining skinpages.



He nodded once to Trepan.



Then to Maylond.



“Mayl-Ond.”



She hated that she could not find anything wrong with the way he said it.



“Aar-Din.”



His gaze shifted.



“Derda.”



Derda answered from across the table.



“Aar-Din.”



Then Aar-Din left.



Din followed.



Ond watched them go.



Maylond watched too.



She could hate what Aar-Din had done.



She could refuse what he wanted from her.



She could watch him.



She could hurt him if she needed to.



None of that made the things he had taught her false.



Four exits had kept her alive.



His report had been accurate.



His questions were useful.



And when another humling had offered him part of Maylond’s success, Aar-Din had given it back.



Maylond had thought keeping Aar-Din’s secret meant he had something over her.



Watching the empty doorway, she understood the more troublesome possibility.



He might never need to use it.
Chapter 28
“A creature found where it does not belong is an exception. Enough exceptions are a map.”

— Orra-Kel, Surveyor
Wrong Places
v1 · 3,227 wordsMaylond knew exactly where buzzbugs belonged.



It wasn’t here.



She watched one settle on the yellow head of a firesnap flower beside the path.



Its narrow body bent around the blossom. Two dark wings vibrated against each other, making the low buzz that had given the creature its name. Its hooked legs disappeared briefly among the petals.



Maylond stopped walking.



Ond stopped with her.



The two humlings behind them nearly didn’t.



“Problem?” Jessa asked.



Maylond held up one hand.



The buzzbug crawled to the other side of the flower.



“Buzzbug.”



Jessa looked.



“So?”



Maylond turned her head.



Jessa shrugged.



“I’ve seen bugs.”



“Not this one.”



The other humling, Pel, stepped closer.



“It’s small.”



“Yes.”



“That’s the problem?”



“No.”



Maylond looked beyond the flower.



Dry season had browned the grasses along the low coastal rise. Firesnaps and thin patches of stubborn blueweed remained among them, but most of the flowering growth had already surrendered to heat.



Buzzbugs belonged far inland and east, toward the rightcoast, where enormous flowering stretches depended on them.



Interferers who Traversed there carried webmesh.



Maylond had never been that far east.



She wasn’t carrying webmesh.



Because this wasn’t the rightcoast.



The buzzbug lifted from the firesnap.



It moved toward another flower.



Maylond followed it with her eyes.



A second buzzbug rose from the grass.



Then a third.



“Back,” she said.



Jessa stopped.



Pel didn’t.



“Why?”



“Back.”



Something buzzed near Maylond’s left ear.



She turned.



Four.



Five.



Ond stood very still.



His head moved once toward the slope ahead.



Maylond looked.



The grass appeared empty.



Then sunlight caught wings.



Not one pair.



Many.



“Oh,” Jessa said.



Maylond heard the rest.



The sound was low at first, almost hidden beneath the moving air.



Then it thickened.



Buzzbugs rose from the flowers and grasses in uneven bursts. A dozen became several dozen. Several dozen became difficult to count.



Pel finally moved backward.



“Run?”



“No.”



“Why not?”



“They follow movement.”



Pel became impressively still.



Maylond looked around.



No webmesh.



Of course there was no webmesh.



She had bladestone. Throatrope. Peltbags. Binding. Water. The ordinary things an Interferer carried when working this close to Southleft.



She could probably kill a buzzbug with her bladestone if she was lucky.



Then she could kill another.



Perhaps by the time she reached the twentieth, the other hundred would politely wait.



The swarm thickened over the slope.



“Slowly,” Maylond said. “Back the way we came.”



Jessa moved first.



Pel followed.



Maylond stayed between them and the swarm.



Ond remained beside her.



Stay close.



Yes. <<



A buzzbug struck Maylond’s shoulder and bounced away.



Another passed her cheek.



Her cheekwhiskers caught the movement before her eyes did.



She turned her face.



The buzzbug missed.



Useful.



Another came from the opposite side.



Then another.



The swarm wasn’t pursuing yet.



It was spreading.



That might be worse.



The path behind them led toward a small worksite where six humlings had been repairing a watercourse barrier. Maylond, Jessa, and Pel had been sent to inspect damage from a burrowing animal that had repeatedly undermined one side.



Six humlings.



Open ground.



No webmesh.



Maylond turned.



“Faster.”



Jessa didn’t ask this time.



They reached the crest.



Below, the workers were still at the barrier.



One waved.



Maylond waved both arms.



“Cover yourselves!”



The nearest structure was a three-sided tool shelter.



Not enough.



The workers looked at one another.



“Cover your faces!” she shouted. “Buzzbugs!”



That produced movement.



Too much of it.



The humlings ran.



Behind Maylond, the buzzing changed.



She looked back.



The swarm lifted.



Not all of it.



Enough.



“Stop running!”



Nobody stopped.



Maylond ran instead.



She reached the first worker as buzzbugs came over the rise.



“Cover your face.”



“What are they doing here?”



“Being inconvenient.”



The first buzzbug struck him near the neck.



He slapped at it.



“Don’t.”



It struck again.



He slapped harder.



“Don’t hit them!”



“It’s stinging me!”



“Yes. It noticed.”



Maylond pulled part of his outercloth over his head.



Buzzbugs were difficult individually.



Angry buzzbugs were worse.



Swarming buzzbugs could kill.



Not with one sting.



With accumulation.



Enough venom and the body stopped managing it.



A woman screamed near the barrier.



Maylond turned.



Three buzzbugs circled her head.



Then five.



Pel was trying to wave them away with a length of board.



“Stop doing that!”



He stopped.



One landed on his hand.



Pel stared at it.



“Mayl-Ond.”



“Don’t.”



“It is on me.”



“I can see that.”



“It has a stinger.”



“I know.”



The buzzbug stung him.



Pel made a strangled sound.



“Now?”



“No.”



It flew away.



Pel stared at Maylond.



“I dislike your profession.”



“So do I.”



More buzzbugs crossed the rise.



Too many.



Maylond looked at the tool shelter.



One entrance.



Three walls.



Bad.



The watercourse.



Too shallow.



Open field.



Worse.



She needed webmesh.



She didn’t have it.



Smoke.



The memory came suddenly.



Not experience.



Words.



A Traverse account she had read after Rellan-Vey died, when she’d begun consuming old Interferer records because there were too many things Rellan had never gotten the chance to teach her.



Aar-Din.



Of course it had been Aar-Din.



Rightcoast. Several rotations earlier. A torn webmesh bag and a swarm too close to flowerworkers. He had used smoke to stun enough buzzbugs to open a route out.



Maylond looked at the dry grass.



Then at the wind moving through it.



Aar-Din had used smoke to make an exit.



Maylond didn’t need an exit.



She needed somewhere for the buzzbugs to fall.



Four exits.



That thought came from him too.



Maylond’s jaw tightened.



Aar-Din was nowhere near her.



That did not prevent him from being irritating.



Where could the danger go?



Not where could she go.



Where could it go?



Maylond turned toward the workers.



“Who has fire?”



Several humlings stared at her.



“Fire?”



“Who has it?”



One raised a hand.



Maylond pointed.



“Get it.”



“For what?”



“Fire.”



“Yes, but—”



“Now.”



He ran to the shelter.



Maylond looked at Jessa.



“Pull grass.”



“What?”



“Dry only. Make piles.”



Jessa followed Maylond’s gaze.



“Smoke.”



“Yes.”



Maylond had never seen it done.



That mattered less than whether Aar-Din had been right.



She hated that thought.



“Small piles,” she said. “Not one fire. Five. Here, here, there, along the barrier, and one upwind.”



The humlings moved.



Maylond grabbed grass herself.



Buzzbugs struck around them.



One stung her forearm.



Pain snapped through it.



She ignored it.



A second hit her hair and tangled briefly in a curl.



She jerked her head.



It escaped.



Ond snapped at one passing his nose.



Don’t eat it.



Ond looked offended.



No. <<



“I saw you.”



He moved away from the nearest swarm.



Maylond dropped an armful of grass.



“Light this.”



The worker with the firestarter crouched.



A buzzbug struck his cheek.



He flinched but kept working.



The grass caught.



Too quickly.



Flame climbed.



“Smother it.”



“What?”



“Grass over it. I need smoke, not the whole field burning.”



Jessa threw another armful over the flames.



Smoke rolled outward.



The wind caught it.



Wrong direction.



Maylond watched.



“No. Move the next one there.”



She pointed farther left.



“Why?”



“Because air moves.”



Jessa gave her a look.



“Helpful.”



“I’m becoming very helpful.”



The second fire caught.



Then the third.



Smoke began crossing the path the swarm was using from the rise.



The effect wasn’t immediate.



Maylond had enough time to wonder whether Aar-Din’s account had left something out.



Then one buzzbug dropped.



It hit the ground, rolled, and twitched.



Another descended onto a grass stalk and failed to hold it.



Then five.



The swarm shifted away from the smoke.



Maylond saw where it was going.



“Fourth fire! There.”



The humlings moved.



She pointed again.



“Fifth beyond it. Leave that gap.”



Pel stared.



“Why leave a gap?”



“So they choose it.”



He looked at the smoke.



Then at her.



“Oh.”



“Yes.”



The fires weren’t walls.



The buzzbugs could fly through smoke if they had to.



But they didn’t want to.



Maylond gave them somewhere better.



The swarm compressed.



Not neatly.



Not completely.



Enough.



Smoke rolled from both sides, leaving a corridor toward the bare earth beside the watercourse.



Buzzbugs poured into it.



Then the wind shifted slightly.



Smoke crossed the corridor.



The buzzing changed.



Maylond felt something inside her lift.



“Now.”



Peltbags came off belts.



Huml​​ings ran toward the falling buzzbugs.



“Don’t crush them,” Maylond called.



Pel stopped with one boot raised.



“Why not?”



“Because they’re easier to move if they’re not mashed into your peltbag.”



Pel lowered his foot.



“Your reasons are always disappointing.”



Buzzbugs littered the bare ground.



Some crawled.



Some twitched.



Others lay motionless.



Maylond opened her peltbag and swept several into it with a folded strip of hide.



Jessa did the same.



The remaining swarm scattered away from the smoke rather than regrouping.



It worked.



Maylond looked over the five smoking grass piles.



It worked.



No webmesh.



Wrong place.



Too many buzzbugs.



A rightcoast method she’d never used.



A problem Aar-Din had solved one way.



And Maylond had made his answer do something else.



Something surged through her so suddenly she almost laughed.



Not relief.



Relief made sense.



The threat was ending.



This was brighter.



Hotter.



She had seen the problem.



She had found the answer.



She had made eight other humlings move according to something that existed first only in her own mind, and the world had obeyed.



Maylond stood in the smoke with sweat running down her spine and felt astonishingly, irrationally pleased with herself.



The feeling was wrong.



Humsing didn’t need pride.



They succeeded or failed.



Success gave information.



Failure gave different information.



Neither was supposed to make the inside of her chest feel like this.



Mayling had felt this.



Mayling had danced after getting away with things she should not have done.



Mayling had loved being clever.



Maylond closed her peltbag.



The brightness remained.



A humling cried out behind her.



Maylond turned.



One of the workers was sitting on the ground.



No.



Falling.



Maylond reached him before his head struck earth.



His face was swelling.



Stings covered one side of his neck and both forearms.



“How many?”



The humling tried to answer.



His tongue wasn’t working correctly.



Maylond looked at Jessa.



“Southleft. Now.”



They carried him.



⸻



Derda used bellwhistle.



Maylond stood inside the healspace doorway while he measured the extract into freshspring.



The injured humling lay on a narrow healing platform.



His name was Vellan.



Maylond knew that now.



She had learned it while carrying him back.



He was thirty-two rotations old, repaired watercourses, had two children, disliked being carried, and had attempted three times to insist he could walk while his feet were visibly failing to agree.



Derda lifted Vellan’s head.



“Drink.”



Vellan swallowed.



Coughed.



Derda waited.



“Again.”



Another swallow.



Maylond watched his hands.



They were steady.



Of course they were.



The swelling had already reached Vellan’s jaw.



His breathing came too quickly.



“How much?” Maylond asked.



Derda didn’t look at her.



“Too much.”



“Useful.”



“I’m busy.”



“That’s why I made it short.”



Derda looked at her then.



There was no amusement.



Maylond liked that less than she expected.



She moved away from the healing platform.



Ond lay beside the wall.



Several other humlings had been stung. None badly.



Maylond’s forearm burned.



She hadn’t mentioned it.



Derda noticed anyway.



“You too.”



“Later.”



“Maylond.”



“Vellan.”



Derda stared at her.



Then returned to Vellan.



Good.



Correct priority.



Maylond should have liked that.



Instead she wanted him to look at her again.



The brightness from the field had not left.



Her body had begun settling from the fight, but not normally.



Everything felt close to the surface.



Her skin.



Her whiskers.



The scrape along her shoulder.



The sting in her arm.



The memory of smoke rolling exactly where she’d wanted it.



She had solved it.



The thought produced another small rush of something she was not supposed to need.



Vellan coughed.



Derda leaned over him.



“Again.”



Bellwhistle.



Freshspring.



Waiting.



More bellwhistle.



The swelling stopped increasing.



Then, slowly, it began to ease.



Vellan’s breaths lengthened.



Derda watched him for a long time before finally sitting back.



“He’ll be all right,” he said.



Maylond looked at Vellan.



“You’re certain?”



Derda gave her a tired look.



“No.”



Maylond waited.



Derda sighed.



“He is responding correctly. His breathing is improving. The swelling is receding. His pulse is settling.”



“So he’ll be all right.”



“Probably.”



“That’s what I said.”



“No, you asked if I was certain.”



Maylond almost smiled.



Derda saw it.



Something changed in his face.



There.



The brightness inside her moved.



Not away.



Somewhere lower.



Derda checked Vellan once more, then stood.



“He needs sleep.”



Maylond nodded.



Derda drew the privacy cloth around Vellan’s healing platform.



The thin cloth settled between them and the recovering humling.



It did not close the healspace door.



It did not make them private.



It only meant Vellan couldn’t see.



Derda came around the end of it.



His eyes found Maylond.



Then dropped.



Maylond knew where they had gone.



She became abruptly aware that her topcloth was dirty.



Smoke clung to it. One side had pulled tighter during the carry back. Her collar remained fastened high.



She should have left the fastening alone.



Her fingers opened it instead.



Slowly.



Derda stopped moving.



Maylond held his eyes.



The first fastening came free.



Nothing particularly dramatic happened.



A little more throat.



A little more skin.



The barest beginning of her chestwhiskers appeared below the opened collar.



Derda looked anyway.



Maylond felt the strange bright satisfaction from the field twist itself into something much easier to recognize.



Want.



That was permitted.



Humsing wanted bodies.



She had wanted Tany-Stry.



She had wanted Derda before.



Nothing impossible about that.



Except it did not feel like Tany-Stry.



Maylond’s fingers rested against the second fastening.



Derda said, very quietly, “Maylond.”



Not Mayl-Ond.



Her fingers began to move.



Footsteps sounded outside.



Maylond turned.



The fastening closed beneath her fingers.



A Mender entered carrying folded cloths.



“Derda, I need—”



She saw Maylond.



“Mayl-Ond.”



Maylond nodded.



“Mender.”



The woman crossed to the supply shelves.



Maylond stood beside the privacy cloth with her collar properly closed.



Derda stood opposite her.



Nothing had happened.



The Mender asked Derda a question about another patient.



He answered.



His voice sounded completely normal.



Maylond disliked how good he was at that.



The Mender took what she needed and left.



Silence returned.



Maylond looked at Derda.



Derda looked at her collar.



Then her face.



She could open it again.



She didn’t.



The wanting remained.



That was disappointing.



She had thought proving she could make Derda look at her might satisfy something.



Instead she wanted him to do more than look.



Her hand dropped.



“I should go.”



“Yes.”



Again.



He was very good at giving her exactly what she asked for.



Maylond turned.



Ond stood.



As they reached the doorway, she looked down at him.



Nothing happened.



Ond’s chin lowered toward his chest.



Yes. <<



Maylond stopped.



Yes, nothing happened?



Ond continued walking.



“Useless.”



His tail lifted.



Behind her, Derda coughed.



Maylond didn’t turn around.



⸻



The buzzbugs should have been the interesting part.



They weren’t.



By the next return, the comparison records requested after the Feathersoarer report had begun arriving in numbers.



Maylond stood at the same Atlas table where Aar-Din had credited her and watched Trepan add marks to the map.



Aar-Din wasn’t there.



She was glad.



Then she caught herself sorting the reports the way he would have.



Observed.



Assumed.



Unknown.



Maylond was less glad.



Trepan placed another skinpage beside her.



“North.”



Maylond read it.



A Restfeeder had remained near active nesting grounds despite repeated defensive behavior from the nesting animals.



“Wrong place,” Trepan said.



Maylond shook her head.



“No.”



Trepan looked at her.



“It’s inside the nesting range.”



“Restfeeders enter nesting ranges.”



“Not while they’re occupied.”



“Then the place isn’t wrong.”



Maylond tapped the report.



“The behavior is.”



Trepan considered that.



Derda stood on the other side of the table.



He had not looked at her collar once.



Maylond knew because she had checked.



She disliked herself slightly for checking.



Another report.



Sweetflappers feeding after the flowers they normally used had died.



Another.



A grazing animal abandoning an established feeding ground despite no recorded predator pressure.



Another.



Two adult animals remaining together outside a mating period.



Another.



A shoreline scavenger found inland.



That one really was a wrong place.



Trepan moved it.



Maylond looked over the map.



Marks spread in several directions.



Some toward Southleft.



Some away.



Some north.



Some east.



One of the Atlas workers said, “They’re moving.”



“Some are,” Maylond said.



The worker looked at her.



“Most of these are displacement.”



“No.”



Maylond pulled three skinpages toward herself.



“This one never left its normal range.”



She touched another.



“This one did.”



Then another.



“This one was exactly where it belonged.”



“But behaving incorrectly.”



“Yes.”



Derda leaned over the table.



“Wrong times too.”



Maylond looked at him.



He pointed to a report.



“Feeding after the flowering.”



Another.



“Active during sleep.”



Another.



“Nesting early.”



Trepan stared at the records.



“Then what are we mapping?”



Nobody answered.



Maylond looked at the marks.



The question bothered her.



Where were they going?



That was what everyone kept asking.



Toward Southleft?



Away from something?



Following food?



Following weather?



But some weren’t going anywhere.



They were staying exactly where they belonged and doing things they shouldn’t.



Maylond thought of buzzbugs crawling over firesnap flowers within walking distance of Southleft.



Perfectly ordinary behavior.



In the wrong place.



She thought of the chompshell.



Right kind of ground.



Wrong pursuit.



Sweetflappers.



Right animals.



Wrong flowers.



Feathersoarers.



Wrong place.



Wrong behavior.



Possibly wrong cooperation.



Maylond reached across the map.



“Stop mapping where they’re going.”



Trepan looked up.



“What?”



“Stop.”



Maylond began moving the skinpages.



“Mark where something is that shouldn’t be there.”



Trepan nodded slowly.



“We already are.”



“No. Not just places.”



She picked up the Restfeeder report.



“Mark this.”



“It didn’t move.”



“I know.”



She put it down.



“Mark what they’re doing that they shouldn’t.”



Derda understood first.



“And when.”



Maylond looked at him.



“Yes.”



Trepan called the other Atlas worker over.



They changed the categories.



Place.



Behavior.



Feeding.



Growth.



Nesting.



Predation.



Timing.



Avoidance.



The map became less useful.



The records became more useful.



They went backward.



Not merely through the reports collected after the Feathersoarer attack.



Older.



The Atlas worker found one.



Then another.



Trepan found two more.



Derda found a Tender observation that had never been sent to Atlas because the animal involved had not been injured and no humling had been threatened.



Maylond found three.



None had mattered alone.



One animal feeding too early.



One remaining too long.



One abandoning young before expected.



One refusing a food it normally took.



One approaching a settlement it normally avoided.



Tiny things.



Explainable things.



Exceptions.



Trepan stopped placing skinpages on the table.



There wasn’t enough room.



They moved to the floor.



Maylond crouched among them.



She felt none of the elation she had felt watching buzzbugs fall into smoke.



This solution did not feel clever.



It felt ugly.



Derda picked up one of the oldest reports.



“How long?”



Trepan didn’t answer.



Maylond looked at the date.



Then at the others.



She counted backward.



The Feathersoarers had seemed new.



The chompshell had seemed newer.



The sweetflappers had seemed strange.



The sandholding bushes had barely seemed like anything at all.



But this—



Maylond picked up another report.



Older.



Another.



Older still.



The map had not changed.



Neither had the records.



Only the question had changed.



And now that they knew what to ask, wrong things were everywhere.



Whatever was happening had begun before they knew to look for it.
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That was what made his death difficult to understand.



Three returns had passed since the buzzbugs.



By the first, the swelling in his face had nearly disappeared.



By the second, he was complaining about being kept in the healspace.



By the third, he wanted to go home.



Derda had told him he probably could.



Then Vellan’s body turned against bellwhistle.



Calira recognized it first.



Not because Derda had missed something.



There had been nothing to miss.



Vellan had accepted the bellwhistle when his body was struggling against the buzzbug venom. His breathing had eased. His swelling had receded. His pulse had steadied.



The remedy had done exactly what it was supposed to do.



Until his body decided it was poison.



Calira saw the spreading color beneath his skin and knew.



“Bellwhistle.”



Derda looked at her.



“No.”



“Look at his chest.”



Derda did.



He knew too.



There were remedies for a body that turned against a remedy.



They used them.



Vellan remained conscious through much of it.



That was either a kindness or it wasn’t.



Derda stopped trying to decide.



Vellan’s breathing worsened.



Calira worked beside him.



Neither Mender wasted words.



Freshspring.



Cooling cloth.



A second extract.



Vellan’s pulse.



His breathing.



Again.



Again.



Nothing they did reversed what his body had decided to do.



At some point Vellan stopped looking at Calira.



He looked only at Derda.



“My little ones?”



Derda’s hands stopped for less than a breath.



“Someone’s gone for them.”



Vellan swallowed.



It hurt him.



Derda could see that.



“Don’t let them see me like this.”



Derda looked at him.



“They won’t.”



Vellan nodded.



Derda kept his promise.



Vellan died before his children arrived.



⸻



Maylond saw Calira coming out of the healspace.



She knew Calira worked there.



There was nothing unusual about seeing her.



Still, Maylond stopped.



Calira’s eyes were wet.



That was enough.



“Vellan?”



Calira nodded.



“We couldn’t bring him back.”



Maylond looked past her toward the healspace.



“Bellwhistle?”



“His body turned against it.”



“But it worked.”



“Yes.”



“He was getting better.”



“I know.”



Maylond didn’t understand why she had said it.



Of course Calira knew.



She had been there.



Calira rubbed beneath one eye with the heel of her hand.



“His children are coming.”



Maylond looked at the doorway again.



“Derda?”



“Inside.”



Calira hesitated.



“He did everything correctly.”



“I know.”



Calira’s mouth tightened.



“I need to find the resttaker.”



She walked away.



Maylond watched her go.



Then she entered the healspace.



The privacy cloth was closed around Vellan’s healing platform.



The same cloth.



Maylond remembered Derda pulling it closed three returns earlier.



Vellan had been breathing behind it then.



Derda had come around the end.



His eyes had dropped.



Maylond had opened her collar.



A little more throat.



A little more skin.



The barest beginning of chestwhiskers.



Maylond.



Now the cloth was closed because Vellan was dead.



Derda stood at the worktable.



He hadn’t noticed her.



An empty vessel sat near his hand.



Derda touched it.



Two fingers against the side.



Then he pushed.



The vessel slid.



Maylond watched.



Derda could have stopped it.



He didn’t.



The vessel reached the edge.



Tipped.



Fell.



It broke against the floor.



Derda stared at the pieces.



Maylond remained in the doorway.



He turned.



Neither spoke.



Maylond looked at the broken vessel.



Then at him.



“Did you do that?”



“Yes.”



“Why?”



Derda looked toward the privacy cloth.



“I wanted something to break.”



Maylond felt her eyes move back to the pieces.



A Softheart had said that.



Not I knocked it over.



Not I wasn’t paying attention.



He had wanted something to break.



And had broken it.



“Did it help?”



Derda looked at her.



“No.”



Maylond stepped inside.



“Then it wasn’t very efficient.”



“No.”



“Do you want to break something else?”



“Yes.”



The answer came immediately.



Maylond stopped.



Derda’s jaw tightened.



“I watched him get better.”



“I know.”



“Bellwhistle worked.”



“Yes.”



“I watched it work.”



Maylond said nothing.



“He was breathing.”



“Yes.”



“He was complaining.”



Maylond remembered Vellan insisting he could walk while being carried.



“He was very good at that.”



Derda didn’t smile.



“He wanted to leave.”



“I know.”



“I was going to let him.”



“You should have.”



Derda looked at her sharply.



“He was getting better.”



“Yes.”



“And then the thing that saved him killed him.”



“We don’t know that.”



“I do.”



“Calira said his body turned against it.”



“Yes.”



“That isn’t the same as you killing him.”



“I gave it to him.”



“Because the buzzbugs were killing him.”



“I gave it to him.”



“And it saved him.”



“And then it killed him.”



Maylond looked at the broken vessel.



“That doesn’t make both things untrue.”



Derda laughed once.



There was no humor in it.



“You sound like Aar-Din.”



Maylond’s body went still.



Derda closed his eyes.



“That was unfair.”



“Yes.”



“I’m sorry.”



“Good.”



He opened his eyes.



The anger was still there.



Maylond could see it now.



Not merely grief.



Not the Softheart pain she had watched after Rellan-Vey.



Something hotter.



Derda wanted to hurt something.



There was nothing to hurt.



Vellan’s body had turned against bellwhistle.



Bellwhistle couldn’t be punished.



The buzzbugs were gone.



The swarm had been removed.



Maylond had saved most of them instead of killing them because killing them had been unnecessary.



Vellan was dead anyway.



Derda looked at the privacy cloth.



“I should have known.”



“Calira didn’t.”



“I should have.”



“Why?”



“Because I’m the one who gave it to him.”



“That isn’t an answer.”



“It is to me.”



Maylond crossed the remaining distance between them.



Derda looked at her.



She remembered another room.



Another angry Derda.



Aar-Din unconscious against a wall.



He deserves Rest.



Maylond had stopped him then.



There was no humling to stop him from hurting now.



Only a vessel in pieces.



“Derda.”



“I don’t want you to explain it.”



“I wasn’t going to.”



“I don’t want Balance.”



“I wasn’t going to give you that either.”



“What were you going to give me?”



Maylond didn’t know.



That was troublesome.



She could have said nothing.



Instead:



“Whatever you need.”



Derda stared at her.



Maylond realized what she had said.



So did he.



His hand came up.



Not gently.



Not violently either.



With purpose.



Maylond didn’t move.



His fingers came toward her face.



Toward her cheekwhiskers.



Her body recognized what was happening before the rest of her did.



The tiny hairs shifted.



Not from touch.



From the air displaced by his approaching fingers.



Maylond’s breath caught.



Derda’s hand kept coming.



She did not step back.



Footsteps sounded outside.



Derda’s hand dropped.



A humling appeared in the doorway.



The resttaker looked first at Derda.



Then Maylond.



Then the broken vessel.



If any of those things seemed unusual, his face didn’t show it.



“Vellan?”



Derda became a Mender again.



Maylond watched it happen.



His shoulders settled.



His breathing changed.



The anger disappeared from his face so completely that she might have imagined it.



“Behind the cloth,” he said.



The resttaker nodded.



He approached the healing platform.



Maylond looked at Derda.



Derda did not look at her.



The resttaker pulled the privacy cloth aside.



Maylond saw one of Vellan’s hands.



Still.



She remembered that hand trying to push away the humlings carrying him.



I can walk.



He hadn’t been able to.



She remembered his face swelling.



His two children.



She hadn’t met them.



She knew they existed.



That was enough.



The resttaker began his work.



Maylond left.



Derda did not follow.



⸻



The work was becoming soul-crushing.



Maylond had no better word for it.



She discovered that several returns after Vellan’s death while standing at the edge of the restspace watching Baul-Esk dig a hole for someone else.



Not Vellan.



That would have made the thought too neat.



There had been other deaths since Vellan.



There were always other deaths.



That was part of the problem.



Maylond could stop.



Nobody had told her that she couldn’t.



She could ask Svetuhn for fewer assignments.



She could reduce her Traverses.



She could stop volunteering for the dangerous work.



There were other Interferers.



Good ones.



Maylond knew that.



She also knew what happened when good wasn’t enough.



Someone went afterward.



Someone found the bodies.



Someone carried back what remained.



Sometimes Maylond was that someone.



Sometimes she arrived first and prevented there from being bodies at all.



Knowing that made leaving the work to someone else feel less like relief and more like choosing who might die.



Returning empathy had not made her less capable of violence.



That might have been easier.



If she had begun hesitating with a bladestone, someone could have told her she was no longer suited to Interferer work.



She didn’t hesitate.



She could still kill when killing was necessary.



She could still hurt.



She could still choose the effective violence quickly enough to survive.



The problem came afterward.



Names stayed.



Faces stayed.



Telli stayed.



Rellan-Vey stayed.



Vellan stayed.



Even the humlings she saved stayed.



Perhaps especially those.



Maylond looked toward the restspace.



Baul-Esk drove the soilmover into the ground.



She had thought, when she’d first seen him, that the tool was meant for two humlings.



It was almost as tall as Baul-Esk.



That wasn’t difficult.



Baul-Esk was short.



Not merely shorter than Maylond.



Short enough that the enormous soilmover looked faintly ridiculous beside him.



Then he picked it up.



Baul-Esk was built low and broad, with shoulders that seemed to begin somewhere near his ears and arms thick enough to make the rest of him appear compressed between them.



He drove the soilmover into hard earth.



Levered.



Lifted.



A mass of soil came free.



Baul-Esk turned.



Dumped it.



Drove the tool back down.



Maylond watched.



The soilmover appeared to weigh nothing.



It obviously did.



Baul-Esk simply didn’t seem interested in that fact.



Esk sat several lengths away.



The male kitsong’s attention moved constantly between Baul-Esk, the disturbed ground, and Maylond.



Maylond had met Baul-Esk before.



Everyone who worked near the restspace eventually did.



Bury-makers were not Menders.



They did not prepare bodies.



They prepared earth.



It was dangerous work.



Ground remembered things.



Burrows.



Scent.



Roots.



Nests.



Feeding paths.



A bury-maker opened all of it.



Usually nothing happened.



Usually was why Maylond was there.



Baul-Esk lifted another load.



“You’re staring.”



Maylond looked at his face.



“I was looking at the soilmover.”



“Of course.”



“It looks heavy.”



“It is.”



“You don’t.”



Baul-Esk stopped.



Maylond considered the sentence.



“That came out wrong.”



The corners of Baul-Esk’s lips lifted.



“I understood.”



He drove the soilmover down again.



Maylond watched his shoulders move.



She looked away.



Ond lay beside her.



Nothing.



Ond didn’t answer.



“Good.”



Baul-Esk glanced over.



“Talking to me?”



“No.”



“Good.”



One corner of Baul-Esk’s mouth rose slightly.



Maylond almost smiled.



That was happening more often.



Not often.



More.



Baul-Esk returned to digging.



The restspace was quiet.



It occupied a rise beyond the densest part of Southleft, where the ground was dry enough to open without constantly fighting water but soft enough that bury-makers did not need cutting tools for every layer.



Maylond disliked it.



Not because of the bodies.



Bodies were bodies.



Because she knew too many names now.



The newest open ground smelled dark and mineral.



Baul-Esk drove the soilmover deeper.



Esk stood.



Maylond noticed.



So did Ond.



Both kitsing looked toward the hole.



Baul-Esk didn’t.



“Stop.”



The soilmover halted halfway into the earth.



Baul-Esk looked at her.



Maylond listened.



Nothing.



Ond stood.



Esk’s ears flattened.



Baul-Esk slowly pulled the soilmover free.



“What?”



“Don’t know.”



“Useful.”



“I’ve been told that.”



Something moved beneath the soil.



Baul-Esk stepped back.



The ground shifted.



Not much.



A ripple beneath loose earth.



Maylond moved between Baul-Esk and the hole.



Esk moved beside Baul-Esk.



Ond came to Maylond.



The ground moved again.



Then broke.



The creature came out backward.



Maylond had never seen that before.



Most things emerging from a burrow came headfirst.



This one exploded from the earth hindquarters first, twisting as it surfaced.



Claws struck open air.



A long body followed.



Then the head.



Too many teeth.



Maylond recognized it.



“Back.”



Baul-Esk moved.



The animal spun.



It had been sleeping.



Or nesting.



Or hiding.



The soilmover had broken into whatever space it had been using beneath the restspace.



Maylond didn’t have time to decide which.



The creature lunged.



She moved sideways.



Four exits.



Always four.



It corrected toward her.



Ond came from the opposite side.



The creature saw him.



Hesitated.



Maylond struck.



Bladestone cut across its shoulder.



Not deep enough.



It twisted.



Fast.



Faster than its shape suggested.



It went for Baul-Esk.



Maylond intercepted.



The impact drove her backward.



Claws caught her outercloth.



She cut again.



The creature screamed.



Baul-Esk shouted something.



Maylond didn’t hear it.



The animal turned toward the sound.



Bad.



Baul-Esk held the soilmover horizontally.



“Baul-Esk!”



The creature charged him.



Baul-Esk planted his feet.



Maylond ran.



She wasn’t going to reach him.



Baul-Esk swung.



The soilmover struck the creature across the side of the head.



The sound was extraordinary.



So was the distance the creature traveled.



It hit the ground.



Maylond stopped.



Baul-Esk looked at the soilmover.



Then at her.



“I help.”



The corners of his lips lifted.



The creature moved.



Maylond reached it before it stood.



One strike.



Correct place.



Correct depth.



It stopped moving.



Silence returned to the restspace.



Baul-Esk lowered the soilmover.



Maylond looked at him.



Then at the creature.



Then back at Baul-Esk.



“You do help.”



“I said.”



Esk approached the dead animal cautiously.



Ond sniffed it from the other side.



Maylond’s heart was beating hard.



Her breathing came quickly.



Heat moved beneath her skin.



Familiar.



Battle.



The body preparing to survive after survival was no longer necessary.



She wiped her bladestone.



Baul-Esk planted the soilmover in the ground.



His chestcloth was dark with sweat.



Dirt covered both forearms nearly to the elbow.



His breathing was heavier now.



Apparently lifting the soilmover wasn’t enough to accomplish that.



Maylond looked at his arms.



Thick.



His shoulders.



Wider than she had realized.



His chest.



Baul-Esk caught her looking.



One corner of his mouth lifted.



He said nothing.



Neither did she.



The physical wanting arrived easily.



Maylond recognized it.



Good.



Baul-Esk was attractive.



Maylond wanted him.



Not as she wanted Derda.



She stopped.



There shouldn’t have been an as.



Want was want.



Bodies were bodies.



Humsing mated.



Maylond looked at Baul-Esk again.



He pulled the soilmover from the earth and rested it across one shoulder as though it weighed nothing.



The tool was enormous.



Baul-Esk was not.



She wanted to see what all that strength felt like when it wasn’t being used to move earth.



There.



Simple.



Physical.



Ordinary.



Exactly the kind of wanting she understood.



Derda was not the first humling Maylond had wanted.



He did not need to be the last.



There was a simple way to find out whether she had been making Derda more complicated than he was.



Maylond liked simple tests.
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That seemed reasonable.



By the second, it seemed unnecessary.



Her body still remembered the restspace.



Not the creature itself.



That was dead.



She remembered the rush before it died.



The ground breaking.



The charge.



Baul-Esk planting his feet.



The soilmover striking the creature hard enough to send it through the air.



The heat afterward.



His arms.



Maylond had spent enough time as an Interferer to understand what battle did to a body.



Danger prepared it for survival.



Survival left it wanting things.



Food.



Water.



Mating.



She had wanted Derda after the buzzbugs.



She had wanted Baul-Esk after the restspace.



There was nothing particularly complicated about either.



That was what she intended to prove.



Ond followed her through the prairie.



The namestones appeared before Baul-Esk’s cottage did.



They rose from the grasses at uneven distances, some old enough that weather had softened their edges, others pale where recently cut.



Baul-Esk had placed many of them.



Maylond knew that now.



Bury-makers did more than open the earth.



They closed it.



They marked what had been put beneath it.



She recognized names.



Some she knew well enough to remember faces.



Others only from reports.



She did not stop.



Vellan’s namestone wasn’t there yet.



The earth was ready for him.



The stone was not.



Maylond continued past the others.



Baul-Esk’s cottage sat farther into the prairie than she expected.



Small.



Low.



Practical.



The soilmover leaned beside the doorway.



Maylond looked at it.



Then at the door.



Ond sat.



Maylond looked down at him.



“Don’t.”



Ond blinked.



“I don’t know what you’re thinking.”



Nothing.



“That doesn’t mean you aren’t thinking it.”



Ond began washing one paw.



“Useless.”



Maylond knocked.



Footsteps crossed inside.



The door opened.



Baul-Esk looked at her.



His eyes moved once over Maylond, then beyond her to Ond.



The corners of his lips rose slightly.



“Interferer.”



“Bury-maker.”



He waited.



Maylond had planned this part.



She discovered that planning didn’t make saying it easier.



“Are you alone?”



“Esk is here.”



Maylond looked past him.



The female kitsong lay along the far wall.



Esk lifted her head.



“That wasn’t what I meant.”



Baul-Esk looked at Maylond again.



Understanding came without surprise.



His eyes moved down her body.



