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Prologue: 
The Tale of the Princess with the Wild Magic
 
Princess Jaleel was born with great wild magic, which should have been a boon to her people and her kingdom. But because her mother died at her birth and her father was indulgent and melancholy, she was not taught the discipline she needed to keep her power in balance with the laws of nature. The king insisted that he would teach her soon enough, when she was a little older and when he was a little stronger. But then he died only a few years later, and the princess became ruler of the kingdom of The Three Mountains still untutored. 
In her early years, she transformed whomever she wished into whatever creature would amuse her and she threatened and teased and terrorized all those who remained at the palace. But those around her said that she had a great capacity for love, and that she needed only to grow a little older before she learned the proper bounds of her magic. So many remained with her, in hopes of the future when the kingdom of The Three Mountains would grow strong with her power. She would marry and have children with the wild magic and all would surely be well.
But at the age of seventeen, the princess fell in love with a man whose station in life was far beneath from her own and not a man who would make a proper king. Her counselors tried to warn her against him gently, but she had never bothered to listen to their advice and did not now. She spent every waking moment with the man that she could, and she lavished him with gifts that were worth more than his life. Her counselors saw the man’s eye for other women, and his selfishness, and his lack of the wild magic, and they said nothing. 
But when the man disappeared just days before the wedding, they were relieved. They hoped that the princess would at last learn self-control, for the wild magic used wrongly could destroy the foundations of all life. Instead, when the man she loved left her, the princess became even more selfish and erratic, more prone to rages. She used her magic in anger, without thought, and her servants and counselors did their best to keep away from her. 
The only creature who willingly spent time with her in this temper was a new black horse she had found wandering in the plains and brought back to the palace just days after her broken betrothal. The horse was as tall as any man at its withers and its hair was a jet black as dark as the princess’s. 
Also like the princess, its mood was often dangerous. It would rear up and bite any groom in the stable that tried to touch it. Only the princess could ride and care for the black horse safely. The hours she spent riding and grooming the horse afterward were a blessing of peace to the rest of the royal household, the only time they did not fear for their lives or for the kingdom itself. 
Yet one day she came home from a ride and left the horse untouched. She stalked out of the stable and went directly to the blacksmith.
“You will brand my horse today,” she told him sharply.
The blacksmith looked up at her in surprise and then, when he saw the set of her jaw, fear. “Has it done something to harm you, Princess?” he asked.
The princess tossed her hair. “I will have the branding done. Will you do it or will you leave your place and let another do as I command?” she demanded.
The blacksmith had two sons and a daughter to care for, and no wife, for she had died the previous year. He bowed his head. “I will do it,” he said sadly.
The horse was brought to the smithy and tied with thick ropes to hold it in place. The sound of its breath was heavy and wet as it stood with muscles taut and jaws tightly closed.
But when the moment came, and the blacksmith brought the red-hot brand out of the furnace, he looked into the large, black eyes of the horse and could not touch it. There was such intelligence there, and such courage. More than that, the blacksmith felt a flash of warning that to kill this one creature would be a blow against all creatures everywhere, against the wild magic itself.
So the blacksmith set down the brand and faced the princess bravely. “I won’t do it,” he declared.
“I have commanded it,” insisted the princess.
The blacksmith shrugged. “If you will have it done, then do it yourself.” He did not believe the princess would do it. She was spoiled and used to her own way, but she rarely did anything but use her magic herself.
Nonetheless, the princess stepped forward and pulled the horse’s head to her own. She stared into its eyes. “You are mine,” she said fiercely.
The horse nickered and tossed its head, but it did not buck or try to escape. The princess picked up the brand from the fire.
The blacksmith opened his mouth to give her a warning to be careful, but it was too late.
She had already pressed the brand into the left hind quarters of the horse, and in her heedless temper, she burned herself as well. 
“Mine,” said the princess to the horse again, and stalked out.
The blacksmith shook his head over the poor treatment of such a noble creature. He took the horse back to its stable, then slept fitfully in his own bed. 
When he woke in the morning, he went to the stables to find the princess’s black horse was gone. The stall that it had been held in was smashed to bits of wood suitable for kindling, and the locked stable gate was torn apart as if it were made of butter. 
The blacksmith was sick with horror, for the horse had been his only hope for the princess to learn discipline with her magic. 
That same morning, he admitted to the loss of the horse to the princess herself, then promised he would find the creature.
“I know what the horse means to you, and I will find it. I swear it.”
In a menacing whisper, the princess told him what would happen to him if he failed, as if there were no emotion left in her now that her beloved horse was gone. 
In the days following, the blacksmith and many other servants went out from the palace and the outlying villages into the fields. Each night, the princess waited eagerly for news, but the blacksmith had to tell her again and again that he was sorry, for no trace of her unique black horse was ever found.
A villager in the next week brought the princess a gray colt that his mare had just weaned. The colt had a black muzzle and it looked likely to grow very tall. It had an upright carriage and slender legs, and would one day be a beautiful black horse. 
But the princess would not try to ride it, nor touch its soft, silky hair or smell the sweet scent of hay and oats on its breath. She put a hand to her throat and walked away from it with a bleak look on her face, as if the world had ended for her at the loss of her horse.
The blacksmith redoubled his efforts to find the black horse, but there was no trace of it. He became frantic, forgoing food and rest for days on end, returning to the palace infrequently and rarely seeing his children. And each time he spoke to the princess, he found her fading before his eyes. Her wild magic would be lost to the kingdom, never having been used properly for its good. And what of his children? What of the legacy he would leave them? What of the kingdom and all the depravations it had suffered? 
The blacksmith pressed himself to search harder and longer, but with no luck. The black horse was gone, it seemed forever.
At last, months later, a man arrived at the palace and claimed that he had found the princess’s horse. He was well-dressed, with jewels in his hair, and he walked in his bare feet in the princess’s court as if he were used to shoes. He called himself Lord Dashto and demanded that he should speak to the princess directly.
He was brought to her throne room, where he did not do much as bow to her. “I have found your horse, Princess,” he declared brashly.
She looked up immediately. “Where is he?” she demanded, as if she expected to see the horse right there.
The blacksmith was as eager as the princess was to hear of the black horse.
“I have come to negotiate the terms of his return,” said Lord Dashto slyly.
“Negotiate? I demand that you return him at once.” The princess snapped her fingers and her guards immediately lifted spears to Lord Dashto’s side, touching but not piercing his skin.
Lord Dashto showed not the least sign of fear. “Your demands will have no effect on me,” he warned her.
“I will turn you into a beast and then I will turn you into my pet. You will gradually forget everything that you know and love and then I will make you human again and make you think well of me, until I choose to turn you into a beast again.” She smiled with a coldness that the blacksmith shivered at. “Do you have any doubt that I can do this with my magic?”
“I do not doubt your great and terrible power, Princess,” said Lord Dashto—if that was his real name, which the blacksmith doubted. “But if you transform me into a dumb beast, then I will never be able to tell you where your horse is. He will die of thirst and all because of you.” 
The princess thought for a moment. “He must be nearby if you have come here. I will send out search parties for him and we will find him in time.”
Lord Dashto tilted his head to one side and took in the blacksmith and the others who had participated in the grand search. “Will you? Your search parties so far have had little success in finding him. It is reasonable to assume that he is perhaps hidden somewhere, a cave or a hollow. Caged or roped and unable to return to you at the sound of your voice. He would return for you if he heard your voice, would he not?”
The princess did not answer his question. “You stole him!” she accused. “And for that alone you should die.”
“But again, if you kill me, you will not get what you want.”
The princess pouted for a moment. Then she said, “I will give you a great reward if you will tell me where he is.”
“And will you kill me while I am still counting the coins?”
The princess took a breath, but whether or not she had considered this, he did not know. “What do you wish, then?” she asked.
“I wish to be your husband. King of all the land,” said Lord Dashto. “That is the reward I expect for returning your horse to you.”
“Never!” shouted the princess, and she flung herself out of the throne room with a shrieking wail.
The blacksmith closed his eyes and rubbed at them, then motioned for Lord Dashto to be escorted out and brought to food and shelter appropriate for guests of the kingdom.
Lord Dashto returned to the throne room the next day and the next, until at last the princess promised to take him as her husband if only he returned the horse to her.
The blacksmith felt a strange sense of relief. If the princess were married, surely that would be better for the kingdom, even if her husband were a stranger and without the wild magic. The princess’s counselors should have urged her marriage in the first place, when they had had the chance to do so long ago.
“We will be married,” said the princess coldly to Lord Dashto. “In ten days’ time.”
And the man smiled and believed he had won. He took up new rooms in the palace near the princess’s, and he began to indulge himself in meals and entertainment. He spoke often of how he had tamed the princess and would soon have everything he wanted.
But the blacksmith heard of the spies the princess set on Lord Dashto, and after several days, the man returned to the cave where the horse was held, to check on the creature and to bring it grain and water. 
As soon as he had revealed the horse’s hiding place, he was taken, bound tightly, and brought before the princess.
With a wave of her hand, she transformed the lord into a hyena and then she set her dogs to chase him out of the court and into the desert.
The blacksmith reminded himself that at least the princess would have her horse back, and perhaps that would calm her.
Soon, her servants brought the animal they had found. They bowed low. They looked very pleased with themselves. 
But when the horse was brought in, the blacksmith knew as soon as the princess did that it was not hers.
This horse was black and tall and there was a little of the sharp look in its eyes of the horse the princess had lost. But it had the wrong shape to its shoulders and its legs were too finely shaped. Its back end was not as strong or as wide and it seemed eager to please the princess as her true horse had never been.
The disappointed princess put a hand to the horse’s haunches and transformed it into a spider. It skittered away on four legs rather than eight, as the blacksmith stared in horror at this proof of the princess’s abuse of the wild magic. 
Then the princess ordered the servants out, and they stood outside her chambers as she broke every item of value in the throne room through the night. 
In the morning, the princess rose and commanded ten of her best guards to follow her. She had the royal steward gather supplies for a long journey, and coin to purchase more supplies if the journey lasted even longer than that. She proclaimed that she would go out to search for her horse herself, since all her friends had failed her. And she would not return until she had succeeded.
Her chamberlain tried to stop her, claiming that she had no right to take away the resources of her people if she did not intend to rule them. The blacksmith offered to go in her place, so long as she would remain in the palace where she was meant to be.
“And will you be as vigilant as I will? Will you refuse to stop searching, even when all reasonable hope is hope? Will you know for certain that my horse is found, by looking into his eyes?” the princess asked him hotly.
“I will,” said the blacksmith solemnly.
The princess took a breath and shook her head. “Then you will come with me, As for my kingdom, perhaps it will be better off without me. I have been no proper princess of the wild magic.” 
It was the first time she had admitted to any weakness in herself, and the blacksmith thought it a good thing. So he made arrangements for his children to be cared for in his absence, thinking he would be gone for a few months at most, that he would see them again soon and that his sacrifices would be worth it. He would return home a hero, with a princess who had at last learned discipline in the hardship of such a journey.
But they went north, and north again, and then west. There was always a hint of a trail before them, the princess insisting that she could sense the trace of the black horse here, and here again. So year after year, they sought the black horse and did not quite find it.
The blacksmith grew old. He watched the princess’s servants be transformed one after the other into dumb beasts who would follow her without question, but he never spoke a word of protest, for he thought that the princess needed at least one human at her side. When he was close to death, the princess leaned over him and told him that he had been true to her and she would allow him to choose what form she would hold him to, as he continued at her side in a second lifetime.
But the blacksmith asked only that she let him die as a human. For his service and devotion to her, the princess gave him this one gift. Then she commanded her servants to bury the blacksmith, and went on, seeking her horse.
 



Chapter One:
 
At her birth, Fierce had been the daughter of the lead male. When her father died not long after, she had still been the daughter of a strong female. Then just after she had grown to full size, her mother had left the pack with a human female at her side, and Fierce had become a young female hound of no importance at all. 
The new lead female of the pack nipped at Fierce constantly, and when she was tired of it, the other females who wished her favor did it in her place. When Fierce was called, she lowered her head, approached with her hindquarters first, and whined. She did not take food unless it had already been abandoned by others.
Fierce listened to taunts that her mother had gone to live an easy life, that she did not care what she left behind her, that she would forget everything that had made her a hound. Fierce did not believe any of them. She was convinced that her mother had a reason for leaving, and that she would return as she should, someday.
Then one day her mother did return, but not as a hound. She wore a human skin, and Fierce could smell that it was both her and not her. It was then that Fierce realized that her dreams of being with her mother again had been foolish, the dreams of a pup who knew nothing of the world and of the pain of living in it. 
She hardened herself then, refused to speak to her mother in any language, and turned her back on those memories, as her mother had. She told herself that she had learned a lesson, that everything to do with humans was ruinous, and that she would not be tricked as her mother had been. She was a hound and she always would be. She belonged in the forest with her pack.
But there was no solace in her pack. For when her mother in human form was gone, the lead female began her torments of Fierce anew. She chased Fierce away from the stream where the fish were plentiful. She refused her a place inside the cave where the pack slept. She made sure that the others did not call her Fierce in their barking, but mockingly called her Human instead.
Fierce found she did not care. Seeing her mother again had made her lose a part of herself that hurt. She could bear pain now that would have been impossible before, and she did not think twice about it. She simply did not feel it as she once had. She grew to be a better hunter, enough that the pack appreciated her kills, even if no one would go out hunting with her. They said that she was too dangerous, that she took no care of anything but the thrill of the moment.
There were times when Fierce forgot she had a pack at all. And other times when she wondered why she bothered to remain with them, since they so obviously disdained her. But where else could she go? No other pack would take in a strange hound. And she certainly had no intention of going to the humans. She would die alone in the forest first, fighting for her pack or fighting for herself, whatever was left to her.
But there came a human to the forest, a male who was dressed finely, and did not ride a horse for the hunt. He had a wide nose and cheeks that looked as though they had been burned red, and he was heavily set. He wore a sword at his side and at the sight of the first hound in the pack, he took it out and began to swing it about wildly. The pack scattered.
Except for Fierce, who felt no fear of the human.
He stared at her. “Little hound,” he said. “You think you are strong?”
Fierce curled her lip up at him and let out a low growl.
“The end of all is coming and you know nothing about it. All of you creatures expect to continue living. You expect us to help you, to protect you against that which lurks beneath this world. And what thanks do we get from you? You snarl at us and fight us. You ought to give yourselves up to us with thanksgiving.”
At the moment, all she understood was that he thought he was better than she was, and that he was a human, like the woman who had taken her mother away. Like the woman her mother had become.
She leaped at him.
He drew out his sword and she fell to the side to avoid it.
“You are mine,” the man said. “All animals are mine. That is the price for keeping the shapeless Xaon away from the Naon.” 
Fierce did not understand the words he spoke to her, but she remembered them, and pieced them together later, from bits and pieces she heard from both humans and animals. The Naon was life itself, and Xaon was its opposite.
The man swung the sword again.
Fierce dived under it.
The man laughed, but with no sense of amusement. He was not happy. He seemed a man possessed, like a creature cornered and lashing out in desperation. But there was nothing that Fierce could see that was threatening him.
He stabbed at her again.
She moved quickly, but not quickly enough. The sword grazed her side and she smelled the tang of her own blood.
If she died here and now, she knew what would happen. Crows and ravens and other carrion eaters would feed on her flesh. Then the beetles and ants and insects would eat her bones. She would return to the forest, enriching the dirt with her blood. She knew the cycle of life, having seen it many times before. She was not afraid.
But she was not ready for death yet.
The human held the sword high, and with gleaming eyes, aimed for her again.
Instead of trying to evade him, Fierce moved the other way, toward the human.
His eyes widened and his hands began to tremble. 
That was exactly what Fierce needed, so that when her teeth met the blade of the sword, there was just enough give in its hold that she could bite on it and pull it out of the human’s grasp.
He stared first at her, and then at his own hands. He whispered something to himself and there was a distinct smell of fear. Then the human held up his hands and began to step away from her.
Fierce did not drop the sword. The taste of the steel in her mouth was sweet, the reminder of her triumph. 
The human fled and she let him go.
Then she carried the sword back to the pack’s cave. She only thought that she did not want to leave it in the forest for the human to come back and retrieve. It did not belong to him any longer, and it did not belong to any other animal in the forest. She did not want it herself, because it was human, but she did not want to lose it, either.
When her pack saw not only that she had survived the fight with the human, but had returned with his sword, they gave her a new kind of respect. It was not warmth, and they did not include her in the pack. But all teasing of Fierce was now at an end. They called her by her proper name, and this time they meant it.
But the sword had brought with it bad dreams, of a dark emptiness with hidden creatures lurking within. Fierce’s hunting became even wilder than it had been before, and her pack grew fat on her kills. And still the dreams were with her, and she knew that it was the fault of the human, of all the humans.
 



Chapter Two:
 
Fierce kept careful watch in the forest for any humans that came into it after that. She chased more than one away, but a full turn of seasons after she had taken the sword, she came across a female human who stood her ground at the sight of the pack. Dark-haired and tall, she reminded Fierce of her mother. Not because of her appearance, but because of the wild and distant expression on her face. 
The rest of the pack had already retreated back into the thickest part of the forest, leaving Fierce to deal with the human as she had before. But Fierce hesitated for one long moment, taking in the strange menagerie of animals surrounding the woman. How did she keep so many animals with her, when she smelled so oddly and did not seem to keep them in chains as so many humans did?
To one side of the woman, there was a large cat with a hairy mane like a burst of sunlight around its head. On the other side was a creature like a horse but striped black and white, and then a four-legged herd animal with double curved horns, both carrying packs like a mule. 
There were other, smaller animals that seemed as desperate as the woman, though they kept a distance from her as if they did not trust her. Bird fluttered around behind the animals, not the woman, with elaborate plumages, though as a hound Fierce could not see the colors clearly.
The woman held herself like a lead female, as if she were used to being obeyed without question. And despite the fear Fierce had felt at first, when she met the woman’s eyes, Fierce thought she saw something of herself there. Old pain never healed, loneliness, strength, determination, and even a hint of longing—for what Fierce could not tell.
“You,” said the woman, with a hand outstretched. “Come here. I command it.” 
Suddenly, Fierce could see the magic in the woman shimmering like waves of heat. So strong, like a wind tunnel that sucked into it trees and dirt and animals. She could not escape.
Fierce trembled, motionless, and could feel her heart beating against her ribs. The fur around her head was wet with sweat and it dripped down her back to her paws, making her feel chilled enough to shiver, though it was spring.
“You know this forest, do you not?” the woman asked.
Fierce understood more the tone of the woman’s voice than the human words, but she nodded as humans nod. 
“I will make you my guide,” said the woman. “It is an honor not to be refused.” She bent forward just a little and touched Fierce on the neck, behind her ears. Her fingers were cold and they seemed to pinch at Fierce’s hound fur. 
But then the woman stepped back and the pinching feeling continued. Fierce realized that it was the magic the woman had control of, cutting through her skin and entering her flesh.
Fierce could feel the cold pressure traveling down the length of her spine to her tail, and to each paw. It was a sharp pain, and she whimpered softly.
She could feel her tail being pulled back into her spine, and then her hind legs grew longer. Her paws lost their claws. She grew long, spongy pads on the ends of her paws, pale and hairless.
Her nose felt as if it had been smashed. Her ears drooped. She breathed in air, but it tasted wrong. Her tongue would not work properly to clean her mouth.
Then she began to shake as if it were in the middle of winter and she had been caught in a flood of the river, trying to warm herself instinctively, though there was no hope any hound could survive that.
But the woman held Fierce’s gaze and seemed to lend her strength to get through the final wave of magic. 
When it was gone, Fierce felt sore and strange. She knew that her body had changed, but she could not yet bear to look at it. She felt stretched, taller, and more unbalanced than before. She was on all fours, but she knew that she no longer belonged that way. She twisted to the side and felt the ground meet her backside. She was staring up into the sky, into the tops of trees she had never bothered to look at before.
There was no more pain. She took a breath, and then another. She closed her eyes and spoke silently to herself: I am a hound, and I will always be a hound.
She would not be like her mother, no matter what this wild magic did to her.
“Speak,” said the woman. “Tell me your name or I shall give you one that pleases me.”
“F—fierce,” she got out, though she thought her voice sounded high-pitched and strained. All those years of practice to learn a howl good enough to join the pack at the first sign of the full moon—useless in this new throat.
I will howl again, she promised herself. It was the only way she could keep sane.
“Fierce. Yes. A good name for you,” said the woman. “I have never seen an animal meet my eyes as you did. I am Princess Jaleel and I need your help. I am looking for a horse. A great, black horse who belongs to me, though he has been long lost. Have you seen any horses like that here in your forest?”
A horse? That was all the princess cared about?
Fierce had seen many horses in her time in the forest, but it was always with a human on their backs. The humans thought they owned the horses, but horses were neither wild nor tame animals. They often lived with humans, but even so, they did not take on their smell or their talk. They were beautiful, and even with a human on them, it seemed to Fierce as though the horses had what they wanted. They ran free, as swiftly as they pleased, and if the humans wished to come along, they could.
“He is black as night, with a bluish sheen if he is seen in daylight. He is tall.” The princess held a hand up to the top of her own head to show how tall. “He smells like heat and anger and speed and the south. Have you seen him?”
“No,” Fierce got out in the language of humans. A terrible language, all light sounds that had no hint of bite to them, with hisses like a snake added in. 
It must be because a human’s tongue was so small. It was completely useless at anything. Fierce looked at the ground and wondered how she could use it to suck marrow from the bones of a downed doe or to take up ants from a hollow log. She did not like to eat ants, but there were times in the past that she had had no choice, and was glad that she could at least survive to hope for better meat another day.
“Ah, well, you will show me all the places that he might be hidden here.”
Fierce thought that she would be a much better guide through the forest as a hound. “Please,” she said, just a hint of pleading in her voice. She looked down at herself, and held out one of her paws, now turned into a smooth, hairless set of fingers. She wanted to be herself again, and live in the forest, and think only of forest things, and her pack.
“None of that,” snapped the princess imperiously. “I have chosen for you a form that pleases me. You look well as a human and I have need of a female companion. Now, let us get you dressed and you may join the others who follow me happily, wherever I go next.”
Fierce looked at the other animals surrounding the princess differently now. The wariness was understandable, if they had been changed into animals from some other form, humans perhaps. But how could they leave her, if they ever wished to become themselves again?
The princess continued: “Have you not always wished to see more of the world than this one little forest? If my horse is not here, we will seek him out elsewhere. We will see every place there is to see. Forest, town, mountain, platte, tundra, and more. Think of that. You deserve to be more than a hound at my side.”
Even if she did not wish to be?
“You see, when I looked into your eyes for the first time, I saw intelligence in them like no other. And I have been lonely for some time. A young woman needs another young woman to laugh and talk and gossip over and to give advice on beauty and love,” said the princess.
Fierce looked down at herself and forced herself to take in every detail of her new human form. She was a woman fully grown, with four limbs that seemed different, but plump and useless. She hated the lack of claws and the vulnerability of her skin, so pale and thin. If an animal attacked this human body, how could she defend herself? Even her teeth were too flat to tear flesh. She could feel them as she ran her tongue around her mouth. Useless.
And she could not run as fast on two legs as she had on four, she was sure. Not until she had much more practice, and likely not even then. The forest floor hurt her feet even before she had walked on it. The stones cut into the flesh between her toes.
“You will need something to wear. Let me see.” The princess went to one of the pack animals and opened a box. She shook out of it a gown of gold and yellow and taupe with designs woven into the fabric itself like birds’ wings all in a row.
“Take this.” She walked toward Fierce and handed her the gown.
Fierce had to take a moment to understand how to put it on. It looked terribly uncomfortable. Why would anyone wish to be human, if it meant wearing such things?
“It will look good on you, I think. It was made for me many years ago, when I was a princess in the south. But such styles never go out of fashion.”
The gown smelled musty and the fabric felt stiff and strange to Fierce’s touch. She pulled it over her head and spread it out over her stomach and thighs. It fell to her ankles and seemed too long to allow her to run well or even walk comfortably.
The princess, Fierce noticed, did not wear a gown at all, but an embroidered jacket in the purple color of royalty and a shorter, more maneuverable split skirt that would also keep her warm.
Fierce bowed her head to the princess, hating it as much as she had with her pack. She told herself she had only to find a chance for freedom, and leap at it as she had before, with the sword.
“The forest awaits,” said Princess Jaleel.
Fierce led the princess through the forest, acre by acre, past every cave she knew of, and every fallen tree and copse. 
There was no black horse. 
The princess was disappointed that evening as the whole company prepared to rest for the night. The princess built a fire and the red and orange flames made her face seem bright and variable, as if she could change every second from one creature to the next, from human to hare to snake or wildebeest.
She told Fierce the story of the black horse and of Lord Dashto who had tried to trick her into taking back a horse that was not her own. 
“I will find my own horse,” the princess insisted. “No matter how long it takes.”
But the smell of her was still dangerous and empty, and in the night, Fierce dreamed again of a deep emptiness waiting to devour her in the dark.
 



Chapter Three:
 
In the morning, Fierce woke and tried to get to all fours. She fell before she could take two steps. Her legs were too long and she had no tail to sway this way and that and keep the line of her back straight.
She tasted the dirt of the forest in her mouth and slowly turned over. She had forgotten she was a human. She sniffed the air and could smell the ashes and smoke that meant humans. She could smell nothing else. Her nose was so small and useless. She put a hand to it and felt how tiny it was, how dry.
Then she stared at her fingernails, broken and dirty. She clawed at the dirt as if to dig something up beneath it. She began to bleed, and pulled back one hand to put it into her mouth for soothing. At least that was one thing that remained the same.
The sound of the hounds came closer. Fierce recognized the section of the forest before her. There was a trio of scrub pines against a mound, and a meadow of clover just beyond that. The smell of that clover had once been her favorite thing about this place, but now she was too far away to even feel a prickle of interest. And she dared not try to run to it. 
Then the hounds were near enough for her to see them, the whole pack. Her pack. 
Fire, who had been burned as a young hound. Wind, who made the sound of it when he ran. Eagle Eyes, the lead male, whose sharp eyes could see what no one else could. Swimmer, who loved the water.
Cut-nose and her sister, White Tail. Fierce had never liked either of them, but she missed how they had snapped at each other. And Cruel, the lead female who had left her mark on Fierce’s neck more than once in the past. Claws and Temper did simply what Cruel told them to do. Fierce should not hold it against them.
Whatever Fierce’s problems with them, they were her pack and she did not know when she would ever see them again. She said a silent farewell to them as they passed, thinking that they would not mourn her at all.
Then she found her way to her feet slowly, inch by inch. She looked toward the princess’s simple canvas tent, but it was quiet.
The large cat with a mane slept outside the tent, curled into itself. Fierce could see it open an eye and stare at her, but then it turned over and seemed to sleep once more. The white and black striped animal was asleep on its feet, head tucked into its shoulder. The curved-horns creature moved sluggishly toward the stream. 
It was full day before the princess came out of her tent. She snapped her fingers at the cat, which immediately came to her side so that she could untangle its mane. She sent Fierce to get her water bag filled at the stream, and then told her to make some breakfast.
Fierce was utterly confused. If the princess wanted to eat, why did she not simply find a root and dig for it, or spear a fish? Why not hunt for herself?
At last, Fierce brought her a fish she had snatched from the stream.
“I do not want it raw,” she said scathingly. “Cook it over the fire. And cut off the head and tail.”
She returned to her tent while Fierce worked at biting off the head of the fish with her blunt human teeth. She ate it while she worked, for she would never have considered throwing any part of the fish away. She chewed on the tail, and held the fish over the fire by its fins as it sizzled and cooked. Her hands were uncomfortably warm, but it was not until she took them away from the fire that she saw how they had blistered and burned just as the fish had.
“Breakfast,” said Fierce carefully, wanting to make sure that she got the word right.
The princess stared at the mess of cooked fish in Fierce’s hands. She took a small portion of the center of it out and put it into her mouth. Instead of tipping her head back and letting the meat fall directly into her throat, she moved it around with her teeth and tongue.
“Not bad,” she said. “Fresh fish is always good, even if it is not fully cooked. Next time, you might think of spitting the flesh on a stick and turning it over the fire. It would make the fish more evenly cooked. And save your hand.” She pointed to it.
The more Fierce thought of it, the more it hurt. She gingerly folded up the princess’s tent and then packed it onto the white and black horse. 
“We go north,” said the princess.
“I—Can I ask a question?” stammered Fierce.
“Ask,” said the princess.
“It is—the Xaon,” she said, remembering again the words she had heard before.
The princess flinched. “I do not know what you mean,” she said. But it was obvious that she did, that the name itself was something that burned her, inside of herself.
“A man—a human with a sword,” Fierce tried to explain.
“It is no matter,” said the princess. “The Xaon is not for such as you to worry about. It is from the far past, and perhaps in the far future. But now, we have only to think of finding my horse.”
“But—” said Fierce.
“No more!” shouted the princess. Then she ordered Fierce to take down her tent and collect her things to put on the black and white horse. After that, she commanded the entourage follow to the west. She pressed her traveling companions hard. By late afternoon, they were out of the forest and into terrain that Fierce did not know at all. 
There were a few hills here, but they were all covered by the same unending greenish golden grass that was tall enough that Fierce had to lift her feet consciously with every step. She was exhausted, her tender human feet covered with tiny cuts, her legs trembling with such exertion, her arms burned with the sun above.
“I have been this way before, many years ago,” said the princess. She stared at Fierce. “Lifetimes ago for you, as a hound. But humans live longer, even those who have no wild magic.”
Fierce thought of living long years with the princess commanding her day after day, and she knew she would rather have died as a hound. She had always known that death might come this day or the next one. That was part of living as a hound, part of the sweetness of it. There might only be this day, this moment, all the more reason to feel every part of life while it lasted.
The princess sighed. “I have traveled so many thousands of miles. It is difficult to keep them all straight in my head. But I do not need a map to find my horse. The sense of him draws me forward.”
Fierce did not argue with her.
But they circled the area for two weeks without a hint of the princess’s black horse. And every night, Fierce dreamed of the dark thing that she began to think of as Xaon.
 