Slowly.



Then back to her face.



“No.”



Maylond waited.



“No, you aren’t alone?”



“No one else is here.”



“Good.”



One corner of Baul-Esk’s mouth lifted.



He stepped aside.



Maylond entered.



Ond followed.



Esk watched him.



Ond looked at her.



Neither kitsong moved closer.



Maylond looked around.



The cottage contained exactly as much as Baul-Esk seemed to require.



A sleeping platform.



A worktable.



Two seats.



Storage.



Tools smaller than the soilmover outside.



No decoration Maylond could identify except a little collection of smooth stones on one side of the room.



Baul-Esk closed the door.



Maylond turned toward him.



He was wearing a different chestcloth than at the restspace.



Clean.



That seemed unfortunate.



She had liked the dirt.



Baul-Esk noticed her looking.



“You came a long way to stare.”



“I’ve gone farther.”



“For better reasons?”



Maylond considered.



“Not always.”



The corners of his mouth moved.



He came closer.



Maylond didn’t.



She had initiated this.



That didn’t mean she needed to do all of it.



Baul-Esk stopped within reach.



His eyes went to her mouth.



Then her collar.



Then back to her eyes.



Maylond felt the first returning warmth beneath her skin.



Good.



This was exactly what she had expected.



Baul-Esk lifted one hand.



Not toward her.



Toward his own collar.



His fingers found the fastening.



He opened it slowly.



Gently.



The movement bent his arm.



The muscle along his upper arm tightened.



Maylond looked at it.



She couldn’t help that.



Baul-Esk knew.



His arm bent a little farther.



The bicep swelled enormously beneath his skin.



Deliberate.



Maylond’s eyes rose to his.



One corner of Baul-Esk’s lip curled upward.



“Oh,” Maylond said.



He lowered his arm.



“You were looking at it.”



“I was.”



“At the restspace.”



“Yes.”



“You looked for a long time.”



“You noticed.”



“Yes.”



Maylond stepped closer.



“Do it again.”



Baul-Esk did.



Maylond touched him this time.



The muscle was hard beneath her palm.



Baul-Esk watched her hand.



Then her face.



“Still looking at the soilmover?”



“No.”



His lip corner rose again.



Maylond kissed him.



There was no hesitation after that.



No question she needed answered aloud.



Baul-Esk wanted her.



Maylond wanted him.



That was enough.



For a while, it was more than enough.



Baul-Esk answered the kiss as if the restspace had never ended.



His mouth was sure.



Warm.



Uncomplicated.



Maylond bit his lower lip.



Not hard.



Clear.



Baul-Esk made a sound that was almost a laugh and took her by the waist.



The cottage was small.



The distance to the sleeping platform was shorter than the throw.



He used it anyway.



Maylond hit the covering on her back and came up immediately.



Her teeth were already bared.



Baul-Esk’s were too.



Not a smile.



A fangshow.



She caught his chestcloth and tore the fastening the rest of the way open.



He caught her wrists.



She twisted.



He was stronger.



She was faster.



She used that.



Her knee drove between his.



The hold broke.



Maylond rolled him.



For one breath she was above him.



Hair in her fist.



His head pulled back against the covering.



His throat exposed.



Baul-Esk looked at her from that angle as if this, too, had been expected.



Then he moved.



The world inverted.



Maylond’s back struck the platform again.



His hand closed around both of her wrists and pinned them above her head.



She pulled.



The grip held.



She pulled harder.



Her teeth found his shoulder.



Baul-Esk hissed.



Not pain only.



Pleasure wearing pain’s shape.



“Yes,” he said.



Maylond did not answer.



She did not need to.



This was the experiment.



Battle-heat spent on a body that wanted the same spending.



Baul-Esk released one wrist to open her chestcloth.



Maylond used the free hand to drag his hair and drag him down.



Their mouths met badly.



Teeth.



Breath.



She tasted him.



He tasted dirt that was no longer on his clothes.



His palm found her breast.



Rough.



Then less rough when she arched into it.



Maylond wrapped one leg around his hip and used it to throw him sideways.



They hit the floor.



Esk lifted her head.



Ond did not.



Maylond landed astride him.



She held his wrists now.



Pinned them to the boards.



Baul-Esk could have broken the hold.



She felt that in the size of his arms.



He didn’t.



Not yet.



He lifted his hips instead.



The hardness of him pressed against her through what remained of their clothes.



Maylond’s breath broke.



Baul-Esk saw it.



His lip curled again.



She leaned down and bit the curl.



He surged up.



Maylond was on her back before she finished the bite.



Her remaining clothes did not survive the next few breaths.



Neither did his.



When there was only skin, the violence did not lessen.



It changed direction.



Baul-Esk dragged her to the edge of the platform by the hair.



Not enough to tear.



Enough that her scalp burned.



Maylond’s sound was not a protest.



He set her there and held her thighs open with both hands.



Looked at her.



Waited.



Maylond understood the wait.



She hooked one heel behind his back and pulled.



He entered her in one deep, exact thrust.



The stretch pulled a sound from her that had nothing to do with the experiment.



Baul-Esk froze.



Maylond’s hands were in his hair again.



Not pulling now.



Holding.



His forehead dropped to hers.



The violence in his body was still there.



Aimed differently.



“Maylond.”



“Yes.”



He moved.



Slow first.



Then not.



Each thrust asked a simpler question than the one she had come here to answer.



Can you want this.



Yes.



Can you take it.



Yes.



Can you stop thinking.



Almost.



Baul-Esk’s breath broke against her cheekwhiskers.



“I will Yield.”



The word landed in her like a mark on a Skinpage.



Not surrender to an enemy.



Not the thing Balance used for dying.



A choice.



Maylond’s legs tightened around him.



Her hands slid from his hair to his face.



Tender.



That surprised her more than the throw had.



She had not planned tenderness.



It arrived anyway.



“Now,” she said.



“Yield.”



Baul-Esk’s eyes closed.



He drove into her and finished with a sound that shook through both of them.



Heat.



Depth.



The particular stillness after.



Maylond did not let him leave.



Her legs locked tighter.



Her heels crossed at his back.



Baul-Esk made a broken noise against her throat.



“Again.”



He looked at her.



Dazed.



Willing.



Already thickening inside her because she had not released him.



“Again,” Maylond said.



Not a request.



Baul-Esk Yielded a second time with her wrapped around him so completely that leaving was not a motion available to him.



When it was over, he stayed where she had put him.



Breathing hard.



Amused.



Spent.



Maylond’s body was pleasantly wrecked.



Satisfied.



The tenderness remained in her hands on his back a few breaths longer than the experiment required.



Then it receded.



Useful.



Not sufficient.



⸻



Later, she lay beside him beneath a light covering, listening to his breathing slow.



Her own body was pleasantly exhausted.



Satisfied.



Nothing about the mating had been disappointing.



Nothing about Baul-Esk had been disappointing.



He had been attentive without being careful in ways she didn’t want.



Strong without needing to demonstrate that strength every moment.



Amused by her.



Interested in her.



And very good at understanding what she wanted once she showed him.



The battle-charge was gone.



That seemed useful.



Maylond waited for something else to happen.



Nothing did.



Baul-Esk shifted beside her.



“You’re thinking.”



“Yes.”



“About leaving?”



“No.”



“Good.”



He closed his eyes.



Maylond stared upward.



The test should have been finished.



Instead, she finally understood what was wrong with it.



She had tested whether she could want Baul-Esk.



She could.



She had tested whether mating with another humsong could satisfy that want.



It could.



She had not tested whether she could stop wanting Derda.



Apparently, it could not.



Maylond frowned.



That was irritating.



Beside her, Baul-Esk’s breathing deepened.



Maylond turned her head.



He was already asleep.



She looked toward Ond.



Ond lay near the wall with his head on his paws.



His eyes were open.



Nothing happened.



Ond blinked.



Maylond narrowed her eyes.



“Don’t.”



Baul-Esk stirred.



Maylond lowered her voice.



“You’re still useless.”



Ond closed his eyes.



⸻



Vellan’s namestone was ready two returns later.



Derda held the whitepetals in both hands.



There were more than he expected.



Some had come from Menders.



Some from Vellan’s work companions.



Some from humlings Derda didn’t know.



Vellan’s children had brought none.



They had brought two little stones instead.



Derda had placed those separately.



Baul-Esk stood inside the healspace doorway.



Derda handed him the whitepetals.



“For Vellan.”



Baul-Esk accepted them carefully.



“I’ll place them.”



“His children chose two stones.”



“I know.”



“They should stay together.”



“They will.”



Derda nodded.



Baul-Esk turned to leave.



Then stopped.



“Derda.”



“Yes?”



“He talked about you.”



Derda looked at him.



“When?”



“Before the buzzbugs. Once.”



Derda waited.



Baul-Esk’s expression barely changed.



“He said you were the only Mender who could make him do what he was told.”



Derda looked down at the whitepetals.



“That isn’t true.”



“No.”



The corners of Baul-Esk’s lips lifted.



“He said it was.”



Derda almost smiled.



Almost.



“Thank you.”



Baul-Esk nodded.



He left.



Maylond was coming toward the healspace.



She carried a rolled Atlas sheet beneath one arm.



Derda saw her.



Then saw Baul-Esk see her.



Baul-Esk slowed.



Maylond did too.



Not much.



Only enough.



Baul-Esk’s eyes met hers.



His fingers went to his collar.



To the fastening.



He didn’t open it.



He didn’t need to.



His arm bent.



The enormous muscle tightened.



One corner of Baul-Esk’s lip curled upward.



Maylond gave him a single, perfectly stoic nod.



Then she continued toward Derda.



Baul-Esk continued toward the prairie.



Derda understood.



He understood before Maylond reached him.



Before she held out the Atlas sheet.



Before she said his name.



Before he had any reason to understand except the way Baul-Esk had touched his collar and the way Maylond had answered.



They had mated.



Fury came so quickly Derda nearly mistook it for something physical.



His hands remained still.



Baul-Esk was walking away.



Derda watched him.



Baul-Esk had done nothing wrong.



Derda wanted to hurt him.



The realization was clean.



Not stop him.



Not protect Maylond from him.



Not prevent some future harm.



Hurt him.



Derda had just trusted Baul-Esk with Vellan’s whitepetals.



Baul-Esk had promised to place the children’s stones together.



He had thanked Derda.



He had done nothing wrong.



Maylond had chosen him.



That was worse.



“Derda?”



He looked at her.



She was holding the rolled Atlas sheet toward him.



“Trepan wants you to see this.”



Derda took it.



Their fingers did not touch.



He wanted to ask.



He didn’t.



Maylond looked at him.



Something changed in her face.



Very little.



Enough.



She knew.



Derda hated that too.



“Is something wrong?” she asked.



“No.”



A lie.



Easy now.



Maylond’s eyes remained on him.



Derda looked toward Baul-Esk.



The bury-maker was almost out of sight.



“Did you need anything else?”



Maylond’s cheekwhiskers shifted.



“No.”



“Then I should look at this.”



“Yes.”



She didn’t leave.



Derda unrolled the sheet.



He couldn’t see any of it.



“Maylond.”



“Yes?”



He almost asked.



Instead:



“Nothing.”



Maylond stood there another moment.



Then left.



Derda waited until she was gone.



He put the Atlas sheet on the worktable.



His hands were shaking.



A Softheart could not feel this.



Derda knew that.



A Softheart could not want to follow an innocent humsong into the prairie and strike him because Maylond had mated with him.



Derda wanted exactly that.



Aar-Din had deserved it.



That had been how Derda explained the first time.



Maylond had been bleeding.



Her chestcloth torn.



She had been on the floor.



Aar-Din had been above her.



Derda had struck him.



Then wanted him Rested.



There had been reasons.



Bad reasons, perhaps.



Impossible reasons for a Softheart.



But reasons.



Baul-Esk had buried the dead.



Carried whitepetals.



Remembered Vellan’s children.



And mated with Maylond because Maylond had wanted him.



Derda hated him for it.



No.



Derda pressed both hands against the worktable.



That wasn’t right.



He hated that Maylond had wanted Baul-Esk.



That was worse.



⸻



Maylond had wanted Derda to notice.



She decided that wasn’t true.



Then decided it was partly true.



Then became annoyed with herself for spending so much time deciding.



She had not planned the encounter with Baul-Esk.



She had not known he would be at the healspace.



She certainly hadn’t known he would touch his collar.



But when he had, Maylond could have ignored him.



She hadn’t.



She had answered.



And then she had seen Derda’s face.



Nothing had happened to it.



That was how she knew.



Derda had become too still.



Maylond knew that stillness now.



She had seen it with Aar-Din.



She had seen pieces of it after Vellan died.



This had been different.



Hotter.



For one terrible moment, Maylond had liked it.



Not that Derda suffered.



She told herself that quickly.



She did not want Derda to suffer.



She liked that it mattered.



That was not better.



Possibly worse.



Maylond had spent returns trying to prove Derda wasn’t different.



Now Derda had looked at Baul-Esk as though the bury-maker’s continued existence required discipline.



Because of her.



Maylond should have been alarmed.



She was.



She should not have been pleased.



She was that too.



Balance was becoming extremely inconvenient.



⸻



Derda did not mate with Calira that return.



Or the next.



On the return after that, they worked late.



A child had opened his leg on a broken shell near the water.



The wound looked worse than it was.



Children produced impressive amounts of blood for injuries that barely deserved it.



Calira said so after the child left.



Derda laughed.



He hadn’t intended to.



Calira looked at him.



“There.”



“What?”



“You can still do that.”



“Apparently.”



“I was beginning to wonder.”



Derda put away the last of the binding cloth.



Calira remained beside the worktable.



Neither needed to be there anymore.



Derda knew that.



Calira knew it too.



She was attractive.



Derda had always known that.



Softhearts noticed bodies.



They simply weren’t ruled by every body they noticed.



Calira had kind eyes.



A melodic laugh.



Strong hands.



She was good at her work.



Derda liked working beside her.



None of that was new.



What was new was the thought:



Maylond chose someone else.



Derda hated himself for having it.



Then:



So can I.



He looked at Calira.



She noticed.



Her expression changed.



Not surprise.



Interest.



That made the choice easier.



Calira came closer.



Derda did not move away.



When she kissed him, he kissed her back.



He did not think she was Maylond.



He did not want her to be.



Calira was Calira.



Derda wanted her.



That was true.



It simply wasn’t the only thing that was true.



Calira kissed the way she worked.



Careful.



Attentive.



Warm.



She expected him to answer in the same register.



Derda’s mouth did not.



The first kiss deepened until Calira made a small surprised sound against his teeth.



“Oh,” she said, pulling back just enough to see his face.



“You’re in a mood.”



Derda looked at her.



“Yes.”



“Good.”



She smiled.



Melodic even in a word.



She reached for his collar as if she were smoothing a wrinkle.



Derda caught her wrist.



Not the Tender’s catch.



The other one.



Calira’s eyes widened.



Then narrowed with delight.



“Are you playing?”



Derda didn’t answer.



He turned her to the worktable.



Lifted her onto it.



The binding cloths jumped.



Calira laughed.



“Derda—”



His mouth found her throat.



Not gentle.



Not cruel.



Exact.



Calira’s laugh broke into breath.



“All right,” she said. “All right. I see.”



She didn’t.



Not yet.



She thought it was a game a Softheart sometimes played when the day had been long and the body wanted contrast.



Derda opened her chestcloth with hands that did not fumble.



Calira helped, still smiling, until he pulled her to the edge of the table and stepped between her knees hard enough that the wood complained.



“Derda.”



Different tone now.



Not fear.



Heat discovering it had misread the weather.



“Tell me to stop,” he said.



Calira looked at him.



Really looked.



Whatever she saw was not a joke.



It was also not harm.



“Don’t you dare stop.”



That was enough.



Clothes left them in a scatter more suited to Interferers than Menders.



When Derda entered her, Calira’s head tipped back and her melodic laugh returned as a wrecked version of itself.



“You’re—oh—you’re not playing.”



“No.”



He set a rhythm that had nothing of the healspace in it.



Strength.



Depth.



The violence he had been holding since the prairie.



Not aimed at her as punishment.



Aimed through her because she had asked him not to stop.



Calira met him.



Surprised.



Then greedy.



“I thought—” she tried.



The sentence died.



Derda’s hand found the side of her throat.



Thumb along the line of her jaw.



Fingers resting where a pulse beat too fast.



He did not squeeze to take.



He held.



Presence.



Weight.



A question made of pressure.



Calira’s eyes flew to his.



Then closed.



“Yes.”



The word was shredded.



She Yielded the first time with his hand around her neck and her heels knocking once against the table leg.



Derda felt it go through her.



Felt himself almost follow.



Did not.



Calira came back into her body laughing under her breath, incredulous.



“Derda.”



He lifted her off the table.



She wrapped around him because there was nothing else to do with that much wanting.



He carried her only as far as the wall.



Her back met it.



His shoulder came up under her jaw, turning her face into the join of his neck and collarbone.



Not a strike.



Covering.



Her breath went thin against his skin.



Calira made a helpless sound that was still, somehow, a laugh.



“I can’t—”



Derda eased the angle a fraction.



Air returned.



Then the shoulder settled again as he drove into her.



Calira Yielded the second time like that.



Breath stolen and given back.



Body shaking.



Hands fisted in his hair as if she needed something to accuse.



When it was over he held her against the wall until her legs remembered they had a purpose.



Calira dropped her forehead to his.



Laughed.



Really laughed.



The melodic one, ruined and delighted.



“I thought you were going to be careful with me.”



“I was.”



“That is not what careful looks like.”



Derda set her down.



His hands were gentler now.



The violence had somewhere to go.



It had gone.



Calira touched her own throat, then his shoulder, then laughed again.



“Do that again another return and I will start expecting it.”



Derda almost smiled.



Almost.



He did not tell her why the violence had been available.



That belonged to Maylond.



And to him.



And to a thing a Softheart was not supposed to carry.



⸻



Maylond learned without anyone telling her.



She had gone to the healspace looking for Derda.



That was becoming a habit she refused to name.



The door was open.



Calira stood beside him.



She was laughing.



Softly.



Melodically.



Derda said something Maylond couldn’t hear.



Calira laughed again.



Then she stopped.



Her eyes narrowed at Derda’s face.



“What?”



Derda touched his cheek.



“Nothing.”



“No. Hold still.”



Calira raised her hand.



Maylond stopped walking.



Calira’s fingers moved carefully between Derda’s cheekwhiskers.



Derda let her.



Calira drew something tiny from them.



A white petal.



She held it between two fingers.



“How did you get this in there?”



Derda looked at it.



“Whitepetals.”



“I can see that.”



Calira laughed.



Then, with two fingers, she smoothed the cheekwhiskers she had disturbed.



Derda didn’t move away.



Maylond understood.



Oh.



The feeling was immediate.



Not anger.



That surprised her.



She waited for it.



Nothing.



Calira had done nothing wrong.



Neither had Derda.



Maylond had mated with Baul-Esk first.



Derda had no obligation to her.



She had made certain of that.



They had agreed to behave as though nothing had changed.



Derda was doing exactly what she had asked him to do.



Calira said something else.



Derda answered.



Maylond couldn’t hear either of them.



She didn’t need to.



She liked Calira.



That did not help.



The sadness settled somewhere beneath Maylond’s ribs.



Quietly.



It was worse than fury would have been.



Fury could be used.



Fury could move.



Fury could strike.



This only hurt.



Maylond turned away before either of them saw her.



⸻



Derda came to Maylond’s rear hut because of the Atlas.



That was the reason.



Maylond had told herself so several times.



The rolled sheet lay open between them.



Neither had looked at it for some time.



Ond occupied his usual place near the wall.



The little hut was quiet.



Marling’s larger home stood beyond it, close enough that Maylond could sometimes hear movement from inside when everything else was still.



Derda sat beside her.



Not across from her.



That had happened gradually.



First the Atlas between them.



Then beside them.



Then Derda’s knee against hers.



Neither moved it.



Maylond had spent much of the conversation not thinking about Calira’s fingers in his cheekwhiskers.



She had been unsuccessful.



Derda had spent much of it not mentioning Baul-Esk.



He had been more successful.



“Do you want this back?” Derda asked.



Maylond looked at the Atlas sheet.



“No.”



“It belongs to the Atlas.”



“Then probably.”



Derda’s mouth moved.



Almost a smile.



Maylond watched it.



“You do that more now.”



“What?”



“That.”



“I didn’t do anything.”



“You almost did.”



Derda looked at her.



“So did you.”



“When?”



“Just now.”



Maylond considered arguing.



She didn’t.



Their knees remained together.



Derda’s hand rested beside his thigh.



Maylond put hers beside it.



Not touching.



Close.



Derda looked down.



Then back at her.



Maylond moved one finger.



It touched his.



Derda didn’t move.



Neither did she.



Their fingers remained together.



Then Derda turned his hand.



Maylond let hers settle into it.



No urgency followed.



That was strange.



Maylond had expected urgency.



She understood urgency.



This wasn’t it.



Derda’s thumb moved once across the back of her hand.



Maylond shifted closer.



Their shoulders touched.



Ond lifted his head.



Maylond looked at him.



“Don’t.”



Ond lowered his head again.



Derda’s mouth moved.



“You’re smiling.”



“No.”



“You are.”



Maylond stopped.



She could feel it.



Small.



Impossible.



Real.



Derda looked at her as though he had forgotten everything else in the hut.



Maylond’s smile disappeared.



Not because she wanted it to.



Derda raised his free hand.



Slowly.



Maylond watched it come toward her face.



This time there was no resttaker.



His fingers touched her cheek.



Then the base of her cheekwhiskers.



Maylond closed her eyes.



The sensation went through her with startling force.



Not battle.



Not the residue of danger.



Not a test.



Derda’s fingers moved gently.



Maylond leaned into them.



Her own hand rose.



She touched his face.



His cheekwhiskers shifted beneath her fingers.



Derda breathed out.



Their foreheads touched.



Then their noses.



Their cheekwhiskers mingled.



Maylond could feel every tiny movement.



Derda’s hand slid from her face to the back of her neck.



Maylond moved closer.



Her other hand found his chest.



Clothed.



Warm.



His heart was beating faster.



So was hers.



Derda’s mouth was close.



Very close.



Maylond remembered wondering once how close a face could get before it became a kiss.



She knew now.



Closer than this.



Barely.



Derda looked at her mouth.



Maylond saw him.



She moved closer.



He closed his eyes.



For a moment she thought he would finish the distance.



He didn’t.



His forehead remained against hers.



His hand tightened slightly at the back of her neck.



Maylond could feel what restraint cost him.



That made her want him more.



She shifted.



Her knee moved between his.



Derda opened his eyes.



Maylond knew that look too.



Want.



Simple.



Except it wasn’t.



Nothing about Derda was simple anymore.



His hand moved to her waist.



Over her clothes.



Maylond leaned into him.



His mouth brushed the edge of hers.



Not quite a kiss.



Enough that her body answered.



She could have opened her collar.



She thought about it.



Derda’s eyes dropped there as though he had thought about it too.



Maylond’s fingers moved to the fastening.



Derda caught her hand.



Not hard.



Maylond looked at him.



He was breathing faster.



“So?” she asked.



Derda didn’t answer.



“You stopped me.”



“Yes.”



“Why?”



His thumb moved against her wrist.



Then stopped.



“Because I know where this goes.”



Maylond looked at him.



“We’ve been there.”



“Yes.”



“Did you dislike it?”



“No.”



“Then you’re becoming confusing.”



“I know.”



Maylond waited.



Derda released her wrist.



For a moment she thought he had changed his mind.



Instead, he moved away.



The loss of his warmth felt immediate.



Derda stood.



Maylond stared up at him.



“What are you doing?”



“I should go.”



That hurt more than it should have.



Maylond hated that Calira was the first thing she thought of.



“Do you want to?”



Derda looked at her.



“No.”



That was worse.



“Then why?”



Derda looked toward the door.



“Because if I stay like this, I know what I’ll want.”



“You wanted it before.”



“So did you.”



“I still do.”



Derda looked back at her.



Something changed in his face.



Maylond almost wished she hadn’t said it.



Almost.



“That’s not enough anymore,” he said.



Maylond went still.



Derda looked at her for another moment.



Then he bent and picked up the Atlas sheet.



He rolled it carefully.



Too carefully.



Maylond watched his hands.



He placed the roll on the worktable.



Then straightened his clothes.



His own collar had shifted.



Derda fixed it himself.



Maylond thought of Baul-Esk’s fingers touching his fastening.



His arm flexing.



One corner of his lip rising.



She thought of Calira reaching into Derda’s cheekwhiskers.



The whitepetal between her fingers.



Her melodic laugh.



Maylond had wanted answers.



She had them.



Baul-Esk had answered whether she could want another humsong.



She could.



Derda had answered whether he could want someone else.



He could.



Neither answer had changed the thing Maylond had actually been trying to understand.



Derda crossed the hut.



Ond watched him.



Maylond did too.



Derda reached the door.



He was leaving because she had asked him to keep his distance.



Because she had told him they needed to behave as though nothing had happened.



Because he had listened.



Because he wanted her enough to stop before wanting became the only reason they mated again.



His hand settled against the door.



Maylond had spent returns trying to prove he wasn’t different.



She had failed.



“Derda.”



He stopped.



Maylond could have invented a reason.



She could have mentioned the Atlas.



She could have said Ond wanted him there.



She could have told him it was late.



She could have made staying useful.



She didn’t.



“Stay.”


Chapter 31
“A Dropper above you is already closer than you think.”

— Carin-Vel, Interferer
The Dropper
v1 · 3,351 wordsDerda was dying.



Maylond knew because he had stopped screaming.



His blood soaked through her hands.



She pressed harder.



Derda made a sound.



Good.



Pain was good.



Pain meant he was still inside the body she was trying to keep closed.



“Stay with me.”



His eyes opened.



They found hers.



That was worse.



Derda knew.



He was a Mender.



He knew what his blood meant. He knew what the torn flesh beneath Maylond’s hands meant. He knew what every wet breath meant.



“Don’t look at me like that,” Maylond said.



His mouth moved.



Nothing came out.



“Derda.”



A breath.



“Like what?”



“Like you know.”



His eyes remained on hers.



Ond made a sound.



Maylond looked at him.



She had never heard it before.



Not a growl.



Not the short warning noise he made before violence.



Not the strange almost-purr he sometimes made when satisfied.



This was thinner.



Wrong.



Ond stood beside Derda’s head.



Blood darkened his muzzle.



Derda’s blood.



Maylond had told him twice to move.



He had ignored her twice.



Behind them, the Dropper lay dead.



Farther back lay the others.



Maylond did not look at them.



She already knew.



Derda was still alive.



That was the only fact she could use.



* * *



Derda had stayed.



Maylond woke with his arm across her waist.



For several breaths, she didn’t move.



The rear hut was dim.



Derda lay behind her, close enough that she could feel his breath against the back of her neck.



They were both clothed.



That had apparently mattered.



Maylond wasn’t certain why.



After she’d said the word, Derda had stood at the door for a long moment.



Then his hand had fallen away from it.



He had turned.



He hadn’t asked what she meant.



Maylond hadn’t explained.



He had simply come back.



Now his hand rested against her stomach.



Maylond put hers over it.



Derda stirred.



His arm tightened.



Not much.



Enough.



Maylond closed her eyes again.



Ond was curled near their feet.



His eyes opened.



Maylond saw them.



“Don’t.”



Ond’s eyes closed.



Derda’s breath moved against her hair.



“Are you arguing with him already?”



“No.”



“You are.”



“He started it.”



Derda made a quiet sound against the back of her neck.



Almost a laugh.



Maylond smiled.



She didn’t stop herself.



* * *



The disbeliever’s cottage was farther from Southleft than Maylond thought any humling should live alone.



That was his intention.



He had survived his Going untouched.



That happened.



Not often.



Sometimes a humling went into the wild containing everything and came back containing everything still.



The Going had not separated him.



It had not taken his empathy and given it to a kitsong.



It had not left him Softheart, incapable of choosing violence.



It had not left him humsong, capable of violence and emptied of empathy.



He had returned as he entered.



Whole, according to him.



Wrong, according to most everyone else.



The village had done nothing about it.



There was nothing to do.



Southleft did not force untouched humlings to believe in Balance. It did not force them to stay. Those who decided the Going proved something terrible about everyone else were free to leave.



Some did.



Most did not last long alone.



The wild had no interest in philosophy.



Maylond had heard of this one.



She had never met him until the wellness check.



Three humsing had gone because he had not been seen near Southleft in too long.



They found blood before they found him.



It stained the ground beside his cottage.



A lot of it.



Maylond crouched.



Old enough to have darkened.



Tracks crossed it.



She recognized those too.



Nothing strange.



Nothing displaced.



Nothing that belonged in the Atlas.



A local predator had found a humling living alone and behaved exactly as a local predator behaved.



The tracks moved away.



The humling had moved toward the cottage.



Barely.



They found him inside against one wall.



His side was wrapped in cloth that had long since soaked through.



One leg lay at an angle Maylond disliked.



He was conscious.



That surprised her.



His first words didn’t.



“I’m not going.”



Maylond crouched beside him.



“You don’t know what we’re asking yet.”



“Yes, I do.”



“You need a Mender.”



“Bring one.”



“You need a healspace.”



“I need a Mender.”



Maylond looked at the blood beneath him.



“You may die here.”



“I may die there.”



“You’re more likely to die here.”



The old humling smiled faintly.



“Then you do understand Balance.”



Maylond stared at him.



“I understand blood.”



“That may be more useful.”



Maylond didn’t argue.



He had survived this long.



Arguing with him would not close his side.



They sent for help.



* * *



Help arrived slowly.



There was no other way for it to arrive.



Derda came with another Mender, a Tender, and two humsing protectors.



Maylond saw him before he saw her.



Something inside her changed.



Not much.



Enough.



Derda found her beside the cottage.



His eyes held hers for slightly too long.



Neither smiled.



Neither touched.



Nothing about them suggested that Derda had slept with his arm around her.



Good.



Maylond was becoming excellent at nothing.



“How bad?” he asked.



“Bad.”



“That’s very useful.”



“The Mender will appreciate my precision.”



“I’m sure.”



Then they went inside.



By then the disbeliever was weaker.



Still conscious.



Still refusing to leave.



The other Mender examined him and immediately began giving instructions.



The Tender crouched near his head.



Derda helped until there were too many hands.



Then the other Mender looked around the little cottage.



“Out.”



No one moved.



“I need space.”



She pointed.



“You.”



One of the humsing.



“You.”



Then Maylond.



“Mayl-Ond.”



Then Derda.



“You too.”



Derda looked at the injured humling.



“I can—”



“You can take up air somewhere else.”



Derda nodded.



Maylond almost smiled.



The other humsong did.



His kitsong waited outside.



The Tender sent another Softheart out shortly afterward when the disbeliever began having difficulty breathing and the cottage became crowded again.



Four humlings stood outside.



Two humsing.



Two Softhearts.



Two kitsing.



The other humsong’s kitsong moved close to his leg.



Ond sat several paces from Maylond.



Derda looked toward the cottage.



“He may still need the healspace.”



“He won’t go.”



“He may change his mind.”



“He hasn’t yet.”



“That doesn’t mean he won’t.”



Maylond looked at him.



“You’re a Softheart.”



“Yes.”



“You’re supposed to understand humlings.”



“I understand him.”



“And?”



“He won’t go.”



Maylond smiled.



Derda caught it.



“You’re smiling.”



“No.”



“You are.”



“Prove it.”



“I just saw it.”



“That isn’t proof.”



The other humsong glanced between them.



Maylond’s face became appropriately neutral.



Derda’s did too.



Ond looked at both of them.



Maylond ignored him.



Eventually the other Mender came to the doorway.



“He’s stable enough for now. I don’t need six humlings standing around waiting for him to become interesting again.”



Derda looked offended.



The Mender pointed toward Southleft.



“Go.”



They went.



* * *



Derda’s blood pushed between Maylond’s fingers.



Too much.



She needed something beneath him.



She needed binding.



She needed a Mender.



She needed Southleft to be closer.



None of those things existed.



“Maylond.”



Derda’s voice was barely there.



“I’m here.”



His eyes moved past her.



Toward the bodies.



“No.”



He looked back at her.



“Don’t.”



Derda understood.



His eyes closed.



Maylond slapped his cheek.



They opened.



“Don’t do that.”



“Maylond.”



“Don’t.”



Ond made the sound again.



Derda’s eyes shifted toward him.



Ond moved closer.



His nose touched Derda’s temple.



Maylond had never seen him do that.



Ond.



No answer.



I need room.



Ond didn’t move.



“Move.”



Nothing.



“Ond.”



His head came up.



Gold-brown eyes fixed on her.



>> Derda. <<



“I know.”



Ond looked down at him.



>> Derda. <<



Maylond stopped.



He wasn’t telling her who lay there.



She knew that.



Ond knew she knew that.



Something cold moved through her.



There was something else inside the word.



She did not understand it.



She didn’t have time to.



Derda coughed.



Blood touched his lip.



Maylond pressed harder.



* * *



They had been walking long enough that the disbeliever’s cottage was no longer visible when the trees became quiet.



Ond noticed first.



The other kitsong stopped almost simultaneously.



Maylond stopped.



The others did too.



The silence was complete enough to have shape.



Maylond’s hand went to her weapon.



The other humsong looked at her.



“What?”



“I don’t know.”



Derda watched her.



The other Softheart turned toward the trees.



Ond lowered himself.



Maylond looked ahead.



Nothing.



Behind.



Nothing.



Then up.



Branches.



Leaves.



Light.



No movement.



No small animals.



No wings.



No wind.



Maylond’s cheekwhiskers shifted.



Nothing touched them.



She looked higher.



A Dropper had killed her father.



Aberda.



Maylond had grown up knowing what one had done to him without ever seeing it happen.



Marling had seen.



Mayling had not.



Aberda had left Southleft alive.



What came back had been a body.



Maylond knew Droppers anyway.



Every Interferer did.



Tall trees.



Silence above.



Gliding skin stretched between long limbs.



Weakness on the ground.



Never let one land on prey.



Maylond looked into the canopy.



Nothing.



Then something detached itself from the branches.



Not fell.



Opened.



Long limbs spread.



Skin stretched between them.



The shape became a glide.



Dropper.



Maylond knew it immediately.



It was already close.



Too close.



And it was coming toward her.



She moved.



Too late.



Derda was closer.



He looked up.



Saw it.



Then looked at Maylond.



Their eyes met.



“Derda—”



He stepped in front of her.



The Dropper hit him.



The sound was wet.



Derda’s eyes stayed on Maylond.



For one impossible instant, he looked only at her.



Not the Dropper.



Not its claws.



Her.



Then its claws opened him.



Derda screamed.



Maylond moved.



The Dropper’s rear claws anchored into his side.



Its forelimbs tore downward.



Flesh opened.



Blood came.



Too much.



Derda’s scream changed.



The other humsong struck first.



He hit the Dropper from the side, driving his weapon beneath one stretched limb.



His kitsong came with him.



Ond came from the other direction.



Maylond reached Derda.



The Dropper twisted.



One claw left Derda.



Then another.



The other humsong struck again.



The Dropper released Derda completely.



Derda fell.



Maylond caught enough of him to keep his head from striking the ground.



The Dropper landed.



Ground.



Weak on the ground.



That was what every Interferer learned.



A Dropper in the trees was death waiting for gravity.



A Dropper on the ground could be killed.



Except this one had landed successfully.



It had taken from Derda.



Whatever Droppers took when their claws opened living flesh gave something back to them.



Strength.



Speed.



A terrible brief abundance.



The other humsong expected weakness.



He got neither.



The Dropper’s claw crossed his throat.



A short motion.



Almost nothing.



The humsong staggered.



His weapon fell.



Blood sprayed.



His kitsong turned toward him.



The humsong fell.



Maylond saw the kitsong change.



She had seen that change before.



Ond.



Her Going.



A kitsong carried its humling’s empathy after bonding.



Held it.



Lived with something its wild kind had never possessed.



Until the humling died.



Then it was gone.



The other kitsong looked at its humling’s body.



Then at the Dropper.



Its body lowered.



There was nothing grieving in its face.



Nothing pleading.



Nothing restrained.



Only the terrible simplicity Maylond remembered from the wild.



Violence without empathy.



Going violence.



“No.”



The kitsong attacked.



It did not protect itself.



It did not wait for an opening.



It launched directly at the Dropper.



The Dropper turned one claw.



Barely.



The tip caught beneath the kitsong’s foreleg.



The kitsong landed.



For half a breath, it looked unharmed.



Then blood came.



Largeflow.



Maylond knew immediately.



The kitsong turned toward the Dropper again.



Its front leg folded.



It stumbled.



Blood poured beneath it.



It tried once more to rise.



It did not.



The other Softheart ran toward Derda.



“Help him!”



The Dropper moved.



Maylond saw it.



Ond saw it.



The Softheart did not.



“DOWN!”



Too late.



The Dropper struck.



One claw caught the Softheart across the chest.



The body left the ground.



Hit a tree.



Fell.



Did not move again.



Three deaths in breaths.



Derda made a sound beneath Maylond.



Alive.



Still alive.



The Dropper turned toward him.



Ond moved between them.



Maylond saw it.



Not between the Dropper and her.



Between the Dropper and Derda.



The Dropper lunged.



Ond met it.



Teeth closed into the stretched flesh along its side.



The Dropper twisted.



Ond held.



Maylond rose.



Everything became simple.



No fear.



No father.



No bodies.



No Derda.



Only angles.



Weight.



Ground.



The Dropper’s right limb was trapped beneath Ond.



Its left rear claw dug for purchase.



Maylond stepped inside it.



Her weapon entered beneath the jaw.



She drove upward.



The Dropper convulsed.



Maylond drove again.



The body shuddered.



Stopped.



She struck once more.



Then stopped.



Silence.



Maylond turned.



Derda lay where she had left him.



The Dropper was dead.



It didn’t matter.



* * *



Aar-Din had once dragged an injured humling for nearly half a return after a rockslide.



Maylond remembered the account.



She had read it because Aar-Din had written about an animal encounter farther along the Traverse.



She had nearly skipped the part about the dragbed.



Shadetree leaves.



Fastgrow branches.



Trashmouse sinew.



Aar-Din had been irritatingly specific about all of it.



Maylond looked around.



Shadetrees.



Fastgrow.



No trashmouse.



She looked at the Dropper.



That problem solved itself.



Maylond cut.



Her hands were already bloody.



More blood made no difference.



She opened the Dropper where she remembered the useful sinew should run.



Ond watched.



Not her.



Derda.



Maylond pulled the first length free.



Not enough.



She cut deeper.



The Dropper had nearly taken Derda apart.



Now it would carry him home.



She collected what she needed.



Fastgrow branches came next.



She cut four.



Stopped.



Aar-Din.



Six.



Overlap the center.



An injured humling could not hold their own body rigid.



She could almost hear his writing correcting her.



Maylond cut two more.



Large shadetree leaves went across them.



She bound one end.



Then the other.



Tested it.



The center sagged.



Wrong.



Maylond swore.



Untied it.



Moved two branches.



Overlapped them farther.



Bound it again.



Tested.



Held.



Aar-Din had been right.



Maylond hated how grateful she was.



Ond paced once around Derda.



“Stop.”



He stopped.



“Watch around us.”



Ond looked into the trees.



Maylond slid the dragbed beside Derda.



Moving him might kill him.



Leaving him would kill him.



“Derda.”



His eyes opened.



“I have to move you.”



He understood.



A tiny nod.



Maylond got her arms beneath him.



Derda screamed.



The sound went through her.



“Sorry.”



He couldn’t answer.



She moved him anyway.



Onto the leaves.



Blood immediately darkened them.



Maylond bound him loosely enough to breathe and tightly enough that the dragbed would carry his weight without letting his body shift.



Ond came close again.



“Point.”



Ond looked at Derda.



“Point.”



He moved ahead.



Maylond took the front.



Lifted.



The dragbed held.



She pulled.



* * *



Slow.



That was the worst part.



Maylond could run.



Her body demanded it.



Run.



Southleft.



Menders.



Marling.



Help.



Every part of her knew speed.



She had trained for speed.



Fought with speed.



Survived because of speed.



Now speed could kill Derda.



The dragbed would bounce.



His body would shift.



Whatever was still closed inside him could open.



So Maylond walked.



One step.



Another.



Avoid roots.



Avoid stones.



Keep the branches level.



Listen for breathing.



Watch Ond.



Pull.



Ond moved ahead.



Stopped.



Looked back.



“Point.”



He faced forward.



Maylond pulled.



Twenty steps later, he looked back again.



Not at Maylond.



Derda.



“Watch the path.”



Ond turned forward.



Maylond kept moving.



Derda’s eyes opened.



“Maylond.”



“I’m here.”



“Leave me.”



She kept pulling.



“Maylond.”



“No.”



“You’ll move faster.”



“Yes.”



His breath caught.



“Then leave me.”



“No.”



“Get help.”



“I am.”



“You can get there.”



“So can you.”



His eyes found hers.



They were clearer than she wanted them to be.



He knew.



“Maylond.”



“No.”



She pulled.



Derda closed his eyes.



“Open them.”



Nothing.



“Derda.”



His eyes opened.



Maylond exhaled.



“Don’t do that.”



“I’m tired.”



“I don’t care.”



“That seems unlike you.”



“Good.”



His mouth moved.



Almost a smile.



Maylond wanted the rest of it.



“Stay awake.”



“I am.”



“You weren’t.”



“I am now.”



“Keep doing that.”



She pulled.



Ond looked back again.



Derda noticed.



His eyes followed him.



“Ond.”



“Yes.”



Ond turned forward.



Derda watched him.



“Strange.”



“You’re only noticing now?”



A breath escaped him.



It might have been amusement.



It might have been pain.



Maylond accepted either.



“Stay awake.”



He did.



For a while.



* * *



The path rose.



Maylond leaned forward.



Her shoulders burned.



Her hands hurt.



The sinew creaked.



She stopped immediately.



Checked the binding.



Still holding.



Derda’s breathing was shallower.



“Derda.”



His eyes did not open.



She touched his face.



“Derda.”



Nothing.



Maylond slapped his cheek.



Nothing.



Harder.



His eyes opened.



“There.”



His lips barely moved.



“You hit me.”



“Yes.”



“Again?”



“If necessary.”



“Violent.”



Maylond pulled.



“You knew that.”



His eyes closed.



“Derda.”



They opened again.



“Good.”



Ond stopped ahead.



Maylond looked up.



He wasn't watching the path.



He was watching Derda.



Again.



Ond.



His attention shifted to her.



Why?



Ond looked at Derda.



>> Derda. <<



Why Derda?



Ond did not answer.



Maylond pulled.



She remembered the rear hut.



Derda’s arm across her waist.



Ond curled near their feet.



Why Derda?



Nothing.



The question had stopped being funny.



* * *



Ond disappeared over the rise.



Maylond’s heart jumped.



“Ond.”



No answer.



She kept pulling.



She could not leave Derda to follow.



Could not move faster.



Could not stop.



“Ond.”



Nothing.



Then voices.



Maylond stopped.



Listened.



Humlings.



Coming quickly.



Ond appeared first.



Behind him came three humlings from Southleft.



One was a Mender.



Maylond nearly fell.



She didn't.



Not yet.



The Mender reached Derda.



“What happened?”



“Dropper.”



“How long?”



Maylond told her.



The Mender looked at the blood.



Then at Maylond.



“We take him.”



“Slow.”



“We know.”



“Keep it level.”



“Mayl-Ond.”



“Keep it level.”



“We will.”



Hands took the dragbed.



Maylond did not release it.



“Mayl-Ond.”



She looked at the Mender.



“We have him.”



Maylond's hands opened.



For several steps she walked beside them.



Then her legs failed.



She caught herself against a tree.



Someone reached for her.



“I can walk.”



“You’re bleeding.”



“Not mine.”



Maylond looked down.



There was blood everywhere.



Her arms.



Her chestcloth.



Her legs.



Some of it was the Dropper’s.



Some belonged to the dead humsong.



Some might belong to the kitsong.



Most was Derda’s.



She straightened.



“I can walk.”



She did.



Ond walked beside the dragbed.



Not beside Maylond.



* * *



Derda did not wake again before Southleft.



The healspace filled quickly.



Maylond hated it.



Bodies between her and Derda.



Hands she couldn’t see.



Instructions she couldn't follow.



A Mender cut away the Dropper sinew binding him to the dragbed.



Another cut what remained of his chestcloth.



Maylond stood at the edge.



There was nothing for her to kill.



Nothing for her to carry.



Nothing for her to solve.



Someone tried to move her farther away.



She did not move.



“Mayl-Ond.”



“I’m not interfering.”



“You’re standing where I need to stand.”



Maylond moved one step.



No farther.



Ond stood near the wall.



His eyes never left Derda.



The Menders exposed the wounds.



Maylond saw them properly for the first time.



She wished she hadn't.



The Dropper had opened Derda from below one side of his chest nearly to his belly.



Other claw paths crossed his ribs.



Some were shallow.



One was not.



Maylond could see things that belonged inside him.



A Mender covered them.



Maylond's stomach turned.



She had opened creatures herself.



She had seen humlings after predators.



She had carried pieces of bodies home.



This was different.



Derda was not a body.



“Mayl-Ond.”



She turned.



Marling had arrived at a run.



Maylond had never seen her mother run into a healspace.



Marling reached the healing platform.



Saw Derda’s face.



Then the wounds.



She stopped.



Completely.



Maylond had never seen Marling stop in a healspace either.



Her eyes moved across the claw paths.



The opened side.



The torn flesh.



Something changed in her face.



Not surprise.



Recognition.



Maylond knew immediately what her mother was seeing.



Aberda.



Her father had left Southleft alive.



Marling had seen what the Dropper returned.



Now Derda lay beneath her hands with the same kind of wounds.



Marling looked at Maylond.



“Dropper.”



Maylond nodded.



Marling looked back at Derda.



Her hand hovered above him.



For the first time since she had entered, the Mender did not touch her patient.



“I know these.”
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He tried again.



Air entered him.



Not enough.



He waited for the rest of the breath to come.



It didn’t.



His left breathbag filled.



His right did not.



Derda kept his eyes closed.



There were sounds around him.



Quiet movement.



Water being poured.



A vessel touching stone.



Someone speaking too softly for him to understand.



The smell of herb salve.



Healspace.



He remembered the trees.



Maylond looking up.



Something opening above her.



Maylond’s eyes finding his.



Then pain.



Derda opened his eyes.



The ceiling confirmed what he already knew.



Southleft.



He was home.



That surprised him.



He turned his head.



Maylond was sitting beside the healing platform.



Her hand was around his.



She looked terrible.



There was dried blood beneath her fingernails. More remained in the creases of her knuckles despite someone having washed the rest away.



Her hair was tangled.



Her eyes were closed.



Derda moved one finger.



Maylond’s eyes opened.



Immediately.



“Derda.”



“Hello.”



The word required more air than expected.



Maylond leaned forward.



“You’re awake.”



“So are you.”



“I wasn’t sleeping.”



Derda looked at her.



Maylond stared back.



“Fine.”



He might have smiled if smiling had not required things his body was currently using elsewhere.



Something moved beyond her.



Ond.



The kitsong lay against the wall.



His head was already raised.



Watching Derda.



Not Maylond.



Derda looked at him.



Ond stood.



Crossed the healspace.



Stopped beside the healing platform.



“Apparently you’re allowed in here now,” Derda whispered.



Maylond looked at Ond.



“He wouldn’t leave.”



Ond’s nose came close to Derda’s hand.



Derda moved his fingers.



Ond touched them.



Something about that bothered Derda.



He couldn’t determine what.



There were too many other things.



He tried another breath.



Left.



Then almost nothing from the right.



Pain followed.



Not the sharpness he expected.



Something had dulled it.



“Salve?”



Maylond nodded.



“Not much.”



“Good.”



Her face changed.



“You can have more.”



“No.”



“Why?”



Derda closed his eyes.



Talking was difficult.



Explaining why too much pain relief could make breathing even harder seemed unnecessary.



Maylond would ask someone else.



Someone else would tell her.



He opened his eyes again.



“How long?”



“A few marks.”



That surprised him too.



He looked down.



Most of his chest and belly were covered.



Bindings crossed his right side.



The skin visible between them was wrong.



Not terrible yet.



Wrong.



Derda knew the colors of bodies.



Healthy skin.



Fevered skin.



Bloodless skin.



Dying skin.



His was beginning a journey he had watched other bodies take.



Maylond followed his eyes.



“Don’t.”



Derda looked at her.



“Don’t what?”



“Examine yourself.”



“I’m a Mender.”



“You’re injured.”



“I noticed.”



“Then stop.”



Derda looked toward the rest of the healspace.



Marling stood at a worktable.



Another Mender was beside her.



Calira was washing her hands.



Derda watched the water turn faintly red.



His blood.



Calira noticed he was awake.



She dried her hands and came to him.



“Don’t try to sit.”



“I wasn’t.”



“You were thinking about it.”



“I was examining the possibility.”



“No.”



Derda looked at Maylond.



“She sounds like you.”



“She’s smarter.”



Calira almost smiled.



Almost.



Then Derda saw her eyes.



He stopped trying to be amusing.



“How bad?”



Calira looked toward Marling.



Derda didn’t.



“Calira.”



She met his eyes.



“The right breathbag tore.”



“I know.”



“Internally.”



“I know.”



“We cleared around it twice.”



“Twice?”



“Yes.”



“And?”



Calira didn’t answer.



Derda understood.



It was filling again.



He took another careful breath.



Left.



Right—



Nothing useful.



“How large?”



“Derda.”



“How large?”



Calira looked at him for several breaths.



“Too large.”



Maylond’s fingers tightened around his.



Derda felt them.



He wished she hadn’t.



Not because he didn’t want her hand.



Because he did.



“Can you reach it?”



Calira’s silence answered first.



“Not without opening more of you than you’re likely to survive.”



“Likely?”



Maylond seized the word.



Calira looked at her.



“Likely.”



“So he could.”



“Maylond.”



“He could survive it.”



Calira didn’t answer.



Maylond stood.



“Could he?”



Derda squeezed her hand.



It wasn’t much of a squeeze.



It worked.



She looked at him.



“Sit.”



“I am sitting.”



“Then do it more quietly.”



Maylond sat.



Derda closed his eyes.



He had treated frightened humlings before.



He had treated family standing beside frightened humlings.



He had been the Mender who explained why possible was not the same thing as hope.



It was strange being on the other side of the word.



He opened his eyes.



“Has it stopped bleeding?”



Calira shook her head.



“Slowed.”



“And the breathbag?”



“Still losing.”



Derda nodded.



Maylond did not.



“No.”



No one had asked her anything.



Derda looked at her.



She stared at Calira.



“Clear it again.”



“We will if it helps.”



“It helped before.”



“For a while.”



“Then do it again.”



Calira’s face softened.



That made Maylond angry.



Derda saw it.



“Don’t look at me like that.”



Calira said nothing.



“I’m not asking you to feel sorry for me.”



“I don’t.”



Maylond’s voice was harder now.



“Then clear it.”



Marling came closer.



“We will do what still helps him.”



“Good.”



Maylond seemed satisfied by that.



Derda wasn’t.



He understood the sentence.



What still helps him.



Not:



What will mend him.



He looked at Marling.



She looked back.



Mender to Mender.



Derda knew.



Marling knew he knew.



Neither said it.



Maylond was still holding his hand.



⸻



The next time they cleared the right side, Derda stayed awake for part of it.



He regretted that.



The herb salve softened the edges of pain.



Nothing more.



That was deliberate.



Enough to make the pain survivable.



Not enough to make his breathing weaker.



Calira worked closest to him.



Marling directed.



The other Mender handled the vessels.



Maylond had been made to stand away.



She disliked that.



Derda could tell because she stood exactly as far away as she’d been told and no farther.



Ond stood with her.



Except he wasn’t watching her.



He was watching Derda.



Again.



Derda tried not to think about it.



The pressure inside his right side eased.



For several breaths, air entered more deeply.



Maylond saw.



Hope transformed her face.



Derda hated that more than the pain.



“There.”



She looked at Marling.



“He’s breathing.”



Marling continued working.



“He is.”



“Better.”



“For now.”



Maylond ignored the last part.



Derda didn’t.



He had said those words before.



For now.



Sometimes they meant a patient needed time.



Sometimes they meant there wasn’t much time left.



Calira adjusted the binding.



Her hands were steady.



Derda watched them.



He remembered those hands elsewhere.



The memory arrived without invitation and disappeared almost immediately.



He was too tired to hold it.



Calira looked at him.



“Better?”



“Yes.”



It wasn’t a lie.



Softhearts weren’t supposed to lie.



Neither were dying Menders, apparently.



His right breathbag managed something.



Not much.



Something.



Maylond came back to the healing platform.



Her hand found his again.



Derda let it.



Ond moved closer too.



No one called him away.



⸻



The improvement lasted less than a mark.



Derda knew before anyone touched him.



Pressure returned.



His right side became heavy.



Breathing shortened.



The pain changed.



He opened his eyes.



Calira was already watching.



There was no surprise in her face.



That told him everything.



Maylond noticed them looking at each other.



“What?”



Neither answered.



“What?”



Derda tried to breathe deeply.



Couldn’t.



Maylond stood.



“Clear it again.”



Marling came to him.



Her fingers examined the skin around the binding.



Derda watched her face.



“Marling.”



She looked at him.



“Enough.”



Maylond turned.



“No.”



Derda hadn’t been speaking to her.



That didn’t matter.



Marling’s hand remained against his side.



“We can clear it again.”



“And then?”



Marling said nothing.



“Again after that?”



Nothing.



“How many?”



“Derda.”



“How many times?”



Marling looked at him.



“As long as it remains useful.”



Derda almost laughed.



There wasn’t enough breath.



“That wasn’t what I asked.”



“No.”



Maylond stepped closer.



“Then do it.”



Derda looked at her.



“Maylond.”



“No.”



Again, no one had asked.



Calira moved to the worktable.



She prepared more salve.



Very little.



Derda watched.



He knew what that meant too.



Comfort.



Not Mending.



Calira brought it to him.



Her fingers moved carefully around the damaged side.



Derda flinched.



“Sorry.”



“You don’t have to apologize.”



“I know.”



She applied the salve.



Cool first.



Then warmth.



Then the pain retreated a small distance.



Enough.



Calira remained beside him after she finished.



Derda looked at her.



Her hands were empty.



There was nothing left for them to do at that moment.



Still she stayed.



Maylond was on his other side.



Ond had settled near the foot of the healing platform.



His eyes remained on Derda.



Derda was very tired.



Calira lifted one hand.



Her fingers approached his face.



Derda didn’t move.



She touched his midbrowwhiskers.



Slowly.



Once.



The fine whiskers bent beneath her fingers.



Then rose again.



Calira stroked them a second time.



Derda’s eyes began to close.



Not suddenly.



Slowly.



The touch found somewhere in him that could still become quiet.



Her fingers passed through his midbrowwhiskers again.



His eyes were almost closed.



His lips moved.



Calira leaned closer.



“What?”



Derda found enough breath for two words.



“My family.”



Calira went still.



Maylond did too.



Derda’s eyes closed completely.



He exhaled.



Deep.



Long.



Maylond inhaled.



Sharp.



Derda didn’t breathe.



One breath.



Two.



“Derda.”



Calira’s fingers remained against his midbrowwhiskers.



Maylond leaned closer.



“Derda.”



His left breathbag lifted.



Barely.



Air entered.



Maylond let hers out.



Calira did too.



Derda slept.



Calira kept her hand against his brow for several breaths longer.



Then she withdrew it.



She stood.



Maylond watched her.



Calira looked at Derda once more.



Then toward Marling.



Marling gave the smallest nod.



Calira turned toward the door.



“Where are you going?”



Calira stopped.



Maylond was still holding Derda’s hand.



Calira didn’t turn immediately.



“For a ritesgiver.”



Maylond looked at Derda.



His left side lifted.



Fell.



Lifted.



“He isn’t Resting.”



“No.”



“Then why?”



Calira turned.



Her eyes were wet.



“Because I don’t want to wait until he is.”



Maylond stared at her.



“There are still things you can do.”



“Yes.”



“Then do them.”



Calira looked at Derda.



“There are things left to do.”



“Good.”



“That isn’t the same as things that will mend him.”



Maylond’s face changed.



Calira saw it.



So did Marling.



Maylond looked down at Derda.



He breathed.



Left side.



Barely right.



Still breathing.



Calira moved toward the door.



Maylond reached out.



Her fingers caught Calira’s hand.



Calira stopped.



Maylond had no idea why she’d done it.



For a moment neither humling moved.



Calira’s fingers closed around hers.



Maylond squeezed once.



Then let go.



Calira left to find the ritesgiver.



⸻



Maylond waited until the door closed.



Then she turned to Marling.



“What aren’t you telling me?”



Marling continued arranging the vessels Calira had left behind.



“Nothing.”



“That’s a lie.”



Marling looked at her.



Maylond stopped.



Softheart.



Marling couldn’t deliberately lie.



“Then you’re not telling me something I haven’t asked correctly.”



Marling’s mouth tightened.



That was answer enough.



Maylond stepped closer.



“What happened to Aberda?”



Marling became still.



Derda slept behind them.



Ond watched him.



“What does your father have to do with this?”



“You knew the wounds.”



Marling looked toward Derda.



“You said you knew them.”



“I did.”



“How?”



Marling’s eyes returned to Maylond.



“You know how.”



Maylond did.



She wanted her mother to say it anyway.



“Tell me.”



Marling looked older than she had several marks earlier.



“The Dropper tore his breathbag.”



Maylond’s stomach tightened.



“Which one?”



“The right.”



The room became smaller.



“The same?”



“No injury is exactly the same.”



“Marling.”



“Close enough.”



Maylond looked at Derda.



His skin was pale.



Except where it wasn’t.



There were darkening places near the wounds.



“What did you do?”



“Everything.”



“What worked?”



Marling didn’t answer.



Maylond looked at her.



“What worked?”



“For a while?”



“Yes.”



“We cleared the blood. Supported the breathbag. Kept pressure where we could. Used herbs when they helped. Kept him warm.”



“And?”



“He improved.”



Maylond’s heart moved.



Marling saw it.



“For a while.”



The hope disappeared.



“What happened?”



“The breathbag continued losing.”



“Then you cleared it again.”



“Yes.”



“And he improved again.”



“For less time.”



Maylond looked toward Derda.



The improvement had lasted less than a mark.



Marling didn’t need to explain the rest.



Maylond made her anyway.



“How many times?”



“I don’t remember.”



“You remember.”



Marling’s eyes hardened.



“I remember enough.”



Maylond waited.



Marling looked at her mate’s memory instead of her daughter.



“Each time bought less.”



Maylond said nothing.



“Eventually we weren’t Mending him anymore.”



“You don’t know that.”



“I did then.”



“You don’t know that about Derda.”



Marling looked at her.



“Yes, I do.”



Maylond felt anger.



Real anger.



At her mother.



At the Menders.



At Calira.



At Derda’s right breathbag.



At the dead Dropper.



At herself.



It was useless.



Good.



She knew how to use useless things.



“What else can you try?”



“Maylond.”



“What else?”



“Opening him farther would almost certainly Rest him immediately.”



“Almost.”



“Yes.”



“So not certainly.”



Marling stared at her.



Maylond heard herself.



She didn’t care.



“What else?”



“Nothing likely to mend him.”



“Likely.”



“Stop doing that.”



“Doing what?”



“Looking for smaller words inside larger ones.”



Maylond’s jaw tightened.



Marling looked toward Derda.



“He knows.”



“He’s injured.”



“He’s a Mender.”



“He’s dying.”



Marling’s expression changed.



Maylond realized what she’d said.



Neither of them corrected it.



Marling touched her arm.



Maylond almost pulled away.



Didn’t.



“My teacher used to say that if the skin is the color of a bruiseberry, there is no real hope of survival.”



Maylond looked at Derda.



“His isn’t.”



Marling said nothing.



Maylond examined every part of him she could see.



Pale.



Red around the wounds.



Darkening along the right side.



Not bruiseberry.



Not yet.



“He isn’t.”



“No.”



Maylond looked at her mother.



“So there’s hope.”



“That isn’t what I said.”



“It means he isn’t there yet.”



“Yes.”



“Then mend him before he gets there.”



Marling closed her eyes.



Maylond hated that.



“Don’t.”



Marling opened them.



“Don’t what?”



“Look like Calira.”



Something passed across Marling’s face.



Maylond regretted it immediately.



That was becoming irritating.



“I’m sorry.”



“I know.”



“Don’t do it anyway.”



Marling’s hand remained on Maylond’s arm.



“Your father asked us to stop.”



Maylond went still.



“What?”



“Near the end.”



Maylond looked at her.



“He asked me.”



Maylond’s throat tightened.



“What did you do?”



Marling’s eyes moved toward Derda.



Maylond understood before she answered.



“I didn’t.”



Maylond said nothing.



“I kept trying.”



“Because you loved him.”



“Yes.”



The word came easily.



Softheart.



No shame in it.



No loss of Balance.



Marling looked at Maylond.



“For a long time I told myself that was why.”



“What else would it be?”



“Because I couldn’t bear to be the humling who stopped.”



Maylond looked away.



Marling’s fingers tightened around her arm.



“There is a difference.”



Maylond didn’t want there to be.



⸻



Derda woke to voices.



He couldn’t understand them at first.



Then one became Maylond.



That helped.



He opened his eyes.



She was beside him immediately.



“Hello.”



Derda breathed.



Left.



Almost right.



Pain.



“Again?”



“What?”



“You’re awake.”



“Yes.”



“Stay that way.”



He looked around.



Calira was gone.



Another Mender remained.



Marling was across the room.



Ond was closer now.



Derda looked at him.



The kitsong was watching him.



Of course.



“Ritesgiver?” Derda asked.



Maylond’s face went still.



So Calira had gone.



Good.



“You knew?”



“Yes.”



“How?”



“It’s often Calira’s job.”



Maylond looked toward the door.



“She didn’t want to go.”



Derda closed his eyes briefly.



He could picture Calira’s hand.



Midbrowwhiskers.



Quiet.



He opened them.



“She went anyway.”



“Yes.”



“Good.”



He tried to relax.



Maylond’s expression hardened.



“No.”



Derda was beginning to suspect that might be the only word she knew.



He tried to shift.



Pain stopped him.



Maylond immediately moved closer.



“Don’t.”



“I need to sit higher.”



She adjusted what supported him.



Slowly.



Derda breathed easier.



“Better?”



“Yes.”



She sat again.



Her hand returned to his.



Derda looked at it.



Then at her.



“You should sleep.”



“No.”



“You’re terrible company when you’re tired.”



“You’re worse when you’re dying.”



Derda looked at her.



Maylond’s face changed.



“Sorry.”



“Don’t be.”



“I shouldn’t have said that.”



“Why?”



She stared at him.



“Because you’re dying.”



“Yes.”



Maylond’s fingers tightened.



“No.”



Derda exhaled carefully.



“There it is.”



“What?”



“That word.”



“What word?”



“You know.”



“No.”



Despite everything, Derda almost smiled.



Maylond saw.



Her eyes became wet.



That removed the smile.



He had seen Maylond cry.



He did not want to see it now.



He wasn’t sure why.



Perhaps because if she started, he might.



And breathing was already difficult enough.



“Marling told me about Aberda,” Maylond said.



Derda waited.



“Same breathbag.”



“I know.”



“She told you?”



“No.”



Derda looked toward Marling.



“I guessed.”



Maylond looked down.



“She kept trying.”



Derda understood what she meant.



“Your father asked her to stop.”



“Yes.”



“And she didn’t.”



“No.”



Derda breathed.



“She loved him.”



“Yes.”



“That’s not always enough to make a Mender right.”



Maylond pulled her hand from his.



Derda let her.



“That sounds like her.”



“Probably.”



“You’ve all decided.”



Derda looked at her.



“The Menders.”



“Yes.”



“That there’s no point.”



“No.”



Maylond’s eyes narrowed.



Derda continued before she could find hope in the answer.



“They’ve decided there is very little point.”



“That’s different.”



“Not enough.”



“To you.”



“Yes.”



“You don’t get to decide for them.”



“I do get to decide for me.”



Maylond stopped.



Derda watched understanding arrive.



“You refused.”



“Yes.”



“What?”



“Anything beyond useful care.”



Her face emptied.



Derda knew that expression.



It was the one she wore when she was trying very hard to become Mayl-Ond instead of Mayling.



It wasn’t working anymore.



“Why?”



“Because opening me farther will probably Rest me immediately.”



“Probably.”



“Maylond.”



“Probably isn’t certainly.”



“No.”



“Then let them try.”



“No.”



Her eyes flashed.



Derda felt something strange at the sight.



Pride, perhaps.



Fear.



Something warmer.



There wasn’t enough time to identify it.



“You’re a Mender.”



“Yes.”



“Menders are supposed to mend.”



“When we can.”



“You can.”



“No.”



“You don’t know that.”



“Yes, I do.”



“How?”



Derda looked at his arm.



The skin there had changed while he slept.



Only slightly.



Enough.



Maylond followed his eyes.



“No.”



“Maylond.”



“No.”



“If the skin is the color of a bruiseberry—”



“It isn’t.”



“Not yet.”



“So stop talking.”



Derda almost obeyed.



Not because she was right.



Because talking hurt.



He closed his eyes.



Maylond’s hand immediately returned to his.



“Derda.”



He opened them.



“I’m here.”



She looked furious with him for saying it.



Good.



Fury was movement.



Fury was Maylond.



He could work with that.



“Do you remember the path?”



Her face changed.



“Yes.”



“You should have left me.”



“No.”



“I thought that.”



“I know.”



“I was wrong.”



Maylond stared at him.



Derda gathered another breath.



“You were right to bring me back.”



“I know.”



“Do you?”



“Yes.”



“Good.”



He tried to relax.



Maylond waited.



Ond moved closer.



Derda looked toward him.



Ond’s head rested near the edge of the healing platform.



Those gold-brown eyes stayed on Derda.



Five rotations ago, Derda had looked into those eyes and waited for death.



It had not come.



Now he was doing it again.



Strange.



He didn’t have enough breath to think about why.



“Maylond.”



“Yes.”



“Don’t become clever.”



Her eyes narrowed.



“What?”



“I know you.”



“No, you don’t.”



“Yes.”



“You don’t know what I’m thinking.”



“You’re trying to find something everyone missed.”



Maylond said nothing.



Derda was right.



“You did it with the buzzbugs.”



“That worked.”



“You did it with the dragbed.”



“That worked too.”



“Yes.”



“So perhaps you should stop arguing.”



“This isn’t a problem you can solve by replacing trashmouse sinew.”



“You don’t know that.”



Derda looked at her.



She looked back.



He loved that she was impossible.



The thought came so quietly that for a moment he almost missed it.



Derda did not examine it.



There was no need.



Maylond leaned closer.



“What?”



He hadn’t realized anything had shown on his face.



“Nothing.”



“You’re a terrible liar.”



“I’m getting better.”



That made her eyes wet again.



Derda wished he’d chosen something else to say.



His breathing shortened.



Maylond noticed.



She moved as if to call Marling.



Derda caught her wrist.



Barely.



“Don’t.”



“You can’t breathe.”



“I can.”



“Badly.”



“Yes.”



“I’ll get her.”



“She knows.”



Maylond stopped.



Derda released her wrist.



His hand fell back onto the healing platform.



She took it.



Of course she did.



“Stay,” she said.



The word hurt more than the Dropper.



Derda closed his eyes.



Rear hut.



Her hand over his.



Her body against his.



Stay.



He had.



He opened his eyes.



“You asked me that before.”



Maylond’s mouth tightened.



“Yes.”



“I stayed.”



“I know.”



“I wanted to.”



“I know.”



Derda breathed.



The right side barely moved.



Maylond watched it.



He wished she wouldn’t.



“This isn’t me leaving you.”



“Then don’t.”



He looked at her.



Maylond’s eyes were lighter than they should have been.



Wet.



Afraid.



Angry.



Everything a humsong’s eyes weren’t supposed to contain.



Beautiful.



Derda tightened his fingers around hers.



It took more strength than it should have.



“I don’t want my last choice to hurt you.”



“Then don’t make it.”



“Maylond.”



“Stay.”



“I can’t.”



“Yes, you can.”



“For a little while.”



“Then a little while.”



“And after that?”



“Another.”



He almost smiled.



She meant it.



One little while after another until there were no more.



Derda understood why Marling had kept Mending Aberda.



He understood it completely now.



That didn’t make it right.



“Maylond.”



“No.”



He waited until she looked directly at him.



Until she stopped watching his chest.



Until she stopped watching the door.



Until there was nothing in her attention except him.



Derda took the deepest breath he could.



It wasn’t deep.



It was enough.



“Release me.”
Chapter 33
“A thing that has failed a hundred times may still be worth understanding once.”

— Carin-Vel, Interferer
No.
3,790 words“No.”



Derda looked at her.



Maylond had answered before she thought. That was unusual now. She had become good at thinking first. Observing. Understanding. Choosing.



“No,” she said again.



Derda’s fingers remained weakly around hers.



“Maylond.”



“No.”



His eyes closed. For a moment she thought he had lost consciousness again. Then they opened. Tired. Too tired.



He had asked her to release him. He had asked Marling and the other Menders to stop doing anything beyond what might keep him comfortable. He had made the decision himself.



He had the right.



Maylond knew that.



She also knew she did not care. Not yet.



“They’re done Mending you,” she said.



Derda watched her.



“Fine.”



His brow moved slightly.



“I’m not.”



He tried to breathe. The left side of his chest lifted. The right barely followed.



A narrow ache caught beneath Maylond’s own right ribs. She pressed her elbow against it without thinking. She had been holding her breath so often that her chest had begun to hurt. That was all.



Maylond waited for him to argue. He didn’t. Perhaps he had decided it required too much air. Perhaps he thought there was nothing left to argue about.



His eyes closed again.



Ond remained beside the healing platform. Watching him.



Maylond stood.



Marling was at the worktable. The other Mender was cleaning the vessels they had used to clear the blood from around Derda’s breathbag.



Maylond went to them.



“What actually Rests him?”



Marling looked up. “What?”



“The injury.”



“You know the injury.”



“I know his breathbag is torn.”



“Yes.”



“That isn’t what I asked.”



Marling put down the vessel.



Maylond pointed toward Derda. “What actually makes him Rest?”



“Maylond.”



“Does the tear Rest him?”



“The damage—”



“Does the tear itself Rest him?”



The other Mender looked at Marling.



Marling sighed. “No.”



“What does?”



“Eventually he won’t be able to take enough air.”



“Because the breathbag fills with blood?”



“Partly.”



“Then clear it.”



“We have.”



“Again.”



“It returns.”



“Why?”



Marling stared at her. “Because he is bleeding.”



“I know that.” Maylond heard the impatience in her own voice. She forced it down. She needed answers. Not anger. “Why does blood come out?”



The other Mender frowned. “From the tear?”



“From any injury.”



Marling looked at her as though she had become an especially difficult child. “Because vessels are opened.”



“No. Why does it stop?”



Marling’s expression changed.



Maylond continued. “If I cut my arm, blood comes out. Then it stops.”



“If the injury is small enough.”



“Why?”



“The blood thickens.”



“And?”



“It closes the opening.”



“Why?”



Marling stared at her. “To keep the other blood in.”



Maylond looked at Derda. His chest lifted. Fell. Lifted again.



“Then why isn’t his blood doing that?”



“It is.”



Maylond looked back at her mother. “No, it isn’t.”



“It is trying.”



“Then why isn’t it working?”



Marling took a breath. “The tear is inside the breathbag.”



“I know.”



“The inside stays moist. Every breath moves it. Blood begins to thicken over the tear, but it has nothing stable to hold to. Moisture works beneath it. The breathbag moves. Eventually the thickened blood pulls free.”



“And he bleeds again.”



“Yes.”



“And you clear it.”



“Yes.”



“And it happens again.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked at the vessels.



That was what had happened to Aberda.



Again. Again. Again.



Until each clearing bought less time than the one before.



She looked at Marling. “What if the blood had something to hold?”



“It has been tried.”



“What?”



“Anything Menders thought might give it purchase.”



“Like what?”



“Plant fibers. Dried membranes. Thinleaf. Cloth. Pieces of pelt. Things that dissolve. Things that don’t.”



“And?”



“They become wet.”



Maylond looked toward Derda again. “So the problem isn’t only giving the blood something to hold.”



“No.”



“It has to stay dry.”



“Dry enough.”



“And move with the breathbag.”



“Yes.”



“And not block the air.”



“Yes.”



“And stay where you put it.”



“Yes.”



Maylond thought.



Marling watched her. “Maylond.”



“What?”



“You are not the first humling to think of this.”



“I didn’t say I was.”



“Menders have tried to give thickening blood purchase for hundreds of rotations.”



“Then they used the wrong thing.”



The other Mender made a sound that might have been disbelief.



Marling’s expression hardened. “Humlings have spent their lives studying this.”



“So?”



“So you have spent none of yours studying it.”



“Correct.”



“Maylond.”



“I’m agreeing with you.”



Marling stared at her.



Maylond turned away.



She walked toward Derda. His eyes were closed. Ond had moved closer. The kitsong’s head was almost against Derda’s hand.



Maylond watched him breathe. Left. Barely right.



The Menders had tried things. Hundreds of rotations of things. Plant fibers. Membranes. Cloth. Pelt. Things that became wet. Things that moved. Things that broke. Things that grew fungus inside a warm, moist body.



Something bothered her. She couldn’t find it.



Maylond closed her eyes. She thought of the wild. Not Derda. Not the Dropper. Not Aberda.



Things she had seen. Things she had touched. Things that did things they were not supposed to do.



Sweetflappers. Sand Dancers. Fastlegs. Highgrow. Chompshells.



Buzzbugs.



Maylond opened her eyes.



Buzzbugs.



She had needed to capture them. She had not had webmesh. They had improvised. It had worked. Barely. Afterward she had decided she would not be without webmesh again.



Maylond disliked needing something twice.



Her hand went to the field pouch she still wore. She had not changed clothes. She had not wanted to leave Derda long enough to do it.



Her fingers went inside. Found the folded material.



She pulled it out.



Webmesh.



Marling looked at it. “What are you doing?”



Maylond returned to the worktable. She unfolded the webmesh.



“What happens to fruitsyrup?”



Marling stared at her. “What?”



“Fruitsyrup.”



“This is not—”



“Does fungus grow on it?”



The other Mender answered. “No.”



“Why?”



“Buzzbugs make it that way.”



“That isn’t an answer.”



“It is the answer we have.”



Maylond held up the webmesh. “And this?”



The Mender looked at it. “No.”



“No what?”



“Fungus doesn’t grow on webmesh either.”



Maylond looked at Marling. “Why?”



“The same reason.”



“Because spindlerbugs make it?”



“Yes.”



“Does it become wet?”



Marling hesitated. Maylond saw it.



“Does it?”



“Not easily.”



“Why?”



“We don’t know.”



“I don’t care why.”