Chapter Four:
 
One morning, Fierce was startled awake by the sound of the princess calling for help and shouting out curses.
Fierce’s eyes adjusted in a moment to the dawn light, and she caught sight of the princess chasing after the white and black horse-like creature. 
“Thief! Thief!” cried the princess. 
The white and black horse had stolen something from the princess? 
But after a moment, Fierce saw a human who was pulling on the creature with a rope tied around its neck. The man was several inches smaller than the princess and he looked thin and desperately hungry. He had a heavy beard and wore dirty, torn clothing.
The princess had an easy grace in running and she quickly reached the thief. She snatched the rope from his hands and pushed him to the ground.
To Fierce’s surprise, however, as soon as she had the rope, she dropped it and then turned to face the thief. She kicked him in the stomach, then put a foot on his chest and held him down. “Who are you? Where are you from?” she demanded.
“I am called—Beriv,” the thief stuttered. “Please, great noblewoman, I have lost all I own and thought that the sale of this unusual horse would bring me back the woman I love.”
“You expect me to believe that?” demanded the princess. “When I can look at you and see that you have never owned anything of quality in your life?” She gestured at his shirt. “A woman love you? Not with a hundred such animals to your name.”
It seemed cruel to Fierce, but the princess was within her rights to defend her property. Even in the forest that was true. If she had killed an animal, she would not allow anyone else to eat from it until she had finished taking her fill.
“I beg you, let me go,” said the thief.
“I think you must learn a lesson first,” said the princess. 
“No—no lesson.” The thief tried to get out from under the princess, but she held him firmly pinned beneath her. “I swear, I will never steal anything again. I know better now,” he wept.
“I shall turn one arm into a pig’s hoof. That will remind you forever after of the consequences of your actions,” said the princess coldly.
“Wild magic?” the thief whispered. He began to fight the princess in earnest then, writhing on the ground to get away from her, until the princess kicked at his side. His eyes went dull then, and he became still.
“Or I could turn you into a pig complete,” said the princess. She raised a hand and with her eyes closed, she let out a long breath of air.
Fierce had expected to see the reverse of the process which had turned her into a human, but she saw no change in the thief at all. Had it only been a threat?
“You—you,” got out the princess. She moved her foot and stared at the thief.
For his part, he began to thank the princess profusely, kneeling before her and telling her that he would name his first daughter after her, if only she would tell him what her beautiful name was.
“I will tell you nothing,” said the princess. She raised a hand once more. “Pig,” she said loudly, though she had not needed to say a word before.
Fierce stared carefully at the princess and noticed that she looked exhausted now, with lines under her lower lip and darkness smudged under her eyes. Almost as if she had aged several years in this one moment. But how?
“I have the wild magic,” said the princess under her breath. It was more to herself than to the thief, but he heard her and seemed to lose his fear of her.
“Wild magic. Of course,” the thief mumbled. “Very strong, wild magic. Very fearsome.”
“I do have wild magic,” the princess insisted.
“If you say so,” said the thief. He backed away from her, bowing several times as he went.
“What horses have you seen?” the princess called after him. “Where? Is there a large black one?”
But the thief did not answer her.
The princess let him go. She picked up an ant and let it crawl on her finger. Twice, she muttered a word to herself and closed her eyes. Each time, she seemed to grow a little older, but the ant did not change in any way that Fierce could tell.
“It will come back,” the princess said at last. “It knows it is mine. It knows that it is missing what is most important, even as I do.”
Fierce had no reason to believe that the princess was wrong about the horse. Whatever else Fierce might think about the princess, she was still Fierce’s only chance to be a hound again.
“And I should have spared the thief in any case, for he told me of horses here. Perhaps one of them is my own horse?” The princess looked up and stared at Fierce.
“Yes, it might be,” said Fierce. What else could she say to the princess?
“If there are poor thieves, there might be rich ones, as well. And my horse eats too much to be kept by anything but a rich thief,” pronounced the princess.
Fierce thought that the princess’s horse was more likely to be in a wild herd to the east than here, with humans. If she herself escaped the princess, Fierce thought she would make sure she went far away where she knew she would never meet a human again.
But the princess was insistent. “I feel him nearby,” she said. She led her entourage south, then west, then north again, and finally back to the beginning. “He is here somewhere. They are hiding him from me. They are holding him. I can sense his anger in the air.”
Fierce sniffed the air, but she smelled mold and dust and a warren of rabbits she wished she could chase after. The princess had made sure that she had food to eat, but it was usually fruit taken from orchards they had passed by, or fish from the cold stream off the mountains. 
“Princess?” asked Fierce, that evening, when she was cooking food properly over the fire for the princess, on a spit.
“Yes?”
“Your wild magic,” said Fierce. “This is what allows you to change creatures from one form into another.”
“Yes, of course. And it will return to me. I know it will. It is only that I have been so far gone from home.”
Was that the reason the wild magic had gone from the princess? Fierce did not think so. “Is the wild magic the Xaon?” she asked.
“The Xaon? No, the wild magic has nothing to do with the Xaon.”
But the princess would say no more. 
A week passed with no sign of the horse, and then the princess woke one morning and picked up a caterpillar. She changed it in a moment to a butterfly, speeding up the natural process that would have happened in any case. 
“You see?” she announced to Fierce, and to the great cat with a mane, who was watching her. “My wild magic is back.” 
She seemed very pleased about it, but it only made Fierce more tense, as she thought about the Xaon.
The dreams seemed to grow worse, and Fierce felt as if she woke only just in time to pull herself out of the darkness that was the Xaon. She grew more and more tired, and began to avoid sleep entirely, keeping herself upright and pretending that the princess had asked her to keep guard over the camp. Fierce was exhausted and jumped easily in fear.
But the princess did not seem to notice the difference in Fierce’s temperament. She did not seem to notice any problems in her menagerie. If one of them were to be lost, she would seek for it because it was hers. But if they died, Fierce thought, she would simply find another to take their place. They were easily replaceable to her. All except the black horse she spoke of.
Several days later the princess asked Fierce which direction she thought they should go in, and Fierce chose east, toward the rising morning sun, simply because they had not gone that way yet.
They went slowly, and the princess exclaimed twice that she could smell her horse, but neither time did they find anything.
So when the princess said, “There! We must hurry! He is just ahead!” Fierce did not really hurry.
But to Fierce’s surprise, in a few moments she saw that the princess was indeed standing next to a horse, black and tall as many a bear, one leg bent with injury, its head sagging with defeat.
There was a human sitting on top of it on an elaborate, gold-stitched saddle, beating stripes on it with a whip and commanding it to move around the princess.
“This horse is mine!” said the princess, reaching for the reins and yanking them from the rider’s hands.
When Fierce looked up at his face, she recognized him immediately as the human with the sword whom she had defeated, and who had first spoken of the Xaon to her. He looked even more weighed by fear now as he had the year before. And he took out his frustration on the horse, raising his whip and bringing it down ruthlessly, as if making the horse afraid and in pain would make him less afraid and lessen his own pain.
“Leave him be!” shouted the princess. “That is my horse, I tell you!”
“Get out of the way, woman. Or I will run you down,” the rider threatened.
“I am Princess Jaleel of the Kingdom of the Three Mountains,” said the princess. “How dare you speak to me thus?”
“Oh, a princess,” sneered the rider. “I didn’t know. That changes—nothing. Get out of my way, Princess. Or I will run you down.”
“I am not defenseless,” said the princess. She waved a hand and the animals in her menagerie moved in to flank her, like soldiers in a human army.
In response, the rider dug his spurs into the horse and the animal would have run into the princess if it had followed his commands, but instead it jerked to the side, twisted, and fell hard on one leg.
The rider slid off and landed more lightly. He cursed the horse soundly and got to his feet. Then he stared at the horse. “As good as dead,” he said, and kicked it in the side.
He was still afraid, thought Fierce. Did he know it?
“No!” shrieked the princess. She ran to the horse and put her arms around its head.
The animal twitched in misery. Fierce turned to it long enough to see that it had broken its right foreleg.
“I have found you!” said the princess, pressing her lips to the horse’s cheek, and then nose. “You do not know how long I have been searching for you, hoping to bring you home with me at last.”
The horse lifted its head away from her. But for all that, Fierce thought that the princess must be right, that this was her horse. It had saved her life, at the cost of its own leg. And it had not done it out of fear, but out of a conscious decision. Fierce smelled the difference. The horse was as stubborn as the princess herself, it seemed.
 



Chapter Five:
 
“You must pay me for this ruined horse, Princess,” said the man. “It is your fault he is of no more use to me. And I have much to do today. Important things for my people.”
The princess paid no attention to him, for she was occupied in stroking the horse, her head close to its own, murmuring soft words of comfort.
The horse, Fierce was astonished to see, did not thrash against her touch or even try to get back to its feet. It lay quietly, turned away from the princess, its pain in every inch of its stillness. Fierce had never seen a horse like this.
“Or perhaps if you have no coin,” said the rider, “I will take something of equal value in return.” He looked around the fields, taking in her animals and their packs. But there was nothing much of value. At last, his eye caught on Fierce.
She would not show him fear, so she stared straight back at him.
“I’ll take your serving girl,” he said. “A fair trade, I should think, for a good horse. She looks to me to be somewhat untrained and disobedient. But she can help me make my way back to my own estate.”
Fierce expected the princess to tell the rider that she would give him nothing in return except for his own life. Instead, the princess waved to Fierce. “Take her, then.”
Fierce was startled, so that she did not resist when the rider leaned on her and pulled her forward, away from the horse.
“But I—” she stuttered. Had she been so bad at being human as that? Then why had the princess not turned her back into a hound and let her prove herself in that form?
“She has no use for you now. Come now with me,” the man said roughly.
Fierce thought for a moment. Perhaps she should go with him. She wanted to find out about the Xaon, and he seemed more likely to tell her than the princess was. But she did not want to lose all track of the princess, either, for how else would she be returned to her true form?
The rider tugged on Fierce’s shoulder, then yanked her arm forward with him.
Fierce looked back at the princess, but followed the rider. 
After a time, she dared to ask, “What do you know of the Xaon?”
The rider shivered at the word. “Do not speak of it,” he said.
“Why?” asked Fierce. The man had spoken to her of it before. Why would he not now?
“The name itself may draw it to us,” he said.
“But how?” asked Fierce.
“I do not know,” he said in a low tone. “I have studied the Xaon, but the more I read of it, the less I understand it. I think in the end that it is not meant for understanding. It is only meant to be kept away from.”
“But what is it?” Fierce insisted. “Is it to do with the wild magic the princess has?”
The rider shook his head, and he would not say anymore to her about the Xaon. But after they had walked for some time, he said, “Shall I tell you a story about a man with wild magic who lived in this land not so many years ago?”
“If you wish it,” said Fierce, and listened carefully, though she pretended not to.
“This man had not so much as that princess, but he had enough to live better than his circumstances. He used the wild magic to transform a pig into a cow, so that he would have more meat to eat. Or to transform a crow into a magnificent peacock, so that he could sell it and earn more money. And the more he used his wild magic, the more he liked it.
“When a dog got in his way as he was driving a cart, he transformed it into a moth. When a friend told him that he had begun to shout at all around him as if they were dumb beasts, he transformed his friend into one of those dumb beasts. A woman rejected his advances and he changed her into a fly which he put under glass and carried with him wherever he went.
“He was chased out of his home by a mob of men who had nothing left to be afraid of him taking from them. He killed many of them, then waited from a distance to plan his revenge. Instead he was murdered in his sleep that night by one of his own creatures, given the shape of a human being. The man called this one ‘son,’ and believed that it loved him in return. But even a beast knows what is true and what is not.”
Fierce stiffened. Was he saying something about Fierce’s questions about the Xaon?
The man limped forward on Fierce’s arm, needing to rest frequently, and Fierce held him steady so that he need not lift himself off the ground again. 
“My name is Ahran,” he said during one such rest. “Lord Ahran of the Fels. What is your name?”
“Fierce,” she said, with a hint of the bark that went with it, when she had spoken her name as a hound.
“What sort of a name is that?” he asked, his face twisted in suspicion.
“It is the name I was given,” she said.
“No doubt she gave it to you.” He made a negligent motion backward, as if to the princess.
Fierce did not bother to tell him that it was not so, that her mother had named her at birth. She did not tell him anything about her true life, for that would have given him too much advantage over her.
“I will give you another name. A better name, for company among those without the wild magic. How would you like that?”
Fierce thought that she would not like it at all, but he did not give her a chance to say so.
“I will call you—Feersha,” he said after a moment’s hesitation. “What do you think of that? A good name for a woman, yes?”
Fierce shrugged. Lord Ahran was not very original, she thought. But then again, she had never had a particularly good opinion of the intelligence of humans. If they were as smart as hounds or horses, she thought, they would leave their crowded homes and enjoy the forests more.
“Feersha. I like the sound of it. Yes, I know that will suit you very well. I am known for being a good judge of character at first sight, with animals or with humans.”
Fierce struggled not to laugh at this. “Shall we go again, then?” she asked impatiently.
They found a wild apple orchard and quenched their thirst eating the sour, early fruits. Then Lord Ahran grunted and sighed and cursed himself and the princess and the horse and Fierce and even a stone that he tripped over when he had let go of her arm.
It was growing dark when they came to a stream. She bent over it and lapped at it like a hound. When she got up, he was staring at her. “You are very rough,” he said. “To drink like that.”
“And how should I drink?” asked Fierce.
Lord Ahran made her cup her hands for him, kneeling over the stream, then holding them out for him to sip from. It was very awkward and it took him more than three times as long to drink his fill. It was proof again of how foolish humans were, and how right Fierce was to wish to be a hound again instead.
After drinking, Lord Ahran took a moment to stare around at the twilight sky. “I think I have an idea where we are now. Not far from my estate.”
Fierce held tight to her mind the details of this place. There was no sharpness in the air, and the plants were overpoweringly sweet and made her nose twitch. It was harder to remember things like smell in her human mind, which was an odd thing. How did humans remember anything without such a weak sense of smell?
In a few moments, Fierce realized that Lord Ahran had stopped in front of a stone building as large as a mountain, or so it seemed to Fierce. The stones had been cut so that they were all the same shape and size, and then mortared together so that they made a massive barrier. In the forest, no one thing dominated above all others, because animals sought for camouflage. But not humans, who wished to show themselves and their work off.
How ridiculous it was. Had her mother truly gone off to be human because of something like this? It was awe-inspiring, Fierce supposed, if she considered the work days that must have gone into creating it. But what use was it? The forest was far better for sleeping in, in terms of comfort and soporific sound. In addition, there was no way to know inside a stone hut like this, if an enemy was approaching. Worse than that, it was a beacon to enemies that here was the prey. If animals lived like this, they might as well be fenced in, ready for slaughter. But that is what humans did to animals they tamed, as well.
“It is impressive, isn’t it?” said Lord Ahran, misinterpreting her reaction. “My great-grandfather had it built. My father added on to it.” He nodded to the corner where a new, more reddish stone had been used to create a tower twice as tall as the rest.
Before he had a chance to say more, there was a stream of humans coming out of the edifice, shouting and waving their arms at him.
Had they checked first to see that they were safe? Fierce knew that her pack of hounds could be loud like this after a successful hunt, but they were still watchful out of the corners of their eyes, and Fierce did not see the humans looking this way and that. And they let their young ones out, as well, tripping over their own two feet, without being flanked on either side with protectors.
Lord Ahran was picked up, carried inside and Fierce was dragged along with him. No one sniffed at her to see if she smelled unaggressive, or from the wrong pack. They did not seem to see her at all. She was like one of Lord Ahran’s bags or the cloak around his back that had been taken from him and carried on by one of the other humans. She might look human, but it did not seem to her that the humans treated her much differently than they would have if she was a hound.
Fierce did not know quite what to make of that, but she went along. It was dark inside the stone building, and there Fierce found the smells more intense. Food cooking, human waste, rotten fruit, the mold of wet clothes, the dust of old rugs, the stench of a painting of Lord Ahran on a horse, and the smell of dead animals that hung on the walls. A bear’s head, the antlers of dozens of bucks, a moose head, the whole body of a wolf, stuffed and hung overhead.
Fierce wondered how many humans could see the tell-tale signs of age or infirmity on the animals displayed. She saw them immediately, and having been in battle with Lord Ahran, suspected that he normally sought out animals he knew he could defeat. 
A door opened and Fierce turned to see a young male human, with red hair and such mottled skin that he looked as if he had been half-cooked in the sun. He was tall and wiry, with muscles that stood out against his bones like an animal that was used to running constantly. 
“Home, good, eat, smell,” said the young man in the language of the hounds. Fierce’s eyebrows went up to hear the familiar words. 
The young man’s tone was soft and gentle, but his words were simple, like a hound who had never grown past a few weeks old. She supposed that must be the best a human could do, though why he was speaking to her this way she did not know.
She was silent, unwilling to speak to him in the same language and reveal too much about herself too soon.
And his face flushed red as if he had only then realized what he had done.
“I’m sorry,” he said, in the language of humans. “I was thinking about my hounds in the stable, and their words came out. I meant you no disrespect.” He smiled tentatively.
“Do I look like a hound?” Fierce asked. She hoped that she did, that she had not lost everything of herself. She also hoped it was not utterly obvious to all humans, for it could make her a target of their attention in a way she did not wish for.
But the young man shook his head. “I did not mean that at all. I think I have simply spent too much time with hounds.” He ducked his head. “Please, forgive me.”
Fierce nodded easily. It was strange to be in a position where she was the one to offer acceptance and forgiveness rather than the reverse. She rather liked it. “Lord Ahran brought me,” she said. Then she used the human name he had given her. “I am Feersha.”
The young man nodded. “Feersha. I am Red.” He pointed to his hair.
“Red,” echoed Fierce. It was the first human name that had made any sense to her.
“Are you hungry?” asked Red.
“Hungry. Yes.”
He led her away from the place where she had crouched and toward the smell of food cooking over a fire. Fierce had seen animals burned in fires accidentally before, and had sometimes gnawed on them when she was in a terrible hunger. But she had not realized before now that humans ate the meat that way on purpose.
Red offered her a plate of it, and at least there was a little red on it. She thought that the only thing she liked about being human was that she could see the deep, rich color of red blood more clearly than she had as a hound. The color was even more enticing to her senses.
She devoured the meat in a few bites, using her hands to put it into her mouth, until her first wave of hunger was past. Then she saw that Red used something to stab with and she watched him until she thought she could do the same, the next time.
He must think her very wild, but unlike Lord Ahran, he made no comment on it.
He was patient and he smelled good. He was the first human she had met who smelled naturally, of animals and grass and rushing water.
And he was kind to her.
Fierce had never experienced kindness, not from any hounds in her pack. She had not realized how it would feel. She had not even had a name for it, but it came to her in her human mind, what this was. It felt comforting, like the lull of warmth on a hot summer’s day, and yet also like the weightlessness of cool water at the break of dawn.
Were all humans like this? No, that seemed obvious. But if a human had been this kind to her mother, Fierce could see what might have lured her away from her pack and her forest.
 



Chapter Six:
 
That night, Fierce slept with Lord Ahran’s other servants in the kitchen, and woke before light when the bread baking began. For the first time since she had met the princess, she had not dreamed of the Xaon. Perhaps the threat of it was gone now? Or at least, had grown weaker? 
Could she simply accept a life here, among these other humans, and not think of the forest or hounds or the princess’s wild magic again? She did not know if she wished it or not now.
The young man, Red, stepped inside the back entrance of the kitchen and waved to her.
“Would you like to come with me to see the kennels?” he said softly.
“Kennels?”
“Where the hounds are kept.”
“Hounds?” Fierce could feel the blood rushing in her veins, her breath coming fast and hot in her throat. “Yes,” she said. She wanted to be with hounds again, if she could. In any form, in any way.
“I am the kennel boy, the keeper of the hounds. Lord Ahran has several valuable ones, shipped from the east, and one from the west.”
“Thank you,” said Fierce. And she followed Red to the kennels. There was room enough for a dozen or more hounds, but for now there were only three. Two of them were golden and long-haired, with large, soft ears. They smelled clean and happy, and with a hint of a spice that Fierce could not name. It had been at the table the night before, and in the air that the humans breathed, but she had no name for it. It was both sweet and pungent, and made her feel as if she were surrounded by a hazy, hot smoke that danced around her and teased her like a hummingbird.
The other hound was gray and rough-looking. His muzzle was sharply pointed and one of his ears had been gnawed on by some other creature. Fierce realized after a moment that he was half-wolf. He smelled of winter, or rock and stone and the mountains with their cold-running streams. Fierce had never been far north before, but she had met creatures who had been, and they had a clipped way of speaking and a tenseness about them that this half-wolf shared.
Fierce put out her clawless humans hands to the three hounds, and they sniffed at her for a moment, then seemed to accept her easily enough, watching her with half an eye, and returning to their old places on the floor. The half-wolf looked expectantly at Red, and at the door that led to the outside, but he did bark or growl to demand anything.
“I knew they would like you,” said Red, smiling.
“How?” she asked.
He shrugged. “I don’t know. It comes to me, sometimes. I see someone and I know if they would be welcome to the hounds.” He was watching her closely.
Fierce bent down and scratched at one of the golden hounds, copying Red’s actions with the wolf-hound step by step. Behind the ears, over the top of the head, around the other ears, and then, more gently, around the eyes and across the bridge of the nose. She leaned closer and pressed her cheek to theirs. It was a good feeling, a little like how she had felt with her own pack, and yet different.
She turned to the other golden hound, and looked up at Red.
“Go on,” he told her. “You’re doing fine.”
She hesitated.
“You haven’t been around hounds before?” he asked her.
She sighed. “Not like this,” she said. It was too hard to explain the rest. It would take too many words, even if she did not reveal the whole truth about herself. Perhaps someday she would, to Red, but she was not ready now.
The hounds began to get used to her, and soon were barking at her in their own language. Fierce was surprised that it had not yet been corrupted, as it normally was for animals who spent too much time in human company. These hounds must not have been in captivity long.
“The meat here is very bad,” said the female with her long ears held high. “Do you have any fresh?” she demanded of Fierce.
Fierce shook her head subtly. She glanced up at Red again. He was listening intently, but she did not think he understood the language of the hounds as easily as she did. How had he learned it? Was it truly that he simply listened better than other humans did? Or was there something special about him?
“And what of the one who tries to speak to us? Did he bring you to translate for him?” asked the golden male, turning his head for a moment toward Red.
They did not speak back to Red, then? That made it even more astonishing that he could understand them. Perhaps he had learned with other hounds, who had now died. But if they were older and more tame, then how would they keep their language? Red must have learned what he knew by going to the forest itself and watching hounds in their natural environment, listening in to packs as they went by him. Or when they went into their caves. If they had found him there, he could easily have been torn to shreds, but they had not found him, clearly.
Fierce found that she was very glad of that. And that Red showed himself so different from other humans. He did not pretend to be a hound, like some humans did, when they tried to tempt animals from the forest. He was willing to give up part of himself and become more like a hound. Take risks as a hound did.
“If we speak to him, he understands very little. He speaks like one of those hounds who are raised amongst the humans and lose their language young,” said the female golden hound with disdain.
The wolf-hound snorted at this in agreement.
Fierce looked at Red. He seemed embarrassed, as if he could tell they were talking about him, but not what they said. As if he knew that it was nothing complimentary.
“I wish that I had the animal magic, so I could speak to them truly,” said Red.
The animal magic allowed some humans to speak directly to animals, but as far as Fierce knew, it was mainly used to draw animals out for hunting, so that they could be killed more easily. She could not wish for Red to have that.
“They are talking about magic,” said Red.
“What do you know about magic?” asked Fierce.
Red answered cautiously. “There is the animal magic, which is the lesser magic. And the wild magic, which is the greater. In some kingdoms, the wild magic is dangerous and punishable by death. The animal magic is considered less dire. But there was a time, hundreds of years ago, when King Richon punished even those who could speak with animals. Then he and his queen changed everything, and the animal magic is prized.”
“I see,” said Fierce. She wanted to ask more, but did not want to give herself away. She had learned caution after her years with the pack. She would not give another an advantage over her if she could avoid it, and she would not show her vulnerabilities. 
“Perhaps you have a bit of the animal magic yourself,” Red offered.
“Why do you say that?” asked Fierce, nervously glancing back at the hounds. 
“Because you seem to understand the hounds so easily. Have you ever tried to speak their language yourself?” asked Red.
“Do you think I could?” Fierce knew that she was concealing the full truth, but it was like concealing where she had found the rabbit she had in her teeth. She would share the meat with her pack, but not her information. That was what was fair.
“You have been here five minutes and already they respond better to you than they have to me in ten months,” said Red. He waved a hand. “Go on. See what you can do.”
“But how?” said Fierce. She watched Red closely, eyes narrowed.
“There are no rules, as far as I know. What I have learned I have learned through listening, and then trying to speak to them as if I were a hound myself. I put myself in their place and then speak in their voices.” He shrugged, unsure of himself. “That is the best way I can explain it.”
“I will try it, then,” said Fierce, turning to the hounds.
“I will be here with you,” said Red. “If you need anything.”
Did he think that she would be in danger, from speaking with hounds? It was foolish, but it was not the most foolish thing a human had said to her, so she did not correct him. She stared at the hounds.
“What of Lord Ahran? Does he beat you?” Fierce asked them. She could see no signs of it on them, but she could not see why they would be exempt when it seemed that the lord beat every creature he could, even the humans who were weak around him.
“Not us,” said the male.
“Have you seen him mistreat other animals, then?”
“The horses,” said the male.
“And other animals,” said the female. “But not us.”
“Why?”
“Because we are hounds, of course,” said the male. He seemed to need no other reason than that. Once, Fierce would have agreed with him. Now she smiled in gentle amusement.
“And the black horse? Do you know that one?” she asked.
“The great one, so tall and strong?” asked the male, his hair bristling.
“Yes, that one,” said Fierce.
“I think he was a little afraid of it, and that made him beat it all the more,” said the female.
“What are they saying?” Red interrupted, his face red with excitement at her success. “Do you understand any of it? Can you explain it to me?”
“That Lord Ahran treats his animals badly,” said Fierce, still holding back from him. He was, after all, still human.
Red laughed aloud. “That he does,” he said. “The man has never met an animal he thought he could not tame nor a human he thought he could not humble. Though these hounds cost him so much that he does not want to ruin their prices, and I keep them away from him as much as I can. So they are well-treated, at least.” He was apologetic, though it was not his fault, so far as Fierce could tell.
“Do you hate him, then? Lord Ahran?” Fierce watched Red’s face as she waited for his words.
“Hate him? No. How could I? For all his faults, he took me in when none else would. My parents died when I was a baby. He may not look at me twice in a year. But if not for him, I would have no place to live.”
So perhaps the man had some good points when it came to other humans, Fierce admitted reluctantly. As Cruel did, in the pack. She was a strong leader, and that kept the pack strong, though Fierce thought there might be other ways to do the same.
She turned back to the hounds and tried to think what to say next.
“Go on,” said Red. “You may speak to them as much as you wish. That is why I brought you here.”
“Tell me of your packs,” she begged the hounds. 
Then for the first time the wolf-hound decided to join the conversation.
“I had no pack,” said the wolf-hound. “What would I need a pack for?”
“For companionship. For safety. For the sound of your own language,” said Fierce, who felt very aware of what she missed in her pack now. Just barking the words made her feel hollow inside.
“I need only the sound of my own voice,” said the wolf-hound. “And I trust no one to protect me except myself.”
This sounded sad to Fierce, but it was not far from her own situation now. She belonged neither to humans, nor to hounds. Perhaps she could learn from this one what it was to survive without a pack.
But the long-haired hounds had a different response, and as soon as the wolf-hound had finished with his few words, they spoke eagerly.
“Our pack had forty hounds in it. We roamed the desert sands. There is nothing like them here. They go on forever, and here there is always something standing in the way. So many creatures,” said the female.
“More to eat,” said the male. “And more to drink.”
They went on to tell of the cold desert nights, the taste of an oasis, the sound of danger in the wind, and the feeling of seeing the sun on the backs of the whole pack, sleeping together. It made Fierce’s heart prickle in pain, an ache she had felt distantly before, but felt more keenly now that it was named.
These two hounds had had more of a pack than she had ever had.
“What did they say to you? I know they talk to each other about the sun,” said Red as Fierce stood up and found her back was tight from crouching down so long. It had been several hours and she had hardly noticed it, but now she could see the bright noon sun shining down on the ground beyond the door.
“They come from a desert,” said Fierce.
“What else?” he asked. But he did not give her a chance to answer. “They liked you instantly. Tell me what you did differently. What they did differently. Anything.” His expression was desperate.
“I do not know,” said Fierce. And it was true. She did not know how to teach Red to be a hound when he had not been born one.
He looked away, gray-faced and pinched, for a moment. Then he turned back and swallowed his feelings. “What of the wolf-hound? He will never say a word when he knows I can hear it. But I know he is not mute, for the others bark at him.”
“I would not trouble yourself too much over that one,” said Fierce, shaking her head. “What he has to say is not worth your time to understand.” She felt little fondness for the wolf-hound, though he should have felt like kin.
“He said something about me, didn’t he? What is it?”
“Why do you care what hounds say about you? You are a human.”
Red rubbed at his face. “I am likely to spend the rest of my life with hounds. I have no human family. Hounds have packs, and they sometimes adopt others. I thought—” Red licked his lips. “It would not be the same as a father and a mother, but it would be something.”
“I do not think there is anything so wonderful about a father and a mother,” said Fierce coldly, thinking of her own mother. Her father she had no memories of, for he had died when she had been a pup, and her mother had left her alone to fend for herself. Why should she imagine that anyone else had a different experience with parents, even if they were human?
“I am sorry. I did not mean anything—” stammered Red.
“And these hounds will never accept you as one of their own,” she said with harsh certainty.
There was a long moment. Fierce thought that Red would stamp away from her. Instead he said, “What do they say of me? Anything?”
She sighed and told him the truth. He deserved that much. “They say that you cannot speak like a hound. That you speak like a puppy raised by humans.”
“A puppy raised by humans. I suppose that is what I am, to them,” said Red and then seemed to laugh. But he kept at it and Fierce thought he was choking. She had seen a hound choking before in the pack and the lead male had leaped on his back and pressed him to the ground. The hound spat up the bit of bone he had choked on and recovered.
Now Fierce slapped Red hard, and he took in a huge breath, then stared back at her with an astonished look on his face. “You are very strong,” he said. “Thank you.”
“You are welcome,” said Fierce, trying out the human custom of exchanging favors.
“I should take you back to the main house now. To eat and dress, and whatever it is they do there.” He made a dismissive motion with his hand.
It was clear that Red did not spend much time in the house. Fierce rather envied him staying out in the kennels with the hounds all day. 
“The wild magic that you spoke of. What do you know of it? Is it common here?” she asked.
“Not at all,” he said. “I have never known anyone who has it.”
Now Fierce hesitated. But at last she asked, “And the Xaon? Do you know of it?” If Lord Ahran would not tell her, perhaps she could find out through others around him.
Red shook his head. “The Xaon has nothing to do with the magic.”
“No?” said Fierce, trying not to reveal how excited she was to hear him speak of it so easily.
“It is part of the beginning of the world. And the end, I suppose.”
“I don’t understand,” said Fierce, and this was the full truth.
“The Xaon and the Naon—they are the two forces that are always at war with each other. In the beginning, there were no worlds, no light, no air, no creatures at all. Only the Naon, which is the will to live, and the Xaon, which is its opposite. For eternities, the two fought with each other, and they were equally strong, so there was no change, nothing but war.
“Then the Naon escaped from the Xaon and created one world, and then another. It created magic and life, and the two together sealed the world against the Xaon, and so it is kept back from devouring us still.”
“The magic helps to keep it back?” asked Fierce. 
“That is what the magic was made for,” said Red.
“I did not know that.” Fierce had heard stories of magic in the pack, but she had not asked questions. She had always thought of the magic as the thing which took her mother away, and wanted no part of it.
“I could tell you of the wild magic, if you would like,” said Red.
Fierce nodded at him, surprised to see his face close to hers, intent.
He said, “The wild magic is dangerous because it cannot be controlled, or so they say. Those who use it once begin to use it more and more. They will claim at first that they are using it for a good reason. And perhaps it is a good reason. For the first time, and the second, and the third. And then the reasons begin to slip away, and it is the wild magic that rules. It must be used.
“There is a restlessness in those who have it. Even if they no longer use the magic to transform their shapes, they have already lost themselves. They can no longer love because they cannot see the ones they once loved as they are. They see only the possibility of magic. The chance to change just this small thing, and that one. It is as if they are being devoured day by day, inch by inch, by some great beast. The wild magic eats them from the inside out, until there is nothing of what once was.”
Fierce gaped at Red.
“What is it?” he asked.
“It sounds frightening,” said Fierce, thinking how well his description fit the princess.
“I did not mean to frighten you,” said Red. “Forgive me?”
“Of course,” said Fierce. She had wanted the information. But she still did not understand what it was about the princess that had made her feel that the Xaon was so close. Perhaps Red knew more and did not know he knew it. Certainly he was more willing to tell her what he knew that Lord Ahran was. She decided she would stick with him and see what else she might learn.
 