Marling looked at the webmesh.



Maylond spread it between her fingers. It was thin. Almost impossibly thin. Flexible. Strong enough to capture buzzbugs without tearing.



“What happens if blood dries on it?”



Marling said nothing.



“Marling.”



“It holds.”



Maylond’s heart beat harder. “Does the blood go through?”



“Some.”



“Does it hold?”



“Yes.”



“And moisture?”



“Maylond—”



“Does moisture pass through it?”



“Not easily.”



Maylond put the webmesh on the table. “Then use it.”



“No.”



“Why?”



“Because that is not what it is for.”



Maylond stared at her. “That might be the worst reason you’ve given me.”



The other Mender picked up the webmesh. She rubbed it between her fingers. Turned it. Stretched it slightly.



“No,” Marling said.



“Why?”



“It could move.”



“So hold it.”



“Inside a breathbag?”



“You put things inside breathbags.”



“To clear them.”



“How?”



The Mender pointed toward several long, thin reedsticks on the far side of the worktable. Maylond had seen them used. She had not wanted to watch closely.



“Through the throat?”



“Yes.”



“Down the breathpipe?”



“Yes.”



“Then put this there.”



Marling shook her head. “It isn’t that simple.”



“I didn’t say it was.”



“The tear is difficult to reach.”



“But you can reach it.”



“With a reedstick.”



“Then reach it.”



“With something that could fold.”



“Then don’t let it fold.”



“Maylond.”



“What?”



Marling took the webmesh from the other Mender. For the first time, she examined it. Actually examined it. She held it toward the light. Turned it. Pressed her thumb against one side. Then the other.



Maylond watched her mother stop dismissing the idea.



That frightened her more than the dismissal had.



The other Mender saw it too. “You’re considering this.”



“No.”



“You are.”



Marling put the webmesh down. “It would have to be very small.”



“How small?”



“Small enough to pass without blocking the breathpipe.”



“It would fold.”



“It would have to.”



“Then unfold inside.”



“If it can.”



Maylond looked between them. “So try.”



The other Mender shook her head. “If it catches before the tear, we could block the breathpath.”



“Then pull it out.”



“If it folds around the reedstick, perhaps.”



“And if it doesn’t?”



“We might not get it back.”



Marling touched the webmesh again. “It could shift after placement.”



“Then how do you keep it there?”



“We don’t know.”



“Could the blood keep it there?”



The two Menders looked at each other.



Maylond saw something pass between them. Not hope. Something more dangerous.



Possibility.



Marling shook her head. “No.”



“Why?”



“Because we have never done it.”



“You’ve done everything else.”



“That does not make an untested thing safe.”



“He’s dying.”



Maylond said it easily this time. No one flinched.



“He has refused further treatment,” Marling said.



Maylond looked at Derda. “I know.”



“He made that decision while conscious.”



“I know.”



“We cannot put something inside his breathbag because you refuse to accept that decision.”



“I’m not asking you to.”



“You just did.”



“I’m asking if it could work.”



“That isn’t the same question.”



“Then answer mine.”



Marling’s jaw tightened. Maylond waited.



The other Mender spoke first. “It could.”



Marling turned toward her. “We do not know that.”



“No.”



“You just said—”



“I said it could.”



The Mender picked up the webmesh again. “Blood would take purchase.”



“We think.”



“It takes purchase on webmesh outside the body.”



“The breathbag is not outside the body.”



“No.”



“The mesh could shift.”



“Yes.”



“It could block what little breath he has.”



“Yes.”



“It could carry something into the breathbag.”



“Fungus doesn’t grow on it.”



“That does not mean nothing grows on it.”



“No.”



Marling looked at the webmesh.



The other Mender continued. “But it doesn’t rot easily.”



“No.”



“It tolerates moisture.”



“Yes.”



“And it moves.”



Marling pulled gently at one edge. The webmesh flexed.



“It moves.”



Maylond looked at them. “Then do it.”



“We don’t have his consent.”



“Ask him.”



“He can barely breathe.”



“Then ask quickly.”



Marling’s voice rose. “You do not understand what you are asking us to do.”



“Then explain it.”



“We could Rest him.”



“He is already dying.”



“That does not give us permission to Rest him faster.”



“I didn’t say it did.”



“You are asking us to put an untested material into a torn breathbag.”



“A material you just said might work.”



“I said no such thing.”



“She did.”



The other Mender looked suddenly interested in the floor.



Marling’s voice rose again. “If it unfolds incorrectly—”



“Then use less.”



“If it moves—”



“Then secure it.”



“With what?”



“Blood.”



“You don’t secure things with blood.”



“That is the entire reason we are having this conversation.”



“It is not a binding.”



“It binds itself when I cut myself.”



“On skin.”



“Then give it something like skin.”



“Webmesh is not skin.”



“No. Skin gets wet.”



The other Mender looked at Marling.



Marling looked back. “You are not helping.”



“I didn’t say anything.”



“You were going to.”



“I was going to say she has a point.”



Marling made an angry sound.



Maylond almost smiled. Almost.



Then Derda made a sound.



Everyone stopped.



It was not loud. It did not need to be.



They turned. His eyes were open.



Maylond crossed the healspace immediately. “Derda?”



He looked at her. Then at the webmesh in Marling’s hand.



His breath came shallowly. He had heard them. How much, Maylond didn’t know.



Marling came to him. “Derda, we woke you.”



His eyes moved toward her.



Marling crouched beside the healing platform. “We’re discussing something Maylond brought us.”



Derda looked at Maylond again. She held his gaze.



“I had webmesh.”



His eyes moved toward the table. Back to her.



“The blood won’t hold because everything gets wet,” Maylond said. “Webmesh doesn’t. Not easily. They could put some against the tear through a reedstick.”



Derda closed his eyes.



Maylond’s stomach dropped.



Then he breathed. Opened them.



Marling touched his arm. “There are risks.”



Derda’s lips moved. Nothing came. He tried again.



“Try.”



Marling went still. “Derda.”



He looked at her.



“If the webmesh folds or shifts, it could block what little air is reaching the right breathbag.”



Derda’s eyes moved toward the mesh.



“Believe.”



Marling looked at him. “You believe it could work?”



“Yes.”



One word had cost him. Maylond could see it.



Marling continued. “We may not be able to remove it if something goes wrong.”



Derda looked at Maylond. His eyes stayed on hers.



“Trust.”



Maylond stopped breathing.



“Me?”



“Yes.”



Her eyes burned. She refused to blink.



Marling leaned closer. “You want us to do this?”



Derda breathed. Pain crossed his face.



“Do.”



Marling looked at the other Mender. Then back at Derda.



“I need your consent.”



Another shallow breath.



“Consent.”



Marling stood.



Everything changed.



⸻



Maylond gave them all of the webmesh. Marling needed almost none of it.



She cut a piece so small Maylond stared at what remained.



“That’s enough?”



“If it isn’t, more will not help.”



The other Mender selected a reedstick. Thin. Long. Hollow.



Marling ran her fingers along it. “No splits.”



The Mender checked. “None.”



They folded the webmesh around its end. Once. Again. It nearly disappeared.



Maylond watched every movement.



Calira returned while they were preparing it. The ritesgiver was with her.



Maylond saw the ritesgiver enter. Then refused to look again.



Calira came to the table. “What happened?”



Marling held up the reedstick.



Calira frowned. “Webmesh?”



“Maylond.”



That was apparently enough explanation.



Calira looked at Maylond. Then Derda.



“He consented?”



“Yes.”



Calira moved to him. Derda’s eyes were closed again. She touched his shoulder. Not his midbrowwhiskers this time.



“Derda.”



His eyes opened.



Calira showed him the reedstick. “You still want this?”



Derda looked at it. “Do.”



Calira nodded. No one asked again.



The ritesgiver remained near the doorway. Quiet. Waiting.



Maylond hated the waiting most.



Marling pointed toward the far side of the healspace. “You need to move.”



“No.”



“Maylond.”



“I won’t interfere.”



“You will if he starts choking.”



“I won’t.”



Marling looked at her.



Maylond held her gaze. “I won’t.”



Marling believed her. Barely.



“Stay there.”



Maylond moved.



Ond did not.



Marling looked at him. “Ond.”



The kitsong remained beside Derda.



“Ond needs to move.”



Maylond looked at him. He was staring at Derda. Not the Menders. Not the reedstick.



Derda.



“Come.”



Ond didn’t.



>> Derda. <<



“I know.”



>> Derda. <<



“Come here.”



Ond finally moved. Only far enough that the Menders could work. He sat. His eyes never left Derda.



Marling positioned the reedstick. Calira steadied Derda’s head. The other Mender held his shoulders.



“Derda.”



His eyes opened.



Marling spoke softly. “You cannot swallow when I tell you not to.”



He blinked once.



“You’re going to feel like you need to.”



Another blink.



“You’re going to feel like you cannot breathe.”



Derda’s mouth moved. “Do.”



Marling began.



Maylond had watched humlings fight predators. She had watched bodies opened. She had killed. She had seen Derda torn apart beneath a Dropper while he looked directly at her.



Watching the reedstick enter his throat was worse.



His body fought it. Immediately.



His hands jerked. Calira held his head. The other Mender pressed his shoulders down. Derda gagged.



Maylond moved. Stopped herself.



Marling guided the reedstick farther.



Derda’s left breathbag tried to fill. Couldn’t. His body convulsed.



A sudden tearing sensation struck Maylond beneath her right ribs.



She bent slightly, one hand flying to her side.



Nothing had touched her.



The sensation passed before she could decide whether it had been pain or terror.



Maylond’s nails dug into her palms.



Ond stood. Every part of him became still. Not relaxed. Still. Focused.



Derda stopped fighting.



For one terrible moment, Maylond thought that was worse.



Marling moved the reedstick. A little. Stopped. Turned it.



Derda’s face tightened.



Calira whispered something Maylond couldn’t hear.



Marling moved again. Then stopped.



“There.”



The other Mender leaned closer. “You have it?”



“I think.”



“You think?”



“Do you want me to pull it out?”



“No.”



“Then let me work.”



Marling twisted the reedstick. Barely.



Maylond watched her fingers. Nothing else.



One movement. Another.



Then Marling began withdrawing it. Slowly.



The webmesh did not come back. Maylond knew because the end of the reedstick emerged bare.



Derda dragged in air. Choked. Coughed. Pain folded his body. Calira held him.



Blood appeared at the corner of his mouth.



Maylond moved again.



Marling shouted. “Stay.”



Maylond froze.



Derda coughed again. Then breathed.



Left. Right—



Almost nothing.



Maylond stared at Marling. “It didn’t work.”



“I don’t know.”



“He still can’t breathe.”



“It was never going to mend the breathbag immediately.”



“Then what are we waiting for?”



“The blood.”



Maylond looked at Derda. His eyes were closed. Ond stared at him.



“Do something.”



“We are.”



“You’re standing.”



“We need the blood to thicken.”



“How long?”



“I don’t know.”



Maylond hated that answer. She hated it more every time someone gave it.



⸻



Derda’s skin darkened. Slowly at first. Then not slowly enough.



Maylond sat beside him. His hand lay in hers. It had become colder.



Marling checked him. Again. Again.



The ritesgiver remained. That told Maylond more than anything Marling said.



Calira worked quietly. The other Mender watched Derda’s breathing.



Ond had returned to the healing platform. No one tried to move him now.



Maylond watched the color spreading along Derda’s arm.



She knew it. She had seen bruiseberries her entire life.



Dark. Deep. Wrong on skin.



“Marling.”



Her mother came. Maylond held up Derda’s hand.



Neither spoke. They didn’t need to.



Bruiseberry.



The old Mender saying returned.



If the skin is the color of a bruiseberry, there is no real hope of survival.



Maylond looked at Marling. Marling’s eyes were wet.



“No.”



Maylond said it quietly.



Marling touched Derda’s wrist. Waited.



“No.”



Ond’s eyes remained on Derda. His body had become so still Maylond could not see him breathe.



Derda’s chest lifted. Left. Fell.



Nothing.



Maylond waited.



Nothing.



“Derda.”



Nothing.



She squeezed his hand. “Derda.”



Ond did not move.



Maylond felt something through the bond. Not a word. Not an image. Something hard. Focused.



Then Derda breathed. A small breath. Not enough. But a breath.



At the same instant, Maylond felt a dull pressure in her own chest. It wasn't sharp enough to make her cry out. It was enough to make her draw a careful breath, as though her ribs had been bound too tightly.



She looked down at herself. No wound. No binding.



Derda breathed again.



The pressure eased.



Maylond bent over his hand.



Another breath came. Then another. Each separated by too much time. But each came.



Marling checked his right side. Her fingers pressed. Waited. Moved. Pressed again.



“What?”



Marling didn’t answer.



“What?”



“I’m checking.”



“You’ve been checking.”



“Yes.”



“What is it doing?”



“I don’t know yet.”



Maylond wanted to scream.



Instead she watched Derda breathe. That was all she could do. So she did it.



⸻



A mark passed. Perhaps less. Perhaps more. Maylond had stopped trusting time.



The ritesgiver sat near the door now.



Calira brought Maylond water. Maylond didn’t drink it. Calira put it beside her anyway.



Derda breathed. His skin remained bruiseberry.



Marling checked the right side again. Maylond watched her.



“Is there more blood?”



“Yes.”



Maylond’s stomach dropped.



“Less.”



She looked up. “What?”



“Less than there should be.”



Maylond stood. “Is that good?”



“It might be.”



“Is it holding?”



“I don’t know.”



Maylond nearly threw something. She understood now why Derda had pushed the vessel from the table after Vellan. She wanted something to break.



Instead she sat.



Derda breathed. Ond watched him.



Another mark.



Marling checked again. This time Calira joined her. They spoke too quietly.



Maylond stood. “What?”



Neither answered.



“What?”



Calira looked at Marling.



Marling touched Derda’s side again.



“The blood isn’t returning as quickly.”



Maylond looked at the bindings. “So it worked.”



“I didn’t say that.”



“What did you say?”



“That the blood isn’t returning as quickly.”



“Because it worked.”



“Because something changed.”



“The webmesh.”



“Probably.”



Maylond almost laughed. She might have if Derda’s skin had not still been the color of death.



She looked at his arm. Bruiseberry. Still bruiseberry.



Nothing mattered until that changed.



⸻



Derda did not wake. His breathing changed first.



Maylond noticed because she had learned every breath.



Left. Right. Pause.



Left. Right. Pause.



The right side had been almost nothing.



Then once—



More.



Maylond leaned forward. She waited.



Left. Right.



There.



“Marling.”



Her mother was already coming.



“He did it again.”



Marling watched. Another breath. The right side lifted. Not much. More than before.



Marling pressed her fingers against Derda’s side. Waited. Moved them. Waited again.



Calira came closer. “What?”



Marling shook her head. “Wait.”



Maylond hated that word too. So she waited.



Derda breathed. Ond remained beside him. His gold-brown eyes did not close.



Maylond felt the tightness return beneath her own ribs. It came with Derda’s next breath, then faded as his chest settled.



She pressed her palm there, puzzled.



She had been afraid for so long. Of course her body hurt.



Yet Derda’s expression had softened, just slightly, at the same moment the ache found her.



Maylond lowered her hand. She would not make this about herself.



She looked down at Derda’s hand.



Something was different.



She lifted it. At first she thought the light had changed. It hadn’t.



“Marling.”



No answer.



“His hand.”



Marling looked. “What?”



“The color.”



Calira came closer.



The bruiseberry remained. But—



Maylond turned Derda’s hand. Compared the palm to the wrist.



“It’s lighter.”



Marling said nothing.



“It is.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked at her. “Yes?”



“Yes.”



Hope hurt. She had not known it could. It entered too quickly. Too sharply. She wanted to push it away before it could become something else that hurt.



Derda breathed. His right side moved. A little.



Marling checked again. No one spoke.



The ritesgiver stood. Maylond noticed.



The ritesgiver looked at Marling. Marling looked back. Something passed between them.



The ritesgiver left.



Maylond watched the door close. She looked at her mother.



Marling was crying. Not much. Tears simply appeared and moved down her face.



Maylond stood. “What?”



Marling pressed her fingers against Derda’s side again. Waited. Moved them. Waited again.



“What?”



“The blood.”



“What about it?”



“It’s holding.”



Maylond stared at her.



Marling looked down at Derda. “The webmesh is holding it against the tear.”



“For how long?”



“I don’t know.”



Maylond hated the answer. But not as much this time.



Derda breathed. His left breathbag filled. His right followed. Not fully. Not even close. But it followed.



Maylond touched his hand. The skin was still wrong. Still dark. But no longer bruiseberry.



She looked at Calira. Calira was crying too. The other Mender had turned away.



Ond remained close enough that his whiskers almost touched Derda’s wrist.



Maylond looked back at Marling.



She had one question. Only one.



“Will he Rest?”



Marling’s eyes filled.



“No.”
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Actually sleeping.



Maylond had become particular about the difference.



His left breathbag rose.



His right followed.



Not as far.



Not as easily.



But it followed.



Maylond watched both.



She had been doing that for so long that she had begun counting without meaning to.



One.



Two.



Three.



Right.



One.



Two.



Three.



Right.



His skin was still too dark, but no longer bruiseberry.



Marling had checked the blood twice since telling Maylond he would not Rest.



It was still holding.



The webmesh was still where they had placed it.



Derda was still alive.



Maylond sat beside the healing platform with his hand between hers.



She had not realized how tired she was until Ond fell asleep.



He had climbed beneath the edge of Derda's platform, curled himself tightly, and disappeared into sleep with a completeness Maylond had never seen from him.



She had touched him once.



Nothing.



Twice.



One ear moved.



>> Ond. <<



No answer.



Maylond had nearly called Marling.



Then Ond had opened one gold-brown eye, looked at Derda, looked at her, and closed it again.



Maylond had decided he was being irritating.



It was reassuring.



She returned her attention to Derda.



Right.



Still moving.



She rubbed her thumb across the back of his hand.



His fingers did not close around hers.



That was all right.



He was alive.



For now, that was enough.



A sound came from outside.



Running.



Fast.



Four feet.



Maylond looked toward the door.



Ond's head came up.



He was awake before she was standing.



The door opened.



Stry came through it.



Maylond knew something was wrong because he was alone.



Then she saw the water.



His coat was soaked against his body.



Mud covered his legs and belly.



There was blood on his face.



More along one shoulder.



His sides pulled hard with every breath.



Stry stopped inside the healspace.



Ond stood.



The two kitsing stared at each other.



Stry's ears moved.



Ond's head tilted.



Nothing passed between them that Maylond could hear.



Then Ond turned to her.



>> Tany. <<



Maylond was already moving.



“Where?”



Ond looked at Stry.



Stry turned toward the door.



Ond looked back at Maylond.



>> Follow. <<



Calira was on her feet.



“What happened?”



“I don't know.”



Stry disappeared outside.



Maylond followed him two steps.



Then stopped.



Derda.



She looked back.



Calira was already gathering her Mender things.



“You're going?”



“Tany-Stry is injured.”



“Derda—”



“Has Marling.”



Maylond knew that.



It didn't help.



Calira stopped.



“Maylond.”



“I know.”



Stry made a sound outside.



Not a roar.



Not a growl.



Something short and desperate.



Ond answered him.



Maylond looked at Derda again.



His eyes had opened.



She went back to the platform.



“Derda?”



He found her face.



Slowly.



“Stry came back.”



Derda breathed.



“Tany-Stry didn't.”



His eyes shifted toward the door.



“Calira needs to come with me.”



Another breath.



Maylond hated how much work each one required.



“I'll come back.”



Derda watched her.



Maylond realized she was waiting for something.



Permission, perhaps.



That made no sense.



She had spent so long demanding that he stay that leaving him now felt like breaking something.



His lips moved.



“Go.”



Maylond squeezed his hand.



Then released it.



* * *



A humling pushed the empty healcart as fast as the path allowed.



Maylond and Calira ran beside it.



Stry ran ahead.



Ond stayed close to him, sometimes falling back toward Maylond before racing forward again.



“How far?” Maylond asked.



Ond looked toward Stry.



>> Far. <<



“That isn't useful.”



Ond's ears moved.



Stry ran faster.



Maylond ran faster too.



Apparently that was the answer.



Southleft disappeared behind them.



Maylond thought about Derda.



Left.



Right.



She could still see his chest moving if she let herself.



She stopped.



Tany-Stry.



Derda had Marling.



Tany-Stry had Stry.



And now she had them.



The path dropped gradually toward the sea.



The air changed first.



Then the smell.



Salt.



Wet wood.



Maylond could hear the water before she saw it.



Stry left the traveled path.



The humling pushing the healcart stopped.



“We can't take it through there.”



Maylond looked ahead.



Trees.



Uneven ground.



Roots.



Stry had already disappeared between them.



Ond looked after him.



>> There. <<



“How far?”



Ond's attention shifted toward Stry.



>> Near. <<



Maylond looked at Calira.



Calira was already removing what she needed from the cart.



“Carrycloth.”



Maylond took it.



“Leave the cart?”



“We bring her back to it.”



The humling remained with the healcart.



Maylond and Calira followed the kitsing.



The ground softened.



Then became wet.



The trees opened.



Maylond saw the sea.



Then wreckage.



Pieces of vessel moved in the shallows.



A section of sidewall rolled with each small wave.



Part of a mast lay farther out.



Wood floated everywhere.



Stry ran toward a shape above the waterline.



Tany-Stry.



She was lying on the wet ground.



Alive.



Maylond knew because Tany-Stry turned her head when Stry reached her.



Stry pressed himself against her.



Tany-Stry lifted one hand and touched his face.



Maylond slowed.



Calira didn't.



She went directly to Tany-Stry and dropped beside her.



“Tany.”



“Calira.”



Her voice was clear.



Too clear.



Maylond had expected someone barely conscious.



From the chest upward, Tany-Stry looked almost ordinary.



Wet.



Cold.



Exhausted.



Below the waist, nothing looked ordinary.



One leg lay at an angle Maylond knew it should not.



The other was straighter, but Tany-Stry made no attempt to move either.



Blood darkened her clothing around her hips.



Not enough blood.



Maylond knew enough now to be frightened by that.



Calira put her hands on Tany-Stry's abdomen.



Tany-Stry inhaled sharply.



“Sorry.”



“You aren't.”



“No.”



Tany-Stry almost smiled.



Calira moved her hands lower.



The smile disappeared.



Stry pressed his head beneath Tany-Stry's hand.



Her fingers moved between his ears.



Maylond looked toward the wreckage.



“Was anyone else hurt?”



Tany-Stry answered immediately.



“They all made shore.”



Maylond looked at her.



“All?”



“Yes.”



“The passengers?”



“All.”



“The crew?”



“All.”



“You saw them?”



“Yes.”



Relief moved across Tany-Stry's face anyway, as though saying it aloud had made it more certain.



“Good.”



Calira's hands had stopped moving.



Maylond noticed.



“What?”



Calira didn't answer.



“What?”



“I need to finish.”



Maylond looked at Tany-Stry.



Tany-Stry was watching Calira.



She knew.



Maylond knew she knew.



Maylond hated that.



“What happened?”



Tany-Stry looked toward the water.



“Water Bull.”



Maylond looked at the wreckage.



“How large?”



“About the vessel.”



“Did it ram you?”



“The vessel.”



“How many times?”



“Three.”



“Unusual?”



“No.”



Tany-Stry's fingers continued moving through Stry's wet coat.



“The first strike damaged the side. The second opened it.”



“And the third?”



“After we abandoned.”



Maylond looked toward the wreckage again.



“It kept attacking the vessel?”



“Yes.”



“That's normal.”



“Yes.”



“Then how did this happen?”



Tany-Stry was quiet for a moment.



“It left.”



Maylond looked back.



“The Water Bull?”



“Yes.”



“After the vessel was down?”



“Yes.”



“And everyone was ashore?”



“Almost. Close enough.”



“Then what?”



“It came back.”



“For the wreckage?”



“No.”



“The vessel?”



“No.”



Maylond waited.



Tany-Stry looked at her.



“For me.”



Maylond stared.



“Why?”



“I don't know.”



“Were you beside the vessel?”



“No.”



“Something large?”



“No.”



“Could it have mistaken wreckage near you for another vessel?”



“No.”



“How do you know?”



“Because it turned.”



Maylond said nothing.



Tany-Stry continued.



“It was leaving.”



“Then it saw you?”



“I don't know if it saw me.”



“But it turned toward you.”



“Yes.”



Water Bulls attacked vessels.



Large things.



Things roughly their own size.



They rammed them.



Sometimes repeatedly.



They did not attack humlings.



A humling in the water was nothing beside one.



Too small to challenge.



Too small to matter.



“What did you do?”



“Swam.”



“Toward shore?”



“Away from the others.”



Maylond stared at her.



“It was following me.”



Of course.



If it wanted Tany-Stry, Tany-Stry moved away from everyone else.



“Did it follow?”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked at Stry.



His face was bloodied.



“What did Stry do?”



Tany-Stry's expression changed.



Her hand moved over his head.



“Everything.”



“He attacked it?”



“Yes.”



“A Water Bull?”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked at him.



Stry ignored her.



“He went for the eyes,” Tany-Stry said.



“Did it work?”



“Enough.”



“What does enough mean?”



“It missed me the first time.”



“And the second?”



Tany-Stry looked down.



Maylond followed her eyes.



Her pelvis.



“There was wreckage behind me.”



Maylond understood.



The Water Bull hadn't bitten her.



It had struck her and driven her into what remained of the vessel.



“How did you get here?”



“Stry.”



“He got you all the way out?”



“Barely.”



Tany-Stry's fingers stopped.



“He kept my head above water.”



Maylond looked at Stry.



“He nearly drowned doing it.”



Stry's ears flattened.



Tany-Stry smiled at him.



“You did.”



He pushed his face into her palm.



“He got me onto wreckage first. Then into the shallows. Then here.”



“And then went for help.”



Tany-Stry looked sharply at Maylond.



“I made him.”



“He didn't want to.”



“No.”



Tany-Stry looked at Stry.



“He wouldn't.”



Stry made the same sound Maylond had heard outside the healspace.



Quiet.



Wrong.



Tany-Stry touched his face with both hands.



“You did.”



He pressed into her.



“You did exactly what I asked.”



Maylond looked away.



Calira stood.



Maylond immediately looked at her.



“Well?”



Calira's face answered first.



Maylond refused it.



“What?”



“Tany's pelvis is crushed.”



“I can see that.”



“There is damage inside.”



“What kind?”



“A great deal.”



“What is bleeding?”



“More than one thing.”



“Which things?”



“Maylond.”



“Tell me.”



Calira looked at her.



Maylond recognized the expression.



She had seen it beside Derda.



She hated it.



“No.”



Calira blinked.



“I haven't said anything.”



“You were going to.”



Tany-Stry watched them.



Maylond stood.



“What is actually Resting her?”



Calira went still.



Maylond heard herself.



The same question.



Again.



“What is bleeding?”



“Maylond.”



“Tell me.”



“The vessels through the pelvis. Several places in the lower belly. There may be damage to the waterpath. I can't tell without opening her.”



“Then open her.”



“No.”



“Why?”



“Because I would have to move what is holding some of the bleeding closed.”



“Then don't move it.”



“I can't reach what I need without doing that.”



“What can you reach?”



“Some of it.”



“Then mend that.”



“And leave the rest?”



“Then mend the rest.”



“With what?”



Maylond opened her mouth.



Nothing came.



Calira's face softened.



That made Maylond angrier.



“Don't.”



“I didn't say anything.”



“Don't look at me like that.”



“Maylond.”



Tany-Stry's voice.



Maylond ignored her.



“There has to be something.”



“Maylond.”



“We thought there was nothing for Derda.”



“This isn't Derda.”



“I know that.”



“Do you?”



Maylond stared at Calira.



Calira stepped closer.



“Derda had one injury we could not make hold. You found something that might let it hold.”



“Might?”



“It did. That doesn't change this.”



“So there are too many?”



“Yes.”



“Then choose the worst.”



“They are all the worst.”



Maylond hated her for saying it.



For one breath.



Only one.



Then she hated herself.



“Maylond.”



This time she looked at Tany-Stry.



Tany-Stry was calm.



Not pretending.



Calm.



“Come here.”



Maylond crouched beside her.



Tany-Stry studied her face.



“Derda?”



Maylond swallowed.



“He's alive.”



Tany-Stry smiled.



“Good.”



The word hurt.



“We can still—”



“No.”



Maylond stopped.



“I know.”



“You don't know what Calira might—”



“I know my body.”



“So did Derda.”



Tany-Stry considered that.



“Yes.”



Maylond waited.



Tany-Stry looked toward Calira.



“Could I survive this?”



Calira did not answer immediately.



Tany-Stry's voice stayed calm.



“Truth.”



“No.”



Maylond turned toward Calira.



“You don't know that.”



Calira met her eyes.



“No. I don't.”



Maylond seized on it.



“Then—”



“I know what I can mend.”



That stopped her.



Tany-Stry looked at Maylond.



“You found an answer for him.”



Maylond said nothing.



“You don't have to find one for me.”



Maylond couldn't answer.



Tany-Stry smiled.



Small.



Tired.



“I would rather you found his.”



Maylond looked away.



Stry's eyes were on Tany-Stry.



Only Tany-Stry.



Calira crouched again.



“We need to decide whether to move you.”



“Home.”



“Tany.”



“Home.”



“Moving you could make the bleeding worse.”



“I know.”



“You could Rest before we reach Southleft.”



“I know.”



Calira glanced at Maylond.



Tany-Stry noticed.



“Don't ask her.”



Calira looked back at her.



“I'm asking you.”



“Good.”



“Do you understand what I'm saying?”



“Yes.”



“You may have longer here.”



Tany-Stry looked around.



At the wet ground.



The broken vessel.



The sea.



Then Stry.



“Home.”



Calira nodded.



“All right.”



* * *



Moving Tany-Stry was worse than moving Derda.



Derda had been torn.



Tany-Stry had been broken.



Calira showed Maylond where she could touch.



Where she could not.



They spread the carrycloth beside her.



Stry refused to move.



Ond approached him.



The two kitsing looked at each other.



Stry finally stepped away.



Barely.



Maylond slid her hands beneath Tany-Stry's upper back.



Calira positioned herself at her hips.



“Do not lift until I tell you.”



“I know.”



“No, you don't.”



Maylond looked at her.



Calira didn't apologize.



“Her pelvis cannot twist. Not even a little.”



“What do you need?”



“Keep her shoulders and spine straight with me.”



“And the legs?”



“We move them with her.”



“How?”



“Slowly.”



Tany-Stry inhaled.



“Just do it.”



Calira looked at her.



“This is going to hurt.”



“It already does.”



“Yes.”



Tany-Stry's hand searched.



Stry moved immediately.



She buried her fingers in the fur at his neck.



“Ready.”



Calira counted.



They lifted.



Tany-Stry screamed.



Maylond nearly dropped her.



“Hold.”



Calira's command cut through everything.



Maylond held.



Tany-Stry's entire body shook.



Stry made a sound Maylond had never heard from a kitsong.



Ond moved closer to him.



Maylond could feel Ond's attention divided.



Her.



Stry.



Tany-Stry.



“Move.”



They shifted Tany-Stry the width of Maylond's hand.



“Stop.”



They stopped.



Tany-Stry gasped.



“Again.”



Another tiny movement.



Another scream.



Maylond wanted to hurry.



Every part of her wanted to get it over with.



Interferer training told her the opposite.



Understand before interfere.



Calira knew this.



So Maylond followed.



Lift.



Move.



Stop.



Breathe.



Again.



By the time Tany-Stry was on the carrycloth, sweat covered Maylond's face.



Calira's hands were shaking.



Tany-Stry had stopped screaming.



That frightened Maylond.



“Tany-Stry?”



“Here.”



Still clear.



Still aware.



Stry immediately pressed his head against her shoulder.



Tany-Stry closed her eyes.



“Good.”



Maylond looked at Calira.



“How do we get her to the healcart?”



“Like this.”



“That far?”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked toward the trees.



It suddenly seemed much farther away.



Calira met her eyes.



“We do not rush.”



Maylond nodded.



They lifted.



* * *



It took a long time.



Stry stayed beside Tany-Stry the entire way.



Sometimes Tany-Stry spoke to him.



Maylond could not hear most of it.



Once she heard:



“Not your fault.”



Another time:



“All of them.”



Maylond thought she meant the passengers and crew.



Stry never looked away from her.



Ond moved between Maylond and Stry.



Sometimes beside one.



Sometimes the other.



When they finally reached the healcart, Tany-Stry was paler.



Calira checked her before they lifted her again.



“Still here,” Tany-Stry said.



“I know.”



“You keep checking.”



“That is my work.”



“You're very good at it.”



Calira's mouth tightened.



Tany-Stry noticed.



“Don't do that.”



“Do what?”



“Make this yours.”



Calira stared at her.



Tany-Stry smiled.



“You didn't do this.”



Calira looked down.



Maylond watched her.



Then looked away.



They moved Tany-Stry onto the healcart.



Slowly.



Carefully.



The humling who had brought it took position behind it.



Stry walked beside Tany-Stry.



No one tried to move him.



Calira walked on the other side, one hand frequently checking her.



Maylond walked near Tany-Stry's feet.



Ond stayed beside Maylond.



They started toward Southleft.



For a while there was only the sound of the cart and breathing.



Tany-Stry opened her eyes.



“The Water Bull.”



Maylond moved closer.



“What about it?”



“Don't forget.”



“I won't.”



“It wasn't hungry.”



“How do you know?”



“It never tried to eat me.”



Maylond thought about that.



“It chose you.”



“Yes.”



“After leaving.”



“Yes.”



“And ignored everyone else.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked back toward the sea they could no longer see.



Feathersoarers where they should not have been.



Chompshells pursuing too far.



Buzzbugs where they did not belong.



A Water Bull turning away from a ruined vessel—



then turning back for a humling.



Not hunger.



Not defense.



Not anything Maylond understood.



Tany-Stry's fingers slipped over the side of the healcart.



Stry immediately moved beneath them.



She touched his head.



“Passengers first.”



Maylond looked at her.



“What?”



“When you tell them.”



“Tell who?”



“Everyone who asks.”



Tany-Stry closed her eyes.



“They all survived.”



Maylond swallowed.



“Yes.”



“Then the Water Bull.”



“All right.”



Tany-Stry relaxed.



Stry did not.



He watched her.



Every breath.



Every movement.



Maylond knew what that felt like.



She looked toward Southleft.



Toward Derda.



She wanted to see his breathbags rise.



She wanted his hand in hers.



She wanted Marling to tell her again that the blood was holding.



Tany-Stry's hand went still.



Stry nudged it.



Immediately.



Tany-Stry opened her eyes.



“I'm here.”



Stry pressed his face beneath her palm.



She stroked him.



Maylond walked beside them.



Tany-Stry was going home.



Not because Southleft could save her.



Not because Calira had something left to try.



Not because Maylond could find another answer if she asked enough questions.



Tany-Stry was going home because she had asked.



And sometimes that was what bringing someone home was for.
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Maylond had not expected that.



By the time they reached Southleft, the light had changed. The healcart had crossed the last stretch slowly, the humling pushing it careful over every root and hollow while Calira walked beside Tany-Stry with one hand hovering near her lower belly.



Not touching.



There were places where touching made things worse.



Stry walked on the other side.



He had stopped stumbling.



That frightened Maylond more than when he had.



He kept his head beside Tany-Stry’s hand, close enough that whenever her fingers moved they found him.



Ond walked with Maylond.



He had been quiet since the shore.



Not tired now.



Not exactly.



Quiet.



Maylond had learned there were differences.



At the healspace, more hands came.



Calira stopped them.



“Slow.”



The humlings obeyed.



Tany-Stry opened her eyes.



“Home?”



“Yes,” Maylond said.



Tany-Stry looked toward the familiar walls.



“Good.”



They carried her inside.



The movement hurt her.



She didn’t scream this time.



That frightened Maylond too.



They gave Tany-Stry one of the healing platforms behind a cloth separation. Calira cut away what remained of her wet clothing and cleaned salt, sand, blood, and splinters from the places that could be cleaned without making the deeper injuries worse.



There were fewer things to do now.



Maylond understood that.



She hated understanding it.



Stry climbed beside the platform before anyone could tell him not to.



Calira looked at him.



Then at Tany-Stry.



Tany-Stry’s fingers were already buried in the fur behind his ears.



Calira said nothing.



Neither did Maylond.



Ond settled near the foot of the platform.



For a while, that was all there was.



Tany-Stry breathed.



Stry lay against her.



Calira worked.



Maylond stayed.



It did not look like Rest.



That was the worst trick of it.



Derda had looked like Rest.



Derda had become bruiseberry beneath Maylond’s hands. He had stopped breathing long enough for every part of her to begin understanding what came next. Menders had gathered around him. A ritesgiver had come.



Everything about Derda had announced the edge.



Tany-Stry looked tired.



Terribly hurt.



Pale.



But alive.



Her breaths were shallow but regular. Her eyes opened when someone spoke. She knew where she was. She knew who was with her.



Once, when Calira asked whether the pain had changed, Tany-Stry considered the question before answering.



“Worse.”



“Where?”



Tany-Stry gave her a look.



Calira almost smiled.



“Fair.”



Tany-Stry’s mouth moved slightly.



Maylond felt something loosen in her chest.



Calira changed the padding beneath Tany-Stry and checked the lower bleeding again.



Maylond watched her face.



Nothing there said now.



Nothing said a few breaths.



Nothing said ritesgiver.



When Calira finished, she covered Tany-Stry and sat back.



“I’ll be just outside.”



Tany-Stry nodded.



Calira looked at Maylond.