Chapter Seven:
 
As Red walked Fierce back toward the kitchens, there was a sudden cry behind them. Fierce looked up to see a human woman running toward them, her arms waving frantically.
“My daughter! My husband!” she called out. “Help! Oh, Lord Ahran, help!”
When she came closer, Fierce could see her dirty face, streaked with tears, and the tattered hem of her gown. There was also a faint smell on her—of wild magic and the black and white striped horse! She had been near the princess.
“Where is Lord Ahran? Is he here? Can you bring me to him?” the woman asked brokenly, when she saw Red.
“Yes. Of course. Follow me,” he said.
Fierce went inside, as well, and Red led them to the main room with the animal trophies which Fierce had seen already the day before.
Red excused himself, and Fierce was left alone with the red-eyed woman, but she did not know what to say to help her. She wept and snuffled and murmured to herself about “that woman,” and “my child, my child.”
Then Lord Ahran walked into the room and the woman began wailing. It looked as if the lord had not been awake long, for his hair was sticking above his ears and there was a crease on his forehead. 
“What is it?” he asked, stifling a yawn.
“My daughter and my husband. The wild magic,” said the woman, her words running together with emotion. “She took them. I will never see them again. They are lost to me forever.”
 The wild magic? Was it Princess Jaleel again?
Fierce went cold at the thought. Had the princess decided that she needed another guide?
Lord Ahran looked up at Red. “Give her something to eat and drink and bring her back when she can speak coherently,” he commanded, and walked away.
Red led the woman into the kitchen and watched her while she picked at a piece of fresh cooked bread spread with creamy butter. She had some wine to drink, as well.
When she was calmer, the woman told Red that her name was Sanna. Her husband was Lohin and her daughter Tira. 
“Can you speak to the lord again?” Red asked. “More calmly this time? I am sorry, but the lord must have calm.”
Sanna nodded, her eyes still dark with fear, her hands still trembling.
Red put a hand on her shoulder to comfort her, and brought her back to Lord Ahran.
“You said that there was a woman who had wild magic, yes? Can you describe her?” said the lord. He sounded disdainful, but Fierce could smell the fear in him. He did not want to see the princess again soon.
“She was tall and dark-haired. She had animals all around her, and a black horse,” said Sanna.
“And what did this woman do to your husband and daughter, according to your recollection?” asked Lord Ahran.
“She turned her into a hive of bees and him into a pig with a nose as long as an arm,” she said. She spoke as if afraid she might break out into howling, or whatever it was humans did when they felt great anguish of heart.
“A pig with a long nose? I do not know of any such animal,” said Lord Ahran. He tilted his head to one side. “Perhaps this was a dream? Or something you saw after drinking too much wine.”
“No! I saw it done!” Sanna exclaimed. “It was real. It was wild magic, my Lord. And my only family are now gone.”
“Perhaps,” said Lord Ahran. “But is it not possible that your husband simply ran away?”
“No! He would never leave me. He loves me.”
“Perhaps.” Lord Ahran sounded bored. “And your daughter—how old was she?”
“Fifteen,” said Sanna.
“Of an age to have her own mind. Is it possible that you had an argument with her shortly before this happened?”
Sanna’s face went pale and she put a hand to her mouth. “We did!” she said. “I had not thought of it until now. The night before, we argued and now she is gone and I will never be able to tell her how sorry I am. I said she was lazy and she would never find a husband if she acted that way and that I would not work my life to make sure that she had food to eat. How could I say such a thing to my only child? My dearest daughter! She will never come back to me, even if she is made human again.” Sanna’s attempts to control herself were at an end, and she wept uncontrollably.
“I will consider your words,” said Lord Ahran. “Do you have any witnesses to what you saw?”
Sanna shook her head, still sobbing.
“Then I will have to wait to gather my men, and when they are ready and willing, we will see what we can do to help you. But calm yourself. You do your kin no good this way.” He nodded to Red to take the woman away again, then strode out of the room.
Fierce was left watching the woman collapse on the floor once more.
“Will he do nothing to help her?” she asked Red.
“Perhaps, in time,” said Red. There were muscles along his neck bunched hard, which she had never noticed before.
“And if her kin do not have time?” asked Fierce.
“He has always been a man to think first, and act later,” said Red.
Was that what humans were like, then? Fierce wanted nothing to do with it.
The woman Sanna got to her feet and prepared to leave. Lord Ahran had asked her to stay, but how could she do that when her family was in danger now, at this moment?
“I cannot bear to see her go unaided,” said Red. “I know what it is like to lose a family.”
“She needs a pack now to help her,” said Fierce, and to her surprise Red seemed to understand. Though he was a human and she was a hound, they spoke in the same language, from the heart.
Sanna closed the door behind her and did not look back. Fierce reminded herself of the woman’s smell. She had been reeking of tears and terror. Even as a human, Fierce could follow that scent easily enough.
“She does,” Red said, smiling. “And I think you and I know about pack, don’t we?”
Fierce nodded. It was time to return to the princess now. 
“Good. We will need a few things.” Red pulled her back through the kitchen and grabbed a new loaf of bread and thrust it under one arm. Then he took a handful of last year’s apples from the larder in the same arm, while snatching a haunch of raw pork with the other.
Did he plan to stop long enough to roast the pork or eat it raw? Fierce could manage, used to eating newly killed hunt for herself.
But Red said with a grin, “All adventurers need trusty companions, yes?” As Fierce wondered what he meant, he headed for the kennels.
The hounds, thought Fierce. Though Red did not understand that she, too, was only a trusty companion.
The three hounds in the kennels perked up at the smell of the meat, though it was not as fresh as they would have liked. 
“Hunt,” said Red in the language of the hounds. “Out. Forest. Kill.”
The wolf-hound turned his back, but the long-haired male and female barked at each other.
Fierce explained in more careful barks about the princess and the wild magic and Sanna’s family. She unchained the hounds as she spoke.
“Humans. Why should care about humans?” demanded the wolf-hound.
“The princess’s wild magic may touch anyone,” she said. “Animal or human.” She did not try to explain about the Xaon. It was too much for hounds.
“Well,” said the wolf-hound. “It will not touch us. Not if we are here and she is there.”
“But how can you be sure she will not come to where you are, in time?” asked Fierce.
“I would bite her,” said the wolf-hound confidently. He nipped in the air and laughed at himself.
Fierce was not amused. She bared her teeth and nipped at him. Dull or not, her human teeth cut into his hide and he yelped in surprise.
“You will do as I say,” said Fierce. “And I say to help find this woman’s family.”
The wolf-hound lowered its head. Fierce had his obedience now, but nothing else. Not his honor or respect. Not his love. It was a beginning, she supposed, though she felt as if she had transformed herself into Cruel, something she had always promised herself she would not do, no matter the temptation.
“What are you doing?” asked Red in a whisper.
Fierce ignored him briefly and turned to the other two hounds. “And you?” she barked at them.
“If you say that we should do this, we will do it for you,” said the female.
The male nodded. He followed where his sister led.
“Thank you. You will not regret this,” said Fierce. But now she felt the responsibility of making those words real. Her mother had led the pack for a time, in better days. Then she had left it, and Fierce, behind.
Fierce took a deep breath, glaring at the wolf-hound for good measure, and then faced Red. She would not leave her pack as her mother had done. Not for any reason.
Red reached for her hands and held them warmly in his own. “You spoke to them and told them what we are to do?” he asked, his eyes hinting at other questions that he did not bother with now.
“Yes,” said Fierce simply. She was tense all over, though, and Red saw it.
“I will protect you,” he promised. “Do not be afraid.”
“Thank you,” said Fierce after a long moment, since she thought that it was more likely she would protect him. She was the one who knew the forest, and its animals. She knew the princess. She had already faced the wild magic. And she had nothing left to lose.
“Tell the hounds that they will be free if they help us with this. They will not have to return here to the kennels after we are finished and they will be able to find a place in the forest where they can hunt to their hearts’ content,” said Red, his eyes distant. He seemed to have accepted that she would be the one to communicate with the hounds for him.
“You will free them?” asked Fierce. “What of Lord Ahran? Are they not his hounds?”
Red’s face flushed. “He does not deserve them,” he said grimly. “If I must return to him later, I will make recompense to him in some other way. If he insists upon it.”
Fierce turned to the hounds and told them that they would never return to the kennels. All three seemed happy at the news, but the female golden hound asked, “Will we be returned home, then? To our own packs?”
Fierce considered this a moment. How long had it been since they were gone? How human had they become? What would their packs have done in the meantime? “No,” said Fierce. “There is no going back now.” 
She had seen how quickly the pack had recovered when her mother had gone. Likely her own pack had done the same with her absence. There were always wild hounds eager to have a place in a pack, and new pups born who would grow into an empty place. The pack moved on.
The female golden hound nodded sadly and Fierce watched her and her brother comfort each other with licks and murmurs.
The wolf-hound stood apart and said in a low voice, “I do not care where I live, here or there. It makes no difference.”
Fierce wondered if she was like him now, unable to return to her pack, but unable to live properly with humans, either. 
Red was turning around, as if looking for anything to take for himself. There was nothing in the kennels that was personally his, Fierce realized. Perhaps nothing anywhere.
“This is your home,” said Fierce.
Red pressed his lips together, then said, “I thought it was, but it seems I was wrong.”
And they left together, without looking back.
 



Chapter Eight:
 
Once away from Lord Ahran’s estate, the wolf-hound began to go ahead of the group. Red tried to call him back, but the wolf-hound barked at him in his own language, saying that he would not follow a human who could not say a word properly.
Fierce leaped ahead of Red and snarled at the wolf-hound. She put a hand on the spot on his side where she had nipped at him, as a reminder.
He immediately put his head down again.
“You will follow me, then?” asked Fierce.
“You are a female,” said the wolf-hound. “I do not know much about a pack, but I know that females do not lead the males within it.”
“I lead this pack,” said Fierce, her eyes staring unwavering into the wolf-hound’s. “And I lead you. Try me, if you dare.” She said the familiar words of a challenge that she had heard issued from the leader to other males in the pack, not the words of a female to another female.
The wolf-hound had teeth bared, but slowly lowered its head.
“I will listen to you,” said the wolf-hound softly, apparently unwilling to engage in a full physical battle with her. “But I will do what I please. I am a male.” He looked away from her.
Fierce could not allow him to escape so easily. “Then I will take you back to the kennels where you can be chained and wait for Lord Ahran to remember to feed you,” Fierce threatened.
The wolf-hound hesitated a moment. Then he slowed his pace. “You would accomplish nothing without me. I am the only true male here,” he said.
He would be useful, but he was not necessary, Fierce thought. “You obey me, male or not,” she insisted.
“What is he saying?” asked Red. “We need him. We need them all.”
Yes, but on her own terms. “Let me handle the hounds,” she said to Red. She turned back to the hound and waited as his tail moved more and more slowly.
“I will come,” said the wolf-hound.
It was not enough. Fierce waited again.
“I will obey you, then,” he said, tail falling.
Fierce nodded and put out a hand and the wolf-hound slid under her hand. She was a human, who was now in a pack of hounds. It was very strange. But not all bad, she thought.
At the first taste of late afternoon sun and grass, the hounds began to run and Red and Fierce had to chase after them at full speed. For the first time, Fierce discovered that there was a kind of pleasure in the movement of the human body. With the yellow gown knotted up so that it did not fall past her knees, her legs could pump up and down and her toes could grip the dirt. It was not the same as when she had claws, and she did not think she could ever prefer it. She followed the scent of Sanna.
She was not far behind the hounds when they reached the woman at the edge of Lord Ahran’s property, by the stream Fierce had cupped water for him from the day before. Red had arranged for her to wait here for them.
Still, Sanna was startled by the sudden sound and sight of the hounds. She threw her hands in the air and looked behind them. “Lord Ahran,” she murmured. “You convinced him to come.”
“No,” said Red as Sanna’s face fell. “No. It is just us. Feersha and I want to help you. And we brought hounds.”
“But these are Lord Ahran’s hounds. He will call us all thieves,” said Sanna.
“And do you care what he says about you?” asked Fierce. After the way he had treated her already, what could he do worse? There was no pack for her there, she had to understand that.
And slowly, she did. Sanna shook her head and a smile spread across her face. “You give me hope for the first time since the wild magic. Thank you.”
Red and Fierce shook her hand.
But her expression grew quickly grim. “You both are hardly older than my daughter. Too young to die. Too young to chase after a woman who might do anything to you.”
“She might do it to you, as well,” said Red.
“But I—I have reasons to not care.”
“We have reasons, as well,” said Fierce. 
Sanna seemed about to protest.
“This is about more than your husband and daughter. It is about the whole kingdom,” asked Red, interrupting her. “This woman cannot be allowed to use her wild magic wherever she will, on anyone she comes across.”
Sanna nodded after a moment.
“Then let us help the kingdom. It is our kingdom as well as yours, isn’t it?” said Red, looking to Fierce.
She nodded. 
Fierce thought for a long time afterward about what Red had said. A kingdom was not the same as a pack, not even a very large pack. It included more than humans in it. It was humans, certainly, but also the land itself, and the animals within it. It was a new way of thinking to Fierce, that she had responsibility not only for her own kind, but for others. Lord Ahran should have done this, but Red had taken his place and was thinking of the whole kingdom. Fierce would try to expand her own thinking, as well.
Moving through the hilly fields toward the forest, all of them looked for signs of the princess’s passing. It was not difficult to find, for her entourage was so large and so unusual that the grass was disturbed in large swaths and the greenery around any watering places was trampled. Once they had found the scent of the princess, it was easy for the wolf-hound and the two long-haired hounds to follow that.
She had headed south, but she had brought the wounded black horse with her. Fierce could see that in the three-hoofed tracks and the shortened steps. The horse made the princess and all of her animals more vulnerable. Fierce knew there would be many predators in the forest who would see that the horse was easy prey.
How far was the princess planning to take the wounded horse? She had said home, and it seemed home was south. A long way south, thought Fierce, for no one had ever heard of such great wild magic anywhere nearby.
“Here. It was here,” said Sanna, pointing to a clearing where the sun shone bright and there was a taste of wind and clouds moving above. “This was where I last saw my husband and my daughter as human.”
The grass here was more trampled than elsewhere. There was a mound of ants that had tracks around it. Most animals tended to avoid ants, for fear of their bites, but as Fierce drew closer, she could see that something had pressed into the hole at the top of the hill. A long nose? 
The wolf-hound perked up at the scent he caught from human footprints nearby and began to bark loudly, his tail shivering. It was the first sign of fear that Fierce had ever seen in him.
The two long-haired hounds held their ears very high. “What is it? What is that smell?” they asked.
“Magic,” said Fierce. “Wild magic.”
“There is something wrong with it,” said the female hound with her nose to the ground. She began to whine and to back away from a spot where the ground had been split open deeply.
Fierce went to look at it.
“Be careful,” said Red, and he stepped closer to her, so that he was at her side when she leaned over and saw the fissure.
It was as if the grassy plain had been torn apart with great strength, as an animal’s rib cage might be torn apart by the hands of a larger predator. And within the fissure was an unnatural scent that made Fierce wrinkle her nose. It was sweet and rotten and reminded her of autumn when there were many fruits on the forest to be harvested by those animals who ate such things. Like leaves left in water to mulch.
It was Xaon, Fierce knew. She did not know how she knew it, except that she did.
Fierce peered in to the fissure which was several times her own body length, though not so wide that she could not leap across it.
“What is this? I don’t like it at all,” said Red. He had not made the connection with the Xaon of his tales. 
But he had never experienced the darkness of it in his dreams, thought Fierce.
Out of the crack in the earth there were tiny worms spilling out, white and shining, no bigger than the tip of Fierce’s littlest human finger. 
But as she watched, one ate another, and so on, the larger devouring the smaller. There seemed no shortage of new worms crawling out of the depths, but Fierce saw one of the larger worms that had eaten many of the others crawl away from the hole. When it touched a bit of a mouse nest, it stretched and pulled itself into the shape of a mouse.
It was still white and shining and Fierce had never seen anything that frightened her more. It was not a mouse. It did not smell like a mouse. It smelled like a worm, sweet and rotten. It did not move like a mouse, either, but slithered on the ground like a worm and dragged its small legs along beside it.
“Did you see that?” asked Red. “How is it possible?”
“I don’t know.” She did not want to know.
 



Chapter Nine:
 
Red went on his hands and knees and crawled closer to the fissure. Fierce thought it a very bad idea.
The long-haired hounds were breathing harshly with fear. The wolf-hound was very quiet, and looked away from the fissure.
“It’s her fault,” said Sanna. “Whatever has happened, I’m sure it must be her doing. Her and her wild magic.”
Red picked up one of the worms and held it on his hand. It was one of the smaller ones.
“Does it hurt?” asked Sanna.
“A little. Like the burn of an ant’s bite or the touch of stinging nettle.”
He did not flinch as it moved up his arm, but Fierce yanked the worm away from Red and held it out to stare at. It was no longer a worm.
Or not fully a worm.
It had a finger on it, a finger that looked very much like Red’s callused ones. And the beginnings of a hand bulb.
“Drop it!” Red shouted.
Fierce had to shake it off to get it to detach from her wrist. By then, it had grown an eye. One that looked like the black eyes Fierce had often seen in her mother’s face.
Red stomped on the creature, whatever it was, until it stopped moving.
 “We should go from here,” said Sanna. “And find her.”
Fierce nodded. She did not want to see what the worms did next. But because of Red, she could also not stop herself from thinking about the larger consequences of their presence here, for the forest, for the kingdom, for the world.
If birds ate them, what would happen to the birds?
And what would happen to the snakes that ate birds, and the hounds, and the foxes and bears?
What if the worms could grow into whole creatures and began to take the resources of the forest to themselves?
Had the princess done this somehow, with her wild magic? Had she somehow found the Xaon and brought it into the Naon?
Why would she do it? Had she done it before? How many fissures like this were there? Is this why Fierce had dreamed of the Xaon so strongly when she was with the princess?
“The hounds!” cried Red, turning around to realize that all three were gone.
They had gone south as the princess had, fleeing as fast as they could from the fissure and its creatures, and the darkness of the forest that began there must have seemed to offer retreat.
Fierce’s old forest. Her home. 
“Can you track them?” Red asked.
Fierce sniffed the air. Her human nose was close to useless, but she had other skills now. She could use her eyes, which could see color clearly, and her mind. “I can do it, but should we leave here? When we do not know what the worms will do?”
Red looked stricken. “But we do not know what to do against the worms or the fissure. We must learn more. Find the princess and ask her what she knows.”
Fierce nodded and led the way.
It was difficult to stay at a pace that Sanna could keep up with in the forest. Fierce found herself going over certain obstacles on all fours, simply because it was easier to do what she had always done before, as a hound.
She knew everything here so well. Not only the trees and bushes, but each flower, each stone in the path that she had leaped over. 
There was the place where she had killed her first animal on her own, when she had been hardly larger than the porcupine herself. 
Here she had seen her mother the last time. 
And there, by the forked tree, she had seen the princess for the first time.
Fierce did not allow herself to stop and mourn her old life, however. She pressed on, until there was a sound in the distance, a high-pitched cry.
“It is him!” said Sanna. “My husband. I know it! That is the sound he made when he first was changed and looked at me.”
“But the hounds—?” said Red.
“We will find them later,” said Sanna. She did not wait for Red or Fierce to agree with her, but began crashing through the forest on her own.
Fierce and Red went after her and saw in a small clearing the princess and her animals. Sanna had thrown her arms around a long-nosed pig with a small face and delicate, pointed ears. 
The princess gave neither Sanna nor the pig any attention. She knelt on the ground before the black horse, trying to coax it into taking a bit of river root from her hand. The horse tossed its head and refused to take it.
“I will turn you into a dog if you don’t take it,” she threatened. “I will turn you into a goose. Or a stink bug. Then I will pick you and squash you between my fingers. I will do it! I will!” 
The threats were horrible, but Fierce did not believe for a moment that the princess would carry through on them. She loved the horse. She had looked for it for too long to simply destroy it. And the way that she held her head close to the animal, and reached her hands out to touch its broken foreleg, said more than her human words ever could.
Sanna began to weep, and the long-nosed pig sniffed at her tears and licked them away with a thin pink tongue. Then a hive of bees swarmed around the two of them. Their daughter, Fierce realized, transformed and angry. The bees stung both pig and woman, but though Sanna jerked in pain, she did not slap at them. 
To become a whole hive of bees rather than one single creature would make it difficult to control one’s feelings. Fierce looked at her own human body with less distaste now, when she realized there were more disturbing alternatives.
Fierce felt Red’s hand brush against hers and she turned to see his eyes looking at her directly, as a hound looks at another hound trusted implicitly, part of the pack.
“Someday you will tell me your story,” said Red with quiet certainty. “I know there is one, but you must be trust me fully before you share it.”
If he knew she was a hound, would he run from her? Or treat her as a pet, with no thoughts of her own? Fierce could not take that chance.
Red put a hand on hers. It felt very good, and though Fierce told herself that she should, she did not pull away.
Until the princess stood back from her horse, rigid and tall and turned toward Sanna. “You. I told you to leave.” She waved a hand with regal impatience. “You do not belong here.”
Sanna’s jaw clenched. “I won’t leave without the two who belong to me.”
“I can change you into anything I choose. Is that what you want? To join them in service to me?”
“I will never serve you!” Sanna declared.
“Oh, no?” The princess began to step forward, away from the horse.
Red stepped in front of Sanna to shield her from whatever the princess might do.
The princess raised her hand.
Fierce leaped in front of both of them.
But the horse neighed loudly and the princess went still.
Fierce did not understand the language of horses well. She had come across one herd of wild horses in the forest, but that had been years ago. They were too big for her to kill on her own, and so she had simply watched them for a time. She had seen how they stood up, utterly still, for hours on end. And how they ate and ate when they were awake. She had seen how one horse was ignored by the others, and chased from the water. And how another horse was followed without a hint of fierceness. 
The herd was not like a pack at all. The horses did not vie for dominance by snipping and howling. They waited. And the few fights between horses she had seen seemed more play than real. Fierce had gone back for several days in a row to see the wild horses. But then she had had to hunt. When she went back to see them again, the herd was gone and she regretted it. She had kept in her head a list of horse words, a handful she had learned but could not say as a hound. They remained in her mind now.
“Stop!” the horse had neighed, but in the language horses learned with men, not their own wild language. 
The princess stopped, but did not turn back. There was something in the way that she held her head and spine that Fierce recognized as rebellion. She was not used to being commanded, and especially not by a horse.
But this was the horse she had traveled for years to find, and come from many thousands of miles away to search for. He was obviously dear to her.
Fierce could see concentration on her face, and anger. 
But the horse was persistent, and neighed at her again, as before. 
“I am a princess. I will do what I please. I have always done what I please, with or without you,” said the princess, still with her back to the horse. But her head had turned slightly to the side, as if to peek at him.
The horse answered by trying to raise itself despite its broken foreleg. It made a terrible sound of pain as it thrust its hind legs back to give it the power to surge forward.
The princess turned. Her face was as naked as Fierce had ever seen it. Her eyes blazed and her mouth was very red. Her dark skin shone with sweat. “Don’t!” she said, putting out a hand.
The horse slowed, but continued to limp forward. It showed pain only in the way it held its body, muscles quivering, tail held high as the princess’s neck had been. There was no fear on its face at all, and Fierce knew fear well because it was on the face of all the others there.
No one else hoped to stop the princess with her wild magic. But the horse did.
“There is something wrong with that horse,” said Red in a whisper. He had come back to Fierce now that the immediate danger to Sanna seemed to be past.
“Its leg is broken,” said Fierce.
“Yes,” said Red, sighing. “But there is something else wrong with it.”
“It has lived too long with humans,” said Fierce. “First with the princess and then with Lord Ahran.” 
“That could be,” said Red. But he did not sound convinced.
The horse neighed softly. “Come back,” it said.
The princess did not, though she held herself still and did not move forward.
It was not enough for the horse. The sound of its dragging foreleg came again to Fierce’s ears and she wanted to look away, but she could not.
 “You will tear your leg off!” the princess cried out.
There was blood seeping from the wound again and Fierce thought that if the princess wanted to heal the horse’s leg, she surely could. If she could change an animal into a human, she could surely mend a broken leg. But she had chosen not to. To keep the horse broken, and her own.
“I won’t let you go away from me again,” said the princess. “And I won’t let you die.”
The horse took another horrible, lurching step forward.
The princess ran to him, threw her arms around his neck and pressed magic into him. But still she did not heal him completely. “Mine,” she murmured.
The horse turned its head away from her and Fierce thought of how much the princess was like Cruel.
“The worms,” said Red at Fierce’s side. “We must ask her what she knows of them, and how to stop them.”
 “Yes,” said Fierce. The princess knew something about the Xaon. She must be made to tell them, and to see that her wild magic was helping it, somehow.
 



Chapter Ten:
 
The princess left the horse where he was and stood up to stare at Fierce. “You have returned, as well,” she said. Then she turned to Red. “I do not know you. Yet here you are with me and mine.”
He shook his head. “I am not yours,” he said.
“Shall I make you mine, then?” she said in a threatening tone. “What shape would you like best? You could be anything. A heron. A boar. A mink. Even a hound.”
Fierce went stiff with fear. She could not allow the princess to use her wild magic on Red. But how could she stop her?
The princess bent closer to Red and sniffed him. “You smell like a hound,” she said. She turned to Fierce and smiled. “Would you not like to see him as a hound? I think he would like it very much. A hound’s body is far superior to a human when it comes to hunting, and I think he would like to be a great hunter.” She held out a hand.
“No,” Fierce choked out.
“I think I should ask him what he wants. You. Boy. Man. Whatever it is you think you are. Would you like to be a hound? I think you would make a very fine one. A hound with red hair is a rare and beautiful thing here. Like a fox, but larger and more powerful. Think of all the burdens that would be gone if you gave up that human cloak.”
The horse made a noise behind the princess.
“I said I would ask him first,” she called back. Then to Red she said, “You are like me, do you know that? I see it in your eyes, the same loneliness. You have no parents, do you? No loved ones who hold you back?”
Red looked at Fierce. “Leave me be,” he said.
The princess let out a long breath and Fierce was suddenly sure that Red would come to no harm from her, not today.
She said softly but with more emotion than Fierce had ever heard from her before, “My mother died at my birth. My father died when I was a child. And all those who knew me in my home—they are all gone by now. It has been so long since I went home. I think I am more animal than human myself now, and that is why I keep so many animals at my side and spend so much time in the forests.”
“What you have lost, you can regain,” said Red gently. “If you wish it.”
The princess’s eyes flashed for a moment, then she shook her head and smiled. “You are young enough to believe that still. But I have lived too long.”
“Your horse. You have it back,” said Red. “Is that not proof that there is always hope?”
The princess looked to the horse. “He hates me now.”
“You are wrong,” said Red.
But just then the momentary peace of the forest was broken by the sound of hounds racing nearby. Fierce saw a flash of fur, and then looked up to see a light-colored doe. The hounds were chasing her, directly into the path of the princess, and toward the horse.
The doe slipped past the horse, but the princess looked up to see the hounds barreling toward her horse. The princess raised her hands.
Then Fierce recognized the wolf-hound and the two golden hound, racing at the princess. Fierce opened her mouth so shout a warning, but it was too late.
The princess had transformed the hounds to protect the horse.
A woman and two men, naked, fell to the ground, staring about them in astonishment.
To Fierce it was as if she had been transformed herself a second time. She could see it all more clearly now, from the outside. The surprise, the realization, the fear. She felt as if she were falling from a great height, and did not know when she would hit bottom.
“Steady,” said Red at her side. 
It was enough to keep her upright. And to make her wonder how she could help these new humans who had been hounds.
The female was thin and tall, as tall as the princess herself, but with golden skin and golden hair that flowed down her back from the top of her head. She turned around quickly and opened her mouth. She caught sight of Fierce and seemed ready to bark, but the sound came out stifled and wrong. Human.
The male was a mirror image of her, but for the scar that ran from his scalp down his chin and across his breast. It had been much less visible as a hound. 
The former wolf-hound was shorter than the other two, but he was more muscular and he had dark black hair all over his body. He looked down at his own arms and flexed them. Then he ran immediately at the princess.
He might have strangled her if the horse had not stopped him. Though this did not take much effort, since the new human was not easy with his new body. The horse simply moved to the side and the bulk of its body caused the former wolf-hound to stumble.
Then the horse looked directly into the face of the new human and growled. It was a strange sound, Fierce thought, coming from a horse. And the intense look of anger was more like the face of a bear suddenly. The horse’s mouth spread to show its teeth and it made a low sound in its throat that had nothing to do with the language of horses. Then the horse nipped at the human’s backside.
The former wolf-hound yelped and retreated toward Fierce and the other two newly made humans.
The princess put her hand to the horse’s head. “Thank you,” she said, smiling gently. 
The horse threw its head back and snarled at her nearly as badly as it had at the human, but it did not bite her.
“Look,” said Red urgently, and pointed to the ground where the hounds had been transformed. 
Growing wider as moments passed was a crack in the earth, and Fierce had no doubt that there would soon be tiny worms crawling out of it. She could feel the Xaon nearby here, dark and empty and threatening. Did the princess not feel it? Did she not realize this had happened twice before? What would Fierce have to do to prove it to her?
It was near dark then, and the princess declared it time to prepare for the night. They camped just away from the fissure, and Fierce watched it carefully, wondering when the worms would come out and if the princess would then begin to think of ways to close the fissure. Fierce had not had a chance to see how large this one was, but she did not think it was smaller than the other.
Fierce found a blanket that the princess had in one of her packs. She tore it into pieces and divided it between the three new humans. It was not much, but it was all she had to offer them now that they had lost their fur. Fierce could hear them shivering and whimpering through the night, while she tried to keep herself warm by curling next to a hollowed out tree. 
Red slept apart from them, and she could see him rise in the night several times, as well, disturbed by the sounds of the animals he had brought with him, knowingly exposing them to the princess’s wild magic. Fierce could see the weight of something on his shoulders. She searched for the right human word, and could only think that it must be guilt. He felt that it was his fault this had happened, though it was the princess’s wild magic that had done it. Fierce did not understand it, but she could see it was true, and she pondered it.
In the morning, the princess roused the former wolf hound with a kick to the side before Red started awake and stood. The princess commanded the wolf hound to start a fire and strode away.
“I will help you with it,” offered Red.
But the former wolf hound snarled at Red, too stubborn to admit that he did not know how to do it. In the end, he burned himself almost exactly as Fierce had done, her first day as a human, touching the burning coals with his bare hands.
“Oh!” said Fierce. She hurried to his side and pulled him to a nearby pond, ignoring his complaints. The water was brackish, but cool. She pushed his hands into the water and when he tried to fight her, she slapped his face.
“Do as I say,” she said in the language of hounds. She held his face in hers until he looked away, cowed.
In a few minutes, she took his hands out again. There were blisters all down the fingers to the palm.
Fierce licked at the burns to cleanse them.
The former wolf-hound tried to howl in pain, but it was a pitiful imitation.
Fierce did not know what else to do to help him, however. If he would not take care of himself, he would get dirt in his wounds and that would be his death.
“He needs moss,” said Red, behind her.
“Moss?” said Fierce, turning.
“I think I saw some in the pond. I will fetch it and bring it back. Just hold him still for a few minutes, if you will.” Without hesitation, Red dived into the water and paddled toward the center of the pond. He dove under the surface and came back up. 
Fierce thought how different his face looked when his hair had been slicked back and turned dark with water and pond scum. His eyes shone out of his face and his skin looked scarred rather than freckled. He looked older and more dangerous, with his intent expression.
He had a handful of the moss and then back to her, his head above the water most of the way, meeting her gaze and matching it. “Here it is,” he said, when he stood and the water came up to his shins. He slogged closer to her.
The water made his shirt and trousers cling to him so that Fierce could see every line of his muscles and bones. He was sparsely made, and he had not been pampered by his years with Lord Ahran. She had once seen a wolf who reminded her of Red. It had been from a distance, and he had only passed by and had not stopped. Wolves generally considered themselves above wild hounds and did not speak with them, though the language of wolves and the language of hounds were very similar.
“Put the moss on the burns,” said Red. “On his hands. They will heal faster and the moss will soothe the pain.”
Fierce did so, and wished that Red had been there with her, when her hands had been burned.
But the wolf-hound who was now a human sniffed disdainfully at the moss and seemed about to take it off.
“No,” said Red sharply in the language of the hounds.
Fierce took the hands tight in her own and pressed the moss into them. “This is a fight you will lose,” she said, her nose nearly touching his, her eyes unwavering. “You are not well. When you are strong again, then you may fight me. And him.” She nodded to Red. “If you wish it.”
The human lowered his head and the tension went out of his shoulders.
“You must have a name,” said Fierce. She had not asked before because he was not part of her pack and it seemed an improper demand to ask him to share such an intimate thing with her. But it was different now. If they were not pack, they were as close to pack as humans could be. And names among humans did not mean the same thing in any case.
“I am Feersha,” she said, using her human name. She turned her head to the side automatically, as a hound would have, to show her vulnerable side and to allow herself to be sniffed.
The wolf-hound did not seem to notice. “The Lord human called me King.”
“He called half his hounds that,” said Red.
“What is the name that you called yourself in the wild? Surely you remember that much,” Fierce coaxed him.
“I was once known as Hunter,” he said quietly, as if he was not quite sure.
“Hunter, then. That is a good name,” said Fierce.
“It is the name of a hound,” said Hunter sadly.
“You will be a hound again,” promised Fierce.
He looked up at her with sudden hope, then turned away with a sigh. “No. I will not. None of us will. We will be humans until we die.”
“If you are a hunter, then you must not give up,” said Fierce. She had not expected the wolf-hound, of all of them, to be so easily discouraged. But he was perhaps most disgusted by becoming human.
“We shall see,” he said. “But if there comes a time when I can kill her, you must know I will not hesitate.” He nodded toward the princess.
“She may turn you back with her wild magic,” said Fierce. “But only if you let her live.”
He shook his head. “She has done this. And she must pay for it. That is all that I know.”
It was a warning and Fierce took it seriously. Hunter might look human, but inside he had the heart of a wolf-hound still. The princess would do well not to forget that.
 