Maylond nodded too.



The cloth fell closed behind her.



Maylond sat beside the platform.



Stry shifted closer.



Tany-Stry stroked him.



Only then did Maylond notice the cord.



It was wrapped loosely around two of Tany-Stry’s fingers.



A tiny length of sailcord.



Wet once. Drying now.



Frayed at one end.



Darkened by use.



Tany-Stry rubbed it between finger and thumb.



Maylond watched her do it several times.



“What is that?”



Tany-Stry looked down.



For a moment Maylond thought she hadn’t heard.



Then she lifted the cord slightly.



“Ship.”



“The one that wrecked?”



“Yes.”



Maylond reached toward it, then stopped before touching.



Tany-Stry noticed.



“You can.”



Maylond touched the cord.



It was rough and stiff with salt.



“You tore this off?”



“No.”



Tany-Stry’s thumb passed over the same worn place again.



“It was already loose.”



“You kept it?”



“I handled it.”



“Before?”



A nod.



“Every Sailing?”



“Most.”



Maylond looked at the little thing again.



There was nothing special about it.



No mark.



No decoration.



No reason anyone else would have known where it came from.



Tany-Stry curled it back around her fingers.



“The ship is gone,” Maylond said.



“Yes.”



“But everyone aboard survived.”



Tany-Stry looked at her.



Maylond had not meant it as comfort.



Perhaps it was anyway.



“All,” Tany-Stry said.



Maylond nodded.



“All.”



Tany-Stry closed her eyes.



Her hand continued moving.



Cord.



Stry.



Cord.



Stry.



The same slow rhythm.



Maylond sat with her.



She thought about Derda.



She tried not to.



Marling was with him.



He was breathing.



His left breathbag filled. His right followed.



Not fully.



But it followed.



He had told her to go.



So she had.



Maylond looked toward the cloth as though she could see through it, through the healspace, through every wall between this platform and his.



Tany-Stry’s eyes opened.



“Derda?”



Maylond looked back.



“Still alive.”



“Good.”



“He told me to come.”



Tany-Stry’s mouth softened.



“He would.”



“You don’t know him that well.”



“I know you.”



Maylond almost objected.



Then didn’t.



Tany-Stry’s fingers moved through Stry’s fur.



Stry’s eyes were closed.



He had spent the journey fighting to remain beside her.



Now he looked almost peaceful.



Maylond wondered whether kitsing slept differently when they were afraid.



She wondered whether Stry was sleeping at all.



Ond had lifted his head.



He was watching them.



Not Maylond.



Stry.



Tany-Stry rubbed the sailcord.



Stry’s ear moved beneath her other hand.



Ond lowered his head again.



Maylond looked at Tany-Stry.



“Are you thirsty?”



“No.”



“Hungry?”



That earned the faintest expression.



“You’re asking someone with a crushed pelvis whether she wants supper.”



“You still have a mouth.”



“So do you.”



“I’ll eat later.”



“Liar.”



Maylond smiled.



It came more easily than it should have.



Tany-Stry saw it.



For a little while neither of them spoke.



There were sounds beyond the cloth.



Water being poured.



Footsteps.



Someone speaking quietly to Calira.



Farther away, something wooden struck the floor and someone cursed.



The healspace continued being a healspace.



Maylond liked that.



Nothing had stopped because Tany-Stry had been brought into it.



Nothing had become ceremonial.



She was home.



That was what she had asked for.



Maylond watched the sailcord pass beneath Tany-Stry’s thumb again.



“You really liked that ship.”



“No.”



Maylond looked at her.



Tany-Stry’s eyes remained closed.



“It leaked.”



Maylond laughed.



Quietly.



“Then why keep that?”



Tany-Stry opened one eye.



“I didn’t say I didn’t like the cord.”



Maylond laughed again.



Stry opened his eyes.



Tany-Stry scratched behind his ear.



“Sorry,” Maylond whispered.



Stry closed them.



Maylond lowered her voice further.



“Was it always your ship?”



“No.”



“Did you have one?”



“No.”



“You spent enough time on them.”



“That doesn’t make them mine.”



“Southleft was yours.”



Tany-Stry’s thumb stopped.



Only for a breath.



Then continued.



“Yes.”



Something about the answer made Maylond wish she had chosen different words.



She didn’t know why.



Tany-Stry looked toward the cloth.



Not through it.



Just toward it.



“Maylond?”



“I’m here.”



Tany-Stry’s fingers moved over the little piece of sailcord.



“Do you think I was away too much?”



She looked at Maylond.



Then her eyes closed.



Exhaustion, Maylond thought.



“No.”



Tany-Stry’s eyes opened again.



Not far.



Just enough to find Maylond.



The corner of her mouth lifted.



Almost a smile.



Maylond leaned closer.



“No. You went where you were needed.”



Tany-Stry’s eyes closed again.



“You protected people who couldn’t protect themselves. You crossed water because other humlings had to cross it. You went farther than most of us ever will.”



The sailcord moved once beneath Tany-Stry’s thumb.



“You were supposed to go.”



Maylond thought about it.



“That doesn’t mean you were gone.”



Tany-Stry was very still now.



Maylond kept going.



“You always came back.”



Stry shifted beneath Tany-Stry’s hand.



Maylond watched her fingers settle into his fur.



“And when you didn’t come back quickly enough, apparently Stry came and found someone to make you.”



Ond stood.



Maylond glanced at him.



He walked around the foot of the platform.



Stry opened his eyes.



The two kitsing looked at each other.



Maylond waited for one of them to say something she could hear.



Neither did.



Ond lowered his head.



Stry did the same.



Then Ond touched his nose briefly to Stry’s forehead.



Stry closed his eyes.



Ond returned to the foot of the platform and lay down.



Maylond looked back at Tany-Stry.



“So no,” she said. “I don’t think you were away too much.”



She waited.



Tany-Stry didn’t answer.



Maylond smiled.



“You could disagree. You usually do.”



Nothing.



She looked down at Stry.



“You too.”



Stry didn’t move.



Maylond looked back at Tany-Stry.



The little piece of sailcord had stopped between her fingers.



“Tany-Stry?”



She touched her arm.



The skin was warm.



Maylond waited.



“Tany-Stry?”



Her chest did not move.



For a moment Maylond didn’t understand what she was looking at.



She had been talking.



Tany-Stry had been listening.



She had closed her eyes.



That was all.



Maylond put her hand against Tany-Stry’s chest.



Nothing.



“No.”



The word came out too softly.



She pressed harder.



“Tany-Stry.”



Nothing.



Maylond’s breath caught so violently it became a gasp.



The cloth moved.



Calira came through.



“What—”



She saw Maylond.



Then Tany-Stry.



Calira crossed the space quickly.



Maylond moved aside without knowing she had.



Calira put two fingers against Tany-Stry’s throat.



Then her hand against her chest.



She waited.



Maylond watched her face.



“Do something.”



Calira didn’t move.



“Calira.”



Calira looked at her.



That was enough.



Maylond shook her head.



“No. She was talking.”



“I know.”



“She just asked me something.”



Calira’s eyes lowered.



“I know.”



“She wasn’t—”



Maylond stopped.



She couldn’t say it.



She wasn’t dying.



Of course she had been.



They had known that on the shore.



They had known it every step home.



Tany-Stry had known it.



But knowing someone was going to Rest and knowing they had Rested were not the same thing.



There should have been something between them.



A warning.



A change.



A last breath that announced itself as the last.



Something.



Maylond looked at Tany-Stry’s hand.



The sailcord remained wrapped around two fingers.



Her other hand rested in Stry’s fur.



Maylond’s chest hurt.



“She heard me?”



Calira looked at her.



“I don’t know.”



Maylond hated her for the answer.



Only for a breath.



Then she loved her for it.



Maylond reached for Tany-Stry’s hand.



She stopped.



Stry.



Her whole body tightened.



The other kitsong.



The one whose humling had died beneath the Dropper.



The change had happened almost immediately.



Empathy gone.



Violence where something else had been.



Stry was pressed against Tany-Stry’s side.



Too still.



Maylond slowly pulled her hand back.



“Ond.”



Ond was already standing.



He approached Stry.



No raised fur.



No lowered body.



No warning.



He sniffed Stry’s face.



Then his chest.



Maylond waited for Stry’s eyes to open.



They didn’t.



Ond sniffed him again.



Then pressed his nose once into the fur above Stry’s eye.



He stood there for a breath.



And walked away.



Maylond understood.



“No.”



Calira turned.



Maylond reached for Stry now.



She put her hand against his side.



Nothing moved beneath it.



“Stry.”



Nothing.



She felt for something she did not know how to feel for.



Warmth was there.



Life wasn’t.



Maylond looked at Ond.



“What happened?”



Ond watched her.



“What happened to him?”



Nothing came through the bond.



Not a word.



Not an image.



Only Ond.



Present.



Quiet.



Maylond looked back at the platform.



Tany-Stry lay on her back with the little piece of sailcord around her fingers.



Stry was curled against her side.



Her hand remained in his fur.



They looked asleep.



Maylond hated that too.



Calira sat beside her.



“He was alive when we came in.”



“Yes.”



“He walked all the way here.”



“Yes.”



“He was fine.”



Calira didn’t answer.



“He was.”



“I know.”



“He can’t just—”



Maylond stopped.



Apparently he could.



Maylond looked at them.



There should have been something she was supposed to do.



She was an Interferer.



There was always something.



A creature where it didn’t belong.



A threat moving toward a village.



A humling who needed to be carried.



A problem that had to be understood before someone made it worse.



Derda had been dying and Maylond had found a question.



What is actually Resting him?



Tany-Stry had been dying.



Maylond had asked the question.



Calira had answered it.



Everything.



There had been no one worst thing.



No webmesh.



No cleverness.



No refusal that could turn into survival.



Maylond had brought her home.



That had been the answer.



She had known that.



She hadn’t understood it.



Calira touched her shoulder.



Maylond leaned into her before she could decide whether she wanted to.



The movement surprised both of them.



Calira’s arm came around her.



Maylond stared at Tany-Stry.



“I didn’t thank her.”



Calira said nothing.



“I don’t think I ever thanked her.”



“For what?”



Maylond opened her mouth.



Too many answers arrived.



For teaching her.



For trusting her.



For correcting her.



For making things look possible before Maylond knew whether she could do them.



For Stry running for help.



For the Water Bull.



For coming home.



“I don’t know.”



Calira’s arm tightened.



Maylond started crying.



There was no warning for that either.



One breath she wasn’t.



The next she couldn’t stop.



She pressed the heel of her hand against her eye.



It did nothing.



Calira held her.



Maylond hated how much she needed it.



That thought made her cry harder.



Tany-Stry was gone.



Stry was gone.



Derda had almost been gone.



Three humlings and a kitsong had Rested beneath the Dropper before Maylond could even understand who was still alive.



Vellan.



Tem.



Aberda.



Bilda.



Maylond went still.



Bilda.



The name didn’t belong here.



It arrived anyway.



There had been things she had meant to tell Bilda too.



Not then.



Later.



When Mayling was older.



When Bilda came home.



When Mayling didn’t feel watched every time Bilda looked at her hands.



When Bilda finally understood that Mayling knew when enough was enough.



She had meant to prove it.



Mayling had gotten high after Bilda left for her Going.



Maylond hadn’t thought about that in a long time.



She remembered the plants.



The fungi.



Sharpleaf first.



Sunsbrew later.



She remembered wanting.



She remembered stopping.



And she remembered what stopping had done.



Everything too close.



Anger arriving before thought.



Tears that made no sense.



Her own skin feeling insufficient to contain whatever was happening inside it.



Wanting to strike something.



Wanting to be held.



Wanting everyone away from her.



Wanting them back the moment they listened.



Maylond pulled away from Calira.



“Are you all right?”



Maylond wiped her face.



“Yes.”



Calira looked at her.



Maylond almost laughed.



Softhearts.



“No.”



Calira didn’t ask another question.



She stood.



Maylond thought she was leaving.



Instead Calira went to Tany-Stry.



She bent over the healing platform and carefully unwound the little piece of sailcord from two still fingers.



Maylond straightened.



For an instant she wanted to tell Calira to put it back.



It belonged there.



Tany-Stry had carried it home.



Tany-Stry had held it while she—



Maylond couldn’t finish the thought.



Calira crossed back to her.



She held out her hand.



Maylond looked at it.



Calira took Maylond’s hand herself.



Opened it.



Placed the sailcord across her palm.



Maylond stared at the tiny thing.



Rough.



Salt-stiff.



Frayed at one end.



Calira folded Maylond’s fingers around it.



“Calira—”



Calira closed both hands around Maylond’s fist.



Just for a breath.



Then she released her.



She went through the cloth.



This time she did not come back.



Maylond sat alone with Tany-Stry and Stry.



Ond remained near the cloth.



The sailcord pressed into her palm.



Maylond opened her hand.



Her thumb found the worn place.



She rubbed it.



Once.



Again.



The feelings had started before Aar-Din.



She knew that.



Some of them had.



Small things.



Wrong things.



Things she had explained away.



But Aar-Din had put something into her.



Something that had made her mind and body feel horribly familiar.



Not sharpleaf.



Not sunsbrew.



But close enough.



And that had been recent.



Maylond looked at her hands.



She remembered Bilda taking plants from them.



Remembered being hurt by it.



Not angry.



Hurt.



You don’t trust me.



Bilda had trusted her.



That was what Mayling hadn’t understood.



Bilda had been afraid.



There was a difference.



Maylond closed her fingers around the sailcord again.



She had thought the feelings meant something was changing.



Something about Ond.



Something about the Going.



Something about the Balance.



But Mayling had done things to herself long before any of those.



And Aar-Din had done something similar again.



Maylond had spent rotations believing that part of herself was finished.



She had never wondered whether finished meant gone.



Until now.



The thought frightened her enough that for several breaths she stopped crying.



Maybe this wasn’t Ond.



Maybe this wasn’t the Balance.



Maybe nothing impossible was happening to her at all.



Maybe Mayling had simply followed her into Maylond.



And Bilda had never lived long enough to know that Mayling had stopped.
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She had left the healspace.



She did not remember leaving it.



One moment there had been Tany-Stry on the healing platform, Stry curled against her, and the terrible stillness of two bodies that looked as though they might wake.



Then there was night.



Maylond sat with her back against the outside wall of the healspace.



Ond sat beside her.



Not touching.



The cloth separation was somewhere behind the wall.



So was Calira.



So were the dead.



Maylond opened her hand.



The sailcord had left marks across her palm.



She rubbed the worn place with her thumb.



Once.



Again.



She understood why Tany-Stry had done it.



Not because the cord was important.



Because her fingers knew it.



There were things the body remembered without asking.



Maylond looked at Ond.



He was watching the dark.



“Tany-Stry knew.”



Ond's ear moved.



“She knew she was going to Rest.”



Nothing.



Maylond rubbed the cord again.



“Didn't she?”



Ond looked at her.



Maylond waited.



No word came.



She wasn't sure whether that meant he didn't know or wouldn't answer.



“Stry knew too.”



Ond looked away.



Maylond stopped rubbing the cord.



There had been something between them.



Stry opening his eyes.



Ond walking to him.



Two kitsing looking at one another.



Ond lowering his head.



Stry doing the same.



The touch of Ond's nose against Stry's forehead.



Then stillness.



Maylond could ask.



She almost did.



Instead she looked at the cord.



There were questions she wasn't ready to have answered.



And questions that could no longer be answered at all.



“Tany-Stry asked if she'd been away too much.”



Ond looked at her again.



“I told her no.”



The cord moved beneath her thumb.



“I think she heard me.”



Ond remained quiet.



Maylond swallowed.



“I hope she heard me.”



That hurt worse.



Maylond closed her fist.



She had cried enough that her face felt swollen. Her throat hurt. Her eyes burned.



Still, something remained.



Apparently grief did not empty.



It accumulated.



Maylond leaned her head against the wall.



“Did Tany-Stry love me?”



Ond's head turned.



Maylond immediately wished she hadn't asked.



It was a foolish question.



Worse, it was a question she had waited too long to ask the only humling who could answer it.



“I don't mean mating.”



Ond stared at her.



“I know she didn't want to mate with me.”



Nothing.



“I mean—”



Maylond stopped.



She didn't know what she meant.



Tany-Stry had taught her.



Corrected her.



Trusted her with things before Maylond trusted herself with them.



She had left Southleft and returned so often that Maylond had somehow mistaken returning for permanence.



Maylond looked down at the cord.



“Did she love me?”



Ond's eyes narrowed slightly.



Thought.



Searching.



Then—



>> Sister. <<



Maylond stopped breathing.



Not because the answer hurt.



Because she knew the word.



Not its meaning.



Its shape.



The place inside her where it belonged.



“Bilda.”



Ond became still.



Maylond barely noticed.



She could see her sister.



Not Rested.



Not missing.



Bilda.



Alive.



Annoying.



Watching Mayling's hands.



Again.



“What?”



“Give it to me.”



“No.”



“Mayling.”



“I said no.”



Bilda held out her hand.



Mayling stared at it.



She was twelve.



Maybe thirteen.



Bilda was almost ready for her Going.



Old enough that Mayling sometimes thought she had begun practicing being an adult on her.



The sharpleaf was crushed between two of Mayling's fingers.



Not much.



Barely enough.



Bilda waited.



That was one of the things Mayling hated most about her.



Bilda could wait longer than anyone.



“I'm not doing anything.”



“You're holding it.”



“That isn't doing it.”



“Then give it to me.”



Mayling closed her fingers.



Bilda sighed.



Not angrily.



That made it worse.



“You don't trust me.”



Bilda's expression changed.



“I didn't say that.”



“You don't have to.”



“Mayling.”



“I know when enough is enough.”



Bilda looked at her closed hand.



Then back at her.



“I hope so.”



Mayling hated that answer.



She would have preferred an argument.



Instead Bilda sat beside her.



Mayling moved away.



Bilda moved with her.



Mayling moved again.



Bilda followed.



“Stop.”



“No.”



“Go away.”



“No.”



“You can't make me give it to you.”



“I know.”



Mayling looked at her.



Bilda smiled.



Not because anything was funny.



Because Bilda smiled when she had decided she could outlast something.



“I can sit here.”



“I can leave.”



“I can walk.”



“I can run.”



“I can run.”



Mayling glared at her.



Bilda's smile widened.



Mayling threw the sharpleaf at her.



Bilda caught most of it against her chest.



Some fell to the ground.



“There.”



“Thank you.”



“I hate you.”



“No, you don't.”



“I do now.”



“All right.”



Mayling stood.



Bilda stood too.



“Stop following me.”



“Come help me.”



“No.”



“I need someone stronger than me.”



Mayling stopped.



That was a lie.



Bilda was nearly eighteen.



She was older, larger, and perfectly capable of doing whatever she had planned herself.



“With what?”



Bilda's smile returned.



Mayling should have known better.



That was how Bilda did it.



She didn't spend very long telling Mayling what not to do.



She found something else.



Something heavy.



Something difficult.



Something that required both hands.



Sometimes she took Mayling walking until her legs hurt.



Sometimes she made her climb.



Sometimes they repaired things that did not need two humlings.



Once Bilda convinced her to help move an entire storage platform because Bilda had decided the light would be better on the opposite wall.



The light was not better.



Mayling told her so for three returns.



Bilda never admitted it.



There were fungi too.



Bilda found those harder to take away because Mayling had become better at hiding them.



Bilda's patience became less patient.



Mayling became better at lying without quite lying.



There was no sunsbrew yet.



That came later.



Bilda never knew about that.



For rotations, Maylond had been grateful for that.



Tonight, she wasn't sure why.



“You can't spend your whole life checking on me,” Mayling told her once.



“I know.”



“You act like you're my mother.”



That changed Bilda's face immediately.



Mayling knew why.



Bilda loved Marling.



She simply did not want Marling's life.



Marling was a Mender.



Bilda wanted to be a Birthguide.



Not broken bodies.



Beginnings.



She talked about births with an excitement Mayling did not understand.



The first breath.



The first sound.



The strange work of helping a body bring another body into the world.



Bilda had begun spending time with the Birthguides whenever they allowed it.



Learning.



Watching.



Helping.



She wanted to become one after her Going.



Mayling once asked why.



Bilda had shrugged.



“Everyone needs help eventually.”



“That sounds like Mother.”



“No.”



“Exactly like Mother.”



Bilda threw something at her.



Mayling ducked.



Bilda laughed.



“Mother helps when things go wrong.”



“And you?”



Bilda thought about it.



“I'd like to be there when something goes right.”



Mayling remembered that now.



Sitting outside the healspace with Tany-Stry's sailcord cutting into her palm, Maylond remembered it perfectly.



She hadn't thought about that conversation in rotations.



She had remembered Bilda worrying.



Bilda taking things from her.



Bilda checking her eyes.



Bilda asking what she had eaten, swallowed, smoked, chewed.



She had remembered the embarrassment.



The irritation.



The feeling that her sister thought she was incapable of knowing her own body.



She had forgotten how often Bilda had tried to replace what she took with something else.



Come with me.



Help me.



Try this.



You'd be good at this.



Bilda had not been trying to empty Mayling's life.



She had been trying to fill it.



Maylond rubbed the sailcord.



Once.



Again.



Bilda's Going approached.



Mayling thought it would make things easier.



No watching.



No checking.



No hands held out waiting for whatever Mayling had hidden in hers.



Bilda would go.



Bilda would come back.



She would have a role.



Maybe a bond.



Maybe not.



Whatever the Balance made of her.



And Mayling would have time to prove something.



She wasn't entirely sure what.



That she could stop whenever she wanted.



That Bilda had worried for nothing.



That Mayling did not need her.



On the return Bilda left, she checked Mayling's hands.



Mayling pulled them away.



“Seriously?”



Bilda smiled.



“Habit.”



“You'll be gone.”



“I noticed.”



“So stop worrying.”



“I'll work on it.”



Mayling rolled her eyes.



Bilda touched her face.



Mayling tolerated it.



Barely.



“Find something,” Bilda said.



“What?”



“While I'm gone.”



Mayling frowned.



“Something you like.”



“I like plenty of things.”



“Something that likes you back.”



“That doesn't make sense.”



“It does to me.”



“Everything does to you.”



“Usually.”



Mayling shoved her.



Bilda shoved back.



Mayling almost smiled.



Almost.



She wished later that she had.



There were many things she wished later.



Thank you.



I know you're trying.



You were right to worry.



I love you.



None of them had seemed urgent.



Bilda was going into the forest.



Then she was coming back.



That was what Going meant when it happened to someone else.



Mayling watched her leave.



And after Bilda was gone—



Mayling got high.



Not accidentally.



Not because something had been offered.



Because she wanted to.



Partly because Bilda wasn't there to stop her.



Partly because Mayling wanted the victory of doing it without being stopped.



She remembered lying back and thinking:



See?



As though Bilda could see.



As though it proved anything.



Bilda did not come back.



At first, nobody said Rest.



Not Marling.



Not Mayling.



Not anyone.



Late was late.



Missing was missing.



Going was dangerous.



Searchers went out.



Then more.



Mayling waited.



She did not use anything while she waited.



She told herself she would after Bilda came back.



Bilda would see her.



Bilda would know.



Mayling would tell her she'd gone all those returns without anything.



It became another thing she wanted to prove.



Then the searchers brought back Bilda's pack.



Maylond remembered Marling taking it.



Both hands.



As though it weighed far more than it did.



They brought back walkskins too.



Damaged.



One torn badly enough that Mayling had refused to look at it for long.



Other things.



Scattered things.



Evidence of violence.



Enough blood.



No Bilda.



The forest had too many mouths.



Too many creatures capable of killing a lone Goer.



Too much time had passed.



Nobody told Mayling exactly what had happened because nobody knew.



They knew enough.



Bilda had Rested.



Her body never came home.



Mayling stopped.



For a while.



She had wanted that to be the end of it.



Perhaps she had even believed grief could accomplish what Bilda hadn't.



It didn't.



Mayling used again.



That was harder to remember than the first time.



The first time after Bilda left had been defiance.



The times after Bilda Rested had no excuse Mayling liked as much.



Sometimes she wanted not to feel.



Sometimes she wanted to feel differently.



Sometimes she simply wanted.



Bilda had been right about that.



Mayling had not always known when enough was enough.



Eventually there was sunsbrew.



Mayling was around fifteen then.



Old enough to remember every warning Bilda had given her.



Young enough to resent a dead sister for still being right.



Sunsbrew was worse.



Not immediately.



Nothing Mayling wanted was ever worse immediately.



That was part of how wanting worked.



She learned how much.



Then learned a little more.



She learned what she could combine.



She learned how long she could disappear inside herself and still return before Marling noticed.



Or before Mayling thought Marling noticed.



There was no Bilda watching her hands anymore.



Mayling had once thought that would feel like freedom.



It didn't.



Bilda never knew about sunsbrew.



She never saw how far Mayling could go.



She never saw Jonwin help her come back either.



Maylond closed her eyes.



Jonwin.



She hadn't thought of him tonight until now.



He had seen Mayling when stopping was no longer something she could simply decide to do.



He had seen what happened when she tried.



The anger.



The crying.



The exhaustion.



The wanting.



Feelings that seemed too large for what caused them.



A body furious about being denied something the mind had finally decided it didn't want.



Jonwin had helped.



Slowly.



Without pretending Mayling was stronger than she was.



Without pretending she was weaker either.



Mayling had returned lithe.



Clearer.



Herself, or close enough that everyone eventually stopped watching quite so carefully.



Bilda never saw that.



That was the part that hurt tonight.



Not simply that Mayling had stopped.



That Bilda had never lived long enough to know she eventually could.



Maylond opened her eyes.



Ond was looking at her.



She had forgotten he was there.



The word he'd given her remained between them.



>> Sister. <<



Maylond looked toward the darkness.



“Tany-Stry wasn't my sister.”



Ond waited.



“Not really.”



She immediately disliked saying it.



“She felt like one.”



Ond's tail moved once.



Maylond looked down at the cord.



“I had one.”



Ond's body changed.



Not much.



His head lowered.



His attention sharpened.



Maylond noticed this time.



“Bilda.”



Ond stared at her.



“My sister was Bilda.”



Nothing.



“She was older.”



Ond did not move.



“She went on her Going five rotations ago.”



Still nothing.



Maylond's thumb stopped against the cord.



She looked at him.



“Ond?”



His eyes stayed on hers.



Then—



>> Sorry. <<



Maylond's face tightened.



She looked away.



“Me too.”



Ond remained still.



Maylond wiped beneath one eye.



“It wasn't your fault.”



>> Sorry. <<



Something about the second one made her look back.



Ond's ears were low.



Not flattened.



Low.



Maylond watched him.



“She wanted to be a Birthguide.”



Ond watched her.



“She used to get irritated when I said that was almost the same as being a Mender.”



Maylond smiled despite herself.



“She said it wasn't.”



Ond didn't move.



“She was right.”



Maylond looked at the cord again.



“She worried about everyone.”



Her smile disappeared.



“Especially me.”



>> Sorry. <<



Maylond looked up sharply.



Three times.



Ond knew more words than he once had.



Not enough that repetition always meant something.



Sometimes a concept was simply the closest thing he possessed.



But this felt wrong.



Maylond studied him.



“Why do you keep saying that?”



Nothing.



“You don't need to be sorry.”



Ond looked away.



Maylond's fingers closed slowly around the sailcord.



“Ond.”



He did not look back.



“You didn't know her.”



Nothing.



Maylond waited.



The night changed around them.



Not really.



A nightcreature called somewhere beyond the buildings.



Someone crossed the far end of the path.



A door opened.



Closed.



Everything continued.



Maylond heard all of it because Ond had stopped moving.



“You didn't know Bilda.”



Ond looked at her.



Maylond felt something through the bond.



Not an image.



Not a memory.



Something smaller.



Recognition.



Her stomach tightened.



“No.”



Ond lowered his head.



Maylond stood.



Too quickly.



The wall caught her shoulder.



“Ond.”



He stayed where he was.



“Did you know her?”



Ond's eyes lifted.



Maylond waited for a word.



None came.



She crouched again.



“Five rotations ago.”



Nothing.



“During her Going.”



Ond's attention changed.



Maylond felt it.



There.



Something.



“You were there.”



Ond looked toward the forest.



Maylond followed his gaze.



Dark trees beyond Southleft.



The same forest.



Not the same place.



Not necessarily.



Five rotations was too much time.



But Ond had been there.



Somewhere.



Maylond's heartbeat became louder.



“Did you see her?”



Ond looked back at Maylond.



>> Yes. <<



Maylond stopped.



For several breaths, that was enough.



Ond had seen Bilda.



Bilda had seen Ond.



That did not mean anything.



The forest was large.



Ond had lived in it.



Bilda had crossed it.



Seeing was not killing.



Maylond knew better than to turn one fact into another simply because the second frightened her.



“Where?”



Ond gave her nothing she could understand.



There was an impression of trees.



Wet ground.



Movement.



Then it was gone.



Maylond shook her head.



“I don't understand.”



Ond's ears lowered.



“Show me again.”



Something.



Trees.



Not the trees themselves.



The sense of them.



Movement.



A humling.



Maylond's breath caught.



“Bilda?”



Recognition.



“Yes?”



Ond did not have yes for that.



Or did not use it.



Maylond sat down again.



Her legs had decided before she did.



“She saw you.”



Ond watched her.



“Did she run?”



Nothing useful.



Something sharp passed through the bond.



Maylond couldn't tell whether it meant fear.



Movement.



Anger.



Threat.



All of them.



None.



She pressed her fingers against her forehead.



“Slow.”



Ond remained still.



Maylond tried again.



“Bilda saw you.”



Recognition.



“She was afraid.”



Something.



Maylond couldn't name it.



“She was angry?”



Ond's head moved slightly.



Maylond's stomach turned.



That felt closer.



Of course Bilda had been angry.



Bilda worried about everyone.



How many Goers had already failed to return by then?



How many had been found?



How many had simply disappeared?



Maylond had no idea what Bilda encountered in that forest.



Neither did anyone else.



Except Ond.



And Ond could not tell her.



Not like this.



“Did she hurt you?”



Confusion.



“Attack you.”



Something passed between them.



Not enough.



Maylond shook her head.



“No.”



She stood again.



She needed Marling.



The pack.



The old accounts, if anyone still kept them.



The searchers' memories.



Where the walkskins had been found.



Where the blood had been.



Anything.



And Jonwin.



The thought came unexpectedly.



Jonwin had known Mayling after Bilda.



He had known what the plants and sunsbrew had done to her.



What stopping had done.



If Maylond was right about Aar-Din—



If any of this was something old returning—



Jonwin might know.



She took one step.



Stopped.



There was a simpler question.



Maylond did not want to ask it.



That was why she had to.



She turned around.



Ond had not moved.



“Tany-Stry Rested today.”



His gaze dropped.



“Stry too.”



Ond closed his eyes briefly.



“Vellan Rested.”



Nothing.



“Tem.”



Maylond swallowed.



“Bilda.”



Ond opened his eyes.



Maylond's fist closed around Tany-Stry's sailcord.



She remembered the other kitsong beneath the Dropper.



Its humling dead.



Something taken from it.



Violence remaining.



She remembered everything she'd been taught about the Going.



The Balance.



What came back.



What didn't.



She remembered how little of it anyone truly understood.



“Did you Rest Bilda?”



Ond became perfectly still.



Maylond waited.



Nothing.



“Ond.”



His eyes stayed on hers.



>> Sorry. <<



Maylond's throat tightened.



“That's not what I asked.”



Nothing.



“Did you Rest my sister?”



Ond lowered his head.



Maylond waited.



She wanted him to misunderstand.



She wanted a useless image.



A sensation.



Trees.



Fear.



Anything that would let her decide she had asked a question he couldn't answer.



Instead Ond looked at her.



And gave her one word.



>> Balanced. <<
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Neither did Ond.



The word remained between them.



>> Balanced. <<



She had thought shock would feel like fear.



Or anger.



Something loud enough to recognize.



Instead there was nothing.



Maylond sat against the wall of the healspace with Tany-Stry’s sailcord clenched in one hand and looked at the creature who had Rested her sister.



Ond looked back.



She knew him.



That was the first terrible thing.



She knew the angle of his ears when he was uncertain.



The small movement of his tail when he was waiting for her.



The difference between his attention on her and his attention on everything else.



She knew how he moved through brush without making it move.



She knew the warmth of him.



She knew what it felt like when he slept close enough that the bond became almost quiet.



She knew when he was hungry.



When he was curious.



When he wanted her to follow.



When he wanted her to stop.



And Ond knew her.



Maylond had never considered that knowing him could become something she wished she didn’t.



She looked away.



Bilda had seen those eyes.



Five rotations ago.



Bilda had stood somewhere in the forest with Ond.



Then Bilda had Rested.



Ond had not.



Maylond stood.



Ond rose immediately.



“No.”



He stopped.



Maylond didn’t know what she meant by it.



Don’t follow.



Don’t move.



Don’t be Ond.



Don’t have done this.



She walked away.



For several steps, nothing followed her.



Then the bond moved.



Not close.



Ond.



Behind her.



Maylond kept walking.



He did not come nearer.



By the time she crossed the first paths of Southleft, he was far enough away that she could barely feel him.



The bond had never seemed to have an edge before.



Now she found one.



Ond remained just inside it.



Maylond discovered she preferred him there.



She hated that too.



She went home.



Marling had not returned yet.



Of course she hadn’t.



Derda.



Maylond stood inside the doorway and remembered that there were still living humlings in the world.



Derda was alive.



Her mother was with him.



Tany-Stry was dead.



Stry was dead.



Bilda had been dead for five rotations.



And Ond had—



Maylond stopped the thought.



She knew where Marling kept the things that weren’t useful anymore.



Not discarded things.



Southleft had plenty of ways to use old cloth, broken tools, worn skins.



These were different.



Things kept because using them for something else felt wrong.



Aberda had some.



Bilda had more.



Maylond went to the storage space.



She opened it.



Bundles.



Old clothing.



A cracked drinking vessel she remembered Aberda using.



Things Maylond had seen throughout her life without touching.



The pack wasn’t there.



She searched anyway.



Then searched again.



Mayling had done the same thing.



Thirteen.



Curious.



Angry at being told not to look.



Waiting until Marling was gone.



Opening everything she could open.



Maylond remembered finding some of Bilda’s things.



Not all.



Apparently not even most.



She sat back on her heels.



There was movement outside.



Maylond felt Ond before she saw him.



Far.



Still.



Waiting.



She didn’t look.



Marling returned sometime later.



Maylond heard the door.



“Maylond?”



“In here.”



Marling appeared.



She looked exhausted.



Maylond stood.



“Derda?”



“Sleeping.”



Maylond’s body loosened before she could stop it.



Marling saw.



“He’s still breathing well enough.”



“Well enough?”



“For tonight.”



Tonight.



Maylond nodded.



Marling looked at the open storage.



Then at her.



“What are you looking for?”



“Bilda’s pack.”



Marling did not answer immediately.



Maylond had expected surprise.



Instead something older moved across her mother’s face.



“Why?”



“I want to see it.”



“I heard you.”



“Do you still have it?”



“Yes.”



“Where?”



Marling looked toward the doorway.



Maylond followed her eyes.



Ond stood beyond the nearest buildings.



Watching.



Not approaching.



Marling’s face hardened.



“Why is he all the way over there?”



Maylond said nothing.



Marling looked at her.



Then back toward Ond.



He was gone.



Maylond could still feel him.



Faint.



He had simply hidden better.



Marling turned back.



“Maylond.”



“Do you still have Bilda’s pack?”



“Yes.”



“I want it.”



“Why tonight?”



Maylond looked at the sailcord in her hand.



“Tany-Stry.”



Marling’s expression softened.



Maylond wished it hadn’t.



“That’s all?”



Maylond said nothing.



Her mother watched her for a long moment.



Then left the room.



Maylond waited.



She had expected Marling to return with the pack.



Instead Marling came back carrying three bundles.



Maylond’s stomach tightened.



The pack was first.



She recognized it immediately.



Smaller than memory.



Everything from childhood was.



The material had dried with age. One fastening had been replaced before Bilda’s Going with a piece that didn’t quite match.



Maylond remembered teasing her about it.



The second bundle was wrapped.



The third was smaller.



Marling set all three down.



Maylond touched the pack.



“Was this everything?”



“No.”



Maylond looked up.



“What else?”



“Things that weren’t worth keeping.”



“Whose decision was that?”



“Mine.”



Maylond almost became angry.



Then remembered Marling receiving the pack with both hands.



Five rotations ago.



Mayling had lost a sister.



Marling had lost a daughter.



Maylond opened the pack.



Empty.



“No.”



Marling sat across from her.



“I emptied it.”



“I know.”



Maylond searched the inside anyway.



“Where are the things?”



Marling touched the smaller bundle.



Maylond opened it.



There were ordinary objects inside.



A tying cord.



A small eating tool.



Two pieces of dried marking stick.



A little folded square of cloth.



A broken clasp.



Maylond touched each one.



She remembered some.



Not all.



“What was this?”



“I don’t know.”



Marling was looking at the clasp.



Maylond almost laughed.



Five rotations of keeping something and neither of them knew why it mattered.



Maybe it hadn’t.



Maybe Bilda had shoved it into her pack intending to throw it away later.



Maylond unfolded the cloth.



Paper was inside.



Not much.



Several small sheets.



Maylond frowned.



Then recognized Bilda’s marks.



Her breath stopped.



“What are these?”



Marling looked.



“Oh.”



Maylond waited.



“She’d been bothering one of the Birthguides.”



Despite herself, Maylond smiled.



“Bothering?”



“That was how the Birthguide described it.”



Maylond looked down.



The sheets weren’t lessons.