Chapter Eleven:
 
The princess pressed them to go further south, though the horse had to be nearly carried by humans and other animals. When they stopped for the night, all fell into a sound sleep.
The next day, just after the princess had come out of her tent to see to the horse, there was a strange rustling in the trees facing the north.
Fierce felt Red’s hand on hers. “Look, there.” He pointed to a place in the trees behind them, where the fissure was partially hidden by the dim morning light.
Then there was movement and Fierce took in a sudden breath at the sight of a white, shining shape, like a young buck with just the beginnings of antlers on his head.
In one way, it was a beautiful thing. It moved with the grace of a real buck, and the shape was just right. But even if it were the right color, the expression of the face was dull and slack. Only the eyes showed life. They were not white, but red and there was a terrible menace in them. And its antlers were growing with every moment, a hundred times as fast as any real creature could.
Xaon, thought Fierce.
“It has come from the fissure,” said Red. 
“Yes,” said Fierce. She watched the white buck closely to see what it would do. And what the princess would do against it, who had only just stepped out of her tent? She had the wild magic. She was surely the only one who could stop it.
The white buck lowered its antlers.
The princess had her back to it, and Fierce thought that she would be caught unaware. She opened her mouth to give a warning, but Hunter put his hand over her lips and held them tightly.
Red called out, however. “Danger!”
The princess turned and saw the buck. There was no hint of fear on her face. She flicked her wrist and something—some power—came out of her. Fierce could not see it, but she could see the result of it. The buck changed color, from white to the normal brownish-gold of a real buck.
Then the buck’s head fell, and it stopped. It took a few steps to the side, seeming ready to go back into the forest. Perhaps there was no need to attack it at all?
No.
There was a shimmering in the air and inch by inch, from its hind hooves to its hind quarters and then slowly up its back, it turned white and shining once more. 
Whatever the princess had done, it was not enough.
The buck’s red eyes looked once toward Fierce, and then focused on the princess and it charged her too quickly for her to react a second time. 
She was lifted off the ground and thrown backward in the air. The sound of her falling made Fierce wince, and then the princess let out a tiny cry of pain. For the first time Fierce felt sorry for her. The princess was not invincible, after all.
Before the white buck could charge her again, the horse was at the princess’s side. How it had managed to get there, Fierce could not tell. It had moved with extraordinary speed on only three legs. The cost to its body in pain must be enormous.
It did not try to draw the white buck away, nor to fight it. Instead, the horse turned so that its flank protected the princess. The white buck would have to get through that expanse of flesh before it could touch the princess again.
Indeed, the white buck rammed its antlers into the horse’s side. Blood spattered. The horse closed its eyes, but it was not yet dead. Fierce could see the tightness around its haunches.
The white buck struck again.
This time the horse gave out a low, whimpering sound.
“We must help it,” said Red, pulling on Fierce’s arm.
Red and Fierce were there to meet the white buck on its next attack against the horse. Fierce had a stick in her hand. Red had a huge stone in his. Fierce would have thought the stone far too heavy for Red to wield well, but he threw it at the buck’s side and the impact of stone on bone was loud enough to echo in the forest behind them.
The buck was as broken as the horse was now, but it did not stop. It was not a real animal, thought Fierce, or it would have gone away to lick its own wounds.
When the buck turned to her, Fierce felt a moment of terror, such as she had never felt as a hound. She had fought bucks before, but it had never been like this.
“The brain is behind the eyes,” Red called to her.
Fierce held the stick steady as the white buck leaped toward her. She had chosen a thick, straight stick as she had rushed forward and now the stick served her well. She held it in just the right position and it pierced the white buck’s left eye. It took all of Fierce’s strength in her new human body to hold the stick steady as the weight of the leaping white buck pushed the stick into his skull.
The white buck shuddered and then fell to the ground inches from Fierce’s now trembling hand.
Fierce slumped forward and thought only of breathing. She looked up again a few moments later.
“It’s dead, Feersha,” said Red, standing over the buck to check it for signs of breath.
Fierce did not take that for granted, not for a moment. She was somehow sure that it would rise to its feet and leap at her again.
She pulled the stick out of its left eye and struck it in the right eye, for certainty.
The white buck did not move this time, but its body disintegrated into white worms that squirmed on the ground and then disappeared into it. Fierce did not move quickly enough to catch even one of them.
Had she done anything to help? The white worms of the Xaon would simply find another animal form to take and come against them again. She had only slowed them down for a little while. And then what?
Fierce could feel something wet on her cheeks and put a hand up to touch them. Tears. She had never wept as a human before. It was different than as a hound. More painful. As a hound, it had only been a reaction of the moment. Now there were deep feelings that went with the wet drops on her face, feelings that were difficult to sort through.
“I’m going to see to the horse,” said Red, and he let go of her. “Can you help me?”
Fierce muttered an affirmative, but had to work hard to focus herself enough to turn and pull herself upright so that she could step toward him.
“Hold your hand here. The horse will bleed to death otherwise.” He pressed Fierce’s hand into the horse’s flank. It was wet and warm and sticky.
“Harder. Stop the blood flow,” said Red. “I have to go get more of that moss.” He was gone and back in a moment, or so it seemed to Fierce. Then she felt the cold, wet softness of the moss on her fingers and Red pushing her back.
The horse was still breathing.
It should be dead, she thought. It had suffered too much.
But it did not give up easily. The horse continued to breathe and in a few minutes, it opened its eyes. It croaked out something that sounded like “Princess,” the human word. It tried to move to the side, and Red helped it.
Then he was able to pull the princess out from underneath, unconscious. Her dark skin, normally colored with warmth, looked gray and green in turns. Red shook her, then sent Fierce for water to pour into her mouth.
At last, she woke. “Horse,” she said.
“He is here,” said Red.
She would not stop thrashing until she had her head on the horse’s flank. Then she slept, and Fierce watched her, thinking that she was their only hope. But what if she did not care about the rest of the world at all? What if she cared only about herself and the horse? What if she left the fissures and the forest and did not turn back to think of the danger she had brought with her?
 



Chapter Twelve:
 
The horse continued to need moss and the terrible wound on its flank did not seem to be getting better quickly. It oozed blood and pus and grew feverish shortly. It did not open its eyes. It began to thrash and neigh incomprehensibly and it was all Red could do to keep putting on moss. 
As for the princess, she would not allow Red to use his moss on her. He tried to put it to her face, which was bruised badly and had begun to swell around her nose and left cheek. She pulled it off as soon as she could. “I do not need this,” she said. “I have my magic.”
Fierce found that her fear of the princess had disappeared in her fear for the white worms. “Your magic!” she shouted. “It is your magic that has created this problem. The fissures, the worms, the Xaon seeping through to us. It is all because of you!” She did not know how to prove this, but she felt it must be true. There had been no fissures in the forest until the princess had come with her wild magic.
The princess stared at her for a long moment, and then waved an arm. “You are confused,” she said. “You know nothing of the Xaon. It has nothing to do with the wild magic.”
“Then what was that white buck that came at you? And why did your magic do nothing to it if it is not Xaon?” demanded Fierce, unwilling to retreat.
“I—there are many strange things that are to be met on a long journey of this sort,” said the princess, but Fierce could see the princess was breathing heavily and sweating. She had never shown such signs of fear before.
“I am from this forest,” said Fierce. “And I know that there have never been such white bucks before. They have only appeared with your wild magic.” 
“You have lived a short life,” said the princess. “You do not know everything about this forest, even if it is your home.”
She was not listening. She was too stubborn.
Fierce came very close to her and put her face in the princess’s. “You will die if you do not see the truth here,” she said. “We will all die. Is that what you want? You have lived so long a life that you are tired of living? You have found your horse and you wish now to die with him?”
The princess’s eyes flickered to the wounded horse. “He will live,” she said stubbornly, her jaw set. “And so will I.”
“You will not, unless you see the way to defeat the Xaon. There will be more creatures like this white buck coming, and they will not wait for you to believe they are a threat.” Fierce wished she could wriggle out of her human skin and face the princess as a hound to another hound. Then she would know how to make her listen. She would snarl and leap, baring her teeth, using her claws to demand attention. Or she would kill her, and not think of the future, for that was a human thing to do.
“You say the wild magic caused these fissures into the Xaon,” said the princess quietly. “But how can that be when I have used the wild magic all my life and never seen such things until I came here? I think that it is this place that is the problem, not me.”
Fierce beckoned and began to walk toward the fissure itself.
The princess reluctantly followed.
Fierce looked down as she walked, to see if there were more white creatures beneath her feet. There were only a few worms crawling out of this new fissure. The white buck must have come from an earlier fissure, after the worms had learned more shapes to take, as they had when she and Red had touched them there.
“What are those things?” asked the princess, her voice quavering.
Fierce did not answer. She allowed the princess to discover the worms for herself.
They crawled on her hands and then, as she made a face, moved up her arm. Fierce watched as one set began to merge together and grow into a human elbow. The princess started at the sight of it, and brushed the worms off. They scattered.
“You see?” said Fierce.
“But I do not see how I could have done this. They have nothing to do with wild magic,” said the princess. “You saw that when the buck changed color as I tried to use my wild magic on it.”
“Do you find yourself using the wild magic differently now than before?” Fierce thought of the times when the princess had not been able to use the wild magic at all. What if she was drawing on the Xaon in some way to power her wild magic, even now?
“Perhaps this is how I am meant to end,” said the princess, defeated. “As a recompense for all my past misdeeds.”
Fierce took a breath. This was a beginning, she thought. “But not a recompense for the rest of us,” she added. “We are innocent.”
The princess walked away from the fissure and left Fierce standing there. When Fierce saw her again, she was with the horse.
“Give her time,” Red recommended, as he stood back from the two.
“We may not have time,” said Fierce.
The two golden, long-haired humans had seen Fierce walk away with the princess and wanted to know what result had come of it.
“Nothing,” said Fierce in despair.
“Let us put her in a cage,” suggested the male. “We will not feed her unless she does what we demand. We can hurt her with rocks and sticks if she will not bow her head.”
Suddenly, Fierce had a very clear picture of what the experience of early captivity had been like for the two long-haired hounds, before they had made it to Lord Ahran’s kennels.
“She is ill,” said Fierce. “We must give her a little time to think, and then she will be able to see the truth. And help us fix this.”
But the two humans pushed past her and made their way to the princess, who lay sleeping at the side of the horse. They yanked her up to her feet and pinned her arms behind her back.
As soon as the princess was fully awake, she had only to reach for the vines on a nearby tree and they danced through the air toward the two long-haired humans, tying them tightly as a moth’s cocoon. Even their mouths were covered, so that they could no longer speak.
“Please.” Red stood up from his place by the horse and moved to the princess. “Let them go.”
“And why should I?” the princess answered tightly, her eyes on the struggling humans rather than on Red.
“Because you are powerful enough to keep them at your side without force,” said Red.
She hesitated a long moment, and then with a wave of her hand the vines began to slip away from the two humans. They fell to the ground on all fours and for a moment, they tried to run away that way. But the different lengths of human legs and arms confounded them and they ended up in a heap.
“I made them what they are,” she said softly.
“Yes,” said Red.
Without another word, the princess moved back to her position at the horse’s side. She smoothed the undamaged parts of his flank, and put her head next to his. She whispered into his ear. It seemed she had lost interest in any other creature.
Red moved to help the two long-haired humans.
“No.” The princess stopped him with a hand held up. “You stay with the horse. He needs you.”
“He is resting now. He will not need more moss for several hours. The best thing for him is quiet.”
“He needs you,” said the princess through clenched teeth.
Red fell back, his eyes catching Fierce’s.
She tried to do what he wished, moving forward jerkily toward the two fallen humans. She had no experience with this sort of thing. She had never been one to tend the ill as a hound. That had belonged to other females in the pack who had more status than she, the ones who had had pups, as well, to care for in the den.
She sniffed at the humans. They smelled like forest and fear and the sweet, hairless skin of humans. Their eyes were open, but they clutched each other.
“Are you in pain?” asked Fierce. “Is there blood?”
The two humans began to look at each other. Brother and sister, they were more used to examining each other than themselves.
“She is well,” said the male.
“He is well,” said the female.
“Then move!” said Fierce sharply. They were too close to the princess for her tastes. “For your own safety,” Fierce added urgently.
The two lumbered to the side, skirting around the princess in a wide arc.
The female began to weep, tears falling down her face unchecked.
“What is it? What is wrong with her?” asked the male.
“Being human is wrong with her,” said Fierce, who knew more about weeping as a human than she would ever have wished to learn. “No more than that.” 
“Worse than death,” said the male.
Fierce did not know if she agreed with him or not, now. “What would you do, if you were a hound? Right this moment? Tell it to me.”
“Right this moment?” He looked around the forest.
Fierce was impatient. “Would you sleep under wet leaves to cool yourself? Would you catch fish in the stream, with only your head above water? Would you tease the gulls by jumping at them? Or steal berries to stain your paws and coat your mouth with sweet juice? Would you dance with your sister until you could dance no more?”
“How did you know?” asked the male, looking at her strangely. “I would not think a human could possibly understand . . .”
“Perhaps humans are not so bad as you think,” said Fierce. She was not yet ready to reveal herself to these two. She licked her own wounds. She always had. And she could see no reason to tell them a truth that would make things worse rather than better. They believed that at least she was comfortable in her human skin.
“My sister and I were born on the same day. We have always been closer to each other than to any other hounds in our pack. When we were captured we thought that it would not matter, so long as we were together.”
The female gave a low throated rumble in agreement, more hound than human.
“Do you have names you would share with me?” asked Fierce. “Hound names?”
The two looked at each other. It was the female who nodded first. “I am Unbroken,” she said.
Fierce nodded, loving the name. Despite all that she had been through, the female golden hound’s spirit still shone through. If only she could learn how to show it as a human, as well.
“And I am Loyal,” said the male.
It was just as fitting a name for him, thought Fierce.
“Keep your names,” Fierce suggested. “Hold tight to them, and to all that is part of your past.” She held to her own name in her mind and wondered if she would ever reveal the truth about herself to anyone who mattered to her.
“You truly believe my sister and I will be hounds again?” said Loyal eagerly.
“I believe that you can be hounds in your hearts and minds, no matter what shape you wear.” Fierce had to believe this. It was all she clung to.
That night, after they had eaten a rough dinner of roots and berries, and Red sat next to Fierce as she stared at the fire, Red began to sing softly. It was a strange lullaby, but one he said he had sung to his hounds before. He did not remember where he had learned it, but it was a mix of human words and hound words, and it had barks and growls and yelps in it, combined with very human cries and whispers. There was something strange and wonderful in it, calming beyond what Fierce had expected. 
She slept deeply and dreamed of riding the princess’s horse. Which was ridiculous, of course, because the princess would never allow such a thing.
It was dawn of the next day when Fierce was the only one awake, that the next attack came. It was not one creature that was white and shone with an unnatural light this time. It was a pack of hounds. And the faces were familiar to her.
 



Chapter Thirteen:
 
She thought at first they were her own pack, though they did not bark or yelp. There was Fire, with the scar down his side, just as she remembered him. And Cut-nose and White-Tail, side by side as they always were. Arrow, in the front, bounding as if he were half bird. Cruel in the back, nipping at the heels of others, Tongue and Teeth and Sings.
Then she saw their sleek shining, white bodies and the red eyes that looked at her without serious intent. And she knew that they were white creatures from the fissures. Not her pack, come to bring her home with them, after all.
“Princess, wake!” shouted Fierce. “Red! Unbroken! Loyal!”
The hounds burst into the copse then and went straight for the princess, who was tucked into the side of the horse.
Once again, the horse tried to stand to save her, despite its own weakened state. It stood and blood dripped all around it as it broke open whatever had healed inside of it. It snorted and threw his head and stepped backward unsteadily toward the princess.
Then it fell headlong at her feet and did not rise.
Fierce thought it was surely dead this time.
The princess screamed out and she ran to the first of the hounds, the one that looked like Sly with a twitching tail. She put a hand to it as it snarled at her. Its teeth connected with her throat and held tightly.
Before Fierce could shout out the danger, the princess was using wild magic to turn the white hound into a mouse.
Her face and neck bled, covering her like a gown of red jewels, but she only turned to the next hound and seemed stronger than before. She changed each hound in turn into something small and unthreatening. She stomped on some of them before they could squeak away. 
But she did not see that underneath her was yet another fissure opening in the ground. A larger one, Fierce thought, than any of the others.
“Stop! Look down!” Fierce called out.
The princess listened at last, and saw what she had done. There was no denying now that her using the wild magic had caused this fissure.
The haughtiness in the princess’s face was gone now. Her shoulders hunched. She twitched and stumbled as she tried to escape the fissure herself.
“Feersha?” said Red.
She nodded, turning away from the new fissure to him.
He moved to her side and looked her up and down before he took a shuddering breath. “I was afraid that they—that you—” he said.
She was not physically hurt, but Fierce felt hopeless as only a human can. A hound will fight and fight, no matter what the odds. But as a human, her hope had been crushed even if her body had not. She thought of the future, but it was a bleak and empty one, and one that would end very soon. She could not think only of this moment as a hound would, and enjoy the respite from pain while it lasted.
“Don’t give up,” said Red. “You are safe. I am safe. And we will think of something we can do.”
Fierce did not answer him, but focused as much as she could on being a hound again in her mind, as she had told Loyal and Unbroken to be. She breathed deeply and evenly and closed her eyes. After a long moment, she was able to feel the simple pleasure of Red’s touch, the goodness of his hand on her back. 
It was sometime past midday before anyone tried to move again.
There were still worms coming out of the new fissure, moving slowly away in different directions. Sometimes they merged together. Other times, they simply moved together. If they touched one of the princess’s entourage, they simply wiggled over. It seemed they had a taste of her and wished to avoid her, if they could.
The princess’s face was crusted with blood and she struggled to stand at the side of the horse without assistance. The horse whinnied a word of concern for her and strode toward her, but she held out a hand to stop him.
“I will heal you now,” she declared. “I must trust you not to run from me.” She stared into his face.
For the princess to trust the horse seemed a great leap of faith, particularly for someone who had only trusted herself before.
Then the princess added, with a hint of steel in her voice, “Tell me you will not.”
The horse neighed something softly that Fierce could not hear. It sounded kind, but firm, part horse, part human language.
At last, the princess closed her eyes and touched the horse.
In a few moments, his leg was healed. He stood up, as unsteady as a newborn foal.
He did not run away. Yet.
It seemed that the princess waited for the moment of him fleeing to come and then when it had passed, she was overcome with emotion, weeping on the horse’s side.
Unbroken, Loyal, and Hunter found a wild boar that evening and killed it. They ate much of the meat raw, but brought back the rest for the others in the camp. Fierce could see the delight in their eyes. They had all found a way to be themselves, no matter what their form.
But in the morning, when Fierce woke, the princess and the horse were both gone.
Red spat on the dirt. 
“Where did she go?” asked Fierce.
“South,” said Red. “Away from the fissures. Away from what she has done here.”
“But I thought she understood,” said Fierce.
Clearly, she had not.
“I will go after her,” said Red.
Fierce held her teeth closed against a low hound-like grunt. “Yes,” she said. “I will go, too.”
Red did not try to stop her and Fierce found she enjoyed the intense pace he set, running forward. She had never tried to push her human body so hard, but now that she did, it seemed more like a hound than she had thought possible. She could feel her legs becoming one with the forest floor and she anticipated stones before she had seen them. She leaped over them and landed softly, arms outstretched to balance her. She breathed in time to the sounds of the forest.
At last they found the princess, alone, hunched over herself, leaning against a tree.
“You!” Fierce called out. “You coward!”
The princess turned back to her and Fierce saw her stricken face. She seemed much older than she had before, her face lined, her whole figure burdened, her movements shaky.
Where was the horse?
“Where is he?” asked the princess desperately. “Tell me where he is.”
“Who?” said Fierce.
“My horse. The horse I have spent all my life in search of, and found at last. I woke early in the morning and he was gone. Did you send him away somewhere? Are you keeping him from me, to force me to do something? Tell me or I will make you regret it!” The words were angry, but the princess’s voice cracked several times, and her strength seemed gone. She seemed no more a threat than the dirt under her feet. 
“You came in search of him,” said Fierce, understanding at last.
“Yes, of course,” said the princess.
“And not to avoid the task of healing the fissures to the Xaon.”
“What?” The princess waved a hand. “What do those matter in comparison with this?”
Indeed, what did the whole world matter compared to her need to have what was hers returned to her? Fierce should not have expected anything more of the princess. She was selfish to the last.
“We can go look for the horse again,” said Red, his tone coaxing. “When the white worms are destroyed and the fissures healed. Come with us. I promise you, if you help us, we will stay with you for the rest of our lives, if that is what it takes to find your horse again.”
“But—I have little life left. I spent so much on him. I kept him wounded to keep him by me, and then when I healed him, he was gone in a moment. Though he promised me he would not, he left me. Again, he left me.”
He was only a horse, thought Fierce. It made sense to her that he had fled. He had done what Fierce would have done, if she were still a hound. He had followed his instincts.
“Princess, please,” said Red.
Fierce was not sure that there was any point in talking to her at all. She seemed crazed. But Fierce did not think the fissures could not be healed without the princess. Could they simply carry her back, unconscious or unwilling? No. She would be of no use then. She had to actively think on this, and then actively work to correct her mistake.
“I will help,” said Fierce. “I know the forest well. And I know the horse. How he thinks.” It was all she could think to do to convince the princess to spend her energy on the fissures.
“I could turn you into a horse,” offered the princess easily. “Then you might find him better.”
Fierce flinched, and could not speak. Did she not see how much Fierce would hate to be changed yet again? Or how dangerous it would be to use her wild magic when it had seemed to creature these fissures each time she did so?
Red touched her lightly across the forehead and shook his head.
But how could he swear to her that the princess would not do it? He did not know what it was like. Now how quickly and painfully it could happen.
“Princess,” said Red sharply. “No more wild magic for now.”
“What?” said the princess, her head tilting up, toward Red’s. It was the first time since they found her that she seemed to recognize them. “What do you mean?”
“Do you know what you have done?” asked Red.
“You will tell me, I suppose,” said the princess with a hint of her old sarcasm, but it sounded only sour and old now.
Fierce wanted to leap at her, tumble with her on the ground, nip at her. Instead she let an angry sound rumble in her throat and stood tall at Red’s side. He knew of the humans and the wild magic. She did not. And so he should speak now.
“You are destroying the magic,” said Red.
“I? I am the only one in the whole north who dares to use the true magic at all. You should all learn from the south. We use the full magic, not just the little bit of magic that you dare to touch.” She looked a little more herself with her eyes flashing.
“How long has it been since you were in the south?” asked Red. “Have you not heard the stories of the magic in the south, and what has happened to it?”
“What do you mean?” asked the princess sharply.
Fierce did not know, either.
“I mean that there is no more magic in the south. It has died out completely. As you would know if you had been there in the last hundred years.”
“It is not possible,” said the princess. “How could you know such things? You hear stories, but they are of those who are jealous of our southern power. They mean nothing.”
“The kingdom of Rivers?” said Red. “The kingdom of Wisdom? The kingdom of the Five Brothers?”
“What of them?” The princess winced. 
She knew those kingdoms, thought Fierce.
“They are gone,” said Red. “The lands have been cleaned of all life. They are deserts, sand covering all that remains of the great cities that once were. And now I know why. Your wild magic, used too freely for too long. You have seen the fissures and the worms for yourself. How can you doubt what will happen here in the north, as well, if nothing is done to stop the fissures from spreading and the wild magic from destroying life here as it did where you came from?”
“How do you know this? Where have you heard these lies?” 
“My master, Lord Ahran, has many travelers that pass through his estate. He invites them to eat with him. And his animals stay with me. I hear from them. Animals do not lie.”
The princess flung herself forward and began to attack Fierce instead.
The princess flew herself toward Red, but Fierce caught her and the princess screamed at her, scratching and clawing at her like one hound against another. It was a fight that Fierce could not lose. The princess did not have the experience that Fierce did. 
Fierce felt the princess’s fist slam into her right eye. She snarled and dug her teeth into the princess’s arm. She tasted blood, human blood. She was surprised that it tasted little different from the blood of animals. Sweeter, perhaps. And with no trace of the forest.
The princess moved back and tried to kick Fierce in the side.
Fierce turned just so and caught the princess’s arm with her own. There was a sound like a crack and the princess fell to the ground, clutching her arm. Fierce looked at it, but did not think it was broken. Only bruised.
Yet the princess did not get up to fight again. No hound would back away from a fight like this. But the princess was a human, and one who did not know how to use her human body even as well as Fierce could use hers.
“Are you finished now?” asked Red, standing over the princess.
There were tears running down her cheeks. She nodded.
“Say you are sorry, then.”
The princess whispered the word more than said it.
“Not to me,” said Red. “To Fiersha.”
The princess got to her feet and stared at Fierce. “You think that I should apologize to her?” she said.
“Do it now or I will tell you nothing about your home in the south,” said Red.
The princess swallowed and looked away.
For a moment, Fierce thought she would simply walk back into the forest and there would be no way to bring her back willingly.
But then she nodded. She looked at Fierce directly. “I am sorry for hurting you,” she said. “I was upset.”
“I know,” said Fierce. She thought that the princess was sincere, and it startled her.
“And now you offer her your forgiveness,” said Red to Fierce.
Fierce did not know what this was. Another human thing she could not understand. 
“I offer you my forgiveness,” said Fierce stiffly.
“Good. Now we can be friends again,” said Red.
“About my kingdom,” said the princess in a hoarse, pleading voice. “What can you tell me of it? The kingdom of the Three Mountains?”
Red shook his head.
“I wish to know, no matter how terrible it is. I must know. I left so long ago. I was warned that my people would need me, but I did not think of them.” It sounded as if the princess were only now realizing the mistake in this.
“I do not know,” said Red. “I have never heard of it. But there are many smaller kingdoms I would not have heard of.”
“The kingdom of the Three Mountains was no small kingdom,” said the princess. “It was the greatest one in all the south. If you have heard of the others and not of it—?” She shook her head sadly. “What of Lord Ahran? He has never heard of the kingdom of the Three Mountains? He has never met anyone from there? Or who has heard of it?”
Red’s mouth hung open for a moment. Then he said, “No.”
The princess put her arms around herself and rocked back and forth on her feet for a moment. “Oh, my people. Oh, my kingdom. I meant to return to you, and now it is too late. I chased after a horse I loved too much and now he is gone and my kingdom is gone and I wish I were gone, as well.”
“There is something you can do for them, to make up for your mistakes in the past,” said Red. “Something harder than letting yourself die and letting all your wild magic go.”
The princess stared at him, waiting.
“Make the magic whole again. Heal the fissures. Destroy the white creatures.”
“Yes,” said the princess after a long moment. “I can do that.”
 



Chapter Fourteen:
 
Red, Fierce, and the princess made their way back to the others before it grew dark that night. Fierce slept well that night with Red not far away, but in the morning she woke early and saw that the princess had not slept at all. 
“You,” said the princess as soon as she saw Fierce’s eyes open. “Tell the others. We leave now.”
“Leave? Where are we going?”
“North, through the forest,” said the princess. “I will follow my trail back to where I began. I will undo what I have done. I will heal every fissure I have made in the wild magic. And then I will be finished. I will rest at last. Alone.” She sighed and looked to the south.
Fierce wondered if she was thinking of her lost kingdom or her lost horse.
Fierce went to Red first and woke him gently by pressing a hand to his cheek. He was warm and the feel of his skin underneath hers gave her a distinct pleasure. Touching a human was not like touching any other creature. Red had no fur, though he had some soft fuzz around his chin, a darker red than his hair. It was like touching a newborn animal, innocent and unsure.
His eyes flashed open after a moment and he jerked to his feet, scrambling away from her as if he had seen through her human skin to the predator that was beneath.
“I am sorry. I did not mean to hurt you,” said Fierce.
“You didn’t. I was only startled,” said Red. He put a hand to his heart and took a deep breath. Then he moved closer. “I had a dream,” he said. “The worms had turned into monsters, as tall as mountains. There was no stopping them.”
“I do not have dreams like that.” As a hound, Fierce’s dreams had always been bits and pieces of her past, that she relived in her sleep. She had never wondered where this flash of an image or that had come from. But as a human, the dreams were changing. How long would she be human before she had dreams like Red’s? She did not like to think of it.
“I envy you, then,” said Red. “If that is true.”
Fierce wondered if her mother had human dreams like Red’s. Did she ever dream of Fierce herself? Did she ever imagine returning to her daughter and living with her as a hound again? It would be only imagination now, thought Fierce. 
“What is it that you need?” asked Red.
“The princess wishes us to be ready to go back to the fissures. Soon,” said Fierce.
Red grinned and Fierce thought how wide his mouth was. Such a mouth on a hound would be a great advantage. More could be eaten quickly, and the teeth would be more readily available for a kill.
“Still a princess, then? Ordering us this way and that? I will not worry about hurting her tender feelings too much, then,” he said.
“I will tell the others,” said Fierce.
Red caught her from behind and pulled her back. “Why should you? She can do it herself. I think she should learn that we are not all her servants.”
Fierce smiled at him. He was absolutely right. She was not the princess’s servant. Not anymore.
“Did she say that she would change everyone back?” asked Red. “To their proper shapes?”
Fierce could not breathe for a long moment. Did he suspect the truth about her? And if he did, why did she care so much? He loved hounds. He would not treat her badly if he knew she was one.
But he would treat her differently, she was sure of that. There would be a barrier between them that had not been there before. Fierce did not want that.
“I thought not,” said Red, when Fierce was silent for too long. “She thinks like a princess. She speaks like a princess. She acts like a princess. I will believe she has changed when I see her bringing her own food to us and tending our wounds before her own. When she thinks of all of us as equal to herself.”
“But if she used the wild magic to change back—those she has changed—” Fierce put in awkwardly. “Would that not bring more of the white creatures and fissures?”
Red tilted his head to one side and took in a deep breath. It was something he had learned to do from hounds who were waiting for the next scent of the hunt before they bounded forward, Fierce thought.
“Perhaps,” said Red. “But it may not be so. Magic is supposed to be about balance, about keeping humans and animals in fair balance to each other.”
“I see no fair balance in human magic,” said Fierce bitterly. “It only makes humans stronger.”
“If so, then I think that is only because the human using the wild magic does so improperly, selfishly. The true use of wild magic must be part of the balance of life,” said Red.
“How?” asked Fierce.
Red’s face was intent, as if he, too, were thinking of these things for the first time. “Perhaps there are animals who are not meant to be what they are born to,” he said. “And the wild magic corrects this.”
“You mean animals who are meant to be humans?” Fierce’s voice was hoarse and she thought of her mother. Had she always been meant to be human? Was that an excuse for her leaving her daughter and her pack?
“No,” said Red shortly. “Or—possibly. But nothing so limited as that. What if a fish were meant to be a bird? Or a bear is meant to be a beetle? Or a hare a wolf? What if from birth, an animal knew that it did not fit, that its body was wrong?”
Fierce wanted at first to say this was impossible. Surely animals were meant to be what they were born as. It made no sense to wish to fly if one did not. Or to breathe water if one had always breathed air. But she had never thought she had meant to be anything but a hound.
What of her mother, then? Had she lived with thinking she was meant to be human all her life? Had she seen humans in the forest and wanted to follow them? Had she imagined what she would look like in a gown or in slippers? Had she been fascinated, and not frightened, by human fire?
“Or what if there is a part of every animal that is partly some other creature, but is necessary for only one moment of time—to do something important for the rest of the world? Wild magic would be necessary then. Once in many years. But only then,” said Red.
“I suppose,” said Fierce. “And you think that in these cases, the fissure of the Xaon—would not come to be?”
“Or perhaps it is because of where the princess is drawing the strength for her wild magic. If she draws on herself, then the Xaon is left undisturbed. But if she draws on the fabric of the Naon itself, it is.”
“Tell me more about the Xaon,” said Fierce. She had been born a hound and feared that even with a human mind, the more difficult thoughts of an intelligent human were beyond her, but she would try.
“I will tell you what I heard from Lord Ahran, speaking to other scholars.” He flushed a little. Of course, Lord Ahran would not speak directly of the Xaon and the Naon to his servant. “Before time and before life, there were the Xaon and the Naon. The Naon had purpose, and it was from the Naon that the creatures of life and magic were born. The Naon’s great bonds between each form of life are magic, and that magic is a wall against that which existed before life and purpose, the Xaon.” 
 “The Xaon is what is beyond the balance, what seeps through from before time and life when the magic is broken. It steals what it can until it is pressed back into itself and sealed with the skin of balance and magic. I think that these fissures are breaks in the Naon which have allowed the Xaon through,” Red finished.
“And the white creatures are the Xaon?” asked Fierce. That was what she felt, when she had touched them, when she had looked into the fissure.
“I think they are the Xaon trying to take the shape of the Naon,” said Red, shrugging. “It is difficult to piece together what I have only overheard Lord Ahran and his scholars talk about.”
“But what is Xaon?” asked Fierce in frustration.
Red shrugged. “I don’t think that Lord Ahran has ever seen it for himself. I do not even know if the scholars he has read have seen it. They speak only from what they think it must be, which is power before life, strength without balance, hunger without form or thought.”
“But wouldn’t the Xaon simply suck the Naon into it? Into its emptiness? If the Xaon is what existed before time, then it is nothing, is it not?” asked Fierce. She thought of one large creature fighting against another. In the end, one would win and the other would be devoured.
“No, not from what I heard the scholars say. The Xaon is what is before the Naon. They almost made me feel sorry for it. It is what the Naon once was, and it wishes to become like it, to rise up into true life and meaning as the Naon was able to do. But it does not know how. It seeks the shape of the life in the Naon because it has nothing of its own.” Red took a deep breath and rubbed at his eyes. “I am trying to explain it to you, but I do not really understand it myself. This is only what I have heard from Lord Ahran.”
“Thank you,” said Fierce. “I am trying to understand, as well.” She had not meant to make him feel inadequate. “What else about the Xaon?” She needed to understand the Xaon most of all, if she were to have any hope of fighting against creatures like the white buck.
“The Xaon mimics the Naon, I think. But if it remained here, I do not know if it would be able to truly become Naon, or simply would change all Naon into Xaon. Some scholars say that one day in the great distant future the Xaon may indeed become a kind of Naon in its own place, and then it will not seek to come here. But while it is still immature, it will always seek to take that which it has not yet earned.”
Fierce focused on what Red had said about the Xaon having no form of its own. “That is why the worms take the shape of whatever it is they touch here,” said Fierce.
“Yes,” said Red. “I think so.”
“And why do they follow the princess?”
“I think they must be drawn to her because of her wild magic. The wild magic is the closest thing to pure Naon, to pure purpose and life, and the larger the white creatures become, it seems the more they understand that and the more they seek her to take what she has.”
“What can we do to stop them?”
“I think the only thing to do is to send them back where they came from, to the Xaon. If they remain here, they will only continue to steal whatever they can from whatever they touch.”
“Send them back,” said Fierce. “But how?”
Red shook his head. Lord Ahran’s scholars had told him nothing of that. “The princess’s wild magic must do it. But only she can work it, I think.”
“If she wants to,” thought Fierce. “If she believes anyone else’s idea of wild magic besides her own.”
Red nodded. “If,” he said.
 