Not really.



Copied observations.



Simple things.



Positions.



Things to prepare.



What to watch.



What not to interfere with.



Maylond could imagine Bilda standing too close, asking questions until someone finally handed her something and told her to write instead of talk.



Most of the marks weren’t Bilda’s.



Copied, perhaps.



One was.



A word had been crossed through.



Another written above it.



A correction.



Maylond touched it.



That was all.



One correction in Bilda’s hand.



Not a farewell.



Not a message.



Not something intended to survive her.



A correction made by a seventeen-rotation-old humling who expected to become eighteen.



Who expected to undergo her Going.



Who expected to come home.



Who expected, somehow, that the Balance would leave room for the future she had already chosen.



Birthguide.



Maylond put the page down.



“She wasn’t even training.”



“No.”



“She acted like she was.”



Marling smiled.



“She acted like many things.”



Maylond looked at the correction again.



“She would have been good at it.”



“Maybe.”



Maylond looked at her mother.



Marling didn’t take it back.



Maybe.



Not certainty.



Not the way the dead became perfect when enough time passed.



Maybe Bilda would have been terrible at it.



Maybe she would have changed her mind.



Maybe the Going would have made her humsong and the choice would have disappeared entirely.



Maybe.



That hurt too.



Maylond folded the sheets exactly as she had found them.



She put them back inside the cloth.



She did not take them.



The last bundle remained.



Maylond knew what it was.



“Those are the walkskins.”



“Yes.”



“I saw them.”



“You saw one.”



Maylond looked at Marling.



“I found them.”



“You found what I left where you could find it.”



Maylond stared at her.



“You knew?”



“You were thirteen.”



“That isn’t an answer.”



“You thought you were very good at searching.”



“I was.”



“You were thirteen.”



Maylond almost argued.



Then didn’t.



Marling untied the bundle.



The first walkskin was the one Maylond remembered.



Damaged.



Old staining.



A tear along one side.



Mayling had stared at that tear until she could imagine every predator in the forest making it.



Marling lifted it away.



The one underneath was worse.



Maylond went still.



“Oh.”



“I didn’t want you to see this.”



Maylond reached for it.



Marling caught her wrist.



Not hard.



“Maylond.”



“I need to.”



“Why?”



Maylond looked at her mother.



She could say it.



Ond Rested her.



Three words.



Marling would understand them.



Or wouldn’t.



Maylond wasn’t sure which frightened her more.



“I need to.”



Marling released her.



Maylond picked up the walkskin.



Time had made the damage cleaner somehow.



Less like violence.



More like an object that had been torn.



She could see where part of it had opened.



Not sliced.



Not cut.



Torn.



Pulled until material failed.



Maylond turned it.



“Fingernails?”



“No.”



“Humsong?”



“No.”



“How do you know?”



Marling gave her a look.



Maylond knew.



Humling fingernails did not do this.



“What did?”



“We never knew.”



Maylond looked closer.



There were old marks.



Too old.



Too damaged.



Too many possibilities.



The forest had teeth.



Claws.



Beaks.



Bodies that crushed.



Bodies that pulled.



Bodies that scavenged what something else had killed.



Five rotations ago, searchers had found blood and torn walkskins and a pack.



They had found enough to know Bilda had Rested.



Not enough to know how.



Maylond wanted the walkskin to tell her Ond had lied.



Not lied.



Ond couldn’t lie the way humlings did.



Misunderstood.



She wanted >> Balanced. << to mean something else.



The walkskin refused to help.



It proved nothing.



It disproved nothing.



Maylond put it down.



“Where was this found?”



Marling told her.



The place meant nothing to Maylond.



“And the pack?”



“Not far from it.”



“Blood?”



“Yes.”



“How much?”



Marling’s eyes changed.



“Enough.”



“Was it all in one place?”



“No.”



“How far apart?”



“Maylond.”



“How far?”



“I don’t remember.”



“Who found it?”



“Why are you doing this?”



Maylond looked at the walkskin.



“Tany-Stry Rested.”



“I know.”



“And Stry.”



“I know.”



“It made me think about Bilda.”



Marling waited.



Maylond could feel the question.



She didn’t answer it.



Instead she asked, “Did Bilda say anything about me before she left?”



Marling’s face changed.



“Yes.”



Maylond looked up.



“What?”



“She told me to look after you.”



“You already looked after me.”



“I told her that.”



“What did she say?”



Marling’s mouth almost became a smile.



“She said you were very good at disappearing while being looked at.”



Maylond looked down.



That sounded like Bilda.



“She told me not to let you disappear.”



Maylond touched the folded Birthguide notes.



“She meant the sharpleaf.”



“Maybe.”



“What else would she mean?”



“I don’t know.”



Maylond looked at her.



Marling shrugged slightly.



“I don’t think Bilda always knew what she meant until after she’d said it.”



That sounded like Bilda too.



“She asked other humlings?”



“Yes.”



“Who?”



“A few.”



“Mother.”



“Jonwin.”



Maylond looked up.



“Jonwin?”



“Yes.”



“Before she left?”



“Yes.”



“What did she tell him?”



“I wasn’t there.”



“Did he tell you?”



“Later.”



Maylond waited.



Marling looked at the pack.



“She told him that if you started disappearing again, he should make you do something.”



Maylond stared.



“Do something.”



“That was apparently the instruction.”



Despite everything, a sound escaped Maylond.



Not quite laughter.



It hurt too much to become one.



“She thought that would work?”



“She’d been doing it to you for rotations.”



Maylond looked at the pack.



Walk.



Climb.



Carry this.



Help me.



Move that.



Something you like.



Something that likes you back.



“She asked Jonwin.”



“And others.”



“I didn’t listen to him.”



“Not then.”



Maylond looked at her mother.



Marling’s eyes were wet.



Neither mentioned it.



Maylond put the Birthguide notes back into their cloth.



Then the cloth back with Bilda’s things.



She folded the walkskins.



The worse one first.



The one thirteen-rotation Mayling had been permitted to find over it.



Then she closed the pack.



Nothing came with her.



They were Bilda’s things.



Bilda had not given them to Maylond.



Maylond stood.



“Where are you going?”



“To see Jonwin.”



“Now?”



“Yes.”



Marling looked toward the doorway.



Maylond did not.



“Maylond.”



She stopped.



“If this is about more than Tany-Stry—”



Maylond waited.



Marling seemed to reconsider whatever she had meant to say.



“Come back.”



Maylond nodded.



She left.



Ond was nowhere she could see.



She felt for him.



There.



Barely.



Relief came first.



Maylond hated it.



She walked faster.



The presence followed.



Not gaining.



Not falling farther behind.



Just there.



She wanted him gone.



She wanted him closer.



She wanted to turn around and scream at him.



She wanted to put both hands against him and feel something familiar while everything else in the world became unfamiliar.



She wanted Bilda.



That was the want underneath all the others.



And because she could not have Bilda, some traitorous part of her wanted Ond.



Maylond nearly stopped.



She didn’t.



Jonwin was awake.



Maylond could see light before she reached him.



She knocked anyway.



A pause.



Movement.



Then Jonwin opened the door.



He stared at her.



“Mayling?”



The name struck strangely.



Maylond hadn’t heard it from him in a long time.



“Maylond.”



Jonwin blinked.



“Yes.”



He looked at her face.



“What happened?”



“I need to ask you something.”



“That’s usually why humlings knock.”



She stared at him.



Jonwin stepped aside.



“Come in.”



Maylond did.



He looked beyond her before closing the door.



Maylond knew what he was looking for.



He saw nothing.



Ond had learned.



Jonwin closed the door.



Maylond remained standing.



Jonwin sat.



After a moment, Maylond did too.



“Tany-Stry Rested.”



His face fell.



“When?”



“Tonight.”



“I’m sorry.”



Maylond nodded.



“Stry too.”



Jonwin closed his eyes.



For a moment neither spoke.



Then Jonwin said, “Is that what you came to tell me?”



“No.”



He waited.



Maylond had rehearsed nothing on the walk.



That had been a mistake.



“Do you remember sunsbrew?”



Jonwin stared at her.



Then he laughed once.



There was no humor in it.



“Yes.”



“I mean mine.”



“Yes, Maylond.”



“All of it?”



“No.”



That surprised her.



“You don’t?”



“I remember enough.”



“What don’t you remember?”



“The things I didn’t know.”



Maylond frowned.



“You hid things.”



“I know.”



“You lied.”



“I didn’t—”



Jonwin raised an eyebrow.



Maylond stopped.



Mayling had lied.



Before the Going.



Before the Balance.



She looked away.



“Yes.”



“You disappeared. You told me you hadn’t used when you had. You told me you’d used less than you had. You told me you’d stopped when you hadn’t.”



“I know.”



“You asked if I remember.”



“I know.”



Jonwin leaned back.



“Yes. I remember.”



Maylond rubbed her thumb over the sailcord.



Jonwin noticed.



He didn’t ask.



“What happened when I stopped?”



“You know what happened.”



“Tell me.”



“Why?”



“Please.”



Jonwin studied her.



“You were miserable.”



Maylond waited.



“You couldn’t sleep properly. Then you slept too much. You were hungry and couldn’t eat. Then you ate everything you could find.”



Maylond remembered pieces.



“You were angry.”



“Yes.”



“You cried.”



“I remember.”



“Sometimes for reasons.”



Maylond looked at him.



“Sometimes not.”



She looked away.



“You wanted sunsbrew.”



“Yes.”



“You wanted sharpleaf when you couldn’t get sunsbrew. You wanted things you hadn’t touched in rotations because wanting one thing reminded you that other things existed.”



Maylond’s fingers tightened around the cord.



“How long?”



“Which time?”



That hurt.



Jonwin saw it.



“You stopped more than once.”



“I know.”



“The last time?”



“Yes.”



“A while.”



“How long?”



“Long enough that you accused me of inventing new marks of time just to annoy you.”



Maylond almost remembered saying it.



Almost.



“After that.”



“You got better.”



“Completely?”



Jonwin frowned.



“What does completely mean?”



“Did anything stay?”



“Memories.”



“You know what I mean.”



“No. I don’t think I do.”



Maylond looked toward the closed door.



Ond was still there.



Far enough that she could barely find him.



“Suppose I took something now.”



Jonwin’s expression sharpened.



“I didn’t.”



“Good.”



“Suppose someone gave me something.”



“Who?”



“It doesn’t matter.”



“It usually does.”



“Something like the old things.”



“Like sunsbrew?”



“Not exactly.”



“What?”



“I don’t know.”



That was close enough to true.



“What did it do?”



Maylond hesitated.



“It changed things.”



“How?”



“I felt different.”



Jonwin waited.



Maylond wished he would stop doing that.



Bilda had done the same thing.



Wait until Mayling filled silence herself.



“Could it make old things come back?”



“Wanting?”



“No.”



“Withdrawal?”



“No.”



“What, then?”



Maylond looked at her hands.



“Feelings.”



Jonwin didn’t answer immediately.



“What kind?”



“Too much.”



“That’s not a kind.”



“It is when you’re feeling it.”



“Fair.”



Maylond rubbed the cord.



“Things that don’t fit.”



“Fear?”



“Yes.”



“Anger?”



“Yes.”



“Sadness?”



“Yes.”



“Those fit most humlings.”



“Not me.”



Jonwin became very still.



Maylond realized what she’d said.



She corrected quickly.



“Not like this.”



Jonwin watched her.



Maylond continued before he could ask.



“Could something I did before my Going cross things?”



“Cross things.”



“Signals. Feelings. Whatever is left in a body after using too much.”



Jonwin frowned.



“I don’t know.”



“You helped me.”



“That doesn’t mean I understand everything that happened inside you.”



“But you saw it.”



“Yes.”



“Could it come back?”



“Anything could.”



Maylond hated the answer.



“That’s useless.”



“It is also true.”



She stood.



Jonwin remained seated.



Maylond took two steps.



“Mayling.”



She stopped.



“Maylond.”



“Maylond.”



She turned.



Jonwin looked at her carefully.



“What you’re describing doesn’t sound like what I remember.”



Maylond’s chest tightened.



“You just said you don’t know.”



“I don’t.”



“Then how can you know that?”



“I didn’t say I knew.”



Maylond waited.



Jonwin leaned forward.



“When you were using, everything came back to you.”



“What?”



“You were angry because you hurt. You were frightened because you thought you couldn’t stop. You were sad because of Bilda. You wanted something because your body wanted it.”



Maylond looked away.



“You felt badly.”



She looked back.



Jonwin searched for whatever he was trying to say.



“Whatever you’re describing now doesn’t sound like that.”



“How?”



“I don’t know.”



“Try.”



Jonwin watched her.



“You keep talking as though the feeling is somewhere else.”



Maylond’s pulse changed.



“What does that mean?”



“You tell me.”



“I asked you.”



“And I’m telling you what I hear.”



Maylond sat again.



Jonwin waited.



She hated him a little for being good at that too.



“I care about things.”



Jonwin’s brow furrowed.



“That is generally considered useful.”



“More than I should.”



“Who decides how much you should care?”



Maylond almost laughed.



The Balance.



The Going.



Everyone.



Instead she said, “I do.”



Jonwin looked unconvinced.



Maylond continued.



“Something happens to someone and I—”



She stopped.



Derda bleeding beneath her hands.



Tany-Stry asking whether she’d been away too much.



Stry curled beside her.



Vellan.



Tem.



Bilda.



Ond standing far enough away that she could barely feel him.



“I feel it.”



Jonwin was quiet.



“That’s what worries you?”



“Yes.”



“Because of sunsbrew.”



“Maybe.”



“Do you think it’s because of sunsbrew?”



Maylond didn’t answer.



Jonwin waited.



“No.”



The word escaped quietly.



Jonwin nodded once.



Not victory.



Not diagnosis.



Simply heard.



Maylond stood again.



“Bilda talked to you before her Going.”



Jonwin’s face changed.



“Marling told you.”



“Yes.”



“She told you to watch me.”



“Something like that.”



“What exactly?”



Jonwin thought.



“She told me if you started disappearing again, I should make you do something.”



Maylond almost smiled.



“Mother remembered that.”



“Your sister wasn’t subtle.”



“No.”



“She also wasn’t very specific.”



“What did you say?”



“I asked what I was supposed to make you do.”



“And?”



Jonwin’s mouth moved.



“She said, ‘Anything.’”



Maylond closed her eyes.



Of course.



“Then I told her that wasn’t very helpful.”



Maylond opened them.



“What did she say?”



Jonwin smiled.



“Neither is Mayling.”



Maylond laughed.



One sound.



Small.



Broken almost immediately by something else.



She covered her mouth.



Jonwin looked away.



That kindness nearly made it worse.



“She never knew.”



Jonwin looked back.



“What?”



“That I listened to you.”



“Eventually.”



“That I stopped.”



Jonwin’s expression softened.



“No.”



“She thought I was going to ruin myself.”



“I don’t think she thought that.”



“You don’t know.”



“No.”



Maylond wiped beneath her eye.



“But she asked people to keep trying.”



Maylond looked at him.



Jonwin shrugged.



“That doesn’t sound like someone who thought you were already ruined.”



Maylond couldn’t answer.



She left before she cried again.



Ond was there.



Not visible.



Maylond stepped into the night.



The bond told her where.



She walked.



Ond followed.



Still distant.



Maylond thought about Bilda’s handwriting.



One correction.



That was all.



A girl preparing for a life she hadn’t begun.



She thought about the walkskin.



Torn.



She thought about Jonwin.



Anything.



Neither is Mayling.



She thought about >> Balanced. <<



Maylond stopped.



Ond stopped too.



She turned toward the darkness.



“Come here.”



Nothing moved.



“Ond.”



A shadow separated from the others.



He approached slowly.



Maylond’s body knew him before her mind could object.



Something inside her loosened.



There you are.



The feeling was immediate.



Familiar.



Almost relief.



Maylond hated it so much she nearly told him to leave.



Ond stopped several paces away.



Maylond looked at him.



He looked smaller tonight.



Not actually.



Something in the way he held himself.



His ears low.



His body quiet.



Sorry.



Maylond knew that now.



She didn’t need the word again.



“You’re sorry.”



Ond watched her.



“I know.”



His head lowered.



Maylond’s eyes burned.



“Were you sorry then?”



Ond looked at her.



“Five rotations ago.”



Nothing.



“When Bilda Rested.”



Ond became still.



“Were you sorry?”



Silence.



Maylond reached through the bond.



Not for his feelings now.



Past them.



Toward whatever he remembered.



“Ond.”



Something came.



Weak.



Grainy.



Trees.



Movement.



A humling.



Bilda.



Maylond knew her without seeing her face.



Anger.



Not Ond’s.



Bilda’s.



Then motion.



Too fast.



The impression broke.



Maylond flinched.



“Again.”



Ond did not.



“Please.”



Nothing.



Maylond stepped toward him.



Ond stepped back.



That stopped her.



He had never done that.



Not from her.



Maylond’s throat tightened.



“Did she attack you?”



Confusion.



A flash.



Bilda.



Movement.



Her arm.



No understanding of what it meant.



No sequence.



No answer.



“Did she hurt you?”



Nothing.



“Were you afraid?”



Nothing.



Maylond closed her eyes.



Wrong questions.



Humling questions.



Questions built from feelings Ond had learned later.



She opened her eyes.



“What happened after?”



Ond watched her.



“After Bilda.”



Something finally reached her.



Forest.



Ground beneath paws.



Movement.



Smell.



Distance.



The world continuing.



Maylond waited for something else.



There wasn’t anything.



No grief.



No fear.



No horror at what he’d done.



No image of returning.



No lingering attention behind him.



Bilda had Rested.



Ond had continued.



Maylond’s stomach turned.



“You didn’t care.”



Ond’s ears lowered.



Now.



They lowered now.



Maylond understood the difference.



The Ond in front of her was sorry.



The Ond five rotations ago had not been.



Not secretly.



Not somewhere deep inside himself.



He had Rested Bilda surely enough to call it Balance.



Then continued through the forest.



Maylond’s anger arrived so suddenly she tasted it.



“You killed her.”



Ond stayed still.



“She was eighteen.”



Nothing.



“She wanted to be a Birthguide.”



Ond’s eyes remained on her.



“She worried about everyone.”



Maylond’s voice broke.



“She worried about me.”



Ond lowered his head.



Maylond wanted to strike him.



The thought was clean.



Easy.



She could.



That was what she was.



Interferer.



Violence had never been the impossible part.



She wanted to hurt Ond.



And at exactly the same time, some other part of her wanted to fall against him.



To put her hands into his fur.



To feel the solid familiarity of the creature who had been beside her since the forest.



The creature who knew when she was frightened before she did.



The creature who had brought Derda.



The creature who had stood between Derda and the Dropper.



The creature who had killed Bilda.



Maylond made a sound she didn’t recognize.



Ond took one step toward her.



Maylond’s hand lifted.



For one instant she didn’t know whether she was reaching for him or stopping him.



Ond came another half step.



Maylond pointed at him.



Then at the ground away from her.



“Stay.”



Ond’s ears lowered.



He stayed.



Maylond walked away.



The bond stretched between them.



Fainter.



Fainter.



It did not break.
Chapter 38
“Family is not always the humlings we begin with. Sometimes it is who remains when beginning is no longer enough.”

— Sella Vor, Tender
Family
3,887 wordsMaylond went back to the healspace.



She told herself it was because she needed to know whether Derda was still alive.



That was true.



It was not all of it.



Ond remained behind her.



Far behind her.



Maylond could feel him at the edge of the bond, faint enough that sometimes she lost him between one step and the next.



Each time, something inside her noticed.



Each time, she hated that it noticed.



She did not look back.



Ond did not come closer.



The healspace was quiet when she entered.



Calira was gone.



Marling sat beside the healing platform with her head against the wall.



Her eyes were closed.



Maylond stopped.



Marling opened them immediately.



“You came back.”



Maylond nodded.



“How is he?”



Marling looked at Derda.



“Alive.”



It was becoming Maylond’s favorite word.



She moved to the platform.



Derda was sleeping.



Or seemed to be.



Maylond watched his chest.



Rise.



Fall.



Rise.



Fall.



The movements were shallow.



But they were there.



She sat beside him.



Marling stood.



“I need to wash.”



Maylond looked at the stains on her mother’s hands.



Old blood.



Derda’s.



Some of it had dried into the lines around her fingernails.



Marling looked suddenly much older than she had before the Dropper.



“Will you stay with him?”



“Yes.”



Marling hesitated.



Maylond knew why.



Earlier, Marling had seen Ond standing far away.



She had asked why.



Maylond hadn’t answered.



Marling didn’t ask again.



She left.



Maylond listened until her footsteps disappeared.



Then there was only Derda.



And Ond.



One close.



One far.



Maylond put her hand beside Derda’s on the platform.



Not touching.



Almost.



His fingers moved.



Maylond looked at his face.



His eyes opened.



“Were you pretending?”



“No.”



“You were awake.”



“I am now.”



His voice was rough.



Maylond reached for the water before he asked.



Derda watched her.



She helped him drink.



Not much.



Marling had shown her how.



When she lowered the water, Derda continued watching her.



“What?”



“You.”



“That isn’t an answer.”



“It was.”



Maylond set the water aside.



Derda looked toward the doorway.



Maylond knew what he was looking for.



“He isn’t here.”



Derda looked back at her.



Maylond hadn’t meant for the words to sound like that.



“He’s outside.”



Derda waited.



“Far outside.”



Still he waited.



Maylond looked at their hands.



Almost touching.



She moved hers the remaining distance.



Derda’s fingers closed weakly around two of hers.



Maylond stared at them.



She had come here to make sure he was alive.



Now that she knew, she didn’t know what to do.



“Tany-Stry Rested.”



Derda’s fingers tightened.



Barely.



Maylond felt it anyway.



“And Stry.”



Derda closed his eyes.



Maylond watched his face.



“She came home.”



His eyes opened.



“She wanted to.”



Derda nodded.



“She asked me something.”



Maylond stopped.



The sailcord hung from her hand.



She had been carrying it for so long that she’d almost stopped feeling it.



Derda looked at it.



Maylond rubbed the worn place with her thumb.



“She asked if she’d been away too much.”



Derda said nothing.



“I told her no.”



His fingers remained around hers.



“I kept telling her no.”



Maylond swallowed.



“She Rested while I was answering.”



Derda’s thumb moved once against her finger.



“I don’t know if she heard me.”



Maylond looked down.



“I don’t know.”



Derda didn’t tell her that Tany-Stry had.



Didn’t tell her that she hadn’t.



Didn’t make something kind out of something unknowable.



Maylond loved him a little for that.



The thought came so easily that she almost missed it.



She looked at him.



Derda’s eyes were tired.



His face pale.



Alive.



Maylond looked away.



“Ond told me something.”



Derda waited.



Maylond could still feel Ond.



Faint.



Exactly where she had left him.



“Tany-Stry loved me.”



Derda’s expression softened.



“I know.”



“No.”



Maylond rubbed the sailcord.



“He told me.”



Derda glanced toward the doorway again.



“What did he say?”



“One word.”



Maylond could feel it again.



>> Sister. <<



“Sister.”



Derda looked at her.



Maylond’s throat tightened.



“So I told him about mine.”



Derda went still.



“Bilda.”



The name sounded different in here.



Closer to death.



Maybe because Derda had nearly Rested on the same platform.



Maybe because Tany-Stry had Rested only a short distance away.



Maybe because Maylond finally knew something she had spent five rotations not knowing.



“Ond knew her.”



Derda didn’t move.



Maylond looked directly at him.



“Ond Rested Bilda.”



Derda’s fingers stopped around hers.



Not released.



Stopped.



Maylond waited for disbelief.



There was none.



Derda looked toward the doorway.



“He isn’t there.”



Derda looked back.



“I told him to stay away from me.”



A long silence.



Then Derda asked, “Did he?”



“Yes.”



That answer hurt more than it should have.



Derda shifted.



Pain crossed his face.



Maylond leaned toward him immediately.



“Don’t.”



“I moved.”



“You aren’t supposed to.”



“I noticed.”



“You almost Rested.”



“I noticed that too.”



“Then stop noticing things after you do them.”



Derda’s mouth moved.



Almost a smile.



Maylond hated how badly she needed it.



It disappeared.



“How do you know?”



Maylond knew what he meant.



“He told me.”



“With words?”



“Not all of it.”



She looked at the floor.



“He knew her name.”



No.



That wasn’t exactly it.



“He knew her when I showed him.”



Derda waited.



“He kept saying he was sorry.”



Maylond’s voice tightened.



“I thought he meant because my sister was dead.”



She could still see Ond.



Still.



Sorry.



Again.



Again.



Again.



“I told him it wasn’t his fault.”



Derda’s eyes closed briefly.



Maylond almost laughed.



There was nothing funny in it.



“I told him that.”



She pulled her fingers from Derda’s and pressed her hand against her forehead.



“He was trying to tell me.”



Derda said nothing.



“He wasn’t hiding it.”



“No.”



Maylond looked at him sharply.



“You don’t know that.”



“No.”



Derda’s voice was quiet.



Maylond looked away.



“He wasn’t.”



She knew that much.



Ond hadn’t been confessing because he’d been caught.



Maylond had said Bilda.



Ond had said sorry.



Again.



Again.



Again.



Then:



>> Balanced. <<



She would not think about that word.



Not now.



Maybe not ever.



“He wasn’t sorry when he did it.”



Derda watched her.



“Then,” Maylond said.



A pause.



“He wasn’t sorry then.”



Derda understood.



Maylond could see it.



“He is now.”



Derda’s gaze remained on her.



“Yes.”



The agreement made her angry.



“You don’t know that either.”



“No.”



“Then stop agreeing with me.”



“All right.”



Maylond stared at him.



Derda waited.



She hated Tenders.



Sometimes.



“You’ve seen it.”



Maylond frowned.



“What?”



“Bonding.”



“Yes.”



“Not yours.”



“No.”



“Others.”



Derda nodded.



Maylond waited.



He seemed to be deciding how much strength the answer deserved.



“I’ve watched humsing become different together.”



Maylond’s fingers found the sailcord again.



“Different how?”



“Slowly.”



“That isn’t an answer.”



“It may be the only one I have.”



Maylond looked toward the doorway.



“He killed her.”



“Yes.”



“He didn’t care.”



Derda said nothing.



“He just went on.”



Maylond could see the fragments Ond had given her.



Trees.



Ground.



Movement.



Distance.



The world continuing.



Bilda gone.



Ond continuing.



“He Rested her and went on.”



Derda’s eyes stayed on her.



“And now he’s sorry.”



Maylond hated how impossible the sentence sounded.



“How am I supposed to put those things together?”



“I don’t know.”



Maylond looked at him.



Derda meant it.



No lesson.



No Tender answer.



No hidden piece of the Balance that would make the world behave again.



“I thought you’d tell me.”



“I know.”



“That’s what Tenders are for.”



“No.”



“What are they for?”



“Usually listening until someone discovers they already know what they think.”



Maylond frowned.



“That sounds useless.”



“It often is.”



She laughed.



She didn’t mean to.



The sound became something else almost immediately.



Maylond covered her eyes.



Derda’s hand found her wrist.



Weak.



Warm.



Alive.



She lowered her hands.



“I don’t forgive him.”



Derda nodded.



“You’re doing it again.”



He stopped nodding.



Maylond almost laughed again.



“I don’t.”



“All right.”



“I don’t know if I ever will.”



“All right.”



“You aren’t going to tell me I should?”



“No.”



“Why?”



Derda looked at her for a long moment.



“Because I don’t know what your bond will become.”



Maylond looked toward the doorway.



“You’ve seen others.”



“Yes.”



“So tell me.”



“I’ve seen humlings spend rotations learning what they became together.”



“We don’t have rotations.”



“No.”



Something about the answer frightened her.



Not because Derda knew what was coming.



Because none of them did.



Maylond looked at him again.



“Do you think he’s different?”



Derda considered.



“Do you?”



“Yes.”



The answer came too quickly.



Maylond hated that.



Derda did not smile.



“He is.”



She looked away.



“That’s not the same as saying what he did doesn’t matter.”



“No.”



“Or that Bilda matters less.”



“No.”



“Or that I’m supposed to forgive him.”



“No.”



Maylond’s eyes burned.



“Then what is it?”



Derda’s fingers moved against hers.



“I don’t know.”



Maylond let out a breath.



Derda closed his eyes.



For several marks, neither spoke.



Maylond listened to him breathe.



She listened so closely she almost missed Marling returning.



Her mother stopped inside the entrance.



Her eyes went first to Derda.



Then to Maylond.



Then to their hands.



Maylond expected her to say something.



Marling only crossed the room.



She touched Derda’s forehead.



Then his throat.



Then leaned close enough to listen to his breathing.



Derda opened his eyes.



“You’re awake.”



“Yes.”



“You’re supposed to be sleeping.”



“I was.”



“Then you stopped.”



Derda glanced at Maylond.



Maylond almost smiled.



Marling adjusted the covering over him.



“You need more water.”



“I had some.”



“You need more.”



Derda accepted this.



Maylond watched her mother lift the water and help him drink.



The movement was practiced.



Gentle.



Annoyed.



Marling wiped a drop from the corner of Derda’s mouth with her thumb.



Something tightened inside Maylond.



Derda had said it.



My family.



Maylond hadn’t known what he meant then.



Maybe he hadn’t either.



Marling lowered the water.



“Better?”



“Yes.”



“Good.”



She set it aside.



Maylond said, “Mother.”



Marling looked at her.



Maylond almost stopped.



Derda’s hand remained beside hers.



Ond remained far away.



Bilda remained dead.



“Tany-Stry Rested.”



Marling’s expression changed.



“I know.”



“And Stry.”



“I know.”



Maylond nodded.



Marling waited.



“Ond told me Tany-Stry loved me like a sister.”



Marling’s face softened.



Maylond couldn’t bear it.



“So I told him about Bilda.”



The softness remained for another moment.



Then disappeared.



Maylond watched it happen.



“He knew her.”



Marling didn’t move.



“He saw her during her Going.”



Nothing.



Maylond forced the words out.



“He Rested her.”



Marling stared at her.



Derda’s hand moved against Maylond’s.



Marling looked toward the doorway.



Then back.



“What?”



“Ond Rested Bilda.”



“No.”



Maylond had not expected that.



“Yes.”



“No.”



“Mother—”



“That thing?”



Maylond stopped.



Marling’s face had gone pale.



“That Rested Bilda?”



“Yes.”



Marling took one step backward.



Maylond stood.



“Mother.”



“Where is it?”



Maylond felt the word.



Not him.



It.



“Outside.”



Marling looked toward the entrance.



“How far?”



“Far.”



“Get it farther.”



Maylond stared at her.



“Mother.”



“I don’t want that thing near here.”



“He isn’t.”



“It.”



Maylond’s jaw tightened.



Marling looked at her.



“It killed Bilda.”



“He.”



Silence.



Maylond heard the correction after she’d already made it.



Marling stared at her.



Maylond stared back.



Derda said nothing.



“He Rested Bilda,” Maylond said.



Marling’s mouth opened.



Nothing came out.



Then:



“And you’re correcting me?”



Maylond swallowed.



“Yes.”



Marling turned away.



Her hands went to the edge of the healing platform.



For a moment Maylond thought she might fall.



She didn’t.



“He killed my daughter.”



The words were quiet.



Maylond couldn’t answer.



Marling looked back at her.



“That weapon killed my daughter.”



Maylond flinched.



“Don’t.”



“Don’t what?”



“Call him that.”



Marling laughed once.



It was a terrible sound.



“What would you like me to call the thing that killed Bilda?”



“Ond.”



“No.”



Maylond’s anger rose.



“He has a name.”



“So did Bilda.”



Maylond stopped.



Marling’s eyes filled.



“She had a name.”



“I know.”



“She had a pack.”



“I know.”



“She wanted to bring humlings into the world.”



“I know.”



“And that thing—”



“He.”



“—tore her out of it.”



Maylond’s anger vanished.



Marling looked toward the doorway again.



Maylond could see what her mother saw.



Not Ond.



Bilda’s pack.



The walkskins.



Blood.



Nothing to bury.



Five rotations of not knowing.



And now an answer standing somewhere beyond the paths.



“Get away from it.”



Maylond’s stomach tightened.



“Mother.”



“Get away from it.”



“I can’t.”



“Yes, you can.”



“No.”



“Then make it leave.”



Maylond almost said she already had.



Instead:



“The bond doesn’t work like that.”



“I don’t care how the bond works.”



“You do if you’re asking me to break it.”



Marling stared at her.



Maylond saw the moment she understood.



Not fully.



Enough.



“You can’t.”



“No.”



“Not at all?”



“Not that anyone knows.”



Marling looked toward the doorway.



“What happens if it goes?”



“I don’t know.”



“If you send it away?”



“I don’t know.”



“If it leaves Southleft?”



“I don’t know.”



Marling’s voice rose.



“Then what do you know?”



Maylond felt Derda shift behind her.



She didn’t look.



“I know he isn’t what he was.”



Marling recoiled.



Actually recoiled.



“You are defending it.”



Maylond’s anger came back.



“I am not defending what he did.”



“You are defending the weapon that killed your sister.”



“I am defending what he is now.”



The words filled the healspace.



Maylond hadn’t known she believed them until she heard herself say them.



Marling stared at her.



Maylond’s heart pounded.



“He wasn’t sorry then.”



Marling’s face twisted.



Maylond continued before she could stop herself.



“He didn’t understand it the way he does now. He didn’t care. He Rested her and kept going.”



“Stop.”



“He was not sorry.”



“Maylond.”



“He is now.”



Marling stared at her.



“He is sorry now.”



“It.”



“He.”



“It.”



“He.”



Marling stepped toward her.



“That thing has taken enough from this family.”



Maylond’s breath caught.



Aberda.



Bilda.



Nearly Derda.



Nearly Maylond herself.



Not all Ond.



Not even mostly Ond.



But Maylond understood what her mother meant.



Kitsing.



The Going.



The forest.



The Balance.



All the things Marling had watched take humlings she loved and call it the way the world worked.



“You don’t know him.”



“I don’t want to.”



Maylond opened her mouth.



Closed it.



There was nothing fair she could say to that.



Marling looked at Derda.



Then at Maylond.



Her voice became quieter.



“Does it know you know?”



“Yes.”



“And?”



“And what?”



“What did it do?”



Maylond looked toward the entrance.



“Nothing.”



Marling frowned.



“I told him to stay away from me.”



“And?”



“He did.”



Marling looked almost disappointed by the answer.



Or perhaps she hated that there was nothing monstrous in it.



Maylond understood.



She hated it too.



“He’s still there.”



Marling looked at her.



“How do you know?”



Maylond didn’t answer.



She didn’t need to.



Marling’s expression changed.



Repulsion.



Not at Maylond.



Maylond knew that.



It still felt close enough.



“You can feel it.”



“Yes.”



“All the way out there.”



“Yes.”



Marling looked away.



Maylond suddenly wanted to leave.



Instead Derda tried to sit up.



Both of them turned.



“No.”



Maylond and Marling said it together.



Derda stopped.



Maylond looked at her mother.



Marling looked at her.



For one absurd moment, neither moved.



Then Derda tried again.



Marling put a hand against his shoulder.



“What are you doing?”



“Getting up.”



“No.”



“I need to walk.”



“You need a new breathbag.”



Derda looked at her.



Marling glared.



“You may have neither.”



Maylond almost laughed.



Derda shifted his legs toward the edge.



Marling looked at Maylond.



“Help me.”



Maylond stared.



“You’re helping him?”



“I am preventing him from tearing open everything you nearly Rested yourself trying to keep inside him.”



Derda said, “I can walk.”



Marling turned on him.



“You can breathe. I suggest appreciating the distinction.”



Derda stopped.



Maylond laughed.



This time it escaped fully.



Marling looked at her.



Maylond covered her mouth.



“Sorry.”



“No, you aren’t.”



“No.”



For half a moment, Marling almost smiled.



Then she remembered.



They all did.



Ond.



Bilda.



The room became quiet again.



Derda looked at Maylond.



“I do need to walk.”



Marling sighed.



“A few steps.”



Derda nodded.



“Inside.”



He didn’t answer.



Marling narrowed her eyes.



“Derda.”



“Yes.”



“Inside.”



“Yes.”



Maylond knew he was lying before he stood.



Not because Derda couldn’t lie.



Because she knew him.



That thought almost made her smile again.



They helped him upright.



Marling on one side.



Maylond on the other.



Derda’s weight settled between them.



He was lighter than Maylond expected.



Or perhaps weaker.



His breath caught.



Marling immediately stopped.



“Back down.”



“No.”



“You made a sound.”



“I breathed.”



“You did it badly.”



Maylond looked at Derda.



“She’s right.”



“Don’t encourage her.”



“I’m not.”



“You are.”



They took one step.



Then another.



Derda’s face tightened.



Maylond felt every movement as though it happened inside her own body.



They crossed the healspace.



Turned.



Came back.



Marling seemed satisfied.



Derda did not.



“Enough.”



He sat.



For several marks he only breathed.



Marling listened.



Then nodded.



“You didn’t destroy anything.”



“Thank you.”



“That wasn’t praise.”



Derda closed his eyes.



Marling rearranged his covering.



Maylond watched her.



There was something so ordinary about it that it hurt.



Marling fussing.



Derda tolerating.



Maylond standing between them.



Family.



The word came without permission.



Maylond looked toward the entrance.



Ond remained outside it.



Not here.



Not yet.



Maybe never.



She didn’t know.



Derda opened his eyes.



“I’m tired.”



Marling’s expression softened immediately.



“Good.”



Maylond frowned.



“Good?”



“He needs sleep.”



Derda looked at Maylond.



Maylond knew that look.