Chapter Fifteen:
 
The princess began to clap her hands loudly to wake the camp. 
“Time to go!” shouted the princess. “Heed me now and live!” She walked around to the animals in her entourage and demanded their attention. 
At least she did not hurt them or belittle them, thought Fierce.
“Follow me and we will stop the white creatures and restore the wild magic,” she told them.
The animals began to move forward. Sanna and the long-nosed pig and the hive of bees. The curved horn beast, the golden cat, and the white and black horse, the birds fluttering out of the trees.
The princess and her horse led north on a circuitous path around Fierce’s forest rather than directly through it, back to where the first fissure had been found, where Sanna’s husband and daughter had been changed. 
It took two days and during that time the princess did not once change another animal into a human or threaten to use her wild magic against those already in her entourage. 
Fierce wondered if this was only because the princess had so little strength that she could do nothing with her wild magic, but Red shook his head and said with a sly grin, “Not being able to do something has not stopped her from threatening us before, has it?” he asked.
That was true, and so Fierce began to hope that the princess had decided that she would accept the loss of her horse at last, and make her life into something of value in the present.
When they came to the first fissure, the smallest one, the princess stopped before it and then cautioned the rest of her entourage to back away. She investigated it for herself, walking its length up and down, and bending her face closer to the ground.
Most of the animals looked about nervously and kept a distance.
But Red and Fierce came closer. 
“There are no white creatures here,” said the princess. “No worms left at all.”
“I think that those waiting here have already come out,” said Red. 
“What should I do, then? Tell me.” The princess was imperious in her demand, but Fierce noticed she had turned to Red now to give her direction. 
“We should rest here for the night,” said Red. 
“Stay here? Why?”
“I think the creatures will come to you,” said Red.
“And if they do not?” asked the princess.
“Then in a few days we can go on to the next fissure.”
“But what will we find there? Likely the same nothing as here. We must find the creatures and fight them. Now!”
Red sighed. He began to explain to the princess about the Naon and the Xaon.
She stomped her foot impatiently in the middle of his explanation. “But that does not tell us how to close up these fissures. Or how to send the creatures back where they came from. My wild magic clearly does not work against them.”
“No. They would swallow it up.”
“Then what do you think we should do?”
Red pressed his lips together.
“We will rest and then think again,” suggested Fierce.
The princess seemed about to turn on Fierce and yell at her, but she took a breath and then nodded and stalked away. They could hear her yelling from a distance and thrashing a tree, but she came back and seemed calmer.
“We will think through the night and in the morning, speak again,” she said.
Red and Fierce agreed to this and instead of requiring assistance with her tent, the princess simply found a place next to a fallen log to close her eyes. She was snoring in a few moments, and Fierce had a sudden insight as to the reason for the tent.
The other animals had already fallen to the ground, either asleep or near it, as exhausted as they were.
But Fierce was too unsettled to sleep.
Red stood very close to the fissure and Fierce could not look away.
He lifted a hand and bent forward.
“Don’t touch it,” Fierce pleaded with him. “You don’t know what will happen if you do that.”
“Precisely why I am doing this. To find out. Stories of Naon and Xaon are useless here. We need real knowledge.” 
The princess’s impatience with him had driven him to this, thought Fierce.
“I will do it, then,” she said. She put out a foot and slid herself into the fissure before Red could stop her.
She felt a sudden sharp cold, which turned quickly into fire.
“Feersha!” shouted Red. 
She could feel him pulling at her shoulders. But she also felt at the same time something pulling her in, toward the fissure, into the Xaon itself.
She could not make a sound. It was as if she had lost herself entirely. She did not know if she was hound or human anymore. She was only a bit of flesh that did not belong in the Xaon and which was being picked apart for what was useful in it.
Then there was a voice, and a flash of light, and something small and light-colored falling past her, into the Xaon. Suddenly, the Xaon closed and Fierce was left to herself. 
She felt as if she had been torn to pieces and put back together hastily. 
She took in harsh, gulping breaths. She was shaking but she did not know if she was cold or hot. She could feel air around her, and the pressure of dirt, but she was not sure she could tell which was which. 
She would have howled if she could, but she had forgotten what howling was like.
“Feersha!” she heard, as if from a distance. 
Then she felt her hand clasped by another hand, warm and moving and not at all like the Xaon.
“Feersha,” she heard again.
“Red,” she said, as she reached for the name and found her lips forming it before she knew they could.
She turned to see Red leaning over her, holding his weight on one elbow. He looked terrible. There was dirt all over his face, all over his clothes, and his freckled face had gone greenish. There was a fleck of blood on his lower lips where he must have bitten it.
“What did you do? Something fell past me and . . .”
Fierce stared at Red. The hand in front of his face was closed in a fist. His other hand was behind his back. Except that there was something wrong with the way he stood. As a hound, she could see it, the slight imbalance of his weight distribution. His right shoulder held less weight than his left. Which meant that his right hand was—gone.
“Red, no,” said Fierce, as if that would stop what had already happened. 
“I had to offer it something for its hunger,” said Red quietly. Then he held up the arm from behind his back. It ended at the wrist.
There was no blood to mark a wound. It was as if it had never been, as if Red had been born without a hand. 
“Now that it has life of its own to devour, a smaller part of the Xaon wishes to come through here. I do not know how long it will last, but for now, the Xaon is busy.”
And he would not get it back when they were finished, for there would be nothing left once the Xaon had devoured his hand. Whether it would help the Xaon to understand life, Fierce would not depend on it. For now, the Xaon must be fought back whenever and wherever it emerged.
“You gave your hand willingly to save me? It was a conscious choice?” asked Fierce. No one had done such a thing for her, not even in her pack.
He shrugged, as if it were nothing. “I could not think what else to do. It wanted you. I gave it me instead. Or a part of me.”
Fierce did not know what to say. He had done this for her, and she was a hound.
But he did not know she was a hound. He thought he had done it for a human.
“You should not have done it,” she said. They could not even be sure that this would permanently stop any part of the fissure. It might come after Fierce again, and then what would Red do?
“I do not regret it,” said Red, gritting his teeth.
“There are other fissures,” she said. “We will have to think of some other way next time.” For there would be a next time.
In the morning, the princess came to examine the fissure herself, or what was left of it. She touched it gently with one hand. “It is nearly closed. In a few months, plants will grow here again, and it will be as if the fissure and the worms have never been. How did you do it?” she asked, turning to Red.
He looked down at his arm, missing a hand.
“It is what you should have given it,” said Fierce angrily. “Not him. It was your fissure, your mistake to fix.” She was glad that the fissure seemed to be closing more rather than opening again, but that did not make her glad about Red’s sacrifice.
The princess bit her lower lip. “There must be another way,” she said.
“And you think that Red was so stupid that he did not think of it? That he gave his hand for no reason?” demanded Fierce.
“I gave it to save you,” said Red, his eyes looking at Fierce with burning intensity.
Fierce had to look away. She had wanted to blame it all on the princess, but Red was right, that it was her own fault this time. She had caused this, by her curiosity and heedlessness. And Red had paid the price for it.
She had not slept all night, thinking of what she had caused Red to give up. His place with Lord Ahran, his hounds, and now his hand, as well. She should never have met him. She should have left him where he was. He would be better off without her.
And it seemed he thought the same, for he could not even meet her eyes now that morning had come and he saw its loss in its full light.
“Neither of you must give in so easily to the fissure,” said the princess, sharing out the blame. “We have many battles and must conserve our strength for the last, which will surely be the greatest.”
Fierce had expected her to wave away Red’s sacrifice as unimportant, or to command him to do it again. But she acted reasonably, responsibly, for the first time since Fierce had known her.
“Allow me to heal the next fissure myself. I have the wild magic and perhaps there is something more that I can do because of my experience with that. Do you understand?” The princess did not look at Red, but her voice was strong and unrelenting.
“I understand,” said Red.
“Good.” She nodded. “I will move on then, alone.” The princess did not look back.
“Alone?” said Fierce. This seemed less responsible now, and simply despairing. 
“Alone. Do I have to say everything to you twice? Are you so stupid?” asked the princess.
Fierce gritted her teeth in anger, then realized that the princess only meant to make her angry, so that she would not follow her. “You cannot go alone. You may need help.”
“All my life I have been alone,” said the princess. “More alone than you can ever know.” She held her head high and looked down on Fierce by several inches.
Fierce was not so easily intimidated. “Alone?” she shot back. “You have never been alone. You have always had animals around you, changed into humans or not. You have had your wild magic. And your horse waiting for you.”
The princess’s cheeks looked as red as if she had slapped them. “I think my horse was never waiting for me,” she said. “Though I believed he was. As for the rest of you, I give you your freedom. You did not ask to serve me and I think that you do not care what happens to me now. Go your way and know that I will throw myself into the fissure, if necessary, to close it.”
“But there are two more fissures,” said Fierce. “Not only one.”
The princess stopped walking. “Yes,” she said with a sigh. “So there are.”
 



Chapter Sixteen:
 
The next morning Fierce made sure that she and Red woke before the princess, to rouse the other animals to prepare to leave with her. Fierce had done her best to explain the danger of the fissures and the worms in hand signals and bits and pieces of other animal languages, but she thought that many of the animals followed the princess simply because that was what they were used to doing and they did not know any other way of living.
There was no tent to pack away this time, and the princess did not demand that anyone get food for her breakfast. She picked at some berries for herself, and bent over a stream to drink water and leave it dripping off her chin. If she was hungry or thirsty after that, she said not a word of it as they walked briskly south.
Fierce walked at Red’s side, thinking how good it was to be with him. Then she saw his stump and felt a wave of shame that she had not remembered it for that moment. How dared she forget what he had given up for her?
“It still does not hurt?” she asked.
“No,” said Red. “But it pulls at me.”
“I don’t understand.” She felt inadequate again, at simply being human. 
“It is as if the hand is still there, and it tingles with the sensation of the Xaon.”
“You mean you want to go back to the fissure?” Did he want to send all of himself into it now? What could she to do prevent him this time, if he were determined?
“No. Not that one. Or at least, it is a very dull feeling. It is the fissures ahead of us that pull me forward. And—I think the worms themselves.” He turned with a jerk and then pulled himself back.
Fierce thought carefully. “What happened to the white creatures from the fissure that you closed?” she asked. 
“Gone,” said Red. “As if they had never been.”
 “What if we find the white creatures and throw them back into the fissure instead of a part of the Naon? If the princess does not use her wild magic again, will the fissure close up on its own, as the Naon closes over naturally?”
“Possibly,” said Red. His eyes gleamed. 
“Then I will go find it,” said Fierce. “You stay with the princess.” That seemed fair to her.
“What if they separate into different directions?” asked Red.
“I can track them,” said Fierce.
“Can you? All of them?”
“It must be done,” said Fierce, wishing that he would stop speaking. The time for language was finished. A hound would understand that. It was time for action.
“Yes, it must be done. But not alone.”
“I can—” she began.
He interrupted her. “Are you any different from the princess? You think that you have done everything on your own?”
That was not what Fierce had meant.
“You need my help. You need me to sense where the white creatures are. And you will need me when you attack them. There is no point in you dying if you might live. The white creatures will only come after the princess and then there will be one fewer to help her fight them.”
Fierce made a low grunting sound of assent.
“Does that mean that you agree with me?” asked Red.
“It means that you are right. Two will fight better than one.”
“Even one with only one hand?” asked Red.
Fierce turned swiftly to him. “You will be more valuable to me with one hand than any other human I know with two hands,” she said sincerely.
Red smiled at her. “Thank you,” he said.
Or any animal, thought Fierce to herself.
There would be many white creatures to fight, and Red said this was not a large one. They could see what happened, and report back to the princess. They would be more prepared for the rest. 
So Fierce and Red slipped away from the princess and her entourage sometime before noon, and began to go west. Their prey took them in circles and there was no scent that Fierce could follow. She was soon exhausted from the long chase, but she would not give up or admit defeat.
It was Red who called a halt when it was dark.
“The white creatures?” asked Fierce.
Red turned in a circle. “Quiet now, and still,” he said after a moment. “Perhaps they are trying to imitate sleep, as well.”
He felt around until he had managed to find a large stone to prop his head up against. Then he sat down and Fierce slid herself next to him.
She could not relax enough to sleep however.
“What is it?” asked Red.
“I am afraid,” said Fierce. She was afraid of the white creatures and the danger they posed, but she was also afraid of herself. And of Red. She was afraid of how she had changed, and how he might yet change, and how the world would change, as well.
Red moved closer to her.
Fierce could feel his heat and she could hear his breathing. It was fast, as if he were still in a chase. Perhaps he was.
“I cannot tell you not to be afraid of them,” said Red. “That would make little sense.”
“Of course—” said Fierce.
Red touched her arm and silenced her. “But I will do everything in my power to stop them, and to keep you safe. Though I have only one hand left to do it with.”
“I trust you,” said Fierce. Did he think that she wished someone else had come with her?
“Hunter or Loyal—” said Red.
“Would be more interested in the hunt than in the result of it,” Fierce finished.
Red laughed. “You know them so well,” he said.
“Yes.”
“Do you think that one of them might wish to remain human?” asked Red.
“Never,” said Fierce.
“If given the choice, I suppose not. But if they were not given the choice, they would have to make the best of it. They are not such bad humans, and for someone who has an affinity for hounds, they would make good—friends.”
“Good friends, yes,” said Fierce. “But to see them would be a reminder every day of what they were missing. It would be painful for all of us.”
“I see,” said Red. He leaned back against the rock and pulled Fierce down so that her head was against his chest.
Fierce told herself it was easier to sleep next to another warm body. She did not know if it was true for humans or only for humans who had once been hounds, but she yawned once, then turned her face to him and wrapped her arms around his chest.
Fierce did not remember anything after that until it was dawn.
There was a light mist in the forest, for the ground was warmer than the morning air and it seeped upward all around them. Fierce did not move immediately, though Red was drooling into her hair. His eyebrows were furrowed, and he had his arms around Fierce tightly, as if protecting her from some unseen foe.
It had been many years since Fierce had felt so much for someone else. Becoming human had taken many things from her that she regretted, but it had also given her Red. She must tell him everything, she thought. 
But now there was something walking toward her in the mist. 
A human, Fierce thought, squinting at the shape. A human woman.
She smoothed one hand down Red’s arm and whispered into his ear, hound words for calm, sleep, easy. He had already lost too much to the white creatures. It was her turn to fight now.
She did not try to move quickly, but waited until he released her and slumped to one side. 
Then she moved her torso away from him, and each of her limbs, one after another.
She looked up again. The mist made it difficult to see the face, but it looked familiar. Was she wrong? Was it not a white creature? That was the shape of the princess’s nose.
What was she doing here?
It was not until Fierce saw the whiteness of the shape that she realized it was not the princess, after all. It was what she had thought at first, another white creature—this time in the shape of the princess.
Fierce felt her heart squeeze sharply in her chest. The princess must have had contact with these worms recently. In the night? Or before that?
Was she still living even now?
The princess-creature had its mouth open, but there were no words in it. Only whispering, hushing sounds
Fierce thought for that one moment, of what Red had said about the creatures of the Xaon. They had no words, no purpose, except to live. No shape to guide them. No rules to forbid them.
She had always thought humans so different from animals, but when she looked into this completely foreign face, it made animals and humans seem so much the same. 
Language, for one thing. All animals, no matter how small or insignificant, had it. They might have only a few words, but they were there. Even the trees and the bushes, the grass, the stones, the water, could speak in a certain way. Just as humans did. 
And animals and humans had a path to follow, instinct, purpose, a meaning to their existence beyond simply existence itself. All worked together to create a community. 
Humans might be called selfish for their way of living separately, but it was never really true. Their homes could never be impenetrable to rats or mice or insects, to the scent of the air or the season of the year. They were part of the cycle of life, whether they wished it or no. And many humans came back to the forests. Or they lived with pets, or with livestock. 
The princess-creature put out a hand.
Fierce tried to duck under it, but it moved in ways she could not anticipate. It caught her in a moment, as if she had never tried anything.
She felt the cold burn of the fissure again, this time on her neck. 
Fierce told herself that she must not make a sound, that she must do this without waking Red. She would not endanger him again. But when she felt herself dying, she let out a small sound, not the words of a human. At the last, she let out a call of a hound for help, a dying plea.
The burn swept through her.
She shook against it, every muscle in her body reacting in terror.
And then Red was there.
He yanked her away, and put himself between her and the princess-creature. It was very like what the horse had done for the princess, thought Fierce. 
Then Red took out a knife she had not seen that he had, and thrust it with his good hand at the princess-creature’s throat.
The creature did not bleed. Its neck opened, but not enough to stop it. Then it held tightly to Red and began to change in color from white to tan. It was like when the princess’s wild magic had been bled from her, but paler, as if Red had not as much to give.
Red made a low sound like a bleating pig as he began to crumple. Fierce could see his eyes go dull. The fissure had taken his hand before, and now it wanted more.
But Fierce would not let it have him. 
She grabbed the knife from his outstretched hand and slashed at the princess-creature’s arms. She had enough strength that one of her thrusts cut off the lower arm entirely and the creature stepped back in surprise.
Fierce stared at the ground as what had been a human-like arm turned back into tiny worms again.
Then she knew what her task was. She thrust with the knife again and again at the creature, cutting at arms and legs until it could no longer move, but had not given up the face of the princess.
Then the knife slipped from her hand as sweat, not blood, made her skin slick. Red took up the knife rather more methodically and with a look of thoughtfulness, cut the creature up until there was nothing left of it but the worms that lay on the ground.
He leaned back, gasping, on all fours.
Fierce put a hand out to touch him, in thanks.
But he jerked himself upright again. “The worms! We must take them to the fissure, press them back to the Xaon.”
Of course! Fierce threw herself to the ground, grabbing as many of the worms as she could, scooping them into her gown, and then reaching for more. She held them tightly so they could not escape again.
Red did the same.
They did not get them all, but when Red saw how many Fierce had he put his forehead close to hers, and smiled. “You are better than a princess,” he said to Fierce. “A princess of power, of the forest.” Clearly, he expected her to think of this as a compliment.
Instead, Fierce stiffened at the words and pulled away from him. She was not a princess and she had no wish to be one. Being human was too much as it was.
 



Chapter Seventeen:
 
“The princess and the others are at the second fissure,” said Red, leading through the forest with the sense of Xaon from his missing hand.
“Is she closing it?” asked Fierce.
“She is doing something,” said Red. “But I do not know what the effect will be.”
Fierce tensed, sure that when they arrived, she and Red would find the princess had grown angry enough to throw in the animals, or despondent enough to throw in herself. She was not sure that the princess would give the Xaon what Red had, however. It might still remain open. 
Did she care if the princess died, if she also ended up closing the Xaon and fixing what she had done with her wild magic? Fierce found that she did. For all the princess’s superiority and manipulation of others, Fierce cared for her. She was a strong woman, and she loved that horse. And Fierce also wanted to know more of what had made the princess who she was. Was it only curiosity or something more?
In any case, she ran as fast as she could go, in bare feet with her skirt squirming with worms around her waist. Red had a distant look on his face, as if he could not hear her, but only the fissure ahead of them.
They passed through a thicket and then beyond that was the fissure, and the princess. The other animals were in a bunch some yards away from the princess, most of them with bristling fur and wide eyes and trembling limbs. Loyal and Unbroken and Hunter were at the side of the princess, encouraging her.
“Kill it!” shouted Hunter.
“Make it beg you for its life,” said Unbroken.
“Its eyes. You must look into its eyes,” said Loyal.
But there were no eyes to look into, as far as Fierce could see. The fissure itself had only a few worms trailing out of it, and the princess held them bravely on her arm as they must have burned her terribly. She used her wild magic on one at a time, turning one into a mosquito which flew away and another into a beetle which Loyal snatched at and devoured.
Could she not see that this was exactly the wrong thing to do? Hadn’t Red and Fierce explained the Xaon to her and how her wild magic worked to open the Naon up to it? Fierce waved a hand and tried to call out. Red did the same. But the princess and the others were too intent to hear them.
After eating the beetle, Loyal began to writhe, threw himself onto his forelegs, and vomited. 
What came out of him Fierce could not see, but the princess leaned over it and used the wild magic again.
Loyal reached for the new creature, but Fierce was close enough to shout out, “No! Don’t touch it.”
Loyal looked up at Fierce and her eyes lit up. “She’s back,” she announced. “And the other one, too,” she said, as she caught sight of Red, behind Fierce.
“I smell death on them,” said Hunter. “They kill but refuse to let us do the same?”
“It doesn’t work on the white creatures,” Fierce explained. “That’s why we’ve come to try something else.” She knelt down beside the edge of the fissure, her head spinning, though she could not tell if it was from the memory of what had nearly happened before, or because she was even more sensitive to the call of the Xaon than she had been before.
She felt a steadying hand from Red and began to unknot the skirt of her gown, where the white worms had been held as she ran.
“Get his worms, Hunter, Unbroken, Loyal,” said Fierce. “We are going to throw them back into the fissure.”
“And what makes you think that will work?” demanded the princess.
“Have you had success with your own methods?” Fierce asked her in return.
“Not yet,” admitted the princess.
“Then accept that you are wrong and help us,” said Red.
For a moment, the princess looked ready to argue, but then she lowered her head and reached for Fierce’s skirt. “Throw them back in?” she asked. “That is all?”
Fierce realized that she did not know what else. She turned to Red. He was the one who had intimate experience with the Xaon. 
His eyes were closed and he seemed to be deep in thought.
Fierce hesitated, wondering if she should wake him. Perhaps she should let him be, and do this on her own.
But then he said clearly, “Press them all the way in, no part of them allowed to touch the Naon of this world. I think that without that to sustain them, they will give up and return to the Xaon. But they must be held in the fissure until then.”
“How long?” asked Fierce.
“I don’t know,” said Red, rubbing at his eyes. “These may be more willing to wait, since they have already tasted the Naon. I think that if it were a newly created fissure, they could be more easily controlled.”
“I will do it,” said the princess. “I will put my hand over them and hold them inside the fissure, if that is what must be done.”
Fierce stared at her. She did not trust the princess to stick to the task when it became difficult. When she felt the sting of all of those worms against her skin, what would she do?
“You think I am used to having everything my own way,” said the princess, looking into Fierce’s eyes. 
“Are you not?” said Fierce.
“I have spent all my life searching after a horse that would not stay with me.”
“And then you found him,” Fierce reminded her.
“And I let him go again,” said the princess. “I know pain and endurance better than any of you. I have lived longer than any of you, and I have not given up.”
Fierce thought over this, and then nodded her head. She would give the princess a chance to prove herself. But she would stand directly behind her.
Loyal, Unbroken, and Hunter came forward with Red’s worms. They pushed them into the fissure handfuls at a time, then two or three, then the last few one by one, picking them from their skin and shaking them off into the fissure.
The princess, for her part, grabbed the wiggling worms away from the sides of the fissures and pushed them back to the center. She shook her hands in pain only once that Fierce saw, and kept her focus by biting hard on her lower lip.
When the other three were finished, it was Fierce’s turn. She came forward and flung open her skirt. Then she bent down and carefully herded the worms into a single stream down into the fissure. Each time she touched one of them, she felt the sting of their burn, but far worse was the dark call of the Xaon.
It would be so easy to go into it. She would forget all her pain. She would no longer have to think of things as human or hound. She would not have to think or feel at all.
“Fierce,” said a voice.
It was Red.
He had pulled himself free of Hunter’s watch over him and come to stand by her. “If you go in, I will come in, as well,” he said softly, seriously. “We may not come out this time.”
Fierce shivered and nodded. If she did not care about herself enough to tune out the temptations of the Xaon, she cared about Red.
The princess, at her side, said, “If my horse were here, I would care about living. But with him gone, I do not.”
Fierce felt a lurch in her stomach. If the princess fell in now—there would be many problems. Her wild magic drew the white creatures. Until they were sure there were no more, the princess must remain with them. No matter how distressed she was at the loss of her horse.
“There is another fissure,” Red reminded her.
“Yes. One more,” said the princess with a sigh.
“There may be others,” added Fierce.
The princess looked at her sharply. “Others?”
“Are you certain you did not open the Xaon at other points along your journey?”
“I am certain,” said the princess. “I had no need for it then. My wild magic was very strong.”
“There may be others doing the same,” said Fierce. Others who were dead or gone, and their fissures might be left open. How could ever be sure that the world was safe from the Xaon?
The princess was silent for a moment. “And so, there will never be an end according to you. I will be forever a slave to helping save the wild magic.”
“You have made others slaves for their natural lives and longer,” Fierce said tartly. She included herself in this count. If she were a hound, she would not have been convinced to give up herself for the world. She was not sure if she wished for that other life back or not. It had not had the urgency, but it had had other compensations.
The princess’s eyes seemed to dull, and her hands worked more mechanically, picking up the worms and throwing them back in. At last, she could see no more of them wiggling. Before Fierce could tell her to do so, the princess leaned forward and pressed her whole body against the fissure. 
“I must—” she said out loud, and moaned.
Fierce and Red each took hold of a foot to make sure it did not fall in completely.
The princess breathed through her teeth, as if in terrible pain.
“What is she doing?” Fierce asked Red.
Red looked to be in some pain himself, though perhaps it was only the memory. “She is using her own energy to give back to the balance. To seal the gap into the Xaon,” he said.
“Is that what you did?”
“It is like it. Though I had no magic, I still had my life to give.”
Fierce thought that the princess would give only her wild magic, but when she stood up again out of the fissure, it was clear that she had done more than that. Perhaps she was as empty of wild magic now as Red had always been. 
She had aged fifty years, from a young and beautiful woman to a white-haired crone, with lines deeply cut into her face under her eyes. Her mouth sagged to one side and she had age spots on her cheeks. She seemed to have shrunk, as well, as if unable to hold the full weight of her body up.
Fierce gasped at the sight of her, and the princess looked down. She wore a gown that covered her legs, but she saw her own hands, wrinkled, hairy, and splotchy. Her bones could be clearly seen through the thin skin.
But the princess did not scream in horror. She only rubbed at one hand with the other as if to rid herself of a small ache in the hand.
“It must have happened to her before, and she used the wild magic to cure it. But this time, she isn’t using it, because it would mean making another fissure,” whispered Red to Fierce.
Fierce only hoped that the change in the princess was not merely a physical one. Sometimes older hounds grew wiser with age, and sometimes they did not. She suspected it was the same with humans.
The princess stood back from the fissure and examined it. “Is it closed?” she asked. “It feels closed to me, but I cannot be sure.”
Red took a step forward, hand outstretched, but Fierce hurried forward and beat him to the fissure. She touched gingerly along the edge at first, and then into the center. The fissure appeared to be covered with dirt, and though it was looser than the forest floor nearby, there was no sign of worms emerging and she could not sense the Xaon calling her in.
“It seems closed to me,” said Fierce. She looked up to Red.
He nodded. “It is gone now, as far as I can sense it.”
“On to the next fissure, then,” said the princess tiredly.
As she led the other animals forward, Fierce watched as she bent to Sanna’s long-nosed pig, who had once been her human husband. She scratched his ears and patted him gently. It was not the same as acknowledging what she had done to him and asking forgiveness, but it was something.
“When shall we ask her to change them?” asked Fierce. “If she loses all her wild magic, she will not be able to do that. And surely she should. If the wild magic is to make things right again.” 
Fierce was sure that Loyal and Unbroken and Hunter were not meant to be humans. The balance of the magic could not be right if they remained as they were. And Sanna’s daughter and husband. But what about herself? What about the other animals around the princess? They had been with her for so long they might not remember what it was to have their old forms.
“We must think of the fissures first,” said Red. “Let the princess keep her strength for that.”
“I thought you said that it would not create more fissures for her to heal them,” said Fierce. “That it would add to the balance.”
Red looked away. “I could be wrong. And if the princess ages to her true natural age, what then? I think we must keep her living until we are sure the Xaon is gone. The greater balance matters more than the lesser ones.”
 