“No.”



He raised an eyebrow.



“You aren’t going anywhere.”



“I didn’t say anything.”



“You were going to.”



“I was going to sleep.”



“Good.”



Derda closed his eyes.



Maylond sat beside him.



Marling waited until his breathing steadied.



Then she said, “I need food.”



Maylond nodded.



“I’ll stay.”



Marling looked at her.



Then toward the entrance.



Maylond’s jaw tightened.



“He won’t come in.”



Marling said nothing.



“I told him to stay.”



Still nothing.



“He will.”



Marling looked at her.



Maylond wished she hadn’t sounded so certain.



Her mother left.



Derda’s eyes opened.



“You aren’t asleep.”



“No.”



“Everyone is lying tonight.”



“Apparently.”



Maylond leaned back against the wall.



Derda slowly sat up.



Maylond stared at him.



“No.”



“I need to walk.”



“You did.”



“Outside.”



“Mother said inside.”



“Yes.”



Maylond narrowed her eyes.



“You waited for her to leave.”



“Yes.”



“That’s dishonest.”



“Yes.”



Maylond stared at the Tender.



Derda looked almost pleased with himself.



“Where are you going?”



“Outside.”



“Why?”



Derda looked toward the doorway.



Maylond knew.



“No.”



Derda shifted toward the edge of the platform.



“Derda.”



He stood.



Too quickly.



His face went pale.



Maylond caught him.



“Idiot.”



“Yes.”



“Get back down.”



“No.”



“Why?”



Derda looked at her.



“Because he’s alone.”



Maylond froze.



Anger came first.



“He should be.”



Derda nodded.



“Then why are you going?”



Derda considered.



“I don’t know.”



Maylond hated that answer.



It was becoming his favorite.



“You don’t owe him anything.”



“I know.”



“He killed Bilda.”



“I know.”



“I told him to stay away.”



“I know.”



Derda waited.



Maylond realized he wasn’t asking permission.



She could stop him physically.



Probably.



Derda was barely standing.



She didn’t.



“You’ll tear something.”



“Probably not.”



“That isn’t comforting.”



“I’ll be careful.”



“You stepped in front of a Dropper.”



Derda looked at her.



Maylond sighed.



“Fine.”



She helped him to the doorway.



Derda stopped there.



Night beyond.



Maylond felt Ond.



Far.



Derda looked into the darkness.



“Where?”



Maylond stiffened.



He glanced at her.



She didn’t want to answer.



Derda waited.



Maylond pointed.



Not precisely.



Enough.



“That way.”



Derda nodded.



He stepped outside.



Maylond caught his arm.



“If you fall, I’m leaving you there.”



“No, you aren’t.”



“I might.”



Derda looked at her hand around his arm.



Maylond released him.



He walked.



Slowly.



Maylond stood in the doorway.



Derda crossed the first path.



Stopped to breathe.



Continued.



Ond did not move.



Maylond could feel that.



Derda disappeared between the buildings.



Maylond almost followed.



She didn’t.



She went back inside.



Sat.



Waited.



She could feel Ond.



Nothing more.



No words.



No images.



Only presence.



Then something changed.



Small.



Attention.



Ond had seen Derda.



Maylond stood.



She stayed where she was.



The bond carried almost nothing from that distance.



But Ond was no longer waiting only for her.



His attention had moved.



Derda.



Maylond closed her eyes.



For one instant, something warmer touched the edge of the bond.



Recognition.



Then quiet.



Maylond opened her eyes.



She waited.



Too long.



Then longer.



Finally footsteps approached.



Derda appeared in the doorway.



Alone.



Maylond stood.



“Where is he?”



Derda looked at her.



Maylond immediately hated the question.



“He stayed.”



Of course he had.



“What did you do?”



“Sat.”



“With him?”



“Near him.”



“What did he do?”



“Nothing.”



Maylond frowned.



“You walked all the way out there to sit near him.”



“Yes.”



“Why?”



Derda leaned against the doorway.



“I told you.”



“No. You said you didn’t know.”



“That too.”



Maylond went to him.



He let her take his arm.



“You’re exhausted.”



“Yes.”



“Mother is going to kill you.”



“She can’t.”



Maylond looked at him.



Softheart.



Derda’s mouth moved.



Maylond laughed despite herself.



She helped him back to the platform.



He lay down without arguing this time.



That frightened her more than the walk had.



“Are you all right?”



“Yes.”



“Actually?”



“Yes.”



Maylond sat.



Derda looked at her.



“You didn’t forgive him.”



“No.”



“I didn’t either.”



Maylond frowned.



“He didn’t do anything to you.”



Derda’s expression changed so slightly she almost missed it.



“No.”



Maylond waited.



Something was there.



Then it was gone.



Derda closed his eyes.



Maylond almost asked.



She didn’t.



Not tonight.



There had been enough answers.



Marling returned with food.



She stopped when she saw Derda.



“You moved.”



Derda’s eyes remained closed.



“No.”



Marling looked at Maylond.



Maylond considered helping him.



Then remembered him walking into the dark.



“He went outside.”



Derda opened his eyes.



Marling stared at him.



“You what?”



Maylond smiled.



Family, she thought.



Perhaps that was what it was.



Knowing exactly when to betray someone for their own good.



Marling spent several marks examining Derda while he endured it.



Maylond ate.



Marling made Derda eat too.



Not much.



Enough.



Then Marling settled into a chair beside the platform.



“You’re staying?” Maylond asked.



“Yes.”



“You should sleep.”



“So should you.”



Maylond looked at Derda.



He had already closed his eyes again.



This time she believed him.



Marling noticed.



“There is room.”



Maylond looked at her.



“Where?”



“Beside him.”



Maylond’s eyes went to the platform.



Marling was already arranging another covering on the floor beside it.



“You’ll wake if his breathing changes.”



It wasn’t permission.



It wasn’t teasing.



It wasn’t anything except practical.



Maylond lay down.



Close enough to hear Derda breathe.



Marling settled on the other side.



For a while nobody slept.



Maylond knew because Marling’s breathing remained wrong for it.



Eventually it changed.



Derda’s had already become slow.



In.



Out.



In.



Out.



Still here.



Maylond closed her eyes.



>> Sister. <<



Tany-Stry.



That was the word Ond had given her.



Sister.



Maylond had answered by telling him about Bilda.



She wished she hadn’t.



She was glad she had.



Both things were true.



Too many things were true now.



Bilda was her family.



Marling was her family.



Derda—



Maylond listened to him breathe.



Derda had called them his.



Maybe that was enough.



She rubbed the worn place on Tany-Stry’s sailcord once.



Then stopped.



Somewhere beyond the healspace, beyond the nearest paths, Ond remained.



Maylond did not reach for him.



She didn’t have to.



The feeling of him was there.



Faint.



Distant.



Exactly where she had left him.



Exactly where she had told him to stay.



Maylond slept.



Ond did not come closer.
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For a moment she didn’t know what.



The floor was hard beneath her. The covering had slipped from one shoulder. Somewhere nearby, water dripped into a vessel.



Derda was breathing.



She heard him before she opened her eyes.



In.



Out.



In.



Out.



Maylond lay still.



She had fallen asleep listening to that sound.



Now she listened again.



There.



Alive.



She opened her eyes.



Morning light had entered the healspace.



Derda slept on the platform above her. One arm hung over the edge, his fingers not quite reaching the floor.



Marling was gone.



Maylond sat up carefully.



Something moved outside.



She turned toward it.



Too late.



A humling passed the entrance before Maylond could identify the footsteps.



She frowned.



Normally she would have known someone was approaching long before they appeared.



She listened.



Voices somewhere beyond the healspace.



Water being carried.



A tool striking something hard.



Southleft waking.



Everything sounded ordinary.



Everything sounded farther away.



Maylond stood.



Her balance shifted unexpectedly.



Not enough to make her fall.



Enough to make her reach for the platform.



Derda’s eyes opened.



“Good morning.”



Maylond looked at him.



“You’re awake.”



“I seem to be.”



“You should be sleeping.”



“I was.”



“Then why aren’t you?”



Derda looked at her.



“You stood up.”



Maylond frowned.



“That woke you?”



“Yes.”



She looked toward the entrance.



A faint sound came from somewhere beyond the nearest buildings.



She couldn’t place it.



“What is that?”



Derda listened.



“What?”



Maylond waited.



The sound came again.



A small wooden knock.



Or perhaps two objects being placed together.



“I don’t know.”



Derda watched her.



Maylond closed her eyes.



She listened harder.



Nothing became clearer.



She opened them.



“Something’s wrong.”



Derda’s expression changed.



“With me?”



“No.”



She looked at him.



Then toward the doorway.



“With me.”



Derda pushed himself a little higher.



Maylond moved toward him automatically.



“Don’t.”



“I was adjusting.”



“You always say that.”



“Because I often am.”



Maylond helped him settle against the folded covering Marling had left.



Derda watched her face.



“What feels wrong?”



Maylond considered.



“I don’t know.”



“Pain?”



“No.”



“Dizziness?”



“Not exactly.”



She looked toward the entrance again.



“Everything is quiet.”



Derda listened.



“It isn’t.”



“I know.”



She could hear Southleft.



But not the way she remembered.



Maylond crossed the healspace.



Stopped at the entrance.



A humling carried a bundle across the path.



Maylond watched until the humling disappeared behind a building.



She hadn’t heard the footsteps until they were almost beside her.



That was wrong.



She looked toward the forest.



And felt Ond.



Faint.



Very faint.



He was still there.



Maylond closed her eyes.



She reached toward the bond before she realized what she was doing.



Something answered.



Not words.



Not images.



A presence.



Ond.



Waiting.



Maylond withdrew immediately.



The world seemed to shrink.



She opened her eyes.



“Oh.”



Behind her, Derda said, “What?”



Maylond didn’t answer.



She listened again.



A bird called.



She heard it.



But she couldn’t tell where it was.



Before, she would have known.



Not because she had seen it.



Because the world had become a place full of directions.



Movement.



Distances.



Things approaching.



Things withdrawing.



Things that mattered before she understood why.



Maylond had thought her Going had changed her senses.



Perhaps it had.



But not as much as she’d believed.



She had thought Ond made her stronger.



She hadn’t understood how much of the world he had been giving her.



And now she couldn’t tell which parts of herself she had lost by sending him away.



“Maylond?”



She turned.



Derda was watching her.



“Ond.”



Derda waited.



“He’s too far away.”



Derda glanced toward the entrance.



Maylond immediately regretted saying it.



“I told him to stay there.”



“I know.”



“He did.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked outside again.



“He’s still doing it.”



Derda said nothing.



Maylond rubbed her eyes.



“I can’t hear properly.”



Derda frowned.



“You hear me.”



“Yes.”



“Other things?”



“Yes.”



“Then what can’t you hear?”



Maylond looked at him.



She almost said everything.



That wasn’t true.



She could hear everything she had always heard.



It was everything else that had disappeared.



“I don’t know where things are.”



Derda considered.



“Because Ond usually does?”



Maylond stared at him.



He hadn’t sounded surprised.



“You knew?”



“No.”



“You guessed.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked away.



Of course he had.



He was a Tender.



He watched humlings become things they hadn’t known they could become.



She was beginning to dislike how useful that made him.



“It’s like losing something I didn’t know I was holding.”



Derda looked at her.



“That sounds unpleasant.”



“It is.”



Maylond turned toward the entrance.



Ond remained at the edge of her awareness.



She could bring him closer.



One word.



Perhaps two.



She didn’t say them.



Instead she went back to Derda.



“Are you hungry?”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked around.



Marling had left food near the platform.



She brought it to him.



Derda accepted the first piece.



Maylond took another for herself.



They ate without speaking.



It was strangely comforting.



No questions.



No answers.



No Ond.



Except Ond was there anyway.



At the edge.



Always at the edge.



Maylond tried not to feel him.



That was worse.



She kept checking whether she could.



Derda finished eating.



Maylond offered more.



He shook his head.



“You need it.”



“You need more.”



“I need less than you’re trying to give me.”



Maylond frowned.



“Mother said you should eat.”



“She did.”



“So eat.”



Derda looked at the food.



Then at her.



“You sound like her.”



Maylond stopped.



Derda smiled faintly.



Maylond looked at the food in her hand.



Then she laughed.



A small sound.



It felt unfamiliar.



“That’s terrible.”



“She’s very good at keeping humlings alive.”



Maylond looked at him.



“Yes.”



Derda’s smile faded.



Maylond sat beside the platform.



For a while they listened to Southleft waking.



Derda shifted against the covering.



His face tightened, only briefly.



Maylond felt a pull beneath her own right ribs.



She pressed her hand there.



Nothing had struck her. Nothing was wrong with her breathbag.



Derda drew another breath, easier than the last.



The pull lingered a moment longer, then loosened.



Maylond lowered her hand before he could notice.



She had been awake too long. She had spent too many marks waiting for every breath he took. Perhaps her body had learned to expect pain whenever his did.



Then Derda lowered his hand.



His fingers brushed the top of her head.



Maylond looked up.



He moved a curl away from her cheekwhiskers.



Nothing more.



The touch was so ordinary that she nearly cried.



Derda noticed.



He withdrew his hand.



Maylond caught it.



“Don’t.”



He stopped.



She held his fingers against her cheek.



For several marks neither moved.



Maylond could feel his warmth.



The faint movement of his breathing.



The little pressure of his hand.



Here.



Not distant.



Not uncertain.



Here.



She closed her eyes.



Derda didn’t ask what she was thinking.



Maylond was grateful.



Because she was thinking about Ond.



And Bilda.



And the terrible fact that she wanted the creature who had killed her sister to come closer.



She pressed Derda’s hand gently against her cheek.



He let her.



Eventually Marling returned.



Maylond heard her only when she reached the doorway.



That frightened her again.



Marling looked at them.



Then at the food.



“Good.”



Derda said, “She made me eat.”



Marling nodded.



“She has sense occasionally.”



Maylond looked at her mother.



“Occasionally?”



Marling ignored her.



She examined Derda’s breathing, checked the coverings, and asked whether he’d felt any new pain.



Derda answered patiently.



Maylond watched.



Marling’s movements were practiced.



Tender in ways she rarely acknowledged.



She had been a mother long before Maylond understood what that required.



She was being something like one to Derda now.



Maylond wondered whether Marling knew.



Perhaps she did.



Perhaps it didn’t need naming.



Marling listened at Derda’s right side a second time.



“Again,” she said.



Derda breathed in.



Marling watched his chest rise.



“More than yesterday.”



Derda looked almost embarrassed.



“I’ve been trying.”



“That isn’t how breathbags mend.”



“Then I’ve been fortunate.”



Marling’s expression did not change, but she checked him once more before straightening.



Maylond remembered the ache beneath her ribs.



She said nothing.



Marling finished examining him.



Then looked toward the doorway.



Her face changed.



Maylond knew why before she spoke.



“Has that been there all night?”



Maylond’s stomach tightened.



“Yes.”



Marling looked back.



“It hasn’t moved?”



“Not much.”



Marling’s expression hardened.



“Good.”



Maylond said nothing.



Marling began putting things away.



After a moment she asked, “Will it leave?”



Maylond looked at Derda.



He was watching her.



Not answering for her.



Not defending Ond.



Simply there.



“I don’t know.”



Marling stopped.



“Maylond.”



“I told him to stay.”



“Yes.”



“He stayed.”



“That doesn’t mean it has to remain there forever.”



Maylond looked toward the forest.



“No.”



Marling waited.



Maylond didn’t continue.



Her mother returned to her work.



The conversation was finished.



Nothing had improved.



Maylond suspected nothing would.



By the time the morning had warmed, Maylond had learned three things.



She could still walk through Southleft without Ond.



She could still hear enough to know when someone spoke to her.



And she had been far less alone inside her own senses than she’d realized.



Every path seemed narrower.



Every corner held something she couldn’t anticipate.



A child ran past her and she stepped aside too late.



The child laughed.



Maylond apologized.



The child continued.



Nothing terrible happened.



That made it worse.



Her senses weren’t failing.



They were ordinary.



Maylond had forgotten what ordinary felt like.



She stopped beside a water vessel and looked toward the forest.



Ond.



Still there.



She could feel him.



She couldn’t see him from here.



But she knew where he was.



She had always known.



Maylond wondered whether he could feel her as clearly as before.



Perhaps not.



Perhaps he was experiencing the same narrowing.



Or perhaps he was simply waiting.



She thought about the way he’d followed her from the forest.



The way he had known when to move.



When to stop.



When she was frightened.



When she was angry.



When she wanted something before she understood that she wanted it.



Maylond had mistaken some of that for herself.



She touched the sailcord at her waist.



She had finally tied it beside the feather.



The two objects moved against her as she walked.



Tany-Stry.



Bilda.



Ond.



Maylond looked toward the forest again.



He hadn’t eaten.



The thought came suddenly.



She frowned.



He had remained where she pointed.



All night.



Through morning.



He had barely moved.



Had he hunted?



She would have felt him move farther away.



Had he found water?



There was none where she’d left him.



Maylond stared toward the trees.



“Oh, Ond.”



The words escaped before she could stop them.



She hated the affection inside them.



She hated that she knew exactly what he had done.



She had said stay.



So he had stayed.



Maylond turned toward the healspace.



She walked quickly.



Too quickly.



She almost collided with someone coming around a corner.



She apologized without looking.



By the time she reached Derda, she was angry.



At Ond.



At herself.



At the bond.



At the fact that she had to be angry at so many things at once.



Derda was awake.



Marling was gone again.



Maylond stopped beside the platform.



“He hasn’t eaten.”



Derda looked at her.



“Ond?”



“Yes.”



Derda waited.



“He hasn’t moved.”



“You told him to stay.”



“I know.”



Maylond paced once across the healspace.



Then back.



“He could have eaten.”



Derda didn’t answer.



“He knows how.”



“Yes.”



“He’s been doing it since before I was born.”



“Yes.”



Maylond stopped.



Derda watched her.



“He took it literally.”



“Perhaps.”



Maylond looked toward the entrance.



“He’s going to sit there until I tell him something else.”



Derda said nothing.



Maylond turned.



“Don’t you think that’s ridiculous?”



Derda considered.



“Do you?”



“Yes.”



“Then tell him.”



Maylond stared.



Derda’s expression remained calm.



She wanted him to say something more.



Something that would make it easier.



He didn’t.



Maylond looked at the floor.



“I don’t want to.”



“I know.”



“I don’t want him near me.”



Derda waited.



Maylond’s voice dropped.



“I do.”



She closed her eyes.



“That is the problem.”



Derda’s hand moved toward her.



Maylond went to him.



He took her hand.



She sat.



For a while she didn’t speak.



Then:



“I want him back.”



Derda watched her.



“Not this.”



Maylond swallowed.



“I want the Ond I knew.”



She looked at Derda.



“The one who came when I called. The one who knew what I meant before I did. The one who made everything feel…”



She stopped.



Safe.



She almost said safe.



Ond had never made the forest safe.



He had made it survivable.



There was a difference.



“I want that.”



Derda waited.



“But every time I think about him, I see Bilda.”



Maylond looked down.



“Not even Bilda.”



Her voice tightened.



“The walkskins.”



Derda’s fingers closed around hers.



“I never saw her body.”



“I know.”



“Mother didn’t either.”



Derda waited.



“Now I know who did it.”



Maylond swallowed.



“And it’s him.”



She looked toward the entrance.



“The same him.”



Derda said nothing.



“I keep trying to make them different.”



“Who?”



“Before. After.”



She shook her head.



“The creature who Rested Bilda. The creature who saved you.”



Derda watched her.



“I want them to be different.”



“Are they?”



Maylond considered.



“Yes.”



Then:



“No.”



She looked at him helplessly.



“Both.”



Derda nodded once.



Maylond almost became angry at the gesture.



But this time he didn’t look as though he was agreeing.



Only listening.



She leaned forward.



“I can’t have what we had.”



Derda’s thumb moved against her hand.



“No.”



Maylond looked at him.



He had said it so gently.



Not as a lesson.



Not as comfort.



As something true.



The Ond she had known yesterday could never be the Ond she knew now.



Nothing Ond did could make her forget Bilda.



Nothing Maylond felt could make him innocent.



She could not return to the bond before she knew.



Maylond looked down at their hands.



“What do I do?”



Derda considered.



“Something different.”



She almost laughed.



“That isn’t helpful.”



“No.”



“Did Bilda teach you that?”



Derda frowned.



Maylond shook her head.



“Never mind.”



She thought about Bilda.



Find something.



Something you like.



Something that likes you back.



Maylond closed her eyes.



She wished Bilda had left fewer useful words behind.



She wished she’d left more.



She stood.



Derda released her hand.



“Where are you going?”



“To Ond.”



Derda nodded.



Maylond looked at him.



“You aren’t coming?”



“No.”



“Why?”



“Because you told him to stay.”



Maylond frowned.



Derda continued.



“You should be the one who tells him he can move.”



Maylond looked toward the entrance.



He was right.



She hated that too.



She leaned down and touched Derda’s cheek.



He turned slightly into her hand.



His cheekwhiskers curled.



Maylond felt them brush her fingers.



Something warm moved through her.



Not Ond.



Derda.



Her own feeling.



She wanted to stay.



Instead she said, “I’ll come back.”



Derda looked at her.



“I know.”



Ond was visible from the path.



Maylond saw him before she reached the edge of Southleft.



He sat beneath a low tree where the buildings gave way to the forest.



Not hidden.



Not watching for prey.



Not pretending to be something larger.



Simply there.



Waiting.



Maylond stopped.



She could see the place where he had settled.



The ground beneath him had been pressed flat.



His paws were still.



His tail lay beside him.



He had not even moved into the shade as the morning changed.



Maylond’s throat tightened.



She walked closer.



Ond’s ears turned toward her.



He did not rise.



Maylond stopped several paces away.



For a moment she couldn’t speak.



She had imagined being angry.



She was.



She had imagined feeling sorry for him.



She did.



She had imagined wanting to touch him.



That was the worst part.



She did.



“You’re an idiot.”



Ond watched her.



Maylond looked at the ground.



“You could have eaten.”



Nothing.



“You could have found water.”



Nothing.



“You could have moved around.”



Ond’s ears shifted.



Maylond almost laughed.



“You knew what I meant.”



Then she stopped.



Had he?



She had pointed.



Stay.



Not stay away.



Not leave me alone.



Not don’t follow.



Stay.



Ond had obeyed the one thing she had said clearly.



Maylond looked at him.



“You took it literally.”



Ond remained still.



She sighed.



“Of course you did.”



She looked away.



The forest moved around them.



Leaves.



Small creatures.



Distant wings.



Maylond heard them.



But not clearly.



Not the way she remembered.



Ond was right there.



And still the world was smaller.



She looked back.



“I don’t forgive you.”



Ond’s ears lowered.



Maylond felt something move through the bond.



Not a word.



Not an image.



Only the faint recognition of her pain.



She held herself still.



“I don’t.”



Ond watched her.



“I don’t know if I ever will.”



His head lowered.



Maylond’s eyes burned.



“I know you’re sorry.”



Nothing.



“I know you weren’t then.”



She swallowed.



“I know those are both true.”



Ond remained where he was.



Maylond looked at the paws that had carried him through the forest after Bilda Rested.



The same paws that had brought Derda to her.



The same creature.



The same life.



She hated that she could not divide it.



“I wish you hadn’t done it.”



Ond’s ears lowered farther.



“I wish you’d never seen her.”



Maylond’s voice broke.



“I wish she had come home.”



The forest continued around them.



Ond did not answer.



Maylond had never wanted him to answer less.



She wiped her face.



“You can move.”



Ond remained still.



Maylond frowned.



“I mean it.”



Nothing.



“You can go hunt.”



His ears shifted.



“You can drink.”



Ond watched her.



Maylond looked at him.



“You don’t have to stay there anymore.”



He did not move.



For a moment she felt anger again.



Then something else.



Understanding.



Ond had obeyed her command.



But now he didn’t know what she wanted.



Maylond wasn’t sure she knew either.



She had sent him away because she couldn’t bear him close.



Now she had come back because she couldn’t bear what sending him away had done.



She wanted him to understand.



She didn’t understand.



Maylond took a breath.



“You can come here.”



Ond looked at her.



He did not rise.



Maylond waited.



His ears moved.



His head lifted slightly.



Then stopped.



For the first time since the forest, Ond hesitated.



Maylond felt it.



Not uncertainty about where she was.



Not confusion about the words.



Something different.



He knew she could want him close and want him gone.



He had learned that from her.



Maylond’s chest tightened.



She had taught him something.



She wished she hadn’t needed to.



“Ond.”



His eyes stayed on hers.



“Come here.”



He rose.



Slowly.



Maylond almost stepped backward.



She stopped herself.



Ond took one step.



Then another.



He paused.



Maylond didn’t move.



He came closer.



Not all the way.



He stopped just beyond her reach.



Maylond stared at him.



She had never known Ond to be careful of her in quite this way.



Careful of danger, yes.



Careful of her body.



Careful of where she stepped.



Careful of what might hurt her.



But not careful of himself.



Not careful of whether she wanted him.



Maylond looked at the space between them.



It seemed much larger than it was.



She lifted her hand.



Ond watched it.



Maylond almost lowered it again.



Then she reached forward.



Her fingers touched the fur between his ears.



The world changed.



Not dramatically.



Not all at once.



But something opened.



Air.



Movement.



Distance.



The forest became larger.



A small creature shifted behind her.



Maylond knew exactly where.



A bird moved through the branches above.



She felt the direction before she heard its wings.



The ground seemed to hold more information.



The wind carried edges.



Ond.



Maylond’s breath caught.



She hadn’t known how much she’d missed it.



She hadn’t known how much she’d missed him.



Her hand remained against his head.



Warm.



Familiar.



Ond leaned into it.



Only slightly.



Maylond closed her eyes.



For one terrible instant, everything felt the way it had before.



Then Bilda returned.



The walkskins.



The blood.



The pack.



One correction in her handwriting.



Maylond’s hand tightened.



Ond went still.



She opened her eyes.



“No.”



He did not move.



Maylond swallowed.



“Not like before.”



Ond watched her.



“I can’t.”



Her voice was barely there.



“I can’t do that.”



Ond lowered his head.



Maylond kept her hand against him for one more moment.



Then withdrew it.



The world narrowed slightly.



Not as much as before.



Ond remained close.



Maylond looked at him.



“You can eat.”



His ears moved.



“Please.”



She almost laughed at herself.



Begging a kitsong to hunt.



Begging the creature who had killed her sister to keep living.



Maylond looked toward Southleft.



Marling stood near the farthest buildings.



Watching.



Maylond went still.



Her mother was too far away to hear.



But not too far to see.



Maylond looked at her.



Marling’s expression was unreadable at that distance.



Her body was not.



Still.



Rigid.



Her surviving daughter stood beside the kitsong who had Rested Bilda.



Maylond looked back at Ond.



He had seen Marling too.



Of course he had.



Maylond felt the direction of his attention.



She didn’t tell him to hide.



She didn’t move away from him.



She didn’t touch him again.



Marling turned.



Went back toward the buildings.



Maylond watched until she disappeared.



Something inside her hurt.



Not because Marling was wrong to hate Ond.



Maylond couldn’t ask her not to.



But she had wanted, for one impossible moment, for her mother to see what she saw.



The Ond who was sorry.



The Ond who had stayed.



The Ond who had hesitated because Maylond had taught him that closeness could hurt.



Marling had seen only the creature who killed Bilda.



Maylond understood.



Yesterday she had wanted to see only that too.



She looked at Ond.



“I don’t know what we are now.”



He watched her.



Maylond waited.



No answer came.



She hadn’t expected one.



“Come on.”



Ond moved.



Not ahead of her.



Not against her leg.



Beside her.



A little distance between them.



Maylond began walking.



Ond followed.



The bond widened with every step.



She heard Southleft before she reached it.



The familiar movements of humlings.



Tools.



Voices.



A vessel being set down.



The world was returning.



Not the old world.



Not the old Ond.



But enough for Maylond to know where she was going.



She didn’t forgive him.



She didn’t touch him.



He didn’t ask.



They walked together anyway.



The first warning was not a sound.



It was Ond stopping.



Maylond felt the change through the bond.



His attention lifted.



Away from Southleft.



Toward the trees.



Maylond stopped too.



“What?”



Ond did not answer.



He was listening.



Maylond listened.



At first she heard nothing unusual.



Then something faint.



A low vibration.



Not wind.



Not wings.



Something smaller.



Many smaller things.



Maylond frowned.



The sound grew.



She looked toward the forest.



Ond’s ears were forward.



His body had changed.



Not threatening.



Ready.



Maylond knew that posture.



She had seen it before danger.



Her hand moved toward the tools at her waist.



The buzzing came again.



Louder.



Maylond looked up.



Something moved above the trees.



A small shape.



Then another.



Then dozens.



She stared.



Buzzbugs.



Maylond recognized the movement before she could make out their bodies.



The clustered flight.



The shifting formations.



The low, constant hum.



She had seen them before.



On the Rightcoast.



Very far from Southleft.



They did not belong here.



Another cluster rose above the trees.



Then another.



Maylond lowered her hand.



They weren’t attacking.



They weren’t hunting.



They weren’t even approaching the humlings below.



They were simply flying.



Hundreds of them.



Where no buzzbugs should have been.



Maylond looked at Ond.



He was already watching.



For a moment neither moved.



Then the buzzing grew louder.



The air above Southleft filled with wings.



Maylond stared at the impossible shapes crossing the morning sky.



She had spent the night wishing the world could become what it had been before.



Now, standing beside Ond, she understood something else.



It wasn’t only them.



Something was changing everywhere.



And it was coming here.


Chapter 40
“The Balance is not the absence of violence. It is the certainty of when violence belongs. Fear the day the hunter forgets to hunt, and the hunted forgets to flee.”

— Rellan-Vey, Interferer
Here
4,093 wordsThe Dropper did not attack.



Maylond would remember that later.



Not the hundreds of buzzbugs crossing the sky. Not the frightened voices rising from Southleft. Not even the other kitsing, whose unease had begun to spread among their humsing.



She would remember the Dropper.



And the thing it should have killed.



But that came later.



First, there were the buzzbugs.



⸻



They crossed above Southleft in clusters.



Some flew toward the sea. Others turned inland. A third group moved across the first two, then broke apart and reversed direction.



Maylond stood beside Ond and watched.



The buzzing was almost continuous now. Not loud enough to drown out voices. Loud enough that silence seemed impossible.



A humling emerged from the nearest building. Then another. Someone pointed. Children ran into the open.



Maylond watched a cluster of buzzbugs turn so sharply that several struck one another. They separated. Regrouped. Turned again.



“That isn't right.”



Ond's ears shifted.



Maylond looked at him. He was watching the sky. Not hunting. Not preparing to leap. Watching.



She followed his gaze. A cluster moved toward the trees. Stopped.



Not stopped, exactly. The insects continued flying, but their movement carried them nowhere. Some pushed forward while others pulled back, the whole cluster turning upon itself.



Maylond had seen buzzbugs on the Rightcoast. She had watched them gather around flowers, move between growing things, and return to their hidden places with the certainty of creatures that knew what they needed.



These did not seem to know.



A child laughed.



“Look! They're dancing!”



Another child began turning beneath them.



Maylond watched the insects.



Dancing. Perhaps.



But Sand Dancers danced because dancing was what they did.



Buzzbugs did not.



A humling approached from behind. Maylond heard him before he reached her. That was something, at least.



She turned. Jonwin. He was looking upward.



“Have you ever seen so many?”



“Not here.”



“Anywhere?”



“On the Rightcoast.”



Jonwin looked at her. “Are they dangerous?”



“Not usually.”



“Usually?”



Maylond watched another cluster reverse direction. “They're confused.”



Jonwin frowned. “Buzzbugs?”



“Yes.”



“How can you tell?”



Maylond considered. She had watched enough creatures to recognize purposeful movement. Even fleeing had purpose. Something ran because something else pursued it. Something hid because something else might find it. Something hunted because it needed to eat.



These buzzbugs moved as though every direction were necessary. And every direction were wrong.



“They keep changing their minds.”



Jonwin looked upward again. “Do they have minds to change?”



Maylond almost smiled. “I don't know.”



Ond remained still.



Jonwin glanced down at him. Then away.



Maylond noticed. Everyone had begun looking at Ond differently. Some with fear. Some with curiosity. Some with the uncomfortable knowledge that the kitsong beside Maylond had Rested Bilda.



The knowledge had not reached everyone. Not yet. But Southleft was a small place. It would.



Jonwin looked toward the trees. “More are coming.”



Maylond followed his gaze. He was right. Another cloud rose above the forest. Then another.



The first children had stopped laughing.



⸻



By midday, the buzzbugs were no longer the strangest thing in Southleft.



A small creature emerged from beneath a storage platform. Maylond did not recognize it at first. It had the shape of something that belonged beneath leaves and stones, not among humlings.



It crossed the open path. Stopped. Turned toward a group of watching children. Then turned away.



One child crouched.



The creature approached.



Maylond stepped forward. “Don't touch it.”



The child looked up. “Why?”



“Because you don't know what it is.”



“It's little.”



“So are some things that kill you.”



The child withdrew her hand.



The creature continued across the path. It passed within reach of a humling's foot. Did not flee. Did not hide.



It reached the other side of the path and turned around.



Maylond watched it return.



Jonwin crouched beside her. “Is it sick?”



“Perhaps.”



“It doesn't look sick.”



“No.”



The creature approached the storage platform again. Stopped. Turned.



Maylond frowned. It was doing the same thing as the buzzbugs. Not the same movement. The same uncertainty.



She could almost feel it. A need to go somewhere. A need to remain. A fear of the open. A desire to cross it.



Maylond rubbed her chest.



Jonwin looked at her. “What?”



“Nothing.”



But it wasn't nothing. The sensation remained. It was not a thought. Not a voice. Not anything like Ond speaking through the bond. It was closer to standing between two paths and wanting both.



She knew that feeling. She had been living inside it since Ond told her about Bilda.



Maylond looked down at the creature. It turned again. And again.



She felt suddenly sorry for it. That surprised her. The creature had done nothing to deserve pity. It was simply moving. Trying. Failing to decide.



Maylond crouched. The creature stopped. For a moment she thought it was watching her. Then it turned away.



The feeling in her chest loosened.



Ond approached. The creature froze.



Maylond looked at him. He lowered his head. Sniffed.



The creature did not flee. Ond did not strike. He lifted his head again.



>> Wrong. <<



Maylond looked at him. “What is?”



Ond watched the creature.



>> Wrong. <<



She waited for more. Nothing came.



Maylond looked toward the forest. The buzzing continued.



Something was wrong. She knew that already.



What frightened her was that Ond seemed to know it too.



⸻



The other kitsing were not calm.



Maylond noticed it when she crossed the gathering place. One paced beside its humsong. Another stood with its fur raised, staring toward the trees. A third moved repeatedly between its humsong and the nearest building.



The humling tried to walk forward. The kitsong blocked the path. The humling moved around it. The kitsong blocked the path again.



Maylond stopped.



The humling looked irritated. “Enough.”



The kitsong did not move.



“There's nothing there.”



Maylond looked toward the forest. She could hear movement. Small creatures. Leaves. Wings. Nothing approaching quickly. Nothing hunting.



The kitsong remained rigid.



Ond sat beside Maylond. Calm. His tail rested against the ground. His ears moved occasionally. His attention shifted from the trees to the sky and back again.



But he did not pace. He did not raise his fur. He did not try to move Maylond away.



She looked at him. “Why aren't you frightened?”



Ond watched the other kitsong.



>> Wrong. <<



“Yes. You've said that.”



His ears turned toward her. Maylond waited. Nothing.



“Is it dangerous?”



Ond looked toward the trees. A long moment passed.



>> Don't know. <<



Maylond stared at him. That was worse than an answer.



She had become accustomed to Ond knowing things. Not everything. But enough. Enough to make the forest survivable. Enough to recognize danger before it reached her.



Now he was watching something he could not understand. And he was calm.



Maylond looked at the other kitsing. They were not.



Perhaps Ond's calm was not certainty. Perhaps it was simply patience.



He had become very good at waiting. She wished he hadn't needed to.



⸻



Derda was awake when she returned to the healspace.



Marling stood beside him. Calira was examining the coverings around his right side.



Maylond stopped at the entrance. “What's wrong?”



Marling looked up. “Nothing.”



Maylond stared at her. “That sounded like something.”



“We're checking him.”



“You've been checking him.”



“Yes.”



“Then why does everyone look strange?”



Calira glanced at Marling. Marling ignored her.



“His breathing has improved.”



Maylond looked at Derda. He smiled faintly. “Apparently.”



Maylond went to him. “Show me.”



Derda looked amused. “How?”



“Breathe.”



“I've been doing that.”



“Derda.”



He drew a breath. Slowly. His left side lifted. His right followed. More than it had that morning.



Maylond leaned closer. “Again.”



Derda obeyed. The right side moved. Not fully. But more.



Maylond looked at Marling. “The webmesh?”



“It's holding.”



“Then that's good.”



“Yes.”



Marling did not sound pleased enough.



Maylond frowned. “What?”



Her mother looked at Calira. Calira set down the covering.



“The blood isn't gathering the way it was.”



“Because the webmesh is holding.”



“Probably.”



Maylond made an impatient sound.



Marling looked at her. “The webmesh was meant to help close the tear.”



“And it is.”



“Yes.”



“Then why do you look worried?”



Marling considered. “Because the breathbag is moving better than I expected.”



Maylond looked at Derda. “Isn't that what we wanted?”



“Yes.”



“Then?”



Marling touched his right side. “An injury this severe should still be causing more difficulty.”



Derda looked at her. “Would you prefer I breathe worse?”



“No.”



“Then perhaps we should enjoy the improvement.”



Maylond almost smiled. Marling did not.



“Improvement isn't recovery.”



“I know.”



“You still need to remain here.”



“I know.”



“No unnecessary movement.”



“I know.”



“And if you feel anything change—”



“I'll tell you.”



Marling looked unconvinced.



Maylond sat beside him.



Ond entered quietly. Marling saw him. Her expression hardened. Maylond felt it before she looked up.



“He isn't doing anything.”



“I didn't say he was.”



“You were about to.”



Marling turned back to the worktable.



Ond settled near Derda's platform. Not against it. Near enough to watch.



Derda looked down at him. “Hello, Ond.”



Ond's ears moved.



Maylond watched. Something about the way he regarded Derda had changed. Or perhaps she was only noticing it now.



Ond had watched Derda before. When he was injured. When the Menders worked. When his breathing stopped. He had remained so still that Maylond had sometimes forgotten he was there.



Now he watched with the same attention. But without the fear she remembered feeling through their bond.



Derda drew another breath.



Maylond felt a sudden pain beneath her right ribs. She stiffened. It was sharp. Deep. For an instant she could not breathe. Then it eased.



Derda exhaled. His face relaxed.



Maylond stared at him. “Are you hurting?”



Derda looked surprised. “Less than before.”



“Just now?”



“Yes.”



Maylond pressed her hand against her side. Nothing felt injured. No warmth. No wetness. No wound. Only a fading ache.



Derda watched her. “Maylond?”



She lowered her hand. “Nothing.”



“You looked uncomfortable.”



“I sat strangely.”



Derda glanced at the place where she sat. “You've been sitting there for several marks.”



“Then I sat strangely for several marks.”



He smiled. Maylond did not.



Ond lifted his head. His eyes moved from Derda to Maylond. Then back again.



Maylond felt something through the bond. Attention. A quiet certainty. Not an explanation.



She looked at him. “What are you doing?”



Ond watched Derda. No answer came.



Marling turned. “What?”



“Nothing.”



Her mother looked at Ond. Then at Maylond. The expression on her face changed.



Maylond knew what she was thinking. The creature who had killed Bilda was sitting beside another injured humling. Watching. Waiting.



Marling crossed the healspace. “I don't want him near the platform.”



Derda looked up. “Marling.”



“He can wait outside.”



Maylond stood. “He hasn't touched Derda.”



“I know.”



“He helped save him.”



“I know what he did.”



The words came sharply. Maylond stopped.



Marling's face had gone still.



“I know what he did,” she repeated.



No one spoke. Calira lowered her eyes. Derda watched Marling. Maylond felt Ond behind her. Quiet. Present.



She wanted to defend him. She wanted to agree with her mother. Both feelings were so strong that she could barely separate them.



“He can stay away from you,” Maylond said at last. “But I'm not sending him into the forest again.”



Marling looked at her. For a moment Maylond thought she would argue.



Instead her mother turned toward Derda. “Do you want him here?”



Derda looked at Ond. Then at Maylond. “Yes.”



Marling's expression tightened. “Why?”



Derda considered. “I feel better when he's nearby.”



Maylond looked at him. “You do?”



“Yes.”



“How?”



Derda frowned slightly. “I don't know.”



Marling looked toward Ond. Her disgust had not disappeared. Something else had joined it. Concern.



“Feeling better isn't always the same as being better.”



Derda nodded. “I know.”



Marling waited. He did not change his answer.



Finally she returned to the worktable. Ond remained beside the platform. Maylond sat down.



She kept her hand away from her ribs.



⸻



By afternoon, Southleft had begun collecting observations.



Not answers. Observations.



Rellan-Vey insisted upon the difference.



Maylond stood beside him near the gathering place. Jonwin had brought reports from several paths. Others arrived with things they had seen.



Small creatures crossing open ground. Birds gathering where they did not usually gather. A Chompshell remaining in shallow water long after it should have withdrawn. Buzzbugs flying above the village in numbers no one remembered seeing.



Rellan-Vey listened. He did not laugh. He did not smile. He asked questions.



Where? When? How many? Had the creature been injured? Had anyone disturbed it? Was there food nearby? Had the wind changed?



Maylond watched him work. He had taught her to observe before deciding. She had disliked that lesson. She disliked it less now.



A humling described seeing a small creature approach a larger one without fleeing.



Rellan-Vey asked whether the larger creature had noticed.



“Yes.”



“Did it pursue?”



“No.”



“Was it feeding?”



“No.”



“Was it injured?”



“I couldn't tell.”



Rellan-Vey nodded. He turned toward Maylond. “What do you think?”



She looked at the forest. “I think they're receiving different instructions.”



Jonwin frowned. “From whom?”



“No one.”



Rellan-Vey watched her.



Maylond considered. “Everything in the wild knows what it should do.”



“Not everything,” Jonwin said.



“Enough.”



She pointed toward the trees. “A creature knows when to hide. When to hunt. When to flee. When to eat. It doesn't need someone to tell it.”



Rellan-Vey nodded. “Instinct.”



“Yes.”



Maylond looked upward. The buzzbugs were still moving. “Something is making those instincts disagree.”



Jonwin watched the sky. “Could it be weather?”



“Perhaps.”



“Food?”



“Perhaps.”



“Something coming from the Rightcoast?”



“Perhaps.”



Rellan-Vey looked at her. “You don't sound convinced.”



“I'm not.”



“Why?”



Maylond thought about the little creature crossing the path. The kitsing pacing. The buzzbugs turning. Ond's calm. The strange feeling of wanting to go and stay.



“Because it isn't one kind of creature.”



Rellan-Vey said nothing.



“Buzzbugs don't live like Chompshells. Chompshells don't live like Droppers. The creatures beneath our buildings don't live like anything on the Rightcoast.”



Jonwin frowned. “So?”



“So why would they all become confused at once?”



Rellan-Vey considered. “Something shared.”



Maylond looked at him. “Yes.”



“The weather is shared.”



“Yes.”



“The ground.”



“Yes.”



“The air.”



“Yes.”



“The Balance,” Maylond said.



The word seemed to settle between them. Jonwin looked toward the forest. Rellan-Vey did not answer immediately.



Maylond continued. “Everything has a place in it.”



“Yes.”



“Everything knows its place.”



“Usually.”



“What if something changed?”



Rellan-Vey watched her. “Changed what?”



Maylond opened her mouth. Closed it. She didn't know. That was the problem.



She knew something was wrong. She could feel it. But feeling something was not the same as understanding it.



“I don't know.”



Rellan-Vey nodded. “Then we keep watching.”



Maylond looked at him. “That's all?”



“For now.”



“What if something attacks?”



“Then we respond.”



“What if we don't see it coming?”



“Then we should watch carefully.”



Maylond almost became angry. Then she remembered how many times he had told her the same thing.



Observe. Understand. Choose.



She had observed. She did not understand. So she waited.



⸻



The first larger creature appeared before the light began to fade.



It emerged from the forest near the water path. A Chompshell.



Maylond recognized the shape immediately. Its heavy shell moved above the ground. Its head extended. Its mouth remained closed.



Several humlings stopped. One stepped backward.



The Chompshell continued. Slowly. Not toward anyone. Not away.



It reached the edge of the path. Stopped. Turned.



Maylond watched it.



A small creature crossed directly in front of its mouth.



The Chompshell did not strike.



Maylond frowned. That was wrong. Chompshells did not waste easy food.



The smaller creature paused. Then continued.



The Chompshell lowered its head. For an instant Maylond expected the jaws to close. They did not.



The head lifted again. The creature turned toward the forest. Stopped. Turned back.



Maylond felt the familiar confusion move through her.



Go. Stay. Eat. Do not eat.



She pressed her hand against her chest.



Ond stood beside her. Not alarmed. Watching.



A humling approached with a long tool.



Maylond raised her hand. “Don't.”



The humling stopped. “It could hurt someone.”



“Yes.”



“Then we should drive it away.”



“Perhaps.”



The humling looked irritated. “Perhaps?”



Maylond watched the Chompshell. It had turned again.



“It hasn't attacked.”



“That doesn't mean it won't.”



“No.”



“Then?”



Maylond considered. “Give it space.”



The humling looked at Rellan-Vey. Rellan-Vey nodded.



“Keep the path clear.”



The humling withdrew.



The Chompshell remained for several marks. Then it returned to the forest.



No one followed.



Maylond watched until it disappeared. The buzzing continued overhead.



She had never been so grateful for an ordinary sound.



Then she realized the buzzing was no longer ordinary.



She looked up. The clusters had begun moving lower.



⸻



Marling was still working when Maylond returned.



Calira had taken over the examination of Derda. He was awake. Tired. But awake.



Maylond stopped beside him. “How are you?”



“Still here.”



“That isn't an answer.”



“It seems important.”



She sat. Derda smiled faintly.



Maylond touched his hand. His skin was warm. No longer bruiseberry.



She remembered the first time she had seen that color. The way hope had felt almost painful when it began to fade.



Now he was breathing. Speaking. Smiling.



Maylond wanted to believe that meant everything would be fine. She had learned not to believe such things too quickly.



Calira finished examining him. “Better.”



Marling looked up. “How much?”



“Enough that I'm pleased.”



“That isn't a measure.”



Calira smiled. “It is today.”



Marling did not smile back.



Maylond looked between them. “Is he healing?”



“Yes,” Calira said.



Marling added, “Slowly.”



Calira glanced at her. “More quickly than slowly.”



Marling made an irritated sound.



Derda looked at Maylond. “They've been doing this all day.”



“I can see that.”



Maylond leaned closer. “Does it hurt?”



“Yes.”



Her chest tightened. “How much?”



“Less.”



She watched him breathe. He drew in air. His right side lifted. A little more than before.



Maylond felt an ache beneath her own ribs. Not sharp this time. Heavy. As though something pressed from inside.



She shifted. Derda exhaled. The ache eased.



Maylond stared at him. He looked at her. “What?”



“Nothing.”



“You keep saying that.”



“Because you keep asking.”



Derda smiled. Maylond tried to smile back.



Ond lay near the platform. His eyes were open. Watching Derda.



She looked at him. Then at Derda. The ache had passed.



She told herself it was exhaustion. She had barely slept. She had eaten too little. She had spent too many marks frightened. Bodies did strange things when humlings treated them badly.



That was all. It had to be.



Marling came to Derda's side. “You need rest.”



Derda looked at her. “I've been resting.”



Maylond stiffened. Marling noticed.



“So have I,” she said quietly.



Derda looked between them. Then understood. His expression changed.



“Sleeping,” he corrected.



Maylond lowered her eyes.



Resting. Rested. Rest.



Words had become dangerous. She wished they weren't.



Marling adjusted the covering. “You need sleep.”



Derda nodded.



Maylond remained beside him until his eyes closed. Ond did not move. Neither did she.



⸻



By evening, the children were no longer laughing.



The buzzbugs had begun settling upon buildings. Not in great masses. In scattered clusters. They gathered beneath edges and along sheltered places. Then lifted again. Moved. Returned.



Some settled upon plants. Others ignored the same plants entirely.



Maylond watched one cluster rise from a wall, circle twice, and return to almost the same place.



A humling nearby whispered that the creatures were waiting for something.



Maylond did not ask what. She had begun wondering the same thing.



Rellan-Vey organized watches along the outer paths. Not because anything had attacked. Because too many things had stopped behaving as they should.



Jonwin helped direct humlings away from the forest.



The kitsing remained restless. Their humsing spoke softly to them. Some kitsing responded. Others did not.



Maylond watched one pull against its humsong's attempt to lead it indoors. The kitsong's fur rose. Its eyes remained fixed upon the trees.



Ond sat beside Maylond. Calm. Almost unbearably calm.



She looked down. “Do you know something?”



>> Wrong. <<



“Yes.”



He watched the forest. Maylond waited. Nothing more came.



She looked away. Perhaps that was all he knew. Perhaps it was all anyone knew.



She thought about the Balance. About creatures knowing their places. About instincts that had guided life long before humlings learned to name them.



She thought about herself. An Interferer. A humsong who felt things she should not feel. A bond that had never behaved quite the way she expected.



Then she thought about Derda. The violence she had seen in him. The way he had protected her. The way he had looked at the Dropper. Not merely frightened. Not merely defending. Something else.



Maylond frowned. The thoughts did not belong together. She was trying to make a pattern because she wanted an answer.



Rellan-Vey had warned her about that.



Observe. Understand. Choose.



She had observed. She did not understand. So she waited.



⸻



The Dropper appeared as the last light withdrew from the trees.



Maylond saw it before anyone shouted.



A shape moved along a branch. Long. Low. Almost part of the bark. Then it shifted. The body unfolded. Limbs extended. A narrow head turned.



Maylond stopped breathing.



Dropper.



Ond stood beside her. His attention fixed upon the branch.



Maylond's hand moved toward her tools. She remembered Derda beneath the creature. The torn breathbag. The blood. The way his body had moved when he could no longer breathe.



She remembered Aberda. She had never seen his final moments. She had imagined them too many times.



The Dropper moved. Maylond tensed.



A small creature emerged from beneath the tree. It crossed the open ground. Stopped.



Maylond watched.



The Dropper lowered itself. Slowly. One limb. Then another. Its body settled upon a low branch.



The small creature moved closer.



Maylond wanted to shout. To frighten it away. To throw something. To do anything that would make the creature remember what it was approaching.



She did not.



The Dropper watched. The small creature stopped beneath it.



For several breaths neither moved.



Then the Dropper's body tightened.



Maylond knew that movement. She had seen it before. The gathering of strength. The preparation. The instant before a strike.



Her hand closed around a tool.



Ond did not move.



The Dropper lowered its head. The small creature remained still.



Maylond waited for the attack.



It did not come.



The Dropper's muscles loosened. Its head lifted.



The small creature turned. Took several steps. Stopped again.



Maylond stared.



The Dropper had been ready. She knew it. Every part of its body had prepared to kill. Then something had interrupted it.



Not fear. Not injury. Not the presence of Ond. Something else.



The small creature moved beneath the branch. The Dropper watched it. Did nothing.



Maylond felt the confusion again. A strange pressure inside her chest.



Hunt. Do not hunt. Strike. Remain.



The feeling was so strong that she took a step backward.



Ond glanced at her. Maylond looked down. His eyes were calm. But his attention had sharpened.



She looked toward the branch again. The Dropper remained where it was. The small creature had settled beneath it.



Not hiding. Not fleeing. Simply there.



A predator and its prey. Together.



Maylond had seen creatures tolerate one another when food was plentiful. She had seen predators ignore prey when they were already fed. She had seen animals too injured to hunt.



This was none of those things.



The Dropper had wanted to strike. She had seen it. Then it had stopped wanting. Or wanted something else more.



Maylond looked toward Southleft. Humlings had begun gathering behind her. No one spoke.



They watched the Dropper. The creature watched its prey. The prey watched the Dropper. Neither moved.



Above them, buzzbugs crossed the darkening sky in broken patterns. Farther into the forest, something large moved without pursuing anything.



The kitsing behind Maylond shifted uneasily. Ond remained still.



Maylond looked at the Dropper again.



She thought about the Balance. The certainty that every creature knew what it was meant to do. The terrible order that had taken Aberda. Bilda. So many others.



She had hated that order. She had depended upon it.



Now she was watching something that should have been impossible.



The Dropper was not injured. Its prey was not hidden. Neither seemed frightened. Neither seemed safe.



Maylond felt the wild hesitate.



And for the first time, she understood that hesitation could be more frightening than violence.



The Dropper watched its prey.



The prey watched the Dropper.



Neither moved.



Maylond had seen the wild take everything it wanted.



She had never seen it forget what it wanted.


Chapter 41
“When the Balance trembles, every creature feels the movement. The foolish search for something to blame. The wise search for what has changed."

-- Rellan-Vey, Interferer
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4,168 wordsThe buzzbugs had stopped moving before dawn.



That should have been a relief.



Maylond stood outside the healspace and watched them cling to the walls of Southleft. They covered the shaded sides of buildings in scattered patches, their wings folded so tightly that the insects looked like fragments of old leaves. A few stirred when the wind came off the sea. None flew toward the flowers opening beside the water path.



She had spent the night waiting for their noise to end. Now the quiet frightened her more.



Ond sat at her feet. He had watched the forest for most of the dark hours, ears turning at sounds Maylond could hear only when she concentrated. The other kitsing had not settled. She had heard their pacing through the night, the scrape of claws on hard ground, the low voices of humsing trying to soothe them.



"Are they sleeping?" she asked.



Ond regarded the insects.



>> Waiting. <<



"For what?"



His gaze returned to the trees.



>> Don't know. <<



Maylond drew her walkskin more tightly around her shoulders. She was tired of those words. She was more tired of wanting Ond to have an answer.



A few buzzbugs lifted from the wall as she approached. They rose together, drifted toward the nearest flowers, and turned before reaching them. For a moment they hovered directly in front of her face.



Maylond stopped.



The insects shifted sideways. She took another step. They shifted again, maintaining the same small distance between themselves and her.



She looked behind her. Nothing stood there except Ond.



"Do you see that?"



His ears moved.



Maylond stepped backward. The insects held their place. Then, almost as one, they turned toward Ond.



He did not move.



A breeze scattered them against the wall, where they settled as though nothing had happened.



Maylond watched the last pair fold their wings.



Coincidence, she told herself. A passing movement. A change in light. A dozen explanations that did not involve her.



She had barely begun to believe one when a little creature emerged from beneath a step and stopped to look at her.



It was the same kind she had watched wandering yesterday. Its narrow body trembled, ready to dart beneath the building. But it did not retreat. It watched Ond, then Maylond, then the space between them.



She moved to the left.



Its head followed.



A chill went through her.



"Go on," she whispered.



The creature stayed.



Ond rose. It fled beneath the step so quickly that Maylond almost missed the movement.



She looked at him.



"Was that you?"



>> Maybe. <<



"That isn't helpful."



Ond rubbed one cheek against her ankle.



For an instant she wanted to bend and touch him. The want came easily, as old as the first days of their bond. So did the memory of Bilda. Maylond held still until Ond moved away.



The morning light reached the upper walls of Southleft. Beyond them, the forest remained crowded with creatures that should have been elsewhere.



And the flowers waited for buzzbugs that would not visit them.



---



Marling found Maylond outside the healspace with a bowl of warm food.



"Eat."



Maylond looked up. "Good morning to you, too."



"It's been morning for some time."



"I noticed."



"Then you should have noticed you haven't eaten."



Maylond accepted the bowl. Marling remained standing, watching until she took a mouthful.



For a few breaths they might have been any mother and daughter. Maylond remembered being small enough that Marling could wrap both hands around her bowl and guide it toward her. She remembered complaining that the food was too hot, and Marling blowing across its surface with exaggerated patience.



Now Marling's hands were rough from work in the healspace. She had a dark stain at one wrist and a tired crease between her eyes.



"Did you sleep?" Maylond asked.



"Enough."



"That means no."



"It means enough."



Maylond ate another mouthful. The food tasted better than she expected.



"Derda?"



"Still improving. Calira is with him."



"His breathing?"



"Deeper."



"That sounds good."



"It is good." Marling hesitated. "It is also strange."



Maylond looked down at the bowl.



Marling reached out and brushed a loose strand of hair away from her daughter's face. Her fingers paused near Maylond's cheekwhiskers without touching them.



"You look like you did before your Going," she said.



"Exhausted?"



"Determined to make exhaustion everyone else's problem."



Maylond laughed once. It startled her.



Marling's mouth softened.



Then Ond came around the corner.



Marling's hand fell.



He stopped several paces away, as though he knew precisely where the tenderness had ended.



Maylond felt the old conflict rise. She could not ask her mother to forget Bilda. She could not bear to see Ond standing alone because of it.



Marling looked at him, then back at Maylond.



"You shouldn't have to keep him close."



"I don't have to."



"You think you choose everything he does?"



"No."



"Then how can you know what he might do next?"



Maylond put down the bowl.



"I don't."



Marling seemed to have expected an argument. The admission stopped her.



"I don't know what he'll do," Maylond continued. "I didn't know what he'd done. I don't forgive him for Bilda. But he has saved Derda, and he's trying to stay with me, and I can't pretend those things aren't true because another truth hurts."



Marling's face tightened at Bilda's name.



"I don't want him here," she said.



Maylond looked toward the forest. "I know."



"I mean in Southleft."



Maylond turned back.



"Mother--"



"He should leave."



"And me?"



Marling did not answer quickly enough.



Maylond felt the silence settle between them.



"I haven't asked you to leave," Marling said at last.



"Not yet."



Her mother looked wounded. Maylond hated that she had caused it. She hated that she could not take the words back.



"Finish your food," Marling said.



Then she went inside.



Ond remained where he was. Maylond looked at him and felt no comfort in his calm.



---



Rellan-Vey called the Oversight together before the day grew warm.



They met in the gathering place because no enclosed room could hold everyone who wanted answers. Jonwin stood near Rellan-Vey with a skinpage of observations. Calira came from the healspace. Marling arrived after her, hands freshly washed. Several humsing brought their kitsing, though the animals were difficult to settle.



Maylond stood at the edge with Ond.



A Chompshell had remained beside the water path through the night. It had ignored food placed near it. Small creatures wandered in and out of its reach. No one had been injured.



That last fact had become the village's favorite reassurance.



Rellan-Vey did not seem reassured.



"The Chompshell's refusal to feed is not kindness," he said. "If it continues, the creature weakens. If the buzzbugs stop visiting the flowers, the growing things suffer. We don't know how long this will last, but we should not mistake the absence of attacks for health."



A humling near the front folded his arms. "Would you rather the Dropper had eaten that little thing?"



"I would rather know why it didn't."



Someone murmured agreement.



Jonwin read from the skinpage. Reports had come from the inland paths, the water edge, and the trees above Southleft. Feathersoarers had circled without descending. A Sand Dancer had stood motionless for an entire watch, then moved in the wrong direction for its usual ground. Buzzbugs remained in places where there was nothing for them to gather.



"Perhaps something spoiled their food," one humling suggested.



"Across so many kinds?" Calira asked.



"Perhaps the air has changed."



"Then why do some creatures move toward us while others move away?"



The questions accumulated. Answers did not.



Maylond watched the forest beyond the gathering place. Several small creatures waited among the roots. When she shifted her weight, one raised its head.



She looked away.



Rellan-Vey turned to her. "Yesterday you said the Balance might be disturbed. Explain."



Maylond felt every face turn.



"The creatures are acting as though their instincts disagree," she said. "They know to hunt, but they don't. They know to hide, but they come into the open. The buzzbugs begin one task and abandon it. It isn't just confusion in one kind of animal."



"Do you believe the Balance is telling them to do this?" Jonwin asked.



"No." Maylond shook her head. "The Balance doesn't speak. It's what happens when everything knows how to live beside everything else. Something has changed, and their instincts don't fit together anymore."



Rellan-Vey considered her answer.



"What changed?" he asked.



Maylond had been asking herself that question since dawn.



"I don't know."



Marling spoke from beside Calira. "The creatures began gathering after Mayl-Ond returned with Ond."



The gathering place quieted.



Maylond turned toward her mother.



"That's not proof."



"I didn't say it was."



"Then why say it?"



"Because we're being asked what changed."



Rellan-Vey raised a hand before Maylond could reply.



"We record the timing," he said. "We do not decide cause from timing alone."



Maylond was grateful for that much.



Then a buzzbug cluster rose from a nearby wall.



It crossed the gathering place in a narrow band, dipped toward the assembled humlings, and turned sharply around Maylond. Several insects circled Ond before returning to the wall.



No one spoke.



Maylond could feel their attention more clearly than she had felt the insects themselves.



Rellan-Vey looked at the wall. Then at her.



"Has that happened before?"



"Twice this morning."



"Why didn't you report it?"



"Because I thought it might mean nothing."



"It might," he said. "Report it anyway."



Maylond nodded.



Marling watched Ond without blinking.



---



Derda was sitting upright when Maylond entered the healspace.



Not standing. Not walking. But upright, supported by folded coverings, with enough color in his face that she stopped in the doorway.



"You look better."



"I've been told."



"By whom?"



"Everyone except your mother."



Maylond smiled despite herself.



Calira stood beside him, checking the webmesh beneath his right-side covering. She moved carefully, avoiding the damaged area.



"The patch is holding," she said. "His breathbag still needs time. He's not to exert himself."



"I've heard that too," Derda said.



Maylond came closer. "Does it still hurt?"



"Yes."



"Less?"



"Much less."



She reached for his hand. As her fingers closed around his, a deep ache gathered beneath her right ribs.



Maylond froze.



Derda breathed in. His expression eased.



The ache sharpened in her body, then faded with his exhalation.



"Maylond?"



She loosened her grip without letting go.



"Nothing."



Derda tilted his head. "You look as though something hurt."



"I'm tired."



"You're a terrible liar."



She stared at him.



Derda's expression changed. He had said it lightly, but the words seemed to trouble him. A Softheart did not accuse casually. Nor did he usually recognize evasion so quickly.



"I'm sorry," he said.



"Don't be."



He studied her. "Then tell me."



Maylond glanced toward Calira, who had moved to the worktable.



"Sometimes when you breathe, I feel something here." She touched the uninjured skin beneath her ribs. "It passes."



Derda looked at her hand.



"Have you told Marling?"



"No."



"You should."



"She's already worried enough."



"That doesn't make it less important."



Maylond sighed. "You sound like Rellan-Vey."



"Then he must be wise."



She leaned closer, resting her forehead briefly against his. His cheekwhiskers brushed her skin. Hers curled before she could prevent them.



Derda's smile was small and private.



Behind them, something scraped against the outer wall.



Maylond lifted her head.



A small creature had climbed onto the ledge beside the entrance. It watched Derda through the opening. Ond lay on the floor nearby, eyes open, but did not rise.



The creature edged closer.



Derda turned toward it.



"Go," he said softly.



The creature recoiled.



It dropped from the ledge and fled into the open path.



Maylond looked at Ond, assuming he had startled it. The kitsong had not moved.



Derda was still watching the entrance.



"What?" she asked.



"Nothing."



"You look angry."



His eyes returned to hers. "I didn't want it near you."



"It was tiny."



"I know."



"Then why?"



Derda looked genuinely uncertain. "I don't know."



Maylond studied him. She remembered the violence he had shown before the Dropper injured him. The speed with which fear could become something harder in his face. A Tender should have been frightened by his own anger. Derda seemed more frightened by not understanding it.



She took his hand again.



The ache beneath her ribs returned, softer this time.



Ond lifted his head and watched them both.



---



Aar-Din returned while the sun was still high.



Maylond saw him approaching along the inland path with Din at his side. He walked as though Southleft had been waiting for him to arrive. The creatures gathered beyond the trees did not appear to disturb his pace.



He stopped near the first cluster of buzzbugs and studied them.



Then he saw Maylond.



His smile was familiar enough to make her stomach tighten.



"Mayling."



"Mayl-Ond."



"Of course." His gaze moved to Ond. "How quickly names become important."



Maylond did not answer.



Din stood a little behind him. Her attention was fixed upon Ond. Neither kitsong approached the other.



A small creature emerged near the path. It looked toward Maylond, then toward Ond, and stopped.



Aar-Din noticed.



He looked at the creature for a long moment before turning back to her.



"Interesting."



"What's interesting?"



"Does it happen often?"



"What?"



"The wild looking at you."



Maylond felt heat rise in her face.



"You've been here a few breaths."



"And already I've seen something worth asking about."



She hated how reasonable he made himself sound.



Aar-Din crouched near the creature. It retreated, then stopped and looked past him toward Ond.



He stood.



"Where is Rellan-Vey?"



"At the gathering place."



"Good. I imagine there are questions."



"There are."



"Then perhaps we should ask them carefully."



He passed her without waiting for permission.



Din lingered.



Ond rose. The two kitsing regarded one another across the path. Din's ears angled forward. She took one step toward him.



Aar-Din stopped and looked back.



"Din."



She did not turn.



He repeated her name, more sharply.



Din remained where she was for another breath. Then she followed, slowly, looking once more at Ond.



Maylond watched her go.



Ond's attention followed Din until she disappeared around the building.



"What was that?" Maylond asked.



>> Don't know. <<



She almost laughed from frustration.



---



Aar-Din did not accuse anyone at the Oversight gathering.



That was what made him effective.



He listened to the observations Jonwin had collected. He asked where the creatures had gathered first, how long the buzzbugs had remained, and whether anyone had seen the same behavior before Maylond's Going.



Each question sounded useful.



Each answer drew attention toward her.



"Have the creatures behaved this way around anyone else?" he asked at last.



Rellan-Vey looked at Maylond.



"Some have responded to her movements. We don't know why."



"And to Ond?"



"Yes."



Aar-Din nodded as though confirming something he had suspected.



Maylond folded her arms. "They've responded to other humlings too."



"Certainly," he said. "I'm interested in whether the response is the same."



"We don't know."



"Then we should learn."



Marling spoke before Maylond could answer.



"If Ond is attracting dangerous creatures, we should move him away from the healspace."



Aar-Din turned toward her with practiced concern.



"Has he endangered a patient?"



"Not yet."



"Then perhaps we should avoid acting in haste."



Maylond stared at him. She had expected him to agree with her mother. Instead he had made himself sound more measured than either of them.



Rellan-Vey asked, "What do you propose?"



"Observe where the creatures gather when Mayl-Ond moves. Observe what happens when Ond is elsewhere. And keep the village prepared to protect itself if the peace breaks."



"That last part we're already doing," Jonwin said.



"Good."



Aar-Din's gaze rested on Maylond for a moment.



"Of course, we should also ask what changed when Mayling returned from her Going."



She felt the old name land among the humlings like a small stone thrown into still water.



Rellan-Vey's expression hardened.



"Mayl-Ond has answered that question as far as she can."



"Then perhaps the question is larger than she knows."



No accusation. No demand.



Only a suggestion that everyone else might be missing something.



Maylond looked at Din. The kitsong sat beside Aar-Din, but her gaze was fixed beyond the gathering place, where Ond waited.



"Do you know something?" Maylond asked him.



Aar-Din spread his hands.



"I know enough to be cautious of things that no longer behave according to their nature."



"That's not an answer."



"It's the only honest one I can give."



She did not believe him.



But several humlings nodded.



---



The Great Limit came into the conversation almost by accident.



A humling asked whether the creatures might be coming from somewhere farther than the known paths. Another wondered whether some disturbance had begun beyond the regions anyone regularly traveled.



Aar-Din looked toward the distance.



"There are old names for places we no longer understand," he said.



Jonwin frowned. "Such as?"



"The Great Limit."



The name moved through the gathering in uncertain whispers.



Maylond had heard it before, but never from anyone who could tell her precisely what it meant. Some spoke of it as a place. Others as an ending. The stories disagreed even about whether it could be reached.



Rellan-Vey watched Aar-Din carefully.



"What do you know of it?"



"Fragments."



"Then give us the fragments."



Aar-Din smiled faintly.



"Old warnings. Things that do not belong remaining where they are. The danger of assuming our known world is the whole of the Balance."



"That could mean anything," Maylond said.



"It could."



"Or nothing."



"Also possible."



She disliked how easily he accepted her objections. He offered no claim strong enough to challenge, only enough uncertainty to make everyone uneasy.



Rellan-Vey said, "We will not make decisions about Southleft based on a name nobody here can explain."



"Of course not," Aar-Din replied.



Marling looked at Ond beyond the gathering place.



"What decisions can we make?" she asked.



Rellan-Vey turned to her.



"If someone presents a clear danger to Southleft, the Oversight can require that danger be separated from the people it threatens. We have done that with dangerous work, unsafe places, and creatures that cannot be contained. But a humsong is not a Chompshell. We would need evidence, and we would need to decide what separation could actually mean."



Marling's jaw tightened.



Maylond heard the possibility inside the words.



Not exile. Not yet.



But a path toward it.



Aar-Din lowered his head in agreement.



"Evidence," he said. "Exactly."



Then he looked toward the forest, where several creatures had begun to move.



---



By late afternoon, Maylond could no longer pretend the attention was coincidence.



She walked along the outer path with Ond. Rellan-Vey had asked her to note what happened, not to provoke anything. Jonwin followed at a distance with a skinpage. Aar-Din stood near the gathering place, apparently occupied in conversation, though Maylond had noticed how often he glanced their way.



Beyond the last buildings, creatures waited among the trees.



A Feathersoarer perched high above them. Small ground creatures stood beneath roots. Farther back, a Chompshell shifted beside a damp hollow. None seemed to be hunting. None seemed ready to flee.



Maylond took three steps toward the trees.



Several heads turned.



She stopped.



The creatures remained still.



She moved sideways.



The Feathersoarer's head followed her. Two smaller creatures turned at almost the same moment.



Maylond felt a pressure rise in her chest.



Come closer.



Stay away.



Hide.



Watch.



They were not words. No creature had spoken to her. The sensations were hers, or seemed to be: contradictory impulses passing through her body without becoming choices.



She stepped backward.



The pressure eased.



Ond moved beside her.



Every visible head turned toward them again.



Maylond stopped breathing.



Jonwin's writing tool went still.



"Did you see?" she asked.



"Yes."



She looked down at Ond.



"It's us."



Ond watched the creatures.



>> Maybe. <<



Maylond wanted to shake him. Instead she looked back toward the healspace.



Derda was inside, breathing more easily than he should have been. She thought of the creature that had fled when he woke, of the ache that entered her body as his pain diminished.



For one unsettling instant she wondered whether the wild was watching something larger than Ond and herself.



Then a sharp cry came from the trees.



A Feathersoarer dropped from its branch.



Maylond turned in time to see it strike a small creature on the ground. The attack was so sudden that she barely understood the movement. Its glasslike teeth closed. The prey struggled once.



Then the predator struck again.



And again.



It was no longer feeding. The little body had gone still. Yet the Feathersoarer continued tearing at it, frantic and clumsy, as though it could not recognize that the hunt was over.



A second creature rushed toward the violence instead of fleeing. Another froze. Buzzbugs erupted from the nearby walls in a cloud that moved first toward the attack, then away, then back again.



"Get behind me," Maylond told Jonwin.



She reached for her tool.



Ond moved in front of her, fur still smooth, eyes fixed on the Feathersoarer.



The predator stopped.



For a moment it stared directly at them.



Maylond felt the confusion inside her become something sharper.



Strike.



Flee.



Strike.



The Feathersoarer opened its wings. It lurched backward, caught itself against a root, then sprang into the trees with a cry that sounded almost like pain.



The other creatures scattered in different directions. Some fled deeper into the forest. Others came toward Southleft before turning away.



The little body remained on the ground.



Maylond stood still until the last movement faded.



The silence that followed was worse than the buzzing had been.



Jonwin approached the edge of the path. "That wasn't hunger."



"No."



"It killed it."



"Yes."



"Then why didn't it stop?"



Maylond looked at the place where the Feathersoarer had disappeared.



"Because something told it to hunt," she said. "And something else wouldn't let the hunt end."



She knew even as she spoke that she was describing a feeling, not a fact.



Rellan-Vey arrived with two humling watchers. He examined the scene without touching the body.



"Everyone back from the trees," he said. "Double the watches. No one goes beyond the outer paths alone."



The watchers moved at once.



Maylond looked toward Southleft.



Aar-Din stood near the gathering place.



He had seen enough. She could tell by the stillness of his face, by the way his eyes moved from the dead creature to Ond and finally to her.



He did not smile.



That frightened her more than if he had.



---



Night came without the creatures withdrawing.



The dead prey had been carried away from the path. No one knew whether removing it would help, but leaving it where children might find it seemed worse.



The humlings spoke quietly now. They no longer called the gathering a blessing.



Maylond returned to the healspace after the evening watch began. Derda was awake, and Marling sat nearby checking the bindings on a supply bundle. Calira had finally persuaded herself to eat.



Derda saw Maylond's face.



"What happened?"



She sat beside him and told him.



He listened without interruption. When she described the Feathersoarer striking the already-still creature, his fingers tightened around the edge of his covering.



"Were you close?"



"Not close enough for it to reach me."



"That wasn't what I asked."



"Close enough to see."



Derda looked toward the entrance. Ond had settled there, half in shadow.



"Next time," Derda said, "don't go alone."



"Jonwin was there."



"Then take someone who can protect you."



The words came harder than Maylond expected.



She looked at him. "You would have come?"



"Yes."



"With your breathbag torn?"



Derda's expression faltered. "I know."



He looked down at his hands.



"I know," he repeated, more softly.



Maylond touched his wrist. Beneath her ribs, a small ache stirred and passed.



Marling rose from the supplies.



"This is why Ond needs to leave," she said.



Maylond looked up. "The Feathersoarer attacked another creature. Ond didn't cause it to strike."



"We don't know what caused it."



"Exactly."



"We do know the creatures keep watching him."



"They watch me too."



Marling's eyes filled with something Maylond could not bear to name.



"Then I need to know why," her mother said.



Maylond looked at Derda. He was watching Ond, not with fear but with a strange, searching concentration.



"I'm trying," Maylond whispered.



Marling's face softened for a moment. She reached toward Maylond, stopped, and let her hand fall.



"I know you are."



She left them together.



Derda drew a careful breath. Maylond felt its cost as a faint pressure beneath her own ribs.



Ond raised his head.



Outside, a kitsong cried out. Another answered. The sound passed along Southleft like a warning no one could translate.



Maylond watched Ond watching Derda.



She had begun the day afraid that the wild was noticing her bond.



Now she feared something worse: that the wild had noticed a change she herself could not yet see.



Beyond the healspace, the creatures waited.



And somewhere in Southleft, Aar-Din was asking questions whose answers he had already decided how to use.
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