Chapter Eighteen:
 
The princess tried to press forward, but the rest of her entourage was too exhausted to move quickly. The animals stumbled until the princess called a halt a little distance from the second fissure. There was a stream from which Red and Fierce and the three former hounds helped catch and cook fish, for those who wished them cooked.
The princess would eat nothing.
“You must keep up your strength,” Fierce coaxed her.
Eventually, the princess drank some water, but that was all. 
Fierce thought that she looked a little younger by the end of the day, as her wild magic recovered. But perhaps she was only hoping. A stronger princess meant a greater chance for all of them to be returned to their proper shapes.
When it turned dark again, Red nudged Fierce. She thought he might wish to settle himself against her for the night, as he had before, but instead he gestured to the princess.
“Go talk with her,” he said.
“What should I say?” asked Fierce. She had never been good at making friends. Her history in her pack was proof of that.
“I don’t know. I would go myself, but I think there are times when a woman wishes only another woman to speak to her.”
Another woman, Fierce thought. She was not that at all. She could tell the princess to take a cold dunk in the water, to wrestle with another hound, or to follow a fresh scent of blood. Those were the things that would make a female hound feel better after a defeat. But a woman? Fierce only knew enough now to know that a woman would want something entirely different.
But perhaps one of those things was the smell of another woman who had not come to challenge her.
Fierce went slowly, ready to stop if the princess shouted her away.
But the princess was weeping. She made no sound, but her shoulders shook. Her eyes and face were dry and Fierce held herself up very straight, thinking how like a hound this was.
Fierce backed herself closer to the princess, until her leg was touching the princess’s leg. “You are sad,” she said. Was that what Red meant her to do? She looked for him now, but he had turned away, as if to give them privacy.
“What do you care?” asked the princess bitterly. She looked older than she had when Fierce first met her, but not much older. 
Perhaps this was her true face, what she should have looked like, if she had not used the wild magic improperly. She looked like a human mother might look, who was ready for life to begin to be easier. She looked like Fierce’s mother might look now, if Fierce knew where she was.
Fierce thought a moment how to respond. “You are pack,” she said slowly.
The princess let out a long, barking laugh. Then she sobered. “You honor me,” she said.
“Tell me what it is that saddens you,” said Fierce. “We can share the burden of it together.”
“When I first saw you, I thought that you hated being a hound. I saw your loneliness and told myself that you would thank me for transforming you. As a human, you would find it easier to be alone. And perhaps you would find better companions.”
“I will not thank you,” said Fierce. What the princess had done had not been for Fierce’s sake. It had been for her own. At least let there be no pretense between them about that.
“No.” The princess rubbed at her face. “I have lied to myself many times, to make my actions look better. I have been very selfish.”
Fierce did not contradict her.
The princess took a deep breath. “I told myself that all the creatures I transformed wanted the magic to be used on them. Even the horse.”
Fierce held herself very still. She had suspected, but she had never known for certain. The horse was not a true horse. It had been something else first. 
No wonder the horse tried to escape from the princess so.
But it was not yet clear why she had chased after it, when there must have been other animals she had transformed from one shape to another who had left her, giving up hope that they would ever go back to what they had been.
“All these years, I told myself that he had been taken from me, and that he must be lost or he would have come back to me. But now he is gone again, and of his own free will.”
“You think he is angry with you? For changing him?” asked Fierce. The princess could not be so stupid that she did not understand that.
She nodded. “He hates me. I could see it in his eyes. More than any of the others. The one I care about most despises me most.” Her voice seemed dry and despairing.
Fierce patted the princess gently. “What was the horse? Before? Perhaps you can change him back.”
The princess did not answer, but shook her head. “I will never see him again. He will never come back. I will never see him again. I will never be able to tell him—”
“What?” Fierce had to struggle not to become impatient. The princess was lamenting something that could not be changed. She might howl over it at night, to the moon, but there was still hunting to be done during the day. Could she not see that?
“That I am sorry,” said the princess. “That I would do it differently, if I could do it again.”
“You could change the rest of us back,” said Fierce. Was now a bad time to ask for that?
“You truly want to be a hound again? To leave your human and go back to the forest alone?” She waved at Red.
Fierce’s answer caught in her throat.
“Is he above you, is that what you think? There should be no above or beneath, not for those who truly love.”
Love? That was a word that Fierce could not think of easily. A human word, though there was a hound equivalent. She had not used the hound word for a long time, and the human one never.
“He is a human. I am a hound,” said Fierce bitterly. “That is as it is meant to be.” Red had an affection for hounds. But there could be no more than that.
The princess shook her head. “It is just as well, since I dare not use the wild magic again. It might make another fissure.”
This was sensible. “But you would if you could be sure it was safe?” asked Fierce. Somehow it seemed important that the princess offer this much.
She hesitated a long moment. “Yes. I would,” she said, as if surprised herself by the words and their truth.
“The horse cared about you,” said Fierce. “When you were near death. And later, too. I saw that.” 
“No,” said the princess. “I have used up all his caring for me by now. And now he is free from me at last.”
As free as he could be, without having his own shape back, Fierce thought. Whatever that was.
“I thought of him as mine. I thought that if I held tight to him, then he could not get away. I did not realize that he could never be mine unless he gave himself to me. That would have been true love.”
That word again. It was used among hounds to describe relationships within the pack. But Fierce had not fit into the pack since her mother left it, not truly.
It had only been since meeting Red that Fierce had begun to feel as if she might have found a place for herself again at last.
 “A hound feels affection, even a desire to mate. But not love,” said the princess. “Perhaps you are still truly a hound. I think I may envy you that. It is easier not to love, for the hurt is not as deep when it is not love breaking the heart.”
“Do not tell me what I feel and do not feel,” growled Fierce. The princess, of all humans, to be giving a lecture to her on what was love and what was not!
“But you would never have met him if not for me,” said the princess softly. “So you should thank me for that much.”
“There can be nothing between us, so I have nothing to thank you for in that.” Though Fierce felt pain at it, she could not quite bring herself to say that she wished it had never happened, that she had never become human, and had never met Red. Had never experienced any of this.
Was this what the princess meant when she spoke of a breaking heart?
 “Sometimes it is impossible to go back,” said the princess flalty. “And just as impossible to go forward.”
Nonetheless, the next day they moved south, deeper into the forest toward the largest fissure where the princess had tried to use wild magic against the white buck. It was not difficult to find, for there were signs of the white creatures wherever they chose to look for them. Animals were lying in a daze here and there, apparently touched by the white creatures who had stolen their form and left them burned and stunned. Red and Fierce went ahead of the others, for the princess in her newly aged state moved slowly and the other animals had little motivation to go faster.
The three humans who had been hounds were well able to move quickly, but were easily distracted by one sound or another, and dashed off in this direction or that. Fierce was sure they would come back eventually, but she did not call for them. In fact, she envied them their ability to remain hounds in their actions. She wished that she could forget she was human, as well.
One of the animals was a mole, and Red bent over it, curious. “There is nothing much wrong with it,” he said, after a few minutes. “There are a few burns, but no more than that.” He picked it up and examined it.
“It should tremble in your hands or try to bite you and get away,” said Fierce. “It is not frightened by any larger animal.” Moles had been one of the sources of her early meals as a pup and she knew their ways. 
She leaned closer to it and smelled the sweetness of the worms, but not death. 
“I wish I knew its language,” said Red. “I cannot even guess what to say to it.”
Fierce remembered a single word she had heard moles say. She thought it was the word for “hound.” She tried to whisper it to the mole. Its vacant eyes focused on her and its body seemed to become firmer.
“Say it again,” said Red.
Fierce did so.
The mole’s whiskers twitched.
“I think it likes you.” Red held out his hands and offered the creature to Fierce. He did not give her a chance to say no.
Suddenly, she was holding the mole in her arms as if it were a pup, her own pup, its stomach to the sky, vulnerable.
She should cut into it and eat it. That was what her hound instincts would have told her. But she was a human now, and she could only think that the mole had been touched by the white creatures. She felt pity for it and wanted to help it, though she did not know how.
“It likes you better than me,” said Red, next to her. “Maybe because you’re female and that is less threatening.”
Fierce thought it was because the mole recognized that she was a hound, in some way, and that was familiar, at the least. Or perhaps it was hoping she would kill it.
“Stroke it,” Red suggested. “Soothe it.”
“But—” protested Fierce. It seemed awkward.
Red grabbed her hand and put it on the mole’s underbelly. “Up and down,” he said. “Gently.”
Fierce did as he said, and the soft feeling of the mole’s fur surprised her. She had killed dozens of moles, but never once had felt one still moving, alive, and unopened.
“We have to know if they can be brought back,” said Red. “There may be others—”
Fierce bowed her head and whispered the same word over and over to the mole, a song of sorts, the best she could manage in her human voice.
The mole wiggled and squirmed in her arms, and then its claws dug into her bare arm and she hissed in pain. She yanked it away and held it above her head, ready to punish it.
“There,” said Red. “Put it down now and see what happens.”
She put it down.
The mole skittered away from her, nosing its way past the broken grass of the white creatures, to another end of the forest.
“You did it,” said Red, smiling proudly. “You gave it the will to live again. You reminded it of what it was.”
Fierce shook her head. “I spoke one word. It was nothing.”
“You say it is nothing because you are used to your magic, but if you only knew how much I wish that I could speak to animals. Just one animal—hounds.” Red shook his head and bit his lip.
Fierce knew she should tell him the truth, but she couldn’t bear to.
They moved on until they found a fox and Red asked Fierce to do the same with it.
She handled it gingerly, because it was larger than the mole and could do more damage. She had killed foxes before, even without her pack, but she had not often bothered with them. They were fast and vicious, and had little meat for the trouble.
She did not think she could remember any words in the language of foxes, but when the moment came, she must have said the right thing, for the fox perked up and bared its teeth at her, hissing and threatening her as foxes always did, with more confidence than they ought to have facing anything larger than themselves. Fierce thought a fox would do the same to a bear. They never gave up to death as other animals did. They fought to the very end. Perhaps she admired them a little, and that was why she had been reluctant to eat them before. It had never occurred to her, as a hound.
The robin she came across next was more difficult. Fierce knew how the robin’s voice sounded, but she could not reproduce it. She whistled, but it sounded very tinny in her ears. Still, the robin responded slowly and eventually took wing again.
The closer they came to the great fissure, the more slowly they went. Fierce had a hollow feeling in her stomach and her legs seemed to become bloodless. It was not the fear of facing death. She had dealt with that many times as a hound. But the Xaon and its way of swallowing up everything it touched, the mindlessness of it, the purposeless devouring. That was different than anything she had faced before.
And yet Fierce continued toward it, slowly but surely. With Red at her side.
They had found very few individual white worms, but there were some white creatures not yet fully formed, a partial rabbit, a three-legged squirrel, a beaver without a head. He struggled with them, but eventually subdued them without killing them and carried them in his shirt. If he had hurt them too badly, they would have lost their form and gone back to worms, dispersing easily. The larger form was easier to carry and keep track of, but Fierce also thought it far more dangerous. What if the white creatures woke and combined into something much larger?
“I could take them for a time,” offered Fierce.
“No,” said Red. “There are other things for you to do. This is the only thing I am good for.”
And to persuade him otherwise, she would have to tell him she was a hound, and face his horror.
She had never thought of herself as a coward as a hound, but she blamed it on the human body. It made her think too much, and fear too much. And want too much, as well. She imagined a future with Red and herself in it, and she could not bear to give that up.
 



Chapter Nineteen:
 
“Is it human?” called out Red from several lengths distance.
Fierce felt her heart pound once, and then seem to skip several beats. But she turned to Red, and saw that he was pointing.
“There. Do you see it?”
Fierce saw the foot above the leaves, and the rest of it hidden behind a fallen log. She moved closer, and realized there was more than one of them. Several humans were down, their eyes wide open, but unmoving. They were male, dressed in hunting attire, and they had weapons in hand, untouched. One held a bow that was still taut with an arrow.
“I know this man!” said Red suddenly, as he stood over the second of the three Fierce had found. “He is from Lord Ahran’s household. He is one of his guards.”
“Do you think he came out hunting and was simply caught? Or did he come for the fissures?”
“If we wake them, we can ask,” said Red. He slapped the man’s face he knew and called him by name. “Torick. Torick. Wake up. It’s me, Red.”
The man’s head moved from one side to the other with the force of Red’s blows, but the man’s eyes remained fixed.
“Fierce, come try your magic on him,” Red called to her.
“But—” said Fierce. She had been able to speak to animals, but Red would do better with humans, surely.
“Speak to him,” said Red.
“Torick,” said Fierce. “Wake up.”
“What did you say to the animals?” asked Red.
“Just a word or two.”
“Tell him to listen to you. Tell him to sit up and talk.”
Fierce whispered to the man in the language of hounds. But it had no effect that she could see.
“What about the others?” asked Red, waving to them.
Fierce went to each of the humans and did the same. She tried human words and animal ones, but it made no difference. “You do it,” she said to Red in a low voice.
“I don’t see why I could help. They must be too far gone to waken. They are closer to the edge of the fissure. I think it is just beyond there.” He held a hand to his brow, and it began to shake. His whole body shook.
“Can you feel it?” asked Fierce. “The Xaon in the fissure?”
He answered without seeming to hear her. “It is so large,” said Red. “It wants me. The rest of me.”
Fierce reached for his missing hand and rubbed it between her own. “It can’t have you,” she said. “You’re mine.” The words reminded her immediately of the princess, and she swallowed hard, refusing to say them again.
“Stay here,” she said, pleading this time rather than demanding. “With me.”
“I can’t bear the thought of telling his wife and his son that he died here, and there was nothing I could do for him,” said Red, trying to focus on the guard, though it was clear from his pale face and trembling hands that his thoughts were on the Xaon.
“Did you know his son?”
“He was a terrible bully,” said Red. “But he loved his father. He did everything his father did, times two.”
It did not endear the man to Fierce, but she supposed he was a living thing, at least, and not a white creature. In a battle between the Naon and the Xaon, there was no question where she stood. Any human, no matter how despicable, was better than a white creature with its same shape.
“You do it,” said Fierce. “You know him personally and I do not. Perhaps you will find the right things to say. Or he will hear your voice and remember it.”
Red pursed his lips together, dubious.
“It cannot hurt to try,” Fierce reminded him.
So Red said his name. “Remember your son,” he said. “Remember your wife.”
Fierce was not sure, but she thought she saw the man’s face twitch. “Keep at it,” she encouraged.
Red put his hands on the man’s shoulders and stared straight into his eyes. Then he put his mouth close to Torick’s and breathed with him.
The man’s face turned color, from pale to red. Then he choked, his head bouncing, and he pulled himself to a sitting position.
Red moved to pound his back.
“Where?” he asked, looking around for the others. “Jed!” he cried. “Risto!” He tried to run toward the other two, but dropped to his knees and crawled in the end. He shook him, and called their names, but they seemed as dull as ever.
“Red,” said Fierce. “Go and help him.”
“But I do not know them,” he insisted.
“You woke him. You might do it with others.” Fierce did not know if he had shown some kind of magic or not, but it had worked.
He moved to the man called Jed and spoke to him.
“What happened to them?” Torick asked Fierce. “Did you see something pass us by?”
“Don’t you remember? White creatures of some kind? Worms?” asked Fierce.
The man looked about to deny it, then stopped, and shook his head. “There was a great crack in the earth. And I saw a dormouse. It was white and I thought it very pretty. I was going to take it home, but when I touched it, it burned me. And then I saw other animals. Too many. I—I don’t remember after that.”
“Why did you come to the forest? Was it only for hunting?”
“Lord Ahran heard rumors that there were strange animals in the forest. He sent us to look for them, to add to his hall of trophies. He said he did not have any white bucks with full antlers.”
Fierce shook her head. Lord Ahran must not have understood what the white creatures were or he would have kept far away from them.
There was a coughing sound, and Jed woke. Red moved immediately to the third human and soon he, too, was awake.
The three humans thanked Red and Fierce, but did not stay long with them.
“How did I do what I did?” asked Red. “I have no magic.”
He thought she did, but it wasn’t true. “When I spoke to the animals, I tried to think as they would,” said Fierce. “I said words I did not know I remembered, but I think it was because I felt what they were like.”
“Yes,” said Red, nodding. “I think I did the same.”
“And I offered them a small piece of myself, a bit of my life. Not enough to truly make them live again. But a reminder.”
“And you think that I did the same?” asked Red.
“You are very generous. In ways you do not know,” said Fierce. Red seemed about to say more, but she turned away and told him to follow her. With the humans gone, she and Red had no more reason to put off approaching the great fissure. 
“The princess,” said Red, his voice changed into a more formal tone.
“The princess has already done what she can do,” said Fierce. She did not know if there was anything left for her to give to this fissure. She did not know if she and Red had anything to give it, either.
From behind her she heard the sudden sound of bickering, and then the thump of a body being thrown on the ground. She looked back and saw three humans. For a moment she thought it was the ones from Lord Ahran, battling each other. Then she recognized Loyal as one of the three. She was eagerly involved in the wrestling with the two males.
Fierce stepped aside as they rolled on the ground around them.
“Stop!” shouted Red.
Fierce could see nothing wrong with them enjoying themselves a little, but Red ran forward. He dragged Unbroken to his feet, and then Hunter and held a fist to their noses.
“I don’t see why . . .” Fierce began. Then she stopped short as she realized she was on the very edge of the great fissure. With all the brush trampled around it, it was easy to see. And no animals moved around it. No insects buzzed in the air. It was too quiet here.
This was where the princess had fought the white buck. It seemed wider than it had been before. She did not think she could leap over this. It was as wide as a river.
“Has it gotten larger?” asked Red.
Fierce did not answer. She dared not say that she thought it had. That meant that it might continue to grow, until the Xaon had swallowed up the forest entire, and all of them. And then every other kingdom in the world.
Indeed, the earth shifted as she spoke, and she threw out her arms for balance. Red held her and together they watched as the fissure grew wider. There were no more white worms coming out of it, but that did not mean they were not coming.
Red’s face went pale and his freckles stood out like burns. 
“What is it?” asked Fierce.
“The Xaon. It is calling to all life. It is calling it here, to strip it and make it like itself. That is why they are fighting. To go into it.”
Fierce bent over the fissure and listened carefully. There was a strange sound coming, not at all musical, but it was irresistible. The call of death, of painlessness, of thoughtlessness. The call of giving up, and being free. But not the freedom horses craved.
She looked back at the three humans, Loyal, Unbroken and Hunter.
“Let me go first,” they were arguing now.
Red heard them, too.
“We will have to tie them up to keep them safe.”
“Yes.” Fierce found some vines and offered some to Red. He worked swiftly with her. The hounds were too busy swooning to the sound coming from the fissure to pay attention to much else. They struggled against the bonds one moment, then the next closed their eyes and tried to sing with the fissure.
They sounded very like hounds.
“And what about you?” asked Red. “Shall I tie you up, as well?”
Fierce shook her head. She would fight it, if Red could. She held her feet to the ground stiffly, but she began to sweat. She could feel it running down her back and her legs. 
She looked at Red. 
He was shaking. 
“Your hand?” she asked.
He nodded, licking at his lower lip. “I will be the one to throw in the creatures,” he said, beginning to untie his shirt strings.
When Red lifted his shirt, Fierce could see that he was bleeding from deep gouges on his chest and stomach from the creatures he had held there.
“You did not tell me,” she accused him. “I would have helped you.”
“There was nothing for you to do,” said Red.
But Fierce did help him take off his shirt. And held it away from him until he put out a hand.
“On three,” said Red. And he counted.
Together, they stood at the edge of the fissure and swung his shirt once, twice, three times, before letting it go flying into the great fissure.
There was a sound, like rocks falling.
Fierce leaped away in terror. 
The sound became louder, and there was a screeching like a hundred owls, and Fierce could feel the air around her become thick with dust and power. The ground beneath her feet was moving. She burned with pain through her heart and lungs and then she saw sparks of light—and nothing.
She came to herself a few moments later and realized that her legs were circling behind her, as if she were still running. And a hound.
She stilled them and stood again.
“Red?” she called out.
Where was Red? He had not thrown himself in, had he?
She ran toward the fissure. There were new rocks thrown up in her path. The earth was soft and difficult to move through.
She stood over the edge and stared into the fissure.
It was smaller. A little. Perhaps one length of her body less than before. Much more remained.
“Red!” she called out again. Had the Xaon eaten him whole?
She leaned forward, ready to throw herself in with him.
“I’m here.”
She almost fell forward in surprise.
There was Red, trapped in dirt and fallen branches and stones up to his hip on one side. “When the fissure shifted, I was caught,” he said. There was a look of embarrassment on his face.
“You should have called for me,” said Fierce. “To help you.”
“I wanted to get out myself,” said Red.
“But why?”
He shook his head and would not say.
“You do not trust me,” said Fierce, thinking that there was nothing worse than this. He had needed help, but he thought she was incapable. Or that in the end, she would turn tail and run. He thought her a coward.
“No! It is not that,” said Red.
She did not believe him. Humans were always lying when it was convenient to them.
“I understand,” said Fierce. “I have not proven myself to you. You do not trust that I am strong enough to help you.” It had been the same with her pack, after her mother had left. They did not trust her, either. She was used to it.
“I swear to you, it is not that. I was embarrassed. I did not want you to see that I was weak,” said Red.
Fierce shook her head. “But no one is strong all the time. That is why we have others around us.”
Red took a deep breath and let it out with his eyes closed. “Will you help me?” he asked, in a low voice.
“Of course,” said Fierce. She clambered on top of a rock next to him that shifted a little and then forced her to fall directly into Red’s arms.
It hurt.
Fierce felt as though her hips had been twisted the wrong way around and her neck rang with the reverberations of her head striking Red’s chest.
She put a hand down to Red’s shoulder to push herself up off him, but he held it still. If she had struggled, she was sure he would have let her go. But in that moment, she decided she liked where she was, after all. She could see Red’s eyes, blue and green mixed together with flecks of gold and brown. They looked like the forest in full summer, floor, sky, trees, and sunlight—in a new pattern that made everything look new again.
Red breathed next to her ear. His face was softened by a thin smile. Not happiness, but something like it. She had seen it once on her mother’s face, when Fierce had caught her first bird in her teeth. She had forgotten that, and it came back to her in her human shape.
“I am only a kennel boy,” he said.
Which made no sense to Fierce, so she ignored him.
“When this is finished, and we must return to where we began, I will understand if you think me beneath you,” he said.
“What?” Fierce was thinking of herself as a hound and him as a human, walking into her forest. But that could not be. And it was not because he was beneath her.
“It would be better if you do not acknowledge me. Even if Lord Ahran takes me back, I will be no more than a serving boy. No hope for anything more than that. And you deserve so much more.”
 



Chapter Twenty:
 
Fierce and Red were interrupted by the sound of many humans approaching. They saw the princess coming from the west, but there were other humans, as well.
“That is Torick’s voice,” said Red. “I know it.”
But with him came a mob of other humans, nearly a hundred, and Lord Ahran was at the head of them all. At last, he had come to help Sanna. Or he had come to be seen helping her, perhaps.
Fierce and Red had no chance to explain to the princess, who only stared at the fissure as if she thought it beautiful. Fierce was tempted to tie her up, as well, but Lord Ahran’s men untied Unbroken, Loyal, and Hunter and encircled them in the crowd, accusing the princess with the wild magic of mistreating humans, as well as creating the fissure in the forest. 
Fierce felt uncomfortable with so many humans. She could not even count them all. The estimate had been Red’s. Fierce tried to think of them as a pack, but they were too diverse. Lord Ahran might be ahead of the others, but Fierce did not think that he had as much control over them as a pack leader would, or as much as he thought he did. 
He stood tall, his head back, a cloak flowing behind him as he strode forward purposely. The humans behind him stood in smaller groups, turned away from him at times, or speaking amongst themselves with angry, sullen faces.
“We have come to drive the princess and her wild magic out,” he called out. He held a sword directly before his face.
Fierce thought how easily she could defeat him now. If she leaped and caught his sword again in her teeth—but human teeth were not as good as hound’s for that. She would have to take his sword with her hand, and the blade might slice her badly. She was willing to do it, however. She did not think that Lord Ahran was much of a swordsman, even compared to a hound newly turned human.
The true danger was the man at his side, well-dressed, with swords still in scabbards.
“They are his swordsmen. They do nothing but practice in the yard all day long,” Red whispered to her.
Fierce decided she would wait and see before she leaped into action. It was a human thing, but she was a human now, and she wished to stay alive.
“Will you not stand and fight?” Lord Ahran demanded of the princess.
But Fierce suspected that Lord Ahran’s swordsmen would be the ones who fought the princess, not him, if it came to that.
“I am a princess,” said the princess, who looked almost as young now as she had when Lord Ahran first met her. “I will not take orders from such as you.”
“You cannot expect me to let such a criminal as you go free,” said Lord Ahran. He stared nervously about. “Though you are a woman.”
Fierce did not understand why being a woman made a difference. In the forest, it was important to know in a battle if one faced a male or female, for they fought differently. A female would protect cubs more readily, while a male would fight for show. A female, once engaged, could not be stopped. A male, if he was wounded, would sometimes run. But there were no rules about a female of any kind being unfit for challenge. Meat was life itself, and there were no distinctions of privilege there.
“You have brought the Xaon to us here,” said Lord Ahran, trying to speak with courage, though his lips twitched in fear.
The princess stood at last, slowly, and looked at him. “What is it you request of me?” she said as if she were the leader of the pack and Lord Ahran had come to challenge her in her own den.
“Take your wild magic and go. Promise you will never return,” said Lord Ahran.
Did he think that if she left, the fissures would simply disappear? Or go with her?
The princess nodded. “I promise never to use wild magic again. I promise to leave and never return,” speaking with a faint, superior smile on her face. “Is that enough for you?”
Fierce wanted to shout at Lord Ahran that he was a fool, that asking the princess these things was the same as dooming his own kingdom. They needed her to stay her, to heal the fissures. Otherwise the Xaon would take control of everything.
But Lord Ahran’s lips twisted. “How do I know that your promise is true?” he asked.
“A good question,” said the princess. But she did not answer it.
There were shouts from the humans for the princess’s death in various unpleasant ways. She did not seem to hear them. She stared in the direction of Lord Ahran, but did not seem focused on him.
“You are not from the north,” said Lord Ahran. “You do not know our ways.”
Fierce thought that he was likely speaking more for the sake of the mob behind him than for the princess.
“I do not,” said the princess. “I am from the south, though I have not been there for many years.” For the first time, she showed a bit of emotion, a crack in her voice and a slight bobble of her head. As if she were thinking of her own kingdom, and the fact that it was gone, never to be seen again.
“Here we make a promise on our honor and we keep it,” said Lord Ahran. “We hold our honor very highly. There is nothing more valuable to us than that. If you make a promise, it cannot be made lightly.”
“Do you mean that you will watch over me to make sure that I follow it through?” asked the princess.
“I will,” said Lord Ahran.
“Ah. All of you will,” said the princess, nodding to the mob.
“If necessary.”
The princess took a breath. “Good,” she said.
There was a long, uncomfortable moment.
“You said that you would leave.”
“And so I will. When it is time for me to go. When I have finished what I must do,” said the princess. “When I have sent the Xaon back where it belongs and restored the balance of magic in the Naon.”
Fierce sighed relief at this.
Lord Ahran did not feel the same. “You must go now,” he insisted.
The princess strode closer to him.
Lord Ahran could see her gown now, how ragged it had become since the horse had gone. “If you need a day to gather your supplies and your servants, of course,” he said, after he cleared his throat. “Of course I understand that. I will wait for you to escort you to the edge of this kingdom.”
“I do not know how long it will take me to be ready to leave,” said the princess. “But when the time comes, you may escort me wherever you wish. I do not care. It is not you—or you—” she waved to the mob, “who have influence over me.”
This was not received well.
As Lord Ahran dithered, a group of humans behind him broke out and threw stones at the princess, with good accuracy. Four of the stones hit her, one in the face, and the others on the rest of her body, chest, abdomen, and leg. She lurched forward on one knee, then pulled herself back to standing.
She bled from the cut on the face, though it was the bruise rising beneath that Fierce thought would be more dangerous. The other wounds she could not see, but the princess held one hand to her abdomen, as though that one hurt her the worst. She did not walk steadily, but as soon as she was standing again, it was hard to tell that she had been wounded at all.
This was something that Fierce could admire in her.
But the fight was not over. The humans were not satisfied with the stones. They surrounded the princess and began to thrust at her with sticks. She might have avoided half of the blows if she had tried to move swiftly. But she held herself regally, and seemed to pretend that she could not be hurt by such foolishness. The sticks were not as sharp as swords, but more than one penetrated her flesh and her gown was soon dotted with blood seeping from wounds beneath.
Lord Ahran only stared, open-mouthed. He did not stop to act, and tried to edge away from the scene, as if he were afraid that he would be caught in the mob’s anger, as well.
More humans came forward to join the attack.
Fierce had no weapon, and would not have known how to use one if she had. But she was strong and unafraid. She leaped forward, past the princess and the few attackers, toward the others.
“Get back!” she shouted, her voice ringing out in a sudden silence. “I will use my own wild magic on you!” she threatened, with a raised hand. She spoke with all the fierceness of her own name, with a hound’s strength in her voice. 
Most of the humans, terrified, began to move backward, running or scrambling. But some only stopped and stared, and others seemed to be emboldened by her words.
Fierce threw herself forward at one of these humans, and pushed him down. Then she was on top of him, her hands on his chest. She was looking directly into his face and he was gibbering at her, incomprehensible sounds that animals make, too, when they have no mind for real speech.
There was a pleasure in this power that Fierce had forgotten. She had not been as close to one of her prey as this since she had been a hound and she knew that this human could fight back at her, if he would. He might win. 
But he was cowed, and did not fight her. Perhaps he all truly believed she had the wild magic.
She stood and moved on to another human, a woman who a moment before had been ready to attack the princess. Now she was begging for mercy, for help, for her life. Fierce did not truly hurt her. Fierce could smell the woman’s blood in the veins that throbbed at her throat, but Fierce felt no thirst for the taste of blood anymore.
She was surprised by this. She enjoyed the thrill of running and leaping. She liked the taste of her own excitement in her throat. But she had no interest in feeding on fear. Perhaps she never had. As a hound, she had killed quickly when she could. An animal being hunted fled, but there were no long moments when the animal was captured, before it was killed.
“Get off of her!” shouted a voice near Fierce.
She thought it was merely another one of the mob. Then she felt herself lifted back, her whole weight easily manipulated. She was set down several feet away, without gentleness. Then she looked up and saw that it was Red who had stopped her.
Her mouth gaped open and she felt as if her heart had worked its way into her throat. She swallowed hard, but that did not dislodge the feeling of pressure.
He had seen her like this. Of course he had. She had not once thought of him. She had only thought of the mob and the princess.
What must he think of her?
There could be no doubt in his mind now about who—and what—she was. He could not believe any human would have acted like this, like an animal.
She could not bear to look at him.
She could hear him calling out to the mob to stand back, to keep away, to stay safe.
They obeyed him far better than they had Lord Ahran. She could feel the footsteps in the ground beneath her fingertips.
Then he came back to her. It was as if they were in the middle of a river, with the other humans standing on the banks. They could speak, and the other noise around them disguised their voices.
“Are you hurt?” he asked.
“I am not hurt,” she said, breathless.
He bent down over her, but she cringed away from him, tucking herself into a ball so that if he attacked her, it would only be her limbs and bony back that were injured.
“Feersha,” he said.
“I am sorry,” she said. There were so many other words that wanted to come out. Human words now, not hound words at all. “You must be so ashamed of me. I should have told you the truth. It must be a terrible shock. You must hate me.”
“Feersha—though I think that is not fully your true name. Listen to me. I knew. I think I always knew, from the first moment that I saw you. Certainly by the time that I heard you speak to the other hounds.”
“You knew?”
He shrugged. “I did not admit it to myself until a few days later. But you were so at home with the hounds. And when you came to the forest, you relied so much on your nose. You were so fast. You knew everything to look for. You were never afraid.”
“The princess—”
“She changed you with her wild magic. I see that now. Of course she did.”
“I am not human,” said Fierce, only daring to look at the side of Red’s head.
“You were not human,” said Red. “But now you are.”
“Am I? I think I just proved the opposite.” She waved in the direction of the mob. “They would not say I was human.”
“I would say it is they who have proved they are not human, not you,” said Red. “They are the ones who act purely on fear, rather than on better feelings.”
“That is not what being human means,” said Fierce. “You know it isn’t.”
“You mean because they are at home in their bodies and you are not? Ask how many humans wish that they were not as they are, Fierce. They are too tall or too short. They wish they were stouter or thinner. They wish they could run faster or farther or that they could remember facts more readily.”
It was worse than Fierce thought it would be. If he had shouted at her, that would have been more bearable. She would have expected that. She had been mocked before, in a pack. It only lasted a little while, and then it was over. Then she could have gone away and been by herself, to lick her wounds, whether they were visible or not.
But this—kindness—made it so that she had to continue to speak to him, to explain to him what he was not willing to admit to himself. “You love hounds. I know that you do. But they are still hounds to you.”
“Hunter and Loyal and Unbroken—they were hounds to me, yes. They are still hounds. But you are different.”
“I am not different. It is only that you see me as a human still. You have never seen me as a hound. You saw them first as hounds and so you continue to see them that way, in your heart. Once you see me as a hound, I think that you will change your mind, as well,” said Fierce.
Red shook his head. He put his hand to hers, but she would not take it. She let it slide away.
“What if you are never a hound again, then?” he asked harshly, as harsh as he had been when he had thrown her off the human she had attacked wildly.
“That may be,” said Fierce.
“You will live the rest of your life as a human, always feeling that you are not one of us?”
“If that is the way that it is,” said Fierce.
“How can you say that? Do you feel nothing for me? Will you not even try?” asked Red.
“That is the difference between us,” said Fierce. “You are a human, and so you fight for that which cannot be. That is the essence of what is human. Perhaps that is why humans found the wild magic. Perhaps that is why it is only humans who can use it. And only humans who can misuse it. But I am still a hound. I see still what is. And I see that you and I are hound and human. No more and no less than that.”
“If you were a hound again, then, would you come back with me, and live in my kennels? With Hunter and Loyal and Unbroken?” he asked.
Fierce felt very cold at this suggestion. How could he even ask it? “I would go back to the forest to live.”
“With all its dangers? I could keep you safe,” said Red.
“Safe, but not free,” said Fierce. She thought of the horse and began to understand why he had gone, at last, despite how he felt for the princess. Whatever he had been, he had become something else. He could not go back, but he could not remain her horse, either.
Fierce stared into Red’s eyes and did not flinch away from the pain she saw in them. She mirrored it back fully. It was always the sign of two hounds in the same pack that they shared a pain this way. Acknowledging it, not trying to soothe it. Not trying to hide it, but allowing it to be seen.
 



Chapter Twenty-one:
 
But the humans were quiet again, and the princess had moved to stand by Red and Fierce, drawing attention to them.
“You!” said Lord Ahran. “Kennel boy.” He hesitated a moment, searching for a name. “Red.” He spat in the dirt. “I should have known when you were missing that you had come to this woman with her wild magic.”
“I came to help those whom you would not,” said Red.
“Did you? I think you could not stay away from the wild magic. After all this time, it drew you back. They say it leaves a mark on all those it touches. That they are never the same afterward.”
Fierce thought of Red’s parents who had died because of the man with the wild magic who had lived then. How could it not have marked him?
“I think it is not wild magic you should blame for my presence here,” said Red.
“I was good to you. Do you not remember that? I treated you well,” said Lord Ahran. 
He was still afraid, thought Fierce, for all he pretended to be angry.
“I remember,” said Red. “I remember exactly how you treated me as your kennel boy. I was in awe of you and you hardly spoke three words to me. I thought I did not deserve more than that, until now. You taught me all my life to fear those with wild magic, but I feel more myself here than I ever did with you.”
“What are you saying?” asked Lord Ahran, eyes wide.
“I am saying that the wild magic is not what you think it is. It is not to be feared.”
How could he say that when he had seen what the princess had done with her wild magic? How she had brought the Xaon from behind its seal? Fierce did not understand Red at all.
“The wild magic is what killed your parents,” said Lord Ahran.
“You have always told me that the wild magic killed my parents. And perhaps it did. One man’s wild magic. Or perhaps there was more to the story than you have told me,” said Red.
“So you disbelieve me now, after all these years?” asked Lord Ahran. “Who has told you something else?”
“What else was there to tell me?” asked Red.
“N—nothing,” stuttered Lord Ahran. He stepped back from Red, as afraid of him as it seemed he was of the princess.
Fierce could not understand it.
“You have not told me the full truth. Tell it now!” demanded Red.
“You want the truth,” said Lord Ahran, suddenly full of angry energy. “I will show you the truth of wild magic.” He turned to one of his men, and whispered for a moment. 
The man stepped away and brought back a child in his arms who had been terribly injured. One side of her face looked as if it had been chewed off. She had no ear, and there was blood still oozing from the bite marks on her cheeks. Her eyes were so swollen, Fierce wondered if she would ever see again. She trembled and mewed like a cat.
“Do you see this girl?”
Red swallowed and looked to Fierce.
Fierce had to turn away from both the pain on his face and the pain on the girl’s.
“She was attacked by her own hound. A hound she has had since her own birth and has never hurt her.”
“I do not see what this has to do with the wild—” said Red.
“It was not her hound,” Lord Ahran interrupted. “It was a creature of the wild magic. Created by your princess out of the Xaon that is where all those with wild magic get their power.”
“How do you know this?”
“The hound had the face of her hound, but was white and shining and when it came close to her, she could see its eyes were red. She screamed for help then, but her father and brother could not kill the hound. They chased it from her, and have since not been seen. The white hound is still at large.”
Fierce could not look at Red. She held her hands tightly twisted together.
“But it is the white creature, not the princess, who has done this,” said Red. “The Xaon is not the same as the wild magic.”
“No? So you think I should believe it is only a coincidence that this tragedy happened at the same time that she appeared in our midst? She did not make it and send it out to us to prove her power?”
Red looked to Fierce, but she did not know what to tell him. 
“Not to prove her power,” he said desperately. “It was an accident.”
Lord Ahran shook his head. “She tells you it was an accident and you believe her? It is the taste of wild magic that makes you think of nothing else. It draws you to it. That is what the Xaon does. It draws us all.”
He looked at Red, but Red would not soften his stance. Lord Ahran spat. “I should have listened to those who told me you were tainted by the time I found you. You crave the wild magic, no matter the danger of it.”
“That is not true,” said Red. “It is you who do not see clearly. My parents died by the wild magic. But not all who use it are the same. And it does not taint those who see it used. Perhaps it teaches us something important instead.”
“Your parents,” muttered Lord Ahran. “You still think they are your parents?”
“What? What do you mean?” asked Red.
Lord Ahran turned away from Red. “Do not listen to any of them!” he declared, waving to both humans and animals surrounding the princess. “They have all been tainted by the woman’s wild magic. Who knows what they truly are? Or if they are real at all.”
“Tell me about my parents,” demanded Red. 
Fierce tried to think of something to say to comfort him. But she knew who her parents were. Though her mother had left her, she had been nearly grown by then. And her mother had returned to answer her questions, if she had any. Fierce did not know what it would have been like to grow up without parents at all. She had always thought Red very strong, but now she realized he was even stronger than she had suspected.
Fierce watched as Red stepped toward Lord Ahran, but Lord Ahran struck first, landing a fist hard across Red’s mouth.
Red reeled back.
“Animal,” said Lord Ahran in a low voice. “I will say nothing to you. You deserve no words from me.”
What it meant, Fierce did not know, and Red was too struck by pain to tell her. He would not meet her eyes, but clutched at his stomach as if to comfort himself.
The princess moved forward and pulled Red back from Lord Ahran. For the first time, she seemed to focus on the humans who had come against her. “You say it for the sake of this child’s injuries that you have come?” There was a hint of disdain in her voice.
Lord Ahran lifted his head. “Of course. I do all that I do for my people.”
Fierce struggled not to snarl at this.
“And if I tell you that I can heal her?” asked the princess. She stretched a hand out to the girl, who was held now by one of Lord Ahran’s men.
Lord Ahran stepped between her and the girl. “You are as like to kill her as to help her, so far as we know of you. And what of the Xaon? What if you bring more of those white creatures to us.”
“I swear to you I will not. I will use my own strength to give power to my wild magic. As I should always have done.”
“And why should I trust you?” said Lord Ahran.
“What other hope does she have? Do any of you have?” asked the princess.
Lord Ahran pressed his lips so tightly together that they turned pale. He looked at the mob of humans around him, all focused on him, silently waiting on his decision. Then he sighed and nodded. “If there is any hint of Xaon, I will kill you immediately,” he warned.
“Of course,” said the princess. “I expect nothing less from you, defender of your people as you are.” There was only a hint of irony in her tone.
The girl was brought forward and the princess put a hand to her face. Immediately, the girl began to breathe easier and her injuries stopped bleeding.
No one but Fierce seemed to see how the princess grew old again as this happened. Her hair went gray and her face sagged. She had kept her promise to give her own strength to her magic this time. Fierce could feel that there was no breech into the Xaon now.
But as the princess worked, the ribbons of cuts across the girl’s face healed one by one, as if they had never been made. Her eye grew back inside the socket, for once the flesh around it had healed, Fierce could see that it was gone. Her ear did the same, and the girl was as beautiful as ever, if not more so.
She blinked at the now-hunched princess and clapped her hands together. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you.”
The princess did not speak for a long moment. Fierce might have been mistaken, but she thought she saw a tear well up in one eye and trickle down her cheek, but it was quickly wiped away with a finger and the princess stood clear-eyed and calm once more.
The man who had carried the girl forward led her back to her mother. Fierce could hear her sobbing and thought of her own mother, walking away from the pack. She should not envy a girl so badly hurt, but she did. She had not admitted to herself how much she missed her mother until now. She had felt no pain for her loss until now, and it was a pain that could not be healed with wild magic.
The princess turned to Lord Ahran. “Now what do you think of wild magic?” she asked.
“I think it is a danger to us as it ever was,” said Lord Ahran. “Just because you can use it once without opening the Xaon does not mean that you always will. And you are still the source of the white creatures. If we kill you, then your wild magic and the white creatures will be at an end.”
“No. If you kill me, there will be no one to destroy the white creatures. They will grow larger and more powerful. You have seen already that you have no power against them. Only the wild magic can save you now!” the princess declared.
“Do you refuse to admit that the white creatures came from your wild magic, then?” said Lord Ahran.
Fierce held her own breath, waiting for the princess’s answer. It would be easy for her to lie.
“I did not create them. But I did open the door so that they might come here.”
It seemed that the whole crowd let out a sigh with Fierce.
The princess had admitted her guilt in the matter, and while Lord Ahran looked at the crowd expecting to see them all angry with her, the opposite happened. The crowd saw her as one of them, as human.
“The white creatures are from another place, and we must return them there, where they belong. If not, they will wreak havoc throughout your world until it is utterly destroyed,” said the princess.
There was a long silence from the crowd.
“And now you think that we will let you go free to follow your supposed plan to destroy the white creatures?” said Lord Ahran. “What if you make even more of these creatures?”
Fierce could see the princess move forward a few inches, so as to put her face closer to his. She was as tall as he was, if not as broad, and she had her magic. Now, she also had the goodwill of Lord Ahran’s mob. If her hair had gone gray and limp and she had wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, it did not matter. She was more a princess now than Fierce had ever seen, though her wild magic was at an ebb.
“No, I do not think that,” said the princess. “That is why I ask—who among you will come with me? Who will dare to face the white creatures at my side?” The princess turned to the crowd for this and raised her arms above her head.
A number of humans began to cheer and call out for the princess and for the wild magic. Not all of them, but enough to make a difference.
The princess nodded to them. Then she retreated and waved at Fierce to attend her.
Fierce was there just in time to catch her as she fainted. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-two:
 
Red came to the princess and brought water and a mash of berries that he trickled into the princess’s mouth until she opened her eyes once more. Then he held the princess as Fierce and the other former hounds sniffed around the great fissure. Lord Ahran had sent away many of the people, but he had remained with his men to help the princess. Or to guard her.
“You are a hound, then,” said Loyal quietly to Fierce.
“Yes,” she said. It was less difficult to have this discussion with Loyal and Broken than with Red. They understood. “My name is Fierce.” It felt good to say it aloud now, as much like a hound as she could manage.
“I always thought you were a hound,” said Unbroken.
Loyal nudged her with his head, baring his teeth. “You did not.”
“I did.”
“How did you guess it, then?” asked Fierce.
“It was in your eyes.”
“I think you have very human eyes,” said Loyal.
Fierce did not know if she should take this as a compliment or not.
“Also, she smells like a hound,” said Unbroken.
“She definitely smells like a human,” said Loyal, wrinkling his nose. “We all smell like humans.”
“I mean, she sniffs like a hound,” said Loyal.
“Oh. That is true. I thought at first that was only because she was intelligent.”
Fierce smiled and put a hand out to scratch at the place between the shoulder blades on Loyal.
He wriggled in delight.
“You are disgusting,” said Unbroken. “You will do anything to get a female’s attention.”
“And what is wrong with that?” asked Loyal.
The two hounds—humans—chattered on after that for a while, until Fierce stopped them with a question. 
“Would you be happy to be hounds again?”
“Of course,” they said in one voice.
“There is nothing you would miss about being human?”
“Well, there are some humans I would gladly see as hounds,” said Loyal.
Fierce nodded in agreement, though the thought for her was too painful for words. Then she said, “There are hound packs here, in this forest.”
“Oh!” Loyal’s tongue spilled out of his mouth for a moment. “I had not thought of that. You must know them all. Or some of them. Are there pretty females here?”
“Pretty females who will chase you away the moment they see you,” said Unbroken.
“I know one pack very well,” said Fierce wistfully. 
“Your own pack,” said Unbroken. “Because you are from this forest, aren’t you?”
Fierce nodded.
“You could introduce us, then. When we are all hounds again. We could have a new pack. There is nothing to being a hound if there is no pack. Might as well live with humans,” said Loyal.
But there was no hope for any of them being hounds again. Fierce did not say it aloud, but she knew it was true.
Unbroken looked at her for a long moment. “A pack is not everything,” she said.
“It is. It is everything,” said Loyal.
Unbroken nipped his shoulder again.
They were circling the fissure when suddenly Fierce heard a cry from one of the humans. Fierce and Loyal and Unbroken immediately leaped toward the sound and saw Red and the princess with a great white bear above them.
It lumbered at times on two feet, at times on four, as if it did not know which was right. It made strange sounds, not growling, but a kind of scratching rumbling sound. Its red eyes were empty and hungry and every time Fierce caught a glimpse of them she wanted to run away. This was not an ordinary bear, and even those were very dangerous.
“Stay behind me,” said Red. He pulled her to the side and put his face close to hers. “Do you understand?”
Fierce understood that he thought a hound could not help him against this white bear. She understood that he did not think of her as an equal partner.
One of Lord Ahran’s humans ran forward with a spear and threw it into the chest of the shining, white bear. There was a thick sound of metal meeting flesh, and for a moment Fierce thought that the bear would fall.
But the bear simply cracked the spear shaft and threw the wood to the side. As for the point itself, it stood out plainly on the bear for a few moments, and then seemed to be absorbed, becoming another part of its whiteness. 
Two more of Lord Ahran’s men rushed at the bear, both males again. Fierce watched as one stood directly in front of the bear while the other hung back. The bear took the bait and attacked the one in front. He fell, and the other human ran—or tried to. The bear caught it and began to toy with it,
“Let me get closer,” said the princess. “I will kill it.”
“No,” said Red. “You can’t. We have to get it to the gap.”
“Of course you are right,” she said. But as soon as he had turned away from her for a moment, she ran ahead.
Fierce did not try to stop her. She thought she understood the princess better than she did Red. He had told her nothing and now was not the time to ask, of course. But still, it seemed a barrier had grown between them, as large as the fissure itself.
In a moment Fierce saw the princess standing in front of the bear, which threw down at her feet the human it had held in its paws. 
“You!” shouted the princess in her most imperious tone.
The bear stared at her, head turning to this side and that, as if it were examining her. She took a step back, closer to the fissure that was behind them both.
The bear took a step with her.
She took another step back. And another.
She held its eyes with her own. 
“Why didn’t you stop her?” Red asked Fierce, his face red, his voice harsh.
She opened her mouth but could not speak. She could see the rapid beat of his heart in his neck. She could smell him, his fear and his courage at once. His concern for the princess and his discomfort around her.
Then he moved away, trying to position himself to get between the bear and the princess.
“I am sorry,” Fierce muttered to herself. Was she the one who should say that? She did not know anymore. It was this human body, she was sure. It made everything unsure.
“Would you like me to bite him for you?” asked Unbroken, now at her side.
Fierce smiled at the offer, then shook her head.
“He would make a fine hound,” said Loyal. “With that hair of his, think how distinct he would be. No one would dare to challenge him, for he is strong and courageous as well.”
“He is not a hound,” said Fierce. “And I would not wish him to be one.”
“He would not be a good fish,” said Loyal. “Or a good bird. I do not think he has the grace for the one or the technique for the other.”
Fierce did not know what to say to this until she realized that Loyal was teasing her. It was a very hound-like joke. Fierce laughed heartily, and found that she hurt a little less.
The closer the princess took the bear to the gap, the more the bear tried to escape from her. She was using some part of her power to lock her hold on him, but not enough to harm him. He lunged at her, swatted at her, and she moved aside each time.
She was dancing as only a human could dance, ducking and twisting with no loss of balance. Fierce admired her very human grace. The bear was her partner, but it was not a friendly pairing, nor a natural one.
To Fierce’s surprise, Lord Ahran came near, gesturing to a man behind him. The man took out a bow and arrow.
Fierce thought that Lord Ahran meant to shoot the bear, and make it fall into the fissure. But she saw the arrow land instead in the princess’s back. Blood seeped into her gown, but she paid no notice. She continued to draw the bear forward.
Fierce watched it carefully, and saw its shape begin to blur. Then she looked down and she saw that there were white worms on the ground beside the bear.
And the worms were moving toward the princess.
Loyal and Unbroken saw them, and they rushed forward, bending down to push the worms back into the fissure. A few of the worms tried to stick together and formed half of Unbroken’s face, but there were not enough of them to join together to make a full human.
“Watch out!” said Fierce as the princess stepped over the fissure. 
She teetered, and then slipped forward, one leg dangling into the fissure.
Fierce could hear as the fissure seemed to shift around the princess, like a mouth moving its lips to suck her in.
“No!” Red called out.
The bear fell in, one paw snatching at the princess and pulling her after him.
In a leap she would have thought only a hound could accomplish, Fierce threw herself toward the princess and caught her arm. She had never had her strength or her will so tested as she fought with the Xaon of the fissure for the princess’s life. Her shoulder burned and she could feel the socket begin to weaken. In a moment it would pop. Her legs anchored her on the ground, but she could feel the pressure on her knees and her ankles.
As a hound, she would never have done this. She would have accepted that the princess would die. But there was something about being in her human body that made her fight it. She gritted her teeth so hard she thought they would break.
“Hold her!” shouted Red. She could feel him moving around to the right of her vision, but she had no attention to spare on anything but the princess. She began to make a pleading sound and it grew louder and louder until it seemed that the fissure itself could understand her and obeyed her.
The princess slid out, whole and intact. Her leg was covered with dirt, and she was gasping in pain and fear. She looked—human.
The princess crawled forward to Fierce. She breathed heavily. “Thank you,” she said. She stopped, and swallowed. “Thank you. You are a better human than I deserve. You have served me truly.”
Fierce got to her feet and brushed at her skirt. She did not know what to say in return. She bowed her head.
Loyal and Unbroken threw in the last of the worms and then there was a massive sound of moving earth. Dust billowed into the air and rocks shifted underneath Fierce’s feet. She stood at the princess’s side, not sure if either of them would survive this.
But then the ground settled again and the air began to clear.
The humans let out a cheer.
But in a few moments, it became clear that the fissure had only been partially closed. There was still more than half of it open.
All the work that the princess had done had to be done again. All the danger faced a second time.
Fierce looked at the princess, whose face was streaked white with dirt. She looked like her own white and black striped creature. Her hands shook and she had to lean on Fierce to take a step toward Red. 
She had used up her wild magic entirely, Fierce thought. Whatever still had to be done would have to be done by another. Whatever creatures remained in the forest, Fierce did not know. But the bear had been worse than she could have imagined. 
She looked to Red.
He faced Lord Ahran and the archer. He shook a finger. “Leave,” he said. “Now.”
“You need us,” said Lord Ahran, his voice nearly a child’s whine.
“None of us need such as you.” Red turned to look at the other humans. “If any of you would stay, stay only on terms of your own honor. If you harm the princess or any of her creatures, I swear to you that I will make you regret it. If I live, I will make it my work to take revenge for her. Do you understand?”
Many of the humans turned away from Red and began to disappear into the forest. He did not try to stop them.
Lord Ahran himself shrugged. Then he said, “If you think you can do it without us, then go ahead and try. We will come back when you are dead and finish with the Xaon then.” He motioned his men to follow him.
Some did.
The archer, however, shook his head. He turned back to Red. “I’ll stay. If you’ll take me.”
Red stared him down.
Fierce could see that the man had changed his allegiance. It was as simple as reading a hound’s tail. He had accepted Red as his new leader, and Fierce knew he deserved it, though it put him above her yet again.
 



Chapter Twenty-three:
 
A handful of Lord Ahran’s humans remained with the princess. Twice in the night they were all woken to the sound of something in the distance. Fierce shivered and put her arms around her knees. She stood after a while and walked to where she found Red standing.
“It is something terrible,” he said. “But I can’t go to get it. I have to stay by the princess. And wait for it to come here, to the fissure.”
Fierce nodded.
It was dark in a way she had never felt darkness before. It pressed on her like a mist, rising into her lungs with every breath.
“I don’t remember my parents,” said Red. “Not a single glimpse. I was too young. I used to make up stories about them, and I would imagine this face or that one that I had seen, instead of theirs. I used to imagine that I had brothers and sisters all around me, squabbling, pinching, laughing, running. But whenever I was with people, I felt uncomfortable. They weren’t mine. They didn’t see me as one of them. I was just the orphan boy from the kennels.”
There was another rumbling sound in the distance. The ground shook so that Fierce fell forward. Red moved to help her up, then stepped back.
“My mother was human,” said Fierce. He was trying to tell her about his secret, and though she did not understand, she meant to offer him something of herself in return.
“I don’t understand,” said Red. “How could she be human?”
“She left me. She left the pack. She turned her back on us and she went away with a human woman.”
“As her hound,” said Red, still confused.
“No,” said Fierce. “She became human by some trick of magic. She came back to the woods and I saw her. She left me with a great distrust of all things human. And of magic between humans and animals.” And now here she was, even so. 
“I am not like her,” Fierce insisted. “I always swore to myself that I would never be led away by human things as she was. I swore that I would remain a hound in my heart, no matter what happened to me.” 
“I understand,” said Red, withdrawing from her physically, his voice cold. “You wish to be alone.”
“No. That is not what I meant,” said Fierce. She reached out and touched his stump. She lifted it to her mouth and kissed it.
Red’s eyes flashed in the darkness. They were brighter than stars.
“Humans think always of the future. The present is never enough for them.”
Red reached for her and kissed her. His maimed arm wound around her neck. “It is enough for me,” he said.
They kissed and Fierce did not know for how long. She fell asleep at some point and dreamed of hunting. She could feel that she was a hound once more, and she knew that there was a hound at her side, but she could not turn her head to see who it was.
She woke to the sound of a long whinnying.
“The horse,” murmured Red. “The princess’s horse.”
She sat up and looked at Red in the dim light. His eyes were still bright. She wanted to kiss him again, but there was no time for that now. She must do what must be done. That was a hound’s way.
She stood up and moved at Red’s side. They followed the sound of the horse, but it was the same as following the sound of the rumbling. The trees were thick here and they rose up around rocks that seemed to have been deposited from a crumbling hillside. Fierce and Red had to pick their way through. 
There was something wrong with the stream here. Its flow had been diverted nearby by some kind of dam up ahead, and the ground around it was muddy as a result.
“Are you afraid?” asked Red, pulling her back to stare into her face.
“Are you?” asked Fierce.
“My heart is loud in my ears. But I do not want to turn away,” said Red.
“This is the hunt,” said Fierce.
They moved forward, through wildflowers that made a pleasant scent when they stepped on them. It was fresh and sweet and a little musky.
Not unlike the scent of Red, when he was very close.
Fierce thought that she would come back here, when all was finished and Red was gone. She said that animals only thought of the present, but she would think of the past. She had been that changed.
Suddenly, the princess’s great, black horse came galloping toward them. He dipped his head to turn back to Fierce and Red. He waited a moment for them, and then began to move back to the princess.
“He could not leave her,” said Fierce in a whisper.
“No. Of course not.” There was a look in Red’s eyes as he turned to Fierce that made her turn away. 
The horse was badly wounded, despite the speed with which he moved. His face had been cut across so that the eye bled and a mouth that had been torn. The wounds on his flanks looked to be punctures, with blood and pus oozing out of them. The skin had broken across once leg where the bone showed through underneath, white and gray.
“He is already dead,” said Fierce.
“No,” said Red. “He does not accept that.”
“I do not understand,” said Fierce. “There is no way for him to recover from this. Yet he fights on.”
“And what does that tell you of him?” said Red, who was squinting at the horse as if looking for some clue on him.
“It tells me that he has spent too much time with the princess. With all humans, perhaps,” she said.
“He is human,” said Red. “And he always was.”
Fierce stared at the horse. It seemed so obvious now. The princess had already admitted that he had not been born a horse. She should have guessed that meant he had been human.
“She has been searching for him for hundreds of years,” said Fierce.
“She made him a horse and he escaped from her. But I think she must have loved him once, long ago.”
“She used wild magic on the man she loved?” Fierce could not understand this. “But why?”
“Perhaps she did not believe that he loved her,” said Red. “And so she did this to punish him, for she loved him and it hurt her that he did not show her that love in return.”
But for her to chase after him for so many hundreds of years, and still to keep him as a horse? She must still be uncertain of his love for her. And yet she must love him terribly. 
“And now they love each other as animals love the hunt, with fear and heat and anticipation,” Red added.
Fierce stared at him and felt as if her eyes were burning from the full light of the sun.
“We must help him,” said Red, ending the moment.
Fierce agreed with him by throwing her head back and howling. It was not the same howl she would have been able to make as a hound, but it brought her courage back and she ran forward without fear.
She caught only a glimpse of the white creature the horse was fighting at first. It was like a tree that could move. A thick tree with a smooth trunk. It swayed to and fro, and then there was a flicker of movement and she saw its head—and its fangs. It caught the horse once more on the hind quarters and there was a faint hissing sound as whatever poison in its fangs burned into the horse’s flesh.
Then the horse flung it off and reared back, kicking at the base of the creature’s body. There were bits of white worm that fell off of it, but not enough to make the creature falter.
The horse whinnied and Fierce tried for a moment to understand what he was saying. But then she realized it was not the language of horses. “Jaleel!” he was calling out, as well as he could in his changed form, with his changed tongue. “Jaleel, my love!”
The princess had not lost him, even after all of this. He was true to her, human or not.
The horse trotted and the white creature followed. The trees here were older, and one had fallen. There was a little more space and a hint of the first sunlight of the day streaming through from above. The creature moved forward so that Fierce caught her first glimpse of it.
It was a huge, sinuous creature with slick skin and flippers like those of a sea lion. Its head was small in comparison to its height, which was as tall as the tallest trees. It shook the ground as it walked, so great was its weight. It had no grace, no sense of surety of movement, as did the land creatures that Fierce had known all her life. Though it seemed to lumber along clumsily and ungainly, it could also move swiftly, and there were fangs dripping what smelled like poison in its mouth. 
Where it had come from, Fierce could only guess. There were many rivers nearby, and lakes, as well. One of them must be deep enough to house a creature like this, for the worms had to have found a true version of this in order to imitate it. The sea-beast, as Fierce thought of it, was horrible and powerful at once. It also seemed to have a canny sense of self-preservation, for it noticed every movement and watched the humans ahead of it with careful attention. It had been hunted by humans before, evidently, and it knew how to fight them. And the white version of it had all the knowledge that the original had.
The horse began to slow at last, showing a limp on the side the white sea beast had bit most deeply. Fierce ran at the sea beast and began to pound at its flippers with her fists. It did nothing. She looked around and found a stick. She used it to stab into the sea beast torso as many times as she could, where she could reach it. There was a rain of white worms on her face and hands. They fell onto the forest floor around her, but did not seem to affect the large sea beast. It was too big for a few missing pieces to make a difference in its movement.
Still, Fierce wanted to get the sea beast’s attention away from the horse, and she had done so. Now it was staring down at her, its head above the treetops, but easily able to move its long, thick and flattened tail back and forth to lash at her. Or alternately, to tuck its head down to strike at her with its poisonous fangs.
She could not survive this battle, and a hound would wait to die with dignity. But she did not do it. Instead, she used the stick to pivot a leap away from the attacking head of the sea beast. She could hear Red’s voice behind her. She turned back and saw him arrive in the place she had left at just the wrong moment. The sea beast struck at him instead of at her. The fangs slid into the place between Red’s shoulder blades.
Fierce could see his face the moment the pain struck him. It became very still, and then he bit down hard on his lip.
Howl, thought Fierce. Scream and cry out in pain. Yell and shout and kick and flail.
But Red took it with the calm of a hound. He slid down after the sea beast withdrew.
The sea beast seemed not to realize that there had been two humans. With the one down, it went on its way, after the horse. Fierce had given the horse a very short respite, but it was all she could offer him.
She rushed back to Red.
His eyes were very dark. His mouth was moving, but there were no words coming out of it.
She put her head over his and she could not think what difference it made now whether he was a human or a hound, a horse or a butterfly. She loved him and she was sure that he loved her. 
She picked him up in her arms.
He gave a little moan.
She whispered into his ear in the language of the hounds, “My love.”
He coughed.
Then she looked down and saw that he was looking back at her. He seemed better than she expected.
“I thought you were dying,” she said.
“Does that mean that you don’t love me anymore?” said Red, grinning.
She let go of him.
He blinked hard as he hit the ground. “Ouch,” he said. “Maybe I would prefer it if you didn’t love me so much.”
“Maybe the horse loved the princess too much and she was trying to get him to stop,” said Fierce.
Red put up his hands in surrender. “Help me up?” he asked. “I think we have a small battle to win before we can argue about love.”
Fierce offered him a hand. She and Red stumbled off in pursuit of the sea beast and the horse, who had left a long trail of trampled plants in their way. But they were heading back to the great fissure in any case, and they knew the way there. The princess would be there, and the humans, and the animals. This was their last battle, and who knew if they would win it. It might be the end of the world, of the Naon.
And Fierce cared more about the fact that Red was smiling at her. She felt very young again, and it did not matter that she was in a human form. She felt like a hound, ready to run and chase and nip and howl—and win.
 



Chapter Twenty-four:
 
The sea beast had the archer in its mouth. It had sunk its venomous fangs into the archer’s chest and then lifted him up off the ground and lifted him into the air. Now it pounded him up and down against a tree trunk, front and back side both battered and bloodied.
At the sight, Fierce’s smile faded and became a grimace. She did not have to look or speak to Red. They acted in concert, Red going around to the left and Fierce to the right. She found a huge stone, so large it was difficult for her to lift. Then she clambered on top of a fallen tree trunk and flung the stone with as much force as she could muster at the white sea beast’s terrible, red eyes.
Her throw fell short and hit it lower on the neck, almost crushing the archer. But the sea beast let go of the archer and he tumbled to the ground. The stone had passed through the sea beast entirely, pressing out a section of white worms that flopped onto the ground. The sea beast’s head flopped forward, and its long, grayish pink tongue stuck out. It looked dead for a moment and the humans who had come with Lord Ahran to the forest cheered.
Those who had been with the princess for other attacks were not so swift to declare victory. They were silent and watched with trepidation for signs of the sea beast’s recovery. It came only a few minutes later, as the body began to twitch and then reconnected the head to itself, though it took a few moments for the shape to smooth out to what it had been. 
Then the head turned to stare at Fierce and darted at her.
There was screaming now, and many of the humans ran rather than face the sea beast. Fierce did not blame them. It was a sensible thing to do, for humans or animals. If she had believed that it would help, she would have done the same.
Fierce stood still as the sea beast fell at her. She watched as its head grew larger and larger. She could smell the strange nothingness that was the sea beast. It was not even as if it had been cleaned in water, or had sloughed off the smell of the forest. It simply did not have a scent because it was not alive in the sense that other things were living.
She felt the burning of the poison as its surged forward and its fangs pierced her skin.
Then she smelled burning.
The sea beast shrieked. It was a high-pitched sound like a bird might make, and it should not have come out of the mouth of this creature. But it did. The sea beast pulled away from Fierce. She gasped as the wound on her thigh began to bleed. It would hurt more later, she thought. But for now, she did not have time to pay attention to that.
Red had set the sea beast on fire.
It was another use of the sticks in the forest that Fierce had not thought of. More proof that Red was truly human, while she was not. Fire was something that animals ran from, because they had no control over it. But humans used fire as a pet, as a bear in a cage. It did sometimes turn on them, but they did not seem to learn to avoid it from this. Instead, they learned to keep better chains on it.
Red must have rubbed the sticks together, for he held two sticks in his hands, and was stinging the sea beast alternately with one or the other. They were thick torches, but the sea beast darted this way and that, hissing and groaning. Red leaped with the ability of a fish in water himself.
Fierce had a moment to look out and see the horse. And the princess.
They were together not far from the sea beast, a little away from the other animals who waited for their deaths. The princess had her arm around the horse’s neck and was pressing her lips into his ear. There were tears streaming down her face.
Fierce could almost see the man the horse had once been, in the lines the princess made around him. He would have been taller than she was by half a head, with a thick crown of black hair springing around his scalp. His nose long and his mouth tender, his chin with a defined point.
All her extended life, the princess had been chasing after this man, hoping for him to come back to her as he had been, and afraid that he would not. Whatever had separated them to begin with, Fierce could only guess at. 
The man inside the horse that Fierce saw was a king of men, but perhaps not in the eyes of humans. Or perhaps the princess herself did not see him as her equal. He might not have owned cattle as she did, or declared that a certain extent of land was his. Even before he had become a horse, Fierce suspected that the man had had a respect for the land and for its creatures that the princess did not.
But in the princess’s lines, Fierce thought she could also see the young woman she had once been, vulnerable, uncertain, with a joy of life ahead of her, and hope in her love. As well as fear and trembling. Her beloved might die and her wild magic could not save him. 
Fierce turned back to the squawking, thrashing sea beast and Red, who was tiring quickly as the sea beast forced him into more and more acrobatic escapes.
She ran to his side and soon found Hunter and Loyal and Unbroken with her. They all took sticks and rubbed them together until their shoulders ached with the effort. Then they spread out around the sea beast in a circle and touched it with fire alternately. The sea beast batted at Hunter with its flippers not long after, and he fell, calling out angry words for as long as he had strength. Then Loyal and Unbroken fell, as well.
The fissure was only a few lengths of the sea beast away. But the closer they came to it, the more the sea beast resisted their attempts to draw it there. It seemed to have a sense for the gaping hole and for what would happen to it if it fell in there, for even when its back was turned, it would keep a certain distance. 
Red looked toward the princess and the horse. His lips pressed into a long straight line. Then he led the sea beast purposely away from the Hunter and the other hounds-turned-human, and toward the horse. The sea beast dipped toward the princess.
She looked up and for a moment Fierce was sure that she would simply let herself and the horse die. But she was too human for that.
“No!” the princess shouted. “You cannot take him!” She stood and gently let the horse slip to the ground. Then she strode toward the sea beast.
Its fangs pierced her multiple times, in the chest, in the shoulders, in the neck. But it was as if she did not feel pain, for the princess continued to move forward.
Red jabbed at the sea beast with his burning stick, pressing it in until more white worms began to sizzle out of it, but it did not force the sea beast to fall. It only weakened it by degrees. Still, it was something, and Fierce decided to join him. 
She picked up the sticks that the others had dropped and used them together, puncturing the snake as it had punctured her, holding the stick in until she could smell the burning flesh begin to fall away, and then she lunged again.
The princess put out a hand and touched the sea beast’s head. It thrashed, but she would not let it go. Fierce did not understand for a moment what the princess was doing. She should not use her wild magic on it. She had already learned that did not work.
But then Fierce saw the sea beast’s skin begin to lose its tautness, its eyes going dull, its flippers gnarled. She realized that the princess was sharing her age and infirmity with the sea beast, as she had shared her wild magic with the white buck. The sea beast did not know how to stop taking in what she offered, for it had learned from the moment it left the Xaon for the Naon, to take all that life offered. And now, life also offered death.
Red rushed at the sea beast and toppled it into the fissure.
In that moment, he looked up at her in triumph. His face was covered with dirt. His body was riddled with puncture wounds. He was limping heavily on his right side now, and his stump looked red and sore. But he still moved with a liveliness that Fierce could not help but admire. There was energy in him, and a sense of pride in living his own life, but also a connection to the forest around him. It was a rare thing in humans, and even in the horse or the princess Fierce did not think it was so strong. 
The earth trembled beneath her feet and Red grabbed hold of her as the fissure finally closed. Fierce felt dizzy and exhausted. She could not remember the last time she had eaten. She was not sure she had drunk anything, even water, in the last day. She struggled not to black out. She had never pressed herself this hard before as a hound.
“We are not what we were,” said Red. “Either of us.”
“No,” said Fierce.
It was dark and they slept by the princess and the horse and the other humans and animals, all together as if a pack. 
 



Chapter Twenty-five:
 
Fierce dreamed that she had been sucked into the fissure herself and that she had lost both her legs. She woke in the morning and looked down first of all to see if she had legs. They were working the air above her in circles.
Hound’s legs.
She looked at her hands.
They were paws.
She tried to stand up, and fell over onto all fours.
She was a hound again.
The fissure had been closed and the threat of the Xaon ended. With the return of balance to the Naon, it must be that all the princess’s wild magic had been undone. Or the princess had undone it herself, in her final proof of the change in her heart.
The sun was bright already and the dew had been burned away.
Fierce danced in the patterns of the leaves and then sniffed her way to Sanna. The woman was still asleep. At her side was a man, stretched out away from her, but her hand was on his leg. The man snored loudly and the sound of it made Fierce’s heart light.
She touched Sanna first to wake her slowly.
But Sanna started at the sight of Fierce’s hound face. “What?” she said.
Fierce barked at her in the language of hounds that there was a surprise ahead of her, a happy one.
Sanna did not understand her barking.
Fierce tried to remember the human words for the same meaning. But her sound was sharp and harsh.
Sanna cowered.
At last, Fierce simply stepped away and let Sanna see the human at her side for herself.
He was not yet awake. Somehow, the man had managed to sleep through all of her noise. Perhaps he had not slept well as a long-nosed pig, thought Fierce. Or perhaps he had always slept so soundly, and Sanna was used to the pleasure of waking him.
“Oh,” said Sanna at the sight of her husband. She put out a hand to touch his face, then pulled it back, as if she was afraid she would be burned.
The man still did not wake.
Sanna’s shoulders began to shake. Fierce could not tell if she was laughing or crying or perhaps it was both together. She bent over and nudged her husband.
His eyes opened for a moment. Then he made a snorting sound, turned to his side and fell asleep once more. Snoring as loudly as ever.
Sanna looked down at his toes. He had no clothing on, but in the course of the night had covered himself in leaves and moss. His feet, however, were completely bare. Sanna picked one up and began to tickle the palm of it.
Her husband jerked upright. “Stop!” he said.
Sanna continued to tickle him mercilessly, until he tackled her and tickled her in return.
Fierce watched them tumble over each other, laughing and biting at each other. It reminded her of nothing so much as her own pack and the way that the males and females had treated each other when they were well and unafraid.
After a few minutes of this, Sanna’s husband suddenly stopped and looked down at himself. He held very still for a moment, taking stock of his new condition. Then he looked back at Sanna, eyes shining. “I’m a man again,” he said.
“I wondered when you would realize that,” said Sanna.
“I am a man again,” he whispered. He put his arms out and Sanna fell into them. He wrapped her tight against his chest and held her there, neither of them speaking a word. 
It seemed there were some things that needed no words, even for humans, who liked to speak about everything, Fierce thought.
“You stayed with me, even through all of this,” said her husband.
“I did.”
“You believed I would be yours again.”
Sanna hung her head. “I hoped,” she said. “But I did not know.”
“And if I had not? If I had been a beast forever?”
“I would have stayed with you,” said Sanna.
Her husband looked at her as if she had been the one transformed, instead of him. “I believe it is so.” He put a hand to his chest and rubbed at his heart.
“Tira,” said Sanna suddenly, her body gone rigid.
“Tira,” her husband echoed. “But I thought she was with you. I thought she was safe at home.”
Sanna shook her head. “She followed after you. You must not have seen her. But when you were changed, she was also.”
Sanna’s husband turned around in a circle, taking in the forest around him, and yet seeing nothing. For his daughter was not there. “If she was a beast also, then why has she not come back to herself?” he said.
Fierce sniffed the air, but there were so many dead. Perhaps it was not Sanna’s daughter.
She and her husband seemed to find her directly, however. Her body had fallen some distance from the fissure. She was missing part of one leg. It had not been torn off by the sea beast, and Fierce suspected she had not died in the attack of the Xaon at all, but afterward, when the wild magic had slipped from her.
Some of her bees must have died, and when she came back to her human self, she could not survive the loss of those parts.
Sanna and her husband held each other and wept.
Fierce turned and looked at the other animals that had been part of the princess’s entourage. She was sure that one had been the curled horn beast. Now it was a middle-aged man who looked around, bewildered. 
Fierce turned away and looked at the others. There was Hunter, now a wolf-hound once more. She ran to him and barked at him. He looked up at her and nodded. He seemed more sober, less sure of himself.
Loyal and Unbroken were sleeping next to each other, and Fierce woke them by jumping on them and making them cry out in surprise. She chased after them and they all ran through the forest. It still felt special to her heart, but no longer the only place that she could belong.
And somehow, she was able to enjoy it all the more because of that.
The beauty of the sun as it hung in the blue sky above. The heat of the late morning across her shoulders. The sound of water trickling nearby. The taste of the coming summer.
She could survive without them.
For she had been a human, and she had lived through it. She was stronger than she had known she was.
Fierce turned back and found the princess herself.
She lay on the forest floor, exhausted and time worn. Fierce did not know if she had any wild magic left in her. The smell of it was still on her, but that might be from the past and not from the present.
Near the princess was a man whose body was battered. He lay face forward in the dirt and so Fierce could see every one of the poisoned sea beast bites he had endured. Those had not disappeared with the transformation of his body from a horse into a human again, as he had always been meant to be. She stared at him, wondering if he was dead.
Then she used her nose. Her hound’s nose, so useful.
He was alive, though badly injured. There was no guarantee that he would remain alive for long.
 He had not aged as the princess had, but his body looked badly used. He had muscles underneath the wounds on his back, but there was nothing else on his lean frame. He was taller than the princess. Fierce could not see his face, however. She thought that humans relied too much on the face in any case. She could read a great deal in his body.
For one thing, when he had fallen asleep, it had been with his back to the outside world and his belly to the princess. He trusted her. But he also placed himself between her and the world. Even when he was injured, he did that instinctively. Fierce could not have expected anything else from the horse she had come to know who was so courageous.
Fierce moved to wake the princess, putting her cold nose into the princess’s warm neck.
She started.
“You have done well,” Fierce barked into her ear in the language of the hounds.
The princess put a hand on Fierce’s head and looked into her eyes. “So. You are a hound again, are you? Is there nothing that you will miss about being human?”
Fierce could think of several things, Red being the foremost of them. But that was so painful for her to think of that she had not even looked for him yet.
Now she did.
Her throat was so tight that she could not breathe.
But there was no sign of Red.
He had already gone, she thought. Gone back to the human world where he had come from, back to Lord Ahran and his kennels perhaps. He could not be happy there for long, could he? He had been so changed.
But he would find his way. She could not doubt him. He was strong.
She turned back to the princess and saw her take her first look at the man at her side. There was nothing of fear in her response to him, nothing of hesitation. Only joy.
“Faird,” said the princess and touched his face gently.
He murmured something in his sleep, then opened his eyes and saw her there. A wide smile spread across his face. He, too, was relaxed. “You are not angry with me anymore,” he said. “I can see it in the way you hold your head.”
She made a sound like a horse and laughed at herself. “It has been many years,” she said, more soberly. “I think I forgave you long ago, though I did not know it.”
“It was much to forgive, my betrayal,” he said.
“Did you betray me?” said the princess. “I think I began to wonder, later.”
The man had the most expressive eyes that Fierce had ever seen on a human. They were a dark brown like the forest floor, but there was a ring of gold in the center that seemed to grow with strong emotion. His face was long like a horse’s and he had a strong nose, one good for smelling, even if he was human, thought Fierce.
“I did not betray except with my words. But it was so foolish. I did not love her. I never loved anyone but you,” said Faird. “She was beautiful, but I have always loved you more than life itself.”
The princess moved closer to the man. He gasped as she lifted one arm too high, and then she dropped it immediately. “I am sorry. Did I hurt you?”
He let out a breath through his teeth. “I will live,” he said, and tried to smile through the pain again. “Come here.” He beckoned her and she found a place beneath one of his shoulders where she could nestle into his side and not hurt him.
“I was angry,” she said. “I was so full of anger. I had never been so ruled by emotion before. I did not think twice about what I did to you. I only thought that you did not deserve to be a man anymore, and so in the next moment, you were not.”
“You once told me you thought I had a good sense for horses,” he said.
“Yes. Your face—well, it happened without thought. I made you what I thought you were meant for.”
“And then you demanded that I serve you.”
“And you left me. That was when I began to see that all my life had been worthless.” The princess’s words were choked. “If you were not part of it, then I had no reason to live. I had to find you and make you mine again. I only thought of myself and my pain.”
“Until you found me again.” He kissed her cheek. And then her nose. And then her eyelid and her forehead and her ear. And at last he kissed her mouth.
Fierce turned away to give them privacy. It was something no hound had, but she understood now why humans might want it.
She understood much about humans now, much good it did her.
She was glad that the princess and the man who had been a horse were together once more. It was meant to be that way. Just as she and Red were not meant to be.
But it hurt still.
One day, it might not hurt any longer. Or it might until the day she died. She would live with it. She was used to pain. All animals were. They lived with hunger and with festering wounds. They lived with the knowledge that they might die the next moment or that the pack might send them away. They lived with loneliness, as well.
Fierce turned her head and moved toward the forest.
She had almost gotten free when the princess called her back. “Fierce. Hound,” she called. “Wait!”
Fierce turned back.
The princess stood, her long hair nearly all white now, her face lined but somehow more defined, with the character in it that she had cheated herself of in all her years of trying to remain beautiful and young for the man she chased as a horse.
“I have a little wild magic left,” she said.
Fierce breathed deeply.
“A very little.”
“What is that to me?” asked Fierce.
“I could turn you back into a human for a few hours, I think. If you wish it.” 
Faird put a hand on her arm and looked at her in surprise.
She would not face him directly.
There was something going on between them, but Fierce did not have the energy to discover what it was. She was trembling, thinking of one last chance to see Red, to say goodbye as a human said goodbye.
“Yes,” she said.
The princess beckoned to her and Fierce knelt below her. The princess put smooth, hairless human hands on her head. Fierce could feel her breath pounding out of her ribs, making her belly jump.
Then there was a flash of pain, a stretching of her shape, and she was human again. It was not as difficult as it had been the first time. It was as if her body had learned the way it might go, and this time went there more smoothly. But Fierce felt achy all over when the transformation was done, and she itched in her extremities. They felt wrong.
It did not matter, she told herself. This was for a few hours and then she would be a hound forever more, and would never have to live with the frustrations of humanity.
She looked to the princess—and saw a horse instead.
She stared a moment, and then said, “No!” She thought that somehow the princess’s use of magic had cost Faird his shape as a human man.
But then she looked up and saw him behind the horse, leaning on it for strength, and murmuring gently into one ear.
Fierce met his eyes. “The princess?” she asked.
Faird nodded.
Fierce thought of the princess’s hesitation and Faird’s attempt to stop her. “She knew,” she said.
“Yes, she knew. She has been a fool about some things, but the wild magic she knows very well.”
“But—how?”
Faird looked at the princess—who was a horse. “I think that there is an animal inside of every human.”
“You mean that she has always been a horse? And that is why she made you a horse?”
“Or perhaps she is a horse now because I had been a horse for so long and she wanted a chance to see what she was missing,” said Faird.
It took Fierce a moment to realize that he was joking.
“She will turn back, though, won’t she?” asked Fierce.
“I’m sure she will,” said Faird. “As soon as her wild magic leaves you and returns to her,” he said. He kissed the princess-horse on the nose. “You make a very lovely horse. I think I am more in love with you than ever now that I see this. You should have tried this years ago.”
In fact, the princess-horse was black with a few specks of gray, a beautiful, long tail and mane, and eyes that seemed very alert. She was tall, and there was a spirit to her that Fierce liked very much. She did not look old as a horse. She looked young again, and Fierce had the sense that she would like to go riding. If she were human, she could not do it without wearing herself out. But this was one of the miracles of the wild magic. It did not always transform in the expected ways.
She lifted one foot, then the other, and shifted her haunches.
“Soon,” said Faird. “Very soon,” he promised her.
Fierce stared at the forest.
“Well?” said Faird, when Fierce looked for a third time into the forest where she thought that Red had gone. “What are you waiting for? Don’t make this use of her wild magic a waste. She has little left to give, and to take it without cherishing it would be a crime. There are others she could have gifted so.”
Fierce hung her head.
“What is it? What is wrong?”
“I don’t know what to say to him. He will think when he sees me—that I am human forever. And then I will have to tell him that it is only this one last time. I will be raising his hopes and dashing them again. That seems no great prize, for all that he has done.”
“If you think that he will not be glad to see you again, you know nothing of any man. And especially nothing of Red,” said Faird.
Fierce felt her cheeks burning. “I should have gone as a hound.”
“You could not have spoken to him as a hound. Not in a way that he could understand easily as a human,” said Faird.
“But what do I say, then?” asked Fierce. She had wanted to be able to speak to Red, it was true. But she also did not know what to say. With a hound, if she had no words, then she could simply allow her body to speak for her. Any male hound would know that a female was interested in him, by her scent alone. And if she acted around him in a certain way, turning her back to him, showing him her vulnerable side, it was clear. But with humans, everything was cloaked. And so words had to be so specific. 
Fierce was not sure that she had been human long enough to do something so delicate as carry on a romance.
“Human men do not need many words,” said Faird. “’I love you’ should do very well, I think. And one can never say it too many times. It is like howling at the moon. For as long as it is true that one feels that way, it is right to say it.”
“Yes,” said Fierce. “Yes,” she said again, after a moment. But she had to force her feet to move forward, and struggled to find a rhythm with the human body. At last, she was running again, her bare feet skimming over the ground. She had put the yellow gown back on and made her way out of the forest and over the long farmlands toward Lord Ahran’s estate. 
 



Chapter Twenty-six:
 
Fierce thought that perhaps an hour had passed, but she could not go any faster. She was exhausted. She had pressed herself too much lately, and in either human or hound form, she would need to rest.
The stream nearby called to her, promising a cool drink and a moment to put her feet into the water. She had always loved the water, as a hound, and she did not think she would love it any less now. 
She approached and heard a rustling in the bushes beside the stream.
There was another animal nearby.
But that was nothing for her to worry about. Most animals were frightened of humans, for they knew too well that humans were the most dangerous of all predators.
Fierce hummed a tuneless song under her breath, to give fair warning to the animal, and to hint that she was safe.
But the animal did not come out. She thought she would leave it be, and get her drink.
She put her hands down and made a cup of them, then lifted it soundlessly to her lips. 
As she stood up to get out of the water, the animal in the bushes moved again and then it made a high-pitched sound of pain. It wiggled once or twice, and then she could hear it panting. The bushes it had stumbled into must have thorns. Fierce knew animals well enough that she was not certain it would be able to get out by itself. Some animals were so stupid and so panicked that they would simply struggle further into thorns, until they died.
It was her duty to help it. And she must do so quickly, for she did not know how much longer she had as a human woman, to find Red and tell him her goodbyes.
She lifted her skirts and tied them around her stomach. Then she moved toward the thorny bush. She made a small sound of pain as she was pricked, and the animal went very quiet.
She gently hummed as she worked her way into the brambles, pulling out branches and snapping others as she went, to try to make a path to escape.
She caught a glimpse of the animal’s auburn fur and saw its hind legs. She pulled out the branch that was stuck to its hide and then saw that it was a hound. 
A hound with fur a flaming red, a color she had never seen in this forest before. The other hounds here were all descendants of one strain of hound, and they came in only a limited variety of skin colors: white and black and brown. But this hound was different, and so very handsome. And its fur was as soft and smooth as Unbroken and Loyal, though not as long.
If only she had known before to speak in the language of hounds, she could have soothed this poor creature sooner.
“I won’t hurt you,” she promised it, her voice thrumming low in her chest. “I just want to help you get free.” She lifted the hound in her hands as it made a strange, strangled attempt at the hound word, “flee, flee.” 
It leaped out of her hands and she caught a glimpse of it as it ran past her, legs outstretched so that she could see it fully. It was not even an adolescent hound. It was a fully grown male, and it must be newly come to this forest. That would explain its hapless falling into a brambles that other animals of the forest must know very well was a danger. But the inability to speak properly in the language of hounds—what would explain that?
Fierce’s heart grew tight inside her chest.
No. 
It could not be.
The hound might have been afraid and that was why it had not spoken properly.
Or perhaps it was injured in some way.
Or had been born wrongly, so that it had never learned to speak. 
A red hound, this close to her own forest. This close to Lord Ahran’s kennels. 
Fierce began to run.
That hound was Red. Her Red.
Lord Ahran had called him an animal. And had told her the story of the man with wild magic who had been killed by the creature he had made human and called his son. 
Creature.
Hound.
Red.
All the time, her Red had been a hound who was human, just as she was.
Now she had taken the princess’s wild magic to make herself into a human for him. And he had been turned into a hound because that was what he truly was.
It should all be so stupid that they could sit together and laugh over it while they waited for Fierce to turn back into a hound. But he was running from her, heedlessly, possibly into dangers he did not know. And if he became lost, or simply decided that he did not intend to see Fierce again, then it could all be for nothing.
She ran and felt a rock cut into her foot. She could feel the blood dripping down her heel. But she did not slow for a moment. She was not sure if a human woman could run as fast as a male hound, but she intended to make her best effort.
In the end, it was not because she was faster than Red, but because she knew the forest better. He turned one way and Fierce knew that it would lead him to a dead-end, with a stone wall that he could not possibly climb. She slowed and then found him trying to climb the stone anyway. He looked as if he had fallen more than once, and he was breathing heavily.
She saw now that he had only one paw. The human hand that he had sacrificed to the fissure was still gone. That, too, must have slowed him down.
She did not approach him swiftly. She put up her hands.
“It is me, Red. Fierce,” she said. “Feersha, I mean.”
He turned and saw her. His tongue came out of his mouth, and then he pulled it back in, as if he were ashamed of the very hound-like action.
Fierce could neither laugh nor cry at that, but it touched her deeply.
She knelt down and put out her arms. “Come,” she said, first in human words, and then in the language of hounds. Even in his rudimentary understanding of the language, he knew that.
“The princess changed me. But I will be a hound again soon, as you are. And we will be together at last.”
Red barked at her, half-hound, half-human sounds, and then sniffed at her.
She let him.
Then he settled against her and she sighed in happiness. This was a perfect moment, and only a hound could truly appreciate it.
They lay together and Fierce explained to Red everything that she could about what had happened. 
And they waited.
It was nearly dark when Fierce was a hound again, and could share hunting with Red. It was her greatest love as a hound, and she hoped that his missing paw would not prevent him pleasure in it.
She waited a moment to catch sight of prey, and when she saw a tiny movement ahead of her, she did not know what it was or care, she ran for it and let Red follow after her. The first catch of the night was hers, and she shared it with him.
There was a moment’s hesitation, when she was afraid that he would see the torn, bloody body of the pheasant as a human would, and think only of cleaning it, plucking the feathers, stripping out the soft parts, and then ruining it over a fire.
But he sniffed at it, and then dug in, covering his face with gore and smiling at her afterward. They shared it as only two mates in a pack can, trusting wholly that it would be shared fairly, that there was no need to fight and demand more.
Then it was Red’s turn.
Fierce worried that he would not know how to listen to his instincts, that he would make too much noise and scare his prey away. Or that he would not have the eyesight keen enough or other senses to see something in the dark.
But she need not have wasted her time with such thoughts. Red bounded easily after the squirrel, and Fierce herself could not have moved so swiftly or so soundlessly as he did. He gave no pain to the animal, but killed it in one stroke of his sharp claws. Then he snapped the body in half with his teeth, swallowed his in a few moments, and offered the rest to Fierce.
She ate happily.
When their stomachs were full, the two spent time licking each other and then curling side by side to enjoy the sleepy feeling of contentment. They rolled and tussled after, then heard barking nearby and stood up at attention.
Fierce wondered what she would do if her old pack came through. Would they recognize her and expect her to rejoin them? Would they accept Red? Would she be happy about that?
But it was not her old pack. It was Hunter and Loyal and Unbroken, chasing after a very large golden buck. Hunter’s mouth was split widely to show his huge teeth. It was obvious he had never been so happy before in his life. This was what he was made for. Loyal and Unbroken seemed happier just to be together, and to be free hounds once more. They let Hunter take the lead.
Fierce looked to Red. Red looked to Fierce. And in a moment, they joined in the hunt. The buck did not have a chance then. When there was a turn that Fierce recognized in the forest, she let the buck go through to the left. Then she and Red went to the right, cut through the bog and then down over the hill and into the rocks beneath. They turned again, and the buck was in front of them.
Its eyes went wild at the sight and it lurched backward, breaking its back legs cleanly in the process. It struggled a moment. Then Fierce stood over it and howled out the song of life and death in the forest. It was in the language of hounds, but the buck understood it anyway, and it went quiet.
Hunter bit into his throat and its eyes closed in peace as its lifeblood flowed out.
Hunter and Loyal and Unbroken feasted on one haunch. Red and Fierce ate some as well, but there was more left.
“What now?” Hunter asked, tugging at the remains of the buck. “Where shall we take this?”
To waste the meat would be a crime against the life of the forest, and a crime against the willing acceptance of death by the buck. But it took Fierce a moment to think of where would be a safe place for five hounds and some meat. 
She could not go too close to the den of her old pack. They would smell her there and it would draw them into fights that would be dangerous. She had no wish to engage her old pack in battles that would make it smaller. Or to try to drive it out of this forest completely. Her old pack had been here first. But that did not mean there was no place for her new pack.
Her new pack.
Yes, that was what they were. Hunter and Loyal and Unbroken and Red. A small pack, indeed, but it would grow quickly. Fierce and Red would have pups, and perhaps Loyal and Hunter? Then the pack would be large enough to fight off almost any attack, even one from humans. 
They headed north and soon heard human voices. Fierce recognized them immediately. The princess and Faird.
She let Red and the others remain asleep and crept closer to them.
The princess’s hair was still streaked with white, but her face was less wrinkled. She did not look as young as Faird, but she looked strong and capable. She also looked gentler than she had before.
“What about when we are done with the fissures all over the world?” she asked.
“There is a wild herd of horses not far from here,” said Faird. “I spent many summers with them. I was never quite a part of them, but they came to see me as no threat. Some of them could never be tamed, and I would not wish them to be. But many of them would enjoy the regular meals and grooming of humans. And I would know how to ensure that they never lost their own language. I could speak to them.”
The princess did not answer for a long moment.
“But if you do not wish it . . . ”
She let out a long sigh. “You have no idea how much I wish it. So long as I am with you, and you have forgiven me, I will be happy anywhere. But with horses most of all.”
Fierce made a move and they looked up at her.
“Oh. It is the hound. The one in love,” teased the princess.
“The hound who should be a princess,” said Faird. “For all her courage and wisdom saved the world, and no one will ever know it but us.”
Fierce had not done it alone, and she had no wish to be a princess, now less than ever.
 



Epilogue:
 
Each year, Red and Fierce returned to the herd of horses in the summer, for a sign of the princess and Faird, but they never came. Then one year, there was a bear and a hound waiting to see Fierce. 
The hound looked like Fierce and was entirely black, though she seemed not to have aged at all. The bear was tall and dark, but moved as easily on two legs as on four and had a gentle look on his face.
Fierce stopped when she realized the hound was her mother.
She had been human—and now she was not.
Fierce ran to her, bowled her over and licked her.
Then she thought to be shy and nervous, and pulled away.
“Not human anymore?” barked Fierce.
“Human and hound together,” barked her mother. “As you are.”
The hound and the bear spent a few hours with the pack. Fierce had the chance to introduce her son to her mother, and to the bear, who strangely enough, never frightened any hound despite his distinct scent.
Then Fierce stood with her mother as the sun fell into the black horizon and knew she was leaving.
“Will I ever see you again?”
“You might, if it is necessary. Though you have shown you are quite able to save the magic on your own, my Fierce.”
Fierce thought about this. Her mother had changed, and she could smell the wild magic on her. It was even more than the princess had once had. “You could choose any form,” said Fierce. “You could change me into anything, too.”
“I could. But are you unhappy as you are?”
“No. I thought that you were. I thought you wished to be human.”
“There were things to learn as a human and I would not give those up,” said her mother. “But I was born a hound.”
“Yes,” said Fierce.
She watched as the hound and the bear disappeared into the north and felt a warmth at her side that she thought was a new contentment with the past, but turned out to be Red.
And that was more than contentment.
For what do hounds need with the past or the future, when there is the now?
 
 



If you enjoyed this book, you might consider other books by the same author:
 
The Princess and the Wolf
 
http://www.amazon.com/The-Princess-Wolf-Hound-ebook/dp/B00B9FXEDA/ref=sr_1_4?ie=UTF8&qid=1372714604&sr=8-4&keywords=mette+ivie+harrison
 
 
Prolog: The Tale of the Stolen Princess
 
She was born Ina Dagmar, Princess of Sarrey and Kendel, daughter of King George and Queen Marit. In the first week of her life, she traveled more miles than most adults in either kingdom traveled in their entire lives. She was carted from the southern edges of the kingdom near the dark forests to the mountains in the north by the icy sea. She wore gowns that had been sewn for her by the most reputable seamstresses in either kingdom, each one more elaborate than the one before. At last, she and her exhausted parents returned to their home, the castle of Kendel, and she was taken by her nurse to her own room so that if she woke in the night, she would not disturb her parents.
That night, as Queen Marit undressed, she heard a wolf howling in the distance. She went very still and listened carefully.
“Do you recognize him?” asked King George.
Queen Marit shook her head. “What is he saying?” she asked.
King George pressed his lips together.
“It is a call for battle, for blood, isn’t it?” said Marit.
“A wolf is not a hound,” said George, putting a hand to her neck to help with the burden of the thick gold necklace with white stones she had been given as a gift from her father on her daughter’s birth. What he would have sent her if she had given birth to a son was not something either of them spoke of. Ina was Princess of Sarrey, but she had no right yet to inherit it as queen or to rule there when her grandfather had died. King Helm had grown old and he had changed for the better toward his daughter, but he had not changed so far as to wish to see a queen upon his own throne. Or George, the king of a country he still considered an enemy.
“It has been so long since I have seen her. I worry for her.”
“She is a hound. She must have her own life in the woods.”
“Yes. I know what happened to her when I kept her to the castle to suit my own needs. It was not right. But I miss her.”
George kissed her hand gently. “She will return. You cannot doubt that. She will always return to you, when she can.”
“And the wolf?” asked Marit. “What does it want? What does it mean?”
“The wolf is outside the walls of the castle, where it is meant to be.”
The moon rose, and the forest was very quiet. If there was a battle for blood amongst the wolves, it had not lasted long.
Then in the darkest part of the night, when clouds had been drawn in by a fierce wind and covered the moon, there was a dark shape at the edge of the forest, a human in a hooded cloak, staring at the castle and at the tiny room at the top of the eastern tower where the princess woke for a moment and burst out in a fit of wailing for no reason her nurse could decipher, before suddenly falling back asleep.
A dream, the nurse told herself. But she shivered as she thought it.
She pulled the blanket around her shoulders and sat upright by the princess, intending to remain awake.
But she fell asleep soon afterward, dreaming her own dreams.
The farmers near the castle woke early in the morning to find fences torn through, gates broken off at the hinges, and animals missing.
The hooded human stood with arms outstretched as farm animals gathered around him: pigs, dogs, goats, cats, horses and cattle. They made noises that they had not made for most of their lives, the animal grunting sounds that had nothing to do with human language. They milled about anxiously, knocking into trunks of trees, digging at the ground with tusks and hooves, turning up stones and chewing on them.
With a sound like a howling wolf, the human lifted a hand and drove the animals forward, to the castle. They sounded and acted like wild animals, never tamed by humans. More than one of the animals died and was left behind by the mass, unnoticed and unmourned.
Two guards stood at the castle gate and tried to hold back the horde of animals. They were trampled over, their flesh picked over by each passing maw. The next set of guards, on the moat, died the same way.
The human in the cloak turned the animals to the side, and led them into the castle kitchens near the garden. The cook was only just starting to build up the fire in the hearth for morning bread baking. She had hoped to go back to sleep for a little while, for she was getting old, and this business of a new princess had worn her very thin.
The animals attacked her viciously, but so swiftly that she made no sound before she was dead.
Then the animals went inside the castle itself, maneuvered through the halls and stairs until they came to the nursery tower. They pressed up, knocked open the door, and woke the terrified nurse.
She, of all the humans who saw the rampaging animals, was close enough to touch them, to see their eyes and smell their breath and to hear their wild sounds. She reported all she knew to the king and queen when they arrived, too late, to find out what had caused the commotion.
But in days following, her story was believed less and less. Surely it was more logical to believe that she was confused, that it was only some terrifying enemy of the king who had come to take his daughter. The poor woman left the castle soon afterward, and was not heard from again.
There were those who argued that the nurse leaving the castle was proof of her complicity. She had been planted, paid off, and depended upon to tell a wild story of animal magic, when it was a purely political move. King George had many enemies, and the loudest of them were those who hated the way that he had made animal magic safe to use openly once more. And there were other enemies, from the kingdoms around Kendel, who hated King George for his lax taxation, which made their own people more restless and unhappy.
By full daylight, King George and Queen Marit had searched the castle twice over again for their daughter and found no sign of her. The queen was said to have wept a single tear, and then no more, for she wished to show herself strong for her people.
Whether the queen was cold or stoic was a matter for bards to argue as they told their differing stories of the night’s events. The one most commonly told is as follows:
Queen Marit was the first into the baby’s chambers. She ran up the steps as fast as if she had still had the form of a hound that was once so comfortable to her. She threw open the window and looked out at the forest, but there was no sign of any passage, human or animal. No trampled grass, no footprints, no marks. The animals in the farms were missing, and so was the princess.
But there was no blood on the bedsheets or on the stone. Though the nurse was white and trembling, she had not been harmed. The guards and the cook were not as fortunate.
King George saw to their bodies, and made sure they were buried in the castle cemetery and that their families received appropriate compensation for their fearless courage in defending the castle and kingdom. There was never a hint from him that the men had not done their jobs well enough.
It was King George who seemed to be the one in mourning in the days following. He did not go to the village for his weekly meetings with his people, to ask them for suggestions or advice, to listen to their words of wisdom. He had begun this tradition after his father’s death, in lieu of his father’s judgment days, when the people came to the king to ask for his opinion. George felt that he needed more wisdom from his people than they needed from him.
Rumors from the castle were that George did not sleep at night, that he roamed the castle with a candle in hand, and that he would not have animals near him of any kind. He was not seen riding, nor in the stables, nor going to the forest. Those who knew the legends of animal magic watched for signs of the fever in him, and he grew gradually more frail and thin.
It was left to Queen Marit to rule the kingdom on a daily basis. She was stern and did not speak a word beyond what was required of her. No one accused her of being unfair, but she was not seen as a warm ruler and she was not beloved. A mother who could live through the death of a daughter so easily—she was not natural.
It was three months later that the queen insisted that the king come in the carriage with her to the castle village. His eyes were ringed with dark exhaustion, but he stepped out into the sunlight and raised a hand. A ragged cheer rang out.
The queen led him through the village. She ensured that he stopped at each house, hut, or hovel. She nodded to him to encourage him to hold out his hand in greeting, to say a kind word, to nod to those who were too fearful to come closer to the king.
And at last they came to the farthest hut in the village, well-kept inside and out, small though it and the land surrounding were. There were wildflowers near the steps in the same shade of blue as the summer sun that had broken through the clouds of spring for the first time only the week before. Small stones that shimmered with quartz and silver threads were organized in a beautifully abstract design. Someone within had an eye for beauty.
There was the sound of a baby’s cry.
The queen stopped, head bowed, and one of the peasant women behind her moved forward to stop the painful reminder. For anyone who had believed the queen felt nothing could see clearly now the pain written on her face in splotches of red and in the set of her shoulders, straight but forlorn.
But the king held up a hand and went into the hut himself.
When he came out, it was with the peasant’s babe in his arms. She was wrapped in a soiled cloth and her face was shining with happiness at the king’s song. She was blowing a bubble of saliva with her rounded lips. But the king, though his song was merry, looked closer to death than ever.
“What is it?” asked Marit.
He shook his head, and held more tightly to the baby than ever. He took a step toward the carriage.
Marit put a hand to his arm. “It is tempting, but you cannot take her away from them. No matter how poor the conditions are here, they love her. And she is theirs.”
King George murmured a negative.
“George,” said Marit in a more personal tone, lowering her voice so that only he could hear her. “She is not ours. She is not Ina.”
“There is no one else for her. She is meant to be mine,” said George.
Queen Marit raised a hand and sent a servant into the house. The man came out with an expression of despair on his face.
Then the queen went in herself.
She saw a dead man and a woman, dressed in peasants’ clothes, covered in filth, their hands reaching out to touch each other’s fingers, and between them, the tiny cradle of their daughter, who had lived.
She went back out again.
“There was a plague,” said one of the villagers. “Many were struck dead.”
This baby’s parents were obviously among them. And if the king and queen had not chosen that day to visit the village, there was no knowing what would have become of her, for her cries had not been loud enough to reach to the next hut.
Queen Marit wrapped her arms around herself. “We will take her back to the castle,” she said to the king. “And search for other relatives. She may have grandparents or an aunt or an uncle who wish to take her.”
“She is ours now,” the king said defiantly. “Dagmar.” He would not hear her called anything else, and he would not speak of the other daughter he had lost. There was only this one, Dagmar.
So she was raised in the castle’s own nursery, and became Princess Dagmar, the peasant girl who was raised in the palace as the king’s own child. 
What happened to the true princess was never discovered, though the king had sent hounds out to search for her and offered a reward of nearly half the kingdom for her safe return. Gradually, the kingdom ceased to speak of it, for it caused the king only pain. And the new princess was a beautiful, bright thing who seemed to only lack her father’s animal magic. But there were plenty in Kendel who thought this a good thing.
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